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ABSTRACT This article draws upon my doctoral fieldwork conducted between 2019 and 2021 
among scuba trash divers in Stockholm, Sweden. The article provides an overview of developments 
in waste management in Stockholm, explaining how water has turned from a dump for waste to 
a resource. We will dive with the divers into these cold and dark Nordic waters, following their 
quest to clean the waters and educate the larger public about the issue of growing amounts of 
underwater waste. The divers use the underwater waste from the past, as also from current times, 
as a ‘moral punctuation’ (Ahmann 2018), stressing the urgent need to engage with the waste that 
has accumulated over time. The outreach by the divers is largely done via social media, where 
images are used to tell a story about those issues which normally remain invisible. Furthermore, 
I will emphasise the importance of engaging the field sensuously to understand the conditions 
during trash dives. 
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Please take a picture of me, the battery, and that man fishing in the background. He 
really won’t stop fishing no matter how many batteries I pull up from below him. What 
we got now? 400 kilos worth of batteries or so? For about an hour batteries have come 
up, one by one, and he just keeps on fishing? Well one thing is for sure; we got more 
“fish” than he did.

Fig. 1 (left): A trash diver and a 20 kg car battery, with a man fishing in the 
background. Stockholm, winter 2020. Photo: Rasmus Rodineliussen.
Fig. 2 ( right):  The pile of batteries collected that day.  
Stockholm, winter 2020. Photo: Rasmus Rodineliussen.
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The above entry from field notes is from an early 2020 winter morning in Stockholm. I 
am in the middle of my fieldwork with one of the scuba trash divers from the group I am 
working with, for my doctoral project in Social Anthropology at Stockholm University. I 
have been with this group for about two years at the time of writing. On this chilly morning, 
I helped the diver like a “line puller” from land. This was still before the trash diving project 
started to attract many volunteers, and the low temperatures did not help to inspire people 
to join, so I was needed more on land than in the water, just then. The diver and I were 
connected by a rope, which he used to attach the car batteries so that I could pull them up 
from the water. The car batteries come in various sizes, 20-, 40-, 60-, and 80 kgs. According 
to the diver, the spectacular thing this morning was the man fishing just behind us on the 
pier; he calmly looked at the growing pile of car batteries while keeping an eye on his rod. 
The fact that his prospective catch swam amongst containers of lead and sulphuric acid did 
not seem to bother him much. 

In this article, I will take the reader below the waters surrounding Stockholm, the 
capital of Sweden. We will follow a group of scuba trash divers called Rena Mälaren (Clean 
Mälaren), who dive for trash in these cold Nordic waters to clean the bottoms while making 
the waste visible to the general public. The argument in this article follows the development 
noted by Veronica Strang (2019: 1) that water has become a topic of anthropological inquiry 
“with the growing interest in the relationship between the control of water and political 
power and, more strongly, when environmental anthropology emerged as a lively subfield in 
response to increasing concerns about sustainability”. As the focus of the divers is to bring 
waste up from below the water, I will engage with the work of, among others, Joshua O. 
Reno (2015) and Michael Thompson (2017) in rendering the relational capacities of waste 
visible. On the note of “making visible”, the group of trash divers uses images and videos 
uploaded to social media accounts to talk with the general public – making them see the 
waste from below the water. Here I find the work of Paula Uimonen (2020) on social media 
hashtags to be of great use, especially as she offers a perspective wherein updates on social 
media are shown to actively impact the viewer. In a way, these images and videos uploaded 
by the divers provide what Chloe Ahmann (2018: 143-144) would describe as a “moral 
punctuation: an explicit marking of time that condenses protracted suffering and demands 
an ethical response, eschewing the delays of political caution and the painstaking work of 
ensuring scientific certainty”. The group of trash divers points out ‘sins’ of the past, making 
them painfully visible for the public in Stockholm, in a bid to force political action.

What started in 2019 as a small group of scuba trash divers, has within two years grown 
into a vibrant social movement organised as a non-profit organisation that commands large 
public support. The trash divers’ work takes them below the surface into the murky waters 
around Stockholm in search of underwater waste and onto the internet and social media in 
their quest to highlight the issue and call for change. Hence, this article seeks to unfold how 
a local group of scuba trash divers can make authorities respond in ways that acknowledge 
and react to ‘sins’ of the past concerning waste being dumped in water.

The article begins with a historical perspective on the relationship between water and 
waste management in Stockholm and outlines the basic structural issues that the divers 
had to overcome to facilitate their work. From here follows a discussion on methods and 
why I, as a researcher, joined the divers underwater. The group of divers is then introduced, 
providing some background about their organisation. The story proceeds with a description 
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of the practice of trash diving, pointing out the financial aspect of the endeavour. This leads 
to a discussion on reaching out, bringing up the importance of (social) media for the divers’ 
quest to make the underwater waste visible. In the concluding section, I sum up my findings 
and establish their support for my main argument. 

Stockholm’s (un)Clean Water
On their webpage, the Stockholm Water authority writes about Stockholm’s historical 
transformation from a town that bathed in its own waste to the clean Stockholm of today: 
“Imagining this dirty Stockholm today is hard when you look out over Stockholm’s clean 
water on a hot summer day. Clean water with a history of hard work” (quote translated from 
Swedish by author: SVOA 2020). Moreover, it is stated that the water around Stockholm is 
a resource in need of protection for the future (Miljöbarometern 2020).

With this in mind, it seems remarkable that until the 1970s, the official policy in 
Sweden was that waste from boats and summerhouses should be discarded or dumped in 
the sea. Authorities even broadcasted an instructional video on state television named Sjövett 
(1964) wherein the viewer is told to make holes in beer cans so that they will sink properly, 
and to collect other trash in a box, fill it with some stones and then close it to ensure that the 
trash would not float around on the surface destroying the beautiful nature. This practice 
was abandoned around the 1980s, following developments in environmental thinking, 
but already disposed trash was just forgotten and left where it was – covered and invisible 
below the surface. This could be what Michael Taussig (1999: 50) would call a public secret, 
“defined as that which is generally known but cannot be spoken”. During my fieldwork, 
many Stockholm residents told me in hushed, secretive voices that they knew that trash 
covered the bottom of the sea and lakes. They would emphasise that throwing waste in water 
was something they did earlier, not something they would do today. My understanding is 
that by the act of ignoring this awareness they avoid the responsibility to act upon it. In 
1964, the underwater trash was no secret, but it has become so through the passage of time 
and because no one has taken the responsibility to recover it, as Rob Nixon (2011: 8) writes, 
“delayed effects structure our most consequential forgettings”. 

Today it is not clear which local authority is responsible for the waste at the bottoms of 
Lake Mälaren and the Baltic Sea. As one diver put it:

I started to ask Stockholm Harbours if they could tell me what governmental body is 
responsible for the waste in water. And they admitted, they did not know, but would look 
into it for me. After a while they returned and told me that it is each Municipality that should 
be responsible, but as we both agreed, this does not work in practice. So, I was promised to 
get a contact with one larger body that would take responsibility to at least collaborate with 
us. Waste in water seems to be a forgotten category as it is not visible from above.

There are many structural and political reasons why it has been, and still is, complicated for 
divers to carry out cleaning operations. However, after much work, the group has managed 
to find a set-up that works, something that is currently also attracting interest from other 
divers and actors (civilians, businesses, and government) in society at large. In order to dive 
in urban milieus, divers must seek prior permission from Stockholm Harbours. At first, 
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such permissions were not easily available because of the risks involved with urban diving. 
But due to the continuous work and the experience garnered by the divers, and their good 
connections developed with the people in charge of permits, these are now swiftly arranged 
over the phone. Stockholm Harbours now also support the work by providing containers 
in which the trash can be collected so that the divers will not have to organise this. How 
to take care of the waste after a clean-up is otherwise a major difficulty, preventing divers 
from pursuing clean-up work. This has been the primary reason why other groups of scuba 
divers decided not to do clean-ups earlier. As one of the divers used to say, “Stockholm 
Municipality just acts as an ostrich, burying their head in the sand hoping we will forget 
they are still here”. The divers challenge the authorities to act on behalf of clean and healthy 
water. Andrea Ballestero (2019: 410) writes that, “when people find themselves in deeply 
antagonistic relations with the state, they craft non-normative subject positions such as that 
of a water defender.” Accordingly, the divers pose themselves as defenders of urban waters 
around Stockholm when they openly question the way the water has been, and is, treated 
by the government. Still, the group needs access to the water as they require government 
permits to dive in urban areas, hence their developed relationship with Stockholm Harbours. 

In Sweden today, the focus of waste management practices is on a Source to Sea 
approach. This means removing the waste at its source rather than cleaning at the end 
destination. It is of paramount importance to stop more waste entering water, and it might 
also be economically cheaper to work that way. However, the divers point out that since they 
do all the work, while using their own equipment and time, they are entitled to expect that 
the authorities will take care of the waste after a clean-up. 

We agree with the Source to Sea approach, for sure, but we also think the reason for why 
the governmental bodies are not stepping up to help our cause is because they are afraid  
by doing so they will also end up having to clean all waterways from trash and pay for it. 
It is not because they do not have the funds, but they try to not be associated with the 
issue to begin with. This is a problem.

Thus, even when waste is present and available on beaches or in the water, there is an ongoing 
discussion on how to address and manage this waste. This question is deeply political because 
if authorities engage in these clean-ups, they might have to clean all beaches (as is the case 
with water mentioned by the diver in the quote above), which can get costly. Economy vs. 
Ecology, one could say, hence, the importance to think about the relationship between state, 
divers, and the so-called nature in this context of waste and waste removal in an urban setting 
(Rademacher 2015; Drew 2020; Cornea, Zimmer, and Véron 2016). Karen Bakker (2010: 7) 
proposes that water is an environmental and economic issue, and that it is important to focus 
on how water “moves through the city”. Similarly, Anne Rademacher (2015: 143) writes:

Urban nature, after all, seems quite capable of generating itself, even, and sometimes more 
so, under socially unstable circumstances. The ethnographic experience of ‘unintentional 
nature’ is located neither in opposition to urban space, nor outside of urban political 
processes. The task of ethnographers is to observe urban nature not only in relation to 
sociality, but also as it is understood to generate new relationships with human life.
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This attention to the ‘unintentional nature’, or ‘urban nature’, is in line with Bengt G. 
Karlsson’s (2018) recent suggestion that there is a need to engage with nature in new ways 
while keeping the political perspective in sight. Likewise, Cornea, Zimmer, and Véron (2016: 
396) propose an “urban political ecology of complex waterscapes” that, according to them, 
assists in exploring “the economic, political and social processes that continually reshape urban 
socio-natures”. It is a similar relationship as described by Rademacher (2015), that the divers 
make visible when they bring waste from water to the public and political arena. The social 
situation in Sweden is not what I would call ‘unstable’; however, the official image of Sweden as 
an environmentally friendly country does not sit well with the piles of waste brought out of the 
water by the divers. I therefore argue that by pointing out the situation with waste in water, the 
divers make an ‘unintentional nature’ visible. The divers concentrate on turning the decades 
long practice of dumping waste in water into a current call for action, making a slow type of 
environmental violence into a ‘moral punctuation’ which stresses the current and immediate 
need for action. In a way, divers ‘work time’ to make acts of the past into a current-day event 
(Ahmann 2018: 10). 

Not A Water, but Multiple Waters
When I write about ‘water’ in this article I do so with the understanding that water is 
multiple, that there is not ‘a’ water, but always different combinations of organic and inorganic 
compounds that together make up a specific body of water. I think of water as an “assemblage”, 
understanding it as an “open ended gathering” that jointly become water (Tsing 2015: 23-24). 
For example, Andrea Ballestero (2019: 409-415) notes that water is “multiple, never singular”; 
it “transports waste”, is a “vessel of toxicity”, and ultimately “water is also a human-made 
context”. At any given time and place, water is H2O in combination with for example, oxygen, 
salt, microbes, and a large number of chemicals and heavy metals. The composition changes 
with the movements of water and can be seen as a process of continuous becoming (Linton 
2010). Similarly, Barnes and Alatout (2012: 484) argue that water is embedded “within social, 
cultural, spiritual, and political domains”.

As explained in the section above, Stockholm has a long history of dumping waste into 
the water, and therefore the water I engage with here must be analysed as containing waste and 
toxicants, while simultaneously being described as a resource to be protected. Furthermore, the 
hazardous waste in the water around Stockholm, causes toxicants to be released into the same 
water that is used to provide the city’s residents with drinking water. Hence, those toxic elements 
that cannot be cleaned in a wastewater treatment plant will eventually reach and enter human 
bodies (for toxic waste in rivers see Hoover 2017; or toxic ‘worlding’ see Nading 2020). From a 
human perspective, there are many ways of controlling the ‘quality’ of water such as taking water 
samples or by taking note of the way water smells (Scaramelli 2013). Some human impacts on 
water are thus visible and controllable, but not all. As Tanya Richardson and Gisa Weszkalny’s 
(2014) explain, making material things and beings in ‘nature’ into resources that can be used has 
always been part of the human ‘modern’ becoming (cf. Schmidt 2019; Linton 2010; Helmreich 
2011). This has been the case with water in the context of Stockholm where the ‘dirty’ water has 
been ‘cleaned’ and turned into a resource for humans to enjoy and care about. 
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Underwater Ethnography
The waters around Stockholm are murky and dark, with a visibility of maximum two meters. 
This means that waste dumped in water that is deeper than three meters will not be visible 
from the surface. Poor visibility makes diving below boats and other obstacles among sharp 
or toxic waste more dangerous. Therefore, it is of paramount importance to understand 
what it means to dive under such conditions in order to grasp the work these divers do to 
make the waste visible to those on the surface. 

In order to understand the nature of the obstacles faced by the divers, I have opted for 
an embodied/emplaced method of learning by doing – becoming a trash diver myself. In this 
endeavour, I have conducted over 80 dives with the trash diver group, with dive time ranging 
from 40 to 90 minutes per dive. Sarah Pink (2015: 28) suggests that we learn about and with 
the world by a sensorial engagement in it, thereby identifying “an emplaced ethnography 
that attends to the question of experience for the relationships between bodies, minds, and 
the materiality and sensoriality of the environment”. Similarly, Yolanda van Ede (2009) has 
argued that when we engage a field of study with all our bodily senses, with more than visual 
observation, we can know the field more intimately. By joining the divers, the researcher/
ethnographer shares their embodied experience, making sensual ethnographic description 
and understanding possible. Had I not dived with the divers, I would not have grasped the 
importance of the senses for them, and how their senses were rearranged underwater in 
order to collect the trash. As visibility was reduced, the divers had to rely on their abilities to 
hear and touch much more than in daily life above water.

Most ethnographic fieldwork is essentially embodied, but what makes a sensorial approach 
stand out is that the researcher is tuned towards what his or her senses register and feel. However, 
there are limits to what a sensorial methodology in water can achieve. Merchant (2011) points 
out the impossibility of talking with interlocutors as one such limitation. Therefore, I combine 
embodied participation in water with participant observation and interviews among divers on 
land. A lot of preparations and planning are done on land before going into the water. Some 
group members only work above the surface, so to understand the social dynamics within the 
group, it is necessary to be part of this work as well (Davies 2008). I have been a diver for over 
a decade, and the fact that I could join in the practical work during trash dives has been crucial 
in gaining both a thorough understanding of the work and being accepted by many of the 
divers. During my research, I have spent time with these divers, and also conducted interviews 
with government officials and representatives of other environmental organisations and groups 
in Sweden, as well as worked with marine scientists.

The Divers
The Stockholm-based group of scuba divers has removed about 20 tons of batteries and 150 
tons of other trash from the seafloor of Lake Mälaren since 2019 till now, November 2021. 
The pace of their operation is picking up as new volunteers join. What started with two 
friends has grown into over 100 volunteers organised as a non-profit organisation, and their 
numbers continue to grow. Several members of the core group have military diving training 
and years of diving experience. However, a significant number of the newer recruits have a 
recreational diving background, mostly on dive master (first professional level as a diver) or 
instructor level. The group is coming together in response to the growing dismay over the 
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state of urban sea floors. The work is unpaid and voluntary, and usually entails minimum 
cleaning-engagement of two times a week year-round. They mainly clean along the routes of 
major central waterways around Stockholm, primarily focusing on car batteries as they leak 
toxic elements into the water, but they also end up removing tons of other trash. 

The group’s motivation to work for clean and healthy water is not one of economic 
gain but of genuinely caring for the water as a value in and of itself, and for sustaining life 
on this planet for humans and other living beings. This has driven them to start removing 
waste from water and push for a general public debate on that which is hidden out-of-sight, 
seeking to push those in power to act. Yet, in communicating with the public, the divers also 
capitalise on the water-as-a-resource argument, stressing the importance of clean water for 
human consumption and use. They do this strategically as it has a larger sway with officials. 
As noted above, authorities are reluctant to acknowledge waste in water because they fear it 
will be very costly to clean – something I have been told on a number of occasions during 
interviews with officials. Hence, when the divers reframe their argument so that cleaning 
water from the ‘sins of the past’ becomes economically profitable, as it will safeguard an 
important resource for the future, then officials are keener to listen. This outreach and 
communication by the divers is mainly done via the social media.    

Diving for Trash
When conducting a trash dive the diver goes down and up in the water, attaching lines to 
the trash at the bottom while people on the surface pull it up. On the surface, it is hard to 
imagine the state of the bottoms of Lake Mälaren and the Baltic Sea around Stockholm; it is 
literally a large trash bin full of garbage. Rather than removing any and everything you find, 
the challenge is to select what to remove among all the things you come across. It is clear 
that those throwing trash into the water wish for it to stay out of sight. This is along the lines 
of the film Sjövett described above. In the film the message was, again, to pack waste in a 
box and fill it with stones to ensure that it sunk properly and stayed deep down, remaining 
invisible. The work of the divers is to make these ‘invisible’ objects visible again. 

To illustrate the working conditions and the situation at the bottom, let me describe a dive in the 
early winter of 2019. The water temperature was about two degree Celsius, and we were diving 
under a bridge. The water was very dark. I looked down at the water from the pier, taking hold of 
my weight belt with my left hand and my mask and regulator with my right and then taking one 
large step out into the air. I felt a sudden rush in my gut and growing excitement before my body 
moved from air into water and I was submerged. In a moment, I resurfaced with the help of my 

Fig. 3 (left), Fig. 4 (centre), and Fig. 5 (right): Fig. 4 The visibility of approximately two meters in Lake Mälaren.  
Photo: Rasmus Rodineliussen. Fig. 3. The line connecting the diver with the surface in. Photo: Rasmus Rodineliussen
Fig. 5. Car tyres lining up. Photo: Rasmus Rodineliussen
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Buoyancy Control Device (BCD) that I had filled with air before jumping into the water. After 
signalling to those on land that all was OK, by making a circle of my hand and arm connecting 
to my head, I emptied my BCD and suit of air by pressing the respective exit vaults and started 
to descend into the water.12 Although it was daylight, I had to hold my flashlight switched on in 
front of me to see anything. Even with the flashlight, the visibility was one meter at best. It was 
all foggy due to the significant number of particles in the water that reflected the light from my 
flashlight – much similar to driving in a snowstorm – and I tried to turn off the light, but that 
resulted in me not seeing anything at all, so I turned it on again and continued my descent slowly. 
My fingers quickly started to turn stiff in the two degree cold water. The visibility improved a 
little when I reached the bottom in about a minute, or so it felt when I saw objects that I could 
focus on. I stabilised my buoyancy and started to look around in search of what could be taken 
up. In my left hand, I had a rope connecting me to the surface, which I would use to attach to 
the thing I selected. I hovered above metallic constructions, bicycles, and stones before I found 
a green electric scooter a few meters ahead. I carefully attached my rope to the scooter before 
taking hold of the handles and trying to move it free from under other things on top of it. At 
first, it remained stuck, but I moved it from side to side and got it loose; but while doing so, my 
movements disturbed the bottom, and particles moved up in the water, destroying the already 
low visibility that was there. Now I took hold of the rope and blindly followed it up to the surface 
where I signalled for the land-crew to start pulling.

Diving without visibility, as is the case just after starting to move something from the bottom, 
is an exceptional sensorial experience; this, since you turn blind a few meters below the surface, 
and panic could be close at hand. “Emptying one’s inner space” and staying calm is an essential 
capacity for a diver in these circumstances, and so is good buoyancy in order to not get caught 
in something when you cannot see (Merchant 2011: 54; Ecott 2001). Although the conditions 
during trash dives are not optimal for a pleasant dive, this is not what these divers are there for. 

12 Buoyancy in diving means the skill to keep a controlled capacity of floating in water, so that you do not 
sink or float up towards the surface unintentionally. And a Buoyancy Control Device (BCD) is a west 
that the diver fill/empties with air to control buoyancy in water. More than the BCD a cold-water diver is 
equipped with a dry suit, which is a suit of composite material or crushed neoprene that has built in boots 
but is sealed at your hands and neck with either a latex opening or a folded layer of the suit that creates an 
air pocket that keeps water out. The suit is then connected to a tube of oxygen, the same one that the diver 
also breathes from through a regulator. On top of this the diver has gloves, and a hood that keeps hands and 
head warm (even if not always dry, depending on the type) and a mask that allows the diver to look around 
under water. The diver also has weights that will help the diver to descend into the water as the suit and the 
BCD gives buoyancy. Lastly, the diver has got fins on top of the boots to help navigate easier under water. 

Fig. 6 (left): A green electric scooter at the bottom. Photo: Rasmus Rodineliussen. 
Fig. 7 (centre): ‘Line pullers’ at work: Photo: Anton Ivo Marin. 
Fig. 8 (right): Newly retrieved car batteries: Photo: Björn Alvarsson. 
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They are there to make a difference and bring an environmental issue up to the surface. The 
group seeks to tell a story of ‘long forgotten’ objects dumped in water that have accumulated 
over time, leading to the escalating situation with toxic waste in the marine environment. 
Their work emphasises that precisely because of the long-term slow violence, it is urgent to act 
now, both to stop continuous dumping of waste in water and to remove what has already been 
discarded there. The group uses actions from past times to make a ‘moral punctuation’ that 
neither public nor authorities can ignore in the now (Ahmann 2018).

Financing Trash Dives                                               
After the waste is retrieved from the 
bottom, it is left at an environmental 
disposal station, where some of the 
items afford a return of a small amount 
of cash. The money collected goes to the 
non-profit organisation and is used to 
repair and buy scuba gear and to provide 
other protective gear for those on land. 
For example, each kilogram of battery 
returned gives the equivalent of $0.4. 
Sometimes, they also find copper pipes 
that return as much as $3.5 per kilo. This 
money covers some of the costs for broken 
gear, buying ropes, fuel for the car, and so 
on. Thus, it is possible to argue that the 
divers finance their operation by remaking 
trash into value. O’Hare (2019: 1) reminds us, “as the popular expression ‘one man’s trash is 
another man’s treasure’ hints at, rubbish can very often be in the eye of the beholder”. Trash at 
the bottoms started as transient(valuable) objects. However, when they lost their value and got 
dumped into the water, they entered the category of rubbish; before divers found the forgotten 
objects, brought them up to the surface, making them part of the wheel of commerce once 
again and turning them into objects of value once more (Thompson 2017).

Take the example of car batteries. To begin with, new batteries are very valuable, when 
part of the mechanism inside a car. When they no longer provide the energy needed for the 
car, they are discarded as rubbish and thrown into the water. At this point, the batteries are 
regarded as unwanted waste without value, and have turned from transient into rubbish. This 
process has been explained by Michael Thompson (2017). He has shown that objects can be 
categorised under three heads, namely transient, rubbish, or waste. Thompson argues that 
rubbish is a category in-between what is valuable and what is waste. Objects in the ‘rubbish’ 
category have qualities that can be used to make them valuable once again, although possibly 
in different ways than before. This is the case with the car batteries brought out of the water 
by the divers. Primarily, it is the lead inside the batteries that is removed and reused; however 
copper, iron, and aluminium are also reused when returned to waste management plants. 
To paraphrase using Mary Douglas’ (1966) words, the divers have collected the ‘matter out 
of place’ and brought it to another place where it is once again transformed from waste into 
value. It is very energy efficient to reuse these materials, and as such this can be construed as 

Fig. 9. Car battery pulled up. Photo: Joakim Hall.
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one creative possibility in the management of waste (Reno 2015: 562).
From the autumn of 2020 onwards, the divers have formed a collaboration with 

Stockholm Harbours and the Stockholm water and waste authorities, wherein they get help 
to remove the waste they bring up. However, this has not always been the case. Prior to 
that, for over a year the group had to dispose of the collected waste on their own. This 
had entailed driving to different waste management stations from time to time, as there 
are limits to the amount of waste private persons are allowed to turn in at a given time. 
Therefore, this collaboration has been the first real ‘victory’ for the group – in that, they 
have managed to stir up enough support among the public to make authorities interested 
in collaborating against the waste in the water. The current set-up built by divers connected 
with Stockholm Harbours and waste management stations can be seen as a form of 
“emerging waste management infrastructures” (Reno 2015: 563) and as a way for the divers 
to reap some monetary benefit for the removal of waste from public domains. Following 
this, some actors from the industry have now stepped up to support the initiative with 
smaller amounts of funding. Some do so because they think it is excellent work being done, 
and others, because it is their trash being collected and it would look bad if they did not at 
least support those who do the cleaning. As one of the divers told me after a conversation 
with a Swedish company: 

When I called them the first time, I was directed to their environmental department that 
told me they would get in touch if they were interested in returning their damaged goods 
that we removed from the water – never heard a thing. But now when we are regularly 
in the news and we are planning this large exhibition where we will display their things 
they contacted me, telling me that the person who told us in the beginning they were not 
interested had been wrong. Now they indeed want to help, and even if I am sure, it is only 
because they know they will look very bad if not, I still think it is good that they in the 
end will be doing something, even if not much. 

Visibility in media gives the divers some leverage to make those behind much of the garbage 
pay some funds for the removal of their own waste. 

The thing is that when we get them to pay, it does not matter how much, they do to some 
extent accept their responsibility and this helps us in our work to make the public aware and 
conscious in their choices as well as in their own behaviour towards waste in water. Our aim 
is not to punish these companies, or the government, what we want to achieve is change. 

The financial situation is one of great concerns for the divers as they are keen to stay 
economically independent from large actors such as corporations or authorities. At the same 
time, their work is expensive, and they would not be able to conduct it on such a large 
scale without funding. The solution has thus been to fund some of the work themselves 
by returning the waste collected, and to accept smaller donations from private persons 
and companies alike, subject to the condition that the funds will be utilised by the divers 
as the group deems fit in accordance with their aim to mark out past practices of waste 
management, call for change, and urge the authorities to engage in further clean-up work. 



KRITISK ETNOGRAFI – SWEDISH JOURNAL OF ANTHROPOLOGY 77

(Social) Media: Making the Waste Visible and Knowable 
The divers engage with the public and rally support, in order to empower themselves to 
ask more of authorities and companies through social media. In the beginning, these posts 
were gaining a few likes here and there, but the more followers they gained, the quicker the 
number of likes evolved. From having 10-20 per post, there are now hundreds or thousands 
of likes and engagements with every single one. 

The images displayed online are chosen frames of reality that vividly illustrate what the 
divers want to show the public. These images show and emphasise the ‘moral punctuation’ 
as they manage to make the media interested by transforming a slow type of environmental 
violence into a sort of spectacle for the media to engage (Ahmann 2018: 4). The divers 
collect waste objects from decades ago, together with newer items such as electric scooters, 
and showcase them in exhibitions and online images. On the possible agency in images in 
relation to memories, Paolo Favero (2020: 2) writes, “how images mediate our experiences 
of life, how they accompany us through our mundane lives, as if they were the ghosts of 
our past”. Tina M. Campt (2017: 72) says in a similar way: “The haptic temporalities of 
the archive in question are composed of moments of contact when photographs touch us 
and animate reflections and responses”. Thus, by collecting objects from under water from 
different times in one frame and broadcasting them online, the trash diver group makes 
a call towards political action. They do so with the idea that what has been accumulating 
under water over time (memories of the past) has to be urgently addressed now, before more 
harm is done to the marine environment, and by extension, to humans.

I will illustrate the social media work of the divers with one well-documented and 
visible event, namely when the project constructed a replica of the Stockholm City Hall 
from trash, that was exhibited right next to the actual City Hall for two sunny summer 
days in 2020. The construction was eight meters tall and consisted of more than 12 tons of 
trash; all brought up from the waters around the exhibition. The replica was constructed on 
a barge floating on water. This project was the largest one that the divers had pulled off till 
that date, and it got attention from all major media channels and newspapers in Stockholm 
and other parts of the country. The divers were interviewed on prime-time TV, and the 
Environmental Mayor of the City of Stockholm (Stockholms stads miljöborgarråd) even 
contacted them on the second day of the exhibition. Alice Mattoni (2013) has shown how 
social media allows activists to circumvent traditional media to tailor their message as they 
deem fit. This was indeed one aspect of how the divers engaged with social media. However, 
in the Swedish setting, the traditional media also frequently made themselves available to 
the divers, offering them a platform to speak from; increasingly so after the construction 
of the City Hall replica, as it was here that the divers gained momentum and recognition 
among the public and politicians alike as a force to be reckoned with. The Swedish case 
was thus hybrid, including both social and traditional media alike (cf. Lokot 2018). This 
situation is one where activism has been online and offline simultaneously, arguably much 
like the Occupy Wall Street movement studied by Juris (2012) or the #MeToo movement 
in Sweden described by Uimonen (2020). Similar to other feminist hashtag campaigns, 
Uimonen (2020: 923) underlines the extent to which the combination of online and offline 
activities with “hashtag visuality” (whereby certain hashtags function as iconic images), the 
#MeToo campaign “made visible what is typically invisible to the public eye”. Likewise, 
through the construction of the City Hall replica in trash, combined with images uploaded 



RASMUS RODINELIUSSEN  |  CARING FOR WATER: UNDERWATER WASTE, TRASH DIVING, AND PUBLICITY IN STOCKHOLM78

on social media and media coverage of the event, the divers made the waste under water 
visible to the public in Stockholm.

The idea to build the replica was born in early spring 2020. After sketching the construction 
design, it was decided that the tower would be made entirely from car tyres, and no less 
than 500 tyres would be needed. However, as the group had no place on land to store the 
tyres, they had to dive around town collecting tyres close to the shore so that it would be 
easy to transport them on construction day. As a marketing strategy, the divers made their 
idea about the replica public on their social media accounts and put out dates for clean-ups 
where the main focus would be to collect tyres close to shore, but still under the surface – 
which meant that toxins continued to leak from the tyres in the meantime. As this collection 
work took off, more and more people joined in. Expectations were built up for the final 
construction, so when the divers announced the date for the exhibition, a huge amount of 
attention came from the media and public alike.

Media outlets had noted the build-up and asked if they could be part of documenting 
both the exhibition and the building of the replica. In this way, both social media and 
traditional media came together to market the exhibition, and this collaboration is 
a reason for the exhibition’s huge response. One example from this collaboration is the 
bottom right image above from one of Sweden’s leading TV channels, TV4 News, where 
they did a lengthy interview with the leading diver. The divers also streamed this interview 

Fig. 10 (left): Crowning the replica. Photo: Björn Alvarsson.
Fig. 11 (upper right): Band playing on the barge. Photo: Anton Ivo Marin. 
Fig. 12. (bottom right): Screenshot from TV: Rasmus Rodineliussen, text: “Trash from the Sea. Becoming Art”.	
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on social media. This speaks of the importance of reaching out visually with images and 
videos, for as Terence Wright (2008: 88) notes, visual media play a significant role in our 
understanding of the world.

At many clean-ups people passing by stopped and started talking about Rena Mälaren, 
that they had seen the media coverage, or that they follow the groups on Instagram and 
Facebook. Then they started to describe their responses to the images depicted on these 
outlets, emphasising how ‘horrible’ they find the current situation with waste in the water 
around Stockholm. Following Favero (2017: 14), I view images as entering into a dialogue 
with the viewer, speaking about that which is depicted, those behind the depiction, as well 
as to what end this depiction is meant to lead the viewer. This can be seen in how the 
divers utilise images and videos on social media. When a picture of a battery (images 8 
and 9) just taken out of the water is chosen, it does, for example, often cause the viewer to 
react with disgust, questioning why this toxic object should be found in their water, it talks 
about the work behind removing this object from the water as an act of cleaning. It also 
functions as a reminder of the need for more responsible waste management for the future. 
The exhibition with the City Hall replica does the same, just on a larger and more dramatic 
theatrical level. The exhibition also added an audio dimension with a band playing music 
among the trash on the barge, as visible on the top right image above. This element garnered 
much appreciation, and those walking by stopped to listen. The work done by the divers could 
be viewed as installing a “liquid fear” into the general public as a way to kick-start them into 
action by visualising the invisible pollution of water existing in the form of underwater waste 
(Hastrup and Hastrup 2015: 5). Favero (2020: 142) notes that “the meaning of art today is to 
be found not in the work of art itself, but in the relations, it generates”, and this is an argument 
that encapsulates what the artistic trash-display by the divers is meant to achieve, namely, to 
highlight and recreate a visible relationship between public, officials, waste, and water.

Conclusion
The aim of this article has been to investigate how a local group of scuba trash divers can 
make authorities respond in ways that acknowledge and react to ‘sins of the past’ concerning 
waste in the water around Stockholm. To do this, I offered a historical background of waste 
management practices in Stockholm, pointing out how the idea of water has changed from 
a dump for waste to that of an important resource. The scuba trash diver group points out 
that although most of the waste in the water is not visible from land, it still remains there, 
and as time passes by, it continuously leaks toxic elements. I have argued that the work of 
the divers addresses a type of ‘slow violence’ that for decades has accumulated in the marine 
environment (Nixon 2011). This long-time perspective is used by the divers to make a 
‘moral punctuation’ when they bring the waste out of the water and put it up for display 
(Ahmann 2018). They do this by creating installations on land, and by uploading images 
and videos on social media. The divers’ ‘work time’ (Ahmann 2018) when they compile 
decades of wasted objects in one place and time – emphasising the past and the ongoing 
issue of marine waste in the urban setting of Stockholm. The online/offline presence of 
the group is important in order to understand how their message has been delivered to the 
larger public, building momentum to make authorities take responsibility not only for the 
management of current waste, but also to clean up the waste from earlier times.
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