
3 The architectural aspect
Habitational units are complementary to open spac-

es: in each of them one can explore different aspects 
of life. The configuration of the public space in 
Rosengård has different consequences:

1 Weakening the social experience
By casting social exchange away from the pub-

lic areas, the function of the public space is lost 
or transferred to other spaces. For example islamic 
centers substitute public spaces, since they facili-
tate meeting fellow residents in ways that the public 
space in the area should, but does not offer. The 
public space where teenage boys and girls take their 
first steps in society sends confusing signals: while 
at this age it is perfectly healthy and acceptable 
to make friends and spend time with them outside of 
the parents’ home, their neighbourhood is at the same 
time full of gray zones: places where socializing is 
technically not forbidden, but that were not designed 
for this purpose (i.e., children’s playgrounds).

2 Rationalizing randomness  
The lack of rich socializing spaces takes away the 

randomness of meeting in public places by adding re-
strictions and categorizations on how to meet others. 
Social rigidity builds up mistrust between strangers.

3 Experiencing community
Following Low (1996), the public space can be 

“tools for understanding how public space in urban 
society becomes semiotically enconded and interpreted 
reality.” Rosengård’s offers several options for its 
residents (sports, playgrounds, paths) but leaves 
many activities unaddressed (walking dogs, meeting in 
a corner, looking at people, etc.).

4 Individual self expression
Architecture as a tool of control, rather than 

a channel for self expression. Most of the Million 
Programme buildings in Rosengård are adjacent to open 
spaces which offer a good place for excercising, but 
reduced chances to socialize outside of the sports 
context. Marginal communities in different countries 
have acquired a unique cultural identity and charac-
teristic image in a regional or international con-
text, aided by their residents’ use and reconfigura-
tion of corners, parks and markets. The urban space 
affects the experience of living in such place, which 
in turn gives a feedback to the space, reshaping it.

5 The group experience
Most human settlements have spaces that act like 

a town square. This spaces serve as marketplaces or 
citizen meeting points and historically, they have 
been good “thermometers” to measure life in the cit-
ies where they are located. Entire crowds can get 
together and express themselves as a collective 
identity and manifestate different behaviors: oppose, 
support, act, react, buy, sell, etc. Such spaces 
provide grounds for activities which are not recog-
nized as legitimate elsewhere: buskers, preachers, 
skateboarders or street artists. The public space in 
Rosengård, on the other hand, is delegitimazing.

Even though most of Rosengård’s inhabitants are 
young people, their cultural manifestations are near-
ly invisible in space.

4 Epilogue
The public space can function as a storyteller. It 

is a stage where actors get to show and know them-
selves, evolve an identity and leave their marks on 
the social fabric. The public space is an impor-
tant element in understanding one self. It can be a 
place for self discovery and self determination. Even 
though improved public space may not necessarily make 
the rest of Sweden understand Rosengård, it may be 
instrumental in helping Rosengård understand itself. 

Living in Rosengård: 

A word of orientation

My project deals with the use and transformation 
of the public space in Rosengård, a community full 
of life, yet drawing negative attention for different 
reasons. The character and function of public space 
in Rosengård is strongly interrelated to the experi-
ence of the community as a whole. The public space in 
Rosengård is the stage of intense social exchange for 
many urban actors with a notable exception: teenagers 
and young adults. After writing the Social Anthro-
pology essay and a second visit to the site in late 
February 2010, I present my findings.

1 An introduction to the place
Malmö is Sweden’s third largest city and one of 

its most diverse: one in three Malmöers traces their 
origins outside Sweden. However, immigrant presence 
in the city is not uniform: from 12% in Västra Inner-
staden to over half of Rosengård, which is the area 
in Malmö with the most immigrant background. 

The Million Programme brought plans for Rosengård, 
which was seen as modernistic ideal in the city. 
Rosengård was built between 1962 and 1969. It is 
composed of residential, commercial and administra-
tive buildings, alternating open spaces with connect-
ing roads and pedestrian paths. It was planned for 
20.000 inhabitants and is connected to Inre Ringvä-
gen, a road which further connects Malmö to Stock-
holm. Rosengård Centrum opened in 1971. It has shops, 
restaurants and offices, but it devoided much of 
Rosengård of smaller scale commercial activity: few 
neighborhood shops can be found in the area. Many of 
Rosengård’s first inhabitants came from Sweden. How-
ever, a number of problems soon arose. Green spaces 
were poorly designed and maintained. Buildings were 
regarded as cold and oppresive. Public spaces are 
also subject of criticism. Rosengård has vast open 
spaces which have no specific function. There are no 
true meeting spaces in Rosengård. 

Residents with sufficient means moved to single-
family dwellings elsewhere in the city. The Swedes 
who left were replaced by immigrants. The percentage 
of immigrants in Rosengård went from 20% in 1971 to 
over 90% by 2000. The public perception of Rosengård 
shifted from the futuristic to socially marginal.

2 The human element
Rosengård shows particular traits. 60% of its res-

idents were born abroad (Malmö: 29%), and Rosengård’s 
population is remarkably young: 42% is under 24 (29% 
for Malmö). Only 60% of Rosengård’s students pass the 
9th grade exams (versus 80% of Malmö’s). There are 
many young people with educational defficiencies, 
less access to jobs and absent parents who are often 
working to support the families. 

I visited Malmö in September 2009 and found that 
Rosengård is viewed negatively by other Malmöers and 
Swedish people. It is seen as a place where islamic 
laws apply, hiding people from deportation, is a 
clashing ground for gangs and Swedish police and be-
ing inhabited by immigrants who often don’t speak 
Swedish and are not integrated into local life.

Many apartments in Rosengård are owned by compa-
nies. They can be rented but not bought, so people 
lack a sense of ownership and permanence. Apart-
ments are often overcrowded, and their quality can 
vary greatly. Usually people will move out of Rosen-
gård after some 5 years. Rosengård is a city within 
a city, and has weak ties with the rest of the city. 
Many residents are new in Sweden, speak no Swedish 
and have a hard time finding a job. They spend much 
time inside their apartments or in public areas which 
often don’t provide them with the right conditions to 
develop a rich social life.
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