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Abstract: This paper seeks to understand relations of power within a middle-class activist 

community in southern Stockholm using online communication platforms in tandem with more 

traditional offline activist participation to organize and mobilize participation in order to save 

their local bathhouse. The method for studying this group is (n)ethnographic, conducting 

participant observations and interviews online as well as offline. Adherence to, and socialization 

into, community values are of utmost importance for understanding relations of power within a 

community. At the same time community values are structured by the acts of identifications of 

the individual participants and vice versa. Understanding this dialectic between community 

values and participants identifications as enacted in processes of positioning, this paper seeks to 

discuss relations of power within the activist community. By reference to Bourdieu, the activists 

are approached as forming a social field in which core/periphery positions are negotiated 

through interactions between field specific values, the activists habitus and capitals. In this 

paper, the activists relative positions to each other and the community are understood by 

outlining the contours of participation, mobilization, legitimacy and networking capital. 

Through these capitals core/periphery positions within the community were negotiated. 
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1. Introduction

One day I got a message via Facebook suggesting I should sign an online petition against the plans to 
demolish the old community-run (but city-owned) bathhouse two blocks away from where I lived in 
southern Stockholm. Since I had enjoyed the bathhouse and the different activities organized there, I 
signed the petition, joined the Facebook-group, started to follow their Twitter feeds, and added many of 
the participants as Facebook- friends. I soon come to realize that online visibility through practices of 
updating on platforms such as Facebook and Twitter would get me closer to the core of the activist 
community. By echoing popular arguments through retweeting and through posting encouraging 
entries on the Facebook-group page, I was not only showing my sympathy for the participatory values 
of the activist group, but I also reinforced these values and the core-positions of certain other active 
group members by commenting and retweeting their tweets. In this paper the aim is to understand such 
relations of power within the activist group by studying core/ periphery positions, how they positioned 
themselves and others in relation to their habitus, previously acquired capital(s) and community values. 



In a network society - characterized by an infrastructure of social and media networks enabling 
organizations at all societal and individual levels (van Dijk, 2006: 19-20, 27) - communities become 
increasingly technologically mediated (Andersson & Jansson, 2012: 106). This is also the case for 
activist communities. The bathhouse activists acted and communicated offline as well as online. They 
relied heavily on social media platforms for communication, organization and mobilization. Such 
online communication practices clearly impacted on the activist community as a whole, its values and 
inner relations. Hence, these activists constitute an interesting case to study when aiming at 
understanding relations within a contemporary activist group in a network society. 

In this paper, activist communities are understood as political communities, acting outside the 
institutions of representative democracy, but with an outspoken aim to influence elected decision-
makers (in contrast to parliamentary and popular cultural political communities, see Svensson, 2011). 
Following this definition, activist communities using social media platforms include both social 
movement types of communities - representing an institutionalization of struggles – as well as 
temporary and small-scale commitment to political causes (Breindl, 2012). Resembling rather a small-
scale and temporary commitment to a political cause - saving the  bathhouse - the activists in this study 
were flexible and embraced a wide variety of individualized protest activities, such as joining Facebook 
causes, signing letters of support, contributing actively to campaigns and rallies among other things. 

The focus of this paper is on relations of power in this setting of contemporary activism in a 
network society. Numerous studies have been conducted on how activists use the internet to mobilize 
support and organize themselves and their campaigns (see Breindl, 2012 for an overview). Some argue 
that internet-based organization facilitates more horizontal and equal distribution of power between 
participants in a community, and that politics and participation become more accessible because the 
internet lowers the threshold, even for groups previously excluded from the public sphere (see Bruns, 
2008; Shirky, 2009). In this way participatory hierarchies are supposed to be flattened out. While 
acknowledging that the landscape of power is changing in network societies, there is reason to be 
skeptical that increasing practices of social organization in networks will cause less power relations. The 
network metaphor emphasizes a multiplication of connections and connectivity between people (van 
Dijk, 2006: 24). And if we adhere to a conception of power as processes that take place between people 
(Elias, 1970/1998: 115-116; Foucault, 1979/1994: 324), it becomes important to investigate into 
changing power relations. By understanding network societies as consisting of relations, and 
understanding power as a type of relationships, this paper departs from an assumption that relations of 
power are still at play and vital in network societies (see also van Dijk, 2006; Castells, 2009; Breindl and 
Gustafsson, 2011; Kozinets, 2011) 

Relations of power may be played out in different ways, through hegemonic power struggles 
between communities claiming supremacy (see Laclau & Mouffe, 1985), or within communities 
through socialization and contestation of its shared norms and values (Carpentier, 2011). Such power 
games are related to practices of positioning, positioning of an Us against a Them (see Svensson et al., 
2012) - as well as participants negotiating agency within the community by positioning themselves and 
others in relation to community norms and values. Keeping in mind that power relations between and 
within communities are interconnected, this paper focus on relations of power within the activist 
community in southern Stockholm. This focus is translated to the following research question: how did 
activists position themselves in relation to each other and the community values? 

To answer this question, this paper will undertake two analyses. First an analysis of the values of 
the activist community in southern Stockholm has to be undertaken since it is in relation to these that 
participants positioned themselves and other participants. After this analysis, attention will be directed to  
Bourdieu's analytical framework in order to analyze how activists positioned themselves an others in 
relation to the community values. But first I will attend to the setting and method for data-gathering.

2. Setting and Method

Social media practices are important for contemporary middle-class activist communities in network 



societies. But to fully understand such practices we need to account for cultural and societal contexts. 
Therefore it is important to attend to the specific context in southern Stockholm to understand the 
activist community there. Technology and society evolves in tandem (Feenberg, 2010, Svensson, 
2011). Hence, social media platforms should be understood from its uses and social contexts. 
Therefore, before accounting for methods used for empirical data-gathering, the setting and context 
will be described. 

Aspudden together with Midsommarkransen are two suburbs in southern Stockholm populated 
by an educated and politically aware middle class. They are the oldest suburbs, situated close to the 
water front, with buildings dating back to the end of the 19th century, and located just two subway 
stops away from the inner-city. Nearby Midsommarkransen is located the University College of Arts, 
Crafts and Design, Konstfack, famous for student happenings and as for the bar/club/restaurant Landet. 
In Midsommarkransen you also find the community run Cinema, Tellus, where members organize 
activities and show movies, documentaries as well as children blockbusters. Hence, these suburbs are 
popular both with hip urban middle-aged couples looking for bigger apartments without having to go 
too far away from the inner city, as well as with youngsters studying at, or attracted to, the creative 
atmosphere around Kontsfack. The suburbs are a political stronghold of the Green Party with up to 23 
percent voting for them in the 2010 national elections, compared to seven percent nationally. 

Inhabitants in these suburbs started to rally already in 2007, first to renew the bathhouse, and 
later to save it from destruction. Together with traditional offline activist campaigns, online social media 
platforms were used to call for engagement, to spread information and to gather support for keeping 
the bathhouse. Most online activities took place during the couple of months leading up to the 
overtaking and demolition of the bathhouse late November 2009. The bathhouse was demolished 
despite of heavy protests, campaigns and even an occupation/ guarding. What remained was a network 
of activists that later formed the group SÖFÖ (the Southern Suburb, my translation: Södra Förstaden) 
that has continued to act in the suburbs against development plans, and for the preservation green areas 
and playgrounds among other things. 

The activists used a blog during the battle, through which they disseminated information, 
mobilized participation and mocked municipal politicians. During October and November 2009, the 
activists also used a Twitter-feed, mostly to spread information on activities as well as a means to 
mobilize participation. On Twitter a total of 27 tweets were posted, the last on November 26th, one day 
after the police had stormed into the bathhouse. For more lengthy comments, activists posted both on 
the blog as well as on a Facebook-group Rädda Aspuddsbadet (Save the Aspudden bathhouse, my 
translation). The first few posting on the Facebook-group are from November 2007. Activities reached 
its peak December 2009 with 142 postings. After that, activity steadily declined to less than ten postings 
per month during autumn 2010. During the eviction month of November 2009, 135 postings by 57 
different users were made on the Facebook-group.  Most users only made one posting each, but one 
core activist posted 26 times during this month, followed by ten and six postings by the second and 
third most active poster. A core action group of activists, consisting of around 15 people were the most 
active, online as well as offline. 

Some of the bathhouse activists continued their participation in SÖFÖ. Today, the board of 
SÖFÖ consists of six participants out of which three are very active online. The activities online have 
been considerably less than during the campaign to save the bathhouse. The activists switched to a 
Södra Förstaden Facebook-page in December 2010. In February 2012 there had been 18 postings, all 
from the chairperson who used a SÖFÖ profile to post information, mostly about meetings and events. 
After February the page has been used more frequently. During the month of November 2012 more 
than 20 postings were made. A total of 106 users have pressed the “like” button at the end of 2012. 

More central for SÖFÖ is the Ning- community platform on which participants have their own 
profiles, can connect and message each other as well as start discussions, specialized groups, blogs et 
cetera. The SÖFÖ Ning community had 195 participants in December 2012. However, only fifteen 



individual blog posting were made during 2012 (up to December 12th) out of which seven were made 
by the chairperson. 29 discussion threads have been started all together by 15 different users, nine of 
which were started by the same top-poster from the Save the Aspudden bathhouse Facebook-group. 
Five threads have attracted more than three replies and half of them, no replies at all. Apart from this, 
there are also seven specialized groups within the Ning community. The most active group concerns 
green areas and exploitation plans in the neighborhood and has approximately one posting in the 
discussion forum per month. The most active section of the Ning community is the event information 
page with approximately four unique events posted per month. 

If we now turn to methodological considerations, the choice of case for this study is not based 
on representativity or a quest to test pre-established hypotheses. Rather the choice is made for 
ethnographic reasons, through having lived and shared experiences with the group and the 
circumstances they found themselves in and therefore easy access and entry into the community. The 
results of this study may thus not be generalized to all forms of activist participation in all types of 
activist settings in network societies. Nonetheless, being more explorative and hypothesis generating in 
its aims (see Gerring, 2007: 27-39), the results will point to aspects that I believe will resonate in similar 
settings and may generate hypotheses that perhaps could be tested on similar cases. However, rather 
than to generalize, the main aim of this paper is contribute to discussions of relations of power within 
activist communities in network societies. 

Having been a resident in Aspudden and shared experiences with many of the activists, this 
study is ethnographic as well as netnographic (see Berg, 2011; Kozinets, 2011) since considerable focus 
has been directed to online communication. A netnographic study focuses on user-generated 
information flows and researchers are hence released from physical place to conduct observations in a 
virtual context (ibid.). I followed the activists on all their different social media platforms, took field 
notes and screenshots once every week or more often if I observed something I deemed particularly 
interesting. During the height of the battle for the bathhouse, I collected screenshots every day. I have 
used the activists social media platforms as archives of information (see Berg, 2011), but I have also 
created my own archive with screenshots. As a resident in Aspudden, and with the purpose to reach an 
embedded cultural understanding of the activist community (see Kozinetz, 2011:108), I have also 
participated in discussions on Ning, Twitter and Facebook. I have commented on postings, retweeted 
tweets, forwarded invitations et cetera, as well as participated in offline meeting, rallies and campaigns. 
How has this double role of an inhabitant/activist and a researcher influenced the study? I have certainly 
benefited from having had access to people and from an understanding of the situation and issues at 
hand as well as an insiders perspective on relationships and core/periphery positions. Still, I have 
consciously attempted to be as open as possible to the empirical material and to reflect upon it from a 
theoretical rather than personal point of view. 

Netnography works well in combination with a more traditional ethnographic method, 
especially since the online and offline world mutually influence each other (van Dijk, 2006; Baym, 
2010). This was especially the case in southern Stockholm with activists using both social media 
platforms and traditional offline methods. The observations and interventions online have therefore 
been complemented with continuous offline observations and participations. Five in-depth research 
interviews were also conducted with different activists during 2010 and 2011. The selection was made 
considering experiences from both core and periphery activists, while reflecting participants’ 
differences regarding age, gender and background. The first to be interviewed was a middle-aged 
mother belonging to the absolute core of the activist community. Second a female artist was interviewed 
who joined at a later stage but did gain a central position. An interview was also conducted with a Green 
Party politician who first joined the group actively when it established itself as SÖFÖ. He has been 
active in the SÖFÖ Ning community but was more of a peripheral follower during the battle for the 
bathhouse. A young student who did not live in southern Stockholm was also interviewed. He is 
politically engaged and wanted to contribute to local forms of grassroots democracy. He did not belong 
to the core in the activist community but contributed to the bathhouse cause occasionally and 



participated in offline demonstrations and online rallies. He has continued to follow the community 
more passively on SÖFÖ. Finally, I interviewed a retired media entrepreneur belonging to the periphery 
but being very involved in different activist causes in the Stockholm region. In spite of the small 
number, the interviews made were rich enough as to provide depth to the study. The interviews were 
recorded and transcribed in Swedish. Hence, in the following analysis direct quotes will not be used. 
Respondents answers will by translated to english by the author and rewritten to fit the flow of the text. 

3. Values within the Activist Community in Southern Stockholm  

In previous work on the southern Stockholm activists I have discussed the importance of the values of 
reflexive connectivity and responsiveness and how these encouraged/demanded a social negotiation of 
the activist's self, something that was done through practices of updating (see Svensson, 2012). Using 
online social media platforms in this way seemed to push/discipline activists to participate (ibid.). I will 
continue to outline the values of the activist community here, but this time more systematically. As 
discussed in the introduction, power relations within communities are taking place through socialization 
and contestation with its shared norms and values (Carpentier, 2011). Through community 
socialization, identifying the individual “I” with the collective “we”, community values are spread, 
adhered to and modified. Thus, to understand participants relative position to each other - something 
that will be done in the second analysis - we first need to outline the values in that community. 

Values are used in this study as analytical tools, tools that will later be used to analyze practices 
of positionings within the southern Stockholm activists community. Hence, I will leave out here 
normative discussions of values and their desired societal/ community functions. For this purpose I find 
it beneficial to use Hofstede's (1991) analytical model for understanding values in a community (or 
culture as he labels it) and their functions. Values according to him are at the very heart of a community 
and values can be discerned by studying more outer (and hence more easily observable) layers of 
community manifestations such as symbols, heroes and rituals (ibid.: 16-18). Similarly Baym (2010: 
78) argues that terminology and genres used by online groups are indicative of their core values. This 
directs me to closely study what words, gestures, images or objects were of special importance in the 
activist community (symbols). Which individuals served as exemplars for the rest of community and 
what traits of character were celebrated  (heroes)? Which collective activities were considered necessary 
among participants and why (rituals)? By asking these questions and thus analyzing the outer 
manifestations of the Aspudden activist community I can start outlining the values of this community. 

Revisiting interview material and field notes it seemed that the location itself was important as a 
symbol worth fighting for. Activists talked about a unique southern suburb character consisting of old 
buildings among green leafy areas as well as neighbors knowing each other and doing things together, 
such as running the Aspudden bathhouse and cinema Tellus. When participating politically, they 
gathered around issues that were easy to grasp and that were framed in ways that they could relate their 
everyday life to. Location bound issues thus stand out. Examples ranges from fighting to save open 
outdoor spaces, playgrounds and buildings in the neighborhood, and not the least the bathhouse. The 
Aspudden bathhouse was frequently described as a non-commercial meeting place, run by the 
inhabitants for the inhabitants. Thus, the bathhouse was clearly a symbol of a cherished value of a 
location bound community of neighbors. This value of location bound community, of organizing and 
doing things together as neighbors, resonated in the terminology used at meetings and rallies which 
revolved around being active, engaged, to participate, making your voice heard and to show support 
for the neighborhood and its unique character of old houses, green areas and neighbor collectivity. 
Many of the interviewed activists also reflected upon the importance of a geographical location together 
with a cherished idea of a community, in order to get attention and mobilize participation. 

Framing issues in an easy-to-grasp way, often involved using conflictual images of Us, the 
people, against Them, the political establishment (see Svensson et al., 2012). While you clearly could 
sense a kind of hopelessness and a bitterness towards politicians and the political system among some 
participants, a dominant genre was still a belief in change. Participants indeed believed that another 



world was possible and that they could influence the future of their neighborhood if acting in concert. 
The artist interviewed for example articulated this believe in change, "to see and seize opportunities". 
Hence, accompanying the value of location bound community seems to be a value of being active and 
involved. Collective activities that were highly esteemed were to participate in the first place, and also to 
be active by voicing concerns, showing support, and contributing to the cause. Activists interviewed 
also talked positively about how they were inspired by others' enthusiasm as well as how they nursed an 
urge to tell others about injustices and thus engage others to the cause. Other activists I met during 
offline campaigns and rallies often underlined that everyone pulled their bit, from artists - arranging 
exhibitions, to parents - organizing game days, and pensioners - cleaning the bathhouse after such 
events. And rather than only to be reactive, participants should be proactive, do something and engage 
others. For example, instead of just appealing a decisions on new apartment buildings, activists also 
suggested where in the neighborhood they preferred the buildings instead. This value of being 
proactive is confirmed when looking at what heroes were referred to during the battle for the 
bathhouse. The individuals that were used as exemplars were the engaged ones, so-callee fire starters 
and activists who succeeded in engaging many others to the cause. Especially individuals fighting the 
establishment were admired. When asked to describe activists they looked up to, informants talked 
about certain individuals as being watch dogs of the establishment and being entangled into a lot of 
things. This reveals how the value of being active and involved intersected with the conflictual framing 
of the issues in terms of Us - the people - versus Them - the political establishment. 

To sum up the discussion on values, in previous studies I found that disciplined rituals 
(practices) of updating on social media platforms were pivotal among the activists in southern 
Stockholm (see Svensson, 2012). Focusing on social media use I found that such practices of updating 
were based on values of reflexive connectivity and responsiveness. Having broadened the analysis here I 
conclude that the activists practices were also based on values of location bound community and being 
active and involved. Having outlined these values, we can now turn to the analysis of positions and 
positionings in order to address the bigger question of power relations within the activist community.

4. Positions and Positionings within an Activist Community   

Departing from an understanding that individual participants' practices of identification structure the 
values in a community and vice versa, the values in southern Stockholm, outlined above, need to be 
analyzed in intersection with how participants positioned themselves and others. In other words how did 
such positioning practices intersect with the formation, maintenance and renegotiation of values?

Bourdieu and his theories of social fields, habitus and capitals are helpful to understand practices 
of positioning. A social field consists of relations, of people having different positions in this fields, 
positions that are important for understanding the field specific practices (Andersson & Jansson, 2012: 
37-38). A social field is a collection of people that gather around a common belief worth fighting for 
(Bourdieu, 1993: 16). Agents within the same field can very well be of different opinions, it is the belief 
that the fight is worth the effort that binds them together (ibid.: 17). The idea of social fields thus travels 
well to activist communities in network societies dominated by a single issue. In southern Stockholm, 
the fight for the bathhouse was the common cause that bound activists to each other as a social field. 
This cause was later transformed to preserving the unique character on the southern suburbs in SÖFÖ. 
This underlines that the boundaries of a field are not definitive, but rather loose and may change.  

A social field of activists gathered around a common cause, is a structured space of positions 
(Urry, 2007: 194). It is also within the field that agents position themselves and others. According to 
Castells (2009: 26, 34) practices of positioning are primarily used to determine two types of positions 
within a community, belonging to the core or the periphery. Core/periphery positions in online activist 
communities have been further conceptualized by Breindl & Gustafsson (2011) as concentric circles of 
participation. Core activists are the leaders, setting up email lists, creating applications and being highly 
involved in contacts with authorities. They are in charge of following the political process, analyzing as 
well as orchestrating the campaign. These core activists are supported by core contributors, who are 



inscribed and contributing to email- lists and discussion forums, helping with analyzing legislative texts, 
editing the campaign sites, spreading information and holding a certain technical or political expertise. 
More towards the periphery we have occasional contributors who follow closely what core activists do 
and participate from time to time, and mere followers who are inscribed on discussion lists and possibly 
engage in particular actions, but do not actively contribute to the organization of the campaign itself 
(ibid.). People closer to the core can be described as more powerful, often due to their more detailed 
knowledge of the issue as well as campaign at stake.  

It is important to underline that core positions tend to be less stable in network societies where 
participants rather unite around temporary issues than in political parties. Nonetheless by taking control 
of a discussion, digital media platforms offer spaces for some to negotiate core positions and thus gain 
power (Breindl, 2012). In this way Breindl hints to that practices positioning are not done in vacuum 
but in a context of relations of power. Inspired by Breindl and Gustafsson's concentric circles and by 
referring to the value of being proactive rather than reactive, I understand belonging to the core or the 
periphery in southern Stockholm along lines of who updated/ engaged others and who were updated/ 
engaged by others. Being updated indicates a more peripheral position in this activist field, while being 
in charge of doing the updating, indicates a more central position. This was clearly illustrated by one 
core activist when asked about her Facebook practices, she stated she received no information, she gave 
information there. 

To understand why certain come to be entrusted with, hold and maintain core positions, 
Bourdieu's theories of habitus and capitals are helpful. Habitus refers to socially learned dispositions, 
the luggage an agent carries with him/her, which in turn positions the agent in relation to language, 
culture, class and the future (Bourdieu, 1993: 12, 14). Andersson & Jansson (2012: 38) describe 
habitus eloquently as acquired knowledges that give the bearer a sense of an embodied navigation skill 
on the field in which he/she is acting. An agents habitus both have a bearing on the field – in terms of 
organizing, structuring and determining how field practices are conceived (Bourdieu, 1993: 300) – as 
well on the agent him/herself – by being connected to his/hers position within the field, providing 
meaning to practices and perceptions (Bourdieu, 2010/1984: 166). In this way Habitus, identity and 
class are tightly connected. 

If we apply the concept of habitus among the activists in southern Stockholm, core activists 
referred to experiences from solidarity and animal rights movements. Engagement in the cinema Tellus 
also seemed to have built both a sense of a southern suburb community feeling, as well as skills and 
knowledge for organizing and mobilizing participation (i.e being proactive). Interviewed activists also 
referred to experiences from student councils, student nations and the scout movement and similar 
organizations (organizations that indicates that they have had a middle-class upbringing). Talking to 
activists and asking about important skills and knowledges for their participation and how these had 
been acquired, many referred to previous experiences in such organizations. Breindl & Gustafsson 
(2011) argue similarly that activists closer to the core often possess features such as education, 
sociability, technical and organizational skills, i.e habitus. If we look how this habitus - grounded in 
student unions and vocal NGOs - organized practices within the activist field and how these practices 
there were conceived, the belief in change - that you could make a difference - as well as the value of 
being active can be traced back to this. This further indicates that an activist's habitus is interlinked with 
middle-class belonging as well as a perceived competence as a participant (Bourdieu, 2010/1984: 43). 

This leads us to Bourdieu's notion of capital. There have been many attempts to outline internet 
specific capitals by references both to Bourdieu and Putnam's (2000) elaborations of social capital. 
Ellison et al. (2011) discusses online social capital, or socio-technical capital, as based on technological 
affordances. I have myself underlined that online social networking requires a new form of competence 
in order to manage ones visibility online at the same time avoiding being subject for surveillance 
(Svensson, 2012). Concepts such as online social networking skills and digital literacy (Hsieh, 2012) 
have been elaborated in order to understand differences among users and groups of users in their ability 
to process meanings of digital content, why some are more successful than others in negotiating status 



online. One of the most detailed account is Urry's (2007) outline of network capital. He argues that 
contemporary societies are more and more organized around the value of circulation – mobilities - and 
by investigating how social relations change from such mobilities, he discerns an ability to form and 
sustain networks, something he labels network capital (ibid.: 196-197). This is about the potential of 
being mobile and connected at the same time, the capacity to engender and sustain social relationships 
with those people who are not necessarily geographically proximate but do generate emotional, 
financial and practical benefits. Andersson & Jansson (2012: 109) relate network capital to the resources 
people possess to be able to move around, connect to new people, not the least outside the local context. 

According to Urry (2007: 198) network capital is a product of increasing possibilities of 
relations between individuals afforded by travel and communication technologies. The importance of 
values of connectivity and responsiveness can thus be understood in light of Urry's reasoning. 
According to him network capital is about being connected, making yourself connectable for capital 
enhancing purposes (ibid.: 203). At the same time Hsieh's (2012) ideas of social networking skills and 
digital literacy underlines that not everyone is equally skilled in using social media platforms for such 
network capital enhancing purposes. This is about how technology is used rather than access to 
technology, what possibilities for reflection, exchanges and interactions that different groups and 
individuals may claim (Andersson & Jansson, 2012:165). Network capital is in this way connected to 
changing geometries of power.  

Bourdieu (1993: 269-270) himself defines capital as a social relationship, an energy that only 
exists and produces its effects within the field it is used. The notion of capital is also related to practices 
of positioning because capital use cannot be understood without reference to the agents position within 
the field (ibid.). The field position is in turn dependent on the specific capital the agent can mobilize 
(ibid.). In southern Stockholm, the value of being active and engaged made it possible for certain 
activists to accumulate and use a type of participation capital when positioning themselves in the field. 
For example, many postings on Facebook revolved around having attended rallies and campaigns or 
that they were intending to show up. The importance to update others on your participation and make it 
visible online could be understood as acts of positioning within the activist field. This resonates in 
Biggar's (2010) study crowd-sourcing activities. He claims that taking part in such activities can be 
understood as building one’s online portfolio and leveraging the users cultural and social capital within 
a community (ibid.:10). Similarly in southern Stockholm, to write to politicians, being their watch dog 
and “bark” as soon as they made something considered bad for the cause, was also a way to collect this 
participation capital. For such activities, activists needed to possess knowledge on how society and 
politics work in order to for example appeal a decision, knowing were and how to find information in 
order to engage, be proactive and an eyesore for politicians. Here we can clearly see how there is an 
exchange between education capital  - which in turn is connected to activist habitus and belonging to a 
middle class – and this kind of participation capital. 

Effects produced by this type of participation capital were a number of appeals, debate articles 
as well as a bathhouse festival and an arts barricade. However, while participation was considered 
important, there were other things that were even more highly esteemed in the community - mobilizing 
and engaging others. As discussed previously, there was a difference between peripheral activists 
positions – being updated, mobilized, reactive – and being in charge of the updating and mobilization 
from core positions. One core activist was for example mentioned several times for what was labelled as 
an “infectious” engagement. He was considered a very diligent blogger and was especially praised 
because he mobilized many others. Each field sets it highest price on the outcomes being created within 
it (Bourdieu, 2010/1984: 81), and here it was clearly the actions themselves that were the most desired 
outcome. In southern stockholm activists wanted to do something, and not just sit in meetings and 
discuss. This reasoning was often invoked when asked why not taking their engagement to a political 
party. Hence, I could discern not only a participation capital, but also a kind of mobilization capital. 
Similarly, Breindl & Gustafsson (2011) refer to temporal elites whose power comes from the possibility 
of mobilizing others around specific issues. Hence, power here is about having a wider supporting 



group who can spread information through social networks and rapidly mobilize. 

Bourdieu argues that authority and relationships are as important as competence for capital 
accumulation and use. It is thus important to consider offline and previous experiences in order to 
understand why certain come to occupy core-positions. Or as Bourdieu (2010/1984) frames it “agents 
enter the social field with previously acquired capital” (p. 105). And if previously acquired capital can 
be exchanged and invested, it may affect the agents position within the field. In other words, when 
discussing capitals in this social field of activists, recognition and reputation are of pivotal importance. 
Examples from southern Stockholm range from being recognized as efficient runners of the cinema 
Tellus, reputation as having successfully led political actions in the city hall during bathhouse debates . 
Also campaign and rallies from previous activists groups were invoked. This resonates with Bourdieu's 
(1993: 100) discussion of legitimacy capital, that certain activists entered into the field already with a  
kind of legitimacy as participants from previous activist fields which could be used as a currency when 
negotiating core positions in this field. At the same time, accumulated participation and mobilizing 
capital could be exchanged for this legitimacy capital which in turn influenced how competent activists 
were conceived by others in the field (see also Bourdieu, 1993: 104). In this way the boundaries 
between  participation, mobilization and legitimacy capital were permeable and not clear-cut.  

Recognition and reputation are especially important in online realms where relations are 
counted, measured and put on display together with ones ability to attract and maintain relationships 
with like-minded others. Agents carry with them their recognition and reputation as activists, the actions 
they previously have been involved in, and this will impact what future activities they will be entrusted 
with. Since recognition and reputation are easily displayed on social media platforms - often using 
algorithms based on online rankings, listings and search engines - the importance of recognition and 
reputation becomes even more accentuated in network societies. Recognition has become a commodity 
online as boyd (2011) phrases it. This was also the case in southern Stockholm where recognition and 
reputation constituted a type of legitimacy capital used to negotiate core positions. Activists who had a 
track record were for example often referred to in the interviews as important for the bathhouse 
campaign, just because they had this track-record from previous campaigns. 

Recognition and reputation exchanged into legitimacy capital is perhaps better understood if 
related to the notion of fitness in network theory (see Barabási, 2011). If we take the notions of nodes 
and links and replaces nodes for activists and links for relationships/connections between activists, 
fitness would refer to an activist's ability to attract other activists and connect with them. Being 
recognized and reputed as an activist would make the activist more fit, in the sense of being more likely 
to attract the attention of other activists and form relationships with them. In information overloaded 
network societies, knowing who to trust and who to connect to, is increasingly based on agents past 
achievements and others evaluation of these (Urry, 2007: 221). In online realms the number of 
postings/actions of a user and their level of interaction/participation in a shared project, has become a 
currency in many online environments (Bruns, 2008: 55). Applying Barabási (2011) idea of fitness 
helps us understand the importance of being recognized and reputed as an activists. And reputed 
activists will become even more reputed since others are more likely to stumble across them online, 
learn about them, connect and link to them and hence contributing to their ongoing accumulation of 
legitimacy capital. For example, rather soon after having joined the bathhouse campaign I come to 
realize which were more esteemed simply by observing who was retweeted and whose Facebook-
postings received links and likes. In this way legitimacy capital could also be understood as a measure 
of habitus, of which activists possessed a sense of knowing how to navigate the field. 

Online legitimacy capital is intertwined with perceived social and networking competence. Here 
its is important to underline that networking is based as much on social skills as technical (Bruns, 2008) 
and political abilities. Charisma and social competencies are conceived of as resources for networking. 
In an information overloaded network society, getting noticed is everything. Knowing how to network, 
which is interlinked with gaining recognition and sustaining reputation, also becomes a capital resource 
(Wellman, 2001), important for negotiating core positions (Bruns, 2008: 314). Breindl & Gustafsson 



(2011) talk about networking skills here creating new elites in a political landscape in which the 
importance of networked political activism grows. I suggest to label this networking capital. This capital 
is made possible by previous achievements (legitimacy capital), active participation (participation 
capital) and successful mobilization of others (mobilization capital), done through through a sense of 
knowing how (habitus) -  and being in a position to - network in a social field. Such networking capital 
was important for negotiating core positions in southern Stockholm. 

Networking capital can help us understand that activists communities are not devoid of power 
relations. According to Castells (2009: 45, 430) it is especially along lines of who has the ability to 
connect networks to each other that constitutes power in network societies. Online communication has 
enabled individuals to act as social switchboards, centre points for multiple changing and overlapping 
networks of interaction (see also Breindl & Gustafsson, 2011). Nodes/ activists that can act as switches 
between networks/ communities become fundamental sources of power. Discussing capital and power 
in this manner, the discussion of bridging social capital is impossible to overlook. In contrast to 
bonding social capital, bridging social capital refers to connections with weak ties (Putnam, 2000). In 
network theory researchers have underlined bridging social capital as most important for online 
networking because they give people access to new and different resources through connections with 
weak ties (Baym, 2010: 136). Weak ties are conceived of as resources since it is through such ties that 
new information/ opportunities reach in-groups of users, and it is through weak ties a community can 
reach out to other communities (Wellman, 2001; Ellison et al., 2011). In this way bridging social capital 
is tightly connected to networking and mobilizing capital and thus has a bearing on a activist positions 
within the field. The activists interviewed were all active in other causes at the same time as fighting for 
the bathhouse. The artist claimed for example to try to create bridges between the Aspudden activists 
and other groups she participated in, and hence she negotiated a core position through her networking, 
as well as mobilizing, capital. 

The question is whether these bridges can be conceived as week ties? Barabási (2011) criticizes 
the notion of week ties and instead suggest the notion intermediate ties for understanding bridging (or 
networking) capital. According to him, real bridging/ networking capital does not come from weak ties 
but from intermediate ties since users rarely pay attention to the weak ties in their networks overflowing 
with updates and information from ever growing social networks (ibid.). The idea of intermediate ties is 
important to understand networking and mobilizing capital - who possesses the ability to act as bridges 
and connect networks to each other, mobilize other participants to a cause, and this way negotiate core-
positions in the field. Examples in southern Stockholm ranges from activists also being active politicians 
(in the Green Party) and thus functioning as important bridges between activists and the political 
system, to activists also being parents and thus being able to engage strong and politically important 
groups to the battle. This exemplifies Breinld & Gustafsson's (2011) claim of the existence intermediary 
elites in contemporary societies (even though they are referring to intermediaries between citizens and 
politicians in their paper).       

5. Conclusion

In conclusion, power within the southern Stockholm activist field - understood in terms of holding a 
core position - was connected with knowing how to network, to maintain intermediary ties and being in 
a position to mobilize these intermediary ties as well as other bathhouse activists. This was also 
dependent on the habitus of the activists, their luggage of previously learned skills and sense of 
knowing how to navigate this field of online activism. In order to accumulate and exchange these 
different capitals, and to negotiate core positions, activists needed to relate to the values of southern 
Stockholm activist community. The value of location bound community - the idea of the unique 
character of the neighborhoods - was even transformed into a central belief that continued to bind 
activist together in SÖFÖ after having lost the battle for the bathhouse. Activists also needed to be 
constantly reachable, updated in order to accumulate participation and legitimacy capital as well as 
networking capital in the form of holding intermediary positions between networks. This is the value of 
connectedness which is interlinked with the value of responsiveness. In network societies, community 



influence is time bound to the participation of the user. Hence, constant participation in the form of 
continuous practices of updating is mandatory for accumulating participation and legitimacy capital that 
could be exchanged into core-positions. Activists that had not participated for some time lost legitimacy 
and thus also their core-positions. One activist for example complained that he had to start from scratch 
after having been offline a longer time. He was left behind in plans, discussions and had not participated 
in several events. Hence, to participate, to be connected and to be contacted and recognized is part of a 
semi-public performance, symbolizing a position of power (Katz & Aakhus, 2002: preface xx). Or 
phrased differently, to attract attention, connections and built reputation - to be fit as Barabási would 
phrase it - is part of reaffirming your position in the field. This is about the value being active. In this 
way positioning practices in southern Stockholm was interlinked with maintenance and negotiation of 
community values.    

While far from a detailed account, the aim here is to contribute to the understanding of 
contemporary activism in network societies and how relations of power are still at play even though the 
internet and social media platforms often lowers the threshold for political participation. By outlining 
the contours of participation, mobilization, legitimacy and networking capitals in southern Stockholm 
and how they relate to each other, I hope to have shed some light on why certain activists come to 
occupy core positions and others more peripheral positions. By previously acquired skills and 
knowledges from social movement and reputation from other activist campaigns, as well as being 
recognized within the location bound community through location based activities, an by having a 
sense of using social media platforms to engage and mobilize others, by acting as bridges between 
communities, and by being active, connected and responsive, some activists were positioned more to 
the core than others in southern Stockholm.
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