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Bankrupt widows. Gendered features of merchant business 
and bankruptcy in late pre-industrial society
Riina Turunen 

Department of History and Ethnology, University of Jyväskylä, Jyväskylä, Finland

ABSTRACT  
Bankruptcy has never treated people equally, and it still bares many 
gendered features today. In pre-industrial societies there were only a 
few bankrupt women debtors, and those who did go bankrupt were 
typically widows, who could continue their husband’s business and 
become commercially and legally independent. This article builds 
on a micro-historical case study of two Finnish merchant widows 
who eventually went bankrupt, with the aim of investigating the 
gendered features of trading business and bankruptcy, and what 
it meant to be a female debtor in the late pre-industrial society. 
The choices they had in these life cycle crises of losing a husband 
and insolvency are also examined. The article demonstrates that 
widows did business with a level of self-determination almost 
equal to men, but this meant they were held responsible when 
problems arose. Being a woman and a widow were not sufficient 
reasons to save a debtor from a lifetime of repayment liability, 
even though the widows appealed in the hope of achieving this. 
The article highlights that the widows felt compelled to continue 
the business independently, and that for women bankrupts, 
especially those who were older, family ties were particularly 
important when coping with bankruptcy.

KEYWORDS  
bankruptcy; business failure; 
gender; widowhood; life 
cycle crises; 
entrepreneurship; credit; 
women’s work; bourgeoisie; 
Finland

Introduction

Financial hardship can befall anyone, but how it treats an individual varies according to 
one’s social status, age, gender, social networks, health, human capital, and ethnicity. One 
consequence is bankruptcy. Even though bankruptcy among women is seen as a good 
indicator of economic gender equality and agency1, research on contemporary society 
suggests that like other economic difficulties, bankruptcy is in many ways a gendered 
phenomenon, even if bankruptcy laws themselves are gender neutral. Changes in a 
family’s situation, for instance, such as divorce or widowhood, are key reasons to file 
for bankruptcy today – particularly for women. Studies also reveal that women and chil-
dren tend to experience more of the adverse physical and psychological consequences of 
bankruptcy than men.2
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As the causes and consequences of bankruptcy for women and men still differ – even 
in our present-day society which is supposedly more equal – it is reasonable to suppose 
that the gendered manifestations of those differences would have been even more pro-
nounced in the pre-industrial period, when even fewer women had full legal and econ-
omic agency. To address this question, I build a micro-historical case study of two 
bankruptcies involving merchant widows from the early 1820s. These two simultaneous 
(though separate) cases of women going bankrupt both took place in Kristiinankaupunki 
– a town on the Western coast of Finland – which had only a few years previously 
switched from being part of the Kingdom of Sweden to becoming part of the Russian 
Empire.

Pre-industrial European port towns have been seen as locations which afforded good 
economic opportunities for widows.3 Kristiinankaupunki was one of those towns. In 
such a mid-sized town (by Finnish standards), two women´s bankruptcies at the same 
time was not only rare, but unique – the next woman to go bankrupt in the town 
would not be for another 15 years, and in early nineteenth-century Finland only a few 
per cent (if any) of the urban bankruptcies declared every year were of women.4 If we 
go through the abundant existing research on pre-industrial insolvency from other 
countries too, there is almost no mention of women in debt, only men who failed in 
their trade, craft or industry or because of their genteel lifestyle.5 It should therefore 
come as no surprise that bankruptcy laws of the time typically referred to bankrupts 
as he.6

There are only a few studies that confirm there were any bankrupt women in pre- 
industrial times. Probably the earliest is by Karen Gross, Marie Stefanini Newman, 
and Denise Campbell, which looks at the women to be charged under the first federal 
American Bankruptcy Act of 1800.7 They discovered that these women were mainly 
widows who had been carrying on their late husbands’ business in a trade or handicraft. 
Similar findings have also been made in the nineteenth-century Finnish context.8 Mean-
while, Erika Vause has found cases in nineteenth-century France of several hundred 
insolvent women being held in debtors prisons,9 and Eve Rosenhaft has examined the 
feelings of an eighteenth-century German widow in personal correspondence reflecting 
upon her insolvency.10

The scarcity of research dealing with women debtors is a significant shortcoming, 
especially when one considers the abundance of research that nevertheless exists on 
the vital roles played by wives in running family businesses; on unmarried women 
running their own small businesses (e.g. offering food and accommodation); on 
widows of the bourgeoisie running their late husbands’ business independently; and 
on the active participation of women in pre-industrial credit markets.11 In all these activi-
ties the perils of financial hardship were ever present. The lack of a gender-historical per-
spective to insolvency also conceals the fact that financial misfortune has always affected 
women in their capacity as a wife, mother-in-law, sister, or daughter to the male debtor as 
well. At best, this aspect has emerged in studies that touch on how a husband’s bank-
ruptcy affected his wife’s payment liabilities, and how this was only resolved through a 
separation of property.12

The fact that widows were at a higher risk of going bankrupt than other women clearly 
shows that the bankruptcies of women were determined by different social and economic 
realities than those of men. Unlike other women, widows were almost as economically 
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and legally independent as men, and bankruptcy could only happen to those who had 
possessions, were in debt, and had full economic and legal agency. Throughout pre- 
industrial Western Europe, a widow´s economic agency included the right to carry on 
the family’s business in a trade or handicraft with privileges inherited from her late 
husband; this was the only way a woman could obtain a right that was otherwise reserved 
exclusively to men.13 This practice was developed not only to keep important manufac-
turing and trading businesses going but also so that widows would not need to apply for 
poor aid and become a burden on society, as becoming a widow inevitably affected one’s 
standard of living and livelihood.14

Continuing the import-export business was probably the best way for a widow to 
maintain her family´s standard of living, as the business might have a substantial turn-
over.15 However, because the business relationships involved were quite complex, it was 
quite literally subject to the precarious winds of fortune. The expectations of all trading 
entrepreneurs were regularly darkened by shipwrecks, wars, fires, high capital outlay, and 
weather – which not only affected the seas directly, but also the harvests on which the 
demand for trade depended on.16 The offset for a woman entrepreneur was very 
different than for a man. For example, historians Kirsi Vainio-Korhonen and Helen 
Doe have emphasised how much more difficult it was for women than men to enter 
into the financial relationships and cooperation networks that were crucial for business. 
Although women of the bourgeoisie were taught to read and write, unlike men they were 
not trained for a career in commerce, but were raised first and foremost as mothers and 
wives.17 Indeed, more often than not, widows would also have to look after children as a 
single parent on top of minding the business.18

In Finland, Sweden, England, and likely many other European pre-industrial 
countries, creditors could not file for bankruptcy against a married woman, as marriage 
laws determined that all responsibility lay in principle with the husband.19 However, as 
an independent entrepreneur, a widow did not have the same protection; if credit risks 
materialised there would be no man to act as a buffer, and throughout pre-industrial 
Europe bankruptcy laws offered harsh treatment to debtors. Bankruptcy could thus 
have serious repercussions for a debtor’s social and economic well-being.20

Widowhood and surviving it is a topic that has been widely discussed, and this body of 
research has shown the extent to which widows continued their family businesses in a 
number of different European contexts. At the end of the eighteenth century, for 
example, a tenth of the burghers trading in western Finnish towns were widows and, 
though there were variations between regions, similar ratios have been found across 
Europe.21 However, out of all the women who were widows in 1805, only about four 
per cent supported themselves with a business inherited from their husbands.22 Never-
theless, considering the number of widows who did carry on the family business and 
how very few went bankrupt, it seems that most widows were successful. This justifies 
the fact that previous research about widows has focused more on those that did well 
in business than those who did not.23

The two bankruptcy cases from Kristiinankaupunki studied here left behind rich 
archival sources. On a general level they provide us with a unique opportunity to 
learn more about gender roles in pre-industrial Northern Europe, and more specifically 
the gendered aspects of entrepreneurship and bankruptcy. The focus is on widows’ 
agency when faced with the life cycle crises of losing one’s husband and insolvency. 
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This will be done by tracing how two widows managed to successfully adapt to being in 
charge of an import-export business, only to eventually go bankrupt; finding out what 
happened to them during and after bankruptcy; and analysing how their treatment as 
debtors and bankrupts differed from that of men in a similar situation.

The purpose of this micro-historical, biographical case study is to understand the 
complexity and specifics of these individual cases and bring to life the context around 
them to better understand their significance within a larger social framework. As in 
every micro-historical study, the aim is to reveal hidden structures and dynamics that 
went unnoticed by broader or more generalised reviews.24 The main method for doing 
this is by first comparing the bankrupt widows with men who had gone bankrupt and 
then by comparing the two widows situations to each other. The first comparison is to 
reveal the gender-specific features of business and bankruptcy. In this I am especially 
interested in discovering whether an insolvent widow was treated according to her 
gender (as a member of the ‘weaker’ sex or someone with little agency), or her newfound 
status (as a responsible actor on a par with men, due to the independent agency she had 
gained in widowhood). Although widows were allowed or even encouraged to carry on 
their late husband’s business, those who then went bankrupt had inevitably violated the 
patriarchal ideal – if not quite the reality – of the pre-industrial family; one in which 
responsibilities were divided up so that public and economic duties were supposed to 
fall to the husband, and household duties to the wife.25

A direct comparison of the widows’ situations then allows other factors to be deter-
mined that might play a role in how women handled and experienced their bankruptcy. 
On the face of it, the experiences of the two widows seem similar: both were born into 
local merchant families, had married a local merchant, borne children, lost their 
husband prematurely (one of them twice), and decided to carry on independently in 
the foreign trade business they had inherited. However, this is only the premise for com-
parison, as there are plenty of differences to be found. In this I have been guided by inter-
sectionality, a theoretical framework that recognises and analyses the interplay between 
various social categories, such as race, gender, class, sexuality, and others, to understand 
how they intersect, how they influence each other, and how they influence the experi-
ences of individuals.26 It does not help me to choose which of the factors mattered 
most in the experiences of these two widows, but it helps me to look at the range of poss-
ible factors which might have had an effect.

This article is a case study in ‘history from below’, insofar as it looks at individuals that 
might otherwise have been completely forgotten. With the exception of bonds signed in 
their own hand and bankruptcy petition letters, neither widow left anything they had per-
sonally written; neither had an obituary; and neither has ever before been discussed in the 
literature. The analysis of the widows presented here is founded on pieces of information 
that come from a wide range of archival sources. The bankruptcy files, records of bank-
ruptcy proceedings, records of auctions, and estate inventories for each widow were 
retrieved from the archives of Kristiinankaupunki Local Court.

The bankruptcy files contain the widows’ bankruptcy petition letters and their lists of 
losses; creditors’ letters claiming their right to recover debts; originals or copies of debt 
obligations, for example, promissory notes; and various letters to the local court in which 
debtors or creditors made claims about the bankruptcy. Meanwhile, the records from the 
bankruptcy proceedings tell us the verdict reached in each case, while the records of 
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auction indicate which assets were liquidated and what happened to each widow’s 
various possessions. As for the estate inventories of both the late husbands and 
widows, these reflect the financial situation of each household and family business. 
Social details and major life-cycle events in the widows’ lives, such as where they lived, 
as well as births, marriages or deaths in the family have been pieced together from infor-
mation in census lists, confession books, and population register archives.27

The legal, economic and geographical context

These Finnish examples of widowhood can be taken to be fairly representative of pre- 
industrial (Northern) Europe. In institutional, cultural and legal terms, Finland was a 
part of Western and especially Northern Europe. When the two widows were born 
and for a long time afterwards, Finland was part of the Swedish Kingdom as it had 
been since the fourteenth century. This is why Finnish society kept many Swedish charac-
teristics even after Sweden lost Finland to Russia in the aftermath of the Finnish War of 
1808–1809. At this point, Finland became a Grand Duchy within the Russian Empire, but 
as an autonomous state, kept cultural ties to Western Europe via the laws, traditions, and 
languages that remained intact from before the war.

As regards the status of women, this Swedish heritage meant that women were under 
the guardianship of men for most (if not all) of their lives; fathers were the guardians of 
their daughters, and husbands were the guardians of their wives. Women were not 
allowed to apply for official posts or obtain the burgher rights needed to establish an 
official trade or handicraft, but they certainly had access to some livelihoods. In practice, 
and partly due to the country’s poverty, having a single male breadwinner was the reality 
for only a very few households in either Finland or Sweden. As in much of the rest of 
Europe, merchant wives typically participated in the family business, but some were 
also in charge of the household’s legal matters in the local courts. In this respect, 
wives had greater legal and economic independence than, for instance, in England, as 
in Sweden (and Finland) women might retain some personal property and inheritance 
when they got married and thus maintain some financial independence.28

The bankruptcy law that was in force during the period in question – the Bankruptcy 
Statute of 1798 – was also Swedish. Influenced by German and Dutch laws, this meant 
that Finland followed bankruptcy laws that were also being enforced in many other 
parts of Europe at that time.29 According to this legal tradition, bankruptcy (konkurssi 
in Finnish; konkurs or cession in Swedish) was defined as the legal process in which 
debtors surrendered all their assets to creditors under the supervision of a lower court 
to ensure that creditors did not make separate and competing claims for recovery. 
This bankruptcy law applied to both private persons and companies.30

In both Swedish and Finnish usage, bankruptcy was a situation that began when a 
petition was filed with a court of justice and the debtor’s assets were surrendered to credi-
tors.31 In this respect, bankruptcy referred more to the process itself than the end result of 
the proceedings. This meant ‘a bankrupt’ could be either honest or dishonest, unlike in 
some other legal systems, for example the French where bankrupt could only mean a dis-
honest debtor.32 By comparison, early modern English insolvency laws could include 
even the death penalty, the severest punishments defined by the Bankruptcy Statute of 
1798 were a liability to repay debts for the rest of one’s life, bread-and-water 
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Map 1. Location of Kristiinankaupunki in relation to Stockholm, the capital of the Swedish Empire and 
to St. Petersburg, the capital of the Russian Empire. The map shows the borders of the Scandinavian 
countries in the year 1807. At that time, Finland was still part of Sweden. Two years later, she became a 
part of Russia. The source of the map: Mollo Tranquillo, Die Königreiche Schweden, Daenemarck und 
Norweegen: nach den neuesten astronomischen Orts-Bestimmungen und Reise-Beschreibungen 
entworfen im Jahre 1807. Available: https://www.doria.fi/handle/10024/146952. Sited 9th Jan 2024. 
CC0. The modifications to the map were made by the author.
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imprisonment, and the pillory.33 Even so, the Swedish-Finnish bankruptcy system had 
many similarities with early modern European insolvency laws. For example, cessio 
bonorum allowed a non-fraudulent, unfortunate debtor to make a fresh start in business; 
and coming from Roman Law, it was in use throughout much of Europe.34

However, Finland’s location on the north-eastern periphery of Europe also gave it 
unique features. Economically, early nineteenth-century Finland still was ‘pre-industrial’ 
and more like a part of Eastern Europe than some of the more industrialised and urba-
nised countries in North-Western Europe. However, most countries at this time were as 
pre-industrial and equally underdeveloped as Finland.35

In 1810 only 4 per cent of the Finnish population lived in towns – all of which were 
small by Western European standards. The largest towns were Turku or Åbo (capital 
until 1812) with just over 10,000 inhabitants, and Helsinki (the capital from 1812) 
with 4,000 inhabitants. The five next biggest towns had populations of two to three thou-
sand, while the remaining 15 had less.36 In this respect, with its one thousand inhabitants 
and founded in 1649 (see Map 1 above), Kristiinankaupunki was a mid-sized town – or 
village by Western European standards.

However, the economic importance of Finnish towns relative to their size was dispro-
portionately high, as towns were the only places where trade was allowed. Only certain 
designated towns, such as Kristiinankaupunki, were ones in which foreign trade could 
be conducted. Though many people did not live in towns at this time, a substantial 
part of the total Finnish population lived along the south and west coasts where Kristii-
nankaupunki was located, and by the 1870s, the Finnish merchant navy was the fifth 
largest in the world in terms of tonnage per capita.37 These factors combined to 
ensure that during the course of the nineteenth century, as international trade grew, Kris-
tiinankaupunki became one the most important maritime towns in the country. Already 
in the 1810s, the town provided a livelihood for about two dozen entrepreneurs in the 
commercial sector. By being part of the merchant bourgeoisie, the two widows were 
thus part of the global economy too.

Becoming an independent trader

In 1808, Clara Magdalena Nagel (1770–1832, maiden name Åberg) had been married to 
Johan Nagel (1766–1808) for 15 years when she was made a widow. Her husband had 
been ordered to join the Swedish Navy in the Finnish War, but his ship was ravaged 
by some kind of pneumonia and it eventually took Nagel’s life, leaving his wife with 
four young children.38 A year later, Maria Margaretha Björkman (1756–1842, née 
Åblad) lost both her eldest son and husband of 30 years in a shipwreck,39 and also 
became a widow with four children to look after.

As widows of the bourgeoisie,40 Sundman and Björkman had more options than 
most when faced with supporting their families alone, as both were relatively well 
off. The Kristiinankaupunki Local Court ranked the bourgeoisie into one of three 
classes in terms of their wealth, with first class being the richest. The Nagels were 
in the second class, and the Björkmans in the third.41 Social and economic status 
was also enhanced by one’s home; the Nagels lived in their own house in the 
centre, close to the town hall. The Björkmans, though not as prosperous, also had a 
good standard of living and their own town house was a little further out, in the 
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northern part of town. Both homes were well furnished, with tea and coffee served 
from porcelain crockery, and the families had good clothes.42

Both widows also had age on their side; those at most risk of poverty – besides those 
who were already struggling to make ends meet while their husbands were alive – were 
widows over the age of 60.43 Björkman, at 53, was close to that age, but Nagel was only 38 
and less than a sixth of all widows at that time were under the age of 40.44 Nonetheless, 
choices had to be made, and a range of human, social, and economic factors needed to be 
taken into account.45 The first option in all pre-industrial crises of livelihood was to (1) 
rely on the support of family and relatives. The other options were for the widow to (2) 
rely on funds she had herself saved; (3) rely on the town’s relief fund designated for the 
widows of merchants; or (4) rely on public poor relief. She could also (5) work and earn 
wages; (6) start a small business (e.g. providing food or accommodation); or (7) pass on 
the privileges inherited from her husband to an adult son (or son-in-law), who could then 
continue the business and support her. The widow could also (8) remarry and hand over 
the family business to a new husband – e.g. marrying a journeyman or trade assistant; (9) 
continue as an independent trader or craftsperson (as mentioned earlier); or finally, if the 
inherited estate was heavily in debt, she could simply (10) surrender the estate to 
creditors.

Relying on relatives or one’s children, and going out to work were the most common 
means of survival for rural widows in Finland at this time. Nearly half of all urban widows 
in Finland also chose to support themselves by working.46 But for widows of the bour-
geoisie, these were not the most popular options. Neither Björkman nor Nagel had 
adult children living in their own households; and they would have lost their new 
found economic agency as widows if they were to have relied on assistance or support 
from relatives, let alone poor relief – which would mean a complete loss of social 
status.47 Looking for work outside the household was also socially degrading for the 
widow of a merchant; besides, it would not have generated enough income to pay off 
the business debts they had inherited. Both Johan Nagel and Anders Björkman had 
left debts worth several thousand rix-dollars (riksdaler banco).48 Although the widows 
inherited real estate, warehouses, and household movables, converting property into 
cash to pay off debts would have left them in with nothing.49

Handing over the family business to a son or son-in-law was not possible for either 
widow. Nagel’s children were all underaged daughters at the time of their father’s 
death, while Björkman’s only surviving son was just 14 years old, so too young to run 
an import-export business. Maria Björkman’s daughters were all between 16 and 29 
years old when her husband died and still living at home, so they could certainly help 
with both the household and business, but business privileges could only be transferred 
to a son.50 Soon after she became a widow, Björkman’s oldest daughter married a local 
trader, but this was not much help, as the trader went bankrupt not long after.51

Björkman thus had only three options left: to (1) surrender the estate to creditors, (2) 
continue independently, or (3) remarry. The first was definitely worth considering if the 
likelihood of being able to repay debts was low for one reason or another.52 Björkman 
had inherited more debts than assets (to the value of over 2,000 riksdaler banco), as 
the family also lost their town house during the Russo-Finnish war (1808–1809).53

Despite her dire situation, the widow was not prepared to surrender the assets remaining 
to her creditors, as it would have left her with nothing. All her assets, excluding maybe a 
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wedding ring and personal clothing, would have been liquidated and sold at once, leaving 
her dependent on the help of others.

Remarrying was unrealistic for Björkman, who was not only 56 years old but saddled 
with a business that was heavily in debt. She decided to carry on the family business 
herself. In pre-industrial society, which relied on using credit for all kinds of economic 
action, even the large inherited debts were not an issue if the cash flow continued and for 
Björkman, business was the only real option for that.

Although Clara Nagel had neither son nor son-in-law, her immediate situation was 
better than Björkman’s. She inherited more assets than debts, and at the age of 39 
with a one-year-old child – which showed she could bear children – she was still relatively 
attractive to suitors. She remarried a year after her first husband’s death and transferred 
management of the business to her new husband, Johan Sundman (1780–1812). The man 
she chose to marry was their former shop assistant, so he already knew something about 
the business.54 After she became Clara Sundman, the household’s wealth decreased 
slightly over the next few years, but this may have had more to do with the Napoleonic 
Wars affecting trade in Europe than the change of management. The family was not only 
able to continue living in the same town house, but were also blessed with a son after only 
one year of marriage.

Sundman’s happiness did not last for long, however. After being married less than two 
years, Johan Sundman was drowned when one of their trading ships to Stockholm, the 
Swedish capital, was lost at sea, along with its cargo of tar, butter, horses and salted 
meat. Clara Sundman was now in a position not unlike Maria Björkman’s. ‘Another sig-
nificant loss – and perhaps the most distressing for me,’ she explained in her bankruptcy 
petition letter, ‘was the unfortunate death of my second husband, Johan Sundman […]. I 
lost my good husband as well as my fortune, and fell into misery’.55 Similar to Björkman’s 
situation a couple of years earlier, the debts of her estate were now twice as big as her 
remaining assets. Her son was a toddler, and her daughters were underaged and unmar-
ried. At the age of 41, Sundman might still have found a spouse, but she did not marry a 
third time.

Through force of circumstances then, both widows decided to stay in business,56

dealing mainly with traders in Stockholm, traditionally the most important brokering 
point for Finnish merchants to export and import goods on the world market. Before 
1792, when Kristiinankaupunki was granted staple town rights, local merchants could 
not choose the direction of trade, everything had to go through the capital.57 Tar and 
pitch were the most important exports of pre-industrial Finland, and a lot of it went 
out from Kristiinankaupunki.58 As independent merchants, both widows relied heavily 
on exporting tar, but like many other Finnish traders, they were also exporting timber, 
butter, hemp, and salted meat from the surrounding countryside. In return, they 
imported mostly foodstuffs and colonial produce, such as seasonings and wine.59

Sundman also owned a share in the local pitch tar mill while Björkman also managed 
a windmill.60

In practice, the widows carried on their businesses as they had been when the hus-
bands were alive. They inherited the same cooperative networks and financial credit 
relationships their husbands had left behind. The ties were kept because finding new 
ones demanded for time, effort and money. The reliability and solvency (i.e. reputation) 
of a potential trading and credit partner was often only established through mutual 
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acquaintance, and access to reliable information was arduous, slow, and uncertain.61

That they had these networks already in place was what gave the widows a real chance 
of their business succeeding. One thing that the two widows did not inherit, however, 
was ships. The Björkmans had once had shares in merchant ships, and the Nagels had 
even owned several,62 but all of them had been sold off or lost in shipwrecks. Luckily 
business was possible without owning your own vessels.63

It seems that business was profitable for a while for both widows, as they were able to 
pay back debts they inherited from their late husbands. Maria Björkman was even able to 
buy back her town house, which had been confiscated from her by Russian troops during 
the war. The sheer number of creditors involved in each bankruptcy – 27 for Sundman 
and 23 for Björkman – indicated moderately large businesses,64 and it seems that both 
widows had access to local and overseas credit if their business required it. Indeed, the 
large number of debts was not about being poor, but about having the economic and 
social capital (i.e. property and an honest reputation) to get credit. This was something 
Sundman highlighted in her bankruptcy proceedings: it was her honest reputation that 
had enabled her to secure credit loans.65 In addition, the many guarantors that had 
secured her loans showed that she enjoyed trust in the local community.66

As an entrepreneur, Clara Sundman seemed more independent, or at least lonelier 
than Maria Björkman, as she emphasised in her petition letter that she was the sole 
person responsible for the business.67 This was clearly more out of obligation than 
being a choice of her own; there was simply no one else to take care of the firm. 
Maria Björkman’s business, on the other hand, seemed like a family matter. During 
the 1810s, two of her sons-in-law were living together with their families as part of the 
Björkman household. One son-in-law had formerly worked for the Björkmans as a 
hired hand and shop assistant, while the other was a trader who had himself gone bank-
rupt. Neither of them was publicly head of the business. It was Maria Björkman’s eldest 
daughter (who had married the soon-to-be bankrupt trader) that bought merchandise 
with her mother from Stockholm.68

Going bankrupt

As the years passed, the widows’ children grew up and started having families of their 
own, leaving the widows with more time to focus on their business activities. A 
turning point came in December 1820, when Sundman left a petition for bankruptcy, 
which put an end to her business for eight years. Ten months later Björkman did the 
same, thus ending her source of livelihood for over a decade. When they filed for bank-
ruptcy, Sundman was a 50-year-old mother of 7 children and grandmother of two, while 
Björkman was a 65-year-old grandmother of three. This was different from the typical 
age for men to go bankrupt as they tended to be younger on average,69 but why did 
the two widows go bankrupt within ten months of each other?

It was probably not due to a lack of business skills. As Deborah Simonton, for example, 
has pointed out, widows only continued to do business if they had the necessary knowl-
edge and skills, as well as business relationships.70 Attention has been drawn to how, 
already in nineteenth-century Finland, wives, daughters, and maids had been taking 
care of matters while the men were away on business.71 In the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, many wives and daughters of the bourgeoisie were taking care of the family’s 
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legal affairs when necessary, and they were otherwise accumulating business expertise in 
their day-to-day life.72 Although Sundman and Björkman had not been trained for a 
career in commerce like their menfolk, their living environment as the daughters and 
wives of merchants gave them an identity, literacy, and practical knowledge of trading 
skills.

The widows very much had their own opinions, which they expressed in the bank-
ruptcy petitions. First of all, both blamed the losses incurred from shipwrecks for their 
insolvency. Björkman also highlighted the damage done to her property by Russian 
troops during the war, while Sundman blamed her misfortune on a bad turn in the 
economy. This way of explaining one’s financial predicament was quite typical of bank-
rupts at this time. Presenting oneself as an honest but unlucky victim of external forces 
made it more likely that a cessio bonorum would be granted, the main advantage of which 
was that it exempted the bankrupt from paying those debts in the bankruptcy estate for 
which there were no funds; it also stopped them going to prison for debts unpaid. A cessio 
bonorum would undoubtedly have made life after bankruptcy smoother as one’s repu-
tation as an honest and trustworthy person would remain intact, and reputation was 
vital to securing credit in early modern society. Shipwrecks, fires, attacks from enemy 
troops, and even adverse economic conditions could be taken into account as mitigating 
circumstances.

This was a typical way to describe the challenges of conducting trade abroad and they 
affected men as much as they did women – as such, they formed the model explanation 
for how a business could fail.73 The fact that the widows used a similar line of reasoning 
as men, proved that they knew how an insolvent debtor must behave in legal terms. The 
widows’ petition letters were not hand-written by themselves, but seldom were the peti-
tion letters of men who were in debt either. Scribes were widely used in legal matters,74

but it is almost certain that the contents were the widows’ own stories, as being found to 
have fabricated one would have made any debtor’s situation even worse.

There was one significant difference between these petition letters and those of men, 
however; the widows referred to the ‘deserving poor’ discourse. At this time, people with 
less agency were generally seen as being more entitled to poor relief, and impecunious 
widows fell traditionally under this category.75 Both the deserving poor discourse and 
the ideas behind cessio bonorum sprang from the same notion: that if circumstances 
were beyond their control, the individual was to be helped rather than punished for 
being socially disadvantaged. In both petition letters, the widows described in somewhat 
emotional terms the onset of widowhood as the point where all their troubles began. ‘If 
there’s one widow in this town who’s had to face adversity and misfortune’, wrote Clara 
Sundman about having to take over the business, ‘it’s me’.76 Maria Björkman also 
described how being forced to carry on her husband’s business after his death seemed 
like the only way to keep the family together, but it had eventually led to her financial 
ruin. ‘All the losses that I have described’ she declared, ‘are quite enough for one 
widow to take’.77 Again, the trouble started, we are told, when the husband died and 
she was made responsible for the family business.

We shall now look closer at how each widow ended up in debt. In Sundman’s case, 
there was an escalating spiral of revenue depletion, while her credit shortened, and 
debts were called in. Eventually Sundman became unable to keep up with her debt repay-
ments, and her creditors forced her to file for bankruptcy in 1820. Over a dozen of them 
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asked for a mortgage on her property, which then caused other creditors to lay claim to 
Sundman’s movable property in the summer of that year.78 The sudden rush to lay claims 
was no doubt fuelled by rumours about Sundman’s weakening solvency. After one credi-
tor was able to force an auction of all her movable property, some of the others suggested 
a bankruptcy process to ensure that Sundman’s remaining assets be equitably distributed 
according to priority provisions for receiving payment drawn up in the bankruptcy 
legislation.

Sundman’s financial woes could well have been a result of the Napoleonic Wars in the 
1810s, as she suggests. Besides the direct threat the wars posed to shipping, they also 
caused changes in customs duties. Once peace returned, however, international compe-
tition increased and the prices of many export products fell around the world – tar was 
one of them.79 Whatever the final reason, Clara Sundman needed huge loans to pay off 
other liabilities, and this was brought up by some of her creditors who, in letters to the 
local court, wrote that Sundman was so impoverished that she was not even ‘bothering 
[sic] to repay her smallest debts’.80 Her need for cash in the summer of 1820 caused 
Sundman, for instance, to sell some of her movables to her son-in-law, who then 
allowed her to carry on using the items. The same son-in-law had already loaned her 
200 riksdalers the previous spring.81 The value of the summer sale was just over 12 riks-
daler banco, but even this small an amount could be enough to temporarily satisfy a 
creditor or to buy food for her children; and if the creditor was not satisfied and 
forced bankruptcy, the son-in-law would still have had a way to demand being reunited 
with his money on the basis of official bonds made out of the sale and the loan.

This vicious circle of debt is also apparent in the way Clara Sundman’s debts were 
structured. In comparison, Maria Björkman’s debt structure was typical for traders of 
the era82 – with most of the credit coming from her Stockholm-based suppliers in the 
form of imports accounted for in a bond (i.e. a promissory note or bill of exchange), 
or registered in her wholesaler’s ledger in Stockholm.83 For Clara Sundman, however, 
the debt structure relied more on local credit networks – even though she also traded 
with Stockholm. A large amount of the capital Sundman raised had been from direct 
loans – indicating a dire need for cash (see Table 1 below). These fairly large loans (of 
several hundred riksdalers) were being used to pay off previous loans rather than 
cover everyday expenses.

The actions of Sundman’s creditors fit with the three kinds of exchange (or recipro-
city) highlighted by historical anthropologist Marshall Sahlins in his study of economics 
of ‘primitive communities’. Sahlins suggests that because exchange was an expression of 
social intimacy, this also had an impact on the quality of exchange and reciprocity. With 
those closest, such as family and neighbours, no favours were counted or calculated, and 

Table 1. Types of credit in each widow’s bankruptcy estate.
Type of credit Clara Sundman Maria Björkman

Money loan (with a promissory note) 22 (76%) 7 (28%)
Sale on credit (with promissory note or bill of exchange) 1 (3%) 13 (52%)
Sale on credit (with book credit) 4 (14%) 5 (20%)
Others (wages, inheritance etc.) 2 (7%) 2 (8%)
In total 29 (100%) 27 (100%)

Sources: NAF, KLLCA, Bankruptcy Files, Clara Sundman’s File, Maria Björkman’s File.
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solidarity was extreme. With middle-distance acquaintances, such as one’s own villagers, 
reciprocity was formal and neutral, with efforts made to keep it balanced. Meanwhile 
with more distant people (for example inhabitants of the next village), reciprocity 
could even be negative and antisocial with attempts made to take advantage of one 
another.84 This would explain why, in Sundman’s case, the most powerful recovery oper-
ations were initiated by two civil servant creditors living further along the west coast, who 
were socially and not just geographically distant. These men were not constrained by 
close interpersonal relationships or internal collegiate reciprocity which would have 
been damaged by insisting on debt recovery.

However, the most geographically distant creditors were the trading partners in Stock-
holm, and yet they did not start debt recovery or settle their claims easily. This was likely 
because information flowed slowly and the costs of recovery were higher due to uncer-
tainty of ever being fully reimbursed, but another reason may have been that as members 
of the merchant bourgeoisie, the Stockholm traders felt closer in social status to their 
debtors than the civil servants would have. Nevertheless, a failing business in Finland 
was still a troubling concern for creditors in Stockholm, which was located just under 
400 kilometres away from Kristiinankaupunki. Two such creditors expressed their 
great dissatisfaction with Maria Björkman’s bankruptcy, for instance, and even 
demanded – for nothing – that she be sent to debtor’s prison, until all her debts had 
been paid off in the form of either work or money.85

Unlike in Sundman’s case, Björkman’s three trader creditors in Stockholm had 
acquired mortgages on her property as collateral for their loans. This seems to have 
been coordinated by the Björkman family six months before filing for bankruptcy, at 
the same time as one of Björkman’s sons-in-law also acquired a mortgage on the prop-
erty. These three Stockholm creditors then wrote a letter together with the same son-in- 
law which challenged Maria Björkman to honour their debts above all other creditors.86

It may well have been, therefore, that Björkman’s financial woes were purposefully leaked 
in advance to the most important business partners – either to preserve the business 
reputation of the sons-in-law, or that of the whole community in Kristiinankaupunki, 
so that trade could continue and hopefully flourish with Stockholm after the 
bankruptcy.87

As Sahlin’s model would predict, family and relatives were not the ones to start recov-
eries, but once bankruptcy had been declared, they also began to steadfastly demand 
payment. This was actually a way to help a loved one and family, so that a debtor’s 
remaining assets stayed in the family. As a consequence, Sundman and Björkman’s 
sons-in-law acquired mortgages on property as collateral for their loans. Members of 
the family could then deny the widow’s petition for a cessio bonorum and demand 
instead that she be forced to repay for the rest of her life.88 This was not a way to 
harass her forever, but to ensure that the family would receive its share of the debtor’s 
possible income or inheritance after bankruptcy.

Unlike Sundman, Björkman filed for bankruptcy before the situation got too compli-
cated. No foreclosures were yet pending, and Björkman had not reached the point where 
she needed new money loans to sign off loans from elsewhere. Her bankruptcy seemed to 
be a way for her extended family to pay off the debts without endangering future business 
opportunities for the rest of the family, and ensuring that the widow’s property was safely 
transferred to other family members before filing for bankruptcy. Björkman reported 
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that her sons-in-law owned all of her movable property, so in bankruptcy, the widow was 
only able to foreclose on movable property consisting of about three chairs, a desk, an 
oak-wood table, some shelves, a bed, and some bedding. In addition, some of her 
housing property was taken over by her son-in-law shortly before the bankruptcy 
through a loan arrangement89 – this understandably caused some upset at the bank-
ruptcy trial.

Becoming a bankrupt

As a result of bankruptcy proceedings both widows were denied a debt discharge unless a 
creditor wished to waive their claim for repayment. Both widows were thus declared 
bankrupt for life as long as they owed any debts. As the widows were sole proprietors 
they were responsible for repaying any business debts out of their own private funds. 
Due to her over-indebtedness during the pre-bankruptcy period, Clara Sundman’s sen-
tence was harsher than Björkman’s, as her creditors were given the right to make her 
work off the unpaid bankruptcy debts.90 The widows faced harsh sentences, but they 
were not sentenced to bread-and-water imprisonment nor pilloried in public.

Although they showed sympathy, the court verdicts were, for the most part, as they 
would have been for a man in the same position. For instance, the local court could 
‘see very well how the accidents reported by the widow Björkman could have affected 
her insolvency’,91 and yet it was too late. These ‘accidents’ were seen to have happened 
too long ago for a cessio bonorum to be granted – the widows should have made their 
insolvency known earlier. Instead, both had taken out new loans at home and abroad 
which meant increasingly fewer assets remained in their bankruptcy estates. It seemed 
speed and openness were valued above all else in bankruptcy law,92 even if it was not 
possible to keep a business going without entering into new credit relationships.

Another reason for not discharging the widows of their debt, was that neither could 
show from their accounts exactly why they had gone insolvent. Improper book 
keeping was not necessarily a gender issue however, as many bourgeois women were 
known to be skilled at keeping accounts,93 while many of their menfolk kept no books 
at all, even though they should have. Without properly kept accounts, it was impossible 
for any trader to be fully discharged of their debts, and the law required the debtor to 
serve a prison sentence, which many did.94 In this respect, being women probably 
helped the widows, as it seems that women were not expected to be able to keep 
accounts.95 Similarly, sympathy may have sprung from the overarching patriarchal iden-
tity of wives and mothers, which led much of society to think their proper place was in 
the home, and they should not have been forced to run a business at all.

What we do know about men whose trading business had gone bankrupt is that at one 
extreme, they fell into poverty and were excluded from society, while at the other they 
carried on with their business and got a job, for instance, in the town hall. This was 
often because the town hall was under the control of local merchants – i.e. those men 
most likely to fall into debt. The final judgment of bankruptcy and liabilities imposed 
on a male debtor would usually determine his future livelihood, social status, and stan-
dard of living. Whether this was also the case with women who went bankrupt is hard to 
say. The whole idea of the cessio bonorum was that it would provide honest traders or 
artisans fallen on hard times a second chance to succeed so as not to be a burden on 
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the local economy. It was thus better to help a bankrupt back on their feet; as long as they 
belonged to the same estate and peer-group and had not overly violated the rules of being 
a debtor by, for example, hiding assets or consuming extravagantly. Furthermore, bank-
ruptcy was such a likely event at some point in a trader’s career, that it was an investment 
for your own future to help others in case the same fate was to befall you some day. 
Traders who had fallen into debt were thus more often supported by their community 
than treated harshly.96

However, none of this really applied to women. No woman, even if she was solvent, 
could obtain the burgher rights needed to carry on a privileged urban livelihood, 
let alone hold a public post; and so who would be willing to lend money to her for a 
business venture? It is thus hard to imagine any scenario in which Clara Sundman 
and Maria Björkman could have returned to the field of commerce; they had become 
entrepreneurs only because their husbands died, and after their assets were liquidated, 
they were left with unpaid debts. The inequalities inherent in the basic gender structures 
of pre-industrial society made life after bankruptcy quite different for woman than a 
man. She could either get a paid job, ask for poor relief, or rely on support from kith 
and kin – which, of course, were all options in any life cycle crisis and also open to 
men as well.

Getting a paid job was dependent on a woman’s abilities and the available job oppor-
tunities. Maria Björkman was 67 when her bankruptcy proceedings came to an end, 
which already made her quite old, and it is hard to know if her family would have 
helped her if she had been younger – but that is what they now did. Her youngest daugh-
ter’s family took care of her from then on until her death in 1842, at the age of 86. Björk-
man’s estate inventory at death showed that she only possessed two old calico and two 
old cotton dresses, 6 pieces of linen fabric, a petticoat, two pairs of socks, and two 
scarves.97 She was thus poor on paper but was able to carry on living in her former 
house, as the ownership rights had simply been transferred to her daughter’s husband 
– who was a ship’s master at that time.98 Eventually, when this family moved to a weal-
thier location in the centre of town, Maria Björkman moved with them.99 In addition, her 
sons-in-law also bought up other property in her bankruptcy sale and got back some of 
the other assets from the bankruptcy liquidation in the form of bond loans and mort-
gages, so the family was far from losing all its assets. Without her family’s support, she 
probably would have ended up in a poorhouse – something that happened to a few bank-
rupt men of the same age.100

How Björkman coped after bankruptcy is a textbook example of how an unlucky 
entrepreneur could be carried by their family, but Clara Sundman had no such luck. 
Like many other bankrupts of the time, once evicted she continued to have difficulties 
finding a permanent home.101 This was in spite of the fact that she had two daughters 
who had married well and were living in their own houses. Sundman’s own town 
house ended up in the possession of her son-in-law’s brother,102 and she had to plead 
with the court to let her stay in one room of that house over the coming winter.103

From then on she was constantly on the move, living as a subtenant in several artisan 
households for the next five years after her bankruptcy proceedings.104

The social drop Sundman took was huge; here was a person who had previously spent 
her life living in a precious town house as a member of the bourgeoisie who was now 
fighting for her very livelihood and a roof over her head. Very few widows in the pre- 
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industrial era lived alone, but Sundman was one of them.105 She only moved in to live 
with one of her daughters at the very end of her life, when she was penniless and in 
poor health. Not long after, she died from a heart attack at the age of 56.106 We do 
not know if she received poor relief or supported herself with some kind of work – 
obviously she had some income as she could rent a room – but by the time of her 
death, in 1832, she was in such utter penury that there was no need to write her an 
estate inventory deed. However, this is not to say she was completely cut off from the 
community, as she regularly attended church communion,107 and dying in poverty 
was fairly common among male bankrupts too.

Although we cannot pinpoint precisely their individual motivations for lack of empiri-
cal evidence, an educated guess can be made as to why the two widows ended up in such 
very different social circumstances. One is that when the family took care of Björkman, it 
was because her business was already the whole family’s joint enterprise with Björkman 
its leading figure. Her bankruptcy could have been seen by the family as their way of 
paying off an elderly grandmother’s debts. Sundman, on the other hand, was left with 
a greater debt burden and work obligations that were imposed on her for life. A few 
months after her bankruptcy judgement, one creditor said he had only received a fifth 
of the amount he had originally loaned her.108 No renumerations from any work possibly 
available would be enough to repay all her debts. Her parents were dead long ago, so there 
was no inheritance she could use. However, this does not explain why Sundman’s daugh-
ters’ families were not more accommodating and helpful, even though having a grand-
mother in the house would generally be seen as a boon, especially since during the 
course of the 1820s, her two daughters bore her a total of nine grandchildren. Perhaps 
the lifetime bankruptcy and debts were too stigmatising for them, or she was determined 
not to be a burden, or there was bad blood in the family for reasons that we can only 
speculate about due to a lack of further empirical evidence.

Conclusion

The aim of this article was to broaden our understanding of pre-industrial gender roles 
and responsibilities by focusing on the economic agency of merchant widows and what it 
meant to be a female debtor in late pre-industrial society. As there is very little discussion 
of the experiences of pre-industrial women debtors in the literature to date, the social 
aspects of bankruptcy for two Finnish merchant widows were elicited using the methodo-
logical tools of microhistory and biographical case study analysis. The widows’ situations 
were compared to those of bankrupt male traders to see what kind of gendered features 
there were in commerce and bankruptcy and if there were other intersecting factors 
determining how they were treated.

In principle, widows were treated in bankruptcy proceedings the same way as if they 
were men. The local court felt sympathy towards them, but as no specific treatment for 
widows existed in bankruptcy law, this sympathy could not be translated into financial 
relief for them. The shift from wife to widow may have led to greater societal and econ-
omic rights but also responsibilities – as wives, they could not have become bankrupts. A 
gendered feature of bankruptcy was that the widows avoided the harshest punishment, 
most likely because they were not expected to be able to keep accounts since they 
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were women. Similarly, running a trading business was not seen to be a woman’s role in 
pre-industrial society.

Undoubtedly gender played a role in a widow’s life after bankruptcy as indeed it still 
does in today’s society. While a larger sample size would be helpful to draw more general 
generalizations regarding the challenges faced by men and women following bankruptcy, 
this article demonstrates that, in situations where women had no opportunity to start 
over, their only real choice was to rely on their families for support. This was due to 
the lack of a social security system and pre-industrial gender roles in the workplace 
and the household.

There were many intersecting factors that defined the fate of bankrupt women in the 
pre-industrial era, but based on the experiences recounted here, the three most important 
seem to have been gender, age and family relationships. Perhaps the two widows would 
have had better opportunities to find a livelihood after bankruptcy if they had been 
younger, but it is certainly clear that there were fewer options available to older bank-
rupts (both men and women). The most obvious difference between these two widows 
was in their family relationships, and the level of support they received from their daugh-
ters’ families. One reason for this may have been a sense of reciprocity; Björkman had 
been working with her daughters and their families already long before her bankruptcy, 
so they already had an interest in the business.

Finally, this article shows that the cost of doing business could be extremely high for a 
widow; because of their gender, losing a husband made them more financially vulnerable 
to life cycle crises. Yet both these examples show that widowhood did not automatically 
lead to financial ruin, and that bankruptcy should not be interpreted as only a  failure. For 
many widows, going into business was the only option for them to earn a living and pay 
off their debts, so the business objectives were hardly polished or ‘modern’, and it is one 
of the reasons why pre-industrial bankruptcy is difficult to interpret when the theories 
used are based on modern business economics.109

In reality, both widows were successful in keeping trade and credit networks running 
for several years after the premature deaths of their husbands, and with it to fulfil their 
crucial task as a mother of half-orphaned children – they were able to both support their 
children and keep their homes. This may not be rated as a successful business strategy by 
modern business economics standards, or when evaluating the entrepreneurship of men, 
but in this context it definitely was. Even though these widows came from the same social 
strata as their menfolk, they had not received the same training to become traders, and 
unlike men, they were also expected to look after a household and children. Nevertheless, 
success depended more on each widow’s social reputation and entrepreneurial know- 
how than her gender; and reputation and know-how were obtained with time. As 
Maria Ågren et al. point out, Swedish (and Finnish) wives made significant contributions 
to managing the family business and livelihood. 110 Maybe it was just this ‘must’ to take 
part that ensured the resources to deal with life´s inevitable crises.
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