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CONFLICTUAL
COMMONS

Högdalen-Rågsved is 
located in Stockholm, 
Sweden. Developed 
around two of the outer 
subway stops during the 
50’s the area has been 
somewhat peripheral in 
the municipality. However, 
today the area is facing 
change as it is identified 
for exploitation within the 
city development. 

ENJOY THE WALK!    // Sara Malm
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This is a map 
guiding you around the 
area of Högdalen and 
Rågsved, specifically 
telling the stories of 
conflicts for common 
spaces. The walk is 
divided into three 
categories marked 

by different colors as 
you can see on both 

sides of this pamphlet.
Choose to walk all at 
once or do one at a 

time. Please share the 
map or put it at a place 

where someone else 
will find it. 



privatization of the common “left-over spaces” and commoning INSTITUTIONS TO MANAGE COMMONS

 PRIVATIZATION IN HÖGDALEN AND 
 PRACTICES OF RESISTANCE.
Högdalen was built in the 50’s as one of the 
areas built around the new metro stops. One 
of its time-specific layout was that the school 
was given a central location, was designed 
by one of the times prominent architects and 
filled with art of a respected artist. Treat-
ing this building in such a way spoke of how 
crucial the school was understood to be. 2015 
the very same school was occupied for a lit-
tle less than a month before the occupants 
were evicted and the building torn down in 
favor of new condominiums. This happened 
in spite of the Council for Protection of the 
beauty in Stockholm had strongly discouraged 
the city from allowing this to happen. If the 
50’s and the layout of Högdalen put empha-
sis on public buildings such as the school 
and public housing stock, today marks a time 
when economic growth and securing profit is 
given central importance.The prevalent ideol-
ogy of neoliberalism, as a global phenomena, 
puts cities such as Stockholm in a peculiar 
situation when they are to ensure a level of 
common resources for the population at the 
same time as they are pushed into the logic of 
globally attracting capital investment in order 
to also ensure an economic growth. 

The conflicts in terms of privatization of the 
common related to the fact that the mu-
nicipality of Stockholm is selling spaces and 
buildings to private actors what was once 
owned by the municipality and perceived and 
used as common resources.The effects have 
been different depending on what has been 
sold and hence the change in commons evi-
dently has varied. I see two different catego-
ries of struggles. The occupation of the school 
characterizes one. What was at stake here was 
public indoor spaces, which gives the oppor-
tunity for inhabitants to gather in relation to 
activities that are not based on consumption. 
Space which somehow gives opportunity for 
democracy, for thinking, experiencing and 
being in groups. The actors that would bring 
the change in this block is the norwegian 
construction company Veidekke, which offers 
housing in form of condominiums. These they 
sell to people that have enough money to 
afford it. Worth mentioning is that the con-
dominiums are marketed as ”living in crea-
tive blocks” and with ”12 minutes from SoFo”, 
giving an indication as to whom they target 
the new apartments. Looking at the implica-
tions for the common space this would entail 
an eradication of commons as it was. What 
could be offered is a form of commons (such 
a bike storage, yards, maybe car pool) which 
is enclosed solely for the inhabitants of the 
condominium buildings.This of course en-
tails a difference in maintenance as well, as 
the commons in condominiums are managed 
by the inhabitants themselves whereas the 
public space of the school has a more large-
scale institutionalized management as it was 
owned by the municipality. Högdalens Vänner 
opposed the selling of the school by occupy-
ing it; using the space as democratic space, 
places for meeting, talking and being in group. 
However, what they didn’t foresee was the 
people’s thirst for democratic channels, 

for talking about what is happening in society 
and actually share these experiences. The oc-
cupation movement gave local collective ex-
perience when free activities, food and events 
was shared. Something which strengthened 
the people’s wants for spaces not based on 
consumption. 

The other category of struggle is one more 
concerning socio-economic justice. Here the 
change is in terms of allowance and rent 
levels as public housing is sold to IKANO 
Bostad and the center is sold to Citycon 
(which is noted on the stock exchange mar-
ket). In 2008 part of the public housing stock 
in Högdalen and Rågsved was sold to IKANO, 
which is a company owned by the Kamprad 
Family. Ingvar Kamprad was the founder of 
IKEA and notably is on the top ten list of the 
richest persons in the world. After buying the 
apartment a process of pipe changes and 
standard increasing measurements was taken 
which involved exchanging 50’s bathrooms 
and kitchens to new IKEA ones. Thereafter 
it became legit to increase rents in between 
30 and 80 %. So, what are the commons at 
stake here? The very selling of public housing 
entailed a decrease in housing as a common 
resource, where apartments previously were 
ensured to keep a low rent level in favor of 
the low income population. In terms of main-
tenance it is the same as the owner in both 
cases make sure to fix broken things indoors 
as well as manage the outdoor spaces for the 
inhabitants. What becomes different is the 
incitament to do unnecessary renovations that 
increase rents to levels that challenge the 
idea that everyone should be able to afford 
housing. In relation to the selling of Högdalen 
center the implications are both on the shop 
keepers that get a higher rent as well as what 
the space of the center is perceived to be or 
allowed to be. As when Citycon in collabora-
tion with the municipality of Stockholm inau-
gurated the center, important issues put forth 
was the cleaning of the space, lighting up of 
the space and the reactivation of its attrac-
tiveness in terms for shopping. Extra personell 
was put on cleaning. What the center had 
been at the specific time was played down 
in favor of what it now transformed into. 
This in addition to the marketing strategies 
currently used which targeted persons from 
outside of Högdalen can be understood as a 
local insensitiveness. How does this negoti-
ate and change the commons? Although the 
space is owned by a private actor it is still a 
form of common space where accessibility for 
the population is important to ensure profit. 
However, this common is streamlined into a 
single purpose, consume or go somewhere 
else. There is the possibility for the stream-
lining to become a form of fostering power 
which translates into a sensation of discom-
fort if a person stays in the space without act-
ing accordingly to the logic of the space. The 
local implications become regulated bodies 
of what is possible as well as demarkations to 
those that don’t afford to shop or don’t fit into 
a clean space. However, Citycon don’t have to 
be to sensitive to the local scale as it simply 
need to maximize profit accordingly to 
neoliberal economy on a a global scale.

 TEMPORAL ALLOWANCE AND ITS EN 
 CLOSURE
This is Cyklopen, built in-between 2011 and 
2013, as a continuation of a regional occupy 
movement. They made the entire chain of 
event into a common process. The activ-
ity of building, funding, maintaining and in 
the end also the content was on the basis 
of collectiveness in terms of ownership 
and responsibility. Of course, when a space 
which is accessible and can be used by all is 
transformed into a building it changes the 
outlay of the space. Although it is said to be 
inclusive, did the building and its premises 
change the sensation of inclusion or exclu-
sion? As one answer to that, history gives 
us an indication. Previous to this building, 
Cyklopen existed in its first version a bit 
further down this road. However, in 2008 the 
house was burnt to the ground by who was 
presumed to be a nazi. Apparently this was a 
form of common space that was perceived as 
so repulsive that someone decided to put it 
on fire. 

Moving up to the peak just next to Cyklopen 
we find another place which is marked in 
time, here with eviction. Around the same 
time as Cyklopen started its building pro-
cess EU-migrants settled in the forest area. 
2,5 years later, in Februray 2014 the group 
of people, being a couple of hundreds, faced 
their first mass eviction. Since then the EU-
migrants have started the practice of settling 
in smaller groups dispersed into different 
areas in the forest or along the railway. In 
February 2016 the law was sharpened in 
relation to illegal settlements. Previously the 
police where entitled to evict people settling 
on common land, which entailed following 
a certain set of rules, going through Kro-
nofogden who administrated the case and 
gave 2 weeks time for appeal. Today they are 
allowed to treat the camps as ongoing crime 
and thereby being able to immediately reject 
the persons that seemingly is settling with 
the purpose of staying more than one or two 
nights. So, what does this have to do with 
the commons? Seemingly this is a question 
of legality and illegality. However, sharpen-
ing of what law is applied also solidifies 
what is allowed in a space. The boundary 
of what is and what is not possible to do 
in the municipal-owned natural space here 
in Högdalen, gets more harshly guarded. As 
such the general public is also asked to help 
the police identify places where this bound-
ary is trespassed. As one of my interviewees 
told me, the police thereby activates nazi 
groups to paroll the space. Furthermore he 
says, there is a problem when spaces are so 
detailed planned that every millimeter is 
guarded with regulations of what is allowed 
and not. As an example, a natural space with 
the purpose of recreation is not to be dis-
turbed by a EU-migrant camp since it would 
disturb the ability for people to recreate in 
that area. Admittedly, a lot of the problems 
that the EU-migrants face in common spaces 
has to be solved in other arenas. Deforesting 
activities, using common space for private 
housing and begging in metro systems or 
inside malls is a sign for the need of regular 

housing as well as regular income. In the 
meantime however, the common spaces are 
contested as they are the only ones left to 
appropriate. Here the practice of claiming 
space for ones own needs become rather a 
necessity than a wished-for reality.

 THE QUALITY OF ”LEFT-OVER SPACES”,  
 DIRTY SPACES, BACKSIDE NATURE
The quality of the space here, the natural 
space, the vast space of Högdalstopparna as 
well as the left-over spaces close to the rail-
way can be seen somewhat as dirty spaces 
or backside nature. As the highly educated 
Rågsved resident I met said, these spaces 
can be understood as having a quality which 
allows the kind of activity that Cyklopen and 
EU-migrants entail. Spaces of less regula-
tion, left-over spaces which aren’t specifically 
spoken for could be understood to give some 
wiggle room to appropriate or for making of 
a wished-for common reality. Within the less 
regulated or looked-upon space ones body 
becomes more free and one could to a larger 
degree act as an autonomous person, an ac-
tive creator rather than a passive spectator 
or consumer. Maybe this unplanned, left-over 
spaces stand for a quality which activates 
people as subjects and political beings. A 
reason that these spaces exist and are less 
regulated could be the peripheral location. 
However, this might change since the city de-
velopment identifies Högdalen as an impor-
tant node which would also make the space 
more central.

 THE OCCUPATION OF NATURAL ”LEFT- 
 OVER SPACES”
Just for a small peek into the possible of 
the unplanned we’ll go into the forestal 
area. Putting aside the specific content of 
the space, one can see the active participa-
tion people have had here. To be engaged 
with the common space marks a relation 
between the surrounding and the person in 
it. Although being municipal-owned land the 
users of the space claim some maintenance 
or wiggle room for creating. What could be 
at stake is regulations for protecting bio-
logical values of specific trees or animal 
habitats. This could be similar to issues that 
are raised in relation to EU-migrants. Here, 
however it is not a question of illegal settle-
ments, rather about actively engaging and 
changing the environment without occupy-
ing it for private means. Still however, how 
the relation between human and nature is 
played out might fruitfully be regulated for 
some safe-keeping measurements. Then it 
could potentially become a question of class 
or education to have the knowledge about 
biological values and regulations. Who is al-
lowed to engage with nature? And if the re-
sult is unequal opportunities to engage and 
create in the common space how could that 
be worked around? How could knowledge 
become more accessible and in a way more 
democratic? If more of the management of 
the common space would be on the users of 
the space, to what extent would it be needed 
to be regulated?

 THE STRUGGLE FOR PROTECTED 
 TERRITORIAL NATURE
Another struggle taking place in the natural 
space is for Rågsveds Friområde to become 
a nature reserve. A form of common which 
would be clearly protected and regulated in 
favor for the nature as a separate resource. 
It would put demands on the municipality 
to maintain and protect the area as well as 
entail demarcation for what is and is not al-
lowed in the area. Kräpplagruppen struggle 
for a nature reserve and other associations 
are organized around specific places such as 
the allotment gardens or the social gather-
ing point Perssons Betong. The resistance is 
been targeted towards the municipality and 
involved actors that plan for housing exploi-
tation in the natural area. Exploitation would 
imply an actual decrease in common space 
because of cutting off of land for private 
property. On top of that, some of the other 
natural spaces would probably be mentally 
cut off or change in  character as the new 
area of private property develop in close 
proximity to the water and at the same level 
as the natural area.

 DIFFERENT UNDERSTANDINGS OF   
 COMMONS
In the area of Snösätra industrial storage 
area overlaying conflicts can be found. The 
industries have contaminated the land and 
now the municipality has plans for housing 
development, where one of the arguments 
is that this would cover the costs for sanita-
tion. As long as a detailed plan isn’t accepted 
the industries are allowed to continue their 
activities at three-months-contracts. As 
within other spaces throughout the natural 
area and along the railways, this contains 
illegal settlements and on top of that graf-
fiti and raves. The woman living in Rågsved 
perceived that the social activities in the 
industrial area have led to Rågsved residents 
moving into the natural area to a larger 
degree than before. The buildings’ facades 
act as graffiti walls and provide a form of 
left-over space. The equilibrium is however 
temporary in the sense that the industrial 
contracts are short and the private row hous-
es developed by BoKlok, a collaboration be-
tween IKEA and Skanska, is just around the 
corner. This privatization of the space would 
not be for the better for the social activities 
or the nature reserve. However, a negotiation 
between different forms of commons, such 
as the differences between Kräpplagrup-
pen and current illegal activities, might be 
possible. Rågsved Friområde contains social 
activities such as allotment gardens, the 
social gathering point Perssons Betong and 
even a guerrilla farming by the pond further 
down along Kräppladiket. Although Kräp-
plagruppen has a strong emphasis on terri-
tory, protection and municipal maintenance, 
the social activities and their associations 
has similarities with what is happening in 
Snösätra industrial storage area. What if 
some of the walls or structures of the in-
dustrial buildings where kept whilst sanitiz-
ing the land underneath as a social activity 
within the network of knowledge 

and marginalized people with natural means. 
The area could be a new and complemen-
tary social inscription of the natural space, 
incorporated to what is today viewed as al-
lowed in the space. Graffiti, raves and natural 
sanitizing could overlay each other, whilst 
tearing down necessary building parts and 
keeping what can be maintained. 

  THE SUCCESS GOING THROUGH 
  INSTITUTIONAL PATHWAYS
Here Kräpplagruppen managed to win one 
of their battles, stopping the plans for some 
of the housing exploitation plans. By crowd 
funding for Skogsstyrelsen to investigate 
the natural values of Rågsveds Friområde, 
they managed to get leverage to argument 
by. Although 80% of the entire area was 
classified as key habitat and 10% as natural 
value, this is the more specific place that was 
managed to be protected. The importance of 
institutions are worth mentioning. Protection 
of a natural common resource with its ability 
to bring air quality, contribute to ecological 
balance and insect habitats was ensured at 
this specific spot because of these somewhat 
technical abilities. It is biologically valuable 
because of its ability to deliver. Hence this 
specific territorial space is efficiently used 
for its best purpose. Seemingly, all spaces 
need to have its detailed purpose hence 
more and more closing down different other 
uses. The institutional path for protecting 
some of the commons seems technical in 
that sense and makes me wonder what wig-
gle room is left for keeping left-over spaces 
within the strictly detailed plans.

  IMPORTANCE OF INSTITUTIONS
In the 70’s this was the place where drinking 
and weed-smoking Stockholm youths, mainly 
men, hanged out during the days. Singing 
for the workers when they came home from 
the metro stop. It was a collective and open 
meeting point. Since then many have died 
from drugs, some of the survivors moved out 
of Rågsved and some started the organiza-
tion Musketörerna. The organization helps 
former addicts and homeless to get re-
included in society by finding the way back 
into institutions. When I visited them, one 
of the men a told me that the addicts’ be-
havior in the area have changed since then. 
Today they hang out dispersed throughout 
the area, away from public gaze and deal 
with increased alcohol addiction. Somehow 
I draw the connection to the change the EU-
migrants has experienced in only a couple of 
years, with their going from a big camp into 
smaller ones dispersed into the forest and 
along the railway. Away from public gaze. Of 
course, there is a huge difference in terms 
of citizenship which allow them to enter 
institutions and society in different degrees. 
Musketörerna stand for a, probably struggle-
some, but however possible path back into 
society. For the organization HEM they strug-
gle for inclusion and recognition, that would 
enable the group to come out of their dis-
persed realities into a gathering space where 
common resources are accessed.

1 2 

3

4

5

6

7

8


