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Planetary urbanization theory has become a central framework 
for analyzing urban transformation within global capitalist 
systems. Yet de/anti/postcolonial and feminist critics have called 

for a more nuanced engagement with the social ontology of the urban. 
They insist on treating urbanization as open-ended and contingent, and 
on centering everyday resistance, the lived experience of racism and 
injustice, and alternative spatial imaginaries rooted in solidarity and 
radical relationality. Drawing on these critical debates, this article 
examines the social and spatial ontology of crisis narratives and 
‘sustainable urban development’ imaginaries. It focuses on Malmö, 
Sweden’s third-largest city and a prominent migrant city, as a site where 
neoliberalization, post-industrial transformation, and the rise of far-right 
politics intersect. Three questions guide the analysis: first, how hegemonic 
planetary urbanization entangles with coloniality, whiteness, and 
dominant sustainability discourses in the Swedish context; second, what 
alternative forms of planetary urbanization might be imagined from 
grassroots solidarity urbanism grounded in anti-colonial, anti-racist, and 
caring practices; and third, what kinds of transformative sustainability and 
planning narratives might emerge from such imaginaries. The article 
engages critically with both hegemonic and counter-hegemonic forms of 
planetary urbanization. It maps how hegemonic whiteness, with its racial 
and colonial politics of space, environment, and housing, underlies 
dominant visions of sustainable urban development. It then turns to 
emerging grassroots, anti-racist, and anti-colonialist socio-spatial practices 
as expressions of an anti-hegemonic planetary urbanization. Building on 
this analysis, the article articulates a transformative imaginary for 
sustainable urban development and planning rooted in an urbanism of 
radically relational solidarity, one that reframes prevailing debates on 
socio-spatial and environmental ontology and opens space for more just 
and inclusive urban futures.
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Introduction

WAR IS PEACE
FREEDOM IS SLAVERY
IGNORANCE IS STRENGTH 
- George Orwell

In the dystopian novel Nineteen Eighty-Four, George Orwell materialized the politics of representation 
as The Ministry of Truth: “an enormous pyramidal structure of glittering white concrete, soaring up, 
terrace after terrace, three hundred metres into the air” (2013, 6). The iconic building is decorated 
with The Party’s three slogans, which hide true objectives by invoking opposite meanings. The novel's 
striking contemporary relevance evokes a profound sense of unease, particularly given the growing 
influence of far-right crisis claims in popular Western political discourse (e.g., ‘migrant crises’, ‘security 
crisis,’ ‘border crises’). Such claims serve as a pretext for anti-immigration policies, breaking 
international solidarity, and criminalizing social diversity, migration, and immigrants as the root 
causes of social and economic problems (Walia 2021), thereby shielding the very system whose 
destructive logics produce displacement and migration from scrutiny. 

Far-right crisis claims have become commonsense in urban imaginaries, policies and planning 
practices, often cancelling out progressive planning measures that address injustices and inequalities 
(i.e., public housing, public transportation, refugee integration, see Grange 2022; Fainstein & Novy 
2025). They justify and normalize neoliberal planning at the city. Far-right claims, or, more aptly, 
common sense across the political spectrum, conjures an exceptionalist socio-spatial ontology of the 
urban that ignores global metabolic flows and injustices, the real crises that unfold elsewhere. The city 
is portrayed as an unconnected, discrete, fixed, and static non-relational entity. Planetary imperial 
center-periphery relations and links to unjust material and immaterial networks become hidden. This 
aligns with methodological cityism (Angelo & Wachsmuth 2015) eventually resulting in myopic 
descriptions of urban sustainability (Holgersen & Hult 2021). Such discourses indirectly pose a moral 
shield and convey the message that the reproduction of the ‘sustainable city’ need not account for 
planetary injustices. Consequently, they create a public sphere that suppress critical groups to 
generate and mobilize alternative planetary politics and imaginaries for cities making them irrelevant.

Brenner and Schmidt’s (2015) theory of planetary urbanization revisits Lefebvre’s (2003) concept of 
the city at the intersection of the global capitalist web of life. It contests frames of the urban as a static, 
fixed, or bounded entity, settlement type, or universal form. Rather, the urban is a process that 
remains interdependent on interactions with other urban and non-urban areas. Cities are always-
changing phenomena regulated by dialectic processes of accumulation in the center and dispossession 
in the periphery. Under the hegemonic regime of global capitalism, economic, material, energy, and 
labor extraction extend deep into urban and non-urban areas, near and far peripheries (Brenner 
2014; Brenner & Schmidt 2014; Schmidt 2014). 

Others have critiqued Brenner and Schmidt’s urban ontology for its overemphasis on hegemonic 
global urbanization dominated by powerful social, economic, and political actors, networks, and 
structures (e.g. Oswin 2018; Ruddick et al. 2018; Katz 2021). The critics advocate for a more nuanced 
engagement with the social ontology of the urban. For instance, feminist geographer Katz (2021) 
articulates a historiography approach that portrays urbanization as open-ended and contingent. In this 
context, counter-mapping everyday resistance, experiences of racism and injustice, marginalized 
groups’ struggles, alternative spatial imaginaries and practices reveal caring, radically relational, 
alternative versions of urban and planetary urbanization based on geographical imaginaries of solidarity.

In this article I draw on critical theories of planetary urbanization to dissect the social and spatial 
ontology of crisis claims and imaginaries of ‘sustainable urban development’. I present the case of 
Malmö, Sweden's second largest city, known as a migrant city at the crossroads of neoliberalization, 
post-industrial urban transformation, and the rise of far-right politics. I explore three central questions: 
1) How does hegemonic planetary urbanization entangle with socio-spatial ontologies of coloniality 
and whiteness, dominant crisis discourses and urban sustainability narratives and practices in the 
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Swedish context; 2) What other forms of planetary urbanizations might be imagined from grassroots 
solidarity urbanism signifying anti-colonial, anti-racist, radically relational, and caring ideas; and 3) 
What kinds of alternative narratives of sustainability and planning might emerge. I engage critically 
with both hegemonic and counter-hegemonic forms of planetary urbanization to reframe debates on 
socio-spatial and environmental ontology. I first map hegemonic planetary urbanization, showing 
how hegemonic whiteness, with its racial and colonial politics of space, landscape, and housing, 
underwrites dominant visions of sustainable urban development. I then countermap emerging 
grassroots, anti-racist, and anti-colonial socio-spatial practices that prefigure an anti-hegemonic 
planetary urbanization. From this analysis, I advance a transformative imaginary for sustainable 
urban development and planning, grounded in an urbanism of radically relational solidarity and 
oriented toward more just and inclusive urban futures.

Spatial ontology and subjectivities of crisis representations
Crisis claims are a crucial tool for economic and political elites attempting to consolidate their power 
and restore the system (Klein 2014). As Swyngedouw notes, “the elites do not tire to turn catastrophe 
for the excluded into a crisis-to-be-managed for the included” (2018, 35). False crisis narratives, 
underpinned by Western ethnoracial nationalism invisibilize violence, dispossession and injustice 
experienced by marginalized groups, center the expectations of privileged groups, and serve as 
pretexts to strengthen anti-immigrant policies and practices and undermine international solidarity. 
They restore unjust exchanges of emotions, capital, labor, material, and energy between the center 
and periphery and mask “actual crises of capitalism, conquest, and climate change” (Walia 2021, 3).

In high-income countries, crisis narratives aim to dismantle welfare states, hoard wealth, and 
continue racial othering, exploitation, and segregation. The racialized category of ‘immigrant’ imposes 
exclusionary and hierarchal citizenship ideologies and internal bordering practices (Walia 2021). Racial 
control of mobility allows the state to racialize labor, creating “super-exploitable and disposable labor 
across both metropole and (post)colony” (Danewid 2024, 86). According to Walia (2021), borders are 
dynamic systems that actively shape, and are shaped by, social relations of dominance. Racialized 
others, regardless of their immigration status, citizenship, history, senses of home, place attachments, 
or social and cultural embeddedness in society, are depicted as foreign, as cultural outsiders, or as 
belonging to ‘other nations’. Their cultural hybridity and both transnational and local subjectivities are 
reduced; they are symbolically dislocated and subordinated (Bhabha 1994). Through these bordering 
practices, they are rendered precarious.

The racial categorization of immigrants, and the political responses it generates across the 
spectrum, are the present-day expression of social and cultural aspect of what can be called internal 
European settler colonialism. Yet this racial logic does not operate independently of economic 
imperatives. As Lloyd and Wolfe (2016, 111) argue;

the fundamental continuity between the historical development of European settler colonialism 
and the present-day development of the neoliberal world order resides in the exigencies of 
managing surplus populations.

In this context, the far-right mobilizes “interlocking ideologies of ethnonationalism, penal populism, 
welfare nationalism, operating together to solidify the relationship between the state, capitalism, and 
racism” (Walia 2021, 9). Meanwhile, liberal centrists promote a superficial multiculturalism that fails to 
counter the injustices resulting from the overt racism of the far-right. Racial power structures are 
maintained through color blindness (Bonilla-Silva 2017; also Mueller 2017), a form of racist ideology 
that ignores racial injustices and insists on non-racial explanations for racial inequalities and 
segregation. Such ideas center ‘white culture’, ‘white national will’, and “white citizens as the ultimate 
authority over multiculturalism”, contributing to the ideology of racialized national space (Walia 2021, 
198). Consequently, these ideological formations, far-right ethnonationalism and liberal color-
blindness, are not opposites but complementary mechanisms for managing surplus populations 
along racial lines. Whether through explicit exclusion or the depoliticizing language of multiculturalism, 
both function to naturalize racial hierarchy and reproduce the colonial logic of who legitimately 
belongs to the national space.
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The West’s dominant crisis narratives hinge on non-relationality inherent in colonial socio-spatial 
ontology. This distribution of the sensible (Rancièr 2004) naturalizes the order of things by obscuring 
the interdependence of the center and periphery in an extractive global framework (Bhambra 2007; 
Táíwò 2022). According to philosopher Táíwò (2022), this cognitive regime imposes a racially hierarchal 
social, spatial, environmental, and economic planetary system. Visible and invisible borders govern 
flows that favor the West (or the center of the empire) in accumulating wealth and power, while 
violence and dispossession are located in the racially expendable peripheries (Sassen 2015). This 
Western socio-spatial ontology, rooted in ideology of historical and geographic non-relationality, is 
essential for creating the mass consent needed to maintain a system masking the truth about what 
sustains materiality and life in the center. This unjust world system relies on “the visual and ideological 
exclusion of extended forms of urbanisation” (Arbedola 2015, 238). In urban scale, it aligns with the 
white spatial imaginary (Lipsitz 2007), or the white socio-spatial epistemology (Dwyer & Jones III 2000) as 
the organizing logic, which offers racially essentialist, dehistoricized, and non-relational representations 
of places, idealizing white neighborhoods while pathologizing their peripheralized racial others. 
Distancing and othering naturalize the commonsense that exempts perpetrators from accountability 
for orchestrating devastation in the peripheries.

Crises are inscribed into everyday life, constructing regimes of subjectivities and significations 
around experiences of crisis from differing geographic and social locations (Mbembe & Roitman 
1995). These subjectivities inhabit different worlds of truth, structured by distinct ways of sensing and 
living crisis (ibid.). For subordinated groups in the peripheries, ongoing devastation is itself the crisis. 
Conversely, disruptions to the systems sustaining accumulation, comfort and privilege in the center 
register as crisis for dominant groups. Only when peripheral crisis bleeds into the center it becomes 
legible as crisis at all, and even then, it is registered as disruption rather than systemic failure. It is at 
this point that dominant crisis narratives emerge, oriented toward containment and quick fixes rather 
than structural reckoning (Arbedola 2015). In such a context, it is imperative to contest and reclaim 
dominant crisis discourses in both geographic contexts, and to construct alternative visions capable 
of addressing the underlying causes rather than their symptoms. What is really needed is a different 
socio-spatial ontology, or a fundamental reimagining of how life and responsibility are spatially 
organized.

Marxist and anti/decolonial scholars have long unsettled such an ontology of disconnected space. 
Such critiques also resurface from time to time in Western anti-imperialist and anti-war social theories 
and art. For example, Swedish artist Gerhard Nordström’s (1925–2019) painting series Sommaren 
1970, Vietnamkriget i Maglehem (The summer of 1970, The Vietnam War in Maglehem) disturbed the 
partition of the sensible provided by a false sense of separateness. The 1970 painting Utflykt i det 
gröna (Excursion in the Green) brought together war scenes from Vietnam and an idyllic Swedish 
summer1. In an inner frame, a group of people enjoy a picnic in the Swedish landscape; to the side lie 
bodies of Vietnamese people, with the landscape providing continuity between these two subjects. 
This geographic representation challenged the partition of the sensible by using a literal frame to 
expose a cognitive divide: the separation of Sweden from Vietnam. Such cognitive divides are, in 
essence, geographic imaginaries of non-relationality. They render geographies of war, poverty, and 
suffering (human and non-human alike) as discrete from privileged geographies, implicitly framing 
that privilege as an intrinsic rather than relationally produced condition. This is how hegemonic 
planetary urbanization is sustained without objection. Against such context, Nordström’s provoking 
painting calls for a more radical, relational socio-spatial ontology and subjectivization regarding crisis 
claims and Western responses.

Deconstructing planetary urbanization
In Western cities, planetary urbanization manifests in intensifying neoliberalization, which multiplies 
bordering practices while freeing flows for economic and political elites (Sassen 2015; Ruddick et al. 
2018; Porter et al. 2019). Market-oriented urban development reproduces race and racial difference, 
social, material, environmental and climate gentrification, economic extraction and accumulates 
wealth and resources for the affluent (Sassen 2015). This results in evictions, displacement and 
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environmental, social and economic dispossession, and the dismantling of public infrastructures for 
marginalized communities (Dantzler 2021). White spatial imaginaries (Lipsitz 2007) and white 
supremacist notions of property (Ramírez 2019) deepen urban racial inequalities, oppression and 
segregation. 

Urban bordering practices are “diverse mechanisms of racial capitalist [that] function in tandem to 
displace, police and incarcerate surplus labor so as to serve white supremacist property rights” 
(Ramírez 2019, 122). White supremacist property rights and property development are prioritized 
over vulnerable groups’ human rights to housing safety (Ramírez 2019; also Grange 2022). Such 
bordering practices are justified by urban crisis discourses reflecting a white sense of place, privilege, 
progress, and fears. Notable fears include urban economic decline, falling property values, 
heterogeneity, fear of the other, and crime (England & Simon 2010; Tulumello 2015; Hackworth 2019). 
Planning has become increasingly depoliticized, adapting progressive-sounding concepts (e.g., 
sustainable urban development) while complying with bordering processes (Swyngedouw 2007; Kaika 
2017). It fails to respond to “the real crises at stake: crises of housing, urban development, dispossession 
and extraction, imperialist war”, and the need for a “planning as planetary-politics-of-care” (Tulumello 
2019, 126).

Queer, feminist, and post-/de-colonial scholars have critiqued such notions of planetary urbanism 
for their abstract, top-down, human-less workings of power. The critics underscore the need to 
expand and nuance planetary urbanization to better focus on struggles of everyday life, differentiation, 
subordination and subjectivity produced by unjust and violent forms of capitalism, racism, nativism, 
and colonialism. Alternative political possibilities for the urban emerge from the peripheries and close 
scholarly engagement with them (Arbedola 2015; Ruddick et al. 2018). Studies of planetary urbanization 
should capture colonial and neocolonial dynamics by dialoguing with Indigenous, anti-colonial 
concerns (Kipfer 2018).

The infrastructural networks and crumbled landscapes of capitalist extraction at the edges of 
accumulation are indeed extensions of urban explosion and commodity booms (Arbedola 2015). 
However, peripheries are not only victims of extractive capitalism. They also contain anti-colonial 
socio-environmental struggles, imaginaries, and practices (Gomez-Barris 2017). For example, 
Indigenous resistance to pipelines in Canada represents a “generative refusal [that] challenges 
capitalist and colonial territorialities” and the binary of city/non-city (Kipfer 2018, 483). Imperial 
violence outside becomes visible with immigrants’ local and transnational struggles and find 
connection with Indigenous movements from within. As these struggles converge in urban space, 
they constitute the city as a site of diverse, relational, and multiscalar subjectivities and identities, out 
of which worldly and emancipatory imaginaries and solidarities emerge to transform urban life from 
within and without (Arbedola 2015; Sassen 2015; Ruddick et al. 2018; Kipfer 2018; Angelo & Goh 2021; 
Katz 2021). 

Ruddick and others argue that ontological struggles are:
far from local, or particular, [they] are mondial in their orientation; they provoke profound 
epistemological shifts around the constitution of the subject, generating new experiments in 
autogestion … the very ground upon which urban futures are fought out (Ruddick et al. 2018, 
392–397). 

Similarly, Katz argues that planetary urbanization should be theorized as “relational and fluid. And 
populated. Populated by people, whose lives are caught up in the everyday and its myriad struggles 
and immanent possibilities to make something different out of these conditions, which are historical, 
contingent, incomplete” (2021, 599). She calls on scholars to “excavate some of the social relations 
flattened or ignored in planetary urbanization’s key propositions…to imagine the planetary without 
foreclosure” (ibid., 597). 

Drawing on Solnit and Jelly-Schapiro's (2016) mapping of uprisings against discrimination, 
violence, and injustice under racial capitalism in New York City, Katz (2021, 599) reveals overlapping 
struggles through what she calls the “planetary without foreclosure,” as illustrated by the Negro Riot 
of 1712 and the Occupy Wall Street Police Riot of 2011, which occurred nearly three centuries apart 
but just one block away. Likewise, Ramírez (2019) describes the visionary autonomous encampment, 
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The Village, and commoning by the unhoused and housed activists of color on neglected land in 
Oakland on Martin Luther King, Jr. Day in 2017. The activists demonstrated that housing is a human 
right and called on the city to protect this right. In the European context, Lebuhn (2019, 118) refers to 
the solidarity city alliances that brought together progressive city governments with “self-organizing 
refugees, immigrant rights groups, citizens’ welcome initiatives, various churches, activist scholars 
and right to the city networks” against urban bordering that rejects such right. Uprisings against 
historically rooted injustices, visionary autonomous encampments, and solidarity alliances 
demonstrate that planetary urbanization can be otherwise, a phenomenon not only of dispossession 
but of collective struggle to make injustices visible and to counter them.

Populating planetary urbanization in the Swedish context: the socio-spatial 
ontology of Swedish hegemonic whiteness and racial capitalism
In Sweden, the racial capitalist mode of planetary urbanization manifests as bordering discourses and 
socio-spatial ontologies based on the colonial cognitive partition. This ontology is composed of several 
imaginaries that pave the way for bordering practices. The regulation of national borders, intertwined 
with racially charged immigration policies and the constant stigmatization of people with immigrant 
background in society (particularly those who are non-white and of non-Western backgrounds) and 
discriminating them across different domains (e.g. labor market, education, health, housing, politics) 
reinforces socio-economic and spatial hierarchies and internal divisions in everyday life (Schierup & 
Ålund 2011). Furthermore, the assault on selected welfare state programmes has contributed to the 
formation of a racialized working class (Neergaard 2017; Mulinari & Neergaard 2022). Interdependent 
processes of racial dispossession and exclusion across different domains accumulate gradually and 
imperceptibly, shaping racial formation in Sweden. Such racism is also global, produced by the 
“exploitative global racial formation” that depends on low-wage, faraway workers in the Global South 
(Mulinari & Neergard 2023b, 245; also Rähtzel et al. 2009). The class and racial divide thus features 
exclusion and exploitation juxtaposed with privilege and affluence (Mulinari & Neergaard 2023a). Yet 
what sustains and conceals this divide is Swedish exceptionalism, which develops white self-identity 
by portraying Sweden as anti-racist and gender equal, while forgetting and denying racism, colonialism, 
and imperialism in mainstream academia and society (Mulinari & Neergaard 2023a; McEachrane & 
Faye 2025). Underlying this exceptionalism is Swedish hegemonic whiteness, constituted by two 
contrasting fantasies: that of white ethno-racial purity and supremacy, and that of a colorblind, post-
racial society (Hübinette & Lundström 2014, drawing on Lewis 2004). At its core is the relational 
dynamic of racial subordination and the dispossession of the Other, through which white wealth and 
privilege are maintained. This is the constitutive paradox of Swedish racial capitalism: the exceptionalist 
self-image of a progressive, anti-racist society does not stand in contradiction to pervasive racism and 
segregation but rather functions as its ideological condition, obscuring and thereby perpetuating the 
very hierarchies it claims to have transcended. Consequently, these fantasies translate into a socio-
spatial ontology that maps ethno-racial imaginaries of self, society, the Other, nation, and space. 

Against such context, everyday bordering sediments as spatial confinement of the ethnically 
diverse groups in high-rise suburbs (förorter) that consist of modernist public social housing schemes. 
Spatial imaginaries mobilized by the far-right enhance territorial stigmatization of these areas painting 
them as dangerous, disruptive (Mack 2023), or even ‘badlands’ (Dikeç 2007). Meanwhile, ethnically 
homogeneous areas and white self-segregation in villa suburbs in the rural peripheries of the cities 
are idealized, invested and promoted2. Cast as sources of crime and poverty, ethnically diverse areas 
are subjected to punitive interventions and disinvestment justified through a crisis rhetoric that 
mobilizes nostalgia for an imagined golden era of ethno-homogeneous homeland, which is supposedly 
destroyed by immigration (Switzer 2024; also Wacquant 2008 on the Swedish case). Meanwhile, racial 
profiling and the militarization of everyday life are encouraged through police surveillance and stop-
and-frisk practices (Thapar-Björkert et al. 2019 ; Schclarek Mulinari & Keskinen 2020). Market-led 
housing densification projects, ostensibly aimed at breaking segregation yet following long periods of 
neighborhood disinvestment, have further enhanced the inequalities. The decay due to disinvestment 
in the neighborhoods is used as a pretext to turn socially diverse suburbs into spatial frontiers, 
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disregarding the social value of their communal spaces. In this way, the same persistent racism and 
injustice that produced spatial segregation in the first place is reproduced again, but this time it works 
to strip away even the remaining assets and qualities that the ethnically diverse communities of these 
suburbs still depend on, in the name of breaking segregation. 

Sweden's larger cities are some of the most segregated by race and class in Europe (Thörn & Thörn 
2017). They signal “an exacerbated regime of racial capitalism, in the third decade of the 21st century, 
forging a predatory interconnection of racism and capital accumulation” (Schierup et al. 2024, 2). 
Schierup, Ålund and Kellecioğlu (2024) even consider contemporary Swedish social, political, economic, 
and urban reality to resemble a neo-apartheid worthy of analysis using Robinson’s (2000) concept of 
racial capitalism and accounts from South African apartheid. 

What allows such an order to persist without naming itself as racial is the operation of hegemonic 
whiteness. As Hübinette & Lundström (2014, 426) argue, hegemonic whiteness in contemporary 
Sweden is

upheld through a colour-blindness that constantly reinscribes whiteness as the normative, yet 
unmarked, position that, for example, effectively forecloses, silences and excludes experiences of 
everyday racism among non-white Swedes.

Hegemonic whiteness in spatial development takes distinct but relative forms in different contexts. In 
one register, it operates through the marginalization of racialized communities contesting exclusionary 
urban development. Swedish urban political theorists Tahvilzadeh’s and King’s (2018) ethnographic 
study demonstrates how the justice claims of racialized youth fighting an exclusionary urban 
development project in one of Stockholm's Million Programme areas are suppressed, trivialized, and 
criminalized by the prevailing political order, which deployed dominant political techniques to control 
populations in urban peripheries. In another register, hegemonic whiteness operates through active 
spatial exclusion, mobilized to protect white privilege and property. Critical planning and architecture 
scholar Grange (2022) shows how affluent residents and far-right political parties deployed techniques 
of expulsion to block a municipality's attempt to build one thousand temporary accommodation units 
for refugees in their neighborhood in Gothenburg, thereby preserving the imagined boundaries of 
white belonging, privilege, property values and wealth. These cases illustrate how hegemonic 
whiteness, operating as socio-spatial ontology and imaginary, shapes urban space in interlocking 
ways. It works not only through the ignorance of injustices, stigmatization, and extraction of 
marginalized communities and the suppression of their dissent, but through the active protection of 
white privilege, wealth accumulation, and exclusionary spatial boundaries. The denial of structural 
racism in urbanization processes enables misrecognition and misrepresentation of root causes of 
inequalities and unjust socio-economic conditions furthermore justifies an elitist urban future making, 
which suppresses alternative spatial imaginaries and practices.

The socio-spatial ontology of Swedish hegemonic whiteness produces epistemological blindness, 
paralyzing the fight against injustice and the hegemonic mode of planetary urbanization. Its 
contradictory elements, racial pathologization and discrimination of ethnically diverse neighborhoods 
at the same time market-oriented sustainable urban development paradigm that claim to create a 
good city for all, come together to facilitate the cultural and cognitive processes of accumulation by 
dispossession. In a U.S. case, urban sociologist Mele (2013) illustrated how color-blind racial discourses 
help construct the required consensus and ideological cover for neoliberal urban redevelopment. In 
Sweden, hegemonic whiteness fosters a cultural atmosphere for revanchist (Smith 1996), neoliberal 
(Keil 2016), and consequently (neo)colonial (Kipfer 2022) urbanisms, while reproducing segregation 
beneath morally superior narratives of sustainable urban development. However, hegemonic 
whiteness is not met with passivity. For instance, young post-migrants in Stockholm have built anti-
racist transversal solidarity across ethno-cultural, racial, gender and generational identities, and re-
invented the old working-class common of the People’s House in the form of a community center 
(Schierup et al. 2021). Yet there remains an immense gap between these grassroots struggles and 
urban planning.
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Deconstructing planetary urbanization in Malmö: grassroots struggles vs hegemonic 
modes of planetary urbanization
Malmö represents a unique case of emerging planetary urbanizations at the intersections of global 
migration, post-industrial economic transformation, rising far-right and highly racialized anti-
immigrant political discourse, neoliberalisation, increasing socio-economic inequalities, segregation, 
and anti-racist, anti-capitalist, and anti-imperialist activisms. It has the highest number of foreign-born 
inhabitants of Swedish cities and is often referred to as the ‘migrant city’  (Hansen 2020). It is a distinct 
microcosm of the bordering patterns inherent in hegemonic planetary urbanization and the grassroots 
counter-struggles that arise amidst conflicting crisis discourses. 

The hegemonic

The city’s elites imagine its economic, social, and environmental future as a post-industrial, a post-
Keynesian, post-Fordist, neoliberal, creative, consumer, knowledge city (Holgersen 2015). The 
knowledge city imaginary began in the early 1990s, when Malmö’s industries, primarily low-tech, 
large-scale production like civil shipbuilding, fell into crisis and economic depression following gradual 
declines beginning in the 1950s (Holgersen 2015). The city now channels resources into branding 
through flagship architectural and urban projects. These include the BO01 high-end housing 
exhibition, the regeneration of the Västra Hamnen (Western Harbor) shipyards into sustainable, 
market-oriented housing, expanding the University of Malmö, and building shopping, concert and 
congress centers. These amenities are designed to attract highly-educated, affluent residents and 
increase tax revenues; meanwhile, racialized peripheral communities are subjected to austerity 
urbanism (Holgersen 2015, also Holgersen & Malm 2015; Listerborn 2017; Pries 2020). City planning 
is now dominated by competing marketing discourses revolving around the creative city (Listerborn 
2017) and social and environmental sustainability, including the claim that Malmö is “among the 
world’s greenest cities” (Holgersen & Malm 2015, 275). In such urban transformations, “the urban built 
environment simultaneously represents a problem, a solution, a store of wealth, and the pivotal point 
of crisis management” (Holgersen 2015, 233). 

Several mechanisms constitute bordering as a form of active social engineering in the city. According 
to Pries (2020), municipal social planning in Malmö exemplifies the shift from Scandinavian social 
democratic welfare urbanism to social neoliberalism. Sharp distinctions now exist between desirable, 
worthy and undesirable, unworthy (of care and services) populations to encourage the accumulation 
of human resources for the ‘knowledge city.’ This shift transcends mere neoliberal economics to 
strategically re-articulate “post-war social planning technologies” to create spaces that enhance 
competitiveness in the search for well-educated residents (Pries 2020, 248). The intentional social 
abandonment of those deemed least likely to be the future target population frees up public economic 
resources to support the construction of luxury housing developments (ibid.). Municipal services for 
ethnically diverse, marginalized communities have been reduced to a few local social agencies 
(Grundström 2019; Derakhti & Baeten 2020). Education services also experienced particular 
disinvestment, and neighborhood residents are tracked into low-wage, low-skilled jobs through 
municipal adult education and mandatory job training programs (Pries 2020, drawing on Malmö stadt 
2000). 

Public housing has also undergone neoliberal market adaptation through privatization and spatial 
restructuring since the 1980s. Gustafsson (2021) notes that between 1993 and 2017, rental housing 
stock in the ‘unattractive’ peripheries diminished, while high-rent stock increased in central areas. 
Affordable housing stock has decreased since the 1990s, and housing precariousness has become 
more gendered and racialized (Listerborn 2023). After the so-called ‘refugee crisis’ started in 2015, 
municipal-level social service provisions for irregularized migrants in Malmö were restricted; limiting 
access to welfare benefits was part of a strategy to encourage ‘voluntary return’ (Nordling & Persdotter 
2021).

Racialized communities living in the stigmatized Million Programme areas face the challenges of 
othering, discrimination, exploitation, and dispossession in all aspects of life. Chronic disinvestment 
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and militarization of the neighborhoods, poor access to housing and public infrastructure, and 
discrimination in the labor market and other public spheres have sparked riots (Dikeç 2017). Poverty, 
decay and vulnerability to crime accumulate as neighborhoods become more stigmatized as ‘problem 
areas’ (Holgersen & Baeten 2016). Right-wing narratives cast Malmö as a dangerous failure, branding 
it “Sweden’s Chicago” and attributing that failure to immigration (Schclarek Mulinari 2017, 210). 
Immigrants and immigrant-dense peripheral neighborhoods are integrated into ethno-racial 
nationalist crisis rhetoric of disruption and the ‘badlands’ (Dikeç 2017). Urban planning and design 
projects now aim to make these areas safer and more integrated, while urban sprawl (white flight) 
continues by expanding villa enclaves in the rural peripheries.3 

Unjust social engineering was normalized by trickle-down ideology purporting that economic 
growth would eventually reach the urban poor (Holgersen & Baeten 2016). Yet, increasing racial, class 
and gender inequalities and segregation tell a different story. While, Malmö promotes itself as a 
leader in socially and environmentally sustainable urban planning, “among the world’s greenest cities” 
(Holgersen & Malm 2015, 275) home to a high-end housing development in the Western Harbor with 
landmark buildings designed by star architects, these very processes have deepened poverty and 
fueled riots in its marginalized neighborhoods. The city’s celebrated sustainability coexists with, and 
is underwritten by, a widening social divide.

In this context, sustainable urban development discourse is a fantasy that unites the city elites, 
built environment professionals, and the majority residents around a belief in a positive future without 
tackling social inequalities and injustices (Gressgård 2015). Holgersen and Malm (2015, 277–278) 
outline how the urban greening strategy, as a “green fix”, was first developed and instrumentalized by 
the Malmö municipality, in close cooperation with policymakers, planners and politicians, in the 1990s 
to attract capital and affluent, well-educated residents. However, this created a paradox: “if the fix has 
fulfilled its purpose of improving growth rates in Malmö in direct pecuniary terms, it most likely has 
also ratcheted up Malmö’s metabolism of energy and raw materials” (Holgersen & Malm 2015, 285). 
Affluence correlates with energy and raw material consumption, increasing Sweden’s carbon footprint 
amidst a picture of environmental friendliness. Malmö, the post-industrial, knowledge city, depends 
on industrial production elsewhere, its ecological burden is located in obscured, faraway places. Social 
gentrification and environmental (ecological) gentrification are connected. Malmö’s branding and 
imaginaries as a green and sustainable city hinge on “spatial myopia”, understanding and representing 
emissions and space in ways that make them appear more sustainable by strategically ignoring global 
processes (Holgersen & Hult 2021, 160). Such a spatial myopia is built on a colonial socio-spatial 
ontology that represents spaces of accumulation as though stripped of their exploitative relations and 
histories of dispossession. This kind of sustainable urban development aligns with hegemonic 
whiteness that ignores relationally constructed racialized injustices and privileges, while offering an 
imaginary of a diverse, vibrant future city.

The grassroots: planetary urbanization(s) otherwise4

The residents of Malmö do not simply submit to a hegemonic mode of planetary urbanism. There are 
many sites of radical struggle and autonomous geography (Hansen 2020, drawing on Chatterton & 
Pickerill 2010) against the multiscalar injustices of neoliberal post-industrial urban transformation 
and racism. Malmö has the most vibrant activist sphere in Sweden today (Creasap 2022). Radical 
activism is constructed through “the alliances, friendships, and alternative structures” that establish 
solidarity with precarious migrants to resist inequalities and racist stories of crime, poverty and 
segregation (Hansen 2020, 68). An activist scene has created a socio-spatial network linking the 
neighborhood of Möllevången with the half-abandoned, de-industrializing inner-city areas (e.g., Norra 
Sorgenfri). Grassroots urbanization is generated through alternative socio-spatial practices, which 
provide rich insights for re-thinking planetary urbanization otherwise, or, following Katz (2021, 599), 
“without foreclosure”. 

Temporally abandoned spaces and low-rent industrial buildings of inner-city Malmö represented a 
potential terrain for creative countercultural life, offering refuge to a diverse range of actors: small 
industries, homeless people, migrant associations and businesses, art collectives, graffiti artists, 
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skaters, social and cultural centers, and anti-racist working-class activism (Thörn 2012; Foroughanfar 
2022). For instance, Norra Sorgenfri is connected to complex networks of left-leaning activist 
organizations and spaces (Creasap 2022). It hosted a homeless camp on open plots in 2014–2015, 
called the largest shantytown in Swedish history, and has ample low-income housing (Persdotter 
2020). Several activist organizations like Allt åt Alla [the Association Everything For Everyone] 
collaborated with the camp inhabitants, mainly Roma migrants, to ameliorate the living conditions by 
co-building workshops, helping them access welfare services and healthcare, and liaising between the 
camp and the municipality on homeless people’s demands. The organization also undertook co-
thinking with homeless people, low-income residents, and refugees about the right to the city, housing, 
social and cultural infrastructures, and refugees’ rights. Other organizations helped the Roma people 
write about their situation in local newspapers and raise awareness about gentrification’s effects on 
public spaces and services for low-income and marginalized groups. The community school Kvarnby 
Folkhöghskola provided a meeting place in Norra Sorgenfri for homeless European Union migrants; it 
offered coffee, internet access, charging points, and a space to organize against the municipality’s 
eviction plans. Another non-government organization (NGO), Cross Roads, provided access to health 
and dental care, clothing, food, and advocacy information.

In 2015, the cultural organization Kontrapunkt [Counterpoint] collaborated with the Muslim 
Assembly to temporarily host around 17,000 Syrian refugees in an industrial building, provide meals, 
and offer asylum counselling and travel support to other cities in Sweden. They received support from 
Malmö’s residents, who welcomed refugees. Local activists framed the camp as both a symbol of 
global injustices, racism, neoliberalization, privatization, and gentrification and a chance to model a 
struggle against those forces. Kontrapunkt’s activists also recognized the detrimental environmental 
effects of a starch factory, one of the few still operating industrial establishments that posed a danger 
for people living nearby in Rosengård. They established a network for demanding a poisonous-free 
city environment, which undertook extensive research and organized campaigns aimed at property 
owners and other inhabitants. Activists could be seen 

walking door to door, giving out flyers, holding small community meetings in the small squares in 
the neighborhoods…managed to get TV on board, so TV for five days of coverage of it. So, it became 
a big issue.5

However, the planetary urbanization from below that emerged in post-industrial Malmö has been 
gradually erased by the third major redevelopment project, the Sorgenfri Project, which targets the 
eastern inner city.  This project was intended to bridge the wealthy western side and the poor, 
‘problematic’ eastern side, particularly Rosengård. In planning rhetoric, starting with the first vision 
plan (Malmö stad 2006), the concept of social sustainability was equated to the new urbanist ideals of 
connectivity, market-oriented housing-based densification with multi-functional ground floors, 
and  public spaces fed with human flows. The ‘socially sustainable’ planning vision refers to Norra 
Sorgenfri as ‘empty’, reinforcing the image of a city divided by ‘gaps’ that planning intervention is 
called upon to fill. The planning documents never explain the racialized injustices and increasing 
inequality, and how to address them. 

Marginalized groups’ spaces and their alternative socio-spatial and environmental imaginaries 
have been wiped out by the top-down urban development project that imposed a commodification of 
land, culture, social life, and housing. Sustainability discourse, which is based on the spatially 
deterministic ideology of urban planning and design, is a Trojan horse that creates majority consent 
by promising a safe, coherent and vibrant city. It hides the slow violence of disinvestment, privatization, 
commodification, erasure and bordering imposed by the neoliberal city. Such effects are particularly 
detrimental to precarious subalterns, mainly those racialized and minoritized as ‘non-Swedish’. 
Hegemonic sustainability discourse and practices insidiously sustain racialization and racial capitalism, 
eventually suppressing the possibility of democratic and just planetary city-making. In response, we 
must recognize the political and economic elites’ desire to locate the city as the center of accumulation 
in the web of hegemonic planetary urbanism and as the domain of a particular social group.
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Imagining planetary urbanization, otherwise: planning against foreclosure
Progressive-sounding sustainability narratives often rely on commonsense crisis discourses. They can 
easily fall prey to unreflective spatially myopic, and geopolitically, socially, and racially ignorant visions. 
Planning is instrumentalized to socialize and materialize ‘fixes’ by building social hierarchies and 
difference. Thinking on these contradictory processes open space for further analysis, reflection and 
counter imaginaries on the cultures and socialities of and in planning, all of which remain subsumed 
by hegemonic whiteness. Grassroots socio-spatial and environmental practices, that is, planetary 
urbanization from below, elevate the crisis claims of Others living the catastrophes from frontlines: 
those running from war or ruined geographies of extraction, the homeless, and the racialized working 
class struggling to access housing, green and public spaces, and other dignity-sustaining resources 
such as quality education, healthcare and work. Such practices help us identify the erasures produced 
by hegemonic planetary urbanism and its mechanisms, exposing how it constructs racial, class and 
gender hierarchies, while expanding geographies of injustice capable of engulfing larger populations 
through escalating scales of violence. 

More importantly, they provoke us to construct anti-racist and caring planetary imaginaries and 
praxis of environmentalism, materialism, belonging, and urbanism in the face of globally and locally 
racialized spatial politics. They help us reimagine a planetary welfare city, or a planetary urbanization 
from below, that challenges internal and external borders imposed by planetary racial capitalism 
against the subaltern Others. As Katz (2021) emphasizes, planetary urbanization is open-ended, filled 
with contingent geographic imaginaries and urban futures with different ends. Achieving those 
different ends, which diverge meaningfully from hegemonic ones, requires a reparative orientation 
toward socio-environmental and urban justice, one attentive to scale and relationality. It is in this 
spirit that we should recall Gerhard Nordström's compassionate paintings, works that articulate an 
aesthetic ethic capable of exposing the frames through which a false sense of separateness is 
maintained, at every scale from the planetary to the local. This aesthetic commitment finds a political 
counterpart in Táíwò (2022), who argues that reparations in response to “global racial empire” should 
meet the scale of the planetary system in order to bring about a balanced and just world. Drawing on 
both, we can imagine socio-spatial counter-practices and movements that involve figures in the center 
turning beyond the frame to acknowledge violence, sit with horror, sadness and grief, and ultimately 
act with care against extraction and devaluation of both human and non-human beings, near and far. 

A different urban ontology might emerge from this orientation, one that goes beyond the right to 
the city and constitutes a new domain of struggle. Such a generative refusal (Kipfer 2018, drawing on 
Simpson & Simpson 2014) would challenge colonial, racial capitalist territoriality and binaries of city 
and non-city, inside and outside, us and them. Its praxis would cultivate worldly, radically planetary 
subjectivities of solidarity. Its material practices would refuse extraction, ruining, or production of 
expendable peripheries, focusing instead on the flourishing of life, adjusting production and 
consumption through recycling, remediating, and active countering global racial divisions of labor and 
land. The socio-material imaginaries of the future city might embrace the low-cost, low-impact retrofit 
of industrial buildings, housing complexes and other environmental and spatial components and 
materials, integrating urban inhabitants into anti-racist, anti-capitalist, anti-colonialist experiments. 
This web of counter-practices can revive the remnants of welfare urbanism, including public housing, 
landscape, agricultural, cultural infrastructures and social services, if they are institutionalized. In this 
way, welfarism itself could become planetary, rescued from spatially myopic, ethnoracial nationalism 
that obscures the dark sides of hegemonic planetary urbanization. 

Today, top-down urban development projects impose a commodification of land, culture, social life 
and housing that erase subaltern groups, socio-spatial practices, and alternative futurities. Yet as Katz 
(2021) argues, while these struggles may fade in the face of repression, new ones will always appear 
in different forms. In this light, mapping the fading counter-socio-spatial practices in Malmö's post-
industrial landscapes can still help us imagine a planetarity without foreclosure, one with the potential 
to inform urban policies, planning and design praxis, as well as states’ international politics. When 
such practices reemerge, the hope is that planning and design will be ready to meet them.
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Endnotes
1. See the 1970 painting “Utflykt i det gröna” (“Excursion in the Green”) by Swedish artist Gerhard 

Nordström’s (1925–2019) as part of the painting series “Sommaren 1970 – Vietnamkriget i 
Maglehem” (“the summer of 1970 – The Vietnam War in Maglehem”) via https://maglekultur.se/
maglehems-kulturforening/gerhard-nordstrom-2020-ars-utstallning/ (the last date of access 
09.01.2026). 

2. The Youtube video produced by the municipality of Staffantorp, outside Malmö https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=3jeRYJaAxiE demonstrates how dual racial representations fuel white 
flight by casting socially diverse inner-city neighborhoods as unsafe while framing predominantly 
white, low-density rural enclaves as safe havens, a contrast that also capitalizes on the appeal of 
natural environments (the last date of access 08.09.2025). 

3. See note 2.
4. The statements from activists and representatives of the organizations and institutions cited in 

this section were obtained through interviews conducted by researchers Carina Listerborn, 
Miriam Sahlström Negash and Burcu Yiğit Turan (listed in alphabetical order by surname) 
between 2021 and 2022, as part of research project ‘Norra Sorgenfri planned, populated and 
problematised: the role of social sustainability in urban renewal’ funded by FORMAS (grant 
number:2018-00074).

5. Interview with a representative of Kontrapunkt, conducted by Miriam Sahlström Negash and 
Burcu Yiğit Turan, February 2022. 
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