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CHAPTER 1

Experience, Institutions, and the Lived
Welfare State

Johanna Annola, Hanna Lindberg, and Pirjo Markkola

INTRODUCTION

Modern people encounter a multitude of institutions throughout their life
course. The centuries-long triad of “church, state, and family” has been
split into several entangled institutions that structure people’s daily lives
by producing, reinforcing, and sometimes preventing various social and
societal experiences. However, the interaction between institutions and
individuals is not a one-way process: shared experiences contribute to the
formation and reformation of current and future institutions. As such,
institutions should not be seen as rigid entities but rather as the outcome
of mutual interaction between individuals and society.

The gradual development of the welfare state has in a conspicuous way
contributed to institutional fragmentation. It has also changed the
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distribution of responsibilities between the state and the family as institu-
tions.! For example, while both children’s primary socialization and the
care for the sick and the elderly were previously regarded as responsibilities
of the family, the twentieth century marked the expansion of the welfare
state into these areas, especially in Northern Europe. Municipal mother
and child clinics, public daycare, and public residential homes for the
elderly, among others, provide new institutional settings in which the
experience of society is constituted.?

The degree to which the welfare state is present in people’s lives varies
over time and space, as well as through the course of the individual’s life,
but no one is unaffected by the route the welfare state takes. Through
social benefits, insurance, and services, as well as education and health care
and their respective branches, welfare institutions set the frames for peo-
ple’s daily lives. However, as Stein Kuhnle, Per Selle, and Sven E.O. Hort,
three renowned scholars of welfare policies, point out, “welfare states
come in different shapes and sizes.”® This means that the interaction
between the state, civil society, local communities, and the market—not to
mention their impact on people’s daily lives—is a changing phenomenon.

In this book, we study institutions that were formed first by the state in
general and later by the emerging welfare states in Northern Europe. Our
period of interest ranges from the late eighteenth to the twenty-first cen-
tury, which allows for a view of the earlier forms of welfare provision and
the multi-layered development of the welfare state* without omitting
some of its most blatant shortcomings. Our geographical focus is on the
countries bounding the Baltic Sea: Denmark, Finland, Sweden, and
Poland. These regions share much common history, and the Nordic
countries can also be characterized as the cradle of the internationally
appealing Nordic model of welfare.

! “Family” usually refers to a group of people bound together in kinship, marriage, or co-
residence. The ways in which the boundaries of this group have been defined in different
times and places have varied greatly. See, for example, Aatsinki, Annola, and Kaarninen,
Approaches to Changing Values of Upbringing, 1, 5-7.

2For discussion on the relationship between familial responsibilities, family ties, and the
development of tax-funded welfare provisions, see Reher, Family Ties in Western Europe;
Muravyeva and Toivo, Honor Thy Father and Mother in Sovic, Thane, and Viazzo (eds.) The
History of European Families.

3Kuhnle, Selle, and Hort, Introduction, 2.

*For the multi-layered historicity of the welfare state, see Kettunen and Petersen,
Introduction, 5-7.
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We explore how institutions were experienced as an outcome of inter-
action between the individual and society, as well as how institutions as
sites of experience shaped and structured people’s everyday lives. Utilizing
theoretical and methodological frameworks developed within the history
of experiences, the book aims to illuminate the interconnections between
experience and welfare institutions and the ways in which these mutual
connections are related to societal change.

HisTORY OF EXPERIENCE AND THE LIVED WELFARE STATE

In the book, we merge studies of institutions and the history of the welfare
state with the history of experience. In recent years, the history of experi-
ence has gained renewed attention from historians, and the contours of a
distinct yet diverse field have taken shape.® The history of experience seeks
to investigate the ways in which experiences are formed and articulated as
a part of a collective setting and how the processes of sharing and consoli-
dating experiences contribute to societal change.

On the one hand, the field builds on the tradition of new social history.
From the 1960s onward, labor history, gender history, and other orienta-
tions of new social history answered the call for “history from below” by
focusing on the history of everyday life as well as on the history of “com-
mon people” and other previously ignored groups. One of the key figures,
the British historian E. P. Thompson, launched in the 1960s a thorough
discussion on the experience of the working classes. For him, experience
was a social fact that explained social relations and social power. In general,
the new social history developed a keen interest toward the experiences of
the working classes, rural poor, minoritics, and women.® The new social
historians linked experience, social identity, and politics together and often
worked alongside grassroots movements. As the US historian Laura Lee
Downs argues, “[I]ndividual experiences, interpreted in light of inherited

>For recent contributions to the history of experience, see Katajala-Peltomaa and Toivo,
Lived Religion and Gender, Boddice and Smith, Emotion, Sense, Experience; Kivimiki,
Suodenjoki, and Vahtikari (eds.), Lived Nation; Katajala-Peltomaa and Toivo (eds.), Histories
of Experience; Haapala, Harjula, and Kokko (eds.), Experiencing Society, Digital Handbook of
the History of Experience, several entries.

®Haapala, Harjula, and Kokko, Introduction; Thompson, The Making of the English
Working Class. For the German history of everyday life, see Liidtke, The History of Everyday
Life; 1ggers, Historiography.
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cultural tradition, formed the indispensable ground of political and revo-
lutionary action.””

However, the cultural and linguistic turns in the historical sciences
questioned social historians’ attempts to reach the experiences of so-called
ordinary people. Poststructuralism displayed the fundamental role of lan-
guage, knowledge premises, and social relations in shaping experiences.
The category of experience was soon dismissed as part of outdated social
history.® Gender history, in particular, was steered toward a poststructural-
ist understanding of experiences. In the 1980s, US historian Joan W. Scott
criticized social historians’ attempts to assume an exact fit between class
consciousness and experience and suggested attention be paid to discourse
to understand how conceptions of class organized social experience and
how representations and meanings given to material life were construct-
ed.? In her seminal article “The Evidence of Experience” (1991), Scott
encouraged historians to avoid a naive interpretation of individual experi-
ence as a reflection of social reality. Scholarly focus on the discursive con-
struction of experiences, as suggested by Scott, was fruitful, but it did not
provide the tools to deal with materiality. According to historians Rob
Boddice and Mark Smith, “Scott was unable to see how to include the
body and the brain, the feelings and the senses.”!?

On the other hand, the history of experience builds on the tradition of
Erfabrungsgeschichte, which was developed in Germany around the turn
of the millennium. Crucial to this tradition is the analytical separation
between Erlebnis and Erfabrung. The former refers to people’s pre-
discursive perception of the world, while the latter is understood as the
socially shared and culturally, historically, and linguistically embedded
interpretation of events.!! In this book, we do not rely on the German his-
tory of experience as such, but in line with Finnish historians Ville Kivimiki,
Sami Suodenjoki, and Tanja Vahtikari, we follow the German tradition’s
emphasis on how culture and social relations bind experiences to “power

"Downs, Writing Gender History, 31.

8This has been pointed out by Laura Lee Downs, who also writes about “the individual-
experience-to-social-identity link on which many narratives of social history rested.” Downs,
Writing Gender History, 95.

?Scott, Women in The Making of the English Working Class, 88-9.

19Scott, The Evidence of Experience; Boddice and Smith, Emotion, Sense, Experience, 19.

"Koselleck, Future Past; Kivimiki, Sodan kokemushistoria; Kivimiki, Baztled Nerves,
Kivimiki, Suodenjoki, and Vahtikari, Lived Nation, 11-12.
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relations, institutions and systems of meaning.”!? Experiences are a soci-
etal phenomenon, and the history of experience explores society.

Furthermore, the history of experience is closely connected to the his-
tory of emotions and the senses. Recent decades have seen an upsurge in
historical studies of emotions, focusing on the ways in which emotions are
socially and culturally shared and reproduced in different historical con-
texts. Emotions tie communities together, but their forms and the ways
emotions are emphasized vary over time and space. Like the history of
emotions, the history of the senses has also studied the changing historical
meanings of different senses and how these have formed our understand-
ing of the world.’® Both emotions and senses are intimately intertwined
with experience and are integral parts of how people form socially shared
experiences.

Thus, the history of experience intersects with social history, gender
history, cultural history, the history of emotions, and the history of senses.
It draws on these fields both theoretically and conceptually, but to an
increasing degree with a framework of its own, merging constructivist
understandings of experiences with explorations of emotional and sensory
corporeality.

The Finnish historians Sari Katajala-Peltomaa and Raisa Maria Toivo
have suggested that the concept “experience” can be understood on three
levels. First, experience happens to people as part of their social reality.
Second, experience marks a cultural process to give meaning to what hap-
pens and to explain it. Third, experience is used as a category to analyze
the first two levels. Experience can thus be interpreted as an ongoing
social, contextual, and situational process. It is the task of the historian to
analyze how past experiences have been “produced, shared, controlled,
appropriated, approved of or discarded.”*

How, then, can the history of experience approach benefit welfare state
research? The established welfare state research often highlights the agency
of nation states or concentrates on ideological and structural comparisons
of different welfare models and regimes.!®> Recently, a growing body of

2Kivimiki, Suodenjoki, and Vahtikari, Lived Nation, 12.

BFor the history of the senses, see, for example, Boddice and Smith, Emotion, Sense,
Experience; Smith, Sensing the Past.

!4 Katajala-Peltomaa and Toivo, Lived Religion and Gender, 11-13.

5The most notable starting point for intensive scholarly debates on welfare regimes was
Gosta Esping-Andersen’s Three Worlds of Welfave Capitalismin 1990. Kettunen and Petersen,
Introduction, 2-3.
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scholarly research has questioned the focus on the national welfare state
and underlined transnational and global phenomena.!¢ As Finnish histo-
rian Pauli Kettunen suggests, transnational history can function as a
Foucauldian history of the present—that is, be concerned with discursive
and non-discursive practices that are scen as given or natural.’” One way of
problematizing these “taken-for-granted” practices and making them vis-
ible is the history of experience approach in which careful analysis of
encounters between people and institutions are examined. As experience
as an analytical concept has the potential to bridge the gap between macro-
level changes and micro-level quotidian life, our approach provides a topi-
cal way of looking at the welfare state.

In the book, we use the concept of the “lived welfare state” as an
umbrella term to capture and analyze the presence of the welfare state in
people’s daily lives. We suggest that welfare states materialize through the
ways in which people experience welfare benefits, social care, social ser-
vices, and the institutions that provide—or are expected to provide—all
this. As individuals share their subjective experiences of the welfare state
through textual, corporeal, and material communication with each other,
these experiences gradually become common knowledge and collective
practices. In the long run, the shared practices develop into policies,
norms, ideologies, and different types of institutions. These in turn reshape
subjective experiences of the welfare state.’® Hence, the welfare state is
constructed, maintained, challenged, and reformed through experiences.

The importance of everyday experiences is also embedded in terms that
are often used to describe the Nordic welfare states, in particular. Those
terms are trust, solidarity, equality, and reciprocity. This implies that the
relationship between an individual and the society that provides welfare—
or fails to provide welfare—plays a crucial role in the construction and
adaptation of the welfare state.

Welfare state building was introduced as a breakaway from earlier pov-
erty policies. However, the lived welfare state approach is not limited to
the period of twentieth-century established welfare states but also calls for
analyses of earlier time periods. We believe that longue durée analyses

"*For example, Kildal and Kuhnle (eds.), Normative Foundations, Morgan, Working
Mothers and the Welfure State; Kettunen and Petersen (eds.), Beyond Welfare State Models,
Kessler-Harris and Vaudagna (eds.), Democracy and the Welfare State; Kuhnle, Selle, and
Hort (eds.), Globalizing Welfare.

7Kettunen, Introduction, 4; Kettunen, The concept of society, 156-7.

¥ Haapala, Harjula, and Kokko, Introduction.
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allow for a more complex or comprehensive view of welfare and the wel-
fare state. First, such analyses reveal the changing interfaces between wel-
fare, poverty, disability, illness, discrimination, modernization, and
citizenship. Second, longue durée analyses show how the concepts, prac-
tices, and institutions of modern welfare states may still carry the experi-
enced legacy of previous welfare policies. Although the focus of this
volume lies in the Nordic countries, lived institutions are not limited to
Nordic welfare policies. This is exemplified by one of our contributions,
which explores an institution for disabled war veterans on the Polish-
Ukrainian borderland in Lviv. The chapter helps us to problematize fur-
ther the multi-faceted nature of encounters between individuals and
institutions. As Pauli Kettunen argues, “a comparative historical study
would benefit from also including those Eastern European agrarian societ-
ies that were politically shaped through the collapse or modification of the
European empires during and after the First World War.”??

In the early 2000s and 2010s, reflections on the lived welfare state were
few—with the exception of scholarly interest in the cultural history of the
welfare state.?’ In recent years, scholars have to a growing extent paid
attention to the experience of welfare or the lack thereof. In Nordic histo-
riography in particular, there has been a flux of analyses of the everyday
experiences of both the providers and the recipients of social care,?! the
entanglements between lived religion and lived welfare,?? the interfaces of
lived nation and lived welfare,?? the relationship between medicine and the

19 Kettunen, The concept of society, 144. See Oksana Vynnyk’s chapter in this volume.

20van Oorschot, Opiclka, and Pfau-Effinger (eds.), Culture and Welfare State; Béland and
Petersen (eds.), Analysing Social Policy Concepts, Bude, Generation; the publications of a
major British research project The Cultural History of the NHS.

21 Gronbak Jensen, “At abne skuffen”; Lottrup Rasmussen, De fattiges ret; Annola, Eletty
laitoshoito; Harjula, Eletty sosiaalityd; Harjula, Framing the Client’s Agency; Settle,
Probation and Policing of the Private Sphere; Annola, Kackerlackor i sisen?

22Kuuliala, The Religious Experience of Ill Health; Annola, To the Undiscovered Country;
Annola and Miettinen, Piety and Prayers.

23 Kaarninen, Red Orphans’ Fatherland; Markkola and Ostman, Guardians of the Land?;
Lindberg, National Belonging Through Signed and Spoken Languages; Hakosalo, The Ill(s)
of the Nation; Vahtikari, Finns Start Life Safe.
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experience of modern illness,* and the diversity of welfare concepts and
cultures.?

New scholarly openings to the lived welfare state have also emerged in
the wake of state inquiries into the abuse and neglect of children in insti-
tutional child welfare. Such inquiries have been conducted in more than
twenty countries, including the Nordic countries, and a similar one has
also taken place regarding care facilities for people with disabilities in
Denmark. In some cases they have been followed by political redress pro-
cesses.?S The inquiries and research based on them have broadened our
understanding of the relationship between welfare policies and the ways in
which welfare was experienced by individuals who were subjected to insti-
tutional “care.” Moreover, the redress processes have provided a new per-
spective to the ways in which the history of experiences is interpreted and
politicized in/by the contemporary welfare states.?”

Yet another recent contribution to the history of the lived welfare state
has been provided by the edited volume Experiencing Society and the Lived
Welfare State®® By exploring the expectations the welfare state met—or
failed to meet—and the response it received in people’s everyday lives, the
volume concentrates on the relationship between the individual and soci-
ety. In doing so, the book discusses the ways in which the rights and
responsibilities in relation to welfare were constructed and how the ideals
of equality, belonging, and trust emerged, took shape, or failed in people’s
everyday lives around the world. With its broader scope, Experiencing
Society can be seen as a companion publication to Lived Institutions, in
which we turn our gaze to institutions as laboratories to unravel the rela-
tionship between structures, spaces, practices, and the experiences thereof.

24Tuohela, The Ordeal of the Soul, 219-29; Tuohela, Sammanbrott och tillfrisknanden,
77-102; Tuohela et al., Sielun ja mielen sairaus, 195-232; Boddice and Hitzer, Emotion and
Experience in the History of Medicine; Parhi, No Coming Back to Sick Society; Parhi,
Sensitive, Indifferent, Labile.

% Edling (ed.), The Changing Meanings.

26Skold and Markkola, History of Child Welfare; Wright, Swain, and Skold, The Age of
Inquiry, Honorving the Truth; Barnehjem og specialskoler under luppen; SOU 2009:99; SOU
2011:61; Rytter, Godhavnsrapporten; Kragh et al., Anbragt i historien; Hytonen et al.,
Lastensuojelun sijnishuollon epikobdat, Petersen et al., Historisk ndredning.

7 Swain, Institutionalized Childhood; Skold and Swain (eds.), Apologies and the Legacy of
Abuse; Vehkalahti, Dusting the Archives; Lundy, Paradoxes and Challenges; Malinen,
Markkola, and Hytonen, Conducting Commissioned Research; Malinen, “Eleven Old Boys
Crying Out for Revenge.”

28 Haapala, Harjula, and Kokko (eds.), Experiencing Society.
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INSTITUTIONS

According to the French philosopher Michel Foucault, the seventeenth
century saw the “Great Confinement” of deviant individuals—the poor,
the unemployed, prostitutes, criminals, and the insane—in different insti-
tutions to protect societal order in Western societies. Foucault suggests
that the power that underpinned the prevailing order took the form of the
constant surveillance of the inmates and the discipline imposed on them.
The ultimate goal of the institution was to make its inmates “docile bod-
ies”—that is, individuals who controlled themselves through self-imposed
conformity to contemporary norms.*’

Another classic in the field of institutional studies is the US sociologist
Erving Goffman, who coined the term “total institution.” Total institu-
tions exist for care and punishment alike. In such institutions, similarly
situated individuals live for longer or shorter periods, restricted by the
regulations of the institution, isolated from the world outside. Goftman
suggests that the totalistic features include, among others, a sharp division
between residents and staff, incompatibility with the basic work—payment
structure, a mismatch with family life, and the breakdown of barriers that
normally separate the places of sleep, play, and work. However, as Goftman
notes, not all features are shared by all total institutions.*°

Although scholarly outputs that look at historical institutions from
below are not so numerous, the book at hand is not the first attempt at
discussing everyday life in institutions or seeking out the voices of the
inmates or the recipients of welfare provisions. For example, in Britain and
the United States, scholars have traced the experiences of workhouse
inmates and patients in hospitals and mental hospitals, as well as inmates
and residents in other institutions.?! In the Nordic countries, there are
studies that shed light on the lives of inmates and residents in different
institutions in the past, often by exploring their letters and other so-called
egodocuments.?> The most comprehensive Nordic work in this field so far
is the edited volume Inspirrad (Locked-in), published by Swedish scholars

»Foucault, Discipline and Punish; Foucault, Madness and Civilization.

30 Goffman, Asylums.

3 Lane, “The Doctor Scolds Me”; Beveridge, Life in the Asylum; Kleinman, The Illness
Narratives; Green, Pauper Protests; Tomkins, Workhouse Medical Care; Humphries, Care
and Cruelty in the Workhouse; Hamlett, At Home in the Institution.

2For example, Ahlbeck, Diagnostisering och disciplinering; Engwall, “Asociala och imbe-
silla”; Wallman-Svensson, Bonapojkarnas brev; Tuohela, Hubtikuun tekstit; Vehkalahti,
Constructing Reformatory Identity, Jonsson, Berittelser fran insidan; Tuohela et al., Sielun
ja mielen sairaus.
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in 2016.3% In their empirical essays, the contributors offer glimpses of the
ways in which the inmates in mental hospitals, sanatoria, prisons, reforma-
tory schools, and alcohol rehabilitation clinics understood their situation
and their surroundings between 1850 and 1992.

The aspects of everyday life in prisons, detention centers, and other
places of incarceration have also been tackled by carceral geographers and
other scholars of prison space.?* By focusing on the ways in which prison-
ers resist the disciplinary practices, use different tactics to protect their
autonomy, and create their personal spaces in “carceral TimeSpace,” these
scholars have revealed the changing relationship between prison policies
and prison practices. Moreover, researchers have analyzed prison sound-
scapes and other sensory engagements with carceral spaces.3® However, as
many of these works only deal with present-day institutions, there is a
need for historical analyses of carceral and other institutional spaces.
Institutions have usually undergone major constructional and ideological
reforms during their life span and therefore carry “living memories” as a
part of their present-day structure.’® Historical analyses increase our
knowledge of past societies and help us understand present institutions.

In Lived Institutions, we explore prisons, workhouses, residential
schools, hospitals, shelters for single mothers, and care facilities for people
with disabilities—in other words, institutions that Goffman labeled as
“total.” In addition to these walled institutions, the contributions to the
book discuss welfare provisions and other societal institutions that provide
welfare, such as voluntary organizations and families. The chapters also
touch upon the entanglements between different institutions: for exam-
ple, Johanna Annola maps nineteenth-century Finnish female prisoners’
experiences between state-managed prisons and a private shelter, while
Marie Meier discusses the tension between the institutional care of mental

3 Nilsson and Vallstrém (eds. ), Inspirrad.

3 For a brief overview of the scholarly discussion on institutional geographies in general,
see Repo, Confined to Space, 23-6.

¥ Ogborn, Discipline, Government and Law; Philo, Accumulating Populations; Baer,
Visual Imprints on the Prison Landscape; Dirsuweit, Bodies, State Discipline and the
Performance of Gender; Fiddler, The Penal Palimpsest,; Crewe, The Prisoner Society, Wener,
The Environmental Psychology of Prisons and Jails; Conlon, Hungering for Freedom; Crewe,
Warr, Bennett, and Smith, The Emotional Geography of Prison Life; Hemsworth, Carceral
Acoustemologies; Moran, Carceral Geography; Rowe, “Tactics,” Agency and Power; Turner
and Knight (eds.), The Prison Cell.

36 Morin and Moran, Introduction; Hamlett, Az Home in the Institution.
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health patients and families as sites of mental illness in post-Second World
War Denmark. As shown by Riikka Suominen in her chapter on an institu-
tion for single mothers, non-governmental welfare institutions were in
some cases born out of the perceived neglect of the state.

By analyzing a wide range of institutions, we show, first, how different
selections of totalistic features applied in different institutions produced
varying experiences of lived welfare (or the lack thereof) and how the
inmates/residents used specific coping methods to adapt to the life in a
specific institution. At the same time, the essays imply that the residents’
need to express and exercise their autonomy has remained more or less the
same throughout centuries, as demonstrated by Emilie Luther Valentin’s
essay on eighteenth-century Danish prison workhouses, Oksana Vynnyk’s
contribution on a disabled veterans’ home in interwar Poland, Heini
Hakosalo’s chapter on twentieth-century Finnish tuberculosis sanatoria,
and Klaus Petersen and Sarah Smed’s contribution on institutions for peo-
ple with intellectual disabilities in twentieth-century Denmark. These and
the other chapter in this book demonstrate very clearly that “existing in
the exercises of power does not mean existing without a choice.”?”

Second, we show the ways in which those institutions that did not
entail day-to-day contact, such as grants and benefits given to families,
were nevertheless present in people’s everyday lives on a regular basis.
Here, too, we see Foucauldian biopower in action. As Minna Harjula
shows in her chapter on Finnish family benefits, the development of wel-
fare provisions rested on presumptions of the lived conditions of the citi-
zens and aimed at promoting a particular set of norms. However, it is not
our intention to concentrate solely on institutional structures but rather
on the interaction between an institution and individuals who lived within
its sphere of influence. This is crystallized in Heikki Kokko’s chapter on
the local-level reception of the Finnish poor relief reform of 1852 and in
Mervi Kaarninen’s chapter on the so-called Red Widows’ experiences of
poor relief in interwar Finland.

Third, we show how individual experiences of institutions have been
publicly disseminated and used in policymaking. Hanna Lindberg shows
in her chapter how experiences were utilized in public debates surround-
ing the role of residential schools for deaf people. In their chapter, Johanna
Skold, Bengt Sandin, and Johanna Schiratzki discuss care-leavers who had
been victims of historical institutional child abuse and the ways in which

¥Wisnewski, Foucault and Public Autonomy, 424.
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their experiences were considered in the Swedish state’s financial
redress scheme.

As mentioned earlier, the concept of experience can be used as a bridge
between societal structures and individual lives. The contributors to Lived
Institutions are not so much choosing between the ideologies behind the
emergence and management of different institutions and empirical exam-
ples of lives led within the sphere of these institutions; they are interested
in both of them. Moreover, the chapters shed light on the different posi-
tioning of institutions vis-a-vis individuals. Experiences were not only
related to lived institutions but also to imagined, future, and remembered
institutions. We ask what kind of'ideologies, practices, encounters, perfor-
mances, spatial settings, soundscapes, language, and embodied sensory
elements were present in different institutions and how individuals
responded to the same. How do socio-cultural patterns of experiencing
institutional contexts vary across time and space? How are experiences of
lived institutions and lived institutional care—including accounts of imag-
ined and remembered institutions—related to societal change?

In our attempt to answer these questions, we employ a broad variety of
theoretical concepts. We discuss “space” and “place,” as well as the con-
cepts of “carceral TimeSpace” and “carceral layers.”®® Our chapters also
aim at applying and developing the term “scene of experience,” coined by
Minna Harjula and Heikki Kokko,* by offering concrete examples of
multi-layered experiences within institutional settings. In order to tackle
the interaction between individuals, institutional settings, and society at
large, we use concepts such as “tactics,” “navigation,” “strategy,” and
“cultural script.” Shared experiences, the process of sharing experiences,
and the extent of sharedness are discussed by utilizing concepts such as
“collective experience”, “emotional community”, and “community of
experience.”*0

3The term was coined by Finnish carceral geographer Virve Repo, see Repo, Carceral
layers in a geropsychiatric unit in Finland, 187-201; Repo, Confined to Space.

3Scene of experience is a key concept developed by Minna Harjula and Heikki Kokko.
Within HEX, they have developed the theoretical and methodological concepts of the social
history of experience since 2018. Harjula and Kokko, The Scene of Experience. See also
Kokko and Harjula, Social History of Experiences.

“For the community of experience, see Kivimiki, Malinen, and Vuolanto, Communities
of Experience.
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TaE CURRENT VOLUME

In this volume, we explore the entanglements between institutions, wel-
fare, and experience through twelve chapters divided into four parts. In
Part I, “Encounters with Institutions,” the chapters examine how institu-
tions were entered, lived, and remembered. With the late eighteenth cen-
tury as a starting point, the part begins with Chap. 2 by Emzlic Luther
Valentin, in which she explores how the inmates of a Danish prison work-
house navigated their experiences within the institution. In her chapter,
Luther Valentin studies what it meant to be imprisoned by studying the
physical experiences of imprisonment as well as the practices of coercion
employed by the prison workhouse authorities. Focusing on three specific
cases, which have left a broad set of sources, the chapter illuminates differ-
ent experiences and tactics used by the inmates.

Chapter 3 by Jobhanna Annola also deals with experiences of incarcera-
tion. Annola studies Finnish female inmates’ experiences of prison by ana-
lyzing letters they wrote in the 1880s to the early 1900s. Although
prisoners did not always describe their lives in detail, their experiences of
carceral TimeSpace are embedded in their letters in the choice of cultural
scripts. As the letters were written in prison but addressed to a private
Christian shelter for women, they also reveal entanglements between the
present institution and the absent institution. These entanglements hint at
the accumulation of carceral layers and the institutional burden in the
minds and bodies of the writers.

The tension between future, present, and past institutions is also at the
center of Chap. 4 by Riskka Suominen. Suominen studies the Helsinki
Mother and Child Home, a non-governmental institution established in
1942 for unmarried women. She analyzes the postwar encounters between
the shelter and single mothers, who were mainly working-class women. By
focusing on the process of becoming a resident in the shelter, Suominen
examines how experiences of single motherhood were constructed on the
ideal, sociomaterial, and individual levels.

Part II of the volume, “Lived Social Citizenship,” focuses on the ways
in which poor relief, benefits, and pensions formed experiences and the
citizens’ place in society. In Chap. 5, Heikki Kokko explores the socicetal
significance of the 1852 poor relief reform in Finland by analyzing local
readers’ letters to newspapers. Kokko shows how the poor relief reform
was experienced on the local level and how it generated changes in the
individual-society relationship. Finland is used as a case study to examine
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how early social citizenship was formulated in a modernizing society via
the interplay between local and transnational levels of society.

Minna Harjula in Chap. 6 studies the formation of lived social citizen-
ship in Finland by examining the emerging institution of social benefits:
the maternity benefit for pregnant women (1938), the family benefit for
large low-income families (1943), and the child benefit for all children
(1948). By approaching the encounters between families and local author-
ities as scenes of experience, this chapter exposes the multi-layered histo-
ricity of the lived welfare state.

In the last chapter (Chap. 7) of the part, Mervi Kanrninen focuses on
the widows of the Red soldiers, who had fought on the losing side in the
Finnish Civil War of 1918. By utilizing emotional community and collec-
tive experience as her theoretical concepts, Kaarninen studies encounters
between the widows and the nascent social welfare institutions in early
twentieth-century Finland. She shows how these encounters formed the
widows’ social citizenship and how experiences of humiliation over time
were replaced by feelings of confidence as the widow’s position in society
changed.

In Part III of the book, “Experiencing Institutional Spaces,” the chap-
ters focus on the experiences institutional spaces have generated. Chap. 8
by Oksana Vynnyk examines experiences of disability in interwar Poland by
focusing on the Lviv Disabled Veteran’s Home. Situated in the city of
Lviv, the veteran’s home was a part of urban life and reflected the chang-
ing political and social relations of the region. By utilizing vast archival
sources, Vynnyk analyzes the interplay between various discourses con-
structed by the disabled veterans as well as military and civilian authorities,
which together formed the Lviv institution and determined injured sol-
diers’ experiences of disability.

In Chap. 9, Heini Hakosalo analyzes sanatoria patients’ experiences of
space in twentieth-century Finland. Utilizing mainly a thematic writing
competition organized by the Lung Patients’ Union and the Finnish
Literature Society in 1971, Hakosalo focuses on how patients interacted
with the sanatorium building. Hakosalo uses the distinction between space
and place as introduced by Michel De Certeau in order to analyze mean-
ings, emotions, and social relations connected to the sanatoria building.

Klaus Petersen and Sarakb Smed in Chap. 10 study experiences of insti-
tutionalization in the Danish Special Care Sector in 1933-1980. Through
interviews as well as systematic and comprehensive archival studies, the
authors explore how people with intellectual disabilities experienced life
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and changing policy paradigms in the institutions. The contribution is
based on research that was conducted for a government-initiated historical
report on (mis)treatment within Danish institutions for disabled groups.
It gives a unique insight not only into the institutions but also into the
voices and experiences of the institutionalized group.

The chapters of Part IV of the book, “Dealing with Institutional
Experiences,” discuss different ways in which experiences have been either
silenced or publicly recognized and debated. In Chap. 11, Hanna Lindbery
studies the role of residential schools for deaf children in the 1930s and
1980s and the manner in which experience was utilized in the public
debates over these residential schools. The chapter focuses on the case of
the school for the deaf in Borgd, Finland, which was intended for the
Finland-Swedish minority. Lindberg shows how the experiences and
expectations of an institution that was repeatedly under public debate
exposed changes within deaf education and the position of the Finland-
Swedes during the twentieth century.

Chapter 12 by Marie Meier, on the other hand, explores processes of
silencing by focusing on the entanglements of family secrecy and changing
experiences of mental illness in Denmark from the mid-twentieth century
onward. Drawing on oral history interviews, Meier proposes a contextual
understanding of experiences of mental afflictions. In the chapter, family
secrecy surrounding mental illness in the twentieth century is exposed
through three cases, which highlight the different ways in which mental
illness was dealt with within families.

The dynamics between silencing and recognition is the focus of Chap.
13 by Johanna Skold, Bengt Sandin, and Johanna Schiratzki. Skold et al.
discuss the ways in which experiences of abuse and violence within welfare
institutions have been treated in the Swedish state’s financial redress
scheme for child abuse in past out-of-home care. The authors show how
the redress scheme’s aim shifted from acknowledging past sufferings to
limiting what type of abuse the state could be deemed responsible for. For
many former victims, this process led to a renewed experience of abuse.
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CHAPTER 2

Navigating Imprisonment: Tactics

and Experiences in an Eighteenth-Century
Danish Prison Workhouse

Emailie Luther Valentin

INTRODUCTION

On a February day in 1769, Cathrine Pedersdatter Rosenlund stood
before the gates of the prison workhouse at Christianshavn on the out-
skirts of Copenhagen. She had been sentenced to a lifetime of punitive
labor within the prison for having committed grand larceny. A few months
later, the prison received another life prisoner by the name of Daniel
Jorgensen Runge. He had been caught forging a substantial number of
bank notes and had therefore been condemned to serve out the remainder
of his life in the prison workhouse. A year later, yet another life prisoner
arrived at the institution: Niels Larsen had been sentenced for the crime of
intending to murder his master and mistress. Although Rosenlund, Runge,
and Larsen had all been sentenced to life within a short period, their jour-
neys through the system went down widely different paths. Like all the
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other inmates in the prison workhouse, they shared a common relation-
ship to the authorities, but how the inmates navigated the system and their
fates differed from inmate to inmate: Some attempted escape from the
prison, while others had their families petition for their release. Some of
the inmates silently accepted their fate, while others created the best situ-
ation for themselves within the scope of the prison institution.!

In this chapter, I will explore how the inmates of the prison workhouse
at Christianshavn navigated their experiences within the institution in the
latter part of the eighteenth century. I am especially inspired by Michel de
Certeau’s concept of tactics and strategies. He defines tactics as “deter-
mined by the absence of power just as a strategy is organized by the pos-
tulation of power.”? In other words, strategics arc implemented by
structures of power (such as organizations and institutions) and are tar-
geted at individuals in an attempt at controlling their actions. Tactics, on
the other hand, are enacted by individuals and are contingent on their
lived reality and as reactions to the conditions of the environment put in
place by the structures of power. In the context of the prison workhouse,
the institution itself enforced the strategies that shaped the structures of
imprisonment, while the inmates would have employed tactics in their
navigation of the environment of the prison.

From the outset of Rosenlund’s, Runge’s, and Larsen’s experiences
within the prison workhouse, the chapter explores three sets of tactics
employed on a general level by the inmates. The tactics both shaped and
were products of the inmates’ experiences within the institution. I have
chosen to focus particularly on Rosenlund, Runge, and Larsen because
their journeys through the prison system accumulated a broad section of
sources and therefore provided exceptional insight into the experience of
imprisonment. Before diving into the three inmates’ trajectories through
the prison system, I will begin by describing the context and structures of
the experience of imprisonment in the prison workhouse at Christianshavn.

To assess the inmates’ experiences, I turn to three letter books from the
prison workhouse at Christianshavn written between 1769 and 1789. The
letter books contain copies of all outgoing post as well as some incoming

!This chapter is largely based on the analyses of my Ph.D. dissertation Feelings of
Imprisonment.
2de Certeau, The Practices of Everyday Life, 34-9.
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correspondence to the prison concerning the everyday management of the
institution. Most of the letters were written by the warden of the prison
workhouse, namely Johannes Oest, and were addressed to the director(s)
of the prison. The letters vary in content and genre: Some concern the
accounting of the prison finances, such as the wages of the prison person-
nel and the bills from the maintenance of the prison building and the
purchase of common items such as food, clothes, and firewood for the
inmates. Others concern the management of the inmates themselves, such
as conflicts that arose from the everyday management of the prison, state-
ments made on the behavior of the inmates in connection with a petition
for release, or the dealings with inmates that either obeyed or broke the
rules of the prison. Although the letters are written from the perspective
of the prison administration and not the inmates themselves, they still
allow us to form a picture of how the inmates navigated the system as they
negotiated with the authorities. They also provide us with an understand-
ing of the everyday management of the institution. In addition to the
letters, I also draw information on the inmates from a prison register
which was begun in 1772. The register has been digitized in a database
and covers close to 13,000 entries to the prison workhouse between 1772
and 17992

A PrisoN BETWEEN POOR RELIEF AND PUNISHMENT

The prison workhouse as an institution emerged and spread throughout
Europe in the early modern period. To begin with, the institutions were
not employed against criminal behavior, but as disciplinary institutions
targeting immoral conduct, laziness, and disobedience. For that reason,
they were perceived as a type of charitable institution often founded within
or as part of the system of poor relief. By the eighteenth century, the
prison workhouses had evolved into multi-purpose institutions. Although
still engaged in disciplining beggars and vagrants, they were gradually
integrated into the penal system as they came to assume the penal

3The database is part of the larger research project Enslaved by the State (https://doi.
org/10.5278 /4ted7097-534-4a10-8dd7-¢2965dc21935), led by Johan Heinsen at
Aalborg University.
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responsibilities for a number of crimes that otherwise would have been
punished corporally or with the death penalty.*

The prison workhouse at Christianshavn, specifically, was established in
1662 on the outskirts of Copenhagen. It was commonly referred to as
“Bornehuset” (“the Children’s House”) since it originally had been tasked
with relieving society of the unsettled poor—among these, orphaned
school children—while at the same time teaching them a craft. However,
the prison had since its beginning also served as a correctional and disci-
plinarian facility that was perceived to be a mitigation of the period’s
harsher punishments, such as public corporal and shaming punishments,
as well as executions.®

Throughout the eighteenth century, in line with similar institutions in
Europe, the prison workhouse at Christianshavn grew in its penal respon-
sibilities. By the second half of the century, the majority of the inmates had
been sentenced to the prison workhouse either for begging and vagrancy
or for some sort of property crime (mostly theft), but forgers, assailants,
and even murderers were placed within the institution, too. In this way,
the prison workhouse was situated squarely between the system of poor
relief and the penal system. This meant that the institution had an intricate
combination of disciplinary and caring obligations, as it was both respon-
sible for the well-being as well as the discipline of its inmates.®

The prison workhouse at Christianshavn was connected to a wider
coercive network” consisting of actors and institutions across the kingdom
of cighteenth-century Denmark.® It shared administrative experiences
with other institutions from the poor relief system, such as common

*See Pieter Spierenburg, The Prison Experience, chapters 2 and 7, for a description of the
developments of the prison workhouse. The term “prison workhouse” was termed by
Spierenburg to emphasize the institution’s construction around confinement and work.
Although the title of his book claims to explore the experience of imprisonment, the book is
predominantly engaged with institutional developments of the period.

*The multiplicity in the prison’s purpose was common to the early modern prison institu-
tions. See Heinsen, Historicizing Extramural Convict Labour, 18-21.

“Valentin, Feelings of Imprisonment, 112-114.

7The term “coercive network” was first introduced by Taylor C. Sherman in her chapter
Tensions of Colonial Punishment.

8Johan Heinsen and I have mapped the coercive network of ecighteenth-century
Copenhagen from the perspective of the prison workhouse at Christianshavn and the extra-
mural military prisons known as “the slaveries,” see Valentin and Heinsen, Coercive Network
in Eighteenth-Century Copenhagen. The old Norse term “thraldom” was connected with
“slavery,” see Heinsen, Penal Slavery in Early Modern Scandinavia, 343-7.
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hospitals and orphanages. At the same time, it was also connected to other
penal institutions, such as the military prisons and the provincial prison
workhouses. Compared to the provincial prison workhouses, the prison
workhouse at Christianshavn was both bigger in its number of inmates,
but also in its penal responsibilities, as it housed dishonored inmates that
were refused by the provincial institutions.’

No recent studies have been made on the prison workhouse at
Christianshavn in the eighteenth century.!® The historiography has pre-
dominately portrayed the institution as a place of misery and corruption.
This perception is mainly built on the conception of the developments
that took place within the prison in the first half of the nineteenth century
and does therefore not serve as an accurate depiction of the conditions of
the prison in the cighteenth century. However, recent studies of the
provincial prison workhouses have helped explain the multiplicity of the
prison workhouses’ societal purpose. The studies have mainly examined
the prison workhouses as integral to the state’s intention of educating and
improving subjects when the institution of the household failed. Since the
studies primarily focus on the prison system’s societal purpose from a nor-
mative perspective, experiences from within the institutions have not been
examined closely.!?

THE STRUCTURES OF PRISON EXPERIENCE

The governance of the prison workhouse at Christianshavn was, upon its
establishment in 1662, bestowed upon a board of directors. To function
as their eyes and ears, and to see to the daily management of the institu-
tion, the directors appointed a warden to lead as supervisor. When

?For more on the inmate population in the provincial prison workhouses, see Larner, The
Good Household Gone Bad.

10The only thorough examination of the prison’s history in the eighteenth century can be
found in nineteenth-century prison historian Fr. Stuckenberg’s two-volume history of the
Danish prison system, see Stuckenberg, Fengselsvasnet i Danmark 1550-1741 and
Stuckenberg, Fengselsvasnet ¢ Danmark 1742—1839.

'This perception has especially been framed by Jens Engberg in his work on the Danish
Golden Age from 1973. Engberg wished to contrast the romantic image of the period and
draws among other things on the miserable existence of the inmates in the prison workhouse
in the first half of the nineteenth century. Engberg, Dansk Guldalder.

128ee Larner, The Good Household Gone Bad; Koefoed, Negotiating Memory and Restoring
Identity; Koefoed, I Trust You With my Child; Koefoed, Houscholds and State-Building in
Early Modern Denmark.
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Rosenlund, Larsen, and Runge arrived at the prison, a new warden, by the
name of Johannes Oest, had recently been appointed to the position. Oest
entered the position in early 1769 and remained as warden until his death
in 1789.

The prison was organized so that only a small number of prison officials
could manage the everyday workings of the institution. As opposed to the
modern penitentiary with its solitary cells, the areas in which the inmates
moved and resided were organized into large and open spaces. This made
it possible for only the few members of staft to keep order in the prison by
overseeing the largest possible number of inmates at a time.

The daily life of the inmates was centered around a repetitive labor
regime. The inmates were raised from their beds at five o’clock in the
morning and were in bed again at nine in the evening. Depending on their
sentence, the inmates were required to perform a set amount of work
either in the large work halls, processing wool and spinning, or in the ras-
phouse, performing the strenuous task of rasping dyewood into dust. The
spinners were expected to produce what corresponded to about four kilo-
meters of yarn a day, while the rasphouse inmates were expected to deliver
close to ten kilograms of rasped dyewood. This set amount had been
worked out to keep the inmates busy throughout the day.!?

Different means of coercion and control were used by the institution to
keep the inmates in line and at work. Two spinmasters were responsible
for keeping order among the inmates, and they were allowed to use physi-
cal force as a measure of discipline (a practice akin to the right of discipline
and chastisement which both parents and masters were allowed over their
children and servants).!* There are, however, almost no records of either
the measure or frequency of this practice in the letter books. Whether this
is a mark of its normalcy, or conversely its rarity, is difficult to answer. It
seems fair to assume that the administering of beatings or other corporal
measures of compulsion would have been an inherent part of the manage-
ment of the inmates in the eighteenth century—especially if we consider
the circumstances relating to the wages of the spinmasters: The spinmas-
ters’ wages were directly connected to the productivity of the inmates,

13Valentin, Feelings of Imprisonment, chapters 3 and 4.

“The Danish Code paragraphs 6-5-5 and 6-5-6 stated that the husband and his wife
were allowed to discipline their children and servants with force—that is, with canes, not
weapons; however, they were not allowed to harm them “on their health.” For more on this
practice, see Osthus, Contested Authority, 251-66.
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making 7 percent of the total profits.!® In addition to the spinmasters’
chastisement, the directors of the prison workhouse could decide to meet
out the prison’s official punishment on inmates who had behaved
particularly badly. The official punishment was flogging with a tamp (a
piece of rope either with or without knots at the end) at a pole in the
prison yard. A rare occurrence, the punishment was usually only delivered
when inmates attempted escape from the prison or when they resorted to
violent behavior.'

Even though the everyday management of the prison workhouse was
centered around the inmates’ compulsory labor, the prison’s obligations
of care took up an essential part in the day-to-day workings of the institu-
tion. The prison administration used large sums of money on clothing the
inmates, taking care of inmates admitted to the prison sick ward, and
keeping the institution clean and in repair (at least to the best of their abili-
ties). On a weekly basis, the inmates received an allowance so that they
were able to buy food from the prison sutler. The allowance was not exces-
sive but fixed to accommodate the sutler’s prices. Interestingly, the allow-
ance differed according to the inmates’ circumstances within the prison
workhouse—the longer and harsher the sentence was, the higher the
allowance.!”

The prison usually housed between 350 and 450 inmates at a time.
Approximately one-third were serving life sentences, one-third had a sen-
tence of one or several years, and the remaining third were beggars and
vagrants (who were usually facing a shorter sentence of a few weeks or
months). Although the population was almost equally divided between
male and female inmates, slightly more of the life prisoners were female.!®
The majority of the inmates were of an age where they would have been

5The Danish National Archives (DNA), Bornchuset pd Christianshavn, Brevkopibog
1769-1776: 437-8.

18Valentin, Feelings of Imprisonment, chapter 4. At the beginning of the nineteenth cen-
tury, new types of punishments were implemented in the prison workhouse—such as solitary
confinement as well as confinement on bread and water. In the eighteenth century, such
measures were only used when confining a dangerous person for a short period of time.

YValentin, Feelings of Imprisonment, chapter 3.

8 This makes sense seeing that male felons usually were placed in another prison institution
in this period in which they performed extramural labor. See Heinsen, Ind og ud af
slaverierne.
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able-bodied and strong, but the prison also housed old and weak beggars
as well as some children."

In theory, the only difference between the inmates in the prison work-
house was whether they were sentenced to the spinhouse or the raspho-
use. However, the inmates came from many different backgrounds and
therefore experienced the confines of the prison workhouse differently.
Such differences of experience were especially related to the work per-
formed by the inmates. The prison administration took into consideration
if an inmate was too frail, young, or disabled to perform the required
amount of work. For this reason, the oldest and weakest inmates were usu-
ally put to task with easier and less straining types of work, while the
youngest inmates, under the age of 14, were required to turn in much less
yarn than adult inmates. In contrast, strong male inmates were usually
employed with the most straining types of work and only male inmates
were sentenced to the rasphouse.?® Those who were skilled at spinning
could turn their aptitude into a profitable opportunity. In a letter to the
directors of the prison workhouse, the warden reported that some of the
female inmates (usually those who were sentenced for lewd behavior) were
quick to pick up the skills required in the spinning halls and would there-
fore quickly reach their required amount of work in a day. It had therefore
become a practice among the inmates that those who had trouble reaching
the required amount of work could (if they had the extra funds) buy the
labor of those who were skilled at spinning.*!

The conditions within the prison workhouse remained more or less the
same in the period from 1769 to 1789. Generally speaking, the work and
conditions within the prison workhouse would not have been strange to
the majority of the inmates, as most of those who were sentenced to the
prison were used to physical labor and poor conditions. Indeed, to some
the institution even provided structure and guaranteed food and lodgings.
In periods when food was expensive or the weather conditions harsh, the
prison experienced an increase in voluntary admissions and a rise in the
number of inmates who wanted to stay within the prison beyond their
expired sentence. Of course, others experienced the institution as

YValentin, Feelings of Imprisonment, chapter 2.

20DNA, Bornchuset pd Christianshavn, Brevkopibog 1769-1776: 244-6; DNA,
Bornehuset pd Christianshavn, Brevkopibog 1777-1780: 265-7.

2IDNA, Bornchuset pi Christianshavn, Brevkopibog 1777-1780: 153-5.



2 NAVIGATING IMPRISONMENT: TACTICS AND EXPERIENCES... 35

constraining and rough, and therefore sought to be free from its control.?
In the following, I will explore what tactics the inmates employed to be
free from the institution—and if that was not possible, then at least to
reach a sense of autonomy within its walls.

PETITIONING THE AUTHORITIES

When Cathrine Pedersdatter Rosenlund arrived at the prison workhouse
in February 1769, it was not her first encounter with the confines of the
institution. Rosenlund had at the age of 13 been sentenced to life in the
prison workhouse—then for arson. She had arrived in 1757, but she was
already released two years later in connection to a petition made by her
mother on account of her young age and good behavior.?? Petitioning the
King was not an uncommon practice among the inmates; in fact, the prac-
tice was part of a larger culture of petitioning the King.?* From the pris-
on’s letter books, it is clear that the inmates made use of this practice as a
strategy for obtaining early release from the prison workhouse.?

Although not an uncommon practice, not all the inmates attempted to
write their way out of the prison workhouse. Almost all of those who peti-
tioned for their release were facing sentences of a longer duration, either
life or sentences between one and ten years. This was related to the crimes
of which they were convicted—mostly property crimes or crimes of vio-
lence (such as attempted murder, arson, attempted suicide, or clandestine
childbirth). The majority of those who petitioned for their release were
female and, in addition to this, most of the inmates were of an age where
they were considered fit and healthy.

The warden of the prison workhouse was obligated to make statements
on the inmates’ behavior in connection to their petitions for release. The

22These differences in experiences have similarly been examined by Falk Bretschneider in
his book on eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Saxon prisons, see Harrington, Falk
Bretschneider Gefangene Gesellschatft.

2DNA, Danske Kancelli, Supplikker, 1701-1771, 5S, 1093.

2#The introduction of the Danish Code in 1683 had given people the right to petition the
King for all sorts of matters, see Bregnsbo, Folk skriver til kongen, 38. It was not necessarily
common for the inmates to be able to write, but they were entitled to help from a scribe or
from family, and at times it was reported that another inmate had helped formulate the
petitions.

% For more on the practice of petitioning in the prison workhouse, see Valentin, Feelings
of Imprisonment, chapter 6.
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statements serve as an indicator of what the warden perceived as good
behavior by the inmates. Looking through the statements, two emotional
ideals stand out: First, it was important that the inmates felt remorse and
understood the severity of their crime. Second, the inmates needed to
portray a willingness to take part in society by being a productive member
of the state. The two emotional ideals correlate with the purpose of the
prison workhouse: If its purpose was to re-socialize and rehabilitate the
inmates into society, the warden would not recommend the release of an
inmate’s who felt no remorse or did not want to conform to the rules and
structures of society.

The statements also reveal that there was a general awareness among
the inmates that certain behavior or certain tactics would increase their
chances of being released from the prison workhouse. When Rosenlund
arrived at the prison workhouse again in 1769, she and her family were
already familiar with the practice of petitioning. In the ensuing 20 years,
around a dozen petitions were made for her release. The statements made
in connection to these petitions reflect the different tactics employed by
Rosenlund in her attempt at freeing herself from the prison workhouse.
Her case is therefore perfect for describing and defining the inmates’
awareness of the institutional expectations, as well as how they navigated
these expectations to their own favor.

Common to the petitions was that they insisted on the inmates’
improved behavior. In the case of Rosenlund, this tactic had worked the
first time around, and it therefore makes sense that she would see fit to
make use of it again. However, stating a fact does not make it true, and the
warden noted that “she seems convinced that her behavior in here has
been completely irreproachable, but she needs to understand and regret
her former deviances and show considerable improvement [in her behav-
ior] before she can petition for such a high royal mercy.” Furthermore, he
explained that he had warned her parents not to petition for her release
before they were sure that she had shown an earnest improvement in her
behavior.?¢

Another common tactic in the petitions was for the inmates to connect
themselves to a support system outside the prison workhouse. The inmates
could, for instance, emphasize that they had family or friends who would
provide for them if they were released. Additionally, male inmates would

26DNA, Bornchuset pd Christianshavn, Brevkopibog 1769-1776: 132-3, 176,
219, 304-5.
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at times connect themselves to an apprenticeship outside the prison work-
house, while female inmates drew on their own familiar obligations as a
missing mother, wife, or daughter. Many of the petitions that were made
on behalf of Rosenlund were written by her parents. In them, they pledged
that they would support her and see to her continued education and dis-
cipline, but they also hoped that she would be released so that she could
help them in their old age.?”

In addition to this, Rosenlund also seems to have caught on to a tactic
among the female inmates of promising themselves off to marriage as a
possible way out of the prison. The tactic was connected to the idea that a
husband would provide support for the inmate if released. However, the
warden of the prison workhouse seems to have become aware of this and
often discouraged an inmates’ release if he thought the betrothal insin-
cere. In 1773, an inmate by the name of Daniel Petersen petitioned for
Rosenlund’s release, asking to marry her if they were released. The warden
found the match unsuitable. The first reason was because of Daniel
Petersen’s heritage—he had been born in the prison to a dishonored
inmate who had been impregnated by a black rasphouse inmate. The sec-
ond reason was because the warden suspected that Rosenlund’s promise
to Daniel Petersen was only given as a means of escaping the prison work-
house.?® Needless to say, the petition was not approved. Two years later,
another petition was submitted asking for Rosenlund’s hand in marriage.
This time, the petition was turned in by a farmhand by the name of
Christian Nielsen. They had gotten to know each other when for a short
time he had been confined to the prison workhouse to be taught and con-
firmed in his knowledge of his salvation. In contrast to the previous
attempt, the warden approved of the relationship, and he declared that he
believed the two to be in love. He was, however, still concerned that
Rosenlund had not actually learned her lesson from her time in the prison
and suspected that she only performed her duties out of fear of
punishment.?

Rosenlund seems to have understood that the only way out of the
prison was to convince the warden of her improved disposition. At least in
the subsequent statements, the warden expressed his satisfaction with see-
ing Rosenlund’s improved behavior. Nevertheless, he was still concerned

2’ DNA, Danske Kancelli, Supplikker, 1773-1799, 6R 918.
28DNA, Bornchuset pd Christianshavn, Brevkopibog 1769-1776: 281-2.
2 DNA, Bornchuset pd Christianshavn, Brevkopibog 1769-1776: 405, 431.
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that if she was released from the prison workhouse, she would fall right
back into her old vices and bad habits, referring to the fact that this was
not her first incarceration at the prison workhouse.?® A couple of years
passed and in 1787, the warden’s opinion seemed to have improved
considerably:

It is likely that she now after 18 years of slavery has been led to reflection
and regrets her previous crime, and she promises that she henceforth, if she
is released, will lead a silent and better existence as to be to more use for the
world than if she stayed in eternal bondage.?!

Another two years passed before anything happened, but when
Rosenlund petitioned for her release again in 1789, her plea was accepted,
and she was released from the prison workhouse in June that same
year—20) years after her arrival at the prison workhouse.

ESCAPING THE AUTHORITIES

When Niels Larsen arrived at the prison workhouse in November 1770, he
was only 15 years old. He spent the first years of his sentence being disci-
plined and schooled in his religious salvation and about his wrongdoings.
At the age of 21, he had grown weary of his life within the prison. His
father therefore submitted a petition to the King, asking for his son’s
release. The petition was rejected, but that did not discourage Larsen. He
began contemplating his life outside the prison workhouse and eventually
he came into contact with a blacksmith in need of an apprentice. Once
again, a petition was submitted on behalf of Larsen, and once again, the
petition was rejected. This seems to have hit him hard. The prison authori-
ties noted that Larsen had seemed dispirited since receiving the news of
the unsuccesstul petition—and this ultimately led him to take new action:
Not trusting the system to provide him with the freedom he so desired,
Larsen decided to take his fate into his own hands. On a July morning in
1779 as the laundresses were cleaning the dormitories, Larsen slipped up
into the attic of one of the prison buildings. He was well-acquainted with
the layout as for some time he had helped fix the roof. From a window,

3'DNA, Bornchuset pd Christianshavn, Brevkopibog 1777-1780: 175-6; DNA,
Bornehuset pd Christianshavn, Brevkopibog 1781-1789: 5-6.
3 DNA, Bornchuset pa Christianshavn, Brevkopibog 1781-1789: 280-1.
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Larsen climbed into an adjoining room and got hold of a washing line. He
tied the line to a roof-top beam and hoisted himself down into the back
yard. From there he jumped the palisade and successfully escaped the
prison workhouse.*

Larsen was but one of many inmates who attempted escape from the
prison workhouse. Between 1769 and 1800, 124 inmates attempted
escape. Three out of four of those who attempted escape were male
inmates, and most were relatively young, under the age of 40, when they
attempted escape—this indicates that it perhaps was easier to blend in and
find a new place of employment as a young male inmate. Close to half had
been convicted of some sort of property crime, and almost all of the
inmates were facing long sentences, either for life or for several years. Only
little more than half of the inmates who attempted escape succeeded in
remaining free (and Larsen was one of them). The prison workhouse had
a low escape rate and was considered relatively secure by the authorities.3?

The low escape rate was related to the construction of the prison work-
house as an enclosed institution. Although some of the inmates escaped
from the prison workhouse simply because they came across an opportu-
nity—such as the gate being momentarily unsupervised—the majority had
to come up with a carefully devised plan of escape. Such a plan could, for
instance, be contingent on the time and day on which they escaped.
Although the inmates attempted escape on weekdays, a larger number of
inmates attempted escape on a Saturday. This might pertain to the fact
that the inmates were only required to work half the day on Saturdays,
which would have given the inmates more time to execute their plan of
escape. Moreover, many inmates used the cover of the night or the com-
motion of the evening, when the inmates were led to the dormitories, to
enact their escape.

A vital part of planning an escape was knowing the weaknesses of the
prison’s security—either by knowing which places were under less surveil-
lance by the prison authorities or knowing which members of the prison
staff were less attentive. This was, for instance, the case in the spring of
1780: After having watched their spinmaster for some time, two female

32DNA, Bornehuset pd Christianshavn, Brevkopibog 1769-1776: 441; DNA, Bernehuset
pd Christianshavn, Brevkopibog 1777-1780: 109-10, 240-1; DNA, Danske Kancelli,
Supplikker, 1773-1799, 6Y 1778, 7A 488.

3For more on the escape practices of the inmates, see Valentin, Feelings of Imprisonment,
chapter 7.
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inmates had decided that it would be easy to evade the drunk and careless
master and carry out a plan of escape. One evening when the master had
appeared particularly intoxicated, the two inmates saw their chance. Just
before they were led to their dormitory at the end of the day, they hid in
a pile of wool, and when all had calmed down, they hoisted themselves out
of a window into the night.?*

Some inmates were particularly knowledgeable about how to escape. In
1788, an inmate by the name of Christian Terkelsen was admitted to the
prison sick ward. He had been in and out of the penal system on several
occasions and had therefore acquired a great deal of experience of the
prison workhouse, which he exploited to help himself escape and evade
the authorities: Terkelsen was first sentenced to the prison workhouse at
the age of 17 in 1784. He was released after a few weeks, but a year later,
he was once again admitted to the prison workhouse, this time sentenced
to a year within its confines. A few weeks before he was scheduled to be
released, Terkelsen succeeded in escaping with another inmate. He ini-
tially succeeded in keeping out of the spotlight, but a couple of years later,
Terkelsen was once again arrested. This time he had been caught stealing,
and he was therefore placed under interrogation. In September 1788, he
was transferred to the sick ward of the prison workhouse, and using his
knowledge of the institution, he once again attempted to escape, this time
with the help of another patient. The escape was not successful, and he
was returned to his inquisitors. A few days later, he was again admitted to
the sick ward in the prison workhouse. Upon his arrival, he broke out of
the irons which he had been placed in, proclaiming that no such means
could hope to confine him. Although Terkelsen was captured and threat-
ened with beatings, he maintained that as he was still under interrogation,
he was not an inmate in the prison workhouse, and for this reason the
prison administration did not have the authority to constrain him further.3®

When looking at the inmates’ tactics of escape, it is interesting to con-
sider what they were willing to risk for the chance of freedom. As Terkelsen
experienced, those challenging the authorities risked facing corporal pun-
ishment (that is, being whipped at the pole in the prison yard). Those who
were caught in an attempted escape would often face the same kind of
punishment or in one way or another have their mobility even more greatly
constricted. For instance, when two rasphouse inmates were caught after

3 DNA, Bornchuset pa Christianshavn, Brevkopibog 1777-1780: 87-8,210-1,214-215.
3 DNA, Bornehuset pa Christianshavn, Brevkopibog 1781-1789: 361-2.
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having escaped in 1779, the warden wanted to make sure that they would
not be able to do so again, and they were therefore placed in iron collars.
However, the spinmaster soon reported that the iron collars hindered
them in their work in the rasphouse. Consequently, the iron collars were
removed, and the two inmates were instead placed in a small and secure
cell at night to hinder future escape.®®

Corporal punishment and restrictions were not the only risks the
inmates had to consider when they attempted escape. Although one of the
most popular modes of escape was for the inmates to hoist themselves out
of the windows, it was also the riskiest form of escape. In 1781, the inmate
Anna Marie Olsdatter attempted to hoist herself out of a window from the
dormitory on the fourth floor. Unfortunately, her makeshift rope, which
she had fashioned out of her bedsheets, broke, and Olsdatter plummeted
to the street beneath, breaking both of her legs. She died four days later
from the injury.?” This was neither the first nor the last time an inmate
would die in an attempted escape. Thus, the inmates would have been
aware that they were risking their life when carrying out hazardous escape
plans. This would have been the case if we return to Niels Larsen’s escape:
He had been willing not only to be caught and face the prison’s punish-
ment but also to risk his life by climbing out a four-story high building and
hoisting himself down to the street using a thin washing line. This sug-
gests that the goal of obtaining his freedom from the prison workhouse
somewhat overshadowed the risk of losing his life.

NEGOTIATING WITH THE AUTHORITIES

When Daniel Jorgensen Runge arrived at the prison workhouse on a sum-
mer day in 1769, he had spent the previous four months in one of the
kingdom’s jail houses. Having been caught forging a substantial number
of bank notes—5490 one-rixdollar notes, to be exact—he had originally
been sentenced to death, since the crime was considered an act of trea-
son.® Runge had therefore petitioned the King asking for a more lenient
sentence, and since the money had never been distributed, the sentenced

3DNA, Bornehuset pd Christianshavn, Brevkopibog 1777-1780: 376-7; DNA,
Bornehuset pa Christianshavn, Brevkopibog 1781-1789: 6-8.

3 DNA, Bornchuset pa Christianshavn, Brevkopibog 1780-1789: 62.

33 The Danish Code 1683, 6-18-2.
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was reduced to life in the prison workhouse.®* Two years after his arrival at
the prison workhouse, Runge put pen to paper once again, this time ask-
ing for his freedom from the institution. Between 1771 and 1773, he
wrote three petitions, but all were rejected on the grounds that Runge
already had received a more lenient sentence.*® As a consequence of the
rejections and out of desperation, Runge attempted to break out of the
prison workhouse four years after arriving at the institution: One evening
after the inmates had retired for the night, the prison staft heard a suspi-
cious noise coming from one of the male dormitories. Two staff members
were sent off to inspect the scene, and on closer examination, they discov-
ered that preparations had been made for removing an iron bar from one
of the windows. This prompted a closer scrutiny of the inmates, and the
staff members discovered that Runge was hiding a piece of rope in his bed.
At his interrogation, Runge admitted that had he found the opportunity,
he would have attempted escape.*!

Thus, within the first four years of his sentence, Runge had both peti-
tioned for his release and attempted to escape from the prison workhouse.
However, as both tactics had proven unsuccessful, Runge had to come to
terms with his fate in some other way: Instead of rebelling against the
authorities, Runge turned to negotiating his position in the prison work-
house through diligence and loyalty to the prison administration. In 1780,
he submitted another petition—not as a plea for release, but a request for
better circumstances within the prison workhouse. In his response to the
directors of the prison workhouse, the warden reported that Runge for
the last couple of years had proven a loyal and diligent worker: “I have to
say to his commendation that under the former spinmaster Jacobsen’s
service, [ Runge ] was the reason for the other inmates’ calm behavior and
that [he] always informs me of any conspiracies [among the inmates |...”*?
Moreover, the warden stressed that Runge continuously went above and
beyond what was required of him. After finishing the work required of
him in the work halls, he would always volunteer his time and, having
experience as a postmaster, also his skills with pen and paper by helping the

3 Copenhagen City Archives (CCA), Radstuerettens arkiv, Domssager, Voucher 508, 12
April 1769.

“PDNA, Bornehuset pd Christianshavn, Brevkopibog 1769-1776: 157-8, 269-270, 307.

“1DNA, Bornchuset pa Christianshavn, Brevkopibog 1769-1776: 294.

“2DNA, Bornchuset pi Christianshavn, Brevkopibog 1777-1780: 352-3.
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spinmaster with any clerical work and by keeping an eye on the other
inmates. For that reason, the warden recommended that Runge’s petition
be approved. He argued that “to show the other inmates that diligence
and good behavior gain distinction, I wish that the Royally Appointed
Directors would consider his petition and grant him the same allowance as
a Rasphouse inmate at 6 Shillings a day.”*?

As time passed, Runge seems to have taken on more and more respon-
sibility at the behest of the spinmaster. In 1785, he was officially taken on
as an assistant to the spinmaster and received a wage of three marks,**
cight shillings a week (that is, 56 shillings in all). However, when a new
spinmaster was appointed to the position in 1786, Runge was dismissed
from service, and he was returned to the required work alongside the
other inmates. Soon thereafter, Runge fell ill under the strain of the work,
and once more, he petitioned the authorities as to improve his situation.
The warden was once again supportive of Runge’s request. He maintained
that Runge’s good behavior, and the fact that he had devotedly surren-
dered both his health and strength inside the prison walls, made him wor-
thy of milder conditions within the institution. The warden therefore
suggested that Runge could help with any occurring easy jobs in the daily
management of the institution. For instance, he could help explain the
tools and the craft to new inmates and help the inmates weigh their work,
he could oversee the institution’s furniture and equipment, escort the
inmates to their beds, and tend to the lights in the dormitories. For that,
the warden found it fair that Runge would receive a wage of one rixdollar
a week (that is, 96 shillings).*®

Thus, Runge succeeded in elevating his position within the prison
workhouse. In 1790, as the prison underwent a reorganization, he plucked
up the courage to apply for his freedom once again. The reorganization of
the prison meant that the institution needed another gatekeeper, and for
this reason Runge applied for the job. However, this seems to have been
too much to ask. Although the warden appreciated Runge’s efforts within
the prison workhouse, he thought it an unreasonable idea that an inmate
should be entrusted with the important task of keeping the gates. Instead,
he would rather that Runge was awarded his freedom from the

#DNA, Bornehuset pd Christianshavn, Brevkopibog 1777-1780: 352-3.
“ Sixteen shillings was equal to one mark.
#DNA, Bornehuset pi Christianshavn, Brevkopibog 1781-1789: 251-2.



44  E.L.VALENTIN

institution.*® Runge was bestowed neither the position as gatckeeper nor
his freedom, and three years later, at the age of 49, he died within the
prison workhouse.

Runge was not the only inmate who negotiated with the prison admin-
istration to improve his conditions within the prison and to create a sense
of autonomy. The small number of staff meant that the prison administra-
tion relied on the collaboration of trustworthy inmates. Those who proved
loyal and diligent were appointed to positions of privilege, such as laun-
dress, nurse in the prison sick ward, or errand woman (female inmates who
were allowed to run errands in the city on the behest of the spinmasters).
These positions allowed the inmates a sense of autonomy in a place of
constraint.

CONCLUSION

Situated between the penal system and the system of poor relief, the prison
workhouse at Christianshavn was faced with many obligations. On the one
hand, the prison was responsible for the discipline of its inmates, which it
enacted through compulsory labor and corporal discipline. On the other,
it was responsible for the welfare of its inmates, and the prison institution
struggled daily to provide the necessary care for the many members of the
prison population. Thousands of inmates entered and exited the prison
workhouse at Christianshavn in the latter half of the eighteenth century.
Although they shared the confines of the institution, their experiences
were formed by how they navigated the system. To some, the prison pro-
vided shelter and structure. To others, the prison was a temporary obstacle
on their way back to freedom.

Rosenlund’s, Larsen’s, and Runge’s experiences in the prison work-
house provide us with glimpses of how the inmates navigated their way in
and around the system. Although all three arrived at the prison workhouse
in similar circumstances, their journeys through the system took com-
pletely different routes with very different outcomes. Rosenlund was
released, Larsen escaped, and Runge remained in the prison till his dying
day. Whereas Rosenlund used her knowledge of the system to secure her
freedom, Larsen challenged the authority of the prison and forced his own
way out of the system’s constraints. Runge tried but gave up his pursuit of

*DNA, Bornchuset pi Christianshavn, Brevkopibog 1781-1789: 403—4.
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freedom, albeit his submission to the institution provided him with a dif-
ferent kind of opportunity, allowing him to rise above the station of the
other inmates.

Thus, studying the experiences of the people who navigated their way
through the system of the prison workhouse not only provides us with an
understanding of the complexities and plurality of what it meant to be
imprisoned in an eighteenth-century prison workhouse; it also grants us
an understanding of how the institution itself interacted with the inmates
and was in turn shaped by their actions.
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CHAPTER 3

The Experience of Prison in Finnish Female
Inmates’ Letters from the 1880s to the 1900s

Johanna Annola

INTRODUCTION

The experience of prison is a new and emerging topic in history and crimi-
nology." As suggested by both British criminologists and Nordic histori-
ans, the scholars of past prisons have often overlooked prisoners’
experiences and portrayed prison wardens as mere faceless guardians of
discipline.? Historians of incarceration have been reluctant to open new
avenues of research, because the source material is usually scarce and

'"This chapter was written as a part of my Academy Research Fellow project Lived, Layered,
Locked Up. Rethinking Women’s Prisons in Finland in the Long Nineteenth Century, funded
by the Academy of Finland (grant number 341042).

2Johnston, Introduction; Johnston, Moral Guardians; Anderson and Pratt, Prisoner
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consists only of records produced for administrative purposes. However,
as Swedish historians Roddy Nilsson and Maria Wallstrém point out, it is
possible to circumvent this problem by finding new kinds of sources or
re-reading the existing ones with fresh eyes.?

In this chapter, I take up the gauntlet by discussing Finnish female pris-
oners’ letters found in the archives of a Helsinki-based private shelter for
so-called fallen women. The institution was established by primary school
teacher Emma Mikinen in 1880. She had found her spiritual home with
the Free Mission, an originally Anglo-American evangelical revivalist
movement, which gained popularity in Helsinki in the late 1870s. After
her conversion from Lutheranism to evangelical Christianity, Mikinen
abandoned her career as a teacher to work among women who had devi-
ated from the contemporary (middle-class) ideal of womanhood by com-
mitting a crime, selling sex, drinking, keeping bad company, or being out
at night. The purpose of Mikinen’s shelter was to turn these “fallen crea-
tures” into God-fearing working-class women by oftfering them both the
Gospel and training in houschold chores.*

The surviving documents of Emma Mikinen’s shelter include a collec-
tion of letters from women who either wished to enter the shelter or had
resided there previously. The shelter accommodated circa 1200 women
during its 35 years of existence, but there are some 30 surviving letters
from its former protégées.® Hence, it appears that very few women con-
tacted the directress after leaving the institution. It is likely that most
women who spent some time in the shelter were only seeking temporary
refuge, not a life-long relationship with the directress. Moreover, not all
women could write. Most Finnish adults could read superficially because
reading skills were a precondition for receiving communion, and

¥Nilsson and Wallstrom, Inledning.

*For evangelical Christianity and Mikinen’s shelter, see Markkola, Syn# ja siveys; Annola,
“Minulle eliminen on Kristus”; Markkola, Women’s Spirituality; Annola, The Conflict
Between Lived Religion; Markkola, Working-Class Women Living Religion. For middle-class
sexual morality, see also Nieminen, Tuistelu sukupuolimoraalista; Rajainen, Naisliske jo suku-
puolimoranli; Higgman, Perbeen vuosisata; Markkola, Moraalin michet; Jansdotter, Ridda
Rosa, 115; Annola, Sdddyttomidt, 70-1, 98, 190-3, 310. For sexual morality among the
lower classes, see Markkola, Tyiliiskodin synty, 62; Saarimiki, Naimisen normit, 205-0;
Miettinen, Ihanteista irrallnan; Vainio-Korhonen, Musta-Maija jo Kirppu-Kaisa; Annola,
Saddyttomit, 54-5,71.

*For discussion on the letters and on the relationship between Emma Mikinen and her
former protégées, see Markkola, Synti ja siveys; Annola, “Minulle eliminen on Kristus”
Annola, “Minulle eliminen on Kristus.”
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communion was a precondition for marriage. Writing skills were far less
common: it has been estimated that 13 percent of the Finnish population
could write in 1880.°

Prisoners’ letters have not previously been singled out from the letter
collection to be analyzed together other than by the present author.” So
far, I have been able to identify eight letters from prisoners, written
between 1886 and 1914. While some writers had been in Mikinen’s shel-
ter prior to their prison sentence, others contacted her without any previ-
ous acquaintance to ask for help. For this chapter, I have chosen four
women who specifically mentioned the shelter in their letters, which were
written between 1886 and 1904. Ida Somppi and Amanda Storrank had
resided at the shelter, Helena Lindstrom had placed her daughter in the
orphanage that was annexed to it, and Katriina Komi wished to enter the
shelter upon her release from prison.3

Each writer had a pressing concern or a problem they wished to solve
by contacting Emma Mikinen. Ida and Amanda approached Mikinen to
inform her of their present whereabouts, Helena wrote to enquire after
her daughter’s health, and Katriina was looking for a roof over her head.
On the one hand, the fact that these working-class women contacted one
institution while residing in another reveals their vulnerable and marginal-
ized position in the slowly modernizing Finnish society that lacked public
sector safety nets. The only form of public sector social security was poor
relief, but able-bodied adults were given assistance only in exchange for
work, often in a poorhouse.” On the other hand, the four women’s
attempts at reaching out to Emma Mikinen show that they were willing
to use the limited power they had to gain control over their own lives.1?

The letters of these four women can also be used to discuss the place of
their writing, the prison. As British sociologist Liz Stanley has pointed
out, letters can be understood as performances in which the writer

¢ Laitinen and Mikkola, Johdanto, 9.

7 Annola, Naisvankien kirjeet.

81t has also been possible to find useful background information on these four women in
digitized prisoner rolls, prison parish records, other relevant parish records, digitized news-
papers, and in some cases also in other letters found among Emma Mikinen’s correspon-
dence. As I do not wish to perpetuate the marginalized status of the writers, I have chosen
to refer to them by their full names (and not by their first names) as much as any other
individuals mentioned in this chapter.

°For Finnish poorhouses, see Annola, Maternalism and Workhouse Matrons.

19 Annola, Naisvankien kirjeet, 42-3.
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constructs one version of her/himself in relation to the recipient.!! The
performance is always shaped by the writer’s understanding of the recipi-
ent, but also by the situation in which the writing takes place. Prison was
certainly a specific situation. As Ida, Amanda, Helena, and Katriina sat
behind bars, their correspondence was subject to surveillance and censor-
ship by prison officials. Prisoners had to write their letters on a prison let-
terhead, or if there was no specific letterhead in use, the letter was stamped
with a prison stamp. The letterheads included printed instructions accord-
ing to which replies were not to be addressed directly to the inmate but
instead to the governor.

To quote British carceral geographer Dominique Moran, the four
female inmates lived and wrote their letters in “the now of carceral
TimeSpace.”!? In other words, the carceral set limits on the women’s lives
in both a spatial and temporal sense. For them, prison was a present insti-
tution, a lens through which they examined “both past and future and the
passage of time.”!® Viewed through this lens, the shelter in Helsinki was
an absent institution. It was either something that belonged to the writers’
past, a remembered institution, or something the writers wished to include
in their future, an imagined institution.

In this chapter, I discuss the ways in which the experience of prison was
embedded in the four female inmates’ letters. I suggest that even though
letter performances are unique, they are steered by so-called cultural
scripts—shared patterns of social interaction that are characteristic of a
particular group of people. Cultural scripts capture the models for think-
ing, feeling, and communicating in a particular cultural context.'* My
hypothesis is that even though Ida, Amanda, Helena, and Katriina did not
offer very detailed accounts of their everyday lives in prison, their experi-
ences of carceral TimeSpace are present in their letter performances in the
form of those cultural scripts they chose to follow and perpetuate.

The peculiar existence of the writers in between two institutions also
raises a question of the nature and extent of the carceral in these women’s

1 Stanley, The Epistolarium. For letters as source material, see Leskeld-Kirki, Lahtinen,
and Vainio-Korhonen, Kirjeet ja historiantutkimus, Nordlund, Kirjeet; Halldérsdottir,
Elimi kirjeissi; Keravuori, “Rakkant poikaiset!” 25-44.

12Moran, Carceral Geography, 55.

13 Moran, Carceral Geography, 55.

4 Katajala-Peltomaa and Toivo, Introduction, 15-16. For more on cultural scripts, see for
example Goddard and Wierzbicka, Cultural Scripts; Vanclay, The Role and Functioning of
Cultural Scripts.
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lives. While the shelter was not a prison, it nevertheless meets the charac-
teristics of a quasi-carceral space, because the lives of its residents were
controlled and limited in various ways.'® As Finnish carceral geographer
Virve Repo has suggested, the different aspects of carceral spaces and the
ways in which these aspects overlap in individuals’ lives can be described as
carceral layers. If people are transferred between institutions, carceral layers
may “agglomerate in their bodies and minds through their experiences,”
producing an “institutional burden” that may impact the lives of individu-
als even after the actual confinement.'® Inspired by Repo’s thought, I
explore the ways in which the interplay between prison and the shelter—
albeit absent—may have contributed to the accumulation of carceral layers
and the institutional burden in the writers.!”

The chapter unfolds as follows: in the first section, I discuss the writers’
lives as well as the ways in which they communicated their experiences of
being labeled as deviant. In the two following sections, I analyze how the
women framed their experiences of prison life. The idea of prison as a pres-
ent institution and the shelter as an absent institution runs through these
three sections. As a whole, the chapter yields new information on prison as
a lived institution,'® the use of cultural scripts as carriers of emotions and
experiences, and the entanglements between different institutions.

COMMUNICATING DEVIANCY

In January 1886, Emma Mikinen received a letter from Katriina Komi, a
26-year-old crofter’s daughter from a rural parish in eastern Finland.
Katriina was serving a sentence in Himeenlinna Prison Workhouse and
Penitentiary (henceforth Himeenlinna Penitentiary). The institution was

15For a recent overview of the scholarly discussion on the aspects of “carceral,” see, for
example, Repo, Confined to Space, 27-30.

16Repo, Confined to Space, 46.

7For theoretical discussion on the concept of “layer” in the field of the history of experi-
ences, see Harjula and Kokko, The Scene of Experience.

18 Apart from some master’s theses and two research articles by the present author (Annola,
Naisvankien kirjeet; Annola, Vankeusmaantieteellinen nikokulma), there is not much histori-
cal rescarch on Finnish female prisoners. For women in other institutions in Finland, sce
Ahlbeck-Rehn, Diagnostisering och disciplinering, Ahlbeck, Ratkaisuna sterilisaatio; Tuohela,
Hubtikuun tekstit; Tuohela et al., Sielun ja mielen sairaus; Pukero, Epdmddriisesti eldmistd;
Vehkalahti, Constructing Reformatory Identity, Annola, Aiti, eminti, virkanainen, vartija,
Vainio-Korhonen, Musta-Maija jo Kirppu-Kaisa. For a Nordic overview of institutional his-
tory, see, for example, Nilsson and Vallstrom, Inledning; Englund, Fangsambillet.
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the only women’s prison in the Grand Duchy of Finland, but there were
some female prisoners also in county prisons, either in pretrial custody or
serving shorter sentences. Katriina’s sentence was a relatively long one. “I
was sentenced to six years for losing [ getting rid of] a child,” she explained
in her letter and continued: “[B Jut god saw it fit to lessen my earthly pun-
ishment so that I will serve three years[.]”? As Katriina’s sentence was
slowly but surely coming to an end, she wished to know whether Emma
Mikinen would welcome her to the shelter upon her release from prison.
Katriina’s story appears to have been true: according to other sources, in
1883 she had killed her illegitimate newborn.?°

A couple of weeks later, Emma Mikinen received another letter from
Himeenlinna Penitentiary. The writer was Helena Lindstréom, a 39-year-
old wallpaper factory worker’s wife from Helsinki, who was serving a
three-year sentence. On her admission to prison, Helena had left her
13-year-old daughter Wilhelmina at the orphanage that was annexed to
Mikinen’s shelter. In her letter, Helena asked how the girl was doing.
Unlike Katriina, Helena did not mention the reason for her imprisonment,
probably because Emma Mikinen was already familiar with it. Helena dis-
missed the topic by admitting that she was “impossible.”?! Other sources
reveal that Helena was in prison because of procuring. She had kept a
brothel in her home, which she had shared with Wilhelmina and “a step-
daughter” after ending up living apart from her husband. Procuring was
not Helena’s first offense: she had in 1879 been convicted of petty theft.?

The third writer, Ida Somppi, was a worker’s daughter from Turku, a
city on the southwest coast of Finland.?® A surviving letter from Ida’s
mother to Emma Mikinen shows that the 20-something Ida had been

¥ National Archives of Finland (NAF), Archives of Emma Mikinen, I Ha:4, a letter from
Katriina Komi to Emma Mikinen, 17 January 1886.

20Digital Archives of Finnish Family History Association (FFHA), Archives of Kirvu
Parish, communion book 1881-1890, 555; NAF, Archives of the Pastor of Lappeenranta
Spinhouse, communion book 1868-1889, 46.

2INAF, Archives of Emma Mikinen, I Ha:4, a letter from Helena Lindstrom to Emma
Mikinen, 31 January 1886.

22 Folkwénnen 24 May 1884; Suomalainen Wirallinen Lehti 24 May 1884; Nya Pressen 14
September 1884; NAF, Poll tax records, U:99, Uusimaa Province poll tax records 1884,
248; NAF, Archives of the Pastor of Lappeenranta Spinhouse, communion book
1868-1889, 48.

BFFHA, Archives of Turku Cathedral Congregation, additional communion book
1865-1880, 2019; NAF, Poll tax records, T:201, Turku and Pori Province poll tax records
1895, 40.
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sent to the shelter in Helsinki so that she would mend her ways.** Ida
crushed her mother’s hopes by leaving the shelter. In the mid-1890s, she
sat down in Turku County Prison to write a letter to Emma Mikinen. Ida
described how she had gone out with a girl against Mikinen’s will, been
caught by the police, and then sent back to her hometown, Turku. “This
time they did not Release me but gave me Six months,” Ida explained.?
Like Helena, she did not specifically name her offense, but the letters as
well as the length of the sentence point toward vagrancy and/or
fornication.

The 39-year-old Amanda, in turn, was a former maidservant from the
city of Vaasa on the western coast of Finland. In 1904, she approached
Emma Mikinen with a letter written in Himeenlinna Penitentiary. The
letter reveals that at some point in her life, Amanda had resided at the
shelter but had not enjoyed her stay. “I was never happy but for the small-
est setbacks snotty and hard and I thought that I’d rather be in the
Spinhouse than here,” she confessed, and continued: “I found what I was
looking for so that I now have 3 years for theft.”?¢ Other sources show
that Amanda’s adult life had involved a series of offenses. She drank,
smashed windows, and cast stones. She stole money, teaspoons, food and
tobacco, clothes from the local poorhouse, and the blanket of a cabman’s
horse. Amanda was also familiar with Himeenlinna Penitentiary: she had
been there two times prior to this sentence for grand theft.?”

This brief overview of the lives and letters of the four women shows
that they all chose to lay the blame for their sorry state on themselves.
Moreover, Ida and Amanda specifically stated that their punishment was a

2*NAF, Archives of Emma Mikinen, I Ha:4, a letter from Elisabet Somppi to Emma
Mikinen, undated. Elisabet gave her address in the letter, which is why it is possible to use
poll tax records to date the letter to the 1890s.

2 NAF, Archives of Emma Mikinen, I Ha:4, a letter from Ida Somppi to Emma Mikinen,
24 December, no year.

26NAF, Archives of Emma Mikinen, I Ha:4, a letter from Amanda Storrank to Emma
Mikinen, 27 May 1904. Amanda’s reference to the Spimhouse points to Turku and
Lappeenranta Spinhouses, prison workhouses that had preceded Himeenlinna Penitentiary
as women’s prisons. Both institutions were closed upon the opening of the penitentiary
in 1881.

27 Vasablader 20 June 1883; Vasablader 13 January 1894; Vasabladet 16 January 1894;
Wasa Nybeter 22 March 1899; Vasabladet 24 August 1899; Vasabladet 26 October 1899;
Vasablader 15 February 1900; Vasablader 10 April 1900; Vasabladet 24 August 1901;
Osterbottningen 21 July 1903; Vaasa 17 September 1903; FFHA, Archives of Himeenlinna
Penitentiary and Prison Workhouse, prisoner roll 1900, 1903.
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well-deserved one.?® The writers” portrayal of themselves resembles the
harsh attitude that various authorities had toward “fallen” women. The
police, prison authorities, poor relief officers, healthcare officials, and
reformatory school staft all justified their intervention in the lives of the
“fallen” by claiming that these individuals deserved to be corrected,
because they had intentionally chosen to misbehave.?

Private philanthropists often adopted a radically different approach by
portraying “fallen” women as victims. Previous research has shown that
upper- and middle-class charity workers depicted prostitutes and other
wayward women as ignorant country girls who had moved to the city in
search for work as domestic servants but ended up selling sex or being
seduced by their masters or other men of power. They had fallen because
nobody had taken care of them. By stressing the inexperience and insecu-
rity of these women, and by clinging to the image of the seduced and
betrayed woman, philanthropists downplayed the agency of the “fallen.”
At the same time, the helpers justified their own involvement in these
women’s lives.3

The two approaches to deviancy can be seen as two competing cultural
scripts. In their letter performances, the four female inmates preferred the
authorities’ harsher script over the philanthropists’ milder and in some
ways more understanding one. The women’s choice of script implies that
prison, as experienced by the writers, encouraged inmates to remember
and communicate their past lives as a bad choice.

The prisoners’ situation resembles that of reformatory school residents.
According to Finnish historian Kaisa Vehkalahti, reformatory school staff
expected deviant young girls to admit their faults and show moral improve-
ment as a part of their re-education. Vehkalahti suggests that as the girls
knew that their correspondence was closely monitored by reformatory
school staff, they probably adjusted their letters to meet the expectations

28NAF, Archives of Emma Mikinen, I Ha:4, a letter from Ida Somppi to Emma Mikinen,
24 December, no year; NAF, Archives of Emma Mikinen, I Ha:4, a letter from Amanda
Storrank to Emma Mikinen, 27 May 1904.

2 Jaakkola, Sosiaalisen kysymyksen yhteiskunta; Hikkinen, Rabasta—vaan ei rakkandesta,
Nygird, Erilaisten historian; Vehkalahti, Constructing Reformatory Identity, Annola, Aiti,
emintd, virkanainen, vartijn; Harjula, Annola, and Ekholm, Etniset ja sosiaaliset
vihemmistot.

30Markkola, Synti ja siveys, 212-14; Annola, “Minulle eliminen on Kristus,” 163;
Jansdotter, Ansikte mot ansikte, 65. Also Mahood, The Magdalenes; Vammen, Ambiguous
Performances.
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imposed upon them.3! Similarly, it is likely that the four female prisoners
were aware of the surveillance. They probably knew that by complying
with the officials’ script, they could secure themselves better prospects
within carceral TimeSpace—after all, good behavior could in some cases
result in the reduction of a sentence. As such, surveillance was one of the
mechanisms through which the disciplinary power of the prison pene-
trated prisoners’ lives and made them control themselves through self-
imposed conformity to a prevailing set of norms.3?

Emma Mikinen was clearly influenced by both scripts. On the one
hand, she felt that “fallen” women were in most cases nothing but foolish
girls who needed her helping hand. On the other hand, she seems to have
believed that habitual offenders and elderly women had deliberately cho-
sen a vile way of life. They seldom sought change in carnest.?® In Mikinen’s
opinion, only the transformative power of faith could make these women
repent—but as they were usually unwilling to accept Jesus into their hearts
or were weak of faith, there was little hope for a profound change in
them.3* Given Mikinen’s skepticism, it may be that elderly prisoners with
long criminal records never received a reply to their letter(s) but were
instead exposed to experiences of dismissal and silence. In such cases, the
shelter as an absent institution influenced the prisoners’ experience of
being labeled as deviant and hence contributed to the accumulation of the
institutional burden in their minds.

COMMUNICATING LLONELINESS

As prison separated deviant individuals from their previous lives, the sen-
tence also meant separation from family and friends. The women discussed
in this chapter were not shy to admit in their letters that they felt lonely
behind bars. From the prison officials’ point of view, this was probably
acceptable if not advisable. Prison did not serve only as a place of correc-
tion for the deviant but also as a deterrent for people outside prison walls.
In other words, the carceral was from time to time deliberately extended
outside prison space: a remorseful inmate, who communicated her feelings

3 Vehkalahti, Opitut tunteet, kerronnan kaavat, 2334

2Foucault, Tarkkailla jo rangaista.

33 Annola, “Minulle eliminen on Kristus,” 164-8.

34 Markkola, Synti ja siveys, 73-83; Annola, “Minulle eliminen on Kristus,” 157-9; Annola,
“Tehe minusta itselles.”
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of isolation to the outside world, certainly demonstrated to other people
that crime did not pay. The inmates, however, had their own motivations
for writing letters that carried their experiences of longing and loneliness.

British criminologist Helen Johnston has studied the nineteenth-
century British female prisoners’ take on their severed family ties. She sug-
gests that incarcerated women used their limited resources to assert their
identity as mothers but often experienced difficulties maintaining contact
with their children. Imprisoned mothers found the lack of knowledge
about their children deeply distressing.3 A similar experience is embedded
in the letter written to Emma Mikinen by Helena Lindstrom, whose
daughter Wilhelmina resided at Mikinen’s orphanage. During her prison
sentence, Helena lost contact with the orphanage and grew increasingly
worried about her daughter.

In her surviving letter to Emma Mikinen, Helena openly complained
that she had approached the directress three months earlier to find out
how Wilhelmina was doing but had received no reply at all. Silence had
made Helena frustrated and suspicious:

[D]id missus not receive my letter or what is wrong has my dear child died
already because I am in the belief that she is dead and that missus does not
want to add to my troubles if such is the case then if missus would be so
good and let me know[. ]3¢

Between these two letters, Helena had tried to figure out other ways to
reach her daughter. While in prison, she had befriended the above-
mentioned Katriina Komi. As Katriina approached Emma Mikinen to ask
whether the directress would welcome her in the shelter, she also added
the following greeting in her letter: “Helena Linstroom [sic] asked me to
send her love to her daughter Wilhelmina.”¥” Judging by the fact that
Helena nevertheless decided to put pen to paper for a second time, it is
likely that her greetings had not been answered either.

Helena’s attempts at reaching Wilhelmina show that mothering in
prison TimeSpace was characterized by weak or non-existent communica-
tions and a harrowing realization of the passage of time. It seems that she

#Johnston, Imprisoned Mothers.

36NAF, Archives of Emma Mikinen, I Ha:4, a letter from Helena Lindstrom to Emma
Mikinen, 31 January 1886.

% NAF, Archives of Emma Mikinen, I Ha:4, a letter from Katriina Komi to Emma
Mikinen, 17 January 1886.
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may even have found the gnawing uncertainty and frustration more dis-
tressing than the possibility of Wilhelmina being dead “already.” Helena’s
opportunities for nurturing her relationship with her daughter were regu-
lated by prison officials, on the one hand, and Emma Mikinen, on the
other. These gatekeepers decided which messages got through and which
ones did not, and all that Helena could do was to keep trying while count-
ing the weeks and months that had passed with no news of the child. In
this sense, both prison and the shelter contributed to the piling up of the
institutional burden in Helena’s mind by adding to her experience of
isolation.

Another writer, Ida Somppi, painted a rather claustrophobic picture of
the spatial setting in which her writing took place: the prison room
“preyed” on her soul, and the “heavy doors” of Turku County Prison
separated her from her family and friends.®® In her letter, written to Emma
Mikinen one Christmas Eve, Ida desperately reached out to the wider
world beyond the prison walls:

[I] have to sit here lonely oh if only I was alone but I have family oh how I
have again given such a heavy grief to my old mother. [Oh] dear Madam
Now it is precious Yuletide oh how you all Rejoice and sing together there,
but oh I cannot rejoice as I have been parted from my family and friends and
closed up Here Behind the heavy doors[.]%

Christmas Eve was celebrated also in prison. For example in 1892, the
chaplain of Turku County Prison sketched a celebration for prison offi-
cials, their families, and prisoners. There would be a Christmas tree in the
middle aisle, surrounded by the officials, their family members, and a
choir. The choir would sing a hymn as female prisoners would slowly file
past the Christmas tree. The chaplain would hand each prisoner a religious
pamphlet, after which the women would return to their wing to give way
to male prisoners.*® Ida may also have participated in such festivities, but

3 NAF, Archives of Emma Mikinen, I Ha:4, a letter from Ida Somppi to Emma Mikinen,
24 December, no year.

3NAF, Archives of Emma Mikinen, I Ha:4, a letter from Ida Somppi to Emma Mikinen,
24 December, no year.

“Finnish National Museum, The Collection of Prison Museum, chaplain’s plan for
Christmas festivities at Turku County Prison, 1892. The religious pamphlet was written by
Mathilda Wrede, a noblewoman who was involved in the Free Mission and became famous
for her philanthropic work among male prisoners.
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it appears that she nevertheless found Christmas Eve in prison a heart-
breakingly lonely experience.

Compiling a letter in these dire circumstances, Ida expressed her long-
ing for her mother, whom she had let down by running away from
Mikinen’s shelter and ending up in prison. However, the main theme in
Ida’s letter was the shelter and the people she had met there: the direc-
tress, other staff members, and the “girls.” Ida assured that she remem-
bered Emma Mikinen’s advice and prayers, “although it is too late now,”
and stated that she missed the directress very much, especially as they had
“had to part ways on such bad terms.”*! Similar intimate and remorseful
tones can be found in the letter of another former resident of the shelter,
Amanda Storrank.*? The only thing these two women asked in their letters
for was Mikinen’s forgiveness—and perhaps a letter in return.

Finnish historian Pirjo Markkola has suggested that Emma Maikinen’s
shelter was a prime example of caring power: Women were helped only if
they obeyed the directress and complied with her set of norms.*® As
Swedish historian Anna Jansdotter has pointed out, caring power was bal-
anced by the intimacy of the relationship between the rescue worker and
the woman she was trying to “save.”** Emma Mikinen, who scems to
have grown rather fond of her “girls,” was not immune to their disobedi-
ence, mean words, and indifference toward eternal life in Christ. Thus the
protégées could challenge the existing power relations by appealing to
Mikinen’s emotions or hurting her feelings.*

This appears to have been the case with Ida, who had turned her back
on the shelter in anger, and Amanda, who had conducted herself arro-
gantly and scorned Mikinen’s offers of help. It seems, however, that life in
carceral TimeSpace had softened the women so that they were willing to
surrender the power they had usurped from Emma Mikinen. Did Ida and

4INAF, Archives of Emma Mikinen, I Ha:4, a letter from Ida Somppi to Emma Mikinen,
24 December, no year.

“NAF, Archives of Emma Mikinen, I Ha:4, a letter from Amanda Storrank to Emma
Mikinen, 27 May 1904.

43 Markkola, Synti ja siveys, Annola, “Minulle eldminen on Kristus”, Annola, “Minulle
eliminen on Kristus” Jansdotter, Ansikte mot ansikte. The term “caring power” was first
introduced by historians Annemieke van Drenth and Francisca de Haan in their analysis of
women’s philanthropic work in Britain and in the Netherlands. Van Drenth and de Haan,
The Rise of Caring Power.

“Tansdotter, Ansikte mot ansikte, 292-3.

4 Annola, “Minulle eliminen on Kristus,” 167-8.
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Amanda miss the sense of belonging and togetherness they had experi-
enced in the shelter? Did they try to reconcile with Emma Mikinen to
bring some of that experience into prison TimeSpace? If so, then their
letters can be interpreted as an attempt at fighting the isolation of
prison life.

At the same time, Ida’s and Amanda’s surrender can also be seen as
their way of adapting to prison life, and as such, a sign of the carceral layers
these women carried. While still in the shelter, Ida and Amanda had been
offered a specific script, the role of an obedient woman, but they had
abandoned it upon their return to vice. Now, in carceral TimeSpace, the
script was valid again. Emma Mikinen’s moral guidance and emotional
presence were needed: she was to help Ida and Amanda follow the script.
Both women begged Mikinen to reply, as if to find out if she would accept
their surrender and re-establish her role as their mentor. Thus, the carceral
layers Ida and Amanda had agglomerated during their lives may have had
a brighter side: The women were aware of a script that was shared by the
shelter and prison, and they could use their familiarity to develop coping
methods.

COMMUNICATING IMPROVEMENT

All four writers used religious or Biblical references in their letters to ver-
balize their alleged downfall or their hopes for a brighter future. For
example, Katriina described herself as “deeply fallen in the eyes of the
world” and explained that God had given her “this lovely hope that I will
be allowed into the safety at Missus’.”#¢ Ida rued the day when she had
given “sin such a Great power” over herself.*” Religious vocabulary was
available to the writers because of the mandatory confirmation classes they
had attended in their home parishes in their youth, and possibly also
because of the spiritual guidance given to them by prison chaplains or
visiting preachers.

However, only Amanda and Helena associated their hopes for improve-
ment with the actual spiritual awakening that had taken place in prison.

#NAF, Archives of Emma Mikinen, I Ha:4, a letter from Katriina Komi to Emma
Mikinen, 17 January 1886.

47NAF, Archives of Emma Mikinen, I Ha:4, a letter from Ida Somppi to Emma Mikinen,
24 December, no year.
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Amanda offered Emma Mikinen an account of the exact moment of
conversion:

[T]he first rays of God’s light dawned on the first Sunday in advent it was a
glorious day and since then I have diligently sought for more light in the
word of God [...] and I may also tell missus that I have here the bible I got
from missus and it is my only comfort here in prison and if I live I hope it
will be [so] all my life[.]*

In her letter, Amanda stressed how she now understood her punish-
ment as God’s way of teaching her a lesson. Quoting Hebrews and
Revelation, Amanda explained that “whom the Lord loveth he chaste-
neth,” and that God had seen it fit to chasten her one more time with a
“rod of iron” so that she would humble herself “under the almighty hand
of God.”* Helena, in turn, explained how God had opened her eyes to
the crushing number of sins for which she had to atone. In Helena’s
words, borrowed from Revelation and Genesis, her sins were a load “as
heavy as a thousand talents,” and their number was as high as “the stars of
the heaven, and as the sand which is upon the seashore.”*® Helena asked
Emma Mikinen to pray for her, so that God would always help her for-
ward in her life. The two writers clearly wished to include Emma Mikinen
in their spiritual lives.

Amanda’s and Helena’s way of describing their awakening resembles
the rhetoric used in Emma Mikinen’s evangelical Christian circles. In that
community, the story of spiritual conversion was a recurrent narrative, a
cultural script that defined how an individual was expected to live religion.
Conversion, a decisive moment when a sinner repented and opened her
heart to God, marked the beginning of a new life in which religion was to
have a tangible role. It is likely that Amanda and Helena were not so
much inspired by the religious teachings of the Lutheran prison chaplain

“NAF, Archives of Emma Mikinen, I Ha:4, a letter from Amanda Storrank to Emma
Mikinen, 27 May 1904.

#NAF, Archives of Emma Mikinen, I Ha:4, a letter from Amanda Storrank to Emma
Mikinen, 27 May 1904.

S0NAF, Archives of Emma Mikinen, I Ha:4, a letter from Helena Lindstrom to Emma
Mikinen, 31 January 1886.

S Jansdotter, Ansikte mot ansikte; Markkola, Women’s Spirituality; Annola, The Conflict
Between Lived Religion; Annola, “Tehe minusta itselles”; Markkola, Working-Class Women
Living Religion.
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than by the evangelical Christian script they had probably adopted through
their acquaintance with Mikinen and her shelter. The women knew how
to “speak religion” in a way that Emma Mikinen would recognize and
that was likely to spark a sympathetic response from her.5? Especially
Amanda compiled a perfect conversion narrative by stressing her sinful life
as her own choice, on the one hand, and her discovery of God’s gratuitous
mercy, on the other—as if to underline her surrender to Emma Mikinen’s
caring power.

While Amanda and Helena associated their improvement with faith,
Katriina was preoccupied with diligence. She wrote to Emma Mikinen six
months prior to her release from Himeenlinna Penitentiary. Similar to
Helena’s attempts at getting hold of her daughter, Katriina’s letter sug-
gests that it was difficult for an inmate to contact people outside the prison
walls. For Katriina, getting in touch with Emma Mikinen had been a
tedious process. The difficulties seem to have arisen from Katriina’s own
shyness, on the one hand, and from the tardiness of prison authorities, on
the other. In her letter to Emma Mikinen, Katriina described her mixed
feelings in detail—her hesitation, her frustration, and her anticipation:

[I] have worried about this and almost did not dare to say anything to any-
body but at last I talked to the chaplain to no avail again I thought about
this alone for a long time and then I asked Mister Governor’s permission to
write to Missus and I will be out of here 23 June and all T am asking is that
Missus would send a note to Mister Governor if Missus welcomes me and
some information also to me as I am looking forward to it so badly[.]?

By letting Emma Mikinen know how difficult the writing process had
been, Katriina was able to show the directress that she was serious about
improvement. She tried to demonstrate her worthiness of Mikinen’s help
also by explaining that she had “been in the 4. class for almost a year
now,”** which meant that Katriina had conducted herself extremely well in
prison and that prison authorities had classified her as capable of develop-
ment. Katriina’s choice of expression indicates that she had internalized

2For other examples of a correct way of “speaking religion,” see Markkola, Working-Class
Women Living Religion.

533NAF, Archives of Emma Mikinen, I Ha:4, a letter from Katriina Komi to Emma
Mikinen, 17 January 1886.

% NAF, Archives of Emma Mikinen, I Ha:4, a letter from Katriina Komi to Emma
Mikinen, 17 January 1886.
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the classification system that structured the inmates’ daily lives in carceral
TimeSpace. Moreover, it appears that she expected Emma Mikinen to be
equally aware of it—almost as if the directress should have had accumu-
lated several carceral layers in 4e7 mind.

It is likely that Katriina had learned of the shelter from Helena
Lindstrom, whom she had befriended “in the workshop.”®® By this,
Katriina probably meant the prison’s knitting workshop, which was one of
the places of forced labor in Himeenlinna Penitentiary. Female inmates
span wool, hackled flax, dyed yarn, manufactured clothes for other state-
managed institutions, and took care of daily chores in prison, because
contemporary penal ideologists believed that hard work would encourage
moral improvement in deviant individuals. Emma Mikinen’s shelter relied
on the same principle: women were expected to work for their keep so that
they would learn how to lead a decent life and find employment outside
the shelter. Their work—making handicrafts, baking, doing laundry, and
ironing—was also a source of income for the shelter.>®

The idea of work as an integral part of decent life was another script
that was shared by prison and the shelter. Forced labor was also something
that contributed to the accumulation of the institutional burden in the
minds and bodies of those women who served several prison sentences or
traveled between the prison and the shelter. However, Katriina’s case is
another example of the ways in which institutionalized women could use
the information embedded in carceral layers to develop survival strategies.
Katriina had probably learned from Helena that the women in the shelter
were expected to do sewing, quilting, and carpet weaving. Hence, Katriina
knew which script to follow to demonstrate to Emma Mikinen how well
she would adapt to the practicalities of everyday life in the shelter. “I sure
am used to working,”®” she assured and went on to emphasize her current
specialization in handicrafts, almost as if her time in prison had been a
vocational school for her:

[I] have mostly worked [here] in the knitting workshop and on the [knit-
ting] machine and I have to say dear Missus that I sure am used to working

% NAF, Archives of Emma Mikinen, I Ha:4, a letter from Katriina Komi to Emma
Mikinen, 17 January 1886.

% Annola, “Minulle eliminen on Kristus,” 40; Markkola, Synti ja siveys, 236-7 .

”NAF, Archives of Emma Mikinen, I Ha:4, a letter from Katriina Komi to Emma
Mikinen, 17 January 1886.
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but I would rather not go back home to the heavy farm work there as I have
grown used to handicrafts and my chest has become so weak|. ]

The fact that Katriina was able to benefit from Helena’s carceral layers
points to intercommunication between the prisoners. Moreover, it appears
that in return, Helena had confided her worries to Katriina—at least
Katriina promised to pass on Helena’s greetings to Wilhelmina. All this
hints that there existed the inmates’ own community within carceral
TimeSpace—a community that overlapped the one in the shelter and
probably followed its own cultural scripts. Previous research has shown
that the contemporaries regarded these communities as mostly harmful:
according to their understanding, solidarity between prisoners or “fallen”
women in shelters, poorhouses, and hospitals for venereal diseases under-
mined the impact of disciplinary measures. Older women taught young
girls how to be “street smart,” and those who showed any signs of
improvement were ruthlessly mocked.® However, as Katriina’s letter indi-
cates, women may also have exchanged tips on survival strategies or poten-
tial ways to live a decent life.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

The four female prisoners discussed in this chapter each wrote a letter to
the directress of another institution, a shelter for so-called fallen women.
These marginalized women fell between two institutions: the prison was
their present institution and the shelter was an absent institution—either
something the women remembered from their past or something they
imagined as a part of their future.

The chapter shows that while the writers did not give long descriptions
of their lives in carceral TimeSpace, their experiences of prison are never-
theless embedded in their letter performances. The four women discussed
in this chapter wrote to solve pressing issues: to find out if their child was
still alive, to apologize for their past wrongdoings, or to prepare for a life
outside prison walls. These worries, and the women’s plausible reasons for
writing, reveal some of their experiences of prison life: loneliness,

3 NAF, Archives of Emma Mikinen, I Ha:4, a letter from Katriina Komi to Emma
Mikinen, 17 January 1886.

S Hikkinen, Rabasta—ryaan ei rakkaudesta; Markkola, Synti ja siveys, Annola, “Minulle
eliminen on Kristus”; Harjula, Annola, and Ekholm, Etniset ja sosiaaliset vihemmistot.
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isolation, loss, lack of emotional and spiritual support, tardiness of com-
munication, and the severance of family ties. At the same time, their letters
show glimpses of developments that can be regarded as more positive
from the inmates’ perspective, such as new friendships forged behind bars
and the acquisition of new professional skills in handicrafts.

However, the question of how the writers expressed themselves pro-
vides another way of tracing their experiences of prison. Letter perfor-
mances do not come into existence from a void but are instead steered by
the writers” understanding of the recipient and the situation in which writ-
ing takes place—including cultural scripts, models for communicating in a
particular cultural context. The four writers used cultural scripts in three
different ways. First, in discussing their own deviancy, the writers preferred
a script that was supported by prison officials over the one that was favored
by philanthropic workers. In other words, the women presented their
deviant lifestyle as their deliberate choice, not as an accident or somebody
else’s fault. Second, in describing their moral improvement, some writers
followed a script, a conversion narrative, that was characteristic of the
evangelical Christian community of the shelter but still not at odds with
the ethos of carceral TimeSpace. Third, some writers followed a script that
emphasized obedience or work as an integral part of decent life. These
scripts underpinned everyday life in both the prison and the shelter.

Hence, it appears that although the writers expected the directress of an
absent institution to alleviate their pressing concerns, they nevertheless
kept the present institution foremost in their mind when choosing which
cultural script to follow. This points to their experience of constant surveil-
lance and their awareness of what was expected of female inmates—trans-
formation from unwanted norm-breachers into obedient and diligent
working-class women. The writers seem to have known that inmates’
development was assessed by their correspondence among other things
and that letter-writing could be one means of securing better prospects
within carceral TimeSpace. The existence of cultural scripts that were
shared by the prison and the shelter alike may have contributed to the
accumulation of carceral layers in the minds and bodies of those women
who traveled between the two institutions. It appears that although these
layers probably produced an institutional burden, they also carried infor-
mation. Women could use this information to develop coping methods
and survival strategies.

What, then, became of the writers? So far, I have been unable to find
any further information about Ida Somppi and Helena Lindstrom. It is
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also not known whether Katriina Komi stayed in the shelter for a while
after being released from prison in June 1886. The following spring, she
was back in her home parish Kirvu, where she married a crofter. Judging
from newspaper articles, Katriina did not altogether manage to keep on
the straight and narrow: in the winter of 1896 she was again sentenced to
two years’ imprisonment for selling butter she had stolen from a crofter
who lived in the same village.®® Amanda Storrank’s sentence was com-
muted, and she was released from prison in September 1905. Amanda
died in her hometown of Vaasa a couple of months later.®!
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