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Singles’ activities: Sociability and the  
ambiguities of singledom
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As the proportion of singles grows in Sweden, the number of commercial and non-commercial 

activities catering to singles has increased. This article argues that these activities are situating 

singles within relations to others and to a community, and are becoming sites for performing and 

negotiating singledom. Using Simmel’s concept of sociability, the article presents an analysis of 

two cases of singles’ activities in Sweden – a company arranging singles’ cruises and festivals, and 

a singles’ association. It argues that while the organisers talked about singles’ needs for therapeutic 

social contact, participants themselves sometimes used the activities differently. Rather than 

understanding themselves as in need of proxy social interaction, they either intended to find a 

mate, or found actual satisfaction in a community of singles that superseded the need for a partner. 

Apart from stressing the importance of sociability in understanding singles’ activities, the article 

shows that this latter conception also challenges normative notions of coupledom, for example, 

by allowing for singles with partners.
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Introduction1

The proportion of singles in Western populations has grown since the 1960s, when 
the number of divorces started to rise (Kaufmann, 2008). It is particularly high in 
Nordic countries such as Sweden.2 Heterosexual singles are demographically diverse 
as a group. Commercial and non-profit activities are arranged for them. Among these, 
internet dating sites are perhaps the best known and researched (Arvidsson, 2006; 
Daneback, 2006; Henry-Waring and Barraket, 2008; Heino et al, 2010; Krause and 
Kowalksi, 2013). However, offline activities also exist and engage large numbers of 
singles.

The body of research on singledom is growing, but is still comparatively limited 
(Cargan, 1981; DePaulo and Morris, 2006; Tomasek, 2006; Nordin, 2007; Reynolds, 
2008; Gebhardt et al, 2010). Previous studies have not addressed the role of commercial 
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and non-profit activities in contemporary singles’ lives. At the same time, research 
speaks of the need to situate singles in the relationships they have and to look beyond 
the lack of relationships that traditionally defines the group (Simpson, 2005; Jamieson 
and Simpson, 2013). 

In this article I want to examine contemporary singles’ activities that situate them 
in communities and/or social interaction, by reporting on observations and interviews 
from two such offline singles’ activities.3 My argument is that in negotiating the 
boundaries of such singles’ activities, participants and organisers are also performing 
different versions of singledom. I show that while the organisers framed singles’ 
activities as therapy and as a chance for coupledom, some participants challenged that 
framing by making comments indicative of sexual intents, or embraced the singles’ 
association as a community.

A singles’ activity could be defined as a temporary or more stable group of people 
that gathers for various activities and is organised explicitly and exclusively for 
singles. Singles’ activities are not a new phenomenon. Historian Howard Chudacoff 
mentions bars and hotels catering exclusively to bachelors, as well as social workers 
and religious institutions arranging get-togethers for singles in 19th-century America 
(Chudacoff, 2000). From Chudacoff ’s work and from my interviews, it is evident 
that the rationales behind singles’ activities often vary. While some groups are formed 
for friendship or to make single life better, others focus on dating. Many activities 
embrace both rationales. 

I explore singles’ activities using the concept of sociability found in the work 
of Georg Simmel. The concept centres on the need for sociality for its own sake 
and how it stands in fruitful tension with ulterior motives and longer-term intents. 
As such, Simmel’s concept helps to analyse a type of activity that wavers between 
community, social interaction for its own sake, and dating. By connecting sociability 
to need, Simmel can also help to show how sociable activities relate to the fuzzy label 
or identity ‘single’, which is often defined by reference to imagined needs.

Situating singles’ activities in current research

When doing historical and cross-country comparisons of singles, the vagaries inherent 
in the concept ‘single’ become evident (Simpson, 2005: 13). In the research presented 
in this article, I have studied people who self-identify as single by going to a singles’ 
activity. However, in this specific section, I sketch their historical and contemporary 
context by drawing parallels to similarly, albeit not identically, defined groups.

High proportions of singles or similar groups, for example, those who are unmarried, 
are not unique to the late 20th and early 21st century. During the late 19th century 
and early 20th century, the number of unmarried singles was especially high in many 
Western societies, but subsequently fell after the Second World War (Chudacoff, 
2000; Bologne, 2004). Historians connect large groups of singles to cultural and 
commercial institutions for that group. For example, the high number of bachelors 
in late 19th-century America has been linked to journals, pubs, clubs and apartments 
catering specifically to that group (Chudacoff, 2000). These institutions not only 
formed a veritable bachelors’ culture, but also helped make the bachelor lifestyle more 
liveable and culturally accepted. Similar institutions, albeit not as well researched, have 
been identified in late 19th- and early 20th-century France and Sweden (Artaeus, 
1992; Bologne, 2004; Ulvros, 2004). A shift that has occurred in later decades is that 
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singles’ activities have largely come to include both women and men, something that 
historically only happened for the sake of forming couples or having sex. 

Despite the importance that some historians ascribe to singles’ culture in earlier 
periods, scant attention has been paid to commercial and non-profit avenues for singles 
in contemporary sociological research. Sociological focus has been on how singles 
both sustain and challenge relational and sexual norms, and how this is politically 
embedded (Roseneil and Budgeon, 2004; Budgeon, 2008, 2016; Kaufmann, 2008; 
Evertsson and Nyman, 2013). 

An important exception is internet dating, on which research has blossomed in the 
last 10 years. Quickly becoming one of the principal ways in which people initiate 
close relationships in countries like the US and Sweden, sociologists have asked if 
internet dating also shifts understandings of romance (Arvidsson, 2006; Illouz, 2007; 
Heino et al, 2010). Research on internet dating shows that access to and participation 
in certain activities for singles may have an impact on the way people think of 
themselves and others. It is not far-fetched to assume that internet dating also shifts 
how people understand singledom, and that similar processes are active in other singles’ 
activities.Singles figured in the discussions that followed Anthony Giddens’ early 
1990s pronouncement that intimacy was transforming, particularly as it pertained to 
gender equality (Giddens, 1992). According to Giddens, relationships become a matter 
of individual choice, which makes unequal relationships more difficult to sustain – 
more women should feel empowered to leave. On this account, single women would 
prefer singledom before unequal relationships and embrace their status as singles as 
empowering. Empirical studies on this issue, however, show ambiguous results, where 
many single women embrace traditional forms of relationships and are keen to escape 
singledom (Jamieson, 1988; Tomasek, 2006; Morris, 2015; Strijbosch, 2015). A study 
from Sweden concludes that the interviewed women did view singledom as a valid 
alternative to unequal relationships (Evertsson and Nyman, 2013). Comparisons 
between results seem to indicate that the women’s economical and educational status 
may be involved. Having secured financial and professional independence, women 
are probably more likely to equate singledom with enhanced relational agency. It is 
possible that the relative strength of the welfare state in Sweden, for example, may 
also allow women to experience more security outside of coupledom. However, it is 
also possible that singles’ activities can contribute towards making singledom a valid 
alternative to relationships.

The family has been described as the normative model for close relations in Western 
societies (DePaulo and Morris, 2006; Budgeon, 2008). A French phenomenological 
study shows how single women are confronted with this norm in their everyday lives 
(Kaufmann, 2008). It is therefore relevant to ask to what extent singles’ activities may 
become the basis for resistance and norm innovation. 

Queer theorists and related academics have investigated heterosexual singles as 
pushing ‘beyond the family’, transfiguring ways of being heterosexual (Roseneil 
and Budgeon, 2004; Budgeon, 2008; Edwards and Gillies, 2012). These academics 
understand singles as relating to existing norms in ambiguous ways. Creating singles’ 
activities can be seen as equally ambiguous: on the one hand, if these activities are 
centred on facilitating dating, they may work to uphold heteronormativity. On the 
other hand, such institutions may also provide singles with community outside of 
family and make singledom a valid and liveable lifestyle on its own, presenting it as 
an alternative to the traditional heterosexual family. 
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Lynn Jamieson and Roona Simpson have examined how singles are situated in 
networks of relations to others (Simpson, 2005; Jamieson and Simpson, 2013). They 
focus on the families and friendship networks of singles. However, networks or 
communities that form among singles themselves are not examined, although the 
researchers’ call to situate contemporary singledom relationally presumably includes 
this aspect as well.

Sociability 

In his text Sociology of sociability,4 Georg Simmel argues that behind the multitude of 
associations in society, looser or more stable, we find the human desire to be social 
(1949). I argue that his understanding of this desire or need, and the ways we satisfy 
it, speaks directly to singles’ activities and how they vacillate between becoming 
non-permanent places for sociability among people in a certain phase of life, and 
becoming more permanent communities. 

Simmel draws a distinction between an innate human desire for being social on the 
one hand, and individual strivings and desires on the other. When we are sociable, we 
must put our individual concerns aside, or else fail at our attempts to socialise. The 
reason, Simmel argues, is that the human desire to relate to others makes sociability 
an end in itself, and that in being sociable with others, the individual needs to put the 
social situation before self-interests. According to Simmel, people therefore focus on 
the form of the social when they are sociable – for example, discussion for the sake of 
discussion – and avoid what he calls ‘individual content’, which roughly translates as 
purposes external to the situation. He thus operates with a dichotomy of form and 
content, that is, a focus on socialising in the situation itself and a focus on content 
exterior to the situation, respectively. 

Simmel argues that the distinction between form and content in sociable situations 
is evident from the way in which people treat each other equitably in those situations 
– reminders of everyday differences are seen as signs of tactlessness. Simmel uses the 
word tact for the ability to at least simulate the exclusion of extrinsic concerns from 
a given situation. Tact may be practised through play and art; these Simmel describes 
as pure form in that they allow mises en scène that leave out everyday concerns. 

However, the daily affairs of people are seldom left out entirely. People find artful 
and playful ways to bring them back into the game of pure form without risking 
being tactless. Therefore, while sociability offers a sanctuary from everyday life, 
they are nevertheless immersed in it, or, as Simmel writes: ‘in them we are released 
from life but have it still’ (Simmel, 1949: 261). It is therefore not entirely correct to 
interpret Simmel as saying that sociability always excludes individual strivings (cf 
Miller, 2015); rather, he argues that sociability always creates ambiguous boundaries, 
and that the inclusion of individual strivings in a sociable situation thus becomes a 
worry for everyone involved.

Sociable situations may lend themselves to suspicions of ulterior motives. Émile 
Durkheim has, for example, argued that the concept of sociability, or a general human 
ability to connect with others, is too abstract so that ‘sociability per se is met with 
nowhere. What exists and what is really alive are the special forms of solidarity – 
domestic, professional, national’ (Durkheim, 1984: 27). Similarly, in critical sociology, 
sociable situations have (often rightly) been analysed as hiding underlying interests 
or motives, despite claims to tactfulness among participants.Nevertheless, in recent 
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years some sociologists have identified a shift in social interaction and relations among 
social groupings. Rather than using sociable situations for ulterior motives, groupings 
have turned to and experimented with social situations as ends in themselves. The 
literature on this phenomenon does not use the word ‘sociability’, but a sociologist 
like Michel Maffesoli writes about how our age turns to communities:

… characterized less by a project (pro-jectum) oriented towards the future 
than by the execution in actu of the “being-together”. In everyday language, 
the communal ethic has the simplest of foundations: warmth, companionship 
– physical contact with one another. (Maffesoli, 1996: 16)

Maffesoli here comes very close to Simmel’s argument about the human need for 
socialising, and that such needs make sociability an end in itself, in contrast to ulterior 
aims (cf Hetherington, 1998).

Sociability is the playful and artful interaction between individuals that does not 
take on content external to the situation. It thus excludes planning for the future and 
setting common goals. Sociability can thus forego the formation of a group, hinder 
such formation or help to open up the group to new members. However, it always 
exists in tension with a group’s sense of common goals.

Importantly, sociability is not immune to manipulation; although presented as 
play and artfulness, framings of the situation may have ulterior motives that give the 
situation content that is not immediately available to all participants. 

Methods

Three participant observations were carried out at activities arranged by two different 
organisers and were recorded in observation protocols. I participated during a two-day 
singles’ cruise and a singles’ conference lasting three days, both arranged by a woman 
I call Victoria. I also went to an evening dinner with a singles’ association, founded 
by a man I nickname Victor. Victoria and Victor are both pseudonyms, as are all the 
names of the respondents in the article. 

Activities for singles are arranged in Sweden, but not many of these are recurring. 
Few companies or associations, apart from internet dating sites, cater exclusively to 
singles. Victoria and Victor’s activities were chosen because they had been mentioned 
to me as important offline activities by two authors of popular books on singles, 
whom I interviewed. Victoria’s and Victor’s are also described as being among the most 
frequented of Swedish offline singles’ activities among my interviewees in general.

Two interviews lasting 1.5 and 3 hours were carried out with Victoria and one 
2-hour interview with Victor. In addition, eight interviews with eleven participants 
were recorded and transcribed (two interviews were carried out with couples 
consisting of a man and a woman, that had formed during the observed singles’ 
activities). The interviews lasted between 1 and 2 hours each. The interviewees were 
chosen during the observations. Around half of them contacted me on site and wanted 
to be interviewed. I asked the rest after I had acquainted myself with them informally, 
for example, during a singles’ activity dinner. Although I attempted to have women 
and men equally represented, seven interviewees were women and four were men. 

Around half of the interviews and observation protocols were coded in vivo to 
create a set of keywords that helped the initial interpretation. Subsequently, I used 
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content analysis combining extensive reading of the material and reading of literature 
in relevant fields of research and theory.

During my participant observations, I was always as open as possible about doing 
research. I presented myself, or had myself presented, at the start of each activity. 
However, some participants arrived late and had not heard about my research, which 
sometimes prompted me to make individual introductions. 

Exploring singles’ activities

Therapeutic ambitions

According to Simmel, sociability is grounded in a need to be social. In this section, I 
show that both the organiser of the singles’ cruise and conference, Victoria, and the 
founder of the singles’ association, Victor, had therapeutic ambitions for the activities 
they organise. They identified a need for social relating among singles, a need they 
attempted to satisfy through their respective activities. They thus understood these as 
focused on socialising for its own sake, rather than as places for, for example, seduction, 
sexuality or matching. I now take each activity in turn, starting with Victoria’s. 

During the singles’ conference, I made the following observations:

I’ve seated myself with a group of participants I have socialised with earlier. 
It’s lunch, and we speculate on whether we will be allowed to continue sitting 
together. Most seem to think we’re about to be ordered to other tables. It 
is a reasonable assumption; the previous night, all women had contributed 
a shoe each to a barrel, from which the men then had to draw a shoe each. 
In that way, couples were more or less randomly selected to sit together for 
dinner. And throughout the days’ events, we have continuously been asked 
to change places, chat with new acquaintances, and avoid sticking with the 
same people. Even though we never speed dated in a formal sense, it feels like 
we are speed dating all the time. This is an arranged social event stretching 
over three days, and it is arranged in a way that makes social cliques difficult 
to form and sustain. At this particular lunch, it turns out we are allowed to 
sit with whomever we choose. Nevertheless, the logic of the conference 
is reflected in the faces around the table when people prepare to stand up 
and change table as soon as the organiser, Victoria, passes by. (extract from 
my field diary)

As the scene just described illustrates, the logic inherent in most of the activities 
that Victoria arranges is the constant shifting of social constellations, something akin 
to speed dating. This creates a certain dynamic during the events, which I would 
interpret as sustaining sociability among the participants. Rather than being allowed 
to develop cliques that would subsist beyond the current situation, participants are 
purposefully shuffled around to remain relationally unanchored beyond each situation. 
This also becomes evident when Victoria compares her activities to urban nightlife:

‘You know, if you go out in Stockholm one night, you don’t meet any 
people, they always sit in groups like that, they don’t open up to you. I create 
activities that make people meet. Salsa courses, people have to touch. Or 
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some kind of speed dating.’ [She goes on to enumerate some examples of 
recent activities she has helped to organise.]

Victoria arranges her events as sociable, which includes shuffling people around. 
According to her, this makes it easier for participants to socialise and thus partake 
in the activities she perceives them as needing. In a sense, therefore, the shuffling 
provides participants with training wheels, insofar as it allows them to focus on social 
interaction itself, rather than on the complex and often ulterior relationships that 
may otherwise clog the social situation. That singles need training wheels is certainly 
tied to Victoria’s understanding of singles themselves:

‘You’ll be imprinted [with habits] when you live with somebody. Well, I also 
speak from experience here. When a relationship ends, you should probably 
begin by getting a more mature look at who you are, your real self, and then 
go back to being and respecting yourself, feeling good about yourself. It’s 
when you’ve reached that goal, accepting yourself as an individual, that you 
open up to others.… However, I think it is incredibly important that you 
move among people … so you get social competence simply put. If you sit 
alone at home, this [she means one’s social competence] disappears, you get 
frightened.… My activities allow many people] to take the first step out 
into social life. To feel a little bit closer to others than if they go out dancing 
and end up in a corner.’

Here, Victoria imagines a need among singles to leave their old habits behind and 
recognise the self as independent of past relationships. Her activities are framed as 
providing community for people who are not entirely ready to open themselves up 
to others. In this sense, the activities that I describe as sociable become a less intimate 
mode of relating, insofar as they do not demand that participants open up to others. 
This sociability could thus be interpreted as a mode of interaction that downplays 
intimacy. 

The singles’ association is a different arrangement from Victoria’s activities. It serves 
as a community, and although people try to be sociable to new members, there is 
nothing like the speed dating logic of the singles’ conference or cruise. A newcomer 
might feel excluded or find it difficult to navigate the intricate relations within the 
group. Here follows an extract from my observations:

The singles’ association dinner is an open event, but it is nevertheless a 
fairly integrated group of around 30 people that meet up at the appointed 
restaurant. The singles’ association is a fairly coherent group, one member 
explains to me, and long-time members need to make more effort to 
accommodate newcomers. As the evening progresses, my informants around 
the table describe how the members are interrelated. There are many informal 
subgroups in the association and they seem to sit together during dinner. 
However, people also make conscious efforts to move around and mingle 
after dinner. I speak to a lot of different people, but some do not move from 
the table at which they began the evening. (extract from my field diary)
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At the singles’ association dinner, there is tension between openness to newcomers 
and community, or, in other words, between sociability and a sense of belonging that 
stretches beyond the current situation. The activity is framed as a sociable dinner, but 
also serves as an association and community meeting. 

When interviewed, the association’s founder Victor described therapeutic motives 
similar to Victoria’s for starting the organisation:

‘… we [humans] first of all need love and community, that’s the nourishment 
of the soul. Love is not just sex, it’s about confirmation, experiencing 
generosity, humaneness, and positivity in others. Then you need a job, a family, 
an acceptable income, good health, leisure, friends. If you lose one piece of 
this puzzle – as you do in a divorce – other things can start to go wrong. Your 
health deteriorates, you perform worse at work, your salary plummets – it’s 
a vicious circle.… If you join our singles’ association, you get a programme 
[for what to do in your spare time], you get community and friends. And 
then your boss might think you’ve done a good job and give you a raise. 
So you can turn the vicious circle around.… I want to mend people, help 
those who’ve got stuck. The association is a bit like therapy.’

While for Victoria the solution to singles’ lack of intimate relations is open and 
temporary interaction that leads to psychological change, for Victor, the solution 
lies in community. For him, community becomes a way of compensating for single 
people’s lack of relationships and avoiding singledom’s impacts on other areas of life. 
Nevertheless, the singles’ association is something of a community for community’s 
sake. Much like Maffesoli’s communities without a project, it has very little focus 
on ultimate aims or values. Rather, it focuses on the forms of social contact and 
interaction it provides its members. 

That said, the singles’ association sociability is ambiguous in that members form 
cliques, making it a bit difficult to be included as a newcomer. Nevertheless, there is 
what Simmel would call tact, namely, attempts to downplay content in interaction 
extrinsic to the situation. One member, for example, told me how he tried to make 
newcomers feel welcome by avoiding placing them close to established groups within 
the association. He was concerned by the lack of new members and by the fact that 
the association had not been able to keep many newcomers.

Simmel saw sociability as defined by a boundary between the sociable situation and 
concerns external to that situation. This is partly because he understood people’s need 
for social relations as sui generis. It is possible to read Victoria and Victor’s therapeutic 
ambitions in the light of Simmel’s argument. Both organisers identify a need in 
singles, and organise their activities so as to accommodate that need. To facilitate a 
sociable situation, these organisers create milieus exclusively for singles that exclude 
concerns deemed extrinsic to the situation in various ways. Both focus on the 
immediate interaction between people, which they try to extricate from concerns 
transcending their specific singles’ activity. Thus, Victoria promotes a sort of speed 
dating logic, which makes cliques difficult to form and which thus places the sociable 
encounter between two strangers centre-stage. Victor, on the other hand, promotes 
community for community’s sake. Unlike Victoria, he is not overly concerned with 
cliques. Nevertheless, when such cliques form, they appear to be a concern for the 
association and create tension between community and open sociability, since the 
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latter allows the association to attract and retain new members. Like Maffesolian 
communities that reject future orientation for the sake of being together, the singles’ 
association is organised for the sake of sociality itself, and content extrinsic to that 
sociability is framed as problematic. Thus, the activities of the association are arranged 
as being without an ultimate purpose, for example, dinners, walks in the forest, theatre 
and travel. Nevertheless, longer-term members have formed informal groups within 
the association that often keep their activities separate from the association’s official 
activities. 

In the next two sections I show how people sometimes framed the singles’ activities 
in ways that went counter to the organisers’ intentions. 

Sexuality and gendered tactlessness

In this section, I show how some participants in their utterances framed Victoria’s 
singles’ events from the perspective of implied sexual intents. This way of engaging 
with the activities introduced ulterior motives, thus undermining the sociability that 
Victoria and many participants wished to uphold. I argue that there was a certain 
gendered tactlessness being cultivated here. This is a tactlessness involving negative 
gendered comments (here on women), comments that are problematic during the 
activities as such, but can nevertheless take on significance in sociable activities where 
the boundaries of tact are always a concern.

Sex was not absent from Victoria’s events. For instance, she allowed a representative 
from a sex toy store to display their merchandise in a separate room during one of her 
events. Sex was also an acceptable topic of discussion during dinners and other social 
occasions, as far as I was able to overhear. However, having explicit sexual intentions 
was different. Men (for it was only men) who expressed such desires either chose to 
leave Victoria’s activities of their own accord or were ostracised on various occasions.

I would argue that sexual intents could be described as threatening sociability, in 
that they form a project, a motive oriented towards some future goal (for example, 
‘one night stands’ that three men who laughingly left one of Victoria’s activities talked 
about when I asked them what they had signed up for). People with ulterior motives 
can use sociable situations for their own ends, and this makes such motives untactful 
in Simmel’s sense of the word. Note, however, how such intentions differ from sex as 
a topic of discussion, as long as the latter can be kept separate from ulterior motives.

Victoria’s singles’ festival included a ‘secret’ bus trip to what turned out to be two 
art exhibitions. At both of these stops, most participants seemed to enjoy themselves 
and strolled around between exhibits. However, on one occasion two men stood aside 
and talked somewhat agitatedly between themselves. Joining them, I learned that:

… they both think that the excursion is too long and neither of them is 
interested in art. Art is nothing for me, says Greger, he cannot understand 
it. Lars however emphasises that one shouldn’t be too negative, you need 
to take life as it comes, it’s a matter of attitude, he suggests. Still, Lars agrees 
that the excursion is too long. Greger is more sceptical.… He thinks that the 
average age is too high; he knows he is old himself, he says, but too many 
women here are too old.Two men with beards, Olof and Peter, join our 
conversation. After a while, Olof draws parallels to when he had a family 
visiting him from Germany. He offered them matrasses to sleep on, but 
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they were discontented. It’s about adapting yourself to the situation, he tells 
us, about taking a situation as it comes. Well, as long as you’re having fun, 
he concludes his argument, because if you’re not enjoying yourself you are 
better off leaving. (extract from my field diary)

Let me unpack this exchange a bit to make it more understandable. Overall, I interpret 
it as a negotiation over ulterior motives in a sociable situation. Greger understands 
his predicament from the perspective of his interest in younger women. As such, he 
fills the situation with individual content, as Simmel would describe it: he judges it 
from the perspective of his own wants. This is, however, problematic in a sociable 
situation, where such content is supposed to be left out, which explains the response 
he gets from Lars and Olof.

Greger’s remarks show that having intentions for the future (such as finding a suitable 
mate) can lead one not only to manipulating a sociable situation, but also to feeling 
excluded from it. Sociability is about fitting in, adapting oneself to the situation, and, 
to some degree, giving up one’s own motivations for being there.

Lars and Olof, on the other hand, could be read as defending the sociability of the 
occasion. They suggest that people should try to adapt to a situation and leave out their 
individual motives and desires. To them, sociability is foremost a matter of individuals’ 
own attitudes. This means that they make no distinction between situations that are 
sociable in and of themselves, and those that are not. In this regard, they could be said 
to empty all situations of individual content, therefore suggesting that sociability is 
always a matter of perspective. However, it is possible to argue that certain situations 
are particularly sociable in themselves, especially if they are void of content or self-
referential, as, for example, socialising while looking at art. Simmel describes sociability 
and tact as tied to play and art; both allow people to interact about something that 
they are not involved in in everyday life. From this perspective, it is not surprising 
that Greger, Lars and Olof have their discussion at an art exhibition. Greger could 
be said to display tactlessness in this context, partly since he ascribes content to the 
art, namely, content that he cannot understand, and partly because he dismisses the 
situation as not congenial to his personal intentions (of finding a younger woman).

There is also a gendered layer to this exchange of opinions. It was not common to 
find men-only groups during Victoria’s singles’ activities. Interaction often took the 
form of heterosexual courtship (although it seldom had that content) or mixed-gender 
groups. Simmelian tactlessness, however, was more common in men-only groups.

The boundaries of tactlessness, if we follow Simmel, are malleable because they 
are synonymous with the boundary between content and form in each situation. 
Historically, singles’ activities have often been homosocial – bachelors’ clubs and hotels, 
or accommodation for spinsters, were not uncommon (Artaeus, 1992; Chudacoff, 
2000). The fact that contemporary singles’ activities mix women and men therefore 
marks a significant historical shift. The sociability of homosocial situations among 
men has been and still is often marked by misogyny (Kimmel, 2009). It is therefore 
not unthinkable that the shift in singles’ activities to mixed-gender events has been 
accompanied by a change in the understanding of tactlessness, where a certain 
gendered tactlessness becomes an important genre of utterances. During Victoria’s 
singles’ activities, where the genders were mixed, men’s attitudes to women were, by 
the participants themselves, connected to individual and tactless motives. An example 
is Greger, who chose to phrase his opinion about older women as a statement about 
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his own motivation (rather than suggesting that older women generally are less 
attractive, for example). 

Being phrased and identified as individual content, these kinds of comments are 
tactless; however, it is possible that they may flourish as unofficial, uncouth truths 
about the situation that are being pushed down (by people like Olof) for the sake 
of surface sociability. Gendered tactlessness may therefore constitute an important 
element in gender relations characterising mixed-gender situations, a category to 
which contemporary singles’ activities have belonged since a few decades ago.

Singles with partners

One night I was dining at a local restaurant with the singles’ association, and wrote 
the following in my observation protocol:

At the singles’ association dinner, several couples are pointed out to me. 
This strikes me as odd. What are couples doing in a singles’ association? 
The association only accepts singles as members. As it turns out, however, 
many members see the association as important in their personal lives and 
do not want to leave when they meet a partner. Some have even recruited 
their intimate partner to the association. The result is a compromise; the 
couples try to be discreet and the association turns a blind eye to long-time 
members who meet a partner. Some members would prefer the association 
to be stricter and so the couples need to be extra careful about whom they 
talk to about their intimacy. At the dinner they sit together, but do not show 
any signs of affection. (extract from my field diary)

The singles’ association is seen and arranged both as a continuous community and a 
temporary solution to singledom, or what some see as a phase in life that robs people 
of needed relationships. The association can exist as both, but the distinction is acutely 
experienced each time a member becomes part of a couple and continues as a member. 

One of the singles’ association members I interviewed, Petra, was in a kind of 
relationship with another member. Petra is one of those who had recruited her partner 
to the association, but she admitted to having kept it a secret from other members, 
particularly those who might have had objections. As I interviewed her, it also became 
evident that Petra wanted to downplay the seriousness of her relationship to define 
singledom in an inclusive manner.

Me:  ‘So what is it to be single?’
Petra:  ‘What you lack as a single … so-called “single” or ensamstående 

[literally, “standing alone”, one of the older Swedish words 
for single; has connotations about living alone] … is that you 
have no one to share your life with, or everyday life at least. 
All the small decisions that need to be taken, you have no one 
to discuss them with. And it’s quite an economic burden. But 
yeah, it’s mainly the absence of somebody to share your daily 
life with.’

Me:  ‘What about your present relationship?’
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Petra:  ‘Well, he wants to live alone. He’s a bit of a loner. He works a 
lot and doesn’t want to move in with me. Well, it’s true, though, 
that he is committed to my children [Petra has three children] 
and my other relatives. He’s with us at Christmas and Easter. 
Sure, I know he’s always there and there’s some safety in that. But 
still. Like now, for example, I’ve been doing some renovations 
around the house and those have been my decisions entirely, 
and I’ve not involved him at all. I didn’t even tell him about it 
before it was all finished.’

This shows that Petra, wanting to remain a member of the singles’ association, not 
only employs a strategy of secrecy about her relationship, but she also engages with 
the definitions of singledom and relationship, suggesting that you can remain single 
if you do not live with a partner and if your partner does not share your daily life to 
any significant extent. This allows her to at least sit on the fence when it comes to 
how she defines herself:

‘Well, it’s a bit…. I don’t really know how I understand myself, to be honest. 
In one way, I am alone, I’m living on my own and have full responsibility. 
I have a relationship where we meet over weekends and perhaps go on a 
vacation together, although I travel on my own at times as well.… It’s not 
that solid.’

In defining singledom, Petra tones down the importance of relationships and 
emphasises the importance of singles’ activities. This speaks directly to the significance 
of singles’ activities for singles. If certain activities strengthen identity and community, 
is it possible that the meaning of singledom shifts for participants? It seems it has 
for Petra. 

As argued above, Simmel draws connections between sociability and social needs. 
This helps us understand Victor’s argument, cited in a previous section, that a singles’ 
association can satisfy certain social needs that are, according to him, exacerbated in 
singles. However, Simmel never asserts a simple causal connection between needs 
and sociability (1949). I think one way of reading him emphasises the intricate ways 
in which needs and sociability interact, for example, so that sociable situations have 
the potential to override and subvert the needs that they were originally felt or 
intended to satisfy. 

Victor constructs singledom as a phase of social needs that are satisfied in 
coupledom. This section has shown that members of the singles’ association instead 
find satisfaction in singles’ activities and that they risk losing that satisfaction when 
forming a relationship. In this context, singledom is reconfigured as satisfaction, not 
as a phase of needs. Indeed, if singledom gives access to a number of activities that 
offer sociability and/or community, this may lead to its redefinition; it may figure 
not as a lack of, but as access to, relationships. This is a positive, rather than negative 
definition. The interplay of needs and sociability is thus at the core of how singles’ 
activities can redefine and reconfigure singledom.
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Discussion and conclusions

In this article I have argued that singles’ activities are important places for the study 
of contemporary forms of singledom. Using Simmel’s concept of sociability, I have 
analysed two different types of activities organised exclusively for singles, and identified 
tensions around the singledom concept. 

The organisers, here named Victoria and Victor, could be interpreted as describing 
the singles’ activities as sites for sociability. They identified a need for social contact 
and belonging among singles, which their activities were meant to satisfy. Accordingly, 
during their events sociability was seen as having value in and of itself, rather than in 
relation to some broader project, such as matching people up for coupledom. Using 
Simmel, I have argued that the boundary between sociability’s inherent value and 
dynamics, and people’s individual motivations, became central in framing the events 
and giving them meaning. 

However, some participants framed the events differently than the organisers. Sexual 
intentions can be described as individual content that presses beyond the boundaries 
of sociability and becomes what Simmel calls tactless. Men’s comments about women 
can be either tactful or tactless depending on whether they are framed as general in 
situ observations, or as mixed with individual intentions. Generally, I would describe 
such types of comments during Victoria’s activities as gendered tactlessness – they 
were expressed as sexual interests and were perceived as threats to sociability. I argue, 
however, that although sociability was re-established in the face of such tactlessness, 
the comments can easily be understood as expressing wider notions denied for the 
sake of surface sociability.

In the singles’ association, singledom gave members access to a community and to 
activities that challenge notions of singledom as lack of close relationship. Rather than 
being a phase of social need, participants thus acted and spoke during the activities 
in ways that construed single life as a sexually active and satisfying lifestyle that is 
preferable to many relationships. 

While none of the activities investigated in this article challenges coupledom norms 
in an unambiguous manner, framing the singles’ association as a community over 
and above members’ relationships comes close to being such a challenge. It seems 
some individuals practise singledom as though it had a positive definition, giving 
people access to certain sets of relationships and communities. Such a definition may 
challenge normative understandings of coupledom – it makes it possible to be single 
with a partner and partake in relational satisfaction while single.

Currently, singles’ on- and offline activities seem to be on the rise. While some of 
these activities are centred on courtship and have coupledom as their ultimate project, 
other (and sometimes the same) activities tend towards the kind of being-together that 
builds community in the present, rather than as long-term projects (Maffesoli, 1996). 
Whether or not singledom is the basis for community and identity is undecided and 
may remain so. Contemporary identities are often connected to the ways in which 
communities are organised. Sociability and its arrangements may play important roles 
in the complex and tortuous ways in which singledom is lived. Sociability is structured 
by the malleable boundary between tact and tactlessness, and in turn may restructure 
the social needs of participants, redefining singledom as a phase of satisfactions and 
relationships, not as one of needs and lack.
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This article has merely scratched the surface of the interrelations between singledom 
and singles’ activities. I have, for example, only focused on activities exclusively for 
singles to make as clear a case as possible; the understanding of singledom in contexts 
in which singles are only a proportion of participants can also be investigated. 
Situating internet dating in the context of singledom (Kaufmann, 2012) may also fit 
into this research project; however, online dating allows people to search for a way 
into coupledom in isolation. Understanding the vicissitudes of singledom demands 
consideration of activities where singles work together and where tensions arise 
around needs and around the very nature of singledom itself. 

Notes
1 This article is based on data I collected as part of my PhD project. I therefore want 
to thank everyone who was involved in that project, not least my supervisors, Gerd 
Lindgren, Åsa Wettergren and Annika Jonsson. I also want to thank Marinette Grimbeek 
for generously spending her time proofreading the article while writing up her own 
dissertation. All remaining errors are mine, naturally.
2 The variance among populations with regard to their proportion of single people has 
not often been discussed. Historically, a high average age at marriage has been important 
(Hajnal, 1965). One can conjecture that the number of divorces is equally or more 
important in a contemporary setting (Kaufmann, 2008). The legal framework for divorces, 
as well as traditional divorce practices, helps explain the number of divorcees in a country. 
In parts of Europe, divorce laws and traditions were, in turn, traditionally related to 
Catholicism and Protestantism, where the latter allowed for divorces while the former 
did not. Financial security may also empower individuals to live independently of others. 
Sweden combines a high mean age for marriage, historical prevalence of Protestantism 
and comparatively high levels of prosperity that allow for the financial security of its 
citizenry. Some authors have called Sweden’s welfare regime ‘state individualism’ – the 
state gives individuals relative independence that allows them to make their own life 
choices (Berggren and Trägårdh, 2015). This may help explain Sweden’s relatively high 
proportion of singles.
3 Singles’ activities refer to all commercial and non-profit-organised activities arranged 
exclusively for singles. I also employ the concept of institution in this article, which refers 
to routinised social practices.
4 Sociability is the English translation of Simmel’s word Geselligkeit. Although etymologically 
related to Gesellschaft, it does not carry any Tönniesian connotations in this context.
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