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viiAbstract

This PhD thesis explores the emergence of European environmental 
activism practices after 1968 and the subsequent assimilation of the ideas, 
participants, technologies, aesthetics, and design strategies thereof from 
the 1970s and in the early years of the new millennium, when the con-
cept of sustainable urban development became normative in planning. 
Comprising five articles and a cover essay, the thesis is a critical historical 
analysis of sustainable urban development as a planning discourse, tool, 
and typology.

Papers Ia and Ib frame environmentalism as insurgent planning prac-
tices with agency to transform normative planning from the margins. I 
propose the creation of a counter-archive of environmentalist zines to 
incorporate the stories and practices of these previously neglected actors, 
and as a means to reposition and expand the history of sustainable deve-
lopment, which is currently flat, simplified, or incomplete.

Papers II and III explore intermediate stages in the assimilation 
of environmental activism practices through two case studies. Paper 
II analyses the 1976 exhibition ARARAT (Alternative Research in 
Architecture, Resources, Art, and Technology), in which alternative 
technologies and architectures focused on environmental protection 
were displayed at the Stockholm Museum of Modern Art and at the 37th 
Venice Biennale. Paper III studies the ecological, bottom-up community 
Understenshöjden, whose experiments with circular planning were later 
adopted by the housing company HSB to green their housing stock 
nationally.

The final paper, Paper IV, tells the story of the 2001 international 
housing exhibition Bo01 in Malmö, which was designed to become a 
role model for urban sustainability. I explore how the entangled interests 
of public institutions, research, and manufacturing industries have shaped 
the now-institutionalized concept of sustainability and reflect on the 
ethics and design principles that sustainable practices manifest.

This PhD study follows the shift of urban planning and capitalist 
urbanization from causing environmental degradation to becoming 
key agents for environmental sustainability and highlights the potential 
of planning history to critically narrate and contest contemporary tech-
no-managerial and growth-oriented approaches to sustainability.
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All you always wanted to know about sustainability 
(but were afraid to ask)

September 11, 2008 in statement 
Tags: biofuels, china, ecologic footprint, emirates, global war-
ming, gmo, suv, toyota prius, vegetarian 
Author: Volume

You care for the environment. You try to use less your 
car, and you buy your food from local farmers’ market. 
You keep your ecological footprint under control, and 
become vegetarian. You regard yourself as a progres-
sive, leftist one.
You read lots of newspapers, and the internet. Sud-
denly you discover that GMOs and nuclear energy 
are good for the atmosphere, and your new Toyota 
Prius is not so sustainable as you thought. Perhaps those 
biofuels are not so bio, and George W. Bush starts his 
war (yet another one) against global warming, while 
the best ecocities look like gated communities in the 
Emirates, or in China.
That’s too much. It is clear that something, somewhe-
re, went terribly wrong. You need to take a break, and 
start to re-think the whole thing from the beginning 
[…] [sic]

Blog post, Volume Magazine blog, 2008.

Ecologism without class struggle
is just gardening

Chico Mendes, quoted in Jacobin Latinoamérica, 2024.
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1.
Introduction

In August 2005, The Guardian published an article entitled ‘Swede 
Dreams’ on a new neighbourhood in the country’s third-largest city. 
The subheading read: ‘Malmö’s new neighbourhood is funky, environ-
mentally friendly, and the envy of architects worldwide. There is just one 
problem. The locals hate it.’1

The neighbourhood was Bo01, and it had been newly developed 
for the 2001 international housing exhibition The City of Tomorrow, 
designed to become a model of sustainable urbanization. As the article 
highlighted however, there was a gap when it came to the exhibition’s 
reception; on one hand, the columnist wrote, urban planning professio-
nals were praising Bo01 as ‘one of the world’s top destinations for urban 
designers seeking inspiration’,2 calling it ‘too perfect to believe’3 and 
suggesting that ‘when visiting architects and planners see what they’re 
doing in Malmo[sic], they must either pinch themselves or fall to their 
knees and weep’.4 On the other, the article reports, local residents were 
criticizing the neighbourhood for its high housing prices, lack of social 
diversity, and an overall sense that the area had been designed for ‘heal-
thy, affluent, almost entirely white residents’.5 The article concludes with 
scepticism about Bo01’s sustainability claims, commenting that ‘there’s 
nothing particularly “sustainable” looking about Bo01’.6

The case of Bo01 delineates some of the uncertainties and contra-
dictions that sustainability poses for planning practices, where techno-
logical improvements in waste management and energy systems coexist 
with a governance model that privileges economic rationalities and 
technocratic control, thereby reproducing conditions of social segre-
gation. When I started inquiring into the meaning of sustainability for 
planning, its materialization, and how a planning history can help clarify 
uncertainties and unveil contradictions, these very tensions became the 
foundation of this research.

From a disciplinary point of view, we know that sustainability 
had become a globally accepted discourse and practice in planning by 
the early 2000s, driving developments and redevelopments worldwide. 

1	 The Guardian, August 29, 2005
2	 Ibid.
3	 Ibid.
4	 Ibid.
5	 Ibid.
6	 Ibid.
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It is at the top of the disciplinary agenda, and as such it guides goals, 
objectives, tasks, and challenges, naming syllabus and degrees. In the 
words of planning scholar Scott Campbell, the term ‘has won the battle 
of big public ideas’.7 Despite this ubiquity, sustainability remains an 
uncertain signifier; there is no clear consensus on its meaning or on 
its design principles, sometimes described as a ‘menu of options’8 from 
which to pick and choose and increase real estate market value, rather 
than a framework for implementing an approach to urbanization that 
is less exploitative of nature.

Geographers Rob Kreuger and David Gibbs write that ‘sustaina-
bility is so ambiguous that it allows actors from various backgrounds 
to proceed without agreeing on a single action’.9 This ambiguity, as 
geographer Erik Swyngedouw has stated numerous times,10 has led to 
increasing depoliticization; that is, what was a vigorous social movement 
of environmentalism in the 1970s now appears cleansed, articulated into 
a more technocratic, consensually accepted domain, effectively neutra-
lizing the original condition of struggle.

This thesis work has sought to comprehend the meaning of sustai-
nability for urban planning practices and is concerned with the shift from 
the alternative to the normative. I look at the journey of environmen-
talist concerns and practices from the margins of urban planning in the 
1970s to their central role for government bodies by the early 2000s. The 
thesis explores how environmentalism initially emerged in opposition 
to state-led planning processes and welfare state resource-consuming 
practices and gradually became integrated into planning frameworks 
under the banner of sustainability. It takes up environmental humanities 
scholar Stacy Alaimo’s questioning of how ‘environmentalism as a social 
movement became so smoothly co-opted and institutionalized as sustai-
nability’11 to investigate this shift through the lens of planning history.

I do not view sustainability as a negative force for planning, and 
I fully acknowledge the critical importance of reducing energy use and 
water consumption, minimizing waste, using less toxic materials, and 
shrinking carbon footprints in urban developments, as well as the im-
portant role of the state in driving these efforts. My focus is on critically 
historicizing the idea of sustainability in urban planning; specifically, 

7	 Campbell, ‘Green Cities.’
8	 Rapoport, and Hult, ‘The Travelling Business of Sustainable Urbanism’, 1787.
9	 Kreuger and Gibbs, Introduction, 5.
10	 Swyngedouw, Impossible “Sustainability”.
11	 Alaimo, ‘Sustainable This’, 559.
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I explore how environmentalist ideas and experiments are assimilated, 
adapted, or rejected as they become institutionalized and scaled up within 
the urban planning profession.

The histories underpinning the institutionalization of sustainability 
and their ongoing influence on contemporary normative planning have 
remained largely unexamined in planning historiography. Architecture 
historian Panagiota Pyla points out the risks of this lack and emphasizes 
the need to critically engage with the historical roots of sustainability12; 
she argues that if sustainability has become an ethical imperative, we 
must be vigilant about its origins, how the term is utilized, and how its 
meaning shifts to accommodate various – primarily economic – interests. 
Nonetheless, Pyla advocates for finding these histories again as ‘a way of 
being vigilantly aware of possible pitfalls in the strategies developed in 
the name of the new “just” case.’13

A Note on the Terminology
Environmentalism, sustainability, and planning are all epistemologically 
flexible terms that might need further clarification.

The environmentalism I refer to is the broad, transnational socio-po-
litical movement aimed at protecting the planet from further environ-
mental and ecological destruction and deterioration. In the context of 
Western Europe, what distinguished environmentalism in the 1970s 
from that of the early twentieth century is that the former ‘condemned 
not only environmental degradation but also the society that did the 
degrading’.14 The new wave of environmentalism called for a funda-
mental transformation of society’s relationship with nature, advocating 
systemic change to industrial capitalism. The manifesto published in the 
first issue of Undercurrents – a British publication that was key for Eu-
ropean environmentalism – saw industrial capitalism, with its focus on 
consumption and growth, as ‘an unjust economy and power structure’ 
where ‘pollution, standardisation, depletion of natural resources, and the 
other concomitants of industrial way of life begin to bite increasingly 
into people’s awareness’.15

Sustainability is tied to the discourse of sustainable development and 
comes from the very core of institutions. As a global agreement promoted 
by United Nations, the sustainability discourse permeates institutions on 

12	 Pyla, 'Counter-Histories', 14.
13	 Ibid.
14	 Veldman, Fantasy, the Bomb.
15	 Undercurrents, Issue 1, 1971, 1.
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all scales of society, from governments to corporations to industries, civil 
society, academic institutions, and individuals. To find an accepted defi-
nition, we must go back to the 1987 Brundtland Report, commissioned by 
the UN World Commission on Environment and Development, and the 
famous ‘development that meets the needs of the present without com-
promising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs’,16 
in which two seemingly conflicting goals are reconciliated: economic 
growth and environmental protection.

This convergence of sustainability and development – or be-
tween environmental protection and economic growth – has been 
widely criticized by scholars,17 who often describe sustainable deve-
lopment as a paradox,18 a fundamental contradiction,19 or ‘a semantic 
reconciliation of the irreconcilable’.20 In this thesis, I am interested in 
how sustainable development goals have materialized and how they are 
translated into practice. In the European context, these materializations 
have been shaped by the theoretical approach of ecological moder-
nization,21 which advocates for technological innovation to further 
advance industrialization and address environmental problems.22 This 
approach seems to be evidence of sustainability’s contradictions and 
ability to ‘keeping things going’23 even more, as its critics have poin-
ted out. Following this, sustainable development can be criticized for 
perpetuating the same destructive patterns of consumption and growth 
that the environmentalism of the 1970s opposed.

Applied to urban planning, sustainable development materialized 
through the concept of sustainable urban development. In Malmö (exem-
plified by Bo01, as presented in Paper IV of this thesis), as in many other 
European cities, specific experiences of sustainable urban development 
are linked to the implementation of the local Agenda 21 that followed 
the 1992 UN Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro. This comprehensive plan 
aimed to promote sustainable development for ‘the fulfilment of basic 
needs, improved living standards for all, better protected and managed 
ecosystems and a safer, more prosperous future.’24 A significant aspect 

16	 Brundtland, Our Common Future, 8.
17	 See e,g,: Sachs, The Development Dictionary, 108.
18	 Krueger and Gibbs, Introduction.
19	 McNeill, The Concept of Sustainable Development.
20	 Springett and Redclift, Sustainable Development, 17.
21	 Fisher and Freudenburg, ‘Ecological Modernization’; Baker, ‘Sustainable 

Development as Symbolic’.
22	 Mol, Sonnenfeld and Spaargaren, The Ecological Modernisation Reader.
23	 Alaimo, ‘Sustainable This’, 559.
24	 United Nations Conference on Environment & Development, Agenda 21, 1.1.
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of Agenda 21 was its focus on ‘strengthening the role of non-govern-
ment organizations’25 as crucial partners in the shift toward sustainable 
development: ‘formal and informal organizations, as well as grass-roots 
movements, should be recognized as partners in the implementation of 
Agenda 21.’26 By integrating the already established networks, experi-
ments, and work done by environmentalist practices – who had been 
operating outside institutional frameworks – these institutions take ad-
vantage of their knowledge and mobilization capacity. As the document 
states, ‘those groups ... possess well-established and diverse experience, 
expertise and capacity in fields which will be of particular importance to 
the implementation and review of environmentally sound and socially 
responsible sustainable development.’27 This thesis thus argues that sus-
tainability may be understood as a conscious institutionalization of the 
ideas and claims of former grassroots organizations.

The term planning is not simple to define either. It may be broadly 
defined as the realization of an idea of a better place,28 or a better world,29 
although what that entails is contingent on different people’s approaches 
and changes over time and depends on place, as do the ways in which 
planning tries to realize those ideas. It is commonly assumed that plan-
ning inherently ‘carries with it a normative orientation and a tradition of 
debate’,30 as planning theorist Patsy Healey has remarked. The ‘planning 
project’, then, would comprise the collective effort made by planners 
and other institutional actors to improve place qualities.31 However, this 
has been questioned for being reductionist and for describing only the 
aspirations of progressively minded planners rather than reflecting how 
planning actually works.32

Some scholars argue33 that in practice, planning is a contested 
arena shaped by broader societal struggles. Civil society, grassroots 
organizations, and activist groups bring their own visions of a better 
world, and these visions may or may not align with institutional norms 
and frameworks. These groups often advocate alternative approaches 
that challenge the dominant planning paradigms, emphasizing diverse, 

25	 Ibid., 27
26	 Ibid., 27.1
27	 Ibid., 27.3
28	 Healey, Making Better Places.
29	 Mukhtar-Landgren, Planering för framsteg, 38
30	 Healey, The Universal and the Contingent, 200.
31	 Healey, Making.
32	 See, e.g.: Harvey, On Planning the Ideology of Planning, 165–85.
33	 See, e.g.: Friedman, Planning in the Public Domain, 1987; Sandercock, Introduction; 

Miraftab, Insurgent Planning.
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sometimes oppositional, ideas about how planning should serve the 
common good. In this thesis, I view planning as an expanded field 
that includes both the institutional and professional realms – the work 
of planners through policy and design mechanisms – and the agency 
of civil society, specifically of environmental activism, its claims, and 
experimental alternatives.

In short, there is both potential and contradiction in the rela-
tionship between environmentalism, sustainability, and planning. Envi-
ronmentalism called for systemic change, and institutional sustainable 
development assimilates these ideas without challenging the underlying 
capitalist structures of economic growth. European urban planning 
projects like Bo01 in Malmö exemplify how environmental concerns 
became a crucial planning discourse that has continued until today. 
The way the discourse has actually materialized is less clear, as are its 
historical roots. This thesis is concerned with these gaps and aims to 
thicken knowledge, from a planning history perspective, on this current 
sustainability mess.

1.1 Situating the Research
This thesis in planning history intersects with other fields such as urban 
history, architectural history, and urban political ecology. My approach 
to planning history is that of the International Planning History Society 
(IPHS),34 which defines the field as interdisciplinary and ‘dedicated to the 
enhancement of interdisciplinary studies in urban and regional planning 
history.’35 The theoretical and empirical foundation and the overall setup 
of this thesis have been shaped by the project within which it has been 
developed, namely the H2020 training programme urbanHist. The 
focus areas of the project, its approaches to European planning history, 
and the critical disciplinary discussions on planning history within the 
consortium, together with my involvement in the Department of Spatial 
Planning at Blekinge Institute of Technology (BTH) and the emphasis 
on (planning) theory, have influenced the orientations of this thesis.

In the book Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others, 
theorist Sara Ahmed (2006) interrogates how objects appear to us and 

34	 Many IPHS representatives have been actively involved in the project’s activities: 
Dirk Schubert (HafenCity University, Hamburg), Florian Urban (Glasgow School of 
Arts), Carola Hein (TU Delft), Stephen Ramos (University of Georgia), Karl Friedhelm 
Fischer (University of Kassel), Michael Hebbert (UCL London) and Stephen V. Ward 
(Oxford Brookes University).

35	 As described on the IPHS website, www.planninghistory.org/about-2/ [Accessed 
March 7, 2024]

http://www.planninghistory.org/about-2/
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provide us with points of orientation. ‘Orientations are about the di-
rection we take that puts some things and not others in our reach’,36 she 
writes. They thus depend on spatial settings and the conditions these 
settings provide us. Ahmed talks about proximity, visibility, and possibi-
lity, objects that are within reach and others that no longer are but that 
but still determine our future choices; objects that remain hidden; objects 
that are impossible for us to reach, and objects we desire. I bring in her 
view here to situate the research and try to make sense of the alignments 
I have chosen to take, and to describe how the conditions provided by 
the urbanHist project, and the research environment at the Department 
of Spatial Planning at BTH put enriching and sometimes divergent ways 
of approaching this work within my reach. Writing a planning history 
thesis and looking at the concept of sustainable urban development, 
taking the perspective of challenging the empirical tradition of the field, 
and acknowledging that planning is more than what planners do by 
bringing to the forefront the agency of environmental activist practices 
are some of the directions taken with this thesis.

In the following section, I contextualize the thesis as part of the 
urbanHist framework, as well as my positionality as an ‘early-stage 
researcher’ within it (1.1.1). I then situate the research in relation to the 
field of planning history within the so-called ‘new planning history’ 
(1.1.2), and to researchers outside planning history who have adopted a 
critical approach to sustainable development by expanding sustainability 
knowledge towards alternative epistemologies (1.1.3).

1.1.1 urbanHist
The research and training programme within which I have developed 
this thesis work, urbanHist, is a Horizon 2020 project that recognizes that 
the European planning historiography has been strongly characterized 
by Anglo-Saxon scholarship and comprehensively ignored the diversity 
of narratives from peripheral European territories (e. g. the former Eas-
tern Bloc, southern European territories, Scandinavia). The programme 
urbanHist aims to fill that gap and has adopted a pan-European approach 
as a leitmotiv. The programme was structured as a ‘polygonal conste-
llation’37 of forty-eight scholars with diverse academic backgrounds 
and twenty different nationalities who convened for biannual physical 
meetings [Figure 1]. Fifteen of its members were PhD students with 

36	 S. Ahmed, ‘Orientations’, 552.
37	 Welch-Guerra quoted in Bihlmaier, ‘urbanHist: A multidisciplinary’.
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various academic backgrounds, distributed in four academic institutions 
– Bauhaus Universität Weimar, Universidad de Valladolid, Pavol Jozef 
Šafárik University in Košice, and Blekinge Tekniska Högskola (BTH). 
Fourteen are representatives from partner organizations such as archives, 
museums, associations, and academic institutions, and eight are planning 
historians, who comprise the advisory board.38

PhD candidate Helene Bihlmaier describes the project’s general 
orientation as a response to three larger research tendencies in planning his-

38	 For more information about the consortium’s funding and duration, or for details 
about its members, see: www.urbanhist.eu

Figure 1. Overview diagram of the full urbanHIST consortium. Publi-
shed in Bihlmaier, H. (2020). urbanHIST: a multidisciplinary research and 
training programme on the history of European urbanism in the twentieth 

century. Planning Perspectives, 35(4), 731–739. Graphics: author

http://www.urbanhist.eu
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tory: the trend towards comprehensiveness; the promotion of transnational 
research approaches; and progressing disciplinary self-reflection.39 These 
tendencies, adopted with more or less intensity in the individual PhD 
theses, have been important for modelling the design of the project itself.

First, comprehensiveness was addressed through the formulation of 
eight major focus areas within which the theses were expected to be si-
tuated. These focus areas concentrate on specific tasks of planning, such 
as the promotion of infrastructure, social housing, or societal growth, and 
emphasize the interrelation of planning and other subject areas, such as 
cultural heritage or environment. My PhD position, for instance, is an-
chored in the urbanHist focus area ‘Planning for the growth society and 
the emergence of sustainability’, which proposed linking economic shifts 
and planning tendencies by looking at the planning ‘typology’ of sustai-
nable urban development, SUD. This will be elaborated more fully later.

In addition to the international composition of the urbanHist con-
sortium in its entirety, doctoral students should embody the promotion 
of transnational research during their research stays. Mandatory research 
stays were designated by the programme and took place at two partner 
organizations and at the second supervisor’s institution. In my case, I 
spent four months at the Swedish Centre for Architecture and Design 
in Stockholm (ArkDes), another four months at the Centre of Urban 
History (CUH) at the University of Leicester, and six months at the Uni-
versidad de Valladolid in Spain. At ArkDes, I worked on the institution’s 
superb architecture collections, as well as on the collections at Moderna 
Museet. Besides gaining familiarity with archives and sources, I had the 
opportunity to work from the inside of the institution, engaging with 
important ethical questions about the production of historical knowledge 
and the role of archives in the reproduction of discourses and canons. My 
sojourn at the CUH brought me in contact with urban history. CUH is 
an international reference institution for the field and houses the Cam-
bridge University Press Journal Urban History. There I found historians 
(and not architects or planners) who looked at urbanization processes and 
shifted the agency over the built environment towards civic life rather 
than adhering to the traditional planning history approach that puts the 
planner or designer at the very centre. Acknowledging that the agency 
over the built environment goes beyond simply what planners do – in 
my case, the agency of environmentalist practices over sustainable urban 
development – is an orientation that broadened during my stay there. 

39	 Bihlmaier, H. ‘urbanHist: A multidisciplinary’.
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Another important orientation that has developed is that it is 
necessary to engage with theory in order to scrutinize planning histo-
riography and be able to formulate meaningful questions to the past. In 
the book History and Cultural Theory, CUH director and urban historian 
Simon Gunn stresses that theoretical assumptions always inform histo-
rical scholarship, even when historical writing is explicitly empirical or 
factual. He writes that ‘history as a discipline is itself inherently theore-
tical’40 and encourages historians to use theory to become more self-re-
flexive about assumptions that guide their research. This important 
takeaway from my stay at CUH impacted the theoretical orientation 
of the thesis, since ‘compared to other social science research, explicitly 
theoretical work is rare in planning history’.41 I will elaborate on this 
more fully in the next section. In Valladolid, on the contrary, I returned 
to the disciplinary approach to planning in which I was educated; that 
is, the understanding of planning as a technical discipline that governs 
local and regional development and urban growth through the work 
of planners or urbanists.

Orientations are not only directed by the choices we make in the 
present and that direct us into the immediate future. In Ahmed’s view, 
choices are shaped by what is behind us from where we arrived, creating 
a loop between what is ahead and what is behind. ‘What bodies “tend to 
do” are effects of histories rather than being originated’,42 Ahmed writes. 
I write this PhD thesis with my background as an architect educated in 
Spain and the approach to urbanismo taught at Spanish schools, which 
sets up for certain tendencies. For planning historians Javier Monclús and 
Carmen Díez, this approach – which also corresponds to Latin European 
territories’ urbanisme, urbanismo, or urbanistica – pays more attention to 
urban forms, plans and projects and places less emphasis on the social, 
economic and political issues of planning than the Anglo-Saxon tradition 
and in Scandinavian nations.43 Similarly, in his own debates with plan-
ning theorist John Friedman, planning scholar and anthropologist James 
Holton distinguishes two definitions of urban planning: one is planning 
as referring to urban design, mostly derived from architecture; the other 
is planning as referring to the application of social sciences in managing 
society inherent to the modern state.44

40	 Gunn, History and Cultural Theory, 23.
41	 Sorensen, ‘Planning History and Theory’, 35.
42	 Ahmed, ‘Orientations’, 553.
43	 Monclús and Díez ‘Urbanisme, Urbanismo, Urbanística’.
44	 Holston, ‘Spaces of Insurgent Citizenship’.
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This discussion on the diversity of approaches towards planning, 
both geographically – in Anglo-Saxon Europe, Latin Europe, the for-
mer Eastern Bloc, Scandinavia – and within disciplines – town plan-
ning, planning, urbanism, urban studies, urban history – was part of the 
self-disciplinary reflectiveness that was widely cultivated within urbanHist. 
The consortium debates crystalized in a roundtable entitled ‘The Diverse 
Histories of European Urbanism in the long 20th Century’ that took place 
at the International Conference ‘Interpreting 20th Century European 
Urbanism’ in Stockholm, an event that I designed and co-organized 
with Professor Abdellah Abarkan and my fellow PhD student Helene 
Bihlmaier in 2019.

I became acquainted with many different perspectives and tradi-
tions within the field through the promotion of mobility and transna-
tionality in urbanHist, but my life also became nomadic, unstable, and 
chaotic. I changed residence five times during the first one-and-a-half 
years of the PhD studies. This led me to make the decision to arrange 
the thesis as a compilation of articles rather than the monograph form 
that is traditional for planning history theses. With all of the settling and 
transplanting, accessing materials and archives in different countries, 
presenting them at the urbanHist consortium meetings twice per year, 
I found myself in the dynamic of writing-while-on-the-move, where 
my computer was the only stable space. It mirrored the always-in-mo-
tion productive life that feminist philosopher Remedios Zafra antici-
pated in her 2010 book Un cuarto propio conectado (A connected room 
of one’s own), which conceptualizes computers as ‘returning home’ 
devices in a time of ‘excessive mobility’.45 The compilation format of 
this thesis has allowed me to include some of the scattered materials 
from this initial life on tour.

Coming back to Ahmed’s notion of spatial and material orien-
tations, the point of departure for the PhD study was a four-page 
research proposal for the urbanHist focus theme ‘Planning for the 
growth society and the emergence of sustainability’, an interview, 
and the offer and acceptance of a doctoral position at Bleking Te-
kniska Högskola in Karlskrona, Sweden. I arrived at the institution 
having left behind a wild working situation as an architect in Madrid; 
suffice it say that I didn’t arrive from inside, but from outside: outside 
planning, outside academia, outside Sweden. I turned from a practi-
ce-based career as an architect in my own country to research in Swe-

45	 Zafra, Un cuarto propio conectado, 122.
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den. The theme I addressed in the research proposal was broad and 
essentially linked privatization and deregulation processes in planning 
to the emergence and ubiquity of the concept of sustainable urban 
development, outlining an intimate link between ‘neoliberal planning 
and sustainable urban development’.46 The task was therefore to look 
at the contemporary phenomenon of the so-called sustainable urban 
development from a historical perspective. At the Department of Spa-
tial Planning at BTH however, planning history is a residual part of 
the academic curriculum, and not a research interest field within the 
department. I thus had urbanHist and the field of planning history, a 
discipline that traditionally belongs to the humanities and is predo-
minantly based on descriptive work, and in addition, close at hand, 
within my reach and at my department, were planning and planning 
theory and the social sciences way of doing research – each with its 
own conventions.

My affiliation with BTH and my stay at the Centre of Urban His-
tory at the University of Leicester underscored the necessity of engaging 
with theory in a field – planning history – in which this is not the main 
tendency. Urban historians at CUH naturally engage with theory, but 
theory is a central question at the Department of Spatial Planning in 
BTH, both in the educational training and in the research produced by 
the department. Here, as in other social sciences institutions, research 
without theory is inconceivable. Planning theorist Patsy Healey writes 
that theory is the guide for navigating the multiple uncertainties that 
planning as a discipline unfolds for the researcher: ‘planning theories 
ask fundamental questions about a world which is never fully knowable 
and about the role of planning in such an unknowable world’.47 During 
my years at the department, then, I was asked continually about the 
theoretical framework of my thesis at the research seminars. Beyond the 
initial ‘moment of disorientation’,48 this questioning made me aware of 
the lacunae that the lack of theory leaves in planning history, prompting 
me to reorient my work toward scholars who approach planning history 
with a theoretical lens, as I explore in the next section.

Before proceeding however, I would like to explicitly acknowle-
dge the European focus of this thesis. Although it perhaps diverges from 
the urbanHist project’s general orientations, I have omitted manifesta-
tions of environmentalist spatial practices originating from peripheral 

46	 For further information see: www.urbanhist.org
47	 Healey ‘Introduction’, 4.
48	 Ahmed, ‘Orientations’, 544.

file:///Users/carlesrodrigomonzo/Library/Mobile%20Documents/com%7eapple%7eCloudDocs/Treballs/Tesis%20Andrea/Material%20Andrea/../../../20_FINAL SEMINAR/www.urbanhist.org
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European territories such as southern or eastern Europe. This is mostly 
because the political circumstances in many of these regions between 
the 1970s and the 1990s prevented the agency of environmentalist stru-
ggles, and struggles in general, but it is also due to time limitations and 
difficulties accessing sources.

1.1.2 The ‘new planning history’
Planning historiography has been a key discursive tool and shaped 
the planning discipline’s self-perception.49 Since Ildefonso Cerdá’s 
foundational Teoría General de la urbanización (1867), early theories 
and manuals have used history to present urban design as an inherent 
part of the civilizing process, legitimizing an embryonic discipline and 
profession.50 This approach persists today, and we find historical intro-
ductory chapters in most comprehensive planning literature works.51 
Descriptive narratives revisit foundational texts, pioneering schemes, 
and the work of selected male planners to present an image of planning 
as an unproblematic and progressive endeavour.52 Although this role 
has been called into question during recent years, most of planning 
history literature remains largely positivistic and descriptive, relying on 
empirical case studies that aim to uncritically fill knowledge gaps rather 
than engaging in theoretical innovation.53

The urbanHist training programme generally reinforces this tra-
ditional descriptive tendency. Since its ambitions consisted of rectifying 
historical gaps from peripheral regions in Europe – understanding An-
glo-Saxon historiography as the centre – the transnational perspective 
has been the cornerstone of the programme.54 Most of the production 
within the project, as well as the internal training, has revolved around the 
identification of these gaps, their narratives, and transnational compari-
son. However, critical analysis and theoretical experimentation have not 
been central to the discussions, nor has the programme included seminars 
on planning theory or other theoretical frameworks.

49	 Sevilla Buitrago, Introduction, 8.
50	 Bihlmaier, ‘Historiography avant la lettre?’; Sevilla Buitrago, ‘Introduction’, 8-9.
51	 Freestone. ‘Learning from Planning’s Histories’; Ward, Freestone and Silver, ‘The 

“New” Planning History’.
52	 Sandercock, Rewriting Planning History.
53	 Watanabe, ‘Searching for the Framework’; Ward, Freestone and Silver, ‘The “New” 

Planning History’, 244.
54	 Looking beyond national borders is part of the tendency of writing planning 

histories. Authors such as Leonardo Benevolo, Anthony Sutcliffe, or Françoise 
Choay initiated this tendency around the change of the millennia. The shift has 
evolved towards a global scale in what is called Global History of Planning. See 
Watanabe, ‘Searching for the Framework’.
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In the introduction to the Routledge’s Handbook of Planning History 
(2017), which is the most ambitious, rich, and recent attempt to map the 
planning history evolution as a field, Carola Hein examines the reasons 
for the above limitations. The main motives for the lacunae, she explains, 
may be the relative youth of both planning and planning history as in-
dependent disciplines, the lack of history courses in planning education 
curriculums, and the absence of training for planning historians in aca-
demic institutions. The latter particularly, she argues, leads to a flagrant 
lack of self-reflection.55

Nonetheless, blurring the border with urban history and the 
emergence of more critical perspectives in the 1980s produced bright 
reference examples of theoretically informed planning histories. I refer 
to examples as Christine Boyer’s engagement with Foucault; Dolores 
Hayden’s feminist critique; Anthony D King’s post-colonial studies; or 
Leonie Sandercock’s frame of insurgent planning practices in the late 
1990s.56 Rather than assuming history to be positivistic, these scholars 
produced significant advances in the diversification of topics, experien-
ces, and planning agencies under scrutiny, and combined theory and 
traditional historical sources to constructing the narrative and contribute 
to a critical planning historiography. While the call for a critical turn 
played a fundamental role in renewing the field, it did not bring about 
a paradigm shift in planning history as it did in planning theory.57 ‘The 
“new” approach in planning history’, as Ward et al. call it, is still com-
paratively minor.58

I identify my work within this critical tradition that ‘challenges em-
pirical history’.59 I am very much indebted to the groundbreaking work 
of Leonie Sandercock and her denunciation of systematic exclusions in 
‘official’ planning history, which she calls the dark or noir side of plan-
ning history.60 Unlike its American counterpart, which has been studied 
recently,61 the agency of European environmental activism throughout 
the long 1970s – returning to the focus of this thesis – remains largely 
unexplored in European planning historiography; hence, it may be 
considered noir. Sandercock demands planning historians to pay more 
attention to theory for disciplinary self-reflexivity:

55	 Hein, C. The What, Why, and How.
56	 Boyer, Dreaming the Rational City; Hayden, Redesigning the American Dream; 

King, Exporting Planning; Sandercock, Making.
57	 Sevilla Buitrago, Introduction, 9.
58	 Ward, Freestone and Silver, ‘The “New” Planning History’, 246.
59	 Freestone, ‘Writing’.
60	 Sandercock, Making.
61	 Scott, Architecture of Technoutopia.
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There are systematic exclusions which emerge from 
the authors’ epistemological positions concerning the 
proper subject and object of planning, concerning 
the writing of history, and concerning the relations-
hip of planning to power and the power of systems 
of thought. In order to understand these systematic 
exclusions, we need theory.62

Similarly, architecture historian Mark Jarzombek calls for resto-
ring historicity in critical historiography. ‘How does one historicize the 
history of our discipline’s intellections now that these intellections have 
impacted the very history that will investigate them? How could we as 
interpreters slip beyond the limits of tradition?’63 Getting rid of the positi-
vistic and progressive of the modern narrative is a burden that requires the 
substantial and sometimes difficult effort of ‘taking up the uncomfortable 
position of an uninvited guest in its own house’64 by pointing out the 
gaps, inconsistencies, and weaknesses in one’s own discipline, according 
to Jarzombek. Jarzombek and Sandercock advocate for the adoption of 
theory as a way of linking the present to the past and producing mea-
ningful narratives. Theory, Sandercock writes, can be ‘a transformative 
act’65 for the field of planning history.

Bringing contemporary concerns about climate change and the 
current debates about normative sustainability to the historical analysis 
facilitates the formulation of new questions and the unveiling of over-
looked stories about the relationship between planning and environ-
mental protection.

1.1.3 Towards ‘other’ sustainability epistemologies
There is a vast amount of academic literature on sustainable urban devel-
opment from the point of view of planning, much of it focused on exam-
ples that constitute successful practices. Through case studies, researchers 
seek to show how sustainability plays out in different places and under 
different policies by analysing policy documents66 or developing systems 
for rating cities based on indicators, assessment schemes, or measurable 

62	 Sandercock, Making, 13.
63	 Jarzombek, ‘A Prolegomena’, 197.
64	 Ibid., 203.
65	 Sandercock, Making, 26.
66	 Beatley, Green Urbanism; Birch and Wachter, Growing Greener Cities; Wheeler, 

The Sustainable Development Reader; Fitzerald, Emerald Cities; Slavin, 
Sustainability.
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goals.67 According to planning scholars Rob Krueger and David Gibbs, 
this quantitative, managerial, and measurable approach presents sustaina-
bility in an acritical and optimistic tone, sustained by data from analytic 
firms, research institutions, and businesses.68 This perspective situates the 
origins of sustainable urban development in the multi-authored Brun-
dtland Report, thereby ignoring the earlier agency of environmentalism 
and the influence of its spatial and technological experiments and ideas.

However, an emerging stock of (planning) literature from diffe-
rent fields, particularly Marxist scholarship in urban political ecology69 
and feminist environmental humanities,70 takes a less optimist stance and 
suggests that sustainability marketing is not supported by actual environ-
mental outcomes,71 pointing to the recurrent social and spatial injustices 
produced by sustainable planning practices.72 Moreover, these scholars 
argue that the aforementioned uncritical and optimistic perception of 
sustainability tends to depoliticize the concept of sustainable urban deve-
lopment (SUD) and its built outcomes, presenting it as the best and only 
environmental option, thereby stifling the imagination of alternatives.73

To counteract this, many of these scholars turn to local communi-
ties, protest movements, and non-human actors to open up imaginative 
spaces for other possibilities74 and to reveal the contradictions of norma-
tive planning and its sustainability practices. These alternatives, referred 
to as ‘Other Worlds’75 by geographer Gibson-Graham, ‘Altering Prac-
tices’76 by architect Doina Petrescu, or ‘other stories’77 by philosopher of 
science Isabelle Stengers – to mention only a few – reject the capitalist, 
consumerist, and resource-consuming western model of sustainable 
development and growth.

Environmental humanities scholar Stacy Alaimo brings historical 
attention to the overlooked consequences of assimilating prior envi-
ronmentalist struggles into a normative framework and suggests that 
‘we may well ask how environmentalism as a social movement became 

67	 Fitzerald, ‘Eco-districts’; Mori, ‘Review of Sustainability’.
68	 Krueger and Gribs, Introduction.
69	 Swyngedouw, ‘Depoliticized Environments’; Heynen, Neoliberal Environments; 

Kaika, Turning up the Heat.
70	 Alaimo, ‘Sustainable This’; Schalk, Gunnarsson-Östling and Bradley, Feminist 

Futures.
71	 Holgersen and Malm, ‘“Green Fix”’.
72	 Checker, ‘Wiped Out by the “Greenwave”’.
73	 Swyngedouw, Sustainability, 38.
74	 Heynen, Kaika, and Swyngedouw, In the Nature.
75	 Gibson-Graham, ‘Diverse Economies’.
76	 Petrescu, Altering Practices.
77	 Stengers, I. In Catastrophic Times. Resisting the Coming Barbarism, Open 

Humanity Press, 2015.
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so smoothly coopted and institutionalised as sustainability.’78 The ideas 
and experiments of environmentalist individuals or groups have been 
discredited as non-professional, utopian, or dismissed as the actions of 
‘tree huggers’,79 and they have remained outside planning historiography. 
Sustainability, Alaimo warns, has become a ‘politically embedded practice 
that is too important to be left to the experts’.80

Following this, I explore the possibility of including the agency of 
western European environmentalist practices and the agency of ‘ordi-
nary experts’ to historicize sustainable urban development. By tracking 
the ways in which these ‘other’ practices became normative, I aim to 
formulate a productive critique of the assumptions, ideological entan-
glements, inconsistencies, and questionable goals of today’s normative 
sustainability.

1.2 Structure of the Kappa
This PhD thesis comprises this cover essay and five papers. The role of 
the cover essay, kappa in Swedish (literally ‘coat’), is to situate and give 
coherence to the theoretical, methodological and empirical choices made 
in the papers, and to join together the papers in a wider discussion. The 
kappa thus highlights the broader theoretical and empirical contributions 
of this research.

Chapter 2 is a ‘state of the art’, or a literature review, and follows 
this introductory chapter. It identifies historical gaps and tendencies in 
planning and architecture history literature regarding the historicity of 
sustainable urban development. Chapter 3 clarifies the aims and research 
questions in relation to the gaps indicated in the previous chapter.

In Chapter 4, I present the theoretical approaches that have in-
formed my research position, both throughout the papers, and in the 
cover essay. In Chapter 5, I show the research process and explain my 
work on the archives and how I have processed the primary sources in 
greater detail.

Chapter 6 consists of summaries of the five papers. I discuss the 
main findings in the three parts of Chapter 7. These correspond to the 
overarching research questions presented in Chapter 3, and to different 
critical approaches outlined in Chapter 1. Finally, Chapter 8 contains the 
conclusions of the research and points at directions for future research.

78	 Alaimo, ‘Sustainable’, 559.
79	 Ibid., 558.
80	 Ibid.
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1.3 List of Papers

Paper Ia
A Gimeno-Sánchez, ‘A Look to Transgressive Plan-
ning Practices: Calling for alternative sources and ac-
tors’ in M Welch-Guerra et al. (eds.) European Planning 
History in the 20th Century. A continent of urban planning, 
New York and Abingdon: Routledge, 2023, 233-245, 
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003271666-25

Paper Ib
A Gimeno-Sánchez, ‘Urbanism of Zines: The poten-
tial of environmentalist zines as sources for planning 
history’, Planning Perspectives, 37(6), 2022, 1115-
1146, https://doi.org/10.1080/02665433.2022.2025887
Planning Perspectives Prize 2024 – Highly Commended

The article and chapter are continuations of the paper ‘Dilettante 
Builders: Undercurrents and the environmentalist habitat in the 
1970s’, which was presented at the Second urbanHist Conference “In-
terpreting 20th Century European Urbanism”, in the panel ‘Cities and 
the Environment’. Ebba Högström and I co-chaired the panel in 
October 2019.

Paper II
A Gimeno-Sánchez, ‘Environmental Ideas Coopted: 
ARARAT Exhibition, Stockholm, 1976’. 
A&U Journal of Architectural and Town Planning 
Theory. Vol. LIV Number 3 – 4, 2020, 180-195.

The article is the continuation of the conference paper ‘Archaeology of 
Future Sustainability: ARARAT 1976’ presented at the First urbanHist 
International Conference in UPJS Kosice (Slovakia) in April 2019. https://
doi.org/10.31577/archandurb.2020.54.3-4.3

Paper III
A Gimeno-Sánchez, 'Green Housing Dream: From 
Welfare Equality to Deregulation and Desire: Un-
derstenshöjden, 1989,' in Proceedings of the II In-
ternational Congress Cultura y Ciudad, organised 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003271666-25
https://doi.org/10.1080/02665433.2022.2025887
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by AhAU (Asociación de Historiadores de la Ar-
quitectura y el Urbanismo [Spanish Association of 
Historians of Architecture and Urbanism]), Grana-
da, 23–25 January 2018, 1397-1407. ISBN 978-84-
17301-24-8.

Paper III was the first paper I wrote, and my intention has always been 
to rework it for inclusion in my thesis. Recently, in July 2024, I presen-
ted a revised version at the 20th International Planning History Society 
Conference in Hong Kong entitled ‘Environmentalism from the WC: 
Understenshöjden, Stockholm, 1989-1995.’ In the presentation, I used 
the empirical material combined with new material, mostly from HSB 
publications, and incorporated Selznick’s cooptation theory to discuss the 
assimilation of both the planning ideas and members of the ecological 
community by the housing company HSB. Rewriting this paper remains 
a pending task for after submission.

Paper IV
A Gimeno-Sánchez, 'The City of Tomorrow? The 
Bo01 Housing Exhibition in Malmö, Sweden, 2001, 
as Model of Sustainable Urban Development', Archi-
tectural Histories, Volume 13(1), 2025, 1-30. https://
doi.org/10.16995/ah.11566
Note: The version printed in this dissertation corres-
ponds to the uncorrected author proof.

The article is the continuation of the paper ‘When Environment Beco-
mes Spectacle. Bo01 Housing Exhibition – or the City of Tomorrow 
– in Malmö, Sweden, 2001’ which I presented in a higher seminar in the 
Department of Spatial Planning at BTH in November 2023. 
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2. 
Finding the Gap: Sustainability  
in planning history literature

Having situated the research within the urbanHist research project 
and outlined the structure of the PhD thesis and its papers, the present 
chapter is dedicated to the state of the art or literature review. It provides 
an overview of what has been written about the history of the concept 
of sustainable urban development and explores the shifting relationship 
between planning and environmentalism over the last fifty years. First, 
I look at the historization of the concept itself. I then present two key 
thematic and argumentative strands from planning and architectural 
history that inform this study. These strands provide a framework for 
my analysis and highlight critical knowledge gaps that have shaped the 
formulation of my research questions.

Little has been written about the history of sustainable urban 
development from the perspective of planning, which is the field to 
which this study aims to contribute. General historiography, howe-
ver, links the emergence of the concept sustainable development to 
United Nations conferences, commissions, and reports, situating its 
official birth in 1987 with the publication of the so-called Brundt-
land Report, Our Common Future.81 This seminal document followed 
the UN Conference on the Environment in Stockholm in 1972 – 
considered when environmental diplomacy emerged – and the UN 
Conference on Human Settlements, Habitat, in Vancouver in 1976. 
In both events, rapid urbanization processes were highlighted as a 
destructive force for the environment.82

Beyond the famous definition of sustainable development as 
‘development that meets the needs of the present without compromi-
sing the ability of future generations to meet their own needs’, and its 
framing around the ‘three pillars’– human, environmental, economic 
– the Brundtland Report brought together two questions that were 
important for Europe’s approach to sustainable urban development: the 
institutionalization of selected practices, people, and ideas stemming  
 
 

81	 Caradonna, Introduction.
82	 Ibid., 19.
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from the environmental struggles of the preceding decades, and the 
coupling of environmental concerns with economic growth.83

The institutionalization of environmental concerns took place 
parallel to the massive deregulation, privatization, and decentralization 
processes that went on in many European welfare states, producing 
enormous changes to the role of planning. Writing about the neolibe-
ralization processes in the 1980s in Europe, planning historian Peter Hall 
called it ‘planning turned upside down’;84 planning went from ‘regulating 
urban growth, to encouraging it by every possible means.’85 Hall des-
cribes how urbanization became an important economic asset in which 
to invest: ‘cities, the new message rang loud and clear, were machines 
for wealth creation’.86 In a new situation where responsibilities were de-
centralized and public management moved towards local governance, 
planning offices implemented growth-oriented policies and formed 
partnerships with private actors to enforce them and adopted processes 
of ‘urban entrepreneurialism’,87 a term coined by geographer David Har-
vey. Planning historian Stephen V Ward describes this phenomenon as 
the ‘marketization’ of planning policies, where cities engaged in fierce 
competition and ‘intended primarily to enhance and demonstrate their 
attractiveness to mobile investment and consumption.’88

This was also when urbanist Richard Florida advocated for the 
creation of attractive urban environments to appeal the ‘creative class’ 
for the new knowledge-based economy: ‘places that attract people 
attract companies and generate new innovations, and this leads to a vir-
tuous circle of economic growth.’89 Therefore, I wish to highlight that 
we cannot understand the popularization of the concept of sustainable 
urban development in Europe without acknowledging the marriage of 
environmentalism and growth in the context of market deregulation, 
municipal entrepreneurialism, and the conceptualization of cities as at-
tractive for investment.

83	 For example, the European Environmental Agency was established in 1993; the 
European Urban Waste Water Treatment Directive was approved in 1991; various 
Environmental Protection Acts were endorsed in most European countries 
in the late 1980s; and cities such as Freiburg (1990), Copenhagen (1993), or 
Barcelona (1995), developed their own local Agenda 21 to promote sustainable 
urban development. Environmentalist NGOs and activists were integrated as 
consultants into formal decision-making processes, policy development, and 
implementation of initiatives. Caradonna, ‘Introduction’, 159.

84	 Hall, Cities of Tomorrow, 415.
85	 Ibid.
86	 Ibid.
87	 Harvey, ‘From Managerialism’.
88	 Ward, Selling Places, 2.
89	 Florida, The Cities, 139.
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A comprehensive action plan presented at the subsequent UN 
Conference in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, entitled Agenda 21, listed spe-
cific tasks at different levels of society for the century to come. One 
of them was ‘promoting sustainable urbanization’.90 With no further 
specifications provided as to its actual implementation, and in the con-
text of local governance mentioned above, many European countries 
adopted Agenda 21’s tasks at the municipal level. Laws were passed that 
required all municipalities to produce their own Agenda 21 documents, 
and planning offices became responsible for handling the uncertain 
question of urban sustainable development. In 1994 in Sweden for 
instance, a new law (SOU 1994:36 Miljö och fysisk planering) requi-
red municipalities, which had the full responsibility for planning since 
1987, to concretize their interpretation of sustainable development 
within physical planning processes.91

Thus, in a context of deindustrialization and economic crisis, mu-
nicipalities found a way of killing two proverbial birds with a single stone 
in the vision of sustainable urban development: addressing economic 
recovery by attracting investments and employment whilst at the same 
time shaping a type of urbanization that ‘protects’ the environment. Still 
in its experimental phase, sustainable urban development started to entail 
rewards in the form of public funds, international recognition, and an 
improved public image.92 Hall paints a clear picture of how planning 
was trying to reinvent itself: ‘City administrators and city planners found 
themselves in competition with other cities as they sought to reconstruct 
their economies, replacing dead or dying industries with new ones, and 
rebuild the shattered industrial landscapes that resulted from this cata-
clysm economic change’93 What he described as the ‘competitive city’ and 
‘sustainable city’94 became the same thing for many western European 
cities since the turn of the millennia.

In practical terms, sustainability has become closely linked to cir-
cularity, technology, and privately managed certification systems such 
as LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design), BREEAM 
(Building Research Establishment Environmental Assessment Method), 
and C2C (Cradle to Cradle Certified). Architect William McDonough 
and chemist Michael Braungart introduced the concept of sustainable 

90	 Agenda 21, 7.21.
91	 Nilsson, ‘Planning for Sustainability’.
92	 Busch, ‘Green Attraction’.
93	 Hall, Cities, 10.
94	 Ibid.
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design in The Hanover Principles: Design for sustainability (1992), which 
later crystallized in their book Cradle to Cradle: Remaking the way we make 
things (2002). Their work promoted a circular economy model focused 
on reuse and recycling. Although these certification systems are private 
sector initiatives, they significantly influence public policies and regula-
tions, with public institutions often requiring them for certain projects.

But what can we actually find about the genealogy of sustainability in 
urban planning historiography? The answer is not very much. Despite the 
huge impact of sustainability – at least discursively – on planning practi-
ces, planning historiography has not tackled the history of sustainability 
in a comprehensive way. According to architecture theorist Simon Guy, 
the history of sustainability is ‘unresolved, with attempts to historicize 
sustainability appearing to manage little more than to catalogue a con-
fusing proliferation of movements and styles, resulting in a cul-de-sac 
of confusion and a rather pessimistic outlook.’95 Similarly, architecture 
historian Kim Förster states that ‘an environmental history of architecture 
is still in its infancy’ in comparison to the work developed by the young 
disciplines of environmental history or environmental humanities.96 Al-
though Guy and Förster’s analyses refer to architecture history, the same 
may be applied to planning history.

Peter Hall’s seminal book of urban planning history Cities of 
Tomorrow contains only a five-page section devoted to the impact 
of ‘The Search for Sustainability’. The planning historian states that, 
although sustainable urban development from the 1990s had become 
a ‘Holy Grail’ and ‘everyone was in favour of it’, it lacked historici-
zation, and the task of historicizing it was difficult as ‘nobody knew 
exactly what it meant’.97

Nevertheless, Hall agrees with some of the SUD design principles: 
compact urban form, buildings facing the street, promotion of places 
reachable by foot and by bicycle, or ‘building forms that conserve energy 
and minimize emissions of pollutants’ are common patterns. Yet, he va-
guely situates the New Urbanists’ proposals as one of the practical imple-
mentations of the sustainability ideas. Similarly, planning historian Eric 
Mumford, who recently published Designing the Modern City. Urbanism 
since 1850 – a wide survey of planning ideas, theories, and practices since 
1850 – also names the American New Urbanists as early implementors of 

95	 Guy, ‘Introduction’, 567.
96	 Förster, ‘Undisciplined Knowing’.
97	 Hall, Cities.
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sustainability ideas.98 In the same chapter, he links them to the European 
urban renovations events of the IBA Berlin in 1987 and the Barcelona 
Olympics in 1992, citing their celebration of the compacity and walka-
bility of the historical city.99 There is, however, no mention of the social 
struggles and radical experiments that accompanied urban regeneration 
processes in Berlin and Barcelona.100

The Routledge Handbook of Planning History, instead, links sustai-
nability to the concept of liveability, tracing a genealogical link from the 
sanitary reforms at the end of the 19th century to the plans to improve 
hygiene and air quality in the beginning of the 20th century, connecting 
the garden cities and the postwar New Towns.101

Historical narratives about the relationship between the built 
environment and the natural environment – e. g. nature as something 
to preserve, to contemplate, to venerate, to exploit – depend on its con-
ceptualization, on the positionality of the human towards the natural 
world. In her What is Nature?, philosopher Kate Soper writes that our 
contemporary views are a result of, on the one hand, the Romantic ideas 
of the 17th and 18th centuries and the tension between the positive aes-
thetic and the destructive and sublime power of the natural world, and 
on the other hand, the Enlightenment desires for control-by-design of 
nature’s physical powers.102 Building on Soper’s approach, architecture 
theorist Peg Rawes points out that planning and architecture discourses 
have paralleled this twofold dialectical condition, taking anthropocentric 
(human-centred) and non-anthropocentric (non-human centred) cha-
racteristics of nature.103 Following the same dichotomy, but in Marxist 
terms, urbanist Matthew Gandy distinguishes a ‘first nature’ that would 
have existed independently from human intervention, and a ‘second na-
ture’, shaped by human activity, that has encompassed the entirety of the 
natural environment in contemporary times.104 Geographer Nik Heynen 
proposes ‘neoliberal nature’ as a subcategory of ‘second nature’. 105 The 
term entails the total commodification and marketization of nature in 
contemporary neoliberal power systems.

Different conceptualizations, then, have informed planning and 
its terminology, from the term ‘landscape’ to ‘environment’ in the 

98	 Mumford, Designing.
99	 Ibid., 371.
100	 Förster, ‘The Green IBA’.
101	 Schott, ‘Livability’.
102	 Soper, What is Nature?
103	 Rawes, Relational Architectural, 3.
104	 Gandy, Natura Urbana.
105	 Heynen and Robbins, ‘The Neoliberalization of Nature’.
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1880s, and to ‘environmental’ discourses in the 1920s, ‘ecological’ in 
the 1970s, and the more recent ‘green’ developments or ‘sustainability’ 
since the 1980s.106

Environmentalism in the 1970s was substantially different from 
the traditional environmentalism of the early 20th century, when en-
vironmentalists tended to be conservationists interested in wildlife and 
landscapes. Part of the emancipatory social movements after May 1968, 
environmentalists since the 1970s condemned not only environmental 
degradation but the society doing the degrading. 107 On the contrary, sus-
tainability advocators around the turn of the millennium are embedded 
in an eco-modernization discourse where the focus is on technology and 
science to decouple growth and environmental damage, and therefore 
does not require systemic change.108

The limited planning histories related to environmental protection 
are thus diverse, scattered, and sometimes contradictory, depending on 
the researcher’s conceptualization of the relationship between humans, 
planning, and the natural world.

Architecture scholar Susannah Hagan, for instance, in Ecological 
Urbanism: The Nature of the City, foregrounds a view of the city as a literal 
and metaphorical ecosystem, what she calls ‘artificial ecosystems’.109 Cities 
are ‘an engineering model’110 that achieve interdependent efficiencies 
and life-preserving redundancies as natural ecosystems, demanding and 
supplying resources, generating energy, captioning water, and recycling 
waste.111 Hagan outlines three possible urban ecological models – the 
garden city, the compact city, and the continuum ideogram – and a his-
torical context for each of them to validate her proposal. The genealogies 
start with Ebenezer Howard, Patrick Abercrombie’s London Metropoli-
tan Green Belt and the phenomena of ‘green infrastructures’, and arrive 
at the 1980s eco-city Vauban in Freiburg. The second moves from Le 
Corbusier’s Ville Contemporaine (1922) to the New Urbanists in the 
1990s and the contemporary compact model, and finally, from Moisei 
Ginzburg’s Green City and the Russian Disurbanists in the 1920s, Frank 
Lloyd Wright’s Broadacre City (1935), Patrick Geddes’ Cities in Evolution 
(1913), and Ian McHarg’s Design with Nature (1967) to shift the focus on 

106	 Hawkes, The Environmental Imagination, 26.
107	 Veldman, Fantasy Bomb.
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the regional scale. Hagan’s efforts to contextualize ecological urbanism 
reveal the complexity of the task and how the selection of precedents 
often reflects the researcher’s intention to legitimize a practice though 
the lens of history.

In the article ‘The Complex History of Sustainability’ published in 
Volume, urban studies scholars Amir Djalali and Piet Vollaard attempt to 
draw a timeline that spans from 1000 to 2040, tracing the evolution of 
theories, movements, and actors that preceded notions of sustainability. 
The illustration shows an escalating complexity in the field over time 
and a peak in names and theories since the 1970s.112 Moreover, it shows 
the impossibility of covering them exhaustively – not least within this 
chapter of the cover essay of this thesis.

Acknowledging the ‘cul-de-sac of confusion’113 – to revisit Simon 
Guy’s perspective about the state-of-the-art of the historization of sustai-
nability – I bring two argumentative strands found in planning history 
literature that have helped me identify gaps in historiography and guided 
the formulation of my research questions. The first situates the origins of 
ecological concerns in the anarchist lineage of planning; and the second 
highlights how North American counterculture dominates the historical 
narrative of environmentalist practices.

2. 1 The Anarchist Roots of Environmentalism
‘History’, said W.R. Lethaby, ‘is written by those who 
survive, philosophy by the well-to-do; those who go 
under have the experience.’ But once you begin to 
look at human society from an anarchist point of view 
you discover that the alternatives are already there, in 
the interstices of the dominant power structure. If you 
want to build a free society, the parts are all at hand.114

The anarchist lineage of environmentalism is important for this PhD 
study, particularly that communicated via the work of planning historian 
José Luis Oyón, who traces the origins of environmentalist planning to 
19th-century anarchist thought. He focusses on Eliseé Reclus’ city-nature 
fusion and Piotr Kropotkin’s city-country integration,115 linking their 
ideas to contemporary approaches to bottom-up urbanism and natu-

112	 Djalali and Vollaard, ‘The Complex History’.
113	 Guy, ‘Introduction’, 567.
114	 Ward, Anarchism, 20.
115	 Oyón, Autoconstrucción; Oyón, La ciudad.
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re-city fusion.116 Oyón’s work is significant for historicizing anarchists’ 
spatial ideas such as urban decentralization, self-sufficient communities, 
provision of countryside infrastructures, and nature protection in urban 
environments, and also for highlighting how these visions were tied to 
radical socioeconomic shifts. In particular, he stresses that the anarchist 
vision of an emancipated, cooperative, and self-sufficient society required 
a revolutionary break with capitalist models of spatial planning (e.g. food 
supply, housing, and municipal public services).117

Official historiography has widely recognized the link between 
planning and the anarchist tradition. Actually, ‘The anarchist roots of 
the planning movement’ is a key aspect and the title of the first chapter 
of Hall’s Cities of Tomorrow.118 Hall shows the influence of anarchist ideas 
such as cooperation and decentralization and the holistic understanding 
of the city-region from Ebenezer Howard and Patrick Geddes before 
tracing a genealogical path to Lewis Mumford’s regionalism. Oyón and 
geographer Marcelo Lopes de Souza have pointed out that Hall’s historio-
graphy disregards the impact of anarchist ideas outside the Anglo-Saxon 
context, as well as its further influence in the 1970s, neglecting authors 
as e.g. Murray Bookchin and his ‘municipalism’, ‘social ecology’, and 
visions of a ‘liberatory technology’.119

Recent scholarship highlights the concepts of critical regionalism, 
as developed by Kenneth Frampton, and habitat, introduced by the 
younger generation of CIAM participants (Team X), as pioneering 
approaches to rethinking planning and ecology. 120 In linking these ideas 
to Geddes’ legacy, architectural historians emphasize how these prac-
tices underscored the trans-scalar interdependencies between domestic 
space, the city, the region, and the environment. However, by focusing 
primarily on spatial strategies, they overlook the socio-economic trans-
formations proposed by earlier anarchist thinkers, which challenged the 
hierarchical structures of capitalist states.

This PhD research addresses this historiographical gap, arguing 
that key principles of environmentalist movements in the 1970s – such 

116	 Oyón and Kuzmanic, ‘The Anarchist Strain’.
117	 Although the approach is presented in his seminal Fields, Factories and 
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as community autonomy, self-management, cooperative mutuality, 
ruralization, and self-construction – must be historicized as part of the 
anarchist planning tradition.

Interestingly, geography scholars situate these early anarchists’ 
geographers as proto-post-humanists, arguing that their ideas – especially 
Kropotkin’s – ‘challenged the occidental philosophical tradition that put 
humans at the top of the naturalistic hierarchies and anticipated today’s 
relational ideas on hybridity, more-than-human interaction, and even 
affectivity.’121 Seeking a more ethical relationship with nature becomes 
crucial for understanding the inconsistencies of contemporary sustainable 
developments. I return to these ethical dimensions of sustainability in the 
discussion (Chapter 7), where I bring in anarchist visions of technology 
as a means for non-domination of nature.122

2. 2 The Hegemony of North American Histories
Historiography has largely focused on the impact of the North American 
counterculture of the 1960s and 1970s in shaping environmental cons-
ciousness, often dismissing contributions from European emancipatory 
movements. North American back-to-the-land movements, along 
with the famous The Whole Earth Catalogue, are commonly assumed 
to be precedents of an ‘ideologically oriented sustainability lifestyle’,123 
Back-to-the-land movements entailed voluntary migrations from cities 
to the countryside in search of an alternative way of life. The country-
side was thus the ideal setting for an autonomous socio-spatial change 
from the cities, which are seen as socio-environmentally degraded due 
to urbanization and as promoting a depraved urban lifestyle.124 Urban 
historian Dolores Hayden’s Seven American Utopias: The Architecture of 
Communitarian Socialism 1790-1975 (1979), and Liselotte and Oswald 
Mathias Ungers’ Kommunen in der neuen Welt 1740-1971 (1972) explore 
various examples of these anti-urban communal living experiments, all of 
which were located far from urban centres, emphasized self-sufficiency, 
and displayed a range of anti-modern architectures.

The idealization of the countryside as a space of autonomy contrasts 
with the urban-centred institutionalization of environmentalist practices 
promoted by the establishment. Architecture historian Felicity Scott 
highlights the contradictions of this process in Outlaw Territories (2016), 

121	 Springer, The Anarchist Roots, 29.
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unveiling the complex alliances between North American institutions 
(diplomats, governments, politicians, and scientists), activists and NGOs. 
Crucially, she situates these alliances within the broader expansion of 
global governance structures and the rise of neoliberal capitalism.

Scott explores how planning practices extended beyond the local 
or regional level to the global scale in response to the looming threat 
of environmental collapse, with planning transformed into a post-po-
litical, hyper-technical discipline grounded in scientific management, 
measurable data, and experimental technologies.125 According to en-
vironmental historians Paul Warde, Libby Robin and Sverker Sörlin, 
this technological turn caused a rupture in the validity of environmental 
knowledge. Rather than being produced by individuals, communities, 
or local groups, environmental expertise became an ‘aggregative ex-
pertise’,126 embodied in multi-authored mega-reports commissioned 
by international bodies and reliant on computer-generated data. This 
shift fundamentally redefined who holds legitimacy to speak up for the 
environment and who does not.127

Scott’s work has been instrumental in informing this thesis, not 
least for its presentation of the contradictions between establishment 
and anti-establishment practices and illumination of how planning and 
architecture became technocratic global practices driven by data mana-
gement, which has been key for the new structures of global governance. 
Her work opens the door to further explorations of similar dynamics in 
geographies outside the dominant North American context.

125	 Scott, Outlaw Territories, 9-33.
126	 Warde, Robin and Sörlin, The Environment, 22, 27, 134.
127	 Ibid., 16.



3. 
Aims and Research Questions

This PhD thesis is within the urbanHist focus area ‘Planning for the 
growth society and the emergence of sustainability’. According to the 
programme, this focus area links ‘neoliberal planning and sustainable 
urban development’ and aims to explore sustainable urban development 
from a planning history perspective.

The literature review has revealed the fragmented historization 
of sustainability as well as a disconnect between historical European 
environmentalism – and the influence on it of anarchist thought – and 
the contemporary techno-managerial sustainability practices that emer-
ged parallel to the rise of neoliberal capitalism. This research bridges 
these two perspectives and explores how sustainability has been shaped, 
institutionalized, and, in some cases, depoliticized. It seeks to uncover 
alternative planning trajectories that draw on evolving grassroots-, 
cooperative-, and self-managed traditions, offering a critical lens 
through which to scrutinize the dominant sustainability discourse in 
urban planning. The general purpose of this collection of articles and 
this cover essay is to increase knowledge on the history of sustainable 
planning by addressing this historiographic gap and exploring the link 
between environmentalist ideas and sustainability practices that has 
hitherto been overlooked.

The first aim of the research is therefore to identify environmentalist 
practices, experiments, and ideas and assess their agency to planning. Envi-
ronmentalist activism in the 1970s in western Europe was inherently 
messy and heterogeneous and left behind a fragmented historical record. 
Approaching it from a planning history perspective raises critical ques-
tions about sources, as well as about the production and validation of 
historical knowledge. By incorporating the histories of environmentalist 
practices into planning history, the study also addresses the methodological 
challenges of recognizing the agency of non-professional actors and integrating 
undisciplined activist sources to the historical narrative of sustainability.

Accordingly, the following questions will be investigated:
•	 RQ1: What is the agency of the environmental activism 

of the 1970s in shaping planning? Which practices, ex-
periments and ideas have been overlooked or dismissed in 
historiography?

•	 RQ2: How can planning historians identify, approach, 
and address this neglected agency? What sources should 
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be examined? Which voices and knowledges should be 
raised, and how do they relate to the established canon of 
planning historiography?

The popularization of sustainable urban development ran parallel 
to policy reforms that affected planning, such as market deregulation, 
decentralization of government responsibilities, municipal entrepre-
neurialism, and an overall new conceptualization of cities and urba-
nization as attractors for investment. Sustainable urban development 
became a way of ‘taking care’ of the environment whilst promoting 
growth and at the same time producing a new, green, and attractive 
image of the city. The normalization of green values in planning the-
refore took on a techno-managerial and commercial character that 
diverged from the collaborative, experimental, and almost dilettante 
proposals of environmental activism.

This study explores the transition from grassroots movements to 
institutionalization, and the second aim of this thesis is to investigate how 
the environmentalist practices of the 1970s transferred ideas, experiments, tech-
nologies, and people along the journey from alternative or activist epistemologies 
towards institutionalized and normative sustainability, and the results of this 
transference. The study thus explores the following question:

•	 RQ3: Which of the ideas, experiments, technologies, prac-
tices, and people were assimilated and scaled up, and which 
were discarded as sustainability became more institutionali-
zed and normative? What is the legacy of environmentalist 
practices from the long 1970s in contemporary sustainable 
urban development?

Each article serves as a distinct case study and examines a different 
media manifestation of spatial practices driven by environmental con-
cerns, representing various scales and stages of the process of becoming 
normative, from the 1970s to the new millennium. There is a gradual 
scaling-up of the papers’ focus, from environmentalist zines to a museum 
exhibition, a bottom-up urban ecological community, and a state-driven 
international housing exhibition. Presented in a loosely chronological 
order, the articles as a whole follow different representations of envi-
ronmentalist ideas along with the process of them becoming normative.

Paper Ia and Paper Ib focus on the ideas, practices, and experi-
ments of environmentalism as a grassroots movement in opposition 
to authoritative planning. Papers II and III look at two intermediate 
stages of the institutionalization of sustainability and show participation 
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of environmentalist practices in government events. Finally, Paper IV 
shows the adoption of sustainable urban development as a driving force 
for urbanization, exemplified by a government-promoted housing ex-
hibition. The timeframe is the long 1970s to the 2000s, specifically from 
1968 and the emergence of urban protest movements – amongst them 
environmental activism – to the beginning of the 2000s, when the con-
cept of sustainable urban development started to be tested on the ground 
in large-scale developments.

Although most case studies are Swedish, confining this research 
to the historicity of Swedish sustainability planning practices has never 
been intentional. Instead, I situate these practices within broader trans-
national networks. The environmentalist movement of the 1970s and 
the rise of sustainable urban development in the 1990s were both shaped 
by cross-border exchanges of ideas, practices, and policies, particularly 
within the European context. I emphasize these transnational connec-
tions, aligning with a global history perspective that examines how 
environmental and planning discourses circulated, mutually influenced 
one another, and became institutionalized across different regions. This 
wider lens is especially reinforced in the kappa, where I highlight the 
interwoven nature of local and global sustainability narratives.
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4.
Theoretical Approaches

As mentioned in Chapter 1, I am indebted to the work of ‘new’ plan-
ning historians that, under the influence of post-structuralism, iden-
tify the urgency of bringing theory to the field of planning history to 
challenge its empirical bias and its omissions, and as a way of making 
planning history present. Following this intellectual lineage, I use a 
combination of theoretical approaches to sustainability, urbanization, 
and growth to challenge dominant historical narratives on planning 
and the environment.

I begin this chapter by acknowledging the agency of actors outside 
planning, foremost influenced by the writings of Leonie Sandercock 
(1998) and James Holston (1995). I then go on to discuss the displacement 
of environmentalist knowledge and practices from outside and against 
planning to the very centre of normative planning. I use the minor theory 
of Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari (1986) and the cooptation theory of 
Philip Selznick (1949) to unpack the transference between the alternative 
and the normative. The former sees the process as progressive, while the 
latter sees it as disempowering. Combining them, I examine the extent to 
which environmentalist practices retain their disruptive power or become 
instruments of governance. Finally, I elaborate on how I use perspectives 
from urban political ecology to study sustainable urban development as 
a neoliberal planning practice from a historical point of view [Figure 2].

Figure 2. Diagram of the relational structure of the four theoretical approa-
ches of this thesis.

Environmentalist practices
Insurgent Planning, Leonie Sandercock

as a progressive process
Minor Theory

Deleuze and Guattari

as a disempowering process
Cooptation Theory

Philip Selznick

Normative Sustainability
Sustainability as a Neoliberal Practice, 
Urban Political Ecology framework

becoming 
normative 

(territorialization)
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4. 1 Environmentalism as Insurgent Planning  
Practices and Histories

Leonie Sandercock launched two publications in 1998: the volume 
Making the Invisible Visible and the book Towards Cosmopolis. Both build 
on James Holston’s work on ‘insurgent citizenship’128 and develop the 
theoretical space of ‘insurgent planning histories’129 to trace and include 
the narratives of practices of resistance to the state-directed, modernist 
planning in planning historiography. Following the first aim of the thesis, 
namely, identifying environmentalist practices and assessing their agency 
in planning, I bring the framework of insurgent planning histories to 
conceptualize environmental activism (RQ1).

Holston’s notion of insurgent citizenship emanates from the analy-
sis of ordinary actors, such as women’s associations, networks of immi-
grants, or squatter settlements, which, he states, are typically neglected 
in planning processes. Despite their exclusion, they ‘introduce into the 
city new identities and practices that disturb established histories’.130 
Precisely because of their agitative nature, Holston argues, these actors 
are not merely side effects of planning endeavours, but essential elements 
that persistently challenge planning aims, processes, and outcomes, and 
therefore they cannot be ignored.

Building on Holston’s approach and putting it in a historical stan-
ce, Sandercock proposes the framework of insurgent planning histories: 
‘stories of people and organisations and agencies who are practicing 
a radical, democratic, and multicultural planning in the interstices of 
power, sometimes in the face of power, and sometimes (although less 
often) from positions of state power.’131 Utilizing planning theorist John 
Friedmann’s concept of radical planning , which characterized radical 
planning as a necessary outgrowth of social mobilization,132 Sandercock 
describes insurgent planning as a repertoire of practices such as ‘mobili-
sing constituencies, protests, strikes, acts of civil disobedience, commu-
nity organization, professional advocacy and research, publicity, as well 
as the proposing of new laws and new programs of social intervention’.133 
In other words, practices that challenge and imagine alternatives to nor-
mative planning.

128	 Holston, ‘Spaces’.
129	 Sandercock, ‘Introduction’, 2.
130	 Holston, Insurgent Citizenship, 48.
131	 Sandercock, Towards, 129.
132	 Friedman, Planning.
133	 Sandercock, Towards, 204.
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The framework stems from Sandercock’s earlier criticism of what 
she calls ‘official’ planning history. According to the Australian planner, 
official narratives portray planning as a flawless, heroic, and progressive 
endeavour, integral to the western project of modernization, and believe 
that development is possible through science and technology.134 Official 
narratives would principally deal with ‘the story of the modernist plan-
ning project, the representation of planning as the voice of the reason in 
modern society.’135 Sandercock identifies the bias in planning history, 
which is written from within the profession and results in an epic version 
of planning as an unproblematic endeavour that highlights the genius of 
individual planners and designers; this approach disregards and casts aside 
the epistemologies and agency of ordinary people. She calls these hidden 
and latent stories the noir side of planning history.136 The framework of in-
surgent planning histories challenges these official narratives and proposes 
filling the noir gap by acknowledging the influence of social mobilizations.

Since the publication of this theoretical framework over twenty 
years ago, actors such as ethnic communities and women have rightfully 
been encouraged to take their part in planning historiography.137 Howe-
ver, as shown by the literature review, the agency of environmental ac-
tivism, and the agency of European environmentalism more specifically, 
remains largely neglected. Following Sandercock’s proposal of resisting 
planning history omissions, I revisit environmentalist practices as a con-
testing force to normative planning in Papers Ia and Ib, bringing their 
ideas and actors as active subjects with agency within planning.

Environmentalism was part of the heterogeneous and emancipa-
tory protests that followed May 1968, which theorist Fredric Jameson 
called a reaction to the emerging post-Fordist and post-industrial socie-
ty.138 It entangled its own critique on environmental grounds with the 
more general criticism of the modernist city and the state-directed and 
top-down modernist planning processes. Referring to the context of 
postwar USA, architecture historian Joan Ockman describes this reaction 
as a response to the ‘sense of alienation and lack of personal agency expe-
rienced by individuals in highly bureaucratized and technological mass 
society’;139 this may be extended to apply to European welfare states. Mo-
dernist urbanism started to be perceived as a serious threat, especially after 

134	 Sandercock, ‘Introduction’, 3.
135	 Ibid., 2.
136	 Ibid.
137	 See for instance Sandercock, Making.
138	 Jameson, Architecture and the Critique, 67.
139	 Ockman, Toward a Theory, 142.
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it became an issue for institutions like the UN. At the 1972 Stockholm 
Conference about Human Environment, for instance, horrifying scena-
rios were described about the imminent ‘major collapse in many of the 
larger cities of the world’ that would ‘endanger the precarious existence 
of human settlements’,140 creating what Paul Virilio called a ‘permanent 
state of insecurity’141 due to the destructive capacity of urbanization. Envi-
ronmental activism turned fiercely against normative modern planning. 
The destruction of urban nature, the toxicity of urbanization processes, 
the demolishment of traditional buildings, and the pollution caused by 
a car-dominant transportation model were recurrently criticized, with 
criticism manifested in ‘protests, strikes, and acts of civil disobedience’.142 
In addition to criticism, environmental activism proposed alternatives, 
many of which grew into full-scale experiments in various formats, even-
tually becoming ‘new laws and new programs of social intervention’.143

Conceptualized as insurgent planning practices, then, the stories of 
environmentalist practices help reposition and expand the flat and incom-
plete history of sustainable development. Recognizing its agency within 
planning entails recognizing the transformative capacity of practices at 
the margins of normative planning, ‘in the interstices of power’, and 
even ‘in the face of power’,144 as Sandercock writes. This revision entails 
methodological challenges such as shifting disciplinary networks and 
scales and including non-professional voices and sources. This question 
will be expanded upon further in the method chapter.

4. 2 Alternative and Normative Liaisons: Minor Theory and 
Cooptation Theory

The second aim of this thesis is to track the transferences of planning 
ideas and practices from alternative environmentalist epistemologies 
to institutionalized and normative sustainability frameworks; that is, 
from soft, unprofessional, and experimental technologies, aesthetics, 
and design strategies outside the canon, into the hard and objectively 
verifiable field of institutionalized planning expertise. I employ two 
theoretical frameworks to follow the displacement: minor theory145 
and cooptation theory.146

140	 Ward and Dubois, Only One Earth, quoted in Goldsmith, ‘The Ecologist’.
141	 Virilio, The Administration.
142	 Sandercock, Towards, 15.
143	 Ibid.
144	 Ibid., 17.
145	 Deleuze and Guattari, Kafka.
146	 Selznick, TVA and the Grass Roots.
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Minor theory follows the relationship between the alternative and 
the normative positively, as dynamic, mutually enriching, and co-de-
pendent. Conversely, cooptation theory adopts a critical perspective, 
highlighting that in the process of becoming hegemonic, previously 
activist forces lose their potential for mobilization and affecting chan-
ge. From the cooptation theory point of view, the alternative and the 
normative are oppositional, and the process of becoming normative 
leads to depoliticization.

I employ minor theory to examine the reciprocal influence of 
environmentalist activism and official planning and address the me-
thodological challenges of bringing activist sources into the planning 
historiography canon (RQ2). Yet, I apply the cooptation theory to track 
the legacy of environmental activism within normative sustainability, 
investigating the assimilation and transformation of activists’ ideas, 
actors, technologies, and work (RQ3). Employing both perspectives 
offers a nuanced understanding of how environmentalist ideas navi-
gate the tension between resistance and assimilation in the evolving 
structures of planning.

 
4.2.1 Progressive, revolutionary, necessary: Minor Theory

The minor concept is drawn from Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s 
analysis of Kafka’s writings as radical in Toward a Minor Literature (1986). 
They identify three characteristics that distinguish minor literature: the 
transformative or deterritorializing capacity of its language, its political 
nature, and its collective anticipatory value; in their words, these are ‘the 
deterritorialization of language, the connection of the individual to a 
political immediacy, and the collective assemblage of enunciation.’147 
Kafka’s wrote in German, despite being part of a Czech-speaking Jewish 
minority in Prague; this reflects minority status. The sense of estrange-
ment embodied by the characters in Kafka’s writings shows the tension 
of his deterritorialized social position and society and renders the stories 
inherently political. Through absurdity and surrealism, Kafka criticizes 
the bureaucratic and oppressive socio-political environment of his time. 
Yet, his solitary and generic characters, who often lack names, reflect the 
position of the ‘other’, of the unheard, anticipating broader social and po-
litical themes. Thus, the minor arises from unheard voices and proposes a 
new language that characterizes it as political and, eventually, anticipates 
a collective major claim. Applied to our field, minor environmentalist 

147	 Deleuze and Guattari, Kafka, 18.
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practices may then be defined by deterritorialization or transformative 
agency, for their political awareness, and for anticipating a cultural shift.

I use this framework to explore the interdependencies between 
activist- and normative realms in two ways. The first is to address the 
methodological implications of incorporating non-professional envi-
ronmentalist histories, sources, and actors (conceptualized as minor) into 
the planning history canon (major); and the second is to understand the 
influence of (minor) practices outside and against planning on (major) 
normative planning, scrutinizing whether this influence leads to pro-
gressive transformation.

In their text, Deleuze and Guattari argue that the minor condition 
possesses a latent power in relation to the major: ‘A minor literature 
doesn’t come from a minor language; it is rather that which a minority 
constructs within a major language’.148 The major and the minor are 
therefore understood as connected rather than opposing, as integral to 
each other and co-dependent. As such, Deleuze and Guattari state that 
the minor becomes the seedbed for subversion and transformation of the 
major and ultimately triggers cultural transformations: ‘there is nothing 
that is major or revolutionary except the minor’.149

As discussed above, planning historiography has dismissed the 
agency of environmental activism as pushing new planning agendas. 
Traditional planning history sources, such as planning documents, ma-
nuals, institutional records, or the built environment itself, are highly 
specialized, professionalized, and stable knowledges. The knowledge 
produced by activism is on the contrary amateur, self-promoted, and 
unstable, containing a polyphony of voices and, frequently messy con-
tent. As a result, the mediums used to disseminate environmentalist ideas 
such as zines, pamphlets, or ephemeral actions have not yet been syste-
matically considered as sources on which to build the historical narrative. 
This absence has contributed to increasing the historical gap related to 
environmentalist practices in planning. I bring the minor theory to situate 
these sources in relation to the planning history canon.

Non-professional sources that were once conceptualized as minor 
become a way to revise, shift, and even reposition mainstream planning 
histories; this is discussed at length in relation to environmentalist zines in 
Paper Ib of this thesis. Made by non-professional actors outside normative 
planning, these zines display a criticism and a set of alternative proposals 

148	 Deleuze and Guattari, Kafka, 16.
149	 Ibid., 26.
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that anticipate many of today’s debates about sustainability. The dyna-
mic relationship between alternative sources and the canon is therefore 
understood as productive and positive, as it prompts progressive change 
within planning historiography, repositions official, ‘major’ histories, and 
reveals new readings of existing narratives regarding the environment. 
Minor sources and voices thus open a range of possibilities for working 
with historiographical gaps in planning history.

The minor theory has already been used a number of times to 
discuss architecture practices, principally to examine dominant (major) 
discourses in the field and promote emergent (minor) experimental 
practices. It was first used by theorist Jennifer Bloomer (1992) to discuss 
Manfredo Tafuri’s concept of major architecture. Bloomer argued that 
minor architecture practices operate critically, challenging dominant 
disciplinary debates and addressing matters usually omitted from the 
field, such as dirt or waste.150 Similarly, academic architect Jill Stoner 
(2012) described minor architectures as practices and events that ope-
rate on the margins of the canon, co-existing with and challenging the 
established structures of power in architecture.151 Architecture historian 
Joan Ockman develops a different perspective in the text ‘Towards a 
Theory of Normative Architecture’ (1997). She uses the minor theory 
from the point of view of architecture history to revise the process by 
which European modern architecture became hegemonic in the United 
States after World War II and suggests that the minor theory helps to 
explain the emergence of new revisionist ideologies within architecture 
culture.152 I follow her historiographical trail, extended to encompass 
planning culture, to revise how environmentalism became a revisionist 
framework for normative planning.

For Ockman, modern architecture in the interwar period is cha-
racterized as minor because of the ‘revolutionary and political content 
that characterized it in the context of European socialism’.153 I unders-
tand environmental activism in the 1970s as minor practices in relation 
to modernist planning as it challenged the dominant system of power 
inherent to the modernist planning system of postwar capitalism. It 
was therefore deterritorializing, proposing a new language, political, and 
anticipated a cultural change, as the claims helped extend environmental 
consciousness and pushed planning to adopt green agendas. In Papers 

150	 Bloomer, ‘Minor Architectural’.
151	 Stoner, Towards.
152	 Ockman, ‘Toward’, 123.
153	 Ibid., 124.
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Ia and Ib, I discuss examples such as when the situationist Dutch group 
Provo distributed dozens of white bikes on the streets of Amsterdam in 
the late 1960s in a protest against the predominance of cars in the city, 
or when the British Street Farm launched countertactics to de-urbanize 
and re-ruralize cities, displaying aesthetics, actions and design strategies 
antithetical to normalized urban planning and challenging it in uncon-
ventional and exploratory ways. Importantly, these practices emerged 
from the sphere of the dilettante, from outside the professional realm, and 
were driven by young activists, artists, students, and mobilized citizens, 
all expressing political environmental consciousness by pointing at the 
unsustainability of the postwar way of life.

Significantly, minor theory implies that the relationship between 
the major and the minor continually evolves over time. It is continually 
being reassessed. Ockman stresses that it has ‘to be understood as a his-
torical condition in which that which is major is constantly redefining 
itself in relation to what is minor, and that which is minor is always 
potentially challenging or hybridizing that which is major’.154 This hy-
bridization, or the continuous transformation of the major, might entail 
a substantial shift of the minor’s original progressive meaning; that is, the 
previous political or revolutionary condition is removed. Ockman uses 
Henry-Russell Hitchcock and Philip Johnson’s 1932 exhibition ‘Interna-
tional Style’ at MoMa to illustrate the shift in meaning ‘from social reform 
to architecture style’,155 and describes the process of depoliticization of 
modern architecture from a revolutionary element in socialist Europe to 
a hegemonic language of American capitalist society.

Aware that the question of disempowerment is absent from 
Deleuze and Guattari’s theory – in which the mutual effect between 
the alternative and the normative is perceived as revolutionary and 
progressive – Ockman suggests ‘a less utopian corollary’,156 proposing 
to reverse their terms:

If a minor architecture (...) may be defined by deterri-
torialization, intensified political consciousness, and 
an anticipatory assemblage of new forces, then might 
a major architecture be defined as territorial, apolitical, 
and conservative of the status quo, or normative? [italics 
in original].157

154	 Ibid., 123.
155	 Ibid., 124.
156	 Ibid., 123.
157	 Ibid.
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Can sustainability, then – as a major environmentalist practice once 
environmentalism becomes normative – be defined as territorial, apoliti-
cal and conservative of the status quo? The idea that institutionalization 
can lead to depoliticization has been studied extensively within feminist 
studies, where cooptation is interpreted as the decline and depoliticization 
of a formerly vigorous and emancipatory collective struggle.158 To ela-
borate deeper on this gravitation from the alternative to the hegemonic, 
and considering the associated disempowering dynamics (RQ3), I draw 
on cooptation theory.

4.2.2 Disempowering: Cooptation theory
Formulated by sociologist Philip Selznick in 1949, cooptation theory 
explains the process of managing opposition by giving formal or informal 
power to groups that challenge institutional power, thereby neutrali-
zing their potential opposition and preserving stability.159  According to 
Selznick, when the major integrates the minor, the latter becomes deac-
tivated, which undermines its potential to mobilize and effectuate deep 
change. The perspective contrasts with Deleuze and Guattari’s view, in 
which such integration is considered positive and progressive. Selznick 
developed his theory through the study of the Tennessee Valley Authori-
ty (TVA), showing how it targeted and eventually absorbed community 
activists into its administrative structure to transform local opposition 
against TVA policies into support for those policies.

One means of winning consent is to coopt elements 
[of opposition groups] into leadership or organiza-
tion, usually elements which in some way reflect the 
sentiment, or possess the confidence of the relevant 
public or mass. As a result, it is expected that the new 
elements will lend respectability or legitimacy to the 
organs of control and thus reestablish the stability of 
formal authority.160

In other words, cooptation brings the opposition to the side of the 
elites and creates a new situation: the challengers now have an interest in 
defending the position of the elites. Applied to the question of environ-
mentalist ideas and practices, linking environmentalism and economic 
growth in sustainability discourse brought public and private interests 

158	 See: Eisenstein, Feminism Seduced; Fraser, ‘Feminism’; McRobbie, The Aftermath.
159	 Selznick, TVA and the Grass Roots.
160	 Ibid., 34.
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and businesses to the environmental question, adding a techno-mana-
gerial, profit-generation focus that previous activism had resisted. This 
is not to argue that institutional bodies consciously decided to engage 
with environmental activism in a cooptation process to debilitate their 
opposition, which was never perceived as real threat, at least in the Glo-
bal North.161 It is however plausible that when environmental ideas and 
practices became popular and started to appear in policy discourses, an 
intention of cooption was present at various points and through various 
actors and practices.

Sociologists Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello make a similar ar-
gument through ‘the new spirit of capitalism’,162 positing that 1968’s 
‘artistic critique’, with its desires for freedom, self-realization, creativity, 
and spontaneity, contributed to the transformation and legitimization 
of the flexible neoliberal capitalism of our time. Sharon Zukin extends 
this argument to artists’ use of industrial loft spaces (1989), showing how 
the symbolic values of creativity and bohemian lifestyles integrated these 
spaces into contemporary living and neoliberal planning and made them 
sites of capital accumulation through deregulation and privatization.163

Architecture theorist Tahl Kaminer uses the term récupération 
to argue a similar point: the efficacy of using oppositional accounts is 
undermined through a ‘selective inclusion’ of counter threats and cri-
tique.164 Like Boltanski and Chiapello, he links it to ‘the resilience of 
middle-class, capitalist society’.165 Kaminer uses political theorist Ernesto 
Laclau’s theory of empty signifiers166 to explain this ‘selective inclusion’, 
where ambiguous terms that lack a fixed meaning and are susceptible 
to reinterpretation – such as sustainability – are used to unite groups in 
a common cause. The approach is therefore focused on the discursive 
sphere of cooptation. Kaminer brings the use of the term ‘utopia’ in Co-
llin Rawe and Fred Koetter’s Collage City (1978) as an example, arguing 
that they use utopia only as a rhetorical force that justifies developments, 
dispossessing the term’s promises of progress and systemic shift, which is 
ultimately what makes it utopian.167

This criticism could be extended to the use of term sustainability 
in neoliberal planning practices. Following Laclau, cooptation implies 

161	 Malm, A. How to Blow Up, 36.
162	 Boltanski and Chiapello, The New Spirit.
163	 Zukin, Loft Living. 
164	 Kaminer, The Integration, 54.
165	 Ibid., 53.
166	 Laclau, Why.
167	 Kaminer, The Integration, 59.
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emptying signifiers and establishing new equivalent chains to depoli-
ticize the initial significance. Environmental activism – as part of the 
emancipatory protest movements after 1968 – entangled environmental 
concerns with criticism of the modernist city and the top-down, tech-
nocratic, and growth-oriented policies of normative planning. Once 
environmental activism has been institutionalized and the idea of envi-
ronmental consciousness starts to be promoted by the same technocratic 
and growth-oriented planning policies, its equivalent chain arguably 
shifts from suggesting systemic shifts to the techno-managerial and 
depoliticized approach of sustainability. In the next section, I use urban 
political ecology to discuss this approach further.

Selznick points out however that cooptation affects the discursive 
sphere (the assimilation of language), and it also significantly impacts the 
material reality, including the assimilation of people and work from the 
challenging movements. In her discussion on the institutionalization of 
modern architecture, Ockman explains that the language was rapidly 
extended into corporative and institutional buildings, and it was also 
adopted in American academia through the inclusion of architects such 
as Walter Gropius or Mies van der Rohe,168 who, according to Ockman, 
never challenged the ideological cooptation of a previously revolutionary 
architecture: ‘Like their American colleagues, the transplanted architects 
were for the most part eager – whether out of new convictions or simply 
acquiescence – to realign the agenda of modern architecture with the 
imperatives of American capitalist society.’169

How, then, has the realignment of the planning agenda towards 
ecological approaches manifested? Aiming to track both the discursive 
and material cooptation and to give order to this complex process, so-
ciologists Patrick G Coy and Timothy Hedeen developed a four-stage 
model based on Selznick’s cooptation that helps orient the process. The 
model includes the inception, appropriation, assimilation, and regulation170 
of grassroots organizations and their ideas.

The first stage, inception and engagement, describes how the activist 
movement emerges to transform, raise political awareness, and mobili-
ze people into collective action,171 outlining a process aligned with the 
minor approach; the second, appropriation, and the third, assimilation and 
transformation, describe intermediate stages of infiltration into institutions 

168	 Ockman, ‘Toward’, 125.
169	 Ibid., 127.
170	 Coy and Hedeen, ‘A Stage Model’, 410.
171	 Ibid.

https://www.mediate.com/articles/cohed3.cfm#bio
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that I aim to uncover through Papers II and III. Appropriation includes 
appropriation of the language, the challenging of methods, and the 
work of activist actors through invitations to participate in official insti-
tutions.172 Assimilation and transformation, however, take appropriation to 
another level: ‘The state and vested interests develop or sponsor formal 
reform programs and then attract movement leaders to staff these new 
institutional initiatives.’173 I look at two case studies to explore these two 
phases: the first is that of ARARAT (Alternative Research in Architecture, 
Resources, Art, and Technology), which was invited to exhibit envi-
ronmentalist technologies, architectures, and planning processes at the 
foremost contemporary art museum in Stockholm, Moderna Museet (The 
Museum of Modern Art); and the second is the bottom-up ecological 
community Understenshöjden in Stockholm, which developed under 
the auspices of Sweden’s largest housing company, HSB, and the initiator 
of which was ultimately engaged as HSB’s environmental manager and 
tasked with ‘greening’ its housing stock.

The last of the four-stage process proposed by Coy and Hedeen is 
regulation; this describes the institutionalization of formerly activist ideas 
that have been transformed and adapted to an institution’s interests. It 
‘consists of achieving administrative rules or enacting laws that regulate, 
codifying some of the activist claims’.174 To explore the regulation of 
environmentalist practices in sustainability practices, I look at the housing 
exhibition Bo01 in Malmö (2001) in the final paper (IV).

172	 Ibid., 413.
173	 Ibid., 420.
174	 Coy and Hedeen, ‘A Stage Model’, 424.

Figure 3. The papers of this thesis structured by phases of cooptation.
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Coy and Hedeen’s phases of cooptation thus serve to structure 
the progression of the articles in this cover essay [Figure 3] and provide 
conceptual framework for critical analysis of the symbolic and material 
cooptation of environmentalist practices through the cases presented.

4. 3 Urban Political Ecology for the Study of Sustainable Urban 
Development

So far, I have acknowledged the agency of environmentalist practices in 
the realm of urban planning and framed them as insurgent. Minor theory 
has facilitated understanding of environmentalist practices as a driving 
force to positively transform the planning canon discourse – both from 
the point of view of historiography and that of the practice, specifically 
in making advancements towards sustainability. While this agency (of 
environmental activism over normative planning) is perceived as positive 
and as leading to progressive change to achieve sustainability, the coop-
tation framework indicates an implicit disempowerment in the process. 
Grasping this disempowerment, or understanding what is selectively in-
cluded and rejected from environmentalist practices once they become 
normative, requires crossing environmentalist ideas with the main ideas 
advanced by normative sustainability.

Paper IV uses the housing exhibition Bo01 in Malmö (2001) – a 
pioneer model of sustainable urban development – as a representative case 
study of normative sustainability. The final theoretical approach of the 
thesis however consists of critically examining sustainable urban develo-
pments as neoliberal planning practices with the help of the framework 
proposed by urban political ecology.

Before embarking on this analysis, it is important to call to mind 
once again the link between sustainability and neoliberalization processes 
highlighted in the literature review. The emergence of sustainable deve-
lopment coincided with processes of neoliberalization that deregulated 
and decentralized planning. Urban sustainable development became an 
urbanization model, a physical reality with its urban forms and aesthetics, 
but also a powerful discourse- and marketing tool with which cities were 
branded and rebranded cities as competition between cities increased.

In the article ‘Nature as Accumulation Strategy’ (2007), geogra-
pher Neil Smith distinguishes between formal and real subsumption of 
nature, drawing his terminology from Marx’s differentiation between 
formal and real subsumption of labour, which refers to a difference 
between when capital takes control of pre-existing labour processes 
without fundamentally changing them, and when production itself 
is restructured for maximization through a deep organizational and 
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technological change, remaking labour in capital’s image. Smith utili-
zes this framework to differentiate between the exploitation of natural 
resources, and nature preservation based on financial instruments, 
such as ecosystem services (e.g. wetlands, recycling, and organic food 
industries), in a neoliberal framework.175 Smith’s view on the real sub-
sumption of nature may be applied to sustainable urban development 
in the way ecological concerns are integrated into the logic of capital 
accumulation. Rather than representing an alternative to capitalist 
urbanization, sustainable urban planning often functions as a mecha-
nism for its expansion and deepening. As a real subsumption of nature, 
sustainable urbanism reorganizes nature, urban space, and governance 
to align with market-driven imperatives.

In Neoliberalism on the Ground (2020), architecture scholars Ken-
ny Cuppers, Catharina Gabrielsson and Helena Mattson examine how 
architecture became an important resource and an asset for shaping 
the neoliberal model, and how it was at the same time affected by it: 
‘Architecture is not simply a mirror of politics and social conditions but 
an active agent that shapes individuals, institutions, and policy.’176 To 
study the complexity of such reciprocal affects, they build on historian 
Mary McLeod’s historiographical route when studying architecture in 
the USA during the Reagan era and propose interpreting architecture 
both as a production process and as a cultural object (designing urban 
shapes and aesthetics). They also add however that a third category is 
necessary at the intersection of neoliberalization and architecture, and 
that the interpretation of architecture as a discourse must also be consi-
dered and extended.177

Applying this to the subject studied here, it must be acknowledged 
that urban planning has contributed to and been shaped by sustainabi-
lity discourse. This double condition implies dismantling the idea that 
environment, economics, social issues, planning discourses, and the 
outcome of built environments are separate issues. Sustainable urban 
development cannot be interpreted as merely a process related to politics 
and economics or simply a cultural object that shapes the urban landscape; 
it is also a powerful planning discourse and a tool that shifts perceptions 
of urbanization processes and cities and their citizens under the good 
cause of environmental care while securing or extending the possibility 
of capitalist accumulation.

175	 Smith, ‘Nature’.
176	 Cupers, Gabrielsson and Mattson, ‘Introduction’, 7.
177	 Ibid.
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When seeking to comprehend the complexity of sustainable urban 
development, urban political ecology is an exciting interdisciplinary 
field that examines the entanglements of urbanization processes, climate 
change, and sociopolitical dynamics. Its theoretical framework provides 
insights into how the production of sustainable urban development ope-
rates across scales, bringing into focus the power interests involved and 
the ethics and subjectivities proposed.

In the introduction to a recent attempt to map the theoretical and 
methodological contributions of the field, Turning up the Heat: Urban 
Political Economy for a Climate Emergency (2023), two ontological shifts are 
proposed for studying the link between urbanization processes and the 
processes of exploitation of nature. The first, ‘urbanization of nature’, un-
settles traditional perceptions of cities as distinct from nature.178 It claims 
that urban materials – bricks, asphalt, steel, or concrete – are processed 
natural resources assembled through human labour, capital investment, 
and technology, all governed by power relations: ‘There is no “city” as 
such; no “nature” as such. There is a perpetual dialectical process: the 
“Urbanization of Nature”’.179 The second, ‘extended urbanization’,180 
expands the geographical scope of urbanization to include extractivist 
sites that supply urban developments. This concept highlights interac-
tions between landscapes in the Global North and in the Global South, 
or between peripheral rural lands and urban centres, as our increased 
sustainability and smartness is based on what is a socioenvironmental 
disaster for someone else.181 These two shifts help us broaden the histo-
rization of urbanization processes; rather than these being confined to 
limited spaces in a city, the shifts allow for socio-environmental processes 
to be included in which natural resources shape the built environment 
through labour, capital, and technology. Power dynamics and ethics are 
brought into focus, putting forward key questions about who benefits 
from these urbanization processes – and who does not – and for whom 
they have been envisioned.

Some scholars of urban political ecology have specifically studied 
sustainable urban development conceptualized as a neoliberal model of 
urbanization and argue that while it appears to be an ecologically and so-
cially conscious planning strategy, it often prioritizes profit over equity.182 

178	 Tzaninis et al., Introduction, 3.
179	 Kaika, City of Flows, 7.
180	 Tzaninis et al., Introduction, 2.
181	 Kaika, ‘“Don’t Call Me”’.
182	 For example: Gould and Lewis, Green Gentrification; Krueger and Gibbs, The 

Sustainable Development Paradox.
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Geographer Erik Swyngedouw defines sustainable urban development 
as an example of technocracy, managerial governance, and consensual 
politics that evades essential antagonism and thwarts the imagination of 
alternative models due to its widespread acceptance.183 He argues that the 
sustainability consensus tends to depoliticize the question of urban deve-
lopment, aligning it with neoliberal agendas and promoting market-ba-
sed solutions, privatization, and the commodification of nature, which 
hinders debate and the envisioning of other ways of urbanization.184

The simple question ‘for whom?’ posed by urban political ecology 
becomes central for examining sustainable developments. After all, a 
sustainable urban development consists of erecting new urban environ-
ments shaped fundamentally by dwelling, and is thus deeply intertwined 
with biopolitics. Extending the Foucauldian discussion of technologies 
of power and self to the biophysical reality of the world, political ecology 
scholars have used the term eco-governmentality to analyse how insti-
tutions, knowledge producers or experts construct subjects concerned 
with the environment, or ‘environmental subjects’.185 Moreover, authors 
such as Roger Keil or Nik Heynen have critically examined how the 
sustainable self is permeated by neoliberal forces, enhancing indivi-
dual responsibility and an ethical consumption.186 As I argue in Paper 
IV however, sustainable urban development prioritizes, for instance, a 
car-free and dense layout, or a green technology network for energy 
production and waste management, thus contributing to the creation 
of a model of a socially prescribed and institutionally supported way of 
green living. I touch upon these questions briefly in the analysis of Bo01 
in Chapter 7, where I discuss dissonances between the alleged individual 
environmental responsibility and the public investment required to label 
a district as sustainable.

In summary, using the lens of urban political ecology to study the 
link between sustainable development and neoliberalization from the 
point of view of planning history helps 1) dismantle the idea that sus-
tainable urban development is apolitical; 2) raise ethical considerations 
of sustainability; and 3) broaden the scope of urbanization processes to 
include socio-environmental processes that operate on multiple scales.

Minor- and cooptation theories help reveal the cultural and episte-
mological transformation that occurs when environmentalist knowledge 

183	 Swyngedouw, ‘“Sustainability”’.
184	 Ibid., 38.
185	 Mulvaney and Robbins, Green Politics.
186	 Heynen, ‘Justice’; Keil, Suburban Planet.
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paper research 
question

research 
approach empirical focus time 

frame
theoretical 
framework

cooptation 
phase

Ia RQ1
disciplinary 
reflexibity

environmentalist 
actors and sources

the 
long 
1970s

insurgent 
planning inception and 

engagement
Ib RQ1, 

RQ2 minor theory

II RQ3 case-study art exhibition 1976 cooptation 
theory appropiation

III RQ3 case-study ecological 
community

1989-
1992

cooptation 
theory assimilation

IV RQ3 case-study
international 

housing 
exhibition

1998-
2001

urban 
political 
ecology

regulation

Table 1. Organization of papers by co-optation phases and corresponding 
distribution of theoretical frameworks.

is integrated in institutionalized planning, and urban political ecology 
provides insight into the material implications of this integration. Spe-
cifically, it focuses on how sustainability ideas shape and are shaped by 
urban environments, material processes, and power dynamics within 
planning systems.
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5.
Methods and Material 

Considerations
Stephen Ward notes that planning historians’ traditional methods con-
sist of ‘identify and mining archival sources’ as a way of ‘bringing the 
vital aspect of time into consideration’ and adding ‘the depth of histo-
rical knowledge’187 to contemporary planning debates. This approach 
resonates in my own work. However, as the previous section shows, 
I also find it relevant to emphasize the importance of using theory 
to extend the depth of historical knowledge and contribute to those 
debates further still.

Identifying and mining archival sources has been the primary 
method used for this PhD work. I draw from the ‘archival turn’188 
in history that, influenced by Foucault,189 understands the historical 
archive as a locus of power/knowledge; and I also follow feminist his-
torians who have argued for broadening the concept of the archive to 
include alternative sources in order to recover neglected histories.190 
Papers Ia and Ib point at the absence of environmentalist actors in 
planning historiography and propose an open counter-archive of 
transnational environmental zines gathered from different archives as 
sources from which to craft the historical narrative. Papers II, III, and 
IV examine cases selected to emphasize urban planning’s capacity to 
coopt environmentalist practices. They build the historical narrative 
using sources from archives in different institutions, material gathered 
from observations and interviews, and secondary sources from plan-
ning- and architecture magazines and the general press. I have thus 
mainly used two types of primary sources for this study: unofficial and 
non-professional sources, the zines; and traditional planning history 
sources about a specific case (i.e. an exhibition, a bottom-up commu-
nity, an international housing exhibition) from city archives, planning 
archives, and the archives of cultural institutions.

This section begins with a description of my work in the archives, 
of where and how I have gathered the data, and how I have managed 
and processed it. Then, with the help of history croisée (‘entangled his-

187	 Ward, ‘Planning Diffusion’, 87.
188	 King, ‘Working’.
189	 Foucault, The Order; Foucault, The Archaeology.
190	 King, ‘Working’, 17; Burton, Dwelling in the Archive; Burton, Archive Stories.



54From the Margins to the Core

tory’), I explain the rationale behind this process and how the archival 
work has been processed to understand the institutionalization of en-
vironmentalist ideas.

5. 1 The Archives
The urbanHist project made it possible for me to spend long periods of 
time at different institutions, provided financial support for study visits, 
and enabled me to travel, visit, and work for extended durations in ten 
archives in different cities.

Paper 
Ia, Ib

KNAW Internationaal instituut 
voor sociale geschiedenis

Amsterdam, 
Netherlands

KB Sveriges Nationalbiblioteket Stockholm, Sweden

Architectural Association Library London, United 
Kingdom

British Library London, United 
Kingdom

RIBA Archives London, United 
Kingdom

DKA online archive https://
dekleineaarde.nl/archief

Riethoven, 
Netherlands

Biblioteque Nationale de France Paris, France
Norges Nasjonalbiblioteket Oslo, Norway

Paper II
ArkDes Archive Stockholm, Sweden

Moderna Museet Archive Stockholm, Sweden

Paper III
ArkDes Archive Stockholm, Sweden

Stockholm City Planning Archive Stockholm, Sweden

Paper IV
Malmö City Planning Archive Malmö, Sweden

Malmö Municipal Archive Malmö, Sweden

Table 2. Archives visited for material for each paper

The first archive I visited was that of the ARARAT exhibition 
at Moderna Museet in Stockholm when I was a visiting researcher at 
ArkDes for four months in 2018, during my first urbanHist second-
ment. The ARARAT exhibition mainly consisted of mapping alter-
native technologies aimed at a better balance between urbanization, 
dwelling, and environmental protection. In the archive, I found many 
boxes with an enormous amount of preparation material about the 
exhibition and its reception in the press – there were product cata-
logues, pamphlets, publications, pictures, and preparatory materials 

https://dekleineaarde.nl/archief
https://dekleineaarde.nl/archief
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with sketches, budgets, minutes, plans and notes. This became the 
empirical material for Paper II. 

The minutes from the ARARAT working group, which had been 
responsible for organizing the exhibition, contained preliminary schedu-
les listing suggested speakers for the exhibition’s parallel talks. While there 
were some references to Swedish, Danish, and Norwegian practices and 
technologies, the majority of names were British and North American, 
and there was little mention of continental Europe. This suggests that 
Swedish environmentalism in the 1970s was closely connected to – or at 
least more influenced by – environmental discourse from the UK and the 
USA, with significantly less emphasis on European perspectives.

In one of the ARARAT boxes labelled preparation material, I 
found several underlined and annotated issues of the zine Undercu-
rrents. This discovery was the first indication of the potential to use 
such publications for examining the intersection of planning and 
environmentalism – this later became central to Papers Ia and Ib. 
During in my second research secondment, at the Centre of Urban 
History at the University of Leicester, I visited the RIBA archive and 
the archives of the British Library and gathered additional issues of 
the Undercurrents zine. None of these institutions had the complete 
collection (published between 1971-1983) and I found the missing 
issues on a blog by Chris Squire, one of Undercurrents’ editors from 
1974, at https://undercurrents1972.wordpress.com/. The two issues 
of the zine Street Farm (1971-1972) were in the archive of the library 
of the Architectural Association in London; at Kungliga Biblioteket 
(Swedish Royal Library) in Stockholm, I found the collection of 
Almbladet (1971-1974); Norges Nasjonalbibliotek (Norwegian National 
Library) in Oslo had all of the issues of Vannbæreren (1974-1978). I had 
plans to travel to Paris and visit the Biblioteque Nationale de France to 
collect the zine La Gueulle Ouverte (1972-1980), and to Amsterdam 
to the KNAW - Internationaal instituut voor sociale geschiedenis to do 
the same with Provo (1966-1971) and De Kleine Aarde (1972-1997). 
The visits had to be cancelled because of travel restrictions due to 
Covid-19, however. I managed to get the materials from La Gueulle 
Ouverte through the BNF online service. In the case of Provo, an ar-
chivist from KNAW put me in contact with an independent Dutch 
publisher that had re-released all of the issues. I discovered that De 
Kleine Aarde was not at KNAW; I contacted the De Kleine Aarde 
foundation, and they kindly sent me all the numbers, which were in 
the process of being digitalized at the time. Today they are available 
at https://dekleineaarde.nl/archief.

https://undercurrents1972.wordpress.com/
https://dekleineaarde.nl/archief
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In historical research, this process of source hunting, or following 
one source to find another, is known as ‘source tracking’.191 Through 
intertextual reading, I examined how zines reference and build upon 
each other, tracing the embedded connections suggested in the sources 
themselves. Many zines even included reprints from other publications, 
emphasizing that knowledge dissemination took precedence over com-
mercial value. This practice of cross-referencing further reinforces the 
idea that the collection of zines I assembled remains inherently open and 
incomplete with the potential for continuous expansion through the 
addition of new titles, as noted in Paper Ib.

The first paper I wrote, Paper III, focuses on the ecological com-
munity Understenshöjden in Stockholm. My research combined archival 
work, fieldwork, and interviews to gain a comprehensive understanding 
of the community’s planning and development. I conducted archival 
research at Stockholm City Planning Archive and ArkDes, supplemented 
by materials from the architect’s personal archive, documents from the 
housing association HSB (under which the community was developed), 
and relevant secondary sources from architecture publications and the 
general press. In addition to archival research, I carried out fieldwork 
through site visits and interviews. My observations were done walking 
through the area, taking photographs, and engaging in informal conver-
sations with residents. I also conducted two semi-structured interviews, 
each lasting about an hour, with two residents of the community. Fur-
thermore, I corresponded via email with the architect, asking specific 
questions to which he responded while also sharing additional materials 
from his personal archive.

I have long intended to develop Paper III into a research article for 
journal submission. To this end, I have continued to gather materials, 
primarily from HSB’s monthly publication, Vår bostad (Our Dwelling), 
which documented both the collective planning process and the ecolo-
gical principles underpinning the project. This publication also details 
the Gröna HSB (Green HSB) strategy and the appointment of Mia Torpe 
– formerly the initiator of Understenshöjden – as HSB’s new environ-
mental director. A preliminary version of this revised paper was presented 
at the 2024 IPHS Conference in Hong Kong. Due to time constraints 
however, I have not yet had the opportunity to develop it into a full 
article. This remains a prioritized task that will follow the submission of 
this cover essay.

191	 King, Working With, 16.
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I visited two archives to gather primary sources about Bo01 for 
Paper IV: Malmö City Planning Archive – Stadsbyggnadsnämnden – to 
access to preparatory documents, marketing material, planning docu-
ments, official records, and building permit plans; and Malmö Municipal 
Archive – Malmö stadsarkiv – to delve into microfilms and a photography 
collection documenting the construction process and the display of the 
exhibition itself. To analyse the reception of the exhibition, I conducted 
a systematic review of articles from the press published between 1998 and 
2005 in three leading Swedish newspapers: Sydsvenska Dagbladet, Svenska 
Dagbladet, and Dagens Nyheter. I used the media archive Mediearkivet as 
well as the newspapers’ own online archives to access these articles.

5. 2 Crossing Histories and the Relevance of Reflexibility
The extensive process of gathering sources resulted in over 15GB worth 
of scans on a hard disk, several kilos of photocopies, and dozens of original 
zines, pamphlets, and articles from the press. I systematically organized 
and analysed all the material, creating Excel files to catalogue the zines, 
classifying the press articles and spending many days translating them, 
sometimes with the assistance of colleagues (Ida Nilsson helped with 
Swedish translations, Andreea Blaga with German and Swedish, Quique 
Bayarri with Norwegian, Tim Verlaan with Dutch). This sometimes-te-
dious process was essential for making sense of all the material and brin-
ging order to the occasionally chaotic sources and enabling me to carry 
out the analytical and interpretative work. The materials were then stu-
died using a hermeneutic approach with an emphasis on contextualized 
readings.192 Rather than considering texts solely at face value, I analysed 
them in relation to their historical, cultural, and social contexts, allowing 
for a more nuanced understanding of their role in planning discourse and 
environmental narratives.

The process has been guided by the principles of history croisée; 
this framework emphasizes a trans-national, cross-cultural, and interdis-
ciplinary approach to history, guided by a process of reflexivity. Defined 
by historian Michael Werner and sociologist Benedicte Zimmermann, 
history croisée proposes interweaving stories from dominant agents with 
the narratives of those previously neglected or outside the canon. The 
aim is ‘to reconsider the interactions between different societies or cul-
tures, erudite disciplines, or traditions’.193 This thesis brings professional 

192	 Ricoeur, Memory, History.
193	 Werner and Zimmermann, ‘Beyond Comparison’, 30.
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and non-professional sources into dialogue, integrating materials from 
diverse origins and languages across a range of scales from a 24.7-hec-
tare international housing exhibition to a self-produced zine on folded 
and stapled A4s. Rather than merely mapping relationships between 
these materials however, history croisée is concerned with their mutual 
influence, focusing on ‘the novel and original elements produced by 
the intercrossing as much as with the way in which it affects each of the 
“intercrossed” parties.’194 In this sense, by juxtaposing messy, non-pro-
fessional sources such as zines with official planning documents and UN 
reports, I have identified points of convergence and divergence, tracing 
how activist environmentalist knowledge has influenced normative plan-
ning ideas, and how activist movements, in turn, continuously respond 
to institutional planning, adapting and reinventing alternatives.

History croiseé emphasizes the importance of adding reflexivity 
to situate the way narratives are crafted; ‘it calls for reconsideration of 
the way history can combine empirical and reflexive concerns into a 
dynamic and flexible approach’,195 and argues that giving situatedness 
and positionality to historical work ‘can be generative of meaning.’196 
By pointing to the absences in planning historiography and its archives, 
engaging with critical historiographical approaches and source critique, 
and adopting a situated perspective on the cases – including my own 
positionality as a PhD student – this thesis enhances the reflexibility that 
history croisée advocates throughout the kappa.

By intercrossing official, activist, and experiential sources, I map the 
entanglements between dominant and neglected narratives, illustrating 
how planning history is not a linear process but rather a contested field 
shaped by multiple and often conflicting voices.

194	 Ibid., 38.
195	 Ibid., 30.
196	 Ibid., 32.



6.
Summary of Papers

In this section, I summarize the five papers that comprise the thesis, outli-
ning the aim and focus of each case, and briefly account for the theoretical 
framing and source materials.

Paper Ia: A Look to Transgressive Planning Practices: Calling for 
Alternative Sources and Actors

In this chapter, I argue for a broader and more inclusive approach 
to planning historiography that recognizes the presence and influence 
of actors and practices often excluded from the disciplinary canon. 
I introduce the concept of transgressive planning practices to describe 
the spatial imaginaries and experimental actions of environmentalist 
and countercultural groups active across Western Europe during the 
long 1970s.

My aim is to challenge the conventional focus on actors and sour-
ces, which usually entails looking at official plans, policies, and planner’s 
professional expertise, and to instead consider the epistemologies produ-
ced by activists, dilettantes, and other non-traditional actors. These figu-
res engaged in criticism of modernist planning and proposed alternative 
ways of inhabiting, building, and organizing social life, often operating 
on the margins of institutional visibility. I argue that their work, though 
rarely formalized, has shaped many of the ecological and participatory 
ideals later absorbed into planning discourse.

The chapter draws on scholarship calling for ‘alternative’ or ‘noir’ 
planning histories and makes a case for considering ephemeral and 
informal materials – and the people behind them – as essential to un-
derstanding the evolution of environmental thinking in planning. This 
conceptual groundwork prepares the methodological and empirical 
investigation I pursue in the subsequent article, where I begin to explore 
these practices in greater depth.

Paper Ib: The Urbanism of Zines: The Potential of Environmentalist 
Zines as Sources for Planning History

In this article, I explore the historiographic and methodological 
potential of environmentalist zines as sources for planning history. Buil-
ding on the conceptual framework I outlined in the previous chapter – in 
which I argued in favour of including alternative actors and practices 
– this article deepens the analysis by focusing on the material produced 
by environmentalist movements across western Europe during the long 
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1970s. I treat these self-published magazines not simply as archival curio-
sities but as spaces of planning knowledge production, sites where spatial 
ideas were articulated, circulated, and tested.

Zines have historically been overlooked by planning historians, 
in part because they fall outside conventional archival categories. Their 
amateur, collage-like aesthetic and ephemeral nature place them in ten-
sion with the discipline’s reliance on official documents, plans, and built 
form. Yet I argue that this very instability is what makes them valuable: 
they allow us to reconstruct the affective and speculative dimensions of 
planning imaginaries emerging from the counterculture.

Drawing from a collection of western European environmen-
talist publications (e. g. Almbladet, Undercurrents, Street Farmer, La 
Gueulle Ouverte), I show how these zines operated as transnational 
platforms for experimentation in ecological architecture, communal 
living, energy autonomy, and post-capitalist forms of urban life. Their 
pages were filled with alternative spatial representations – diagrams 
for off-grid homes, utopian settlement layouts, DIY construction 
manuals, criticism of fossil-fuel dependence, and reflections on land 
ownership. Through this content, the zines enacted what can be 
called an urbanism from below: a form of spatial thought that was ma-
terially grounded, socially engaged, and critical of dominant planning 
paradigms.

Methodologically, I use zines to test the limits of the traditional 
archive and propose a reading practice attuned to the fragmentary and 
collective nature of countercultural media. Rather than authored in a 
conventional sense, these publications were assembled and circulated 
in ways that blur the boundaries between document and performance, 
critique and proposal.

Such material not only illuminates the environmental debates of 
the 1970s but also unsettles how we define expertise, authorship, and 
agency in planning. Dissident knowledge and informal networks sha-
ped imaginaries that would later be institutionalized in the language of 
sustainability.

By reclaiming zines as historical sources, I aim to contribute to a 
more polyphonic, open-ended historiography that accounts for the in-
formal, the ephemeral, and the marginal as sites of planning imagination. 
This article ultimately suggests that zines do not merely document a 
moment; they perform it, and in doing so, they invite us to rethink what 
may be considered planning knowledge, and who gets to produce it.



61Summary of Papers

Paper II: Environmental Ideas Co-opted: The ARARAT Exhibition, 
Stockholm, 1976

In this article, I examine how cultural institutions serve as early en-
try points for the cooptation of environmentalist ideas into state-aligned 
narratives. I focus on ARARAT (Alternative Research in Architecture, 
Resources, Art and Technology), an exhibition held at Moderna Museet 
in 1976 and later presented at the Venice Biennale. I analyse how the 
exhibition recontextualized countercultural ecological discourse within 
an institutionally endorsed, technology-centred environmental narrative.

Drawing on archival documentation and press coverage, I show 
how ARARAT drew from grassroots environmentalism – including au-
tonomous housing, alternative energy systems, and critique of industrial 
society – and mapped the state of the art in environmental technology 
and design, presenting technological experimentation as innovation 
within an institutional cultural framework.

Importantly, ARARAT also functioned as a pedagogical project. 
Its goal was to educate the public on future ways of environmentally 
concerned living, and it did this through didactic panels, interactive 
installations, a DIY environmental solutions catalogue, an open library, 
and an optimistic curatorial tone. While there were elements of structural 
criticism, they were filtered through an institutional logic that tended to 
neutralize conflict and emphasize problem-solving. Radical proposals 
were rearticulated as manageable technological challenges.

I argue that ARARAT marks a first step in a broader process of coop-
tation – appropriation – in which ecological imaginaries gain cultural legi-
timacy but lose much of their critical force. The exhibition contributed to 
the absorption of environmentalist ideas into Sweden’s emergent narrative 
of ecological modernisation and reframed as opportunities for innovation 
and industrial leadership rather than demands for political transformation.

This case highlights how cultural institutions play a central role 
in translating dissident imaginaries into forms that align with state and 
policy agendas, often under the guise of public education and progress.

Paper III: Green Housing Dream: Understenshöjden, 1989
In this paper, I examine Understenshöjden, a collectively planned, 

ecological community initiated in Stockholm in the late 1980s under the 
auspices of HSB, the largest housing company in Sweden. I trace how 
this grassroots, environmentalist, participatory initiative was shaped by 
the institutional framework of HSB and how it simultaneously influen-
ced the institution in return.



62From the Margins to the Core

Understenshöjden was conceived by a group of future residents 
who joined together around a vision of communal, low-impact, non-to-
xic, circular living. They imagined shared energy and waste management 
systems and ecologically responsible building practices as an alternative to 
individualized, resource-consuming suburban housing. Drawing on in-
terviews, planning material, and media reports, I explore how this vision 
was realized through collaboration with planners, architects, landscape 
architects, HSB representatives, and the city’s technical departments.

This paper highlights how participatory ideals from the 1970s were 
transformed when confronted with the realities of late-1980s planning 
structures. In contrast with earlier, more openly oppositional forms of 
activism, the residents of Understenshöjden negotiated within the sys-
tem, seeking approval rather than confrontation. What emerged was 
a hybrid project that achieved certain ecological goals but softened its 
political charge.

Through this case, I reflect on the shifting meaning of participa-
tion in sustainable planning. Understenshöjden offers insight into how 
environmentalist aspirations were incorporated into urban development 
through selective assimilation and transformation. It marks a moment 
when the dream of ecological living was no longer outside the system, 
but could be shaped – and in many ways limited – by it. It also reveals 
how sustainability increasingly became a technology-based planning 
practice.

Paper IV: The City of Tomorrow? The Bo01 Housing Exhibition 
in Malmö, Sweden, 2001, as a Model of Sustainable Urban Devel-
opment

The final article revisits Bo01, the housing exhibition staged in 
Malmö’s Västra Hamnen in 2001, as a pivotal episode in Swedish plan-
ning history and a case that depicts the regulation of environmentalist 
ideas. I bring the lens of urban political ecology to understand how sus-
tainability became entangled with Malmö’s ambitions to reinvent itself 
after industrial decline. I argue that Bo01 was not only a showcase of 
green technologies; it was also a branding exercise in which ecological 
modernization and municipal entrepreneurialism merged to reposition 
the city within a competitive, Europeanized planning culture.

I situate Bo01 within the Swedish discourse on the ‘Green Welfare 
State’ of the 1990s, a period marked by deregulation and decentraliza-
tion, during which municipalities increasingly pursued growth-oriented 
policies while also seeking to implement Agenda 21 guidelines. Within 
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this context, Malmö mobilized public funds and forged partnerships 
with industry to create a district-scale demonstration of sustainable li-
ving. Aquifer-based heating, solar panels, wind energy, vacuum waste 
systems, and biodiversity metrics were integrated into the plan, and the 
exhibition’s architect, Klas Tham, designed a compact, walkable, and 
visually diverse urban layout, inviting both well-known architects and 
smaller developers.

My reading of Bo01 exposes important tensions. The sustainability 
narrative was largely articulated in technical and aesthetic terms rather 
than social or political ones. A ‘Quality Programme’ served as both a 
governance tool and a design brief, prescribing environmental metrics 
while freeing architectural expression. Marketing materials constructed 
an imagined resident – affluent, mobile, technologically adept – that bore 
little resemblance to Malmö’s socially and ethnically diverse population. 
I also trace the difficulties and failures of the exhibition: contaminated 
land, missed deadlines, partial construction, low visitor numbers, and 
eventual bankruptcy.

By reflecting on Bo01, I show how sustainability was deployed 
as both an ethical claim and a market strategy, promoting technological 
solutions and architectural variety while sidestepping deeper questions 
of equity and structural change.
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7.
Discussion and Main Findings

This chapter is a discussion of the main findings of the papers in relation 
to the overarching aims and research questions introduced in Chapter 
3. In it, I analyse the findings from the papers and contextualize them in 
relation to broader theoretical and empirical discussions.

Section 7.1 is a three-part historiographical discussion; Section 7.2 
discusses the cooptation of environmentalist practices; and Section 7.3 
addresses the question of what constitutes sustainable urban development, 
discussing its aesthetic dimensions, procedural principles, and ethical 
foundations.

7.1 Historiographical Discussion
This three-part historiographical discussion addresses RQ1, concerning 
absences, and RQ2, where the focus is on sources and actors. In the first 
part, 7.1.1, I examine how recognizing the agency of environmentalist 
practices facilitates a more comprehensive history of sustainable plan-
ning. In the second part (7.1.2), I discuss how minor theory provides a 
framework for navigating the methodological challenges of incorpora-
ting such agency. Finally (7.1.3), I expand the discussion to the global 
scale, exploring how the study’s findings contribute to the global history 
of sustainability by highlighting Sweden’s role in shaping transnational 
sustainable planning discourse.

7.1.1 From margins to mainstream: The transformation of institu-
tional planning

This PhD study has demonstrated that the dual framework of insurgent 
planning histories and minor theory offers a rich analytical lens for unders-
tanding the historical dynamics between grassroots activism and esta-
blished planning systems. As the literature review in Chapter 2 showed, 
planning history rarely acknowledges European environmentalist prac-
tices as forces that push new planning agendas toward sustainability, and 
their actions, demonstrations, experiments, and publications are often 
overlooked as sources from which to build a narrative.

Drawing on Leonie Sandercock’s concept of insurgent planning 
histories, which acknowledges ‘the struggle of the people against 
power’197 as an important part of planning historiography, this thesis 

197	 Milan Kundera quoted in Sandercock, Towards, 37.
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recognizes the agency of environmentalist practices that operate out-
side, or even in opposition to institutional postwar planning systems. 
It thus expands the narratives that shape the planning history of sus-
tainability. Deleuze and Guattari’s minor theory extends Sandercock’s 
perspective further and emphasizes the transformative potential of the 
minor over the major, in this case, of environmentalist practices over 
institutional planning institutions. When conceptualized as minor, 
these practices do more than merely react to planning institutions 
or postwar capitalist development; they become transformative or de-
territorializing, political, and anticipatory of a cultural shift.198 In other 
words, through their opposition to dominant planning frameworks, 
environmentalist practices not only criticize and resist, but also pre-
figure alternatives, gradually transforming the very institutions that 
they initially opposed.

In the five articles of this thesis, there are four recurring environ-
mentalist claims that emerge as key contributors to the transformation 
of planning agendas and that are closely associated with contemporary 
sustainability practices. These are: opening planning processes to actively 
involve community members; promoting the use of bicycles as an alter-
native to car-dominated mobility; pioneering experiments with green 
technologies; and advocating for the preservation of both urban fabrics 
and nature and rejecting the widespread practice of demolition and 
nature destruction. A more nuanced historization of sustainability must 
therefore include these grassroots contributions, acknowledging that they 
are neither peripheral nor anecdotal, but formative for the evolution of 
sustainable urbanism.

On collaborative planning
A transnationally recurring theme in European environmentalist 

practices is the extended perception of postwar planning as undemocra-
tic. Planners and planning offices were often portrayed as ‘authoritarian’ 
and ‘fraudulent’ and accused of creating unhealthy environments.199 
Their hermetic power structures and top-down processes were in-
creasingly called into question, highlighting the need to redefine the 
planners’ role in society. This sentiment is reflected in most of the zi-
nes in Paper Ib, where there are reports of local protests staged against 
specific planning decisions.

198	 Deleuze and Guattari, Toward.
199	 Almbladet 2, 8-9.
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By the 1970s and 1980s, calls for greater transparency and public 
participation in planning processes had become unifying demands, and 
in the 1990s they crystallized in what has been termed ‘the collaborative 
turn in planning’.200 Influenced by post-structural and feminist theory, 
planning theorists started to revise the discipline.201 Figures such as theo-
rist Patsy Healey argued that planning should concern governance pro-
cesses through which communities engage in the active shaping of their 
own futures. For Healey, ‘the challenge of planning is not just technical 
problem-solving, but the mobilization of attention, values, and resources 
towards collective action.’202 These ideas prompted a fundamental shift 
from a technocratic and top-down model to one that prioritizes collective 
agency and participatory governance.

The 1976 ARARAT exhibition incorporated the public into the 
exhibition-making process and transformed the museum into a democra-
tic space for collective self-building and learning, anticipating this 1990s 
collaborative shift.203 ARARAT employed more than a hundred people 
in the making of the exhibition – including artists, architects, engineers, 
and natural scientists – demonstrating a truly multidisciplinary endea-
vour. Similarly, albeit scaled up to the neighbourhood level, the planning 
process of ecological community of Understenshöjden developed a con-
sensually based planning- and design process within the structure of the 
housing company HSB. Cooperative members developed negotiation 
tools to navigate challenges and resolve conflicts between the inhabitants, 
between themselves and the architect, and between the inhabitants, the 
architect, and HSB. These included designing aggregative solutions for 
the dwelling design, tracing invisible property lines to resolve disagree-
ments about the outdoor space, or creating teams and alternating shifts 
for maintenance work.

The practices from the zines, ARARAT or Understenshöjden 
emphasize participatory governance and collaborative decision-making 
and thus exemplify a broader paradigm shift toward decentralized, com-
munity-driven approaches in planning [Figures 4-8]. Such approaches 
became closely linked to the idea of sustainable development in the 1990s, 
particularly after the introduction of Agenda 21. The non-professional, 
experimental, and embodied nature of these environmentalist practices 
further enriches the understanding of this connection, moving beyond 

200	 Allmendinger and Tewdwr-Jones, Planning Futures, 206.
201	 Servon, ‘The Language’.
202	 Healey, Collaborative Planning, 248.
203	 Bishop, Artificial Hells.
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the usual critique of technocratic planning found in planning theory 
literature usually referenced by authors such as Habermas, Beck, and 
Giddens,204 and instead foregrounding the practical, everyday labour of 
building alternative planning futures. 

On sustainable mobility
Countering the car-governed consumer society is also crucial. Euro-
pean historic centres have been inundated with cars since the 1960s, 
with fatal accidents and pollution becoming the everyday, as many of 
the zines in paper Ib document. The car lobby’s grand visions of urban 
highways transversing cities, or the metro infrastructure’s cut-and-covers 
in European capitals, meant tearing up parks and demolishing buildings, 
and even entire neighbourhoods. Bicycles, a traditional and vulnerable 
technology (in comparison to car-machines), became a symbol of oppo-
sition and resistance to car domination in cities. Provos and their Witte 
Fietsenplan (White Bicycle Plan) made the white bicycle an international 
countercultural symbol, particularly after widely circulated photos from 
1969 showed John Lennon and Yoko Ono with a Provo bicycle on their 
‘bed-in for peace’ during their honeymoon at the Amsterdam Hilton 
[Figures 9-10].

The main room of the ARARAT exhibition showcased a Viet-
namese bike with DIY modifications that made it able to function as 
a cargo bike, offering a sustainable transportation alternative that did 
not pollute. Environmental zines often documented bike parades and 
direct actions, reflecting a shared vision of liberating cities from cars and 
promoting bicycles as a core element of urban mobility [Figures 11-13]. 
They show how activists campaigned for sustainable mobility solutions 
to be integrated into public transit. Their efforts also sought to change 
car drivers’ behaviour through road pricing, more efficient road use, and 
restricted car access in urban areas. The car-free urban layouts of both 
Understenshöjden (Paper III) and Bo01 (Paper IV) are scaled-up reali-
zations of this vision [Figures 12-17].

Mobility historians have recently begun to historicize today’s calls 
for sustainable or ‘smart’ mobility solutions such as municipal bike-sha-
ring programmes, peer-to-peer sharing platforms, and other emerging 
technologies.205 The historiographic focus has largely been on individuals, 
on innovators and on their interactions with policymakers to develop 

204	 Allmendinger and Tewdwr-Jones, Planning Futures; Beauregard.
205	 Ploeger and Oldenziel, ‘The Sociotechnical’.
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these technologies. Integrating the perspectives of environmental ac-
tivism in the promotion of walkability, public transport, and the use of 
bikes can provide valuable insights, particularly for European planning 
historiography, offering a broader lens that moves beyond the typical 
references to North American narratives such as Jane Jacobs and Robert 
Moses’ struggle, Carl Calthorpe’s pedestrian pockets, or the traditionalist 
approach of The New Urbanists.206

On circular planning
Experiments with small-scale, community-oriented energy production 
technologies are a recurrent theme in the practices discussed in all the 
papers comprising this thesis. Technologies such as wind energy devi-
ces, biomass systems, solar panels, individual sewage treatment plants, 
urine-separating toilets and more are envisioned, tested, modified, 
disseminated, or discarded. All of them aim to foster a more ethical, less 
exploitative relationship with the natural world. The pursuit of circular 
approaches to energy production and waste management thus became a 
significant focus for environmentalist practices [Figures 17-19].

Underlying these efforts is Bookchin’s eco-anarchist concept of 
social ecology,207 which posits that when decentralized, human-scale, 
and ethically driven renewable energy systems are controlled by com-
munities, they hold great potential to counter the ecological and social 
damage brought on by industrial capitalism. In his words:

Modern technology has now reached so advanced a le-
vel of development that it permits humanity to recons-
truct urban life along lines that could foster a balanced, 
well-rounded, and harmonious community of interests 
between human beings and between humanity and 
the natural world. This ecocommunity would be more 
than what we have always meant by a city; it would be 
a social work of art, a community fashioned by human 
creativity, reason, and ecological insight.208

In the introduction to Radical Technology (1976), edited by Peter 
Harper and Godfrey Boyle, both of whom were editors of Undercurrents 
and followers of Bookchin, noted that ‘technologies could help create 
a less oppressive and more fulfilling society’ if implemented ‘through 

206	 Hall, Cities, 462-467.
207	 Bookchin, The Philosophy.
208	 Bookchin, Toward, 91.
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small-scale techniques in a wider social context of humanized production 
under workers’ and consumers’ control.’209 Thus, technology is envisio-
ned as a key tool for building environmental futures, but only when it 
is decentralized and community-controlled, as opposed to top-down.

The ARARAT exhibition (Paper II) mapped available technolo-
gies in this regard. It displayed a myriad of low-tech and cutting-edge 
technologies and showed their implementation in full-scale construc-
tions [Figures 20-22]. Understenshöjden (Paper III) tested available 
technologies on a neighbourhood scale, using trial-and-error processes 
to test solutions for wastewater treatment and energy production. These 
experiments ranged from individual devices to collective systems and 
eventually incorporated reliance on public infrastructure [Figure 23]. Si-
milarly, Bo01 (Paper IV) tested cutting-edge technologies developed by 
Sweden’s green industry (heat pumps, thermal collectors, wind turbines) 
aiming to establish a circular system of waste management and energy 
production on a district-wide scale [Figure 24].

While each of these projects explored technological solutions for 
sustainability, their approaches reveal a fundamental tension between bo-
ttom-up experimentation and top-down implementation, reflecting the 
broader trend of sustainability being increasingly shaped by corporate and 
institutional agendas rather than controlled by communities. Bookchin 
writes in one of his first published works, The Limits of the City (1974):

technology, subserved to irrational and demonic 
forces [of industrial capitalism], becomes not the ins-
trument of harmony and security, but the means for 
systematically plundering the human spirit and the 
natural world.210

On urban nature preservation
Environmentalism brought attention to the need to preserve and enhance 
natural infrastructures in urban areas. In the 1970s and 1980s, protests and 
actions spread rapidly across European cities against the demolition of 
parks or natural landscapes, which were often sacrificed in modernization 
plans that followed a tabula rasa approach promoted by planning offices. 
Many of the actions and movements were documented in the zines dis-
cussed in Paper Ib [Figures 25-27]; some examples are Undercurrent’s calls 
for legal protection of green urban areas, Street Farmers’ ‘transmogrifi-

209	 Harper and Boyle, Radical Technology, 5.
210	 Bookchin, The Limits, 139.
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cation actions’ to replace asphalt with compost and seeds, or Almbladet’s 
satirical articles against the destruction of natural spaces in Stockholm.

Understenshöjden’s collaborative masterplan in Paper III reflects 
a design response rooted in environmentalist claims. By adapting to 
the existing site conditions, the dwellings leave the landscape largely 
untouched, preserving its natural features and engaging in more ethical 
relationships with the existing environment. Here, landscape design be-
comes a key approach for fostering these ethics, emphasizing coexistence 
rather than dominance over nature [Figures 28-29]. This aligns with 
Bookchin’s formulation of ecological societies:

No longer a mere spectatorial object to be seen from 
a window or during a stroll, nature will become an 
integral part of all aspects of the human experience, 
from work to play. Only in this way can the needs of 
the natural world become integrated with those of the 
social to yield an authentic ecological consciousness 
that transcends the instrumentalist “environmental” 
mentality of the sanitary engineer.211

Paper IV’s exploration of Bo01 shows a further step in the reo-
rientation of public spaces towards landscapes, where biodiversity and 
the integration of green spaces into the urban fabric became central to 
development. The landscape in Bo01 is carefully designed. Instead of 
preserving natural areas in non-domination relationships or emulating 
wild nature, its parks feature educational habitats; there are streets and 
squares with beds of reeds, birdhouses and frog ponds, and experimental 
gardens; these reflect an enormous investment in the outdoor areas, ‘hi-
gher than there had been for many decades anywhere else in Sweden’.212 
This was not purely ecologically driven, but also strategic. As landscape 
scholar Nicole Porter observes, by the 1990s, landscape architecture had 
become a powerful tool for sales:

the landscape has, in due course, been transformed 
into a promotional object, a seamless product whose 
very physical presence and people’s subjective expe-
rience of it cannot be separated from the marketing 
aims processes.213

211	 Ibid., 91.
212	 Kling, A. Landscape Architecture in the Western Harbour, in Persson, B. (ed.) The 

West.
213	 Porter, Landscape and Branding, 170.
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The commodification of urban nature was central in city com-
petitions from the late 1990s onward, and investment in outdoor spaces 
became a key strategy for marketing new cities and districts. Bo01 
embodies this approach, turning green space into a defining visual and 
experiential feature.

In conclusion, the findings of the articles comprising this thesis 
suggest, from a historical perspective, that practices such as collabo-
rative planning, sustainable urban mobility, circular planning, and a 
growing emphasis on preserving urban nature were already tested 
through environmentalist experiments led by non-professional actors 
external to, and opposed to, planning institutions. As I will discuss in 
Section 7.2, their gradual absorption is not simply a story of influence, 
but one of tension, negotiation, and depoliticization. Environmen-
talist practices challenged dominant planning from the outside, but 
as they were absorbed, their critical edge was often softened by tech-
nocratic and consensus-driven agendas. As historian Joan Ockman 
so eloquently puts it, ‘the strategy of a minor architecture might be 
incremental, subtle, and persistent’,214 and its agency over the norm 
‘entails a process that begins within the major little by little appropria-
ting it and making it strange, until the normative, the familiar, beco-
mes something new, the inception of a different consciousness’.215 The 
papers trace this subtle transformation process whilst also highlighting 
its contradictions: environmentalist experiments reshaped planning, 
but they were in turn also reshaped by it, exposing the tensions inhe-
rent in institutionalizing sustainability, and showing that its politics 
remain historically contingent and unresolved.

7.1.2 Beyond the absence/presence binary: The category of 
minor sources

The concept of minor sources proposed in Paper Ib offers a me-
thod for addressing historical absences, making significant metho-
dological contributions to the study of planning history. The PhD 
study demonstrates that applying the category of minor to histo-
rical sources helps reposition canonical major narratives – or what 
Sandercock216 refers to as the ‘official’ version of planning history. 

214	 Ockman, Toward, 152.
215	 Ibid.
216	 Sandercock, Making.
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4. Undercurrents no. 39: “Communes, Work and Anarchy,” 1980. 5. ARARAT workshops on collective buil-
ding in the courtyard of the Moderna Museet. Photographer: Olof Antell. Moderna Museet Archive, 1976. 6. 
Organizational scheme of participants, spaces, and audiences for the ARARAT exhibition, from the prepara-
tory document Ararat experiment station 1975 – ARARAT exhibition Moderna Museet Apr–Jun 1976. Ecological 
Building and Living. Moderna Museet Archive, Stockholm. 7. Community gathering at Understenshöjden, 
from HSB pamphlet The Story of Understenshöjden, 1992. 8. Diagram of Understenshöjden’s maintenance 
groups: Gemensamma (collective) in pink, with other colours denoting additional groups. Note the absence of 
visible property lines. From Förvaltning av mark och utemiljö BRF Understenshöjden, 2017. 
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9. John Lennon and Yoko Ono during the “bed-in for peace” at the Hilton Hotel, Amsterdam, with a white 
bicycle from the Provo White Bike Plan. Photographer: Nico Koster, 1969. 10. Provo’s fietsenplan (Bike Plan) 
pamphlet. The final sentences read: “The White Bicycle symbolizes simplicity and hygiene in comparison 
with the artificiality and dirt of the authoritarian car, after all a bicycle is something but almost nothing.” Pro-
vokatie no. 5, 1969. 11. Protest against cars in Stockholm, the banner reads: “Cars or People.” Almbladet no. 1, 
p. 22, 1971. 12. Pamphlet featuring a Vietnamese cargo bike displayed in the ARARAT exhibition. Moderna 
Museet Archive, 1976. 13. Vietnamese cargo bike on display at the Giardini, Venice Biennale. Photographer: 
Olof Antell. Moderna Museet Archive, 1976. 14. Free-car masterplan of Understenshöjden, with parking loca-
ted along the western border of the site. Marie Åslund, 1996. 15. Free-car masterplan of Bo01. Malmö Stadsb-
yggnadskontor Archive, 1999. 16. Woman cycling in Bo01, front page of Klimatsmarta Malmö. Hållbarhet blir 
verklighet (Smart Climate Malmö. Sustainability Becomes Reality). Malmö Stad, 2009. 
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17. “Autonomous Housing Estate,” in Peter Harper and Godfrey Boyle, Radical Technology. London: Wild-
wood House, 1976, pp. 132–133. 18. Poster for COMTEK79, the Community Technology Festival, Bath. 
Undercurrents no. 35, 1979. 19. Diagram of basic interdependencies in the Street Farmhouse. Street Farm 2, 
1972. 20. Entrance to the Moderna Museet with displayed devices, technologies, and architectures. Moderna 
Museet Archive, 1976. 21. ARARAT on display at the Nordic Pavilion, Venice Biennale. Photographer: Olof 
Antell. Moderna Museet Archive, 1976. 22. Diagram of ARARAT’s main room illustrating the energetic 
interdependencies of nature’s four elements. Moderna Museet Archive, 1976. 23. Circular plan of Unders-
tenshöjden, including site, inhabitants, buildings, and technologies. Bengt Bilén, 1994. 24. Diagram of Bo01’s 
circularity, visitor brochure for the housing exhibition, 2001. 
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25. Special issue on trees and forests, Undercurrents no. 47, 1981. 26. Vann-Baereren no. 7: “Utopiene Lever” 
(“Utopias are Alive”), 1975. The issue explores reintegration of nature and cosmological thinking into do-
mestic life. 27. Almbladet no. 1, 1971. Cover illustration satirising the battle over the elms (almstriden) in Stoc-
kholm, with caricature of local politician Hjalmar Mehr wielding an axe. 28. Iterations of Understenshöjden’s 
masterplan, positioning buildings to maximise preservation of nature. Bengt Bilén, 1995. 29. Landscape of 
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Sustainability is frequently framed as a transnational challenge, 
its official historical narrative rooted in the Brundtland Report.217 This 
narrative is typically supported by resolutions, reports, treaties, and con-
ventions from global, national, or local institutions, such as the United 
Nations, the European Commission, national legislation, or planning 
policies; these serve as primary sources for its historization. However, 
this official framing frequently overlooks environmentalist practices 
operating at the margins of these institutions (see Chapter 4). How, 
then, should historians position these practices and their historical traces 
in relation to the official historiography? It is precisely in this regard that 
the concept of the minor proposed here – which encompasses minor 
histories and sources – has emerged as valuable framework.

Writing about a modern architect overlooked by architecture his-
toriography, Joan Ockman points out that when working with neglected 
sources or actors, there is a risk of focussing excessively on their absence: 
‘The problematic of the marginal subject, like any other, can all too easily 
fall prey to a tautological or reciprocally confirming subject and method. 
In the end, it may be unclear if our work is a parable or a parody. Nonethe-
less, such unaccustomed illumination – whether indirect or ‘ultraviolet’ 
... may well be the potential of the minor historiography [italics in origi-
nal].’218 This thesis therefore makes use of the minor framework’s ability 
to reposition and transform major histories beyond simplistic, moralizing 
or trivializing readings. That is, it can reveal aspects of history that are 
typically overlooked, thereby enriching our understanding beyond the 
binary of absence/presence.

Environmentalist histories and sources are minor in comparison 
to major narratives derived from municipal planning offices, govern-
ment bodies, or European Commission actions. Engaging with these 
minor sources offers new interpretations of those dominant histories. 
Examples such as those discussed in Section 7.1.1 complete the histo-
rization of sustainability by including the agency of environmentalist 
experiments in participatory planning, sustainable mobility, circular 
planning, or recent practices of urban nature preservation. These na-
rratives not only intersect with mainstream sustainability discourses; 
they also modify and enrich them.

By incorporating zines and other ephemeral environmentalist 
materials as valid resources for historical inquiry, the thesis extends the 

217	 Brundtland, Our Common Future.
218	 Ockman, ‘Reinventing’, 98.
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conventional boundaries of historical knowledge in planning regarding 
the use of sources, which is extensively discussed in Paper Ib. It includes 
the insights of ordinary individuals, amateurs, and embodied knowledge, 
thereby proposing a more nuanced and layered understanding of the 
origins of sustainable development.

7.1.3 Swedish histories in the global history of sustainability
As the cases of ARARAT, Understenshöjden, and Bo01 – The City of 
Tomorrow are Swedish, I acknowledge Swedish geographical and cul-
tural positionality in the papers. The stories reach other places however, 
primarily western European geographies (Papers Ia and Ib), and also 
extend globally. The transnational focus in the papers has revealed some 
Swedish contributions to the history of environmentalism, and more 
remarkably, to the global history of sustainability. After all, sustainability 
is a global agreement, made through global events and pushed by global 
institutions to counteract the environmental crisis, which is an indisputa-
bly global question. In line with this, the thesis nods to historian Sebastian 
Conrad’s idea of global history.

According to Conrad, the notion of global history aims to 
overcome the fragmentation in historical studies produced by a ‘me-
thodological nationalism’219 in which the nation-state is usually the 
fundamental unit of investigation. In our field, studying the move-
ment of planning ideas across borders – this is usually referred to as 
‘knowledge diffusion’ in planning history literature220 – is not new. 
Urban historian Carl Nightingale from the Global Urban History 
Project221 reminds that planning historians are accustomed to the 
‘global’ approach: ‘Planning historians, who emphasize the inherently 
international profession of planning, were among the first to antici-
pate the “transnational” or global turn in urban history … examining 
the exchange of planning ideas and policy frameworks.’222 However, 
Conrad stresses that certain phenomena require ‘a more comprehensi-
ve understanding of the interactions and connections that have made 
the modern world’223 than the linear transnational transfers usually 
covered in planning history research.224 The argument gains force in 
a seemingly more and more uniform world that seems to be evolving 

219	 Conrad, What, 9.
220	 See, for instance, Ward, Planning Diffusion, 76-90.
221	 See: https://www.globalurbanhistory.org/
222	 Nightingale, ‘The Global’, 135.
223	 Conrad, What, 9.
224	 Healey, The Universal; Ward, ‘Planning Diffusion’.
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into a single political, economic, and cultural entity, and where local 
events are increasingly shaped by the global context.225

In the 1970s, awareness of the environmental crisis as a global 
threat was fostered by the idea of the Earth as a single, interconnected 
ecological system in need of protective efforts that transcended na-
tion-state sovereignties and their boundaries. The environmental effects 
of urbanization, the dependence on fossil fuels, material extraction and 
circulation, and overall ecosystem destruction increasingly and trans-
versally permeated societies, from individuals to institutions. The idea of 
a sustainable urbanism may thus be seen as the materialization of these 
global concerns. Conrad writes that

at its core [of global history] are patterns of exchange 
that were regular and sustained, and thus able to shape 
societies in profound ways. There have always been 
cross-border exchanges, but their operation and im-
pact depend on the degree of systemic integration on 
a global scale.226

The papers included in this thesis show that globally, Sweden 
is usually praised for its efforts to develop sustainability models for 
the world to emulate.227 Swedish contemporary institutions such as 
SymbioCity – a government initiative aiming to promote public and 
private expertise in sustainable urbanism – or the Stockholm Resi-
lience Centre – a research centre at Stockholm University focused 
on sustainable development – show the country’s ambition to be at 
the forefront of sustainability practices. According to SymbioCity’s 
website (as of November 2024):

Swedish municipalities have a long-standing vision of 
urban development as more than the sum of its parts. 
This holistic way of working has resulted in Swedish 
cities ranking among the most sustainable in the world, 
with targets and strategies that encourage a green 
transformation. SymbioCity methods are based on 
these experiences, as applied and continuously refined 
in transition and developing countries.228

225	 Beck, What is Globalization?
226	 Conrad, What, 12.
227	 Hult, Unpacking, 129.
228	 SymbioCity website: https://symbiocity.org/
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This shows a clear ambition to position the country as a flagship 
and reference for best practices of sustainable urban development.

Using historical Swedish-based case studies, the thesis establishes 
a dialectical thinking between local- and global history to examine the 
country’s role in shaping and contributing to the global sustainable urban 
development discourse. Paper II situates the exhibition ARARAT in the 
context of the 1972 UN Conference on the Human Environment in 
Stockholm; with the motto ‘Only One Earth’, it positioned Sweden at 
the forefront of environmental diplomacy and showcased the country’s 
ambition to influence global environmental affairs. According to Ger-
man environmental diplomacy researcher Andreas Grieger, ‘it was in the 
initiative of a small country in Scandinavia that laid the foundation for 
international cooperation on environmental matters.’229

This commitment was further reinforced by the vision of the 
‘Green Welfare State’ introduced in the 1990s under Social Democra-
tic Prime Minister Göran Persson. Building on the momentum of the 
Brundtland Report (1987) and the Agenda 21 programme (1992), Pers-
son declared in his inaugural speech to Parliament in 1996 that ‘Sweden 
shall be a leading force and an example to other countries in its efforts 
to create environmentally sustainable development.’230 The noble cause 
of protecting the environment through policy also became a way of 
growing economically.

The development of Understenshöjden in the Gröna HSB strategy 
described in Paper III shows a mobilization of resources by both public 
and private institutions to integrate the concept of sustainable develop-
ment into the built environment. The case of Bo01 housing exhibition 
in Paper IV demonstrates the ambition to position Sweden as a leading 
nation in green construction and sustainable urban planning. As stated 
in preparation materials for the exhibition, ‘the Expo will demonstrate 
the position of the Swedish and European “frontline” with regard to en-
vironmental aspects of architecture, design, the knowledge of material, 
and other fields areas within town planning and building.’231

Paper IV also links Malmö’s housing exhibition to Swedish new 
membership in the European Union. The ‘European Village’ – a part of 
the development in which all EU members were invited to design and 
build a house – embodies the idea of the European Union as a networked 

229	 Grieger, ‘Only’.
230	 Regeringskansliet 1996, quoted in Lidskog and Elander, ‘Ecological Modernization’, 
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force and leader of good practices in sustainability, but also the notion of 
Europe as a common market for the construction industry. Bo01 and the 
parallel urban development of Hammarby Sjöstad in Stockholm (from 
the mid-1990s to the 2010s) positioned Sweden as a host for the best sus-
tainable development practices in an EU-perspective – Stockholm won 
the first EU Green Capital in 2010 – and globally, as it was included in 
the World Bank’s best sustainability practices in 2010.

In summary, this PhD study has examined how certain Swedish 
planning practices have responded to environmental challenges, cons-
tantly aiming to become a global model. Building on Conrad’s notion 
of global history, I have critically explored how Sweden has consistently 
sought to position itself as a leader in sustainable urbanism within the 
global market of planning services and technologies, particularly throu-
gh its shift toward ecological modernization. This reinforces the idea of 
sustainability as a transnational and collective project, and it also highli-
ghts how global sustainability is increasingly shaped by market logics, 
competition, and the pursuit of geopolitical influence rather than solely 
by ecological responsibility.

7.2 Environmentalist Practices vis-à-vis Sustainable Urban 
Developments

Considered collectively, the practices discussed in the articles reveal a 
process of territorialization as environmental activism becomes insti-
tutionalized; that is, environmentalist actors, spatial interventions, and 
technological experiments, which initially appeared heterogeneous and 
disparate, have been integrated and grown into more structured fra-
meworks in planning institutions.232 Essentially, the papers as a whole de-
monstrate how certain minor environmentalist practices gradually evolve 
into major, stabilized, and systematic planning activities, particularly as 
sustainability began to solidify as a normative standard in institutions 
around the turn of the millennium.

Following Selznick’s cooptation theory (1949), this transformation 
is disempowering, a political strategy to neutralize opposition by offering 
it a share in power and thus assimilating dissenting forces within institu-
tions. In the case of environmental activism and the adoption of its ideas, 
practices, and actors into institutional planning however, the process is 
more complex. The papers show that there are different degrees of assi-

232	 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand; De Landa, Assemblage Theory; Beauregard, 
Advanced, 19.
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Figure 30. Diagram of the institutionalization of environmentalist ideas, 
experiments, practices, and actors across the stages of cooptation, connecting 

the case studies analysed in the thesis.
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milation of environmental activism that mostly depend on the capacity 
of the practices to scale-up and align with market-oriented approaches, 
often at the expense of more radical or redistributive demands. While the 
diagram on the previous page [Figure 30] depicts the process as consistent 
and continuous, it is not without setbacks, mutual or unilateral discards, 
and periods without significant evolution.

Drawing on Coy and Hedeen’s four-stage model of cooptation, 
this section synthesizes the findings from all of the papers to discuss and 
unpack this process and responds to RQ3, regarding the legacies – both 
transformative and compromised – of environmentalist practices in con-
temporary practices of sustainable urban development.

Papers Ia and Ib illustrate the first phase, ‘inception and engage-
ment’. The content of the collected zines shows the response of 1970s’ 
environmental activism to a ‘set of grievances or unfulfilled needs’233 
provoked by an alienating, consumerist-oriented, polluting, and car-do-
minant modern urban planning. Zines thus became a testimony of the 
‘development of shared consciousness and collective identities’.234 In 
them, authors report about local movements, claims, experiments, and 
technologies, creating a common aesthetic in which bikes substitute 
cars, cities are re-naturalized, experimental technology facilitates realize 
self-sufficiency and environmental wellbeing, and communities evolve 
into small-scale, self-organized cooperatives. Coy and Hedeen argue that 
in this first phase, the criticism and the alternatives are read as ‘political 
opportunities’ by institutions, which begin ‘perceiving [their own] need 
for reform’.235 The Stockholm Conference (1972) crystalized this mo-
ment of institutional recognition of the idea that humans were harming 
the environment. Environmental protection started to be perceived as a 
key principle in international governance, and the construction industry 
and the expansion of cities a significant threat for the environment. It was 
from this point that environmentalist ideas and experimental practices 
started to shape the official agenda.

In Paper II, the ARARAT exhibition exemplifies the phase of 
‘appropriation’, where institutions adopt the language and methods 
of activist movements and integrate their work through invitations to 
participate in the institutional sphere.236 ARARAT exhibited cutting-ed-
ge green technologies, low-tech devices, and full-scale architectural 

233	 Coy and Hedeen, ‘A Stage Model’, 410.
234	 Ibid.
235	 Ibid., 411.
236	 Ibid., 413.
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prototypes, openly defining the environmental crisis as a consequence 
of capitalism and colonialism. ARARAT was on display at Sweden’s 
leading museum of contemporary art and later represented the country 
at the Venice Art Biennale, and it thus exemplifies the appropriation of 
environmentalist ideas within both national and international cultural 
institutions and discourses.

Coy and Hedeen argue that such invitations to participate are often 
seen as small victories within the movement, and activists may perceive 
institutional engagement as a form of positive power-sharing, as the 
prospect of institutionalization confers legitimacy and attracts resour-
ces.237 However, institutions frequently reinterpret the terms of activist 
efforts and often apply them to practices that are at odds with the original 
intention.238 The technologies showcased in ARARAT were initially 
conceived by ARARAT members as tools for facilitating off-grid com-
munity living, with which to disconnect from the polluting, consumerist 
infrastructure of capitalist modernity. Outside the general press however, 
the exhibition was primarily discussed in techno-scientific magazines that 
framed the technologies on show there as promising opportunities for 
industry-driven green reconversion and largely excluded the exhibition’s 
original anti-capitalist and anti-colonialist criticism.

Paper III explores the third phase, ‘assimilation and transformation’, 
through the case of the ecological community Understenshöjden. De-
veloped under the auspices of Sweden’s largest housing company HSB, 
the project (1) engaged in a participative process, (2) experimented with 
available green technologies and (3) tested solutions for preserving the 
plot’s natural landscape untouched. According to Coy and Hedeen, in 
this phase institutions try to assimilate key leaders or members of activist 
movements, effectively reshaping their original goals, priorities, and 
agendas to fit the institutions’ interests.239 HSB recruited Mia Torpe, 
initiator of Understenshöjden, as the national environmental manager to 
lead the Gröna HSB (Green HSB) campaign, seeking to integrate (some 
of) Understenshöjden’s environmental practices into HSB’s housing 
stock. As Alejandra Navarrete ongoing PhD discusses, and drawing on 
Torpe’s experience, the campaign primarily involved educational lectures 
and workshops that she held about circularity and the use of green tech-
nology and targeted local HSB representatives across Sweden.240 Howe-

237	 Ibid.
238	 Ibid.
239	 Ibid., 420.
240	 Navarrete, Swedish Environmentalisms, 35-39.
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ver, Understenshöjden’s core principles, such as community-driven 
decision-making or preservation of a site’s natural conditions, were de-
prioritized in the campaign, with more importance given to transferable 
solutions for the construction industry; materials and technologies were 
prioritized more highly than participatory or place-based approaches.

Paper IV explores the housing exhibition Bo01 in Malmö as a com-
pelling example of the final phase, termed ‘regulation’, in which institutions 
‘routinize, standardize, legislate practices’.241 Bo01 shows a regulatory shift 
in Swedish urban planning with the implementation of Quality Pro-
grammes, a quantitative tool able to formalize sustainability by regulating 
outdoor spaces and the use of green technology through a system of points, 
thereby consolidating sustainability into measurable parameters.

According to Coy and Hedeen, this final phase unfolds alongside 
a process wherein ‘customers develop expectations aligned’ with these 
institutionalized practices. The sustainable citizen envisioned for Bo01 
emerges as an environmentally conscious consumer – a white one, with 
a high income and a willingness to pay high prices for technologically 
equipped and architecturally expressive apartments; this ultimately posi-
tioned sustainability within a market-driven paradigm. Throughout the 
articles, the PhD study shows that when environmental ideas become 
institutionalized and driven by consensus, they also become depoliticized. 
This final phase is discussed further in the following section.

Two main key questions emerge from this discussion. The first 
concerns the role of environmental activism in the testing and advan-
cement of technological experiments for circularity and self-sufficiency, 
even if the underlying purpose undergoes a fundamental shift. The analy-
sed papers demonstrate that technologies were initially conceptualized 
as emancipatory or ‘liberatory’ tools, drawing on the work of anarchist 
thinker Murray Bookchin, who is frequently cited in the environmen-
talist publications of Paper Ib. Technological innovation was intended to 
challenge rationalist and capitalist paradigms of environmental domina-
tion, facilitate ecological well-being, and promote community autonomy 
and self-governance. As environmental agendas became institutionalized 
however, green technologies were developed by research institutions and 
manufacturing industries, and later adopted by public administrations, 
and the emphasis on social transformation and the imperative to alter 
consumption patterns progressively disappeared. Technology became 

241	 Coy and Hedeen, ‘A Stage Model’, 424.
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the facilitator of a ‘hedonistic sustainability’242 for those who could afford 
it – upholding consumerist patterns whilst addressing energetic demands 
and waste management. The articles thus describe a shift in how green 
technology was perceived, from a vehicle for community emancipation, 
to an instrument of institutional governance.

This leads to a second, broader question about the role of institutio-
nal planning in facilitating decollectivization and in pushing autonomous 
mutualist or cooperative experiences to subordinate to market forces and 
state control. The papers in this thesis show that when an environmental 
agenda is adopted in planning and solutions previously considered ex-
perimental are scaled up, the intimate link between environmental and 
social transformations that environmental activism advocated is broken. 
Planning scholar Álvaro Sevilla has conducted extensive analysis of how 
planning has historically functioned as a capitalist tool of territoriali-
zation that shapes social order and promotes economic accumulation, 
facilitating dispossession, decollectivization and subordination to market 
dynamics.243 Following this pattern, this thesis implicitly reveals how 
institutional planning coopted aspects of environmentalist practices, 
promoting consensus about them and thereby depoliticizing them and 
deactivating their cooperative and emancipatory ideals to align with the 
rational logics and ordered frameworks of capitalism [Figure 31].

7.3 Assumptions, Paradoxes, and Ethics of Sustainable Urban 
Development

This PhD study shows how Bo01’s sustainable urban development emer-
ged through the entanglement between the flow of capital from Swedish 
and European developers, Swedish green industry and research institutes, 
and the City of Malmö and the materialization of desires for consumption – 
in this case, of sustainable homes. This reflects a new, intertwined process of 
morphological urbanization and the emergence of a sustainable way of life.

242	 The term hedonistic sustainability was first used by a Bo01 resident in an 
interview for a BBC documentary about Bo01, entitled Europe’s First Carbon 
Neutral Neighbourhood (2002), to describe the lifestyle it offered its residents. 
She explained, ‘I call it hedonistic sustainability. It’s like you can kind of live a 
good life and you don’t really have to think about it.’ https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=6yZYXSsWnsg&t=54s [Accessed February 10, 2025] Interestingly, the 
term has since been popularized by Danish architect Bjarke Ingels to describe his 
firm’s global practice, which frames sustainability as an enjoyable and aspirational 
way of living rather than a restrictive or burdensome one. Ingels characterizes 
this approach as ‘working with how sustainable life can be more fun than normal 
life’, an alternative to what he describes as ‘sad, depressing sustainability’. https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=ogXT_CI7KRU [Accessed March 20, 2025].

243	 Sevilla, Against, 15, 20.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6yZYXSsWnsg&t=54s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6yZYXSsWnsg&t=54s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ogXT_CI7KRU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ogXT_CI7KRU
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Figure 31. The evolution of ideas, practices, and experiments at the intersec-
tion of environmentalism and institutionalized sustainability.

This final part of the discussion addresses the overall aim of this 
thesis, as I identify some of the design and procedural principles and 
assumptions of early implementations of so-called sustainable urban de-
velopment, attempting to understand, from a disciplinary point of view, 
what we mean when we speak about it. I will return to urban political 
ecology to explore the ethical questions of ‘who benefits’ and ‘for whom’ 
these sustainable developments are designed.

7.3.1 Assumptions and paradoxes
Like modernist developments, Bo01 and other early sustainable urban 
projects depart from a tabula rasa, meaning that no preexisting natural 
landscapes or existing building structures are retained in the designs. 
Most of these developments are located in former industrial or military 
areas: former shipyards became the sites for Bo01 (Malmö) and Nordhavn 
(Copenhagen); former manufacturing sites became Hammarby Sjöstad 
(Stockholm); a French military base was developed into Vauban (Frei-
burg); industrial and military buildings were transformed in Vallastaden 
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(Linköping). The designs typically feature a compact, car-free layout and 
incorporate different green spaces with various characteristics and sizes. 
The architectural expression spans a diverse range of shapes, colours, and 
materials, and the diversity extends to pedestrian public spaces through 
an intricate network of streets, squares, corners, and pocket spaces.

Klas Tham, the architect responsible for Bo01’s urban design, 
stated that ‘every eighth meter, something will happen in the street’,244 
emphasizing the importance of creating a dynamic and eventful urban 
experience. It is usually argued that this deliberate resistance to repetition 
– one might call it a ‘repetition-phobia’ – is an intentional departure from 
the uniformity of modernist urbanism. It also shows an implicit rejection 
of the aesthetics of collectivism and equality proposed by architectures of 
the welfare state. In contrast, early sustainable planning, with its archi-
tectural diversity in form and colour, its experiential and event-driven 
approach to public space, and its reliance on ambiguous Gehlian terms 
such as ‘livability’ and ‘vibrancy’245 reflects the aesthetics of materialized 
neoliberalism: a celebration of individual choice, uniqueness, and per-
sonal expression.

When it comes to the planning processes, both Bo01 and its deci-
sion-making processes and Understenshöjden and the subsequent ‘Green 
HSB’ campaign reflect a shift in urban planning governance strategies. 
The papers highlight the increasing entanglement of public institutions 
and private actors and the shift of responsibilities to implement and sca-
le-up an environmental agenda to the private sector. This is a result of 
two interrelated international phenomena. One is the impact of neoli-
beralization processes on the profession, what Peter Hall calls ‘a moment 
of self-destruction’:

[From the 1980s], cities, the new message rang loud 
and clear, were machines for wealth creation; the first 
and chief aim of planning must be to oil the machi-
nery. The planner increasingly identified with his 
traditional adversary, the developer; the gamekeeper 
turned poacher.246

Hall’s criticism highlights the shift from urban planning as a sta-
te-led approach to one increasingly aligned with market forces. Once 
primarily regulators of development and growth, planners took on roles 

244	 Tham quoted in Waern, ‘Bo01 – Beprövade’, 26.
245	 Gehl, Life Between.
246	 Hall, Cities, 415.
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as facilitators of private-sector interests. At the same time, this shift was 
reinforced by the implementation of Agenda 21 on the EU-level, which 
decentralized responsibilities for sustainable development and placed 
them in municipalities. Yet, Agenda 21 explicitly promoted the inclusion 
of private actors as essential partners in achieving sustainability goals:

Governments, business and industry, including trans-
national corporations, should strengthen partnerships 
to implement the principles and criteria for sustainable 
development.247

The new public-private alliances became explicit in Bo0’s ‘crea-
tive dialogues’, a collaborative planning process in which planners, 
developers, and representatives from industry and research institutions 
collectively established and agreed upon a Quality Programme. This 
was an innovative planning tool that allowed architects to bypass the 
Building Code. It fixed only maximum building heights and promoted 
architecture diversity: ‘listless, indifferent design and architecture must 
be banned’.248 Through the Quality Programme, planners retained con-
trol over two aspects: (1) the integration of natural elements in outdoor 
spaces to promote biological diversity, and (2) the use of technology to 
create a metabolic district, establishing that renewable energy must be 
generated locally, and that waste and sewage eco-cycles must operate at 
the district level.

Achieving circularity and self-sufficiency through the integration 
of green technology is thus another fundamental principle of sustainable 
urban planning. Implementing heat pumps, solar collectors, wind turbi-
nes, photovoltaic cells, vacuum waste systems, and local waste-to-energy 
and sewage treatment plants – alongside the provision of efficient public 
transportation – requires a significant mobilization of public funds.

This reveals two paradoxes in sustainable urban planning. First, 
while architectural design became less regulated to align with neoliberal 
aesthetics, landscape design and green technologies became more and 
more regulated, evolving into ‘sustainability fixes’ managed by urban 
planners collaborating with private partners. The term ‘sustainability 
fix’, borrowed from planning scholar Aidan While and his colleagues, 
builds on Harvey’s ‘spatial fix’ and describes how a declining site beco-
mes highly attractive through the unrolling of a detailed programme for 

247	 Agenda 21, 30.1
248	 Bo01, Kvalitetsprogram, 12
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sustainable development.249 Second, achieving sustainability through 
the implementation of technology requires significant public funding – 
for installation at the district level, ongoing maintenance, and adequate 
public transportation – despite the broader trend of privatizing public 
services and cutting welfare state policies.

7.3.2 Sustainability ethics in pioneering developments
This PhD study has shown that sustainable developments like Bo01 
were not merely designed to promote a way of living that protected the 
environment; they were also constructed as desirable commodities in the 
European and global property market, securing or extending capitalist 
accumulation. By situating these projects in former industrial areas, mu-
nicipalities engaged in a process of spatial revalorization in which expres-
sive architecture, green technological infrastructures, a car-free lifestyle, 
compact built environment, and pedestrian-friendly design helped brand 
the city as progressive, dynamic, and attractive to international investors 
and highly skilled workers.

These characteristics lead to the broader question of for whom sus-
tainable developments were built. Paper IV, through the case of Bo01, 
reveals the envisioned sustainable citizen as a middle-to-upper class Euro-
pean or global citizen, a highly educated and well-paid professional who 
works in IT or creative industries. It is assumed that this ideal citizen has 
little reliance on fossil fuel-dependent cars and instead bikes, uses public 
transport, works from home, or can afford an electric vehicle, which can 
be charged using the designated infrastructure.

This vision legitimizes and reinforces sustainable urbanism of the 
kind that planning scholar Anna Hult has described as ‘green islands of 
privilege’,250 spaces that limit working-class or less affluent citizens, or 
simply lifestyles that do not align with the idealized eco-modern citizen.

Urban political ecology scholar Maria Kaika summarizes these 
early practices of urban sustainability as ‘immunological practices’;251 
these are practices that may occasionally aim to counteract some effects 
of socio-environmental inequalities (fossil-fuel dependence, circular 
management of domestic waste, etc.), but ultimately create inequalities 
and exclusion:

They are the essence of an ecological modernization 
that has been proven not to work. The pursuit of goals 

249	 While, Jonas and Gibbs, ‘The Environment and the Entrepreneurial City’.
250	 Hult, Unpacking, 117.
251	 Kaika, ‘Don’t Call Me’, 10.
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through indicators and smart technologies might occa-
sionally contribute to counteracting some of the effects 
of global socio-environmental inequality, but cannot 
offer long term solutions to local or global socio-en-
vironmental problems.252

She calls them ‘immunological’, noting that bringing their failures 
to light breaks the broad consensus they enjoy and prevents them from 
being accepted as good practices or models to follow and repeated. Kaika 
advocates instead for a ‘real sustainability’253 grounded in political struggle 
and dissensus, arguing that it is the only way to achieve socio-environ-
mental transformation and justice. She urges us to pay attention to ‘alter-
native practices working in common [that] may offer far more efficient, 
direct and effective ways of addressing access to housing, healthcare, 
education, water and clean air in urban settlements rather than any set of 
indicators or tecno-managerial solutions can offer.’

In this regard, the histories examined in this thesis may serve as 
examples to challenge currently dominant sustainability paradigms by 
highlighting how environmental activism has historically resisted the 
technocratic and market-driven approaches that shape urban planning. 
By making visible some of these histories, this thesis emphasizes the 
need to move beyond sustainability as a depoliticized, managerial tool, 
especially in light of the current rise of geoengineering or terraforming 
proposals grounded in planetary, technocratic, and authoritarian for-
ms of governance to address climate change.254 Instead, the thesis calls 
for sustainable urbanism to be recognized as a contested terrain where 
power, justice, and ecological transformation intersect. The experiments, 
criticism, and direct actions of environmentalist practices of the 1970s and 
1980s promoted a more radical reimagining of other urban futures that 
prioritized collective well-being, social equity, and ecological integrity 
over economic accumulation and corporate-driven solutions.

252	 Ibid.
253	 Ibid.
254	 See, for instance: Bratton, The Terraforming; Buck, After Geoengineering; Morton, 

Hyperobjects; Castillo-Vinuesa and Gankevich, ‘Green Military.’
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8.
Concluding Reflections

To conclude this cover essay, I briefly summarize the key findings 
from the previous chapter and underline how this PhD study through 
the lens of planning history increases our understanding of contem-
porary sustainable planning. I also suggest potential directions for 
future study.

The evolving agency of environmentalist 
practices to normative sustainability practices. 

The study has traced a historical trajectory between European environ-
mentalist practices of the 1970s and institutionalized sustainability at the 
turn of the millennium. Addressing a knowledge gap in planning histo-
riography regarding the agency of European environmental activism, I 
have demonstrated that environmental ideas and experiments – drawing 
on anarchist thinkers and initially emerging outside of and in opposi-
tion to modernist planning institutions and policies – were increasingly 
appropriated, assimilated, and transformed, and ultimately became part 
of the institutional planning framework.

More specifically, in response to RQ1 about the agency of envi-
ronmentalist practices, the PhD study demonstrates that these practices 
not only criticized modernist planning and industrial capitalism but also 
experimented with alternative models that incrementally, subtly, and per-
sistently modified normative planning. They provided early experiments 
on participatory governance, sustainable mobility campaigns, circular 
planning innovations, and urban nature preservation that contributed 
to reshaping the dominant, top-down, resource-consuming planning 
paradigms of modernism.

Minor narratives to broaden the planning historiography canon. 
The concept of minor sources has offered a methodological contribu-
tion to planning historiography, challenging the dominant reliance on 
institutional archives and official policy documents. In addressing RQ2, 
which explores the methodological implications of incorporating the 
agency of non-professional actors that has been neglected to date, such 
as environmental activism, this study illustrates the value of recognizing 
ephemeral, experimental, and non-professional sources such as environ-
mentalist zines and actors. By legitimizing these alternative narratives, 
this research complicates and enriches the history of sustainable planning. 
The minor framework acknowledges historical absences and actively 
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repositions them as vital agents of change. In doing so, this thesis thus 
contributes to a more inclusive and multifaceted planning historiography 
of sustainability.

Institutional planning as a territorialization tool for the cooptation 
of environmentalist practices into sustainability frameworks. 

The PhD study unpacks the process by which environmental practices 
become normative, revealing how their integration into formal structu-
res involves a cooptation process. By ordering, simplifying, and scaling 
up environmental initiatives to fit within normative frameworks, the 
study shows that institutional planning facilitates depoliticization, de-
collectivization, and market subordination, stripping these initiatives of 
their cooperative and emancipatory ideals. It also demonstrates that the 
implementation of Agenda 21 played a key role in this process by cons-
ciously encouraging institutions to integrate environmentalist practices 
to implement strategies of ‘sustainable urban development’.

In response to RQ3, on the legacy of environmentalism in institu-
tionalized sustainability, through the cases of ARARAT exhibition and 
Understenshöjden I show that the process of becoming normative is not 
linear. It involves varying degrees of assimilation, rejection, and reinter-
pretation of both environmentalist people and practices, depending on 
their scalability and alignment with market-driven solutions. The study 
argues that planning historiography should acknowledge European 
environmental activism as a driving force behind experimentation with 
technologies in energy production and waste management. However, 
it also demonstrates that after having been institutionalized, the techno-
logies have shifted from being tools for environmental protection and 
autonomy from industrial capitalism to models of consumerist sustaina-
bility shaped by institutions and the green industry. It further reveals that 
long-standing environmentalist demands from the 1970s – such as the 
promotion of urban walkability, cycling, and public transportation over 
car dependency, as well as the integration and preservation of nature in 
urban spaces – should be recognized as contributions to contemporary 
sustainability agendas, even if their original sociopolitical intentions were 
diluted following their institutionalization and market-driven adaptation.

The dialectical tension between grassroots environmentalist in-
novation and institutional cooptation forms the basis for understanding 
how planning, as a discourse and practice, became a vehicle for reframing 
ecological demands into manageable, market-aligned urban agendas. 
This PhD study thus shows that European sustainable urban development 
did not emerge solely from top-down policies or global institutional 
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frameworks, but rather evolved through an iterative process in which 
environmentalist innovations paved the way for market-oriented urban 
strategies that often toned down ecological and social ambitions in favour 
of economic competitiveness and city branding.

Understanding sustainability as a neoliberal urban planning practice. 
The departure point for the PhD study has been an ambition to un-
derstand what sustainable urban planning might mean in practice. By 
bringing the scholarship of urban political ecology to planning history 
research, it has been argued that the rise of sustainable urban planning 
cannot be disentangled from the neoliberal transformations in the pro-
fession, and that this intersection has left an imprint on both sustainability 
governance strategies and urban design.

The responsibility for implementing sustainable development was 
transferred via decentralization to municipalities in the 1990s, and muni-
cipalities adopted sustainability as a competitive tool, transforming it into 
a technocratic practice driven by partnerships between the public- and 
private sectors. This shift shaped early sustainable developments. Throu-
gh the case study of Bo01, the thesis discerns common patterns in similar 
early sustainability projects: former industrial sites using a tabula rasa 
approach, compact and car-free layouts, technology-driven circular sys-
tems, diverse architecture, eventful public spaces, and carefully designed 
landscapes. The study demonstrates that the aesthetics of early sustainable 
developments prioritize the image of outdoor spaces as dynamic, expe-
riential environments more highly than a regulated standard dwelling, 
rejecting the uniformity of welfare-state planning based on equality in 
favour of individualism and free choice.

The PhD study also reveals that in the context of public provision 
retrenchment, sustainable planning demands the mobilization of an 
enormous amount of public resources to equip a neighbourhood with 
technology and achieve circularity, to provide enough public transport 
to make cars superfluous, to maintain the landscape architecture, etc., so 
that the development can be branded as sustainable urbanism.

Answering the question of for whom posed by urban political 
ecology however, the thesis highlights that early sustainability practices 
prioritized profit-driven urbanization and city branding, rather than 
ecological balance or social justice. This resulted in ‘islands of privilege’ 
for emergent sustainable consumers – the highly educated, well-paid 
professionals, often from IT or creative industries who fit the bill for the 
ideal sustainable citizen by walking or cycling daily, living without a car, 
and investing in green industry goods.
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The role of theoretical innovation in making planning history relevant. 
Building on the ‘new planning history’ approach outlined in Section 
1.1.2, this study develops a robust theoretical framework to examine 
how environmental ideas have historically evolved into sustainable 
planning practices. Using Sandercock’s insurgent planning histories 
to identify historiographical gaps; Deleuze and Guattari’s minor 
theory and Selznick’s cooptation theory to analyse environmentalism 
as both a cultural practice and discourse; and urban political ecology to 
explore sustainability from a materialist perspective, I have demonstra-
ted that theoretical innovation helps reshape planning historiography, 
unveil important narratives and render the field more critical and 
analytically relevant.

Directions for Further Research
This PhD study thesis has opened paths for further research into the 
complex and historically contingent relationships between urban plan-
ning, social injustices, and the exploitation of nature. It has pointed to 
the value of looking back and unveiled latent, fragmented, and often 
contested histories of sustainability practices in order to stay critically 
aware of how the term sustainability is used and how its meaning shifts 
to serve various interests.

Urbanization processes affect multiple scales, from sustainable 
construction materials to the transformation of entire landscapes into 
sites of green value, and they have facilitated new forms of nature com-
modification, especially since the 1990s. Practices such as wetland ma-
nagement, forest exploitation for green-certified construction materials, 
or the utilization of renewable energy infrastructures to meet circular 
goals, particularly in peripheral areas, are increasingly legitimized in the 
name of environmental protection and sustainable urban development. 
Further critical research is needed on these sustainable-related histories 
from a planning history point of view. The histories of such practices 
are often deeply entangled with neoliberal agendas and shaped by a web 
of global actors, institutional interests, and policy networks, and while 
they are methodologically challenging to trace, they are analytically 
rich. Situated case studies could offer a way of developing thicker, more 
nuanced accounts of how sustainability has been imagined, contested, 
and implemented in specific planning contexts.

Planning history can play a crucial role here, both in its ability to 
connect theory and practice, but also in its methodological openness 
to diverse sources, including archives, planning documents, and oral 
histories. This is especially true in relation to sustainability, a history that 
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is, in many ways, a history of the present; oral histories can bring forth 
lived experiences and non-professionalized and activist knowledge, and 
more that is often absent from official accounts.
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