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Bilaga 1 
 
Här följer en förteckning över de personer som ingick i studien. I den 
första studien som är separat i bilaga 2 är livsberättelserna i fokus. De 
som ingick i studien var följande;  
 
 
Eva                                                                                  
1947 
Greta                                                                               
1958 
Lisa                                                                                  
1971 
Janina                                                                              
1971 
Helena                                                                             
1988 
Annika 
1987 
 
Årtalen är riktiga men namnen är fingerade.  
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Observationerna av ungdomsgruppen och samtal med dem är presen-
terat i bilaga tre och de fingerade namnen redovisas nedan. Den upp-
följande studien med samtalsintervjuer är med samma ungdomsgrupp.  
 
Fia 
1989                                                                                 
Erika                                                                              
1989 
Sandra                                                                                 
1990 
Maria                                                                             
1988 
Moa 
1989                                                                           
Julia 
1989 
 
 
Jag har även använt livsberättelser från internet och analyserat livsbe-
rättelser från sajten Hippson. Hennes berättelser går under det fingera-
de namnet Anna. Hennes berättelser jag använt är skrivna under hen-
nes ungdomstid. 
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Bilaga 2 
Paper 1 
 

HORSE RIDING AS A LEISURE ACTIV-
ITY – A HISTORICAL REVIEW1. 
 
 
Abstract 
Sweden is one of the most horse populated countries in Europe. Horse 
keeping and horse activity has become a political issue. Recently the 
government has launched an activity plan for the sector to increase 
knowledge of and interest in horses. Environment for riding horses 
offers a lifestyle that is meaningful both as a way to create an identity 
and promoting physical fitness. In focus is the horse as a living animal 
and the practicalities that necessarily have to be dealt with.   
 The purpose of this paper is to describe horse related activities from 
a historic point of view. The central questions are: Which were the 
official motives to promote riding horses as a leisure activity? What 
experiences did young people achieve by taking part of horse riding 
cultures? The methods used are survey of official documents pub-
lished in Sweden 1945 to 2004, and six interviews with women active 
in horse riding during same period.  
 Before 1950 the riding sport was an activity exclusively for rich 
people and the military. In the 50´s the government declared that from 
a health perspective riding would be an activity for the most part of 
the population. When keeping horses was transformed from a military 
issue to a health promoting one the central idea of riding changed and 
the notion of the riding horse as such. Girls and women became the 
majority of the agents in the field.  
 The results of this paper are contributing to the aim of my thesis, 
which is horse riding as a social and identity creating activity. 

                                                           
1 Lena Forsberg and Ulla Tebelius, Department of education Sciences, Luleå Uni-
versity of Technology, Sweden, e-mail: lena.forsberg@ltu.se and 
ulla.tebelius@ltu.se 
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Key words: leisure, riding, culture, learning, lifestyle. 
 
Introduction 
In western countries people successively has got more free time to 
spend, and this may increase the need for leisure facilities especially 
for the youth. A specific leisure environment that has grown strong in 
Sweden is being with horses and riding in different ways. Riding of-
fers a lifestyle for both girls and boys, through which they can develop 
a relation to the horse and to the practical and social conditions in the 
stable.  
 In 1945 the organisation Ridfrämjandet (Ridf) was formed to pro-
mote riding. Until the 1950´s riding was a sport for the upper class and 
military. During the last 30 years the interest of riding has increased. 
Ridf now has about 220 000 members most of whom are women and 
young girls (Svala, 2002). 
 
Purpose 
The purpose of this article is to study how riding as a leisure activity 
for youth has developed in a newly historic perspective. Central ques-
tions are: How are riding activities motivated in public documents? 
How has that influenced the sport? How have the official motives for 
riding influenced young women participating during different periods 
of time? 
 
Method 
The methods used are studies of historical documents and stories told 
by women at various ages. We have studied written material about 
riding and stable activities; official reports from 1945 to 2004, a num-
ber of Ridf´s published activity calendars that discuss organizational 
matters, and other texts that concern horses and riding2. The material 
has been analysed through content analyzes. The text is regarded as 
time dependent and is written with a specific purpose, which the au-
thor has expressed in one way or another and which mirror the official 
notion at the time. Personal stories have been gathered from five 

                                                           
2 Documents used are SOU 1998:76, PM from the Expert Group 1993, Ridf’s Activ-
ity Calender (VK) no 1 1989, no 1 1990 and no 2 1991 and mail by Ulla Ståhlberg, 
2004.  
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women active within the riding sport during different periods. They 
are as follow, presented under alias: Eva born in 1947, Greta born in 
1958, Lisa born in 1971, Janina born in 1971 and Helena born in 
1988. 
 The interviews were conducted in a relaxed atmosphere and we 
talked about the time in the stable when they were young. The inter-
viewed and the interviewer both contribute to create the object of the 
story within its historic and social context. An understanding of the 
social context in which the women have been increases validity 
(Bergström & Boréus, 2000). When interpreting these stories we have 
primarily focused on themes that emerged in all the stories. The mate-
rial is too small to allow comparison between different époques.  
 
Results 
The themes that emerged in the documents are socialization, health 
promotion and organization. We will discuss these under separate 
headings below. 
 
Organisation 
Ståhlberg (1999) describes how riding schools within Ridf got horses 
from the army under favourable conditions. Her opinion is that both 
youth and adults should have access to cheap riding with good in-
structers (a.a). The activity for youth, that the Ridf started in 1948, 
was recognized as a separate organisation for youth and got funding in 
19643. This developed riding for youth and children in a considerable 
way (Ståhlberg, 1999). 
 Being part of RF resulted in the grants from the County Council to 
disappear. Now a day the money comes through RF as riding is 
looked upon as a sport (Expertgruppen, 1993). In the sixties the opera-
tion of the riding schools was taken over by private interests on de-
mand from the municipality (VK, 1998). 
 
                                                           
3 During the period 1945-1955 there was decisive changes within the movement of 
riding. Before 1992 there were four organisations. In 1966 these organisation be-
came members of The Swedish Sports Confederation (RF) (Ståhl-
berg, 1999). In 1993 they merged into one organization called 
Riding Sport Confederation of Sweden (SvRF). 
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Health promotion 
Already in the 50-ties the government stated that people’s health was 
an argument for riding. The motives were wellbeing and health. A 
later report (SOU 1998:76) noticed that wrong diet, drugs and lack of 
exercise would affect people’s health and well-being considerably. In 
VK (1:1981) the idea of the riding sport as a protection against alcohol 
was raised. An education for youth about the danger of alcohol and 
narcotic was offered. It was stated that the fact that riding gives both 
medical and mental benefits in addition to general experiences, is a 
spur to the activity (Ståhlberg, 1999) 
 Wthin the sport of riding exercises for handicapped have a long tra-
dition. Ståhlberg describes how this developed in the Scandinavian 
countries from the 50ties. During the sixties many riding schools got 
grants to put up new buildings if they started activities for handi-
capped children. Riding for handicapped is today the biggest sport in 
Sweden both in education and competition (Ridsportsförbundet, 
2004).  
 
Socialization 
Another aspect of riding that are mentioned in the Swedish Govern-
ment Official Reports is socialization (1993). During this time the 
goal of socialization changed from prevention to democracy. In the 
Swedish Government Official Report (1998:76) it says: “in the propo-
sition of the budget 1991/92 for the first time it is stressed/…./ that the 
movement of sport engages citizen in democratic processes”. In VK 
1990:1 we found writings about a democracy project dominating the 
activity in the clubs the year before. Three districts run courses about 
association knowledge, annual meetings, election procedures and so 
force. Even discussions about gender equality were found in the VK’s. 
In VK 1989:1 several articles addressed the issue of politicians dis-
criminating girls’ leisure interest. Ståhlberg wrote: “When millions are 
spent on rinks for ice hockey, mostly used by boys, the girls stand 
there without any attendant, municipal cleaner, no municipal tractor, 
snow plough and so on.” She noticed in the same calendar that in-
creasing expenses due to the lack of maintaining the buildings will 
force the costs for riding to rise to such an extent that it will stop rid-
ing being an activity for everybody, which originally was the ambi-
tion. The critic reached the minister of youth and she responded that 
she would try to educate the opinion, but the decision to transform 
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money to riding lies within the politics of the municipality (VK, 
1989:1). 
  
Results from life stories 
An insight into what different persons raise as important within the 
riding activity could contribute to our understanding of why youths 
deal with riding. We have chosen to present the life stories in two 
headings: Meeting the Culture and Meeting the Horse. With Culture 
we mean being with friends, working together in the stable and how 
riding under instruction is organized. Meeting the Horse means relate 
to the horse being an individual and the experience of dealing with the 
animal. 
 
Meeting the Culture 
With culture in this respect we mean thoughts, actions and ambient 
conditions in the stable (Nationalencyklopedien, [online]2005). Under 
this headline we discuss responsibility, friendship, confidence and 
organized riding. 
 
Responsibility 
In all stories responsibility are mentioned but from different angels. 
Due to Greta they were assumed to help with the care of the horses 
during their stay in the stable. Lisa, Janina and Helena told about dif-
ferent type of work that they were supposed to do in the stable, as sta-
ble duty and stable watch. Stable duty meant guarding the stable all 
alone, cleaning, feeding and doing other things. “Sometimes you also 
brought the equipment of your favourite horse home to wash”, Helena 
said. Stable watch meant looking after the horses at competitions. Eva 
told about being responsible when the horses were transported by train 
to a competition. Greta had a similar mission taking the horses by 
ferry to an island. Everybody knew that the horses could get panicked. 
In the worst scenario they could jump into the water. It went well, but 
these adventures created stories that contributed to the friendship. 
These were missions that had to be done. The girls that were riding 
learnt to take responsibility for the whole activity in the stable. As 
Greta said: “Even if I was dying my mission in the stable had to be 
done”.  
 All stories pointed at the activity in the stable being, as Greta de-
scribed it, “for real”. Nobody prepared them of what could happen. 
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They learned by experience. Greta told us about an occasion when she 
was told by the veterinary to give her beloved horse an injection. ”I 
was given a short instruction and no one hesitated about me being able 
to do it. He just said: Here is the rectangle of the muscle at the neck of 
the horse; you put the injection there, no air in the injection. If the 
horse gets a penicillin chock it can die, but the most usual is that he 
will lay down waving his hoofs, so beware of the legs! There was no 
question if you could make it or not; you just did as the vet said” 
These kind of experiences made the girls do things far over what they 
thought their capacity were. Due to all the women interviewed the 
experiences in the stable developed their self-reliance. The culture in 
the stable made them qualified and able to master the horse. Their 
knowledge included not only how to ride the horse, but also how to 
make the horse feel well.  

 
Friendship 
Another important part of the activity in the stable was friendship. 
Janina told us that the attraction for her was the opportunity to meet 
other friends. Her confidence rose being in the stable and her shyness 
disappeared. Eva called the stable her “second home”. Janina said that 
there were “straight communication and an humorous jargon”. At the 
same time the stories showed that there was what Greta called: “a 
mentality of elbowing”, which meant that it was important being self-
reliant and in the front.  
To be one in the group you had to be kind and nice, Lisa told us. As 
an example she told about washing the horse brushes for an older girl. 
This seemed to be a remnant from a system when the younger ones 
acted as helpers to the older girls. In the group there were unspoken 
rules, Lisa continued. What she meant was that it was more prestig-
ious to take care of a private horse than a school horse, having a horse 
of your one, and being older and so on. Everybody knew who took 
care of which horse and they checked if anybody addressed the horse 
you were responsible for. “To be sure the horse did not be exposed to 
any harm”, Janina said. From respect you did not talk to the instructor 
between the lessons, Greta, Helena and Janina explained. However, 
this could also be so because the instructor did not have the time.  
 
Organized riding 
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Something that regularly emerged in the stories was the lessons with 
an instructor. The contact between an instructor and a rider was 
mostly one way communication. The instructor told them what to do 
and they tried to do it. Then they were criticized by the instructor. 
When they did perform an exercise wrongly they should correct that 
before they did the next one. Their feeling about this pedagogy dif-
fered.  Greta told us that she had to do various exercises though being 
scared. The fear to be railed at was bigger. Eva thought that it was a 
good method, because it gave her a better riding notion. Lisa told us 
that there were ways of doing exercise wrongly that could to be “as a 
death blow” to your skill and beside that you can destroy the horse. As 
an example she talked about sitting on the horse more on the one side 
than the other. But at the same time she meant that to point too 
strongly at the erroneous may cause you never to dare trying anything 
difficult. As for Helena, she never felt she was good enough during 
the riding lessons.  
  
Meeting with the horse 
Contact and time together with the horse was central for the women. 
In this part we focus of their concern of the horse, and risks and the 
relation as a safe one. 
 
The concern of the horse 
In many of the stories the women told about sacrifices to make the 
horse feel well. They got up early in the morning to take care of their 
horse. They tried to hinder that their favourite horse should have to go 
one more lesson. As an example Greta was lying and told that her fa-
vourite horse was not available. When the horse needed rest they tried 
to create quietness around it. Janina explained how she stayed to the 
last lesson to be the last one the horse would meet. Helena told us how 
she tried to imagine what it was like being in the manage all day long.  
 
Risks 
To be with the horse and ride can be dangerous and scaring. Eva told 
us that “she ran to the toilet several times” every time she was having 
riding lessons. The fear that the horse was going to make a mischief 
was always there and also the fear to make a fool of oneself during the 
performance. Helena told us about the embarrassing moment when the 
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horse during the show was “as stiff as a poker”, as she said. There 
were risks not just during the riding. Eva’s story about the horses be-
ing transported on a ferry was an example.  
 
Safe relation 
Eva meant that the horse offers a “no-risk” relation. There was room 
for love and concern, which could not be misused or deceived. “The 
horse can not fake its feelings but accepts affection and gives it back. 
There is something sincere with a horse that we are attracted of,” Eva 
said. She emphasized that the horse is an shy animal, which means 
you have to win the trust of the horse. Riding is an interplay and non 
verbal communication. Janina meant that the horse and the human 
being understand each other and the horse expresses itself to the one it 
trusts through neighing.  
 
Conclusion 
My aim with this paper has been to relate the development of riding in 
Sweden, shown in official documents, to the experiences of some 
women active with riding during different periods of time. In the fif-
ties riding was motivated from politic ambitions about health promo-
tion and socialization. During the time studied riding for youth was 
transformed from being a youth activity to becoming part of the sports 
movement. Through this democracy and gender equality became im-
portant issues. Democracy or gender sensitiveness has not been no-
ticeable themes in the interviews. Obliviously democracy was re-
stricted in the stable. Every one did not get the opportunity to repre-
sent the youth section or attend courses (Moren, 1994).  
 The military tradition was present in the instructional activity. It is 
evident in the stories how dependent the youngsters became of the 
instructors. Redelius (2002) shows that youth within the sports move-
ment in performing their activities become dependent of the trainer’s 
“eye”. However, the women declared that they learned to take care of 
everything connected to the horse and the stable. Their autonomy 
grew through the responsibility and the challenges they had to deal 
with, which could be the cause of their lasting interest. Their benefit 
was mutual emotional contact with the horse and an honest relation. 
They also had to handle the social rules and norms of the stable. A 
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Finnish study declares that the girls in the stable get “a heroine’s role 
in a real world” (Tolonen, 1993).   
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Abstract 
Sweden is one of the most horse populated countries in Europe. 
220 000 individuals visit riding schools every year. 85 percent of these 
are women, half of them younger than twenty-five. Riding is an im-
portant leisure activity of many girls. The aim of this article is to dis-
cuss young girls’ creation of identity in a stable milieu. The results are 
based on ethnographic study of 6 girls aged 14-16 joining a riding 
club in a northern town. The stable can bee seen as a cultural arena, 
which is characterized by rational work and obligations. Within this 
the girls develop competence, responsibility and autonomy. The 
young girls seem to orient towards certain values, which give them the 
strength to widen gender limits and to expose another way of feminin-
ity than the one open for them outside the stable.    
 
Keywords: girls, horse, identity, riding, youth. 
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The following article is based on an ethnographic study of a municipal 
riding school in the northern part of Sweden. The aim of the study is 
to explore what is going on in a riding stable, how the time spent in 
the stable influence the way the girls view themselves and how they 
construct their identity on this arena.  
Six girls at the age of 14-16 was observed and interviewed during one 
month in spring 2005 by Lena Forsberg. She visited the stable three to 
four days a week and every visit lasted between one to seven hours. 
She studied the group as a whole once a week when the girls had their 
riding lessons. The rest of the time she followed one or two girls in the 
municipal stable and when they attended horses in private stables. She 
made observations on different riding and work activities as well as 
recreation together in the café. She also followed the girls arranging 
activities for the smaller ones such as baking contest.  
 
Background 
 
Leisure is seen as an important arena for youths to create an identity 
(Nilsson 1998). A lot of young girls spend most of their leisure time in 
a stable, where they relate to a horse and deal with all the work that 
has to be done. This has an impact on the way they view themselves 
and how they form their identity. About 85 000 of the women and 
girls visiting riding schools are below 25 years old (Ståhlberg 1999). 
In Sweden riding has been much acknowledged because of the Swed-
ish performance in OS. 
There are about 540 riding schools in Sweden either run by the mu-
nicipality or by private owners. All members are expected to help tak-
ing care of the horses and to do all the necessary work. As part of the 
Sports Movement the riding club is mostly organized as an association 
with a board and with different units, among these a unit for the youth. 
Outside the riding lessons there are other forms of leisure activities. 
Often riding lessons are run both in day-time and in the evenings in a 
manège by a paid instructor. Only if you are experienced or have a 
horse on your own you are allowed to ride out in the nature on your 
own.    
 
Earlier research 
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Most research on riding has dealt with the sport as a way to increase 
health and wellbeing (Lehrman & Ross 2001, Cheng et al. 2004, Ren-
ker 2003, Håkansson, & Hane 1998, Norling 2002, Frykholm-Berg 
2002). In USA and United Kingdom the relation between man and the 
horse have been studied (Lawrence 1988, Game 2001). Research 
about socialization and identity creation within the stable culture has 
been conducted in France and Sweden (Chevalier 1998 and Forsling 
2003). Hagström (2000) has shown that a relation to an animal help 
make children to make friends and adapt socially more easily. Psycho-
logically, riding has been described as a way for girls to explore their 
budding sexuality (Egels 1997). 
 
 Kallioniemi (1997) studied which factors made girls (11-
12 years old) choose riding as a hobby. The girls explained what they 
thought characterised a horse girl. They had dreamt of having a horse 
since childhood and they loved all sorts of animals. Consequently they 
also felt affection toward horses (a. a.). In Forsberg’s & Tebelius’ 
study (2005) women, active in riding for a long time, described how 
their confidence rose by the responsibility and the challenges that they 
had to face in the stable through taking full care of the horses. They 
also felt being included in a community where they got new friends.  
A subculture was formed in the stable through collective actions, val-
ues and ideals. This was not static but could change due to intentional 
actions of the members and influences from the environment outside 
the stable. (Ibid.) Tolonen (1992) has found that the girls in the stable 
created collective norms, values and ideals. From these they construed 
their identity. They took part in a social community and learned how 
to take care of an animal that was dependent on them. She expresses it 
in the following way: “The girls create themselves the role of a hero-
ine in a real world”.  
 
Theoretical view 
 
Modernity has been described as the era when man learned how to 
master nature and to shape the development of the future. The indi-
vidual project was about cultivating oneself by being rational and plan 
for the future, to control ones feelings and master the surrounding. The 
same motives were found in horse riding. The horse was seen as a 
device used in military training or for hunting as a way of transport. 
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 Horse riding as a leisure activity emerged in Sweden 
after world war two. Military horses were admitted to public riding as 
a way to keep the horses fit. In the fifties the military did not need 
horses any more. The ones, that were left, were handed over to private 
or municipal owners for public use. The public interest rose and the 
military type of horse were developed to a sporty type suitable for 
public riding. The horse became the care object and exercise mate of 
girls and women instead of being a male device. For girls, mostly, the 
stable became an arena outside home, where they could feel free, have 
fun and do something that mattered for them (Forsberg & Tebelius 
2005, Tolonen 1992). In 1978 the riding movement became part of the 
Swedish Sports Federation, which promoted riding as a competitive 
sport. On the local levels the sport is dominated by girls while men are 
dominating the competitions on higher levels. Order and discipline are 
features remaining from the military while purposefulness, lucidity, 
and intense training are part of sports values.    
Identity 
With the raise of the modern society a man’s identity became an indi-
vidually formed entity. This included characteristics like instrumental-
ity, rationality, common sense and goal direction. Women on the other 
hand, represented the natural, sensible and care taking ones (Björk 
2000). To day’s society is characterized by commercialism, a frag-
mentary life style, the importance of appearance and sensation seeking 
for both sexes (Ziehe 1989). Identity is no longer seen as a sustainable 
trait but as something that can be created, played with and expresses 
who ever you wish to be (Giddens 1991, Beck 1992). Still there are 
hidden structures and obstacles, which limit the individual possibili-
ties. The individual signals who she is through different external at-
tributes and attitudes. She can choose to create her identity from a 
range of alternatives and for the individual there do not seem to be any 
limits (Tebelius 1991). It is possible to modulate the body through 
decoration, surgical interventions and so forth (Featherstone 1991). 
Nilsson (2002) claims that the individual body becomes a project, the 
results of which is performed and judged. By staging a personality 
script the individual signal who she is. Hence, the individual identity 
is an open project, which is exposed to influences from different 
sources.  
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 Taylor (1989) has defined identity as the self’s self-
understanding, which is created through language. Identity is, on the 
one hand, the individual’s subjective experience of being the same 
over time. On the other hand, it is the characteristics which make the 
individual to interpret herself different from the others. Identity is the 
process in which the individual becomes aware of the significance for 
the self of certain things: 
What I am as a self, my identity, is essentially defined by the way 
things have significance for me. /…/ the issue of my identity is worked 
out, only through a language of interpretation which I have come to 
accept as a valid articulation of these issues (Taylor 1989:34)  
Continuity and coherence is created through the narrative structure of 
the self, which is an effect of both external occasions and own actions. 
The identity of the self is the same as the knowledge about the self as 
the coherent subject in the individual’s life story. This story gives her 
a notion of who she has become and of where she is going (Ibid.).   
 The individual creates her identity in actual social situa-
tions through negotiations existing within special discourses. A dis-
course is a system of meanings formed by the language, regulating 
what can be talked about and how. It also includes dimensions of 
power (Philips & Winters 2001). The individual identity is created 
within the different discourses surrounding her. A subject’s position is 
the point in the discourse from where the discursive praxis is estab-
lished and where the self is constructed as a knowing and acting sub-
ject (Hammershöj 2000). A subculture is constituted by existing dis-
courses both internal and external. One example is that riding, as a 
sport, is embedded in masculine and military traditions (Larsson 2001, 
Olofsson 1989). 
 
 Hammershöj (2000) states that the self is what an indi-
vidual notices about herself, when she is involved in a social situation 
where she experiences that the others are different. The self can be 
understood as the articulated border towards the other. He further 
states that social life consists of both an articulated aspect, e.g. com-
munication and understanding, and an unarticulated one, e.g. mutual 
sentiment and pre-given social reality. (Ibid.) 
 
Gender 
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Gender order is a term used to notify the processes in society, which 
regulate gender relations and actions, which manifest themselves in 
daily life and within the given structures (Hirdman 1988, Connell 
2002). These relations are expressed through language as well as emo-
tionally and bodily. Connell (2002) states that the gender order is nei-
ther homogeneous nor static, which opens up for change. Local varia-
tions in gender relations can be called gender regime and different 
sub-cultures form different gender regimes.  
 
 The stable is a subculture in relation to the over-all cul-
ture in a society (Hannertz 1992). Within this a certain gender regime 
is prevalent, which affect the way gender will be constructed. Through 
language, symbols and activities a common world is created in the 
stable, which has a certain meaning for those involved. The character 
of the subculture, however, also contributes to the creation and recrea-
tion of meaning. The girls, being active in the stable, take possession 
of this culture and contribute to change of it.   
 
Results 
 
The following is a presentation of the ethnological study conducted in 
April 2004 by assistant researcher Lena Forsberg. During that time 
she made about 200 hours observation and 24 hours conversation with 
the group of girls.  The presentation starts by describing the stable and 
the riding club, which the girls are members of. It continues with a 
presentation of the girls. All the interviews were tape recorded and 
transcribed by Lena Forsberg and then red and re-red by us. The inter-
pretation of the material has resulted in two parts. The first one is fo-
cusing on the girls; consisting of the themes being a horse girl, ap-
pearance, homo- and heterosexuality norms. The second one is about 
the riding activity, consisting of the themes the stable as an arena, 
conscientiousness caretaking and competition.   
 
The Riding Club 
 
The club which the girls are members of is a municipal riding club run 
as an association with 800 members. It is run by a board and has eight 
different sections, representing different groups in the club. The youth 
section, which consists of 10 youngsters between 12 and 18 ages, is 
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such a body. The club owns 46 horses, half-blood and ponies. Besides 
there are 20 private horses in the stable. The activities of the stable 
include riding-lessons and what is called open activities. This means 
that the members can visit the stable during its open hours (7 pm to 10 
am) and meeting the horses and friends, watch the lessons and help 
with the work. All members are requested to help with different work. 
Those who are part of a group practising for competitions are obliged 
to help with certain activities such as cleaning out, letting the horses 
out, assisting at competitions. Other voluntary activities are brushing 
the horses and dressing the mane, and washing the stall walls and the 
harnesses. 
 
Being a horse girl 
 
The group of girls studied was the ones running the youth section of 
the club, hence having influence on the activities. They had been 
members of the club for a long time. Riding since young, they knew 
the premises well. They spent considerable time in the stable, about 20 
hours a week, but they were not together all the time. On the contrary, 
their time in the stable was on an individual bases. Still they looked 
upon themselves as a group that stacked together. Sometimes they 
teased each other through imitating like in the following example. One 
of the girls shouted in a faked voice: “Mummy, I am hungry. Where 
have you put my yoghurt?” Then she added in her ordinary voice: 
“Can’t you help yourself at the age of 15?”Conflicts were not rare. 
Broken promises and faith resulted in indignant settlements. One ex-
ample was when two of the girls went for a meal without telling the 
third one. She became so upset that she threw her soup all over the 
kitchen. However, normally they were inseparable.  
 
 All of them lived in villas or row houses and had two 
parents. Their mothers were interested in horses and five of them rode 
themselves. The girls were above average in school and took part of 
other leisure activities, too. Their riding was supported by their fami-
lies. Evidently, they had both a cultural and a social capital, in 
Bourdieus’ sense.  
 
 The identity as a horse girl was confirmed by the reac-
tions of the others. The family was mostly positive, but their school 
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mates became bored of too much talk about horses. They could not 
understand why the girls wanted to spend such a lot of time in the sta-
ble every day, as one of the girls commented. They had met lots of 
funny reactions from the others. One example was a girl who thought 
all horse girls had pink wallpaper at home and played with Barbie 
dolls. Especially the boys made ironic comments like: “are you going 
to clean out in the stable now” or “are you going to the stable to do the 
brushing”. They preferred not to talk too much about their time in the 
stable, when meeting with those who did not share their interest.  
 
Appearance 
 
When the girls talked about being in the stable they pronounced the 
possibility not to care about their appearance. “The stable is the only 
place where I do not need to care about how I look. Here you always 
are ugly” one of the girls said and pulled her cap further down her 
head. They wore the cap all the time. The cap was important not only 
for protection. When the cap was on they did not need to care about 
how they looked. Usually they wore leisure clothes. Their similar club 
jackets and the caps signalled their position in the stable and their 
status as a homogeneous group. They had a rational view of how to 
dress in the stable to be able to do the job. However, there were differ-
ent dress codes in the stable. At competitions they were supposed to 
dress up.  
 
 Similar to other studies of middle class girls in secon-
dary school these girls expressed their femininity discreetly 
(Ambjörnsson 2005). They had naturally plain faces and seldom used 
anything else except quiet mascara. But the girls had a pragmatic 
view. “It is not very clever to go for long nails in the stable. The girls 
who do, have not understood the point of being a horse girl”, one of 
them stated. All of them were slim and being to heavy was not accept-
able. This was expressed when they criticized a girl, who they did not 
like. They referred to her being fat and shabby. It is legitimate to be 
dirty in the stable through hard work but not through lack of personal 
hygiene.  
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 The less they cared about their own appearance the more 
they thought about the horses. They spent lot of time brushing and 
plaiting the manes. The equipment used was mostly traditionally 
plain. They explained, however, that you can by glittery brushes and 
pink blankets/rugs. One of the girls told us about buying a new limber, 
a leather strap keeping the saddle in place. The horse did not need it, 
but she wanted a “London brown”, which was the prettiest one. As it 
did not go to the snaffle she as well had to buy new one too, she told 
us. She showed awareness of the irrationality of her acting, but de-
clared that she just had to by it.  
 
Homo- and heterosexuality norms 
 
Though the girls were in majority in the stable the heterosexual norm 
was still present. None of the girls had a boy friend yet and seemed 
satisfied with that. “We do not have time”, they claimed. There were 
only a few boys in the club. That was because boys being active in 
riding were looked upon as “sissy” from their mates, the girls thought. 
The one boy who took part of the activities and whom they met daily 
was looked upon as one of them. “He talks and hugs the horsed as we 
do”, the girls said. No sexual game did occur, they claimed. 
 None of the girls thought about lesbian relations, though 
they were intimate friends. Neither did they know about anybody be-
ing lesbian in the riding association. They knew about riding men be-
ing homosexual, but they did not think much about it. But they told us 
with disgust about a girl at a riding camp, whom they suspected being 
sexually interested in other girls. Still more they talked with disgust 
about her lack of personal hygiene. She walked around in a sweater in 
the middle of the summer when it was hot without washing, the told 
us. Their reaction can be understood from a bourgeoisie point of view 
defining themselves in contrast to the not proper ones who are seen as 
dirty, sexual abnormal and norm-breaking (Skeggs 1998, Ambjörns-
son 2002). At the same time, there is a homo-social relationship in the 
stable and dirtiness is an essential part of the stable culture. 
At one occasion the girls had a male instructor. Their relations to the 
instructors were distanced and they did not relate to him in a different 
way. If the male instructor had been more personal and friendly to-
wards the girls, a heterosexual game might have occurred. The same 
might have happened if an older boy had joined their group. However, 
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the girls did not seem to miss boys in the stable. They rather pitied the 
boys, who never dared to try out riding. “They will never learn to 
know how funny it is”, they declared. As they meant that boys only 
think of girls, they continued: “Really, they are not very smart, be-
cause all the girls are in the stable”.  
 
The stable as a social arena  
 
There was always a lot to do in the stable. Different tasks had to be 
done, both the ones imposed by the riding-school and the ones they 
had volunteered to do like tidying the horses or helping with other 
horses. Often the tasks meant hard work like cleaning out from 40 
horses, loading heavy hey-bales, letting the horses out and building 
obstacles in the manège. Still they had time to chat, have coffee and 
be lazy. Their tasks as being the youth section of the club were to ar-
range and govern events for the smaller children such as cake-baking 
competition and haunted paths. They told us about the poor kids, who 
got frightened when they put out the light in the manège. These activi-
ties were not at all serious but still carried out to the end and pricing 
the best one. Another task was to be help-instructor for the smaller 
children. This meant being present and help with whatever needed at 
the lesson. For this they did not even get reduced fee for their own 
riding lessons. “That is un-logical”, one of them claimed.  
Taking care of a private horse, which meant assisting a rider during 
her riding session, was something they volunteered to do. While the 
owner concentrated on her tasks the assistant unloaded the horse, 
cleaned out, prepared it and took it into the manège. During the ses-
sion she was present in the manège and helped building the obstacles. 
They valued being assistants and did not feel exploited. One of them 
declared:”I learn a lot and get a lot in return”. The others agreed. They 
were ambitious and wanted to learn as much as possible and to do that 
they went to other private stables, where they could ride more and 
learn e.g. about colts. Being care taker of a private horse gave them 
experience of how it would be to have a horse of their own.  
 
 The stable was a hierarchical organisation, governed by 
the instructors. Taking part of riding lessons meant be in time, form a 
group and follow instructions. Redelius (2002) has pointed at the same 
pattern within other sports. During their lessons they used horses 
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owned by the club. They always practiced with the same horse and 
looked upon it as if their own. Before the lesson they mounted the 
horse and cantered into the manège by themselves. When the instruc-
tor arrived she took over the command and informed about plan for 
the training. Exercises like jumping obstacles they did in a stream. 
When they jumped the obstacles they did it one by one. The instructor 
corrected the style of every rider and commented on their mastery of 
the horse. Discipline is highly valued in the sport mostly because of 
the risks that are involved. The riding federation has been much con-
cerned about safety and has given out detailed instructions. The girls 
never questioned the system of rules and regulations, or the authority 
of the instructor.  They were quite scared of the instructors, who be-
haved authoritarian. They told us that they almost had to stand at at-
tention when they addressed the instructors.  Though they did not 
complain openly, they seemed to find the behaviour to strict. 
 
 As they had a lot of responsibilities and tasks in the sta-
ble and they always chose to do what was best for the horses before 
they met, their time together was limited. Thanks to the cello phone 
they could keep in contact even if they were in different parts of the 
stable or in other stables. They became flexible both in space and in 
time. The phone gave them a feeling of safety, too, if something 
should happen, e.g. an accident when riding outside or being kicked in 
the stable.  Their relation to the adults in the stable was instrumental 
and they were addressed only if there was a problem they could not 
solve.  
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Figure 1. A girl caring for a horse and talking with a friend in another 
part of the stable at the same time. 
 
Conscientious caretaking 
 
The way they looked upon themselves and their behaviour was 
marked by the work they had to do. Most important was orderliness 
and tidiness. “You are not allowed to be noisy and chatter loudly 
among the horses. You have to set a good example,” they told us. As 
they had a lot of responsibilities they had to be self-reliant at the same 
time as following the rules. Even if they were not satisfied with the 
conditions, they choose to execute their tasks dutifully and seriously 
for the sake of the horse.  
 
 To be self-sacrificing and caretaking was an important 
part of the contact with the horse and can be seen as a traditional task 
for women. Due to Tolonen (1992) the girls in the stable learn about a 
feminine care taking. The girls in our study looked upon the care of 
the horse as a competence, which had to be performed the best you 
can. One of the girls told us about an occasion when her daddy was 
waiting for her to be ready cleaning out. Impatiently he said: “Are you 
going to operate in the box”. She commented that he did not know 
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how it had to be done. They were proud about knowing what was best 
for the horses and looked upon the others as ignorant.  
 
 They knew that others looked upon their engagement in 
the stable as a practice of care-taking and empathy. Some think it is 
only about being cute and that taking care of the horses is a substitute 
for having a boy-friend. “Such an attitude is tiring”, they said. The 
girls in the stable adored their horses, but they wanted to control the 
riding too. Riding is a serious sport and they practiced to be better in 
handling the horse. The knowledge of the horse is an important part of 
the riding, they claimed. As girls often are thought of not being seri-
ous in their sports, they had to underline their aspirations (compare 
Larsson 2001).  
 
Communication with the horse 
 
Through the care-giving and riding the keeper learned to communicate 
with the animal. This was shown in the way they spoke to the horses. 
They used a soft, quiet voice and said things like: “Oh, my little dear 
one, how are you today?” The communication with the horse was the 
whole point, one of the girls explained. She compared it with the 
boys’ interest in soccer and ice-hockey. She would find it meaningless 
to run after a boll or shout a puck. She added: “you can not speak to 
the stick and say: hallo stick, how are you?” They continued compare 
sports and said that horse riding could be compared with motor cross 
as it is as heated and dangerous.  
 
 Communication with the horse was done both verbally 
and non-verbally. They verbally transferred human feelings to the 
horse by utterances like “now he hates you! Now she is happy when 
she gets food”. This kind of comments made the relationship to the 
horse special and it was necessary if the rider wanted to be successful. 
“You have to know the way the horse thinks and feels”, they claimed. 
They underlined the necessity of mutual confidence and trust. “I have 
to trust him jumping and then he jumps”, one of the girls declared and 
explained that the horse feels what the rider wants and acts according 
to it.  
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 Their relation to the horses was not only empathic. They 
also showed an ironic distance to the horses and themselves. One ex-
ample was when they were joking about a horse’s mane as potential 
cancers wig. Another example was one of them calling the horse fool-
ish in a friendly way when the horse walked into a door by mistake. 
Still another example of irony came from a girl, who had bought a 
new crop, which she called a ‘Lussan’ crop, meaning that she would 
be able to ride the Grand Prix. She was alluding to the elite rider 
Louise Nathorst, who has the same type of crop and has won the 
Grand prix.  
 
Competition 
 
The girls were members of a group that took part in contests mostly 
local ones. The day of a contest was preceded by a lot of strategic talk 
about who should be in the team. Every one considered herself self-
evident in the team but at the same time they wanted the team to con-
sist of the best ones. Before a contest there were a lot of preparations 
such as building the steeplechase and baking for the cafeteria, which 
they had to take care of. A lot of effort was put on making the horses 
pretty before the contest. They groomed the horse, plaited the mane 
and polished the things. If the contest was at another place they had to 
arrange the travelling themselves, which meant plan how to get to the 
place and what to bring for themselves and the horses.  
 
 Competition was important for the girls and it is a cen-
tral part of the riding sport. In contests they got feedback on their 
competence as someone with a sensible for riding. They also experi-
enced the different conditions at a contest, such as the crowd of peo-
ple, foreign smell and sound, the tense atmosphere of competition. 
The horses reacted different in such a situation and the girls had to 
control their own nerves not to distress the horse. Even if they did not 
succeed they tried to find out what they could have done better. The 
never blamed the horse as they were the ones to control the situation. 
In the way they talked about competing with the horse, reviled the two 
roles of the horse as both a device for competition and a great friend. 
 
 Some of the girls felt ambiguous toward competition. 
They wanted to take part but felt nervous and insecure. Afterwards all 
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of them were happy and satisfied. In a way the contest kept them to-
gether. Being member of the competition group gave them a certain 
status in the club. Not to take part in competitions would have meant 
being excluded from part of the girls’ community.  
 
Discussion 
 
From our perspective leisure is an important arena for young people’s 
creation of identity in late modernity. Identity is construed through the 
notions and images a young person has about herself and how she 
interprets the others’ view of herself. Hence, self-image is created 
within actual discourses and is an effect of interpretation.  
 
 The stable is an important subculture within the leisure 
sphere and it is an environment marked by masculinity, though the 
majority of the visitors are females. The girls in our study spent a con-
siderable amount of their spare time in the stable and a certain dis-
course was formed which contained norms, values and practices. The 
prevailing norm was orderliness and goal directed behaviour, which 
the girls adapted to. Within this the girls created an identity different 
from the one they performed outside the stable. Much of the time the 
girls spent in the stable was used to maintain the boxes and keep the 
horses and the equipment clean and tidy. Through that they adopted a 
way of behaving rationally, responsibly and orderly. 
 
 Through the work in the stable the girls got the opportu-
nity to include traditionally masculine traits into their images of them-
selves. On the other hand, the girls were occupied by the communica-
tion with and the mutual relation to the horse. Dealing with a living 
being was essential to them, as they showed through comparing with 
the hockey-stick. This corresponded with the gender expectation of 
women to be caring and emphatic. They also spent time decorating the 
horse, especially with a contest ahead; however, they did it with an 
ironic distance. In contrast to what earlier research has found, the 
ways the girls distanced themselves from the horses through joking 
and mocking may be a way of showing power instead of being self-
sacrificing. Compared to the girls in Tolonen’s study these girls 
seemed to have reflected on their relationship to the horse, the activity 
and their own selves sometimes in an ironic way. They commented on 
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the image others held of them; an image about empathy, care-giving 
and riding not being tuff. In their own view they rather experienced 
power and competence in the stable as there were challenges and risks 
in the sport.  
 
 They developed a physical and mental strength through 
working in the stable, which is opposite to stereotype female traits. 
The girls oriented themselves toward ideals like being self-reliant, 
goal-directed and autonomous. Within the stable there was, however, 
also room for play and pleasure. Hence, the girls had the opportunity 
to create their identities both from a rational point of view and sponta-
neous happenings. As they spent a lot of time in the stable, working 
hard and commanding a big animal, their ways of identifying them-
selves as girls might have widened and given them other ways of pre-
senting their gender (Butler 1993). In this process they seemed to 
achieve a social and cultural capital, which could be of future use. 
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