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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 important leisure activity of many girls. The aim of this 

article is to discuss 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 femininity than the one 

open for them outside the stable.    
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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 Swedish performance in OS. 

There are about 540 riding schools in Sweden either run by the municipality or by 

private owners. All members are expected to help taking 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 
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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 

Most research on riding has dealt with the sport as a way to increase health and 

wellbeing (Lehrman & Ross 2001, Cheng et al. 2004, Renker 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 have 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. Psychologically, 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, values and ideals. This was not static but could change due 
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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 

heroine 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 individual 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. 

 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. 
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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 individually formed 

entity. This included characteristics like instrumentality, 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 

fragmentary 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 possibilities. The individual signals who she is through different external 

attributes 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.  

 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 
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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 situations through negotiations 

existing within special discourses. A discourse 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 established and where the self is constructed as a 

knowing and acting subject (Hammershöj 2000). A subculture is constituted by 

existing discourses 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 individual 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. communication 
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and understanding, and an unarticulated one, e.g. mutual sentiment and pre-given 

social reality. (Ibid.) 

Gender 

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 emotionally and bodily. Connell (2002) states that the gender 

order is neither homogeneous nor static, which opens up for change. Local variations 

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 culture 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 recreation 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 



Which identity do girls create in the stable? 
    

 9

transcribed by Lena Forsberg and then red and re-red by us. The interpretation of the 

material has resulted in two parts. The first one is focusing on the girls; consisting of 

the themes being a horse girl, appearance, 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 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 
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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 example 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 families. Evidently, they had both a cultural and a social capital, in Bourdieus’ 

sense.  

 The identity as a horse girl was confirmed by the reactions of the others. The 

family was mostly positive, but their school 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 stable 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.  
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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 different dress codes in the stable. At competitions they were supposed to 

dress up.  

 Similar to other studies of middle class girls in secondary 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 acceptable. 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.  

 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 
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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 declared 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 being lesbian in the riding association. 

They knew about riding men being 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, Ambjörnsson 

2002). At the same time, there is a homo-social relationship in the stable and dirtiness 

is an essential part of the stable culture. 
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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 towards the girls, a heterosexual game might have 

occurred. The same might have happened if an older boy had joined their group. 

However, 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, because 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 arrange 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 activities 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.  
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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 session 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 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 instructor 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 concerned 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 

behaved authoritarian. They told us that they almost had to stand at attention when 
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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 stable 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.  

 

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 



Which identity do girls create in the stable? 
    

 16

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 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 serious 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 
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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.  

 Their relation to the horses was not only empathic. They also showed an ironic 

distance to the horses and themselves. One example was when they were joking about 

a horse’s mane as potential cancers wig. Another example was one of them calling the 

horse foolish 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.  
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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 consist 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 central part of the riding sport. 

In contests they got feedback on their competence as someone with a sensible for 

riding. They also experienced the different conditions at a contest, such as the crowd 

of people, 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 of them were happy and satisfied. In a way 

the contest kept them together. 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.  
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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 considerable amount of their spare time in the stable and 

a certain discourse 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 opportunity to include traditionally 

masculine traits into their images of themselves. On the other hand, the girls were 

occupied by the communication 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 
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relationship to the horse, the activity and their own selves sometimes in an ironic way. 

They commented on 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 spontaneous happenings. 

As they spent a lot of time in the stable, working hard and commanding a big animal, 

their ways of identifying themselves as girls might have widened and given them 

other ways of presenting 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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