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ABSTRACT 

Ärlemalm, J. 2013. Resisting renovicion-The neoliberal city, space and urban social 

movements. Kulturgeografiska institutionen, Arbetsrapportserie, Uppsala universitet. 

 
Along with current renovations of the Million program areas

1
, critical voices have been raised by 

tenants against highly increased rents and lacking democracy in the process. This study aims to 

investigate these protests from an urban social movement perspective. The Swedish housing system is 

increasingly neoliberalized, in terms of marketization of housing and for profit principles in housing 

policies, aspects putting the movements in a neoliberal city context. Two neighbourhoods were studied; 

Pennygången in Gothenburg and Skarpan in Linköping. The study more specifically asks to identify 

(1) the specific character of the movements,(2) the spatial aspects of their threat and resistance, and 

finally (3) an understanding of Swedish cities through their struggle. Case studies were made of the 

mobilization and information gathered mainly through interviews. The conclusion is that these 

movements though similar in structure (network), aim (improved tenant rights) and claim (to keep their 

homes), have different internal and external conditions, which either enables or disables them such as 

resources and social networks. The spatial contestations are against the forces of displacement, and 

claims are made through everyday endurance, spatial transgression and done through various, mostly 

media, channels to create formation of opinion. This contribution to urban research and social 

movement reveals Swedish cities in which urban social movements are needed to create a more 

socially sustainable city. 
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1
 Refers to the over one million rental housing built in Sweden during the 1960’s -70’s. 



 1 

 

 

CONTENTS 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 1 

1.1 AIM AND RESEARCH QUESTION 2 

1.2 LIMITATIONS 3 

1.3 DISPOSITION 4 

 

2. METHOD 4 

2.1 CASE-STUDY RESEARCH 4 

2.2 SELECTION OF CASES 5 

2.3 METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS 5 

 

3. BACKGROUND 6 

3.1URBAN POLICIES AND THEIR IMPLICATIONS 7 

3.2 RENOVATIONS, ‘RENOVICTIONS’ AND THE RESIDENTS 8 

3.3 PRESENTING THE CASES 9 

 

4. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 11 

4.1THE NEOLIBERAL CITY 12 

4.2 MOVEMENTS IN THE CITY 15 

4.3 THEORIES ON USM 17 

4.4 AIMS, CLAIMS AND STRATEGIES FOR INFLUENCE 21 

4.6 SPATIAL ASPECTS OF RESISTANCE 24 

 

5. ANALYSIS OF THE TWO CASES 26 

5.1 AIMS, CLAIMS AND STRATEGIES FOR INFLUENCE 27 

5.2 SPATIAL ASPECTS OF RESISTANCE 35 

5.3 UNDERSTANDING (THE CITY) THROUGH THE MOVEMENTS 38 

 

6. CONCLUDING REMARKS 41 

 

REFERENCES 44 

 

 

 

 



 

1 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

 

The neoliberal trend in city development and housing policy has spread globally, and brought 

its marketization principles along with it (Harvey, 2005, p.2; Peck & Tickell, 2002,p.380; 

Brenner & Theodore 2002, p.350). Since the 1980s these developments have been visable in 

the traditionally social democratic country of Sweden, especially within the housing market. 

Currently, the Swedish housing system is one of the most market-led in the world (Lind and 

Lundström, 2007,p.129; Hedin et al 2010; Christophers, 2013,p.3) and since 2011 “business-

like principles” are now enforced among (Common Benefits) housing companies by law. 

However, Sweden faces many problems including a housing shortage and lack of affordable 

housing due to high construction costs. Challenges within the system are reflected in the 

imminent renovations of the Million-program housing that currently pose as a huge task or 

several reasons, though they typically revolve around the question of how and by whom the 

costs are financed.  Terms like gentrification and ‘renovictions’ have been used in contexts of 

some of these extensive value-adding renovations, denoting the undemocratic displacement of 

resident that previously has occurred in such cases (Westin, 2011). 

  In connection to many of the necessary renovations, like pipe replacements 

(stambyten), more extensive value-adding renovations are also done “whilst they are at it” and 

are sometimes spoken of as luxury renovations (lyxrenoveringar, lyxsaneringar), indicating 

the extensiveness of them. The basic renovations are included in the rental agreement, but 

when these value-adding renovations are done a major increase of the rent often comes along 

with it. Previous research (Westin, 2011) shows that there is a lack of tenant involvement in 

these value-adding renovation processes and many tenants consequently feel that they do not 

have a say in how the apartments in which they live get renovated, or to what price.  

 The increased rent levels are often substantial and can raise between 30-60 percent and 

this in areas where the majority of the tenants are low-income households, many are forced to 

leave. This has been called ‘renovictions’ which accentuates the forced displacement of the 

tenants as a result of expensive value-adding renovations. One could further argue that the 

displacements not only have effect on the individual level, but also at a group level in how the 

social structure of the whole neighborhood and the networks within it are changed in the event 

of large involuntary out-migration. Furthermore, the consequences on a societal level could 

lead to a greater social segregation due to the gentrification. 

 In a country like Sweden, with a history of strong democratic values, these 

undemocratic processes of renovations are especially astounding, revealing the uneven power 

relations in urban processes within the city. In some of the current cases, the tenants have 

organized in protest to the unjust nature of the proceedings. There are many examples around 

the country as pointed out by Håkan Thörn, professor in sociology at Gothenburg University. 

Examples are Gränby in Uppsala, Alby and Megafonen in Stockholm (The Megaphone in 

Stockholm, own translation), Pantrarna för upprustning av förorten i Göteborg (The panthers 

for restoration of the suburbs in Gothenburg, own translation), Rätt att bo (Right to reside, 

own translation), Miljonprogrammets framtid (the future of the Million program, own 
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translation) on Facebook, Skarpan in Linköping and Pennygången in Gothenburg and with 

more on the rise. This can be seen in the civil society initiatives in the wake of a perceived 

erosion of democratic values in the development of Swedish cities, and resistance towards 

changes that can be connected to neoliberal policies (Molina and Listerborn, forthcoming). 

 Scholars claim that we are today living in a movement society (Meyer & Tarrow, 

1998, p.4), that we need to understand social movements and their activities to understand our 

society. Manuel Castells (1983,p.xvi) accentuates this claim and stresses the importance of 

analyzing the relationship between the people and the cities in which they live to understand 

the two better:  

 

[…]people and the state, economy and society, cities and citizens, are considered as separate entities: one 

may dominate the other, or both may behave independently, but the logic of the analysis never allows 

them to interact in a meaningful structure. As a result, we are left with urban systems separated from 

personal experiences; with structures without actors, and actors without structures; with cities without 

citizens, and citizens without cities. 

 

Castells further contends that:  

 

[…]only by analyzing the relationship between people and urbanization we will be able to understand the 

cities and citizens at the same time. Such a relationship is most evident when people mobilize to change 

their city in order to change society.(ibid) 

 

In other words, the relationship between the city and its citizens is most evident in the 

formation of urban social mobilization, expressed through the conscious collective action that 

challenges the urban structures (ibid). 

 The question is then, what can we learn about Swedish cities through their urban 

social movements, and how can we understand the movements through the particular changes 

in the urban space that they resist? Cities are the main arenas for competitiveness and thus 

neoliberalization. However, many studies problematize the impacts of neoliberalization 

(Leitner & Peck, 2006; Brenner & Theodore, 2002) more from a top-down perspective and to 

a lesser degree from a grassroots perspective (Gibson-Graham, 1996). Thus, for the further 

understanding from a bottom-up view, focus lies in what character these particular 

movements have, the structure, aims and claims they represent and how they work for change 

against the background of the neoliberalizing city. What is their potential of success in 

shaping life in the city, and what problems in the city do they expose? 

 

1.1 Aim and Research Question 

Considering the development in Swedish cities today and the type of movements that have 

risen as a reaction to these developments, I seek to understand and gain more insight about the 

type of urban social movements that have mobilized in reaction to the renovations of two 

neighborhoods in two Swedish cities- the network Pennygångens Future (Pennygångens 

Framtid, or NPGF as it will be referred to from now on) in Gothenburg and Mobilize Skarpan 
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(Mobilisera Skarpan) in Linköping. Previous research shows that many of the residents in 

areas where renovations of this nature have already taken place have felt utterly run over by 

the housing companies in the process (Westin, 2011). The residents have experienced a lack 

of democracy in how the renovations have been planned and implemented. Typically this 

includes a lack of involvement in the redevelopment plans and at what costs and the 

mobilization of the studied movements can therefore be seen as a sign of this deficiency. 

Sweden is a country known for a tradition of strong democratic values (Sveriges Riksdag, 

2010) therfore further investigation into the current cases with tenants that actively have 

decided to take action. 

 The aim of this study is in other words to investigate the current mobilization against 

raised rents in relation to renovations of rental apartments from an urban social movement 

perspective, and more specifically the collective action of urban social movements who are in 

a similar context resisting the same problem in two Swedish cities. However, I do not want a 

single focus on what they resist but want to also include what they promote and the strategies 

they choose in achieving this, with the focus on the role of civil society in shaping the life of 

the city.  

 

The questions are formulated as follows: 

 

1. What characterizes these movements in terms of structure, goals and strategies? 

 

2. What distribution and use of space do the movements protest against and how do they 

themselves make use of the space in their strategies? 

 

3. What can the movements tell us about contemporary Swedish cities?   

 

1.2 Limitations 

Since the purpose of this study is to further investigate movements of collective action among 

tenants from an urban social movement perspective and how their efforts have been 

expressed, a deliberate choice was made not to elaborately deal with the technical details of 

the renovations. However, it is still important to include the context in which the studied 

movements are taking action. In other words, to incorporate what they protest against, and 

what that in turn is a product of, is a crucial aspect for the understanding. 

 The time frame of this study is another limiting factor, as well as finding and getting in 

contact with movements that fits within the scope of the study. The two case studies are both 

in neighborhoods that are a significant geographic distance away from me and though I 

travelled to both places for interviews, the distance (i.e. time and money) was a limiting 

factor. While it was difficult to attend meetings and have face-to-face interviews given the 

geographic distances and their frequency, I was still able to gain sufficient insight via the 

material used and communication with groups involved. 
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1.3 Disposition 

The following section consists of the description and motivation of the methods chosen based 

on the research interest, descriptions of how the methods were conducted and the 

considerations made in the specific cases. Thereafter comes the section with the theoretical 

framework that have been used as analytical tool in the study and that constitutes the third 

section. The fourth section starts with the presentation of the empirical material gathered 

through interviews in the two case studies and analysis intertwined with the stated research 

questions in the first section. This will be presented thematically, based on the research 

questions. The fifth and last section presents the concluding remarks of the study and an 

attempt to formulate thoughts on the findings. 

 

 

2. METHOD 

 

2.1 Case-study research 

The methodological choice for this study was based on the nature of the research interest and 

the purpose in itself. To be able to answer the questions at hand, the choice was to conduct 

case-study research of urban social movements within the scope of interest, i.e. movements 

that mobilize to protest against renovations (or so called ‘renovictions’) in their 

neighborhoods and living environments. 

 Bryman (1995, p.122) accentuates the possibilities available for the qualitative 

researcher in being able to study the connection between activities and events and to explore 

peoples’ interpretations of the actors who create such connections. This gives the qualitative 

researcher a better prospect of studying process and change in the social reality than what  

quantitative research methods usually allow for, and thus an important aspect in this study, in 

which the movements that constitute the cases are still active. 

A case study is when the case in itself is of main interest in the study (Bryman, 2002) 

and here the movements in their specific context that is the focus.  Flyvbjerg (2006) 

scrutinizes the use of case studies as a research method and revises five common 

misunderstandings about them. These misunderstandings concern its value as context-

dependent knowledge in the learning process, the overvaluation of generalizability and 

undervaluation of “the force of example”, the belief that case study research is limited to 

generating hypotheses and not suitable method for testing hypotheses and building theories, 

its perceived bias towards verification rather than falsification, and lastly the 

misunderstanding of difficulties in summarizing case studies due to problems caused by the 

case study method in itself. 

 One of the most common misunderstandings is that one cannot generalize from a few 

case studies. Even though generalizability through a large number of cases often is valuable, it 

is not the only solution and way to gain scientific knowledge, especially concerning social 

phenomena. Opposed to common assumptions, a descriptive case study can be of great value 

in scientific inquiry. Another misunderstanding is that case studies are difficult to summarize, 

therefore demining its value as a research method. The important point here is that 
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summarizing may not even be a desirable aspect of case study narratives. The ambiguity of it 

allows many interpretations and can give a better picture of the reality than it would be to, as 

researchers, force a certain interpretation upon readers and actors through shorter summaries, 

and allowing the narrative to better speak for themselves in all their complexity. In this way, 

Flyvbjerg (2006) highlights the value of case studies as a method and explains how common 

misunderstandings can often be oversimplified or even incorrect. 

  

2.2 Selection of cases 

The selection of case studies was, as I mentioned preciously, based on the specific context in 

which the movements have mobilized. There are several cases of the type of value-adding 

renovations of whole neighborhoods, that have been done in my cases, in many Swedish 

cities, but not all of them have residents that have organized mobilization against it. This is 

also the case in neighborhoods where residents did feel that the process was unjust, but that 

for several different reasons did not put up resistance.  It is then necessary to look further at 

those that have resisted and to investigate what characterizes them. 

 The process in Pennygången started in March 2012 and has gained a lot of attention in 

media. This fact made it easier for me to get a hold of and gather information on the situation. 

Finding other cases was not as easy, but through contacts within this type of issues, and via 

the network Pennygångens framtid (NPGF) I was also informed about the existence of the 

movement Mobilize Skarpan (Mobilisera Skarpan) in Linköping, started in December 2012. 

 

2.3 Methodological considerations 

The case studies will consist of qualitative research with interviews conducted with a quite 

open structure, and questions asked within certain themes and in a conversational form. The 

reason for this was to give the interviews an investigatory nature and allow respondents to 

freely to express experiences important to them. In the option between recording and writing 

the interviews, the choice made was to record. However, as Gilbert (2008) argues, while 

recording is faster, it also risks having the disadvantage of sometimes leading to a less 

reflective approach, since pauses allow for both respondent and interviewer to stop and think. 

However, the combination of the two might be the most beneficial. 

 The respondents are themselves actors within the movements. In order to get an 

overall and deeper understanding of their objectives, claims and strategies, a few activity 

observations, such as meetings and other organized events were made. It is also necessary to 

supplement the interviews with other sources of information to be able to answer the research 

questions. The complementary information is gathered through observations, from various 

documents, and media outlets. Interviews were conducted with respondents carrying different 

roles within the movements and the selection of chosen respondents was primarily based on 

their time and willingness to participate. 

 As evident by the selection of respondents, the description of the movements will be 

from their own perspective as a movement. Hence, the study does not seek to be 

comprehensive, but selective, with an interest in seeking an understanding of the particular 

movements from within. One could reflect that such one-sided selection skews the, an 
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assumption which is correct, but for a reason that does not necessarily endanger the study. 

The decision to interview from the movements’ perspective was a conscious choice based on 

the research interest. Again, this is precisely the movements’ own outlook of their situation 

and of themselves as movements. This perspective will serve as source of information to be 

able to answer the first question and also a basis to further analyze in the following questions. 

 Visiting the areas seemed meaningful for the study, as I was able to see the 

neighborhoods and witness the reality of the situation. I visited Pennygången six times during 

my visit in Gothenburg. Throughout the visits interviews were conducted with five residents 

in the area, all of whom were or had been engaged in NPGF in one way or another. Three of 

these interviews took place in the respondents’ own apartments whilst the other two were in 

the local premise. Other than the interviews, I also attended one of the regular events of the 

network, Monday Soup, a meeting that is arranged every Monday. I also attended an 

introduction of the situation in Pennygången as well as a guided tour together with a class of 

master students in architecture and additionally one of the neighborhood’s general meetings. 

Quite a lot happened during the week in Gothenburg, which calls for some additional 

description that will be discussed further in the empirical section of the study.  

 I visited Skarpan in Linköping once, and during that visit I met with two of the 

initiators of the Mobilize Skarpan movement. The interview was, unlike the other interviews, 

conducted with the two of them jointly, instead of individually, for their convenience. This 

interview therefore lasted over two hours, to allow both respondents sufficient time and space 

to speak. A group interview even of this small size can provide a brief but valuable insight in 

social dynamics as well as the opportunity to more clearly expose differences or similarities 

of opinion. The other Skarpan interview was conducted outside the neighborhood, and at that 

respondent’s office due to convenience. 

 It is a benefit to come as a complete outsider with limited assumptions of the 

neighborhoods and residents and of the work within the movements. This has hopefully made 

it easier to better see the situation from the respondents’ perspective during the interviews. 

 

 

3. BACKGROUND 

 

This section will serve as a foundation to better understand the situation of the specific 

renovations of this study. Here I draw on research by Christophers (2013) and Westin (2011). 

The aspects of urban policies and implications, related to renovation and rental housing in 

general, are highlighted and briefly explained.  These aspects are important and need 

clarification becuase the rules and regulations that frame the housing system in Sweden are 

many times confusing (Christophers 2013). The law on public municipal housing companies 

(nya Allbolagen SFS 2010:879) is further expanded upon to illustrate a recent development 

and shift in the Swedish housing system to marketization.  The differentiated interpretations 

of this law and its further effects on the practical implications are also discussed. 
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3.1 Urban policies and their implications 

In 2005, the Swedish property federation (Fastighetsägarna, which represents the interests of 

landlords in Sweden) filed a complaint with the European Commission (EC) alleging that 

Sweden was breaking European Union State Aid rules, those of which prohibit government 

support for private companies. It was claimed that municipal housing companies were 

receiving state support and that municipalities were acting as guarantors of loans taken out by 

these companies, without the latter having to pay a premium for this benefit. By not requiring 

their housing companies to generate market-based returns, municipalities were blamed for 

skewing the competition since they were off the market (Eliasson, 2010). The result of the 

appeal to the EC was a change in Swedish law as of 2011. The new law governing the 

municipal housing companies, placed the companies closer to the market than ever before, 

requiring them to act according to “businesslike principles”, targeting ‘normal’ rates of return 

(Regeringskansliet 2009).  

 Stakeholders in this law have debated what these clauses should-and will- mean in 

day-to-day practical terms. Some argue that businesslike principles mean profit maximization 

(Lind & Lundström, 2011), while others (SABO, Sveriges Allmännyttiga Bostadsföretag, in 

SABO 2011, p.3) believe that it refers mainly to a businesslike approach or attitude, rather 

than that municipal housing companies must behave exactly like private landlords 

(Christophers, 2013, p.9). As confusing as it may seem, the new law is, in every day practice, 

evidently open for interpretation, which means that the interpretations will strictly depend on 

the companies’ own values (Westin, 2011, p.7).  

 A paragraph that has turned out to be problematic for tenants opposing renovation 

plans is the 18 § concerning rehabilitation orders and rules belonging to the general property 

rights (“Jordabalk (1970:994) (JB) | Lagen.nu,” n.d.). The first section of which 18 § is part of 

contains rules of realty. The 18d § more specifically states the rules of the tenant influence in 

the event of improvement or change of the realty. This part of the paragraph states that in the 

event of interventions that increases the standard of the real estate, or interventions that 

involve a not nonessential change of the apartments or of the common spaces in the housing, 

the owner shall inform the tenants in writing. In case the tenant will not approve of the 

interventions, then the owner can apply for permission from the Rent Tribunal 

(Hyresnämnden). If the permission is to be upheld the changes are not thought of as unfair to 

the tenant. The decision of the tribunal, whether the changes are unfair towards the tenants or 

not, is decided upon a consideration of what is in the interests of the owner balanced with 

what the interests of tenants in general are assumed to be if the interventions were not to be 

made (“Svensk författningssamling 1970:994 Jordabalk (1970:994) - riksdagen.se,” n.d.) 

Esentially, this part means that the decision to approve the permission of the interventions is 

not based on the interests of the tenants in the particular case, but of the assumed interests of 

tenants in general, being all residents holding a tenancy agreement in Sweden.  

 The National Swedish Union of Tenants (Hyresgästföreningen Riksförbundet, later 

referred to as SUT) shows that the Rent Tribunal has judged to the benefit of the housing 

companies in almost all of the cases towards tenants and (Elmgren HGF, 2013). The statistics 
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speaks for a disdainfully low chance for tenants disapproving of renovations to win, and SUT 

further argues that the tenants’ influence therefore is a chimera (ibid). 

  

3.2 Renovations, ‘renovictions’ and the residents 

The goal set up by the Swedish housing policies in 1940’s housing investigation 

(bostadssociala utredningen) sought to deal with the overcrowding and inadequate standard 

of housing in Sweden at that time. The general shortage of housing was also part and parcel of 

the overall goal of “good housing for all”. This goal was realized by the 1960’s and the 

municipality’s responsibility was increased due to this direction within politics (Soidre, in 

Holgersson et al, 2010,p. 42). Between 1961 and 1975, almost 1,4 million dwellings were 

built, a period which for that reason have been referred to as the “record years” (rekordåren). 

Today, the majority of the housing is in need of renovations, a need that according to SABO 

(2009) is due to technical flaws (technically worn down and plumbing needs to be replaced), 

social factors (the areas are characterized by exclusion, lower-incomes and a low maintenance 

level), tougher societal demands (demands from a health perspective concerning the sanitation 

of PCB and asbestos and sustainability demands of energy efficiency) and the need of market 

adjustments (another demand concerning apartment sizes and the living environments from 

the time is no longer considered attractive, which is needed to attract new customer groups). 

However, the extend of the renovations vastly from area to area (ibid). 

 Prerequisites to conduct renovations of the Million program housing varies greatly 

between different housing companies based on the four parameters; the economy of the 

company, the extent of the interventions, the market situation and the proportion of housing 

that is in need of renovation. Hence, the situation appears quite different for a company with 

weak economy in a declining market than for a company with good economy in a strong 

market. The report concludes that the economic conditions for the housing companies to 

renovate the housing stock from the “record years” are quite bad. Sometimes selling the 

housing, or just a part of it, solves this problem, but this does not solve the problem on a long-

term societal level. The costs and the problem of renovations are instead merely moved to the 

new owner (ibid). Westin (2011) questions whether this is merely a form of duty dumping, a 

way of avoiding responsibility as a short-term solution.  

 The report by Westin (2011) is based on a study initiated and financed by the SUT.  In 

it, Westin investigates the experience of redevelopment from the tenants’ perspective, a 

perspective that tends to get overshadowed by interests focused on economic priorities.  

 The new law from 2011, discussed in the previous section on housing policies, is 

believed to have brought about consequences for low-income households. Market-led rents 

without the earlier regulations struck harder on these groups because it opened up for 

processes of gentrification (Ibid, p.61), processes that have now reached the Million program 

areas. Tenants standing before these renovations have little power to affect the outcome. The 

lack of influence is a problem a democratic and class issue, the latter since displacements 

usually affect low-income groups to a greater extent (Westin, 2011, p.5) than socio-

economically stronger groups. Coined by Heather Pawsey, renoviction combines the terms 

renovation and eviction . The term addresses the lack of power the tenant has in mobilizing 
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democratic influence in the renovation process. Even though it is possible that tenants can 

affect, more often than not, the housing companies get their way through using their power 

advantage, such as resources and knowledge (ibid). Westin (2011) lists determinant factors in 

how tenants are affected by renovation processes. The state of the housing and the region are 

two of them and other important factors being the ambition of concerned municipalities. 

Moreover, where the owners’ ideologies and ambitions lie, housing-policy decisions, who 

your neighbors are (social and cultural capital), how early the SUT gets involved in the 

process and the size of the project in whether a lot of political prestige is at play for providing 

results, are concluded as determining aspects (ibid, p.66). 

 

3.3 Presenting the cases 

3.3.1 NPGF 

Gothenburg is the second largest city in Sweden and has been subject to transformations in 

the urban space that can be referred to as gentrification. The term gentrification was coined by 

Ruth Glass in the 1960’s England and it signifies the upgrading of areas for middle class 

citizens. This is a process taking place in the areas of Haga, Kvillebäcken and Stampen 

around Gothenburg. The transformations that gentrification brings are best understood as a 

complex interplay between processes at different levels; global and national and local. 

Though evident in other countries, the higher rents and housing costs often brought on by 

gentrification have been held back in Sweden by protective housing policies (Holgersson et 

al, 2010).  

 Pennygången is located in the area of Högsbohöjd, south of the city center in 

Gothenburg. It consists of 771 apartments in which 1500 tenants are currently living 

(Tidningen Väster, 2012-04-07; 2012-04-17; Thörn, 2013). It was built 1959-1962 as a pilot 

project just a couple of years prior to the Million program, (Pennygången.se, 2012) and can be 

included in the huge housing stock built during the “record years” 1961-1975. The majority of 

these buildings are now in need of restoration, something that is not surprising considering 

they are now forty to fifty years old. When Pennygången was built its position was considered 

to be quite rural, but today the location is “half-central” (as described by 

Stadsbyggnadskontoret 2008) due to the city expansion. Its locality now makes it an attractive 

area for the planning of future housing.  The current landlords and owners of Pennygången 

are Stena Fastigheter, a private company who bought Pennygången in 2005. The buildings 

have not undergone any bigger renovations by prior owners since they were built 

(“Pennygången: Bakgrund”). In March 2012, Stena Fastigheter announced that they wanted to 

“extend the lifetime” of the housing stock that had been built fifty years ago. Concerning the 

renovations, the housing company depicts on their webpage that what they want is to be able 

to offer tenants attractive housing. The rents would  increase due to the improved standard of 

the apartments as a result of the renovations (Published 2012-03-07, (“nyhet : Stena 

Fastigheter,” n.d.).This meant a rent increase by at least 60 percent, which in real numbers 

would be a rise from 6000 krona to 10.000 krona for a four-bedroom apartment 

(“Pennygången,” n.d.). Stena further says that the tenants would need to move during the 

renovations because of the extent of the work, When the tenants return they will get a 
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completely new apartment where all is new and fresh, which is what tenants want today, 

according to the housing company (“nyhet : Stena Fastigheter,”). The plans for the 

renovations were without a doubt extensive, and included new kitchens and bathrooms, 

parquet floors and tiles (“Broschyr-120301.pdf” 2013).                                                                               

 Stena Fastigheter is one of the largest private landlords in Sweden with almost 27 

thousand apartments and facilities in Sweden’s biggest cities- Gothenburg, Stockholm and 

Malmö as well as in Uppsala, Lund and Lomma. On the company webpage, they claim to be 

considerate, open, innovative, and professional. The company goal is to develop attractiveness 

of their properties, partially by the use of their own concept of “Relationship 

management”(Relationsförvaltning)(“Om stena fastigheter : Stena Fastigheter,” n.d.), which is 

a concept that accentuates the social aspects of their work with words like participation, 

security and pleasant environments used in the description (“En del av samhällsnyttan: Stena 

fastigheter”). The mobilization against the renovations of Pennygången began when the first 

letter arrived from the housing company. Shortly thereafter, the residents formed the NPGF 

after realizing that the costs of the renovations would force many of them from their homes. 

The announced renovations would result in an increased standard, which is a kind of 

renovation that requires the tenant’s approval. The increase of rents would force many of the 

current residents in the area to move or change to a substantially smaller apartment in the 

same neighborhood or elsewhere (pennygangen.se). The two claims of the NPGF were 

formulated: To say no to Stena Fastigheters current proposal, and a demand that all tenants 

should be able to stay (pennygangen.se). A lot of uncertainty and worry concerning the 

increased rents have already scared residents away from the neighborhood, many of the 

apartments that would be renovated in the first phase are now empty for this reason, where 

only seven or eight out of 50 are occupied. (Göteborgs Posten, Hyresgästerna vill ha tydliga 

besked, October 2013).                                                                                                         

 NPGF has also started an umbrella organization called The Right to the City (Rätten 

till staden) that aimed at uniting different organizations that work for socially just housing 

policies that can further support each other in their work (Pennygången.se : Bakgrund) not 

consisting of the four organizations NPGF, Staden vi vill ha, Allt åt alla and Bevara Gårda
2
 

(respondent NPGF). 

3.3.2 Mobilize Skarpan 

Linköping is the fifth largest municipality in Sweden. In December 2012 , the near  300 

tenants living in the area of Skarpan in Linköping were informed about planned changes of 

the neighborhood and renovations of the buildings in which they live (Mobilisera Skarpan 

blog, Bloggen Mobilisera Skarpan, December 2012). The renovations are going to include 

pipe replacement ventilation system and additions to the houses in the form of an additional 

floor on top of the buildings as well as elevators and, moreover, renovations of kitchens and 

bathrooms. Little had been done to the housing stock, both externally and internally, since it 

was built in the 1960’s, except wallpapers and paintwork over the years. The maintenance and 

                                                 
2
 A rough translation of the organization’s names would be (in the same order): The city we 

want, Everything for everyone and Preserve Gårda. 
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renovation is needed and anticipated, but its extent and the rent increases proved problematic 

(Hem & Hyra, Stor oro i området Skarpan, January 2013). The rent increase would be 40 

percent over a period of five years, starting the following year (i.e. 2013) (Mobilisera Skarpan 

blog, Information om ombyggnationen och tillbyggnaden, January 2012), year one would 

have a rent increase with 20%, year two with 20%, year three with 25%, year four 25% and 

yearfive 10%, after which full rent levels should be realized (ibid 2013, based on information 

from the meeting 2012-12-10).  

 After the announcement, a small group of tenants in the neighborhood decided to take 

the matter in their own hands. Acting independently, they made surveys and contacted the 

tenants in order to mobilize against the rent increase. The amount of questions and lack of 

immediate participation caused anxiety among the residents who would later form Mobilize 

Skarpan. They state early on that they intend to “cooperate and network with other so called 

million program areas”(own translation),which are facing similar situations (Mobilisera 

Skarpan blog, Bloggen Mobilisera Skarpan, December 2012). 

 

 

4. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

To clarify the choice of theories based on the research interest of the study, I here repeat the 

aim once again: To investigate the protests from an urban social movement perspective and 

more specifically the collective action of urban social movements (USM) who are facing and 

resisting similar situations in two Swedish cities, namely, highly increased rents due to 

renovations. The focus lies on what they resist as well as what they promote and the strategies 

they choose in achieving their goals. As the Swedish housing system is referred to as highly 

neoliberalized, the theoretical part includes theories of neoliberalism, its effects on the city, 

and research on social movements along with a focus on the urban social movements resisting 

neoliberalism.  

 Studies of social movements fit within two categories: those that begin from the inside 

out, starting with activists and their concerns, and those who start from the outside in, looking 

first at states, political alignments, and policies and then at patterns of collective action. 

However, by looking from both angles a broader understanding of causes and consequences 

can be made (Meyer et al, 2002, p.5).  

 So, what kind of measurements can be, and have been, used in characterizing urban 

social movements and can thus serve as tools in the analysis of the movements of this study? 

Key aspects as based on the research questions are; movement characteristics, strategies (as 

well as potentials in shaping the life of the city including internal as well as external 

conditions) and a further focus on the implicit spatial aspects of the mobilization of the cases 

studied. To be able to do this, the typical character of urban social movements needs to be 

defined in the context out of which they have evolved- in protest of neoliberal developmental 

values- as stated in literature and earlier research on the matter (Thörn, 2013; Westin, 2011).  

Policy and protest are important as parts of the analysis since the policy dimension of political 

protest have not received sufficient attention from scholars on social movements with respect 
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to the material bases driving activist concerns. Important work by sociologists (e.g. Taylor, 

1996) on social movements brings focus to the affective dimensions of social protest and calls 

for more attention to the actual politics that provoke the emotional reactions leading to protest 

action (Meyer et al, 2002). 

 It should be pointed out that processes of gentrification and displacement have spread 

vastly in recent years while at the same time becoming more differentiated (Hedin, 2010; 

Slater, 2009; Brenner & Theodore, 2002). First, public and private strategies are increasingly 

intertwined, with urban policies now actively promoting gentrification and the intended 

displacement of marginalized populations. Second, many of these strategies are actually 

proposed and implemented by left wing and liberal political coalitions. This shows how 

previously opposing segments are co-opted into the new metropolitan mainstream. Third, the 

various forms of urban regeneration are now spreading increasingly on a global scale, into 

suburban areas and even into smaller cities. Fourth, these trends also entail a significant 

rescaling of urban development. Processes of gentrification and displacement are no longer 

limited to individual neighborhoods; rather entire intra-urban regions: Zones of reproduction 

for the metropolitan elites. 

 In a current debate such strategies and policies are often equated with neoliberalism. 

Indeed cities have become places of strategic importance for neoliberal policies and key 

arenas through which neoliberalism is in itself evolving (Brenner & Theodore, 2002; Peck & 

Tickell, 2002). Nevertheless, we should remember that such processes should be regarded as 

elements of long-term tendencies in a capitalist urbanization and is thus nothing entirely new. 

 

4.1 The neoliberal city 

As Peck and Tickell (2002) points out, the process of neoliberalization is and has been a 

complex evolution, with the proto-neoliberalism in the 1970’s to a normalization of a 

neoliberal governance- However, and as also argued by Christophers (2013) further ahead, the 

process is not universal in effect since existing neoliberalisms are hybrid structures (Peck & 

Tickell, 2002, p.383). Neoliberalism as a noun and theoretical abstraction (Springer, 

forthcoming) represents a political economic theory by the founding figures of neoliberal 

thought who saw the fundamental values of civilization as being those of individual freedom 

(Harvey, 2005, p.5). They (Hayek, Friedman et al) argued for a liberalization of individual 

entrepreneurial freedoms as key to human well-being (Harvey 2005). This individual freedom 

stands for a capacity of self-realization and freedom from bureaucracy. In other words, 

individuals are made responsible for their own choices and are empowered to make decisions 

out of self-interest, which is believed to advance both their own and the society’s well-being 

(Leitner et al, 2007,p.4; Rose, 1999,p.178). The transformation of neoliberalism from an 

intellectual perspective into a normalized hegemonic ideology was triggered by the economic 

crisis in postwar times when the Keynesian arrangements were beginning to unravel. Broadly 

speaking, the neoliberal heartlands of Western Europe and North America have seen shifts 

from a roll-back to a roll-out neoliberalism (Peck & Tickell, 2002, p.384). The roll-back 

phase was strongly promoted during Thatcher’s neoliberal restructuring in the 1980’s Britain. 

At that time, more temperate forms of neoliberalism also began to find its way in Sweden 
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(Brenner & Theodore, 2002,p. 350), where some versions of neoliberal policy were adopted 

either voluntarily or in reaction to coercive pressures (Harvey, 2005, p.3).  

 As Wallerstein (2008) stresses, the neoliberal idea of minimizing governmental 

influence is old and cyclical in fashion. These ideas advanced however in the 1980’s after a 

long time of profit stagnation during the prevailing Keynesian system. Together with the 

World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, the right wing governments in Britain as 

well as the US at the time successfully enforced the so-called Washington consensus, which 

premised economic growth for nations in stagnation. Wallerstein further argues that the 

economic success nevertheless was not as impressive as that of the political. The income 

distribution has been increasingly skewed within nations, which is one of several 

consequences of neoliberal practices that has given rise to critical voices, and a post-

neoliberal development out of a neoliberalization in crisis (ibid). 

According to political scientist Margit Mayer (2000, 2003a in Den globala staden, 2007, 

p.59) there are three trends evident within urban politics today. Firstly, the tendency of local 

urban policies to be increasingly oriented toward attracting investments in order to strengthen 

the local economy, is something that is due to the increased global competition between cities. 

Secondly, the welfare system of the society and cities is eroding, and lastly, the urban politics 

have been changed to focus more on governance and control than before. 

 As a result, the goal of urban development is often seen to promote growth ideology 

assumptions and be directed at attracting socioeconomically strong households. This in turn is 

then expected to further enhance attractiveness, exclusivity and economic growth. This 

development has been criticized for leading to more social inequality within society (Springer, 

2014). There is no longer space for the economically weaker households that already have a 

precarious or even excluded position in society. Developments of this kind do not simply 

prevent these groups from moving into the cities, it also displace the economically 

disadvantaged groups that already live there. For instance, evident in the Million program 

housing areas where the management of the housing has been increasingly controlled by 

profit-seeking principles, such as gentrification, low investments and maximized rents 

(Tahvilzadeh, 2013, p.58-61).  

 To get back to the aspect of gentrification that was mentioned earlier on, it has been 

argued that it leads to categorical living and is promoted for a calm and safe environment. 

Stahre (2007) means that safety and security have become some of the most important 

questions today, and these words are frequently used in connection to gentrification projects. 

The renovations are cases of gentrification promoted by an urban policy. Furthermore, 

DeFilippis (2004) speaks of gentrification and its implications on the people who many times 

lose out on this development:  

 

The importance of gentrification… is that it clearly demonstrates that low-income people, and the 

neighborhoods they live in, suffer not from a lack of capital but from a lack of power and control over the 

most basic component of life- that is, the places called home. (DeFilippis, 2004,p.89). 
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Gentrification is upgrading that brings about a displacement of economically weaker groups 

in society with stronger groups or companies. The concentration of visible and invisible 

powers in the city means that the contradictions and conflicts that play out in these spaces put 

great values at risk (Thörn, 2013,p.40). Gentrification is well known within urban studies 

internationally, but the question remains as to how it has happened in Sweden. The image of 

Sweden, in terms of housing justice, and as formulated by legal North American scholar 

Deborah Kenn (1996,p.63), is close to a fetishization (Christophers, 2013,p.2f): 

 

A country where everyone lives in decent housing which costs less than 25 per cent of their income? A 

country where everyone has the choice between rental housing, cooperative housing, and single- family 

housing? A country where lack of individual financial resources does not relegate one to living in central 

city slums? A dream world? No. Affordable, quality housing for all exists in Sweden. (Kenn, 1996, p.63) 

Harvey’s (2005, p.15) conclusion that Sweden is an example of what might be called 

‘circumscribed neoliberalization’, and its generally superior social condition reflects that 

fact, is based on the view of Sweden as a country that, with its comprehensive welfare system, 

has proven to be resistant to the far-reaching reforms of neoliberalization. However, one 

exception seems to be found in housing politics. The last two decades of political reforms 

have changed the structures of housing provision (Lindbom, 2001), making Sweden one of 

the most neoliberalized housing markets in the world (Lind & Lundström, 2007). The 

consequences of this shift are presented through empirical analyses, in some of the largest 

Swedish cities, by Hedin et.al. (2011), who recognize a strengthened social polarization. Yet, 

Christophers (2013) suggests that it is not as simple as to say that the Swedish housing system 

is either centralized and regulated, to the extent that it once has been, or that it is completely 

marketized and deregulated, and its issues are completely due to this neoliberalization.  

Rather, Christophers means that the Swedish housing system is a hybrid between the two 

regimes, a monstrous hybrid so to speak, and as argued by Jane Jacobs (1992), with the two 

systems aggravating one another. Issues related to the hybridity that have received most 

critique, are the concerns of the unaffordability of housing and shortage of accommodations 

for rental, both issues specifically crucial in the larger cities.                                         

 National as well as international researchers now warn of a housing disaster from a 

social perspective (Thörn, 2013; Christophers, 2013). The neoliberalization of the Swedish 

housing system was evident already in the 1980’s and 1990’s with developments towards 

marketization of the public rental (allmännyttan) sector, as a turn to and promotion of market 

mechanisms through deregulation (Christophers, 2013,p.6) after a center-right coalition came 

to power in 1991. One of the first things done was to close down the Department of Housing 

and housing was from then on not to be distinguished from other commodities (Hedin et al, 

2011). The process has since then, in various ways, continued with a broader shift from 

previous principles of neutrality. Two aspects of marketization of the public rental sector 

stands out; that the state has sold off large quantities of public housing stock, either through 

selling to private landlords, or even more so, through selling to sitting tenants. The other 
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aspect is the expectation that municipal housing companies should work according to 

“businesslike (for-profit) principles”. However, the process of marketization, which is part 

and parcel of neoliberalism, has been rather drawn out, from 1980’s when municipal housing 

companies were forced to reduce their spending, with the latest development coming as late as 

2011. In 2005, the Swedish Property Federation posted a complaint with the EC claiming that 

Sweden was infracting European Union State Aid rules (prohibiting government support for 

private companies). It was claimed that municipal housing companies were still receiving 

state support and that municipalities acted as guarantors of loans taken out by those 

companies without the companies having pay a premium for this benefit. In not requiring their 

housing companies to generate market-based returns, municipalities were distorting 

competitions and in this way off the market. The result of this appeal to the EC was a change 

in Swedish law from 2011(nya Allbolagen SFS 2010:879). With the new law governing the 

municipal housing companies, these companies were placed closer to the market than ever 

before. As a result, they were stipulated to act according to businesslike principles, targeting 

‘normal’ rates of return (Regeringskansliet, 2009). Another vector of neoliberalization of 

Swedish housing is the shift in housing policy from tenure neutrality to one that favor owner-

occupation (Christophers, 2013, p.7ff).                                                                      

 Though Sweden might have a housing system that is characterized by complex 

hybridity, the future points in the direction of continued neoliberalization (Ibid). Instead of 

corresponding to the needs of the capitalist profit-seeking imperative, Brenner, Marcuse and 

Mayer (2012) stress the importance of creating cities that focus on the human social needs. 

Capitalist cities are central spaces for envisioning and mobilizing towards alternatives to 

capitalism itself, its process of a profit-driven urbanization, and its uncompromising 

commodification and re-commodification of urban space (Ibid, p.1f). If we now speak of 

neoliberalization as a cyclical process, it is a process that has gone further and seen different 

developments in different countries. Sweden began its neoliberalism somewhat later (housing 

policy reforms eg, the 1990’s as previously mentioned) than for instance Latin America in 

the1980’s (Grugel & Rigirozzi, 2011), which for quite some time has started to introduce 

more socialist laws to counteract the negative consequences that have been identified. In spite 

of the slower and perhaps less explicit neoliberalization, it will be argued that Sweden too, 

can see important examples of resistance, though Sweden is far from the developments seen 

in these Latin American examples.  

 

4.2 Movements in the city 

Most major social issues involve social movements on one side or the other (Snow & Soule, 

2010, p.5), and the problems that have been pushing mobilization are representative of the 

currentn priorities in the global competition, the neoliberal city’s growth policy, investments 

in mega-projects and the commercialization of public space. The manner in which this has 

been prioritized over investments elsewhere in the city has often pushed people to mobilize in 

order to challenge such developments (Brenner, Marcuse & Mayer, 2012). Cities are a fruitful 

ground for social movements. It is a place with concerted power and differentiated groups. 
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Disruptions in the system can happen anywhere, but mobilization takes place in the cities 

(Caldenby, 2013, p. 20; Castells 1989). 

 As stated in the intro, researchers claim that we are living in a movement society 

(Snow & Soule, 2010, p.5) and there is a need to understand social movements and their 

activities to understand our society. Contemporary urban movements in the global North are 

neither revolutionary factory workers nor social movements politicizing urban space along 

collective consumption demands (Harvey & Wachsmuth, 2012). Rather, it is disparate groups 

that share a precarious existence, (and) that today carry out the political activism (Brenner et 

al, 2011, p.77f) Without urban social movements (USM), no challenge can emerge from civil 

society able to shake the institutions of the state through which norms are reinforced, values 

preached and property preserved (Castells, 1983).  

 The following selection of approaches is based on broad range of ideas of factors that 

influence social movement activity. To be able to further reflect on the cases against the 

background of urban social movement research and social movements in a Swedish context, 

the main focus is on theories by Castells (1983) who first spoke of USM, the evolution of 

urban movements by Mayer (2012) as well as research by Thörn (2013; 2004). 

 

4.2.1 Defining social movements 

At this point, it seems appropriate to define what a social movement is according to previous 

research done within the discipline of sociology. The term is somewhat characterized by its 

vagueness and complexity, trapped between its function in theories of society and societal 

development and, on the other hand, the term’s inherent ambition to signify a certain societal 

actor as noted by Ring (2007).  This issue and its implications for the analysis will be 

discussed further later in the study, but first a definition must be chosen for this study, one 

that is aimed at being sufficiently broad to include a variety of cases yet still distinguish the 

movement phenomenon from other social phenomena. The broad definition conceptualized in 

five key elements hereafter, is taken from Snow and Soule (2010, p.6f): (1) they are all 

challengers to, or defenders of, existing structures or systems of authority, (2) they are 

collective rather than individual enterprises, (3) they act, in varying degrees, outside existing 

institutional or organizational arrangements, (4) they operate with some degree of 

organization, and lastly, (5) they do so typically with some degree of continuity. 

The five elements stated above yield the following definition:  

 

Social movements are collectives acting with some degree of organization and continuity, partly 

outside institutional or organizational channels, for the purpose of challenging extant systems of 

authority, or resisting change in such systems, in the organization, society, culture or world system 

in which they are embedded. (Ibid, p. 6-7) 

 

Similarly, Stahre (2007) defines social movements as a collective action with solidarity 

between the participants with the elements of social change and social conflict. Furthermore, 

the definition makes a social movement an urban social movement (USM) when its actions 

are directed towards changing the urban society in some aspect (ibid, p.240) and can be seen 
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as a category of social movement (Pickvance, 2003, p.102). The actions of social movements 

are collective in that it involves a number of individuals, organizations or groups engaged in 

common action. They have a goal-oriented activity that is jointly pursued by two or more 

individuals. Challenges can be either direct or indirect. Direct challenges are straightforward, 

undisguised demands where the targeted authorities are aware of the demands. On the other 

hand, indirect challenges are movements trying to change larger systems by changing 

individuals. Indirect challenges also include movements that seek to separate themselves by 

avoiding relevant authorities (Snow & Soule, 2010, p.13).  

 

4.3 Theories on USM 

4.3.1 Castells and USM  

Manuel Castells first introduced the term ‘urban social movement’ in the 1970’s. He saw the 

problem in that urban sociology of the time focused and defined urban problems from a social 

order standpoint rather than from the perspective of conflict, power and groups needs within 

the urban sphere. The term urban social movement puts emphasis on urban struggles in 

expressing structural incongruities in cities (Pickvance, 2003, p.103) and was developed 

isolated from theories on social movements. In the book The City and the Grassroots, 

published in 1983, Castells claims that these movements combine factors of collective 

consumption, cultural identity, trade unionism and demands for better citizen rights together 

with their connections with political alignments (Ibid). The focus lies on the different levels of 

success of citizen action, ‘urban social movement’ signifying the highest impact, ‘protest’ the 

intermediate and with the lowest level ‘participation’ (Castells, 1983, p.280f, in Pickvance, 

2003). This more restricted use of the term only encompasses a narrow segment of urban 

reality and has therefore been abandoned for a more general use which refers to overall urban 

citizen action no matter the effects (Pickvance, 2003). The nature of urban social movements 

havs changed greatly over time with the claim of the right to the city as a widely used 

framework (Leontidou, 2007). However, the changing in nature as will be described later. The 

interest in urban social movement has declined in favor of social movements. More 

fashionable concerns, such as the globalization discourse have steered interests away from the 

more narrow urban focus (Hamel et al., 2000) and in thus new social movements was given 

attention as urban movements that was considered old.  Organizational theories have also 

become favored over spontaneous informal urban social movements and the USM focus on 

effects weakened (Pickvance, 2003). What Leontidou (2007) wants to highlight in her article 

on the changes of USM is that, in spite of a wider shift from the local to the global, changes 

are not absolute. The claim of the city have changed but older types of movement 

mobilization, as for instance those relating to the material reality with spatially fixed groups, 

exist alongside newer transnational forms. She argues that it would be fruitful to place some 

of the prior emphasis back on comparative analysis of grassroots and more spontaneous social 

movements in order to understand them better (Ibid). 
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4.3.2 The claim of “The Right to the City” 

The “Right to the City” has been the dominating demand from urban social movements 

during the past century. The term was first used by philosopher Lefvebre in 1968 in response 

to the French urban crisis and has further been analyzed by Castells (1977; 1983) who built 

his theories through studies of European societies. Today, the “right to the city” literature 

speaks of urban mobilization against, or in response to, neoliberal developments and is 

currently very commonly used within the analysis of social movements and cities (Uitermark 

et al, 2012; Brenner et al, 2011). The organization of USM within this framework is a way for 

the people to fight for democracy and against injustice in the cities (Hedin et al, 2009). The 

point of departure for critical social theory should always be everyday life and everyday life is 

marked by urbanization (Schmid in Brenner et al, 2011, p.58).  

 Harvey’s influential text on the “Right to the City” defined it as the right to control the 

urbanization process and to establish new modes of urbanization, something he claims to be 

one of out most neglected rights (Harvey, 2008, p.40). Lefebvre (2003,p.150) did however, 

prior to Harvey, take the analysis even further with self-management as the basis and 

expression of that right. The right of self-determination is essential for the creation of a 

changed society. Even with the new conditions in the urban development, it should be clear 

that the right to the city should be more than simply the right to exist and to satisfy basic 

needs. And Schmid (2011) argues, as did Harvey (1996), that the urban is a continuous 

reinvention that can take various forms which implies the opportunity to imagine other 

possible alternative urban forms (Schmid in Brenner et al, 2011, p.59). The overall goal of the 

right to the city movements is, and as hinted before, a democratic and just society, and what is 

rejected is the present capitalist system (Ibid, p.37f).  

 Many thinkers agree that the seeds of the future must be found in the present. And for 

this, a spatial image of the seeds of the future can be of help. Only focusing on the spatial 

aspect has its dangers too since most problems do not only have a spatial aspect, but with their 

origin lies in social, economic and political arenas, the spatial being a partial cause and 

aggravation, but only partial. The ultimate goal of most social movements, and of the right to 

the city movement, is not profit. What they seek is rather a decent and supportive living 

environment.  Profit, if a concern at all, is as means to an end, which is not high consumption, 

social status, or further accumulation, but rather decent living conditions for all, as Marcuse 

(Brenner et al, 2011, p.38f) states. Eliminating profit as means and motivation in the political 

sector is key. Marcuse further says that A critical urban theory dedicated to supporting the 

right to the city needs to expose the common roots of the deprivation and discontent and to 

show the common nature of demands and aspirations of the majority of the people (Ibid, p. 

39). 

 

4.3.3 Evolution of USM 

The term the “Right to the City” has changed meaning since first used by Lefebvre 1968.  

Since the current urban world differs greatly from what it once was, Mayer argues that the 

term therefore requires new content and equally, a new importance. She suggests that to be 

able to understand the contemporary movements in the advanced capitalist countries of the 
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global North, we need to investigate what impact the last decades of neoliberalization of cities 

has had on these movements and does so by using a phase model framework. By doing so, 

Mayer (2012) distinguishes three stages of urban movements from the 1960’s till today, from 

the crisis of Fordism to neoliberalism.  When seen in a historical context, contemporary 

movements taking action in response to neoliberal development are notably different from 

earlier periods. Current movements’ protests correspond to neoliberal projects and at the same 

time are shaped by previous phases of urban movements (Brenner et al, 2011). 

 The first wave of mobilization in the 1960s Keynesian city was in reaction to the 

Fordist crisis. This was characterized by discontent concerning rents, housing and the waves 

of urban renewal projects at the time. Struggles were made by students, migrants and youth 

and were directed towards the reproductive sphere and collective consumption. These urban 

social movements demanded better institutions and an increased participation in their design. 

They challenged the Keynesian city by developing progressive alternatives to social 

reproduction, which in many cities created a vibrant infrastructure of communities and 

collectives.  

 The second wave was characterized by the current roll-back phase of neoliberalism 

during the 1980’s and was produced by the austerity politics at the time. These policies 

brought back earlier social issues that mobilized movements against poverty, increased 

unemployment and housing needs. As governments were facing fiscal constraints they sought 

new, innovative ways to solve their problems (Mayer in Brenner et al, 2011). One result of 

innovation led to a more cooperative relation between movements and municipalities and 

movements moved “from protest to program”(Mayer 1987). However, a consequence 

developed out of this arrangement was a split between more professionalized organizations 

and those whose issues were not addressed. For that reason, this result in a radicalization of 

the movement. As a result, the movements became more fragmented and complex, and 

overarching claims for joint action hardly occurred (Mayer in Brenner et al, 2011). 

 The third wave of roll-out neoliberalism came in response to problems generated from 

previous phases. New types of reforms were made and instead of combating poverty, the 

focuse was on ending social exclusion and welfare dependency. Public-private partnerships 

became increasingly common as new modes of delivery of social services were developed. 

Mottos were redefined in an individualized and competitive direction. Consequences of these 

policies further fragmented the movement terrain. 

 The fourth wave was initiated by the so-called dot-com crash in 2001 at the start of the 

neoliberal crisis. Urbanization had gone global and the social divides were evident through 

socio-spatial polarization. Simultaneously, social reforms replaced welfare with workfare 

systems. Movements no longer act within the Keynesian city, which had been providing 

openings for struggles concerning issues of collective infrastructure. The neoliberal city, 

within which movements now mobilized, offered two fault lines. As Mayer discusses (2007; 

2011), the first one was created by the strong priority in growth politics which triggered 

mobilization against the neglect of issues not falling within the lines of these growth policies. 

The second fault line was created by the neoliberalization of social and labor market policies 
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and the protests concerned the dismantling of the welfare state and issue of environmental and 

social justice.  

 Finally, three crucial differences can be distinguished in the evolution of urban 

movements and discussed by Schmid (2011): (1) The first being that the focus today has yet 

again shifted onto the basic needs, such as access to shelter, food, clean water, health and 

education, a change due largely to the social economic polarization in large parts of the world. 

(2) Secondly, the current call for the right to the city represents a response to the withdrawal 

of the state in many areas of social life. Important tasks are now decentralized and assigned to 

regional or local levels. The local has gained a greater importance and there is increased 

fragmentation, segregation and inequality. The different alliances that have united around the 

cry of the right to the city demand unification in the fragmented urban regions. Lastly (3), 

such alliances today facilitate the formation of new collective movements. Even if many 

alliances appear to be pursuing a pragmatic course they contain the potential to reframe the 

urban question (Schmid in Brenner et al, 2011, p.59ff). The phase model framework of Mayer 

was from a Euro/North-American context and, while these changes certainly affected the 

development of movements in Sweden, a further look at the broad development of social 

movements based on Thörn will be presented (2004; 2013). 

The term social movement has a more developed theoretical dimension, formed mainly within 

sociology, but also from within public debates. Similar to previously stated definitions, Thörn 

(2004, p.155) defines social movements as a type of collective action, directed towards 

societal change. A social movement constitutes different types of actions and forms of 

actions: production and dissemination of knowledge, resource mobilization, information and 

symbols, formation of organizations, campaigns, networks, demonstrations and operations of 

various kinds. Social movements have left their mark on modern society and have had 

significant influence on changes that characterize the process of modernization: for example 

labor movements, women’s movements and anti-colonial and nationalist movements. Social 

movements are not, as Thörn (2004) states, democratic by definition. However, historic 

mobilizations which have led to an increased participation from the people regarding 

decision-making, have often been pushed by social movements (Ibid, p.156). 

 Thörn (2004) believes the term movement culture is relevant in the discussion and 

analysis of social movements, especially in the relationship between old and new movements. 

Movement culture can be seen as a type of political culture, connected to the historical 

development of movements. However, the establishment of a new movement culture does not 

always imply the domination of that culture. Examples of this include the movement cultures 

and alternative movements of the 1960’s such as towards student, women, peace and 

environment (2004, p.157). The manifestations of the late 1960’s led to a fragmentation of the 

student movement and new movements were formed in opposition to the dominating structure 

of parliamentary democracy, especially those presently connected to the movement prior to 

the Swedish popular movements (folkrörelser). The labor movements of the 1970’s stepped 

back as the peace and environment movements had a break through within the public political 

sphere in the 1980’s and, simultaneously, new social movements became the central interest 

in international research. Mayer (2012) speaks of the New Social Movements (NSM) as a 
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group gathering under this claim of the “Right to the City”, and that it marked a new phase in 

USM development throughout history. The claim and slogan today represents a variety of 

issues and groups in reaction to the neoliberal urban development. The victims of these 

developments have spread to larger groups in society, not only to traditionally disadvantaged 

groups. Mayer believes that if the multiple urban demands can be unified, it can better pose as 

a real challenge to neoliberal planners and politicians (Brenner et al, 2011, p. 63). NSMs are 

said to be about immaterial values and demands  (Interview Mayer, 2012). 

 However, there is no clear-cut divide between the new and the old movements and the 

so-called new movements are today no longer new (Thörn 2004). In Stockholm, the 

development of social movements rejected the neoliberal urban development and took two 

directions according to Stahre (2007, p.239); one from the critique of the urban policies and 

the other inspired from Reclaim the Streets movement in London. Other, new urban social 

movements that are based in the suburbs of Swedish cities have increased, this in a Sweden 

that, according to Caldenby (2013) Swedish professor in architectural theory and history, is 

increasingly unequal. In his opinion, there is a need to evaluate the research on social 

movements in relation to old and new movements, values and perspectives.  

 

4.3.4 Theoretical complications 

The deeper I got into the research on social movements, the more I realized the difficulties in 

applying social movements as an analytical concept. The question of where the type of 

movements that I have studied can be placed in social movement theory therefore proved to 

be a difficult task.  

 The concept of social movement has largely been avoided in discussions. Instead, 

many researchers in the field have defined the term from their own contexts without 

systematic comparisons or discussions concerning the development of the term. The concept 

has not been systematically discussed in Sweden either, with exception of Thörn (1997). In 

Sweden, a more common definition of the term has been established. However, the 

established definition in Sweden has not been thoroughly problematized (Ring, 2007, p.17). 

 The research traditions in the field of social movements are referring to the issues 

highlighted by Ring and are evident in the literature on these concepts. These are highly 

contextual ideas that are historically bound and represent different science paradigms (Ibid, 

p.12), In an empirical study the lack of a clear connection between the theoretical term and 

the empirical phenomenon renders a theoretical incommensurability.  Further insight is 

needed comprehend the fragmentation of social complex phenomena and social movements.  

 

4.4 Aims, claims and strategies for influence 

4.4.1 Contextual conditions  

Snow and Soule (2010) define the necessary contextually bound conditions for the rise of 

social movement activity (Ibid, p.64f). These conditions include mobilizing grievance or 

criticism, the opportunity to redress those grievances through means of strategic action-that 

involve their articulation to relevant audiences- and the capacity to pressure the appropriate 

authorities to remedy those grievances. In other words (1) the freedom or opportunity to be 
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able to publicly express the criticism, or grievances as they call it, and to the relevant 

authorities, either through media or by getting together and protest in different public places, 

(2) the access to sufficient resources to organize and prepare a campaign to address those 

grievances; and (3) to have relatively safe, spatial enclaves in which they can consort without 

the curious and watchful eye of their targets or government officials. The emergence and 

functioning of social movements thus rely on enabling or disabling contextual conditions. The 

first condition mentioned can be referred to as political opportunity. This perspective focuses 

on the various factors that impact the opening and closing of the window of opportunity. The 

other perspective steers the attention to the importance of different resources (such as money 

and relevant supplies) while a third enunciates ecological and spatial factors, such as the 

proximity of potential protestors to each other (Ibid, 2010). 

 Systems of authority are relevant to social movements as they are typically the targets 

of the challenges set by social movements (Ibid, p.11). Snow and Soule (2010) further claim 

that the potential of the social movements to achieve change through mobilization depends on 

the objective position, degree of power and the strategies of those in dominating positions.  It 

also depends on the objective position, degree of power and the strategies of those who are 

opposing the current urban form, which leads interest further into the following internal 

conditions. 

  

4.4.2 Internal conditions and Strategies  

Non-institutional tactics are more connected with social movement organization, an 

association that reflects the notion of movements as politics by other means. It is what Snow 

and Soule (2010) refer to as tactical actions. These movements represent their public face, 

what the public and the targets of the protests indirectly or directly see or encounter, which 

manifests these actions. Tactical actions can be either behavioral or discursive means to press 

their claims. Whether they are of one type or the other, the question is how they get their 

targets to think, do or feel as they want them to. Perhaps most important determinant factor 

for the tactics that are chosen and what strategy they reflect. Therefore, strategies of non-

violence have constraining or enabling effects on the tactics used which is different than 

strategies of violence. However, strategies of social and societal transformation differ also 

from strategies of personal transformation. The strategy that a movement adopts needs  not to 

be static over time or even limited to one type of strategy alone, instead rather likely to be 

fluent and combined (Ibid, p.163, 168). 

 In a paper by Ganz (2002) on strategic capacity in social movements, some important 

aspects for success are mentioned that explain why and how protesters can successfully 

challenge those in power. (Ibid, p.1) The emphasis lies in how to better translate resources 

into power and, by doing that, achieve their goals. Ganz (2002) argues, that strategic capacity 

depends on and rises with motivation, the access to salient knowledge and the “quality of the 

heuristic processes they employ”. A strong strategic capacity can yield a better strategy and 

increase the likelihood of achieving a better outcome. To describe further the elements that 

constitute strategic capacity, salient knowledge is awareness that includes both information 

and skills to situations in which those are useful. The better information and knowledge we 
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possess in a certain area, the better we can deal with the problems occurring within that same 

field. The heuristic processes concern the ability to think creatively and innovatively. Teams 

that are heterogeneously composed, with people having different perspectives, are more apt to 

make decisions that are good compared to homogenous teams. This is because they have a 

broader variety of resources and skills and a greater range of views (Nemeth & Staw, 1989, in 

Ganz, 2002, p.13). However, to be able to make use of the heterogeneity, the team needs to 

promote minority expression that encourages divergent thinking and to also shift to 

convergent thinking. In other words, they need to combine the encouragement of creative 

thinking, but also to be able to channel it into decision-making. The strategic capacity of the 

leadership team is also of importance. This is because of the interaction structure between 

themselves, the environment and the organization. The leaders’ sociocultural networks (who 

they know), identities (who they are) and tactical ranges (what they know) are formative 

aspects of their specific strategic capacity. The entrepreneurial or self-selected leaders are 

more prone to have skills and motivations that are associated with creative work (Chambers, 

1973) than the bureaucratically selected leader. 

 Social movements can compensate their lack of resources with a creative strategy. 

Motivation should not be neglected as a factor in this, since a strong motivation is a driving 

force and individuals who possess such a strong motivation are more likely to put effort in 

obtaining the needed knowledge and skills (Conti et al, 1995). However, scholars disagree on 

the source of motivation. Some argue for the rewards retrieved from feelings of competence, 

mastery and control in the tasks they perform (Hebb 1953). However, other claim that for the 

sense of meaningfulness connected to these tasks (Hackman and Oldham 1976), while others 

speak of the source of motivation as a “moral source”(Taylor 1989) that adds moral meaning 

and importance to one’s life. 

 The ties within leadership and organization connected to social movements are both 

strong and weak and diverse ties enable the creative re-contextualization of strategic choices. 

Nevertheless, strong ties within homogenous networks strengthen the leader’s motivation due 

to her or his private commitment to and identification with the people whose lives are affected 

by the choices made (Chong, 1991, in Ganz, 2002, p.16). 

 

4.4.3 Organizational structure  

The cooperative nature of social movements necessitates some form of organization. 

However, the organization can take different forms, from informal networks to bureaucratic 

and formal organizations. Social movement organizations are groups of people that join 

together in the pursuit of common goals concerning one or several particular grievances 

(Snow & Soule, 2010). The network structure of movements is a legacy from the 1990’s and 

was considered efficient since it allowed smaller groups of people to gain momentum on their 

opinions through organizing in collective action (Stahre, 2007, p.167)  

 When it comes to political engagement, democracy investigations made by the state 

(Statliga demokratiutredningen, SOU 2000:1) of Sweden show that people are less involved 

politically than before. This insinuates that involvement might be taking other forms than 

getting active in a political party. This is especially true if the network culture has grown as 
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shown by the investigation. The network culture can be described as collective action based 

on informal, non-hierarchic structures and attaining political goals have become more 

important than to develop a democratic internal structure. Subsequently, activities that 

demand more involvement have decreased  (Stahre, 2007,p.254f). 

 The new movements (Nya rörelser as referred to by Stahre, 2007) have been lacking a 

local geographical connection, with the exception of Husby Unite. The inclusion to networks 

has been mitigated through issues related either to the group specifically or to higher 

overarching political goals, however, in some cases it has been pure city issues. Studies of the 

social composition of the new movements have not been as thoroughly investigated as the 

older ones, where studies have shown that the division between male and female issues have 

been quite apparent. One study on new social movements has revealed that the balance 

between men and women was rather equal. However, the positions held within the movement 

differed. Power was also discovered as being more connected to men and thus seen as less 

feminine (Ibid, p.258).  

 Moving back to the political involvement of Swedish citizens, Sörbom (2005) claims 

that the engagement has not decreased in the individualized society, but has merely moved 

from organizations to every day life. Everyday life has in that way become the political arena 

in which people participate. The move from collectivity to individuality can thus be 

problematic. The weaker the political involvement means that the people lose power. 

 Related to formal and informal structures, Goldstone (2001,p.150) differs between the 

traditional form of mobilization and informal, in which the former is typically occurring in 

local communities with strong and long-standing formal ties (Magagna, 1991, p.158). 

Conversely, informal mobilization occurs when mobilization by individuals is made through 

loosely connected networks based on personal friendship, shared workplace, or neighborhood 

rather engaging in formal ties. Informal organization often arises in response to a crisis 

resulting in friends or neighborhoods mobilizing (Goldstone, 2001, p.151).    

 The abovementioned sections concerning the neoliberal city and theories on social 

movements, as well as specifically USM, are included to function as analytical tools in this 

study to apply and thus better help understand the studied cases and the context in which they 

mobilize.  The definition and development of USM show us how the urban demands change 

in relation to societal changes and urban policies.  

4.6 Spatial Aspects of Resistance 

Wilton and Cranford (2002) argue that there is a long-term tendency of neglecting spatiality 

in social theory that has instead been treated as a passive dimension of social relations. (Dear, 

1988;Focault,1980). In research on social movements, space has either been reduced to merely 

a metaphor or seen as a container for social relations. However, space is a central aspect in the 

oppression of weaker groups in society and is also implicated in collective or individual acts 

of resistance (Massey, 1992) and should therefore not be reduced to either a container or a 

metaphor. Space is in itself actively social (Soja, 1989; Wilton & Cranford, 2002). Lefebvre 

writes of the meaning of social space and describes it as actively involved in production and 

reproduction of social relations (Soja, 1989, p.79). However, space itself might be given but 
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the meaning and organization of space is nevertheless a product of experience, transformation 

and social translation (Ibid, p. 80).  

Space is not a scientific object removed from ideology and politics; it has always been political and 

strategic. If space has an air of neutrality and indifference with regards to its contents and thus seems to 

be ‘purely’ formal, the epitome of rational abstraction, it is precisely because its been occupied and used, 

and has already been the focus of past processes whose traces are not always evident on the landscape. 

Space has been shaped and molded from historical and natural elements, but this has been a political 

process. Space is political and ideological. It is a product literally filled with ideologies. (Lefvebre, 1976, 

p.31) 

When discussing space and collective action, occupation is a strategy of claiming space and a 

way to disrupt the power balance in society (Lefvebre 1991(1974), p.63). Yet, there are 

several ways in which it can be manifested. Whether resistance is an act of transgression 

(crossing borders), opposition (such as constructing barricades), or everyday endurance 

(staying in place), these are geographies where space is constitutive of the social.(Pile & 

Keith, 1996). When it comes to power and spatiality, Pile (1997) tells us that power is the 

ability to control space and the material effects of it cen be seen everywhere. However, power 

is open to ambivalences and therefore, different types of resistance. The spatialities of 

struggle are location, territorialization, boundaries and movement. Territories involve 

location, boundaries and movement which overlap and can shift as people seek to transform 

its meaning. Therefore, in the spatiality of struggle, boundaries are continuously being 

repositioned, opened or closed. The resistance and reterritorialization of space is made in 

order to transform it by seeking alternative spatialities (Pile in Pile & Keith, 1997, p.27-30).   

 Rare within social research is the place-based framing of movements. However, 

Gotham’s (1999) analysis of community mobilization against a proposed freeway is an 

exception. Gotham argues that the symbolic construction of a neighborhood intersected with 

social constructions of race that shape a collective identity based on residential proximity. The 

fact that collective identity can emerge out of the shared experience of a given place suggests 

that frames research would benefit from further engagement with literature on the spatiality of 

social life (Wilton & Cranford, 2002). Gotham (1999) ties together community mobilization 

of community studies with social movement research for the sake of demonstrating the 

relationship between mobilization structures and political opportunities in order to understand 

the process of constructing a collective identity. 

4.6.1 Displacement 

Eviction from the neighborhood in which one was at home can be almost as disruptive of the meaning of 

life as the loss of a crucial relationship. Dispossession threatens the whole structure of attachments 

through which purposes are embodied, because these attachments cannot readily be re-established in an 

alien setting. (Marris, 1986, p. 57) 

To discuss the issue of displacement we first need to state the definition of the term, which in 

this case is the definition made by Hartman in 1982(p.3) :  ..what happens when forces outside 
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the household make living there impossible, hazardous, or unaffordable. The form of 

displacement, the direct last-resident displacement as it is termed by Le Gast and Hartman 

(1981), is the one of the four types of displacement that applies to the case studies. This form 

of displacement can be either physical or economic. Also evident in these cases and in general 

in similar areas where value-adding renovations are or have been imminent are the 

consequences of displacement pressure (Slater 2009), as a stage before the direct 

displacement. This includes: 

When a family sees the neighborhood around it changing dramatically, when their 

friends are leaving the neighborhood, … Its actuality is only a matter of time. Families 

living under these circumstances may move as soon as they can, rather than wait for the 

inevitable; nonetheless they are displaced.’ (Le Gast and Hartman 1981:207).  

It is precisely this pressure that made the tenants in these areas to organize themselves as a 

whole and for creating awareness that can instigate change on a higher level.  

 

 

5. ANALYSIS OF THE TWO CASES 

 

The empirical findings will be presented thematically based on the research questions. The 

case-studies include interviews, observations and various other sources gathered during the 

study time. Hence, the questions are to be presented in the same order as the questions are 

numbered, starting with the character of the movements, describing their structure, goals and 

strategies. This is followed by the second question in which the spatial aspects of the protests 

are looked upon more closely. Thereafter, an attempt to understand the movements and the 

city is made. The understanding is drawn from analyzing the relationship as manifested 

through the resistance of the movements, i.e. what does the resistance tell us about the 

Swedish cities?  

 However a further introduction of the situation in the neighborhoods leading to the 

mobilization, which picks up where it left off in the previous presentation of the cases, is 

followed by analysis of the two cases. As many quotes as possible from the interviews or 

other sources, will be incorporated to bring the thesis a clear connection to reality. Since the 

interviews were conducted in Swedish, the quotes have been translated by me, however, it is a 

word for word translation where possible. I did point out the benefits of narratives, as spoken 

of by Flyvbjerg, and the narratives that serve as a base for my study might cover more or go 

outside the precise research question. Nevertheless, they have been included for the sake of a 

broader understanding of the context.                                                                                  

 NPGF was created March 2012 in reaction to the announced renovations in the 

neighborhood, or rather the impending rent increase. One of the more regular events is the 

weekly Monday Soup, which is an event arranged by some of the individuals initiative in the 

network, during which the residents can come and eat soup together and talk about things not 

necessarily concerning the renovations. The purpose of the event is to meet, talk and 
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strengthen the sense of community. I joined a group of master students in architecture that 

were visiting Pennygången on a fieldtrip, during which they got an introduction to the past 

and current situation at Pennygången by two of the several leading persons in the network. 

This was followed by a guided tour in the area and a possibility to stay for soup and chat with 

the residents at the Monday soup as I described in the background. The Wednesday of that 

October week, during which the empirical material was gathered, happened to be scheduled 

for a general meeting (stormöte) at Pennygången. As it turns out, one day before the meeting, 

the residents received a letter from Stena Fastigheter saying we are awaiting renovations and 

want to jointly find solutions with you living on Pennygången
3
. Naturally, this letter had a big 

influence in how the nature of the meeting the following day altered from the original agenda. 

Around 60 people were attending the meeting that lasted about two hours. The reaction was 

optimism was mixed with skepticism. Since that day, a work group to create dialogue was 

formed and in December the judgment from the Svea court of appeal was lost in favor of the 

landlords.                                                                                                                                  

 The process in Skarpan have moved along much faster than in Pennygången. At the 

moment of this writing, just over a year has passed since the meeting was held that announced 

renovations of the first phase. The tenants that opposed the renovations and refused to sign the 

approval letter have been through the Rent Tribunal and after losing against RB (Riksbyggen) 

the decision was appealed to Svea court of appeal as in Pennygången but, where the judgment 

was too in favor of the landlord in both cases within less than a year. Yet another situation 

occurred in Skarpan after my visit to the neighborhood in November. Instead of the 

announcement of the renovations first phase and one apartment building at a time, the rest of 

the phases, two to five, are now expected to sign the approval letter. Something that some of 

the tenants suspect is a conscious strategy from the landlords to save time, and in that way 

avoid a legal process in the Rent Tribunal for every phase (Respondent MS), however, only 

speculations.                                                                                                                   

 In the following part, respondents from Skarpan will be referred to as MS and 

Pennygången NPGF.  

 

5.1 Aims, Claims and Strategies for Influence 

What characterizes these movements in terms of structure, goals and strategies? 

 The creation of NPGF took speed, as previously mentioned, in connection to the 

announcement of the renovations of Pennygången in Gothenburg in March 2012. However, 

one respondent and tenant in the neighborhood spoke of earlier organization among the 

tenants in Pennygången, approximately one year before the arrival of Stena’s renovation 

plans. At that point, it was the threat of a shutdown of the school in the area that led to 

mobilization, primarily among parents whose kids would be affected by the shutdown. 

(Respondent NPGF) The same tenant believes this previous engagement to be the foundation 

to the quick mobilization amongst them in March 2012. 

                                                 
3
 Quote from Stena’s news letter 2013-10-15: "Vi avvaktar upprustningen och vill gemensamt hitta nya lösningar 

med er som bor på Pennygången".  
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 The information about the rent increase due to the renovations in Skarpan was first 

presented at a meeting. Information reached the mobilization initiators in Skarpan (which later 

mobilized) the following day via a woman participating at the information meeting. 

 

She told me it had been a briefing the night before and then she found out that the rent would increase an 

average of 40 percent, and she and many others were worried about their finances. The meeting had been 

very bad and they felt threatened by RB, because they had said that if  you do not sign the tenant 

agreement, then we will send them to the rent tribunal, so they felt more or less threatened. […] The 

information meeting […] was just for the first phase, the three houses, so the rest of us knew 

nothing.
4
(Respondent MS) 

 

Early on, it became clear to them that help was not to be expected from the local Union of 

Tenants and the urge to do something, a urge strengthened by the feeling of righteousness, 

was increased by this fact. Additionally,  they felt let down by the part that was supposed to 

negotiate rents on their behalf. The same respondent said further: We must have more 

influence. There is something utterly wrong. I cannot put it into words.
5
 They decided to act 

quickly, even though they were not living in the part of the area that initially would be 

affected by the renovations. One person can be singeled out as the initiator, however they 

were soon accompanied by another tenant and thereafter another. Their main goal was to stay 

in the neighborhood as well as to search and disseminate knowledge to create awareness in 

the neighborhood among the tenants.  

 Meetings were held early on in the formation of NPGF, during which discussions 

concerning the purpose, structure and strategies took place in order to make the engagement 

work, something they refer to as resource inventory. This was partly made on order to avoid 

getting burnt-out, which had been an issue in the earlier school struggle. Experiences made 

them choose the network structure of the mobilization, a structure promoted by several of the 

respondents. The reason why this type of structure was promoted over more traditional 

organizational structures was, according to one respondent, to avoid getting burnt-out. 

Furthermore, it was important to avoid pressure and demands as well as having a flat 

hierarchy for a better transparency and avoid that a possible board would risk getting a much 

too heavy load of duties and responsibility. Other benefits were also pointed out in 

Pennygången: 

 

                                                 
4
 Original quote: ”Hon berättade det att det hade varit informationsmöte kvällen innan och då hade hon fått reda 

på att det skulle gå upp i snitt 40 procent i hyreshöjningar, och hon och många andra var oroliga över sin 

ekonomi. Mötet hade varit jättedåligt och dom kände sig hotade av RB, för då hade de sagt att skriver inte ni på 

hyresgästintygen, då skickar vi dom till Hyresnämnden, så de kände sig mer eller mindre hotade. 

[…]Informationsmötet var var i Bäckskolan och bara för de på första etappen, de tre husen, så vi andra visste ju 

ingenting.” 

5
 ”Vi måste ha mer inflytande. Det är någonting helgalet. Jag kan inte sätta ord på det.” 
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We have no lines of representativeness in that way, rather we represent an idea and a thought. We could 

say that we have no members and we could say that we have an indefinite number of members. There is 

no one that counts and that is also a part of it because in that way we open up for everyone. You do not 

need to fuss with members or such things and that has worked very well for us.
6
 

 

The thought behind the choice of a network structure corresponds with the findings of the 

democracy investigation in terms of the lower demands on involvement. People engage 

voluntarily which keeps up the interest and hopefully eliminates pressure. Two overreaching 

goals were determined as common factor for all in NPGF, first, that everyone should be able 

to remain in the area, secondly, to say no to the landlord’s current proposal.
7
 The overall 

concenus was that no one should be forced to leave ones home. 

 The immediate time for the respondents in Skarpan was spent at gathering 

information, making phone calls and sending emails. However, since the tenants received the 

letter of approval in the first phase around Christmas, no authority was possible to reach. 

Mobilize Skarpan’s initiator contacted NPGF right before Christmas and received advice. 

This regarded the importance of reaching out through the channels of social media and thus a 

Facebook page, together with a blog was created. The blog was considered to be useful as a 

source of information for those outside the Facebook arena and for people from outside the 

area, which one of the tenants realized was of interest due to the fact that the issue ought to be 

of national concern. The contact with NPGF has since then been important, as a sounding 

board and as a role model (Mobilisera Skarpan blog, 2013). The name Mobilize Skarpan was 

also chosen: And then I thought, what do I know? What do I want to do? [...] I thought 

mobilize Skarpan, kind of a war metaphor. Fight and put people in motion. So then it became 

Mobilize Skarpan.
8
 (MS)  

 The network organization is based on informal and non-hierarchic structures, which is 

evident in both Skarpan and Pennygången. Even though respondents from Skarpan did not 

explicitly refer to themselves as a network during the interviews, they could be defined as one 

due to the loose structure, informal ties and undefined roles. However, they do describe 

themselves as a neighbor network on their Facebook page. The participation in the network is 

                                                 
6
”Vi har ju ingen representativitet på det sättet utan vi representerar bara en idé och en tanke. Vi skulle kunna 

säga att vi inte har några medlemmar och vi skulle kunna säga att vi har hur många som helst. Det är ingen som 

räknar och det är också en del utav grejen för då öppnar vi upp för alla. Behöver inte krångla med medlemmar 

eller sådana saker och det har fungerat väldigt bra för oss.” 

7
 NEJ till Stena Fastigheters nuvarande förslag! JA till att alla hyresgäster ska kunna bo kvar! (Retrieved from: 

pennygangen.se, 2014-01-10) Quote: ”Det ena är att vi säger nej till Stenas befintliga förslag vilket jag tycker är 

ganska viktigt för det betyder att vi inte säger nej till en renovering utan vi säger nej till deras renoveringsförslag. 

Och att när man gör en renovering så ska man utgå ifrån att alla ska kunna bo kvar. Ingen ska behöva flytta 

härifrån under tvångsliknande former.(Respondent NPGF) 
8
 “Och då tänkte jag, vad vill jag veta? Vad vill jag göra? […]Jag tänkte mobilisera Skarpan, lite krigsmetafor. 

Kämpa och sätta folk i rörelse. Så blev det Mobilisera Skarpan då.” 
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based on the notion that People are active based on what we are able to do 
9
 (Respondent 

MS).  

 The local Union of Tenants later admitted that they weren not proactive in the process, 

but furthermore that they did not expect it to be as big of an issue. When they finally informed 

the tenants that they must not sign the letter of approval, it was too late. By the next meeting 

in mid January, many of the tenants had already moved or signed the agreement. This, 

according to one respondant, was done was on fear and the lack of information. People started 

speculating as only the first phaseof the tenants received the information, and so the stories 

evolved and got a life of its own. A meeting was arranged at the local primary school, which 

turned out to be of great interest with 200-250 people overcrowding the meeting room. The 

first interview with a journalist at the local newspaper took place around this time, which 

generated several articles and thus raising the attention of the issue further. More Skarpan 

residents sought contact with MS and conversations on the courtyard increased between 

neighbors regarding the renovations. People suddenly got something to fight for and realized 

that the rent increase was unfair. However, one respondent reflects over the fact that not more 

tenants took the opportunity to  join their efforts to mobilize: People found it miserable, yet no 

one has done anything in particular either. No one asked if they could help out, the other 

respondent then corrects it and says: a few. Whereas the former continues: Yes, but one can 

still find it odd that people haven’t reacted more, I think. That one might think it’s horrible, 

yet still… The other respondent added again that she/he blames themselves for this, and that 

the lack of support from the Union of Tenants and, likewise the lack of resources, have 

impeded their mobilization. 

 In Pennygången the cooperation has improved between NPGF and the Union of 

Tenants over time. One respondent says that albeit the caution between them in the beginning, 

the relationship has gradually become enriching. This is evident in the way that the two 

groups with their different structure can complement each other, with the NPGF being more 

free than the Union of Tenants which has a more rigid organizational structure that can 

hamper fast decisions and wild ideas. 

 Strong strategic capacity paves the way for better outcomes, according to the 

literature. Such capacity is based on important internal conditions for organizational 

mobilization, and depends on and rises with motivation, the access to salient knowledge and 

the “quality of the heuristic processes they employ”(Ganz, 2002). The source of motivation 

can thus be defined as a “moral source”(Taylor 1989) that adds meaning and importance to 

one’s life. The motivation is evidently, and perhaps not surprisingly, an important aspect of 

the mobilization in the two cases. The motivation is the driving force, a feeling of acting upon 

injustice and taking action for oneself as well as others as expressed by some of the tenants.  

To really be a citizen in your full force and a political creature can be almost intoxicating. 

Then you can somehow see, yes, it is we who are the society. 
10

(Respondent NPGF)  

                                                 
9
”Folk är aktiva utifrån vad vi har möjlighet att göra”(MS) 

10
 ”Att på riktigt kunna vara en medborgare i sin fulla kraft och en politisk varelse och så det kan ju vara närmast 

berusande. Då kan man på något sätt se, ja men det är vi som är samhället.” 
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 In Skarpan as well as Pennygången, there was not so much of doubt or hesitation 

whether or not to do it. Two of the respondents of Mobilize Skarpan saw no other option, 

saying that trying and failing is better than not trying at all (MS). And as one in NPGF said, 

there was nothing to loose and that the only risk at stake is being displaced -something that 

most likely would happen anyway if no action were to be taken at all, and perhaps something 

a mobilization could hinder. It is also the sense of nothing to lose and the loose structure of 

the mobilization that allows for a higher degree of risk taking actions and faster decisions, 

together with that the movements did not have to keep a good relationship with the landlord in 

the same way that the Union of Tenants needs to do for future negotiations. The concreteness 

of the issue, as local issues often are, has been helpful, according to one of the respondents, as 

it for this reason becomes clearer what the involvement in the struggle leads to (NPGF). 

 The notion, which Ganz (2002) accentuates while referring to Conti et al (1995), that 

individuals who possess strong motivation are more likely to put effort in obtaining the 

needed knowledge and skills is quite apparent. Most of the tenants who have been taking 

action and participated in the networks are those with a strong personal connection to the 

neighborhood. They see their lives in neighborhoods as long-term commitments and they 

might be less mobile in terms of having children, being old or in other ways more place-

bound (NPGF). Another factor is having strong notions of justice. The motivation in the case 

studies derived from the locality and direct personal connection to the issue that they protest 

against. Their own homes are at stake, but it is not only the physical aspects of a home that are 

at stake, but also the social connectedness within the neighborhood. And as one tenants and 

active in NPGF puts it: It is our safety, our children's upbringing which is under attack 

somehow and we're willing to ‘fight to the tiles’ for our ability to actually be able to stay in 

connection with a renovation 
11

(Pennypodden E10). 

 The access to salient knowledge has been and still is a factor determinant in the case 

of these types of renovations, at least judging by the respondents’ emphasis on the lack of 

provided information from landlords and to some extent the Union of Tenants. The intense 

search and gathering of knowledge was a necessary consequence of the information 

deficiency. Salient knowledge is, to repeat its meaning, knowledge that includes both 

information and skills to situations in which those are useful. More information leads to a 

better dealing with a situation or problem. And as we know, knowledge is power. Many of the 

tenants have increased their salient knowledge related to renovations, tenants’ rights and 

housing policies. The search for information has been time consuming, as depicted by a 

respondent in NPGF: I have had times when I’ve been working full-time with the network, 

more than eight hours a day and then a lot of it is just gathering of information, read 

everything. So, you learn.
12

 

 

                                                 
11

”Det är vår trygghet, våra barns uppväxt(mobiliteten och platsbundenheten) som är under attack någonstans 

och vi är ju villiga att kämpa in i kaklet för vår möjlighet att faktiskt bo kvar i samband med en renovering.” 
12

 ”Jag har haft perioder när jag har jobbat heltid med nätverket, mer än åtta timmar varje dag och då är stor del 

av det bara insamlandet av information, läsa allt. Så, man lär sig”. 
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Similarly, one of the respondents in Skarpan: 

 

Yeah, when we do not get that much support from the Union of Tenants in town and when we don’t have 

the local Union of Tenants by our side, then you somehow feel worn out from all directions at once. We 

are resisted by the Union of Tenants both locally as well as regionally. We have to find out everything 

[ourselves]. I have sat from noon, since I quit my studies, till midnight. Received phone calls, sat and 

made phone calls just to find out things, because there was no one who answered any reasonable 

questions.
13

 

 

The heuristic processes concernthe ability to think creatively and be innovative. Teams that 

are heterogeneously composed, with people having different perspectives, are more apt to 

make decisions that are good compared to homogenous teams because they have a broader 

variety of resources, skills and a greater range of views. Allowing people to do what they do 

best no matter the extent of their involvement might be considered an encouragement of 

heterogeneity within the group. The smallest acts, which at first can seem meaningless, are 

still contributions if it affects the group in any positive direction. From this point of view, 

informal mobilization networks in neighborhoods that organize around a common threat (and 

which allows open and voluntary contributions and efforts) might be a more permitting 

heterogeneous group than a group, which contains of people from different places mobilizing 

around a common interest, e.g. women’s rights or environmental justice.  

 The strategic capacity of the leadership is another factor that could play an important 

role for movements and organizations and is a result of the interaction structure between the 

environment, themselves and the organization. Due to the non-hierarchical nature of the 

network structure, there are not any formal leader roles. There is nevertheless some important 

aspects of the sociocultural networks, identities and tactical ranges among the active 

participant which still contribute to the strategic capacity of the overall mobilization. 

Connections with politicians, media and the like certainly have influence. For the NPGF, 

many connections exist such as the academic world, political parties and journalists. The same 

can be said about identities, or who they are and what they know which is strongly connected. 

Several of the respondents in NPGF, as in MS, have previous organizational experience. 

 Goals, strategies and tactics are closely related since they reflect upon one another.  As 

mentioned by Snow and Soule (2010), tactical actions are mostly determined by the strategies 

they reflect and is described as politics by other means due to their non institutional nature. 

Together these internal aspects constitute their public face. Movements must not adopt only 

one single strategy and make use of one type of tactics, but can use an overreaching strategy 

                                                 
13

 ”När vi inte har stöd speciellt mycket från HGF stan och sen när vi inte har den lokala HGF med oss, får man 

hela tiden ta av egna resurser, då känner man på nåt sätt att man slits ut från alla håll och kanter på en gång. Vi 

har motstånd från HGF, både lokalt och regionalt. Vi får ta reda på allt. Jag har suttit från 12 vid lunch, för jag 

hoppade av mina studier, till klockan 12 på natten. Tog emot telefonsamtal, satt och ringde bara för att få reda på 

saker och ting för det var inte en människa som svarade på vettiga frågor.” 
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that would incuse tactics no matter the differences. The strategies used can very well be 

defined as “how to turn what we have into what we need to get what we want” and planned 

through resource inventory. 

 In spite of the improved relation with the Union of Tenants, it was nevertheless still 

important for the tenants to organize outside the Union of Tenants. In order to make decisions 

and reach out in a way that might not have been possible by the union (Respondent NPGF) is 

an aspect raised by several of the respondents. Another aspect has been the importance of 

‘owning the issue’: 

 

The key is to own the issue, that is most important. Because if you don’t, you do not own your own 

power, then you have given the power to someone else. And what do you do then? […] Why we [NPGF] 

sit here today and actually own the issue. It depends so much on what individuals there are and how they 

work with each other. This whole media impact […] was after all because we were in the right place at 

the right time more than anything else. This was supposed to happen. And we were there when it 

did.
14

(NPGF) 

 

The aspect of not reacting, but rather acting in opposition to Stena is mentioned by the same 

respondent as one of their strategies as activists. One that puts Stena in the back- seat. We 

don’t need to wait for them to act, we can pursuit our issue without them as a counterpart. 
15

  

 Several tenants engaged in NPGF point out what they thought were success factors; 

the fact that they succeeded in pointing out Stena as the bad guys in the public eye, especially 

in the media, reflected in the creation of the expression to do a Stena
16

. One of the 

respondents speak of what he refers to as Åsa-Nisse spirit: 

 

It is typically Swedish to be able to solve any problems with a woodwork shed, some tools and boxes of 

beer. And that are metaphors. The woodwork shed, tools and boxes might as well be local premise, 

various forms of knowledge expertise and some enthusiasts that keep it running, and coffee and cake.
17

 

                                                 
14

 ”Det viktigaste är att äga frågan, det är det absolut viktigaste. För gör du inte det så äger du inte din egen 

makt, för då har du lagt makten hos någon annan. Och vad gör du då? […] Varför vi sitter här idag och faktiskt 

äger frågan.  Det beror så mycket på vilka individer det är och hur de funkar med varandra. Hela det här 

mediegenomslaget […] berodde ju på att vi var på rätt plats vid rätt tidpunkt mer än något annat. Detta skulle 

hända. Och vi var där det hände. 

15
”Vi -vad är motsatsen till reagera?- agerar. Och det har ju satt Stena i baksätet hela tiden. Vi behöver inte vänta 

på att de ska göra någonting, utan vi kan driva våra frågor utan dem. Vi behöver inte ha dem som motpart. 

 
16

 ”to let apartments in its portfolio decay over time and then force the tenants renovations and rent increases 

that lead to that the majority of tenants are forced to move” definition taken from pennygangen.wordpress.com- 

“Att göra en Stena”. 

17
”Det är typiskt svenskt att kunna lösa vilka problem som helst med en snickarbod med diverse verktyg och 

några lådor öl. Och detta är metaforer. Snickarboden, verktyg och lådor med öl kan lika gärna vara en HGF-

lokal, diverse kunnande och några eldsjälar som håller igång och kaffe och tårta.” 
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In summary as based on the interviews, important strategies and aspects of success were the 

gathering and dissemination of knowledge, a long-term perspective and the network structure 

(fast actions, flexibility and the voluntary commitment being more fun). Moreover, peaceful 

actions, connections and reach through media (social media, news paper articles, TV and 

debates, participation at Almedalen, connection to the university, connection with politicians) 

were of importance. Furthermore, and of great significance, are doing resource inventory, 

having enthusiasts as driving forces, to “own the issue” and to strengthen the community 

against a common enemy towards the same goals. 

  

[…] our work has been broadly spread, leading to an attrition when we now see the result. We have not 

had to make any giant gestures bordering on what the law allows, like occupying an apartment or such. 

There has been talk about it. Personally, I think it had been beneficial for us, because we have come this 

far by pointing out Stena as bad and as people who want to force people from their homes, but we have 

always stuck to the rules of the game. 
18

(NPGF) 

 

Three of the contextually bound conditions enabling social mobilization are the (1) political 

opportunity, (2) access to resources and (3) the spatial enclaves along with ecological factors. 

The ability to translate resources into power was made through a division of tasks on a 

voluntary basis between active tenants within the networks. The lack of material resources in 

both instances was compensated for with motivation, which can be seen as the strongest of 

their resources. Though active participants cannot be referred to as members due to the fluent 

structure of network organizations, Pennygången has more residents, as well as more active, 

participants overall plus the common spatial enclave of the local tenant premise. The 

resources were therefore different between the two groups yet the overall goal the same: to be 

able to stay in their homes. A larger claim and hope for change is directed at pointing out the 

weak rights of tenants and problems in Sweden’s housing policies. 

 Common for both movements is the feeling of “we need to do something”, that you 

cannot rely on anyone else to stand up for you
19

, but rather the need to take initiative and 

gather information. Though the relationship between the movements and the local Union of 

Tenants had been frostier in Skarpan than Pennygången, they both experienced the Union of 

Tenants to be too passive in the starting phases when the renovations were announced. 

Information did not reach many tenants in time, as noted in Westin’s report (2011), and this 

                                                 
18

: ”(…)Vi har jobbat utspritt vilket har lett till en utnötning om vi nu ser på resultatet. Vi har inte behövt göra 

några jätte-gester som gränsar till vad lagen tillåter, typ ockupera en lägenhet eller sådana grejer. Det har varit tal 

om det med. Personligen tror jag att det hade legat oss i fatet för vi har kommit såhär långt genom att peka ut 

Stena som dåliga och som människor som vill driva folk från hus och hem, men vi har hela tiden hållit oss till 

spelets regler.” 

19
 ” […]ingen kommer hjälpa oss, vi gör allting själva. Du kan inte förlita sig på någon. Och det säger tyvärr 

någonting om HGF och vilken status den egentligen har eftersom ingen, och då är nästan alla av oss engagerade, 

eller åtminstone medlemmar i HGF. Ingen tänker, ja HGF kan hjälpa oss. Utan alla kollektivt: vi får hjälpa oss 

[själva].” (Respondent NPGF) 
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lack of information either passivized or created despair that push people to mobilize, as 

described by one of the respondents in Skarpan: 

 

People react almost as in a huge terrible disaster. Some turn on others, others do as we 

[…] start and do things, activate. People have different behaviors when in crisis. It 

really has been evident here in the area.  One has become passive, afraid,  hardly dare to 

open ones mouth. 
20

( MS) 

 

The displacement pressure is visible in Skarpan as well as in Pennygången.  In both instances 

the pressure caused large groups of tenants to leave the areas in early stages of the process. 

This was either as a final push for people who were already considering moving prior to the 

announcements or for people who feared getting ‘renovicted’. 

 

5.2 Spatial aspects of resistance 

What distribution and use of space do they protest against and how do they make use of the 

space in their strategies? 

 With concern to the spatial aspects, in terms of what they protest and how they make 

use space themselves, of the struggles taking place in the two neighborhoods, consideration 

has been placed on the contestation of how power relations make play in space and for the 

understanding of the movements as spatial actors.  

 Space, and its organization, is a product of political and historical processes which 

both reflects and affects social relations, so too is the current powers of spatial reconstruction 

in the urban and the contestation of it. Spatial resistance can take many expressions and 

sometimes it is necessary to read between the lines of the actions. We can return to the ideas 

of Castells, as previously mentioned and who emphasizes the importance of analyzing the 

relationship between people and the cities instead of seeing them separately as urban systems 

separated from personal experiences. The production of space takes place every day either by 

people acting as individuals or acting collectively in groups, either producing or reproducing 

the norms and values of their society. The relationship is most evident in the formation of 

urban social mobilization, expressed through conscious collective action that seeks to 

challenge prevailing urban structures. This notion should be kept in mind to understand the 

interplay between space, place and actors. 

 There are many ways of making use of space for tactical reasons to interrupt an 

unequal socio-spatial order. As presented in the anthology by Pile & Keith (1997), whether 

resistance is an act of everyday endurance (staying in place), transgression (crossing borders) 

or of opposition (e.g. constructing barricades), these are geographies where space constitutes 

the social.  According to Castells (1983, p. xvi), one can best analyze the relationship through 

                                                 
20

 ”[…] folk reagerar som i en enorm fruktansvärd katastrof nästan. En del dom tar ju till och slår på andra, andra 

gör som vi […] sätter igång och gör saker, aktiverar. Människor har olika beteenden när dom hamnar i kris. Det 

har verkligen märkts här i området. Man har blivit passiva, rädda, man vågar knappt öppna munnen”(Respondent 

MS) 
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the contestation of space. In these terms, just by simply resisting to sign the letter of approval, 

or to not give in to the displacement pressure, and the fact that they also consciously 

mobilized in protest to the renovations are signs of contestation and how they do it. Moreover, 

what might seem to have a large social meaning are the meetings in the area, face-to-face, as 

well as more rare events as demonstrations and Pennydagen (the Penny Day, own translation) 

during which they reclaimed their rights to the neighborhood by excluding Stena.  

 Here, once again, I want to point out the previously mentioned objective position, 

degree of power and the strategies of the targets. In other words, the systems of authority in 

which in this case are the landlords (or perhaps even at a higher level politicians) and the 

objective position, degree of power and the strategies of those who are the movements. The 

latter part since these factors determine what is being protested against and how. A notion 

forwarded by one of the respondents in Pennygången illustrates the power relationship 

between the tenants and the landlords: It is such an incredible power you have as a landlord 

in the way that you actually have power over people’s homes, such an important part of what 

is everyday life in a way.
21

 

 The strategies of the systems of authority are induced by strategies of 

neoliberalization. This pre-assumption can be proven by the current development in urban 

policies and its implications. The housing system in Sweden is one of the world’s most 

market-led as argued by Lind and Lundström (2007). Hence, this is the spatial implication of 

neoliberal policies that is being contested. The claim of the city is both spatial as well as 

social. Contestation of the distribution of space can thus be seen in the use and reproduction of 

space. Claim- making has been through the various strategies to gather knowledge of their 

rights, and in that way, increase power over the right to their homes. Striving to own the issue, 

as they expressed it in Pennygången, is another aspect of this spatial claim making. The 

strategies have also included public formation of opinion through the use of various media 

channels. An important action and use of spatial transgression for NPGF was in the 

participation at Almedalen
22

 In the summer 2013, where the contestation could be brought to 

immediate display in the public eye. The quote below reflects the participants’ experience 

from their attendance at Almedalen: 

 

Stena has discovered that we exist, especially since Almedalen. They probably went there to hang out 

with friends, and not to discuss Pennygången, and we were there and raised Pennygången from a social 

aspect. The seminar that Stena’s CEO held, it was [...][us from NPGF], and business people who sat in 

                                                 
21

 ”Det är ju en sådan oerhörd makt som man har som hyresvärd på det sättet att man faktiskt har makt över 

människors hem, en så viktig del för det som är vardagslivet på något sätt” (NPGF) 

 
22

 Almedalen refers to the Almedal week, which is Sweden’s largest political meeting point arranged once every 

summer since 1968 at the island of Gotland. The foundation of this one weeklong event is the politicians and 

their participation in seminars, press conferences and speeches etc. However, the Almedal week is open for all 

and provides an opportunity for those who want to debate social issues to attend. (Almedalsveckan Official 

website, n.d.). 



 37 

the audience. The business people did not talk about tenants. They even had other names for tenants than 

just tenants. You become numbers, lumped together into some kind of mass, so there are no individuals. 
23

 

The tenants’ presence at what can be interpreted as Stena’s territory, and the critique they 

received in front of fellow business people, could be seen as a successful strategy of 

disturbing the balance of power.  

 The hunt for information concerning legal rights of the tenants in the event of 

renovations turned out to be a difficult one for MS. One of the respondents expressed the 

feeling lawlessness due to this difficulty: It was just as if landlords can do exactly as they 

please, people simply have to adapt to it. It is incomprehensible that they can have such 

tremendous power and just tear people's lives apart this quickly (snapping fingers).
24

 

Resources were also scarce and what eve they needed in their mobilization they provided for 

themselves. Which made renting some kind of premise for meeting too expensive, and since 

the relationship with the local Union of Tenants’ was bad, they did not dare to ask for 

permission to use the tenant premises in the area. Meetings were therefore held in the privacy 

of their own homes, leaving them in a precarious situation.  

 The lack of involvement of residents in the renovation process, which triggered 

mobilization, as well as the low chances of winning in the Rent Tribunal also show a legal 

power asymmetry affecting the unequal spatial outcome. Is there something larger in the 

making against spatial injustice? Mayer’s belief, as pointed out to us earlier (Mayer in 

Brenner, et al, 2011, p.63), that if the multiple urban demands can be unified, it can better 

pose as a real challenge to neoliberal planners and politicians. The umbrella organization “The 

Right to the City” in Gothenburg unifies several organizations concerned with urban related 

issues. Together with multiple movements on the rise in Swedish cities, especially 

neighborhoods in the suburbs, they might have the potential to create a force to be reckoned 

with. That is at least the purpose as expressed on NPGF’s blog: 

 

Important is to put pressure on decision-makers in order to change the law in favor of the tenants'. As a 

step in this direction, we have taken the initiative for the formation of an umbrella organization - the 

"Right to the City". The purpose of this is to gather all the organizations working for a fair and socially 

                                                 
23

”Stena har upptäckt att vi finns, framförallt sedan Almedalen, tog det skruv. För de hade nog åkt till Almedalen 

för att få hänga med sina kompisar, och inte behöva prata PG, och vi var där de var och lyfte PG från den sociala 

sidan. Just det seminariet som Bengt (VD Stena) höll i, det var jag och M, och sen var det branschfolk som satt i 

publiken. Branschfolket pratade inte om hyresgäster. Dom hade tom andra benämningar på hyresgäster än just 

hyresgäster. Du blir siffror, man klumpar ihop dem som någon slags massa så det är inga individer”(NPGF) 

24
 ”Det var precis som att hyresvärdar får göra precis som de vill, folk får bara anpassa sig efter det. Det är 

obegripligt att de kan få sådan oerhörd makt och bara slita sönder människors liv på såhär snabbt alltså (knäpper 

med fingrarna).” 
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functioning housing policy to work together to set on the housing policy issues.
25

( Pennygangen blog 

n.d.) 

 

And further by one of the initiators of the umbrella organization: 

 

The idea is to connect unestablished organizations, not as the Union of Tenants that is almost an integral 

part of the social body, but I mean organizations like networks and such. Where they then should 

cooperate more and better in order to help each other, and hopefully we can raise it to a national level, 

and if we do it successfully I think that many people in power will become quite shaky, for then we get 

actual power. Then it is no longer isolated islands standing and holding their own fort […]
26

(NPGF) 

 

The spatial organization is an expression of political ideology and history, as well as its 

inherent social relations. As the Million program was created by certain ideals, which in 

reality turned out differently, is evidence of the complex socio-spatial dynamics. The 

neoliberal restructuring of urbanities, that uses words as “extending life time” and creating 

“safety”, are signs of an one-dimensional way of thinking around the social aspects of the 

spatial changes brought by renovations, and consequences such as displacement. It also shows 

the power of using certain rhetoric. It is important to be aware of the fact that an analysis of 

the spatial aspects of urban struggles might not fully capture the complex reality of the many 

dimensions that constitutes it and that constantly produces and reproduces it. It is also a fact 

that an analysis will always be a selective narration based on the choices of what is studied 

and what is not, as well as the choice of perspective. Therefore, I do not claim to have the one 

true depiction of reality, but rather an interpretation of it. 

 

5.3 Understanding (the City) Through the Movements 

What can the movements tell about us about contemporary Swedish cities?   

 In this context, it is worth asking for whom is the city built? In this case the question 

refers to a Swedish context. Let us further approach this question through an urban social 

movement perspective, as the relationship between the cities and its citizens allows for a 

better understanding of the two. 

                                                 
25

”Det viktiga är att sätta press på beslutsfattare så att lagen ändras till hyresgästernas fördel. Som ett steg i denna 

riktning har vi tagit initiativ till bildandet av en paraplyorganisation - “Rätten till staden”. Syftet med denna är att 

samla alla de organisationer som arbetar för en rättvis och socialt fungerande bostadspolitik för att tillsammans 

kunna driva bostadspolitiska frågor.”(Pennygangen blog/bakgrund n.d.) 

26
”Tanken är att binda till oss oetablerade organisationer som inte är som HGF som är nästan en integrerad del i 

samhällskroppen, utan då menar jag organisationer som nätverk och sådär. Där dom då ska samarbeta mer och 

bättre för att kunna hjälpa varandra, och förhoppningsvis kan vi lyfta den till nationell nivå, och lyckas vi med 

det då tror jag att många makthavare kommer att bli jävligt skakis, för då får vi riktig makt. Då är det inte längre 

isolerade öar som står och håller sitt eget fort utan då kan det bli att ja den här isolerade ön fick just nu support 

av femton andra isolerade öar och driver deras fråga” (NPGF) 
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 The urban issues raised by the studied movements are issues of participation, 

gentrification and displacement. NGPF and MS mobilized based on feelings of injustice, lack 

of participation and the threat of loosing their homes, including the social networks within 

their neighborhoods. The fear of renovicion might be considered strengthened by the lack of 

viable options of affordable housing elsewhere in the city. Many respondents expressed 

frustration with Swedish housing policies and the neglect of tenants in renovation processes, 

at least in their experience. The hopes rest on changing the praxis of their landlords but also 

on changes on a higher, national level as articulated by one respondent: 

 

This is a law that must be changed [tenancy legislation]. Also,  the entire housing policy has to be 

changed, we cannot on the one hand say: no, we do not want a segregated society, that is very 

problematic, but at the same time we can not let people remain living in their homes. 
27

(NPGF)  

 

Another respondent reflects over the problematic nature of the housing issue: 

 

One reason why the housing issue has been so difficult to get into political focus, is because it is so 

extremely basic. For me to be able to work somewhere I have to have somewhere to live, for me be able 

to go to school somewhere, I have to have somewhere to live, and so on. What happens then is that the 

home is taken for granted, which it no longer is since it’s placed on the market, so there is no one talking 

about it politically, […] housing, but people talk about jobs and the school then. 
28

(NPGF) 

 

A respondent in Skarpan is not surprised by the development and the situation that they face, 

and mean that there has been signs of what to expect: 

 

[...] It has increasingly been proven this Spring that something is generally wrong in Sweden. I felt it at 

first, it is something that is completely wrong, and now Boverket [the Building Administration] has been 

commissioned to make that inquiry
29

. [...] One has somehow had an ear to the ground before, you've read 

the newspaper [...] that people have had problems [...] I now feel that something is wrong. And I was right 

                                                 
27

 ”Det här är en lagstiftning som måste ändras(!)också att hela bostadspolitiken måste ändras för vi kan inte å 

ena sidan säga: nej vi vill inte ha ett segregerat samhälle, det är jätteproblematiskt, fast samtidigt kan vi ju inte 

låta folk bo kvar i sina hem”(NPGF) 

28
 ”En anledning till att bostadsfrågan har så svårt för att hamna i politiskt fokus, det är att den är så extremt 

grundläggande. För att jag ska kunna arbeta någonstans så måste jag ha någonstans att bo, för att jag ska kunna 

gå i skola någonstans så måste jag ha någonstans att bo osv. Vad som händer då är att bostaden blir så tagen för 

givet, vilket den inte längre är eftersom vi får in den på en marknad, så det är ingen som pratar om det politiskt, 

just bostäder, utan man pratar om jobben och skolan då.”(NPGF) 

 
29

 The Building Administration in Sweden was assigned by the government in October 2013 to start and 

investigation to map and analyze the migration pattern of households in relation to extensive renovations.  
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in my suspicions, I was not as neurotic as I thought, but I was actually rather realistic. We are a part of 

this.
30

 (MS) 

 

The lack of influence in the renovation process is something that has been given attention in 

earlier research on the matter. When talking to tenants,  it has become clear that the report by 

Westin (2011) has been a important contribution to this. Some respondents have percieved the 

report in terms of an eye-opener, as it made them realize sometimes things they already felt 

but could not express. The paper had put down in black on white was that the process is 

characterized by sham democratic tendencies. This eye-opening process was important for the 

movements, since without what can also be called salient knowledge and it is difficult to stand 

up to powerful actors in society and claim your right. Yet the eye-opening  process needs to 

reach even further to society as a whole. Through this, starting with the challenging of the 

structures by movements, a more just city can be formed. In spite of decale and low legal 

prospects, the motivation persists. 

 

The only legal option we have when it comes to the renovation is to NOT  sign the tenant certificate, 

known as the letter of agreement, and end up in court where we can speak up for ourselves as tenants. Our 

tenure at the apartments offers us this possibility, but then it stops. In almost all cases, the courts also in 

line with the landlords. (MS) 

 

(...) Us Skarpan residents do not deserve to be treated like this. But we are powerless when the laws look 

like they do. But for that sake, we are not giving up! I hope we turn out to be a large number who do not 

sign the letter aof agreement and proceed to the Rent Tribunal and Court of Appeal. It's time to put the 

foot down again in Skarpan. Dejection and sorrow is not good, we have everything to gain from our 

attempt to show what we think! 
31

(Mobilize Skarpan Blog) 9/12 2013)  

 

                                                 
30

 ” […] nu har det mer och mer visat sig den här våren att det är något som är generalfel i Sverige. Jag kände 

liksom det i början, det är något som är helt fel, och nu har ju Boverket fått i uppdrag att göra den där 

utredningen. […] På nåt vis har man haft örat mot rälsen tidigare, man har läst tidningen punktvis att folk har 

haft problem[…] jag känner att nu är det något helgalet. Och jag hade rätt i mina aningar, jag var inte så 

neurotisk som jag trodde, utan jag var ganska realistisk liksom. Vi är en del av det här.”(MS) 

31
”Den enda lagliga möjligheten vi har när det gäller renoveringen är att INTE skriva på hyresgästintyget, det så 

kallade godkännandeintyget, och hamna i domstol där vi får föra vår talan som hyresgäster. Vår besittningsrätt 

till lägenheterna ger oss den möjligheten, men sedan är det stopp. I nästan samtliga fall går även domstolarna i 

linje med hyresvärdarna.” 

”(…)vi skarpanbor förtjänar inte det bemötande vi fått. Men vi är maktlösa då lagarna ser ut som de gör. Men för 

den skull ger vi inte upp! Jag hoppas vi blir ett stort antal som inte skriver på hyresgästintygen och vi tar en 

vända i hyresnämnden och i hovrätten. Det är dags att sätta ner foten igen i Skarpan. Uppgivenhet och sorg är 

inte bra, vi ha allt att vinna på vårt försök att visa vad vi anser!(Bloggen )9/12 2013)” 
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The movements’ role in changing prevailing structures ought to be rendered important, since 

without urban social movements there’s no challenge from civil society able to shake the 

institutions of the state through which norms are reinforced, values preached and property 

preserved.  As is mentioned in 5.1, the slow structures of traditional organizations, such as the 

Union of Tenants have been considered a problem. The movements on the other hand, with 

their network structure, are more free to challenge through politics by other means. The 

formation of opinion and frequent use of media to reach out have been a helping factor. Even 

though the efforts of the movements and their mobilization independent of the Union of 

Tenants has been significant and constituted the strongest challenge to landlords, perhaps due 

to the strong motivation, the relationship between the union and the mobilization is important. 

The Union of Tenants has the resources and legal know-how, but the movements have the 

motivation and local knowledge. Bringing the two together would enrich both sides. 

 As mentioned earlier, external conditions of political implications, both nationally and 

in a larger global scale, have had an influence on the development of urban social movements. 

So have also the conditions shaped the rise of movements in Swedish cities today. Seen as a 

part of the evolution of different movements claiming the right to the city within the 

neoliberal city, and in a Swedish context, NPGF and MS, among others, show us a 

problematic aspect within Swedish cities today. They claim things that many of us take for 

granted. This includes the right to a home, to have influence in processes concerning that 

home and on a larger scale a place within the city. They show that the imagery of Kenn 

(1996), a Sweden with affordable housing for all, is a far cry from reality. The large Million 

program housing stock was indeed built in that purpose, but these have many times been 

stigmatized and considered low status with notions of being trouble areas with high 

criminality and unemployment. The unflattering imagery is some distance from the shiny 

facade any (neoliberal) city wants to show the world. The neglect of the areas has also 

resulted in absence of maintenance. As cities expand and the housing shortage remains, these 

areas have become attractive for urban regeneration projects. 

 What is one of the world’s most marked-led housing system is also a complex hybrid, 

between the old and the new, and the neoliberalization quite unnoticed due to vague laws and 

hidden behind a certain rhetoric, using some words instead of others as a part of a political 

strategy. 
32

 

 

 

6. CONCLUDING REMARKS 

The rise of current movements in connection to renovations of the Million program areas in 

Sweden contradicts that of the prior notion by Stahre (2007) that the new movements have 

been lacking a local geographical connection. The studied movements ,and similar ones, are 

                                                 
32

 Article in SvD (http://www.svd.se/nyheter/inrikes/makthavare-pa-en-retorisk-resa_7840624.svd) Retrieved 

2014-01-09. See also; Nya moderaterna. En guide till nya moderaternas uts 

eende from 2008,(http://kampanj.moderat.se/wp-content/uploads/2007/07/grafisk-profil-lag.pdf) retrieved 2014-

01-09). 

http://kampanj.moderat.se/wp-content/uploads/2007/07/grafisk-profil-lag.pdf
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highly local and their demands are for the basic need of a home. Importantly, this is not just 

any home, but the one in the neighborhood to which they have a social bond. 

 In spite of the similarities between the two cases in terms of their precarious situation, 

sense of being threatened to move, lack of information and knowledge in the initial process, 

there are also some differences. These differences are mainly due to specific aspects of 

internal and external conditions, such as resources and strategic capacity, which are somehow 

connected. The connection and relationship to their local Union of Tenants also has an 

important role in this. 

 The conditions of political implication affects the issues against which urban social 

movement mobilize. The landlords are more or less free to interpret the laws into practice, 

something which has been discussed and also claimed in the report by Westin. This is 

something that can happen rather unnoticed if you are not aware the knowledge about your 

rights as a tenant. It takes courage but also knowledge to oppose those in power of your home. 

 The enabling factors, as well as absence of disabling factors, for the movements to 

gain force can be summarized in the freedom or opportunity to be able to publicly express the 

criticism to the relevant authorities, through media or by protest in different public places. 

Other enabling factors are the access to sufficient resources to organize and prepare to address 

those grievances and to have relatively safe, spatial enclaves (premises for meetings or the 

like), but of course also, the relation to the landlord and how they choose to go about. 

Alliances, such as with the Union of Tenants, the social networks and contacts of those in the 

movements, as well as their knowledge and innovation are also important enabling factors in 

the two cases. The strategy of how to turn what we have into what we need to get what we 

want is a good one and could perhaps be something for the landlords to consider as well. To 

not only see their tenants who oppose the renovations as needy naysayers, but instead take the 

critique seriously is to be able to do better in the future and contribute in the shaping of a 

more just, socially sustainable, city. A comment from a respondent illustrates this conclusion: 

 

We are not only against, we are also pro something .  A kind of community that we see that we have here 

at Pennygången, and that’s what we want to both preserve and develop. Gaining recognition of that, that 

it’s actually us tenants who ARE Pennygången and that it is we who are Pennygången’s greatest resource 

"
33

(NPGF) 

 

A personal observation related to the locality and directness of an issue to the people, and its 

pros and cons on mobilization, is that of differences in engagement compared to movements 

where committed people come together from different directions, sharing the same values in a 

particular issue, and which actively seek engagement in whatever they want to fight for. 

People in a neighborhood shares the problem, but may or may not have the same incentives 

to, opportunities for, or experiences of, getting involved. The issue has come to them instead 

                                                 
33

 ”Vi är inte bara emot, vi är också för någonting(!). en typ utav gemenskap som vi ser att vi har här på PG, och 

det är den vi vill både bevara och utveckla. Att få ett erkännande på det, att det faktiskt är vi hyresgäster som ÄR 

Pennygången och det är vi som är PG största resurs”(NPGF) 
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of them actively seeking it. Not everyone has the same ability to fight. Or has the same 

information and knowledge on the issue, and everyone might not dare, out of fear or the lack 

of information and knowledge.  

 This is also where the eye-opening becomes important. To be able to think critically 

and challenge the prevailing systems, to notice the perhaps previously unnoticed is being 

raised by groups who see socio-spatial inequalities in the city. Social movements are 

important in recognizing such inequalities and are thus planting the seeds of change in the 

creation of alternative spatial distributions than those they oppose. 

 

And, as Marcuse (1986, p.175) once have argued: 

The large question is not whether abandonment can be avoided, gentrification controlled, displacement 

eliminated, or even how these things can be done, but rather whether there is the desire to do them. That is 

a question that can only be answered in the political arena.  

Here, again the question of whom the city is built for arises. It is problematic that the 

displacements are not raised as a problem on a wider societal scale. The positive aspects of 

renovations are rather emphasized, through the perceptions is that it is what tenants want, and 

what these areas need. Notions that tenants, or citizens in general, are seen as uninterested 

passive citizens has been proven wrong judging by these mobilizations. The movements are 

examples where everyday life has become the political arena in which people engage. The 

mobilization has been spurred by a situation where they have felt that society has failed to 

support them. The lack of voice and support is an interpretation of what one of the 

respondents said about that one cannot rely on anyone to speak for you, and one has to help 

themselves to help yourself, even if it does not change the situation in the end. The recent rise 

in the issues of renovictions in Swedish neighborhoods creates an opportunity for unified 

mobilization to further raise the issue on a higher level , which  can hopefully lead to a wider 

recognition of the issue. Exposing the problem is step one and what follows is to seek 

alternative solutions for how to carry out renovations in a more egalitarian way.                                                    

As the mobilizations rise, more research on the matter is expected. Forthcoming research from 

Monlina and Listerborn on the subject “Resisting the Neoliberal Turn in Swedish Housing 

Provision”, points at the current rise in civil action in Sweden and how the issues relate to the 

welfare state. As the welfare system is eroding, matters are taken on from an increasingly 

frustrated civil population. It is not only a struggle to defend their rights in the city, but of 

Swedish society as a whole.  

. 
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