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Diploma project: what and why

In September 2009, I visited Malmö as part of a 
course at BAS. The teachers had prepared a selection 
of 5 sites in the city (Västra Hamnen, Möllevången, 
Rosengård, Yttre Ringvägen and Sege å), from which 
each student had to choose one to design a project. I 
found Rosengård to be an area with a particular char-
acter, where different cultures and panoramas (name-
ly, the outside vs the inside) collide.

Moreover, I found the management and design of 
public areas to be defficient in several aspects in 
what it attempts to provide the local residents, and 
therefore related to the social discomfort experi-
enced in this part of Malmö.

With my diploma project, I aim at taking what 
I saw and learnt during the Fall Semester one (or 
many) steps further: to work with the public space of 
Rosengård, observing and studying it to understand 
how it behaves, but most importantly, how to edit 
it, adding qualities to allow the people (especially 
teenagers and young adults) who live in this area to 
build a collective identity and experience by them-
selves. This essay is my anthropological x-ray of 
Rosengård.

Sources

I selected my sources from a holistic point of 
view: trying to get different approaches on the sub-
ject which I am presenting in this paper. The sources 
and material used for the elaboration of this text 
include a one-day field trip to Rosengård, a 1hr 
interview conducted on site, drawings I have made 
exploring the site and subject, and a 4min video re-
cording of Rosengård (also prepared on site during my 
visit). 

Additionally, I have made use of several anthropo-
logical texts recommended in the bibliography sug-
gested by the school (especially those related to 
public space), and complementary texts originally 
not found in the bibliography provided by the school 
(such as the book Everyday Urbanism, by Chase/Craw-
ford/Kalisiki; or “High-rise housing for a low-densi-
ty country” from authors Lars-Erik Borgegård or Jim 
Kemeny). 

I used the Malmö Stad website for statistics. 
Finally, I also read a number of Rosengård-related 
articles from the online editions of Swedish and non-
Swedish newspapers, which are quoted when necessary.

The essay

This essay intends to go from the general to the 
specific, and is divided in four different sections: 
the first provides an overview of Malmö’s recent his-
tory from a social-economic-architectural point of 
view, focusing on the Million Programme and Rosengård 
as an area with distinctive social, historical and 
architectural characteristics within the city; the 
second section introduces information about the in-
habitants of Rosengård and my experience visiting the 
area in September 2009; the third part analyses how 
architecture influences the way people perceive the 
spaces in Rosengård, focusing on the public sphere 
and its effects on young people (under 24 years of 
age); finally, part four proposes a new orienta-
tion for the character and use of the public space in 
Rosengård, and its role in the process of defining a 
characteristic identity for Rosengård.

Beginning with an empty sheet.



1 An introduction to the place

Malmö: birds’ view

The city of Malmö lies at Sweden’s southwestern 
tip, and serves as Skåne Län’s seat. Malmö is found 
on the Eastern shore of the Öresund strait, opposite 
Scandinavia’s largest city by population, the Danish 
capital Copenhagen. 

Malmö has been inhabited for over 10.000 years1, 
and for several centuries this Swedish city held the 
distinction of being Denmark’s second largest settle-
ment. Due to an increase in population, by the begin-
ning of the 20th century Malmö had acquired the sta-
tus as Sweden’s third largest city (behind Stockholm 
and Göteborg), a situation which persists today.

In the administrative aspect, the municipality of 
Malmö is divided in 10 areas (område): Centrum, Södra 
Innerstaden, Västra Innerstaden, Limhamn-Bunkeflo, 
Hyllie, Fosie, Oxie, Rosengård, Husie and Kirseberg.

From the early 19th century and until well into 
the 1980’s, industry held a leading position as the 
driving force behind Malmö’s economic growth and 
development. This situation is exemplified by Kock-
ums shipyard, which was the city’s largest employer 
for years and had a renowned crane (pictured to the 
right) which was later sold to South Korea. 

In 1971 the city had some 265.000 inhabitants, a 
peak in population which it would not surpass for 
another 30 years. After soaring unemployment levels, 
in the 1990’s the city began programmes to enhance 
economic activity and diversify the job market, i.e.: 
the rehabilitation of its seafront in Västra Hamn 
(home to Santiago Calatrava’s Turning Torso), which 
is now one of the city’s most exclusive residential 
and office areas. As of 2009 the city is home to an 
estimate 280.000 people.

Another large scale effort staged in and around 
Malmö is the Öresund bridge and tunnel. This mixed 
traffic link connects Malmö with Copenhagen Airport 
Kastrup, Copenhagen Central Station and the rest of 
Europe through a 20min train ride across the strait. 

For years, Malmö has received newcomers from dif-
ferent parts of the world: here one can find differ-
ent immigrant populations such as Somali refugees, 
Chilean exiles or victims of the Bosnian war (to name 
but a few). In total, there are more than 170 differ-
ent nationalities are represented in Malmö’s cultural 
spectrum. 

As of 2009, nearly one in three residents of Malmö 
traces their origins outside of Sweden2 (the main 
group being Danes -many of whom commute across the 
strait to work- followed closely by Iraqis), render-
ing Malmö as the city in Sweden with most immigrant 
representation, when measured by percentage. 

Malmö is a city with a large migrant presence. 
However, the immigrant groups are not evenly distrib-
uted within the city: 12% of the residents of Västra 
Innerstaden were born outside of Sweden, while Rosen-
gård is at the other end of the situation with 60% of 
its inhabitants being born in a country other than 
Sweden3 (and a further 26% born in Sweden to foreign 
parents). Therefore, Rosengård is the area in Malmö 
with the highest percentage of people with immigrant 
background. 

1 http://www.malmo.com/thecity/history/the_birth.asp?Menu=City
2 http://www.malmo.se/Kommun--politik/Statistik/C-Omradesfakta-

for-Malmo/Omradesfakta-2008-rev.-areal--och-biluppgifter/Malmo-08/page-
files/04.Malmo.pdf

3 http://www.malmo.se/Kommun--politik/Statistik/C-Omradesfakta-
for-Malmo/Omradesfakta-2008-rev.-areal--och-biluppgifter/Rosengard-08/
pagefiles/20.Rosengard.pdf
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Malmö has always been very close to Denmark. With the opening 
of the Öresund ground link, this relationship became physical. 
Today, Swedish people benefit from the infrastructure (for ex-
ample, Kastrup Airport) and higher salaries across the strait, 
while Danes enjoy the lower living costs on the Swedish side.
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Kockums Shipyard (here shown as it stood in 1975) is an iconic 
figure in Malmö’s industrial development. However, this source 
of economic growth came to a near halt in the mid-80’s, and 
the city has since made considerable efforts to diversify its 
activity panorama.
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The Turning Torso benefits from something called the “Guggen-
heim Effect”, where an iconic building in itself becomes the 
center of attraction (with or without relation to the function 
it houses) and draws people from around the world who come 
with the intention of seeing it. In September 2009, there were 
still available office spaces for rent in the torso.
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In the shops of Rosengård Center, it is possible to find this 
kind of souvenirs. The shops here serve a very peculiar group 
of clients, with direct attachment to their countries of ori-
gin. Rosengård Center serves as an isolating element to the 
community: few “outsiders” come to shop in it, and it makes 
it unnecessary for local residents to go shopping elsewhere 
in Malmö.
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Rosengård has a relatively central location within the Mu-
nicipality of Malmö, as it takes a 10min drive to be in the 
center of the city. Its formerly open spaces, easily accesible 
location and connectivity played an important role in being 
selected as a plot for the Million Programme.
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Modern-day Rosengård shows a modernistic organization scheme: 
the living quarters are to be found in an orthogonal system 
around a well defined center. Further out, they are surrounded 
by open spaces (fältet to the South, a park and graveyard to 
the North).
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Planning the ideal place to live

Thanks to extensive urban development efforts, in 
a span of 10 years between 1961 and 1971 the popula-
tion of Rosengård increased by more than 400%, quick-
ly going from around 5.250 to over 23.000 people, a 
number that later decreased and has not been reached 
again ever since. The plot of modern-day Rosengård 
was historically an agricultural area4, which housed 
an early 19th century manor that later gave its name 
to what is now the district of Herrgården.

Beginning in the 1950’s, a succession of urbanis-
tic ideas envisioned for Rosengård to serve as a sort 
of sleeping area for the rest of the city. However, 
many of these plans were shelved afterwards. 

During the 1960’s, the Million Programme took 
form. Its goal was to build one million new habi-
tational units in the span of a decade. This large 
scale housing initiative was heavily influenced among 
other concepts, by the Swedish welfare model and 
modernist architectural guidelines, such as those of 
Le Corbusier or the CIAM5. In particular, the Swiss 
architect benefitted larger scale collective residen-
tial architecture over smaller buildings, and he even 
prepared some sketches for modernist buildings in 
Stockholm in 19336, which never came to fruition. 

With the Million Programme on the works, develop-
ment plans for Rosengård were brought back to the 
discussion boards, and according to ethnologist Per-
Markku Ristilammi7, the area came to be seen as the 
possibility for the realisation of modernistic ideas 
in the city, such as separation of traffic and con-
centration of administrative and commercial activi-
ties around a well defined centre. 

Rosengård: frog’s view

Rosengård was built between 1962 and 1969 (or 1967 
- 19748) as a cornerstone of the Million Programme 
in Southern Sweden. It is composed of residential, 
commercial and administrative buildings, alternating 
with open spaces and connecting roads and pedestrian 
paths. It was planned for some 20.000 inhabitants, 
not far from the 21.904 who lived there by January 
1st, 20088. Rosengård is directly adjacent and con-
nected to Inre Ringvägen, one of the city’s main 
roads which further connects Malmö to Stockholm.

In 1971, towards the end of the period Zukin 
(1998) calls “Late Modernity”, the shopping place 
Rosengård Center opened with the goal of attracting 
costumers under one roof. The centre houses shops, 
restaurants and offices, but it also devoided much 
of Rosengård of smaller scale commercial activity: 
nowadays very few neighborhood shops can be found in 
the area (in stark contrast to nearby Möllevången, 
another culturally diverse area of Malmö which boasts 
an intense neighborhood life).

Government offices were located in Rosengård Cen-
ter, such as the police or the public library. The 
centre was intended as a shopping alternative for 
all malmöers, not just locals. This intention never 
came to be realised: Rosengård Center is relatively 
far and isolated from Malmö’s other commercial areas, 
such as Triangeln. City planner Magdalena Alevrá sees 
the center as being “completely closed. You can not 
get into any store from the outside.”9

4 http://sv.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roseng%C3%A5rd#Historia
5 http://www.ibf.uu.se/PERSON/jim/commers/hirise.pdf
6 http://architect.architecture.sk/le-corbusier-architect/le-

corbusier-biography.php
7 http://www.svd.se/kulturnoje/understrecket/granszonerna-syn-

liggor-malmos-sjal_134625.svd
8 http://www.malmo.se/Kommun--politik/Statistik/C-Omradesfakta-

for-Malmo/Omradesfakta-2008-rev.-areal--och-biluppgifter/Rosengard-08/
pagefiles/20.Rosengard.pdf

9 http://sydsvenskan.se/malmo/article361861.ece
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This 1971, 500m-long building complex is informally called 
“The Chinese Wall of Rosengård”. Nowadays, it houses many stu-
dents from the University of Malmö, but it is an iconic element 
in the animosity and opression many residents feel towards the 
high-rise housing architecture of the place.
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Rosengård has a very wide offer when it comes to sports. Cur-
rently, a swimming pool is being made just meters away from 
Rosengård Center. A Youth Club manager interviewed by me and 
classmates during a field trip in 2009 explained that many 
people play football in Rosengård. However, sports areas can-
not be used by all: muslim women, for example, will often avoid 
wearing clothes normally required to practise sports.
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Herrgården is a problematic place: it is the most overcrowded 
area in Rosengård. Today, only about 5% of its residents are 
ethnic Swedes, adding to its segregative social make-up.
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Wake up call

At the time of completion, many of Rosengård’s 
first inhabitants came from Sweden: around one third 
of the new residents from within the city of Malmö 
itself, and another percentage came from the sur-
rounding rural areas.

However, a number of problems soon arose. The 
green spaces were poorly designed and maintained, 
i.e. using plants with roots that couldn’t fully de-
velop in the tightly compressed soil left behind by 
the construction machinery used on site. 

Buildings were regarded as cold and oppresive, and 
a specific building compound (seen to the right) in 
the district of Kryddgården facing Inre Ringvägen has 
been compared to the Great Wall of China10: the com-
bined length of such buildings adds up to more than 
500m of almost continuous construction.

The use of the public areas in Rosengård is also 
a subject of criticism. High rise buildings were 
made in order to free space and alternate public and 
private spaces. Vast areas of Rosengård are actually 
open spaces, yet they are largely devoid of any spe-
cific function, and hence serve no purpose other than 
loosely connecting the inhabited areas. There are no 
true meeting spaces in Rosengård11.

The insatisfaction with the resulting spaces 
therefore became evident, and many families and resi-
dents with enough economic power moved to single-fam-
ily dwellings elsewhere in the city, illustrating the 
concept of White Flight:

“... a trend wherein white people flee 
urban communities as the minority 

population increases, and move to other 
places like commuter towns12.”

Paradoxically, once people started moving out it 
became very difficult to find new tenants for the 
vacant appartments since the Million Programme, which 
was responsible for the coming to life of Rosengård’s 
buildings, had otherwise been successful in substan-
tially reducing the demand of housing in Sweden (the 
net amount of new residential units created by this 
programme is close to 600.000). By 1991 the popula-
tion of Rosengård had shrunk to 17.190, some 6.000 
less than the 1971 population, the time of its all 
time highest occupancy.

The situation in Rosengård served as an exempli-
fying case-study of high rise, high density hous-
ing initiatives in Sweden. Such a critique brought 
about three major consequences in the Swedish housing 
policy (Ristilammi, 1994): 

“...the ending of further building of
similar residential areas; 

a flight to neighbouring municipalities 
offering single family housing and 

increasing social, and especially ethnic
segregation.”

Progressively, the Swedish populations who left 
Rosengård were replaced by groups of immigrants who 
arrived in Sweden for a wide variety of reasons. 
The percentage of immigrants in Rosengård went from 
20% in 1971 to more than 90% by the beginning of the 
21st century. Progressively, the public perception 
of Rosengård shifted from the futuristic to socially 
marginal.

10 http://sv.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kinesiska_muren,_Roseng%C3%A5rd
11 http://sydsvenskan.se/malmo/article361861.ece
12 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/White_flight



2 The human element

Tracing the origins

The “humanscape” of  Rosengård shows some distinc-
tive traits. Official statistics from Malmö Stad13 put 
in evidence that the social indicators of the area 
diverge from those of the rest of the city.  

As it was pointed out before, 60% of Rosengård’s 
residents were born outside of Sweden, while the 
standard is 29% for the city as a whole. A further 
26% of the residents were born in Sweden of foreign 
parents. In descending order, the 5 most represented 
migrant groups come from Iraq, Yugoslavia, Bosnia-
Herzegovina, Lebanon and Poland. Smaller minority 
groups come from Denmark, Somalia, Afghanistan, Tur-
key, Macedonia and others.

There have been unsuccessful attempts and po-
litical appeals aimed at controlling who settles in 
Rosengård (none of which have had any success), but 
as local resident Mona Sahlin says:

“Swedish people that move to Spain get to 
live wherever they want, so it is just 
right that newcomers to Sweden too, can 

get to choose where to live”14

When one takes a closer look at the social and 
ethnic conformation of Rosengård’s districts, it be-
comes evident that it is far from being a homogenous 
place: its different neighborhoods have a very dis-
tinctive character in themselves that sets them apart 
from other districts. This situation can be exempli-
fied looking at 2 geographically adjacent districts:

- Västra Kattarp, found in the Southern edge of 
Rosengård, is conformed mainly of European migrants. 
It is the neighborhood with the lowest amount of for-
eign-born residents (41%). It is also the only place 
in Rosengård where single houses are the predominant 
habitational unit.

- Herrgården, a district adjacent to Rosengård 
Center. It is home to large communities of immigrants 
from traditionally islamic countries, such as Soma-
lia, Iraq or Afghanistan. Herrgården was originally 
planned for some 3.000 residents. Today, nearly 5.000 
people appear as registered residents (of which al-
most 60% is less than 24 years of age), but current 
police estimates put the amount of inhabitants closer 
to 8.00015, rendering an overcrowding of almost 300%.

In the religious aspect, the catholic church of 
Rosengård is found in Herrgården. Likewise, the Malmö 
Mosque lies adjacent to South-Eastern Rosengård. The 
Mosque has been the target of arson 3 times, once in 
2003 (which resulted in the destruction of several 
buildings within the mosque) and twice in 2005.

The population of Rosengård is remarkably young 
when compared to the rest of the city: 42% of the 
population is less than 24 years old while Malmö as 
a whole -including Rosengård- sees only 29% of the 
population under 24 years of age. 

This, in addition to the fact that only 60% of the 
students in Rosengård manage to pass the 9th grade 
exams (versus 80% of Malmö as a whole) means that 
there is an important amount of young people with 
educational defficiencies, less access to jobs, and 
even absent parent figures (since their parents are 
often working to support the families).

13 http://www.malmo.se/
14 http://www.dn.se/nyheter/sverige/herrgarden-varst-utsatta-

omradet-i-rosengard-1.476220
15 http://sv.wikipedia.org/wiki/Herrg%C3%A5rden
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This kebab shop located in the parking lot of Rosengård Center 
is a sign of the strong Arabic presence in the neighborhood. 
Using the colours of the Swedish flag, this sign contains 
mostly (and clearly legible) Arabic text, alternated with some 
very small text in Swedish (which only indicates the opening 
schedule), and is a valid source to understand who are the 
costumers to these businesses.
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The districts of Rosengård:

- Emilstorp, a predominantly industrial area.
- Östra Kyrkogården, as its name says, houses the graveyard.
- Apelgården, composed of high-rise buildings. Its 5 most 
present national groups hail from Yugoslavia, Bosnia-Herzegov-
ina, Denmark, Poland and Turkey.
- Herrgården, home to many sports’ grounds, Drömmarnas Hus 
and the catholic church. It is also a very overcrowded area.
- Kryddgården, where many university students live.
- Törnrosen is where Rosengård’s famous football player Zlatan 
Ibrahimovic grew up. It was the first district to be devel-
opped by the Million Programme.
- Örtagården, which is fully owned my MKB (Malmö’s largest 
public housing landowner).
- Persborg, built in the 1950’s. It is connected to the rest 
of the city by rail.
-Västra Kattarp, whose single homes are significatively dif-
ferent from the other buildings in Rosengård.
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Reclaim Rosengård street festival, August 2009. Organized by 
left wing activists from outside of Rosengård, this festival 
ended in a clash between the activists, who protested against 
the living conditions in the area and aimed for a reduced 
police presence, and local residents, who made it clear that 
they don’t want outsiders to speak for them and actually see 
the police presence in the zone as a positive addition to their 
neighborhood life.
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After conducting some pre-visit research, the information I 
found came down to this diagram, which shows Rosengård as a 
city within a city, with a tightly knit core separated by an 
empty space from the outside activity. Much attention concen-
trates around Rosengård, but there is little real information 
crossing this boundary.

This small truck was the most vandalized element I got to see 
during my visit to Rosengård. The buildings appear well main-
tained (at least from the outside, as entry is restricted), 
and there are very few physical signs of conflict. However, 
that can be a sign of efficient cleaning, rather than social 
peace.
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An outsider’s view: background

My first contact with Rosengård came through BAS. 
I enrolled in the City As A Biotope16 course dur-
ing Fall 2009. The programme for the course included 
a field trip to Malmö in order to explore different 
areas of the city located on a diagonal axis from 
Västra Hamn to Oxie. Rosengård was one of the sites 
located along this imaginary path.

Before going in person to Rosengård, I conducted 
a small search for information, wanting to know more 
about what I would find. After a brief period of data 
gathering, I found the following:

1
Rosengård had been the stage of urban rioting dur-

ing December 2008. These riots took place due to the 
closure of an islamic center and mosque, after the 
owner of the building that housed them, decided to 
use the place for other purposes. While the islamic 
center moved out peacefully, a group of residents 
(including minors) took matters into their own hands. 

The riots lasted for 2 nights and several people 

were arrested17,18,19. This resulted in increased police 
presence in the area, which residents see as a good 
addition to the zone20 and has resulted in lower crime 
rates21.

2
There is social conflict associated with Rosen-

gård. However, this conflict is not internal (i.e. it 
is not the residents who are in conflict with each 
other), but of a rather larger nature: it affects 
how Rosengård relates to the city, and to Sweden in 
general. The area is generally perceived in nega-
tive terms, and even Norwegian politican Siv Jensen 
has used Rosengård as a case-study22 in her speeches 
against “sneak islamization” of Scandinavian cities23. 

3
The perception of Rosengård from outsiders (that 

is, people who don’t live in Rosengård) in the Swed-
ish context is usually negative24. It is seen as a 
place where islamic (namely “sharia”) and not Swedish 
laws apply, housing people who hide from deportation 
orders, is a clashing ground for gangs and Swedish 
police and inhabited by immigrants who often don’t 
speak Swedish and are not integrated into local life.

4
Rosengård is regarded as a place of increasing 

radicalization25. The subject is very polemic, and 
while external viewers often deem Rosengård to be a 
ground for islamic radicalism, local residents often 
reject this position and blame it on “a small group 
of Muslims who misinterpreted certain parts of the 
religion”. As local resident Wahida al-Moaidi says26:

“Rosengård is a good place. 
I have been living here for ten years

and I haven’t had any trouble. 
No one has ever bothered me, there are 
many Muslims here and nobody bothers us. 
Everyone is following his own religion.”

16 http://cityasbiotope.blogspot.com/
17 http://www.thelocal.se/16488/20081220/
18 http://sv.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kravallerna_i_

Roseng%C3%A5rd_2008
19 http://hd.se/webb-tv/2008/12/19/polisen-attackerad-i-rosen-

gaard/ - includes a video account of the events
20 http://www.thelocal.se/21632/20090823/
21 http://www.thelocal.se/23924/20091218/
22 http://islamineurope.blogspot.com/2009/04/rosengard-norwe-

gian-visit.html - includes an mp3 file from Sveriges Radio
23 http://www.aftenposten.no/nyheter/iriks/politikk/arti-

cle2940683.ece
24 http://www.wluml.org/node/5015
25 http://www.alarabiya.net/articles/2009/03/19/68752.html#000
26 http://www.itnsource.com/shotlist/RTV/2009/03/08/RTV408109/
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Life in Rosengård can be as routinary as elsewhere. These men 
barely noticed we were there recording (this image is a still 
from a video we shot on site), and went on about their busi-
ness. We strolled between buildings and paths for hours, and 
children were rather curious about our presence: they came 
close and asked us for our names and what we were doing there. 
Ghettos can offer a tightly knit social network, where resi-
dents who have less access to economic resources tend to rely 
on each other for security and assistance.
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Several sections of Rosengård now present these signs, mainly 
due to security issues. Does this reflect a loss of trust to-
wards strangers, or towards other residents?
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Amiralsgatan crosses and divides Rosengård, while Rosengård 
Center crosses this road like a bridge. These walls are as 
close as many people will ever get to see Rosengård, usually 
at a speed of 50 or 60kph.
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Coming closer

I visited Malmö in late September 2009. While 
there, me and 3 classmates stayed in a hostel in He-
leneholm, 2km Southwest of Rosengård. Having heard 
about Rosengård’s bad reputation, we informed the 
hostel’s reception clerk about our plans to visit 
Rosengård. She warned us about the inherent dan-
gers of going to this place, and adviced us against 
visiting after dark (an advice we followed). In-
stead of taking the bus from the hostel, we decided 
to walk. This would give us a person-to-person look 
on the mezzo scale of approaching the site, but also 
it would be a good chance to perceive urban limits, 
boundaries and other things that might keep Rosengård 
isolated from its surroundings.

Using a tourist map, we made our way to the place. 
We wandered into Västra Kattarp (see map in page 6) 
unknowingly: it is exclusively composed of single 
houses without any high rise buildings, so it appears 
similar to other Malmö suburbs we visited. However, 
we soon approached the Malmö Mosque. From the mosque, 
one has to cross Inre Ringvägen (one of the main 
roads of Malmö) into the fält, an open space which 
crosses Rosengård on an East-West axis, separating 
the districts of Västra Kattarp and Persborg from the 
rest of Rosengård.

From the fält, we crossed Herrgården and arrived 
in Rosengård Center, where we found a number of bus-
sineses which cater to the immigrants’ needs and 
tastes in food, souvenirs or prepaid telephone cards. 
We spent some time in the center, before continuing 
on to the public library to collect maps. 

We had the chance to conduct an interview with a 
manager of the youth club in Rosengård. We spoke with 
him for about 1 hour in the club offices. He was a 
young man in his early 20’s, born in Malmö to foreign 
parents as he later confirmed. He pointed out some 
facts about life in the community:

- Many of the apartments in Rosengård are privately 
owned. This means that they can only be rented and 
not bought, depriving the people from a sense of long 
term ownership and permanence. The apartments are 
often overcrowded, and their quality can vary greatly 
between different districts of Rosengård, from the 
very good to the undermaintained. 

- On average, after 5 years of living there, people 
will move out of Rosengård (sooner if they have the 
means). They will often move elsewhere in Malmö, 
other Swedish cities, or other countries as well.

- The Youth Club manager also admitted that while 
there is certainly a number of problems in Rosengård 
(especially in areas like Ramels Väg, in East-central 
Rosengård), it is by no means an isolated case in 
Sweden. Rosengård has a high non-Western migrant con-
centration, adding an element of cultural shock and 
fear of the unknown to how the community is viewed in 
Sweden and elsewhere27.

- Rosengård is effectively a city within a city: it 
has its own spaces for sports, culture (Drömmarnas 
Hus) and commerce, and has weak interdependence ties 
with the rest of the city.

- Among Rosengård’s economic and social problems, 
he quoted that many people are new in Sweden, speak 
little or no Swedish (even after years of living in 
the country) and have a hard time finding a job. 
Therefore, they spend a lot of time in overcrowded 
apartments, or in poorly designed public areas which 
often don’t provide them with the right conditions to 
develop a rich social life.

27 Bustos and Lindbladh, 2004. Page 264.



3 The architectural aspect

Coping with absence

Habitational units are complementary to open 
spaces: in each of them one can explore different as-
pects of life. While the quality of the housing units 
in Rosengård has been described in positive terms, a 
different opinion holds about its public areas. City 
planner Magdalena Alevrá comments about Rosengård28:

“You find no public place where
one can hold public meetings.”

The configuration of the public space in Rosengård 
has different consequences:

1 Weakening the social experience

By casting social exchange away from the public 
areas which could otherwise enable socializing, the 
function of the public area is lost or has its func-
tions transferred to other spaces. In this way, for 
example, islamic centers and mosques become substi-
tutes for public spaces since they facilitate meeting 
fellow residents in ways that the public space in the 
area should, but does not offer.

Moreover, the public space where teenage boys and 
girls take their first steps in society sends con-
fusing 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 neigh-
bourhood is at the same time full of gray zones: 
places where socializing is technically not forbid-
den, but that were not designed for this purpose.

2 Rationalizing randomness  

The lack of well designed socializing spaces takes 
away the randomness of meeting strangers in public 
places by adding restrictions and categorizations on 
how to meet new people. Since this encounters are not 
facilitated by the space itself, they happen under 
less free conditions, for example in clubs or church-
es (on the positive side), or as part of youth gangs. 
This increasing rigidity in meeting strangers helps 
build up the mistrust between Rosengård and the rest 
of the city. For example, it is more likely to meet 
people from out of town in the Möllevången square 
than in Rosengård Center, where the social exchange 
with other parts of the city and the world is less 
intense. Drawing from Sharon Zukin’s (1998) analysis 
of consumption landscapes:

“... in immigrant and ethnic
neighbourhoods, trust among strangers
is a result of social interdependence

and neighbourhood solidarity.”

Rosengård may be solidary on the inside, but it is 
suspicious of outsiders.

 
3 Experiencing community

The way how the community is read as a whole by 
its inhabitants is also affected. Following the so-
cio-cultural essay “Spatializing Culture: the social 
production and social construction of public space in 
Costa Rica”  (Setha M. Low, 1996), the social expe-
rience of the public space can be “tools for under-
standing how public space in urban society becomes 
semiotically enconded and interpreted reality.” In 
this way, Rosengård seems to have been designed for 
storing people, rather than to allow them to live a 
full, rich life.

28 http://sydsvenskan.se/malmo/article361861.ece
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Much of Rosengård’s public space is composed of transit areas, 
basically devoided of any function other than connecting roads 
and buildings. Very little can happen in this spaces as they 
were not designed for containing, but rather for flowing: they 
have a very well defined circulation and virtually no textures 
or urban elements for people to make a stop, sit down, etc. 
In many cases, there is not even a sidewalk, giving the ap-
pearance of a Midwestern United States city, and not a Swedish 
neighbourhood. Green areas also occupy large extensions of 
terrain, and like the transit spaces, they have very little 
functional value. The lack of meaningful, multifunctional pub-
lic spaces is characteristic of life in Rosengård.
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A small shop in neighbouring Möllevången. Something as simple 
as a bulletin wall allows for 2-way communication to exist 
on a mezzo (within walking distance) scale. The existence of 
small scale commerce and interactive elements -such as the 
wall- conforms small elements that get together to shape a 
rich social life in this Malmö area.
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Open areas: green spaces, streets and pedestrian paths, 
available to everyone. These spaces work mostly as con-
nectors between residential and commercial areas or as 
sportsgrounds, which are very popular among the younger 
residents. These areas have few urban elements to en-
hance social interaction and group situations.
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Visually controlled areas: these zones have free access 
but are directly adjacent to residential buildings, so 
they can be controlled by local residents. These in-
terstitial spaces correspond mostly to “inner courts” 
surrounded on all sides by buildings, and are usually 
fitted with children’s playgrounds or gardens.

Backyards + frontyards; they may only serve as local 
binding points between close neighbours and are other-
wise out of bounds for strangers. However, front gardens 
can ocassionally serve as social areas where neighbours 
meet and communicate non-verbally with the rest of the 
world. These spaces are mainly found in single homes.

This map shows the meeting point between the districts of Väs-
tra Kattarp (the single houses at the bottom centre of the im-
age), Persborg, Örtagården and Törnrosen. I analysed the non-
building spaces under 3 typologies: even though public spaces 
occupy large tracts of land, they are underdevelopped (lacking 
basic urban equipment and functions) or undefined (technically 
public, but defined by private spaces around them).

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. What is the point in not giving the people 
of Rosengård a space to meet? 

The area boasts a very high percentage of people 
under the age of 24, which associated to the high 
unemployment and lower scholarity levels of the area, 
leaves a lot of youngsters with much time on their 
hands and few legitimate spaces to live their youth.

Ghettos and marginal communities such as Tepito 
(Mexico), Harlem (United States) or El Raval (Spain) 
have gone on to acquire a unique cultural identity 
and characteristic image in a regional or interna-
tional context, aided by their residents’ use and 
reconfiguration 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 a space that acts 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 to-
gether and express themselves as a collective identi-
ty (as opposed to the individual expression mentioned 
above), and manifestate different behaviors: oppose, 
support, act, react, buy, sell, and a large etcetera. 
These spaces provide grounds for activities which are 
not recognized as legitimate elsewhere, like buskers, 
preachers, skateboarders or street artists.

Additionally, the public space bears a symbolic 
importance for the different ethnic groups that live 
in Rosengård. According to The Hidden Dimension (Ed-
ward T. Hall, 1969), people of Arab background often 
view public space as a sensorial realm, where they 
experience rich stimula such as smell, and which they 
tend to appropiate in ways different to what we know 
in the West. Following Hall an everyday conversation 
between 2 Arabs is a special event which should not 
be taken lightly. The public space in Rosengård, on 
the other hand, encourages privacy.

Youngsters in the ghetto

The public areas in Rosengård are especially weak 
in what they offer to young people. They prevent 
youngsters from exploring their world, and affect 
the way in which they interact with each other. The 
absence of a quality public space throws otherwise 
healthy and normal activities into the shadows, where 
social interaction takes other connotations.

Public spaces provide young people with the pos-
sibility to take their first steps in society. Ac-
cording to The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life 
(Goffman, 1956), interacting with other people allows 
the chance to evaluate others and be evaluated. Fur-
thermore, participating in open urban spaces allows 
for smaller groups of individuals to be socially vis-
ible. People with very different lifestyles and looks 
will often appropiate sectors of space (a similar 
phenomenon occurred when the Blue Stone was placed 
in Bergen, with different groups taking over differ-
ent spaces in and around the stone), and will of-
ten transform the space itself. Even though most of 
Rosengård’s inhabitants are young people, their cul-
tural manifestations are nearly invisible in space.



4 Epilogue

Public spaces
(and what they can do to you)

The public space can function as a storyteller for 
the life around it. It is a stage where the actors 
get to show and know themselves, evolve an identity 
and leave their marks on the social fabric. The peo-
ple who make use of the public space will transform 
it, make it theirs and make sure that the stories 
that happen in it will be remembered. As Margaret 
Crawford29 points out:

“... generic spaces become specific and 
serve as public arenas where debates and 
struggles over economic participation, de-
mocracy, and the public assertion of iden-
tity take place. Without claiming to rep-
resent the totality of public space, these 
multiple and simultaneous activities con-
struct and reveal an alternative logic of 

public space.”

Public spaces can also serve as a counterpart to 
life at home, providing what the household does not: 
open space, socializing opportunities, a tangible 
ground for new experiences or a breath of fresh air. 
The public space is an important element in under-
standing one self. It can be a place for self discov-
ery and therefore, self determination.

Currently, the public space in Rosengård is de-
voided of identity and it deprives residents of a 
sense of attachment. Through an active public space 
life, the people of Rosengård could gain a sense of 
belonging in their life-space. 

The possibility to express freely in public and 
legitimate spaces is a powerful tool when one wants 
to transmit a sense of equality and importance to 
liminal communities. It would certainly give people a 
visible arena to communicate their ideas and feel-
ings, or simply a space to skateboard and meet girls.

A visible public space in Rosengård would be a 
good place to show Malmö and the rest of the country 
that maybe, after all, Rosengård is as normal a place 
to live as any other.

An improved public space may not necessarily make 
the rest of Sweden understand Rosengård, but it may 
be instrumental in helping Rosengård understand it-
self. 

29 Chase, Crawford, Kaliski. Everyday Urbanism. The Monacelli 
Press: 2008.
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An audience claps at a break-dance presentation in a plaza in 
central Warsaw, Poland. Young people gather on a Sunday after-
noon to practise an urban art in a visible spot: there was a 
crowd of tens of spectators around them, allowing the dancers 
to expose their art and get some feedback (and a few coins 
too). As public spaces are used by people of different ages 
(some of whom will use a specific space for years or decades), 
the issue of time -in addition to space- becomes a primary 
factor in how a community is perceived and experienced, and 
therefore, how it changes over the years.
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