Feminists Who Know How to Knit:
Women & Crafts in Finland

Finnish women are
busy indeed. They
have one of the West-
em world’s highest
participation rates in
the workforce, 66 per
cent,and more signifi-
cantly, unlike their
Scandinavian sisters,
90 per cent of Finnish
female wageworkers
are employed full-
time. Inaddition, stud-
ies indicate, that they
still perform most of

by Helena Ahopelto

partly because of the
emphasis on hand-
icrafts in Finland’s
educational system.
Finnish children can
see women knitting
everywhere.  They
knitwhileridingabus,
while watching sports,
in the university lec-
ture halls and, of
course, while watch-
ing TV. When fami-
lies visit each other it
isnotconsidered impo-

the household duties
and are the main care-
givers of the children.

an insatiable desire to

Helena Ahopelto has been an editor of Finland’s largest handicrafts magazine, Suurf
késityo kerho, since 1976. She joined the magazine after graduating as a handicrafts
Yet, they scem to have teacher in 1973 and doing post-graduate work in design at the University of Wien in
Austria. Ahopelto also teaches evening extension classes in handicrafts.

lite for the hostess and
guests to engage sim-
ultaneously in conver-
sation and their handi-
crafts.

do handicrafts as well.

Every year women in Finland, a coun-
iry of less than five million inhabitants,
subscribe to over 200,000 handicrafts
magazines. These magazinesclaim tohave
a contact factor of four, which means that
some 800,000 or nearly half of all adult
women in Finland, regularly read a craft
magazine. In comparison, the largest
Canadian handicrafts magazine, Hands,
claims a circulation of only 60,000. Finns
consume 1.5 million kilogrammes of
knitting yarns annually and in 1987 they
purchased 50,000 new sewing machines,
although 90 per cent of the women who
subscribe to the craft magazines reported
already owning one.

Last year over 4,000 Finns purchased
design and yarn packages to hook the
ever-popular but labour intensive ryijy
(ryarug) which can take an entire season
tomake. Another popular craftistomake
one’sownnational costume. 8,000 women
bought packages with all the materials
and proceeded to weave the cloth, em-
broider the blouse and make the lace.

These extraordinary statistics beg two
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interwoven questions: Why are handi-
crafts so popular among Finnish women?
When do these women find time to do
them?

Until quiterecently, Finland was mainly
arural society. A very rapid urbanization
and industrialization of the country took
place after the Second World War when
some halfamillion Karelian refugees had
to be relocated within the newly defined
nationral borders and when the sons and
daughters from the rural areas moved to
the cities. Women were able to bring their
traditional handicrafts with them to the
small city apartments while many of the
men’s hobbycrafts demanded largerspace,
toolsheds, woodshelters, etc., which were
left behind on the farms. Furthermore,
women’s knitting and sewing could be
performed quietly and relatively cleanly
without fear of disturbing neighbours or
other family members.

The tradition of women’s handicrafts
continues very strongly in modern Fin-
land, partly because of the many role
models for young Finnish children and

Children learn the
basics of knitting and crocheting in kin-
dergarten and once they reach elementary
school, handicrafts become a compulsory
subject. For seven years every Finnigh
child receives two hours a week of in-
struction in crafts. For the first two years
boys and girls sit in the same class but
after grade two the child may choose
between textile or technical crafts. The
teachers are highly qualified having
completed a four to five year university
degree before stepping into the classroom.
During this seven year period the students
in the textile crafts learn a variety of
modem and traditional skills. They will
all know how to sew or knit their clothing
items, they will have produced a variety of
decorativeitems withlace and embroidery
and they will have learned the rudiments
of pattern-making and design. By the
time the children become teenagers, the
pattern of giving and valuing home-made
gifts, both useful and decorative, has been
firmly set.

In addition to formal instruction of
school age children and a multitude of
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high quality handicrafts magazines and
books, Finland has several institutions
dedicated to popularjzing handicrafts and
1o maintaining traditional skills and craft
culture. For example, the Finnish Handi-
crafts Organization has about 200 informa-
tion centres which are open to the public.
All tools and space can be used free of
charge but the materials are purchased by
the client. Helpful instructors are there to
advise and encourage those secking help.
Instruction in handicrafts is also available
at a very modest cost (highly subsidized
by the government) in voluntary evening
extension courses for adults. Altogether
some 650,000 Finns over the age of 16
enrolled last year in the country’s 280
evening non-degree granting collegesand
of these students a third chose handicrafts
as thelr subject of study.
Economicreasonsareimportantin con-
tinuing the tradition of handicrafts. Stud-
ies indicate young women with children
are most likely to sew while all women
knit and older women seem to enjoy the
lighter work crocheting. Thereisno stigma
attached to wearing hand/home made
clothing. In fact the opposite is true. The
president’s wife, factory workers, lead-
ing feminists, are all equally proud to
announce that they have made their own

dress. This is not because high quality
ready-to-wear clothing is hard to find but
because of tradition, preference and skill.
In fact, Finland is one of the only Western
countries to export more clothing than it
imports and the textile industry is an
important part of the economy.

One can also not dismiss theimportance
of tradition and the desire to maintain
links with their foremothers. ‘‘Nimble
fingers are never idle,” says the Finnish
proverb. For thousands of years Finnish
women have had to work relentlessly just
to eke out a living from the dense forests
and frozen, often barren, land. Frequently
the nation was devastated by wars and
ravaged by disease. There simply was no
room for the “lady-of-leisure.” The strong
Lutheran tradition continued to teach thrift
and hard work. Many Finnish women
simply explain that they feel “guilty” if
they are sitting down and “wasting their
time.” Instead they sit down and watch
TV or converse with a friend with good
conscience while their fingers seem to be
dancing effortlessly with the knitting nee-
dles. Women are quick to emphasize that
doing handicrafts is not work buta hobby,
arelaxing and rewarding hobby that also
has economic benefits.

Finally, for centuries handicrafts have

been an avenue for artistic expression.
Every day thousands of women create
objects of real beauty with innovative
new designs or with carefully followed
traditional patterns. Folkart is alive and
well, not only in the countryside but also
in the city apartments.

InFinland, handicrafts and the women’s
movement are notincompatible. Both are
animportantand integral part of women’s
self-expression and their need to add
meaning to their lives. Feminism isnotan
attempt to kill creativity. If knitting is
relaxing, if embroidery gives an avenue
for artistic expression, if sewing is both
economical and creative, then why should
women not continue to pursue these tra-
ditional “women’s crafts?” What is most
encouraging in modern Finland is the
number of men who are becoming in-
volved in “women’s crafts.” Men have
especially distinguished themselves in
making rugs. On Christmas Eve many a
happy grandmother has received a pair of
wool stockings knit by her grandson.

When you next speak to aFinnish femi-
nist, don’t be afraid to ask if she made her
own dress, knit her sweater or embroi-
dered her blouse, because for Finnish
women this would be a compliment!

Together, old and young practice their handicrafts in an evening class taught by Helena Ahopelto.
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Sexual Assault:
New Information
Series

VICTORIA
WOMEN'’S
SEXUAL
ASSAULT
CENTRE

1045 Linden Ave.
Victoria, B.C.
V8V 4H3

We now offer 4 publications in
this new series. Titles include:
Information for Adult Survivors
sInformation for Families
sInformation for Partners
& Friends
«Child Abuse:
for Parents

Information

DIRECTORY

DAWN Canada |

Disabled Women's Network Canada is conducting a project
to determine the needs and priorities of women with disabili-
ties. A questionnaire, designed to discover the obstacles
facing women with disabilities in parenting, child care, violence
against them, employment equity, isolation and recreational
needs, is being circulated.

If you would like a copy of the questionnaire, could provide

assistance in distributing it, or would like more information
write to:

Shirley Masuda
Dawn Cdn., Proj. Coordinator
10401 Findayson

dillian Ridington
Researcher, Dawn Cdn.
3464 W. 27th Ave

Vancouver, B.C. V6S 1P6 Richmond, B.C. V6X 2A3

$.0.%

S.0.S. FEMMES, un lignhe téléphonique pour les
femmes francophones en détresse est maintenant
disponible pour le Sud de I’Ontario.

Le numéro central, sans frais d’appel, rejoint les
régions de Parry Sound a Niagara et de Windsor a
Belleville. On peut rejoindre S.0.S. FEMMES,

5 jours par semaine du lundi au vendredi
de 8h 30 a 19h 30.

(1-800-387-8603 )

COMMUNITY RESOURCES & INITIATIVES

150a winona drive, toronto, ontario még 3s9
telephone 416-658-1752

" the fall/winter therapy training workshops with be held at
the centre for christian studies in downtown toronto.

» october 27, 1988: ‘counselling lechnlques for retrleving
lost traumatic memories.
facilitator: margo rivera, ph.d.

= november 19, 1988: counselling issues & technlques
with adult children of alcoholics.
facilitatar; connie coniglio, m.ed.

Bulimia Anorexia A
Nervosa Association

c/o University of Windsor

Dear Advertiser

Will an ad in The Directoay
attract attention? This one did!

Faculty of Human Kinetics
Windsor, Ontario N9B 3P4
(519) 253-7421

BANA is a non-profit organization which has been

) .. The Directory .
is an advertising feature that allows 'smaller advertisers

| access to our naticnal readership. A single unit space
can be had for only $25. To reserve your space, just

established to provide an information & self-help
service for eating disordered individuals, parents
and friends afflicted by Bulimia or Anorexia
Nervosa.

send your advertising copy (typed) and a cheque for
$25 to:

Canadian Woman Studies, 212 Founders College,

York University, 4700 Keele Street, Downsview, Ontario
M3J 1P3
(416) 736-5356
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