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Architect Laura Kurgan writes 
about maps and how they “show 
us where we are and how to get 
somewhere else.” In doing so, they 
also have an “identity-reinforcing 
and maybe even identity-consti-
tutive function”, as they help not 
only to navigate but also to locate 
oneself.1 The making of maps con-
notes authoritarian regimes and 
colonial Eurocentric approaches 
to the world. To borrow the words 
of philosopher Michel de Certeau, 
the bird’s-eye view creates a 
“fiction of knowledge”.2 However, 
it can also be claimed that maps 
and mappings have emancipatory 
potential. A map can make things 
visible and propose alternative 
spatial approaches. Maps are not 
only tools for designing physical 
space, but they also create discur-
sive, mental, virtual and political 
spaces.

Counter-mapping can be a 
strategy to visualise narratives 
and relationships which are not 
obvious at first sight.3 We believe 
that mapping practices can be 
used to highlight injustices within 
our built environment. It is a 
problem that knowledge about 
ownership is reserved for only a 

very narrow layer of society; it is 
difficult to access and difficult to 
claim this knowledge. As Alberto 
Toscano and Jeff Kinkle point out 
in the book Cartographies of the 
Absolute (2015), a widespread en-
thusiasm with political aesthetics 
and art politics does not neces-
sarily mean that “attention has 
been given to the area of practical 
and theoretical action that we 
can temporarily call aesthetics in 
the economy.”4 Here we see aes-
thetic and visual practices as an 
opportunity to communicate, not 
just as “political art”, but rather, or 
hopefully, as a collective practice 
in claiming our right to the city.

The project Mapping the Unjust 
City aims to explore how mapping 
and infographics can visualise 
ownership and financial relations, 
more specifically in city centres 
and in a Swedish context. What 
aesthetic strategies can provide 
citizens with more knowledge 
about the area they reside and 
move in, and thus possibly pro-
vide more space for action? 

The Swedish built environment is 
undergoing major changes when 
it comes to urban ownership. The 



rise of a global property market, 
aided by privatisation and deregu-
lations has led to a financialisation 
of the city. Recently there has been 
a growing interest in investment―
or speculation―in the residential 
suburbs (which were constructed 
in the 1950s-1970s), including 
their key local properties. Munic-
ipalities have aided this process 
by readily giving up public housing 
for a short-lived profit. Swedish 
municipal decision-making policy 
is designed in such a way that 
changes of ownership are not 
considered as important for the 
public as changes in the built 
environment. To pass changes 
in a zoning plan, which regulates 
the built environment, the law 
stipulates a public consultation. 
However, changes in ownership 
can be just as, or even more, 
transformative than changes in 
the physical make-up of space―
resulting in a weakening of public 
housing and recurrent renoviction 
processes, literally putting people 
on the streets. 

Despite this, the popular debate, 
as well as the debate among 
social activists and artists working 
in the urban field, tends to focus 

on either the stigmatised suburbs 
or the middle-class “hipster”. As 
Alexander Berthelsen points out 
in his essay “Gentrification beyond 
cappuccino”, it is naturally easier 
to focus on these easily defined 
tokens than addressing gentrifica-
tion as a global process.5 Here we 
also find an urgent need for new 
visual strategies that can explore 
these abstract processes.

This essay is an attempt to share 
reflections on the experience 
of a mapping process that has 
resulted in a series of outcomes. 
These can be divided in two cat-
egories: the first being a subway 
map with additional info, and the 
second being a series of less 
diagrammatic activities and nar-
ratives displayed together with the 
map, investigating more nuanced 
topics. These two parts can pos-
sibly be described respectively 
as quantitative and qualitative 
visual elements and methods. 
By combining these, the flat map 
grows into a more comprehensive 
information capturing. 

Central questions in our work are: 
How do we visualise changes 
where the key urban centres are 



reduced to investments and the 
fungibility of space is taken for 
granted? How do we create a 
mapping that functions as a tool 
for analysis, which offers an un-
derstanding of the consequences 
of corporatisation and property 
ownership? What aesthetic 
methods are there to avoid repro-
ducing and normalising the vio-
lence that is already there? How 
can an image instead become a 
mobilising tool and inspire people 
into action?
 
1  In 2015 we made the first ver-

sion of a map, showing ownership 
of key areas in the city of Stock-
holm and the degree of public 
accessibility of the city centre in 
terms of private property versus 
public land. This abstracted map 
used the design of the Stockholm 
subway lines as a grid, in order to 
provide means for geographical 
navigation. The subway map, 
which is more of a pragmatic 
schematic diagram than a realistic 
map,6 provides familiarity, which 
makes it easier to introduce new 
information. It proved to commu-
nicate successfully, especially 
when printed in large formats that 
allow a group of people to gather 

around and look at it together. 
The map has since taken different 
shapes as it has been presented 
in different formats and contexts, 
such as exhibitions, publications, 
squats, protests and conferences.
  
2  In an early version we showed 

the logos of the companies, a 
picture of the owner, and an in-
formation box about the struggles 
that followed the change in own-
ership. Rather than (once again) 
gathering and highlighting histo-
ries of the victims of privatisation, 
sanitisation and securitisation 
processes, we wanted to highlight 
a segment that is often hidden in 
discourses about the segregated 
city: to actually identify and show 
an image of the property owners 
was a strategy of making them 
more visible and thus account-
able. The portrait of several old 
white men on a map has a strong 
visual effect and allows for a 
clear narrative to be formed and 
understood. Simultaneously, we 
acknowledge that by highlighting 
these individuals there is a risk 
of attributing the problem on an 
individual, personal level rather 
than pointing at the bigger struc-
tural phenomenon of the capitalist 



LILJEHOLMEN: Citycon äger totalt 36 köpcenter i 
Norden och Baltikum. Sedan 2004 är den största ägaren 
det israeliska fastighetsbolaget Gazit-Globe, som är ett av 
världens största ägare av köpcentrum och en stor aktör i 
bland annat Brasilien, USA och central- och östeuropa. I 
USA så är de även aktiva inom sjukvårdsbyggnadssektorn 
genom Promed Properties som har sitt huvudkontor i 
Philadelphia.

HÖGDALEN: Det finländska fastighetsbolaget     
Citycon köpte Högdalen Centrum av Boultbee för 207,5 
miljoner kronor våren 2011, och tog då över 14000 
kvadratmeter uthyrbar yta och ett fyrtiotal hyresgäster. 
Tidigt kom lokala protester över att Citycon inte sänkte 
Boultbees kraftigt höjda hyror, att de fortsatte med indivi-
duell hyressättning och inte tillät handlarna förhandla 
kollektivt. I maj 2013 – efter att bland annat järnaffären, 
te- och kaffebutiken och barnklädesaffären tvingats stänga 
valde handlarna att gemensamt stänga sina butiker under 
en eftermiddag i protest mot fastighetsbolaget. Denna 
centrum strejk organiserades av aktivistgruppen Linje19.
     – Den rådande hyressituationen är den hyran som man 
är beredd att betala, var Citycons VD:s Magnus Bergmans 
kommentar,trots att många lokaler stod tomma, då som 
nu.

SKÄRHOLMEN: I januari 2015 köpte Grosvenor 
Skärholmen, med ca 15 miljoner besök per år, från The 
Royal Bank of Scotland för en okänd köpsumma (vilken 
tidningen Fastighetsvärlden uppskattade till 3,5 miljarder 
kronor). Sedan tidigare ägde Grosvenor även Burlöv Center, 
Haninge Centrum, Väsby Centrum, Bålsta Centrum och Ica 
Maxi Helsingborg i Sverige, och har fastigheter på fem 
kontinenter och rapporterar runt ca 160 miljarder dollar i 
tillgångar under kontroll. Grosvenors ägs av Gerald Caven-
dish Grosvenor som är Englands rikaste fastighetsmagnat. 
De fem rikastes fastighetsägarnas samlade tillgångar är 
högre än de 12,6 miljoner fattigaste engelsmännen.

 

VÅRBERG: 2011 gick en av ägarna av Vårberg Cen-
trum i konkurs och Stendörren tog över. Stendörren lovade 
att utveckla centrumet och bygglov beviljades 2013, men 
företaget valde istället att sälja sina bostadsfastigheter till 
D.Carnegie & Co. Vårberg centrum fick de på köpet. 
     – Eftersom vi inte sysslar med centrumverksamhet 
saknar vi idag kunskap att driva ett centrum på bästa sätt. 
Vi har därför funderat på att avyttra det, säger VD:n Ulf 
Nilsson till Södra Sidan i januari 2015.
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BOULTBEE: Stockholms stad sålde det kommunala 
bolaget Centrumkompaniets till det brittiska företaget 
Boultbee år 2007. Bredäng Centrum, Fältöversten Cen-
trum, Hässelby Gård Centrum, Högdalen Centrum, Ringen 
Centrum, Rinkeby Torg, Skärholmen Centrum, Tensta Cen-
trum, Västermalms-gallerian samt Älvsjö Centrum ingick i 
affären. priset var 10,4 miljarder kronor.
     – Det är den största fastighetsaffären i Sverige och 
kanske Europa, sa dåvarande finansborgarrådet Kristina 
Axén Olin när affären presenterades.
2015, efter flera år av skandaler kring höjda hyror, orimliga 
krav på hyresgäster och bristande underhåll har samtliga    
centrum sålts vidare.
     – Oj, oj, oj. De var riktiga skräckvärdar. Vi fick ingenting, 
och för dem var det bara pengar, pengar, säger Mirja Pant-
tila, som äger en blomsterhandel i Bredängs centrum.

(K) = Kommunalt bolag

Med torg avses här en större sammanhängande hårdgjord 
yta utomhus vilken är iordningställd för vistelse och 
gångtrafik. 

Med centrumbyggnad avses här en sammanhängande byg-
gnad med service och handel, där entréer till respektive 
lokal främst är placerade inne i centrumbyggnaden.

Steve Boultbee

Chaim Katzman

Magnus Bergman

Gerald Cavendish Grosvenor

Ulf Nilsson
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system. For this reason, we have 
in most cases presented maps 
where ownership is represented 
only by company logotypes. On 
the other hand, there is a risk that 
we contribute to a normalisation 
of their omnipresence in the city.

Whether we study the particular 
zoning laws or the financial fluc-
tuations of these city centres, we 
have found that the ownership 
aspect becomes, contrary to 
what the map suggests, less 
of a dichotomy between public 
and private. The recent history 
of these city centre properties 
reflects the wider workings of 
how contemporary capitalism is 
reliant on a global system of land 
and property ownership. The 
lawyer and professor Ugo Mattei 
has used the image of a servant 
selling off a family’s best silver 
to satisfy their need of going on 
a holiday, as a metaphor for the 
scandalous fact that public goods 
are not protected by the constitu-
tion, and how irreversible sales af-
fect coming generations, who did 
not choose the servant.7 Mattei’s 
metaphor also shows the need of 
finding new images to describe 
these corporatist processes.

3  One problem with infographics 
and diagrams is that the tools 
and visual traditions they build 
on come from the natural sci-
ences and thus are lacking visual 
conventions for communicating 
ambivalence or in-betweenness.8 
The clear language of diagram-
matic visualisations, such as this 
one based on a subway map 
accompanied with a legend, is 
thus insufficient in providing what 
Mattei is asking for. Our map risks 
reproducing distinct lines between 
public and private.9 In doing so it 
excludes the notion of the com-
mons, and the fact that there are 
other collective imaginations (and 
knowledges) on how to govern 
these local city centres beyond 
public and private companies. 
It also does not make visible or 
provide tools to understand the 
public-private management that is 
becoming increasingly common, 
in line with the principles of entre-
preneurial urbanism.10

In exhibitions we have sometimes 
included the zoning maps of 
specific urban centres to highlight 
some of the invisible layers of the 
city. The zoning maps are inter-
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esting as a document and image 
in itself, as a suggestive map that 
forms our physical environment 
through allowances and restric-
tions with sometimes unexpected 
and unwanted outcomes. An 
important aspect for us has been 
to highlight the fact that many of 
the zoning maps were made at 
a time when privatisation of the 
city centres was not on the cards, 
which meant that both central 
squares and physical buildings 
were often part of the same prop-
erty. This has strong implications 
for what is actually bought when 
venture capitalists buy city centre 
properties. In the Stockholm 
suburb Hagsätra, for example, 
IKEA’s housing company Ikano 
now owns not only the building but 
also the land on which it stands, 
and has used this fact evicting 
protestors from it.

4  One narrative aspect of our 
mapping process is the direct 
email conversations we had with 
local city centre managers. In 
order to see how they deal with 
civil rights, we decided to do a 
litmus test in relation to the right 
to demonstrate. We contacted 
a number of property owners 

asking for permission to stage 
a demonstration (against global 
homelessness) in a shopping 
centre. Out of all the emails we 
sent, only two replied with the cor-
rect guidelines on how to manage 
such a request. For the most part 
the answer given was that we 
were not allowed to demonstrate, 
or they recommended another 
place―albeit always pointing out 
how they sympathised with the 
important cause.11 This response 
shows a lack of competence in 
upholding our civil rights and while 
being congenial with the spatial 
strategies within the shopping 
centre. Signage systems, private 
guards and lack of gathering 
spaces are ways to signal that 
they are not public, even though 
they are supposed to conform to 
the same laws that apply to public 
land. We see a kind of governing 
that is focused on efficiency 
rather than rights.12 Displaying the 
emails is a means of showing how 
democracy is under attack and 
also a strategy to denaturalise the 
exceptions that generate and re-
produce a space of post-politics.

“The function of the map is less 
about reflecting a reality than en-
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gaging in the transformation of the 
world in which people live”, land-
scape architect James Corner es-
sentially states, but the question 
then becomes how and whom it 
transforms.13 The qualitative parts 
of our mapping exercise add a 
dimension to the actual map and 
display material to support and 
affirm the rights people still have 
in our local city centres.
 
Ownership, and its conse-
quences, have changed over 
time. Some city-centre properties 
have changed owners several 
times in just a few years. In order 
to open up a temporal dimension 
of the map we are now developing 
a digital version. A potential of 
the digital map is also to visualise 
the flow of money, by tracing the 
companies involved and their 
expanded global network. 5

 
The counter-mapping process 
here thus becomes a practice 
that reinforces an understanding 
of the connections that drive the 
flows of capital. In a time when 
logistic algorithms control and 
move production, reliant on our 
labour, and in which GPS tracking 
and clocking are used to disci-

pline and maintain subordination, 
new navigation tools are needed. 
Maps, with their inherent mobil-
ising potential, can provide both 
new perspectives and strategic 
positioning, suggesting other ge-
ographies and alliances. Rather 
than reading the city through its 
south-north axis, it is possible 
to analyse it through ownership 
clusters instead.

One constant challenge in the 
attempt to visualise an “overview” 
of ownership in the city is that  
“[T]he map will hinder the map-
ping, as we come to be captivated 
by fetishes of scale and precision 
that smooth over the world’s 
contradictions”, to borrow from 
Toscano and Kinkle.14 The pre-
sentation of quantitative data can 
on the one hand function as a 
reminder of a shocking reality that 
can provoke the taking of a critical 
position and generate action. On 
the other hand it is constantly at 
risk of overshadowing a more 
in-depth analysis, which calls for 
the importance of supplementary 
narratives.

It is our hope that our mapping 
exercise also conveys the obvious 
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fact that the segregated city is 
relational; that unevenness is 
not an innate characteristic of a 
particular place. The utilitarian 
purpose of the map could be that 
people suffering from processes 
of city-centre privatisation and 
transformation can see that other 
people have struggled with the 
same owners in other places, and 
rather than inventing the methods 
of resistance from scratch give 
them the impetus to unite.
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