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Abstract: This paper explores how commons reproduce over time and intro-
duces the concept of commoning to discuss rural continuities and change. The 
point of departure is that commons are essential for local community develop-
ment in that they have an important role for mediating social change and for 
local identity production. Through an ethnographic and historical study of a 
number of commons systems from the village of Ängersjö in the Midwest of 
Sweden, the paper argues for a more historically and socially grounded under-
standing of how commons evolve. The paper examines Ängersjö’s commons 
within two broad historical time frames – the pre-industrial (4th to 20th century) 
and the post-industrial time periods (20th century to the present) – in order to 
understand commons, not just as arenas for resource extraction and resource 
struggles, but also as important contexts for identity formation, local mobilisa-
tion and for shaping rural change. The paper reveals how the commons have 
co-evolved with changes in society at large and how the meanings and func-
tions of the commons have changed throughout history – from being important 
economic resources – to cultural and symbolic resources that have created new 
avenues for collective action.
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1. Introduction
Traditional accounts of commons tend to focus on the trajectories of the commons 
in the context of various disputes over resources. For many, the central dynamic 
has been the classic conflict-cooperation dichotomy, which has led to attempts 
to explain under what conditions commons persist and evolve from adversarial 
relations of resource exploitation to more collaborative ones. Those working in 
this vein have mostly concentrated, following the title of Hardin’s classic contri-
bution on the tragedy of the commons (1968) and Ostrom’s foundational work, 
on design principles and successful determinants of collective action (e.g. Ostrom 
1990, 2000; Ostrom et al. 2002). Underpinning much of these literatures is a 
focus on institutional design and economic incentive structures of rational choice 
which suggest that commons evolve and persist when benefits from the resources 
are greater than the transactions costs of cooperative behaviour. Our interest 
in exploring the trajectories of the commons are related to the above accounts, 
but grounded in a perspective that seek to explore how institutions, resources 
and societies co-evolve contextually over time (c.f. Norgaard 1994; Steins and 
Edwards 1999; Cleaver 2002, 2012; Sandström 2008; Nightingale 2011). 

By conceptualizing and framing the commons as contextually grounded pro-
cesses this article explores how one Swedish inland community – Ängersjö vil-
lage – has shaped and maintained various types of commons over time in relation 
to social, political and historical trends of society at large. A focus on how com-
mons reproduce over time may help to bring out an additional set of issues of 
how commons produce different localities and identities and their relationship to 
contemporary politics, economy and history. In such processes cultural symbols 
of commons are often brought into play in shaping the outcomes of the resource 
system and in the production of specific identities (c.f. Appadurai 1996; Mosse 
1997). By using the concept commoning introduced by Linebaugh (2008) and 
later developed by Bollier and Helfrich (2015) we highlight commons as process 
that is constituted in the general reproduction of the community emphasising the 
blurred nature of the commons, as not only comprising a set of property  relations 
vis-à-vis natural resources but also as associational practices around  specific 
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places and buildings that are managed collectively1 regardless of their juridical 
form. Seen from this perspective, commons are not only juridical and economic 
resources2 but also important social resources that bind people together in a place 
for a common purpose. In this way the concept of commons is close to the concept 
of community as the ongoing process of commoning and the common use of the 
commons can be seen as an important part of the symbolic construction of com-
munity (c.f. Cohen 1985; Fournier 2013). The commons can be seen as a socio-
ecological adhesive that contributes to constitute communities.

Conceptualizing commons in this way and by exploring how commons 
reproduce over time, in relation to broader societal changes, one can gain an 
understanding of not only resource dilemmas but also how specific places and 
identities are constructed. Hence, the concept of commoning infers a dynamic 
process integrating history, social interaction and environment. Such conceptu-
alisations have important implications for how we comprehend the dynamics of 
the commons. It is not merely a question of explaining how resource use affects 
the commons, but rather about exploring how different commoning processes 
co-evolves and how they are embedded within the societies that use them (c.f. 
Nightingale 2011).

In our study we will highlight the co-evolutionary nature of the commons in the 
village of Ängersjö from a perspective of longue durée (c.f. Braudel and Wallerstein 
2009 [1958]). In the first part we trace the early commons that existed in pre-indus-
trial Ängersjö from the early Iron Age up until the main era of privatisation of com-
mon lands in the early 20th century through a review of archaeological and historical 
sources. We describe their multifunctional roles and reveal how the commons were 
dismantled during the era of land reforms when the forest gained an increased mon-
etary value. In the second part we describe how the commons have outlasted earlier 
production systems and transformed from primarily economic resources (produc-
tive commons) to social (associational commons) and symbolic resources (sym-
bolic commons) for the village. In the subsequent discussion we compare crucial 
features of the commons and discuss their developments drawing on a critical insti-
tutional perspective 3 of how commons evolve (Sandström 2008; Cleaver 2002, 
2012; Cleaver and De Koning 2015). Consistent with Frances Cleaver’s observa-
tions [which in turn draw on the work of Douglas (1987)], we show how diverse 
forms of commons are shaped through processes of reinvention and bricolage, 
where analogies of ‘thought styles’ are drawn from existing  institutions, historical 

1 e.g. football fields, hunters lodges, local museums, community buildings.
2 e.g. Bromley’s (1991 and 1992) discussion on common property and common property regime.
3 Critical Institutionalism (CI) encompasses an eclectic body of literatures (labelled by Cleaver 
2012) that partly has emerged as a critique and as a response to theories emphasizing institutional 
design underpinned by notions of rational choice (e.g. the common pool resource theory). By con-
trast CI draws on a combination of in-depth ethnographic studies and the longue-durée of history to 
situate the formation, operation and outcomes of institutions often framed through a lens of political 
economy/ecology (c.f. Mosse 1997, 2006; Cleaver 2002, 2012; Johnson 2004; Peters 2004; Agrawal 
2005; Lund 2006; Sandström 2008; Cleaver and De Koning 2015; Sandström et al. 2016).



The role of the commons for understanding rural continuities and change 511

narratives and wider authoritative  discourses. Finally we conclude the study by dis-
cussing the central role of  commons for understanding broader processes of change 
in which particular localities and identities are produced. 

2. Study area and methods
Ängersjö village is situated in the mid-western part of Sweden in the county 
of Jämtland (see Figure 1). The environment is characterized by boreal for-
est covering a hilly topography interspersed with lakes, rivers, streams and 
mires. Similar to many other small villages in the interior of northern Sweden, 
Ängersjö has experienced outmigration, unemployment, and closed schools and 
shops over the last decades. In the 1930s the Ängersjö parish had about 400 
inhabitants mainly active in forest related activities (Johansson 2002). Currently 
the village comprises 22 permanent residents and similar to many other rural 
places in this part of Sweden, many people reside elsewhere, but maintain links 
to the village by being part-time residents (Ekman 2006). About 55 people are 
part-time residents of which about 25 persons have kinship relations to the vil-
lage and 30 are part-time residents without kinship relations. The village has an 
active village association as well as a number of other associations that relate to 
a variety of commons – some with long historical continuity – that are of impor-
tance for the village identity and, as we will outline below, for maintaining the 
village and for driving change.

This paper draws on data from yearly fieldwork (2011–2014) using participant 
observation and informal conversations with the villagers. Questions concerned 
past and present commons and levels of cooperation in the village in relation 
to e.g. natural resource use, to community buildings and to associational life in 
general were examined. The study has been enriched by the records collected by 
Ekman, who has conducted extended ethnographic fieldwork in the village since 
1995 (e.g. Ekman 2002, 2006, 2012, 2013). The repeated visits to the village has 
given us the possibility to follow social processes, providing the study with deep 
understandings of village continuities (c.f. Howell and Talle 2012) and people’s 
relationships to the commons. 

We have also examined newspapers, official protocols and local historical 
records in order to contextualise the data and situate the study in a wider frame 
of reference. In addition, we have been able to draw on a previous multidisci-
plinary research project – the so called Ängersjö project4 – that has resulted in a 
rich ethnographic and historical record of the village extending over the two last 
millennia (e.g. Johansson 2002; Emanuelsson et al. 2008). Our analysis is also 
partly informed by a previous study in which we suggest a landscape approach for 
modelling prehistorical commons (Lindholm et al. 2013).

4 The research project was officially labelled “Flexibility as tradition: Culture and Subsistence in the 
Boreal Forests of Northern Sweden (1998–2002), involving researchers from social anthropology, 
archaeology, history, ethnology, human geography and forest vegetation ecology.
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3. Tracing and dismantling the early commons
In a previous study we have suggested that the earliest commons systems in the 
Ängersjö area can be associated with the introduction of the field-and-meadow 
system from the middle part of the Iron Age (300–500 AD) (Lindholm et al. 
2013). The field-and meadow system was based on a landscape duality of in-
field areas for cultivation of manured fields, and common outland areas with fall 
trap systems, tar and iron production, and livestock herding (Svensson 1998; 
Karlsson et al. 2010). The field-and-meadow system in the Ängersjö parish was 
based on institutionalised use of commons. Support for this notion is gained from 
a comparison between archaeological sites indicative of cooperative forms of 
land-use with the first written Swedish law in this region5 (Lindholm et al. 2013). 

5 Hälsingelagen c. 1320 AD.

Figure 1: Map left: Scandinavia with the parish of Ängersjö. Map right: Ängersjö village 
Picture bottom left: View of Ängersjö from the early 1900s. Several of the farm buildings in 
the picture are now gone and some of them have been turned into seasonal residents. Photo: 
Ängersjö village archive. Map data left © Esri and right © Lantmäteriet, i2012/901.
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The  comparison suggests that the law formalised already established practices 
and legal customs around common resources (ibid; Brink 2013).6 The early set-
tlements maintained farms and livestock herding but appear to have focused on 
hunting, specialised crafts and trade. Social and economic stress around AD 900–
1000, seem to have resulted in a shift towards a land-use regime more prone to 
iron smelting and livestock herding (Lindholm and Ljungkvist 2016), similar to 
the historically described shieling system.

A shieling is a periodic settlement associated with grazing commons. The 
shielings were usually located in areas where the grazing was less exploited than 
near the farm in order to increase pasture and land for haymaking and thus be 
able to feed more livestock over the winter. Generally the shielings were located 
on such distance from the main settlement that it was necessary to keep people 
at the place and to have facilities for both people and livestock (Nyman 1963). 
Ängersjö has several historically documented shielings, as well as archaeological 
dates associated with stone structures interpreted as milk cellars from ca. 1100 
AD (Karlsson and Emanuelsson 2002). Karlsson et al. (2010) also suggest that 
another essential reason for establishing shielings was to demonstrate control and 
claim rights to the commons in the outland areas.

The commons pastures associated with the shielings constituted an impor-
tant resource in Ängersjö (see Figure 2) and covered vast forest areas that were 
used in combination with other forms of common resources use, such as iron 
making on the bog mires, game hunting, charcoal and tar production (Karlsson 
and Emanuelsson 2002; Lindholm et al. 2013). The iron, cheese and butter pro-
duced were often traded to more centrally located markets in Sweden and Norway 
(Johansson 2002). For both the field-and-meadow and the shieling systems, the 
commons thus seems to have constituted the engine of the economy during the 
pre-industrial era. They were embedded in a multifunctional and dynamic land-
use system that involved labour intense collective land use practices, that was 
linked with inter-regional trade networks. The agricultural land (the infields) was 
thus limited and of secondary importance to the economy and survival in these 
areas during the pre-industrial era. 

The early pre-industrial commons were often organized in so-called lag (e.g. 
fäbodlag, byalag,7 jaktlag). The suffix –lag has a double meaning in Scandinavian 
languages, meaning both team and law, and its relationship to e.g. the prefix by- 
meaning village, suggests that it is the team of the village that creates and maintain 
the ‘law’ in the village. Generally the lag, comprised landowners who were enti-
tled to a share in a village common through possession of a farm unit. Apart from 
managing commonly held natural resources and infrastructures, such as roads, 
mills, fences and dams, the byalag was also responsible for many other tasks in 
the village, such as the care for elders and orphans and for solving disputes. There 

6 For the debate concerning the formalization of medieval laws, see also Sjöholm (1988, 1990).
7 In English the word byelaw can be derived from the Swedish/Norse byalag, probably via the spread 
of Scandinavian culture during the Viking Age (Sandström 2008).
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does not seem to have existed a formally registered byalag in Ängersjö, but from 
archival documents (Ängersjö village archive), it is possible to deduce the exis-
tence of different forms of lag (teams) e.g. hunting- and shieling teams organised 
by the landowning farmers (Eliasson 2013).

3.1. Dismantling the commons

Between 1820 and 1920, a number of National land reforms were introduced to 
Ängersjö (Isacson and Persson 1998; Eriksson-Trenter and Persson 2002). These 
land reforms coincided with a sharp increase in the economic value of the for-
ests and the subsequent development of the forest industry. Together these events 
came to radically change the perception and legal status of the forests, from a 
common multifunctional resource important for subsistence to a private resource 
with a monetary value (Nilsson et al. 1991). During this process of change, the 
tension between collective and individual ownership became particularly salient. 

The first land reform (storskifte) was completed in Ängerjö in 1828. The pur-
pose of the storskifte was to consolidate narrow strips of farming land into larger 
units. Another purpose was to dissolve the common outfields and transfer them 
to the individual farms. The storskifte was carried out on a voluntary basis, and 

Figure 2: Cattle herding to the forest pasture in Ängersjö 1964. Cattle herding to the common 
forest pastures would continue a few more years, before the more than thousand years old prac-
tice came to an end. Photo Knut Pålsson.



The role of the commons for understanding rural continuities and change 515

the farmers in Ängersjö only shifted the infields. Since the village tax-base in 
Ängersjö was considered too high in relation to the size of the infields, it was also 
determined that individual villagers should receive forest land in compensation 
when the second land reform, the so called delimitation of land holdings (avvit-
tringen), was to be carried out (Eriksson-Trenter and Persson 2002). The purpose 
of the delimitation of land holdings was to “promote the cultivation and popula-
tion in the country’s northern provinces” (ibid), but in practice, the aim was to 
clarify the ownership relations to the forest (i.e. the outland commons). The logic 
was that if the ownership pattern to the forest was made clear, the farmers’ incen-
tives to improve their lands would increase. It would also create opportunities to 
establish new farm holdings on what the state considered as “unused” land (the 
outland commons). Another important task was for the land surveyor to correct 
the tax rates for the farmers so that the tax was consistent with their possession, 
not only of arable land, but also the forest (ibid).

In Ängersjö, the delimitation of land holdings commenced in 1839 and was 
conducted by the land surveyor Per Henrik Widmark, the same person who 
had carried out the first land reform (storskifte). The forest areas that tradition-
ally belonged to Ängersjö were extensive and the farmers would have to pay 
extra taxes to the state according to Widmark’s calculations. The land surveyor 
Widmark was, however, not only a surveyor. He was also a businessman who 
was interested in purchasing forests in the Ängersjö area and later he also became 
the county governor (Nilsson et al. 1991). In 1853, the farmers in Ängersjö and 
Widmark reached an agreement whereby Widmark would undertake to pay part 
of the tax in exchange that he took over large forest areas (Eriksson-Trenter and 
Persson 2002).

In 1859, the delimitation of land holdings was officially established and the 
same year farmers in Ängersjö signed yet another agreement with Widmark 
through his shareholding company Marma Forest Ltd. The end result was that the 
farmers had access to about 25% of the original forest holdings, but they had also 
collectively negotiated so that they could continue to have shared user rights to 
all forest resources in the form of hay-making, forest grazing (mulbete), shielings, 
timber and firewood for household use as well as the right to hunt and fish (ibid). 
A large part of the forest resources thus continued to be regarded and managed as 
common resources. In connection with the third land reform process (Laga skifte) 
that was carried out at the forest company’s request in 1890, disagreements arose 
over how the previous agreements with the company should be interpreted. The 
conflict was prolonged, and among other things meant that the prospects for the 
company to exploit the forest were blocked by the farmers for more than 30 years 
and that the farmers lost many of their earlier collective users rights to the forest. 
For many farmers the prolonged conflict became an economic disaster, when the 
possibility for wage labour for the forestry company also disappeared (Isacson 
and Persson 1998). The conflict has left a deep impression among the population 
in the village –and is still spoken of today – in relation to discussions concerning 
access and ownership to resources.
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The land reforms and the parallel purchase of large productive forest areas in 
Ängersjö are, however, not unique. Similar intertwined processes were common 
in many other places in Northern Sweden during this period. In Sweden, these 
large scale forest acquisitions have received their own nickname –  baggböleri 
– which is an expression of the dubious economic affairs that the forest com-
panies carried out with the farmers. The Swedish baggböleri, share similarities 
with today’s ‘land grabbing’ processes that take place in other parts of the world. 
Similar to the Swedish baggböleri, today’s acquisitions of land resources are 
justified with arguments of terra nullis (land belonging to no one) and they are 
often intertwined with unsettled land tenure reforms (c.f. Cotula et al. 2009; De 
Schutter 2011; Beyene and Sandström 2016). Likewise, today’s large-scale land 
acquisitions also involves the conversion of small-holder production systems to 
large-scale commercial use and they occur parallel with that land resources have 
attained an increased economic value – a process that can be referred to as ‘com-
modification of nature’ or as a process of ‘accumulation by dispossession’ – where 
states colludes with capital to seize control of nature and the commons (Harvey 
2003; Peluso and Lund 2011). 

The various land reform processes in Sweden have often been described as a 
shift from common ownership towards individual ownership. But in Ängersjö as 
in many other parts of Sweden, the shift of ownership was never fully completed 
(Sandström 2008). The user rights to the forests and water resources have in many 
places continued to be held as commons until an individual applied to shift his or 
her share to private property. Even today in Ängersjö, the majority of the lakes in 
the parish are regarded as commons, and the right to jointly graze the forests is 
legally possible even though there are no grazing animals left in the village. Also 
the collective right to hunt on the company’s land is possible and hunting is still 
organized by hunting teams of the village. Calculated from the present-day cadas-
tral map about 4% (1647 ha) of the total surface area (39167 ha) of the Ängersjö 
parish are registered as de juru commons (village roads, fishing waters, old hay-
meadows and gravel pits).

4. Re-constructing the old commons and the emergence of 
 associational commons
As a result of the land reforms and the mechanization of agricultural and for-
estry, the commons based on collective resource use extraction were gradu-
ally reduced during the 20th century. Duties related to agriculture and forestry 
work were handled increasingly by individual family members (Isaksson 2009). 
In the 1940s, the management of the remaining commons was formalized and 
transformed into associations that were legally recognized. In 1942 the farm-
ers in Ängersjö established a land owner association (samfällighetsförening) 
to take care of village roads and the remaining commons (a few gravel pits, 
common fishing waters and hay meadows). In the following year (1943) a fish-
ing association was formed together with the neighbouring village (Vännsjö). 
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Upon formation the land owners transferred their collective fishing rights to the 
fishing association (Agreements 1943 Feb). In subsequent years, intensive work 
began to increase the fish-stock in the lakes around Ängersjö. Similar develop-
ments appeared throughout Sweden at this period of time. The Second World 
War had put Sweden in a state of alert and increased fish yields were regarded as 
an important national food security issue and the County Administrative Board 
(CAB) urged all fishing associations in the county to increase their stock of 
fish (CAB 1943). The Ängersjö fishing association applied for permission and 
received money to plant out fish and for constructing fish ponds. Over the years, 
the members of the association have developed an intricate system of rules over 
who is allowed to fish, when and on what waters. Today the fishing associa-
tion comprises about 30 members and annually the association appoints fishing 
officers who are authorized by the CAB to monitor so that no one catch fish 
illegally. 

New forms of associational commons were also progressively developed in 
order to modernize rural life in Ängersjö during the 20th century, on the villagers 
own initiatives and supported by various institutions. For example, in 1943 the 
women in the village formed a laundry association and raised money to construct 
a combined laundry and sauna house on an old common adjacent to the village 
centre. They gathered once a week, and sewed, crocheted and knitted products, 
which were sold at social gatherings (Pålsson Undated). They also asked for 
timber from the forestry company, applied for money from the municipality and 
arranged dances where the entry fees were donated to the construction (ibid). A 
few years earlier an intense public debate and awareness campaign concerning the 
poor standard of hygiene had been going on in Sweden. The national radio broad-
casted a series of programs about “dirty Sweden”, which may have prompted the 
villagers to construct the combined laundry and sauna house. The combined laun-
dry and sauna house was established in 1945 and was used until the 2000s. Other 
examples of associational commons aimed at modernizing rural life formed in 
Ängersjö were associations to construct and maintain water and power lines and 
common food storage facilities in the village.

Associations were also developed to strengthen the social cohesion in the vil-
lage. In the 1920s, the villagers in Ängersjö constructed the so called People’s 
House (folkets hus), which is both an association and a building, situated at the 
centre of the village, where the villagers organize meetings and various forms of 
social activities. A sport association was established in 1932, through which the 
villagers during a period of 50 years arranged cross-country ski races, ice fish-
ing competitions and football tournaments. The sports association is currently 
languishing but is still in existence thanks to the management of an important 
common cultural heritage – a football field. In the early 1970s, there were in 
Ängerjö parish more than 20 different kinds of local associations in the commu-
nity. Ängersjö is in this respect not unique but has followed similar patterns of 
associational development in other parts of the countryside in northern Sweden 
(Föreningsarkivet 1996). 
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4.1. The village association and commons as cultural heritage

In 1972, in connection with the rural exodus from the Northern part of Sweden, 
the villagers developed yet another association, the Ängersjö village association 
(Ängersjö byalag 1972). This village organisation was, however, somewhat differ-
ent from previous associations. Those who started the association were involved 
in local development and the association was open to all residents in contrast 
to the pre-industrial production commons that mainly comprised the landowners 
(generally the men). Like many other rural associations across Sweden at this 
time, it was partly formed as a response to the perception that the village had 
become politically distanced in relation to the municipality fusion process that 
took place in Sweden between the years 1950–708 but also as a response to the 
past decades of outmigration from the village (Ekman 2006). The formation of 
the village association coincided with the closing of the school and a few years 
earlier the local shop. An archaeological survey was also conducted in the village 
at this time, which came to influence the work of the association. In a reflection 
on the early work of the association, the first chairman Folke Pålsson wrote the 
following: “We missed our history back in time.... We were without history… For 
the villagers the survey led to the discovery that we had a history older than living 
memory” (Pålsson, undated). The village association gradually became a key fac-
tor in the work to reconstruct local history and on this basis the village association 
reinforced local identity and mobilized the villagers for the survival of the village. 
The villagers engaged themselves in projects to restore and search for archaeo-
logical sites. They interviewed the elderly in the village about what life was like 
before and old village records were assembled and studied (Isacson 2009).

The future of the closed school building became early a question of symbolic 
importance for the association and they started to negotiate with the municipality 
to take over the school building. These negotiations resulted in the municipality 
keeping the ownership of the building and promising to pay for the maintenance 
work. The village association paid for electricity and heating. In this way, the 
school building once again became an important meeting place for the village. 
The association was also engaged in negotiations with the forest company to 
establish a nature reserve (10 hectares) adjacent to the village, which was estab-
lished in 1983. In negotiations with the Swedish public broadcasting and the tele-
communication company (SVT and Televerket now Telia Ltd), the villagers were 
able persuade them to set up a broadcasting mast and a public phone booth (ibid). 
The association also purchased a cement mixer, a bilge pump, a pool table and 
two handlooms that were placed in the school premises that could be used freely 
by the villagers (Ängersjö byalag protocals 1972–1980). 

Increasingly the members of the village association became involved in activ-
ities that explored the village’s history and cultural heritage. Ideas to develop 

8 Between 1950–1970 the number of municipalities in Sweden decreased from about 2500 in 1960 
to 390 in 2009 (Ekman 1991).



The role of the commons for understanding rural continuities and change 519

museums in Ängersjö emerged and two committees were created, one for the 
development of a school museum and one for the establishment of a forest 
museum. The school museum was established in 1987 and is located on the upper 
floor of the old school. 

The history of the forest museum, called Kojbyn (hut village), commenced in 
the beginning of 1980s, when the village association started to discuss to estab-
lish a furnace kiln and to restore an old water slipway that could attract tourists 
to the area. In 1986 it was decided to locate the museum adjacent to the old slip-
way and the following year, the first buildings were constructed in relation to a 
course in traditional building techniques. In 1988 the museum was opened for 
the public and the village association decided to charge an entrance fee (Isacson 
2009). From the late 1980s throughout the 1990s the forest museum expanded 
stepwise with contributions from a range of funders, and the number of visitors 
grew. In the 1996s the forest museum was extended with a nature museum and a 
300 meter long nature trail (ibid). Today, the forest museum comprises about 25 
buildings, all related to forest work from the beginning of the 20th century. Many 
of them display different kinds of collective management practices from the past, 
such as e.g. charcoal making, tar and iron production (see Figure 3). The museum 
provides a representation of Ängersjö in the village heydays when people (par-
ticularly the men) worked with forest related activities.

Over the years the village association has developed close cooperation with 
the county museum and the forest company Korsnäs (now Sveaskog), who 
donated most of the construction timber (ibid). The forestry company has in this 
way become an important partner for the establishment of the forest museum, 
which is noteworthy considering the aforementioned lengthy forest conflict 
between the farmers in Ängersjö and the company at the beginning of the century. 
Most of the work has been carried out by volunteers, which definitely has reduced 
costs and strengthened village cohesion. The incomes generated have, however, 
not been enough for sustaining the operation of the museum. In 1990, more than 
3000 visitors visited the museum (ibid) but the numbers of visitors have dropped 
subsequently and in 2015, the village association decided for the first time not to 
open the museum, due to lack of people with enough spare time to carry out the 
largely voluntary work to guide tourists (Länstidningen Östersund 2015). 

Parallel with the developments of the forest museum, the aforementioned 
Ängersjö research project was initiated (1998–2002). Through the research proj-
ect, the history of the village became even more visible, and came to reinvigorate 
the work at the museum, but also strengthen the villagers’ view of themselves 
(Ekman 2006). The work with the forest museum in combination with the research 
project made the villagers even more aware of the village’s past history, and his-
tory became in this way an important unifying factor for the village, which both 
strengthened village identity and gave them a sense of ‘proof’ that the their place 
was special (ibid). 

The social practices at the forest museum can be seen as an expression of a 
flexible approach to traditional local resources (Johansson 2002). It demonstrates 
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an ability in the village to create new resources tailored to the demands of the 
present, where the reinterpretation and reuse of old resources has been a model 
for success. Since the 70s, the village has acquired a cultural capital (c.f. Bourdieu 
1998) on an expanding national heritage field by engaging in past collective man-
agement practices and by acquiring knowledge and contacts at different levels 
in the society (c.f. Johansson 2002). In this way, the commons have increasingly 
transformed into important social and cultural resources. 

The processes around the associational commons in Ängersjö (the fishing 
resource, the school, the laundry house and the forest museum) can be seen as a 
form of institutional bricolage, in the sense that they are ‘”neither completely new 
nor completely traditional but rather a dynamic hybrid combining elements of 
‘modern’, ‘traditional’, and the ‘formal’ and ‘informal’” (Cleaver 2012, 45), that 
serve multifunctional purposes.

5. The symbolic making of the commons
Despite the persistent and rather impressive associational work to develop 
Ängersjö throughout the years, the population has steadily declined and it has 
become difficult to sustain all activities and appoint positions to all associations. 
Closures and mergers have become necessary. Activities connected to the for-
est museum and the fishing association, however, still engage people and today 

Figure 3: Charcoal making at the forest museum. Photo: Bertil Larsson.
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the people’s house association has merged with the village association. With the 
depopulation, the responsibilities for the maintenance work of all buildings have 
also been placed on a declining number of people. All common facilities con-
stitute on the one hand an important social resource but on the other hand, the 
commons as physical objects also constitutes a problem. These buildings require 
continuous maintenance and while we stayed in the village some villagers shared 
their concern to maintain them.

“I am not sure how long we will be able to manage all our buildings. Now 
there are more community buildings than there are people living permanently 
in the village” (Thomas, chairman of the village association, July 2013)

The generation who can remember and tell how it was to work in the forest or who 
was involved in herding livestock are also becoming fewer. Today in Ängersjö, 
the grazing of the commons, and other forms of collective resource management 
practices, is but a distant memory. Despite this, some of these commons are still 
being kept alive and tend to continue to carry meanings that draw upon earlier 
notions of shared resources and social values rooted in ancient customs (c.f. 
Olwig 2013). One such illustrative example is the Öjungsvallen, a former shieling 
area that at a first glance, consists of a number of summer houses situated in the 
vicinity of each other, adjacent to the lake Öjingen, about 7 km from the village 
centre (see Figure 4).9

The Öjungsvallen is part of an internal sense of belonging and a social orga-
nization that is not immediately accessible to a stranger. Öjungsvallen can be seen 
as a micro-version of the village, in the sense that Öjungsvallen is divided into 
smaller ”shielings” which are connected to and named after the old farms in the 
main village. In that way they are important to the villagers as a link to the past. 
To own a cottage in Öjungsvallen constitutes a marker of village belonging and 
signifies that you are “real Ängersjö” (Ekman 2002). 

Although Öjungsvallen can no longer be regarded as a commons in legal 
terms, it is talked about and treated like a commons. At Öjungsvallen kinship 
relationships lie like a ‘web’ over the former shieling area. It is a place where 
people who live permanently in Ängersjö together with people with strong kin 
connections to Ängersjö return to spend their summer holidays, thus in a sense, 
reproducing the custom of moving to the shieling during the summer. At times 
Öjungsvallen have also been used for church services and Midsummer celebra-
tions. In a previous article Ekman (2002) has argued that the former shieling area 
can be interpreted as a sacred and symbolic place in the sense that it is associated 
with repeated patterns of activities, history and myths and thereby contributing 
to situating shared memories in the landscape and to the construction of village 
 identity. Öjungsvallen is thus an important place for both reproducing internal vil-

9 The shieling of Öjungsvallen was probably established as a shieling place during the period A.D. 
300–700 according to pollen analysis and 14C-dating (Karlsson and Emanuelsson 2002).
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lage relations and for maintaining and developing social relationships with people 
who have strong ties with the village. The social practices at Öjungsvallen relates 
to Mary Douglas’s observation (1987) about the way institutions survive if they 
are able to make analogies. As Douglas understands it, analogies allow institu-
tional arrangements, such as commons, to evolve and persist by correspond to 
something similar to the particular logic of the institution in question, the point 
being that in this correspondence the formal structures and practices of a set of 
social relations appear natural.

Another example of a commons with symbolic significance is a 30 km long 
wooden fence in the forest. According to a story in the village the fence was 
constructed in relation to a grazing conflict with the neighbouring villages in 
1769 (Hälsinglands tidning 1976; Stenvall 1984) to prevent cattle from the 
bordering villages to enter the land (and vice versa). The fence took consid-
erable time to construct – more than hundred years – and was completed in 
1896 (ibid). Given its length and that it was built by hand, the fence represents 
an impressive construction, where it extends through the vast forest. In 1976, 

Figure 4: Map displaying the spatial correlation between different commons over time. Areas 
with red colours signify “hot spots” of commons modelled from the archaeological record. The 
areas marked in red grid are the de juru commons remaining after the land reform. Adapted 
from Lindholm, 2013.
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briefly after the village association had begun its local development work, 
some of the older men in the village started to renovate parts of the old fence 
and the renovation work lasted several summers until the early 1990s. This is 
noteworthy, considering that it had past more than 30 years since any cattle 
grazed the area.

Both the fence and the former shieling area of Öjungsvallen can be seen as 
representations of the past were people continue to engage in commoning pro-
cesses although they no longer have any ‘real economic’ purpose to fulfil. In a 
similar way, the village football field, constitutes another important symbolic rep-
resentation of the village’s identity and past history. The well-groomed football 
field is still cut regularly even though no sporting events are held. It bears wit-
ness to the village’s heyday in the 1930s, when for some time there were talented 
football players in Ängersjö and when the football team reached success in the 
national league. The well-groomed football field also signifies that the village is 
alive.

The above examples of commoning processes compliment earlier conceptu-
alizations on how commons evolve and persist. Some commons have endured 
not primarily because of economic livelihood concerns, but because they carry 
important meanings for the villagers. The reproductions of these commons are 
associated with important symbolic values for the villagers and they contribute 
to the construction of the village’s identity. Mosse (1997) makes a similar point 
in examining the management of common resources in Tamil Nadu in India. He 
argues that both symbolic and material interests’ matters in collective action, and 
that “Tanks, like village temples, are public institutions expressive of social rela-
tions, status, prestige and honour”. They are not only physical inputs but also 
“repositories of symbolic resources” (ibid, 472).

6. Comparing and understanding different commons and 
c ommoning processes
In this article we have discerned different forms and historical layers of commons 
and commoning processes although the distinctions between them are not always 
clear-cut. One form of commons is those connected to resource extraction con-
nected to the old farms in the village and that have a long historical continuity (e.g. 
gravel pits, grazing areas, fishing waters and hay meadows). They emanate from 
the early forest-agrarian society and partially survived the land reforms that took 
place between 1820 and 1920. The pre-industrial commons can be considered as 
production commons. They involved labour intense collective resource use prac-
tices, such iron smelting, pasture management charcoal and tar production.

Another form of commons is the associational commons that were developed 
under the new economic conditions that emerged during the 20th century aiming 
at modernizing rural life. They are part of the joint social and economic interests 
of the village (e.g the laundry house, the people’s house and the village associa-
tion). A third form of commons are those that can be described as symbolic com-
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mons that often revolve around different perceptions of kinship, ownership and 
belonging over time and that carry important symbolic values for the village (e.g. 
Öjungsvallen, the fence and the football field). The symbolic commons contribute 
to the identity of the village, but they are also important symbols of the village’s 
past history. These different forms of commons are not mutually exclusive, rather 
they overlap. The associational commons and the productive commons also have 
symbolic meanings to the villagers and they contribute to shaping village identity.

The production commons, the associational commons and the symbolic 
commons represent different forms of collectiveness. They have different social 
boundaries against outsiders. The symbolic commons and the production com-
mons tend to revolve around kinship relations mainly maintained by the perma-
nent residents and descendants from the old farms in the village, whereas the 
associational commons have a more fluid and open membership criteria. The 
associational commons are organized in more formal ways, in the sense that there 
is a specific group of people who meet regularly to manage matters of common 
concerns. The associational commons draws in actors beyond internal village 
spheres. They activate and engage people from beyond the village, whereas the 
symbolic commons and the production commons engage persons from internal 
village spheres, involving mainly the permanent residents and seasonal residents 
with strong kin ties to Ängersjö (c.f. Ekman 2006).

For both the associational commons and the commons of more symbolic char-
acter, historical narratives constitute an important resource and an integral part 
for their creation and survival, but the use of historical narratives varies between 
them. While the symbolic commons mainly can be seen as representation of the 
past in which historical narratives play an important role for shaping particular 
village identities and internal social relations, the associational commons can be 
seen as commons for driving change. For example, the forest museum is a place 
where narrations of the forest history are used as a means of local mobilisation, 
income generation and for showing outsiders what kind of unique place Ängersjö 
is. The commoning processes at the forest museum is important for the villagers 
for showing that the village is alive. 

Our archival and empirical observations of how commons reproduce in 
Ängersjö lend support to the critical institutional perspective of the embedded and 
‘reinvented nature’ of institutional development (Cleaver 2002, 2012; Sandström 
2008; Cleaver and de Koning 2015). Several of the commons in this study are 
embedded in historical allusions from how it used to be before, where people with 
strong connections to Ängersjö reproduce historical collective resource manage-
ment practices and adjust them to needs in the present. For example, the construc-
tion and running of the forest museum and the seemingly pointless renovation 
work of the fence can be seen as two illustrative examples of such reinvention 
processes. By engaging in past management activities and by making analogies to 
what is perceived as past management traditions, the villagers legitimatize their 
engagement in the commons, while at the same time they are (re)discovering a 
shared heritage (c.f Sandström 2008). The assertion of past collective manage-
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ment traditions also connects to broader discourses of heritage management and 
authenticity found generally in society at the time. For example, the construction 
of the museum and the collective efforts to renovate the fence emerged at a time 
when it was popular to develop outdoor museums in Sweden and when subsi-
dies for heritage management were provided by various public institutions and 
private foundations. The commons were thus strongly shaped by the ability of 
local actors to link their activities to wider authoritative discourses of for example 
local heritage and authenticity. Similarly, the combined village laundry and sauna 
house was constructed in connection to a national public debate and awareness 
campaign concerning the poor standard of hygiene in Sweden. These processes 
of interconnections between local agency and broader national authoritative dis-
courses and institutions resemble the concept of bricolage used by Cleaver (2002) 
and Douglas (1987)10 to show how institutions are formed through processes, 
where analogies of ‘thought styles’ draw from existing institutions.

The contemporary commons discerned in Ängersjö can also be seen as rein-
vented forms of commons in terms of territorial outreach, dating back to a period 
before the land reform processes, when farmers formally and informally managed 
large areas as commons. The commons of today are to a large extent developed 
and located on, or in the vicinity to these commons (see Figure 4). For example 
the laundry house is situated on an old village commons, and the same applies the 
former shieling area of Öjungsvallen, the fence and the forest museum. Also the 
football field is located in the vicinity of old village commons (Lindholm et al. 
2013). In Ängersjö, the commoning processes thus demonstrate long historical 
continuity that in some cases can be traced back to archaeological time periods. 

The changing nature of the commons in Ängersjö have in this way developed 
in relation to both broader authoritative discourses in society and to pre-existing 
commons, but they have also persisted and co-evolved in opposition to strong 
and weak policy environments of the state. For example, the villagers resisted 
the land reforms by trying to make exceptions for the land that was considered 
as commons. Further when the state was unable to provide basic infrastructural 
developments to the village at the beginning of the 20th century, the commons 
became the social space in which villagers organized around. During the 20th 
century some commons also became formalised and intertwined with state poli-
cies that for example aimed at increasing the fish yields or through public sup-
port directed towards modernizing rural livelihoods. In Ängersjö, it would thus 
be misleading to explain the various institutionalization processes around the 
commons as primarily as struggles between competing individuals that seek 
to optimize resource use. The commoning processes are better described as a 
means for developing togetherness while at the same time being important for 
broader rural development initiatives. The reproduction of the commons can in 
this light be seen as a continuous process and as a reflection of our time where 

10 Who in turn draws on Lévi-Strauss’ concept of intellectual bricolage.
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the commons have  co-evolved with changes in society at large. This, however, 
does not preclude competitions and controversies over resource use in the vil-
lage. For example in the 1990s a conflict emerged between the people’s house 
association and the village association. The supporters of the people’s house 
association wanted to focus on snowmobile tourism, while the village asso-
ciation wanted to focus on developing the forest museum (Ekman 2006). The 
conflict concerned which image would characterize Ängersjö, forward-looking 
or history seeking (ibid). This controversy was, thus, not primarily a conflict 
over how the natural resources should be handled or distributed, but rather a 
conflict over the image of Ängersjö and a conflict in which projects to invest 
the relatively few human resources at hand in the village. In ‘modern’ rural 
peripheral economies, commoning processes may consequently not necessarily 
be prompted by natural resource scarcity or resource dependence for sustaining 
rural livelihoods. Most people in Ängersjö earn their living from the nearby 
township (Sveg) and their main sources of income do not any longer accrue 
from the adjacent natural resources. People are mainly involved in their local 
commons as part of their spare time activities. In Ängersjö, as in many other 
peripheral rural economies across Europe, it is people who constitute the ‘scarce 
resource’ rather than natural resources per se. In a way one might say that the 
commoning processes in Ängersjö have solved problems associated with labour 
scarcity, while at the same time being the unifying adhesive that constitutes 
a community. Such conceptualization of commons and how they evolve and 
persist compliment earlier suggestions found in the rational choice perspec-
tive, where it is suggested that commons are likely to evolve and persist when 
transaction costs of cooperative behaviour and monitor costs are relatively low 
in relation to future benefits derived from the resource (c.f. Ostrom 1990, 2000). 
Although this study has not calculated the transaction costs in relation to future 
economic benefits, it is reasonable to suggest that transaction costs in relation 
to the commoning processes in post-industrial Ängersjö have been consider-
able in relation to the expected economic benefits derived from them. People in 
Ängerjsö have maintained and developed their commons, although the expected 
economic benefits derived from them can be assumed to be low. Rather com-
mons of today in Ängersjö, are shaped by discussions on how they are related to 
preferred ways of life, wellbeing, attachments to place, historical narratives and 
village identity, that are justified and constructed through various processes of 
reinvention and bricolage. They have co-evolved in relation to broader changes 
in society and they have contributed to the continuity and social sustainability 
in the village. 

7. Conclusions
In this study we have highlighted the persisting importance of commons as both 
symbolic and material sites. The study reveals how the commons have out-
lasted earlier production systems to serve new purposes in relation to changing 
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social and economic circumstances. The study shows how people in Ängersjö 
 throughout history, have cooperated around commons, and how the functions 
and meanings of commons have changed over time – from being a primarily 
important economic resource – to social and associational resources that have 
created new forms of collective action. The interrelatedness and flexible nature 
of the commons in Ängersjö has enabled the village to pass through periods of 
great change. The commons landscape of today in the village owe its continued 
existence not to fixed or immovable ‘traditions’, but to the constant adaptation of 
customs to shifting circumstances, constructed on past experiences that have been 
adapted to needs in the present.

Some commons are sites of dynamic environmental, social and economic 
activity, while others remain marginal, but continue to play an important role 
as identity markers and for situating shared memories in the landscape. Some of 
these commons can be seen as symbolic commons and an improved understand-
ing of their symbolic meaning(s) can provide a better understanding how com-
munities function and why some commons endure although the economic returns 
are at best marginal. 

The reproduction of the commons in Ängersjö also suggests that commons 
are central for understanding processes of rural change and the socialization of 
rural space. Commons are not merely physical sites for resource extraction, and 
economic activity, but also important ‘sites’ for expressing village identity, social 
well-being and belonging. In general, the contemporary use of the commons in 
Ängersjö is characterized by transactions which emphasize networking, negotia-
tions and social belonging of the involved actors. Individuals are resource users 
but their social practices around the commons are also shaped in relation to vil-
lage identity which becomes salient in relation to different forms of commoning 
processes. Commons are in this sense part of the socialization of rural space and 
the “production of locality” (Appadurai 1996). 

The commons in Ängersjö have co-evolved with changes in the society and 
they can be seen as a reflection of different times. Throughout history, the com-
mons have been adapted to suit different needs and conditions of the village. 
They have evolved in opposition to but also drawing on the resources from a 
strong state and they have developed in relation to broader discourses and social 
relationships that have been continuously reproduced. Commons have in this way 
been important for village continuity and some commons tend to be remarkably 
resilient, despite recurrent contestation. In our view, research on commons and on 
how they reproduce can play a central role in future research not just for elucidat-
ing issues of resource struggles and dilemmas, but as well for the study of diverse 
community processes of continuity and change.
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