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The interest in prepping – i.e., the practice 
of preparing oneself and one’s household 
for future crises – has been on the rise in 
Sweden since the 2010s, made visible 
through numerous blogs, handbooks, pod-
casts, social media forums, and specialty 
stores. This interest reached new heights 
during the Covid-19 pandemic and once 
again peaked during the 2022 Russian in-
vasion of Ukraine,1 as people looked for 
strategies to handle a sense of growing un-
certainty. With its cultural roots in North 
America, prepping culture has spread glob-
ally (Barker 2020:486) and today exists as 
an intersection of subcultural community, 
hobby activity, and civil defence – often 
focusing on the development of skills and 
material preparations for situations where 
the proverbial “shit hits the fan”.

The emergence of the Swedish prep-
ping culture coincided with a period when 
civil and military preparedness has been 
the object of scrutiny and debate. From a 
global perspective, the spread of prepping 
is closely connected to the proliferation of 
nebulous existential threats to individuals 
and society in late modernity, such as ter-
rorism, climate change, or economic in-
stability. In turn, prepping has often been 
explained as a strategy for maintaining 
control and staving off anxiety and fears in 
an increasingly uncertain world (Bounds 
2021:31; Fetterman et al. 2019:508; Sims 
& Grigsby 2019:115; Smith & Jenkins 
2021:2). With some frequency medialized 
depictions of prepping have framed it as 
a deviant, paranoid, or even pathological 
disposition, where distrust of others and 
overreliance on material possessions be-
come symbols of a delusional aspiration to 
master the uncontrollable (Barker 2020; cf. 
Foster 2014).

With an understanding of feelings and 
emotions as historically and socially situat-
ed forms of embodied experience, the aim 
of this article is to explore how cultural fears 
and anxieties in late modernity are negotiat-
ed within Swedish prepping.2 Of particular 
interest here is the processes whereby col-
lective fears are articulated and how these 
in turn relate to prevailing societal moods 
and imaginaries, as well as to governmental 
discourse and national policy. This posits 
fear as an analytical tool to map how under-
standings of risk, danger, virtue and moral 
action intermingle in contemporary culture.

The Study
The term prepping encompasses numerous 
strategies for bolstering self-sufficiency 
and dealing with short- or long-term dis-
ruptions in consumer markets and soci-
etal infrastructures (Barker 2020; Garrett 
2020a; Kabel & Chmidling 2014; Mills 
2019). In practice, it manifests as a cul-
tural repertoire of materialities (water 
filters, canned foods, breathing masks, 
etc.), skills (first aid, growing vegetables, 
making fire, etc.), personal capacities (in 
terms of physical, mental, and cognitive 
resilience), and social networks – ranging 
from getting to know one’s neighbours, to 
establishing strategic prepper communi-
ties (Mellander 2021:2; Sims & Grigsby 
2019:96). Furthermore, what separates 
prepping from e.g. bushcrafts, wilderness 
survival, or farm- or homesteading in a 
more general sense, is its anticipatory dis-
position and orientation towards the future 
as a field of risk (cf. Barker 2020:487). A 
motto used among English-speaking as 
well as Swedish preppers is that one needs 
to think of potential crises or disasters as a 
question of when, not if.
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This article is primarily based on in-
depth interviews, conducted between 2020 
and 2022, with individuals3 who already 
were actively engaged in prepping at the 
outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic. The 
majority of the interviewees were contact-
ed through open calls in Swedish social 
media groups for prepping and crisis pre-
paredness. The call asked for participants 
who possessed “long-term crisis prepara-
tions”, i.e. planning beyond the one-week 
preparations recommended by the Swedish 
Civil Contingencies Agency. It also made 
clear that the participants did not need to 
identify as preppers, as early fieldwork as 
well as the research on European preppers 
by Campbell, Sinclair & Browne (2019) 
suggested that this is a contended identity 
category. 

As it turned out, some of the partici-
pants happily identified as preppers, while 
others expressly resisted the epithet, due to 
the perceived association with “gun-cra-
zy Americans” and doomsday romanti-
cism (cf. Campbell, Sinclair & Browne 
2019:817). Yet, others had a more prag-
matic view of the prepper label, simply 
stating that they prepped and that that tech-
nically made them preppers. Regardless, 
all took part in prepper discourse through 
social media, and they were united through 
prepping practices, having stocked sup-
plies to last from a couple of weeks up to 
several months. Among the twenty partic-
ipants were twelve men and eight women, 
in the age range from the early thirties to 
the late sixties, with a majority being born 
in the 1970s and 1980s. Geographically, 
they were located throughout Sweden and 
evenly distributed between cities, smaller 
municipalities, and rural areas. In terms of 
socioeconomic status, the participants can 

with a few exceptions be situated within 
the middle class, holding professional titles 
such as teacher, engineer, or programmer. 

The study encompasses two primary 
temporal dimensions: the future imaginar-
ies of situations the participants feel they 
need to prepare for, and the actual prepara-
tions that they engage with in the here and 
now. Interviews are suitable for examining 
the former, as they can capture intangible 
aspects of everyday life, such as past ex-
periences and expectations of the future 
(Davies 1999:95; Gray 2003:71). Because 
of the limits placed on the fieldwork due to 
the ongoing pandemic, the latter had to be 
explored through the participant documen-
tation, which resulted in a variety of ma-
terials, ranging from guided video walk-
throughs and photographs, to extensive 
Excel sheets listing supplies – sometimes 
down to the last calorie. Besides providing 
insight into the quantities and qualities of 
the preparations, the documentation also 
served as a reflexive instance where the 
ideals, emotions, practices, and materials 
of prepping could be discussed in concert 
(Heidenstrøm 2020:386; cf. Czarniawska 
2007; Fletcher & Klepp 2017). The in-
terviews generally followed a thematic 
structure, inquiring into the participants’ 
personal biography, household economy, 
entry into and views on prepper culture, 
actual crisis preparedness, media usage, 
interpersonal and societal trust, as well as 
views on the handling of the Covid-19 pan-
demic4 and of the future in general. 

The futurity of prepping practices 
means that that-which-may-be extends into 
the present life world, being experienced 
through the intermingling of materiali-
ties, affects, and imagination (cf. Beckert 
2016:51; Merleau-Ponty 2002:159). In 



7Elias Mellander, Dread Expectations?

moving forward through the socio-materi-
al landscape of everyday life, objects in the 
surroundings draw attention and intention, 
serving as guideposts that help in establish-
ing a sense of one’s place in the world – of 
having a sense of direction and being ori-
ented. Whether they serve as goals to aspire 
to or as taboos to be avoided, these objects, 
which may take the form of material things 
as well as more intangible entities such as 
dreams or emotions, give the movement 
meaning (Ahmed 2006:27; Frykman & 
Gilje 2003:42; cf. Frykman 2012:20). As 
these orientations are learned and shared, 
they become cemented as lines in the cul-
tural landscape, manifesting as collective 
norms and expectations.

Orientations can be traced in the ex-
pression and description of feelings, as 
experienced enthusiasm or antipathy shape 
patterns of proximity and distance (Flatley 
2008:25f; Svensson 2011). Here, feelings 
as a concept encompass the emotional as 
well as the sensory; responses to exter-
nal stimuli as well as tactile examination 
of one’s surroundings (Edwards 2010:24; 
Frykman & Löfgren 2004:9). Since the 
aim here is not to determine their nature, 
but to examine how they set things in mo-
tion (Ahmed 2004:4; Svensson 2011:68), 
the use of feelings provides circumnavi-
gation of the theoretical divide between 
affects and emotions, where the former 
typically is defined as pre-discursive and 
the latter as imbued with cultural mean-
ing (cf. Frykman & Povrzanović Frykman 
2016:13f). As orientations are understood 
to be shared and collective, so are feelings 
– never existing in isolation from previous 
experience, nor the surrounding life world. 
In turn, the expression of feelings is a so-
cial act, performed within a cultural logic 

that affords it meaning and that influences 
how bodily experiences manifest (Stattin 
2006:9f; cf. Anderson 2014; Hörnfeldt 
2018:155).

Of particular interest here is fear along 
with its affinitive emotions, such as ap-
prehension or anxiety. These feelings 
demarcate danger and therefore push to-
wards action in order to preserve that 
which is under threat (Stattin 2006:267). 
Typically, fear is characterized as being 
directed towards an object, and the fear in-
tensifies as it approaches or is approached 
(Ahmed 2004:63ff; Gilje 2016:32f; Stattin 
2006:93). The circumstances of any such 
approach shape the embodied experience, 
turning fear into a situational and shifting 
category. In turn, this gives pedagogic as 
well as moral dimensions to fear, as fearful 
objects are socially marked, creating col-
lective orientations around them (Hörnfeldt 
2018:153; 157; cf. Stattin 2006:22f). This 
means that one can hold certain objects as 
fearful while not necessarily feeling afraid. 
In contrast, anxiety lacks a definite object 
and manifests as a mood (Gilje 2016:34) 
or as a reflective process, producing as a 
state of unease experienced in the body 
and mind as one is mulling over dangers 
that may or may not materialize (Paulsen 
2020:55f). 

The Dread of Late Modernity
Numerous scholars have described a fear-
ful mood or mode as defining culture in 
late modernity – particularly in the post-
9/11 era – which is expressed in everything 
from policy to popular culture (see e.g. 
Bauman 2006; Beck 2012; Brown 2010; 
Ferguson 2021; Furedi 2006; Määttä 2015). 
This atmosphere of risk and insecurity is 
regularly employed as an explanation for 
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the concurrent spread of prepping culture. 
This may seem paradoxical since the peo-
ple of late modernity are better informed 
than ever about the dangers they face and 
how to address them (Paulsen 2020:277). 
But, by knowing, one learns of all the un-
knowns that still lie out of reach (Garrett 
2020a:88; cf. Bauman 2006:130). In turn, 
the monetary, as well as attention-based 
economies of media infrastructures, help in 
proliferating awareness of known as well 
as unknown dangers at a historically un-
matched pace (cf. Bounds 2021:25; Mills 
2018:3; Stattin 2006:130). This turns the 
future in its entirety into an object for cal-
culation and imaginaries, making it a vast 
canvas on which to project anxious “what-
ifs” (Paulsen 2020:93f; cf. Beckert 2016; 
Brissman 2021).

Accordingly, rather than being fixated 
on any one specific object of fear, both 
Mills (2018:7) and Garrett (2020b:4) ar-
gue that prepping culture is driven by an 
“objectless anxiety”, where the multiplici-
ty of threats motivate the desire to prepare 
(see also Campbell Sinclair & Browne 
2019:801). Garrett (2020a) articulates 
this as a sense of dread – a creeping, an-
ticipatory feeling, differing from anxiety 
in that it is oriented towards the future 
rather than the here-and-now, and being 
distinct from fear in that it lacks a spe-
cific object. In the words of Kierkegaard, 
dread is a “sweet feeling of apprehension” 
(Kierkegaard 1968:38, quoted in Garrett 
2020b:5), stemming from knowing the 
cost of the choices we face in life, as well 
as our freedom to make those choices. It 
is the feeling one gets from standing at a 
precipice, peering over the edge and be-
ing filled with repulsion at the prospect of 
falling, and at the same time knowing that 

jumping off is a constant possibility, only 
guarded by choice. 

The kind of dread Garrett (2020a:167) 
describes originates from the prolifera-
tion of anthropogenic, existential threats, 
starting with the detonation of the first 
atom bombs during the Second World War 
and escalating further with the nuclear 
arms race of the Cold War (cf. Hörnfeldt 
2018:157f). By unlocking the power of the 
atom, humanity reached for the universe’s 
primordial powers, along with the capac-
ity to destroy itself in totality (Brissman 
2021:179). While there are many possible 
existentially challenging disasters in which 
we collectively or individually have little 
say – a pertinent example being an aster-
oid impact like the one that likely led to the 
Cretaceous–Paleogene extinction event – 
the nuclear threat offers a special kind of 
dread, much like peering over the edge. 
Someone has a say in whether or not the 
proverbial button gets pushed; whether 
or not the choice is made. It is seemingly 
within our control as a collective, but de-
cidedly out of reach for all but a few hu-
man individuals. With the end of the Cold 
War and the “end of history” (Fukuyama 
1992), the threat of nuclear obliteration re-
ceded from its centre-stage position among 
anthropogenic threats. Although it is fair 
to say it has made something of a come-
back to the collective consciousness due 
to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022, 
it has to some extent been supplanted by 
the climatological and environmental cri-
sis (Garrett 2020b:3; Hörnfeldt 2018:165). 
Along with threats such as the spread of 
multi-resistant bacteria or zoonotic dis-
eases like the Covid-19 pandemic, these 
threats transcend the nature/culture divide, 
making the very infrastructure of progress 
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and civilization the carrier of our potential 
undoing (Brissman 2021:202; cf. Anderson 
2010:779).

Once again, these threats are actionable 
in theory, but close to impossible to address 
on an individual level, shaping a societal 
mood in the line of what Bauman (2006) 
has dubbed “liquid fear”. This articulates 
the feeling of being beset by threats that 
“flow, seep, leak, ooze” (p. 105) and are 
at the same time everywhere and nowhere 
in particular, like terrorism, economic 
collapse or environmental disaster. These 
threats force us to face the limits of knowl-
edge and of our capacity to fend off dan-
ger. According to Garrett (2020a:10), these 
worries are further compounded by a di-
minishing belief in the ability of the current 
political discourse to provide meaningful 
solutions, making individual preparation a 
sensible reaction. 

Beginnings
The reasons that led the participants to in-
vest (cf. Ahmed 2006:17ff) time, money, 
and themselves in preparations are numer-
ous, but typically anchored in personal ex-
perience first and foremost. Stories of “the 
road to prepping” tend to fall into one of 
two categories, where the first frames the 
term prepping as something the partici-
pants have attached to a disposition that 
was already there. Often this is articulat-
ed as a form of heritage, handed down in 
a more or less conscious manner. A parent 
with experience from a medical profession 
or the military may have inspired certain 
forms of risk awareness, or the drive to-
wards preparedness emerges from growing 
up in the countryside, where the occasional 
blackout was par for the course and a cer-
tain level of self-reliance a necessity.

In the other category are those who link 
their decision to prepare to a more clearly 
defined event – typically a situation where 
they experienced some form of vulnerabil-
ity on a societal level. Pontus, who works 
in IT, links his professional experience 
with the decision to prep, as he knows 
“exactly how fragile all that crap that we 
develop is” and how that fragility is trans-
ferred to society “because infrastructure is 
software today, so if we shut it down, it’s 
over. Then the entire logistics chain will 
stop, the supply of electricity and water 
and food and entirely everything.” Jakob 
on the other hand draws on his experience 
from working in a non-profit organization 
in 2015, as large groups of Syrian refugees 
reached Sweden. The muddled response 
from Swedish authorities frustrated him, as 
much responsibility was left to volunteers 
in an initial phase. It also left him with the 
question of how equipped Swedish society 
was to handle a more immediate crisis, stat-
ing that “if the authorities haven’t planned 
for it, things can become very jumbled in 
the beginning, and then the individual can 
get stuck in the middle”. In both examples, 
it is not primarily an instance of personal 
vulnerability or fear that has spurred prepa-
rations, but rather precarity experienced in 
a more general sense (Campbell, Sinclair 
& Browne 2019:804f; Mills 2019:2).

The participants view their prepping as 
a strategic response to external risks, al-
though some frame it as in part motivated 
by more emotional needs. Freja describes it 
as to some extent being “therapeutic” and 
something that makes her “feel good”. She 
contemplates whether it would be more ra-
tional for her to “fight harder against cli-
mate change or antibiotic-resistant bacte-
ria, two things that are likely to cause a lot 
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of suffering and death”, instead of buying 
“a water filter with a lifetime warranty”. 
She continues: 

So why do I do that… the answer is probably that it 
feels great to have one… it’s nice to have a hobby 
and do something that feels positive for yourself 
and for others. And it lowers anxiety. It creates a 
sense of control in a pretty uncertain world. And 
it is probably that, the feeling that you can do 
something concrete. Because the other things are 
so damn big. Climate change and antibiotic resist-
ance – they’re huge. But these little things I can 
control. I can make sure that I and those close to 
me can get food and water and salt. And that… that 
is wonderful.

Facing the arbitrary and uncertain aspects 
of the world can be an invitation to feelings 
of anxiety or disorientation (cf. Svensson 
2011:72). However, unlike the incalculable 
risks surrounding global, societal threats, 
prepping practices are here and now, sur-
veyable and navigable, creating a sense of 
direction beginning literally in the palm 
of Freja’s hand (cf. Ahmed 2006:13). She 
acknowledges that her preparations might 
prove not to be the right ones if – or when 
– disaster strikes, but that by “having these 
things, [she gets] the sense that there is 
something [she] can control and that is very 
comforting”. This aspirational disposition 
is here interpreted in terms of directedness 
in a phenomenological sense. Rather than 
manifesting as any definite sense of con-
trol, this establishes what objects to move 
towards or away from, while in the pro-
cess attaining agency (Flatley 2008:25f; 
Svensson 2011:80) and illustrating a tacit 
assumption attached to prepping practic-
es; doing something is always preferable 
to doing nothing (cf. Kabel & Chmidling 
2014:259; Garrett 2020a:15).

When it comes to prepping, the objects 
that draw attention are often material ones 
– water filters, canned foods, first aid kits, 
fire extinguishers, gas masks, space blan-
kets. These things share an antithetical re-
lationship with yet-to-be-realized threats 
like dehydrating, starving, bleeding, burn-
ing, suffocating, freezing. As such, they 
both manifest and make these dangers 
manageable, if not outright controllable 
(Anderson 2010:792f; cf. Aldousari 2014). 
The things won’t prevent bad things from 
happening, but when disaster strikes, the 
preparations are expected to function as an 
open-ended and flexible material repertoire 
that allows the body to extend into action 
(Barker 2020:488; cf. Ahmed 2006:134).

While preparations require some ex-
tent of premeditation and contemplation 
of “what ifs” (cf. Anderson 2010:783; 
Mitchell 2002:214), numerous participants 
question the efficacy of planning for spe-
cific scenarios. “Perhaps you prepare for 
the zombie apocalypse, but forget to go to 
the doctor for a medical check-up,” Jakob 
jokes. A better way to prep, he argues, is to 
start with the basics one needs to survive 
– shelter, heat, light, water, food – and pre-
pare different ways to keep these needs ful-
filled, no matter what happens. Seemingly, 
this also removes any defined objects of 
fear from the equation.

In the same vein, outright apocalyptic 
visions play a marginal role in the partici-
pants’ imaginaries, in contrast to how prep-
pers often have been characterized in me-
dia representations (cf. Barker 2020:492; 
Rahm 2013:75; Kabel & Chmidling 
2014:258; Kelly 2016). Talk about “the col-
lapse” is not absent from prepper forums or 
from the participants’ stories, but it seems 
to serve as a self-referential, ironic, and 
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playful rhetoric for highlighting or explor-
ing the extremes of prepping – much like 
Jakob’s reference to the zombie apocalypse 
above (cf. Campbell, Sinclair & Browne 
2019:806; Huddleston 2017:242; Mitchell 
2002:214f). There is however no doubt that 
the participants tend towards a pessimistic, 
glass-half-full-about-to-be-empty disposi-
tion. To some extent, this pessimism is tem-
pered by what Mitchell (2002:22f) calls a 
“delicate optimism”, expressed through 
the conviction that life and some form of 
normalcy can be maintained if one is suf-
ficiently prepared (cf. Garrett 2020a:170; 
Mellander 2021:7). When looking out into 
the world and towards the future, however, 
the only certainty is uncertainty. 

Complexities
As Mills (2018:10) points out, framing 
prepping as a response to any singular 
fear would lead to oversimplification, 
failing to capture the multi-dimensional 
understanding of risk permeating prepper 
culture. When shifting the analytical gaze 
from concrete threats articulated among 
the participants, to the discourse of dan-
ger on an aggregate level, certain outlines 
emerge around what appear to be shared, 
fearful objects. For reasons which will be 
discussed below, the term fear is used spar-
ingly among the participants, but they do 
nonetheless draw attention to these objects 
by recurringly marking them out in our 
conversations, either as direct threats or 
more indirectly, through similar patterns 
of avoidance (cf. Ahmed 2006:27). Chief 
among these is complexity on a societal 
and systematic level.

In a general sense, complexity denotes 
circumstances that are not easily mapped 
out, as things relate to each other outside 

of linear temporality or three-dimensional 
space (Mol & Law 2002). More than merely 
being complicated, complex systems are de-
fined by emergent properties and they can’t 
be surveyed or fully understood simply by 
being dismantled into their component parts 
(Dahlberg 2015:546). With the globaliza-
tion of economics, logistics, and digital in-
frastructure, everyday life is in a palpable 
way becoming increasingly entangled in 
complex relations, reaching out far beyond 
the individual’s experiential horizon (cf. 
Hörnfeldt 2018:155). The interdependencies 
of these systems allow for local disasters to 
have far-reaching consequences, as ripple ef-
fects cascade through them in unpredictable 
and non-linear ways (Anderson 2010:781; 
Garrett 2020b:5). When discussing the mo-
tivation for preparing, Georg dwells on our 
dependency on electricity in particular: 

Georg: […] then there’s a solar storm every 500 
years or something like that, that messes things up 
and we don’t know what the consequences will be 
when one of those strikes again […] Then perhaps, 
there will be a long-term catastrophe. Because 
when the sun causes problems, there’s nothing we 
can do. We have no control over that kind of power.

Elias: No, and that would affect electronics and 
things like that?

Georg: Yes, electronics and the electrical sys-
tem as well… the supply of electricity is what I see 
as the largest problem. […] Fifteen to twenty ter-
rorists that strike at four or five places, that would 
cause enormous damage and take months to re-
pair… and we know that there are evil people in the 
world, with bad intentions. Perhaps not directed at 
us, right here right now, but they exist and you nev-
er know what will happen. So, I think that is one of 
our… we are so incredibly reliant upon electricity. 
Without it… it’s over. And relatively quickly. 

Georg speaks of the concrete threats 
posed by the electromagnetism of solar 
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storms and by “evil people”, but they are 
not primarily articulated as dangers to his 
personal health. What worries him – the 
object that holds his attention – is how 
dependence on electricity produces vul-
nerability. Prepping is needed in order to 
provide a “shadow infrastructure” (Barker 
2020:489) when the interconnectedness 
of late modernity can no longer be main-
tained. Exploring, discussing, and mapping 
out these complex dependencies is a com-
mon form of sensemaking among preppers 
– a process that Campbell, Sinclair, and 
Browne (2019) have dubbed “unblack-
boxing”. Discussions along these lines are 
common in online prepper forums, where 
the unravelling of interdependencies ap-
pears as a form of collective, analytical 
game along the lines of if-then-else, which 
can go something like this: Someone asks 
how people will pay for food in the event 
of a long-term blackout when credit cards 
won’t work; they receive the answer that 
any good prepper has cash at home for 
that kind of situation; a third person retorts 
that the stores won’t even take cash if the 
checkout system is down; discussant num-
ber four reasons that the freezers in stores 
won’t stay cold for long and that the store 
owners probably will trade food for cash 
anyway, rather than letting it spoil. In par-
allel, someone pitches in that you’re better 
off in the countryside in any case, especial-
ly on a farm where you can keep animals 
for eggs, meat, and dairy; this is in turn is 
answered with a snarky “well I hope you 
know how to milk a cow by hand” from 
someone pointing out that the way that 
most animals are kept is highly dependent 
on electricity and societal infrastructure. 
The Covid-19 pandemic provided ample 
opportunity to turn this form of critical gaze 

away from the speculative future and onto 
the real now, as the movement of global 
supply chains ground to a halt. The vulner-
abilities of just-in-time deliveries that prep-
pers had warned against became palpable 
as people stockpiled goods faster than the 
stores could replenish them, leaving shelves 
empty (see Roos, Floden & Woxenius 
2020). Since the participants were already 
prepared, they were not directly affected by 
this, and most were more concerned about 
the lack of societal preparedness, in terms 
of e.g. medical supplies. All condemn the 
political decision to dismantle Sweden’s 
emergency stockpiles, in favour of just-
in-time management (Mellander 2021). 
Additionally, the participants expressed 
limited worry about becoming sick them-
selves, once again focusing more on the 
systematic ripple effects that the pandem-
ic might send through the economy due 
to shutdowns and disruptions to global 
logistics. As Peter points out, the pandemic 
served to make visible many of the risks he 
and other preppers had warned about: 

Peter: We have just-in-time deliveries for everything 
and we need chemicals to clean our water and 
they’re perhaps not produced in Sweden. So of 
course, a blockade between two countries or some-
thing like that may affect us – that’s a given. Those 
are the kinds of things I try to identify or scrutinize 
and actually understand […] to me, prepping is a 
question of not relying upon the just-in-time soci-
ety. To question it and see its faults is better for us 
in the long run. We had the toilet paper crisis last 
year – which wasn’t a real crisis – but it demonstrat-
ed how vulnerable we are when communications or 
deliveries are cut off, even only for a day, and then 
the stores are empty. And I’m not really comfortable 
with that [laugh], so that’s what I think.

In addition to providing the participants 
with grounds to express some variation of 
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“we told you so!”, the pandemic became a 
part of an experiential repertoire, serving as 
proof of the need to prepare. This positions 
the pandemic in relation to other events 
that have left them with a sense of soci-
etal vulnerability, like the storm Gudrun of 
2005 (which left hundreds of thousands of 
Swedish homes without electricity, from 
a couple of days up to several weeks) or 
the financial crisis of 2008. Situations like 
these serve as narrative “hooks” on which 
the logic of prepping is suspended (cf. 
Campbell, Sinclair & Browne 2019:805). 
Simultaneously, the recounting of these 
experiences comes with a clear moral 
about the risks of contemporary life. Thus, 
through the process of “unblackboxing”, 
prepping becomes a kind of critique, ques-
tioning imaginaries of sustainable and per-
petual growth as well as the stability of late 
modern societies (cf. Mitchell 2002:214; 
Rahm 2013:76).

Examining system complexities as a 
fearful object once again frames prepping 
as a way to achieve a sense of direction, 
as self-sufficiency is given primacy in re-
lation to reliance on external forces (Sims 
& Grigsby 2019:9). Preparation is a ne-
cessity because control over the means for 
one’s survival is not a given. Often they 
are quite literally out of reach due to their 
distribution on a societal if not global lev-
el. Naturally, this may spark worry in the 
most immediate sense, due to the risk of 
not being able to obtain the bare necessi-
ties of survival, but it does also have the 
potential to conjure up a sense of dread 
stemming from feelings of insignificance 
in relation to the inscrutable and incalcu-
lable networks one is dependent upon (cf. 
Garrett 2020a:154). The infrastructure of 
contemporary society also turns things that 

would otherwise not be existential threats 
in and of themselves into tangible risks (cf. 
Dahlberg 2015:554; Garrett 2020a:42). A 
solar storm would have limited impact in 
a pre-modern society, but its electromag-
netic pulse could potentially wreak havoc 
on the electricity grid and everything con-
nected to it. Similarly, a zoonotic virus can 
quickly travel to all corners of the earth 
along the flight paths of travel and trade. 
Much like the anthropogenic dread dis-
cussed earlier, there is a certain trepidation 
arising from the sense that the very sys-
tems that promised to make life safer and 
more comfortable simultaneously expose 
it to new risks. 

Because of this, it is hardly surprising that 
a retrotopic (cf. Bauman 2017) streak and a 
longing for a less complex life is expressed 
among the participants, as well as among 
preppers in general. Modernity has come 
with a loss of skills and dispositions needed 
for self-reliance – to farm, to hunt, to craft – 
and has, in turn, left us alienated from nature. 
On a personal level, this can be alleviated 
through the training of skills and by mate-
rial prepping, where things are within reach 
and view, ready-to-hand (cf. Campbell, 
Sinclair & Browne 2019:812; Frykman & 
Povrzanović Frykman 2016:22). 

On a societal level, these relations are 
harder to untangle. While the reliance on 
electricity is the most common system de-
pendency that the participants point out (see 
Mellander 2021), debt is a close second. 
It too makes one vulnerable to the shock-
waves sent through the financial system in 
times of crisis. Anders muses that contem-
porary consumer culture is based on people 
doing things that they can’t afford and thus 
accumulating debt. Student loans, consum-
er loans, and mortgages, with accompany-
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ing interest discounts, all encourage people 
to live beyond their means, which by exten-
sion makes them vulnerable. That is why 
he and his wife sold their house in the city 
and moved to the countryside, to a house 
that they could pay for in cash. There, they 
intend to become more independent, to “not 
participate in that system, to the extent that 
it’s possible” and to live the kind of life that 
“nurtures, rather than consumes”. It is not 
possible for them to separate entirely from 
the monetary system, but by growing crops 
and keeping animals, they live a less vulner-
able life that he thinks “many want to live 
[…] Many want to look out over a mead-
ow and just enjoy – that’s my everyday life 
now. It’s not work, it’s life.” While it’s a life 
that in many ways is more complicated, it 
is less open to systematic complexities and 
unpredictability. With a pessimistic eye 
on the financial and technological interde-
pendencies of late modernity, the typical 
prepper response is that one is better off go-
ing with safe bets, turning the challenges of 
systematic vulnerability into a question of 
individual morals and responsibility.

Responsibilization 
Instead of being directed   towards external 
threats, responsibility orients one towards 
the self and one’s place in society. This is 
a recurring theme in the interviews, which 
links the individual preparations to the col-
lective good. Conversely, the irresponsible 
citizen emerges as a fearful figure to be 
avoided, as when Ian explains the feeling 
that prepping gives him.

Ian: That is my… my attitude towards life. And 
it’s also that I… I love the feeling of knowing that 
I’m prepared and that if anything should happen, 
I won’t have to regret not having prepared for it. 

That is very much part of my motivation, that I 
know that when shit goes down, I can feel proud, 
and of course that my family will feel happy and 
content because of me. But above all, I will feel 
proud of not being caught with my trousers down. 
That’s a big motivation for me.

On the one hand, preparation promises 
pride, contentment, and even happiness. On 
the other hand, there is the threat of being 
caught off guard, not only risking the very 
real consequences that this may implicate, 
but also the shame associated with finding 
oneself with one’s trousers down. This is 
a question of how Ian will be viewed, in 
terms of reliability, accountability, and of 
being a dependable family father (cf. Sims 
& Grigsby 2019:114). Simultaneously, this 
is an internal process, driven by what he 
does not want to be: unprepared, irrespon-
sible, remorseful. The motivation is a form 
of premeditated regret, a fear of the future 
self judging him in hindsight.

Being the dependent rather than the 
dependable is a recurring motif in stories 
of contemporary fears (Stattin 2006:148). 
This goes double in prepping culture, and 
perhaps even further among Swedish prep-
pers. In the participants’ stories, an oft-re-
peated understanding of Swedish society is 
that it is particularly vulnerable, due to its 
long history of peace and a strong welfare 
state. According to Gunnar, one doesn’t 
have to go far to find different attitudes to 
preparedness:

Gunnar: […] many of our neighbours have been 
unfortunate to experience war and the problems 
that come with that, you know… Estonia, Latvia, 
Lithuania. Russian occupation and so on. There, 
they have an entirely different understanding of in-
dividual responsibility and the capacity to take care 
of yourself.
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Swedes are from time to time described as 
being a bit spoiled, naïve, and reliant on 
societal safety nets. Such claims tend to 
be qualified with reassurances, like Lars 
who is careful to point out that he wouldn’t 
like to live anywhere else, but that the wel-
fare state has nevertheless caused damage. 
People rely on “pappa Staten” – “the nanny 
state” – to take care of everything, making 
them loath to make decisions and take ac-
tion. By shouldering responsibility, those 
who prep break out of such conditioning, 
claiming the moral high ground while in 
the process articulating a zero-sum ration-
ale, where peace and prosperity don’t come 
without a price.

While the belief in the virtues of person-
al responsibility is something that unites 
the participants, they are by no means a 
politically homogeneous group. In a North 
American context, prepping has tradition-
ally been associated with right-wing indi-
vidualism or libertarianism (see Bounds 
2021). Among the participants, there are 
those who mainly frame their prepping 
in a similar, individualist manner, finding 
people around them more concerned about 
their rights than their responsibilities and 
that the state cannot adequately protect 
its citizens. However, most invest their 
preparations in a collectivist logic, where 
the emphasis is placed on the individual’s 
prepping as part of the overarching, societal 
preparedness. Those who have the means 
to prepare should do so, so that in the event 
of an emergency, societal resources can 
be allocated to those more needing or de-
serving. Personal preparations are thus not 
juxtaposed with preparedness on a societal 
level, but are understood as an essential 
part of it. That it is hard to be generous 
and helpful if one hasn’t prepared is the 

prevailing common-sense wisdom or, as 
Jakob expresses it: “You need to put your 
own oxygen mask on before you can help 
the other passengers on the aeroplane.”

When viewing prepping as a part of the 
political landscape, there are historical par-
allels to be drawn. According to Garrett 
(2020a:57;66f), the first seeds of what was 
later to become prepper culture were plant-
ed in the US during the early days of the 
Cold War as the existential threat of nu-
clear weapons led to a commercial “doom 
boom”. Unlike many European countries 
– including Sweden – the US government 
did not provide its citizens with bomb shel-
ters. Garrett claims that this led to the emer-
gence of a new economic sector, as com-
panies started to market bunker solutions 
to consumers. Consequently, this also laid 
the foundation of contemporary prepper 
culture, where the individual shoulders the 
responsibility for their own security, either 
due to a sense of duty or distrust towards 
the government. While the emergence of 
Swedish prepping likely can be attributed 
to a number of factors, such as the spread 
of social media and the changing land-
scapes of fear, it also coincides with the 
downsizing of Swedish emergency stocks 
as well as of the military and civil defence 
(see Sandstig 2019). This allows prepping 
to be framed as private security initiatives 
set in motion by a sense of governmental 
neglect, if not necessarily distrust. 

One political question that unites the 
participants is the need for strengthened 
societal emergency preparedness and a 
move away from reliance on just-in-time 
management of critical infrastructures. On 
a collective level, however, there is little 
in the way of political organization or ac-
tivism on the participants’ part, other than 
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their framing of their own prepping as a 
contribution to societal resilience. In this 
manner, they align with Campbell, Sinclair, 
and Browne’s (2019:816) description of 
preppers as a kind of “non-communitarian 
community”, as they work towards similar 
goals in parallel rather than together (see 
Rahm 2013:76f). Somewhat ironically, this 
also places them very much in line with the 
prevailing, neoliberal management strate-
gies that have shaped Swedish crisis pre-
paredness policy since the 2000s (Kvarnlöf 
2020).

Neoliberalism can be traced in ideology 
as well as in policy, but is best understood 
as a form of economizing rationality that 
pushes societal relations and interactions 
towards forms that can be measured in 
monetary terms. This becomes particularly 
noticeable when institutions in the public 
sector are managed in accordance with the 
needs of market forces, rather than oper-
ating as a counterbalance to them (Brown 
2015:9f; 63). Freedom of choice is one of 
the main virtues within neoliberal ration-
ality, but is typically contingent upon an 
expectation on actors to make the “right” 
and rational choice in terms of econom-
ic optimization (Bajde & Rojas-Gaviria 
2021:493; Fahlgren, Mulinari & Sjöstedt 
Landén 2016:9). In terms of emergency 
preparedness, this translates into shifting 
responsibilities onto individuals as a means 
to save resources (Ray 2021:182; cf. Garrett 
2020a:16; Huddleston 2017). Emergency 
stocks are passive capital, awaiting a situ-
ation that may not come to pass. From an 
immediate economic perspective, those re-
sources’ potential for growth can be better 
realized elsewhere. 

According to the Swedish sociologist 
Linda Kvarnlöf (2020) the governmental 

campaigns promoting emergency prepar-
edness during the 2000s have been perme-
ated by the message that societal resources 
are limited in the event of a crisis and that 
the Swedes need to take responsibility and 
prepare themselves. Typically, these cam-
paigns don’t take an authoritative stance, 
but encourage the recipients to choose to 
increase their level of preparedness by 
framing it as a contribution to the collec-
tive good (Kvarnlöf 2020:10f). A prime 
example of this came in the spring of 2018, 
when the Swedish Civil Contingency 
Agency sent out the folder If Crisis or 
War Comes to millions of Swedish house-
holds. The campaign was the first of its 
kind since the end of the Cold War and its 
aim was to raise the public’s knowledge 
of the need for preparedness in case of 
“serious accidents, extreme weather and 
IT attacks, to military conflicts” (MSB 
2018:3; cf. Hörnfeldt 2018:160; Marshall 
2021:15). The authors of the folder have 
taken care not to be alarmist, emphasizing 
that Sweden is a safe country, but that there 
is always the possibility of unforeseen 
events. Checklists for emergency supplies 
and information about warning systems 
and shelters share the pages with descrip-
tions of the individual’s duties, which are 
qualified with a familiar adage: “The better 
prepared you are, the greater the opportuni-
ty you will also have to help others who do 
not have the same ability to cope” (MSB 
2018:5). As Kvarnlöf (2020:10f) points 
out, this an appeal to responsibility through 
solidarity, targeting emotion and reason in 
equal measure (cf. Bajde & Rojas-Gaviria 
2021:496). 

Generally, the participants do not claim 
to have been greatly influenced by the cam-
paign, as most were already prepping when 
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it launched. Some feel that the relatively 
simple approach to crisis preparedness may 
lower the bar for engaging with prepared-
ness. Others express that the campaign is 
too restrained and that a more severe mes-
sage might be necessary to make people 
“wake up” and take preparedness serious-
ly. At all events, the similarity between the 
campaign’s message and the collectivist 
logic employed among the participants is 
clear. By shouldering responsibility, the 
participants invest in the form of neoliber-
al security subjectivity articulated through 
contemporary preparedness policy (cf. 
Berlant 2011:171; Dahlberg 2015:548). 
While preppers have often been framed 
as societal deviants (Barker 2020:485f), 
their practices increasingly align with im-
aginaries of a virtuous citizen who makes 
something “productive” out of their anxi-
eties through internalizing discipline, pre-
paring not to be caught “with their trousers 
down”. According to Stattin (2006:92), this 
form of internalized fears is typical of mo-
dernity, as apprehensions in premodern so-
cieties tended to be more concrete and ex-
ternal to the individual or group. This also 
illustrates how Swedish prepping exists at a 
contradictory intersection of resistance and 
governmentality, at once opposing many of 
the late modern systematic expressions of 
neoliberal globalization while at the same 
time being very much in line with its ideal 
subject positions. 

Fear Itself
When I ask Jakob if all the effort and 
resources that he and others who prep 
couldn’t be put to better use in some oth-
er way, for example by raising prepared-
ness on a societal level, he shrugs. Even if 
the government had sufficient emergency 

stores, there would still be need for prep-
ping on an individual level. In a crisis, it 
is likely that infrastructure and logistics 
would falter and there’s no certainty that 
the help will reach those who need it in 
time. Individual prepping is just a way of 
decentralizing collective preparedness, he 
reasons. It makes the local community less 
susceptible to systematic vulnerabilities. 
It’s just common sense.

While there is some variation among 
the participants, a recurring motif is that 
prepping is an expression of sense, rather 
than sensibility. Fittingly, a recurring ad-
age among Swedish preppers as well as 
in preparedness policy discourse is “var 
förberedd, inte rädd” (“be prepared, not 
afraid” – although there is a play on words 
that gets lost in translation). Gunnar is one 
of the participants who insists that his prep-
ping isn’t driven by fear, but that it’s merely 
a precaution akin to getting insurance for 
your house or car. Practicality and mundan-
ity are also at the forefront when Elisabeth 
talks about her preparations, as she ex-
claims that there is no direct link between 
her gloomy outlook on the future and the 
supplies she has in her cellar. The supplies 
“will always be there, because they have al-
ways been there. It has nothing to do with 
anxiety, but rather the opposite. They’re 
there because they make life easy and prac-
tical” she explains and then continues: 

Elisabeth: So, it’s not a question of… fear or the 
outside world doesn’t have a lot to do with my 
prepping – not that they make me want to be less 
prepared. […] I don’t prep because I’m afraid, no. 
And I never have. I prep because I know things can 
get messy from time to time. I don’t know what to 
compare it to... Like, it’s good to have an extra pair 
of shoes because you know that sometimes shoes 
get worn out. It’s like that.
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Elias: You have a change of clothes with you 
when you’re out with the kids because…

Elisabeth: Yes, exactly. Wet wipes, a banana 
[laughs] absolutely!

Emphasis is placed on the practical, and the 
rational. “Common sensing”, as Campbell, 
Sinclair, and Browne (2019:806) describe 
it, is commonplace in online prepper fo-
rums and a central component in delineat-
ing prepper identity. This is visible among 
the participants as well, especially in 
mundanifying similes like the comparison 
to insurance made by Gunnar, the previ-
ously mentioned moral of putting on your 
own oxygen mask first, or the recurring 
metaphor of the seatbelt: Just because you 
put it on doesn’t mean that you will crash, 
but you’ll be sorry you didn’t if something 
happens! This situates prepping practices 
in the safety of everyday life, far away from 
imaginaries of the zombie apocalypse.

Despite the dominance of rationalistic 
rhetoric, there are openings where fear can 
seep in. Veronica, like Jakob, gives further 
perspective to the reluctance to discuss par-
ticular scenarios, as they emphasize how 
specific imaginaries can be an entryway for 
more dystopian thought spirals, leading to-
wards despair. It is better to focus on one’s 
needs, keeping your mind on what can be 
done rather than what can’t be controlled. 
Lina in turn describes this as a balancing 
act. Being prepared means that she doesn’t 
hold the naïve belief that nothing could ever 
happen, but her mental health demands that 
she does not linger on all the potential dis-
asters the future might hold: “So, you need 
to somewhat restrict those thoughts so that 
they don’t become too exaggerated.”

Even though the participants don’t typ-
ically identify as being afraid and many of 

them claim to have become less anxious 
since they started prepping, it is by no means 
a given that efforts to increase security lead 
to a reduction of negative emotions. Along 
with becoming more informed and better 
prepared comes an increased awareness 
of all the lurking dangers that still need 
to be addressed (Bauman 2006:130). This 
leaves feelings of fear and anxiety as insist-
ent neighbours that one has to be careful 
not to invite. I would also argue that this 
posits the feeling of fear as a fearful object 
in itself, which affects how intention and 
effort are directed within prepper culture 
(cf. Ahmed 2006:2f; Frykman 2012:20). 
Primarily, it is fear as a psychological state 
that needs to be kept in check, in much the 
same way as Veronica, Jakob, and Lina de-
scribe how thoughts need to be managed, 
lest they become pathways for dark imagi-
naries. By extension, this presents a threat 
to any sense of control established through 
prepping, as anyone whose actions are dic-
tated by unpredictable emotions won’t be 
able to make the rational, “right” choices. 
Thus, fear represents danger in the imme-
diate sense, but it also constitutes a threat 
against the formation of a rationalist identi-
ty. Fear is an object of consternation when 
it comes to how one is viewed from the 
outside. Projecting fear or having it pro-
jected onto oneself by others spells trouble, 
as this might destabilize the common-sense 
rationale and its derivate production of 
meaning. For example, Freja becomes no-
ticeably annoyed when she describes how 
people in her immediate surroundings have 
responded to her preparations, both before 
and during the pandemic:

Freja: There are always people who tell you that 
you shouldn’t be afraid.
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Elias: Yes.
Freja: Or if you behave in a risk-aware man-

ner because of Covid, and they talk to you like 
you’re acting that way because of emotions. “Oh, 
you have this emotion, fear, and you need to get 
rid of it because it’s a bad feeling.” I’d like to say 
that… Well, I can have that emotion, or not have it. 
It doesn’t matter. This is a rational decision, con-
sidering what information we have. […] It would 
be great if people got this, that being risk-aware 
doesn’t mean that you’re afraid […] They’re com-
pletely different things.

Fear is framed as the opposite of ration-
ality, while being placed adjacent to par-
anoia and delusion. Losing the claim to 
common sense is a loss of legitimacy and 
normalcy (Campbell, Sinclair & Browne 
2019:805ff). In this example, the partici-
pants seemingly align with the real or im-
agined others that ascribe fear to them, as 
both separate common sense from feeling. 
While Freja touches on an idea that is tell-
ingly absent from most participants’ rheto-
ric – that fear might sometimes be a ration-
al response – she ultimately creates a clear 
divide: being risk-aware and being afraid 
are “completely different things”.

Concluding Remarks
In this article I have explored contemporary 
Swedish prepping culture through the ana-
lytical perspective of feelings, more spe-
cifically in terms of fear. In line with pre-
vious research on prepper culture (Garrett 
2020a; Mills 2018), the participants did to 
a large extent resist naming specific ob-
jects of fear as a motivator for engaging in 
prepping practices. I would however argue 
that the participants’ stories find resonance 
in the “second-degree fear” that Bauman 
(2006:3f) describes, which is not directed 
at any immediate threat, but rather cultur-

ally sedimented through experience and 
social action. It is felt as a sense of suscep-
tibility, vulnerability, and insecurity – an 
internalized state of threat that does not 
directly relate to any exterior forces, but 
that may still motivate response and pro-
pel action as if it did. Furthermore, when 
turning to recurring themes in the material, 
certain fearful objects emerge. Here, these 
have been articulated as complex system 
dependencies, the irresponsible citizen, 
and fear itself. These objects do in differ-
ent ways challenge a sense of control, or 
rather directedness and agency‚ in relation 
to a world that can at times appear arbitrary 
and chaotic. In turn, they can also be said 
to darkly mirror virtues within prepping 
culture that all manifest aspects of know-
ing one’s place and orientation; self-suffi-
ciency, responsibility, and rationality (cf. 
Campbell, Sinclair & Browne 2019). 

This points to aspects of Swedish prep-
ping culture that warrant further examina-
tion, such as its material premeditations 
and composition of future imaginaries (cf. 
Anderson 2010), as well as the gendering 
dimensions of prepping, which here has 
been shown to be aligned with a “mascu-
line” logic of independence and rational-
ism (cf. Kelly 2016:100; Kvarnlöf 2020). 
An additional area of investigation is the 
correlation between the rise of prepping 
culture and more mundane threats that in-
crease everyday insecurity, such as precar-
ious work and the dismantling of welfare 
support (cf. Barker 2020).

Approaching prepper culture by means 
of fear has allowed collective anxieties 
and cultural borders to be mapped out (cf. 
Stattin 2006:21). It appears that the form 
of prepping that the participants espouse 
is not clearly delineated against a cultural 
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mainstream, nor do the fearful objects de-
scribed here appear exotic or strange when 
viewed in relation to late modern society 
(cf. Mills 2019). Instead, they exist in a 
dialogical relationship with contemporary 
preparedness policies and discourse, com-
posing neoliberal security subjectivities 
(cf. Ray 2021). How the logic of prepping 
aligns with and diverges from dominant, 
governmental, and societal rhetoric on 
responsibilization deserves further the-
oretical attention, but it seems clear that 
prepping can be understood as a cultural 
repertoire for addressing historically and 
socially situated apprehensions, in a pe-
riod marked by doubt and insecurity (cf. 
Paulsen 2020). Even if prepping might 
dispel such worries on an individual level, 
as several participants claim, it is far from 
certain that cultural preoccupation with at-
taining a sense of security reduces societal 
fears – there are reasons to believe that the 
opposite is true (Garrett 2020a:78; Paulsen 
2020:21ff). However, the participants’ 
stories clearly show that fear, dread, and 
anxiety are far from the only feelings per-
meating prepping culture. A sense of care 
for others, the joy of learning new skills, 
or the satisfaction of having one’s house 
in order are all present feelings, far closer 
to the everyday experience than the nebu-
lous sense of dread, which in turn allows 
for optimistic orientations within pessimist 
dispositions. 
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Notes
1  The research on which this article is based has 

been funded by the Swedish Civil Contingency 
Agency (MSB) – dnr. 2020-05097. The ethno-
graphic material presented here predates the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine and thus the influ-
ence of the war on Swedish prepper culture and 
security policy will not be part of the following 
analysis.

2  It should be noted that the English word prep-
ping and its derivative terms are used untrans-
lated in Swedish, often in parallel or contrast 
to the Swedish word “beredskap” (meaning 
preparedness). These terms are sometimes 
used interchangeably, but prepping tends to be 
more descriptive of the individual’s prepared-
ness while “beredskap” denotes crisis contin-
gencies on a societal level. Another distinction 
is the historical association and context of the 
two words. “Beredskap” carries a connotation 
of Swedish preparations for the threat of in-
vasion during the Second World War and the 
Cold War, whereas prepping was introduced 
in the Swedish vocabulary in the 2010s, post 
9/11 and the financial crisis of 2008, with 
the climate crisis as a backdrop (Mellander 
2021:3). In a North American context, prep-
ping is often described as a less radical and 
more mainstream offshoot of the survivalist 
movement, where preparedness traditionally 
has been merged with political conservatism, 
anti-government sentiments, and paramilitary 
tendencies (see Garrett 2020a:68f; Huddleston 
2017:241; Mitchell 2002). The term survival-
ism has been used in a Swedish context as well, 
but seems to have been more or less supplanted 
by the term prepping.

3  All participants quoted in this paper have been 
given a pseudonym in order to prevent iden-
tification. All quotations have been translated 
from Swedish to English by the author.

4  For a more in-depth perspective on the partici-
pants’ reactions to the Covid-19 pandemic, see 
Mellander 2021; 2022.
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