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Introduction

There are two main traditions in town-plan-
ning according to a classification once made by
the French town-planning theoretician
Françoise Choay (1969). They consist of one
rationalistic and one humanistic tradition. The
rationalism and the humanism in town plan-
ning can be seen as reflections of Ferdinand
Tönnies’ contradicting terms Gemeinschaft and
Gesellschaft (community and society). The ra-
tionalistic tradition has been dominating in
Sweden. In its early stage in Sweden it was
called functionalism and had its breakthrough
at a large exposition in Stockholm in 1930. The
climax of the rationalistic building in Sweden
was the so called million-programme, when one
million dwellings were built in the ten years
1965–1975, which should be compared with the
Swedish population of about eight million peo-
ple. Radical rebuilding of the central parts of
towns were also carried out. At the end of the
sixties, however, protest-movements against the
large-scale industrialised building emerged.

Consequently, the following years saw more
examples of a humanistic way of building.

The Swedish labour movement and the so-
cial democracy have had a pronounced future-
directed outlook. Older buildings have been
seen as marks of the old class society and of poor
housing conditions. The dominating position of
the social democracy in Swedish politics has
therefore contributed to the dominance of ra-
tionalism in the building area. A younger gen-
eration of social democrats has not been so
committed to a negative estimation of the past.

The rebuilding of Stockholm to a modern city
was a complicated process. The change of the
central area of the city, lower Norrmalm, was
the largest town-building project in Swedish
history. It took place mainly in the period 1950–
1975 and was carried out as one process under
firm supervision of the city authorities. The new
suburbs in Stockholm were in the fifties inter-
nationally considered as models and especially
the new Vällingby received much attention. The
traffic planning initially tried to fulfil the de-

Rebuilding the City
Stockholm and Urban Social Movements

Ulf Stahre

Stahre, Ulf 2001: Rebuilding the City. Stockholm and Urban Social Movements. –
Ethnologia Europaea 31:2: 5–18.

In the end of the sixties a protest movement against the rationalistic rebuilding of

so-called “neighbourhood movement” is described and analysed. According to
relevant theories the movement can be seen as one of the “new” social movements
of this period. Some of the groups of the movement are presented as well as the
structure of the movement and the external and internal work in the groups. This

nineties another protest movement against the new kind of city-planning at that
time in Stockholm emerged. The reason for this was the city’s efforts to construct
a good infrastructure in order to rebuild Stockholm into a global city in competition
with other big cities. This contemporary protest movement is also shortly described
in the article. As it is shown the movement is very different from the earlier
neighbourhood movement. It reflects the fragmentation, individualisation and
globalisation of today’s post-modern society.

Ulf Stahre, Ph.D., Department of Ethnology, Göteborg University. Box 200,
SE-405 30 Göteborg, Sweden. E-mail: ulf.stahre@ethnology.gu.se

the city of Stockholm very rapidly emerged. In the article the short history of this
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mands of motor society. Its culmination came in
1967 when an extensive construction of park-
ing-houses in the downtown was proposed. How-
ever, this project was never carried out due to a
changed view of traffic planning. The regional
planning was actively managed in the sixties
and seventies in order to rebuild Stockholm
into an internationally competitive city in rela-
tion to other major European cities. At the
beginning of the seventies there was a period of
economic recession and also a cease in the
population growth of the Stockholm region.
This had an impact on all the areas concerned
with the town-planning.

The dominating social democratic party
mainly pursued the rebuilding of the city with
support from the liberal party (folkpartiet) and
the major part of the conservatives (moderater-
na). It was also carried out in co-operation with
large private companies. Only a minor group of
culturally oriented conservative politicians
pleaded for greater consideration of old areas in
the city.

It is remarkable that criticism from the pub-
lic was so little heard at the beginning. When
the demolitions in downtown Stockholm start-
ed in the fifties, only a few leading personalities
in the field of culture protested. In the early
sixties, however, a wave of criticism emerged in
the press but it did not have much effect. The
end of the sixties gave rise to a more popular
criticism in the shape of the so-called “neigh-
bourhood” movement, which had its name from
the organised form of co-operation in the Old
Swedish peasant society.

The Neighbourhood Movement

The Short History of the Neighbourhood Move-
ment
At the end of the sixties oppositional movements
grew strong in the western world as well as in
Sweden.1  The so-called New Left had a basis at
the universities and in the academic world. The
idea of participatory democracy was character-
istic of the movement. In Sweden the develop-
ment was similar to the rest of the Western
World, where the protests against the Vietnam
War had a great impact on the radicalisation of
society. 1968 became the climax of the Swedish

students’ movement with several spectacular
events, which attracted much attention.

Like the development in other countries, the
anti-authoritarian students’ movement and the
New Left in Sweden soon split up into several
authoritarian socialist and Marxist groups. The
idea of participatory democracy, however, was
still alive in other new or transformed move-
ments, such as the women’s movement, the
ecological movement and the neighbourhood
movement.

The neighbourhood movement in Stockholm
emerged out of a number of different events: the
demolition of an old gasholder building near the
centre of the city, actions for alternative play-
grounds for children, a proposed reconstruction
of a street into a traffic route, as well as reac-
tions against the commercialisation of society.
The first group of the movement was formed in
September 1968. The most substantial increase
of the movement took place during the first
quarter of 1969, when eleven different groups
were formed within the boundaries of the city of
Stockholm. At the end of this year there was a
network of groups covering most of Stockholm.
The neighbourhood groups operated within
delimited districts of the city and worked with
both public policy and social policy issues. After
an unstable initial stage the movement was
stabilised at a range of 10–15 groups in the
beginning of the seventies. After 1973 no new
neighbourhood groups were formed and the
activities in the remaining groups gradually
ceased. It can be claimed that the movement
came to an end in 1980 even if some groups
existed much longer.

The Core Groups of the Movement
The neighbourhood movement had two core
groups – Arkiv samtal (Archive Dialogue) and
Alternativ stad (Alternative City). These were
different from the real neighbourhood groups
since their activities were not limited to one
single district in the city.

Arkiv samtal was formed in 1968 by initia-
tors who had a background in experiences of
children’s theatre and pedagogy and also from
Copenhagen, at that time a centre of “alterna-
tive” movements and lifestyles. Co-operation
and community among the inhabitants in city
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districts were the main goals of Arkiv samtal.
Theories from the young Marx and the Danish
social psychologist Arne Sjölund formed the
base for the theoretical vision: by changing the
local environment of man in such a way that it
is based on co-operation, man too will be changed
in a similar way. Of special importance to Arkiv
samtal were playgrounds and other arrange-
ments for children. Arkiv samtal managed no
actions of their own and served mainly as a
centre focused on advisory service and docu-
mentation. Information from the experience of
different groups was collected in archives. Grad-
ually, Arkiv samtal expanded their advisory
service to groups all over Sweden, and as a
consequence the main part of the group moved
to the south of Dalarna, north-west of Stock-
holm. Here, the large premises of a closed down
old people’s home made it possible to arrange
summer courses for interested people from all
of the country. In 1981 the work of Arkiv samtal
came to an end.

The group Alternativ stad was formed in 1969
with the aim to work with issues of city-plan-
ning and building all over Stockholm. The group
had its localities in the centre of the city, and
these became somewhat of a meeting place for
people critical of the current city-planning. Al-
ternativ stad became well-known during the
battle concerning a group of elms in the central
park Kungsträdgården. The elms were to be
felled because of the construction of a new un-
derground station. In the night of May 12, 1971,
the authorities failed in their attempt to fell the
trees. Around one thousand demonstrators had
rapidly come to the park with the help of a
telephone chain arranged by Alternativ stad.
The non-violent action that Alternativ stad had
planned changed into uncontrolled violence by
participating young anarchists, whereupon the
felling of the elms was abandoned. Later, deci-
sions taken by the authorities resulted in the
trees being allowed to remain. The battle of the
elms became a turning point in the rebuilding of
the city, as well as a mass media dream event,
which was spread all over the world. The sym-
bolic meanings of the event were important. The
elms can be seen as an important symbol of
fundamental values in life, as well as a symbol
of an alternative city set in contrast to the

rationalistic city. The group Alternativ stad is
still active and even today it is characterised by
the values of participatory democracy.

Kungsholmens byalag
Two of the neighbourhood groups have been
more thoroughly studied. They will be described
here in order to show something of the activities
in typical neighbourhood groups. Kungsholmens
byalag represents a group in a central district
while Årsta byalag was a group in a suburb.

Kungsholmen is a district as well as an
island in the west of central Stockholm. The
district is a residential area, but has a large
number of offices. The neighbourhood group
Kungsholmens byalag was formed at a meeting
in the autumn of 1969 on the initiative of some
activists from Alternativ stad. The group car-
ried out several big actions that got much atten-
tion. Norr Mälarstrand – the southern embank-
ment of the island Kungsholmen – consisted at
that time of a street, a park and a quay. Accord-
ing to an existing plan, a traffic route would be
constructed here, which meant that a number of
buildings from the 18th century had to be de-
molished. The action of the neighbourhood group
took place during the autumn of 1969 and the
spring of 1970. It included a number of activi-
ties: official letters to the city council, public
meetings with invited politicians, exhibitions
presenting a draft of an alternative plan (a
traffic route in a tunnel and a park on the
embankment), distribution of information pam-
phlets, a petition with 24 000 names, and a
protest march to the city hall. The action got
much attention in the press. For instance, Da-
gens Nyheter, the largest morning paper in
Sweden, published a large perspective drawing
of both the official project and the alternative
one from Kungsholmens byalag. In the end the
traffic route was never built, apparently as a
direct consequence of the protests.

The group’s next action focused on an old
military hospital that was to be rebuilt into an
office building for the regional administration.
Here the conflict concerned the use of the park
surrounding the building, where a number of
parking places was to be laid out. Kungshol-
mens byalag wanted the park to be open to the
public. As part of the action the group collected

 
Copyright © Museum Tusculanums Press 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
Ethnologia Europaea vol. 31: 2; e-journal 2004.  

ISBN 87 635 0143 0 



8

drafts of alternative designs of the park from
the residents in the neighbourhood. One of the
drafts presented with much imagination a skat-
ing ground, an outdoor café, sheep, poultry,
ponies, a greenhouse with a winter café etc. In
the end a compromise with the authorities was
achieved. The number of the parking places was
limited while the imaginative drafts were not
realised. Kungsholmens byalag also carried out
a number of other actions, for instance one
against the construction of a new office building
for the police headquarters. These actions were
less successful.

Kungsholmens byalag was also engaged in
rent issues. In Sweden the rents in blocks of flats
are mainly settled through negotiations between
the organisations of property owners and ten-
ants. The tenants’ union is traditionally domi-
nated by the social democracy. By joining the
tenants’ union the activists of the neighbour-
hood group took over the union’s local branch at
Kungsholmen, which after that was managed in

a way similar to the neighbourhood group. With-
in the frame of both the tenants’ union and the
neighbourhood group a number of actions was
carried out against motor traffic: painting of
white crosses in streets where accidents had
occurred, blockades of streets and so on.

Another element of the activities of Kungs-
holmens byalag was community work in the
shape of an alternative celebration of Christ-
mas open to everyone in the district. Around
1975 the activities of the neighbourhood group
came to an end.

Årsta byalag
Årsta is a suburb situated south of the inner
town of Stockholm. It was built in the forties
and fifties as a so-called neighbourhood unit.
Årsta byalag was formed rather late (1972) as a
reaction against a new ring road around central
Stockholm. The southern part of this ring road
Södra länken (Southern link) was to be built
through Årsta.

1. The neighbourhood group Årsta byalag opposed vigorously against the southern part of the planned ring road
(Södra länken) around central Stockholm. This bill called to a general meeting to form a byalag – a neighbourhood
group – against the project.
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The major part of the activities of Årsta
byalag circled around the resistance against
the southern link. The group worked out its own
draft, which suggested that the traffic route
should be built in a tunnel beneath Årsta.
Different methods were used to persuade the
authorities: official letters, calls to the authori-
ties, petitions and public meetings with invited
politicians and exhibitions of drafts of their
own. At the beginning of 1974 the city council
announced that the traffic route was not to be
built. A fundamental change in the aims of the
town-planning was now introduced. The main
reasons were the economic recession in the
Stockholm region together with the widespread
protests against the town-planning in Stock-
holm. The pressure from the small group Årsta
byalag, however, had probably no impact worth
mentioning.

Part of the work of Årsta byalag was focused
on community work in the district. Especially
noticeable were the activities for children with
regular cinema showings, and the rather spe-
cial Christmas celebration. The Christmas cel-
ebration was open to everyone and was called
grannskapsjul (neighbourhood Christmas). It
was arranged for nine years and in the end the
only remaining activity of the group. In 1980
the last Christmas celebration took place and
Årsta byalag came to an end.

The Structure of the Neighbourhood
Movement

The Rise and Fall of the Neighbourhood Move-
ment
Structural changes in society were of vital im-
portance to the emergence of the movements of
the sixties, the so-called “new social movements”.
These can be summarised in five main trends in
society: 1. The technical/economical develop-
ment had a negative impact on the environ-
ment and on life conditions. 2. The trends of
concentration, large-scale production and an
increasingly complicated society resulted in a
larger distance between the power and the
people. 3. An increased material prosperity
made it possible for common people to take an
interest in other things than in satisfying pri-
mary needs. 4. The new information technolo-

gy, especially television, made it possible to
spread news in a new way. 5. The explosive
development of the university education result-
ed in a rapid growth of the number of students.

The neighbourhood movement can be re-
garded as one of the “new” movements. By
analogy with Alberto Melucci’s definition of
social movement, the neighbourhood movement
can be defined in a similar way (Melucci 1989).
It can thus be seen as “a collective action by
groups with participatory democracy which were
active in geographically limited areas and which
on their programme had both public work con-
cerning urban environment and social work in
the form of community work”.

The movement emerged out of three differ-
ent contemporary trends in society: 1. Anti-
commercialism. 2. An aspiration for communi-
ty and co-operation. 3. Criticism of the town-
planning. The movement was successful initial-
ly because it brought up criticism which was
latent in broad categories of the population. The
fundament of this criticism was the rationalis-
tic town-planning and its increasingly brutal
rebuilding of Stockholm. The existence of the
neighbourhood movement was very short and
this had several explanations. There were two
main reasons: the threats to the urban environ-
ment came to an end and the community work
of the groups had seldom any real function.
Secondary reasons also contributed to the short
existence of the groups: the core group of activ-
ists was as a rule gradually weakened by the
lack of new recruitment, activists leaving the
group or internal antagonism. Furthermore,
many of the groups had no meeting place of
their own.

The External Work of the Neighbourhood Groups
The community work of the neighbourhood
groups mainly took the form of anti-commercial
celebrations of Christmas. The groups in the
suburbs also focused on some other community
issues, mostly concerning children. Another
expression of the community work was the
periodicals that many groups produced. In these,
local problems were frequently discussed. The
community work was generally much more re-
stricted than the intention was from the start.
An exception was Gamla stans byalag (the

 
Copyright © Museum Tusculanums Press 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
Ethnologia Europaea vol. 31: 2; e-journal 2004.  

ISBN 87 635 0143 0 



10

neighbourhood group in the Old Town). Here
the community work was dominating and it
focused on the rather special problems of the
district. This group survived until the nineties.

The neighbourhood groups can be classified
as reactive and programmatic groups, which
were characterised by reactions to threats from
the outside and work with more long-termed
issues, respectively. Regarding the actions, there
was a difference between reactive and offensive
actions, i.e. reactions to threats or the group’s
own initiative for change. The reactive actions
were most frequent, but some groups (e.g. Kungs-
holmens byalag) took several initiatives of their
own, which should be seen as a measure of their
strength. There were mainly three different
forms of pressure on the authorities: 1. Crea-
tion of public opinion (general meetings, writ-
ten information, exhibitions, demonstrations
and spectacular actions). Here, the relation to
mass media was of vital importance. It is re-
markable, however, that no strong leaders from
the movement appeared in the media. 2. Con-
sultation (calls, petitions and official letters, all
directed to the decision-makers). 3. Confronta-
tion, which seldom occurred. The battle of the
elms was in fact an exception. At a later stage,
however, confrontation occurred in the shape of
street-blockades against motor traffic.

It was primarily in the first phase of the
movement that any tangible success was
reached. An analysis shows that the following
factors (no ranking) had importance for the
success of the actions: 1. The issue had an
interest to a wider public. 2. The neighbour-
hood group was able to create a large opinion.
3. The issue got much attention in the mass
media. 4. The action had an early start. 5. The
group had support from politicians of different
parties. 6. Politicians and officials were unpre-
pared for extra-parliamentary actions.

The rebuilding policy in the city of Stock-
holm was altered in the first part of the seven-
ties, which mainly was due to an economic
recession in the region together with the wide-
spread protests. The great symbolic turning
point was the battle of the elms in May 1971.
The neighbourhood movement prevented fur-
thermore some projects already started, as well
as some that were never made public. The

movement, however, was probably most impor-
tant through its long-range effects, since it
contributed to a greater appreciation of both old
and car-free urban environments. Another im-
pact was that the movement contributed in
creating a more open attitude in town-planning
procedures.

Aristide Zolberg has characterised certain
turbulent times in history as moments of mad-
ness. At such moments everything seems possi-
ble. The wall between instrumentality and ex-
pressivity collapses and politics becomes poetry
and poetry politics. Politics breaks its bounda-
ries and invades all life (Zolberg 1972, see also
Tarrow 1993). The neighbourhood movement
had its great moment of madness during the
battle of the elms. At this moment the move-
ment lost control over the course of events. The
tumultuous battle was followed by a week of
festivity, when violence turned into community
and fellowship among people of different ages
and social classes. Creativity flourished in new
ideas of urban environmental struggle. Zol-
berg’s thesis of boredom as one explanation of
such turmoil also had its correspondence in
Stockholm, where the dullness and monotony of
the new urban environment can be seen as one
of the explanations of the outburst of feelings in
the form of the battle of the elms. The impor-
tance of the battle of the elms in Kungs-
trädgården can not be underestimated.

The neighbourhood movement had an antag-
onistic relation to the social democracy, which is
shown in the case studies and in an examination
of protocols of the city council. The reason for
this was, among other things, that the move-
ment did not follow the political rules. The social
democracy was the dominating political party in
Stockholm and it considered itself a guardian of
the political system. An examination of the reg-
ular publications of the building workers’ union
also shows antagonism. The neighbourhood
movement was seen as a threat to the building
activity and consequently also to the jobs. To
some extent pure class antagonism is visible in
the publications, as the neighbourhood groups
were seen as students and upper class. In the
tenants’ union, dominated by the social demo-
crats, fierce conflicts arouse when participants
of the neighbourhood groups joined the union as
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2. The battle of the elms in May 1971 was the symbolic turning point in the city-planning of that time. It was also
a moment of madness. In the movement’s periodical Klara Papper, a cartoon was published in which the events
were described. The top picture shows the fury among many inhabitants in Stockholm at the demolitions of
central city areas. The picture below shows very simplified the battle. About one thousand demonstrators broke
down a fence around the elms and then climbed the trees to defend them. The attack and defence was organised
by a retired army general. The fierce fight with the police, partly on horses and with dogs, is not shown in the
picture.
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active members. These conflicts were also con-
flicts of values between the cultures of a move-
ment of the industrial society and a new anti-
authoritarian movement of the sixties.

A network of personal contacts loosely con-
nected the neighbourhood groups. The two core
groups Alternativ stad and Arkiv samtal also
functioned as informal co-ordinators. There are
examples of joint actions by different groups.
Through its network structure and its internal
work in the groups (see below) the neighbour-
hood movement can almost be seen as an arche-
type of a post-war new social movement accord-
ing to the description by for instance anthropol-
ogists Gerlach and Hine (1970, 1973, se also
Melucci 1996:113f).

The Internal Work of the Neighbourhood Groups
The organisational model of the groups was
based on participatory democracy. Primary de-
cisions were made at general meetings, and the
meetings were open to anyone interested. The
current work with actions etc. was carried out
in special working teams. There were no elected
leaders and no functionaries in the groups, and
written rules and formal membership did not
exist. Even if the neighbourhood groups had a
non-hierarchical structure, there was a gradual
division into different roles. A classification can
thus be made into leaders, experts, activists and
participants. The problem of this informal lead-
ership was the difficulty in removing an infor-
mal leader, which could result in the discontent-
ed leaving the group. The two groups of the case
studies had no internal conflicts worth men-
tioning, which is explained by their work being
based on an intense defence of their environ-
ment. The developments of other groups im-
plies that groups with no strong motivation to
their work often had internal conflicts. It was
also much easier to work against something
than for something. One factor that contributed
to minimising conflicts was that all party-polit-
ical issues were avoided in the neighbourhood
groups. The movements participatory democra-
cy structure was, as David Held has argued, not
only an organisational model but also a way of
life (Held 1996).

The movement’s activists were those who
took an active part in the work of the groups.

The main part was in the ages 20–29. An impor-
tant category was university students, but the
neighbourhood groups also included white-col-
lar workers, people with free professions and to
some extent blue-collar workers and senior cit-
izens. Those who were working had a strong
connection to the public sector and had in most
cases a high education. The activists consisted
to an equal extent of men and women and were
often left-wing radicals without connection to
any specific political party, however. Further-
more, they were established in their district,
since they usually had a flat of their own. The
participants of the movement were the total
circle of people who participated in the group
meetings, but who did not necessarily partici-
pate in active work. This category has not been
investigated in detail, but – as far as can be
judged – it was much more representative of the
population in the district than the activists
regarding age, profession and political view.
When it comes to the activists, comparisons
with international research on new movements
of the sixties and seventies show a firm corre-
spondence between the neighbourhood move-
ment in Stockholm and other contemporary
movements (Gundelach 1988). In the case of the
participants, however, it is striking, that the
neighbourhood movement in Stockholm was
composed of such broad categories of people.

The interviews that have been made, show a
number of motives of commitment in the move-
ment work. These were without ranking: 1.
Criticism against contemporary town-planning.
2. A wish to improve the environmental living
conditions of the district. 3. A need for social
community, fellowship and identity. 4. A need to
establish bonds with the district as a newcomer.
5. A need for commitment. 6. A professional
interest in town-planning. – Furthermore, an
interesting result is that there was a number of
what can be called “colourful personalities”
among the activists, who cannot properly be
categorised. They had very different personal
motives, where pure commitment probably was
the most important. Examples of these “colour-
ful personalities” are the retired army general,
the old communist plumber and trade unionist,
the anarchistic agitator and world citizen, the
business economist at the large company, the
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computer consultant and the vicar. However, it
is important to stress that the activists of the
neighbourhood groups were well integrated into
society. At the interviews twenty years after-
wards they had to a great extent kept their
values, even if the values had been modified and
were freer from illusions.

The women very often had prominent roles
in the neighbourhood groups. Kungsholmens
byalag was even dominated by women, proba-
bly as a result of the commitment of an elderly
woman with a background in the women’s rights
movement. In the groups of the neighbourhood
movement there were no traditional organisa-
tional structures. The new and untested model
of participatory democracy made it easier for
women to commit at a time when equality
between men and women had seriously been
brought to the fore in society. The active partic-
ipation of women in the movement obviously

had the result that feminine values had an
influence on the methods. The movement’s rath-
er soft and peaceful image, where confrontation
had been replaced by discussion can be under-
stood in such a perspective.

The Alternative City
The impact of the neighbourhood movement on
the rebuilding of Stockholm can be summarised
in four points: 1. The movement had at an early
stage obvious success and stopped some impor-
tant construction projects. 2. Other environ-
mentally delicate projects were not even start-
ed or planned. 3. There was a consciousness-
raising concerning the values of urban environ-
ment among the public, the media and decision-
makers. 4. Authorities took the initiative to
improve public participating in the town-plan-
ning and to broaden the local democracy.

In the long run the neighbourhood movement

3. After the battle of the elms activists climbed the trees and even slept there in order to prevent new attempts
to cut the trees down. Photo: Björn Gustavsson.
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had a lasting effect on the rebuilding of the city.
The movement represented more humanistic
town-planning ideas, and its activities contrib-
uted to change the rationalistic town-planning
in a humanistic direction. The obvious difficulty
in changing the town-planning can be explained
by the inertia of the thinking of Man according
to the theories of French mentality history.

The movement’s ideology was based partly
on a vision of co-operation and community among
people, partly on wishes for a different human-
istic town-planning. The movement lacked what
can be referred to as long movement-texts, even
if short written texts existed (see Thörn 1997).
However, it is not enough to read the ideology
only in the texts of a movement. Equally impor-
tant is the orally transmitted ideology. Even if
written models seldom were mentioned by the
interviewed activists, the consciousness of the
importance of participatory democracy, alter-
native city building and community among peo-
ple was firm.

At the most active stage of the movement the
vision of the Alternative City was never clearly
specified. However, by looking at the criticism of
the movement against town-planning in their
different actions, a picture of this city can be
obtained: The Alternative City had no motor
traffic in the inner town, nor in the residential
areas of the suburbs. A network of bicycle paths
found their way between the city districts. Ex-
isting traffic routes mainly went in tunnels and
were hardly noticeable. Public transport was
well developed and had free fares. All new office
buildings were placed outside the inner town,
which instead had more flats in rebuilt office-
and parking-buildings. In the green parks and
on the car-free embankments there were out-
door cafés and gardens. A large number of
meeting places, managed without profit, exist-
ed all over the city. In most residential areas
allotment gardens were available for the resi-
dents. A picture of the Alternative City made up
at the final stage of the movement is found in
one of the periodicals of the movement (Klara
Papper 1976). Here a future residential district
is described, especially its sense of community
and co-operation among people. The city emerg-
es as a return to Gemeinschaft, to a humanistic
city built for people living in community.

The Movement of the Nineties

New Protests
In the early nineties a new protest movement
against the city-planning in Stockholm
emerged.2  The conflicts were focused on three
different issues: the construction of a system of
ring roads around central Stockholm, the ex-
panding of the railway on the west side of the
Old Town and different office building projects
in the cultural valuable areas around lake
Brunnsviken, close to the northern part of cen-
tral Stockholm. All these projects can be under-
stood as components of the efforts to rebuild
Stockholm into a global city in competition with
other big cities. To construct a good infrastruc-
ture has been one part of this strategy. Another
has been to make room for new office buildings
for big international corporations. In this per-
spective the surroundings of Brunnsviken have
been very attractive, with its royal parks, unique
natural beauty and central location.

It is interesting to see that most of the new
roads have been planned to be laid in tunnels.
The suggested central Ring Road was to be built
already in the sixties, but that project was
abandoned in the early seventies. No part of it
was then to be laid in tunnel, which the neigh-
bourhood groups at that time demanded.
Present-days efforts to construct road and rail-
way tunnels can be seen as an expression of a
greater consciousness of the values of urban
environment today compared to the sixties.
However, road tunnels are not sufficient for
many of the contemporary urban protest groups.
Their aspiration is a total stop to all big road
projects.

The contemporary protest movement in
Stockholm has been very different from the
neighbourhood movement. It reflects the frag-
mentation, individualisation and globalisation
of today’s post-modern society. The fragmenta-
tion is shown in the wide range of very different
groups. Some examples illustrate this: the an-
archistic youth group Socialekologisk aktion
(Social ecological action), the still very active
participatory democracy group Alternativ stad
founded in 1969, neighbourhood groups and
nature protection groups with traditional hier-
archical structure such as Haga-Brunnsvikens
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vänner (Friends of Haga-Brunnsviken) and the
small elite group of well-known people Kommit-
tén för den Gustavianska parken (Committee
for the Gustavian park).

There has also been highly qualified individ-
uals who have carried out their own actions by
writing articles in newspapers and letters to
authorities. An interesting and somewhat sur-
prising kind of network of individuals was called
Vi som älskar Stockholm (We who love Stock-
holm). It existed only a couple of years and was
composed of bank executives, financiers, stock-
brokers, authors, journalists, professors, direc-

4. The Ring Road around central Stockholm as shown in the newspaper Expressen, September 13, 1994. The
picture illustrates that the western parts of the Ring Road – the existing roads – was to be kept on ground level.
The main parts of the roads were to be built in tunnels. Nine high towers should take the exhaust gas out of the
tunnels. The most controversial part of the Ring Road was Österleden (Eastern Link). This link was rejected 1997
by the social democratic government as well as a road west of Stockholm (not in the picture) across lake Mälaren
and the island Lovön, also the location of the royal castle Drottningholm.

tor-generals; conservatives, liberals and social
democrats.

The globalisation appears in the various
international contacts that exist mainly among
younger activists in the leftist groups. In sum-
mer holidays young activists have travelled
abroad and visited other activist groups, which
they have got in touch with on Internet. The
American/English organisation “Earth First!”
has inspired young anarchists to use sabotage
methods like “monkey-wrenching” to destroy
road construction vehicles (Wall 1999). By in-
spiration from England and the London organ-
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isation “Reclaim the Streets” independent Swed-
ish groups called “Reclaim the Streets” and
“Reclaim the City” have been formed. Their
“street parties” have caused fierce confronta-
tions with the police.

The contemporary movement has been char-
acterised by its networks. The word network
has turned up frequently in all connections,
almost as a mantra (cf. Castells 1996–1998).
Networks of groups, networks of people, net-
works of friends and networks of colleagues
have worked together in a complicated system
all over Stockholm. Networks of groups have
been able to form successful coalitions in the
urban conflicts by creating special umbrella
organisations, a new kind of strategy of the
urban movements in Sweden. This kind of co-
operation of different groups in conflicts has be
called “federated frontstage structure” and “rain-
bow coalition” (Stoecker 1993, Peterson 1997).
Such co-operation seems also internationally to
be an innovation regarding contemporary so-
cial movements compared to the movements of
the sixties (Klandermans 1997:143ff).

In the umbrella organisations very different
groups and their members have been able to
work together, from young anarchists to mid-
dle-aged and elderly established citizens. This
is very much the reason why the movement has
accomplished to mobilise people to mass dem-
onstrations in front of the Parliament and the
City hall. In dark winter evenings large torch-
light processions have been arranged and well-
known people from the establishment have spo-
ken against the projected roads.

The big city-building projects have been car-
ried out by initiative and support from the three
large parties in the city council; social demo-
crats, conservatives and liberals. Only some
small and relatively unimportant parties have
put forward objections. Thus, there has been no
real opposition in the City council, which has
meant that the protest movement has had to
work mainly outside the parliamentary system.
However, the protest movement has succeeded
in getting support from different members of
the three main parties. Especially important
has been the support from local social demo-
crats, the dominating party both in the Swedish
parliament and the City council. A network of

social democrats against the projects has been
formed, which has had support from the local
women’s and youth organisations of the party.

The movement has had substantial success.
A first victory came when the surroundings of
lake Brunnsviken together with the royal park
Djurgården was declared as a “Nationalstads-
park” (National Urban Park). This was done by
the creation of a new law, which came into force
in January 1995. The intention of the law was to
protect the area against further exploitation. A
second success has been when the authorities
decided that the expansion of the railway in the
Old Town must be further investigated. Efforts
are now made to find a solution with a tunnel
under water, which will improve the environ-
ment west of the island considerably.

However, the most important victory was the
decision of the Swedish social democrat govern-
ment in 1997, that the construction of the major
part of the ring road system should be aban-
doned. The roads in the most valuable nature
areas should thus not be built in a foreseeable
future. This decision is interesting, because it
meant that the social democrats in the govern-
ment made a totally contradictory judgement
compared to the local social democrat party in
the City council. This decision was not so prob-
lematic as it seems because of the existence of
the internal opposition in the local party organ-
isation.

At present only minor environmental con-
flicts emerge in various issues in Stockholm. In
general it can be said that the movement of the
nineties is now defending the achieved results
and is trying to prevent that new threats to the
urban environment emerge. Some of the groups
have as a consequence of the uneventful latest
period now come to an end or have very little
activities. But the calm may not last very long,
since there are several visible signs that the
planning and construction of the ring roads
once again will start.

In summary it can be said the environmental
movement of the nineties has had great impact
on the city-planning in the Stockholm area.
However, there is no doubt that the neighbour-
hood movement made the foundation to this. As
mentioned above this earlier movement has
had a long-lasting importance in the shaping of
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a greater consciousness of environmental val-
ues already in the seventies among the public,
the media and decision-makers.

In the end of the nineties some of the groups
in the environmental movement also joined in
actions against the new liberal city politics, the
new economy and against the social and spatial
polarisation of the city. These trends in society
had then become very obvious in Stockholm as
well as in other big cities of the world (cf. Mayer
1999). Two organisation networks have been
formed with the significant and somewhat pro-
voking names Stockholm inte till salu (Stock-
holm not for sale) and Mot Marknadens Dikta-
tur (Against Dictatorship of the Market). A new
different movement has thus emerged as a reac-
tion to what can be seen as consequences of the
ongoing economical and political globalisation.

An Urban Environmental Movement
In the case of Stockholm one could in a histori-
cal perspective either speak of a couple of urban
environmental movements active in different
periods or of one single movement that has gone
through different phases. Three such different
phases can in that case be observed: 1. An early
phase with a height in the fifties and sixties
characterised by the activities of single leading
personalities in the cultural field. An early
stage of this phase extends back into the past.
This period has not been treated in this article.
2. A very active phase at the end of the sixties
and the first part of the seventies dominated by
the neighbourhood movement. 3. Another very
active phase in the nineties, characterised by a
great variety of groups with very different struc-
tures, partly led by an elite in society.

Alberto Melucci has shown that a movement
can pass through phases of latency and mobili-
sation. In the phase of mobilisation hidden
networks from the phase of latency are activat-
ed. The everyday practice of these hidden net-
works represents, according to Melucci, the
continuity in a movement (Melucci 1989, 1996).
Sidney Tarrow argues that instead one should
see movements as recurrent cycles of protests.
The top of a protest cycle is formed by the
activists’ networks, which also maintain the
movement in periods of decline. The organisa-
tions and the activists’ networks are, according

to Tarrow, the basis of a continuous existence of
a movement (Tarrow 1998, see also Rupp and
Taylor 1987).

Even if a movement has ceased to exist, its
essence can survive in people’s consciousness
and values, as well as in society as a whole.
When these values are threatened there is a
potential for a new mobilisation of the move-
ment. This is illustrated by the later develop-
ment of the urban environmental movement in
Stockholm, where totally new groups and peo-
ple have been activated. Surviving networks,
organisations and the everyday practice of hid-
den networks can, as Tarrow and Melucci ar-
gue, be important to a movement in periods of
decline. However, it can also be argued that it is
the long lasting fundamental values that repre-
sent the continuity and coherence of a move-
ment in the different phases of visibility and
latency, which a movement can pass through.

Notes
1. The movement has been studied with help of about

sixty interviews with activists in the movement,
as well as written material collected from the
activists. Also protocols from the city council, news-
papers, periodicals, city plans and literature has
been used. The results of the research have been
published in my doctor’s thesis (Stahre 1999).

2. The movement of the nineties is now studied in a
new project called “The Green City” which is fi-
nanced by The Swedish Council for Research in
the Humanities and Social Sciences (HSFR). The
study is carried out with interviews with activists
completed with written sources. The project will be
concluded in January 2002.
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