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A B S T R A C T   

Organizing rural workers has always proved to be a challenge for the labour movement. This was especially the case in Scandinavia where well into the industrial era, 
labour and property relations in the agricultural countryside remained essentially feudal in character. Nonetheless, and especially in the rich agricultural districts of 
the southernmost province of Skåne, the Swedish labour movement had succeeded spectacularly by the interwar years. Perhaps unintuitively, a key to its success was 
that it focused as much money and energy on constructing new spaces of culture and leisure – so-called People’s Houses and People’s Parks – as it did to direct 
workplace organizing. Drawing on Kevin Cox’s concepts of “spaces of dependence” and “spaces of engagement,” this paper explains how and why Sweden’s labour 
unions succeeded in remaking Skåne’s political geography and transformed the region into one of the strongest social-democratic districts in early-twentieth century 
Sweden.   

1. Introduction 

From the early 1880s onwards, a labour movement variably calling 
itself socialist or social-democratic began to gain a foothold in Sweden. 
In many of the country’s urban centres social-democratic unions and 
party branches quickly established the labour movement as an impor-
tant political force contesting both the economic and political estab-
lishment and its public culture through newspapers, literature, music 
and movement-controlled cultural venues (e.g. Olsson & Ekdahl, 2002, 
pp. 26–27; Jönsson et al. in press). Yet the country remained predomi-
nantly rural, and social democracy also needed to make inroads into 
rural sites of resource extraction, isolated mill-towns, small-scale 
farming districts, and the manorial landscapes of the rich plains if it was 
going to fundamentally transform Swedish society. 

Labour movement strategies shaped in industrial towns proved 
difficult to apply in the countryside, however, where the life of poor 
crofters and small-holders differed markedly from the experiences of the 
skilled tradesmen and manual labourers found in cities and towns. The 
biggest difficulty was arguably posed in Sweden’s southernmost county 
Skåne (Scania), where the rapidly industrializing agricultural landscape 
remained dominated by a politically powerful, landowning elite of 
large-scale farmers, and where the region’s feudal past remained a living 

presence (Uppenberg & Olsson, 2022). To the social democrats, Skåne’s 
agricultural landscape was a hostile hinterland, despite the 
social-democratic movement’s early success in the region’s urban areas. 
In the 1880s and 1890s, Scanian towns and cities were Sweden’s first 
hotspots of socialist agitation and most of them became union strong-
holds (see Billing, 1988, pp. 8–13). Despite this strength in the region’s 
towns, and despite the growing need for an expanded, proletarianized 
workforce for the labour-intensive industrial mode of agriculture that 
increasingly defined Skåne’s plains, it took three decades for social de-
mocracy to make inroads into the manorial landscape surrounding its 
urban bases. 

Yet, the labour movement eventually managed to expand into the 
countryside and southern Sweden’s political geography began to shift 
left in the interwar years. The purpose of this paper is to examine how 
the worker’s movement made its first successful advances towards 
remaking this hostile political landscape. Organized labour succeeded, 
we will show, by combining union drives directed at agrarian workers 
with strategically dispensing considerable resources on constructing 
new rural spaces nominally focused on popular leisure and culture to 
bolster the hard-pressed work-place organizing efforts in the agrarian 
landscape. The labour movement in Skåne, and later in other parts of 
Sweden, built an extensive network of People’s Houses (Folkets hus) with 
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rooms for lectures and reading circles, concerts and plays, and People’s 
Parks (Folkets parker) with landscaped picnic areas, walking trails, 
extensive flowerbeds, and dancefloors. These movement spaces were 
often constructed in the midst of protracted strikes and in the face of a 
hostile landowning class. By not only contesting the economic sites of 
labour in production, but connecting these struggles to spaces of la-
bour’s reproduction, the movement managed to significantly transform 
the relation between what Kevin Cox (1998) defined as spaces of 
dependence (localized social relations where “essential interests” are 
realized) and spaces of engagement (“the space in which the politics of 
securing a space of dependence unfolds”). Rather than simply adapting 
their politics and tactics to the particular geographic conditions of 
Scania’s agrarian countryside, we suggest that the labour movement 
devised strategic ways to change some of these conditions and make a 
hostile terrain more hospitable for organized labour. This political ge-
ography, we show, was partly defined by a set of translocal solidarities 
(Featherstone, 2012) connecting hotspots of worker struggle. But these 
translocal geographies were amplified by the ways in which local labour 
movement institutions such as the People’s Houses and Parks functioned 
as new kinds of spaces of dependence and engagement. 

We begin first by describing Scania’s agrarian countryside around 
the turn of the 20th century to offer a picture of the challenges that 
confronted the labour movement when it set out to organize it. From 
there we turn to a brief discussion of Cox’s arguments, as well as how 
they have been adopted by labour geographers in order to underline just 
why the turn to constructing spaces of culture and leisure was a sur-
prising, yet ultimately successful, way to transform rural Sweden’s po-
litical geography. The following three sections are thereafter devoted to 
examining precisely how the movement managed to construct this 
network of “red outposts” in the quite hostile Scanian landscape to 
suggest why this mattered to the agrarian labour movement. By way of 
conclusion, we return to Cox’s and Featherstone’s work to offer a brief 
suggestion as to why the People’s Houses and Parks endured even during 
times when the labour movement suffered significant set-backs. 

Our methodological approach have been to use a wide range of 
archival sources and secondary literature, much of which is referenced 
as it is introduced. As the regional farmworkers union at the centre of 
our story collapsed in the 1910s, before being refounded in the interwar 
years, its incredibly sparse archives has been of little use. To capture the 
events we seek to describe and theorise we have instead relied on a 
combination of what academic literature on the topic exists and news-
papers aligned with the labour movement, which despite their obvious 
biases remain a valuable source for tracking the developments of the 
agrarian labour movement. The paper’s overarching narrative is 
grounded in a systematic reading of the relevant issues of the Social- 
democratic debate magazines Tiden (1908-) and Fram (1903–12), the 
Agricultural Workers Union magazine Lantarbetaren (1908–1912) and a 
more selective reading of the digitized issues of the Malmö-based 
workers’ daily Arbetet (1887–1995), although there are few explicit 
references in the text to these sources. Instead, the labour movement bi- 
weekly paper Aurora (1892–1967) from Ystad, which in many regards 
functioned as the unofficial organ of the agricultural workers’ union 
before it briefly began to publish its own magazine, is the main primary 
source used to chart the geography of labour movement organizing in 
the period we study. 

Several archives of particular parks have been scoured for relevant 
information, but the sources named above have proven more useful, as 
the first years of these institutions’ history seldom are described in any 
detail in the few documents that have been preserved. An exception is 
the Vanneberga People’s House archive, which proved a too rich case to 
be included in this overview and is covered in a separate, in-depth study 
of local interactions between workers, the manorial estate and other 
elements of the community. Instead, we have turned to sources such as 
oral history collections of farmworkers (Olsson, 1995) and fictionalized 
accounts of actual events of agrarian organizing (Illgudson, 2018 
[1904]; Lo-Johansson, 1936) to explicate the needs and desires framing 

the creation of new movement spaces. Anniversary books (eg Mårtens-
son, 1991; Nilsson, 1938) have proven useful to understand the context 
for the creation of particular parks and houses as they were remembered 
at a later stage, and these memories have been cross-referenced with 
contemporary newspapers such as Aurora. Information about dates and 
places in these sources has, in turn, been compared with data collected 
in local (Winter, 1981), and national (Hansson, 1939), surveys of Peo-
ple’s Parks and Houses. 

2. Skåne and the landscape of agrarian capitalism 

Rich in grains – wheat, barley, and oats – as well as highly profitable 
sugar beets, and awash in both regional and foreign capital, Skåne’s 
plains for long seemed infertile only for labour organizing. The 19th 
century transformation of Skåne into a “new landscape” of “agricultural 
capitalism” might have made a “new rural working class” necessary to 
work its large farms, as historical geographer Jens Möller (1990, pp. 
62–68) argues. Yet, both the political and cultural power associated with 
the large agricultural properties which long had dominated rural Skåne, 
as well as the relations of production for workers in the agricultural 
sector, meant serious difficulties for the social democrats’ attempt to 
organize this rural working class. Feudal property and labour relations 
were in part preserved in the model of large-scale and export-driven 
agriculture consolidated in Skåne during the latter half of the 19th 
century. The owners of many of the region’s large manors and estates, 
which had dominated the countryside for centuries, transformed their 
properties into large-scale agrarian-capitalist businesses, but now 
competing with urban capitalists investing surpluses in new agricultural 
ventures (Möller, 1989; Olsson, 2008). 

Skåne’s reconstructed feudal property relations were paralleled by 
the organization of the agrarian-capitalist labour process. This is 
perhaps best exemplified by how crofters paid their rent as corvée labour 
on the big farms, as well as the widespread use of the so-called statare 
workers on Skåne’s largest farms well into the 20th century (Olofsson, 
2008). Statare families were tied to one-year contracts largely paid 
in-kind and often lived in barracks or cottages on manorial land. Though 
sometimes tied to the same estate for decades, statare families could be 
dismissed by, or on their own accord leave, their employer in late 
October after the harvest was completed to seek out a new contract. 
Until a 1926 reform, both statare and their family members were clas-
sified as servants in a household headed by the property-holding 
employer. Consequentially, they were by law expected to be “loyal” to 
that household, which skewed power relations in agricultural commu-
nities and in the labour process even further in the agrarian capitalists’ 
favour (Lundh & Olsson, 2008, p. 25). 

Whichever kind of contract farmworkers were employed on, large- 
scale farmers also dominated the rural community through their far- 
reaching control of the landscape. Agrarian capitalists, be they old 
feudal families or urban investors, did not simply control a factory or 
some warehouses that workers left when their shifts were over to go to 
working class quarters with working class cultural spaces more or less 
beyond managers’ gaze. Rather, many agricultural capitalists owned 
farmworkers’ housing, permitting them to evict entire families when 
workers became defiant (Möller, 1989, pp. 135–137; Back, 1961, pp. 
75–93). The political power associated with such a concentrated 
ownership of land also allowed the most influential agrarian capitalists 
to shape the environment outside the boundaries of their own properties 
to their advantage. Public construction projects in rural parishes, for 
instance, were largely designed to accommodate large landowners’ in-
terests (Möller, 1989, p. 35). 

This political power to shape the landscape was closely related to the 
fact that voting rights in Sweden remained tied to property ownership 
well into the 20th century. The large Scanian estates could thus remain 
powerful political operators even as paternalist privileges of the old 
feudal order began to crumble in the face of capitalist modernization. 
They wielded disproportionally strong influence in the national 
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parliament (Bengtsson, 2019, pp. 140–42), and had long been the 
dominant force in local politics both through the votes allotted to them 
through the sheer size of their properties and fortunes and through 
habitually stating in tenants’ contracts that the landlord would deter-
mine tenants’ votes (Uppenberg & Olsson, 2022). Rural Skåne’s agrarian 
capitalist elite tended to have close relationships with regional state 
authorities, which were often headed by aristocrats-turned-capitalists 
who did not hesitate to invoke harsh anti-union laws and dispatch the 
police to help farmers disband worker gatherings. 

However, the old manorial authority and the way it transformed into 
an agrarian capitalist elite never went completely unchallenged. Skåne’s 
rural poor occasionally rebelled, most notoriously in a series of landless 
workers’ and small-farmer disturbances in the 1860s (Olofsson, 2008). 
This rural unrest was a backdrop to the 19th century’s political struggles 
for more democratic rights. Large ‘People’s Meetings’ (Folkmöten) were 
held in the rural communities of Skåne during the later half of the 19th 
century, uniting small farmers with other groups demanding the right to 
vote and providing a public platform for early proto-social democratic 
agitation towards the end of the century (Bengtsson, 2021). When a new 
generation of labour militants turned its attention to the Scanian land-
scape, some (if not all) of these veteran radicals retained sympathies for 
organized labour. They instilled a ‘red republican’ influence on the 
‘German’ Marxism of the first social democrats and became valuable 
rural allies to unionizing farmworkers in the years around 1900 (see 
Edgren, 2009; Olofsson, 2018). 

Despite this history of rural radicalism, and despite the countryside’s 
“new rural working class”, large-scale farmers were clearly the domi-
nant force in the Scanian agrarian landscape at the beginning of the 20th 
century. Their control of large properties and relations of production 
reinforced by authority over local, regional and national politics easily 
squashed the first attempts to unionize Skåne’s agricultural workers and 
extend social democracy’s reach, as we will soon show. Only by chal-
lenging this agrarian elite’s power over work at the same time as con-
testing the power wielded through the manorial landscape would social 
democracy eventually be able to put down roots in this hostile terrain 
and began to transform its politics. 

3. Spaces of dependence, spaces of engagement, and translocal 
solidarities 

Despite conditions for work-place organizing being far from ideal, 
Skåne’s growing number of agricultural workers was a prize too 
tempting to ignore for the late nineteenth-century social democrats. 
Consolidating their power in the region’s urban communities, the next 
step was to dispatch organizers from the emerging urban strongholds to 
fan the farmworkers’ flames of discontent. By linking industrial centres 
to their agrarian hinterlands, the movement not only contested the 
dominant politics in both places but also constructed what historical 
geographer David Featherstone (2012) calls translocal solidarities 
across the region’s divided political terrain. 

Translocal solidarities reaching across Skåne’s urban-rural divide 
were made possible in part by the material regional geography of 
agrarian capitalism. Agitators, often with rural roots themselves, were 
able to travel quickly between farms and between farming districts and 
the cities because of the network of roads and rail lines established to 
ensure the steady flow of goods from the agrarian countryside to urban 
industries and ports, thus strategically using the infrastructure of a 
landscape made for agricultural capitalist against those who so pro-
foundly shaped it. The “pathways in and out of town”, as William Cro-
non (1991, p. xviii) described the regional economic geography of 
capital and labour flows linking Chicago to a vast agricultural hinter-
land, thus made possible new forms of connections between urban and 
agrarian workers. Much like Featherstone (2012) theorizes translocal 
geographies of solidarity by tracing how sea-farers organized along the 
maritime flows of global capital, the infrastructure making possible the 
flow of agricultural goods and migratory labour through port towns, 

manufacturing cities and railroad towns allowed the organizers of these 
strategic sites to reconnect to the workers of the agrarian hinterland (see 
Mitchell, 2002). But despite the possibilities offered by these connec-
tions, and despite calls for unionization being met with enthusiasm by 
many workers, the simple fact of the landowners’ dominance of the rural 
landscape required a firmer grounding. It required the construction of 
new rural spaces within which the movement grassroots could organize 
and reach out to new constituencies (see also Navickas, 2015, p. 190). It 
required, it turns out, houses in which lectures could be held and book 
clubs could meet and parks where workers could picnic and dance. 

To understand how the labour movement came to ground its trans-
local solidarities in places such as People’s Houses and Parks, and how in 
turn this allowed for redrawing Skåne’s political geography, it is helpful 
to turn to Kevin Cox’s (1998) work on the constraints and possibilities of 
local politics. Cox suggested that the notion spaces of dependence and 
spaces of engagement could explain the relationship between “the politics 
of space” and “the politics scale.” 

Spaces of dependence are defined by those more-or-less localized 
social relations upon which we depend for the realization of essential 
interests and for which there are no substitutes elsewhere; they 
define place-specific conditions for our material well-being and our 
sense of significance. These spaces are inserted into broader sets of 
relationships of a more global character … People, firms, state 
agencies, etc., organize in order to secure the conditions for the 
continued existence of their spaces of dependence but in doing so 
they have to engage with other centers of social power …. In so 
doing, they construct a different form of space which I call … a space 
of engagement: the space in which the politics of securing a space of 
dependence unfolds (Cox, 1998). 

Cox’s goal was to understand the structuring forces that determined 
the degrees of manoeuvrability for local political action, and in the years 
since, geographers and others have deployed the concepts on a dizzying 
array of topics, ranging from the politics of abortion to urban growth 
coalitions, neoliberal university campuses to natural resource struggles, 
and logistics hubs to feminist political geography. Primarily, Cox has 
however influenced those working on labour and its political agency (e. 
g. Bergene et al. 2016; Brookes, 2013; Castree et al. 2004; Gough, 2013; 
Jordhus-Lier, 2013; Knutsen et al., 2015; Oseland et al. 2012). 

As Houeland et al. (2021) recently argued, however, in order “to use 
this terminology to study trade unionism … it is necessary to adapt these 
concepts to workers as collective agents.” While this is true – and we will 
soon see how important collective action was in remaking the political 
map of Skåne – Houeland and colleagues unfortunately tend to reduce 
the space of dependence to a highly abstract “region” and the space of 
engagement to an institution, in their case a national labour confedera-
tion. Therefore, the importance of the political practices and relations of 
particular sites is obscured. In contrast, we suggest, that the actual, 
indeed physical, construction of specific kinds of places is vital to un-
derstand how spaces of dependence and engagement amplify and bolster 
the vulnerable networks of translocal solidarity embodied by the re-
lationships of individual organizers and grassroots activists. 

In a context like Skåne where large estates dominated rural labour-
ers’ spaces of dependence – that is, this group’s place-specific conditions 
for social reproduction and cultural life – a key question for Skåne’s 
labour movement became how to create new everyday spaces allowing 
farm workers to access some of their social and cultural “essential in-
terests” outside the grasp of agricultural capitalists. And, could these 
new spaces of dependence then be enmeshed in robust spaces of 
engagement connecting the labourers in agricultural communities with 
each other and to the urban strongholds of social democracy? That is to 
say, could the labour movement use the energy generated by developing 
tensions on isolated farms not only to advance local struggles for union 
rights and better conditions, but also to remake the politics of rural 
communities in the region more generally? Answering these questions 
requires closely engaging with the ways that organized workers and 
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socialist agitators struggled to find and make space for a new movement, 
beyond mere institutions. Rather, it requires close attention to how the 
translocal solidarities reaching across the urban-rural political divide 
were anchored in sites like the People’s Parks and Houses and how these 
red outposts were built by the labour movement in the heart of a hostile 
landscape of agrarian capitalism to change both local conditions and the 
politics of the region. 

4. The Scanian labour movement’s urban archipelago and the 
challenge of the countryside 

The beginning of Sweden’s social-democratic labour movement is 
invariably dated to 1881, when agitator August Palm returned from 
Germany and Denmark equipped with a blend of half-Marxist and so-
cialist ideas, which he introduced at a public meeting in southern 
Sweden’s largest city, Malmö (Hirdman, 1988, p. 31; Olsson & Ekdahl, 
2002, p. 19). Socialist labour organizing soon took hold in Malmö and 
about a dozen other, smaller southern Swedish industrial towns (Uhlén, 
1949, pp. 107–195). By 1900, a full 14,000 of the 44,000 dues-paying 
members of the Social-democratic party resided in Skåne, a number 
which increased to 21,000 five years later when a formal party district 
was established (Billing, 1988, pp. 8–13). While Skåne’s socialist 
movement was increasingly successful in the region’s towns, the social 
democrats made few inroads in the agricultural hinterlands that sepa-
rated them. In 1905, Skåne’s dues-paying social democrats were found 
in only 17 local branches, all in cities and towns except for the occa-
sional union or party branch set up in a railroad junction community, 
rural mill town, or distant mining barrack (ibid.). 

Where the labour movement grew, though, it left its mark. In line 
with continental examples such as the Maison du Peuple in Belgium and 
the Case de Popolo in Italy (Kohn, 2003), as well as British Workingmen’s 
Clubs (Navickas, 2015) and American union halls (MacFarland, 2017), 
workers in Malmö began collecting funds in 1891 for a building which 
they proclaimed would be the People’s House (Folkets hus). The same 
year Malmö’s labour movement took over a leisure garden at the edge of 
an industrializing district for weekend events, which in 1893 they 
renamed the People’s Park (Folkets park) (Pries et al. 2020). Malmö’s 
People’s House and People’s Park provided a model for how labour 
could intervene in the cultural space that workers and the poor relied on 
for leisure, a model that quickly spread across the towns and cities of the 
country’s south and, once established as a regional movement practice, 
across the country. By the end of World War II, the Swedish labour 
movement had built as many as 2000 People’s Parks and Houses (Ståhl, 
2005). 

The People’s Houses and Parks started as local interventions into 
urban spaces of dependence for culture, leisure, education, and political 
debate where the labour movement was already becoming a political 
force to reckon with. This meant that neither parks and houses, nor the 
workplace organization of labour unions these were connected to, had 
much reach into the rural locations dominated by large-scale agricul-
ture, like Skåne’s plains. Yet, the workers and poor of Sweden’s agri-
cultural landscapes were simply too important to ignore. In 1900, almost 
half of the working population of Sweden was in some manner tied to 
agriculture. Three quarters of this rural population were labourers, 
crofters, or small farmers working marginal lands (Olsson, 2008, p. 60), 
with landless workers on Skåne’s large farms playing an even more 
pronounced role as potential rural constituency of social democracy. At 
the turn of the century the region had some 5000 statare families, while 
many thousands of other labourers worked on day-labour contracts for 
small wages on the region’s manorial estates and large farms (Olsson, 
2008, pp. 68–70). 

The labour movement’s first attempt to organize farmworkers, which 
predated the establishment of Malmö’s People’s House and Park, did not 
include anything like an attempt to permanently remake the agricultural 
landscape’s spaces of dependence and engagement. In the spring of 
1888, workers of the port city of Ystad on Skåne’s southern coast set up a 

socialist association, and just over a year later it sent out cobbler and 
unionist firebrand Frederik Thorssson (See Fig. 1), later to become a 
socialist finance minister, to agitate in agricultural communities (Nils-
son, 1938, p. 15). A year of traveling around the region culminated in a 
public meeting organized by Ystad’s socialists on a Saturday afternoon 
in May 1890, which took place on a farm a few kilometres outside the 
city. Beneath two red flags sixty committed Ystad radicals marched out 
of the city and found that a thousand curious locals had gathered at the 
farm. Among them was a contingent of farmhands from the Krageholm 
manor who decided on the spot to form a trade union (Kämpe, 1932, pp. 
34–35). 

The Krageholm union does not appear to have endured, but a steady 
trickle of agricultural union organizing followed both in Ystad’s hin-
terland and elsewhere in Sweden. A month later, for example, newspa-
pers reported on a meeting that took place in a grove of trees outside the 
small village Kvillinge, near the industrial town of Norrköping, where 
“four paths and a road meet:” 

… workers dressed in their Sunday Best arrived from every direction. 
Soon the assembled were around 400 persons, all standing around a 
newly cut tree stump – a pulpit. Mr. N.T. Johnson, the most 
thoughtful and intelligent of the workers asked to speak. He greeted 
the people present and held a long lecture on the situation of the day 
(quoted in Kämpe, 1932, p. 37).1 

Countless similar improvised meetings like this one were held at 
crossroads, in meadows, forests, fields, and stables. Over the ensuing 
summer, a number of unions formed, and strikes sporadically erupted on 
farms and manors across both Skåne and Sweden’s other agricultural 
regions (Kämpe, 1932, p. 35; Back, 1961, pp. 15–16). 

Farmworkers’ open-air meetings became a key theme in the work of 
the generation of self-taught “worker-writers” who broke into the cul-
tural mainstream with the post-World War I ascendency of social de-
mocracy. Ivar Lo-Johansson, one of Sweden’s most cherished 20th 
century authors and an avid contributor to union magazines, even 
fictionalized the 1890 scene outside Norrköping in one of his many short 
stories about agricultural workers. Lo-Johansson (1936, pp. 177–184) 
recast the episode by setting the story deep inside a forest as the 
treacherous night slowly fell and transformed the founding of the union 
into a preciously guarded secret, rather than a public event. Yet, if the 
secretive aspects of this particular meeting were invented by 
Lo-Johansson, they nonetheless reflected the very real and very fierce 
repression agricultural workers faced between the 1890s and when the 
story was published in the 1930s. 

Few, if any, of the unions formed in the summer of 1890 survived 
more than a year or two. As Pär-Erik Back (1961, p. 16) put it in his 
dissertation on the farmworker’s movement, most quickly folded when 
they were “faced with the hardened resistance of the employers” (see 
also Nilsson, 1938, p. 67). Traveling agitators like Frederik Thorsson 
may have found ways to at least temporarily connect these fledgling 
unions with each other and with the urban workers’ movement in a 
precarious translocal solidarity. But despite the enthusiastic response of 
workers at the meetings they held at crossroads or in crofter’s cottages, 
the new unions were typically left on their own to confront the immense 
power of the landed elite once the agitator had moved on. Regardless of 
how invigorating the summer of 1890 may have been, it made little 
difference to the relations of power that shaped landscapes such as the 
Scanian countryside. 

It would be nearly another fifteen years before the workers of Skåne’s 
agricultural districts and their urban allies would make another 
concerted effort to organize the countryside. When they did, the ability 
to reorganize the landscape as a central component of organizing the 
workers would prove to be immensely important. The construction of 
new spaces of dependence in these rural communities, and a more solid 

1 All translations in this paper are by the authors. 
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space of engagement connecting them, activists intuited, was needed to 
sustain a labour movement and make it a political and cultural force to 
be reckoned with. 

5. New (urban) spaces of dependence, transformed (rural) 
spaces of engagement 

The difficulties in creating durable agricultural workers union 
branches which organizers encountered in 1890 had taught the labour 
movement that a different approach was necessary to make a mark on 
Skåne’s agrarian landscape. When a new round of organizing began in 
1903, the agitators did not announce their intentions by putting on big 
public displays as they had before. Instead, the movement quietly set 
aside funds for an organizer to tour the region and discretely “form se-
cret agricultural workers’ organizations” (Back, 1961, p. 28). 

This stealthy approach was only possible, however, because a 
regional socialist space of engagement had begun to take shape in 
Skåne’s highly urbanized coastal areas. Malmö had by 1904 become a 
bastion of social-democratic activism and to its north the movement was 
also making serious advances in the university city and manufacturing 
centre of Lund, the shipyards of Landskrona, and the important port city 
of Helsingborg. Inland, social-democratic grassroots were stubbornly 
organizing in the culturally conservative garrison city of Kristianstad as 
well as in smaller manufacturing and railroad towns like Eslöv, 
Kävlinge, Höör, Hörby, and Hässleholm. South of Malmö, the workers’ 
movement was gaining momentum in the port town of Trelleborg, while 
along the southern coast, the small band of socialists in Ystad that had 
stirred trouble in 1890 had by now built a formidable movement. Ystad 
hosted more than a dozen labour unions, several worker-owned coop-
erative stores, a new tradition of sizable May Day rallies, the biweekly 
socialist newspaper Aurora, a large People’s Park, and in 1902 Fredrik 
Thorsson managed to win a seat in the Swedish parliament, which 
significantly boosted the local movement’s legitimacy. 

As the spring of 1904 approached, a lone agitator hired by the Ystad 
labour movement inspired the much larger Malmö party branch to set 
aside funds for two additional full-time countryside organizers (Back, 
1961, pp. 29–30). About a fifth of the costs for these two agitators was 
footed by the association that ran Malmö’s People’s House (Ibid.), 
exemplifying how local movement resources, like the urban People’s 
Houses and Parks, were leveraged to expand the movement into rural 
areas. Organizers partly paid by proceeds from these urban cultural 
venues crisscrossed the region, visiting many of the larger farms 

between Malmö and Ystad. As they travelled, they quickly chartered 
union locals and signed up members while also binding each local into a 
network with the others. This created a regional organizing structure – if 
a precarious one – where grassroots unionists in agricultural commu-
nities and nearby villages came to know and rely on each other. 

In this effort they were supported by another aspect of the labour 
movement’s regional space of engagement. Workers’ newspapers had by 
1904 created a network of rural correspondents who regularly wrote up 
the latest news and gossip from Skåne’s farming villages. Ystad’s 
movement paper, Aurora, for example, hosted a regular column with 
news from the “farmers’ lands.” As the organizing movement gained 
steam in 1904 and shifted to becoming more open after its first, secretive 
phase, these correspondents began to report on union agitation, meet-
ings, and everyday disputes with bosses. Urban movement resources 
with rural reach thus helped to further grow the workers’ grassroots of 
disparate rural communities into a regional space of engagement. 

With these tactics, the movement met with considerable early suc-
cess. After countless union meetings in meadows, fields, and far-flung 
cottages, 587 workers employed on 27 separate farms gathered on 
Easter weekend in Ystad’s People’s Park to form Sweden’s first Trade 
Union League of Agricultural Workers, Skånska Lantarbetarförbundet 
(Aurora 5 April 1904). It was no coincidence that the founding of the 
Lantarbetarförbundet took place in Ystad’s People’s Park (See Fig. 2). The 
park was among the proudest achievements of Ystad’s early socialist 
movement, and its spacious dance pavilion allowed the new union’s 
rank and file to deliberate for hours out of the prying eyes of the land-
owners as well as shelter from the windy spring weather (see Pries et al. 
2020). Ystad’s People’s Park in this way became something more than a 
meeting place and cultural venue carving out a social space of depen-
dence for the city’s labour movement; it also became a site in the making 
of a regional space of engagement used to organize the countryside’s 
agricultural workers. 

Founded in 1896, only five years after Sweden’s first People’s Park 
was opened in Malmö, Ystad’s Park was a lively leisure spot on the 
outskirts of town (Nilsson, 1938, p. 31). The park offered a range of 
activities each summer season, from a staple fare of theatre, music, 
dances, and drinks, to more exclusive events like circuses, acrobatics, 
and opera performances, to say nothing of innumerable union meetings, 
parties, and political education events. A typical weekend in the park 
during the first years of the twentieth century tended to include at least 
one act from outside the city and yielded between one and two thousand 
entrance-paying visitors, according to Aurora’s eager reports. On special 

Fig. 1. Fredrik Thorsson in Malmö People’s Park, first of May 1920. Unknown creator, from Arbetarrörelsens arkiv i Malmö, used with permission.  
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occasions, crowds could easily be two to four-times bigger. For instance, 
the 3000-strong May Day parade in 1904 was followed by a large party 
in the park with almost 5000 attending. This is an astounding figure, 
considering that Ystad’s population at the time was only around 9000. It 
also indicates that the park attracted a good number of visitors from the 
surrounding countryside, both contributing to a social-democratic space 
of dependence in Ystad and reorganizing the space of engagement of the 
city’s agrarian surroundings. That the park, at least this day, reached far 
into Skåne’s agricultural areas is made clear in Aurora’s report: “Be-
tween 500 and 600” members of the newly formed agricultural union – 
just about every member, that is – showed up for that 1904 May Day 
parade and were given the honour of marching at its front into Ystad’s 
Folkets park (Aurora 3 May 1904). 

The Ystad People’s Park was particularly important to the fledgling 
agricultural union. The new union arranged monthly “conferences” 
there all spring and summer where its formally elected representatives 
made plans for the growing organization. Advertisements in Aurora 
announcing these meetings were at pains to note that “all members are 
welcome,” and evidence suggests that several hundred workers from all 
over southern Skåne’s plains typically showed up for each meeting. In 
the park, lively tactical debates followed by a night of dancing and 
drinking replaced the earlier hushed conversations in muddy fields, 
crossroads, and meadows that had been announced by word of mouth. 
As the agricultural union gained strength, ready access to Ystad’s Peo-
ple’s Park made possible completely different modes of interaction be-
tween what might otherwise have remained relatively isolated groups of 
unionists connected only by the ceaseless wanderings of the agitators. By 
the summer of 1904, Ystad’s People’s Park had become an increasingly 
important resource for remaking Skåne’s space of engagement – now 
literally a space of engagement in the class struggle – by providing the 
public a meeting space that the new unions had to this point been unable 
to find in the rural landscapes made by and for agricultural capitalism. 

6. A labour foothold in Skåne’s agricultural landscape 

Through the rural reach of the socialist newspapers and the resources 
marshalled in the cities to support union organizers traveling between 
farms, isolated union locals forged a social-democratic geography that 
for the first time reached into Skåne’s agricultural landscapes. Yet, the 
agricultural workers’ unions remained in a weak position when local 
organizing escalated into actual labour strife. Beyond the fleeting and 
precarious influence of the meetings called by agitators and grassroots 
unionists, there were few stable, rural anchoring points. The unions 
challenged the landlords’ total domination of the agricultural labour 

process, but the agrarian elite’s control over property and power in local 
politics still ensured that any confrontation was stacked in their favour 
(Uppenberg & Olsson, 2021). 

With the unionization drive gathering momentum, socialists there-
fore began to probe the agrarian elite’s cultural and political ability to 
control Skåne’s landscape for weaknesses. In the first week of June 
1904, no less than three sizable public meetings for rural workers took 
place in the stretch between Malmö and Ystad. Aurora’s editor John 
Pihlman himself held a meeting in the small Hylta forest with 300 
participants from two large agricultural estates. Nearby, outside the 
village of Börringe, a union organizer drew a similarly-sized crowd to a 
meeting “under the open sky” which led to the formation of a new local 
with 68 members. Just a few kilometres away on the Lindholmen manor, 
Ystad’s socialist parliamentarian Frederik Thorsson used his newfound 
stature to daringly call a meeting on the actual grounds of the estate 
(Aurora 7 June 1904). 

As spring turned to summer, organizers touring the countryside 
became increasingly bold. The Aurora newspaper, for instance, shifted 
from merely reporting which farms had set up locals to describing in 
detail a steady stream of union events and public speeches and even 
announced some meetings before they took place. On June 15, for 
example, the Aurora promoted an open-air “People’s Meeting” for 
agricultural workers and the area’s “entire population” at a private 
leisure garden outside the village of Svedala, a small community cen-
trally located on the road between Malmö and Ystad that already hosted 
a unionized mechanical workshop (see Lindqvist, 1994). 

However, these openly announced, outdoor meetings had some 
drawbacks. The most mundane problem was the unpredictable weather. 
Many organizers travelled by bike, and in June 1904, both Aurora and 
the larger Malmö-based workers’ daily Arbetet reported on a union 
organizer who set up a meeting for workers at eight on a Saturday 
morning. But a heavy rainstorm meant that: 

He arrived a full hour late, thoroughly wet, and covered in mud after 
several somersaults into mud-filled ditches. The people had endured, 
however, and in the middle of the road [where they met] a union 
with 70 members was formed in the pouring rain. A board was 
selected and representatives to the [monthly conference] meeting in 
Ystad were chosen. The first dues were collected and a collection was 
passed around for the representatives’ travel costs. (Aurora 28 June 
1904) 

The improvised nature of the meeting, together with the inclement 
weather, were made a point of pride in the Aurora’s story, with the 
reporter ending his description by quoting the well-known 17th 

Fig. 2. Ystad People’s Park as photographed for a picture postcard circa 1905. Unknown creator, from the authors’ private collection.  
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century General von Döbeln’s adage that “with troops like these you 
might defy the entire world.” 

The new union’s foot soldiers might indeed be ready to defy the 
traditional authorities of agrarian Skåne, but a somewhat more perma-
nent meeting place with some kind of a roof to keep the rain out and a 
modicum of privacy to discuss union business would certainly help 
sustain morale. Tellingly, Aurora closed its story by announcing that the 
next union meeting would take place in the cooperative store in the 
nearby small town of Skurup. Meeting places like this store were few and 
far between, however, especially for a union with a half a dozen new 
locals forming weekly during the summer of 1904. Furthermore, Skur-
up’s cooperative store was not announced again that summer as a union 
meeting place – most likely due to landowner pressure. Temperance 
halls and village leisure grounds were occasionally listed for meetings in 
the pages of Arbetet and Aurora, and there were at least three sympa-
thetic merchants owning tracts of land around Ystad who would some-
times let workers use their grounds for meetings – possibly veterans of 
the 19th century struggle for voting rights. The new union locals formed 
in the spring and summer of 1904 therefore mostly depended on stealth 
tactics, whatever the growing confidence of the labour press of Ystad 
and Malmö. 

A paradigmatic example of how frail the workers’ claim on space was 
in this context was described in detail to oral historians decades later by 
a worker who became a life-long union activist (Olsson, 1995). 
Twenty-five laborers at the large Klågerup estate between Malmö and 
Ystad hoped to form a union, but did not dare to host a meeting in their 
farm barracks. Instead, they decided to meet the union organizer at the 
train station. Getting wind of this plan, the landowner used his local 
connections within the conservative regional administration to assure 
that three constables were waiting when the organizer arrived. The 
farmworkers quickly got permission to use the cottage of a local railway 
worker, and were able to charter the Union of Agricultural Workers of 
Skåne Local 21, which come autumn would launch a successful strike to 
defend their right to unionize (Olsson, 1995, p. 51). In a landscape of 
large-scale farming dominated by manorial estates, workers assembling 
to discuss the possibility of unionizing was seen by regional govern-
mental authorities as a disorderly challenge to the rural order which 
merited police repression, as the Klågerup episode illustrates. 

Dispersed local struggles soon evolved into a regional war of attri-
tion, with some of the major farmers coordinating the use of strike-
breakers, including forestry workers from Småland, north of Skåne, as 
well as from northern Germany and Poland (Back, 1961, p. 32). Many 
farmers demanded that workers leave their newly formed unions and 
often fired them when they did not; workers responded by striking, with 
little coordination except that offered by the bicycling agitators and 
short reports in Aurora and Arbetet. The first of these strikes began in 
early July 1904, after wage negotiations between an ad hoc group of 
local union members and managers on Marsvinsholm Castle’s large 
farms broke down (Aurora 7 July 1904). A group of fifty-odd men and 
women walked off their jobs in the fields. One of the union organizers 
promptly travelled to the estate and, after a few days, management 
promised the demanded increase in wages, but only if the workers left 
their union. The workers refused and escalated the battle with milk-
maids and workers from the beet fields now joining the strike, despite 
strikebreakers and regional police authorities arriving at the scene 
(Aurora 11 July 1904; Uhlén, 1949, p. 231). 

The landscape around the castle came alive with struggle, but despite 
the union movement’s growing confidence, Aurora only cryptically 
disclosed that “regular meetings were held on the roads in the forests” (6 
July 1904). When a big union meeting for all workers was called to vote 
on a second contract promised by the manor’s managers, Aurora merely 
dared to hint at where this would be held by vaguely referring to “the 
usual place.” No wonder, for as Aurora also reported, “mounted police 
are about in the area and this Saturday were in Svarte, where they 
thought a meeting was to take place” (11 July 1904). Moreover, the 

infamous 1899 labour laws made it illegal to interact with strikebreakers 
in any way, with merely holding strike meetings sometimes interpreted 
as a criminal offence (Flink, 1978). Even if the unionists could boast that 
they “made fools” of the police by shifting meeting locations, their 
ability to secure stable ground for organizing remained tenuous (Aurora 
11 July 1904). When things got tough, farmworkers had to revert to the 
secrecy of the old backroads and meadows. 

This weak grasp in the agricultural landscape’s space of dependence 
was partially compensated for by the union’s ability to leverage the 
space of engagement it was constructing by connecting local struggles 
through translocal solidarities. When the large landowner Jacobæus of 
the Ruuthsbo manor “lent” the Marsvinsholm, estate 50 “migrant 
women” recruited from Småland to secure the strike-threatened harvest, 
the agricultural union promptly responded by shifting the struggle to the 
Ruuthsbo grounds. Within a week, a union organizer had travelled from 
Malmö to hold an outdoor meeting just outside Ruuthsbo for 150 
workers. A new local was formed, and though Jacobæus had apparently 
kept “his” migrant workers “in the cage” of the estate’s barracks, a group 
of Polish workers in Sweden for the summer harvest sneaked off to join 
the union meeting (Aurora 14 July 1904). Meanwhile, a large conference 
was organized at Malmö’s People’s House to coordinate strike-support 
work by all the region’s branches of the social-democratic party. 
Among other results of the conference, the party branches in Malmö and 
Lund raised 300 crowns each for the Marsvinsholm strike committee 
(Aurora 16 July 1904). Bolstered by this support from the urban 
workers’ movement, the strikers at Marsvinsholm were able to hold out 
despite having few local resources to fall back on. After 12 difficult days, 
the agricultural union won its first major victory with all but two of the 
Marsvinsholm farms agreeing to both raise wages and drop their de-
mands that workers leave the union (Aurora 23 July 1904). 

The Marsvinsholm strike was only the beginning of what turned out 
to be a long summer of strife as the union continued to grow. By the 
middle of July it could count some 3000 dues-paying members (Aurora 
19 July 1904; Back, 1961, p. 29). Inspired by Marsvinsholm, a wave of 
strikes ensued as farmworker locals across the region sought to negotiate 
contracts. Most of these strikes were brief, won or lost in a matter of 
days. But a few dragged on for weeks, even or months, with one 
particularly vicious battle on the Lindholmen manor, which included 
union agitators being severely beaten on the farm, lasting a full year 
(Back, 1961, p. 35; Aurora 28 January 1905). 

The kind of violence experienced at Lindholmen was not rare. As the 
dispersed strikes on Skåne’s plains escalated to the point where union 
members began to openly discuss a general strike as the harvest began, 
workers were evicted from their homes (see Fig. 3). Police were in 
several cases deployed to break up union meetings (Aurora 18, 25 
August and 1 September 1904). Perhaps the most dramatic incident 
occurred in August when Baron Stjernblad himself chased off four 
unionized workers from a neighbouring manor who dared to talk to his 
workers, beating the head of one of them bloody with a walking staff 
(Aurora 16, 25 August and 15 September 1904). The affair ended in 
court with the “Truncheon Baron’s” lawyer vigorously arguing that the 
violence was justified since the union had been trespassing on his 
property (Aurora 5 November 1904). 

Perhaps somewhat ironically, the landowners’ fierce reaction to 
union organizing and the wave of strikes – the eviction of farm families 
from their cottages, the beating bloody of union activists – contributed 
to the breakdown of an already-weakened paternalistic relationship that 
had for centuries sustained big farmers’ authority within Skåne’s 
agrarian communities. In turn, this opened a wider set of opportunities 
to organize the workers of the agricultural landscape in new ways. Even 
so, though clearly growing stronger, these new social-democratic claims 
on the plain’s space of engagement were by no means secured. Other 
than the links to the stronger unions and the socialist parties in the cities, 
rural workers only had their newly minted, often unrecognized, and 
frequently persecuted union locals to fall back on and no reliable claims 
to rural spaces to meet, organize, agitate, and socialize. References to 
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“the usual location” remained more common over the summer and fall 
than calls for open meetings in the pages of Aurora. 

What allowed agricultural workers and their unions to meet without 
harassment was instead the People’s Parks and Houses in urban areas. It 
was in Malmö’s People’s House that local party branches met with rural 
workers to coordinate support for the summer strikes. The monthly 
region-wide Ystad conferences for farmworkers made the local People’s 
Park an unofficial headquarters of the union, and on the first Saturday in 
September, the Park set aside all takings for the union’s strike fund 
(Aurora September 3, 1904). The combined People’s House and Park of 
the manufacturing and railroad junction town of Eslöv, located squarely 
in the middle of the region, was also used for strike meetings in 1904 and 
later became the official Agricultural Workers Union headquarters 
(Winter, 1981, p. 33; Back, 1961, p. 85). As the 1904 harvest and its 
wave of strikes wound down, this posed a challenge for the new unions. 
How were these newfound unions to continue to organize in Skåne’s 
agricultural landscape when the agrarian elite unflinchingly used all the 
privileges of their property rights and political authority to deny orga-
nized labour access to rural spaces of dependence and expand the social 
democratic space of engagement beyond the region’s urban 
communities? 

7. Constructing red outposts in rural Skåne 

The answer to this question lay in the lessons organized labour had 
learnt from the strategic use of urban People’s Parks and Houses. While 
the unions continued to grow and all the strikes, except the bitter 
Lindholm struggle, had been resolved by early winter 1905, it was clear 
that the unions had to confront the agrarian capitalists’ power over the 
very spaces of labour’s reproduction. Making space for a more robust 
and enduring labour movement required building new, independent and 
more permanent, spaces available for organizing. Drawing inspiration 
from the Scanian cities’ People’s Parks and Houses established in the 
decade before, rural workers embarked on a campaign to build a region- 
wide network of similar institutions. Rather than separate Parks and 
Houses, as was common in the cities and towns, rural workers usually 
combined the two, building fairly modest People’s Houses but setting 
them within larger, park-like gardens suitable for outdoor meetings and 
parties. 

The first steps towards developing this model were reported in the 
pages of Aurora in September 1904, as the union struggle in the fields 
was reaching its peak. “Planning,” the paper reported, had begun “in 
many places,” and was perhaps most advanced in Övraby, 15 km north 
of Ystad, where the union local was collecting funds to build a People’s 

House. Building such a house, where “union members could come 
together merrily socializing” was, as the paper summarized the ongoing 
efforts, “plainly both useful and necessary” (24 September 1904). 
Exactly how the new and all but completely broke union reached the 
conclusion that it should prioritize purchasing land for a People’s House 
is impossible to know, but a fictionalized account can be found in the 
1904 autobiographical novel Härjare [Marauder] (Illgudson, 2018 
[1904], pp. 83–84), which anonymously chronicled Aurora editor Johan 
Pihlman’s summer of furious agitation. In the novel, workers from 
several farms first meet by a bridge “on a moonlit night” to form a union, 
and then two weeks later meet again in a packed cottage where a visiting 
agitator listens to their “proposal.” “We,” one of the workers insists, 
“need a house to gather in.” A cheap plot of land was available, but any 
deal had to be kept quiet among the workers themselves “so that the 
manager doesn’t pinch it.” The visiting agitator half-promised that the 
Övraby local might get some of the strike funds for the purchase if they 
managed to collect at least half the needed money themselves. As the 
meeting breaks up to the tune of “songs from a little booklet sent by 
factory workers,” the just-elected union chairman implored the mem-
bers: “don’t forget our People’s House.” 

The need for secrecy highlighted in Härjare was not unusual. Land or 
leases of the earliest People’s Parks, even in the case of first park in 
Malmö, were often acquired in secret, for fear that powerful elites would 
thwart plans (Ståhl, 2005, pp. 19–20). Such fears were compounded by 
the power of the agricultural elite’s control over landownership, which 
gave rise to any number of clever solutions, such as a trick played on the 
“patrons” around Övraby that finally secured the land for the People’s 
House. A local merchant named Mr Rosén – “an honest and real friend” 
of social democracy – deployed a clueless carpenter to unknowingly act 
as a go-between to buy a tract of estate land for a worker’s cottage. The 
tract was at “the best possible” location, just at the intersection of three 
roads, each leading to a large manor with active unions. By early 
January 1905, workers “fired from one of the noble’s estates” had 
already begun dragging grey granite rocks through the winter sludge to 
construct a foundation for the house (Aurora 26 January 1905). Within a 
month of the ruse being revealed and the Övraby purchase made public, 
farmworker locals in the nearby Balåkra village and on the Jordbärga 
estate between Ystad and Trelleborg announced that they also had plans 
to build People’s Houses (Aurora 14 February 1905). And less than a 
month later, back in Övraby, the People’s House opened during the first 
week in March with two hundred people attending a grand ball (Aurora 
7 March 1905). 

Neither the Övraby House, nor the ones that followed in Balåkra and 
Jordbärga, were, in fact, the first farmworkers’ People’s House. “The 

Fig. 3. Striking statare family evicted at Råbelöv manor, 1908. Unknown creator, from Back 1961.  
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recently organized workers of Svalöf,” a railroad town with fewer than a 
thousand inhabitants outside Landskrona in northern Skåne, had 
already inaugurated the “first People’s House for agricultural workers” 
in November 1904 (Aurora 12 November 1904). From this point on, the 
Aurora no longer merely printed the date of the Svalöv union meetings, 
but also proudly announced that they were held in the new People’s 
House (8 December 1904). In Svalöv, as in Övraby and soon Balåkra and 
Jordbärga, access to a secure People’s House – a new kind of space of 
dependence – allowed unionists to more directly confront agricultural 
capitalism’s harsh inequalities. By hosting plays and concerts, dances 
and balls in the People’s Houses and their gardens, workers further made 
an effort to develop an independent cultural life, albeit one rooted in a 
budding working-class, socialist ethos (see also Jönsson et al. in press). 
The first People’s Houses of the Scanian plains were like lonely outposts 
locally anchoring socialism in a regional space of engagement domi-
nated by paternalist conservatism, but they also reworked the spatial 
politics of dependence by creating everyday places in rural communities 
for the popular culture of the workers’ movement in the otherwise 
manor-dominated landscape. 

Such People’s Houses, with their landscaped gardens, were also 
places where farmworkers and the skilled workers employed in rural 
workshops could meet together in new ways. The village of Skurup, 
where nearby agricultural workers only once were able to meet at the 
cooperative store, provides a good example. Workers in two of Skurup’s 
mechanical workshops decided to form social-democratic union 
branches in 1904, just as agricultural unions sprung up all around them. 
Decades later, one of the pioneers of Skurup’s workers’ movement 
recalled that he and his fellow “socialist devils” had “great difficulty” in 
finding meeting spaces. Nonetheless, the small group of unionists 
managed to rent Skurup’s cinema for a public lecture when social 
democratic agitator Kata Dahlström passed by on her way to Ystad, and 
filled the room beyond capacity. When one of the unionists later payed 

for their use of the venue, however, the cinema’s owner declared that he 
would never rent to them again “if such a devil’s bitch is going to speak” 
(Mårtensson, 1991, p. 17). With no permanent meeting place, con-
fronted by hostile property owners, and surrounded by a vast landscape 
of agricultural workers struggling to form unions, the workers of Skurup 
decided to form a People’s Park association. By the first of May 1906 
they had bought the land and built a fenced park with gravelled walk-
ways, a lavish entrance portal, a dance pavilion, and a pole for a red flag 
adorned with white capital letters reading “FOLKETS PARK” (Mårtens-
son, 1991, pp. 17–21). Workers in Skurup, both in the workshops and on 
the surrounding farms, now had their own common pleasure grounds 
and meeting space. 

Similar developments took place in nearly all the mill and railroad 
towns, as well as in a good number of agricultural villages in a corridor 
of labour organizing stretching northwest from Ystad (see Fig. 4). Be-
sides the Houses in Övraby, Balåkra, and Jordbärga, the old smithery at 
the rural Minnesberg brickworks was converted to a People’s House in 
1906, and a new House was constructed further west in Hököpinge 
(Winter, 1981, pp. 52–53). North of Ystad, a People’s House association 
began work on a magnificently large brick building in the small mill 
town of Svedala, and workers in the village of Skivarp put the finishing 
touches on a People’s House featuring many of the amenities associated 
with urban People’s Parks like a theatre stage and dancefloor in 1905 
(Winter, 1981, pp. 50-54; Lindqvist, 1994, pp. 108–109). To the east of 
Ystad, workers at the large sugar mill in Köpingbro joined with nearby 
farmworkers to build a People’s Park in 1905, and not much farther 
northeast, workers in semirural Tommelilla bought a leisure garden and 
reopened it as a People’s Park on May Day the same year. 1905 also saw 
a combined People’s Park and House constructed in the small town of 
Sjöbo right in the middle of the Scanian plains (Aurora April 27, 1905; 
Hansson, 1939, p. 470). 

As one network of Parks and Houses grew around Ystad, it meshed 

Fig. 4. Map all known People’s Houses and Parks in and on the border to the Skåne region, after the 1909 cycle of struggle. Made by Johan Pries and August 
Ambjörnsson based on data cited in article. 
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into another network of movement venues extending out from Malmö 
and Lund. In the village of Kvarnby, later the site of one of the most 
bitter agricultural strikes of the interwar period, chalk miners set up a 
People’s House association in 1906, while workers in Klagshamn built a 
People’s House with an accompanying Park and a new People’s House 
and a separate People’s Park opened in the Limhamn fishing community 
in 1906, unions having used a small House with its garden for both 
purposes since 1898 (Winter, 1981, p. 43; Hansson, 1939, p. 213). North 
of Lund, a People’s House was established in the railroad junction town 
of Kävlinge as early as 1900, and a People’s Park was added in 1906 
(Winter, 1981, p. 43). On the plains to the east, People’s House associ-
ations were charted in the villages of Staffanstorp in 1904 and Dalby in 
1907 (Winter, 1981, pp. 38–39, 48; Hansson, 1939, pp. 428, 158). 
Further north, People’s Houses were built in the villages of Brödåkra 
(1905), Teckomatorp (1905), and Marieholm (1907) and the workers of 
the railway town Ängelholm had a few years before begun to rent a local 
theatre occasionally announced as a People’s House (Aurora 16 
February and 13 May 1905, and September 30, 1907, Engelholmsposten 
December 19, 1899). Close to Helsingborg, the largest city in north-
western Skåne, a People’s House was founded in Påarp village in 1908, 
not far from the existing People’s House and Park at the large Skrom-
berga mines, where the Agricultural Workers Union local 34 was formed 
in March 1904 (Winter, 1981, pp. 34-36; Aurora 16 February 1905; 
Hansson, 1939, p. 414). The following year, a joint People’s House and 
Park association was established in the tiny community of Hasslarp, not 
far from the existing People’s Park in the mineworkers’ village of 
Hyllinge, which had already established itself as a local meeting place 
for farmworkers (Aurora 21 March 1905; Hansson, 1939, pp. 223, 138). 
And on the northeastern fringe of the agricultural plains, People’s House 
associations were set up in the small towns of Hörby in 1906 and Höör in 
1907 (Winter, 1981, p. 37; Hansson, 1939, p. 451). Further to the north 
and less easily connected to the booming labour movement in and 
around Malmö, a smaller cluster of Parks and Houses appeared on the 
plains between Kristianstad and coastal communities like Åhus and 
Bromölla. 

In some ways this explosion of People’s Houses and Parks across 
Skåne’s rural landscape was remarkable. With all the urgent demands 
placed on limited union funds raised mainly from the meagre salaries of 
impoverished agricultural workers, buying land and building houses and 
parks for pleasure and the advancement of workers’ culture, hardly 
seems like the most pressing priority. On the other hand, it was precisely 
by providing a solid, stable, material place for leisure, culture, and of 
course for meeting and organizing, that workers could challenge the 
landlords’ control over the agricultural landscape which so skewed 
power in the workplace to the rural elite’s advantage. 

The People’s Houses and accompanying Parks built in the midst of 
the wave of rural struggle in small communities like Svalöv, Klagshamn, 
Jordbärga, and Teckomatorp meant that red flags waved permanently in 
places they had never been seen before. Union meetings were now 
announced publicly in places where only months earlier they had been 
kept tightly secret, and even then were often met by the clubs of 
mounted constables. Rather than the labour movement’s regional space 
of engagement emanating from the urban strongholds and touching 
down in secret meetings held on backroads, established local meeting 
places scattered across Skåne’s plains could now sustain these connec-
tions. This contested the landed estates’ hold on rural spaces of depen-
dence and considerably strengthened the socialist spaces of engagement 
extending beyond towns and into the agricultural landscape. 

The traditional order of the Scanian countryside could not have been 
challenged without the active exchanges between the urban strongholds 
of social democracy (with their Park and Houses, labour newspapers, 
and relatively well-established unions) and the burst of energy provided 
by rural workplace struggles. Sustaining a labour movement presence in 
rural communities would have been impossible without also opening up 
and maintaining a new translocal space of engagement – and solidarity – 
across the whole of the region, much as sustaining these connecting 

solidarities relied on also building red outposts in the political landscape 
most hostile to working class solidarity. 

8. Conclusion: enduring movement spaces in a hostile terrain 

Unlike the first attempts to organize Skåne’s agricultural workers in 
the 1890s, union activity continued in the agricultural countryside even 
after the 1904 strike wave. Ever so often in the following years, farm-
workers founded a new Agricultural Workers Union local or built a new 
People’s House or Park. The ebb and flow of strikes and blockades rolled 
on, fading somewhat in 1906, but erupting into one of the largest 
agricultural strikes in Sweden’s modern history in the fall of 1907 (Back, 
1961, pp. 82–93). Landowners led by the conservative parliamentarian 
James Kennedy, owner of three large estates in Skåne, launched a series 
of lockouts, which in turn was met by a wave of strikes and then a round 
of evictions. Despite the intensity of the struggle, many unions endured 
this test, due in no small part to the central role that the People’s Parks 
and Houses played in offering spaces for organizing and solidarity 
within communities otherwise dominated by the manors’ traditional 
authority. The following year, Scanian locals, then with as many as 10, 
000 members, formed the backbone of the new national Agricultural 
Workers Union as it affiliated with the social democratic Land-
sorganisationen (LO) trade union federation (Back, 1961, p. 103). 

Nonetheless, the power and momentum gained in the unionizing 
struggles of 1904–1907 and the frenzy of Park and House building that 
ensued, was soon partly undone by events beyond the control of the 
regional labour movement. Rising pressure on the Swedish labour 
market erupted into the “Great Strike of 1909”, with 300,000 workers 
walking off (or locked out of) their jobs for a month. Around the country, 
People’s Parks and Houses in the cities as well as the countryside played 
a crucial role in maintaining strikers’ morale, not least by offering free or 
cheap bread and milk to striking workers and their families and serving 
as central nodes of communication at a time when most newspaper 
workers were also striking (Uhlén, 1949, pp. 272–277, Jönsson et al. in 
press). In the end, the employers prevailed, and without winning any 
substantive gains, demoralized workers were forced back to their jobs 
with their unions’ resources depleted and thousands of blacklisted 
workers heading off into exile (Hirdman, 1988, pp. 74–80; Pries, 2018). 
Union membership and activity fell dramatically in the years that fol-
lowed, and the fragile new Agricultural Workers Union began to break 
apart and formally disbanded in 1914. Also many of the locals in Skåne 
went under, with both the regional and national links that bound them 
together now in tatters. 

Yet, while the union locals proved fragile, almost all of Skåne’s 
People’s Parks and Houses survived. When the agricultural union was 
relaunched in 1918 in the wake of the revolts sweeping across Europe, 
all of the rural People’s Houses and Parks scattered across Skåne 
mentioned in the previous section appear to have remained in some 
form. From these enduring spaces, stubbornly staking a claim as red 
outposts on the plains of Skåne and linking pockets of workers’ orga-
nizing and popular culture into regional spaces of engagement, the 
fragments of the farmworkers’ locals that remained were quickly com-
bined into a new organization ready to throw itself into the fray. As the 
new national union bureaucracy began to take shape, the regional 
federated Agricultural Workers Union in Skåne took a leading role, with 
its own newspaper and its own offices (Back, 1961, p. 123; Kämpe, 1932, 
pp. 80–83). A few years later when “the patrons wanted to break apart 
the agricultural workers organization” (as a report from a regional 
social-democratic organization put it) and provoked a nationwide strike 
in October 1924, a full 110 of the 190 locals that walked off were located 
in Skåne (Billing, 1988, p. 41; Back, 1961, pp. 218–220). 

Unlike during the first cycle of organizing of 1890 or the improvised 
making of rural People’s Houses and Parks of the second cycle of 
struggle beginning 1904, workers in this third cycle of confrontation 
from the beginning had their own landscape of solidarity from which to 
muster support. Rather than merely being tied to a ‘region’ as their space 
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of dependence and a national labour confederation as their space of 
engagement (cf. Houeland et al., 2021), the labour movement had now 
constructed – quite literally – a new political geography, a series of parks 
and houses that were simultaneously new parts of the material land-
scape and a network that functioned as a new set of spaces of depen-
dence and engagement, undermining the domination of agrarian elites 
and leaving enduring red outposts for future struggles to make use of. If 
the familiar tactics of workplace struggle and unionization as a source of 
power played to the strengths of organized labour, social democracy on 
this second front also challenged and strategically sought to change 
those particular spatial conditions of Skåne’s agrarian capitalism that 
otherwise skewed power relations so in favour of the big farmers. 

Embedding farmworkers’ unions in what was both a local and a 
regional geography of solidarity, allowed social democrats to endure 
when the unions’ power to organize receded, to then launch a new wave 
of unionization in much more hospitable terrain than earlier union 
campaigns had faced. This transformed political geography made 
possible the interwar era’s even more forceful attempts to organize 
agricultural workers. In turn, the third cycle of rural struggles on Skåne 
would lead to the union’s massive breakthrough among farmworkers in 
the early 1930s across much the country (Back, 1961, pp. 276–88) and 
unsettle the very division between urban socialist strongholds and a 
conservative agricultural hinterland dominated by the manors, estates 
and big farmers of the region’s agricultural capitalism. Social democracy 
in this way became a force not only acting within a particular social and 
political geography, but a historical force which consciously recon-
structed that geography to strategically enable its politics to take hold 
also where its opponents were at their strongest. 

Declaration of interests 

The authors declare that they have no known competing financial 
interests or personal relationships that could have appeared to influence 
the work reported in this paper. 

Data availability 

No data was used for the research described in the article. 

References 

Back, P.-E. (1961). En klass i uppbrott: Den fackliga lantarbetarrörelsens uppkomst och 
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Möller, J. (1989). Godsen och den agrara revolutionen: Arbetsorganisation, domänstruktur 
och kulturlandskap på skånska gods under 1800-talet. Lund: LUP.  
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Olofsson, M. (2008). Tullbergska rörelse: Striden om den skånska frälsejorden 1867-1869. 
Lund: Lunds universitet.  

Olofsson, M. (2018). Statsråshviskningarne”: Den oförbättrelige Jöns Perhsson i 
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