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Quality, knowledge and service are mentioned as the reasons for going to the market hall. 
This chapter will look at how notions of quality are expressed and negotiated in the context of 
three market halls in Stockholm: Östermalmshallen, Hötorgshallen and Söderhallarna. How 
do consumers and vendors understand and construct quality? Consumers and vendors do not 
directly speak of quality as something that is socially constructed. Rather, quality is con-
structed on a collective level: in dialogues and in actions, in the social play that goes on in the 
market halls. Both customers and vendors shape and formulate what quality is. The concept(s) 
of quality are thus fashioned rather than defined; they suggest the notion of the market hall as 
a bearer of quality in itself.1  

The quality concept almost always has a positive connotation. But the term is problematic. 
Quality refers to certain attributes of an object that can to a certain extent be measured, in the 
case of food this can be nutrition value, or how succulent or sweet it is.  Most foodstuffs have 
several attributes but exactly what attributes are the most valued varies over time. Some attri-
butes like fresh, frozen, home-made, factory-made, etc. could be used in a purely descriptive 
rather than normative way. However, the concept of quality tends to blur the descriptive and 
the normative: we speak of food as having quality (certain descriptive attributes) and often 
mix this with value-laden judgments about the normative value of these attributes.2 The 
value-laden, normative aspect of quality dominates the market hall setting, even if it is 
sometimes masked as descriptive and neutral assessments. Buying something in the market 
hall context offers the possibility of conferring an intangible value to both the person who 
buys and the person who sells. The descriptive attributes of the products sold are then 
overshadowed by the normative values of the whole experience surrounding the sale. There 
are several ways we may study the concept of quality: 1) Different “orders of worth”: aesthet-
ic, economic, ethical etc. might be seen as expressing incommensurable qualities. Quality is 
here seen as contingent: specific in time and space. 2) Investigate how rules and regulations 
favor various actors in their aspiration to define quality by evaluating the power relations to 
see who has the greatest potential of advancing their notion of quality. 3) We may see quality 
as the outcome of a process of negotiations. 4) Quality could also be the result of a thick 
description of the social processes where definitive intrinsic attributes and relevant positive 
valuations amalgamate to contribute to ascribe quality to products.3 This chapter will analyze 
how the customers and vendors ascribe quality to the entire experience of the market halls 
mainly in this fourth way, as thick description, but also the first way of studying quality, 
identifying different orders of worth, will be used as an analytical focus. The commodities, 
the staff, the built environments and the other customers, these and many other aspects are 
referred to as being of ‘quality’ and quality is the reason given for shopping in the market 
hall. The positive assessments of all of these factors become an inherent part of the objects, 
the buildings and the humans in the buildings in themselves and contribute to create this sense 
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of quality. The quality ascribed to the products and the quality ascribed to the competence of 
the staff will be examined as social processes reflecting the values of the participants. 

 

Notions of quality  
The notion of quality is pervasive in the entire market hall context. Customers and vendors 
alike mention quality along with ‘supreme primary produce’ spontaneously when they speak 
about the market hall. It is often one of the first things they mention. “Supreme products are 
essential to preparing a good meal, without excellent quality produce, you can’t do anything” 
as one customer put it in an interview.4 How you recognize the supreme quality is another 
matter and this ability is essentially something that customers and vendors claim they have, 
even if others don’t. To judge and recognize quality is an integral part of gastronomic compe-
tence. To actually define quality turns out to be a difficult exercise for both customers and 
vendors.  

One customer tries to explain that quality is a question of how it looks. Vegetables and 
fruit have to look fresh, crisp and luscious. She smiles uncertainly and turns instead to explain 
in what other food stores she likes to shop. She lists a number of upscale supermarkets that 
belong to the main chains, but that still offer a more upscale assortment than standard.5 The 
visual is clearly part of what constitutes the quality. Both the aesthetic quality of the built en-
vironment and of the food displays in the counters are often referred to by customers and ven-
dors as part of the appeal of the market hall. When the customer in the above example com-
pares the assortment in the market hall with the assortment in other food stores, she is trying 
to place Östermalmshallen within a gastronomic landscape of upscale food retailing, to cate-
gorize what she perceives as the high quality food outlets in Stockholm. This is also a way of 
ascribing quality to herself as a knowledgeable customer with a feeling for food.  

To shop in a market hall is also often compared to what it is not, especially in relation to 
quality and definitions of quality. The same customer explains that she used to shop at a dis-
count store before, but that she felt cheated. The packages were so big and seemed so cheap, 
but she ended up wasting half the content. Besides she could never be sure of the quality or 
the taste, which also entailed a lot of waste. That never happens when she goes shopping in 
the market hall she explains: “If I’m pressed for time I always go to Östermalmshallen, be-
cause at least there I know that I don’t get anything bad or inedible. It might be expensive, but 
I never get cheated.”6 To buy food at the market hall means that you pay for the assurance of 
receiving goods that live up to your and your guests’ high expectations. Here quality trans-
lates into paying premium prices for premium produce. To highlight this, the market hall is 
favorably compared to the discount store and quality is thus defined as something that belongs 
to certain places and not to others. 

Most of the time the notion of quality and what good quality means is implied rather than 
stated. However, in the interaction between customers and vendors the question of what con-
stitutes good quality sometimes arises. A young man asks the vendor for some really expen-
sive, really good meat. The vendor asks him what he means by good meat. The young man 
looks a bit taken aback and answers after a short hesitation, “Eh, well, good, tender, tasty 
meat”. They then agree that tender meat is good meat and the vendor cuts up three pieces of 
beautifully marbled meat, tenderized entrecote.7 The vendor explains to me later that it is 
really difficult to judge the quality of a piece of meat simply by looking at it, but the main 
problem is that customers don’t know how good meat should taste, they have had their taste 
buds spoiled by industrial meat and its bland taste. Besides, many customers don’t know how 
to handle the meat and even if they do, it is easy to ruin a piece of meat. He shrugs his should-
ers.8 The standardized, industrial meats of the big supermarket chains are here portrayed as 
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the villains, corrupting the taste buds of the unsuspecting consumer. The consumer is left with 
some of the blame; the consumer’s lack of knowledge and unwillingness to pay the price of 
first-class food has led to a society of gastronomic dupes.  

The same theme is pursued when I talk to another vendor in one of the other market halls 
about quality. He explains to me that quality is all about handling the food in the right way. 
“You can spoil anything, any first-class primary produce if you don’t handle it right” he ex-
plains to me. This vendor also claims that it is hard to tell what good quality is just by sight; 
but he thinks that meat is an exception though, meat should be marbled and have a beautiful 
color. Meat needs a bit of fat, the marbled meat is the best because then the fat is more evenly 
distributed and gives flavor to all of the meat. If there is not enough fat, meat becomes dry 
and tasteless. “People nowadays are too obsessed with fat”, he continues. “They don’t under-
stand that’s where the taste is hidden, so they shun the juicy marbled meat and ruin good 
quality meat by removing all the fat”.9 Again the consumer is accused of not understanding 
quality and of being ignorant of food in general.  

To have the knowledge, the taste and the ability to recognize quality are the markers of a 
good vendor and an integral part of the professional identity of a vendor. Vendors sometimes 
try to establish a consensus on what quality is, or rather they try to find out what the customer 
thinks is quality. In the negotiation over quality the customer does not always come across as 
the most knowledgeable, the vendors reserve the gastronomic capital for themselves: they are 
the experts, who know how to handle the first-class produce they sell and they deplore the 
fact that not all customers share their passion for quality.  

But quality continues to be the emblematic feature of the market hall for both vendors and 
customers. On a slow afternoon, one of the vendors is engaged in conversation with a cus-
tomer. The customer complains about the big retail chains and how you never know what they 
sell you. The vendor agrees and explains that there are vendors who really don’t know what 
they’re doing and who don’t care about quality at all. Then of course there are those who 
really do care. And most of the time you find those who care in the market halls. There are 
vendors who care in other stores as well, but that is more unusual. The customer nods in 
agreement and they both look rather pleased.10 Here both customer and vendor affirm each 
other in their common concern for quality and this very action, to embrace quality, is thus 
transferred to the customer and the vendor, who become connoisseurs of quality.  

Quality – luxury and indulgence  
Very often quality is equated with luxury and the market hall is equated to a place of expen-
sive but high quality foods by both customers and vendors. The price in itself seems to work 
here as a guarantor of the supreme quality. Quality of food may also take the form of quality 
of life in a chain of value associations related to the notion of quality. Here indulgence plays 
an important role. Indulgence is often referred to by the vendors as their customers being able 
to buy whatever they fancy without economic constraints. As one vendor puts it: “They just 
buy. They never ask for the price. If they want lobster an ordinary Wednesday the week be-
fore pay, they just buy it.”11 There is envy as well as admiration in his voice. The consumers 
also talk of quality in terms of luxury and indulgence, both in the sense of allowing yourself 
little treats of luxury and as a privilege: “You know that it is good quality, with the prices you 
pay. But we can afford to indulge. We can afford superior quality.”12 Another customer ex-
plains that she loves bargains and really cheap prices; in a sense this makes going to the mar-
ket hall even nicer, the contrast between the bargains and the luxury heightens the experience 
of luxury and indulgence in Östermalmshallen.13 The sense of luxury needs its counterpart 
and it needs to retain an allure of exclusiveness.  
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The image of the market hall as a place of luxury and indulgence makes it a popular place 
to buy gifts. Around Christmas people come to pick up insulated bags full of delicacies. Most 
of these bags are Christmas gifts from companies to their employees or to their important cli-
ents. On a weekday shortly before Christmas two thirty-something men in stylish overcoats 
and suits are waiting in line in front of the fish shop in Söderhallarna and eagerly discussing 
what might be inside their gift bags as they compare food memories and preferences. Their 
conversation turns to luxury restaurants in Stockholm, but before they reach an agreement on 
which restaurant is the best, it is their turn to be served. They both open their bags almost 
immediately to find out what is inside.14 The gift bags are in themselves signs of luxury and 
confer luxury to both giver and recipient. The experience of picking up the gift bag, the 
anticipation to find out what delicacies are hidden inside, the pleasure of walking home with a 
bag that has the logotype of one of the well-known shops in the market halls. All of this 
signals to others that you are a person who will consume something delicious, something 
luxurious. The luxury, which is here tied to the experience as much as to the products, can 
also be equated with quality.  

A man who has just received a gift bag asks the vendor about airplane boxes. The idea be-
hind an airplane box was that you could choose whatever food you liked from the market hall 
and bring it on the plane. There was room for a small bottle of wine as well so you could 
match food and wine to your liking. Depending on the content the price of the box could vary 
between 300 and 1500 SEK. “It was such a marvelous idea! Just perfect for picnics or to bring 
on the airplane! Airplane food really does taste awful, so to bring your own would be lovely. I 
travel quite a bit, you know, and honestly, the food…”. The customer makes a gesture of des-
pair. The vendor smiles and agrees. The airplane box, however, did not work out. Besides, the 
man who developed it for one of the major packaging companies changed jobs and that was 
the end of it, the vendor explains.15 Here the customer positions himself as a man of luxury: 
busy schedule, traveling a lot, taste for fine food all at once.  

Quality – abundance and freshness 
Related to the notion of the expensive or the luxurious as a sign of quality, is the idea of the 
abundant and varied supply. Quality is being able to find whatever you are looking for. No 
whim of the customer is impossible. No desire is too obscure, no product too rare. On the 
Hötorgshallen website, the greengrocer Sandins frukt & grönt (Sandin’s fruit and vegetables 
store) take pride in being able to get the customer any fruit grown on this planet within a few 
days, if the customer so desires. Quality is about being able to offer almost anything at any 
time. To provide this service many of the vendors cooperate within their own market hall and 
also in between the three market halls. If for example a customer asks for pheasant and the 
vendor is out of this particular product, the pheasant may be obtained from another vendor’s 
shop, in another market hall, without the customer ever having to go to the other market hall. 
The pheasant is then sold at no profit for the vendor in question (the profit going to the vendor 
who helps the other out) but the quality of the service provided by the market hall vendor is 
intact in face of the consumer.  

Vendors and customers emphasize that one of the reasons for going to a market hall is the 
supply of supreme quality products. When asked to come up with definitions of quality – 
what is “good” meat for example? – most customers hesitate and start using words like 
“fresh”, “looks nice”, “tastes good” and then they start talking about how they know good 
quality when they see it, and that buying in a market hall is in itself a guarantee for supreme 
quality. One customer explained to me that it is a question of supply. She has her summer 
house in Östergötland and deplores the state of the food supply in this area. She even goes as 
far as claiming that there is a severe shortage16 and then goes on to enumerate all the products 
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she can’t find: game, fine tender meat, lamb, veal and fish. To this customer freshness and 
perishability are important attributes to define quality. If food is truly fresh and not treated 
with preservatives of any kind, then it perishes very fast. She speaks of Switzerland as a good 
example. There the food does not last more than a day or two and that to her is a sign of qual-
ity. She explains to me how she returned raspberries to Östermalmshallen once because they 
still looked fresh after a week in the refrigerator.17 Here good quality is associated with prod-
ucts that are perishable and thus fresh and natural, whereas bad quality is defined by durabil-
ity that presupposes preservatives or chemicals of some sort.  

Freshness is not always an absolute requirement. When a customer wants a pheasant she 
asks if it has been frozen. The vendor replies that it has indeed been frozen. But it has been 
eviscerated, he quickly adds. She nods and buys the pheasant anyway. It is for her daughter’s 
birthday and she so enjoyed it when they had it last time.18 Wild birds and other game are 
acceptable even as frozen, probably because this meat is sometimes consumed outside of the 
hunting season and then by necessity needs to be preserved in some way. Frozen may then be 
an indicator of actually respecting the optimal quality of a commodity and carefully trans-
porting a commodity in time to offer it to the customers, just like using the climate zones al-
lows us to eat outside our own seasons. This is particularly salient with fruit and vegetables. 
The greengrocer in Söderhallarna boasts of the berries picked just in the right season that are 
on offer in the freezer. The fresh berries that are transported across climate zones are not 
apostrophized in the same way. Instead they recommend themselves by how they look; their 
provenance is not underlined by any means, even if the vendors readily tell any customer who 
asks where they are from. When the first early produce arrives however this is signaled. On 
the other hand, that is a different matter and it is linked to the notion of the ‘right time’, the 
right seasonality, as a sign of quality.  

Quality is partly linked to time, as in knowing when a cheese is perfectly ripe to eat, and to 
seasons, as in knowing what fruits and vegetables are in season and knowing when to ask for 
it approximately. In all three market halls customers talk of seasons especially for asparagus, 
strawberries and other berries, and for shellfish such as lobster and in particular, crab. With 
fruit and vegetables provenance is important for the early produce like asparagus. “It is as-
paragus from Gotland, I hope? I trust the asparagus is from Gotland? Is the asparagus from 
Sweden?” But in Östermalmshallen, some customers smirk at the Swedish asparagus and 
mean that only German asparagus is worthwhile. This is a way of demonstrating gastronomic 
competence. How this gastronomic competence is best demonstrated or what knowledge is 
valued is the result of constant negotiations. A customer expressed concern over how the 
quality of food was harmed by long transportation and how this affected the environment, but 
at the same time he bought deer from New Zealand. The same customer also told me that he 
tries to respect the seasons and eat accordingly. This can also be interpreted as a form of gas-
tronomic competence, to eat according to the seasons because, as another customer explained 
it: “Some food just does not travel well. I think it is much better to leave the exotic fruit for 
when I go traveling and eat it where it is grown. Ah! The mango and the guava in Brazil… 
There is just no comparison!”19 Yet another customer also underlined the importance of 
eating according to the season, at least a little bit. Again, this was done with a reference to the 
quality as being quite superior when the food in question was in season. This customer also 
enjoys growing certain things in her own garden and talks of the pleasure of eating your own 
potatoes as you know then that they really are fresh.20 A nexus of time, provenance and prox-
imity are sometimes the determining attributes when the quality of a foodstuff is to be judged. 
This is then justified with reference to both taste and the environment. The equation between 
on the one hand what is locally grown and in season, and on the other hand what is perceived 
as high quality will probably increase. The price for the locally produced food is rising at the 
moment and we see a global trend of local and seasonal food as the most exclusive.21  
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Quality – the consumer as world citizen 
If we look at how these negotiations of taste and quality are acted out in the discussions on 
quality we may observe various negotiations among vendors and customers, where the vendor 
holds the upper hand being the expert on the optimal size of a lobster or the perfect time to eat 
a crab – and of course the difference in provenance of the shellfish. But defining quality is 
also done in relation to some other point of reference that is placed higher up on the gastro-
nomic hierarchy: “this is almost as good as the stilton at Fortnum & Mason”, one customer in 
Söderhallarna exclaimed. In a slightly reproachful tone, the vendor explains that they get their 
stilton from the same supplier. The customer blushes and quickly changes her mind; the 
cheese is actually just as good. It must be. She laughs uncertainly. Only, she is so used to the 
Fortnum & Mason packaging, she explains apologetically. The vendor smiles and they agree 
that buying stilton in London has a value all to its own. The vendor and the customer have 
established a common gastronomic ground and recognized one another as gastronomic world 
travelers, who know where to go food shopping not only in the town they are both in now, but 
also in other parts of the world.22  

To display this kind of gastronomic knowledge that comes from traveling is fairly common 
in all three market halls, but perhaps slightly more so in Hötorgshallen, which most actively 
plays its international card. Hötorgshallen sometimes attracts customers who usually shop in 
Östermalmshallen or Söderhallarna who are looking for something they tried on a previous 
trip, such as bacalau: “I first tried it when we were in Madrid last week. It is so excellent and I 
went looking for it in Hötorgshallen; that is the place to look if you want something exotic.”23 
A man shopping for Italian delicatessen in Hötorgshallen told the vendor about his trip to 
Italy, what parts he had been to and how he missed the Italian specialties.24 Also, in Hötorgs-
hallen a lot of people come in to buy the “dulce de leche” and speak of how they learned to 
appreciate this while they were traveling in South America. At the same time, dulce de leche 
has entered the mainstream gastronomic consciousness also in Europe and the US with the 
introduction of the dulce de leche flavored ice-cream by large-scale industrial ice-cream 
brands.25 That the dulce de leche enters the mainstream gastronomic flow is hardly surprising. 
In the US where the dulce de leche flavor first appeared, there is a large Latino group to cater 
to and this reflects on more and more aspects of the commercial and popular culture in the 
US.26 The success of the dulce de leche flavor meant that it was subsequently integrated into 
the Swedish ice-cream market, even if Sweden does not have the same Latino influence as the 
US. What we see here is how a commodity that used to be exclusive and known only to a few 
connoisseurs enters the mainstream assortment of the common foodscape, albeit in a different 
form.  

Quality – an attribute associated with certain countries 
Quality is also associated with certain countries: Sweden, Switzerland and France have good 
quality. Belgium and Holland can’t be trusted (even if some customers value Belgian choco-
lates). Food from Russia or the Baltic countries are judged as unfit for consumption. They 
simply don’t have the same notion of hygiene and pollution as we (Swedes) do, as one regular 
Östermalmshallen customer explained to me.27 The same concern is expressed by another 
customer in his sixties, who told me that the origin of food is very important and that he has 
no confidence in the former Eastern block countries. Their food is so polluted. They use too 
much coal and this causes pollution that surely must affect their vegetables. He also brings up 
Chernobyl as an example of environmental problems that contributes to undermining his trust. 
He has a past in the environmental movement and lived in a commune in the 1970s where 
food was often discussed from both a moral and a health perspective. “Think global, eat 
local” he explained to me after having purchased dear from New Zeeland. This was justified 
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because the dear was raised in the open-air and thus “more natural” which in this case was 
more important than the transport cost.28 The moral and gustatory aspects of food can also be 
said to play a part in the negotiation of quality.  

What was perceived as natural and in which places food was produced that lived up to 
these expectations was a concern that was expressed on numerous occasions by various other 
customers and vendors as well. Food from certain countries and even certain regions within 
countries was perceived as more succulent and more desirable than food from other countries 
and regions. When a vendor tries to convince a couple that the lamb on offer is of excellent 
quality simply because it is Swedish, they remain reticent. When he clarifies that the lamb 
actually comes from a specially selected breeder from the region of Gotland, the couple ack-
nowledge that it is probably good quality then, since it is from Gotland after all. The region of 
Gotland has a significant lamb production and is famous for it.29 Provenance plays a key part 
in much of the gastronomic quality definitions.  

Countries and regions may sometimes play a role even for wild game and fish. One cus-
tomer asks where the eel is from and looks very pleased when the vendor explains that it was 
caught and smoked on Dalarö, an island in the Stockholm archipelago.30 This might seem 
ironic since the eel travels quite long distances to mate and to speak of origin for an eel might 
not make sense. However, here it is probably more a question of asserting provenance in a 
different manner, provenance as a sign of reassurance that the food tastes like it used to, like it 
should. We can thus see how notions of place play an integral part of how quality is per-
ceived. The relation is not straightforward though, and it might well contain contradictions 
since gastronomic space is most of all an imagined place. This means that some countries, 
especially in Eastern Europe, were put in the category of unsafe food production, a gastro-
nomic no-place. Other countries, like Sweden or France, are ascribed gastronomic quality and 
gastronomic values, which turn them into meaningful gastronomic spaces. But every product 
has its own trajectory and its own logic much in the same way that Harvey et al describe when 
discussing quality as a social process.31  

Quality – authenticity and the small-scale 
Many vendors get their products from small producers, and vaunt their superior quality pro-
ducts in terms of provenance of the products as well as in terms of how their products have 
been handled in a more genuine, more artisanal way, which then implies quality. Small-scale 
producers are treasures, in the sense that they are valuable contacts; and this business is all 
about finding the right contacts, as one vendor explains to me. He continues to talk lyrically 
about craftsmanship and the genuine fishing station he has found up in the north of Sweden. 
He has found small artisans who make their own fermented herring using an old canning ma-
chine, just the way fermented herring has always been done.32  

Sometimes contacts are inherited from the vendor who had the store before you. One of the 
vendors in Östermalmshallen talks about the spectacular chicken breeder he receives his birds 
from. The quality of these birds is definitely on par with the more famous Bresse chickens. 
The breeder has worked for a long time and he has only a small-scale chicken farm, compara-
tively speaking, and the vendor tells me that he knows the breeder personally through the pre-
vious owner of the store.33 To know the producer personally adds a dimension to the small-
scale authenticity.  

Another vendor discusses small-scale producers with a colleague when he is Stockholm on 
a visit from another town. They compare which ones they both endorse and give each other 
suggestions on other artisans whose products they like.34 This focus on the small-scale, the 
genuine, the authentic, creates a sense of exclusiveness, but also a sense of assurance. The 
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personal contacts between vendors and suppliers, and between vendors and consumers, ide-
ally create bonds of trust, an economy of trust.  

There is a theme of the small-scale, artisanal and quality vs. the large-scale, industrial and 
lack of quality which is one recurrent aspect in the discussions of quality among vendors and 
customers alike. The French economist Gilles Allaire invites us to look at quality in food 
systems in terms of competing logics of quality in different systems of distribution and retail. 
If the large corporate retailers may be described in terms of a logic of decomposition: a sort of 
Taylorization of the methods of food production and a standardization of the food products, 
there is a contending form present in the market halls. We may view this as a logic of identity: 
a holistic view that quality encompasses all aspects of food, aesthetics, ethics, sociality, pu-
rity, naturalness and so forth.35  

This love of the small-scale manifests itself for example when a customer asks if the 
chicken was happy, he wants to hear that the chicken does not come from one of the big 
factory-farms that he has seen on TV. Instead he wants to be reassured that the chicken has 
lead a good life, that it has grown up with its mother, that it has had the chance to scratch in a 
chicken yard and eat fresh grass and worms, the way chickens do in children’s books. The 
vendor answers that this chicken was definitely happy and the customer seems satisfied.36 
Here the food is given an identity in an off-hand way: the vendor vouches for the chicken – it 
was a happy chicken – and the customer is satisfied by his answer.  

Another way of playing out the logic of identity in quality is to use various labels of qual-
ity. The labels contribute to establishing distinction and authenticity for a product to achieve a 
commercial advantage. In the creation of authenticity it is important to make sure it cannot be 
replicated by competitors. Here a scarcity attribute may be useful: rare ingredients or a very 
limited place of origin are examples of such quality attributes. What is important to keep in 
mind here is that it is very imperative to gain formal recognition and enforce regulations as a 
means to establishing quality.37 It very often re-introduces the notion of place, as well as the 
notion of artisanal modes of production as central to quality. In the market halls the kind of 
formal labels such as those sanctioned by the EU are not very common, probably because the 
market hall in itself acts a guarantor of quality. When the vendors use identity of food, they 
present the producers, mostly by talking about them with the customers or in some cases, in 
their displays with leaflets about the origin of the products or with posters about a product or 
a producer. 

Quality – the nostalgic dimension 
On a cold October afternoon, I stroll around Östermalmshallen and take in the impressions. 
As I do I catch sight of an older lady who takes her time at Seger Eftr. (Successor to Seger), 
just by the main entrance to Östermalmshallen. I approach her and start a conversation. I tell 
her what I do and wonder if I can come food shopping with her. She readily agrees and tells 
me she used to shop in Hötorgshallen before when her husband was alive. He was working 
just by Hötorgshallen she explains. But then they started shopping in Östermalmshallen 
because Hötorgshallen changed so much. You couldn’t find the proper Swedish foodstuffs 
anymore and the atmosphere… It was just so many foodstuffs she didn’t recognize anymore. 
She loves the market hall because of the atmosphere. “And they do have good quality! And it 
is Swedish”, she tells me, “and then you know that it is good quality. And the vendors are so 
nice! They know so much! They always help you and tell you how long you need to put the 
fish in the oven.” When I meet her she is shopping for German sausage in thick slices and 
old-fashioned liver paste “it tastes just like it should, just like it used to taste when I was a 
child”. She also takes me to the small bakery with the homely name Systrarna Anderssons 
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hembageri (The Andersson Sisters’ Local Baker’s shop). She buys a cardamom bun plait and 
a small piece of Swiss roll.38  

Definitions of quality in the market hall context quite often hold a nostalgic dimension. 
This is particularly manifest in Östermalmshallen, even if the other market halls have their 
fair share of nostalgia as well, only expressed in a slightly different manner. If we look into 
what the nostalgic dimension of quality is all about several customers mention a sense of 
community and belonging. One customer explains that she used to go food shopping with her 
grand-mother in Östermalmshallen as a child. She has fond memories of these shopping tours 
and tells me how she loved the live lobsters. Now she likes to come to the market hall because 
she often meets people she knows. She also mentions that she used to work with some one 
whose grand-mother had a store in Östermalmshallen and shopping in that store makes her 
feel that she has a connection to the past.39 The same is true for many of the customers in 
Östermalmshallen: they speak of “ties to the past”, the feeling of “having a connection”, “to 
know and to know of” or “being part of a select few”. All of these feelings could be seen as 
evidence of a community of gastronomy, where definitions of quality and knowledge about 
quality are paramount. In Söderhallarna nostalgia is less pronounced, but the nature of the 
supply invites customers to dream of a more authentic past provided here by small-scale sup-
pliers.  

Nostalgia also plays a part for the immigrant communities shopping in Hötorgshallen. The 
store La Gazelle in Hötorgshallen works like a hub for parts of the Algerian expat community. 
Here news is exchanged and food bought or consumed in place. The same is true for the store 
Österqvist (family name), which was run by Estonians who came as refugees during the 
Second World War. The Estonian expat community kept coming to Österqvist to get Estonian 
specialties and the tradition was carried on by children and grandchildren. Even grand-
grandchildren the vendor proudly explains to me. But it is not only Estonians who come here; 
Germans and people from the other Baltic countries come here as well. They find specialties 
here they find nowhere else.40 The same holds for Latinamerikanska livsmedel (Latin-
American provisions) and Gonzalez deli, the various Mediterranean delicatessen or the many 
Turkish fast-food places: they all allow shopping for specialty products from home. One of 
the vendors wants to offer me a treat and gives me a very special chocolate from Chile. The 
chocolate is produced by Nestlé and does not at all fit my notion of special or unique, until I 
realize that this particular chocolate bar is actually only available in Chile, even if it is 
produced by a large transnational company.41  

One of the components of nostalgia is the notion of a mythic past where everything was 
done from scratch and when the personal control over the food preparations was greater than 
in the beginning of the 21st century with all its convenience foods and industrial ready-mades. 
This mythic past is present in all three market halls. In these days people could flay a dear, 
pluck a fowl or fillet a fish: they could handle proper primary produce and they could cook.42 
This knowledge has been lost in the maelstrom of modernity marked by the disappearance of 
the housewife, subsistence economy and intergenerational families. In the 1970s the market 
hall was packed even on an ordinary Tuesday morning one vendor wistfully explains to me.43 
Needless to say, this idea of the past says more about the present. But then again, the purpose 
is not historical accuracy but rather to create a sense of nostalgia and an urgency to preserve 
perceived pockets of the past.  

The main idea of this nostalgia is that in the past people had time to make things from 
scratch and that this ensured superior quality as opposed to the processed industrial food of 
today. When asked to define quality of meat for example, one of the former vendors explains 
that it was the way it used to look, the texture, the smell. The dry kind you get today when 
everyone is afraid of fat would have been discarded in the past. People just don’t know 
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quality anymore.44 Of course there is an inherent conflict here since food without fat also 
defines quality.  

Nostalgia also translates into certain ready-cooked dishes such as salmon pudding, steak 
tartare, herring-rissole with currant sauce, potato girdle cake and stuffed cabbage rolls: 
nostalgic comfort food for consumers in their fifties and beyond. Precisely these dishes were 
defined as the cultural heritage of homely food by the iconic Swedish chef Tore Wretman and 
his associates in the 1960s.45 This kind of food is sold in all three market halls, but it has the 
most prominent position in Östermalmshallen.  

Quality – professionalism and craftsmanship  
Cashing in on this notion of the superior quality in the past makes certain vendors claim that 
they do everything from scratch, just as it was done when food was still truly delicious and 
nutritious. To achieve superior quality you need to control the entire process, they claim. No 
semi-manufactured ingredients can ever replace the thorough goodness of food being cooked 
in the genuine way. However, the point of departure of the mythical starting from scratch is 
negotiable. The owner of a store tries to convince one of his older vendors to rationalize mak-
ing of morel sauce and grind the morels instead of finely chopping them which is much more 
time consuming. The vendor, who is a trained chef, is revolted. Never. Impossible. Not while 
he can use a knife and knows how to chop. The owner, who is also a trained chef, smiles and 
says OK. Later when I talk to the older vendor he explains that he has been to a renowned 
restaurant school and that perhaps he is a bit old-fashioned and stubborn, but that is the way 
he has been trained and his gut feeling says no, if you grind the morels they are crushed and it 
simply is not the same thing. The customers probably could not tell. But it is a question of 
professional honor.46 How the vendors prepare their ready-mades involves a great deal of se-
crets regarding recipes and preparation. But the vendors are keen to point out that they have 
no dubious fiddling to hide. Their professional honor would not allow it. This does not mean 
that they can guarantee the hygiene, irreproachable practices and moral rectitude of all other 
vendors.  

To demonstrate this professional honor is also a question of how you supervise the quality 
of your goods and how you handle complaints. I talk to another vendor about quality and pro-
fessional honor and he gives the example of his boss who sent back an item he did not like. A 
good vendor should not sell products he doesn’t like.47 When a customer comes back to com-
plain about a sauce, the vendor takes his complaints very seriously. He tries the sauce and 
agrees with the customer, it was definitely too sweet. They can’t sell this sauce he tells the 
customer and thanks him for coming by.48 The professional honor code is part of the impress-
ion management of vendors and stores. To talk about it, is to affirm yourself as a serious and 
professional establishment, conscious of, and mindful of, preserving a good reputation for 
selling goods of quality.  

The word “market hall”, “saluhall” in Swedish, is not exclusively used by the market halls 
themselves but also by fancier food stores and sometimes by the big retail chains for their 
flagship stores. The ordinary retail stores are also increasingly competing with the market 
halls with manual service and a wider assortment. The vendors asked me if I had looked at 
various shops outside the market hall and what I thought about this or that store, was it as 
good as theirs? One vendor resentfully said that he had been to one of the new stores who 
bragged about their manual counters. He was not impressed. The meat counter did not have a 
good selection of cuts. The deli counter had a boring, limited assortment and was way too 
messy; and the fish in the fish counter was nothing in comparison with what you find in the 
real market halls, he explained to me.49 The market halls fear the competition from the up-
scale retail stores. One of the inspectors from the former Market Hall Administration told me 

206 



that the upscale retail stores hire staff from the market hall. That way they get employees who 
are trained and who can use their knowledge and their receipts in the service of the new store 
and thus bring a bit of the market hall outside the actual building.50 The market halls have 
something that the big chains want: knowledge and a sense of service. The market halls feel 
the competition as the big chains use the strategies of the market halls and imitate their style. 
The market hall vendors then need to explain that there really is a difference, the assortment is 
not as good, the service not as friendly and the knowledge not as great. All of this can be 
translated into a concern for quality. As we saw previously in this chapter, both customers and 
vendors sometimes affirm the position of the market hall vis-à-vis the stores outside the mar-
ket hall context.  

Quality – critique of the conventional food systems 
There seems to be evidence of a recurrent lack of confidence in and critique of the modern 
industrial food system, which opens up for alternative quality definitions and alternative dis-
tribution and retail circuits. One such example is the attempt by the Swedish Farmers’ Co-
operative LRF to pass by the conventional corporate food supply chains with the restaurant-
catering-fast-food chain Gooh! LRF delivers foodstuffs directly to the factory, producing the 
microwave dishes sold by Gooh! under the supervision of the renowned gourmet restaurant 
Operakällaren, thereby cutting out regular distribution channels.  

On the level of the market halls, buying directly from producers and cutting the middlemen 
out is an ideal, even if cooperation with distributors is also common. Some vendors also func-
tion as a form of distributors and guarantors of quality in relation to restaurants. The most 
Salient features of these alternative distribution forms are that they are outside the main cir-
cuits of the conventional retail system. The most common reason for staying out of the con-
ventional distribution systems mentioned by the market hall vendors is the poor quality of the 
food on the conventional mass-market represented by the large retailers like ICA. This has re-
sonance in the public debates on the poor quality of the industrial food in the conventional 
supermarkets.51  

Several scholars have pointed out this preoccupation with food quality and the paradox of 
the unprecedented food safety in terms of secure, sufficient and abundant food supply in the 
Western world most likely to fall into food scares and anxieties.52 In this context the image of 
the small producer, the farm(er) and the region contribute to the legitimacy of the product, 
just like when the store SöderCheesen1 (Southern Cheese store), sells products from Birgittas 
Matbod (Birgitta’s Food Store) and Rosas chark (Rosa’s Delicatessen) on Öland, or when the 
butcher store Sandströms kött och catering (Sandström’s meat and catering) uses pictures of 
the beef cattle grazing peacefully on Gotland with accompanying texts about the “natural” and 
first-rate conditions the meat is produced under. The rural nature, the cultural landscapes and 
the local knowledge are linked to the essence of food production.53 We can see the same 
forces at work when Jamie Oliver publishes a book entitled Jamie’s seasons, which focuses 
on eating according to the seasons, or when young chefs formulate the Manifesto for the New 
Nordic Kitchen, declaring to use only local ingredients. The vivid interest and the success of 
the Farmer’s markets are indicators of an increasing interest in more local food and food 
anchored in landscapes. This is taken up by the conventional systems who seek to join in this 
profitable loop. Local and seasonal food is given a higher value, both in health terms and on 
environmental accounts. The organic food sector is increasingly integrated into the 
conventional circuits and the big retail chains are trying to accommodate to the new demand 
for local food by procuring foods from local producers. What does this mean for the market 
                                                 
1 Actually, this is a word game that alludes to an expression about an inhabitant from the Southern part of 

Stockholm and cheese from the same place. 
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hall context? In part these are trends that were present and affected the vendors and the 
customers when the field work was undertaken in 2005-2006. A couple of years later this 
trend has become more noticeable with ads for seasonal food in the morning news papers and 
climate change on the mental and political agenda.  

To deal with issues of food quality and assurance as a major asset in the production of 
quality, Marsden has introduced the concept “quality chain” to explain how small producers 
market local food using the notion of “quality” as one of the major stakes to promote and le-
gitimize their own practices. Marsden sees these “alternative food networks” as a battle for 
knowledge over definitions of good quality and how food should be produced, distributed and 
consumed. In this framework, quality is seen as having both social and technical dimensions. 
The conventional industrial corporate retailers have imposed strict hygienic definitions of 
quality in the conventional supply chains. The alternative definitions of quality in ecological 
and regional quality conventions challenge the conventional systems.54 The place of market 
halls in this quality battle is not set. It depends on the ongoing negotiations in the market 
halls, on the collective understandings that vendors and customers chisel out, in ideals and in 
practice entertained.  

 

1  For a discussion of markets, see for example Hasselström & Garsten (2004).  
2  Harvey et al. (2004a: 2) 
3  Harvey et al. (2004b: 194-195). 
4  Interview, Friday 9 September 2005.  
5  Author’s field notes, Östermalmshallen, Friday 4 November 2005. For the readers familiar with 

the Stockholm food scene the shops mentioned were ICA Kungsholmstorg, ICA Esplanad on 
Karlavägen and Sabis in the shopping mall Fältöversten. All addresses are posh and the first store 
mentioned often comes up among the most expensive in surveys of the retail market.  

6  Author’s field notes, Östermalmshallen, Friday 4 November 2005.  
7  Author’s field notes, Hötorgshallen, Friday 14 October 2005.  
8  Author’s field notes, Hötorgshallen, Friday 14 October 2005. 
9  Author’s field notes, Östermalmshallen, Monday 14 November 2005. 
10  Author’s field notes, Söderhallarna, Wednesday 22 March 2006. 
11  Author’s field notes, Östermalmshallen, Friday 22 October 2005. 
12  Author’s field notes, Östermalmshallen, Monday 8 May 2006. 
13  Author’s field notes, Östermalmshallen, Friday 4 November 2005. 
14  Author’s field notes, Söderhallarna, Tuesday 20 December 2005. 
15  Author’s field notes, Östermalmshallen, Thursday 22 December 2005. 
16  ”Jag kan inte säga att matutbudet är bra [emfas] i Östergötland. Jag har ju sommarställe så att jag 

kan... och är även i Norrköping och det är en stor bristvara.” 
17  Interview, Friday 9 September 2005.  
18  Author’s field notes, Östermalmshallen, Tuesday 22 February 2006. 
19  Author’s field notes, Söderhallarna, Wednesday 19 April 2006. 
20  Interview, Friday 9 September 2005. 
21  Morgan et al (2006); Salkin, March 16 2008, New York Times.  
22  Author’s field notes, Söderhallarna, Tuesday 20 December 2005.  
23  Author’s field notes, Östermalmshallen, Friday 4 November 2005.  



 
24  Author’s field notes, Hötorgshallen, Tuesday 21 March 2006.  
25  In Sweden Sia glass introduced the flavour in 2005, GB in 2006. The flavor has been on the 

international market much longer of course.  
26  Dávila (2001).  
27  Interview, Friday 9 September 2005.  
28  Interview, Hötorgshallen, 4 November 2005. 
29  Author’s field notes, Söderhallarna, Wednesday 12 April 2006.  
30  Author’s field notes, Östermalmshallen, Thursday 22 December 2005.  
31  Harvey et al (2004).  
32  Author’s field notes, Hötorgshallen, Monday 7 November 2005.  
33  Author’s field notes, Östermalmshallen, 22 October 2005.  
34  Author’s field notes, Söderhallarna, Tuesday 22 November 2005.  
35  Allaire (2004). 
36  Author’s field notes, Östermalmshallen, Tuesday 22 February 2006.  
37  Allaire (2004).  
38  Author’s fieldnotes, Östermalmshallen, Friday 14 October 2005.  
39  Author’s field notes, Östermalmshallen, Friday 4 November 2005.  
40  Author’s field notes, Hötorgshallen, Monday 6 March 2006. 
41  Author’s field notes, Hötorgshallen, Thursday 24 November 2005.  
42  Author’s field notes, Östermalmshallen, Monday 14 November 2005.  
43  Author’s field notes, Östermalmshallen, 22 October 2005.  
44  Author’s field notes, Östermalmshallen, Monday 14 November 2005. 
45  Metzger (2003).  
46  Author’s field notes, Östermalmshallen, Tuesday 22 February 2006.  
47  Author’s field notes, Hötorgshallen, Tuesday 21 March 2006.  
48  Author’s field notes, Hötorgshallen, Monday 6 March 2006.  
49  Author’s field notes, Söderhallarna, Wednesday 19 April 2006.  
50  Interview, 9h00 Friday 13 October 2006. 
51  Morgan et al. (2006:184ff). See also for example a series of articles on the state of food quality in 

SvD July 24th to July 31st 2006 or the book Den hemlige kocken by Mats-Eric Nilsson about the 
cheating in the food business from 2007. Here the poor quality of the fruit, vegetables and cereals 
were under question, but similar debates occur regularly in the media.  

52  Marsden et al. (2000). 
53  Marsden (2004: 131).  
54  Marsden (2004: 129-130).  

Referenser 
Allaire, Gilles (2004) “Quality in Economics: A Cognitive Perspective”, Mark Harvey, Andrew 

McMeekin & Alan Warde (red.) Qualities of Food, Manchester: Manchester University Press.  
Dávila, Arlene M. (2001) Latinos, Inc.: The Marketing and Making of a People, elektronisk resurs 

Berkeley, CA: University of California Press. 
Harvey, Mark, Andrew McMeekin & Alan Warde (red.) (2004) Qualities of Food, Manchester: Man-

chester University Press.  
Harvey, Mark, Andrew McMeekin & Alan Warde (2004a) “Introduction”, Harvey et al. (2004).  
Harvey, Mark, Andrew McMeekin & Alan Warde (2004b) “Conclusion: Quality and Processes of 

209 



210 

Qualification”, Harvey et al. (2004).  
Hasselström, Anna & Christina Garsten (2004) “Homo Mercans and the Fashioning of Markets”, 

Christina Garsten & Monica Lindh de Montoya (red.) Market Matters: Exploring Cultural Proc-
esses in the Global Marketplace, London: Palgrave. 

Marsden, Terry, Andrew Flynn & Michelle Harrison (2000) Consuming Interests: The Social Provi-
sion of Foods, London: UCL Press. 

Marsden, Terry (2004) “Theorising Food Quality: Some Key Issues in Understanding its Competitive 
Production and Regulation”, Harvey et al. (2004).  

Metzger, Jonathan (2005) I köttbullslandet. Konstruktionen av svenskt och utländskt på det kulinariska 
fältet, Stockholm: Stockholms universitet (diss.). 

Morgan, Kevin, Terry Marsden & Jonathan Murdoch (2006). Worlds of Food: Place, Power and Pro-
venance in the Food Chain, Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
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mat har utvecklats utifrån exemplet saluhallen. 
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