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ABSTRACT As educators, researchers, designers, civil servants,
and also in other capacities, several women who graduated in
architecture from Chalmers University of Technology in Gothenburg,
Sweden in the 1960s and 1970s became key players in the struggles
against large-scale urban renewal programs, promoting a more socially
and environmentally driven approach to the city. Drawing from oral
history research we carried out in 2021-2023, this article argues that
the individual and collective achievements of these women point to a
situated way of working that sheds fresh light on how the professions
of the built environment adopted new roles, and how they straddled
resistance to as well as reliance on welfare state provisioning, how they
radically opened up the inclusion of residents and experts outside
architecture in urban renewal processes. The article also discusses the
role of the university in these women’s work. Telling their stories is
important because, despite their significant contributions, many of
these women have remained largely absent from historical accounts of
the period.
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Introduction
In 1977, a group of teachers, researchers, and students at the School of
Architecture at Chalmers University of Technology in Gothenburg, Sweden,
embarked on an exciting urban renovation initiative in an area of the city
called Lindholmen. Located on the “other” side of the river, on the large
island of Hisingen, home to Gothenburg’s port and industrial activities,
Lindholmen had become an area of little development interest, “a
nowhere.”" Stigmatized by social problems and physical neglect after the
shipyards closed, it was not considered a priority and was deemed of little
value to the city planning authorities.? Residents who had either remained
in the area (not always by choice) or had moved there in search of cheap
accommodation (such as students) benefited from this lack of interest
because they were able to purchase homes from the municipality at
reasonable prices. Under the guidance of Birgitta Holmdahl, an architect,
teacher, and housing researcher at Chalmers with an expertise in self-
build, a number of local architects and students began to plan the work of
restoring the neighborhood together with the residents.® From a local office
in the area they did inventory work, measured old houses, and went on to
suggest renovations and modernizations. They summarized their work in
reports which were presented to the Gothenburg Planning Office. The
residents cleaned up the houses themselves and started to renovate them
with the help from the local office. Through this approach, all these
residents were able to stay in the neighborhood.” The cautious and
painstaking renovation work in Lindholmen was symptomatic of broader
efforts in the city to resist urban renewal through demolition (Figure 1).
Together with more visible initiatives in central Gothenburg
neighborhoods, the case of Lindholmen shows how women architects
played a central role in developing alternatives to top-down, government-
driven urban renewal projects in Gothenburg in the 1970s. In response to
the efforts to modernize the inner city through neighborhood demolition
and new large scale transport infrastructures, and against the backdrop
of the ongoing construction of mass housing schemes in the suburbs
through Sweden’s Million Program (Miljonprogrammet) to build a million
new homes over a ten-year period, local groups pushed for renovation
rather than wholesale renewal, and merged this agenda with grassroots
activism. In doing so, they informed novel ways for producing knowledge
about the built environment and the co-production of space (Figure 2).
This paper brings into focus the role of women in these actions by
foregrounding the experiences of women who graduated from Chalmers
School of Architecture in the 1960s and 70s. Their stories bring important
insights into the workings of the fight for the right to the city.® For
example, we show that this struggle was manifest not only in ensuring
the existence of specific types of spaces (e.g. open green spaces, urban
parks, public squares, or housing), but also in the right to co-constitute
those spaces as both physical and social environments. We also show
how their actions demonstrate new ways of working in the professions of
the built environment and in local action groups, as, like Holmdahl (who
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Figure 1

Four reports by staff and students from Chalmers School of Architecture showing the work of inventory, design, and renovation
in the Lindholmen area of Gothenburg: Anon, 1977, Fyra Trahus Pa Lindholmen (cover drawings by students); Anon, 1979, En
Plan For Lindholmen (cover lino print by Birgitta Holmdahl); Bergstrom, Holmdahl, and Jakobsson, 1980, Kanner Du Lindholmen
(cover painting by Lolo Jakobsson); and Holmdahl, 1988, Att Fornya P Lindholmens Villkor (lino print by Birgitta Holmdahl).
Used with permission from Birgitta Holmdahl.
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Figure 2
Building inventory with proposal for conservation in Haga, one of Gothenburg’s neighborhoods well-known for its resistance to

government-led wholesale redevelopment schemes. Lonnroth, 1972, Haga — Bebyggelsehistorisk Utredning. Used with permission

from Gudrun Lonnroth.



still lives in the Lindholmen area today) they committed themselves to the
cause both personally and as professionals. Rather than a mere struggle
for the preservation of the historic city — to which inner-city pressure
groups of the 1970s risk being delimited — our study reveals how the
conservation campaigns went hand in hand with local grassroots activism
and married calls for more democratic planning through co-production
with calls for more ecological ways of living.°

The women we interviewed for this study were active in local
neighborhoods and were also researchers and teachers at Chalmers. The
university offered a good place for women to work during the period we
studied. When employment opportunities shrank during an economic
downturn, the university remained a relatively reliable employer. And as
mothers, women could benefit from the possibility of flexible schedules.
Many women, moreover, received funding to support their research that
allowed them to follow their passions and focus on in-depth studies of
buildings.” Engaging with the stories of women involved in the urban
struggle helps us to understand how their actions demonstrate criticism
of the top-down state planning of the Million Program and of urban
renewal plans, at the same time as their work was supported by public
funding and institutions, not least the university. The state seems to have
been deemed both a villain for perpetuating state-led technocratic
planning and a facilitator, funding research that enabled renovation
projects.® While the women who feature in our study, whether as
educators, researchers, designers, civil servants, or in other capacities,
did not declare themselves to be activists, we however do consider them
as agents of change toward a more humane, inclusive, and co-produced
built environment and society.

Despite their important contributions, these women have
remained largely absent from historical accounts of the period. We
highlight their roles in the urban struggle in Gothenburg in five sections.
First, we introduce the historiographical approaches adopted in this
paper. Next, we discuss the rediscovery of the historic city as an antidote
to the urban renewal schemes that dominated much of urban planning
into the 1970s — as we have seen in the Lindholmen example. In the third
part we focus on the role of the university as a catalyst for developing
research and action in support of urban renovation rather than full scale
renewal. In the fourth, we discuss the way in which architectural
education at Chalmers was at the same time undergoing pedagogical
changes that would prove to be conducive to such an agenda. We
conclude by theorizing a “situated way of working” that we recognize in
both the individual and collective achievements of the women involved in
advancing an urban renovation agenda at Chalmers and in Gothenburg.

Foregrounding Women’s Stories
Women have been conspicuously and persistently absent from the
narrative of architecture and other built environment fields, and we adopt
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gender as a category of analysis by which to critique the traditional male
canon.? We employ oral history as a method with a successful tradition of
bringing to light the contributions of marginalized groups that have been
left out of the archive and historical narrative, in order to provide
“counter-narratives of architecture” that can also resist the (re)creation of
other monolithic categories.'® Such a social history project necessitates
unraveling the solo architect archetype by giving emphasis to collective
and collaborative outputs and ways of working, an aim that we share with
many of the contributions to this special issue."" It also highlights the
need to expand the range of roles and practices that constitute
architecture, highlighting the diverse roles through which women have
made impact on the built environment.'? In Sweden, for example, it has
been noted that public agencies’ expanding role in the built environment,
starting in the 1950s and 1960s, gave women a better chance of stable
employment in the public sector — many women architecture graduates
worked for the housing board or in planning agencies.'® Reclaiming the
diverse ways in which women shaped the built environment, as practicing
architects in design offices but also in other capacities, illuminates the
various ways in which architects contributed to society.

To trace women with these connections to Chalmers, we initially
gathered names from a short history of the school, from the one
publication that compiles the work of contemporary women architects in
Sweden, and by word-of-mouth from colleagues at Chalmers.'* Next, we
delved into archival materials from the architecture department for the
period, taking note of women who graduated from Chalmers architecture
during the 1960s and 1970s who had also been active in research and
education. We compiled our initial shortlist by triangulating people who
had both been referred by word-of-mouth to the research project and
who appeared in the archive, but then expanded the interviewee pool with
women from the archive who fitted the triangulation of Chalmers
graduate, active in research and/or education, and who had participated
in grassroots actions related to heritage and conservation. Although we
did not exclude those working in design offices, we focused from the start
on finding women architecture graduates who adopted alternative roles
beyond conventional professional practice.

In this paper we work with eleven interviews we conducted
between March 2022 and March 2023, most often in the women’s homes
and offices but with a few interviews taking place at Chalmers."® Our
interviewees occupied diverse professional roles related to the built
environment, ranging from working for municipalities in housing and
landscape planning, working in museums, working at universities in
pedagogy and educational development, and starting their own practices
or working in cooperative offices. While our interviewees differed from
each other in terms of age and personal background, and are only a few
amongst many more women active during that time, they all maintained a
commitment to moving beyond critique in order to contribute to changing



realities on the ground and shining a light on the important role of the
built environment and its agency in social change.'®

While we encouraged interviewees to tell their stories in an open-
ended fashion, attentive to the oral history method of allowing the
narrators to choose for themselves which experiences are most important
to their own sense of the past, we directed interviewees toward several
points particularly relevant to the research project: their education at
Chalmers and their professional life and career.'” We also encouraged
them to speak about personal networks, career trajectories chosen and
not chosen, and asked them to reflect on the connections (where present)
to local and broader societal shifts. Despite all the interviewees being
native Swedish speakers, we conducted the interviews in English because
we are not fluent in Swedish. We mitigated this limitation by encouraging
narrators to speak in Swedish when it was more comfortable for them
and by engaging a bi-lingual transcription service that aided with
translation when necessary, though the extracts from interviews that we
include here are from conversations held in English and reproduced
verbatim. The language aspect also forced us to be attentive to the
interpersonal aspect of oral history, in which dual subjectivities are
present and are accounted for in the interviews themselves and the
subsequent analysis.'®

The Rediscovery of the Historic City at the Heart of the Welfare State
During the 1970s, many cities in Europe and North America witnessed
growing grassroots struggles against the dominant demolish-and-

renew credo, paired with a rediscovery of the historic city as a socially
cohesive and sustainable living place worthy of careful renovation and
rehabilitation. The dominant “obsolescence” paradigm gradually gave way
to a “sustainability” paradigm during this period.'® In Sweden these
developments occurred against the backdrop of the Million Program, a
cornerstone of the Swedish welfare state which was intended to produce
a million units of housing between 1965 and 1975.?° They also occurred
against the backdrop of intensive modernization plans for city centers
which often included planning policies that encouraged the demolition of
existing, aging housing stock, such as the well-known City 67 plan for
Stockholm.?" While new housing projects were primarily located in the
Swedish suburbs, urban renewal operations like City 67 affected the
historic urban cores by means of large traffic infrastructure projects,
shopping malls, and multistory car parks resulting in the destruction, or
the threat thereof, of many inner-city neighborhoods.?* Public criticism
of wholesale urban renewal in Sweden intensified in the late 1960s,
leveraged against both the Million Program and the devastations of the
historic city fabric, and protests intensified during the 1970s. Some
protests went so far as to call for parts of the newly built Million Program
housing schemes to be demolished.?® Discussions in the popular press
prompted a change in how people perceived the older areas of their cities,
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particularly when they were compared to the bomb-damaged cities in
other European countries. As Solveig Schulz, a Chalmers researcher and
teacher in the 1970s with a specialization in renovation, put it, “We did not
have a war. But ... we tear down our houses still.”**

In Sweden and elsewhere, architects were being called out for
their part in processes that proved destructive to the historic fabric and
for representing cultural and political elites rather than the wider
population.?® These critiques, especially after the student protests of May
‘68, came from within architecture and urban planning as well as from
outside, as the built environment professions went through a period of
critical self-reflection.?® Questions were raised regarding the political
agency and responsibility of architects and urban planners, asking for
whom they advocated, and regarding the environmental and social
imprint of their work.?” Debates about the role of the architect led to an
interrogation of architecture’s modes and tools of practice. This in turn
informed all kinds of expanded spatial practices, including participatory
and user-driven design in response to the adverse effects of technocratic
planning principles,?® and countercultural architectures reacting to the
environmental impact of consumerist society.?’ We show here how the
discussion was heightened in the context of the struggle to preserve
inner city, often socio-economically vulnerable neighborhoods, whereby
grassroots community groups organized against inequality and fought to
safeguard access to urban housing.

In Sweden as elsewhere, the activism of the 1970s included
various forms of resistance, among them countercultural groups,
environmental activists, feminist groups, community workers and urban
renovation activists.®>° Not damaged by war, but struggling to house its
growing urban population, Sweden had carried out large-scale housing
production through top-down planning in the postwar period, strongly
driven by social welfare ambitions.®" As in the US or elsewhere in Europe,
as articles in this issue by Iris Karamouzi Giannakopoulou and Maria
Novas Ferradas make clear, housing was an important part of social
welfare policy in the postwar period, albeit with different approaches in
different places. Swedish activists of the 1970s called “for a new model
of ‘qualitative society’, which would replace the allegedly ‘quantitative’
model of social democratic regulation, bureaucracy, and expertise,” a
model that strove for “more equality and direct democracy.”*?

In Gothenburg, the debates over housing provision and urban renewal
were linked to historic preservation and focused predominantly, though not
solely, on urban heritage.® In 1965-1967 an inventory of old buildings was
carried out by the City Museum, the results of which were presented in an
exhibition called “Demolish or Preserve” (Rivas eller Bevaras) that triggered
debates as to which heritage should be preserved. There was widespread,
well-organized, and highly visible resistance to demolitions in traditionally
working-class Gothenburg neighborhoods such as Landala, where buildings of
the historically significant “governor’s houses” (landshovdingehus) type were



concentrated.®* In part because of Landala’s close proximity to the Chalmers
campus, protests came from both the inhabitants and from students at
Chalmers. A conference called “Urban Renewal — Restoration” (Stadsfornyelse
- Restaurering) with many participants took place at Chalmers between 14
and 19 December 1968.%°

All the women we spoke with were engaged during their spare time
in their local communities, whether by simply participating in meetings or,
in some cases, engaging in direct action, sit-ins, and occupations of
buildings. The Haga neighborhood, where the anti-demolition actions have
been widely studied, is perhaps the most well-known, but our interviewees
underscored how widespread the actions were across the city: in
Linnégatan, Gardsten, Majorna, Masthugget, Olskroken, Landala, Annedal,
and Olivedal, among others.*® A city-wide network formed to stage
resistance against the demolition proposals in these local neighborhoods,
and these self-organized groups shared information and tactics among
themselves and also at times with international collaborators.®” While the
struggle to preserve Gothenburg’s nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
working-class neighborhoods was not equally successful everywhere (in
fact, most such neighborhoods were torn down), it made a strong impact
on architectural education and research at Chalmers which also informed
new ways of working in the profession.

Urban Renovation Reaches the University

During the 1970s the architecture school at Chalmers grew into a
research hub focusing on Gothenburg’s traditionally working-class
neighborhoods. In no small part, this shift was spearheaded by women
graduates of the school, who made Chalmers a platform from which to
leverage local-scale actions and advance societal commitments. As
research funding opportunities and university reforms created an
increased number of Ph.D. and project assistant positions, new agendas
for renovation and conservation were incorporated not just in research
but also in education, with direct impact from and on the local
Gothenburg context. The relative openness of the university structure
during this period allowed for a great deal of agency, and those with an
interest in preserving working-class neighborhoods and the social fabric
could explore these topics with the financial and institutional backing of
Chalmers. Freedom regarding research topics also allowed the women we
interviewed to influence the development of the education offered,
enabling them to institute new methods of knowledge production and
dissemination throughout the architecture school.

Our conversations with women who graduated from and worked
at Chalmers provide more detail about the way in which urban renovation
agendas reached the university. Grassroots political commitments among
the student body and some faculty members already contributed to the
activist atmosphere of Chalmers School of Architecture in the late 1960s.
This spirit was particularly concentrated in the architecture history



10

“A New Area of Knowing:”
Women Advance an Urban
Renovation Agenda in
Gothenburg

sak Doucet and

section where Professor Elias Cornell gave charismatic lectures and
contributed to the revolutionary ethos of the department, which included
various leftist factions. Institutionally and at times ideologically
supported by their professor, many of Cornell’s students (amongst them
the first cohorts in which women were well-represented) took upon
themselves the task of incorporating critique of the widespread
demolition of inner-city neighborhoods into the research and education
programs of the school. Until the late 1960s, a mindset focused on
wholesale urban renewal had dominated architectural education. While
by 1970 protests against demolition were not necessarily central to the
study of architecture at Chalmers, they quickly shifted the tone in the
department. Birgitta Holmdahl remembers that

conservation was not at all involved in our studies ... At my third
year we got the task to renovate Landala [a traditionally working-
class area near to the Chalmers campus in Johanneberg]. And
the program said it ... all should be wiped out, except the old
brown houses ... | think it’s fascinating that we didnt criticize it,
we were young students there in 1965. No, we accepted it ...
Because just one or two years later we would have been
outraged.®®

The 1960 formation of Byggsforskningsradet (BFR — the Swedish National
Council for Building Research) provided an important resource for funding
research on construction and community planning. Researchers at
Chalmers found they were able to leverage this funding toward socially
relevant work that supported local struggles. It was not uncommon for
architecture graduates to be involved in research and related teaching
even if they were not doctoral students; increased project funding
brought the possibility for them to work at Chalmers as project assistants
and coordinators. At the same time, it was becoming more common to
create doctoral research positions to fulfill specific research tasks; at
Chalmers, a doctoral student board was initiated in 1969 as a result of
doctoral studies reform.®® The growing doctoral student body and
researchers and teachers who interacted with this group used the
doctoral curriculum as a platform from which to influence the content of
architectural education. However, while the doctoral students were
leading a foray into new research topics and methods at Chalmers and
renovation was present in parts of the curriculum during the late 1960s
and early 1970s, our interviewees gave a sense that the vibrant activities
around this new agenda were not immediately incorporated throughout
the design teaching, much of which remained focused on wholesale
urban renewal approaches.

Degree students’ involvement in neighborhood projects may not
have been a substantial part of the curriculum early on, but some
students did connect their architecture studies to topics of urban



renovation and local neighborhood work. Solveig Schulz, for whom these
concerns permeated her personal life, was ahead of the curve when in
1966 she became one of the first at Chalmers to do her exam work on the
topic of appraisal, maintenance and renovation of older areas.“® Other
women we interviewed were spurred by role models and funding
opportunities. Gudrun Lonnroth, who completed her architecture degree
in 1964 and went on to become a conservation architect for Gothenburg
Municipality and the Gothenburg City Museum, recalled that while her
education did not contain any practical projects regarding renovation, the
fact that one of her teachers, Ursula Larsson, had been engaging with
“old buildings” already in the early 1960s, inspired her and other students
to consider these questions.*’ Siv Carlsson, who later started her own
architecture office, and Helena Westholm, who has worked in cooperative
design offices for her entire career, were others who took the initiative to
work on course and exam projects related to the reuse of old buildings.*?
Westholm was able to pursue her reuse studies in Copenhagen after
graduation, thanks to the fact that BFR funded travel and research
scholarships for individuals in addition to research projects connected to
Chalmers.*® Later, Westholm was awarded a further BFR scholarship to
travel to Canada and the United States, this time to study collective
housing, another popular topic emerging at Chalmers and across the
Nordic region at the time.** These funding opportunities, which
emphasized interdisciplinary and transnational approaches, were often
advertised in the weekly newsletter of Chalmers’ architecture section A-
NYTT, and gave students the freedom to work on projects and topics
related to their personal interests (Figure 3).4°

However, the subject of rebuilding was not always deemed
attractive among students. As Ulla Antonsson, a 1981 graduate who
went on to work at the large firm of White Arkitekter and would later
also teach at Chalmers, recalled: “It was low status to work with these
[topics].”® Solveig Schulz remembers that her classmates responded to
her choice of exam topic by saying “You are crazy. You won't get any job
after this.”*’ Despite receiving these types of messages, the women we
interviewed chose to pursue their own commitments and societal
agendas through the various roles they held within and beyond
Chalmers. Chalmers provided a springboard for them, allowing their
concerns to become instituted within the Gothenburg (and Swedish)
context through a combination of their research, teaching, and
professional practice.

The economic downturn in the building and construction
industries, which in Sweden occurred during the late 1960s and 1970s,
reduced conventional possibilities for architecture graduates’
employment.*® Many found work in the public sector rather than
architecture offices, where huge job losses had occurred.*® Public
planning administrations — at municipal, regional ({ansstryrelser), and
state levels — proved attractive, perhaps especially so to politically

I
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engaged graduates. The new national plan (riksplan) of 1970 required
municipalities to integrate nature into their plans, making the public
sector appealing also to environmentally concerned architects.®® Areas of
policy making and planning, rather than design, came to be seen as
particularly relevant for those supporting a move away from urban
demolition and renewal toward democratic planning and those interested
in working with local communities.®' Having been blamed for destroying

Figure 3
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the social and physical fabric of historic inner cities, could urban planning
become a practice that might engender change?

Because the Chalmers doctoral program in architecture was new
and lacked clear structures, the students who occupied the growing
number of doctoral and research assistant positions in the 1970s used
their freedom to bring a renovation agenda into the school. Lena
Falkheden, a lecturer and researcher at Chalmers who specializes in
ecology and sustainability, remembers that “it was quite open and quite
eclectic when it came to choice of topics and choice of method.”®?
Significantly, a doctoral position was not only a research position, but
also a chance to be involved in the school through teaching and
curriculum development. Both Falkheden and Lena Jarlov, whose
practical and research career has focused on cooperative housing and
ecological perspectives, recalled the experimental and malleable nature
of architecture education at Chalmers. Jarlov told us how doctoral
students took responsibility for much of the teaching and could “kind of
do what they wanted,” thus experimenting with a great deal of freedom:
“We made the education, so we could suggest and we could do lots of
things.”®® Falkheden, who was still a student in the 1970s, remembered:
“they gave us as students a lot of responsibility and really believed that
we could make inventories and analysis.”®* Beyond simply carrying out
the day-to-day teaching, these doctoral students held roles in the
institution that allowed them to decide on project sites for courses,
designing study tours, and serving on the board for the school.>® Some
were involved directly in the 1974 reorganization of the curriculum, as
was Solveig Schulz even before she started her doctoral studies.

For the women we interviewed, Chalmers was an appealing place
to work not only because of the increased availability of funding for
research related to historic buildings, or thanks to the freedoms to shape
research and teaching agendas, but also because it provided an
opportunity to balance the demands of being a professional woman at
the time. Women experienced sexism in architecture workplaces, as an
anecdote shared by Helena Westholm illustrates. Westholm was working
in a cooperative architecture firm, EFEM, where salaries were equal and
decisions taken by consensus. Despite the flat hierarchy of the office, she
told us how she would answer the phone there and sometimes the caller
would ask to be put through to “an architect.” When she replied “Yes, I'm
an architect,” they would say “Can | talk to one of your men?”%®

In addition to gender discrimination in the architecture and
building sectors, many of the women we spoke to had children either
prior to or during their master’s education at Chalmers in the late 1960s.
Support for working mothers such as the state provision of childcare or
parental leave were not yet widely available in Sweden and women relied
on their extended families, arrangements with partners, and sometimes
private nannies for the ability to complete their studies. Once they
entered the job market, Chalmers provided these women an opportunity
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to balance family duties with a career, while traditional architecture
offices did not offer that option. Birgitta Holmdahl received a job offer
from White Arkitekter, one of Sweden’s leading architecture offices, after
completing her exams in 1967, but her reaction was: “I can't work full
time, | have children at home.” A part-time assistant position working in
the School of Architecture at Chalmers was an appealing alternative:
“That was perfect for me. Then | could be with my children and take
care of the household ... but still not ... totally lose contact with the
profession.” Even though the job was “just being a help at the school ...
planning excursions with the students, planning programs for their
exercises ... pulling up all the drawings before the examinations and so
on ... that was okay ... | worked there every day, four hours a day, so it
was perfect.”’ Inga Alander also started working in the architecture school
and had a similar experience before eventually taking her pedagogical
expertise to a job in the central Chalmers administration: “You couldn’t go
out and struggle in an office and having children at the same time. It was
something that could suit you, you would be free. Your work time was a

bit free.”®® Their position as mothers increased the appeal of working in
research and education and influenced many to gain employment at
Chalmers architecture after graduating with their architecture degrees.
Although some, like Holmdahl, may have downplayed the importance of this
flexible, possibly part-time work as “just being a help,” in fact the women
in these positions had incredible impact on and through Chalmers’ School
of Architecture.

Change Is Here: Project-Oriented Learning and New Tools

The women we interviewed were key players in executing the shift to
project-oriented learning, and their experience with local neighborhood
engagement made them particularly well-placed to develop, deliver, and
institutionalize the model at Chalmers. The new educational format
focused first on getting to know a community well, talking with residents
and other stakeholders, in order to identify problems and answer larger
questions about how architecture fits into society and where architecture
meets the reality of everyday life.%® In this section, we outline how
project-based education connected teaching and learning, research, and
action, and how Chalmers provided a platform from which to advance
new research methods, new forms of knowledge production, and new
ways of working with and on the built environment.

The 1974 reorganization of architectural education at Chalmers
brought a new orientation to pedagogy and study subjects, institutionalizing
some of the community-based endeavors that some students and teachers
had begun to engage with in the wake of 1968. The architecture courses,
which had previously been based on subjects, lectures, and exams chosen by
the teacher, shifted to problem-based studies engaged with specific projects
in their local contexts.®® Courses started from a particular site that would be
studied for the whole year; students spent the first semester working in



project groups “trying to get to know the community, the built environment, 15
the people, the way of making a living.”®" In this way, Falkheden recalls, “it
was the society as a whole, and societal and urban planning, that was the
topic.”®? It was not until the second semester that students were involved
with identifying more specific building design or urban design projects in the
setting. Pedagogical hierarchies and expectations changed as well. Rather
than being expected to have all the answers, teachers took on more of a
guidance role as they accompanied their assigned group of students through
the duration of that year’s project.®®

At Chalmers, opportunities for exchanging ideas, strengthening
popular education, and learning about new approaches to the built
environment were made possible through the activities of the Centrum for
Byggnadskultur (Centre for Building Culture), an organization with which
many of our interviewees were involved from the start (and some are still
today).®* CfB was founded in 1975 by Boris Schonbeck and Jonas
Goransson, two of Elias Cornell’s students who had been particularly
instrumental in engaging Chalmers’ architectural faculty in urban renewal
struggles. CfB’s purpose - creating bridges between professionals and
laypeople, and between the university and the rest of the city — is clear in
the School of Architecture newsletter’s announcement of the CfB’s first
constituent meeting: “... the conference ‘Urban Transformation - Cultural
Development’ a year ago decided to form CFB. The aim was to have a
forum where laypeople and professionals from Chalmers and the
University who are interested in and affected by building culture can
jointly address the issues of building culture.”®®

CfB held conferences and public exhibitions, produced research
reports, and continued the courses focused on historic building traditions
and restoration that had been associated with Chalmers’ architecture history
section (institutionen for arkitekturhistoria) since the late 1960s. It also
provided employment for students and researchers as project assistants. For
example, Solveig Schulz was recruited by Schonbeck to “start an education
program for people out in the city about renovation.”®® CfB offered evening
and weekend courses targeting architects, art historians, people working in
municipalities, and other built environment professionals, since its members
believed firmly that teaching connected to society should not remain locked
within the boundaries of the university.®” The work in the Lindholmen area,
discussed at the start of this paper, as well as the deep engagement in many
other Gothenburg neighborhoods, demonstrated the need for a more
“practical” form of teaching and to involve residents. It seemed equally
important to build connections between different skills as well as to retrain
oneself as a professional in line with new societal priorities. The renovation
courses were important for developing “a new area of knowing,” according to
Schulz, as the group researched old techniques and how to mix the old with
the new.®® CfB was not only an important site for sharing knowledge about
research, however. It also provided an institutional platform which leveraged
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Chalmers’ institutional legitimacy to raise awareness of conservation issues
with the public and support local movement activism.

Chalmers School of Architecture thus gained a reputation for
fostering politically active discussions that were focused on broader societal
qguestions. This led some of the women we interviewed to pursue doctoral
studies at the school. Lena Falkheden, for example, initially saw herself as
more interested in environmental and equality issues and in the organization
of society than in architectural design, yet in 1977 she decided to pursue an
architectural degree at Chalmers because a friend described the school as
having “a lot of ... political discussions ... discussions about what kind of
society ... people would like to live in ... He spoke very highly about the
education and especially the atmosphere of open discussions and critical
approach ... focused on societal development at large ....”%° The focus on
critical thinking was at the heart also of the shift toward project-oriented
learning at the school; it encouraged students to focus on identifying the
core problems, Falkheden argues, “because before you could find that, you
couldn't start finding some good answers.”’®

While the women we spoke with worked to shift Chalmers’
architectural education to a local approach, they adopted and developed
a broad variety of tools to study and shape the built environment. Several
interrelated forms of knowledge production and dissemination
characterized the work during this time, including the building inventory,
local offices in neighborhoods, interview techniques, methods for making
architectural proposals and projects, and the production of reports.

Making an “inventory” of an existing building, block, or neighborhood
became an important tool for carefully understanding the existing built
environment that could serve as a basis for deciding what needed to be
preserved.”’ Used for the purposes of conservation practices, heritage studies,
and as a basis for exhibitions bringing historical knowledge to a wider public,
such as the 1967 Rivas eller Bevaras (Demolish or Preserve) exhibition, the
inventory method typically involved an in-depth study of a building, including
its history, architectural features, current state and needs for repair. As
Gudrun Lonnroth, who was working in the office for Building Care at the City
Museum, recalled, “You get to know the houses when you investigate them ...
| sat ... amongst all those drawings ... all those great pictures up in an attic
... You get very close to it of course and a good understanding of what it is.”’?
Lonnroth added: “When the first inventory of old buildings was carried out in
the 1960s the documentation only included the buildings. When visiting areas
where demolition was planned, we met people who were frightened ... and
we really understood what they thought about the demolition of their homes.
Some years later, methods to get inhabitants’ viewpoints were tested, for
example in the project Bebyggelsehistoriska undersokningar i Vastra Sverige
1973 (Building History Surveys in Western Sweden 1973).””® She realized what
was being lost to demolition, not only from an architectural point of view, but
also from the perspective of lived experience.



The inventory method was enabled by and also a product of a 17
local offices approach, which Lena Falkheden described as method for
“talking to people and trying to make alternative plans for buildings.””*
Local offices employed interdisciplinary teams including architects,
historians, craftspeople, ethnologists, and/or restoration specialists, all of
whom could help with both the analysis of historical buildings and their
careful renovation and transformation. The offices operated in specific
city districts with proximity and easy access to neighborhood residents.
As we have seen in the case of Lindholmen, restoration work could occur
through grassroots activities and self-help actions, with architects
working on the ground with residents and even sometimes themselves
living in the neighborhoods (Figures 4 and 5).”°

Another example of a renovation research project directly
connected to the school that involved a local office took place in the
Kommendantsangen neighborhood of Gothenburg. Launched in the early
1970s, it prioritized residents’ participation and integrated knowledge
from outside traditional architecture paradigms.’® The office brought
together architects, an ethnologist and an art historian to do
“characterization” work, seeking to “find possibilities” to keep

Varje dr serveras kaffe fér allmidnheten en séndag © maj ndr syre-

nerna blommar.

Figure 4

Conviviality as part of local neighborhood renovation efforts in Lindholmen. The caption reads: “every year, coffee is served to the
public on a Sunday in May when the lilacs are in bloom” (Varje Gr serveras kaffe for allmanheten en sondag i maj nar syrenerna
blommar), in Holmdahl, 1988, Att Fornya PG Lindholmens Villkor. Used with permission from Birgitta Holmdahl.
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Kommendantséngen from being demolished.”” The work included
exploring and documenting all types of assets through ethnological
interviews, conversations with residents, studying historical archives and
information from planning authority meetings, building technology
inspections, and historical surveys from the perspectives of art,
architecture, and economy, as well as paying attention to legal issues.
Importantly, the office was open to residents, with whom the project
intended to “develop trust-filled cooperation ... in addition to the
formally established contacts,” so that “residents have the opportunity to
penetrate the possibilities and limitations of the planning work” and
influence their own situation.”® The Kommendantsangen project, which
the authors described as an “inquiry into municipal democracy” through
practical work for neighborhood renewal, employed many of the Chalmers
women who played leading roles in renovation research, including at least
four of our interviewees (Figures 6 and 7).7°

As an integral part of local office work and inventory methods,
interviews were seen as a common and necessary way to gain insights in
the needs of residents. Solveig Schulz remembers combining words,

e —— ——

var avslutad.

.

Figure 5

familjebostad. Ett var obebott sedan fem &r och
vandaliserat, ett visade sig vara i mycket simre s!
#n vi crott. Dessa tre hus byagiiiion med statliga
vilket innebar att byggandet ske i snabb taki
att inte de dyra byggnadskredi;iven skulle belasta
projektet med hdga rantor.

Agarna till husen slet som djur under hela sommaren med
rivning, hantlangning och enklare byggnadsarbeten. De
skdtte ocksa bestdllningar och byggorganisation.
Snickare, rérlaggare, murare, elektriker och andra
yrkesarbetare engagerades for alla kvalificerade
arbeten. Ibland hjdlpte grannarna till med
plankstrykning, gravning, hantlangning eller va

behdvdes, ndr man sig att b rren borjade blekna cch
krokna. Byggkostnaderna blev f£6r dessa férsta hus,
under 3 000 kr per kvm. g

Alla andra &gare pi Slottsbei 3 sig mycket av
dessa pionjirer och bérjade pl: ina egna
ombyggnader med dessa erfarenheter qrund P& lokal-

tjénstemdn, som nu bdrjat kann:
smidigt. Hantverkare fran lan
engagerades i hus efter hus.

Sommaren 1982 byggdes sex hus om: nr 2, 3, 9, 11, 14 och
18. Hir gick ombyggnaderna till pa olika sitt. Nr 2
byggdes om av &garen sjalv med eget arbete, sparat
kapital och vanliga banklan. Han anlitade snickare och
andra yrkesarbetare vid enstaka tillfallen, men gjorde
det mesta arbetet sjalv. Detta var mojligt i de hus som
var i god byggnadsteknisk kondition.

Nr 3 var det sémsta huset pa berget, eftersom det stitt
obebott i 20 &r med lickande tak. Bigge bjalklagen var
genomruttna och allt mdste rivas utom vdggarna och
skorstensstocken. Agarna skétte rivningarna och
ombyggnaden skedde sedan med hjilp av statliga lan under
maj-oktober 1982. En snickare, en rérliggare och en
elmontdr var engagerade. Mycket eget arbete lades ner i
alla moment, sammanlagc ca 1 000 tim. Kostnaden blev ca
3 000 kr per kvm

Nr 9 och 11 byggs ocksd om med statliga l&n och med en
blandning av arbetsinsatser fran de boende, yrkes
vanner och grannar. Ombyggnaderna drivs i egen r
vilket blir helt naturligt nir alla arbetar ti mans..
Vid fikarasterna planerar man jobbet, gar igenom vilka
bestallningar som skall goras och vilka kontakter som

Slotteberget nx B3y ieute ot e AR ERL D R o arcdo g e
Det blev bara skorstensstock och viseq vdggar kvar, nir rivni

Nr 14 byggs om med statliga lin, men mycket varsamt och

Sedan byggdes huset upp igen, med mycket eget arbete av dgarna, som ar

konsthantverare. Huset &r i s gott skick att nistan

Holmdahl, 1988, Att Fornya Pd Lindholmens Villkor, 18—19. Double-page spread showing the hands-on work of self-build in the
Lindholmen area: analysis of the state of the buildings, stripping back and removing unusable parts, followed by renovation works.
Used with permission from Birgitta Holmdahl.



drawings, and interviewing people not only to describe the situation but
also to ask, “what did we learn and what are we going to do instead?”®°
While interview methods served the purpose of gaining residents’ insights
in neighborhoods fighting urban renewal, they also took hold in a much
broader range of settings. Lena Falkheden used interviews as part of an
approach to sustainable urban development that starts with the local
area; Lena Jarlov discovered, through interviews, that men and women
had very different perspectives on the benefits of holiday homes
(fritidshus in Swedish);®' and Lisbeth Birgersson incorporated interviews
in her research on the reuse of older industrial buildings as a way of
articulating and emphasizing their socio-economic and historical value.®
Some of the women we spoke with for this study also introduced
interviews and consultations as a part of their work in the city planning
department to find ways to improve living spaces in the Million Program
housing schemes.®®

This in-depth and embedded approach to working with and in
communities characterized the renovation work coming out of Chalmers
in the 1970s and 1980s, as did the production and public dissemination

Férsta allmdnna motet om hela
stadsdelens problem

Presentation ay kommunens planer och

vara erfarenheter

For att presentera oss sjilva och vart inventeringsmaterial, och
for att forsoka fa en uppfattning om de boendes instillning till
vart projekt, organiserade tt allmént informationsmote for.
invanarna i Kommenda Med hjilp av affischer som vi
delade ut till samtliga hushall kallade vi till mote den 9 decem-
ber 1971 i Lararhdgskolans karlokaler som dr belagna vid Ovre
Husargatan. Motet besoktes av ca sextio personer.

Vi betonade med en gang att forskargruppen inte hade nagon
befogenhet att genomfora planer, men att vi tillsammans med
de nirvarande ville diskutera fram de viktigaste problemen i
stadsdelen.

Som underlag for den foljande diskussionen hade vi pa en karta
sammanstillt alla planer, som kommunen arbetade med, samt
den sammanlagda parkeringsyta som normerna foreskrey (se ka-
pitel 3, avsnitt »Vilka planer. . .»). Kartan illustrerade foljderna
av den biltrafikokning kommunen utgick ifran i sin egen plane-
ring. Bl.a. fordrade dessa stadsbyggnadskontorets prognoser, att
inte bara Ovre Husargatan breddas, utan dven Linnégatan, efter-
som tunneln ingre visterut under Nordhemsberget bedoms som
ogenomforbar.

Vi presenterade en karta som visade att trafikbullret i stadsde-
len 1971 respektive 1985, enligt foreslagna nya bestimmelser,
var och skulle bli storande for stora delar av stadsdelen. En an-
nan karta visade att trafikolyckorna varit koncentrerade till de
stora utfartsg: a invid stadsdelen.

En karta redovisade trafiksituationen 1971 med bl.a. parker
pa gardarna och hur gator och gardar for dvrigt anvindes. Vi
skrev bade tillgangar och problem sa som vi uppfattat dem:

Vi redovisade hur vi hade utarbetat upprustningsforslag
mans med hyresgisterna. Med nagra exempel (Utanverket 1

KOMMENDANTSANGEN 1896
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TRAFIK OCH PARKERING
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upprustning, dvs. att fast garna kunde hoja hyrorna
efter reparationer och vanligt underhall ay viss omfattning.
Efter en allmiin frigestund fortsatte vi att diskutera i smagrup
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Figure 6

Poster advertising an initial public meeting to discuss the future of the Kommendantsangen neighborhood, included in Goransson,
1976, Vad Hander Med Kommendantsidngen? (What is Happening to Kommendantséngen?), 116-117. Goransson’s report dedicates

an entire chapter to this meeting. Used with permission from Jonas Goransson.
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Figure 7

Drawing showing the importance of the different tools for gathering local knowledge as the
basis for the urban renovation process and serving as input for discussions with residents:
inventories (inventeringar), interviews (intervjuer), and costing/financing. Published in Goransson,
1976. Vad Hander Med Kommendantsdngen? (150). Used with permission from Jonas Géransson.

of reports, booklets, and exhibitions. The reports that our interviewees
produced, for example, highlighted user participation in planning in
resource-poor areas, documentation and valuation efforts for renovating
leisure housing in coastal villages, and reuse of defunct factory sites.®*
The reports were often funded by the State Council for Building Research



(Statens rad for byggnadsforskning) and/or produced under the auspices 21
of CfB and the Gothenburg Historical Museum. Inventory-based reports
included documentation of technical and sometimes also historical
aspects to investigate and make a case for what was worth preserving.®®
Our interviewees also helped to curate exhibitions about technology and
to trigger awareness around environmental issues.®®

While adopting these novel tools and knowledge production
methods, the women we spoke with merged the values they had as
individuals with those they held as aspiring professionals. For architects
who chose the path of environmental design, personal and professional
ethics intertwined even more explicitly. Lena Falkheden commented to us
that theoretical knowledge tends to be valued more than practical
knowledge. For her, emotions also play a role: “to be able to make big
changes, you really must be sort of touched on your heart.”®’ In
collaborative efforts, too, such as in collective housing arrangements or
cooperative offices, the personal and professional often merged. In
collective housing initiatives (and housing more generally speaking), ways
of living were given more importance than architecture. The ambition, as
Lisbeth Birgersson explained, was “to create life, not create investment.”®®
Even those women who worked within conventional design offices, such as
Helena Westholm (EFEM) and Ulla Antonsson (White Arkitekter), would make
their own social and environmental ethics count in their professional practice.
Antonsson told us how, in contrast to the rather bleak image that some tutors
at Chalmers had sketched of the critical agency of architects - “you can't do
anything as an architect, it's the big companies and the politicians” - she felt
empowered working in practice. “We have power in our drawings,” she
declared.®® Lena Jarldv also observed that architects had an important role to
play even if she herself at times felt embarrassed to be one: “I'm an architect,
sometimes | have difficulties to say that ... a very silly group ... but ... I will
defend the right to be an architect, and work with people and nature ....”%
Some women chose to work in cooperative design offices and to also live in
collective living arrangements.

The new tools developed during this time accompanied and
helped to implement the shift from urban renewal to urban renovation
that we observed in the practices of the women we interviewed. The
practices adopted by those women were symptomatic of new ways of
knowing and new ways of working in architecture - through research and
action, research and teaching — and of new ways of intertwining the
personal and professional. Taken together, we observe that an
undercurrent runs through all these activities, namely, what we, in our
concluding section, call a “situated way of working.”

Situated Ways of Working

In the context of grassroots activities against wholesale urban renewal,
the rise of research culture and access to funding, the development of
new tools such as interviews and inventories, and the freedom to
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influence education, women were key players in shifting the architectural
education at Chalmers from urban renewal to a conservation and
renovation approach. By the mid-1970s, it was common for students to
engage with questions of renovation and reuse, and to work on old
buildings - on “historically and socially interesting areas ... old areas.
And by the mid-1980s, architectural education at Chalmers was “quite
focused on preservation and rebuilding of the existing environment ...
The built environment as a mirror of society in different ways and how
people make a living and power relations.”®?

We recognize a “situated way of working” in the individual and
collective achievements of the women involved in urban renovation in the
context of Chalmers and Gothenburg. We refer not simply to their localized
work in neighborhoods, but also, more broadly understood, to how they
situated, and regularly re-situated, themselves in the world through their
actions. This way of working often intertwined personal and professional work
and offered ways of knowing and working in architecture across research,
teaching, and action. We believe that a focus on their productive quest for
agency in the (co-)production of the built environment sheds a fresh light on
how, throughout the 1970s, the professions of the built environment adopted
new roles beyond the “conventional” task of designing buildings, straddled
resistance to with reliance on welfare state provision, and radically opened up
the production and shaping of space so as to allow the inclusion of users
and residents, as well as other professionals and experts outside architecture.

A situated way of working points to how the women we
interviewed focused on local work directly with residents, worked with
what is there already rather than what could be imposed (in contrast to
urban renewal), developed deeper knowledge about the existing built
environment by drawing from many skills and knowledges, and
formulated suitable tools for integrating and disseminating knowledge.
Many of these tools were able to flourish thanks to connections with the
university. Situated ways of working and knowing moreover encouraged
new roles for the architect beyond that of the designer of buildings, and
promoted new ways of working — together — on urban questions. In
Lindholmen, for example, architects including Birgitta Holmdahl enrolled
in local conservation efforts that served self-help building, and some
architects made a point of themselves living in the neighborhoods they
studied, rather than “just” designing them.® Several of the women we
spoke with explicitly expressed the importance of seeing their own living
arrangements as part of their work as architects. Helena Westholm
described this well: “you should not just work, work, work but also be part
of the community and society.”%*

The women we interviewed, working from the specific social,
political and cultural circumstances in Gothenburg and Sweden,
envisioned, tested, and successfully implemented a broad range of roles
for architects, opening new ways to organize themselves and their work
as professionals. In doing so they were drivers for change and agents in
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the development of the city of Gothenburg as much as in architecture
research and education.
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authors. Holmdahl places this
recognition ca. 1987.
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authors, March 28, 20283, Gothenburg;
Helena Westholm, Framtid For HT-
Kvarteret. Examensarbete | Arkitekturens
Teori Och Historia [Future for the HT-
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folder 1.

Ulla Antonsson, in discussion with the
authors, 19 April 2022, Gothenburg.
Solveig Schulz, in discussion with the
authors.

While in Europe the oil crisis of 1973 is
often cited as a major factor in the
shrinking of the economy and
construction sector leading to
diminished opportunities for architects
to build, several of the women we spoke
with highlighted the year 1967 as a key
moment in Sweden, when, after the
building heydays of the Million
Programme, state policies shifted
towards building less, resulting in many
layoffs in architecture offices.

Solveig Schulz, in discussion with the
authors.

Malin Haggdahl, in discussion with the
authors, April 13, 2022, Gothenburg.
Ibid.

Lena Falkheden, in discussion with the
authors, August 23, 2022, Dingle.

Lena Jarldy, in discussion with the
authors, August 23, 2022,
Hamburgsund.

Lena Falkheden, in discussion with the
authors.
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Helena Westholm, in discussion with the
authors.
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Birgitta Holmdahl, in discussion with the
authors.

Inga Alander, in discussion with the
authors, August 29, 2022, Gothenburg.
Ibid.

Lena Falkheden, in discussion with the
authors. Claes Caldenby (in discussion
with the authors, September 9, 2022,
Gothenburg) observed how the research
into and teaching about local situations
was also part of a wider international
trend in the early 1970s inspired by the
so-called “Roskilde Model” for education
(referring to the Danish University of
Roskilde) starting from work in groups,
interviewing local people, and other
kinds of bottom-up work.

Lena Falkheden, in discussion with the
authors.

Ibid.

Ibid.

Byggnadskultur can be translated as
“building culture” or “built heritage.”
A-Sektionsnytt [Architecture Section’s
News], no. 5/1975 (February 13, 1975).
Chalmers archive box SE 5 folder 1
(translated by the authors).

Solveig Schulz, in discussion with the
authors.

Ibid. The CfB courses built on the longer
tradition of popular public education
courses associated with the architecture
history section of Chalmers since the
late 60s.

Solveig Schulz, in discussion with the
authors.

Lena Falkheden, in discussion with the
authors.

Ibid.

Birgitta Holmdahl, in discussion with the
authors.

Gudrun Lonnroth, in discussion with the
authors.

Gudrun Lonnroth, email conversation
following discussion with the authors.
Lena Falkheden, in discussion with the
authors.

This was the case, for example, with
work in the neighborhood of
Kommendantsangen. See Jonas
Goransson, Vad Hander Med
Kommendantsangen? Ett Experiment
Med Varsam Stadsdelsfornyelse [What
Happens to Kommendantsangen? An
Experiment With Cautious Neighborhood

76.
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Renewal] (Statens rad for
byggnadsforskning, 1976). Goransson
writes: “It is required that those who
participate in the planning work from
the outside participate in the life of the
district, partly to learn the assets that
exist, partly to get to know the
consequences of the forces that affect
the district from the outside ... to be
able to propose measures that give the
a safer future,” 15 (translated
by the authors).

Goransson, Vad Hander Med
Kommendantsangen?

Solveig Schulz, in discussion with the
authors.

Goransson, Vad Hander Med
Kommendantsangen?

Ibid.

Solveig Schulz, in discussion with the
authors.

Lena Jarlov, in discussion with the
authors. It is a common Swedish/
Scandinavian practice to have a
fritidshus or holiday home (usually
small, with minimal conveniences) to
which one escapes with the family from
the city for the weekend and/or over
summer holidays. From the conversation
with Lena Jarlov we understood that

area ...

men felt it provided a nice break, but for
women it often felt like extra work as
they had to maintain two households
and move the family between them.
Lisbeth Birgersson, Att Bygga Mening
Och Rum: Om Processer For Utveckling
Av Verksamhetsmiljoer [Building
Meaning and Space: On Processes for
Developing Business Environments] (PhD
diss., Chalmers University of Technology,
1996). One important example is the
reuse of the Naas spinning mill for new
enterprises (Lisbeth Birgersson, email
conversation following a discussion with
the authors, October 26, 2022, Lykke).
Lena Falkheden, in discussion with the
authors; Solveig Schulz, in discussion
with the authors.

Hans Gronlund and Helena Westholm,
Nar de Boende Skulle Planera:
Erfarenheter Frdn Ndégra
Bostadsomréden [When Residents
Should Plan: Experiences From Some
Residential Areas], report nr. 1980: 112.;
Hans Bjur, et al., Hdllsviksprojektet —
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Ateranvind [The Story of Naas Business
Center: A Disused Factory Repurposed],
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