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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
This article explores the Finnish welfare state object, the ‘baby box’ Received 5 March 2024
(or literally ‘maternity package’), issued to families ever since 1937,  Revised 5 June 2025

as an emotional object. The emotion ‘as practice’ to be discussed Accepted 22 August 2025
through people’s written memories of the baby box is nostalgia. KEYWORDS

Drawing from the history of experience and emotions, | explore the Finnish welfare state;
ways in which people, by reminiscing about their encounters with welfare-state modernism;
this material object, produce and use nostalgia to formulate the nostalgia; emotional object;
experiences of parenthood and belonging in the context of the experience

welfare state related modernism. The baby box will be examined as

a repository and producer of nostalgic meanings in relation to three

key narrative themes: the baby box as an instrument of equality; the

baby box signalling the care of one’s own child; and the baby box as

part of experiencing transgenerational continuity. The article

demonstrates the coexisting retrospective, progressive, productive

and future-oriented elements of welfare state nostalgia, and how

nostalgia is entangled in material-discursive intra-actions. The arti-

cle also argues that the baby box can be seen as a mediating object

between subjective and shared experiences in the context of the

welfare state.

Introduction

In some cultures, the word ‘baby box’ signals a safe place, where a newborn can be given
for care and adoption. More recently, as the Finnish welfare-state provision, the ‘maternity
package’,’ has increasingly come to be recognized internationally as a social and health
innovation, ‘baby box’ has acquired another meaning as a benefit given to families
expecting a new baby.? In Finland, maternity packages have been provided by the state
ever since the passing of the adoption of the Maternity Grants Act in 1937, initially on the
basis of the family’s income, but from 1949 onwards as a nearly universal benefit. Today,
all families in Finland receive the package, or equivalent financial compensation, and 90%
of first-time parents choose the package instead of the cash benefit. Given its continuing
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use and popularity, it is fair to state that the baby box is an object that holds a very special
place as part of how people experience the Finnish welfare society.

Recent efforts within the history of emotions to place material culture at the centre of
human emotional experience and to duly recognize the co-constitutive nature of emo-
tions and materiality,” call for investigating the baby box as an emotional object.®
Emotional objects produce, transmit and intensify emotional associations, and using,
seeing, touching or reminiscing about them evokes emotional responses.® Here | rely
on Monique Scheer’s definition of emotions ‘as practices”: interacting and relating with
objects is intrinsically part of ‘doing emotions’.” Emotions which adhere to objects can be
positive, negative or both, in a complex interaction. Several objects exist that have been
deliberately made, promoted or customized to express emotion, one obvious example
being a national flag. Many other objects, often the more mundane ones, acquire emo-
tional valence through their use, or through subsequent reminiscing.2 Both variants
concerning an emotional object are valid with regard to the baby box, the meaning
and emotional value of which has been reproduced in the course of time and place, and in
response to changing emotional contexts within society. The baby box is not fixed in its
meaning but rather something that is constantly evolving.

The material contents of the baby box have evolved over time in relation to the needs
of society and families, and are updated yearly. The changes are particularly noticeable in
the baby clothes, which today come in different sizes, bright colours and the latest styles.
During the Second World War, the baby clothes and nappies were made out of paper due
to shortages of raw materials. The post-war packages, also influenced by the economic
scarcity of the time, included a bedsheet for the mother made out of paper and a ball of
wool yarn to encourage mothers to knit for their newborns. Over the years, new items
have been added, and some earlier ones removed.’ Yet, the basic concept has changed
surprisingly little since the 1940s. The idea is, that the baby box should include everything
that is needed for caring for an infant. In the 2020s, the box contains clothes, a sleeping
bag, a pair of winter overalls, bedlinen, as well as a first book and a toy (see Figures 1).

In the simplest sense, the baby box is a cardboard box containing a collection
of baby-care items. When received and used by parents, it becomes associated

Figure 1. The maternity packages of 1953 and 2022. Photos: Atte Hyvérinen, labour museum Werstas
and Jari Riihimaki, Kela.
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with the care of one’s own child and thus endowed with meaning. At the same
time, the maternity package has, through its continuous distribution and use and
repeated public representations over the decades, gained the status of an emo-
tional object with wider societal meaning. When given to future parents, the baby
box already carries with it certain meanings and emotional associations as
a Finnish welfare-society benefit. It connects families to the welfare state and its
institutions and to their normative discourses and practices of health, good citizen-
ship and parenthood, or, by extension, how to experience welfare. Receiving and
using the maternity package can be seen as a mundane act of belonging to the
welfare state nation.

The materiality of the welfare state is still an emerging topic,'® especially from the
point of view of emotional objects. Various kinds of emotions can be associated with the
baby box, ranging from love, hope, happiness and pride, to sorrow and shame. The
emotion as practice that will be discussed in this article through the narrated experiences
and memories of the maternity package is nostalgia. Margrit Pernau has argued that
nostalgia as an emotion should be taken ‘seriously’ and ‘to show both its transformation
into different feelings and the way it mediated between collective memory and personal,
felt experiences’."" In addition, Joanne Begiato has noted that interrogating the relation-
ship between emotions, memories, and material culture can be imaginatively done
through nostalgia, as emotional objects associated with nostalgia ‘disrupt conventional
chronologies through hindsight, which operates backwards to reshape people’s percep-
tions of the past and its material culture’.'? | explore the ways in which people, by
reminiscing about their encounters with this material object, produce and use nostalgia
to formulate their experiences of parenthood and belonging in the context of the welfare
state. | do not treat nostalgia as a pejorative term or understand it as a somehow invalid
relationship to the past. Rather, | see the processes through which nostalgia is (re)
produced as highly complex and nuanced, having multiple manifestations that can
accommodate both ‘regressive stances and melancholic attitudes’ and ‘progressive,
even utopian impulses’."® This does not mean that nostalgia should describe any form
of relationship with the past whatsoever.'* Nostalgia involves temporal and spatial
experiences of transformation, longing and loss, but can be investigated as an active
emotional practice and engagement with and as a way of being moved by the past. Like
any emotion and experience, nostalgia needs to be interpreted against the specific
contexts in which it appears. Furthermore, | understand nostalgia as an emotion located
at the intersection of other emotions, experience, memory, and materiality. It is this
relationality that makes nostalgia particularly interesting to discuss vis-a-vis the baby box.

In addition to the history of emotions, this article connects with the recent and related
discussions within the history of experience that understand experience as a layered
process encompassing emotions, senses and memories. Experience is not only subjective,
but something that is socially shared and relational to various socio-material encounters
and engagements, and bound to institutions, systems of meaning and power relations.'*
Experiences are moreover synchronically and diachronically constructed processes which
blend with memories - and which are shaped by the person’s or social group’s earlier
experiences, as well as their future expectations, even things imagined.'® The welfare
state as experience can be viewed both as to how it is constructed through past and
present experiences and expectations and as to how these form and renew contexts for
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future experiencing. Emotional objects take part in forming the lived and shared mean-
ingful realities that are the focus of attention in the history of experience.

| will first introduce my source material, written reminiscences about the maternity
package, and discuss the methodological underpinnings related to its analysis. | then
explore the baby box as a repository and producer of nostalgic meanings in relation to
three key narrative themes that surface prominently from within the written reminis-
cences: the baby box as an instrument of welfare state equality; the baby box signalling
the care of one’s own child; and the baby box as part of experiencing transgenerational
continuity. The article therefore moves between two social and spatial spheres, the
intimate sphere of parenthood, family and home, and the more public-facing one of
the welfare state, but always with the understanding that these two spheres are closely
interconnected. | argue that the baby box can be seen as a mediating object between
subjective and shared experiences in the context of the welfare state.

Materials and methods

The main source material for the article consists of written reminiscences, a form of life
writing, collected in cooperation with the Folklore Archive of the Finnish Literature
Society (1 September 2020-31 January 2021). The collection titled ‘Memories of the
Maternity Package’ was both published as an open call on the Finnish Literature
Society’s website and circulated to the Society’s existing network of respondents. It
received altogether 90 thematic responses.'” The call was open for anyone to participate,
and it was also published in English and in Northern Sami, but ethnic minorities’ voices are
not represented in the material. As background information, the respondents usually gave
their date of birth, place of residence and present, or if retired, former occupation. The
respondents divide relatively evenly across age groups, with the exception of less repre-
sentation among very young parents: the youngest respondent was born in 1990, the
oldest in 1930. Five respondents out of 90 are men. In addition, the participants belong to
different socio-economic groups, with well-educated middle-class women, however,
forming the majority. This is often the case with reminiscence collection campaigns in
Finland'®; the format of the collection invites those to participate who have access to the
call and who feel comfortable putting their memories into writing.

In these written accounts people narrate their experiences and memories in relation to
the baby box with the help of a set of guiding questions, formulated by the researcher
together with the Folklore Archive. The questions were both general and more specific,
ranging from how the baby box was discussed in families and society, what sensory and
emotional memories people associated with it, to what items the box contained. The
specific themes raised in the call guided the topics and genres chosen by the narrators,
and some structured their written recollections in such a way as to answer as many
questions as possible. Like oral histories, written reminiscence materials should be under-
stood as a dialogue. The authors write with someone - an imagined or a real respondent —
in mind."® This may be the researcher or the archivist, but also, for example, an author’s
family member, or even posterity in a more abstract and generalized sense. At the same
time, it should be acknowledged that despite a certain lack of spontaneity that may be
involved in responding to the reminiscence collection, the narrators are masters of their
own stories. Which questions to address, if any, is completely up to them. Some focus in
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detail on one or two themes, some create a unique, almost prosaic narration, and one
author even departed from the narrative form altogether by creating a poem instead. As
practice, reminiscing often involves nostalgic reflection®®; however, the call itself was not
deliberately designed to produce nostalgic responses.

Some respondents reminisce about events that took place in the 1940s and 1950s;
whereas the most recent memories in the material deal with expecting a newborn during
the global Covid-19 pandemic in 2020. The narrators therefore write about very different
times in relation to the development of the Finnish welfare state: its construction period,
its mature expansion phase, or the current era of insecurity and the attempted rescue of
the welfare state.”’ However remote the events recalled might be, the reminiscing is an
interpretative effort made in the present and involving different temporalities. Memory
and experience are intertwined, and they both involve ‘time travelling’**: memory juxta-
poses the experiences of the past with the experiences of the present, as well as with
future expectations, which again reflect on the explanations of the past.? It is therefore
not useful here to draw any stark lines between what people once ‘really’ experienced,
and the experiences subsequently later recalled and narrated. Rather, these are under-
stood as part of the same social process.

The research participants’ contributions constitute narrated experiences, which as
narratives, ‘unfold over time, have a beginning and an end, and include one or more
recognizable protagonist’.* It is important to note, however, that the memories and
experiences of the baby box are not only discursive and social. Rather, they are located at
the dialogical intersection of narrative-making, social interaction, and material reality. My
analysis is guided by this kind of dialogical close-reading of experience. There are several
ways in which material-discursive intra-actions appear in narrated memories: for instance,
material objects are used to witness events; they provide the narrative with an interactive
frame and structure; and matter carries affectual and emotional capabilities as part of the
narrative.”> All these aspects are part of the reminiscences regarding the baby box. An
approach that aims to unpack dichotomies between discursive/narrative and materiality
does not entail giving objects any universal agency to bring forth feelings and experi-
ences as such and on their own. It is important to incorporate time, place and cultural
difference, in other words, the fact that in different times and in different contexts, and
even within the same society, different groups may have differing emotions and experi-
ences in similar situations and spaces and in relation to the same objects ‘because their

minds and bodies have learned to be affected differently’.®

The baby box - feeling nostalgic about welfare state equality and inclusion

The maternity package as a social and health innovation was developed within the wider
framework of pre-war and post-war Finnish welfare provisions for families, including the
free municipal system of antenatal clinics and child health centres, a universal children’s
allowance, free school meals and school healthcare.’” The provision of the maternity
package was also part of the pronatalist agenda of the Finnish Family Federation
(Vdestdliitto), which in the 1940s focused on questions of reproduction and maternalism,
and used openly nationalist rhetoric.”® The maternity package drew inspiration from
interwar initiatives, for example, by the charity organization The Mannerheim League of
Child Welfare concerning so-called ‘circulating baskets’. These baskets, packed with
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necessities for a newborn, were given to families as poor relief.? The maternity benefit,
either material or financial, or a combination of the two, was redefined as a state benefit in
the Maternity Grants Act of 1937. This had two significant outcomes. Firstly, receiving the
maternity benefit was made conditional on having the expectant mother’s health
checked and monitored. Its provision became (and continues to be) contingent upon
attending an antenatal clinic before the end of the fourth month of pregnancy. In more
remote rural areas where women had previously been reluctant to consult midwives, the
material aid of the maternity package proved to be an effective strategy for bringing more
women into the sphere of institutional health care. By the early 1950s, over 90% of
mothers had registered themselves at clinics.>

Secondly, the maternity package gradually became disassociated from the idea and
practice of poor relief. It is important to note, however, that full-scale universality of the
maternity benefit was not realized until the early 1970s, as earlier the Act excluded
women who had been imprisoned or under the ‘permanent, i.e. continuous full care of
poor relief when their children were born. In its early years, the maternity benefit was
conditional upon the family’s income, excluding more affluent women. As the 1940s
progressed, the conditions for receiving the baby box were relaxed, and from 1949
onwards means-testing was no longer applied.>' Through the proliferation of the baby
box, the welfare state entered the homes and everyday lives of most Finns.

Some participants in the reminiscence collection ‘Memories of the Maternity Package’
mention the mandatory visits to the antenatal clinic, and thus point to the maternity
benefit as a gendered health control tool. A more pronounced theme that surfaces from
their narratives, however, concerns the baby box as an instrument of the welfare state
that has produced equality and inclusivity in Finnish society. Despite variation in how
people position themselves in interaction with the wider cultural and social frameworks
and public constructions of the past in the society, the process of reminiscing occurs in
relation to these.?? What people choose to reminiscence about is shaped not only by what
is important in their own lives, but also by what is considered important in society at the
time of reminiscing. In recent decades, the making of the Nordic welfare state, along with
the narrative of the wars of the twentieth century, has become a widely shared public
construction of the national past in Finland.”® It is possible that all those who lived
through the same pivotal event define themselves as a group through this experience,
even if they may have experienced this event in different ways.>* Memories of the baby
box are formulated in relation to the pivotal event of having a child, the shared experience
of receiving the baby box as a parent-to-be and the wider context of the making of the
welfare state, equality being one key component of this experience.

Some research participants construct their narratives of the baby box with explicit
references to its historical significance as part of the development of equality in Finnish
society, even including factual information, such as important dates and key institutions
related to its history.>® In this way, they use institutional and national history to validate
their individual memories and experiences. Some authors, when reminiscing about their
encounters with the baby box, write themselves into the narrative of the making of the
Finnish welfare state, with its objectives of equality and inclusion. One participant, for
example, wrote:
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When my mother came home [after giving birth], | asked her why she had not applied for
a maternity package. She answered that allowances are not for us. | noticed ‘Victorian pride’ in
her. ‘'We are not beneficiaries, we can make it on our own’, she taught me. Both our parents
were of the opinion [—] that many other Finns needed help more than us.[—] In 1959 | gladly
accepted the baby box. We had a mortgage, | was a taxpayer, | was taking care of an office
and a home and it was during the period of joint taxation. | knew that the law allowed
everyone to receive it, children’s clothes were not widely available, and the package was
instructive in its offerings. | was otherwise pretty happy about the idea, but didn't like going
to the clinic.*®

The author in question contrasts the stigma of poor relief from her mother’s experience
with the early baby box with her own experience of acceptance of the idea at the time of
the birth of her firstborn child in 1959. While her story includes a reservation — disliking
the visits to the antenatal clinic — it is nevertheless a narrative of the universalization of the
baby box concept. The author frames her reminiscence in relation to the advancement of
the objectives of the welfare state and of middle-class approval of the idea a generation
later. From her parents’ times, the benefit had become widely accepted in society, and as
a taxpayer and working mother she knew and felt that she was entitled to it.

Writing about the sense of equality from the point of view of the materiality of the
baby box clothes, another mother, who was born in 1986 and had her first child in 2013,
recalls:

It is amazing to think that babies who are born into very different families sleep in the shelter
of the same sleeping bags. Thus, the baby box is also a symbol of an equal world, perhaps
small, perhaps temporary, but still a strong signal that, even for a moment, different people
can be tied together.3”

Her reminiscence shows a strong commitment to the welfare state and to the baby box as
a universal benefit. It also points to how the younger-generation research participants
tended to frame the baby box as a more abstract symbol of equality, less tied to the needs
of the narrator's own middle-class family, and more to an unidentified group of needy
people within society, past or present.>® The key significance of the baby box for these
authors lies in the tradition and idea of equality, which, as a social reality of the present
welfare state, may feel uncertain. The following author recognizes his own nostalgia with
regard to the traditions and values of the welfare society, and is very reflective about it:

In addition to ease, a trace of nostalgia is associated with the baby box. Second hand baby
clothes are widely available today, and they are affordable, so the economic meaning of the
package is not very significant, at least not to middle-class people. However, the baby box
represents the traditions and values of generations and of Finnish society. It is for us a symbol
of equality. Children born in the same year get practically the same accessories to start with,
regardless of their social background.>

Not surprisingly, the older-generation research participants linked the baby box more
often to an actual need for its items in times of economic scarcity, which are, nevertheless,
recalled as ‘good old days’, simple but rewarding.*® For them, the baby box is a vehicle for
narrating the family’s survival through tough times.

Another important aspect in these reminiscences is the nostalgia for the new and
modern, framed in the context of societal progress. In the following, the author describes
the maternity package as a sign of welfare-state modernity in the 1960s (see also Figure 2):
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Figure 2. Panu, the firstborn of the Raatikainen family, aged about three months, in January 1965, in
the baby box sleeping bag. Photo: Pertti Raatikainen.

In those days, there were no flea markets, and it was not even appropriate to dress children in
the used hand-me-downs of strangers, as we were, after all, civil servants. Recycling was not
in fashion. In war time, and also in our own childhood, one had to use old, even ill-fitting
clothes and shoes; therefore, in the 1960s new winds were blowing. The clothes had to be
new and beautiful. In the maternity package everything was new and necessary. In the stores,
baby clothes were expensive, and the selection was poor, at least in the Kajaani stores.*'

Nostalgia for the new is also formed as sensory experiences. Seeing the package for the
first time, looking at it before opening it, touching and smelling the unused baby clothes
evoked strong emotional responses in many authors.*? The brand-new baby box symbo-
lizes a fresh start, and it is against this background that many parents with several children
choose the package for each of them.

Nostalgia is also present in the way in which some participants frame the baby box as
a ‘gift of the nation’.*> The packages of the 1950’s included a guidebook entitled Aidille
(‘For the Mother’), which was very specific about the baby box being a gift provided by the
state, and pointed to the connection between giving birth and the success of the nation.**
But the idea of a ‘gift of the nation’ has lived on, and appears in the reminiscences of
those, who received the maternity package in the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s.*> Younger
generation narrators also write about the baby box as a gift, even though not necessarily
referring to the gift being given by the nation. This lack of explicit reference does not
mean that these authors perceive no connections to the wider context of the welfare state
nation. As one author, receiving a baby box in 2010, writes when describing the useful
care items included in it, ‘when | got the baby box, | felt as if | was becoming part of
something good'.*®

But the concept of a gift is also given a more intimate and personalized meaning.*’
One author compares the baby box with gifts that the family, friends and neighbours
bring to a newborn and interprets it more as a form of personal support than as a ‘noble
national symbol’.*® The motive of giving gifts resembles friendship. Here this author
responds directly to one guiding question from the call that referred to the maternity
package as a symbolic object of the Finnish welfare state. She, and some other authors,
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want to challenge this notion, and label the baby box as a practical rather than a symbolic
object: ‘The contents [of the baby box] are practical, in the way Finns are as a nation, not
like any overly expensive golden spoon or framed diploma’.*® The author seems to
suggest that attaching a symbolic role to the baby box would imply an undesirable
divergence from everyday life and use, a manner of indulging in a form of nostalgia
that she wishes to avoid.

As the research participant referred to above writes, for him the maternity package as
a symbol of equality is tied to the fact that children, regardless of their social background,
get a similar start in life.”° In addition to people making direct references to the equality
associated with receiving and using the box, equality, and the nostalgia about it, is
experienced in relation to the materiality of the box. It has been proposed that making
the baby box of cardboard conveys the Nordic principles of social justice and equality."
As much as the cardboard box itself, its contents, the baby clothes, can be interpreted as
a transmission of equality: every age group of Finnish children gets the same initial set of
clothing. As one author observes: ‘The blue winter overalls were very convenient when
the baby was learning to walk, and there were usually many toddlers in light blue in the
suburban sandboxes’.>? Minna Harjula has argued, concerning antenatal clinics and child
health care centres, that they enabled mothers, whatever their social background, to
meet, which, in turn, created a new kind of equal heath citizenship.53 This notion also
applies to the baby box. In its socio-materiality, the box has had the capacity to convey
a message of equality within the welfare society for many and to bring different social
groups together into a shared sphere of experience.

In spite of a wide consensus among the narrators concerning the health and social
benefits of the baby box historically and today, there are counter-narratives that use it as
a vehicle to criticize the present state of Finnish welfare society. The era of the expanding
welfare state ended in Finland by the early 1990s, and in recent decades the public discussion
has centred around how to rescue the welfare state, with various solutions being proposed.>*
One respondent captures this struggle vis-a-vis her description of the baby box:

Nowadays economic insecurity has increased. Even people with university degrees can
become unemployed, unlike before. Surely, the maternity package is a symbol of the
Finnish welfare state, but as a pessimist | think that it is just a bandage for all those difficulties
that young adults having children face today.>®

The above extract can be framed as nostalgic in relation to the author’s preceding
narration, in which she explains what was good about the Finnish welfare state in times
past, and how it was able to provide more security. Here nostalgia initially appears as
a solely backward-looking emotion, a reappraisal of the past, as it is often perceived. But
whereas such accounts often criticize younger generations, that is not the case here.
Rather, the author is very reflective in her nostalgia and wants to go below the surface of
the myth related to the baby box as a symbol of the welfare state. In her account, she is in
a way critical towards uncritical baby box nostalgia. While the nostalgia experienced
draws on the past, the actions drawing on from nostalgia may, in turn, be directed
towards the future. It is therefore possible for nostalgia to fuel a desire for change.*®
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The baby box and the nostalgia for the care of one’s own child

| got the bed ready in good time. | sewed a ruffle onto the box made from a lace curtain, and
for the inside, | folded a bottom sheet onto the existing mattress and a lacey bed sheet with
a blanket.>”

Another key narrative strand in the reminiscence material relates to a more intimate
dimension of the welfare state, that of having and caring for one’s own child, which for
many people constitutes a formative life experience. As Guy Fletcher has noted, how
objects acquire what he calls ‘sentimental value’ often relates to their having been used or
acquired during a significant life experience.® When entering homes, the baby box
becomes part of the social interaction between family members. Becoming and being
a parent involves a plethora of meaningful experiences and emotions. Answering the call
to reminisce about the baby box offered the participants a way to negotiate these
emotions and experiences in relation to caring and family-related spaces and material-
ities, which, through nostalgia, can be seen as projected towards both the past and the
future.

Nostalgia has long been a synonym for the experience of longing for something lost for
good - time, place, a stage of life or a person. The first years of parenthood and the early
childhood of one’s own child are such a period in life, and nostalgia offers a way to work
out the experiences of loss and transformation that relate to the child’s growing up. This
form of nostalgia appears in the memories of participants from all age groups, be their
child two or fifty years of age at the time of reminiscing. The author cited above continues
that there soon came the time when their son no longer fit into the baby box bed, and she
had to take down, ‘melancholically’, the decorations she had made for the bed (a highly
emotional act in itself): ‘In the box | stored all the outgrown newborn clothes and other
items, and | lifted the box onto the upper shelf of the closet’.>® The materiality of the baby
box carries affectual and emotional capabilities and allows nostalgic reminiscences to
form in a material-discursive interaction:

In the most recent baby box, | save baby clothes that belonged to my children. What is nicest,
is that all my six children have partially used the same clothes and, for example, the same
blanket. That is already a sign of good quality ... as the age difference between the oldest and
the youngest child is seventeen years. When | went through the contents of the box, | found
memories for this text. Time travel to cherished years full of life.%°

For these narrators, and for several others, the baby box is both an emotional and
a memory object. It was not produced as a memento, but over time it has become one,
invoking memories and emotions and providing comfort when kept and handled.®"
Surviving the past gives objects ‘authority to bear witness’,®? and keeping things is to
make the choice of remembering. Not everyone in society has the same opportunities to
collect mementoes, and class, gender, age and a person'’s life-stage have been identified
as factors affecting how people keep objects for use as mnemonic aids.®®> The majority of
the memory collection participants were, at the time of reminiscing, over fifty-year-old
women, which may explain the prominence of the idea of the baby box as a memento in
the material.

Feeling nostalgic about the baby box becomes entangled with nostalgia about
home in people’s memories, as descriptions of home are common in the reminiscence
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material. This is not surprising, since it is at home where the box usually is opened for
the first time, and it is there where the various baby box items, including the box itself,
as the baby’s bed or as a storage container for baby clothes or toys, find their place
before the child is born. The home also becomes a significant part of the narration of
the baby box as the child’s first home, and, often, as the first independent home of
young adults, which are given a special meaning in the context of personal reminis-
cence. Many participants describe how the box was first brought home, and again
how the various items it contained were arranged and used in relation to the spatial
arrangements of the home, arrangements which often changed with the arrival of the
child. One narrator explains how the box, because of its size, was the only feasible
baby bed in their 20-square-metre home.®* Often the homes described are former
homes, where, according to several authors, many happy events took place. The
homes were often small and simple but everything still worked well. Economic
scarcity, discussed in the previous section, gains a positive meaning in the context
of a happy home.

The respondents also associated the baby box with their own childhood home. Some
recall, either in material detail or in a more emotional tone, the packages received for their
younger siblings as part of their childhood experience.®® As we are reminded by many
scholars, nostalgia is a common narrative tendency in reminiscences about childhood.®®
The baby box becomes a means to reminisce about a happy childhood, growing up, and
the relationships with one’s own parents and siblings:

On that day, | was visiting our neighbor’s house, when my brother came running and said that
| needed to come quickly, as mother had arrived home with the babies. We came to our yard
and mother and father were next to the rowan tree. The babies were sleeping next to each
other in the box of the maternity package, which had been placed on top of a wooden box.
They had small white caps on their heads and were covered with a light blanket.®”

In the narrative of a woman born in 1950, her very first recollection of the baby box is
associated with the memory of the birth of her twin siblings when she was ten years old.
The place of encounter with the newborn siblings, and the baby box, clearly had a very
special meaning for her, demonstrating how nostalgia is a spatial emotion.®® Longing for
spaces and homes lost because of war has received much scholarly attention,®® but spatial
nostalgia also works in other more peaceful contexts of former homes, as the above
quotation demonstrates. It likewise shows how an emotional object is formed in
a relationship with its wider spatial context.

What is important to note here is that the positively remembered and evaluated past
central to nostalgia does not necessarily indicate any desire to return to the past, or to
feelings of the past as a time of general happiness.”’ In many baby box narratives
nostalgia works, rather, as a way of meaning-making to give structure to the reminiscence
and to build an active dialogue between past and present.

The concept of ‘emotional value’ includes not just positive but also negative relation-
ships with objects, and these relationships may change in time and place.”’ While baby
box nostalgia is often associated with happy memories, this is not always the case, and in
some reminiscences grief merges alongside nostalgia. One author uses the baby box as
a witness to the heartbreak of loss of a child soon after her birth. She recounts how the
unused baby box items became a source of anxiety in the midst of grief, as she felt that
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they should be neither removed nor saved. Later the author came up with the idea that
the box could be taken to Vyborg in Russia, where there were many single mothers in
need.”? Through this action, and the fact that the idea set in motion a continuous practice
of bringing second-hand maternity packages to Vyborg, the baby box took on a new,
positive emotional valence as part of her narration.

A parallel can be drawn between the baby box and the tokens that mothers left with
their infants whom they gave up at the Foundling Hospital in London in the eighteenth
century, studied by Sally Holloway.”® At first sight, all these two objects have in common is
that they both relate to newborn children. There is a long-standing tradition of using the
baby box as the baby’s first bed (even today) and decorating it with a special ruffle. This
practice has been handed down in families from one generation to the next, but it was
also something that midwives taught mothers to do from early on.”* The act of decorating
the baby box may be seen as an emotional act, an expression of love for the unborn child.
Such customizing and individualizing by mothers was also a key feature of tokens.”” In the
case of the baby box, it is an act that turns a plain cardboard box and a mass-produced
(welfare-state) item into a unique and personalized bed.

What these two objects also have in common is that they serve as ‘repositories of
hopes for the future’, transmitting ‘well-being into children’s future lives’.”® When future
first-time parents receive the baby box, a whole new world opens up to them and
opening the box for the first time is a memorable event:

In my memories the situation was what some people would call ‘sacred’. We were quiet,
sometimes | said something in awe. | smiled. It was a very intense moment. | took each piece
of clothing out of the box separately and placed it on the blanket in the sun.””

One respondent, whose pregnancy had not started off easily, describes getting the box
and touching the small baby clothes for the first time as ‘a moment of happiness since
having a baby would soon become a reality’.”® Many respondents explain how receiving
the box made the expecting of a new family member more concrete and offered a way to
imagine what the future would be like. In this sense, the baby box is very much an object

of hope and ‘nostalgia for the future’.”®

Expressing an intergenerational sense of belonging through the baby box

Nostalgic longing for the positive experiences of the past may serve as a narrative strategy
to control change and highlight the importance of certain values. Nostalgia also functions
as a continuous negotiation between continuity and discontinuity.®® It offers a ‘way of
ensuring continuity, of keeping the past and previous experiences alive’' The baby box
reminiscences reflect a strong desire to keep past experiences alive in the present, and to
build continuity and connectivity between past, present and future. The narrated baby
box is rich in intergenerational meanings and expressions of a sense of belonging to the
chain of generations (see Figure 3).

Some authors started their narratives by listing the content of their own baby box.
Some described the items remaining from that box; some recall what someone - often
their mother - told them about the contents; and some have done online research before
writing their text to ascertain what items the box of their birth year included. As
mentioned above, some respondents reminisced about the packages received for their
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Figure 3. Intergenerational exploring of the baby box in 1985. Photo: Birgitta Laurikainen.

younger siblings as part of their childhood experience and use these memories as
reference points in their narration. One narrator vividly remembers, as a ten-year-old
‘bursting with happiness’, admiring the items included in her future brother’s box.??
Comparison of the baby box products of different times is common and adds another
dimension onto the intergenerational nostalgic meaning of the box.

While some participants explicitly stressed that they got rid of the box and recycled its
items, perhaps deliberately wishing to deconstruct nostalgia around the idea of the
maternity package,® several of them describe having made the opposite decision.
These boxes have been stored in attics or on garage shelves for years, even decades,
becoming repositories of memory. The narrators hope to pass them on to the next
generation of children in the family. For the author cited below, the significance of
keeping the boxes of her sons relates most importantly to offering them intergenerational
points of connection.

| have kept them [baby boxes] full of clothes and other stuff from the boys’ early years.
| believe that it will be nice for the boys to go through them when they have their own
children, if they do. Someone asked me whether | really believed that the boys would be
interested in something like that. Yes, | believe that my boys are such that they will be.8*
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Several other narrators described how getting to know the baby boxes of their grand-
children enabled them to revisit their own early parenthood.?® This intergenerational time
travel, like the baby box memories more generally, is often of a very multi-sensory nature:
looking at the patterns and colours of the baby clothing, touching or smelling them, is
a central part of the reminiscences, and even in some cases the actual reminiscing
process. Certain useful items, such as a baby thermometer, are remembered well and
sometimes reminisced about in detail and in an emotional tone; however, it is the
newborn’s clothes and first toys that are most often imbued with an intergenerational
meaning. As noted by Alice Dolan and Sally Holloway, textiles are often ‘presented as
important vehicles for emotionally charged memories’, they are ‘personalized and care-
fully preserved before being passed along by family members’.2® Baby box clothing, even
though in no way unique to begin with - all babies born in the same year get the same set
of clothes — becomes personalized and meaningful through its use in the care of one’s
own child. Baby boxes and their individual items begin to ‘house people’s feelings for
loved family members’, even the unborn ones.®” For one respondent, these affective and
future-oriented nostalgic feelings became crystallized in the materialized form of the
sleeping bag: ‘In my fantasies, | see small grandchildren lying on top of the baby sleeping
bag of their mother or father. Time will tell, if this fantasy will sometime become reality’.?

It is not only the various physical baby box items that have been handed down across
generations. It is also, and perhaps even more notably, the intangible idea of the tangible
box and the ways of using it that has been passed on. The narrators often mention the
family tradition of taking the box as an almost self-evident decision inherited from earlier
generations.® Having the package means, for many, joining the generational chain of
events. Passing on the intangible idea of an intergenerational sense of belonging through
the use of the baby box is perhaps most directly linked to the baby sleeping in the box:

My father slept in the baby box. | slept in the baby box. My first child, born in 2013, slept in the
baby box, and now so does the younger brother, born in November. It was self-evident that
we wanted baby boxes for both of our children. Through them, we became a part of
continuity.”

Of the two baby box reminiscences cited below, the first one focuses on the very concrete
help that the respondent received from her own parents. This help is crystallized in the
parents’ efforts to make the baby box into her newborn’s bed. Decorating the box is again
a labour of love, this time by the grandfather. In the latter extract, embracing continuity is
very important for the narrator, even though his spouse’s grandmother, an important link
in this continuity, would have been ready to give up the tradition.

Because | had had problems with my health during my pregnancy, | went to my parents for
the first week to get help with taking care of the baby. My father and mother had made a bed
for the baby from the maternity package, and my father had sewn a nice ruffle made of green
fabric around it. Somewhere, | have a picture showing my father making the ruffle. I slept in
a similar bed myself, | have heard. It is my best memory of that baby box.”'

On his mother’s side, Arvo already represented the third generation to sleep in the box. His
great-grandmother, however, was of the opinion that the box should no longer be used as
a bed. Earlier, this was common, because people had less money; nowadays it would be a sign
of poverty. In this matter, we didn't listen to the great-grandmother’s opinion.*?
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While the narrator, the father of a newborn and in his thirties, found having his child
sleep in the baby box positive and nostalgic, for the great-grandmother in the story using
the box had a very different kind of meaning, as a shameful sign of poverty, presumably in
contrast to the middle-class families and homes of her young adulthood, which could
afford more childcare items and had enough room for a separate baby bed.”* For the
grandmother there was no need to maintain the intergenerational tradition. Another
example of interpreting the intergenerational meaning of the baby box in a more critical
way is provided by a woman born in 1943. Her second daughter was born in 1968, and she
decided to opt for a maternity package without considering whether there was an actual
need for it at the time. According to her she had ‘got the impression in her home village
that decent people take the package’, and continues, in a sarcastic tone, that she has had
plenty of harm in her life because of this inherited model of how one should act in order
to be a good citizen.®* The example connects with the earlier discussion regarding the
baby box as part of the socially shared experience of the welfare state and its public
construction as a key part of the national past in Finland.

A further aspect of the continuity acknowledged and expressed in several reminis-
cences is the adaptability of the baby box to the needs of different times and
generations.”> Some authors appreciated the stability of the baby box concept, and
some were even rather conservative regarding it. Yet tradition and renewal go hand in
hand. As one author explains: ‘Times and habits change, but babies are as wonderful as
ever. Hopefully, this traditional but each year renewable, and free, collection of baby care
items continues to be available to them’.°® Constructing continuities between the differ-
ent generations of baby box users and items is another example of the progressive use of
nostalgia at work,”” acknowledging the history of the baby box as a point of continuity
and renewal.

Conclusions

The baby box is a welfare state object, designed for mundane purposes of baby care, but
which, through its use and associated memories, has evoked strong emotional responses.
People ‘do emotions’ in relation to the baby box. One of these emotions, working in
relation to other emotions and the materiality of the box, is nostalgia. When produced
and narrated in the context of the baby box reminiscences, nostalgia surfaces as nuanced
and complex. While the retrospective element is a key ingredient of nostalgia, it may also
be a productive and future-oriented emotion. Pauli Kettunen, drawing on Reinhard
Koselleck, has argued that in Finland the concepts of the welfare state and the welfare
society, with the attribute ‘Nordic’, never had a major future-oriented role as ‘tools for
steering historical movement'. They became key concepts in Finnish national narratives
only during a phase when ‘they came to refer to the existing valuable achievements of
past politics, to be defended and rescued’.®® There are baby box memories that fall within
this interpretation as they look back on the welfare state as something to be defended,
and feel nostalgic about the earlier, and from today’s perspective even somehow failed,
welfare state. Regarding the more intimate sphere of family, people reminisce - in
a manner of retrospective nostalgia - about being a young parent, their former home,
the early childhood of their children and the everyday welfare practices. When
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encountered later as a memory box, the baby box becomes a vehicle for re-experiencing
and reinterpreting past emotional experiences.

At the same time, using the baby box is an ongoing welfare state and family
practice. The box has a long history, but it does not belong only to the past, and it
can be used to imagine the future of the welfare state. Thus, as an emotional
object the baby box disrupts conventional chronologies. Whether operating in
subjective or more widely shared spheres of experience, baby box nostalgia
becomes associated with transgenerational continuity and people’s wishes to
pass on family traditions and values, good care practices and shared experiences.
In many reminiscences, the baby box shows itself to be an object of equality, care
and belonging carrying the family and the welfare society forward. People’s posi-
tive experiences of the baby box as part of their own lives influence their future
expectations of the welfare state. Here it also suffices to point to the close
associations between nostalgia, and the future-oriented emotions of pride and
hope in the baby box memories.

The baby box reminiscences are abound in material-discursive intra-actions, nostal-
gia being interwoven with them. The baby box also carries strong emotional, sensory,
and affectual capability as part of the memory narratives. The majority of research
participants portray the baby box as a source of positive emotions both past and
present. They echo the contemporary public narrative of the maternity package that
focuses mostly on non-controversial aspects. In addition, people often tend to remi-
nisce about positive aspects of their childhood, as well as about the childhood of their
own children. These memories involve nostalgia in the sense of longing for the (real or
imagined) good old days that once existed but are often used to build a dialogue
between past, present and future. Nostalgia and utopia work in constant interaction, as
do the past experiences, the evolving experiences in the present and expectations of
the future.

The fact that positive memories figure prominently in my research material does not
mean that the baby box is only viewed positively, or that the emotive reminiscing
connected with the negativities of the past does not play any role in the framework of
progressive baby box nostalgia. | have briefly touched upon grief as an emotion related to
the baby box in association with losing one’s child, a memory, which, nevertheless,
merged with productive nostalgia. It should be pointed out, however, that the baby
box may also evoke feelings and experiences of failed self and parenthood, or of non-
belonging to the welfare state. These experiences are equally true, even though less often
framed nostalgically.

Research material

Folklore Archive of the Finnish Literature Society Aitiyspakkausmuistot [Memories of the
Maternity Package], September 2020 - January 2021 (AP SKS).

Notes

1. Hereafter | will use both “baby box” and “maternity package”. | am grateful for the two
anonymous reviewers for their insightful comments on the manuscript.
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