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The aim of this thesis is to understand how a 

repertoire of municipal planning narratives evol-

ved and how these were used as a means to ex-

plain, legitimise and produce change in a city 

that went through a process of urban transfor-

mation. The focus is set on the role of narratives 

in municipal plans as a mental preparation for 

change. In order to reach this aim, a framework 

for narrative analysis is developed that shall 

facilitate a critical reading of such municipal 

planning documents as comprehensive plans. 

This shall help to understand among other things 

how place and community are constructed. This 

framework is used to interpret four documents 

of the municipality of Karlskrona, one introduc-

tory guide for new inhabitants from 1980, and 

three consecutive comprehensive plans, adopted 

in 1991, 2002 and 2010. 

In short, the narrative analysis consists of four 

different ways of reading each respective docu-

ment. First, more or less coherent narratives are 

identified in the texts. Second, they are analysed 

with respect to their literary and rhetoric form, 

in a way that is inspired by historian and literary 

theorist Hayden White. A third reading places 

the documents’ narratives into their historical 

context. Finally, they are classified as certain 

narratives of place identity on the basis of a ty-

pology developed by sociologist Manuel Cas-

tells. He states that identities can be constructed 

with help of narratives that legitimise the exis-

ting societal structures, that stand in opposition 

to these structures, or that create a new identity 

out of available resources. 

Based on these readings, I find that the four do-

cuments use very different literary and rhetorical 

forms and that they construct the place’s identity 

in ways clearly distinct from each other. They 

express various moral and political perspectives 

and convey clearly distinct social norms regar-

ding the role of inhabitants and the municipality. 

Over the decades, there has been a clear shift 

of expressed values from those that support a 

leading role of the (local) state in fostering lo-

cal development to those that highlight the im-

portance of market actors and market forces. A 

similar change has occurred from the pronun-

ciation of state responsibility for the inhabitant’s 

well-being to a greater focus on individual re-

sponsibility. This confirms the notion that mu-

nicipal planning is increasingly influenced by 

ideas of neoliberal development. It could also be 

observed that storytelling and a purposeful nar-

rative construction of place identity have beco-

me more prominent as instruments of planning. 

Planning narratives were clearly used to explain 

and legitimise shifts or persistence in municipal 

policymaking. Due to this it can be concluded 

that in the eyes of local policy makers, the muni-

cipality seems to have gone through a complete 

process of urban transformation from being in a 

state of decline to one of stabilised growth. 
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1 Introduction 

Once upon a time, there were a city and a region with high unemployment, no higher 
education, outmigration of young people and a depressed atmosphere. That was the 
Karlskrona of the 80s, strongly dependent on the Navy, the defence industry and the 
traditional manufacturing industry. [...] 
In this situation, a handful of people from the municipality of Karlskrona, Blekinge 
Institute of Technology (University College in Karlskrona/Ronneby at that time) and 
the business community in Karlskrona decided that great joint action was needed in 
order to turn the development around. The objective was to bring new life to the re-
gion and to create new jobs. It was decided to back up a more knowledge- and ser-
vice-based sector. The choice fell on telecommunications. TelecomCity was born as a 
term in 1993, and the beginning took form in inter alia the opening of Europolitan’s 
headquarters, Ericsson’s investment in telecommunications, the university college’s 
focus on IT and telecommunications, the municipality’s investment in campus and 
business environments and so forth. [...] 
In the Karlskrona region, there are today more than 200 IT companies. Blekinge In-
stitute of Technology has grown to become the country’s second largest and most fo-
cused university college for IT and telecommunications, with 2000 students in IT. [...]  
The saga is not over yet. [...] There are plenty of visions, courage and drive to realise 
the visions about an internationally leading development environment. 1 (own transla-
tion)2 

1.1 Planning Narratives and Social Norms  

Stories in Planning?  

What kind of text is that? This text, taken from the homepage of the municipal 
network organisation “TelecomCity”, resembles a fairy tale. It starts with the 
traditional beginning “Once upon a time...” and concludes by referring explicitly to 
the “saga”. It is the tale of a city that managed to turn its fate from being a dull 
military and manufacturing place to a thriving place for high-tech industries. 
For a couple of years around the turn of the millennium, this tale was told and 
retold in many different publications by and about the municipality of 

                                                 
 

1 http://www.telecomcity.org/om-tc/sa-startade-det.aspx (accessed 2010-12-17)  
2 In this thesis, the translations of all quotes that are originally in Swedish are made by the au-
thor, if not indicated otherwise.   



Making Plans – Telling Stories 

2 

Karlskrona, even in the municipal comprehensive plan from 2002. In this pub-
lication, this story was seen as so important that the plan got the title 
karlskrona.se (Karlskrona kommun 2002).  

Why does a municipality tell stories like that – in a planning document? 
Should not those documents contain plain texts that systematically analyse the 
given situation, present and compare different policy alternatives with a basis of 
clear policy goals, and in the end clearly argue for one policy alternative? This 
should be the case if one sees planning as a rational process that only makes 
use of logical reasoning and technical or scientific knowledge. However, repre-
sentatives from different intellectual traditions have stated that planning is nei-
ther done rationally, nor should it be done rationally. To be clear, there can be 
no such thing as rational planning. There are only stories that can make plan-
ning look rational. Why is that so?  

Let us have a look at comprehensive plans. Every municipality in Sweden 
should have this type of up-to-date planning document covering the whole 
municipal territory that should indicate 

the fundamental features of the envisaged use of land and water areas; the municipal-
ity’s conception of the development and preservation of the built environment; and 
the course of action which the municipality intends to take in order to satisfy the 
specified national interests and to observe environmental quality standards. (PBA 
1987:10. Chapter 5, Section 1).3  

This plan is not legally binding, but should provide guidelines for other deci-
sions, especially for the preparation of the binding local development plans. 
Accordingly, writing such a plan belongs to the core activities of planning.  

But drafting a comprehensive plan is a complex project. A status quo needs 
to be described which involves the selection and combination of large amounts 
of data, and based on that, a clear, coherent vision for future development 
needs to be drafted that has the potential to guide future actions. This chal-
lenges a presumably rational, objective process in at least four points. First, the 
selection or construction of data cannot be a neutral, value-free process, but is 
already theory-guided and has obvious political implications. Should equal at-
tention be given to all parts of the municipality, or should some areas be ana-
lysed more intensely, since their development is seen as more important for the 
municipal development as a whole? Is the share of inhabitants living on social 
welfare benefits in different neighbourhoods a relevant factor to consider or 
not? This kind of problem is highlighted by those philosophical approaches 
that emphasise that “data” on “reality” is always socially constructed. This also 
influences the second problem. Once the data is there, how should it be evalu-

                                                 
 

3 Original source 
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ated and set in relation to each other? Should the heavily used street be de-
scribed as an important transport connection, an arterial road or as a noise 
problem? Should the cultural value of small plots in the old town or the ineffi-
cient use of scarce land in a central location be emphasised? The third problem 
concerns the step from the data analysis to the drafting of the planning pro-
posal. Patrick Geddes, the British planning pioneer, had the ambition to make 
planning into a more scientific discipline. He coined the slogan “survey before 
plan”. However, he could not explain how to go from the collected evidence to 
the plan in a scientific, systematic way. Instead, he saw this step as a matter of 
personal intuition (Faludi and Waterhout 2006, 6-7). Another question is how 
many different proposals should be made that can be evaluated? Finally, there 
is the problem of deciding in a systematic way which of many different propos-
als best addresses the objectives that the municipality has set for the plan. Even 
if we (unrealistically) assume that the comprehensive plan should fulfil only 
one, clearly defined goal that does not conflict with other goals, it is necessary 
to assume that the variety of actions proposed in the plan somehow get into 
conflict with each other. How should a person come to a conclusion consider-
ing many different pros and cons? 

For all of these reasons, the rationalist planning approach was criticised as 
unrealistic and unmanageable. Instead, it is emphasised that a planning process 
is characterised by bounded rationality and reliance on experience and routines, 
that it is influenced by the social and institutional environment, and that it is 
very much a value-laden and highly political process. What counts as knowl-
edge and what is seen as relevant to consider is a question of power structures 
(see for example Lindblom 1959, Flyvbjerg 1998, Davoudi 2012a). However, 
even Andreas Faludi, who with his book Planning Theory from 1973 is seen as a 
main proponent of the rational planning paradigm (Khakee 2000a), emphasises 
that a planning decision does not have to be made rationally, but it has to be 
justified as if it would have been so.  

A person wishing to present conclusions convincingly outlines rational considerations 
that might have led to them in an orderly fashion. He does not normally claim that 
this is the actual process he used, but only that others should agree with his conclu-
sions because they appear to be derived from reasoned argument. (Faludi 1973, 81, 
quoted in Allmendinger 2002, 60) 

The Power of Stories  

This means, the plan needs a story (or narrative, which I use as a wider term 
that includes stories. In chapter 2, I will show how I distinguish between these 
terms). Even the most “scientific” knowledge needs a narrative to make sense 
of it, as providing meaning is the key function of narratives. They do this by 
putting a series of actions or events in a temporal or sequential framework. 
Through this framework, any event obtains a meaning in relation to the other 
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events in the story. Stories are selective, some actions are highlighted, others 
omitted, and by doing so, illustrated as not important or even as non-existent. 
Nevertheless, a story is more than just a simple listing of elements; it provides an 
explanation and coherence by an intelligible plot that gives a story a beginning, 
middle and an end. As literary analysts have noticed, there is a range of plots with 
which people in general are familiar. Certain patterns of often moral ordering can 
be recognised in very different kinds of text. This order provides a general ele-
ment of explanation, and the story as a whole gets a more universal meaning, 
which is often connected to the kinds of causes that drive this story forward. 
Thus stories bring an aspect of generalisation to very particular events and ac-
tions. Additionally, stories can call for action, which long lists of arguments can-
not. Therefore, the rationality of a planning decision does not lie so much in the 
rational process the decision is based on, but in satisfying a kind of narrative 
rationality that makes things “appear to be derived from reasoned argument”.  

Stories in Planning Studies 

In recent decades, theoretical approaches that emphasise how language and the 
way we talk construct both knowledge and society have received increased at-
tention in the social sciences; in line with this, also in planning theory, an argu-
mentative, rhetoric or linguistic turn can be observed (Throgmorton 1992; 
Fischer and Forester 1993; Fischer 2003). One strand in this broader theoretical 
environment is taken by authors such as Mandelbaum (1990; 1991a), 
Throgmorton (1993; 2003), Eckstein and Throgmorton (2003); Sandercock 
(2003a) or Myers and Kitsuse (2000) who explicitly highlight the importance of 
stories and the telling of stories in planning processes. Eckstein (2003, 14) ar-
gues that all storytelling is about setting community boundaries, inscribing 
some and excluding others. Thereby, they create some people or groups of 
people as special characters (Throgmorton 1993, 121). In other words, narra-
tives describe, and in doing so, constitute a particular social structure, which 
additionally means that they also convey social norms. Their function in plan-
ning can be manifold: Sandercock (2003a) lists a few of them, such as they can 
be used to facilitate community participation processes or support conflict 
resolution, they can redefine a community’s identity and guide community ac-
tion, and they can serve as a catalyst for change. van Hulst (2012) categorises 
the literature on stories and storytelling in planning into those who see storytel-
ling as a model of planning and those who see storytelling as a model for plan-
ning. Storytelling as a model of planning concentrates on how planning is done 
by planners. Plans contain stories, and practitioners in planning tell stories all 
the time. Throgmorton (1992, 17) argues that “good planning is persuasive storytelling 
about the future”, which convinces sceptical audiences to accept a proposed 
course of action. This implies more than merely talking people into something. 
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A persuasive story integrates competing stories and lets one of them or a new 
one win in the end (Myers and Kitsuse 2000).  
Those who emphasise storytelling as a model for planning claim that the prac-
tice of storytelling should be used more actively to improve planning and to 
bring about change, as Sandercock (2003a) and Eckstein (2003). Influenced 
also by the “communicative turn” in planning (Healey 1993), they put a strong 
emphasis on the necessity of providing more space for different voices from 
the community and, by doing this, to acknowledge that different kinds of 
knowledge, both scientific and narrative, are valuable. Their aim is to bring 
about more democratic and tolerant societies.  

Even though there is a general interest in narratives in planning studies, van 
Hulst (2012, 301) and Sandercock (2003a, 13) complain that rather few scholars 
have investigated the role of stories in planning; they see a need for, in particu-
lar, more case studies. Existing studies with a narrative approach focus on how 
narratives were used and influenced the outcome of particular planning proc-
esses. Examples for this are Jensen (2007), who studies how proponents and 
opponents of a harbour redevelopment project embed their respective narra-
tives in larger discourses, or van Hulst (2012) who examines how and why a 
new narrative on the location of a shopping centre could revive a planning 
process that stood still for 25 years. Maines and Bridger (1992) show how, in a 
debate on the introduction of impact fees for new developments, an anti-
growth coalition successfully made use of stories from the local heritage that 
outperformed an incoherent pro-growth narrative presented by developers. 
Throgmorton (1993) studies how rhetorical tropes were used in speeches to 
convince an audience in a meeting. But there is a lack of studies that looks at 
how narratives in municipal land-use planning construct social communities. 
One exception is Finnegan (1998); she juxtaposes abstract academic tales about 
urban development with stories from planners and inhabitants about one par-
ticular city, Milton Keynes, and shows how these different stories draw on or 
reject each other. However, her main interest is to analyse the urban experience 
and to demonstrate the multiplicity of differing stories about urban life. As far 
as I know, there is no study yet that looks at the different politically sanctioned 
planning narratives of one city over time and studies their function, the kind of 
community they create and why they change over time.  

This is important in order to analyse in which way the activity of urban 
land-use planning is influenced by and recreating shifting social norms and 
constituting structures of power. For even though I reported in the beginning 
that many planning theorists are convinced that the rational planning paradigm 
does not play a role anymore, there are others, such as Flyvbjerg (2004a, 285-6), 
who argue that the intellectual tradition of positivism, which rational planning 
is based on, is still institutionalised in planning practice. Davoudi (2012a) no-
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tices that while interpretative approaches gain ground in planning there are also 
pressures to strengthen positivism in planning. This can be seen especially in 
the UK and on the European level, where policies aim at making planning 
more “evidence-based”. Additionally, she sees that the attempts to address and 
calculate the effects of climate change favour system approaches that make the 
environment appear to be scientifically and objectively modelled. Strömgren 
(2007) shows how the Swedish Planning and Building Act from 1987 is an in-
stitutionalisation of the dominant discourse that has characterised the Swedish 
post-war planning system, which sees the planner as the one preparing a ra-
tional process of decision-making, so that elected politicians can make in-
formed decisions. Both groups are assumed to be guided by the concept of a 
“common good” and universal values. The most obvious expression for this is 
the formulation of the aim of the PBA to promote  

societal progress towards equal and good living conditions and a good and lasting sus-
tainable environment for the benefit of the people of today’s society as well as of fu-
ture generations. (Law 1993:419) 

However, there are many different ways in which “equal and good living condi-
tions” or “good and lasting sustainable environment” can be interpreted. It is 
hard to believe that any planning activity will be to the benefit of “the people”; 
rather, one can expect that some will gain, and some will lose – at least from 
their own perspective. Therefore, it is necessary to analyse for every single case 
what these terms mean in that special context. One way of doing this is by 
looking at the narrative in which the activity shall make sense. This type of re-
search needs to address the role of power in defining what “good planning” is 
for the benefit of whom (Flyvbjerg 2004a). There are several planning studies 
that focus on the issue of how power rationalises certain values (e.g. Flyvbjerg 
1998; Bradley 2009; Tunström 2009), but none of these does a narrative analy-
sis of planning documents.  

A Case Study on Planning Narratives in the Context of Urban Transformation  

This study will do the following. It sees storytelling as a model of planning and 
looks therefore for the stories in planning documents. It is interested in how 
municipal planning narratives were used to bring about change and how they 
changed over time. I will study plans from the municipality of Karlskrona, the 
residential city of Blekinge county in South-East Sweden. This is an interesting 
case, since in the past thirty years, it has experienced a comprehensive change 
of its socioeconomic structure and the growth of a cluster of high-tech firms in 
telecommunication that already has generated a great deal of academic interest 
(see Lundequist and Hallencreutz 2001; Lundequist and Power 2002; 
Hallencreutz and Lundequist 2003; Engstrand 2003; Mariussen 2004; 
Mannervik and Arvidsson 2005; Nilsson 2006; Parker 2007). The story about 
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the “TelecomCity”, as it is presented by the quote in the beginning, tells about 
this transformation. At the same time, there are relatively well-known and not 
only favourable narratives on Karlskrona in circulation in the vernacular, which 
are connected to its origin as a Swedish naval base. Being a naval base can 
clearly be defined as the city’s “foundational story”, as Sandercock (2003a, 17) 
calls it, a mytho-poetic story of origin that groups of people tell about a place.  

But does it matter for planning how different organisations, authors, in-
habitants or visitors describe a city? As will be shown, locally circulating stories 
on Karlskrona informed in some way or other the narratives which I identified 
in the analysed municipal documents, either by explicitly being part of or by 
being implicitly refuted by the planning narratives. They are part of the local 
cultural heritage. The interesting point is why particular stories were used at 
specific points in time, and what kinds of actions and values these justify.  

I will analyse this in the empirical part of this thesis. There, I will present 
many details and very specific elements that on first sight might seem to be 
idiosyncratic for the municipality of Karlskrona. But as in any case study, even 
this very particular story that I will tell in this thesis does also say something 
general about the role of narratives in planning. A focus on details is also moti-
vated by Flyvbjerg (2004a; b) who argues that a researcher should concentrate 
on the “little things” and calls for “searching for the Great within the Small and vice 
versa” (Flyvbjerg 2004a, 295). Any research that analyses values – and Flyvbjerg 
states that relevant social science should do exactly that – needs to place the 
study of values into their specific and detailed social and historical context. I 
will provide such a context, or “thick description”, as Geertz (1994) calls it, 
referring to both very local and global circumstances which explain why certain 
narratives were chosen in the planning documents and not others. These ex-
planations must in the end focus on questions of power and how power is exe-
cuted. As Czarniawska (2004, 5) states in a textbook on narrative analysis, “to 
understand a society or part of society, it is important to discover its repertoire of legitimate 
stories and find out how it evolved.”  

1.2 Aim of the Study, Research Questions and Structure 
of the Thesis 

Building on this statement, the aim for this study is to understand how a reper-
toire of municipal planning narratives evolved and how these were used as a 
means to explain, legitimise and produce change in a city that went through a 
process of urban transformation. The focus will be on the role of narratives in 
municipal plans as a mental preparation for change.  
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In order to address this aim, it is of course first necessary to “discover the 
repertoire” of legitimate planning narratives. To find “legitimate planning nar-
ratives”, I chose as a source for the narratives Karlskrona’s three comprehen-
sive plans that were adopted by the municipal council based on the Swedish 
Planning and Building Act from 1987 until now. They are from the years 1991, 
2002 and 2010. However, in the course of the research, I realised that it would 
be meaningful to study the 1980s as well to understand the changes that oc-
curred in the 1990s. Since there were no comparable plans to comprehensive 
plans at that time, I chose an introductory book about the city for new inhabi-
tants, published in 1980. A more detailed discussion on empirical material will 
follow in chapter 4.2. All of these texts were written by groups of people, and 
in particular the comprehensive plans went through several rounds of public 
consultation. Therefore, it is necessary to assume that these texts contain sev-
eral narratives. So the first task will be to identify the narratives. This process 
does not only mean to define which parts of a text make out one narrative; it 
also means and is facilitated by attempting to understand what type of narrative 
this is, by looking at the genre. The content and the form together then charac-
terise what kind of place the city is.  

In order to understand how planning narratives evolved, it is necessary to 
relate them to their context. This context is made out of both the local stories 
and greater narratives, such as those on a preferable paradigm of planning or 
economic development, of which the narratives are built, and the historical 
social and political context in which these narratives acquire a meaning. For 
that, it is necessary to see who the most important actors are that define mu-
nicipal planning, what their motives are, and in which general socio-economic 
context that the planning narratives are told.  

In order to understand the potential of the planning narratives to bring 
about change, it will then be necessary to analyse which values and social 
norms these narratives convey. It can be assumed that these values are embod-
ied by some groups more than by than others, as it can be derived that the nar-
ratives describe communities with different power structures, where some are 
characterised as more valuable than others.  

These considerations can then be summarised by the three groups of re-
search questions that will guide the study:  

 What types of narratives can be found in municipal plans, and what do 
they say about the present and future state of the place that they refer 
to?  

 How do these narratives relate to their specific historical context? How 
are they influenced by their local and global environment? Which other 
narratives, from local to global, moulded them?  
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 Which social norms are expressed in these narratives? What do they say 
about the objective for development? Which social groups, values and 
resources are characterised as contributing to development? How is de-
velopment said to come about?  

This thesis will make the following contributions: Methodologically, I want to 
show how narrative analysis can be used for a critical reading of planning 
documents that facilitates highlighting the social norms these convey. My aim is 
to contribute to the literature on planning theory by presenting a detailed case 
study that demonstrates how planning narratives and planning practice are re-
lated, and how narratives were used to promote processes of urban transforma-
tion. For planning practitioners, I hope that this thesis can highlight the impor-
tance of the form of written texts and that being aware of this will be a step 
toward the construction of planning narratives that are problem-adequate, em-
powering and integrative. Finally, also those interested in Karlskrona’s recent 
history and urban development should find something engaging to read in this 
study.  

Structure of the Thesis 

The remainder of the text will be structured according to the following: Chap-
ters 2 and 3 together form the theoretical framework for this thesis. Chapter 2 
focuses on the changing view on the role of narratives in planning practice and 
theory, as well as the different functions that are ascribed to narratives in plan-
ning. Chapter 3 builds the theoretical basis for the analytical framework that 
will be applied later. It explains what it means to have a narrative perspective 
and deals with the questions how narratives and social life relate to each other 
and in which way narrative form and structure convey meaning. Thereby, I 
make use of an approach developed by literary theorist Kenneth Burke, the 
“dramatistic pentad”, a rhetorical analysis inspired by historian Hayden White and 
a categorisation of narratives of place identity based on a distinction made by 
sociologist Manuel Castells. Chapter 4 deals with methodological issues. It dis-
cusses the research design and the nature of the sources that will be used as 
well as the problems of their interpretation. It concludes with a guide to the 
narrative analysis of the planning narratives in the following chapter 5. This 
long, empirical chapter presents four different ways of interpretation of the 
narratives in the four selected documents, the three comprehensive plans and 
the introductory book about Karlskrona for new inhabitants. The narratives 
will be identified first; then, they will be analysed regarding the form and genre 
they use. A third reading places them into their respective historical context, 
and lastly it will be discussed what these narratives say about how development 
comes about. In chapter 6 the reading of narratives will be analysed in order to 
answer the research questions and to address the research aim. In chapter 7 I 
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will discuss what the results of this study mean for planning theory and plan-
ning practice.  
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2 Narratives in Planning Theory 

This chapter describes in sections 2.1-2.3 how narratives were treated by plan-
ning theory and practice and how the narrative perspective gained more and 
more acceptance in recent decades, starting from a rejection of the value of 
narratives in the rational planning paradigm over the fight for the acknowl-
edgement of a “narrative mode of knowing” by civil rights activists to the em-
bracement of “storytelling” in contemporary local economic development pol-
icy. In section 2.4 three different approaches are analysed that deal with the 
question of how one can read plans in order to elucidate more meanings than 
the most obvious ones.  

2.1 The Rational Planning Paradigm and Narratives  

For a long time the importance of narratives in policy making had been over-
looked, both with respect to their function of sense-making and with respect to 
the kind of knowledge they transport. In formal spatial planning practices as in 
public policy in general, planning is still expected to be a rational process on 
scientific grounds. Rationality in planning involves ‘the clarification of policy goals, 
systematic analysis, logical generation of policy analysis, systematic evaluation of these alterna-
tives and monitoring performance’ (Healey et al. 1982, 2, quoted by Allmendinger 
2002, 54). In the rational planning paradigm, the planning expert makes use of 
a purely ‘formal’ rationality, which is only concerned with means and efficiency 
as well as the “objective”, i.e. calculable facts, and not with ends. The latter is 
seen as the exclusive responsibility of politicians. This view on ‘rationality’ is 
deeply embodied in the organisational structure of the authorities. Geddes’ 
wish to make planning more scientific became true; there are surveys before 
plans. One can think of environmental impact analyses that are obligatory for 
larger projects. But also in everyday urban planning, the two main functions 
ascribed to the comprehensive plan based on the PBA from 1987 show clearly 
that a clear distinction is made between “facts” and “values”. Political inten-
tions and wishes should be indicated, on the one hand, and data that helps 
planners and politicians to make “rational” decisions, on the other hand, 
should be collected and presented (Fredriksson 2011, 52).  
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Geddes (1915, 266), a social reformer who was deeply interested in history, 
stated that surveys should take into account “all aspects, contemporary as well as 
historic. It must be geographic and economic, anthropological and historical, demographic and 
eugenic, and so on: above all, it aims towards the reunion of all these studies.” Despite this, 
practice characterised by the rational planning paradigm, especially in the post-
war period, concentrated mainly on those kinds of data that can be quantified 
or otherwise easily categorised, as data on demography, economic develop-
ment, geology, hydrology, or legal restrictions, as in Sweden the designations of 
areas as being of “national interest” (riksintresse). Other values, such as religious 
ones or those associated with feelings and traditions, those that often are ex-
pressed in narratives on places (or myths, songs, pictures, sculptures...), are 
incommensurable with this style of planning (Sandercock 1998b). In the ra-
tional planning paradigm, only a certain kind of argument is regarded as 
“knowledge”. These are arguments that belong to the “logico-scientific mode 
of knowing”, in a distinction made by Bruner, where an instance is explained as 
the result of a general law, as in the domain of ‘science’. This contrasts with 
knowledge that is based on the experiences that assume the intentionality of 
human action, of Lyotard seen as a pre-modern mode of knowing, by Bruner 
called the “narrative mode of knowing” (Czarniawska 2004). According to San-
dercock (2003a, 12), this has often been regarded to be a “woman’s way of know-
ing” that is inferior to this rational reasoning that often uses technical or eco-
nomic arguments, and as lacking in rigor. However, critical researchers have 
argued that the reference to seemingly objective, neutral rationality in public 
policy that often pretends to have the best for a common “public interest” in 
mind often is used to conceal how public policy serves the interest of the most 
powerful groups in society (Campbell and Fainstein 2003).  

Plans stamp all schemes with a double character: on the one hand, they come to be 
seen as ‘reasonable’, rational technical solutions to the problems pursued, and, on the 
other, they appear to bring about a convergence of the various social groups and ur-
ban functions. (Castells 1977, quoted by Healey 1993, 31) 

In other words, “value-free” rational planning only legitimises the existing 
power structures. Actually, most prominent representatives for the rational 
planning paradigm, such as Andreas Faludi, emphasise that in reality, decisions 
are not made after a comprehensive analysis of all alternatives available; in fact, 
many decisions have been made long before the final decision-making situation 
is defined. The whole process of planning should be seen as value-laden and 
highly political (Faludi and Waterhout 2006). Nonetheless, what is important is 
that a decision needs to “appear to be derived from rational argument”, quoting Faludi 
(1973, 81, quoted in Allmendinger 2002, 60) again. The rationality of the plan-
ning decision does not rely on the rational process the decision is based on but 
on satisfying a kind of narrative rationality. The decision then has to be the 
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seemingly self-evident outcome of a series of selected actions and events that 
are related by an understandable plot. But Faludi (as in Faludi and Waterhout 
2006) still seems to believe that even though the process of defining what 
counts as knowledge and which alternatives to decide on is a political one, it is 
possible to arrive at a societal consensus in a way that recognises the better 
argument and is therefore based on knowledge:  

The definition of the decision-making situation is a matter to be settled in an interac-
tive process of argument involving give-and-take. (Faludi and Waterhout 2006, 8).  

In contrast, Bent Flyvbjerg found in his study on the city of Aalborg that only 
“rationalisation presented as rationality is a principal strategy in the exercise of power” 
(Flyvbjerg 1998, 227). There is no rationality independent of context, and the 
context most often is formed by power. Those with power define what can 
count as knowledge. And until the 1960s, this was mainly knowledge favouring 
economic or technical kinds of information that supported exploitation in the 
name of progress and modernisation for the best of all. However, whatever 
side-effects spatial development projects might have, property interests are 
beneficiaries in most of the cases.  

2.2 Bottom-up Planning Approaches Making Space for 
Narratives  

Critical research has long criticised seemingly rational planning processes for 
being inequitable and for neglecting values as the cultural or historical meaning 
that inhabitants attach to their home territories. In line with the political 
movements in the 1960s that demanded more participation of different social 
groups in public policy, more and more approaches were developed in planning 
theory that called for acknowledging the importance of alternative stories and 
voices as input in planning processes (Allmendinger 2002, Sandercock 2003a). 
One example is the model of “advocacy planning”, which is described in a clas-
sic article by Davidoff (1965). In this approach professional planners should be 
representatives for those who have no voice of their own, or at least no voice 
that gets heard. In other words, it is seen as the task of planners to collect and 
tell the stories of others. The practice showed that planners had difficulties 
listening to and rendering those stories with which they did not feel fully com-
fortable (Sandercock 1998b). It is problematic for a planner to be able to dis-
cern the different voices one hears in a planning process and to integrate them 
in just one or a few stories that can be offered to decision makers, especially if 
one has his or her own preferred story. This can lead to the selective hearing or 
conscious or unconscious ignoring of the stories of others (Eckstein 2003, 16). 
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Krumholz (1999), who argues in a similar direction as Davidoff, advises plan-
ners to try out framing a planning problem in different ways to promote more 
equitable local development. He proposes that planners should tell stories in a 
way that includes the effects for the disadvantaged in a city, in other words to 
construct and make visible more and different social realities that exist in a 
place.  

In contrast to these approaches where the planners intake a co-ordinating 
and active role, the model of ‘Collaborative planning’, developed by Healey 
(1997) among others with inspiration from Habermas, sees the task of the 
planner as creating the arenas where people tell each other their story. By doing 
so, mutual understanding will be generated, which in the end makes it possible 
to construct one story together based on common elements of different stories. 
This democratic story would highlight the increasingly heterogeneous, frag-
mented society. Critics such as Fainstein (2000) warn that there are no arenas 
without strong power relations, and that only words cannot transform those 
institutional structures that are created by diverging interests and unequal ac-
cess to resources. Those with power will not put their interests back for the 
exchange of a good argument. In any case the “collaborative approach” stresses 
that what counts as knowledge needs to be rethought, that all kinds of knowl-
edge are socially constructed and that it can take many different forms, includ-
ing storytelling, singing and painting, as well as that planners should learn to be 
able to listen to and accept these kinds of knowledge as well, especially in mul-
ticultural contexts (Sandercock 1998a).  

While institutional structures in many parts of the world have not yet de-
veloped too much in that direction that it would actively seek to include the 
voices of minorities, the literature in political sciences has emphasised for quite 
a while now that decision-making and implementation of public policies hap-
pen more and more in networks between those who have a stake, politicians, 
businesspeople and civic groups as a reaction to society’s increasing complexity, 
as a means to solve problems that otherwise would be difficult to address due 
to a lack of knowledge and resources. This is one implication of the much dis-
cussed turn from government to governance. With respect to the idea of repre-
sentative democracy, this is not unproblematic, since it leads to the questions 
who is included and who is excluded in the networks and who can be made 
accountable for decisions made in groups that are not legitimated through elec-
tions (Pierre 2009). However, in another perspective such a process can be seen 
as valuable when it leads to some kind of learning, i.e. ‘reality shifts’, new ways 
of seeing the world, due to the interaction of different, in one way or the an-
other, powerful parts of the society (Fischer 2003).  

The legislators in many Western countries, among them Sweden, reacted to 
the new developments in planning theory with amendments of the planning 
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legislation that ensure more public participation, as it happened with the Swed-
ish Planning and Building Act from 1987 (Hellden 2005). To be precise, 
changes in the planning legislation were certainly also driven by the massive 
public protests against some planning projects that since the 1960s increased in 
number and intensity and in some cases even led to violent confrontations be-
tween demonstrators and the police. A famous case in Sweden is the “elm tree 
war” in Stockholm in 1971 (Hallemar 2006). According to the PBA, the public 
must be consulted during the preparation of spatial plans, such as comprehen-
sive plans and local development plans, and statements made by individuals 
need to be explicitly responded to. Nevertheless, how far these statements of 
the public really influence the design of the plan depends surely on the context. 
It is questioned that these legal amendments have led to more inclusive and 
diverse planning processes in practice (Henecke 2006), and in recent years, the 
Swedish planning and building legislation has been more concerned with issues 
of efficiency, aimed at speeding up the planning process (Fredriksson 2011). 
This trend means that extending time-consuming and inclusive participation 
processes is not an issue that stands high on the political agenda at the mo-
ment.  

However, if planning projects give rise to controversies, it is often because 
technical and economic rationalisations in favour of a project meet counter-
narratives that take up non-quantifiable values of history or aesthetics. The 
incommensurability of these different kinds of knowledge can explain the con-
flicts and the lengthiness of some planning processes, as Corvellec (2000) dem-
onstrates in an analysis of the planning process of a third railway track in Cen-
tral Stockholm. With regard to specific projects, narratives referring to the 
place’s heritage do often stand in opposition to (local) governmental efforts to 
support local or regional economic development with the help of big projects. 
Many of the Swedish planning controversies that generated strong public op-
position as well as the attention of the media and academics ignited around big 
infrastructure projects (as in Corvellec 2000; Stahre 2004, Hallemar 2006, 
Henecke 2006). One obvious explanation for the resistance is that especially 
linear projects like motorways or railway lines affect large parts of the local 
territory, so that they come close to the places where many people live. Rail-
bound projects additionally tend to touch the most central and therefore oldest 
parts in the city, those that have the highest symbolic value and to which not 
only the most proximate neighbours feel some attachment (Hennecke 2006). 
Since the idea of the possibility to create a better future through a nationally 
organised welfare state and its complementary institutions and industrial order 
is not shared anymore by a large part of the population, any major state- or 
business-led intervention in urbanised, mixed-use areas can be expected to gen-
erate critical interest from the public and scrutinised with respect to the effect 
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of many different kinds of historical or otherwise alternative knowledge 
(Aronsson 2004). This is knowledge that does not make use of purely eco-
nomic or technical rationality. However, also in Sweden, it has been shown that 
the possibility to make alternative voices heard does depend on the socio-
economic resources protesters have at their disposal. So it is mainly the white 
urban middle-class that can bring alternative stories into circulation and even-
tually influence the outcome of planning processes (Hennecke 2006). The cul-
tural heritage of the indigenous Sámi people, for example, is often not seen as 
being a relevant issue to consider in local planning processes, and the economic 
interests of the culturally most important source of income, reindeer hus-
bandry, is frequently prioritised less than other economic or socio-economic 
interests (Spoliopoulou Åkermark and Talah 2007, 75).  

On the other hand, it is also possible to see a development in recent dec-
ades that the preservation of historical heritage and economic development do 
not exclude, but instead are seen as supporting each other. It has become the 
object of urban planning to shape and create narratives.  

2.3 Place-based Narratives as Instruments for Local De-
velopment  

Tunström (2009) showed that at least in the professional planning circles in 
Sweden during the past 20 years, the ideas about what makes out a “good city” 
more and more focused on the role models of “traditional”, dense cities, char-
acterised by clearly defined small-scale built structures that create the feeling of 
“urbanity”. This idea of a city stands in contrast to the modernist city planning 
ideal with its focus on large-scale (housing) structure and open spaces, which 
are described as monotonous, boring and of a non-human scale. “Good cities” 
are said to have a “soul” or “identity”, i.e. a certain history to tell, which often 
is somehow connected to the physical form, implying that amorphous modern-
ist suburbs have nothing to tell. Building in a way that strengthens the identity 
then is the task, even though one can question to what extent a physical struc-
ture can have only one identity. The dense city with its strong identity should 
support functional and social integration (Tunström 2009). This is a discussion 
that is ongoing in planning circles where architects take a leading role.  

In the context of local economic development planning, there has addi-
tionally been a much stronger emphasis on “softer issues” and creating the 
“right story” about the place. Traditionally, also in this area, theory and policy 
of economic development have been characterised by rationalistic thinking. 
Location theories, as the one developed by Alfred Weber, argued that the loca-
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tion of companies (and through that, local economic growth) was a function of 
the distance to either production materials or the markets (Hansen 2008). 
Other theories focused on the prices of production factors or other easy to 
define variables. In the context of structural economic transformation from 
predominantly nationally organised industrial to a globalised knowledge econ-
omy, however, the understanding has grown that local and regional competi-
tiveness are cultural features, which to a great deal are socially constructed. 
With the nation-state losing parts of its coordinating functions in a globalising 
economy, some people see a new role for the regional level to act as a basic 
unit of social and economic life, where economic growth in the knowledge 
economy is stimulated by clustering and agglomeration advantages (MacLeod 
2001). “The nature of this economic transformation [to knowledge-intensive capital-
ism, M.W.] makes regions key economic units in the global economy. In essence, globalism 
and regionalism are part of the same process of economic transformation” (Florida 1995, 
quoted by MacLeod 2001, 804). Therefore, traditional measures of regional and 
local development policy, such as the re-location of companies or construction 
of “hard” communications infrastructure, were if not abandoned, then supple-
mented by policy measures that aimed at “softer” issues. These include meas-
ures aimed at influencing the institutional environment that regulates the local 
supply of labour, capital and land, which includes even those immaterial factors 
like moral beliefs, culture, religion, political traditions and decision-making 
practices (Maskell and Malmberg 1999).  

Among them, there are policy measures to attract capital and people from 
somewhere else through place marketing. This involves material investments in 
urban regeneration, spectacular architecture and cultural facilities, but also ad-
vertisements and the arrangement of events (sports, fairs, festivals). The objec-
tive is to transport a certain place image to the world that makes people associate 
a place with a certain idea or narrative about the place’s specific features and 
attractiveness (Kotler et al. 1993; Ward 1998).  

Then, there are policy measures which aim to strengthen or distribute a cer-
tain narrative of place identity. It is one of the main roles of local state agencies to 
function as an “intermediary in the formation of collective identity” (Savage et al. 2003, 
154). There is a rich body of literature stating that a strong narrative that is 
shared by many and creates some kind of group identity facilitates collective 
action (Castells 2004). Accordingly, hegemonic narratives about places, with 
which, in particular, people with power identify, can define regional develop-
ment paths. These narratives transport certain ideas about how the world 
works and which values, competencies and strategies are important, how prob-
lems are defined and what to expect from the future, which constructs a con-
sensus on how to act (Grabher 1993). Policy measures then include the con-
struction or strengthening of local or regional narratives that make local actors 
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act according to those values that are seen as beneficial for the region. In sec-
tion 3.3, it is analysed more in detail which form these narratives can take and 
which values they typically convey. All approaches have in common that they 
work with narratives that characterise a place, its history and its future in a spe-
cial way where the region’s resources, its most important actors and culture, a 
certain way of doing things, are emphasised. These narratives are conveyed in 
different media and areas of public policy; urban planning is one important 
one. As Hague (2005, 8) expresses it: “A key purpose of planning is to create, repro-
duce or mould the identities of places through manipulation of activities, feelings, meanings 
and fabric that combine into place identity.”  

This is certainly a characterisation of the task of planning that would have 
been unthinkable in the 1950s or 1960s. Since apparently the production and 
reproduction of narratives has become an objective of planning itself, it is cer-
tainly necessary to read and analyse those narratives that are told in plans with 
respect to their meaning, which kind of place identity they construct. However, 
as Ryan (2011) outlines, until now, there has been much more concern for plan 
evaluation than plan reading. The aim of plan analysis was mainly to make the 
plans “better” according to certain given planning norms, or the research inter-
est was focused on questions of plan implementation. In the following I will 
look at three examples (Mandelbaum 1990, Healey 1993 and Ryan 2011) that 
explicitly stated to analyse the different meanings of spatial planning docu-
ments, as well as see which methods they used and which objectives they had. 
This shall help me to develop my own framework for reading plans.  

2.4 Reading Plans  

One of the first who suggested to read a planning document like any literary 
text, a novel or historical narrative was Seymour Mandelbaum (1990). For him, 
training inhabitants in reading plans could be one way to improve both speak-
ing and writing in a community, and in doing that, make the community de-
velop. However, when he told about his ambition to develop a scheme “how to 
read plans” for residents, he made the experience that planners said that “No 
one would read the plan” (Mandelbaum 1990, 353). If it would be looked at at all, it 
would read in bits and pieces; only those parts that related to territories of par-
ticular interest would be searched for.  

In spite of this discouragement, Mandelbaum proposes to read the plan as 
a whole and to ask how the plan constructs both the ideal author and the ideal 
reader, in order to see if he would like to be this ideal reader and if the author is 
characterised in a way that makes the reader trust in him or her. Further, he 
suggests reading a plan in three different ways: as a policy claim, as a response 
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to a design opportunity or as a story. Reading the plan as a policy claim would 
test the internal coherences of the structure of argumentation, the relation be-
tween the inputs that are stated to be there, such as the environment, the con-
ceptual framework of how things can be controlled and the expected outcome. 
If stated explicitly in the plan or not, such an analysis opens up for interpreting 
the set of values on which the plan is based. The second approach aims at as-
sessing what is important to a plan, depending on how the plan constructs a 
“design opportunity”, meaning “problem” or “crisis” to solve, that justifies the 
making and the content of the plan. However, he warns to take the starting 
point that is mentioned in the plan as the one that actually motivated the plan. 
Instead, he argues that a plan needs to be understood and interpreted in rela-
tion to the context of the planning process; especially uncertainties and ambi-
guities in the text should be seen in relation to the complexity of the world. 
The problem is that there is no standard to argue that one interpretation would 
be better than another. Reading the plan as a story, Mandelbaum states, would 
help to go toward these standards. He suggests two ways of reading plans as 
stories. One is to read claims about particular projects as stories which unlike 
life have a beginning and an ending and where a variety of actors, architects, 
planners, developers, act and react on each other, which gives the opportunity 
to assess the validity of the policy claims based within the social setting of the 
story. Mandelbaum’s second suggested way of reading plans as a narrative is, as 
far as I understand (Mandelbaum (1991b, 93) explicitly denies writing straight-
forward), a test of a person’s own interpretation of a reading of the first story. 
It asks the question how far the characters that are read as being created by the 
plan are consistent with the way the ideal author would address these charac-
ters. 

Patsy Healey (1993) is interested in the “communicative work” of a devel-
opment plan, in how far they are democratic plans and if they reproduce or 
“wash out” the diversity that exists in a community. She argues that an analyst 
should explore how a plan reinforces or challenges existing power structures. 
Healey states that the meaning of the plan needs to be addressed by a focus on 
the language, the storylines and metaphors, form and style, the discourses, lar-
ger systems of meaning in which they are placed and the socio-economic con-
text of the planning process. She demonstrates with three examples taken from 
different places how one could read a plan with respect to these issues by ana-
lysing the plans systematically. They are first placed into a wider context, and 
then shortly described with respect to their format, i.e. the structure of the plan 
and main aims, and how they deal with economic issues. She next focuses on 
the discourses and discourse communities, meaning that she looks at the lan-
guage of the plan, asks who the main audience is for the plan and whose dis-
courses are made use of, and in doing so, analyses the “communicative work” 
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of the plan. Finally, she focuses on how the plan is formed by the prevailing 
local power relations and how the plan addresses these.  

Ryan (2011) is also interested in different meanings of plans. He focuses on 
the plans’ place in a history and their relation to the intellectual sphere of their 
time. He creates a template of three different kinds of readings of plans, using a 
visual approach based on Panofsky’s theory of iconology. The first reading 
regards the “plain sense”, a factual reading; it identifies what the plan is about, 
what are the intentions for a certain area and the planned actions. This includes 
an analysis of both content and style. A second reading aims at understanding 
the plan’s social, political and economic contemporary context. As a third read-
ing, Ryan suggests a temporal reading, placing a plan into an historical context, 
which could be the history of a city’s plan, the history of a city or the history of 
the society that produces the plan. His ultimate objective is to decide how in-
novative a plan is with respect to the intellectual history of planning. However, 
Ryan (2011) is not so much interested in what kind of concrete society a plan 
creates, and he openly admits that his application of this theoretical framework 
to three plans of different cities and different times does not consider much 
local knowledge.  

Taken together, these approaches communicate that the following aspects 
seem to be important in the analyses of the meaning of plans: The way in 
which they construct the different actors in planning processes; the narrative’s 
language, structure, form and content; the context of the planning process and 
the intellectual sources of which the planning narratives make use. These are 
issues that I want to address in my analysis of planning narratives as well. While 
all approaches analyse narratives, they do not explicitly use the method of nar-
rative analysis to address the different meanings of plans, as I want to do, for I 
am convinced that by that, one can get a richer understanding of the meaning 
of narratives in planning documents. In the next chapter, I will provide the 
basis for this method by focusing on the following questions: First, what are 
narratives? Second, which functions can they have? And third, how can they 
convey meaning?  
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3 Theoretical Perspective: Narratives, 
Norms and Forms  

This chapter introduces the general theoretical perspective and provides the 
basis for the construction of the analytical framework of this thesis. It focuses 
on general functions and forms of narratives, and presents central concepts and 
definitions. As stated in the introduction, this thesis builds on the following 
assumptions: that planning narratives also have a moral meaning and convey 
social norms, and by doing so, contribute to the characterisation of local com-
munities, and that this function is transported both in the content and the form 
of the narratives. Therefore, I will discuss in the following section first how 
narratives gain this moral meaning through the plot. Then, I will deal with the 
question of how narratives help to construct identities and how these narratives 
are influenced by and transmit time- and place-specific social norms, as well as 
how the selective use of history contributes to the construction of an identity. 
Sections 3.2 and 3.3 will prepare for the formation of the methodological 
framework that will be used for the analysis of the planning narratives in chap-
ter 5. Burke’s “dramatistic pentad” will be introduced in 3.2 as a means to iden-
tify and compare narratives based on their structure. Then, different ways to 
categorise narratives will be discussed. One way is to classify them according to 
their form, as the literary genre. An approach of rhetorical analysis developed 
by historian Hayden White will be used. This approach is seen as meaningful 
since White states that form conveys meaning as well, that form expresses a 
certain way of seeing the world. This is an interesting aspect that will help to 
answer the question about which values planning narratives convey. Another 
way of classification of single narratives is to see which “greater narratives” 
they draw on with respect to their content; these include academic theories. 
Since one research question for this thesis asks what narratives tell about how 
development in general comes about, the interest here is directed at “greater 
narratives” of urban and regional development. These are classified according 
to a scheme that is inspired by sociologist Manuel Castell’s distinction of three 
types of identity building, which is presented in section 3.3.  
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3.1 Narratives as Moral Stories 

Stories and Narratives 

As many researchers in the social sciences who are interested in narratives (as 
Czarniawska 2004; Throgmorton 1992, 1996; Kaplan 1993 or Sandercock 
2003a), I base the general perspective of the thesis on the Anglo-American moral 
philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre’s After Virtue (2007), originally published in 1981. 
MacIntyre (2007, 129) equals lives to “enacted narratives”. He states that human life 
would be meaningless without narratives, since making sense of life means telling 
stories about it. Therefore, man can be called a “story-telling animal”. The act of 
telling creates coherence and interconnectedness. No human action can be un-
derstood without relating to the intentions behind the action. MacIntyre states 
that there is nothing like simple “behaviour” that would be done without any 
intentions. The intention is indicated by setting one action in relation to another 
and, in doing that, into a larger context. This is the function of the plot. As Aris-
totle stated in his Rhetorics, the plot orders actions and events so that the story 
has a beginning, a middle and an end (Kaplan 1993). 

American historian Hayden White, who has developed a strong interest in 
literary criticism, makes in The Content of the Form (1990) a distinction between 
narratives as a more general term and stories as a specific form of narratives. 
Narratives are the reported sequence of connected events or actions under-
taken by characters, most commonly of those that have taken place in the past, 
either in reality or as fiction. Here, the single events get a meaning through the 
most often chronological order in which they are put. Stories are narratives that 
a plot has transformed into a story by relating the acts and events to each other 
in a meaningful way. White demonstrated the importance of a plot by describ-
ing the development of historiography in medieval times. An early genre were 
annals, that just list some dates and events, then chronicles that fulfil the defini-
tion of a narrative, since they make some causal connections between the 
events by using verbs indicating what characters did or experienced, but lack a 
conclusion; they just break off. Because of that, they do not have a proper plot 
that explains the transformation from one initial stage to another.4 

To give an example: ‘The Danes threatened to seize their former posses-
sions, and the Swedish king gave the order to erect a new city for the Navy in 
Blekinge’s archipelago with the name Karlskrona’ would be a narrative. These 
two actions are apparently closely connected to each other, but first a third 
sentence, such as ‘And Blekinge remained Swedish for all times’ makes this into 

                                                 
 

4 But ancient Greek historians like Thucydides and Herodotus wrote stories proper (Kaplan 
1993). 
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a story since a new state, a kind of equilibrium, has been reached. The con-
struction of the city is evaluated as successful in a perspective framed by Swed-
ish Nationalism. However, the narrative above could also be concluded by ‘and 
when the city was finally built, Russia’s Navy had become Sweden’s greatest 
enemy’, which would emplot the foundation of Karlskrona as a costly failure. 
This example demonstrates that a story not only provides meaning to single 
actions, but that its closure sets these actions into a wider context, a more gen-
eral story or history. White argues that how a narrator concludes a story is a 
question of the moral she aims to invoke; for one of White’s main theses is 
“that narrativizing discourse serves the purpose of moralizing judgements” (White 1990, 
24). He argues that since a sequence of events in reality always continues, no 
other ending than a moral conclusion can be thought of. White attributes the 
failure of annals and chronicles to bring their narratives to an end to a lack of 
references to the idea of a social system that keeps the world together, so that 
one can make (imaginary) sense of it. White argues that there is a human desire 
to create an image of life that makes real events seemingly coherent and under-
standable. This means that any lack of closure in a narrative gives rise to the 
question about why the narrator did not want to or was not able to tell a full 
story, which turns the attention to the context of production and stresses that 
any narrative gets its specific meaning from the context where it is told.  

It has to be emphasised here that in the literary sciences, there are other 
ways of distinguishing between stories and narratives. Gérard Genette for ex-
ample, an important theoretician of narratology, defines “story” as the series of 
events and actions told by a narrator, while the form of representation is the 
narrative (Guillemette and Lévesque 2006). Also Abrams (1993) in his much 
used Glossary of Literary Terms sees story as the sequence of events that the nar-
rative discourse organises into the structure of a literary plot. Others use the 
term “narrative” in an even broader way. Czarniawska (2004, 1) quotes the 
French semiologist and literary critic Roland Barthes who sees narratives not 
only formulated in words, but also transported by, for instance, fixed and mov-
ing images, gestures, painting or stained glass windows. Corvellec (2007), who 
reviews a number of diverging definitions and relations between story, narrative 
and plot used by a choice of authors, argues that the diverse origins of narrative 
theory in various academic traditions and languages can account for this con-
ceptual confusion.  

In this text, “narrative” will stand for the term with the broader meaning, 
for the oral or written report of actions and events that have happened or will 
happen, while “story” will be used with a more distinctive meaning for those 
narratives that have been given “narrative closure, can be shown to have had a plot all 
along” (White 1990, 23). Irrespective of the confusion of definitions in the lit-
erature, there is a common understanding that there is no understandable hu-
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man life without narratives, as an action does not mean anything if it is not 
placed in a story. As the French Philosopher Paul Ricoeur (1991, 77) puts it, “We 
equate life to the story or stories we tell about it.”  

Narratives of Identity  

Since narratives are of the utmost importance, human beings tell stories in order 
to communicate, to teach and to store knowledge. The telling of narratives 
should make sense of the world. This also means that human beings tell narra-
tives to make sense of themselves. The questions “who am I?” or “who is that?” 
can only be meaningfully answered in the form of a narrative that says something 
about the potential of this character to act. The character hereby can refer to an 
individual person but equally also to a community or organisation. Therefore, 
MacIntyre sees life as an “enacted narrative”, for "we all live out narratives in our lives" 
(MacIntyre 2007, 211). We make retrospective sense of our lives in narratives, 
but it also means that we live out plans for the future that are formulated in nar-
ratives. This makes Mandelbaum (2000, 143) call plans “histories of the future”. The 
narratives we and others tell about us guide our actions. In the same way a plan 
for a change in the built or natural environment can be seen as a narrative to be 
enacted.  

What narratives of identity do is that they can shape the unity of a charac-
ter. A narrative can make it intelligible how one gets from rags to riches, from 
steelworker to pauper or from manager to healer, and still can be the same per-
son. “The unity of an individual life is that of a narrative embodied in a single life” (Mac-
Intyre 2007, 218). A narrative with a “dynamic plot” can construct a durable 
character (Ricoeur 1991, 77) – which is especially important in times of steady 
and comprehensive changes. There is apparently a psychological necessity for 
the feeling of coherence for individuals. Since a complete narrative has a begin-
ning and an end, this actually means that individual or collective narratives of 
identity embody something like a telos, a good to pursue, the purpose of the 
story, as well as the virtues leading there. However, none of these narratives 
can be constructed freely. They are time- and place-specific, for at least three 
different reasons.  

First, as MacIntyre stresses (2007, 221), we are already born with a past. A 
newborn baby is cast into a historically formed culture, be it the larger commu-
nity, the family or the orphanage, and this particular historical situation then 
makes out the starting point of the new life and its future story of life, which 
both enables and limits future development. Also scholars in the hermeneutic 
tradition argue that how we think and – derived from that, what we tell – can be 
linked to the traditions and history of the community in which we were educated 
(Thiselton 2009, 17). So the historical and social context forms what kind of sto-
ries can be told. For individuals only a very small minority can convincingly tell 
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and live out the story of being a king. No municipality in Sweden could present 
itself as a “community chosen by God”. Such a narrative would be strongly chal-
lenged and contested from most parts of civil society, since it does not fit into 
the narrative of Sweden as a secular state.  

This point links to the second reason why such narratives of identity are 
time- and place-specific. MacIntyre (2007, 213) states, “we are never more (and some-
times less) than the co-authors of our own narratives”, for human beings do not only 
live on a stage they have not chosen, they are also characters in the stories of 
others which sets certain constraints. Any conversation – and the telling of 
narratives can be seen as a conversation since, as Throgmorton (1996, 39) ar-
gues, any utterance is made in the awareness of a preceding or opposing view – 
also involves a social positioning that is continuously negotiated. Czarniawska 
(2004, 5) emphasises the role that power plays for the acceptance of the story 
one tells. Narratives therefore have also always been an instrument of manipu-
lation by those in power. Demagogues of all times have tried to spread certain 
myths within the population, bringing people to internalise those stories that 
preserve the existing social order (Citton 2010). 

And third, there are different stories that are told in different times since 
the meanings they can have are very much dependent on the context, especially 
when it comes to the question about which social norms these narratives con-
vey. MacIntyre (2007, 121-145) exemplifies this by accounting for the differences 
of virtues proposed by the Homeric epics that originated in the pre-classical soci-
ety and the tragedies written later in the Athenian polis. While the first provide a 
guide how to act in a particular role defined by a society that builds on relations 
of kinship and households, the latter emphasise more cooperative virtues that 
support the continuation of a larger and more complex community of the Athe-
nian democracy. Since “virtues” apparently are qualities that will sustain a society, 
one can easily call them social norms as well. They indicate which qualities a 
member of a society should strive for. MacIntyre (2007, 195) argues that social 
institutions (organisations for example) can support some and endanger other 
virtues, and that there are casual connections between virtues, social institu-
tions and social practices that can be analysed empirically. White takes a similar 
stance when he argues: 

And this suggests that narrativity, certainly in factual storytelling and probably in fic-
tional storytelling as well, is intimately related to, if not a function of, the impulse to 
moralize reality, that is, to identify it with the social system that is the source of any 
morality that we can imagine. (White 1980, 16, 18, quoted in Paul 2011, 112) 

Also Czarniawska (2004,6) compares literary genres to social institutions and 
states that even if there are many competing narratives circulating at any time, it 
makes sense to speak of a dominant narrative, the mainstream, for a certain 
society. She quotes Bruss:  
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 A literary institution must reflect and give focus to some consistent need and sense of 
possibility in the community it serves, but at the same time, a genre helps to define what 
is possible and to specify the appropriate means for meeting an expressive need. (Bruss 
1976, quoted in Czarniawska 2004, 6) 

MacIntyre’s core thesis is that until the enlightenment, societies produced moral 
narratives that provided guidance toward a common end, the telos, whereby the 
individual and the social telos were supportive of each other. He states that the 
basic principle of Aristotelian ethics, according to which a human being from 
its initial natural stage is guided by moral virtues to its telos, also makes out the 
ground for Christian, Islamic and Jewish beliefs. However, the idea of a com-
mon good for all people came to be questioned in the era of enlightenment. 
This is reflected in the rise of the novel as the most characteristic genre of 
modern times, as well as the emergence of biographies and autobiographies 
which are closely connected to the modern institution of a personal identity, 
which is an expression of the loss of the pursuit of the common good. The 
postmodern novel, in contrast, is characterised by fragmentation, a lack of nar-
rative closure, which means that one can speak of the character’s loss of iden-
tity in many of these works (Ricoeur 1991). This is paralleled by the numerous 
writings in sociology and psychology on the “crisis of identity” in the post-war 
era of globalisation (Massey 1995; Castells 2004; Bendle 2002). This can be seen 
as a rejection of the idea of the individual pursuit of good as well; there is no 
moral at all that could be told. This does not mean that there are no more nar-
ratives of identity in circulation, on the contrary. As sociologist Manuel Castells 
argues in “The Power of Identity” (Castells 1997/2004), there can be seen a 
rise of powerful expressions of collective identity, challenging globalisation 
and/or capitalism, which he sees as attempts to create or regain control about 
the own life and environment. On the other hand, French author Christian 
Salmon (2010) observed especially in the past decade the rise of “storytelling” 
on nearly all levels of society, in politics (“the spinning doctors”), management 
(“management by storytelling” or “Narrative Branding”), or the individual level 
(as demonstrated by the proliferation of personal blogs on the internet). 
Salmon sees storytelling as an instrument of manipulation to make people act 
in concordance with the interest of global capital:  

The great narratives that punctuate history - from Homer to Tolstoy and from 
Sophocles to Socrates - told of universal myths and transmitted the lessons learned by 
past generations. They passed on lessons in wisdom that were the fruit of cumulative 
experience. Storytelling goes in the opposite direction: It tacks artificial narratives on 
to reality, blocks exchanges, and saturates symbolic space with its series and stories. It 
does not talk about past experience. It shapes behaviours and channels flows of emo-
tion [...] Storytelling establishes narrative systems that lead individuals to identify with 
models and to conform to protocols. (Salmon 2010, 10) 
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Are Some Stories Better than Others?  

In other words, today there are many different competing stories all emphasis-
ing different values and legitimising certain social orders and creating specific 
forms of communities. MacIntyre (2007) in any case argues that societies would 
be much better off if they had a common human good to pursue, and a com-
mon set of virtuous practices, mediated by social narratives, that helps to reach 
that good. For him, the ideal society is one where there is a lively debate on 
what the common good or the good life is. For him,  

 The good life for man is the life spent in seeking for the good life for man, and the 
virtues necessary for the seeking are those which will enable us to understand what 
more and what else the good life for man is. (MacIntyre 2007, 219) 

He highlights the importance of traditions for a society, which pass on inher-
ited practices, in line with his claim that any individual history is embedded in a 
larger history. But he does not argue for a static society or organisation, instead, 
for him, "traditions, when vital, embody continuities of conflict” (MacIntyre 2007, 222), 
and these conflicts shall be arguments about what constitutes the good for the 
community. Knowing the traditions further more opens up for a better under-
standing of future opportunities: "An adequate sense of traditions manifests itself in a 
grasp of those future possibilities which the past has made available to the present.” (MacIn-
tyre 2007, 223). A good community then is one that seeks the good for the 
community, and that tells stories that encourage to continually questioning its 
traditions.  

Use of History  

Since MacIntyre perceives traditions as so important, it is interesting to see how 
narratives make use of them. For any narrative of identity that says something 
about the capacity to act in the present and future it is necessary to make refer-
ences to the character’s history to explain what the character is like. The ques-
tion is which historic actions and events are included in the narrative. This 
clearly depends on the general meaning that will be expressed. Stories select 
certain events and actions and put them in the foreground, others in the back-
ground, while most of what happened in the time frame chosen as the setting 
for the story is ignored, in order to bring the chaos of events that corresponds 
to life to be set into a meaningful order (Eckstein 2003). So many different 
stories could be equally true. A person has great freedom to choose which ac-
tions and events to include in a narrative, without becoming less true, since not 
even a single event, object or process can be represented in a text completely. 
“Every mimetic text can be shown to have left something out of the description of its object or 
to have put something into it that is inessential to what some reader, with more or less author-
ity, will regard as an adequate description” (White 1978, 3, emphasis in original). 
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Nevertheless, depending on how a narrative of identity is constructed, it opens 
up particular expectations and therefore possibilities for future actions.  

Historian Reinhart Koselleck states that people and groups make use of their 
“space of experience” and “horizon of expectations” telling the stories of their 
lives. For him, "Experience is present past, whose events have been incorporated and can be 
remembered” (Koselleck 2004, 259). He compares the “space of experience” ac-
cessible to individuals and collectives with the washing machine, where all 
cloths are contained in the drum but various bits of them appear just now and 
then behind the glass front. However, what is remembered and accessible as 
experience is not a chance process; new experiences can evaluate previously 
made experiences in a different way, but also new expectations for the future 
have an influence on what and how something is experienced and remembered. 
In short, “no expectation without experience, no experience without expectation” (Koselleck 
2004, 352). Accordingly, the “space of experience” and the “horizon of expecta-
tion” stand in relation to each other, but this relation is not a static one. The ho-
rizon of expectation makes use of the space of experience. All prognoses are, for 
example, based on experiences, but for future actions alternative conditions also 
need to be taken into account. Hopes and fears that are not based on experience 
form expectations as well (Koselleck 2004). For the telling of a history, a narra-
tive of identity, it means that a sequence of past events is selected dependent on 
the expectations of the future, which have to be understood in the context of the 
present circumstances at the moment of telling. Hayden White shares this per-
spective with Koselleck. For him, every worldview contains a vision of both the 
future and the past; they are mutually dependent on each other: "In choosing our 
past, we choose a present; and vice versa. We use the one in order to justify the other" (White 
1972, quoted by Paul 2011, 43). 

History is no abstract past time but constructed according to present needs 
and expectations. The same is true about narratives about the future. Even the 
most scientific prognoses, as they are often used in planning, do mainly say 
something about the present, as well as the present ideas say something about the 
past. From this, one can deduce two things. First, in order to imagine a different 
future than the one that used to be imagined, one needs to make use of a differ-
ent history. Sandercock (2003a, 17-18) demonstrates this by showing how miti-
gating racial tensions in Birmingham (UK) partly was obstructed by the continu-
ous reproduction of the narrative of Birmingham as an “English city” by some 
Anglo residents, where the emphasis on the English origin implied that “new-
comers” from, for example, the Caribbean had less rights to the city. A more 
inclusive story accordingly would need to include the contributions that other 
ethnic groups made to the city’s development. Second, no story about the future 
can account for the uncertainty which is connected with the future. The coher-
ence of a story, which already masks the chaos of the past and present, only 
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makes the future appear controllable (see Davoudi 2012a). This is important, 
since trust in a controllable future makes action possible, while fear of the un-
known paralyses. In order then to plan for action, you need a coherent story 
about the future. One can therefore argue that not only a story’s content, but also 
– and maybe even more – the narrative’s form is of importance. This aspect will 
be discussed in the following section.  

3.2 Narrative Forms  

Narrative Rationality 

Since human and social life then can be taken as “enacted narratives”, in Mac-
Intyre’s words, it follows that the analysis of narratives has been seen as a suit-
able method for social and policy analysis for quite a time now. Fischer (2003, 
166) states that there are two basic approaches to narrative analysis in the social 
sciences that aim at evaluating narratives, one that focuses on the narrative 
structure, and another one that analyses the validity of the empirical and nor-
mative elements. With this distinction, Fischer builds on political scientist Wal-
ter Fisher, who, deeply impressed by MacIntyre, developed the notion of a 
narrative rationality that stands in opposition to conventional, rule-based logic 
rationality. Fisher (1984) argues that since all human beings tell stories all the 
time in order to communicate (to characterise the most essential human nature, 
he talks about the homo narrans), they also all possess the ability to assess narra-
tive rationality; this is not a task reserved for experts. Narrative rationality is made 
up of narrative probability, the coherence of a story’s structure and narrative fidelity, 
which denotes how stories coincide with stories in life that are known to be 
true (Fisher 1984, 8). 

This definition makes clear that the validity with which Fischer (2003) re-
fers to regarding narrative fidelity does not evaluate to what extent a story 
represents “the reality”, but in how far it refers to the valid set of stories and 
values at a given time and place. Fischer therefore suggests analysing narratives 
based on criteria that define them as belonging to certain categories. In this 
study, I want to use both approaches. One that is concentrated on the structure 
of narratives and one that focuses on the question to what kind of category a 
story can be said to belong. With regard to the latter, the interest is concen-

Narrative rationality 

Narrative probability Narrative fidelity 

Figure 1 Fisher’s concept of narrative rationality 
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trated on the formal elements of narratives, the literary genre that they belong 
to and, more empirically, on the question to what kind of planning narrative the 
specific story refers. In the following section 3.2, I will deal with the formal 
elements narratives possess that make structural and literary analysis possible, 
while the different categories of planning narratives are discussed in section 3.3.  

Narrative Structure 

As argued above a story needs to be coherent in order to make sense. This co-
herence is given if five basic elements of a story are internally connected, which 
are scene, act, agent, agency and purpose. These are very basic rhetorical ele-
ments that can be traced back to again Aristotelian rhetorics (Overington 
1977). They were first used for the analysis of social life by the American liter-
ary theorist and philosopher Kenneth Burke (1897-1993) who developed an ap-
proach called ‘Dramatism’ in “A Grammar of Motives” (1945). This approach has 
as its objective to study human relations and motives by focusing the attention 
on the interconnection of a story’s single elements. It analyses how they mutu-
ally derive meaning from and limit each other. In the centre of this approach 
stands the ‘act’, which is an action involving a ‘purpose’. This also implies that 
there must be an ‘agent’, an actor. The act takes place at a certain time and 
place; it needs a ‘scene’ and is executed by some means, or ‘agency’. These five 
elements form the so-called “dramatistic pentad”; they are the answers to the 
questions ‘what’, ‘who’, ‘where’, ‘why’ and ‘how’. Burke points out that any 
agent’s behaviour can be set, be seen or described within a limitless range of 
scenes; it can be put into a very wide background, as an era or philosophical 
movement, or into a very narrow, to a very specific literal place and point of 
time. However, the choice of scene ‘sets the stage’ for how the act can be seen 
as motivated or explained, i.e. made sense of. Burke emphasises that all rela-
tions between these five elements reflect a loose correspondence if they want 
to be seen as coherent, that means if people are able to make sense of them by 
placing them in an understandable plot.  

This kind of thinking can easily be applied to policy analysis (Fischer 2003), 
which includes the writing of planning drafts. The scene can be taken as the 
problem setting and problem definition, which is the most crucial step in the 
process of policy making since it already implies which acts, which policy inter-
ventions or planning projects, will be legitimated. This highlights that planning 
cannot be a rational, consecutive activity only based on logic, where the analysis 
of the situation is independent from the evaluation of different possible inter-
ventions; the range of interventions is predefined by the problem description. 
The “agents” are the policy actors, who can have different roles as co-agents or 
counter-agents, “agency” describes the means and resources made used of in a 
policy process, and the purpose is the strategic motive for action (Fischer 
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2003). Therefore, Kaplan (1993, 178) proposes to evaluate policy proposals on 
the basis of their “narrative truth”, i.e. the internal coherence of the five core 
narrative elements of a story, as in a courtroom situation when two competing 
stories are evaluated with respect to their credibility. A lack of consistency not 
only decreases a story’s persuasive power. Some narratives just can be expected 
to be consistent, and if they are not, one needs to ask why the writers could not 
produce a coherent story. This is the case for policy narratives that are pub-
lished in municipal documents. They are “ready narratives”, i.e. policy narra-
tives that are already decided on, not “narratives in the making”, those that are 
still under negotiations and under the influence of many competing narratives, 
to use a distinction made by Czarniawska according to Fischer (2003, 168 FN). 
Inconsistencies can be taken as a sign for ongoing power struggles (Winther 
Jörgensen and Phillips 1999). Nonetheless, with respect to spatial development 
plans, Healey (1993, 31) emphasises that plans should be seen only as a part of 
an ongoing process of argumentation, consisting of a set of different technical 
and political claims that are unlikely to be consistent. While planners might 
want the best for a community, they might be very aware of the constraints that 
might hinder the implementation of these wishes. Also Mandelbaum (1990) 
sees complex spatial plans, such as comprehensive plans, as being necessarily 
full of ambiguities and uncertainties because there is no plan that could solve 
the problems it addresses without creating other ones. In any territory there are 
conflicts of interest. One then has to expect that plans are characterised by the 
influence of competing interests. In consistent plans then it is the task of the 
analyst to understand which contrasting narratives were outcompeted by the 
winning one and why. In inconsistent plans, the task is to trace the different 
interests that are incorporated in the competing stories and to understand the 
state of the power struggle at the time of publication. In any case the analyst 
needs to be aware of the stories that are not told in the plans.  

The dramatistic pentad can also be used more as a structuring device that 
facilitates a systematic comparison of different policy narratives or planning 
proposals, as Berglund and Wigren (2012) do. In this study I will apply the 
dramatistic pentad in different ways, as I will lay out more extensively in chap-
ter 4. I will use it to identify narratives in planning documents, to evaluate their 
coherence and to compare different planning narratives. Structuring narratives 
with the help of the pentad can also help to see similarities with other well-
known narratives, which facilitates to recognise a narrative as one of a special 
kind. However, this kind of analysis belongs more to the testing of the “narra-
tive fidelity”, to use Fisher’s term. In the following I will discuss this more in 
detail.  
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Narrative Fidelity and Tropical Thinking 

Taking up the discussion from above again, Fisher states that people test by 
“narrative fidelity” “whether the stories they experience ring true with the stories they know 
to be true in their lives” (Fisher 1984, 8). One presupposition within this way of 
thinking, which Fisher calls the “narrative paradigm”, is that “the world is a set of 
stories which must be chosen among to live the good life in a process of continual recreation” 
(ibid.). To say that the world is “a set of stories” implies that there is no unlim-
ited amount of basic stories that individual stories could make use of or which 
they could come up with. Instead, this means that new stories are formed on 
the basis of a stock of existing stories. Fischer (2003) then proposes to classify 
narratives based on certain criteria. The question is which criteria are used to 
classify and how many different categories does one work with, and there are 
of course many different approaches. 

White states in his first major book Metahistory (1973) that there are four 
basic ways of looking at the world (or, in his case, history), four kinds of real-
ism that imply different approaches of explanation. None of them is truer than 
the other, instead, “the best grounds for choosing one perspective on history rather than 
another are ultimately aesthetic or moral rather than epistemological” (White 1973, xii). 
Inspired by structural linguistics, he uses distinctively literal and linguistic terms 
to describe the different modes, or deep structural forms, of historical con-
sciousness, as “tropological strategies”, which he names with the so-called 
“master tropes” (a term developed by Kenneth Burke), metaphor, synecdoche, 
metonymy and irony. These stand for different ways of giving an experience a 
literal expression. A metaphor explains a phenomenon in terms of similarity of 
difference from another phenomenon. There is no functional or hierarchical 
relation between the substituendum, the term that is replaced, and substituens, 
so the trope “jumps” from one semantic field to another (Plett 1991). The 
metonym substitutes the addressed object with something in its spatial, tempo-
ral or causal proximity, so that there is a contiguous relation between the trope 
and the object it tends to represent. The synecdoche is a special form of meto-
nym, where a part represents the whole or the whole a part. Irony, the trope of 
inverted meaning, negates on the figurative level what is affirmed on the literal 
level. The differences between these tropes are according to White (1973, 35-
37) the kind of operations that happen in the deference of the meaning from 
one level to the other, if they are integrative or reductive, and that these stand 
for certain paradigms of explanations. A metaphor stands for a view that sees 
the world consisting of independent objects, the metonymy for a perspective 
that emphasises that objects stand in a part-part relation to each other, which 
presupposes the existence of agents and forces that can make things have an 
effect on each other, while a synecdoche assumes that single objects are inte-
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grated in a bigger whole. Irony stands for a world view that negates the possi-
bility to represent the world in figurative terms.  

The function of the tropes shall be demonstrated in the following. If, for 
example, one talks about the city in the metaphor of a machine, this implies 
that the city consists of manipulable and passive parts that can be controlled or 
mended by a technician or engineer. Using the city as a synecdoche, one can 
refer to political leadership (Throgmorton 1993). Marcuse (2005) therefore calls 
the city the “perverse metaphor”, since the tropical use of “city” necessarily 
reduces the diversity of interests, heterogeneity and inequality that can be found 
in cities. He states that most often the tropical use of “city” favours business 
interests over residential ones. These examples show how tropes contribute to 
the construction of and are influenced by existing world views.  

White explicates the functions of tropical thinking in his Metahistory (1973) 
taking classic 19th century historiographers as an example. But even though he 
is convinced that the style of language constitutes and is an expression of the 
way of thinking, he does not analyse their written histories; instead, he looks 
for evidence of the respective author’s worldviews in letters and other auxiliary 
sources. It is first in Tropics of Discourse from 1978, White really applies this theo-
retical framework to the analysis of texts (Paul 2011).  

Three Modes of Explanation According to Hayden White  

As already discussed above it is the plot that transforms a narrative to a story 
and that provides a paradigm of explanation for how certain actions and events 
are connected. White argues that there are four different archetypal mythic 
story forms in the Western literary tradition: romance, tragedy, comedy and 
satire. Hereby, White’s terminology and classification is very much influenced 
by the literary critic Nothrop Frye’s (1957) Anatomy of Criticism. Frye (1957) sees 
these generic plots as differing in their perspective on the role of the individual 
in relation to the whole and the causativeness of human action. Frye makes 
ample use of examples taken from the treasure of literary history, including 
ancient myths and the bible, to support his assertions with evidence. In ro-
mance for example, the focus is set on a hero and the quest for meaning, un-
dertaken in a sequence of adventures, assuming that all creatures have a deep 
meaning that can be found after some adversaries, ascribing the individual great 
potentialities. Typically, the hero is a newborn child coming out of the water, 
sets off for a perilous journey, goes through a crucial struggle, where often both 
the hero and his foe must die, but is then exalted. It is the myth of rebirth. It is 
also characterised by a quest for something that has been lost. Frye (1957, 186) 
states: 

The perennially child-like quality of romance is marked by its extraordinarily persis-
tent nostalgia, its search for some kind of imaginative golden age in time or space.  
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The forces of evil in romance keep, according to Frye (1957, 194), a sterile, 
moribund land in darkness. As a typical example for such a myth Frye presents 
the tale of St Georg and the Dragon, Patron of England, as told by 16th century 
poet Edmund Spenser, where the Redcrosse Knight kills the dragon, who en-
venoms the country and to whom the children are sacrificed, and releases Eng-
land, the “happy Islands in the West”, to a state of Eden. This myth’s basic struc-
ture can be traced back to ancient Greek epics as well as biblical stories, but can 
also be found in, for example, revolutionary Romance in Russia from the 20th 
century (Frye 1957, 186).  

Tragedy in contrast sees humankind as being under the yoke of the laws of 
fate. In classic tragedies there is a hero that typically stands on top of a wheel of 
fortune, “halfway between human society on the ground and something greater in the sky” 
(Frye 1957, 207). But this leads to hubris, pride or overestimation, which in-
duces the hero to make a mistake. As a result the downfall happens, the catas-
trophe. It is the genre of fragmentation, where families are often broken up, 
and there is an opposition to the rest of the society.  

In comedy, human beings are seen as forming a part of a higher unity to 
which the characters after some complication find in harmony; it is the genre of 
reconciliation. In general, comedy is seen as the genre for the young, who in 
the course of the story take over in society. In the end, society is ordered in “a 
proper and desirable state of affairs” that includes as many as possible people (Frye 
1957, 165).  

Both comedy and tragedy are the most important genres of the classic 
Greek period, in which the polis, with Athens as the dominant metropolis, ex-
perienced her high time. As already mentioned above MacIntyre (2007, 121-
145) emphasised how incommensurable the values and virtues of the Athenian 
democracy were to the ones of earlier societies, in which the heroic epic was the 
most central genre. Both comedy and tragedy deal with the relation of values of 
newer and older societies. The tragedy centres more on the fate of a ruling noble 
family, while comedy is more concerned with “the people”, the lower classes.  

Satire emphasises dispersion and fragmentation. The central theme of the 
satire is the disappearance of the heroic, often by presenting a realistic content; 
it is the parody of romance. “No one in a romance, Don Quixote protests, ever asks 
who pays for the hero’s accommodation” (Frye 1957, 223). It expresses that experience 
is bigger than any set of beliefs about it, making the attempt to systemic think-
ing absurd. It prefers practice to theory and often portrays a society which is 
characterised by conventions that are fossilised dogma. These are the basic 
plots that, according to White, authors make use of and, in doing so, tell a 
“story of a particular kind”.  

White further argues that each of these four different ways of emplotment 
have an affinity for a certain mode of argumentation as well, the basic perspec-
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tive on how the actions and events reported in the historical story as seen to be 
related to each other. White makes clear that the mode of emplotment does not 
dictate the mode of explanation but that a certain affinity between these two 
can be observed in the classic works of historiography. Additionally, White 
argues that both choices can be seen as products of the ideological stance of 
the author, that different “schools” of historical interpretations, such as “lib-
eral” or “conservative”, show a preference for one mode of explanation or 
another.  

An historian then that prefers to see historical phenomena as a set of dis-
persed entities, as unique particular instances which mainly are sorted out and 
outlined for the reader, but refuses to see a generalisable meaning in the story 
that could be transferred to other contexts, takes according to White a so-called 
idiographic perspective. This fits the perspective of an anarchist, who thinks 
that the individual will develop best without the laws and bureaucracy of a gov-
ernment. A story emplotted as romance, that pictures a strong hero that seeks 
to make use of its given potentialities, provides the best form for this. Someone 
who sees historical development as a chain of “causes” and “effects” often is in 
search of universal laws and sees historical elements in a part-part relationship. 
This mode of argumentation is mechanistic, consistent with the basic perspec-
tive of the tragedy and is also related to radical political ideology, which favours 
revolutionary acts to bring about a new society with new values. The emplot-
ment as comedy does often go along with an organicist perspective. An organi-
cist sees various contexts in the historical records as mirrors of the whole gen-
eral history. Parts are then assumed to somehow reflect the structure of the 
whole. Since this also means that some steady principles of historical develop-
ment are presupposed, this is compatible with a conservative ideology which 
propagates only gradual change, if there has to be any change at all. Satire, fi-
nally, fits a contextual perspective, which means that phenomena are integrated 
into their specific context as a basis for explanation, but the context itself is not 
set into a wider framework. This goes along with a liberal perspective. White 
(1990) stresses again and again that the modes of emplotment and explanation 
as well as the ideological perspective are not congruent in all of the works of 
historiography he analysed; on the contrary he takes it as a certain quality if 
they contrast. However, as Vann (1998, 151) argues, this also weakens White’s 
argument on the assumed relation between the different modes of explanation, 
which can be summarised as in the following table:  
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Table 1 “Elective affinity” between literary form and content according to White (1978) 

Master tropes Mode of  
emplotment  

Mode of  
argumentation 

Ideological  
implication 

Metaphor  Romance Idiographic Anarchist 
Metonym  Tragedy Mechanistic Radical 
Synecdoche  Comedy  Organicist Conservative 
Irony  Satire  Contextualist Liberal 

Reflections on this Rhetorical Approach 

Hayden White was lauded as “the most important philosopher of history in the world 
today” (Paul 2011, back cover), but he was also heavily criticised for his work. 
Both historians and literary critics were resistant to the idea of not making a 
distinction between historiography and fiction (Ricoeur 1984, 163). The em-
phasis on the four “master tropes” and archetypes is criticised as being arbi-
trary, not well defined and analytically not always clearly distinguishable (Vann 
1998, 151). Some argued that there are other tropes that could be highlighted as 
well; there are different typologies in literary theory. White is very much aware 
of this fact and the critique that has been uttered against this typology of genres 
which Frye (1957) had worked out. He acknowledges that there are other ty-
pologies as well, but finds Frye’s version especially useful. White also remarks 
that literary theorists found Frye’s typology useful for the analysis for more 
simpler literary genres such as detective stories, but that it would not do justice 
to such multifaceted classic dramas as those by Shakespeare which could be 
read as belonging to different genres. White defends using the typology by ar-
guing that the works of the writers he analyses, as Burckhardt, Marx or Ranke, 
rather belong to this “second-order literary genres”, that they would not tell the 
story “for its own sake” and that they would therefore rather use less complex, 
more conventional forms, as romance and the other three archetypal genres, 
which these writers would know very well due to their classical 19th century 
education (White 1973, 8 FN 6).  

But can one say the same about the authors of contemporary Swedish 
comprehensive plans? Sure, no one expects the plans to show similar literary 
qualities as Shakespeare’s dramas. But are planners still “raised on a staple of classi-
cal and Christian literature” (White 1973, 8 FN 6), as 19th century’s historiogra-
phers? Seymour Mandelbaum at least does not hold the literary writing skills of 
planners in high esteem: 

Planners-as-writers do not usually convey a rich sense of character and plot. They 
tend to adopt a protective rhetoric that rarely sets the stage sincerely. In their texts, 
publics are never fickle and short-sighted, civic leaders never confused and uncertain, 
bureaucracies never incompetent or ignorant. If the dramatis personae is disingenu-
ous, I can’t rely on it to test the cogency of my reading. (Mandelbaum 2000, 159)  
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However, one can discuss if not all texts somehow make use of “a protective 
rhetoric” and if it is possible to “set the stage sincerely”. And if civic leaders are 
really “never confused” in plans – is it not rather a proof that they play the role 
that a story of a certain kind has attributed to them? Frye at least stated that not 
only classic Greek dramas, but also popular culture makes use of very tradi-
tional literary conventions: “The audiences of vaudeville, comic strips, and television 
programs still laugh at the jokes that were declared to be outworn at the opening of ‘The 
Frogs’” (Frye 1957, 163). So there is some reason to assume that no classical 
education is needed for plan authors to be familiar with basic literary genres.  

One can certainly also ask why one should classify texts as genre as at all. 
Gabriel (2000, 59) does see a general problem with classifying the world, but 
states that classifications can be meaningful when they stand in close relation-
ship to theories and when the process of classification helps to identify similari-
ties and differences of something with respect to a theory. White’s focus on the 
different modes of explanation in narratives and the importance of tropical 
thinking are very relevant aspects for addressing the research objective in this 
thesis, for it leads the thought to the question of what the respective narratives 
in the planning documents say about development in general, how it comes 
about and who and what is seen as important. Are these some structural forces, 
or do the narratives emphasise the importance of individual agency? Also the 
idea that narratives can express something like an ideological standpoint is in-
teresting in this perspective, even though I am aware that the relation between 
the mode of emplotment and their ideological implication is seen as being un-
clear, especially the connection between satire and liberalism (Sköldberg 1990, 
38).  

Literary theorists attacked the rigid way White classified texts based on rhe-
torical or narrative categories. This is a critique that is also directed toward the 
ample application of Frye’s Anatomy of Criticism. Frye (as Kenneth Burke) was 
seen as belonging to the so-called New Criticism, a theory of criticism that sees 
the meaning of a text defined solely by the text, as something that an expert 
critic can decode through “close reading” with the help of appropriate tools; 
this approach is criticised for being positivistic and formalist (Freund 1987). 
One might want to argue that using such a formalist approach as a way to test 
the narrative fidelity of stories stands in contrast to Fisher’s (1984) emphasis on 
that all human beings are able to do this, that no experts are needed to decide 
on narrative quality. However, Fisher also argues that readers evaluate a story 
based on the stock of the stories they know to be true, which means that the 
text does not speak for itself but that the meaning is generated in the encounter 
with the reader. Actually, White does emphasise the importance of the reader’s 
pre-understanding when he states:  
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The historian must draw upon a fund of culturally provided mythoi in order to consti-
tute the facts as figuring a story of a particular kind, just as he must appeal to that 
same fund of mythoi in the minds of his readers to endow his account of the past 
with the odor of meaning or significance. (White 1978, 60) 

So both how an author composes data into a text and how this text, also a 
form of data, is interpreted by the reader depends on the respective available 
set of stories that are held to be true. This implies that the more these sets of 
stories differ, the greater is the probably the degree of divergence between the 
author’s intention and pre-understanding and the reader’s interpretation. 
Maines and Bridger (1992, 367) use degrees of narrative probability and fidelity 
as ways to delimit what others have called “discourse communities” or “subcul-
tures”. Those who understand the stories told within a group are insiders, the 
others outsiders. This should not mean that it will be impossible for an outsider 
– as a researcher - to understand stories within a group. I am convinced that an 
analysis of the form and the content of stories is one way to come close to the 
stories’ meaning – even if this meaning is not exactly the same as the one in-
tended by the speakers, since it is influenced by the interpreter’s pre-
understanding as well. Therefore, I will use White’s structuralist approach as 
one way to interpret the narratives in Karlskrona’s municipal documents. This 
approach is attractive for me since it shows that narrative form can convey 
different kinds of meaning by expressing different modes of explanation which 
can be used to look at the question how development comes about from a 
more general level. But I am fully aware that my interpretation is influenced to 
a great deal by my pre-understanding. Therefore, I will account for it in detail in 
section 4.3. Additionally, extensive efforts have been made to get a better un-
derstanding of the narratives that were circulating among the authors of the 
respective texts. They are accounted for in chapter 5.  

Applications of White’s framework 

There are other social scientists that were inspired by Hayden White and used 
narrative or rhetorical analysis in their work. Sköldberg (1990) analyses basic 
forms of organisation and states that these express a form of “poetic logic”, 
which is similar to White’s explanatory strategies. His materials are classic texts 
on organisational theory and contemporary organisational studies. Sköldberg 
(1994) studies cases of the reorganisation of local government and states that 
the classic plots structure the way that respondents tell about organisation. If 
even interview respondents tell their narratives in classic plots, one can assume 
that more worked-out written texts are even more based on literary conven-
tions. However, Sköldberg emphasises that in the empirical reality, narratives 
on organisations do not necessarily follow the pure archetypal form but that 
they can appear as mixed with each other. Hereby, he makes rather uncritical 
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use of Frye’s subdivisions of the four archetypal myths or genres into six 
phases; Frye states that in the end, one genre merges into another. Sköldberg 
(1994, 233) also suggests to treat organisations as narratives, since there is no 
true or other “reality” under or behind narratives. Instead, narrative conven-
tions, not substantial problems influenced the way the organisational changes 
were executed. 

Duncan (1996) analyses texts on urbanism written by Ernest Burgess, Mike 
Davis and Roland Barthes. He is inspired by Hayden White but partially uses 
his own terminology, different “modes of description”, and he does not see a 
similar pattern between the master trope and the mode of description as White 
or Sköldberg do. Duncan demonstrates how all three authors with their de-
scription of their chosen city actually move away from the “real place” and how 
they miss important things. Barthes does this consciously; the other two do 
not. This again addresses the epistemological question of how far language is 
able to represent a non-linguistic reality. It also poses the question of how far 
this empirical reality really matters when we talk about it. White argues that 
only narratives matter, as when conflicts about the interpretation of the French 
revolution do not arise on the level of facts which make the chronicle of analy-
sis but on the question of what particular kind of story one tells (White 1978, 
59). Fischer (2003, 169) reports a similar observation made by Stone, according 
to which controversies on policy issues are about the underlying story line, not 
about the facts that are presented by the policy analyst. This is what narrative 
fidelity is about, testing if the story “rings true”.  

3.3 Types of Narratives of Place Identity and Urban De-
velopment 

Classic literary genres are not the only way to classify stories. Finnegan (1998), 
for example, categorises plots according to some kind of master topic, or mas-
ter story, as when they resemble a hero tale, comprise a rags-to-riches plot, a 
growth to maturity or a fall from grace. All of these kinds of stories can in gen-
eral be based on one or the other of the classical plots, even though some of 
these master topics might prefer one of the basic plots more than the other. 
The main point is that these kinds of stories are familiar to the public from 
childhood on; they share many generic conventions on styles, protagonists, 
mode of distribution and content that facilitate understanding. In order to 
make a story familiar, the author needs to treat the selection of events and their 
representation very carefully. A rags-to-riches story, for example, does not 
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work without starting by setting the scene so that the main character is de-
scribed as living in a miserable state, the worse the better.  

Finnegan goes even further and states that also general theories in the so-
cial sciences and the humanities can be seen as stories that make use of certain 
conventions and genres. Marxist theories usually highlight the importance class 
structures, while others, such as the theory of human evolution, often corre-
spond to a hero tale. Thereby, they certainly transport distinct ideas about what 
a society should look like. In theories guiding planning proposals, this becomes 
especially clear. The great pioneers in planning thought, be it Ebenezer How-
ard, Frank Lloyd Wright or Le Corbusier, all had very specific beliefs about 
where and how people should live, how they would spend their days. All ideas 
about what a “good city” should look like are simultaneously, some more ex-
plicit and others more implicit, imaginations about what the good human life 
should be. Narratives on Garden Cities or suburbs or “New urbanism” are not 
only stories on different urban forms but are about social norms (Hall 2002). In 
her critique of the “seers” (Hall 2002) in urban planning, Jacobs (1961), for 
example, describes Howard’s vision of the “Garden City” as a paternalistic po-
litical and economic community, suitable for those people who are content 
with not having any plans of their own. Le Corbusier’s “Radiant City” in con-
trast imagines a society in which no individual is bound by social relations but 
free to implement plans of his or her own. This also implies that caring for 
others, as for the family, is regarded as unnecessary. 

Such circulating meta-narratives, or “greater narratives”, as I will call them 
in the following, then deliver the material and structure, the plot, for the par-
ticular narratives that are told. A more general concept would be the “dis-
course”, which in one of its most general definitions is used to denote “a certain 
way to talk about and to understand the world (or a section of it)” (Winther Jörgensen 
and Phillips 1999, 7). However, I do not want to enter a mine field and do 
therefore not try to make a conceptual distinction between a “greater narrative” 
and “discourse”. Both concepts share the conviction that signs obtain their 
meaning by setting them in relation to other signs and that these relations are 
social conventions. I will prefer the term “greater narrative” as it emphasises 
that many of these links are provided by literary conventions, as the tropes and 
the genres, or the existence of typical characters, while I understand many defi-
nitions of discourses and critical discourse analysis in a way that they imply that 
in principle, depending on the power relations, any repositioning of signs is 
possible.  

In the remainder of this chapter, I will look at those theories or “greater 
narratives” of urban and regional development that I see as being the most 
important ones in recent decades. This will help me to be able to answer parts 
of the second and especially the third research question, i.e. the questions of 
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which global narratives the narratives in the analysed documents make use of, 
and the questions of which social groups, values and resources are character-
ised as contributing to development, that is, how development is said to come 
about. For if single narratives make so much use of greater narratives, as it is 
argued in the previous section, it is important to see which “greater narratives” 
are circulating on which the planning narratives could be built. In the following 
I categorise these theories based on a typology that is inspired by the Spanish-
American sociologist Castells’ (2004) distinctions between three forms and 
origins of identity building: legitimising identity, resistance identity and project 
identity.  

Three Types of Narratives of Place Identity  

Castells, famous for his work on urban movements in the 1970s and later for 
the trilogy on the globalised information society, places the construction of 
these identities in the context of technological and economic globalisation on 
the one hand and the surge of identities challenging globalisation on the other 
hand. With “legitimising identity” Castells labels the practices of the dominant 
forces of society to extend and rationalise their domination vis-à-vis social ac-
tors, so it generates what Castells calls a “civil society”, identified as organisations 
and institutions that reproduce the structural domination, sometimes in a con-
flicting manner.  

In contrast, “resistance identity” opposes an identity that is imposed by the 
dominant structural forces. It keeps communities together and can be seen as a 
collective resistance against otherwise unbearable oppression; examples pro-
vided by Castells are ethnically based nationalism or religious self-affirmation, 
but also territorial communities.  

A “project identity” is the one of social actors wanting to “on basis of which-
ever cultural materials available to them build a new identity that redefines their position in 
society and so seek the transformation of overall social structure” (Castells 2004, 8). As an 
example for this category, he names feminism that started as a movement for 
women’s rights, fighting against the patriarchate, but that then in some of its 
directions started to question the distinction in men and women, arguing that 
relating fixed gender roles to sexes imposes constraints on all human beings. So 
by challenging the basic assumptions that society is based on, the narrative of 
feminism legitimises a much wider variety of forms of living. Castells empha-
sises that project identities produce subjects, which are the collective social 
actor that helps individuals reaching a holistic meaning in their life against both 
communities and the markets. 

Peter Aronsson (2004, 77) paraphrases Castells’ ways of identity building as 
three answers one can use to meet challenges and changes connected with capi-
talism, nationalism and globalisation: a positive embracing, a negative distantia-
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tion and an alternative project. This broad interpretation inspires me to classify 
narratives of place identity – the planning narratives in the document – accord-
ing to the theories of urban and regional development they explicitly or implic-
itly make use of, distinguished by the question how they relate to the dominat-
ing structuring forces that Aronsson names.  

Therefore, in the following, I define as place narratives legitimising the 
dominant forces of global capitalism those narratives telling that cities are 
global competitors for mobile investment and people, and that to be successful, 
cities have to submit to this logic and offer what the markets demand.  

Place narratives expressing a resistance identity are those that refer to heri-
tage and traditions in a way that it constructs a community with very sharp 
borders, and the direction of future development is very much connected with 
the previous path of development.  

Place narratives that resemble narratives on project identities are those that 
focus on path-dependent development, but open up for new paths of devel-
opment and, in doing so, for an incremental, qualitative change of the place. In 
the following I will see which forces, agents and resources these different place 
narratives describe as being decisive for development.  

3.3.1 Narratives Legitimising Global Competition  

There are at least two types of literature on cities and urban strategies that con-
centrate on the structuring forces of capitalism on urban development, an af-
firmative and a critical one, but they share the perspective on development. 
First, there is the strand of literature that tells cities how to market themselves 
or how to redevelop in order to get into the best position in the global compe-
tition for mobile financial capital and visitors, but increasingly the focus is also 
put more and more on cities’ ability to attract well educated, skilled or creative 
people. This is the literature on how to do effective place marketing (Kotler et 
al. 1993; Rainisto 2003) or “place branding” (Kavaratzis and Ashworth 2005; 
Anholt 2010) or the making of “creative cities” (Landry 2000; Florida 2002). In 
this literature the basic assumption is that if cities do not compete for attracting 
these scarce resources for economic development, then they will fall behind. 
The conclusion here is that policy makers aim at creating a discursive image as 
well as a material environment that suits the demands and tastes of the global 
elites. Local governments thereby take the help of a few well-known consult-
ants. Their efforts are evaluated regularly in rankings and benchmarks pub-
lished by consultancies and business magazines (Malecki 2004).  

Another strand of literature in critical geography, uniting many authors 
with a Marxist background, has a very sceptical stance to these practices. Au-
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thors such as Harvey (1989) and Brenner (2003) argue that from the 1970s on-
ward, cities were forced to become “entrepreneurial”, which here means to get 
engaged in the stimulation of economic activity together with private actors 
when the problems of industrial restructuring coincided with a drawback of the 
nation state from the control of both capital flows and redistribution mecha-
nisms. Before that, local governments were said to follow a more managerial 
approach and mainly concerned with the extension of the welfare state, i.e. the 
well-being of the local inhabitants. Now, it is stated, that the addressees of 
these new images are mainly outsiders, when they should make places attractive 
for more or less knowledge-intensive services or as places for consumption 
(Swyngedouw et al. 2002).  

Typical actions undertaken in the context, especially by cities suffering 
from economic decline, are investments in cultural attractions, such as muse-
ums and art galleries, and the hosting of large international events to promote 
another picture of the city. “Culture was the icing on the cake, today it has become part 
of the 'cake' itself." (Ward 1998, 3). Additionally, cities invest in the physical re-
newal of derelict areas and put an emphasis on the quality of buildings and 
public spaces to improve the quality of life. These approaches are supported by 
advertising campaigns, promotion of slogans and attempts to make magazines 
and newspapers report about the city in a positive way, communicating vi-
brancy, dynamics and attractiveness for an international audience. But, as Ward 
emphasises, advertising is definitely not enough to change the image. It has to 
be backed up by “a genuine promise of the re-invented city” (Ward 1998, 193) by 
buildings, public spaces and activities. Both new landmark buildings by interna-
tionally celebrated architects and heritage buildings are used as marketing de-
vices (Ward 1998). Since the cities compete for mostly the same resources as 
knowledge-intensive business services or a global ‘creative class’ using strategies 
prescribed by internationally operating consultants, the results are criticised for 
resembling each other, leading to a ‘serial reproduction’ of inner-city develop-
ment projects on waterfronts, the building of museums or other buildings with 
spectacular architecture or the arrangement of international sporting events or 
fairs such as the Olympics or the EXPO (Harvey 1989; Hall and Hubbard 
1998; Florian 2002; Malecki 2004, Peck 2005). Even though both new land-
mark buildings by internationally celebrated architects and heritage buildings 
are used as marketing devices (Ward 1998), these kinds of narratives of cities as 
places for global investments are criticised for their lack of consideration of 
local pasts, cultures and experiences. This applies especially to those narratives 
that refer to more difficult periods for a place, that are politically challenging, 
refer to the life of ordinary people or to less glamorous, often polluting indus-
tries, and that therefore stain the image of the clean post-industrial place (Kong 
2000; Atkinson et al. 2002; Rofe 2004; Healey 2005, Moore 2006). Instead, 
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globally active architectural firms and real estate developers construct the very 
similar buildings in cities with the ambition to be counted as a “global city” 
(Olds 2001; Sklair 2005). It has been criticised that the image generated by ur-
ban regeneration projects masks ongoing problematic social and economic 
conditions (Harvey 1989; Gómez 1998; MacLeod 2002). Indeed, it could be 
shown for the US that cities known as “success stories” of industrial restructur-
ing actually performed worse than other cities with similar problems, and Bal-
timore stood out in that perspective (Wolman and Ford III. 1994).  

So according to these critical narratives on “Cities in global competition”, 
capitalism leads to a homogenisation of places, and it decouples them from 
their local history. But the literature on urban entrepreneurialism does not 
really take local variances of these strategies and outcomes into consideration, 
even though it is stated that these general tendencies can be observed across 
nations and political orientations of local governments in the post-Fordist 
Western World (Harvey 1989; Brenner 2003). Ward (2010) criticises that the 
bulk of critical literature on urban entrepreneurialism is generated on the basis 
of the cases of relatively few British and US-American cities. The problem is 
that not even the variety of “entrepreneurial” urban policies in the Anglo-
American world is discussed. Especially the agency of local actors has not often 
been studied, even though this shapes the very particular forms of entrepreneu-
rial policies (Gillen 2009). It might therefore be the case that this literature is 
one example where the very time- and place-specific experiences of a few 
(Harvey (1989) explicitly bases his statements mainly on the case of Baltimore) 
are said to represent a general model of development, while it rather represents 
the local knowledge at a certain time (Barnes 2003). Therefore, one can make 
the same reproach to this literature that is made to the consultants dealing with 
place-marketing, namely that it treats very diverse cities and places as the one 
and the same. 

Common for both strands of literature on “Cities in global competition” is 
that they emphasise the structural forces of capitalism and assume the existence 
of causal laws and rational logic. The consultants’ literature affirms the benefi-
cial forces of capitalism that create economic growth; the critical literature em-
phasises the negative effects of concentrated capital investments on wider so-
cial groups, arguing that this would foster processes like gentrification and so-
cial segregation, but the agents in both strands of narratives and the working 
mechanisms are the same, as well as the neglect of the particular local context 
with its particular history.  
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3.3.2 Defensive Narratives about Places  

There are actually no contemporary academic normative theories of urban or 
regional development that could be classified as telling place narratives that 
express a resistance identity. This does not mean that those narratives of resis-
tance identity are not told in debates on planning and urban development; on 
the contrary, Castells (2004) sees this form of identity building as the most im-
portant one today. These narratives express a longing for attachment to a stable 
environment, feeling threatened by an ever more complex and chaotic world. 
“There is a desire to be ‘at home’ in the new and disorientating global space”, as Morley 
and Robins (1995, 87) express it. Those who see themselves devalued or ex-
cluded from general progress or societal development therefore build up an 
identity of resistance based on principles different from or in contrast to those 
dominating the society. This can find an expression in a conscious or uncon-
scious exclusion of those aspects that are felt to be frightening or disturbing. 
People feeling ignored, neglected or oppressed choose to cling together and to 
develop bonds based on apparently easily defined criteria, such as territory, 
history or ethnicity, leading to “the exclusion of the excluders by the excluded”, as Cas-
tells (2004, 9) calls it. Neill (2004) quotes Rorty who sees the emphasis on iden-
tity and difference as a “result of a loss of hope, or the inability to create a narrative of 
progress”. Such a strategy does not fit at all into any contemporary Western de-
velopment theory, since it is the nature of science to believe in the possibility of 
progress.  

An expression of the proliferation of narratives of resistance identity is the 
increased interest in local culture and heritage (Castells 2004). Françoise Choay 
(2001) agrees with him that historical heritage today has a defensive function, 
“dedicated to the recollection (in every sense) of a threatened identity”. For her it is not a 
coincidence that the ‘patrimonial inflation’ took off at the end of the 1950s, 
with the arrival of the electronic era. Nevertheless, she also argues that heritage 
can provide the stability which is necessary to deal with the increased complex-
ity of the modern world. Baum (1999) also argues that citizens that are afraid of 
changes and would therefore rather look to the past need to be confirmed in 
their identity, for example by acknowledging and celebrating past virtues, be-
fore they are ready to face the future.  

But the feeling of exclusion is one explanation for the increase of xeno-
phobia. Robins (1991) quotes Sennett (1971) saying that the cultivation of iden-
tity involves a struggle for wholeness and coherence, a search for purity and a 
purified identity, constructed through the maintenance of territorial borders 
and frontiers. In the worst case this can lead to racism and ethnic cleansing. 
These kinds of narratives have been told in recent decades in most countries in 
Europe by the new right-wing parties that have reduced or stopped immigra-
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tion as their first objective, and “giving the country back to its people” as the 
second. They are also a common topic in planning debates, especially when 
newly immigrated groups are claiming places to live their cultural or religious 
identity (Isin and Siematycki 2002). Immigrants often have two kinds of strug-
gles to fight – for economic survival and their right to the city (Sandercock 
1998a, 3).  

Resistance narratives can also be counted as those that prevent policy mak-
ers from understanding a changing environment. Grabher (1993) in his study 
on structural change in the old-industrialised Ruhr region in Germany noticed a 
“cognitive lock-in”, the situation that the leading networks of politicians, com-
munity leaders (as labour unions) and business leaders in times of economic 
growth had built up a common language and world-view, a hegemonic narra-
tive on the regional “production mission” that focused on the heavy manufac-
turing industries, which led to a limited perception and faulty interpretation of 
changes in the environment (Grabher 1993). There are many explanations for 
why policy makers might insist on continuing to support a certain path of in-
dustrial development in spite of negative trends in previous periods. Grabher 
(1993) names other lock-ins as well, as functional lock-ins, that happen when 
long-standing personal relations prevail instead of boundary-spanning func-
tions that could signal a need to take into account a changing environment, or 
political ones, when historical relations between local and state agencies, em-
ployers and labour unions profit from continuing co-operation. Hassink (2010) 
explains this behaviour additionally with sunk costs. This is an investment that 
is already made whose costs cannot be regained, but that anyhow influences 
further decision-making, even though it would be strictly economically rational 
not to take these costs into account. Human beings tend to be influenced by 
such sunk costs, since a fast change of mind is connected with the emotions of 
shame or guilt (Gowdy 2006). So policy makers have an interest in keeping a 
previously subsidised industry working since they hardly can admit to the elec-
torate that they have been supporting an ailing enterprise. In an increasingly 
changing world, having the ability to shift perspective and to question taken for 
granted facts is seen as necessary for an adaptive regional development (Grab-
her 1993). 

Eckstein (2003, 13) argues that all storytelling is about setting community 
boundaries, about including some and excluding others. However, defensive, 
resistance narratives of identity need to make an especially sharp distinction 
between the inside and the outside of a community; clear borders are important 
in order to keep the threatening environment out. The question is on which 
criteria the membership in the community is based. If personal or kin links to 
the place’s past are emphasised, they exclude a wide variety of people in an era 
of continuing migration. Also those narratives that transport values just a mi-
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nority might share, such as nationalism or the primacy of male work, do not 
open up new development paths. Narratives that do not allow wider interpreta-
tions of values exclude possibilities for development and are an obstacle for 
integration (Sandercock 2003a).  

3.3.3 Project Identity Narratives on Local Development 

Since the 1970s, theories in economic geography have emphasised the impor-
tance of the territorial endowment of socially constructed factors for favouring 
economic and social development. They make clear that development is path-
dependent, influenced by both exogenous (as decisions of actors situated out-
side the region or the diffusion of new technologies) and endogenous elements. 
These are the local supply of capital, land and labour, which in turn are influ-
enced by an institutional endowment that is formed by cultural factors, such as 
routines, traditions, moral beliefs and other basic values (Maskell and 
Malmberg 1999; Capella 2011). Those theories stress the importance of the 
capability of local actors to acquire new knowledge, to learn and, if necessary, 
to question and change traditional ways of acting in order to adapt to an ever-
changing environment as well as to create new processes, products or indus-
tries.  

This is a perspective embodied in the literature of the “evolutionary eco-
nomic geography” (such as Boschma and van der Knaap 1997; Boschma and 
Lambooy 1999; Hassink 2010). This literature argues that new industries, and in 
their case especially high-tech industries, are unpredictable where they emerge, 
since new industries would have a very special demand on the institutional en-
vironment that does not exist yet anywhere. Instead, this institutional environ-
ment co-evolves in the region together with the growth of the industry, or bet-
ter, high-tech industries depend on their ability to create their own favourable 
production environment (labour markets, values etc.). This does not mean that 
any development could occur at any place, since the main emphasis is that re-
gional development is path-dependent, but it could be shown that new indus-
tries make use of localised competencies or resources in some way. “History 
becomes the raw material for new dynamics” (Boschma and Lambooy 1999, 415). 
Martin (2010) quotes Schneiberg who argues that even the most established 
paths of development contain with them elements or fragments of “paths not 
taken”, or failures, that under certain circumstances and if redeployed or reju-
venated can be the source of new or alternative developments. In the context 
of companies, Baker and Nelson (2005) noticed that firms in seemingly similar 
constrained resource environments made very different use of the scarce re-
sources at hand, which leads them to the conclusion that the perceived re-
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source limitations are partly socially constructed. Where one firm would see 
waste, another would see valuable raw material that could be used for new 
means, new products or, in the end, new industries. They relate these entrepre-
neurial processes to Lévi-Strauss’ (1967) concept of “Bricolage”, which is in 
their definition “making do by applying combinations of resources at hand to new problems 
and opportunities” (Baker and Nelson 2005, 333). This implies that what counts 
as a “resource” for local/regional economic development can be very different 
from place to place. This can be different kinds of knowledge, competencies, 
technologies, personal relations, machines or physical infrastructures. It also 
implies that large groups of society should be included in the regional eco-
nomic system as well as in policy making (Hassink 2005). Even those places 
that are not located close to the global centres of economic activity can there-
fore be innovative and competitive in certain niches (Asheim and Gertler 
2005). While certainly these theories are mainly considered with questions of 
economic development which mainly is measured in question of the growth of 
economic output (GDP etc.), they firstly emphasise that one region can grow 
endogenously without necessarily having a negative impact on the development 
capacity of other regions, and secondly they do not focus so much on a short 
term increase of income and employment but take a long-term perspective on 
how regions remain competitive over time (Capella 2011).  

Planning narratives that embody such an approach will here be called narra-
tives of project identity. These are narratives that make a creative use of the 
region’s history and make clear that all inhabitants as well as external actors are 
valuable. They would favour a step-by-step approach where contingencies are 
created which might open up opportunities for development, which means 
more in empowering others to act. This could be acts directed at the improve-
ment of education or infrastructure, or organisational or procedural changes 
that allow for the integration of more actors, instead of investing in single-use 
objects or predefined industries, which is a much more failure-prone undertak-
ing. Hey questions traditional values and are inclusive but still clearly connected 
to the local context. Because of that, they could also be called the real “entre-
preneurial” stories because as Joseph Schumpeter, one of the founding fathers 
of entrepreneurship studies, emphasises, being entrepreneurial means doing 
new things or doing things in a new way, by putting together existing resources 
(Jessop 1998).  

However, with any story, not only its content, also the context is relevant 
for defining its meaning. If these stories become part of local or regional devel-
opment policies, it is important to ask who really supports them and whose 
interests are represented; and which kinds of debates and conflicts were carried 
out in the process of formulating them. If this was an open process, including 
many different social groups, one could also say that this way of thinking can 
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be united with the way of life Alasdair MacIntyre defined as a morally good life, 
which he, as already mentioned, defined in the following way: 

 The good life form man is the life spent in seeking for the good life for man, and the 
virtues necessary for the seeking are those which will enable us to understand what 
more and what else the good life for man is. (MacIntyre 2007, 219) 

Also, his focus on the importance of traditions, that, when vital, give rise to 
necessary conflicts and new opportunities, fits to the idea that resources not 
necessarily have to be taken from somewhere else, but might be found in a 
place’s history. A place narrative then that is inspired by this kind of thinking 
would emphasize a localities unique potential for development based partly, but 
not necessarily exclusively, on local resources, which can be of a wide variety of 
kinds, but it would also make use of opportunities provided by the environ-
ment, and it would also be a place narrative that gives space for questioning 
basic assumptions. This could be called a moral narrative.  

3.3.4 Comparison of the Three Types of Narratives of Place Iden-
tity 

On a more general level, it can be said that these categories of narratives on 
places and development, as they are constructed here as ideal types, differ in 
their problem description, the kinds of individuals or organisations that are 
given a leading role, the purpose of development, the means which are used 
and the kinds of policy measurements that are typically undertaken. I will 
summarise and compare these different types of narratives with the help of 
Burke’s dramatistic pentad, i.e. structuring the narratives according to the scene 
that they describe, the agents, the acts, agency and purpose. Burke emphasises 
that all relations between these five elements reflect a loose correspondence in 
order to be seen as coherent. A schematic comparison is then also able to be 
used as a template for the analysis of the narratives found in the empirical ma-
terial. This scheme will help to evaluate what kind of place narrative the respec-
tive narratives of Karlskrona resemble.  
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The most distinguished difference between these ideal place-based narratives is 
how they set the scene and the agency, or one could say the planning processes, 
the logic that is used, which networks are activated and which resources are 
used, as well as the purpose of development. With respect to agents and acts, 
there is no clear possibility of defining them as clearly belonging to a certain 
type of narrative. A place narrative where international real estate developers 
play a role does not mean per se that it will be one that legitimises the forces of 
capitalism. It is a question of which role the real estate developer takes in the 
plot. Certainly, MacIntyre (2007, 28) argues that each time and place has its 
particular “characters”, combining a particular social role with certain moral 
qualifications, such as in a theatre play, where the audience as well as the actors 
clearly know what the possibilities of plot and action are. In Wilhelmine Ger-
many for example, there were the professor, the Prussian officer, the bureau-
crat or the social democrat, the typical figures Max Weber writes about, while 
in Victorian England, the public school master, the explorer or the engineer 
were the moral representatives of their culture. In the same way, one could say 
that an international real estate developer is such a character in narratives on 
urban entrepreneurialism, a figure that only is interested in increasing profits 
and standing behind large-scale real estate projects that could be produced 
anywhere in the world and that are mostly detrimental to the needs of the 
poorer local inhabitants, as they are for example portrayed as part of a “trans-
national capitalist class” by Sklair (2005) or González (2006). However, such a 
developer could of course also support a local grass-root project that aims at 
improving basic education with financial capital and know-how.  

Similarly, there are no acts that fulfil necessary, typical functions. The or-
ganisation of cultural or sports events, for example, is often placed into narra-
tives of urban entrepreneurialism, such as the European Year of Culture or the 
Olympic Games (Häußermann and Siebel 1993; de Bres and Davis; Ward 1998; 
McCallum et al. 2005; García 2004). However, local festivals can equally play a 
role in defensive narratives of place identity, especially when they celebrate a 
certain local era or group that excludes parts of the local community or outsid-
ers, for instance the parade of the Orange Order in Belfast. Then, there are the 
reports on how local festivals enhance local pride, strengthen community and, 
in doing so, increase the communal ability to act and are the base for an en-
dogenous development of tourism (de Bres and Davis 2001). Only a careful 
analysis of the plot will reveal if a character acts according to the ascribed 
stereotypes or which role an act has in the respective place narrative. It is only 
an analysis of the plot that reveals which values are seen as important for de-
velopment and what the role of the citizen is in this.  



Making Plans – Telling Stories 

52 

3.4 Summary 

In this chapter I made a distinction between narratives and stories, which are 
here defined as emplotted narratives, those narratives that convey a more gen-
eral, necessarily moral meaning. Narratives of identity that people or a group of 
people tell about themselves and that are used as a guide for actions are a spe-
cial type of these stories. These narratives cannot be constructed freely, but are 
time and place specific, and reflect particular social norms that are seen as im-
portant for keeping a community together. They are constructed out of selected 
elements of the individual or social history that legitimise the present or desired 
order. This means that there is not one true story, but many different ones. 
They can be evaluated for the purpose of policy analysis according to their nar-
rative rationality, i.e. the coherence of its plot structure, and narrative fidelity, i.e. 
their compliance with other known stories. The coherence of the narrative 
structure can be tested by looking at the connections of five basic elements, 
scene, act, agent, agency and purpose, Kenneth Burke’s so-called “Dramatistic 
pentad”. One way of looking at the narrative fidelity is to analyse a text with an 
analytical model developed by historian Hayden White, who states that a his-
tory can be analysed on four different levels: the form of emplotment, includ-
ing the archetypal romance, comedy, tragedy and irony; the mode of argumen-
tation; its ideological implication; and the “master tropes” that embody the 
prefigurative worldview of an author. Despite ample criticism, this model has 
already been applied to studies in social sciences. However, stories can also be 
classified according to their use of other “greater narratives” that belong to the 
cultural stock, such as hero tales, rags to riches stories, stories of decline, or 
basic academic stories or discourses. I categorise contemporary theories on 
urban and regional development as expressing three different types of greater 
narratives of place identity, a categorisation that is inspired by Manuel Castells 
(2004). 
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4 Research Design and Methodological 
Approach 

This chapter deals with the methodological issues of this thesis. Section 4.1 
describes the research design, i.e. the case-study approach, and explains how 
and why the case was chosen and how it was delimited. Section 4.2 discusses 
the collection, selection and peculiarities of the empirical data used in this the-
sis. In 4.3, I explain how my pre-understanding of this case was generated and 
which methodological challenges I met. Section 4.4 finally explains and de-
scribes how the analysis of the planning narratives in the chosen municipal 
documents was carried out.  

4.1 The Case Study Approach 

This study on the use of narratives in strategic urban planning in Karlskrona is 
a single-case study. As Yin (2003) states, case-studies are appropriate when how 
or why questions are asked about a contemporary set of events and there is the 
desire to understand complex social phenomena within their context, so that 
the boundaries between the analysed phenomena and the context are not al-
ways so clearly evident. These conditions are given in this thesis, since it is the 
aim to understand how municipal narratives evolved and how they were used 
in order to explain and legitimate change. The questions that will guide the re-
search toward fulfilling this aim explicitly direct the analysis to the context of 
the municipal narratives when they ask how the historical context and co-texts 
influenced the narratives and which social norms the narratives express, as well 
as which groups they highlight as being important for development. Answering 
these two latter questions also only makes sense when this is embedded in a 
wider understanding of the local social and political context. Yin (2003) empha-
sises the necessity for a case-study to be theory-led and also to proceed strate-
gically in the case selection process. In chapters 2 and 3, I presented the theo-
retical perspective for this thesis. In the following, I will explain how I went 
about to delimit the case study.  
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According to Yin (2003), there are different types of cases that can be cho-
sen for different objectives. One might want to choose a typical or representa-
tive case, with the assumption that the lessons learned can be informative for 
average persons or organisations. This is certainly an interesting aspect, but Yin 
(2003) warns in the course of the research, cases often turn out not to be what 
they were expected to be. Also, when it comes to local policy making, it seems 
to be dangerous to look for an “average” case, for there is no “average local-
ity”; the local history and agency of local agents are factors that are too impor-
tant and need to be taken into account to explain the characteristics of the case. 
As discussed in section 3.3, there is already an immense stock of literature on 
urban policy that is generated from the analysis of one case but is taken as de-
scribing phenomena taking place everywhere. Additionally, Flyvbjerg (2004b) 
views that typical or random cases might not be the richest in information, in 
contrast to atypical or extreme cases, that might provide more information 
since they often involve more actors and basic principles that are studied and 
therefore give the opportunity to carry out a very deep analysis of the causes 
behind a certain phenomenon. Critical cases can be defined as those that have 
strategic importance in relation to a general problem, thought to be those 
where a phenomenon is going to happen the “most likely” or the “least likely”. 
All of these considerations elucidate that a case is never “just there” but is ac-
tively constructed based on the researcher’s interest and research questions. In 
order to emphasise the active involvement of the researcher, more clarity may 
therefore be achieved in not talking about “case selection” but about the “con-
struction of the study object”.  

The Construction of the Case in This Thesis  

The case in this thesis was constructed based on the following considerations. 
Actually, when the whole thesis project started, it had a different objective. The 
aim was originally to understand how a knowledge-intensive telecom industry 
could grow in Karlskrona during the 1990s, motivated by statements such as 
Karlskrona was the place where this was “least likely to happen” that were circu-
lated by the media coverage of the so-called “miracle in Blekinge”.5 The ambition 
was accordingly to analyse a critical case of economic restructuring, hoping to 
find some important factors contributing to this turn that had not yet been 
taken up by the already existing literature on Karlskrona (see Lundequist and 
Hallencreutz 2001; Lundequist and Power 2002; Hallencreutz and Lundequist 
2003; Engstrand 2003; Mariussen 2004; Mannervik and Arvidsson 2005; 

                                                 
 

5 Veckans affärer, 2000-05-29 
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Nilsson 2006; Parker 2007), in order to be able to give advice to all other places 
in trouble: “If Karlskrona could make it, you can make it as well”.  

However, while in close contact with the literature, the empirical material, 
documents and interviews, I started doubting if there really was something like 
a “miracle” turn of development in Karlskrona taking place in the 1990s; in-
stead, the transformation seemed to be the result of a very complex process 
that included structural changes and personal agency on local, regional, national 
and international levels that took place over several decades, and where policy 
acts that initially were considered to be successes turned out to be failures and 
failed projects built the ground for future successes. This made me become 
aware of the importance of the time period one uses to delimit a case for analy-
sis and the relativity of the perspective one uses, and I started questioning the 
usefulness of looking for a few “critical factors” that would support 
Karlskrona’s socio-economic transformation.  

At the same time, I got to know many different narratives about the city 
and its transformation which were told in the planning documents and inter-
views and realised how they changed in different contexts and over time. This 
generated the interest to study explicitly how narratives were used in planning 
practice. It is a common problem for places and regions going through a proc-
ess of structural change to be connected with a place narrative that refers to an 
outdated or obsolete economic base, social class or geo-political role, so that 
they have to “re-invent” themselves by distributing outwards a new place image 
or inwards a new place identity, as argued in section 2.3. There are numerous 
examples of old industrialised regions that became re-narrated as cultural or 
knowledge-intensive regions, such as the Ruhr Valley, Glasgow or Bilbao (see 
for example Hospers 2011; Ward 1998; Gómez 1998; García 2004). However, I 
would argue that Karlskrona is a rather extreme case for these re-narrations, 
rich in material, as the city, first, has not only been described as an industrial 
city in that there is also a much older and very strong narrative about the mili-
tary, naval city that has taken many different forms over time, and, second, this 
narrative seems to stand in strict contrast to the story about the “TelecomCity” 
that stands for the transformation of the city into a high-tech place.  

It is nearly impossible not to become familiar with Karlskrona’s foundation 
as a naval city when one comes into contact with the city. In many interviews, 
informants started by telling about Karlskrona’s foundation, which was inde-
pendent of the question they were asked, as in these two examples:  

Q: Can you describe the atmosphere in Karlskrona at the end of the 1980s? 
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A: Actually you can begin with the Peace of Roskilde 350 years ago, when Blekinge, 
Skåne and Halland became Swedish. Already in 1680 it was decided that a naval city 
would be built in Karlskrona, and it received its town charter.6  
 
To your questions about BTH. First some history. For this is a naval city, a marine 
city to the highest degree. Even the genesis was based on that. Karlskrona was 
founded in 1680, and during the first couple of centuries, everything was about the 
Navy, the naval base, and the dockyard.7  

Being a naval city then can clearly be defined as the city’s “foundational story”, as 
Sandercock (2003a, 17) calls it, a mytho-poetic story of origin that groups of 
people tell about a place. This foundational story can also function as a “core 
story” (Sandercock 2003a, 16), a story that people not only tell, but also live by, 
that guides their actions. However, there are many different versions of this 
foundational story, so it can mean very different things. It is actually a story 
that is well-known even internationally, since it is included in Selma Lagerlöf’s 
international bestseller8 “The Wonderful Adventures of Nils Holgersson”, published 
in 1906. Here, Karlskrona is exclusively portrayed as the place for the Navy 
that has the task to defend the Swedish nation against attacks from hostile 
enemies, which here are mainly the Russians. In 1998, the story of Karlskrona 
as a naval city was lifted to become officially part of the world’s heritage, when 
UNESCO listed Karlskrona as a World Cultural Heritage site for being “an 
exceptionally well preserved example of a European naval base” (quoted in Karlskrona 
kommun and Länsstyrelsen Blekinge Län 2002). But in the vernacular, espe-
cially the male part of the Swedish population, the naval city of Karlskrona is 
more known as “Pinan” (“pain” or “penalty”), a term spread by the conscripts 
doing their military service in the city.9 All of these stories with their focus on 
the Navy stand in great contrast to the content of the story about the “Tele-
comCity” of Karlskrona which was told so much around the turn of the mil-
lennium, among others in the municipal comprehensive plan from 2002 that 
describes an attractive, open, international and entrepreneurial place for high-
tech companies. The fact that the latter narrative displaced or at least drowned 

                                                 
 

6 Interview with former municipal councillor, 2008-05-19 
7 Interview with a representative for the local historical society, 2008-08-13 
8 According to the entries in the Swedish national library catalogue LIBRIS, this book is trans-
lated into at least 40 languages.  
9 According to Fredriksson (2006), the term “Pinan” first designated a prison, which was a 
painful experience for those staying there, and when that was closed in the 1920s, the term was 
used for the city as a whole. “Pinan” is also the title of a novel (1963) by Sven Christer Swahn 
(1933 – 2005) that takes place in Karlskrona. The contemporary circulation of this term will be 
indicated by the following statement made by an informant: “I also moved here for a really good job. I 
had never been to the city. All I knew said: ‘Pinan, what will you do there? I did my military service there’.  
(Interview with a consultant, 2006-09-13) 



Research Design and Methodological Approach 
 

57 

out a narrative about a state-dependent, boring place can well be called an ex-
treme phenomenon whose explanation can be expected to include a variety of 
basic principles.  

The place to study was then given due to the considerations above, but in 
order to define the case, the time period that should be covered as well as the 
material to be analysed still have to be defined.  

Limitation of the Time Period of This Study 

An academic study, a thesis, has to be reported as a story to make sense, and to 
be convincing, it is necessary that it has a beginning, a middle and an end that 
are closely connected to each other. Kaplan (1993, 172) quotes the standards 
set by Aristotle: “The beginning must be ‘that which is not itself necessarily after anything 
else, and which has naturally something else after’, the end must be ‘that which is naturally 
after something else... and with nothing else after which”. Certainly, in the world, there is 
always something before and something afterwards. But the beginning of a 
story can also be seen as the problem situation met (or better, defined) by a 
policy maker, the middle as the invention and the end as the policy outcome 
(Fischer 2003).  

As stated above, the time frame was initially chosen in order to understand 
changes in the economic structure of the city that came about mainly in the 
1990s, and to enable understanding of how some actions occurred as the foun-
dation of the new university colleges took place, I started looking at the previ-
ous years as well. There is no definite moment where one could say that the 
transformation of Karlskrona to a location of high-tech industries started. Al-
ready many years ago, Karlskrona was perceived as a place that had been going 
through a decisive change:  

There is an old Karlskrona, but there is also a new one developing on the base of the 
old. In a certain way, Karlskrona is about to change its character. It did not start yes-
terday, and we won’t see a clear result tomorrow. But a lot has already happened. It is 
a development process that has been ongoing for many years and that is going to con-
tinue for a long time from now. (Jönsson and Swahn 1964, 7) 

One could argue that change is always ongoing, and that probably all observers 
of urban development would describe a city as being in a state of flux. So any 
beginning for a case study on urban change would be chosen arbitrarily. How-
ever, the fact that this story starts with a text from 1980 has three reasons. 
First, this study will contribute to other stories about urban transformations of 
industrial to post-industrial cities. As will be shown later, throughout the 1970s, 
municipal economic development policy still aimed at strengthening the manu-
facturing industry in Karlskrona.  

Second, 1980 was the year of Karlskrona’s 300th anniversary. It was ex-
pected that a city’s anniversary would provide the opportunity to reflect on the 
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place’s history as well as the future prospects and that therefore there would be 
a lot material accessible.  

Third, one informant stated that the anniversary celebrations were the start 
of an active attempt to work with changing the inhabitants’ attitudes toward 
local development.”We tried you first in 1980, when we decided to celebrate the 300th 
anniversary, which became a great success, to change the attitudes of people towards the stand-
point that it is possible to create development.”10 Certainly, this civil servant had just 
started working in Karlskrona at that time, and it seems to be part of the le-
gitimising identity narrative for many holders of a post to relate information 
about a new initiative that they have started which then turned out to be of 
decisive importance. Also, the decision to celebrate the anniversary was made 
much earlier. Nevertheless, the analysis in the following will show in which way 
the agency of local economic development policy changed around that time.  

Allowing the story to end in 2010 is supported by the adoption of the most 
recent comprehensive plan, “Översiktsplan 2030”, in that year.  

4.2 Data Collection  

4.2.1 Written Sources 

To analyse how narratives were used in municipal planning, four documents 
from different years were chosen, so that one can say that this study is a cross-
sectional case study that analyses how municipal planning narratives described 
the cities at different points in time. The question was which planning docu-
ments to use.  

Comprehensive Plans 

Comprehensive plans were a given source of material. This is a genre where 
one certainly can expect to find general narratives on urban development. In 
the present form, as for municipalities’ mandatory, but legally non-binding 
documents that cover the whole municipal territory and that provide guidance 
how to use land and water and to develop and preserve the built environment, 
they exist since the introduction of the Planning and Building Act (PBA) in 
1987 (law 1987:10). The new planning regulation was described to as the mu-
nicipality’s “coming-of age”, since it released municipal urban planning from the 

                                                 
 

10 Interview with former municipal director, 2008-06-18 
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control of the state (Blücher 2006, 146). Comprehensive plans based on the 
PBA can therefore be called the first completely independent municipal plan-
ning documents in Sweden.  

The municipality of Karlskrona adopted three comprehensive plans 
through the present: the first one in 1991, called “Översiktsplan 91” 
(Karlskrona kommun 1991), hereafter abridged ÖP 91, the second in 2002, 
entitled karlskrona.se (Karlskrona kommun 2002, short karlskrona.se), and the 
third in 2010, named “Översiktsplan 2030” (Karlskrona kommun 2010, short 
ÖP 2030). All of these plans differ considerably in their approaches, styles and 
ambitions, as you will see. All comprehensive plans in Karlskrona were adopted 
just at the very end of the election period, in the summer before the elections 
that are traditionally held in September. This is a result of the lengthy process 
of the making of such a plan. The PBA demands that first a programme for the 
comprehensive plan has to be worked out, which presents the general guide-
lines. On the basis of that, a first draft for the comprehensive plan is sent out 
for consultation, where neighbouring municipalities, other authorities and the 
interested public are invited to make comments and remarks. Also, the county 
administrative board is required to make a statement. After that, the municipal-
ity has to rework the plan and provide evidence for how the incoming remarks 
were dealt with. A new draft must be exhibited to the public for at least two 
months. The received comments have to be documented and observed in the 
final version that is adopted by the municipal parliament if the gravity of the 
changes made does not demand a new exhibition (PBA 1987:10). This is just 
the legal frame municipalities have to observe; otherwise, municipalities have a 
large degree of freedom to organise the process. The draft for the plan can be 
worked out by the municipal administration, just one department or a commit-
tee of representatives for different departments, or by a consultant. Politicians 
can take a leading role and attach special meaning to the process, or they may 
see it as an imposed compulsory task and hand the day-to-day work over to 
civil servants. When the different plans are analysed, the respective planning 
process will be part of the analysis.  

But in general one can argue that already the legally defined planning pro-
cedure makes it impossible to say who the author of a comprehensive plan is. 
Eckstein (2003, 21) describes the role of planners as authors in the way that 
planners make space for the stories of others – traditional stories or local con-
ventions. However, these stories are ordered and rearranged; they do not nec-
essarily mirror all of the stories circulating in a community but stand for certain 
interests. For this thesis, I actually view this as strength in these texts because I 
am able to argue that the narratives on place development contained in them 
are not the idiosyncratic idea of one planner or politician, but that they are – at 
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least in leading municipal policy circles – widely accepted ways of talking about 
the city and its development.  

Thus, the comprehensive plans were given as material, but finding a mu-
nicipal planning document with similar qualities from around 1980 was a more 
difficult task. ÖP 91, the first comprehensive plan based on the PBA from 
1987, replaced the “Generalplan för Karlskrona” worked out in 1965 
(Vattenbyggnadsbyrån 1966) and a “Generalplan for Trossö” (VBB-
Vattenbyggnadsbyrån 1973). In both cases, the consultant “Vattenbyggnads-
byrån” is explicitly named as the author. Apart from the fact that the dates of 
publication for these plans were too far away from the period in which I am 
interested, these plans gave the impression that they were to a much lesser de-
gree “local” and political products but instead the work of experts from Stock-
holm.  

There is a planning document called “municipal overview” (kommunöversikt) 
that was worked out by the municipality of Karlskrona with the help of a con-
sultant in 1977 (Karlskrona kommun and K-Konsult 1977). These “municipal 
overviews” were demanded by an amendment of the planning legislation in 
1972, which extended the municipal planning monopoly to the whole munici-
pal territory in 1972 (until then, only development projects in urbanised areas 
were subject to planning regulations). Additionally, the state started to make 
plans even for the national level (“fysisk riksplanering”) by defining certain areas 
of “national interest” (“riksintressen”) as natural areas that should be protected 
from harmful impacts, or areas that should be reserved for heavy and polluting 
industries. Therefore, it had become necessary to also make plans that gave 
directions for the until then unplanned areas of the municipal territory and that 
indicated which “national interests” affected the municipality (Rudberg 1999, 
44). Karlskrona’s municipal overview from 1977 fulfils these demands exactly, 
but it cannot be compared to comprehensive plans. It is a catalogue that lists 
which national interests have to be observed in which parts of the municipality 
and for which areas “detailed area plans” (“områdesplaner”) will be made. It does 
not contain strategic statements about the direction of development that the 
whole city should take and does not tell in which kind of environment the mu-
nicipality is placed. It does not even initiate a discussion about the expected 
demographic or economic development of the municipality and the resulting 
need for additional land to be developed. Additionally, the geographical focus 
is placed on the rural areas outside of the densely built settlements, so there are 
no statements at all concerning the expected development of central 
Karlskrona. It is clearly a document written by planners whose expectations for 
planning were formed by the rational planning paradigm, as described by 
Khakee (2000b, 120). The text resembles a chronicle of orders and guidelines 
that is addressed to people with the technical and legal skills that should exe-
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cute these orders. This document was therefore both with respect to the con-
tent and the form not an appropriate one for analysis, it did not help to answer 
the research questions and it was not suitable for being approached by the kind 
of narrative analysis that I could use for the comprehensive plans. So I turned 
my interest to a different sort of material to find a rather coherent description 
of the city that was more or less legitimised by municipal authorities.  

A Welcome Book for New Inhabitants 

As remarked above, 1980 was the year of Karlskrona’s 300th anniversary, and 
many publications commemorated that. The municipality commissioned a new 
city history in three volumes (Hillbom 1979; Hillbom 1982; Wirén 1986), the 
local newspapers published an extra supplement (Blekinge Läns Tidningar 
1980), and a new booklet for tourists was produced the year before, 
(“Karlskrona, Staden på vattnet” by Lindeberg and Weibull 1979), containing a 
series of pictures taken by a professional photographer with short texts trans-
lated to English and German as well. Some copies received an extra jubilee year 
cover, probably used by the municipality as presents for official guests visiting 
the city for the ceremonies. But these publications are either too specific or 
backwards looking to be of interest for me, such as the city history or the tour-
ist brochures, or produced without much involvement of the municipality, such 
as the newspaper supplements. Thus, these publications could not be used as 
sources for narratives on the city to be analysed here, but they served, together 
with other material, in forming a context and were a help for triangulating the 
information retrieved from other sources.  

Finally, a book entitled “Välkommen till Karlskrona: en bok till den nyblivne 
Karlskronabon” ("Welcome to Karlskrona: a book for the new inhabitant in Karlskrona”) 
(1980) was chosen. This book was produced as the 6th and last edition (the first 
edition came out in 1965) by a Stockholm publisher,11 who apparently offered 
the service of compiling and editing relevant information for new inhabitants 
to all Swedish municipalities.12 In order to be able to understand how far text, 
structure and form are standard features for the series or particular for the pub-
lication on Karlskrona, I had a look at the introduction guides to Kristianstad, 
Lund and Gävle, all published in the year 1980 as well. Obviously, all of the 
publications have a similar structure and cover similar subjects, but the content 
is mainly locally produced. The analysed publications definitely show some 
distinctive differences in their approaches in filling the apparently externally 
given structure, and thus it can be argued that these books do spread narratives 

                                                 
 

11 first by “Sales propaganda AB”, then by “Finn Thofte Förlag” 
12 The national library catalogue LIBRIS lists 221 different editions for a considerable number 
of Swedish cities in November 2011.  
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from the respective place. In the book on Karlskrona, only two texts are of a 
general, non-local character, one on rental law and a causerie on finding friends 
in a new place13. These were not considered in the following.  

The publisher’s thanks in all of the publications focused on municipal rep-
resentatives, typically the heads of the information department, for the help 
with the making of the book. Contributors are, in principle, the heads for dif-
ferent municipal and county administrations, presenting the municipality from 
their respective field. Advertisements of local companies and societal organisa-
tions as well as lists on available commercial and municipal services and asso-
ciations take up considerable space. The advertisers explicitly state that they 
stand behind the book. The guidebooks on the four cities all contain a state-
ment like this one: 

We who stand behind Welcome to Karlskrona are some well-known institutions and 
businesses in Karlskrona. (Välkommen till Karlskrona 1980, 8) 

Taking this together, it can be argued that the publications spread an “official” 
image of their respective city, supported by the municipal leadership and the 
local business community.  

In addition, since the book is directed at people who recently chose to 
move to the new place and apparently see their future there, it can be expected 
to offer orientation to the new location, both by giving practical information on 
what to find where and whom to contact for all of the day-to-day services that 
public and private organisations provide, but also by introducing the new in-
habitant to the social community, by presenting what kinds of values are esti-
mated as being “right”. Therefore, one can assume that such a book explains 
the functioning of the municipality, which as an organisation implementing the 
welfare state meets the citizens in quite many situations, and that it also says 
something more about the place, its history and the inhabitants, as well as in-
troduces the topic of planned developments since they will be a part of a com-
mon future for both the place and the reader. 

Thus, the introductory book shares these features, presenting an official 
image of the city, thereby taking up both historical and future aspects, with the 
comprehensive plans. But there certainly is also a relevant difference that has to 
be observed in the analysis as the book is not a political document; it is not a 
plan. A comprehensive plan, by definition, should be a guide for action; this 
genre therefore calls for a more or less coherent image of the present and fu-
ture development. In the welcome book, in contrast, the authors have more 
literary liberty; they can choose their style of writing, and it clearly consists of 

                                                 
 

13 These chapters are also included in the publication ”Välkommen till Lund” (1980) by the 
same publisher.  
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different voices. At any rate, a reader can expect from such a book to tell a 
welcoming story on the place he/she will live for the immediate future, which 
means that the texts can only be compared with this objective. It is not argued 
that these texts say something about the state of planning at that time.  

Then, the practical question thus arises if every chapter has to be read and 
analysed per se, or if they can be taken together as one text. There are two rea-
sons to treat them as one text: First, a new inhabitant who acquires the book by 
the municipality and reads it through in order to become familiar with the new 
place he/she lives will probably not occupy himself/herself with a critical ap-
praisal of the literary sources but understand the text as a whole. Second, as will 
be shown later, the narrative analysis of the book comes to the result that most 
texts contain variants of two basic narratives on the city.  

Additional Written Sources 

In order to place the narratives found in the main empirical sources into their 
context, a large amount of additional material was screened. This comprised 
articles in the local media, partly taken from press clipping collections from the 
municipal administration stored at the municipal archive and partly retrieved by 
searching newspaper databases or the manual check of certain time periods that 
seemed to be crucial phases for the understanding of a certain action, or when 
there were hints at the existence of large public controversies. Thereby, I 
turned more to the independently liberal Blekinge Läns Tidning than to the social 
democratic newspaper Sydöstran, since I assumed that I would find more critical 
coverage of the municipal agency. For the largest part of the time period cov-
ered here, the municipality of Karlskrona was headed by a social democratic 
municipal councillor. Blekinge Läns Tidning was also the paper with the higher 
circulation.14  

Additionally, archival studies have been made in order to screen the avail-
able material from municipal bodies that were responsible for local economic 
development policy, i.e. stadsbyggnadskontoret (“City construction office”) (1980-1987) 
and näringslivskontoret (“office for business development”) (from 1987 onwards), as well 
as the available material directly concerned with urban development and larger 
spatial planning projects. Literature on the city’s history was used as well. The 
objective of these document studies was to get a better understanding of the 
local history, especially the history of local policy making. 

                                                 
 

14 Blekinge Läns Tidning reached 64 %, Sydöstran 23 % of Karlskrona’s households in 1980 
(Tidningsstatistik AB 1980). 
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4.2.2 Interviews 

In order to obtain a better understanding of the latter, I also made use of inter-
view material. It was actually generated when the objective for the research was 
different. One can say that my pre-understanding of the urban transformation 
of Karlskrona was formed through the contacts with my interviewees and their 
stories. Altogether, 17 interviews were conducted with different objectives be-
tween 2005 and 2010. The first were done to get a general understanding about 
what kind of city Karlskrona is and what were the most prominent problems 
now and then, how municipal policy addressed these problems, and how the 
change that has taken place can be described. Later on, interviews were ar-
ranged with experts concerning more specific questions, such as the transfor-
mation of Stumholmen or Gräsvik, or with the urban planners active in the 
period covered. The interviewees were asked to name other key actors in the 
field of local economic development and urban planning in Karlskrona. Most 
of them were either the heads of municipal departments or leading municipal 
politicians, and the majority of them were men, which mirrors the gender dis-
tribution in leading positions. The interviews were conducted at the interview-
ees’ home or workplace, and with the exception of four interviews, all were 
recorded and transcribed. 

Additional eight interviews, of which two were focus group interviews with 
together nine participants, were conducted with representatives for the political 
and administrative sphere and business leaders as well as “talent”, i.e. people 
working in creative areas, for the research project Technology, Talent and Tolerance 
in European Cities: A Comparative Study15 that analysed the relation between tech-
nological development, talent, tolerance and regional growth. The research 
project prepared group specific semi-structured questionnaires on municipal 
policy and how the city was experienced for each respective target group that 
elicited open answers. Due to that, these interviews also generated data that is 
meaningful for this study, as they contained coherent accounts of views on the 
city, which either corroborated or deviated from the narratives that the munici-
pal planning documents contained.  

As already reported above, the foundation of Karlskrona as a naval city 
played an important role in many interviews as an explanation for many diverse 
phenomena. The other recurrent theme was the transformation of Karlskrona; 
especially for leading politicians and civil servants, it was obvious that they did 

                                                 
 

15 Financed by the European Science Foundation and Vetenskapsrådet and co-ordinated by 
Björn Asheim. The results of this project are, for instance, published by Hansen (2007). 
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not tell that story for the first time. As the former chairman of the municipal 
board said:  

There were many ten-year anniversaries where I could tell what I told you. [...] Per-
sonally, I enjoyed it very much; I could travel around in the country and told about 
it.16  

Since the stories were told by people that had a leading position, I can expect a 
tendency of emphasising the role of the municipality in general and of the spe-
cific actor in a special role in the transformation process. However, some inter-
views also challenged the dominant story told by the municipality about its role 
in the transformation of Karlskrona. These were especially valuable since they 
could explain some of the contradictions and inconsistencies in the narratives 
in the municipal documents. One can also think that the “official stories” are 
counter-stories to others that are in circulation in the vernacular but not written 
down. This is especially true for those stories with a pejorative take on the city. 
Any story is communicating with previous stories (Kaplan 1993; Throgmorton 
1993). 

4.2.3 Statistical Data 

In order to place the narratives in the local context, statistical data will also be 
used to build up this context, especially in order to analyse how far there really 
was a dramatic change of Karlskrona’s industrial structure due to the expansion 
of the ICT-sector. Engstrand (2003), for example, stated that there was no sta-
tistically observable growth in the telecom industry in Karlskrona. She based 
that statement on data taken from publications on industrial statistics as well as 
labour market statistics, published by Statistics Sweden, which use either rather 
narrow definitions of the telecom industry – setting the focus on industry, 
thereby missing that this sector to a considerable extent consists of services, 
such as network operations, or rather broad ones, when she compares the sec-
tors “credit institutions, real estate, and company services”, “Education, re-
search and development” with “industry”.  

For this study, data from Statistics Sweden on “Labour statistics based on 
administrative sources” (RAMS) on the activity of all workplaces in Sweden 
classifying industries on the 5-digit-level of the Swedish Standard Industrial 
Classification (SIC) could be used. To reflect the diversity of the ICT-sector in 
Karlskrona, this industry comprises four different groups of sectors. These 
include particular electronic manufacturing industries, network operations, 

                                                 
 

16 Interview with former municipal councillor, 2008-05-19 
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wholesale of telecommunications products and office equipment (including 
computers), as well as computer and data-related consultancy services.17 This 
definition of ICT-industries is primarily based on the definition used by Statis-
tics Sweden (Statistics Denmark et al. 2001), but the activity “reproduction of 
data and computer programs” is added. Due to this definition, the ICT-
industries do not only describe the development of the so-called “New Econ-
omy”, which would be mainly the computer and data-related services, but also 
parts of the more traditional electronics industry, which has played an impor-
tant role in Karlskrona at least since the establishment of the LM Ericsson 
manufacturing plant for telephones in 1947. The data from Statistics Sweden, 
here the “Labour statistics based on administrative sources” (RAMS) on the 
activity of all workplaces in Sweden, which for this study were available for the 
years 1990 – 2001, are well comparable for the time between 1993 and 2001. 
Conclusions for the period before 1993 have to be made with reservations, 
since in 1993 the definition of “employed persons” was changed in addition to 
that the sector code system SNI92 was introduced.18  

This data could be supplemented with data on the level of individuals with 
respect to their professional work, so that the ICT industry could be compared 
to other industries with respect to the educational level of the employees for 
the years 1993, 1997 and 2003 (based on Hansen 2007). Additionally, other 
data available from Statistics Sweden and other providers of official statistics 
have been made use of to describe certain developments in Karlskrona. In or-
der to be able to evaluate the development of the municipality of Karlskrona, 
comparisons are sometimes made with four other residential cities in Southern 
Sweden, Kalmar, Kristianstad, Halmstad and Växjö, when meaningful and 
whenever the statistical data was available. Karlskrona municipality is involved 
in an informal co-operation for continuous exchange about experiences with 
these municipalities, which also comprises the benchmarking of municipal ac-
tivities.19 

                                                 
 

17 The definition includes the following SIC codes for the years 1990-2001: SNI92 22330, 
30010, 30020, 32100, 32200, 32300, 33200, 33300, 51640, 51653, 64201, 64202, 64203, 71330, 
72202, 72201, 72300, 72400, 72500, 72600, and for the years 2002-2006 SNI02 the following 
industries: 22330, 30010, 30020, 32100, 32200, 32300, 33200, 33300, 51840, 51873, 64201, 
64202, 64203, 71330, 72210, 72220, 72300, 72400, 72500, 72600, 74860 
18 Statistics Sweden, AMO0207. The changes led to a more concise definition of the ICT-
sector.  
19 Interview with the municipal cultural officer, 2006-06-22 
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4.3 The Researcher’s Preunderstanding and Methodologi-
cal Challenges  

As the perspective of social constructivism makes explicit, it has to be recog-
nised that all research is influenced by the researchers’ preunderstanding as well 
as the time and place where the research took place (Fischer 2003). Any proc-
ess of interpretation can be seen as a process of translation, where the meaning 
of the study object is transferred to the researcher’s interpretative framework 
and words (Czarniawska 1997). In this case, my personal interpretative frame-
work has been formed first by my upbringing in another region characterised 
by a process of comprehensive structural transformation, the Ruhr area in 
Germany, which contributed to a general interest in these issues. The choice of 
topic for this study unites different interests that were expressed in taking un-
dergraduate courses in Scandinavian studies and comparative historical linguis-
tics as well as the diploma in urban planning. Having a workplace at CIRCLE 
at Lund University, a research centre for innovation studies, and being a doc-
toral student in spatial planning at Blekinge Institute of Technology in 
Karlskrona, framed the execution of the research because it meant that two 
academic fields that already are interdisciplinary themselves somehow had to be 
combined.  

This study does not only contain cultural translations, but is additionally in-
fluenced by continuous literal translations, when Swedish texts are analysed by 
a researcher who has German as a mother tongue and presents an interpreta-
tion in English. The question “who are you to speak?” (Gabriel 2000) feels quite 
appropriate as not being a native speaker of the analysed texts is certainly a 
disadvantage. A trope might be not well understood due to difficulties to rec-
ognise the semantic field where the words are taken from. Nuances in the use 
of language can be misinterpreted or badly represented. References to local or 
national culture, which would be clear to someone who had been socialised in 
that environment, might be overlooked. A strategy to reduce the problems 
caused by the different languages was the frequent use of dictionaries, both 
bilingual and monolingual, including etymological dictionaries. In order to ac-
quire a better understanding of the context of the analysed narratives, a good 
deal of effort was made to gain an understanding of the respective situation by 
using different sources of data, stretching from interviews over local newspa-
pers, policy documents and academic publications to statistical data and even 
timetables.  

In spite of all these efforts to understand what the authors could have 
meant in the certain contexts, it does not conceal that of course in the end the 
interpretation of the narratives is influenced by my personal perspective to a 
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large extent. I realised, for example, that the older that the document was, the 
“stranger” its narratives seemed to me, which resulted in an even more inten-
sive occupation with trying to understand the place of Karlskrona at that time. 
However, the seemingly easier understanding of the comprehensive plans from 
2002 and 2010 might be illusionary and can be explained with the fact that I am 
more accustomed to the greater narratives that formed the narratives of these 
plans. But the aim is to provide sufficient arguments that support my interpre-
tation so that the reader will be convinced and can share my perspective. In the 
following, I will describe in detail why I chose which approaches for the narra-
tive analysis and how I went about during the practical work of analysing.  

4.4 Guide for the Narrative Analysis  

The discussion in chapter 3 shows that the formal characteristics of stories and 
narratives open up for a variety of possibilities for the analysis of narratives and 
stories in public policy processes. In this section, I describe which approaches I 
use to address the narratives in the municipal documents. In principal, I carry 
out four different types of interpretation of the narratives in each of the four 
chosen documents. This kind of analysis through multiple readings is inspired 
by the “hermeneutic triad” developed by Paul Hernadi in 1987, which also is 
presented in the textbook of narrative analysis of Barbara Czarniawska (2004). 
Hernadi (1987) argues that the process of comprehending written or spoken 
words actually involves three interrelated processes of interpretation. First, one 
has to decode what is said or written; one has to understand what the text actu-
ally says. This is the process of explication, as Hernadi calls it, which is mainly 
focused on deciphering the linguistic code. Here, I define explication as the 
identification of narratives in the respective document, an activity that will clar-
ify what the text is about – in my reading.  

Then, Hernadi brings to mind that any text and its meaning are influenced 
by the time of its genesis, the social-cultural environment, and to really under-
stand it, one not only has to have knowledge of the language the text is written 
in, but also the cultural references that the text makes use of, or what a certain 
style is expressing. Explanation then is a kind of interpretation that answers the 
questions how and why a text says what it says. I chose to address these two 
questions in the thesis in two separate readings. First, I analyse the narrative’s 
style by looking at, for instance, which literary genre it belongs to and provide 
therefore a narrative explanation. Following this, I analyse in which way the con-
text “seeped into” (Hernadi 1987, 266) the narratives, and thus I give a contextual 
explanation.  
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However, why should one read something if it does not have any personal 
importance for the reader? Old texts such as the Bible or law texts are most 
obviously read in order to get to obtain knowledge: What does this text mean 
to me here and now? As it was already discussed in section 3.2, the meaning of 
a text is created by the reader in the moment of reading, and therefore the 
reader’s interest and pre-knowledge also influence a text’s meaning. This kind 
of interpretation, which Hernadi says is always at least unconsciously done, is 
called exploration, where, in Czarniawska’s words, “the reader stands in for the author, 
becomes the author” (Czarniawska 2004, 71). This also means that this kind of 
interpretation involves an element of judgement. In this thesis my interest is to 
see what kind of general idea of development the planning narratives describe. 
Therefore, I compare the planning narratives with the ideal types of narratives 
of development, using the typology developed in section 3.3. Also, since any 
interpretation unavoidably is some form of interpretation, I want to explicitly 
evaluate if the planning narrative is desirable from my point of view or not.  

Apparently, the importance of the reader’s perspective for the interpreta-
tion increases when going from explication to explanation and then to explora-
tion; the focus of analysis addresses first the content of the text and then its 
form in order to turn toward the text’s context and finally to the analysts’ inter-
est. But certainly, when doing the analysis, it ranges from hard to impossible 
for an analyst to practically divide between these different kinds of interpreta-
tions, so they are all influenced by each other; the text never stands for itself. In 
the following I will describe in further detail which principles I used for doing 
the four interpretations.  

Explication: Identification of Narratives  

Analysing narratives, by looking at what they actually say, is a more complicated 
task than simply summarising a text. The narratives have to be identified first, 
especially in genres such as public policy documents which are not necessarily 
written to be read from the beginning to the end, and which due to the process 
of genesis can be expected to contain several narratives of which some might 
be incomplete (see the discussion in section 3.2). Czarniawska (2004) warns 
that to render coherent narratives out of a text in order to analyse them could 
be seen as a lack of respect toward the text and the authors, as subjugation to 
the reader’s intentions and preconceptions. However, she also points out that it 
is both the right and the duty to do a “novel reading”, as long as the researcher 
takes on the authorial responsibility for the narratives.  

Here, my reading of the narratives in the different texts will be made un-
derstandable and maybe even reproducible by using Burke’s pentad as a means 
to construct coherent narratives that have a form of narrative probability. I do 
this by first looking at how the scene is set, which acts are named, who are the 
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agents, how do they act and why. Then, I construct narratives by assembling 
the pieces that form a more or less coherent story. While this certainly involves 
elements of subjectivity, this is not a completely arbitrary process. As men-
tioned above, Burke states that the relation between these elements has to re-
flect some correspondence to be understood as coherent. “It is a principle of 
drama that the nature of acts and agents should be consistent with the nature of the scene” 
(Burke 1945, 3). From this, it can also be derived that if the nature of acts in a 
text is not consistent with the one of the scene, it can be taken as a sign that 
these acts and scene belong to different narratives. So Burke’s pentad is used as 
a means to put together more or less coherent narratives; additionally, it is a 
structuring device that facilitates the comparison of the narratives at a later 
stage. But certainly, the use of this device does not lead to an “objective” re-
construction of the narratives contained in the plans. Gabriel (2000, 2) warns 
for the “tendency to view every sign, every snippet of conversation, every image and every 
cliché as either being a story or telling a story.” In this particular case, an additional 
problem is that certain pieces might be put together that do not belong to-
gether. To avoid hasty and discretionary interpretations, it is necessary to look 
for other clues that support or contest my reading, such as looking for contem-
porary texts where similar narratives are told.  

Another way is to test the narrative’s fidelity (see section 3.2) by asking what 
kind of narrative the narratives in the text are. This leads first to the question 
“how does the text say what it says”, which I here choose to answer by looking at 
which modes of explanation and which master tropes the narratives use, fol-
lowing the approach developed by Hayden White.  

Narrative Explanation: Analysis of the Narrative Form  

This means that the identified narratives will be analysed with respect to what 
their master tropes are, the mode of emplotment, mode of argumentation and, 
if meaningful, the ideological implication. “Master tropes” are viewed as those 
terms which the municipal documents use to characterise the municipality as 
whole; of special importance are those words or phrases that summarise the 
objective of development for the city. ÖP 91 states, for example, that 
Karlskrona should develop from being a “bruksort” (“factory town”) to become 
“the meeting place in the Baltic Sea”. Looking at the relation between the phrase and 
the object it denotes then is the basis for recognising the trope as being a meta-
phor, metonym, synecdoche or expressing irony. The identification of the 
mode of emplotment is inspired by the characterisations of the respective gen-
res mainly by Frye (1957) who outlines the typical structures and set of charac-
ters in the respective genre, and Hayden White borrows from him. This is the 
set of stories that I use so that the planning narratives “ring true” as being of one 
or another kind, or a hybrid of two sorts. Certainly, one cannot expect that a 
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comprehensive plan contains a narrative whose structure can fully be likened 
to, for example, a tragedy with a beginning, some smaller crises to fight with 
for the protagonist and then a climax where the fate turns and the protagonist 
has to face the catastrophe. The genre of comprehensive plans excludes a catas-
trophic ending. Nonetheless, other characteristics can still be similar, such as 
the portrayal of the hero, which according to Frye (1957, 207) is “typically on top 
of the wheel of fortune”, or the focus on the importance of fate as an explanation 
for how actions and events are related to each other. The analysis of the latter 
already points to a classification of the mode of argumentation. Are for exam-
ple human agency or structural forces emphasised as the motor of develop-
ment, are actions being described as being rather unrelated or closely influenc-
ing each other? Finally, since White introduced the subject, even though it 
seems to be the most debated element of his approach, the ideological implica-
tion of the narrative will also be looked at. In the end, comprehensive plans are 
political documents. Admittedly, there seems to be a wide gap between the 
classic dramas that Frye analyses and contemporary municipal planning docu-
ments; it demands quite a bit of translation or metaphorical thinking, but simi-
larities can be recognised if one does the analysis on a more abstract level. Also, 
Fyre and White argue that the meaning of the form can be seen as culture-
specific articulations of basic human experiences. Thus, an analysis of the nar-
rative form will contribute to making a more general sense of the planning nar-
ratives as one form of explanation. However, narratives in planning documents 
are published at a specific moment in time, and it is also necessary to explain 
their meaning in their particular local context.  

Contextual Explanation: Constructing a Context 

Actually, “explanation” is a contested concept in the philosophy of science. 
There are quite different ideas about which conditions an explanation has to 
fulfil in order to be acknowledged as satisfactory. Collingwood (1994) suggests 
that any social researcher should use the methods of an historian to understand 
an event and attempt to discover the thoughts of the agents that brought the 
social action to be explained about, by setting herself in the place of the agents 
and considering the historical context. Research would then be a process of 
critical thinking, the re-enactment of thought of the author in one’s own mind. 
This position can easily be reproached as “subjectivist”, seen as an approach 
that merely offers the researcher’s thoughts. As anthropologist Geertz (1994) 
states, talking about “understanding” masks the difficulties of a researcher to 
become familiar with the culture she analyses, and it also obscures the fact that 
all reading and writing is interpretation. Geertz, who explicitly compares ethno-
graphic analysis with the task of a literary critic, argues that the aim should be 
to sort out different structures of significations in which social actions acquire a 
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meaning, which is what he calls providing a “thick description”. This means 
that this empirical reconstruction of the “reality”, the context of a narrative, the 
reconstruction of the scene in which an act makes sense, is always as much the 
researcher’s construction as the interpretative framework. As Alvesson and 
Sköldberg (2000, 6) state: 

The research process constitutes a (re)construction of the social reality in which re-
searchers both interact with the agents researched and, actively interpreting, continu-
ally create images for themselves and for others: images which selectively highlight 
certain claims as to how conditions and processes – experiences, situations, relations 
– can be understood, thus suppressing alternative interpretations. 

In the course of the research, I found that the following “structures of signifi-
cations” were meaningful to look at in order to make sense of the planning 
narratives with respect to the research questions:  

 the planning process,  

 the municipality’s socio-economic development  

 the preceding municipal local economic development policy 

 urban development policy  

 political majorities  

 greater narratives circulating on different levels of the society.  
These elements were chosen due to the following considerations: First, for any 
text, the process of its generation is certainly an important factor that explains 
content and form. As described in section 4.2.1, there are basic legal regulations 
for how the planning process for a comprehensive plan should look, but apart 
from that, every municipality is free to organise the process as it seems appro-
priate, and there are great variations among Sweden’s municipalities concerning 
the level of ambition and the function ascribed to comprehensive plans 
(Khakee 2000b). Thus, the planning process is one element that has to be con-
sidered. Thereby, the making of the comprehensive also has to be understood 
in the context of the general socio-economic situation of the municipality. The 
plans as well as interviews with municipal politicians and civil servants indicate 
that the development of the population and the industrial structure play an 
important role for setting the scene. This is not surprising; “development” is 
most often measured in the growth of people and economic activity. Compre-
hensive planning therefore needs to be understood in the context of both mu-
nicipal local economic development policy as well as urban development pol-
icy; both areas are closely interconnected. Also, since a plan can be expected 
rather to justify than counteract the most recent municipal actions in these 
fields, especially since all analysed comprehensive plans were adopted at the 
very end of an election period, the history of municipal policy making needs to 
be taken into account. From this, it can also be derived that local political ma-
jorities are able to be an important factor that shapes a plan’s content. Finally, 
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one part of a research question was to see which greater narratives shaped the 
narratives in the municipal documents, and as argued in chapter 3, single narra-
tives very often are based on greater narratives. The clues toward which greater 
narratives are referred to are taken from the respective plans. The variegated 
nature of all these different issues presupposes the use of very different kinds 
of data, including statistical data, newspaper articles and interview material.  

The explanation for the narratives in the book Välkommen till Karlskrona de-
viates a bit from this pattern, as this is, first, not a municipal planning docu-
ment, so it does not have a political function in the same way as the compre-
hensive plans. The explanation for this text will build up an historical base from 
which the coming development will be understood; therefore, I will go a bit 
further into the city’s local history to explain the social and cultural conse-
quences of being a naval city, and I will also go into the history of local eco-
nomic policy making and urban planning, so that the changes described later 
can hopefully be understood better.  

Exploration: Classification as a Special Kind of Narrative of Development  

As clarified in the research questions, one important issue is the question what 
kind of development the planning narratives communicate as being desirable, 
what the objective for local development will be and which social groups and 
resources are characterised as valuable for development. I argue in section 3.3 
that contemporary theories on urban or regional development make use of one 
of three ideal types of narratives of place identity and urban development 
which clearly differ in their perspective on the objectives for and postulated 
forces behind development, in relation to the environment and the kind of 
resources that are seen as valuable and the typical sort of policy acts that they 
describe. Therefore, the fourth and last interpretation of the municipal narra-
tives in the analysed documents will focus on the question which of these 
greater narratives the single narratives are based on, as another way to test their 
narrative fidelity, and in doing so, narrative rationality. Accordingly, the analysed 
narratives are compared to these greater narratives, whereby I use the “dramatis-
tic pentad” as a structuring device. However, as already discussed in 3.3, a single 
proposed act or the naming of a certain group always has to be seen in the con-
text of the role they play in the whole narrative. The proposal to improve 
transport connections can have very different meanings and can be a part of all 
kinds of narratives of development. One can certainly expect that planning 
narratives contain elements of two or all of these suggested three ideal greater 
narratives. But in that case, they can be expected to be less convincing, since 
they do not really “ring true” as a (for me) well-known narrative of develop-
ment. However, the main point of this kind of analysis is to highlight what the 
respective planning narrative tells about development in general, as this is my 
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greatest interest. Additionally, “what do I, the reader, think of all this?” is in 
Czarniawska’s words (2004, 71) the question that the form of interpretation 
that Hernadi calls exploration answers. This question quite obviously is some 
form of evaluation of the narratives.  

In the following chapter, I will present the four readings of the four chosen 
municipal documents.  
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5 Planning Narratives in Karlskrona 
1980 - 2010 

The four different interpretations of narratives discussed in the previous chap-
ter will structure the sections in this empirical chapter, in which I analyse the 
four municipal documents of Karlskrona that I chose. Each section is devoted 
to one document. In the section “explication” the main narrative(s) are identi-
fied with the help of Burke’s dramatistic pentad. Under “narrative explanation” 
I analyse their narrative form based on the approach derived from Hayden 
White. The “contextual explanation” places the narratives into their context, 
and finally, in the section “exploration”, I compare them with the three ideal 
greater narratives of development and, in doing that, evaluate them. As already 
discussed, this distinction between the different interpretations is more concep-
tual. Unavoidably, they are all intertwined and influence each other within the 
same hermeneutic circle. 

In the following, many references will be made to different places in 
Karlskrona municipality. Readers not familiar with Karlskrona’s topography 
might find some orientation by consulting the maps in the appendix. 

5.1 Välkommen till Karlskrona (1980)  

5.1.1 Explication: The Incompatibility of Development and Herit-
age 

Main Narratives  

Välkommen till Karlskrona from 1980 is a little20 book of about 120 pages, of 
which more than one third is occupied either by advertisements or address lists. 
Nine of eleven chapters are written by different local representatives; these 

                                                 
 

20 Format: DIN A5 
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were the object of analysis. As discussed in section 4.2.1, I decided to analyse 
the book as one text in spite of the numerous authors, for with help of the 
dramatistic pentad, I identified two main narratives about the city of 
Karlskrona, which clearly contradict, but also complement each other, as both 
express the idea that modern development and the preservation of heritage are 
incompatible. The first narrative is about how the foundation of Karlskrona 
creates problems for the municipality’s modern development. The second main 
narrative characterises the modern development of recent decades as harmful 
for the architectural heritage and historical urban structure, with little hope for 
improvement. Additionally, there is an incomplete narrative on Karlskrona as a 
place for living and recreation. In the following, I will explicate how I identified 
these narratives and what they say. I will conclude this section by dwelling on 
how the texts in this book characterise the role of citizens and state authorities.  

The Foundation as a Naval City as a Cause for Problems 

Three chapters, the introductory welcome by the chairman of the municipal 
board (Johnson 1980), a description of the municipal structure by the chief 
information officer (Althini 1980) and a text by a school director (Håkansson 
1980) all set a scene by describing a problematic situation for municipal devel-
opment that somehow is connected to Karlskrona’s foundation as a naval city.  

Johnson (1980) describes a city in the midst of the restructuring of its eco-
nomic base, whereby the locational factors are mainly suited for its original 
function as a naval base; they do not directly fit the needs of other industries 
which seemed to have emerged more or less despite rather unsuitable precondi-
tions:  

From having been an important military city, Karlskrona has started to more and 
more take on the character of a centre for industry and administration. In 1680, when 
Karl XI needed a sheltered harbour for the Swedish Navy in southern waters, he se-
lected Trossö as a suitable location. The city was built exclusively for the sake of de-
fence policy. This has put its mark on the city in the past as well as in the present. 
(Johnson 1980, 5) 

The information officer argues more explicitly that the urban settlements are 
located in a “wrong” place.  

Carl XI’s decision to locate the principal naval base to Karlskrona has formed and still 
forms the spatial structure in Eastern Blekinge to a large degree. If the development 
had not been influenced by the state powers but had been able to go on spontane-
ously, it is very probable that Eastern Blekinge’s centre would have been in the Ly-
ckeby creek valley. (Althini 1980, 13) 

The result is that the city is expensive to operate with respect to its infrastruc-
ture and municipal administration: 
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It is on Trossö in the south where the administrative, commercial and cultural centre 
is located. To make this centre easily accessible for those who live in the central place 
of Karlskrona as well as for the other people in Blekinge has demanded large invest-
ments. Enormous road constructions had to be built. (Althini 1980, 15) 

Also, the school director dwells on the aspect of insufficient transport infra-
structure as a factor that influenced the development of the school structure:  

The majority of cities developed where natural conditions existed for a congregation 
of people. [...] Karlskrona’s location on islands and its characteristics of the naval base 
have created very particular problems. The administrative, economic and cultural cen-
tres have been located at Trossö from the city’s genesis. Since only two narrow 
bridges, Landbro and Sunna bridge, connect this centre with the mainland, it has been 
only since very recently that industry and housing areas and, related to that, even 
schools were constructed on the mainland. (Håkansson 1980, 61) 

Håkansson does not only make the naval city’s physical geography responsible 
for a problematic layout of school districts, he also reserves a lot of space for 
the historical problems arising from a strict division of civil and military society. 
He reports that for a time, it was difficult to operate schools efficiently, as the 
schools had originally been founded by the three parishes at that time, one for 
the children of military personnel, one for Germans and one for the other citi-
zens. But the German school was destroyed in a fire in 1790, and from 1916 
onwards, the primary schools have been administered solely by the municipal-
ity. Thus, these organisational problems were solved quite a while ago. None-
theless, the historical outline takes up the first three pages of Håkansson’s 
chapter.  

If it is not the military origin, then there are other problems that the mu-
nicipality has to deal with, and all were somehow induced by national policy. 
This is most pronounced in a text with the telling title: “Karlskrona – a modern, 
functioning municipality – in spite of everything” (Althini 1980, 13 - 19)). Here, the 
modern municipal administration has to fight three problems. The first one is 
the already mentioned “wrong location”. The second one is the need to en-
counter the reductions of military jobs in the previous decades, and the third is 
the administrative municipal reforms, the merger of smaller municipalities, 
“Which went like wildfire through the whole country [and] ‘hit’ even Karlskrona” (Althini 
1980, 15), which caused many adaptation problems throughout the 1970s 
(Althini 1980, 16-17).  

In this text, Althini characterises the municipality as a capable agent that 
found suitable actions to fight these problems. Better accessibility is then guar-
anteed by the construction of a motorway directly to Trossö, the so-called 
“Österleden”, a very complicated undertaking due to ground conditions de-
manding complicated bridge constructions. A motorway is certainly not a mu-
nicipal task alone; state organisations stood for the financing and implementa-
tion, but the state is not mentioned here.  
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With respect to fighting the military job losses, Althini reports that the mu-
nicipal authorities actively created good conditions for businesses, resulting in 
the location of companies such as LM Ericsson, Uddcomb and Dynapac. 
However, not all projects were successful. He reports how the municipality 
invested in an industrial area on Verkö, fully equipped with a rail connection 
and a deep sea harbour, which should be the location for the production of off-
shore platforms - which never came. Hope is set on the planned opening of a 
ferry connection to Gdansk in Poland, seen as a start for extended international 
contacts.  

Concerning the municipal reform, Althini describes the municipal admini-
stration now as consolidated and prepared for meeting all challenges despite 
the non-central location of the municipality’s centre, for instance, by opening 
service desks in the former municipal halls of the smaller localities. “The 80s 
start with an organisation that is reliable and that both trustees and civil servants have gotten 
used to.” (Althini 1980, 17).  

The purpose of all efforts was to become a “modern” municipality, whose 
services are easily accessible for all of its inhabitants, even those who live out-
side of the “old centre”, and to live up to the status as the seat of the county 
administration. “In the modern terminology of regional policy, Karlskrona is today a pri-
mary centre.” (Althini 1980, 14). Althini does not formulate any other more spe-
cific development objective for the city. The transformation of Karlskrona 
from a military city to a place for the manufacturing industry and administra-
tion is not an explicitly formulated purpose; it is more narrated as being a side-
effect of the attraction of civil jobs. Althini admits that for the non-initiated, 
this structural change might still be hidden.  

The ordinary inhabitants in Karlskrona have maybe not noticed the radical change 
that their city has gone through in the last decades. At the beginning of the 80s, 
Karlskrona has more elements of industry and administration than of the military. 
(Althini 1980, 14) 

Also, the chairman of the municipal board seems to be hesitant if that trans-
formation will be appreciated or not.  

Even if the municipality has a lot of military activity within its borders, it is inevitable 
that Karlskrona has obtained a “civil” character more and more. Let me at once de-
clare: We do not wish the military to move. [...] But as said before, industry, admini-
stration and services become increasingly dominating. (Johnson 1980, 5)  

The whole process of structural transformation just seems to happen; the mu-
nicipality mainly appears to struggle to ease the consequences of change in or-
der to secure continued existence. There is no specific goal for development 
which the city is heading toward named explicitly in the whole book.  
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Modern Development Detrimental for Built Heritage 

The other main narrative that can be found in the book tells the opposite story. 
According to this narrative, Karlskrona used to be a very special place, due to 
its history and the resulting urban structures, but the development toward a 
modern city in recent decades have destroyed many of the most prominent 
characteristics. This perspective is most pronounced in the texts by Sture 
Aspegrén, the city’s former legal adviser, who presents “The Culture in 
Karlskrona”, and fil. lic. Gun Wilstadius in an article on Karlskrona’s early his-
tory.  

Aspegrén begins with a quote from the Swedish Tourist Association’s 
magazine from 1942, according to which Karlskrona is “Sweden’s most stylistically 
pure, most aristocratic city structure” (Aspegrén 1980, 26), mainly due to the remains 
from two epochs, baroque and neoclassicism. He then expresses his doubts 
that this magazine would make a similar statement if its author would visit 
Karlskrona again.  

Unfortunately, as in many other cities in our country, many beautiful and valuable cul-
tural and historical buildings and environments have been destroyed by the urban re-
newal of urban cores that has taken place in the last decades, and in many cases they 
were replaced by the most banal buildings. (Aspegrén 1980, 27)  

But fortunately, not all has gone.  

However, there still remains so much of older valuable buildings and interesting envi-
ronments that one gets the relation to the traditions and the stimulation for the soul 
which mean so much for well-being in a place. (Aspegrén 1980, 27) 

The municipal council, so Aspegrén, recognised this recently, and commis-
sioned an inventory of the architectural heritage which pointed out which his-
torical buildings were to be preserved and what to consider in new urban plans. 
Additionally, the municipality started to purchase and renovate some mansions 
itself and to rescue culturally valuable constructions, so there seems to be a 
gleam of hope.  

Gun Wilstadius’21 text entitled “Karlskrona’s oldest history – some glimpses” also 
tells a narrative in which the modern times are described as harmful for the 
original built structure. This narrative is also of interest since it deals in detail 
with Karlskrona’s foundation to which many of the other texts in the book 
refer and will therefore be analysed more thoroughly. As the title indicates, this 
text does not contain a full story which moves from a beginning, through the 
middle and to an end; instead, it contains certain “glimpses”, connected only by 
the temporal order. It is a chronicle covering mainly the period between the 

                                                 
 

21 Around 1970, she was a curator at Blekinge Museum and compiled the inventory on the 
architectural heritage for Karlskrona’s outer parts and Aspö, Augerum, Lösen and Tjurkö.  
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late 1670s and 1710-11, but a final paragraph leaps into the present time, as an 
epilogue, which gives it some kind of narrative closure.  

Wilstadius sets the scene by placing Karlskrona’s foundation into the un-
ruly times following the peace of Roskilde (1658), when Blekinge County be-
came Swedish, but conflicts with the Danes were still ongoing, leading to the 
wish of King Karl XI to move the naval fleet from Stockholm to a more 
southern and ice-free location. Karl XI therefore commissioned his admiral 
Hans Wachtmeister to analyse if there could be a suitable place in Blekinge that 
would serve the purpose of strengthening Sweden’s military position in relation 
to the Danes and to secure the possession of the newly conquered counties by 
providing a strategic location for the Royal Navy.  

Then, the text describe the construction works of the city, led by three 
men, Carl Magnus Stuart, Erik Dahlbergh and Hans Wachtmeister, and lists 
several milestones, such as the first shipyard built on the island of Vämö al-
ready in 1679. In 1681, five bridges stood ready as well as connections between 
the island of Trossö and Vämö. In 1684, the naval shipyard was transferred to 
Trossö, and craftsmen moved into the city, mainly to the part called Västerud-
den. Shipyard workers received plots on Björkholmen, while Trossö was re-
served for officers and citizens. All of these acts are narrated in a passive voice; 
Wilstadius remains quiet about who executed the work, which resources were 
used, what kind of layout the city had or what the houses looked like; she only 
lists which functions were built for the naval city. A large part of the text is 
devoted to the question of how the city dealt with the problems of daily life, 
such as the access to pasture land or the maintenance of social and physical 
order, for instance by public capital punishment “which was considered to be of great 
educative importance” (Wilstadius 1980, 23). 

For Wilstadius, two events in the year 1709 “radically changed all previous 
plans” (Wilstadius 1980, 23). The Danes invaded Scania again and the plague 
was advancing from the continent via the Baltic Sea. Since there were no forti-
fications on the land side, prisoners of war and citizens were forced to build 
entrenchments and to cut down the forest on Vämö. Wilstadius does not reveal 
if these efforts contributed to keeping the Danes outside. The plague reached 
Karlskrona in November 1710, when the city was full of soldiers, and the lack 
of resources such as physicians, medicine, firewood and food contributed to 
the spread of the epidemic. In one year, more than 6,000 people died, buried in 
special graveyards outside of the city, on Vämö and Aspö. The text ends by 
remarking that currently, the five bridges to the mainland are replaced by 
streets and a railway line built on landfills in the sea bays. The new arterial road 
Österleden also takes up a great amount of land, but a part of Vämö is still un-
touched, “a piece of cultural history in a green recreation area” (Wilstadius 1980, 25).  
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Apparently, this narrative does not have a clear plot that connects all of 
these actions and events to a coherent story. Nonetheless, there is an ending, 
and it is the ending that provides meaning (Czarniawska 2004). What does it 
mean in this case? Why is Vämö, the location for cattle, gallows and plague 
bodies, highlighted so much, as untouched by modern infrastructure? It seems 
to be a regret that the “City on islands”, which used to be clearly delimited 
from the mainland to which it was connected only by bridges, has now lost this 
particular physical characteristic. But since this text focuses more on the func-
tions of the physical constructions, not their form, as neither Karlskrona’s Ba-
roque street layout nor splendid buildings are mentioned, one can ask if this 
regret also includes the loss of the initial function, the purpose the city was 
built for, to be strategically important for the “Great Power” Sweden. But then, 
this would mean that according to this account of Karlskrona’s early history, 
the city had lost its main purpose already in the year 1709. This would explain 
why Wilstadius did not extend her historical account to later periods in which 
the city experienced more heydays, as in the 1780s, when the dockyard ex-
panded under Fredric af Chapman. This raises the question which function a 
contemporary Karlskrona is ascribed to – other than to safeguard the memories 
and relicts of the city’s very beginning, which coincides with Sweden’s high 
time of Empire, when it was one of Europe’s great powers.  

Thus, this book contains two main narratives that both have difficulties in 
formulating a future-oriented purpose of development for the city. At the ut-
most, the objectives can be described as living up to expectations, survival or 
conservation of historical, physical relicts and memories. There is a noticeable 
focus on history, which even hinders the description of the city as an attractive 
place to live in the present.  

Karlskrona – not a Place for Living and Recreation?  

As soon as texts in the book seem to start a narrative on Karlskrona as a loca-
tion for an agreeable life, they divert and turn toward a call to experience the 
city’s history. The chairman of the municipal board, for example, mentions 
more in passing:  

 Karlskrona is not only defence and work. Located in Sweden’s garden there is not 
only beautiful nature, but also many spots for sports and recreation. (Johnson 1980, 
5)  

Since the councillor listed the most important manufacturing companies be-
fore, one could expect that the new inhabitant now receives some insider tips 
where to go to spend some leisure time. But Johnson (1980, 5) instead contin-
ues: “One can even obtain spiritual recreation“. 
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Does he suggest visiting the famous churches at Stortorget for contempla-
tion or taking part in parochial life? No, he refers to Karlskrona’s bygone 
“golden age”.  

Many memories from the Navy’s great age remain and provide an image from that 
time when Karlskrona was a big city, the third in the country with respect to its mag-
nitude. (Johnson 1980, 5) 

Johnson, therefore, proposes to visit the urban quarter of Björkholmen (known 
for its low wooden, coloured houses, built as homes for dockyard workers, 
some of them dating back to the 18th century) or Blekinge Museum and the 
Naval Museum.  

Johnson is not the only one suggesting the experience of Karlskrona’s his-
tory as the foremost, self-evident activity to partake in during one’s spare time. 
The municipal head of the tourist office contributes an article to the book enti-
tled “Karlskrona on the water”. He introduces Karlskrona as a municipality “where 
there is a lot to experience” (Nilsson 1980, 83), especially because of Karlskrona’s 
location on approximately 30 islands. This introduction and the title build up 
the expectation that a description of marine sports activities will follow, where 
to swim in the summer or where to rent a sailing boat or kayak. But to the 
reader’s surprise, Nilsson also retells Karlskrona’s history, occupying more than 
60% of his text. The last paragraph then returns to the subject of cultural and 
leisure activities, of which the municipality is said having so many to offer:  

for instance, we have one of the world’s finest naval museums, housed in the former 
Boy Seamen Barracks. Here, the city’s and the Navy’s development are mirrored on 
three floors. (Nilsson 1980, 84) 

Interestingly, the Naval Museum’s head does not assume that a visit to his mu-
seum is the first thing a new inhabitant will be inclined to do. 

It does not have to be a rainy day to go to the Naval Museum; since you are now liv-
ing in a city whose history is so intimately associated with the sea and ships, it might 
be some fun to look at the history of ships and the dockyard of former times. If not 
before, you will discover it when you will show the city’s tourist attractions to your 
guests – the Naval Museum is one of them. (von Busch 1980, 51) 

Nevertheless, whenever a text in the book is about to create a narrative of a 
Karlskrona as a place for living and recreation, the following proposals for acts 
(activities to do in one’s spare time) direct toward Karlskrona’s grand history. 
Accordingly, this introductory guide for new inhabitants mainly portrays the 
city as a place for those who already share this attachment to the local and/or 
national history. Those who do not know the place yet hardly receive more 
information about sights and buildings that helps to form a mental image. Ad-
ditionally, this is definitely not a narrative that invites newcomers to become 
active themselves in Karlskrona; their main role is mainly limited to looking. 



Planning Narratives in Karlskrona – Välkommen till Karlskrona (1980) 

83 

This leads to the question of who the agents are in these narratives and what 
roles they have.  

Mighty State Powers and Obedient Citizens 

The different texts in Välkommen till Karlskrona give the impression that civil-
ians, in any case, are subordinated to state powers, which might be the national 
state or the municipality.  

As in Wilstadius’ (1980) text, only state representatives such as the King, 
Wachtmeister and Dahlbergh play a prominent role; they can execute their own 
plans (p 21)22. Civilians are only mentioned when they come into conflict with 
state or municipal authorities. Wilstadius relates about two farmers from Nät-
traby (p 21), sentenced to death for piracy, who contact Wachtmeister in order 
to show him a suitable harbour, hoping to be pardoned, or Wittus Andersson 
(p 21), the owner of Trossö, who did not wish to sell the island to the king be-
fore he was imprisoned for being a wrecker. The inhabitants of Ronneby were 
first forced to resettle in Karlskrona (p 22); then, they were used as forced la-
bour to construct the defence walls against the Danes (p 25).When Wilstadius 
turns to the only act initiated by a civilian individual, the botanical garden that 
Johan Ferber23 wanted to create on Vämö (p 23), she stresses that the city ap-
proved this under the condition that the ownership of the garden would be 
handed over to the city after Ferber’s death, but she misses highlighting that 
this garden which Ferber finally planted in Augerum (about 10 km north of 
Karlskrona) was on par with royal pleasure gardens of that time (Hillbom 
1982). It is not clarified in this text if Ferber preferred Augerum to Vämö be-
cause he thought that the city’s conditions were too disadvantageous. But since 
no other motivation is given, the reader is inclined to see a connection.  

Other demonstrations of the state’s role as a “coercive agent of social order and 
discipline” (Savage et al. 2003, 154) mentioned by Wilstadius are the ban to keep 
the pigs running on the streets, which were caught by the hangman, even 
though they functioned as “that time’s public cleansing department” (Wilstadius 1980, 
22). Whores were whipped by someone with the “the melodic title ‘whore-beater’” 
(Wilstadius 1980, 23), and when the citizens had to bury their beloved ones 
who died in the plague, they were forced to do it in special graveyards, which 
was felt as a shame (p 25). According to this text, living in early Karlskrona 
meant to get into conflict with some state or municipal authority again and 
again, in the daily struggle for survival. Additionally, it is a men’s world; women 
(with the exception of the whipped prostitutes) are hardly mentioned at all.  

                                                 
 

22 Page numbers without a reference to a source refer in the following to Välkommen till 
Karlskrona (1980) 
23 Ferber was the Naval Pharmacist (Skoglund 1975).  
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Even the texts on contemporary Karlskrona emphasise the leading role of 
public authorities and do not encourage taking private initiatives. The chairman 
of the municipal board finishes his welcome text:  

In general, Karlskrona is, with its peculiar character, a municipality which we try to 
make more enjoyable not only for already established inhabitants of Karlskrona, but 
also for you who are newcomers. We do this with the hope that you will feel at home 
and like it, and you are warmly welcome to us. (Johnson 1980, 5) 

The active agent is here clearly only the municipal administration or political 
leadership. The task of the new inhabitant is only to “feel at home and like it”, 
not to conduct an active life. Simultaneously, in this paragraph, a distinction is 
made between the group of established inhabitants and the newcomers. Con-
trast this paragraph with the beginnings and the endings of the texts by the 
chairmen of the municipal boards in Kristianstad and Gävle:  

You have now become one of the inhabitants of Kristianstad municipality. Therefore, 
I want to say welcome to Kristianstad and I hope that you will like it here. [...] 
We have learnt to love our city and the area. To each of you who now comes to work 
and live in our municipality, I turn to you with the wish that you will find the same 
comfort as we all. Welcome to Kristianstad. (Björnsson 1980, 5-6) 
 
With you, Gävle municipality has become enriched with yet another inhabitant. It is 
my hope that the well –being at the new place will be good. [...] 
There are, of course, a lot of bustling club activities, which attract to communities, in 
different areas of interest. But in this respect, it is maybe better that as a new inhabi-
tant of Gävle to get to know by yourself what the municipality has to offer. Even if 
Gävle has many inhabitants, it is still a moderate municipality which satisfies many 
tastes. (Gillström 1980, 5-7) 

These texts first make clear that the new inhabitant now is part of the group of 
municipal inhabitants, and they describe the new inhabitants as active persons 
that will contribute to the life of the community. The book on Lund expresses 
a similar meaning. Here, Lund’s first politician does not write an explicit wel-
come text; instead, he provides a characterisation of the local political life, 
whereby he describes the many and intensive public debates on urban devel-
opment as being typical for Lund, which can be understood as an invitation to 
take part in them as well. Also, the following chapter on Lund’s historical de-
velopment dedicates the beginning to an explicit welcome, as many other texts 
in the sample of publications used for comparison, that invite the reader to 
actively discover the new community, by joining local associations, posing 
questions to and putting demands on municipal administrative units or just by 
strolling around.  

In contrast, especially the texts from municipal heads in Välkommen till 
Karlskrona seem to perceive their role as an all-knowing guide in the municipal 
structures, rather than a provider of services from which the citizen can 
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choose. The texts on schools in Karlskrona, for example, presents – besides the 
extensive historical account described above – mainly numerical information 
on the size of the different school districts of the primary schools. Which edu-
cational programmes that are offered on the upper secondary level – where 
students would have a choice –, is not mentioned. The request (formulated in a 
rather decisive way) to contact the school administration seems mainly to have 
the objective of finding an opportunity to inform the new inhabitants about the 
customs to which they must adapt.  

Of course, many questions come up when moving to a new place. From the school’s 
side it is appreciated if parents and the newly moved in pupils visit the headmaster in 
the respective district so that the involved parties can get to know each other and so 
that the headmaster can have an opportunity to inform about the conditions that ap-
ply for the school where the pupil will be placed. (Håkansson 1980, 68) 

Contrast this with the invitation by the school director in the university city of 
Lund, who addresses parents as knowledgeable and demanding partners in the 
field of education: 

In the school, we are all ready to answer your questions exactly that concern your 
children. Our ambition is to have a good and trustful co-operation between home and 
the school.  
Just visit your closest headmaster’s office, call, write or come up to the school de-
partment, Church Street 2, and we will do our best to answer your questions and will 
do everything we can so that the adaptation to a new school environment for your 
children will be as smooth as possible and lead to the best results. (Rosén 1980, 57)  

A similar perspective on the relation between Karlskrona’s municipal admini-
stration and the individual seems to dominate the world view of the social de-
partment.  

Modern social care has put the human in the centre and the task of the social office is 
to work as the community’s service institution.  
The need for social information is great. Inhabitants are brought to the insight that 
social care – advice, help and service – is a right through objective information. (Dahl 
1980, 72)  

Inhabitants in Karlskrona are clearly not seen as informed, responsible citizens 
that are capable of making their own choices, but more as objects of adminis-
trative routines “put in the centre” of municipal control. Partly, this perspective 
seems to come from the perception that without the help of society, the indi-
vidual is very vulnerable.  

Previously, illness, childbirth, loss of provider and old age could lead to economic ca-
tastrophes. Today, social insurances provide a good economic safeguard for these oc-
casions. (Dahl 1980, 72)  

Comparable formulations could not be found in the other three guide books 
analysed here. 
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Summarising the narratives found in the book Välkommen till Karlskrona 
from 1980, we can see that one is a narrative on the problems of making 
Karlskrona into a modern city, since the foundation as a naval city 300 years 
earlier has led to physical, organisational and industrial structures that compli-
cate an efficient operation. This is also a narrative of a municipality that has to 
sustain its position in an environment that has been constantly changing due to 
decisions made by the nation state. But there is also another narrative that 
makes the development of modern urban structures responsible for a loss of 
culturally valuable artefacts connected with Karlskrona’s foundation as a naval 
city which contests the city’s status and ascribed meaning. Despite the ambigu-
ous stance toward the benefits of modern development expressed by these 
narratives, there is unanimous support for narrating Karlskrona as a city with a 
naval history. The strong focus on historical times leads to the incapability of 
presenting a narrative of the present Karlskrona as an attractive place for living 
and recreation. This is highlighted by a narration of a civil population com-
manded and controlled by state and municipal authorities, which covers his-
torical and contemporary times. This introductory guide for new inhabitants 
does not tell a narrative that invites newcomers to become a part of the com-
munity.  

All in all, it seems to do the total opposite one can expect from such a pub-
lication. It does not provide any reason why one should move to this place 
apparently full of problems and with no future to talk about, or why one, if she 
has already happened to come there, should want to stay. I read this book in a 
way that it says to stay away. This would be a rather remarkable meaning for a 
book that comes from a genre or class of texts that explicitly has as a task to 
make people welcome. Let us see if an analysis of the literary form helps in 
arriving at a more nuanced interpretation of the narratives in this book.  

5.1.2 Narrative Explanation: An Ironic Welcome  

An analysis of the narrative form based on the approach developed by Hayden 
White might start by seeing of what kind of plot the narratives are made. The 
story that Althini (1980) tells, about a municipality experiencing deep problems 
that are fought with quite impressive actions by the municipality, partly resem-
bles a romance. However, if the municipality is here taken as the protagonist, it 
is difficult to ascribe really heroic qualities to this agent. The struggle with the 
reorganisation problems due to the municipal merger is solved by a slow proc-
ess of adaption. The fight against the loss of military jobs has shown some suc-
cesses, but lately there was apparently a big failure, when the island of Verkö 
was transformed into an industrial area, but the expected production facility 
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never came, so that it now remained “a unique resource for the whole country for future 
business locations” (Althini 1980, 14). Also, the impressive act of building a naval 
base on islands seems to have been a failure because in the end fortifications on 
the land side were missing. Most apparent, not only in Althini’s text, but as a 
common characteristic for all narratives in Välkommen till Karlskrona, is the lack 
of a quest, which would be typical for romances, according to Frye. None of 
the narratives presents a clear idea to which direction development should lead. 
Survival seems to be the most important objective, either in the most literal 
sense, as when in Wilstadius’ text inhabitants have to fight the plague as well as 
the Danes, or in a more figurative sense, as when military job reductions have 
to be met (Johnson, Althini) or the municipality attempts to live up to the stan-
dards in the delivery of welfare services that can be expected from a modern 
Swedish municipality. As shown above, the book’s main narratives also have 
problems to conclude their stories, to give a coherent account of their respec-
tive view on the city or its history.  

Together with the unclear purpose, this is a feature that they share with 
works of the genre of satire, which are often unfinished or fragmented (Frye 
1957, 234). I, therefore, interpret Välkommen till Karlskrona as satire. Typical for 
this genre is also the very mundane portrayal of daily life. Wilstadius does not 
only concentrate on the heroic act of building a city on islands, but describes 
how pigs walk around on the streets or the problems of the inhabitants to get 
corpses buried in sacred soil when the plague rules. Also, Althini focuses very 
much on details, such as the problems within the municipal administration fol-
lowing the municipal merger, which make the municipality seem to be a rather 
unglamorous hero – fitting Frye’s observation that satire is the parody of ro-
mance. The characterisation of the hierarchical relation between inhabitants 
and state authorities points toward a community in which those values domi-
nate and that, according to Frye (1957, 226), characterise a “low-norm” satire: 
to keep the eyes open and the mouth shut, to live a conventional life and to not 
question the logic of convention.  

The mode of emplotment matches with the contextualist mode of explana-
tion, completely in congruence with Hayden White’s results of analysis of the 
relation of these modes in classic historiographies. Because whenever there are 
motives provided for actions, as in Althini’s or Wilstadius’ texts, they refer to 
changing environments, which have to be reacted on. The reduction of military 
jobs is met by practical support for the manufacturing industry, administrative 
reform led to a reorganisation of municipal services, the unsuitable location is 
made accessible by infrastructure investment, and the plague and Danes threat-
ening to conquer the city from the land side changed all initial plans for the 
city. These explanations do not allude to some general laws, nor do they see the 
actions as parts of a general teleological development but simply as a result of a 
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certain context in a certain period. Then, it also fits that the main objective for 
development is to survive respectively, to live up to the expectations that can 
be put to a “modern” municipality at that time, a very existentialistic view on 
life. There is no higher power. As Althini emphasised, “Karlskrona has had admi-
rals, but never a bishop” (Althini 1980, 16). In addition, while the books on Lund, 
Kristianstad and Gävle all contain a chapter on the respective churches and 
parochial life, this is not the case for the one on Karlskrona. Thus, there seems 
to be no overarching system of belief at all. Derived from this and also in line 
with the features characterising a satire, according to White, is that these texts 
more or less seem to be accepting of the status quo. No expectations are ut-
tered that changes in the environment will lead to fundamental new perspec-
tives for the city, nor is this meaning provided to actions described in the texts.  

However, the ideological implication is not concordant with White’s obser-
vation. It would be difficult to state that the authors express a liberal ideology, 
at least not in the meaning that they would defend the right of the individual 
against interference from above. On the contrary, the impression arises that the 
state authorities seem to know better than the inhabitants what is good for 
them; the state takes a patriarchal role toward its citizens. This fits well into the 
planning tradition that John Friedmann in 1987 called social reformism, as 
Elander (1991, 84) reports. The tradition stemming from the beginning of the 
19th century sees the state as the instrument for steering the society. It is charac-
terised by a quest for control, a top-down perspective and a belief in rational 
calculation. Planning is done by experts to create the good society for inhabi-
tants, not with them. This tradition clearly dominated the social-democratic 
policy from the beginning of building the “people’s home” in the 1930s to the 
mid 1970s, when more dialogue or policy analysis oriented traditions influenced 
Swedish Social Democrat practice (Elander 1991, 84-86; Granberg 2004). But 
apparently, these new policy approaches had not arrived yet in Karlskrona in 
1980. At least in this book, citizens do not have the capability to decide them-
selves. They do best not to question, not to challenge the rules implied by state 
or municipal authorities and not to take any initiatives.  

What then can be the master trope that characterises the book? Following 
White’s scheme, irony lies close at hand. And yes, there are plenty of examples 
of ironies. Irony is a rather difficult trope whose meaning and definitions have 
changed quite a lot in the past 3,000 or so years (Szerszynski 2007). Using the 
work of Muecke from 1969, Szerszynski (2007, 341) characterises ironic com-
munications or situations with four features: there are at least two layers of 
meanings, these meanings or interpretations are incompatible or stand in ten-
sion with each other, there is a victim who is unaware of these double mean-
ings, and there is an observer who sees this irony, so the recognition of irony is 
by definition subjective. Also, I see many examples of situations where there 
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are two layers of meaning. The most important, as argued above, is that the 
whole purpose of the book Välkommen till Karlskrona seems to be the opposite 
of the one that the title intends to be. But I find many other features in the 
single chapters as well, such as when Wilstadius emphasises that Karlskrona is 
built in the archipelago in order to provide a strategic advantage for the Navy 
to keep the Danes under control, but then the Danes threaten to come from 
the unfortified land side. No hostile foreign armadas overcome the elaborated 
fortifications on the sea side, but the most fatal enemies are tiny, invisible bac-
teria travelling on merchant boats. Wilstadius’ most praised place, Vämö, is the 
gallows hill. Karlskrona’s centre is said to be located in the periphery. Modern 
urban development, the construction of Österleden, destroys the basis for 
Karlskrona’s identity, that is, to be isolated, in the literal meaning of being “on 
islands”, as well as the most valuable architectural heritage. In other chapters, 
politicians and administrative heads in a democratic state, in other contexts 
known for its neutrality and commitment to support peace and development in 
unruly parts of the world, narrate citizens like subordinates and assign a posi-
tive value to Sweden’s era as a Great Power. All of this sounds like a paradox, 
contradictory and absurd – as it often happens in a satire.  

Additionally, the cover image appears to be ironic (see illustration in the 
appendix). The new inhabitant, coming to Karlskrona full of hope, perhaps 
with the ambition to take a new step in his or her career and to receive a higher 
income or to otherwise find good fortune, is immediately met by Old Man 
Rosenbom24, a wooden man placed in front of the Admiralty Church. He holds 
a sign with the following inscription: 

Most humbly I beg you, 
Though voice I may lack: 
Come drop a penny, do; 

                                                 
 

24 According to Selma Lagerlöf in the Adventures of Nils Holgersson, Rosenbom worked as sailor 
on one of the most advanced naval sailing vessels, Dristigheten, designed by Fredrik Chapman, 
which was involved in many naval battles between 1785 and 1814. He plays a prominent role in 
Lagerlöf’s chapter on Karlskrona, as he hides little Nils under his hat and protects him in this 
way because the other monument King Karl XI starts chasing the little boy after an accidental 
insult. Then, Rosenbom guides Karl XI in the collection of ship models and gives Karl (and so 
Nils and the reader as well) a lecture on the ingenious men at the shipyard and their inventions, 
as well as the most glorious battles that the Swedish Navy fought against the Russians. Karl XI 
and Rosenbom agree that the old times were better times: “Both he and the bronze man had the most 
to say about the fine old wooden ships. The new battleships they didn't exactly appear to understand.” 
(Lagerlöf 1906, Kap. IX – English translation by Velma Swanston Howard). So Lagerlöf’s 
description of Karlskrona, which Nils visits at night, so he hardly sees any living human being 
on the streets, would have fit well into the book Welcome to Karlskrona.  
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But lift my hat!25  

His main function is to be a collecting box for the poor. This picture on the 
cover does not directly advertise Karlskrona as a place for having a richer life.  

Who then is the innocent “victim” who is unaware of all of these ironies? I 
argue that these are the authors of the texts in the book because the irony here 
is not of the kind that Szerszynski following Muecke calls communicative irony. 
This means that authors consciously choose a representation that is the oppo-
site of the intended meaning. This is certainly not the case. I do not want to 
imply that the single authors of the texts in Välkommen till Karlskrona had a hid-
den intention to keep people away from the city. I assume that each of them 
individually was ready to give a warm personal welcome to whomever that 
would come. As will be shown later, some of the authors in the book, such as 
the chairman of the municipal board or the information officer, were among 
the most active behind the efforts to make Karlskrona a more open, welcoming 
place. The irony of this book for new inhabitants can be more described as a 
type of situational irony, which means that the actors’ view on reality is dramati-
cally different from the one of the external observer – which is me in this case. 
In the following, I aim to show why, even though municipal representatives 
certainly wanted to welcome new inhabitants wholeheartedly, the context in 
which they were living did not really allow that, or at least did not give many 
occasions to do that so they did not have the experience, i.e. the right stories to 
tell.  

5.1.3 Contextual Explanation: The City of the Cold War  

In this chapter, I construct a context in which the book Välkommen till 
Karlskrona will make sense. The following questions arose after the first two 
readings of the texts: Where does the apparent incapability to tell a welcoming 
narrative about a liveable place come from? How can one explain the ambiva-
lent relation toward being both a naval city and a modern development? Why 
does a municipality present itself in such a disadvantageous way which I inter-
pret as ironic? Since so many texts in this book as well as my interviews refer to 
Karlskrona’s foundation as a naval base as a cause for which phenomenon 
ever, I will start by looking at which role Karlskrona was ascribed to in the 
“greater narrative” on the “Cold War” and how this formed the “space of ex-
perience” of the city’s inhabitants, and what being a naval city meant for the 

                                                 
 

25 From Lagerlöf, Selma (1906): The Wonderful Adventures of Nils, translated by Velma Swan-
ston Howard, Gutenberg Project 
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city’s social structure. Then, I will turn to the history of the municipality’s ef-
forts to build an alternative path of development, and I will also provide a 
broad historical overview of the practice of municipal urban planning. 

Living the Cold War 

One explanation for the incapability to welcome newcomers is that in their 
daily lives, Karlskrona’s inhabitants played a role in a story of war. In the geo-
political conflict between the West and the East, they stood on the front line, 
defending the nation of Sweden. Around 1980, the Cold War experienced a 
new “hot phase” after some relaxation of the tensions between the superpow-
ers, the U.S. and the Soviet Union, connected with the policy of détente by the 
Nixon administration and Willy Brandt’s “Ostpolitik”. The Soviet invasion of 
Afghanistan in 1979 increased the tensions again. Russophobia, a phenomenon 
reaching back to the Great Northern War, characterised the Swedish Defence 
policy, which mainly had the objective to prevent a potential Soviet attack 
(Oredsson 2011). This policy did not only include investments in military de-
fence capabilities, but also focused on forming a civil society that could switch 
over to war modus “if the war comes”, which was the motto of the civil defence 
organisation (Cronqvist 2011). The territorial organisation of crucial infrastruc-
ture systems such as telecommunications, public media and other public head 
offices were congruent with the military districts. Information on how to be-
have in case of war was spread via telephone catalogues, brochures, evacuation 
exercises and posters in every staircase. Roth (2011) estimates that 2,8 million 
people could have been mobilised to be part of “Totalförsvaret” (“Total De-
fence”); he therefore states that the whole country of Sweden under the Cold 
War made out “a military-industrial-administrative complex” (Roth 2011, 69) 

This was the case for Sweden’s population as a whole. But for Karlskrona’s 
inhabitants, the Cold War was more prominent, the national defence policy 
part of their daily practices and experiences. The city was the location of, for 
instance, the naval base, Coast Artillery, a radar station and the regional military 
headquarters (Rosengren 2011). In 1979 to 1980, about 1,600 people were em-
ployed by the Navy, about 50% as military staff (Karlskrona kommun 1992). 
Kallinge Air Base was not far, so that the probability that one would at least 
know someone working for the Armed Forces was quite high. “War planning”, 
to envision which enemies could possibly attack Sweden and how to fight 
them, was part of the military job. Manoeuvres engaged thousands of con-
scripts in role-playing about wars (Agrell 2010). The Navy and the Air Force 
had, in contrast to the Army, direct contact with, or at least sight of, the armies 
from the Eastern Block on their inspection tours of the Baltic Sea (Linderoth 
2011). So the member of these forces experienced a different kind of reality, 



Making Plans – Telling Stories 

92 

since they heard and lived out a different stock of narratives (Edwardson in 
Fältström and Edwardson 2009, 9-10). 

Local media such as Sydöstran and Blekinge Läns Tidning additionally con-
tributed to creating the notion that the enemy is close by reporting rumours 
and speculations about presumptive traces and sights of foreign “frogmen” and 
submarines (Rosengren 2011; Linderoth 2011). This kind of coverage was in-
tensified after the Soviet Submarine U 137 ran aground in Gåsefjärden, just 
10km from the naval base, in October 1981, and the Navy published advice on 
how to recognise submarine movements (Linderoth 2011). This resulted in the 
report of many observations from the civil population which could then not be 
confirmed. However, a rather clear image of threat and of an enemy hiding 
under the water surface existed even before (Rosengren 2011). Certainly, not all 
shared this perception; there was a peace movement as well, and when it be-
came known that the submarine was stranded, the press coverage saw it in the 
beginning not directly as threatening but focused more on the embarrassment 
that the Soviet armed forces could go that far in one of Sweden’s most con-
trolled restricted areas, where it then finally was discovered by civil fishermen 
(Lindner and Lundberg 2002; Linderoth 2011). Nevertheless, one can definitely 
say that it was the mission of the city of Karlskrona to keep people away. As 
Karlskrona’s municipal cultural officer expressed it:  

When I hold a lecture on conferences, I show this here: [An image of Dracula with 
the text: Welcome to Karlskrona.] I usually say: What is our experience? Yes, our his-
torical experience is to be a fortification town. The objective of the fortification is to 
keep people away. [...] And suddenly, after 300 years: ‘No, we were just kidding, you 
are welcome here!’ And that is like Dracula saying: ’Welcome to my castle!’26 

Military Restrictions  

The military presence also meant that large parts of the city centre were not 
accessible for the civil population. Trossö was spatially divided into a civil and 
military part by the Enclosing Wall around the harbour and dockyard, 1.2 km 
long. Some of the most beautiful areas of the city, exposed to the south, were 
unknown to a majority of the inhabitants. The closed areas did not only com-
prise the shipyard and barracks, but also a training area on land and water, and 
numerous defensive fortifications on nearly every island in Blekinge Archipel-
ago. Additionally, there were secret tunnels, bunkers and artillery installations 
all under Trossö (Melin and Petterson 2001). During WWII and until 1956, the 
whole city of Karlskrona was designated as a military area, which meant that 
foreign citizens were not allowed to stay longer than 24 hours (Wirén 1986, 91). 

                                                 
 

26 Interview with the municipal cultural officer, 2006-06-22 
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For large parts of the archipelago, restrictions for foreigners were valid until 
1996.  

Already marketing Karlskrona as a tourism destination was problematic 
since the most beautiful and interesting parts of Trossö could not be shown. In 
tourist publications, there are no aerial views of the south of Trossö. All of 
these military restrictions, which the city’s tourist office had striven to relax 
since the 1930s (Wirén 1986), certainly hindered the development of a wide-
spread physical tourist infrastructure and, based on that, a thriving tourist in-
dustry, e.g. businesses that would rent out rooms, boats or bikes. Since they did 
not exist, there was no widely distributed social experience of serving incoming 
tourists either – which quite clearly is reflected in the narratives in the book, as 
well as in the absence of a detailed description of the very particular built and 
natural environment.  

The Military and the Civil Society 

Even legally, the city was divided. In the 18th and 19th century, there were two 
competing jurisdictions, one for the admiralty and one for the city, with result-
ing quarrels about violations executed by the police of the other (Hillbom 
1982). Also, the fire brigade and the church were separate for the different 
spheres. There is still today a non-territorial parish exclusively for current and 
former employees of the Navy and their families in Karlskrona and Ronneby.27 
Other social activities, such as sport clubs and music ensembles, were organised 
by the military. This meant that in Karlskrona’s social, economic, cultural and 
political life, the military and its hierarchy were omnipresent. Until the 1970s, 
the conscripts had to wear their uniform even in their spare time, exhibiting the 
military rank (Wirén 1986).  

Even though the military and the civil sphere were so strictly segregated, 
the strong military culture inevitably also influenced civil life. Informants char-
acterised the social structure in Karlskrona as a rather strict class society, with 
clear distinctions as there were few contacts between different groups.28 Higher 
military officers constituted the local elite, and the lower classes consisted of 
the shipyard workers and the lower ranks in the Navy, while there was hardly 
any middle class.29 The division between military and civil life became increas-
ingly blurred first in the 1960s and 1970s. Military sport clubs formed youth 
sections; music ensembles transformed into civil associations (Wirén 1986). 
This feature, the separation of social life into the civil and military sphere, is 

                                                 
 

27 Kunglig. Karlskrona Amiralitetsförsamling, Församlingsinstruktion, fastställd 070426  
28 Interview with former municipal councillor, 2008-05-19 
29 Interview with Blekinge Läns Tidning’s chief editor, 2005-07-06 
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nothing special for Karlskrona, as it could also be observed at other military 
places (Feldmann Eellend 2011).  

However, in a society strictly characterised by class, origin and historical 
privileges, it must be difficult to formulate a narrative that makes space for an 
unidentified newcomer. The situation is reminiscent of the description MacIn-
tyre (2007, 122 - 124) provides of the Homeric society, where each individual 
has a given role in a social structure defined by bonds of kinship and house-
holds. Guests with no place in the social order are strangers, as the term ξένος 
makes clear that means both “guest” and “alien”. They have to be treated with 
well-defined, but limited hospitality.  

Demographic Stagnation  

This static social structure only changed slowly because rather few new and 
younger people moved to the city. From 1950 to 1970, the number of inhabi-
tants declined noticeably. In the 1970s, population numbers stabilised due to 
the industrial relocations to Karlskrona in the beginning of that decade, but the 
migration net especially for the age category under 30 was negative. Mobility, in 
general, was low. Karlskrona municipality usually compares its development 
with other residential cities in Southern Sweden. While in some of these cities 4 
to 6% of the population moved in or out of the city per year, the share in 
Karlskrona had been about 2 to 3 percentage points lower since the end of the 
1960s.30  

This can partly be explained by the different age structures in the munici-
palities, where Karlskrona had a lower share of inhabitants in age groups that 
had a higher likelihood to move.31 With just about 1% of the population, the 
share of inhabitants with a foreign citizenship was also far lower than the na-
tional average of 5.2% in 1980. These structural factors meant that encounters 
with other, different persons in Karlskrona did not happen as frequently as in 
other places.  

Certainly, there was a continuous influx and outflow of military personnel. 
The conscripts are not included in the statistics since they continued to be reg-
istered in their home municipality.32 They also do not interact that much with 
the local community during their stay, apart from occasional pub rounds. It was 
the same for the military officers, but these often did not stay for a long time 
either and therefore did not necessarily make many social investments in civil 
society. This also means that, first, there was not so much experience in general 
with receiving new inhabitants to Karlskrona, and frequently those who came 

                                                 
 

30 Data: Statistics Sweden, own calculations 
31 Karlskrona kommun, Om befolkningsstruktur och utveckling..., PM 2000-03-20   
32 Folkbokföringslag 1967:198 
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did not stay for a long time. This can be one explanation for why the “wel-
come” in the book for new inhabitants is expressed in this rather reserved tone.  

Hierarchical Political Culture 

The long experience of military hierarchy also characterised the political culture 
in Karlskrona.33 In the period covered in this thesis (1980 – 2010), there were 
two chairmen of the municipal board that held their post for several election 
periods, the one from 1979 – 1991 (he became a municipal councillor already in 
1977), the other from 1994 – 2006. Both were social-democrats and known for 
their rather autocratic leadership.34  

Thus, Karlskrona is said to have been marked by clear distinctions made 
between different social classes and between military and civil society, and 
some additionally argue that this military culture, the tradition of hierarchy and 
obedience also characterised the relationship between the municipal authorities 
and the citizens, which, as explicated above, was marked by a treatment of citi-
zens as subordinates. Another explanation for this relationship is that the mili-
tary culture only reinforced the attitude that the Swedish welfare bureaucracy 
had toward its clients. Petersson et al. (2012, 9) state that this bureaucracy was 
characterised by the desire to steer and control citizens’ activities. The expan-
sion of the welfare state as such was motivated by the objective to modernise 
and civilise social values; people should be educated (Granberg 2004). The 
waves of mergers of municipalities between 1951 and 1974, in whose course 
also the municipality of Karlskrona acquired the territorial shape of today by 
the incorporation of some rural municipalities to the city of Karlskrona,35 often 
strengthened the bureaucracy’s position. Municipalities became large complex 
units to deliver welfare services efficiently and professionally, so the number of 
municipally employed civil servants increased. With that, they also gained more 
power in relation to the elected politicians whose number drastically decreased, 
leading to a “tjänstemannavälde” (“Empire of civil servants”) (Granberg 2004, 93 – 
94). Civil rights groups started questioning the legitimacy of municipal actions 
controlling individual ways of life already in the 1960s (Granberg 2004, 88). But 
in Karlskrona, the municipal bureaucracy still seems to be unaware of this kind 
of criticism. The information officer (Althini 1980) rather seems to complain 
about a lack of efficiency caused by the reorganisation of the municipal organi-
sation, and the texts of the social director (Dahl 1980) or the school director 

                                                 
 

33 Interview with former municipal information officer, 2010-07-06 
34 Blekinge Läns Tidning, 1991-09-17; Blekinge Läns Tidning, 2005-04-28  
35 Statistics Sweden (1986): Sveriges kommuner åren 1952-1986. Meddelanden i samordnings-
frågor 1986:5 
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(Håkansson 1980) seem to be paradigmatic for this authoritarian tjänsteman-
navälde.  

However, the narratives in Välkommen till Karlskrona seem to relate a long 
history of tension between the interests of the individual and the values and 
norms set by municipal or state authorities, where the military hierarchical cul-
ture got mixed up with the patriarchal social-democratic welfare policy. To-
gether with the history of being Sweden’s defender and the resulting lack of 
experience with attracting tourists and integrating new people, this can be one 
explanation as to why the introductory guide for new inhabitants did not tell a 
welcoming narrative about an interesting place in which to live. 

Turning a Naval to an Industrial City 

But why are the narratives in Välkommen till Karlskrona looking backwards so 
much? Why are they incapable of telling about the present city without men-
tioning problematic circumstances? Why do they not mention a clear objective 
for future development? Even though this book is not a plan, one could expect 
some outlook into the then common future for the municipality and the new 
inhabitant. Here, I offer the explanation that this is caused by experiencing the 
failure of the traditional, local economic policy, which had the objective to di-
versify Karlskrona’s economic base by turning it into an industrial city. In the 
following, I will go back a little bit further in the history of Karlskrona’s local 
economic development policy in order to demonstrate how deeply rooted this 
objective has been in the municipality’s planning practice.  

It cannot be said when exactly city officials realised that the dependence on 
military employment made the city vulnerable and that other, civilian sources of 
employment were needed. However, it is clear that Karlskrona municipality has 
a long history of trying to induce economic development, and it did not start 
with that in the context of an “entrepreneurial turn” in the 1970s or so (Eng-
strand 2003). The municipality attempted since at least 1919 to increase the 
share of civil production in Karlskrona. Then, the city council in Karlskrona 
formed a committee with the objective to ask the government for a transforma-
tion of parts of the dockyard to civil production, since they saw its existence 
threatened.36 The defence decree from 1925 can be seen as another incentive 
for the beginning of an active, local industrial development policy (Jönsson and 
Swahn 1964). This decree, made with the conviction that a stable period of 
peace was to be expected after WWI, caused the shutdown of a Grenadier 
Regiment, located in the barracks on Gräsvik (Braunstein 2003). As a result, the 
population fell from 30,000 to 25,000. 

                                                 
 

36 Karlskrona kommun, stadsfullmäktige protokoll SF 1919 04 10 §15  
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In 1935, a time of high unemployment in Sweden in the aftermath of the 
world economic crisis from 1929 (Schön 2000) and where Blekinge County was 
especially concerned (Wirén 1986), the municipal parliament set up a “Kom-
munala byrån för näringslivets framjände” (“Municipal office for the promotion of busi-
ness”), the first of a row of municipal organisations responsible for an active, 
local economic development policy (Engstrand 2003). The objective has always 
been clear: To get new, civil manufacturing industries to Karlskrona. The first 
success of the municipal activities for a transformation of the economic struc-
ture was the location of the Ericsson factory in 1947, a result of the municipal-
ity’s generous provision of land, exemplary for the office’s belief that the 
preparation of industrial sites was the best way to attract industries (Engstrand 
2003, 110). The municipality also offered its land for a production plant for 
compaction equipment in 196037 and bought more land for industrial sites on 
the mainland on the island of Verkö in the following years (Wirén 1986). The 
provision of municipal land and investments in infrastructure were the munici-
pality’s most powerful instruments of local economic development.  

The island of Verkö embodies this approach better than any other place in 
Karlskrona. There, the most prominent example for this policy was located, 
Uddcomb, a partly state-owned company manufacturing core tanks and other 
heavy components for nuclear power stations in 1969. The municipality did 
everything to quickly adapt the island to this company’s needs, often circum-
venting the official planning process and permissions. For instance, a whole 
mountain was blasted away in order to secure that Uddcomb could become the 
“fastest built large scale industry in Sweden” (Wirén 1986, 78). While the company, in 
the beginning, developed quite well and grew to 800 employees in 1977, the 
growing critique against nuclear power and competition from other countries 
led to a crisis for the company (Wirén 1986). The referendum for a phase-out 
of nuclear power in Sweden in 1980 was a hard hit for this company38, so that 
just after ten years “the best thing that happened to Karlskrona ever”39 became a most 
pressing concern. This means that after ten years of intensive efforts and mas-
sive investments, Karlskrona municipality can only exhibit “a unique resource for 
the whole country for future business locations” (Althini 1980, 14) in the form of the 
industrial area. Thus, when Välkommen till Karlskrona was published, the mu-
nicipality had just experienced how projects to which high expectations (and 
investments) were attached failed grandiosely. Additionally, the largest existing 
manufacturing industries, the dockyard and Ericsson, stood under severe pres-

                                                 
 

37 The plant was a subsidiary to Vibro-verken in Ljungby and belongs to Dynapac today, which 
is a part of the Atlas Copco Group.  
38 Interview with former municipal councillor, 2008-05-19 
39 Expressen, 1969-10-11, in Wirén 1986  
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sure, as most manufacturing industry in Western countries did at that time. 
Ericsson’s factories had decreased their workforce in Blekinge by 800 between 
1976 and 1980 (Ed 1994). For shipyards, the situation was especially severe, 
and the dockyard’s survival was questioned (Nordberg 1993). The manufactur-
ing industry, for decades the main target for municipal economic development, 
lost its salutary appeal. The imagination of another, brighter future then does 
not seem to be possible for them at that moment, when all circumstances in the 
environment are so adverse.  

However, for critics of this approach of development policy, which was 
mainly driven by social-democratic politicians, the long list of failing projects 
gave reason to see Karlskrona’s history as a “history of failed development pro-
jects”, such as this informant:  

One can say that Karlskrona’s whole history is a history of failed economic develop-
ment projects. Karlskrona was founded in 1680, as you know. So Karlskrona was 
built up and everything was beautiful. The most beautiful city you can think of. The 
only thing was that it was a flop. Because when the city was built up, Denmark was no 
longer the enemy anymore, but Russia instead. Then, one had the Navy down here, 
but the enemy up there. So this project failed as well. In modern times, you can see 
project after project that failed. Uddcomb and so forth. The question is why every-
thing fails. Yeah, because there was this collectivist perspective on society. [...] There 
were no personal initiatives. The basis for entrepreneurship in society was not there. 
[...] People became passivated; it was the state who said what they should do, and it 
was the state that should fix the jobs.40  

A City for Cars and the Disregard of Built Heritage  

This manifold threat to the city’s purpose, one could also say identity, explains 
the nostalgic views back to assumed better times. But, as explicated above, the 
narratives in Välkommen till Karlskrona also tell about the decline of the physical 
environment and especially of the built heritage. They bemoan the loss of 
Karlskrona’s insular location, the transformation to a peninsula through the 
construction of the motorway and the destruction of baroque and neoclassical 
building structures.  

In fact, Karlskrona’s built heritage had been under threat for decades at 
that time, while there was rather little knowledge about the specific architec-
tural and historical features of the naval city. Certainly, this situation is not re-
stricted to Karlskrona alone; the built heritage found a prioritised place on the 
political agenda in many Western countries first in the course of the 1970s. But 
Karlskrona is said to belong to the medium-sized Swedish city that renewed 
most of its city centre (Karlskrona kommun 1981), as urban renewal quite of-
ten took the form of slum clearance, and the 1960s and 1970s were character-

                                                 
 

40 Interview with a former neighbour to university college, 2008-07-15 
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ised by a strong focus on increasing the accessibility of the city for motor traf-
fic. 

Large parts of central Karlskrona had been transferred into monofunc-
tional, monotonous rental block houses until the beginning of the 1970s (Wirén 
1986). This fuelled upcoming suburbanisation processes. Together with the 
general population decline and the ongoing rationalisation in the retail sector, 
this led to the closing down of many shops (Karlskrona kommun 1981). In 
order to strengthen Trossö’s functional role, further questioned by the munici-
pal merger with the municipalities on the mainland, Karlskrona’s general plan 
prepared in 1965 (Vattenbyggnadsbyrån 1966) had the objective to ensure 
Trossö’s accessibility by car, and proposed a ring road, the construction of 
parking houses and more office space. In 1971, the municipal transport policy 
explicitly states that the car traffic should not meet any hinder at all, which was 
expressed in the construction of a motorway all the way down to Trossö.41 
Many centrally located areas had been cleared in expectation of redevelopment, 
but then lay fallow due to the economic downturn in the 1970s (Karlskrona 
kommun 1981). There was no lack of criticism against this demolition politics, 
but it did not influence the development plans.  

Karlskrona is certainly not an outstanding case in this respect. Swedish 
post-war urban planning was, as in most Western countries, permeated by the 
narrative of rational, scientifically planned modernist development. The city 
was looked at as a machine, which planning engineers standardise and redesign 
based on blueprints, which did not need to take place-specific environments 
into account (Sandercock 1998a, 23). There was a consensus among planners 
and architects in Sweden in the 1950s and 1960s that it was necessary to sup-
port the transformation of cities in a way to support the emergence of the “car 
society”. The unhindered movement of car traffic was given first priority, and 
thus it was highly important to “make space” for parking cars in the densely 
built city centres by demolition to be able to meet the “scientifically defined” 
standards of the number of parking places that the building code and other 
planning guidelines demanded. Also, since planners regarded traffic planning as 
scientific activity, no other values than those that could be quantified were seen 
as relevant (Lundin 2008).  

Therefore, it can be explained that while there was an abundance of studies 
on calculating the optimal number of multi-storey parking houses and the nec-
essary width of streets for motor traffic, there was also a corresponding lack of 
analyses of the values of the existing built environment. It was certainly known 
that Karlskrona was rich in architectural treasures, but good documentation did 
not exist especially of the military buildings and not of the relationship between 

                                                 
 

41 Sydsvenskan, 1972-02-18  
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both the civil and military parts of the city (Persson and Flöög 2009). In 1945, 
the local historical society “Gamla Carlscrona” was founded in order to create 
awareness regarding the cultural and historical values that were lost by the 
wrecking ball.42 But in municipal urban planning, the question of cultural heri-
tage was not high on the agenda for decades. An open, public debate started in 
the mid 1960s when several buildings from the turn of the century on the high 
street had to give way for modern department stores (Wirén 1981). In 1966, the 
municipal parliament commissioned the aforementioned inventory of valuable 
historical milieus in the city’s central parts, chaired by Aspegrén, but with some 
exceptions, this inventory focused more on single buildings, without emphasis-
ing connections (Persson 1984). Additionally, it did not cover churches or mili-
tary buildings, including those of the dockyard, since these were seen as already 
standing under protection (Kommittén för bebyggelseinventering i Karlskrona 
1970, 148).43 Thus, over the 1970s there was an increasing public awareness of 
the cultural and architectural heritage in Karlskrona. National physical planning 
listed Trossö as being of national interest with respect to its cultural heritage. 
Gamla Carlscrona was able to increase the number of members in that decade 
from 258 till 3,618 and became Sweden’s largest local historical society.44 But 
until the end of the 1970s, aspects of cultural heritage did not outweigh the 
interests put forward by the traffic planners in the deciding political bodies.45  

Municipal urban planning started to consider the interests of heritage con-
servation first around 1980, and received then also some political support for 
it.46 But the previous decades had brought a modernisation of the urban struc-
ture that had changed some of the most characteristic topography, the connec-
tion to the mainland via islands and bridges. However, in comparison with the 
development in Sweden in general and other, competing cities in particular, all 
of the modernising efforts did not lead to the expected improvements or pro-
gress. There was not a population increase and no economic sector that stood 
for a promise of job growth and expansion.  

Thus, all in all, there are reasons that can explain the dominance of negative 
narratives on the city and its development in the book for the new inhabitants. 
Nevertheless, the fact that problems exist does not necessarily mean that one 
has to talk about them. But this telling about problems does not seem to be 
specific for only Karlskrona’s policy makers at that time; rather, it seems to be a 
narrative shared by many in Blekinge County. As the county councillor con-

                                                 
 

42 Interview with a representative for the local historical society, 2008-08-13 
43 Blekinge Läns Tidning, 1971-08-28; Sydsvenskan, 1972-02-18; Blekinge Läns Tidning 1975-01-15  
44 Föreningen Gamla Carlscrona, historik. http://www.fgc.nu/Historik.htm (accessed 100928). 
45 Interview with former city architect, 2010-09-08 
46 Interview with former city architect, 2010-09-08 
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cludes her contribution to Blekinge Läns Tidningar’s Jubilee edition to honour 
Karlskrona’s 300th anniversary:  

Blekinge is really favoured by nature, beautiful, varied and rich in possibilities. Why 
should it be so difficult for the central decision makers to find that out on a map? We 
are not depressed, rather astonished. Are people so ignorant, unsympathetic, uni-
maginative in this country that they do not see our advantages? Or is it we should 
bear the blame by rather talking about what is crazy in Blekinge than how we could 
make a good county better? (Odhnoff 1979, 4) 

One could then also argue that the narratives are local variations of a regional 
“greater narrative” of decline.  

5.1.4 Exploration: The Failed Promise of Modernity 

What do these narratives in Välkommen till Karlskrona tell about development? A 
comparison with the scheme developed in section 3.3 (see page 50) to analyse 
narratives of regional development clearly comes to the result that both of the 
main narratives in the book, the narrative about the problems of modern de-
velopment caused by history and the one about the heritage endangered by 
modern development, are told with elements of a narrative of resistance iden-
tity.  

In the case of the latter narrative, told mainly by Wilstadius and Aspegrén, 
this is very obvious. The scene is a city in a hostile environment. The sources of 
threat are different, the Danes, the plague or demolitions in the name of urban 
renewal. The city has to be protected and preserved; therefore, fortifications to 
the mainland have to be built or legal regulations put in place that will hinder 
the demolition of valuable built heritage. The purpose of development is pres-
ervation, as it was in any case better before, when the city was still functioning 
according to the original plan and had a meaning, or when the peculiar topog-
raphy and built environment were intact. The references to the history are 
mainly a means to be able to persevere with the adversities of the present, 
which is mainly the experience of comprehensive change. Aspegrén copied 
parts of his text for Välkommen till Karlskrona from the introduction to the in-
ventory of cultural heritage in Karlskrona, which he chaired. There, he devel-
ops this thought in a more extensive way:  

People often have difficulty in accepting transformations of the environment they are 
accustomed to that are too rapid and far-reaching. There are many who intensively 
and sensibly feel weariness in an uninspired milieu with poor traditions. [...] The 
committee wants to set the preservation of the older, valuable built structure into this 
suggested context. (Aspegrén 1970) 
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A reading of the narrative about “the foundation as a naval city as a problem 
for the city’s modern development” as a narrative of resistance identity is 
maybe less clear, but there are elements of it. Also, this narrative is about a city 
in difficulty that has to fight with various existential threats. The economic base 
in the form of military jobs is breaking away, industrial replacement jobs are 
lacking, and the city’s specific history makes it difficult to live up to the stan-
dards of a modern city, which should have an efficient administration and traf-
fic structure. The acts that address the problems can be described as doing 
“more of the same”. Even though apparently the approach to attract large 
manufacturing industries by offering industrial areas has failed, this still seems 
to be the base for the hope for future development.  

Also in this narrative, one can find a strong dose of nostalgia, as when mu-
nicipal councillor Johnson describes the memories of the Navy’s great days as 
“spiritual recreation”. In that case, references to the city’s history are both the 
cause of and a symbolic remedy for the problem. It seems that even 
Karlskrona’s leading politicians and civil servants experience the double-edged 
nature of modern development, as it is formulated in the classic quote by Mar-
shall Berman (1988, 15): 

To be modern is to find ourselves in an environment that promises us adventure, 
power, joy, growth, transformation of ourselves and the world – and, at the same 
time, threatens to destroy everything we have, everything we know, everything we are. 

The problem is only that in the case of Karlskrona around 1980, modernity 
does not come with so much “adventure, power, joy and growth”. This leads to the 
other possibility to interpret the narrative of “problems of modern develop-
ment caused by history” in Välkommen till Karlskrona as a narrative of legitimis-
ing the modernist, industrial city which the authors do not really believe in 
anymore. The modernist, industrial city was the main paradigm of development 
in the early post-war period, until around 1970. It legitimised the dominant 
forces of the society at that time, the strong welfare state that planned the func-
tional, modern and socially progressive city on scientific grounds. This gave a 
leading role to municipal housing companies, large construction and manufac-
turing companies, as well as politicians and planners which together decided on 
and executed large investments in housing, transport infrastructure, and tech-
nologies and education that supported mass production. The provision of pub-
lic services, high wage levels and social transfers facilitated the possibilities for 
mass consumption (Granberg 2004, 108; Schön 2000). With the narrative on 
cities in global competition, which in section 3.3 is described as the contempo-
rary variant of the narrative of legitimising identity, it shares the belief in one 
model of development for all kinds of places, the mechanistic view on devel-
opment and the reliance on rational logic. All of these elements favour rather 
capital intensive, large projects. 
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The narrative on “The foundation as a naval city as a problem for the city’s 
modern development” in Välkommen till Karlskrona sets a scene where every-
thing the modernist city stands for is described as problematic (lack of indus-
trial companies) or having been a cause for problems and demanding great 
efforts (efficient administration, transport infrastructure). In spite of that, the 
purpose is still to live up to the model of the modern city. There is at least no 
alternative goal formulated; the massive investments of the previous decade are 
described proudly. Active agents are mainly bureaucrats and politicians, i.e. 
experts, while inhabitants in general are described as receivers of services, and 
one can still see a reliance on rationalistic thinking – the existence of the indus-
trial island of Verkö is sufficient to see it a “resource for the whole country”. It 
seems that Karlskrona’s leading politicians and civil servants are in a state of 
“cognitive lock-in” (Grabher 1993), i.e. they insist on supporting the most re-
cent path of development, in spite of all the signs that this might be a dead end.  

Obviously, both the rationalist perspective on development and the nostal-
gic view backwards are obstacles for seeing other resources for development. 
The first hinders in seeing immaterial values, such as natural beauty and the 
particularity of the built heritage as a resource for development, or just to rec-
ognise the advantages of having a public space for those “irrational” activities 
like walking, playing or cycling. The latter contributes to the associating of heri-
tage with past times only, as when Aspegrén (1980, 26) describes Karlskrona as 
an “aristocratic” city, and Councillor Johnson (1980, 5) glorifies the Navy’s 
“golden age”, when Karlskrona was the “third city in the country”. Presenting then 
the city rather in such an unfavourable, unwelcoming light as in Välkommen till 
Karlskrona does obviously not help to attract people that could have a different 
perspective of the city, which would be much needed. Therefore, one can cer-
tainly argue that the narratives in this book contribute to the stagnation of 
Karlskrona which they describe.  
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5.2 Översiktsplan 1991 

5.2.1 Explication: A “Baltic Meeting Place” or an Industrial City? 

Main Narratives 

Karlskrona’s first comprehensive plan based on the new Planning and Building 
Act, Översiktsplan 91, adopted in June 1991, states that it is based on a strategy 
called “Vision 2010 – a richer life at the meeting place in the Baltic Sea” (in the follow-
ing called “Vision 2010”). The plan’s layout emphasises the intended relation-
ship between Vision 2010 and the plan’s content through a special structure for 
the respective subchapters. A segment of the vision, highlighted by a distinct 
background and apparently thought to be the source of inspiration, makes out 
the introduction, this is followed by a description of the status quo, and then 
the subchapter is concluded by the municipality’s objectives, as a concretisation 
of aims formulated in the vision with clear advice for action. This seems at least 
to have been the idea in the beginning, but it is implemented in a rather incon-
sistent way. Sometimes a segment of the Vision seems rather to be a summary; 
sometimes the text does not refer to it at all. In general, the text gives the im-
pression to have been written by different persons; style, structure and the 
range of content in the respective subchapters vary; and misspellings are fre-
quent. The text apparently lacks a final round of editing. The inconsistent lay-
out makes one assume that the distinction between Vision 2010 and “plan” 
does not seem to matter so much. Therefore, the whole ÖP 91 is read as one 
text, without regarding this distinction. Again applying Burke’s dramatistic pen-
tad, I can identify two competing narratives. The main narrative is the one 
about the “attractive Baltic meeting place”, which is based on Vision 2010. 
However, it will be argued that this narrative remains unclear as to what kinds 
of actions are called for and how the city should reach the goal starting from 
the scene as it is described. Then, there is another, fragmented narrative about 
Karlskrona as an industrial city. This narrative is not explicitly formulated, but 
many of the proposed acts in the plan indicate that this narrative was influenc-
ing ÖP 91 as well.  

The Narrative of the Attractive Baltic Meeting Place 

The narrative of the attractive Baltic meeting place tells in short how a city 
turns from being an isolated, dying place to one where people from all around 
the Baltic Sea gather in order to enjoy the high quality of life. The narrative 



Planning Narratives in Karlskrona – ÖP 91 

105 

starts by describing a closed city – in a literal meaning. ”Due to our defence tradi-
tion, we are strongly marked as a closed city behind strictly restricted areas” (p 62)47, but 
one can also read this as a “lock-in” in a figurative sense. With regard to the 
city’s economic base, ÖP 91 states: “We are a large ‘factory town’ [bruksort] with too 
few supplements to the Armed Forces, the dockyard and the manufacturing industry” (p 58). 
A “bruksort” indicates originally those places that grew around mines and steel 
production (Schön 2000). Their culture is said to be characterised by a certain 
spirit, “bruksanda”, which denotes a strong feeling of community, connected 
with a suspicious stance toward outsiders and a high inclination to work hard, 
but also a lack of initiative taking (Bergdahl et al. 1997). Karlskrona’s popula-
tion is described as having been shrinking for decades (p 7) due to the emigra-
tion of the youth (p 10). All of this together creates an image of an isolated city 
that has lost its inner vitality to a degree that it has become an existential threat.  

However, then, something happened. The Eastern Bloc “opened” (p 62). 
This makes it possible for Karlskrona to open up as well; the city can get rid of 
the restrictions that previously had kept the place bound and isolated. A new, 
different future is seen as possible, to become a meeting point of the Baltic Sea, 
which reconnects to the initial meaning of the city:  

Together we want to create a unique node for the growing business activity in the 
Baltic Sea Region, research and international contacts – the Baltic meeting point – by 
building upon our central location in the Baltic Sea, which has become a new, power-
ful strength again. (p 62) 

To go from being a closed city with backward industry to a meeting place for 
advanced activities like research and trade seems to be like a long journey. How 
will Karlskrona get there? Which acts are proposed?  

In order to become a “Baltic meeting place”, ÖP 91 highlights the impor-
tance of transport links, whereby most focus is placed on ferries to “the continent 
and the New Europe” (62). ÖP 91 certainly also demands better road and air con-
nections, but more text and illustrations, for instance on the cover page, focus 
on rail and ferry. Concretely, the municipality aims at having ferry connections 
to Gdynia in Poland and to Lithuania, and perhaps Germany. It plans a new 
ferry terminal for the municipal deep harbour at Verkö that will replace the 
stop for the newly started Poland ferry at the trade harbour on Trossö (p 64). 
However, at the time of the adoption of the plan, there was no operating ferry. 
Improved interregional connections, such as the upgrading and intensified op-
eration of the train connections to Scania and Gothenburg, are demanded; this 
includes a new railway station in Vedeby (p 63), where the lines to Malmö and 
Gothenburg meet, as well as reliable connections to Stockholm air and rail, 

                                                 
 

47 Page numbers without a reference to a source refer in the following to ÖP 91. 
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including the operation of a night train. Even though the narrative of the Baltic 
meeting place is part of a municipal planning document, it puts much emphasis 
on issues that lie outside the reach of municipal responsibility, for example the 
operation of interregional and international transport connections.  

When it comes to the question, who will be meeting in the Baltic Meeting 
Place, ÖP 91 remains rather unclear. It states:  

We have already become the meeting place for knowledge on the Baltic Sea’s envi-
ronmental problems and built up research resources to save the Baltic Sea environ-
ment. We have an increasingly more intensive exchange with our twin cities in the 
neighbouring countries around the Baltic Sea. (p 18) 

The hope for the future is to attract new companies with business ideas on 
“quality of life” and “Baltic Sea science” (p 58). However, the plan does not tell 
what kinds of businesses are meant by that, if these are companies dealing with 
ecological, cultural issues or languages. Therefore, it is difficult to imagine how 
these companies induce a new, economic path of development, and what this 
could look like. ÖP 91 is equally unclear about what kind of businesses would 
deal with “richer life” or “quality of life”, and how this would provide eco-
nomic growth and employment. A hint is given by mentioning: “we have attracted 
new, large state authorities with links to housing quality and marine activities” (p 67), 
which obviously refers to the relocation of the National Board of Housing and 
Planning (Boverket) and the Coast Guard to Karlskrona in 1988, but the plan 
does not describe what kind of spin-offs this could give.  

Thus, the “richer life” that “Vision 2010” would bring about apparently has 
a wider dimension than merely a booming economy. Karlskrona would be a 
good place to live, not only to work, which otherwise is connected with a 
“bruksort”. Key words the plan uses for characterising what the higher quality 
of life looks like are “variety” and “freedom of choice”; these are the empha-
sised aspects when the plan deals with housing (p 7), recreation (p 9) or eco-
nomic structure (58-61). These are also a part of the description of 
Karlskrona’s natural qualities: 

We have a sunny and mild climate and beautiful and diverse nature with rich variation 
– forest and plain, coast and city, archipelago and open sea. (p 25) 

Which actions will support this “higher quality of life”? ÖP 91 states this goal is 
imprinted in the comprehensive plan, since it “opens new beautiful areas for housing 
and working” (p 67). On the following pages, those new development areas are 
listed; they are located both in the urban areas, e.g. Stumholmen or Gräsvik or 
Verkö, and in the country side, especially on the larger islands in the Blekinge 
archipelago. However, these are only mentioned, and no prioritisation is made 
among them; their position in the text and their contexts do not assign them a 
special meaning, nor do illustrations underscore the stated beauty of the areas. 
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Instead, the main emphasis for development, according to the plan, is put 
on the establishment of a “centre axis” between Trossö and Vedeby along a light 
rail line. This is illustrated by photographs from neighbourhood centres such as 
Kungsmarken, Bergåsa and Pantarholmen, which show mainly streets and post-
war housing (p 73). These places certainly have their qualities, especially in a 
functional perspective, but they can hardly be called “beautiful”.  

There is no lack of projects or environments that could be made use of to 
tell a more convincing story of a “Baltic city with a richer life”. ÖP 91 claims 
Karlskrona to be a “unique cultural treasure”. Nevertheless, this “treasure” 
does not play a primary role in the comprehensive plan, as on the contrary ÖP 
91 states seemingly with regret that the remaining older houses make out a con-
tinuously shrinking capital, due to the renewal of the built environment in the 
past decades, as a result of societal changes (p 15). However, it will not be bet-
ter in the future, in that the general recommendations on urban development 
certainly recommend taking into consideration the interests of cultural heritage 
management, but in central parts, “development interests” are to be prioritised (p 
71).  

The plan does not demonstrate why the built heritage is so valuable, in 
which way it would contribute to the plan’s purpose. The existence of the built 
heritage is acknowledged, but it is not attached with a special meaning:  

Karlskrona är en av våra mest intressant arkitekturstäder, med de storslagna kyrko-
verken vid det romerskinspirerade torget, blandningen med de äldre trähusmiljöerna 
och de militära byggnadsverken inom örlogshamnen, varvet och Stumholmen. (p 15)  
Karlskrona is one of our most interesting architectural cities, with the grand churches 
at the Rome-inspired square, the blend with the older wooden neighbourhoods and 
the military buildings in the naval harbour, the dockyard and Stumholmen. (p 15)  

Otherwise, ÖP 91 remains quiet about the city’s heritage and history, apart 
from the statement that Trossö’s maritime history might be interesting for 
tourists. Telling the narrative of Karlskrona’s main factor of development, its 
establishment as a naval city, is rather avoided in relation to its cultural heritage: 

The built environment we see around us is the result of a long development. Every 
house mirrors the ideal of style and building method of its time. That is what makes 
our built heritage so rich. (p 15)  

Also, the motivation for the selection of Karlskrona as being of national inter-
est for Sweden’s cultural heritage does not tell why the city is a special place. It 
is shortened so much, lacking the meaning given grammar of a full sentence, 
that there is no understandable reason for the selection anymore: 

Selection motivation 
Fortification belt: 
Drottningskär, Godnatt, Kurrholmen, the dockyard, Stumholmen’s older buildings, 
fixed installations 
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Townplan of 1683: street layout, plot structure silhouette. 
Older buildings on Trossö Björkholmen. 
Wooden city, military institutional buildings. (p 42)  

The city’s history as a naval city is neither narrated as a full narrative nor does it 
make out an understandable part of the narrative of the Baltic meeting place.  

All in all, it is hard to understand how a city suffering from such a lock-in 
as it is said to be in ÖP 91, will become the attractive, open place as the narra-
tive of the Baltic meeting place states it would be in the aim. The acts that 
would lead to this objective are either not in the hands of the municipality to 
implement, such as the operation of transport connections on rail or sea, very 
fuzzy (the attraction of business dealing with quality of life and “Baltic Sea sci-
ence”, or they are not meaningfully integrated in the narrative (the development 
of attractive sites for housing or the built heritage). Therefore, I argue that the 
content of the plan actually is formed by another narrative, the one of the “in-
dustrial Karlskrona”, which also is a narrative about tensions between the func-
tional and symbolic centre and the rest of the municipal territory.  

The Industrial Karlskrona 

Many of the more concrete acts in 1991 do not really fit with the purpose of 
developing a Baltic meeting place, e.g. the provision of industrial areas for the 
manufacturing industry (p 60) or the comprehensive support for fishery and 
the fish processing industry, which includes the municipal harbour, the provi-
sion of additional infrastructure and even research and development at the uni-
versity college (p 59). Concerning these industries, the plan is not fuzzy at all, 
but can tell in detail which investments will be made. The needs of these indus-
tries seem to be much better understood than those of the service industries, 
whose growth would be linked to the development of the Baltic meeting place.  

ÖP 91 correctly acknowledges that service industries prefer those central 
locations that offer opportunities for frequent personal contacts, and Trossö is 
also named as the most important location for services. However, ÖP 91 ex-
presses the hope that good transport connections or a beautiful environment 
could attract service companies to areas that are in need of upgrading, the 
countryside, functionally monotonous areas or derelict built structures. Services 
then would be used instrumentally in order to develop the built environment. 
With the manufacturing industries, this is different; there, the built environ-
ment would be adapted to support the growth of the businesses (p 60).  

This more functionalist perspective on economic development is also re-
flected in a functionalist or rationalistic view on urban development, of which 
also the above mentioned “centre axis” is an expression, since it questions 
Trossö’s role as a city centre because of its “noncentral location” (p 61). In spite of 
the fact that most central functions are concentrated on Trossö and its sur-
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roundings, ÖP 91 does not treat Trossö as a special place, but categorises it as 
belonging to the functional planning region “stadsbygden” “the urban area”. 
This stretches from Trossö to Lyckeby, and the whole area is said to be charac-
terised by similar problems and preconditions for planning (p 67). Vedeby is 
said to be “The urban area’s geographic and communications centre” (p 61) and 
“Karlskrona’s centre of the built-up areas, where transport routes are crossing”. This moti-
vates a “complementary centre”, a place for large-scale retail trade, in Vedeby. The 
motivation to keep specialised retail trade on Trossö is only that a large share of 
people are living and working on Trossö:  

Trossö has a large share of residents and workplaces which provide the strongest rea-
son for keeping specialised trade and thus a main centre on Trossö. (p 61) 

ÖP 91 criticises that earlier plans from the 1970s were characterised by pre-
dominant functional and technical reasoning, and argues that a stronger focus 
on aspects such as “social design – urban design” would be necessary (p 68). How-
ever, in its most concrete proposals, this kind of functional reasoning seems to 
dominate, while the consideration of immaterial or symbolic values, e.g. 
Trossö’s historical environment and the possibility for frequent contacts, are 
not taken as that important, quite in contrast to the values emphasised in the 
narrative on the “Baltic meeting place”, which thereby is made even less con-
vincing.  

Strong Municipal Leadership for a Community of Demanding Individuals  

Who are the agents in this narrative? The extensive use of the pronouns “we” 
and “our” in the text is remarkable, even though the groups these pronouns 
refer to seem to vary. One time it seems to refer to the whole nation, 
“Karlskrona is one of our most interesting architectural towns” (p 15), another time to all 
inhabitants in the municipality, “We have a great freedom of choice when we want to 
choose our residence” (p 7), but most often, this “we” apparently replaces leading 
municipal actors. Sentences expressing detailed wishes such as  

We will start a Baltic Sea Institute (p 8) 
We have a lively fishing harbour and will build up a successful industry for advanced 
fish processing (p 59) 
We will bring about ferry connections with Gdynia and build up ferry traffic to 
Lithuania (p 62) 

hardly reflect the circulating thoughts of a wider citizenry. Instead, these very 
concrete actions call for an agent that seems to comprise a small group of ac-
tors that have some power to act. So the real agent seems to be the municipal 
leadership which apparently has powers that reach far beyond the usual mu-
nicipal competencies.  

The frequent use of “we” though implies that the municipal leadership 
speaks for the citizens, not to the citizens. The narrative of the “Baltic meeting 
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place” is also interspersed by the narrative of social welfare that emphasises 
both strong bonds within the community and opportunities for personal devel-
opment, which then demands “variety” and “freedom of choice”, as in the fol-
lowing example.  

Variety and freedom of choice with respect to housing will be striven for and the 
neighbourhood as a functioning housing and service unit will be emphasised. (p 7) 

 “The good neighbourhood” (p 8) is described as a base for the development of so-
cietal welfare, the community unit where individual social needs are satisfied, 
either by municipal services or by other local resources, private services or the 
civil society. The aim for municipal cultural policy is said to  

Aim at improving the possibility for communication between people, for creative ac-
tivities and for experiences that support personal development. (p 11) 

Thus, even though citizens do not act as protagonists that define the direction 
of development and drive it forward in the narrative of the Baltic meeting 
place, they are characterised as knowledgeable individuals. Actually, one can see 
a parallel between the liberation of the city of Karlskrona from military restric-
tions that allows for testing new paths of development, and the liberation of 
individuals from the restricting value system of the “military bruksort”. Per-
sonal development and municipal development go hand in hand. The most 
instrumental expression for this thought can be found in the rather short sec-
tion on education, where it is stated:  

Blekinge is in great need of more competence development in order to deal with the 
necessary structural transformations of the economy. (p 10)  

Accordingly, in the narrative of the Baltic meeting place, the means for devel-
opment of the city are inherent qualities. Most in focus stands the location in 
the Baltic Sea area, both with respect to the proximity to the “New Europe” 
and the natural environment, the abundance of coastal areas. As discussed 
above, the built heritage is mentioned as a resource but not really integrated in 
the narrative. Additionally, inhabitants are viewed as resources for municipal 
development, guided by municipal leadership. The narrative of the industrial 
city in contrast is formed by a more rationalistic perspective, as development is 
seen as coming out of clearly defined input investments and rational calcula-
tions, such as when the municipality’s centre is emphasised to be at the ”urban 
area’s geographic and communications centre” (p 61), a perspective that does not take 
into account qualitative and symbolic values. However, ÖP 91 states that its 
main narrative is that of the Baltic meeting place. The narrative of the industrial 
city is apparently an older one. In the following chapter, I will concentrate on 
the main narrative of the Baltic meeting place exclusively, since it is stated to be 
the vision for the plan, and see what kind of narrative this is by looking at it 
with the framework provided by Hayden White.  



Planning Narratives in Karlskrona – ÖP 91 

111 

5.2.2 Narrative Explanation: A Romance of a Reborn City 

What kind of story is the vision of developing a “Baltic meeting place”? For 
me, it reads like a romance. Vision 2010 describes Karlskrona as a “closed city” 
that the dominating national interests of security made into a lifeless, boring 
place that youth leave. In romance, according to Frye, the forces of evil often 
keep a sterile, moribund land in darkness, for example the dragon in the story 
of St Georg who devours the children. Who is the villain in Karlskrona? One 
could say that these are Sweden’s national interests of defence, the ruling geo-
political situation during the Cold War that kept the Baltic Sea area closed, 
which together let Karlskrona remain a military “bruksort”, with all that is at-
tached to it, including low levels of education, low economic growth and old-
fashioned values. However, the fall of the Wall allows the quest for a new iden-
tity and the proliferation of new, more modern values by striving for regaining 
the historical role of a node for people from all countries around the Baltic Sea. 
Therefore, Vision 2010 actually is a story of rebirth. This plot comes very close 
to the standard plot of a romance, which is the quest for something that has 
been lost, a mythical “golden age” (Frye 1957, 186), even though it is not made 
that clear when this golden age was and how it appeared. To get there, certain 
sequential steps are necessary, which, as outlined above, have to do with build-
ing transport infrastructure and doing something that somehow enhances the 
“quality of life”. They are similar to adventures or a long journey, undertaken 
by a hero, which in romance usually is full of youthful power. Above, the mu-
nicipality, meaning the municipal leadership was identified as the hero. This 
hero is full of self-confidence and believes in the possibility to reach an objec-
tive by her own means – even though many actions actually fall outside of the 
responsibility of a municipality. The hero thus here has supernatural powers. 
The telling of this municipal vision in the form of a romance is, according to 
Frye, a very typical undertaking for those with power:  

The romance is nearest of all literary forms to the wish-fulfilment dream. […] In 
every age the ruling social or intellectual class tends to project its ideals in some form 
of romance, where the virtuous heroes and beautiful heroines represent the ideals and 
the villains the threats to their ascendancy. (Frye 1957, 186)  

Mode of Explanation and Master Trope  

The hero’s power is highlighted by portraying the development which is striven 
for as if it would just depend on the hero’s actions. The fact that other cities 
might also compete for becoming a meeting place for Baltic contacts is not 
taken into consideration, nor does the development seem to be dependent on 
decisions made somewhere else, such as in the capital city, even those kinds of 
decisions which normally are not made by a municipality, e.g. opening an inter-
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national ferry line. General laws, for instance constitutionally based responsibil-
ity, do not seem to be of much importance. The development of Karlskrona 
apparently is, according to Vision 2010, an idiosyncratic case, with no parallels 
being made to other places. Because of that, it also seems that the vision takes 
an idiographic mode of explanation, which, according to White, means that a 
phenomenon is understood without putting it into a wider context or relating it 
to other parts.  

Also fitting to White’s scheme about the congruence of mode of emplot-
ment and explanation is that I see the metaphor to be the master trope of Vi-
sion 2010. This interpretation is supported by the most important tropes in this 
narrative, the metaphors. Metaphors transfer qualities from one field of mean-
ings to a functionally unrelated other one, thereby constructing a similarity in a 
difference (Plett 1991). The wished for development from being a “bruksort” 
to becoming a “Baltic meeting place” means that not only some features of 
Karlskrona would change, but the whole city, from the economic structure to 
the mentality of the inhabitants, would change in accordance with all of the 
associations that the respective terms “bruksort” and “Baltic meeting place” pro-
voke. 

The title page (see illustration in the appendix) also shows a metaphor, even 
though this metaphor rather illustrates narratives that compete with the “Baltic 
meeting place”. A drawing illustrates Karlskrona as a stairway with three steps, 
on which Old Man Rosenbom (that figure that already decorated Välkommen till 
Karlskrona) leans, holding a sign with the words “woodland – central land – coast-
land”. This refers to Selma Lagerlöf’s description of Blekinge as a three step 
stairway in her The Wonderful Adventures of Nils from 1906. Illustrating 
Karlskrona as such a stairway places the city deeply into the history of Blekinge 
County and of the Swedish nation state, since it was Lagerlöf’s explicit objec-
tive to write “Nils Holgersson” as a geography textbook that assists in under-
standing the Swedish national state as one unit by describing the variety of all 
her landscapes. The stairway metaphor can also be understood as a demonstra-
tive emphasis on the importance of all parts of the municipality, which denies a 
central role of Trossö. It also fits well to the narrative of the industrial city of 
Karlskrona, which also embodies some anti-urban ideology, with its functional-
istic perspective that stresses the need to strengthen the geographical municipal 
centre, and the development perspective that focuses on the areas for industrial 
expansion far away from Trossö, such as Verkö or Torskors. The image, for 
example, does not show any houses. Thus, this cover demonstrates that the 
narrative of the “Baltic meeting place” apparently is one that is not widely ac-
cepted yet, and that the plan’s content continues to be formed to a great deal 
by other narratives.  
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Ideological Implication  

As White (1978) states, the genre of romance has an affinity to an anarchic 
ideology, due to its focus on the strength of the individual and the absence of 
constraining or empowering surrounding structures. It might seem to be a 
rather absurd undertaking only to think about if a municipal comprehensive 
plan could promote anarchy. But of all the political ideologies that White cov-
ers with his scheme – one could of course think of many more that he does not 
cover – anarchy is the best that describes the political implications of Vision 
2010 – if one interprets anarchy as the absence of a ruling national state struc-
ture. The absence of the national state in ÖP 91 is conspicuous. This can be 
exemplified with a map on p 62 that is meant to demonstrate Karlskrona’s cen-
tral location in the Baltic Sea. It illustrates that cities like Gdynia, Sassnitz and 
Klaipeda are at least as close to Karlskrona as Malmö and Gothenburg, and the 
map’s section also includes the capital cities Copenhagen, Berlin, Warsaw and 
Vilnius. However, Stockholm apparently is too far away. This can be taken as 
an illustration of a “Europe of the Regions” that ascribes higher responsibilities 
to subnational levels for regional development (cf. Loughlin 1996), but it can 
also be interpreted as a rejection of letting “Stockholm’s” (i.e. Sweden’s) inter-
est of defence steer Karlskrona’s future, as a statement of municipal independ-
ence. Vision 2010 formulates the city’s relationship to the armed forces in the 
following way:  

We will be the best host municipality for the Armed Forces and, at the same time, 
shrink the restricted areas to a minimum because they exclude other possibilities for 
us. (p 56) 

The municipality sees itself as a “host” for the armed forces which then accord-
ingly have to behave as “guests” – and comply with the rules set up by the host. 
Also here, it seemingly does not matter that decisions on the size and location 
of military restricted areas are not made on the municipal level.  

Also for the individual level, one could argue that the emphasis on “vari-
ety” and “freedom of choice” embodies anarchic values, since these presup-
pose the existence of autonomous individuals that can make responsible deci-
sions. Against this interpretation stands the fact that obviously the narrative is 
based on the idea of a strong municipal leadership that will lead the community 
toward a predefined goal. On the other hand, one can see a parallel between 
the liberation of the city from its historical restrictions induced by being a mili-
tary “bruksort” in the Cold War and the liberation of the individual from the 
hierarchical thinking that is prevalent in the “bruksort”.  

Romance is said to be the most naive genre (White 1978); the narrative 
contained in Vision 2010 also seems to be naive in the way that the dream of 
become a Baltic meeting place seems to be difficult to implement if one con-
siders the difficult starting position and the rather fuzzy projects that would 
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contribute to the turn of development. Despite this, it is a story full of belief in 
inherent local capacity and qualities, even though it does not clarify what these 
qualities are and how they are set in use.  

5.2.3 Contextual Explanation: The Dawn of a New Era 

Compared with the narratives about the insecure, unconfident municipality that 
did not seem to know what its role would be in a hostile environment, as in 
Välkommen till Karlskrona from 1980, the narrative of the heroic municipality is 
certainly different. Where do these narratives full of self-confidence come 
from? This is even more surprising considering that ÖP 91 characterises the 
starting point for the narrative in very gloomy words. One could argue that it 
belongs to the genre of comprehensive plans that tell optimistic stories of the 
future. But this possesses the task of a welcoming book as well, and Välkommen 
till Karlskrona did not do that. So, what is the context that made it possible to 
tell this apparently new narrative of the “Baltic meeting place”?  

ÖP 91 states that the new geopolitical situation after the fall of the Berlin 
Wall makes the new narrative of Karlskrona possible. However, I want to argue 
that these changes alone are not sufficient to explain the origin of the story of 
the “Baltic meeting place with a high quality of life”. Here, this story is seen as 
an attempt to integrate several initiatives of development policy taken through-
out the 1980s. Initiatives that were taken in the early 1980s thereby still led to 
many failures, while those that were started in the late 1980s were more suc-
cessful. The opening of Eastern Europe then was only an additional factor that 
made the previously taken initiatives more powerful. Nevertheless, the new 
geopolitical situation legitimised that a completely new story of future devel-
opment could be told. This story makes use of a “greater narrative” of local 
mobilisation that circulated in Sweden and especially Blekinge, and which 
gained more and more ground toward the end of the 1980s.  

New Geopolitical Situation as the Background for a New Narrative  

That the end of the Cold War was not the only reason for the construction of 
this new narrative can be clearly shown by the fact that the planning process 
for the new comprehensive plan started already in May 1989 with the formula-
tion of Vision 2010 (ÖP 91, 6). To define Karlskrona at that moment in time as 
“The Meeting place in the Baltic Sea” would have been a really bold undertak-
ing if only the geopolitical changes would have been the starting point. Cer-
tainly, there were many signs that the political situation in the Warsaw Pact 
States was changing; Poland introduced Round-Table-Talks in the spring of 
that year. On 2nd May, the surveillance technology on the Hungarian/Austrian 
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border was dismantled, but that the whole of Eastern Europe would be trans-
formed in a peaceful process into liberal market democracies that countries 
such as Sweden could have unhindered exchange with was, at that time, not 
really possible to foresee. The most extreme form of the Iron Curtain, the Ber-
lin Wall, was not opened before November 1989. Certainly, the importance of 
the end of the Cold War for Karlskrona’s development opportunities cannot be 
overstated. However, this new narrative would not have made much sense if 
many other issues were not taken into account.  

Planning Process – a Political Initiative to Create a New Identity  

The external impetus to start the construction of a new narrative of the Baltic 
meeting place was provided by the introduction of the new Planning and Build-
ing Act (PBA) in 1987. This stipulated that all municipalities should adopt a 
comprehensive plan before July 1990, but civil servants and politicians argue 
that the planning process for the comprehensive plan was used as a means to 
rethink the local development policy and to actively change the perspective on 
Karlskrona’s development potential. At the end of the 1980s, leading municipal 
civil servants and politicians gathered for a series of seminars with the objective 
to come up with a new vision for development.48 The aim explicitly was to 
imagine a future without considering economic realities and day-to-day quar-
rels.49 In other words, at the same time as ÖP 91 was in the making, there was 
the clearly outspoken ambition to formulate a new identity for the city, which 
would support the transformation of the city from being a mainly military place 
to another, more open one.50 The result of this exercise was the vision: “A Bal-
tic meeting place with a richer life”.51  

However, it also seems as if the narrative also had the function of making 
sense of the ongoing processes for those that were involved, i.e. the leading 
politicians and civil servants, as well as to popularise these new developments, 
and in doing so, reinforce them, and to signal that new values and actions had 
to be adopted in the city.  

The process itself was apparently more important than the resulting plan-
ning document, which is mirrored by the sloppy editing of the text and the lack 
of material consistency. The project organisation was also in the hands of a 
consultant, not given to a municipal civil servant, which the chairman of the 
municipal board justified by the work overload of the regular staff.52 

                                                 
 

48 Interview with municipal director 2008-06-18 
49 Interview with former municipal information officer, 2010-07-06 
50 Interview with former municipal councillor, 2008-05-19 
51 Interview with former municipal director, 2008-06-18 
52 Blekinge Läns Tidning, 1991-03-04  
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Karlskrona Municipality was also quite eager to spread this new narrative to its 
inhabitants by sending out drafts of the plans to all households and by organis-
ing a weekend for discussions about the comprehensive plans at a shopping 
centre.53 However, the consultant leading the project then states that the organ-
isers of the process succeeded very well with involving politicians, civil servants 
and those interests groups that are obligatory, although it was more difficult to 
make the general public participate (Carlgren 1991).  

What were the new developments in the municipality that people had to 
make sense of and to be prepared for? In the following, I argue that the first 
half of the 1980s was characterised by a more traditional approach to local eco-
nomic development policy, which turned out to be mainly a failure. Nonethe-
less, in the second half of the 1980s, some new actors, and with them opportu-
nities, turned up; these possibilities are the basis for the narrative of the Baltic 
meeting place, while the policy measures taken in the first half of the 1980s still 
left their traces in the narrative on the “industrial city” in ÖP 91.  

Traditional Local Development Policy in the First Half of the 1980s – Fishery, Industry, 
Infrastructure 

Throughout the 1980s the main problems for Karlskrona were the population 
development and job losses of the three main employers, the Navy, the dock-
yard and Ericsson. The Navy and the dockyard together lost about 1,000 jobs 
between 1980 and 1985 (Karlskrona kommun 1992). Employment in total cer-
tainly grew by more than 1,600 jobs in this period due to a strong increase in 
services54, but due to alarming news of large layoffs, the impression was one of 
a constant job crisis; especially since the job losses affected the main bearers of 
identity, especially such as the dockyard.55  

The municipal activities for supporting the local economic structure con-
centrated mainly on two fields: extending industrial areas in order to attract 
companies and the attempt to position Karlskrona as Sweden’s centre of fish-
ery. Already in the 1940s, the municipality had invested in the construction of 
the fishery harbour on Saltö and supported the construction of a cold storage 
house for the fish processing industry; both were operated as municipal firms.56 
In the early 1980s, the municipality had the idea to turn Karlskrona into a loca-
tion that offered many different aspects surrounding the fishing industry, an 
efficient harbour and storage facilities, a lively fish processing industry, and also 

                                                 
 

53 Blekinge Läns Tidning, 1991-03-04, Sydöstran 1991-03-04 
54 According to data provided in Engstrand 2003, 67 
55 Interview with former city architect, 2010-09-08 
56 Interview with a representative for the local historical society, 2008-08-13 
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the production of fishing boats by the dockyard.57 Thus, the municipality ex-
tended the fishery harbour and enlarged the road leading to it,58 and a new fish 
processing company located itself on Saltö. But shortly thereafter it turned out 
that the availability of fish, especially cod, in the Baltic Sea was dramatically 
shrinking as a result of overfishing and environmental problems, and the fish 
processor was forced to lay off employees again.59 The municipality also in-
vested in special courses on the grammar school level in food industry technol-
ogy, aquaculture and fish processing (Karlskrona kommun 1985), as well as 
courses on the university level60, but the interest of participants was low, and 
the courses had to be cancelled (Högskolan i Karlskrona/ Ronneby 1999, 8). 
Karlskrona indeed then became Sweden’s largest fishing harbour around 1990, 
as ÖP 91 proudly announces, but the number of professional fishermen had 
been declining throughout the 1980s, for instance, as a result of the modernisa-
tion of the fishing fleet. Therefore, the economic impact of the support for the 
fishing and fish processing industry in terms of jobs was rather low.  

The municipality also continued to hope for attracting large manufacturing 
companies by marketing the underused industrial area on Verkö to heavy in-
dustry, for example by bidding for an aluminium smelter,61 and extended an-
other industrial area on the mainland, despite low demand for industrial space62. 
The ferry line to Poland, which Althini (1980) hoped would bring new interna-
tional contacts, only ran for one year. The Polish government stopped the op-
eration in January 1981 with reference to the domestic political situation con-
nected to the strike of the Solidarność-movement (Wirén 1986). However, not 
only political problems seem to have been the reasons for this, since the ferries 
from Ystad and Nynäshamn to Poland continued to go. So many of 
Karlskrona’s prestigious projects in local economic development undertaken in 
the first half of the 1980s either failed or gave only meagre results in terms of 
jobs. Many of these projects consisted of providing “hard infrastructure”, 
which was reflected by the administrative organisation. Between 1980 and 
1987, the office for business development (näringslivskontoret) and the road 
department (gatukontoret) together formed the office for city development 
(stadsbyggnadskontoret), an expression of the perspective that issues pertaining 
to local economic development could be solved by investing in “hard” infra-
structure.63  

                                                 
 

57 Dagens Nyheter, 1981-02-23 
58 Blekinge Läns Tidning, 1983-03-28  
59 Blekinge Läns Tidning, 1982-05-13  
60 Blekinge Läns Tidning, 1984-05-11 
61 Blekinge Läns Tidning, 1981-01-24 
62 Blekinge Läns Tidning, 1982-08-19 
63 Interview with former municipal information officer, 2010-07-06 
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Even if all of these efforts made to support the industrial structure were 
not really successful, they left their traces in ÖP 91 by informing the narrative 
on the “industrial city” of Karlskrona. This is understandable – since the mu-
nicipality invested so much money and efforts in these projects; politicians and 
planners can hardly justify not giving them some role for future municipal de-
velopment. Nevertheless, these acts do not really fit with the narrative of the 
“Baltic Meeting Place”, as they blur this narrative.  

The Roots for the “Baltic Meeting Place” 

Even though the attempts to build up a lively fishing industry did not pay off in 
terms of employment, one can say that contributed to creating the idea of 
Karlskrona as a “Baltic meeting place”. In the 1980s, the municipality showed a 
strong interest in the environmental situation of the Baltic Sea. The municipal-
ity hosted a series of conferences in the spirit of the so-called “Convention on 
the Protection of the Marine Environment of the Baltic Sea Area", the so-
called Helsinki Convention, signed in 1974, starting with a national conference 
on coastal planning in 1982 (DSH et al. 1982), and continuing with interna-
tional conferences every second year throughout the 1980s (Karlskrona 
kommun 1987;  1989).  

These conferences resulted in many personal contacts with policy makers 
from other countries around the Baltic Sea. During the preparation of the 
comprehensive plan, the municipality undertook new initiatives to intensify 
these contacts. In 1988, the municipal parliament commissioned the municipal 
board to analyse the possibilities for an increased exchange with other Baltic 
cities. The objective was to establish a twin city agreement with coastal towns 
in all states of the Baltic Sea Region. The first one was concluded with Klaipeda 
in the unruly autumn of 1989.64  

Karlskrona also renewed the contacts with the Gdansk region in order to 
establish a ferry connection. In November 1990, these efforts seemed to have 
led to a result – a ferry line to Gdynia in Poland opened. However, this line had 
to fight with economic difficulties from the beginning, as the number of pas-
sengers was very low.65 After a little bit more than three months, the shipping 
company went bankrupt,66 even though the municipality had invested several 
million for its operation.67 Nonetheless, this did not discourage Karlskrona’s 

                                                 
 

64 Interview with former municipal councillor, 2008-05-19 
65 Expressen, 1990-12-09  
66 Expressen, 1991-03-02 
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policy makers, and new contacts were made immediately to restart the opera-
tions.68 

The county administrative board developed together with the Chamber of 
Commerce and Industry of Southern Sweden the idea of establishing an or-
ganisation that would promote business contacts and trade relations to the Bal-
tic Countries, but also work for supporting political and cultural exchange be-
tween democratic organisations and schools. A “Chamber for Eastern Trade” 
(Östhandelskontor) could be realised first, which opened in October 1990. Work 
continued to receive support for a “Baltic Institute” (Östersjöinstitutet) that would 
help to deepen contacts between other societal groups from South-East Swe-
den and the Baltic States. Blekinge County and Karlskrona Municipality suc-
cessfully lobbied for state funding that was approved at the end of 1991 
(Landqvist 2002).  

Also, the willingness to contribute to a peaceful, democratic transformation 
and independence in the Baltic States was rather widespread among the politi-
cal parties, locally and on the national level. During 1990 and 1991, weekly 
manifestations for the sake of the Baltic States were held in Stockholm as well 
as in Karlskrona (and a few other places in Sweden), with the participation of 
most political parties.69 Civil servants went to the Baltic States to share their 
experience with the organisation of a democratic administration.70 Thus, estab-
lishing contacts to the Baltic countries has been high on the political agenda 
throughout the 1980s and in the beginning of the 1990s. Thereby, the range of 
activities, the organisation of international environmental conferences, the sup-
port of international trade relations and subsidising an international ferry con-
nection with millions in taxpayers’ money, exceeded by far the usual tasks of a 
municipality. The transformation in Eastern Europe in 1989 and 1990 only 
intensified these efforts and led to the first tentative results that could be seen. 
However, at that time, it was by far not clear yet which turn the political and 
economic transformation within the former Warsaw Pact states would take, nor 
in which way Karlskrona could benefit economically. But the international con-
tacts brought the leading agents in the municipality new perspectives and made 
it possible to dream about a future that was very different from the past and all 
of the problems that the “closed city” made. This dream was the basis for the 
narrative of the “Baltic Meeting Place Karlskrona.”  
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New Regional Policy and the Greater Narrative of “Local Mobilisation” 

Until now, it could be shown that Karlskrona Municipality had a long history 
of active local economic development policy, reaching back to pre-WWII, 
which was directed at active attempts to diversify the city’s industrial structure. 
Typical actions for this kind of policy were infrastructure investments and the 
provision of municipal land for industrial areas. Thus, Karlskrona Municipality 
had never limited its activity to the provision of welfare (see also Engstrand 
2003). One can say that Karlskrona was ahead of its time because in the begin-
ning of the 1980s active local economic development policy became the stan-
dard for Swedish regional policy. Also, the objective and instruments for re-
gional development changed. Instead of redistributing economic activities to 
lagging regions, as was done mainly in the 1970s, of which the development of 
Verkö is the best example, the goal was to initiate and support the creation of 
new firms and ideas through “local mobilisation”. A new government bill 
(prop. 1981/82:113) transferred more responsibility for regional development 
to the county administrative board and encouraged public and private actors to 
co-operate on the local and regional level. Stronger emphasis was to be placed 
on improving the regional conditions for economic development by improving 
the region’s educational level and technological competencies. This approach 
led to the establishment of more network organisations for regional develop-
ment in Blekinge County, such as Blekinge läns näringslivsdelegation (“County Busi-
ness Delegation”) in 1982, a co-operation forum for public authorities as well as 
representatives for the unions and business organisations. One of its activities 
was a large national advertising campaign in January 1986, aimed at presenting 
Blekinge’s strengths to both a national audience and to the county’s inhabitants, 
with the objective of strengthening the collective self-confidence.71 The local 
newspaper Blekinge Läns Tidning organised a conference on the county’s fu-
ture, in which the speakers also emphasised the necessity of making something 
out of the existing resources in the county. A common trait of these activities 
was to emphasise opportunities and having the power to create one’s own fu-
ture, instead of talking a great deal about a crisis and waiting for help from out-
side, i.e. the national government. “We should create opportunities, not complain about 
that we are lacking them”,72 was the common denominator of the speakers.73  

Also, the practice of local economic development policy changed. In Janu-
ary 1987, the office for local economic development was separated from the 
road department and was placed directly under the municipal board (kommunsty-
relsen). A chief development officer was appointed who started with the investi-
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gation of which kinds of companies were expanding in the municipality and 
how they could be supported.74 More emphasis was placed on business devel-
opment, marketing and helping to facilitate the attraction of key personnel.75 
The reorganisation of local economic development can be seen as a reflection 
of the change in direction of national regional policy announced five years ear-
lier.  

The Long Way to a University College 

The new state policy though also included more tangible and capital-intensive 
policy actions. Blekinge County was designated as a prioritised area for state 
regional policy and was to receive support for the diffusion of new technolo-
gies and be prioritised as a location of state organizations (Länsstyrelsen 
Blekinge Län 1985).  

One approach was the set-up of “technical resource centres” in Blekinge, a 
typical instrument of regional policy in the 1980s. The idea was to concentrate 
equipment for technical education in one place that could then be made acces-
sible to companies, comprehensive schools and labour market training for edu-
cation, production and research in co-operation with universities or university 
colleges (Hansson et al. 1993). The specialisation of the resource centres was 
defined in close collaboration with local actors, companies, trade unions and 
municipalities, most of them mirroring the specialisation of the local business 
structure (Ds U 1987:11; Utbildningsdepartementet, 66). Karlskrona Municipal-
ity aimed at supporting the manufacturing industry, and as a result, such a re-
source centre for mechanical engineering was established on Verkö in 
Uddcomb’s premises in 1985. Together with a previously opened Professional 
Technical College there, which hosted a type of advanced technical education 
for people with work experience that was specialised in mechanical engineering, 
Verkö turned into a centre for technical education.  

However, this centre did not work out as expected. The demand by busi-
nesses for the services it offered was low, and it went bankrupt after a couple 
of years. But together with the other technical centres in Blekinge, the courses 
given there made out the stock for the university college that was opened in 
1989. Actually, efforts to attract higher education started already in 1975, when 
Blekinge’s county governor formed a special “county committee for higher 
education” (Högskolekansliet i Blekinge 1986). Throughout the 1980s, more 
and more courses and even small educational programmes had been bought in, 
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mainly from Lund University, but few people thought that a university college 
in Blekinge would be a realistic alternative.76 When in February 1987 the minis-
ter of education announced that Blekinge would receive its own university col-
lege, it came as a surprise for many.77 For the municipal councillor it was, from 
the very first day, clear that the education would take place on Verkö, while the 
administration would be located at Trossö.78 Just two months later, the munici-
pal council decided to rent premises from Uddcomb for the university college 
next to the resource centre, even though there had not been any governmental 
decision on the new university college yet.79 The municipality spent 75 million 
SEK on premises and equipment for the university college on Verkö.80  

But when in September 1989 the new university college, called in the be-
ginning “Högskolan i Karlskrona/Ronneby” (HK/R),81 held its inauguration in 
their newly built facilities in the industrial area of Verkö, the location “between 
two industrial railway tracks” (Högskolan i Karlskrona/Ronneby 1999) was heavily 
criticised for the long distance from the city centre and the unpleasant envi-
ronment. The municipal policy makers had simply not realised that a university 
college and a manufacturing industry had different location demands.82 How-
ever, one of the first tasks of the university college’s vice chancellor was to ask 
the municipality for an alternative location, and only one year after the univer-
sity college was inaugurated, the municipal council decided to prepare the for-
mer military barracks in the Gräsvik area for the university college.83 This area 
was preferred by the university college due to its vicinity to the city centre and 
the possibility for the co-location of enterprises in the field of telecommunica-
tions that were related to the university college’s research.84  

More New Actors – a Mobile Phone Operator and State Authorities  

Quite soon after this decision of relocation of the university college was made, 
it was announced that Sweden’s third mobile phone operator, Europolitan, 
today Telenor, would place its headquarters in Karlskrona at Gräsvik, due to 
the university college’s emerging profile in signal processing. From the very 

                                                 
 

76 Interview with former municipal director, 2008-06-18 
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79 Karlskrona Kommun, sammanträdesprotokoll Kommunstyrelsen, 1987–09-08, § 312 
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beginning, the co-operation between the university college and the mobile 
phone operator was strong, and within the next three months the idea that 
Karlskrona could become a centre for mobile communication.85 Actually, the 
municipal representatives had preferred a car factory that was promised to be 
erected in Karlskrona with 500 work places in 1989.86 That the government 
directed87 the mobile phone operator to that city was a state compensation for 
the failure of this project (Högskolan i Karlskrona/Ronneby 1999, 29). 

The state also relocated one of its own authorities to Karlskrona, the Na-
tional Board of Housing and Planning (Boverket). There were no substantial 
arguments to place this new authority, a merger of two others that had their 
seat in Stockholm, in Blekinge. The decision was the result of a “political 
game”88 and very intensive lobbying work by municipal officials.89 The board’s 
employees were very resistant about moving from Stockholm to Karlskrona, 
and the municipality made a strong effort to convince people that Karlskrona 
would be a good place to live.90 Only 17 out of 350 employees finally moved to 
Karlskrona. 250 new employees were recruited, whereby 25%, most of them 
belonging to the administrative staff, came from Blekinge, while the rest, the 
experts on housing and planning, came from all over Sweden.91 With respect to 
profession and academic background, the employees at Boverket were very 
different compared to the military staff and manufacturing workers dominating 
the city until then, due to their academic background.92 The local media high-
lighted these cultural differences between Boverket’s employees and the long-
term residents, and the latter reacted first with curiosity and distance to the 
newcomers.93  

The resettlement of Boverket to Karlskrona was followed by the regional 
and national headquarters of another new state authority, the Coast Guard, 
until then part of the customs authority, in the spring of 1988. The municipal 
policy makers saw the location of Boverket and the Coast Guard as an impor-
tant injection for Karlskrona, a base for new optimism for a more positive de-
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velopment and self-confidence.94 So, within a very short time, development 
prospects for Karlskrona had changed tremendously through the arrival of new 
actors, such as the university college, the National Board for Housing and 
Planning, a mobile phone operator and their respective employees, which were 
rather different from those that had dominated Karlskrona just 10 years before. 
These were employers that demanded higher educational competencies and 
were more directed toward services.  

Turning a Population Trend 

The National Board of Housing and Planning, the Coast Guard and the new 
university college came to Karlskrona at a time when the number of 
Karlskrona’s inhabitants was the lowest since WWII. The population had been 
shrinking throughout the 1980s, but around 1987/88, this trend stopped, and 
at the end of the decade turned toward growth, due to a positive net migration. 
It was not only the new organisations that had contributed to this; the munici-
pality had started to receive the first refugees in 1986,95 which was quite a 
change for this city with its traditionally very low share of foreign citizens. The 
turn of the population development additionally contributed to igniting hope 
that better times would come after the long experience of the population 
shrinking.  

Figure 2 Population development in Karlskrona 1980 - 1991 

 
Data Source: Statistics Sweden 

New Perspectives on the Built Environment  

Also, the perspective on the development potential of the built environment 
has changed during the 1980s, and this explains why the narrative of the “Baltic 
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meeting place” can make the references to the “good quality of life” in the city, 
even though this was not really integrated into a story. Hereby, I see two events 
of being of special importance, the celebrations of Karlskrona’s 300th anniver-
sary in 1980, and the planning for the redevelopment of the Stumholmen Is-
land that started in 1989.  

One of the highlights of Karlskrona’s 300th anniversary celebration was the 
hosting of a leg of that year’s “Tall Ship Race”, which is an international regatta 
for large sail training ships, under the name “Sail Karlskrona”96. The gathering 
of more than 80 large sailing ships, among them the world’s largest square-
rigger, the four-masters Kruzenshtern from the Soviet Union, along the quays 
and their international staff attracted an estimated 100,000 spectators and ex-
tensive media coverage by the national and international press (Ohlsson 1981, 
66). Good weather and wind contributed to giving Karlskrona another, more 
maritime and continental appearance. For about a week, it became “a world-class 
tourist town”, as a local hotelier restaurant manager expressed it 
(Jubileumskommittén 1981, 88). Three decades later, this event is still well re-
membered as one that revitalised the place and turned it into a pleasant sum-
mer destination.97 The sailing boats in the harbour somehow made the dreams 
or memories of the past, allegedly golden, eras real. They satisfied a longing for 
a tangible experience of Karlskrona’s history, when sailing boats along the 
quays were the daily view (Jubileumskommittén 1981, 39).  

The success of the jubilee year seems to have surprised the responsible civil 
servants, as if they had been unsure that they were able to arrange an event like 
that without help from others.98 The responsible municipal civil servant was 
sure that this event helped the bad image of Karlskrona in Sweden disappear.  

Karlskrona – the boring ‘Pain’, as straight and rigid as the street layout. A city for the 
unemployed – filthy with bored military men. ‘This is the myth that should be eradi-
cated now’, says the municipal legal councillor (stadsombudsman) Torsten Wikström.99  

However, this would not have been possible without the intensive co-operation 
between civil and military authorities, which had undertaken a large part of the 
organisation, especially for the Sail event. The Navy even opened the most 
restricted areas for the foreign visitors and local inhabitants alike.100 

                                                 
 

96 Karlskrona municipality hosted the Tall Ship race again in 1983 and 1986, after that it co-
operated with various other organisations, and there is now an annual summer festival in Au-
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Through this exceptional event, inhabitants and visitors both experienced 
what kind of place the city could be, that Karlskrona had qualities that needed 
to be discovered and also communicated as an attractive place for living (Jubil-
eumskommittén 1981, 83).  

Somewhat ironically, just one year later, Karlskrona became known world-
wide not as the attractive tourist city, but as a hot spot of the Cold War. On 
27th October 1981, the Soviet submarine 137 ran aground in Gåsefjärden in 
the Blekinge archipelago, just about 10 km from Karlskrona and the naval base. 
It was said to be the event in the Nordic countries that received the most atten-
tion in the world press after WWII101 – but the reports that were broadcast by 
CBS live did not show a sunny city in a celebratory mood. Instead, what was 
pictured showed soldiers in battle dress fighting with a rough sea in autumn 
storms and some shadows of martial high-tech naval boats in the mist. There 
was no drill ammunition in all of the weapons presented, and there was even 
evidence for the presence of nuclear weapons onboard the submarine (Hellberg 
and Jörle 1984).  

Despite this event, over the course of the 1980s, there was an increasing 
awareness of Karlskrona’s built environment in municipal urban planning. The 
city planning office organised an exhibition on Trossö’s characteristic planning 
problems (Karlskrona kommun 1981) and published a guidebook on careful 
renovations. After lively debates, parts of Ronnebygatan (Karlskrona’s high 
street) were turned into a pedestrian zone in 1986, and the new shopping gal-
lery “Wachtmeister” was opened in 1988, thought to increase the city centre’s 
attractiveness.  

The new organisations that came to the city also meant that the external in-
terest in Karlskrona was growing, especially the establishment of the National 
Board for Housing and Planning. This authority helped to bring 1993’s Na-
tional Housing Fair to Karlskrona.102 This speeded up the planning for the 
transformation of Stumholmen Island into an appreciated housing area and 
centrally located recreation zone with inner city beach. Stumholmen, located 
only 20 m from Trossö, had been a restricted military area for hundreds of 
years. When it was opened for the public one day in January 1989, 10,000 peo-
ple came to see it (Kindlund 1994, 131). For many civilians it meant that they, 
for the first time, could see from land the traditional entrance to Karlskrona, 
the fairway between the islands of Aspö and Tjurkö, and parts of the naval 
harbour and the dockyard. These are Karlskrona’s most important, but also 
most secret functions that otherwise are hidden from views by the Enclosing 
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Wall.103 The planning process was designed to further increase the knowledge 
on the built naval heritage as well different approaches of urban renewal in 
historical milieus. Seminars with invited experts and the interested public were 
held to generate input for an architectural contest. To acquire inspiration from 
other naval bases in Europe, leading politicians, civil servants and experts in-
volved in the planning process went on a study trip to Chatham, Portsmouth 
and Rochefort-sur-mer. The comparison with these places made the partici-
pants aware that Karlskrona had very particular qualities:  

I observed the 22 people who went on the trip. We will now go out into the big wide 
world and see how the big elephants dance and see how we can do a little as well. 
And when we came home, we all thought that the most beautiful we have seen is at 
home.104  

This shows that the 1980s was a period in which both the view of what 
Karlskrona is like, which qualities it has, as well as the development prospects 
changed due to new actors and organisations finding a place in Karlskrona, 
even though the full potential of the naval heritage was not fully discovered at 
that time. This made it possible to tell the narrative of the Baltic meeting place, 
which is a local adaptation of the greater narrative of “local mobilisation” that 
characterised Swedish regional policy throughout the 1980s. The opening of 
the Iron Curtain alone would not have been sufficient for the telling of this 
new story.  

5.2.4 Exploration: The Construction of a New Place Identity  

If now the “Vision 2010” is compared with the scheme developed in section 
3.3 to analyse narratives of regional development, it can be concluded that this 
is a narrative that contains many elements of the ideal type of the narrative of 
project identity, even though in general, the connection between the single 
elements is weak, resulting in that the narrative lacks some consistency and 
convincing power. As discussed above, it was the outspoken objective of the 
creation of this story to construct a new identity for Karlskrona, that was dif-
ferent from the one of the military city, which would open up for new devel-
opment possibilities. Therefore, it is necessary that the scene of this story de-
scribes the “bruksort” (“factory town”) in a state of deep crisis, which the isola-
tion of the military city is said to have caused. In section 5.2.3, I was able to 

                                                 
 

103 Interview with former general director of the National Board of Housing and Planning, 
2006-05-08 
104 Interview with former municipal information officer, 2010-07-06 



Making Plans – Telling Stories 

128 

show that actually, there were many signs, such as the arrival of new actors at 
the university college and the National Board of Housing and Planning as well 
as the turn in the population development, that something new was about to 
happen. However, as Metcalfe and Bern (1994, 662) argue, “crises are a narrative 
device”. If a scene is described as problematic as it is in ÖP 91, it follows auto-
matically especially in a comprehensive plan that the purpose must be to get 
away from this state. This also means that something decisive needs to be 
changed or at least done differently. The construction of the crisis legitimises 
changes in municipal policy making.  

What the purpose, becoming the Baltic meeting place, actually means is not 
clearly defined. However, it serves obviously as a foil that embodies everything 
that a “bruksort” is not, an open place where people meet over social and na-
tional borders. Most importantly, this is a place which has a future, where both 
the city and the inhabitants can make use of their own qualities. These inherent 
qualities, with regard to the city, its location and environment, with regard to 
the people, their choices and wish to develop, are also the resources that are 
used for building the new future. 

The narrative of the “Baltic meeting place” opens up a new “horizon of 
expectation”, to use Koselleck’s (2004) words. This certainly also demands a 
new “space of experience”. Since the present is characterised as problematic, it 
follows that the very recent past, the period of the Cold War that led to this 
situation, is disqualified as space of experience. Therefore, a more remote his-
tory is alluded to, a time when the central location in the Baltic Sea also was 
favourable for the city’s development and when there were, in addition, close 
contacts between the Baltic coastal areas (p 62). Nevertheless, this past is nearly 
equally diffusely formulated as the purpose. When was that historical period? 
And of which nature were these historical relations – of trade, of war? As ac-
counted for above, ÖP 91 remains very quiet about the city’s history and origin. 
This absence of a referral to Karlskrona’s foundational history is conspicuous, 
since in many other contexts, Karlskrona’s origin is mentioned more often than 
would be necessary, as is exemplified in the analysis of Välkommen till 
Karlskrona. This avoidance of referring to the foundational story of Karlskrona 
can be taken as a sign that the story of the Baltic meeting place and Karlskrona 
as a naval city are seen as incompatible, as the naval city is apparently seen as 
identical with the closed city. In this context, it also fits that the story of the 
Baltic meeting place does not really integrate the built heritage. This means that 
in the end, there is no meaning attached to it at all – with the explicit exception 
that it is seen as standing in conflict with “development interests”. Another 
explanation for the absence of references to the city’s foundation is that the 
Baltic meeting place can also be read as a narrative of municipal independence 
from the national interests of defence, as argued in the previous section. How-
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ever, knowing that the narrative of the naval city is Karlskrona’s foundational 
story, one can question how far a new story of development can gain public 
support as long as the naval of the naval city is not an integral part of this story.  

As argued above, also the proposed acts, improving the transport infra-
structure with a ferry and light railway, the attraction of businesses related to 
“Baltic Sea knowledge” and “quality of life”, do not make the impression that 
they could be powerful enough to turn the development around. On the other 
hand, the vagueness of these terms can be an advantage as well since they open 
up for a variety of interpretations which might inspire inhabitants or people 
coming from elsewhere to take many different actions. They at least built on 
inherent qualities.  

Above, I singled out the municipal leadership as the main potent, even he-
roic, agent that will lead the development and that takes the responsibility for 
the projects in the plan, without necessarily having the competencies and re-
sources to fulfil the tasks, as when the plan focuses on the Poland ferry. In the 
narrative, this is not important; the belief in the municipality’s capabilities 
seems to be unlimited. However, the narrative makes clear that many different 
groups and individuals from both the city itself and from outside will have a 
role in the Baltic meeting place; this is a narrative that does not exclude some-
one.  

Castells argued that narratives of project identity had the potential to trans-
form social structures. The narrative of the Baltic meeting place seems to aim 
in the first place at redefining Karlskrona’s role in the urban hierarchy. But with 
its refusal of the “Bruksort” and everything it stands for, the narrative also 
opens up for a breaking up of obsolete social hierarchies within the municipal-
ity. One could also argue that it is a narrative for insiders, since apparently, the 
narrative of the “Baltic meeting place” has not been completely internalised yet 
even by those who made the plan, as the analysis showed. It is a top-down ap-
proach of an entrepreneurially acting municipality aimed at rethinking tradi-
tional values and routines. Karlskrona’s policy makers apparently see a need for 
change as well as a “window of opportunity”, changes in the environment that 
make a repositioning possible. If they still would be in the middle of the crisis 
and not see a possible way out, they probably would not be able to or want to 
name the crisis – which way should one then take?  

Compared to the defensive narratives about Karlskrona in Välkommen till 
Karlskrona that put the city in a rather disadvantageous light, the narrative of the 
Baltic meeting place is certainly much better as a means to bring about change. 
It is a very bold narrative, even though it lacks clarity and coherence, but it 
might be more important that a new story is formulated than how it is formu-
lated. 

 



Making Plans – Telling Stories  

130 

5.3  karlskrona.se (2002) 

5.3.1 Explication: Narratives on the New Karlskrona 

Main Narratives 

ÖP 91 relates that a new, different, but also diffuse future is possible. The 
comprehensive plan karlskrona.se, adopted in the summer of 2002, explicitly 
states that a new era has come and that a “New Karlskrona” is being built, and 
how this “New Karlskrona” will look, seems to be quite clear. 

According to karlskrona.se, the municipality is in the midst of a process of 
comprehensive transformation. “The past ten years have shown that it is possible to 
change the development” (p 5)105. Expectations for the future are bright. “Karlskrona 
is, in many aspects, a municipality showing good development” (p 6). Development is 
characterised by economic growth, especially in the telecom sector. The narra-
tive of the “New Karlskrona” is deeply embedded in narratives on the “New 
economy”, the “knowledge society” and “global competition”. 

The changes in the environment are without doubt the most important drivers in the 
municipality’s strategic planning. This is true for everything from the transformation 
of an industrial to a knowledge society to the regionalisation and internationalisation 
of knowledge and decision making levels in the business sector and society. (p 8) 

However, the development did not just happen but was the result of purpose-
ful work done by the municipality.  

Karlskrona Municipality chose early to play an active role in this societal change. 
Karlskrona as Blekinge’s county seat turned out to appear as one of the motors of re-
gional development. (p 8)  

The building of the new Karlskrona is said to be based on “four cornerstones”, 
that “define the basis for Karlskrona’s meeting with the future”, which are formulated in 
a development policy from 1999:106 

 The attractive living environment 

 The growing business life 

 The best knowledge 

 The open mind (p 5) 

                                                 
 

105 Page numbers without a reference to a source refer in the following to karlskrona.se.  
106 Karlskrona kommun, 4 hörnstenar för det nya Karlskrona, utvecklingspolicy för Karlskrona kommun, 
antagen september 1999 
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Each of these headlines is exemplified by three points. The “open mind” is 
elaborated in the following way:  

 We welcome new people 

 We are responsive and learn from others 

 Change is our safety (p 5) 

These cornerstones are thought to be guidelines for both municipal actors as 
well as citizens in order to spread the message that change should be seen as 
something positive.  

It is about shaping an attitude toward changes that make it so that one is able to catch 
opportunities. To think about what does not exist, but also to have knowledge of and 
respect for history. (p 5) 

All of these changes then should result in the “New Karlskrona”. karlskrona.se 
tells three complementing stories about three aspects of this New Karlskrona 
that vary in their distinctiveness and importance for the plan as a whole, but 
share common characteristics regarding the content, form and purpose. These 
are the narratives of the “Baltic Trade City”, “Destination Karlskrona” and “Tele-
comCity”, which are the names of the “Spearheads” of a development plan that 
was adopted in 1995 (p 3). It is explicitly stated that the objective was to co-
ordinate the work with the comprehensive plan karlskrona.se with the develop-
ment plan and the development policy. In the following, I will analyse in which 
way these three narratives are presented in the comprehensive plan.  

The Baltic Trade City 

The scene for the “Baltic Trade City” is the coming accession of the Baltic 
States and Poland to the European Union and the resulting expectation of an 
increase of Sweden’s foreign trade with these countries.  

The Baltic Sea Region is a region with high growth potential. The GDP-growth in the 
new market economies is the highest in Europe. [...] The total trade, import-export, 
from the new market economies will probably continue to grow from the low level of 
today and to a certain degree take over from our traditionally most important trade 
partners Germany, Denmark, Norway and Finland. (p 9) 

This is seen as beneficial for the Karlskrona region’s economic development:  

Karlskrona-Ronneby’s good geographical location in the Baltic Sea Region means that 
we have great opportunities to develop in these markets if we can improve the trans-
port connections by air, ferries and railways. (p 8)  

Additionally, the educational level in the region should be enhanced in order to 
make the best use out of the intensifying trade relations. Reciprocally, better 
accessibility to labour and competencies in the Baltic Sea region are seen as 
resources for Karlskrona’s businesses (p 10). When scene and purpose are de-
fined like this, the strong focus on improved international transport connec-
tions seems logical. karlskrona.se aims at having an additional ferry link to a 
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place in a Baltic state as well as to be prepared to receive high speed ferries. 
Another objective is the recognition of Verkö harbour as a node in the “Trans 
European Network”107 (TEN) by the European Union as well as the classifica-
tion (and financial support for improvement) of the hinterland connections on 
road and rail as part of a TEN link from Oslo to Athens via Karlskrona and 
Gdynia. This would also facilitate the construction of a railway goods terminal 
for which the plan indicates three possible locations on Verkö, in Nättraby and 
Torskors (p 20 et seqq.) The narrative of the “Baltic Trade City” describes 
Karlskrona as a node in a complex network of multiscalar transport relations. 
However, otherwise, not many references are made to this narrative. The “Bal-
tic Trade City” is the least distinct narrative of the “three spearheads” of devel-
opment, and it is told in a very technical way, with references to many numbers 
and bureaucratic EU abbreviations.  

Destination Karlskrona  

The second narrative of these, the one of Karlskrona as a tourist destination, in 
contrast is told with much more vigour. It is a vivid appellation to Karlskrona’s 
inhabitants to change their attitudes and to “open the mind” in order to be-
come an attractive tourist destination of an international format. karlskrona.se 
forms a scene by stating that the tourism industry in Karlskrona has good de-
velopment potential, and new opportunities have opened up since the military 
restricted areas are inactive. Nevertheless, the international competition for 
visitors is “razor-sharp” (p 10). Success, meaning “to be seen as the small town in the 
big context” (p 10) and attracting visitors all year round, demands according to 
the plan service-mindedness and quality awareness on an international level. 
Individual and collective dedicated work, knowledge and education are said to 
be needed.”We have to welcome our visitors, not only receive them” (p 10).  

Two aspects are said to be unique for Karlskrona, the World Cultural Heri-
tage Site and the archipelago. The latter will be developed by having more tour-
ist facilities, “More places to live, to eat and to activate oneself”, and better boat con-
nections (p 10). However, karlskrona.se does not tell how and where these facili-
ties will be. Partly, this can be explained by the fact that the municipality in 
1999 adopted a detailed comprehensive plan (“Fördjupad översiktsplan”) for the 
archipelago only; karlskrona.se therefore does not cover this area more in detail. 
Further, karlskrona.se does not even mention where the boats to the archipelago 
stop at Trossö, or how these boat links are connected to the land-based public 

                                                 
 

107 The “Trans European Network” (TEN) is the infrastructure defined by the European Un-
ion to be of the utmost importance for the functioning of the single market. Extensions are 
thus eligible for financial support 
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transport systems, even though the connections to the archipelago are operated 
by the municipal utility.  

The other great attraction in Karlskrona is “The cultural heritage city”, i.e. the 
urban core on Trossö and its surroundings. This is seen as “Karlskrona’s prime 
resource” (p 40) in the global competition for both visitors and competent 
knowledge-workers. Therefore, strong focus will be put on highlighting and 
improving the city’s built structures. 

The city will be vitalised and lifted with respect to its structure, architecture and 
beauty to become the ideal town it once was intended to become. (p 10) 

Actions that can be related to this objective are the upgrading of Stortorget by 
establishing activities around the square so that more people move over the 
square, among them an information centre about the World Cultural Heritage 
in the so-called “Water Castle”108 on Stortorget’s southern site (p 49). Other-
wise, from being an object of national interest for Sweden’s cultural heritage, 
karlskrona.se derives the obligation to restore and clarify the baroque street lay-
out, which is seen as one of the best preserved in Sweden and is said to have 
gained a great deal of international attention through the inscription as a World 
Cultural Heritage site. The main north-south axis from Hoglands Park via 
Klaipedaplatsen and Stortorget to Amiralitetsparken will be accentuated (p 47). 
All of these acts have in common that they aim at making Karlskrona into a 
more urban, attractive place. References to Karlskrona’s historical function are 
rare; exceptions are the quoting of the motivation for being of national interest 
for Sweden’s cultural heritage, which is more complete than in ÖP 91:  

Karlskrona is of ’national interest’ for heritage protection with the following descrip-
tion: Residence town and the Swedish navy’s harbour since 1680 with the original 
town plan with unique Baroque characteristics and older buildings on Björkholmen 
and Trossö. The dockyard and extensive fortifications trace their origin back to the 
time of foundation. (p 47) 

Then, there are the goals to highlight the historical border between the civil and 
military city in order to facilitate an understanding of “Karlskrona’s unique city 
construction” (p 47), and the ambition to set up a World Cultural Heritage infor-
mation centre. However, as stated above, this information centre is also mainly 
to function as a tourist attraction and enrich movements in the urban space. 
The general impression is that the built heritage is looked at mainly from a de-
velopment perspective; the urban form and its potential for activity are in fo-
cus, not its symbolic or historic meaning. The narrative of “Destination 
Karlskrona” is not about the naval city, but about being a World Cultural Heri-
tage site, a quality marker awarded by an international organisation. To live up 

                                                 
 

108 The former water works, built in the form of a castle 
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to this international status, Karlskrona’s inhabitants have to behave in an inter-
nationally acceptable way.  

TelecomCity 

The narrative on Karlskrona as the TelecomCity is the one most referred to in 
this comprehensive plan, and the title karlskrona.se emphasises this dominance. 
This is not surprising, as it is the narrative that is most closely connected to the 
one of the “New Karlskrona” and the “greater narratives” on the “new econ-
omy”, “knowledge economy” and “global economy”. This narrative has the 
objective to create a place for economic growth by being attractive for potential 
competent labour and companies. The narratives on the “Baltic trade city” and 
“Destination Karlskrona” only strengthen the one on the TelecomCity, since 
an internationally attractive location for high-tech industries needs both effi-
cient transport connections as well as an attractive built environment. Accord-
ing to the narrative of the “TelecomCity”, the new era demands regions of 
“World class”: “Sweden needs world class regions as a basis for the knowledge companies of 
the new era” (p 9).  

In these specialised regions, characterised by a close co-operation between 
the business world and knowledge-intensive firms, business ideas are created 
that can stand global competition. karlskrona.se states that a decennium of co-
ordinated economic and education policy created such a milieu in Karlskrona 
which continuously generates such new companies in the fields of telecommu-
nication, mobility, internet and combinations of thereof. These “build the new 
business structure in the region at a continuously fast pace” (p 9). This claim is justified 
by referring to 3,500 new jobs in the IT and telecom industry in the region that 
have been generated within the past five years. The purpose of the plan is to 
make businesses even more competitive by investments in infrastructure, inter-
regional and international transport infrastructure as well as broadband (pp 20). 
Also, urban development of Trossö is mainly referred to as a factor defining 
the economic success of the city.  

Trossö is Karlskrona’s foremost resource, and there is a strong competition for land. 
[...] A living centre is of importance for Karlskrona’s attractiveness and also a com-
petitive weapon for the municipality’s growth. An attractive city with good access to 
labour attracts companies. (p 40) 

The city centre has three functions. First, it is increasingly attractive as a loca-
tion for housing. In the 1990s, the population there grew by 11.2% compared 
to the 2.6% of the whole municipality (p 40). Second, it is a location fitting well 
to the preferences of the IT industry.  

These labour-intensive office companies often demand locations of high status in 
proximity to similar companies, an academic environment, restaurants, communica-
tions and services. (p 7)  
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Third, Karlskrona’s physical form, the grid street layout and the water contact, 
is said to generate a kind of “urbanity”, a physical as well as social milieu, that 
promotes creativity which is one of the key words in the greater narrative on 
the “knowledge society”.  

The city will be vitalised and lifted with respect to its structure, architecture and 
beauty to become the ideal town it once was intended to become. This then makes 
out an ‘arena’ which can be filled with a multi-faceted and ‘fresh’ supply of culture 
and experiences which are produced by supporting the creativity we all possess and 
lead it in the right direction. (p 10) 

Thus, supporting the creativity of inhabitants is a means to enrich the urban 
street life in order to increase the city’s attractiveness and competitiveness. It is 
clearly stated that the supply of “culture” here does not have the object to con-
tribute to personal individual development of long-term inhabitants: “The new 
inhabitants put new demands on the cultural sector (p 13).” 

In line with the ambition to strengthen these three functions mentioned 
above, karlskrona.se dedicates much illustrated space to three development areas 
that form the northern entrance to Trossö, the oil harbour, the Pottholmen 
area with the central railway station, and the adjacent Skeppsbrokajen and trade 
harbour. All of the projects are urban waterfront development projects, prom-
ising attractive housing.  

The other parts of the municipality do not play an important role in this 
story. The whole comprehensive plan karlskrona.se deals with them only super-
ficially. This is done consciously since the plan is seen more as a strategic 
document: 

This means a conscious concentration on a number of smaller planning areas in order 
to point out the strategic content of the comprehensive plan. (p 6) 

The area “stadsbygden”, which here is defined as the urban area north of 
Trossö (in ÖP 91, it still included Trossö), is still devoted space. This is an area 
where much of the spatial expansion of the city will take place, several devel-
opment areas with altogether 800 new housing units will be integrated into the 
existing urban structures (pp 53 – 59). Other parts of the municipality are dealt 
with more superficially. karlskrona.se devotes only one page for each of the lar-
ger “settlements” Nättraby, Rödeby and Jämjö, while for the remaining rural ar-
eas, very general guidelines of development are given (pp 66-69), which is mo-
tivated by the more intensive development pressure and larger complexity of 
planning problems on Trossö and Stadsbygden, as well as the experiences from 
the previous, very detailed plan ÖP 91. 

The experiences are, however, that this did not provide the desirable support for 
more detailed planning and dealing with questions, and that this also could not con-
tribute to the development that had been outlined. (p 66) 
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The Society of the New Karlskrona  

The narrative on the attractive telecom city even penetrates the chapter entitled 
“Integration and Welfare” (p 11). Also here, the first point mentioned is the 
need to develop attractive housing, preferably along the coast, in order to stay 
competitive as a business region. The extension of the broadband network is 
here motivated by new mobile solutions for the care of the elderly so that that 
they can stay at home as long as possible. Social problems are hardly mentioned 
in this chapter. One short paragraph here clumps together the problems of the 
youth without basic educational competencies and the expected expansion of 
the university college due to an increasing number of researchers. The most 
important challenge is said to keep and develop the municipality’s attractiveness 
as a place for working and housing, especially for those who have competencies 
in technical subjects or the sciences, since here it is seen a future competition 
for these. “Tendencies toward a bifurcated society” (p 11) are mentioned, without 
explaining how these came up or saying how they will be met. Two pages later, 
there is a compilation of the concerns that the municipal administrations deal-
ing with welfare issues would like to have considered in the comprehensive 
plan. “The questions are summarised below without prioritisation or evaluation of their 
importance for the comprehensive plan” (p 13). Here, also questions of segregation are 
mentioned, in one sentence about the neighbourhood which is known for hav-
ing the highest share of immigrant population in Karlskrona:”look positively at the 
opportunities in the multicultural Kungsmarken”(p 13). Since there are no references 
to these societal problems in the rest of the plan, one can easily interpret that 
for the narrative of the “New Karlskrona”, they are of no “importance”.  

The narrative of the ”New Karlskrona” quite clearly is one about the pri-
macy of growth, mainly economic growth, but connected with that, also 
growth in the population – a forecast estimates a population increase of 2,600 
people for the period 2000 – 2009, but the plan proposals are calculated based 
on a vision that projects an increase of 10,000 inhabitants (p 6-7). The “New 
Karlskrona” offers more of everything, housing, education, commercial and 
cultural activities, sports events and meeting (p 5). Social values seem to have 
no place there.  

In general, one can read about an uneven distribution of importance that is 
attached to different parts of the population. Most weight is put on those who 
generate economic growth, i.e. the knowledge-intensive businesses, but also 
entrepreneurs in the tourism sector, as well as all the competent staff that 
Karlskrona’s companies need. The role of the municipality in bringing about 
change is also emphasised, as well as “the ability to co-operate”, which apparently 
means the co-operation between companies (p 9), which demands a shared 
value system. This is expressed in the frequently used “we”. In ÖP 91 this 
mainly referred to leading municipal actors, but in karlskrona.se, the ”we” com-
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prises the group of inhabitants and businesses sharing the values system of the 
new time, that puts “attractiveness” very high on the agenda and emphasises 
openness toward new people, new companies, new technology and changes in 
general.  

For the tourism sector, in an ever more expansive and demanding environment, it is 
important to have an open mind and the ambition to will if we are going to be suc-
cessful in building a more attractive destination. (p 10) 

One part of the “four cornerstones” expresses it very clearly: “Change is our 
safety” (p 5). Accordingly, those who do not share these values are not a part of 
the community.  

In summary, the comprehensive plan karlskrona.se consists of the main nar-
rative on the New Karlskrona which has three complementing perspectives. 
The first one places Karlskrona into a growing network of flows of goods and 
people between the European countries and focuses on interregional infra-
structure. The second about the Destination Karlskrona inserts the city into the 
global competition for tourists and demands a mental change from its inhabi-
tants as well as an upgrading of the features that can be marketed best, those 
that distinguish Karlskrona from other places, the maritime together with the 
naval atmosphere and the status as a World Cultural Heritage site. The focus 
on the importance of infrastructure from the first narrative as well as the attrac-
tive city in the second one form a basis for the third one on the TelecomCity, 
that states that Karlskrona has to be attractive and accessible in order to attract 
the people and companies that work in the knowledge-intensive firms. The 
entire spotlight is set on Trossö as it embodies all of the values that are at-
tached to this narrative, the flexibility which is facilitated by the grid-street net, 
creativity, the cycle-friendly city as a symbol for an attractive and sustainable 
city, as well as the built structure that will contain a new economy and society. 
They construct different groups of inhabitants, the old ones that have to 
change and to adapt their values to make them fit into the new era, and the new 
ones that build the new business life, that make the new growth possible.  

5.3.2 Narrative Explanation: The Tragedy of the New Karlskrona  

What is the plot of the story of the New Karlskrona? What kind of story is it? 
In my reading the narrative of the “New Karlskrona”, with its three sub-
narratives, shares many generic features with a tragedy. Certainly, it does not 
end in a final catastrophe as a good drama. That kind of ending is excluded in 
the genre of comprehensive plans. For me, it reads like the first three acts of a 
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tragedy, ending just before the peripety, when the good fortune changes to its 
opposite.  

In classic tragedies, the hero stands typically on top of a wheel of fortune, 
“halfway between human society on the ground and something greater in the sky” (Frye 
1957, 207). It is tempting to see the “New Karlskrona” as such a hero. The 
“New Karlskrona” is bursting with self-confidence, a “municipality showing a good 
development” (p 6). It is fascinated by the transformation it experienced in previ-
ous decades, which is recognised as the result of its own power and agency.  

The past ten years have shown that it is possible to change the development – that 
people and companies can grow in Karlskrona. (p 5) 

It might come close to overinterpretation; Frye thinks of figures like Prome-
theus, Adam and Jesus Christ, but the characterisation of the New Karlskrona 
has some similarity with the description of the classic tragic hero above, as 
some common traits can be seen. The downfall of the hero in tragedies often 
comes as a result of hubris, of pride, of overestimation, which induces the hero 
to make a mistake and to violate the laws of fate.  

Tragic heroes are so much the highest points in their human landscape that they seem 
the inevitable conductors of the power about them, great trees more likely to be 
struck by lightning than a clump of grass. (Frye 1957, 207).  

The New Karlskrona stands on a high point, and aims even higher. The projec-
tion for population growth predicts an increase in the amount of population by 
2,600 people within ten years, which corresponds to about four per cent. How-
ever, planning activities will be based on a vision of an increase of 10,000 new 
inhabitants, nearly four times as much as the projection forecasts (p 6-7). No 
explanation is given for how these numbers came about. Nonetheless, 
karlskrona.se demands that concrete plans exist for the extension of infrastruc-
ture and the demand for housing that can meet this envisioned expansion (p 7). 
In the 50 years preceding this plan, the population number oscillated around 
60,000 inhabitants. This unmotivated assumed increase in the number of in-
habitants comes for me quite close to hubris, as if the success of the previous 
years went to the municipality directors’ heads. Additionally, planning for a 
demand that with high probability does not exist is a costly undertaking, which 
easily could lead to a crisis in the municipal finances.  

Another feature makes me read the story of the New Karlskrona as a trag-
edy. Tragedy is the genre of fragmentation, the one that breaks up families and 
opposes them to the rest of the society (Frye 1957), and the narrative of the 
“New Karlskrona” definitely is one of some sort of struggle within a local 
community. The “four cornerstones” are said to “clear the way” for the New 
Karlskrona (p 5). The question is – what is in the way? It must be the “Old 
Karlskrona”. As argued above, the narrative of the “New Karlskrona” con-
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structs several groups of inhabitants, whereby the interests of the “New inhabi-
tants”, visitors, new companies in the field of telecommunication and IT (p 9) 
define the content of the plan. The old inhabitants have to change their atti-
tudes, have to be more welcoming, in order to let the new people feel more 
welcome (p 10). This narrative has a central theme of the incommensurable 
values of an older and a new society, and motivates the adaption to values with 
references to the global market as the overarching principle for all develop-
ment.  

One can therefore also say that the mode of explanation in the story of the 
New Karlskrona is mechanistic. The forces of capitalism are the general laws 
that drive forward development, which also means that market demands have 
to be met in order to be successful. Frequent references to international stan-
dards (“Service and quality awareness on an international level” (p 10), “world class re-
gions” (p 9), “with respect to the international importance the Coast-to-coast line can get with 
the access of Poland and the Baltic States to the EU...” (p 21)) motivate the actions. 
The narrative also reveals an instrumental and reductionist view on local eco-
nomic development. All actions are motivated by references to the goal of eco-
nomic growth. Even the built heritage or welfare services are dealt with under 
this aspect, as when the grid layout will be accentuated to enhance the urban 
attractiveness, or the expansion of the broadband network is motivated by bet-
ter mobile care for the elderly. The instrumental use of the inhabitants’ creativ-
ity as a means to fill the arena made out by the urban structures is another ex-
pression of this perspective, as well as the conscious concentration of planning 
recommendations for only a few areas within the municipality that are said to 
be of strategic importance. 

Also, the ideological implication of the narrative of the “New Karlskrona” 
coincides with White’s (1978) scheme of the observed relation between the 
different modes of explanation. The purpose of transforming the naval city of 
Karlskrona into an internationally competitive location for high-tech industries 
and an attractive tourist destination can only be called “radical”. This narrative 
breaks with the values of the Old Karlskrona and formulates new ones that are 
the opposite. There is no alternative to adopting the new values, as the global 
competition is merciless.  

Also in line with White’s scheme is that the master trope in karlskrona.se 
seems to be the metonym, the trope that indicates a contiguous relation be-
tween the signifier and the signified. The three “spearheads” of development, 
the “TelecomCity”, “Destination Karlskrona” and “Baltic Trade City” describe 
the place from three different perspectives that all have in common that they 
reduce the city to one economic function, and nearly all planning activities are 
somehow related to the goal of economic competitiveness. Being able to offer 
many different attractive housing areas is not, as in ÖP 91, motivated by giving 
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“freedom of choice” to inhabitants as one element of quality of life, but as a 
competitive advantage in the attraction of competent staff (p 11).  

One can also read the cover (see illustration in the appendix) as illustrating 
this metonymical thinking. It shows the photography of a ferry anchoring in 
the Verkö harbour, taken from the sea, with some islands in the foreground. 
The ferry stands metonymically for the international connections that together 
with the telecom industry (referred to by the title) and, to a lesser degree, tour-
ism (you see the small boat in the front) will continue to bring economic 
growth to the city. The title karlskrona.se finally indicates that the telecom indus-
try is the sector to which the municipality mainly wants to adapt the city.  

5.3.3 Contextual Explanation: Transformative Times 

Why does this comprehensive plan so fiercely embrace the global economy and 
economic growth? Also, why does that plan whose actual task it is to prepare 
decisions on land-use focus so strongly on the citizens’ attitudes?  

The Planning Process 

One explanation is that the plan was worked out under the leadership of a so-
cial-democratic majority that – as it was tradition in Karlskrona – took an active 
interest in local economic development and saw it as a municipal task to stimu-
late economic development. The chairman of the municipal board had been in 
office since 1994; he took over after a short period of non-socialist government 
from 1991 – 1994. As described above, the comprehensive plan karlskrona.se 
explicitly refers to a local economic development plan from 1995 that defined 
the three “spearhead industries”, namely tourism, Baltic trade and IT/telecom, 
and the development policy from 1999 containing the “four cornerstones”. 
The comprehensive plan thus was seen as another expression, the physical im-
plementation of these local economic development policies.109  

In contrast to the former comprehensive plan ÖP 91, karlskrona.se was pre-
pared solely within the municipal administration. A first version of the com-
prehensive plan was out for public consultation between February and May 
2001, the public exhibition took place in March and April 2002, and in August 
2002 the plan was adopted with some minor changes and updates (p 2). This 
means that the main features of the plan were worked out when the growth of 
the IT- and Telecom-industry in Karlskrona was on the top, i.e. in the year 
2000, after a decade of a comprehensive transformation of the economic struc-

                                                 
 

109 Interview with city architect, 2006-03-27 
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ture of the city which also was reflected in far-reaching social changes. These 
changes and the difficulties connected with them clearly characterise the plan – 
in spite of the bursting of the IT-bubble that started in March 2000 and became 
more and more palatable in the following months and year. In the following, I 
will construct a context consisting of the changing socio-economic structures 
and the narratives that circulated around that time and that were either inte-
grated in the narrative of the “New Karlskrona” or that were more or less ex-
plicitly refused by it. This includes how Karlskrona built up a profile as the 
“TelecomCity”, how the IT and telecom sector expanded, and which social and 
cultural expressions this had. Then, the development in the other sectors said 
to be the “spearheads of development” will be covered in order to explain the 
narratives of the “Baltic Trade City” and “Destination Karlskrona”. However, 
the changes that took place as well as the narratives on them cannot be fully 
understood without setting them in relation to the favourable changes in the 
physical environment, the investments in infrastructure and Karlskrona’s built 
heritage, as well as to the narratives that strongly opposed the calls for a new 
and more open society, which in the most extreme case was represented by a 
Neo-Nazi organisation that had its headquarters in Karlskrona. This plan, nev-
ertheless, is not only formed by its local context but also has to be seen against 
the background of the debates on the changes of the Swedish welfare state that 
took place during the 1990s; I will start there.  

The Transformation of the Swedish Welfare State  

Above, I argue that the narratives in karlskrona.se continue the historical tradi-
tion of strong municipal engagement in local economic development, whose 
expressions could already be observed in Välkommen till Karlskrona and ÖP 91. 
However, in contrast to these, karlskrona.se describes the role of the municipal-
ity in a different way. It is more a facilitator of the growth of private actors and 
sets economic growth as the primary goal. This reflects the changing functions 
that have been ascribed to Swedish municipalities during the 1990s which were 
characterised by fierce debates on the role and scope of the welfare state. As 
Granberg (2004, 93 - 105) states, the Swedish welfare model was criticised al-
ready in the 1970s and 80s by neoliberal and conservative groups for two rea-
sons. From an economic point of view, the state-driven production of welfare 
services was seen as being inefficient in comparison to market operations. 
Ideological critique attacked the welfare state as an authoritarian and bureau-
cratic power apparatus that violated individual rights of self-determination. The 
critique escalated when public budgets for the first time since WWII showed 
considerable deficits in the beginning of the 1980s. Granberg reports that the 
shift of the decennium between the 1980s and 1990s is declared to be a break-
ing point for Swedish welfare politics. At that time, the Swedish economy was 
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in what has been called the deepest crisis ever in modern times, with sudden 
rising unemployment, increasing budget deficits and a skyrocketing interest rate 
that caused a breakdown of an overheated housing market, with some dramatic 
effects for the economy of private households. This created a consciousness 
for a future of permanent economic scarcity and an increasing gap between 
needs and resources.  

The national elections in 1991 led to a non-socialist government, after a 
long period of social democratic rule. In this situation, the scale and scope of 
public welfare production was under thorough scrutiny, which concerned espe-
cially municipalities that provided the majority of welfare services. Austerity 
programmes and cutbacks of public services were accompanied by organisa-
tional reforms that transferred tasks from public to private actors. For munici-
palities, this meant that local politics more than ever was about creating the 
preconditions for local development by the mobilisation of local resources 
from a variety of different actors. Granberg highlights that the objective for all 
municipal reforms in the 1990s was efficiency, not democracy.  

In Karlskrona, especially the chief economic development officer spread 
the word of the priority of economic welfare as a means to be able to finance 
public welfare. He popularised the “theory on the multiplying effects of the 
export-base”.110 He constructed graphs of the historical development of 
Karlskrona’s “income base”, which are those jobs that are financed from out-
side the region. Until 1945, these were nearly exclusively workplaces in the 
state-financed armed forces, and then, after that, these were complemented by 
the jobs in the export-oriented manufacturing industries111. One example for 
this can be seen in Dolk (2004, 6-7).  

Emphasising that only those kinds of jobs generate the income that in turn 
creates the local demand for goods and services was used to legitimate munici-
pal investments in the office for local economic development despite cutbacks 
in the social sector. Politicians and the general public was to be be convinced 
that economic growth had to come before the distribution of welfare services 
(Dolk 2004, 44-5) 

Insofar one can say that this narrative is one variant of the greater narrative 
of neoliberal development, since it can be seen as propagating what according 
to Brenner et al. (2010, 184) makes out the common denominator of all the 
different definitions of neoliberalisation, a “politically guided intensification of market 
rule and commodification”. The interesting thing is that neoliberalism is often seen 
with David Harvey as a “class project”, aimed at restoring the control of capi-
talists over the capital accumulation process (McCarthy 2012, 183). But while 

                                                 
 

110 Interview with Blekinge Läns Tidning’s Chief editor, 2005-07-06 
111 Interview with former municipal development officer, 2005-01-25 
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the narrative of the New Karlskrona certainly is in the interest of the business 
world, it is remarkable that it is formulated and disseminated by representatives 
working for a predominantly social democratic local government. This reflects 
that the values that the neoliberal ideology represents, efficiency and market-
rule, have become mainstream among those involved in governance issues. But 
the rigidity with which the narrative of the New Karlskrona is formulated re-
flects the strength of the political struggle that has to be fought with the public. 
The “New Karlskrona” also emphasises the prominent, progressive role of the 
political leadership that has to point out the direction of development. As the 
chairman of the municipal board states: “Change is not democratic” (in Dolk 2004, 
45). In the following, I will describe how these new structures were created.  

Building a “TelecomCity” 

As mentioned in the previous section, Karlskrona became the home to Swe-
den’s third mobile phone operator Europolitan in 1991. The co-operation be-
tween the university college and Europolitan was strong from the beginning. 
Already in the autumn of 1991, HK/R offered specialised programmes in tele-
communications to satisfy the strongly growing demand for educated staff in 
this fast changing area in collaboration with Europolitan and EP Data (Hög-
skolan i Karlskrona/Ronneby 1999). EP data, later called Ericsson Software 
Technologies, was founded already in 1981 by Ericsson and the IT-consultancy 
Programator, and was one of few expanding companies in Karlskrona 
throughout the 1980s.112 In 1993, six larger companies, among them Europoli-
tan, EP data and also those from “older” industries such as the Dockyard and 
Ericsson, as well as a number of smaller companies, started to co-operate offi-
cially with the municipality and the university college in the network organisa-
tion “TelecomCity”. The objective was to create conditions that facilitated the 
advanced growth of the companies. The municipality’s chief development offi-
cer acted as the project leader. The task for the municipality was to provide 
infrastructure; it invested in office facilities and the extension of IT-networks, 
but also co-ordinated the use of labour market policy measures so that the 
growing companies acquired access to competent staff.113 HK/R offered those 
kinds of study programmes that educated those engineers that were a bottle-
neck for all IT- and telecommunications companies throughout the 1990s. At 
the end of the 1990s, HK/R could lay claim to being Sweden’s second largest 
educator of IT students (Högskolan i Karlskrona/Ronneby 1999). The growing 
demand for staff made business leaders interested in the ways that Karlskrona 
was marketed. As Europolitan’s CEO is quoted: 

                                                 
 

112 Interview with former municipal development officer, 2005-01-25 
113 Interview with former municipal development officer, 2005-01-25 
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The marketing of Karlskrona with old harbour cranes in the brochures was a catas-
trophe. For us it was important that the city was presented as modern and innovative. 
The marketing as TelecomCity came therefore just in time. This was a completely dif-
ferent image. This makes recruiting easier for us; Europolitan is in TelecomCity, not 
among the harbour cranes in a Karlskrona in crisis. (Dolk 2004, 91) 

50% of the TelecomCity budget was invested in marketing efforts. Special tar-
get groups were experienced engineers that had worked as expatriates and in-
tended to come back to Sweden at that time.114 The municipality actively sup-
ported recruitment by guiding around interested staff and trying to meet the 
high demands that these prospective new inhabitants formulated115, such as a 
comfortable house with a sea view and a job for the spouse.116  

Strong Growth of Telecom Companies 

In many cases this marketing was successful; the telecom sector grew fast. EP 
data grew from 50 employees in 1989117 to 220 in 1993, of which 160 were lo-
cated in Karlskrona.118 Europolitan increased its number of personnel by about 
100 each year from the start throughout the 1990s and became one of 
Blekinge’s largest employers around 2001.119 In the second half of the 1990s, 
smaller spin-offs and start-up companies started from both the university col-
lege and the larger telecom companies, so that the number of ICT-companies120 
more than doubled from 38 in 1990 to 86 in 2001 (an increase of 129%, com-
pared to an increase of 59% for the whole of Sweden).  

                                                 
 

114 Interview with former municipal development officer, 2005-01-25 
115 Interview with former planning architect, 2008-05-07 
116 Interview with former municipal director, 2008-06-18 
117 Blekinge Läns Tidning, 1989-05-26 
118 Dagens Industri, 1993-07-02  
119 Expressen, 2000-05-26 
120 The definition includes the following codes (SNI 92) for the years 1990-2001: 22330, 30010, 
30020, 32100, 32200, 32300, 33200, 33300, 51640, 51653, 64201, 64202, 64203, 71330, 72202, 
72201, 72300, 72400, 72500, 72600. In the years 1997 and 1998, apparently one company was 
classified by a different code. For a more detailed discussion of the statistical data, see chapter 
4.2.3.  
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Figure 3 Number of ICT-companies in Karlskrona 1990-2001  

 
Data source: Statistics Sweden, RAMS 

Altogether, the number of people employed in the telecom sector more than 
doubled throughout the 1990s, to reach some 3,750 in 2001.  

The diagram below shows the development of employment in different 
branches of the IT and telecom sector in Karlskrona, demonstrating that the 
growth of the sector mainly is based on network operations and software con-
sultancy, but it also illustrates that the traditional industry of the “manufactur-
ing of line telephony”, in practice meaning the Ericsson factories, made out the 
base of the telecom sector, and that even this part was growing in the second 
half of the 1990s.  
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Figure 4 Employment in ICT-companies in Karlskrona 1990-2001 

 
Data source: Statistics Sweden, RAMS 

However, a look at the educational level of the employment in different indus-
tries also demonstrates that the industries here defined as ICT-industries trans-
formed themselves from more low-tech to high-tech industries. As the diagram 
below shows, Karlskrona’s ICT sector had a low share of employees with an 
academic education of at least three years, which was even lower than in the 
Karlskronian industries, mainly due to a very low share (just 2.4%) of academ-
ics in the manufacturing base of the ICT-sector. Nevertheless, in 2002, the 
ICT-sector employed a distinctively higher share of academics than the other 
industries in Karlskrona. The software industries were at that time the most 
knowledge-intensive: 32.8% of its staff had an academic background, compared 
to 22.3% in network operations and 20% in manufacturing in ICTs. This is 
strong evidence for that the chances of finding a job in the growing ICT-sector 
was low for people that were laid off in declining industries, at least as long as 
they did not invest in years of additional education. In practice, this meant that 
the ICT-sector in Karlskrona grew by the attraction of many non-local people.  
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Figure 5 Share of employees with at least 3 years of academic education in ICT and other 
industries in Karlskrona and Sweden in 1993, 1997 and 2002.  

 
Data Source: Statistics Sweden, SSYK 

The TelecomHype around 2000 and its Socio-cultural Expressions  

Thus, the IT-industry in Karlskrona experienced a quite remarkable upswing in 
Karlskrona, which explains why the interests of these sectors seem to dominate 
the narrative of the New Karlskrona, but the IT-sector does not only provide 
for more jobs in this narrative, karlskrona.se makes it clear that it also stands for 
new values. What were these values? And in which ways were they expressed?  

The strong growth of the IT and telecom companies and the policies aim-
ing at supporting the continued growth of these companies, such as the mar-
keting of the telecom city network and the efforts to increase the use of new 
information technologies, led to something that social anthropologist Johan 
Cronehed (2004) identified as “IT-hype”. Cronehed collected empirical material 
from different events taking place in Karlskrona during 1999 and 2000. Among 
them were an IT fair, an exhibition with the title “The Global Tendency Ma-
chine”121 that displayed various scenarios for the future information society, 
and a show at Blekinge Museum, entitled “Karlskrona 2”, that presented a digi-
tal copy of the city of Karlskrona. Digital inhabitants could virtually interact 
and transform the function of buildings, social hierarchies and laws. These pro-
jects put forward the new information technologies as a means for questioning 
and rearranging habitual ways of thinking and existing social patterns. Those 
events could certainly be found in other places in Sweden as well around that 
time, but in a relatively little town, marketed as “TelecomCity”, experiencing a 
fast transformation of its economic structure, one can say that these events 
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Nordic Museum under the name “Framtidstro” (Belief in the future). 
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contributed to some kind of cultural superstructure for the economic transfor-
mation.  

In daily life, new cultural values were exhibited by the most prominent 
agents of the new economy, the IT-entrepreneurs, of which several have be-
come very rich in a very short time period during the dot.com boom. This is 
how the tabloid Expressen portrayed one of them:  

Here is David Erixon sitting – one of the town’s new entrepreneurs. He is young, 
well-educated and successful. “I do understand that many get provoked that we get 
2,000 SEK per hour for our services,” he says. David Erixon, 27 years, has an air of 
serenity and harmony. And he is not ashamed, neither of his person nor of his work. 
Quite the contrary. Therefore, he does not object to being photographed in an arm-
chair – in the middle of the pedestrian zone in central Karlskrona.122  

This demonstration of affluence and self-confidence contrasts strongly with the 
dominating values in an industrial or military community. Another media article 
illustrates the cultural change in the city with the emergence of rocket salad in 
the supermarket, the growing number of BMWs on the street and rising house 
prices.123  

The rapid growth of income in Karlskrona, also in comparison to other 
places in Sweden, can be seen in official statistics as well. As the figure below 
shows, the medium income increased some per cent units more than the me-
dian income, whereas in the other residential cities, the median income in-
creased more. This is due to especially high growth rates (over 5%) of medium 
income in the years between 1998 and 2001, which can be interpreted as a sign 
that many high-paying jobs were created at that time or that people with al-
ready high-paying jobs experienced higher wage increases than lower paid jobs. 
The ICT-industry was driving this development forward. Especially in the year 
2000, the wages were rising at a faster rate in the Karlskrona-Ronneby region 
than in Stockholm.124 It can therefore be argued that income inequality in 
Karlskrona has widened in these years.  

                                                 
 

122 Expressen, 2000-05-26 
123 Veckans affärer, 2000-05-29 
124 Computer Sweden, 2000-11-29  
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Figure 6 Growth of income in different  residential cities 1991 – 2002 

 
Data: Statistics Sweden 

And the growth rates of the prices for single-family homes exceeds the growth 
in comparable cities between 1996 and 2001; that is when the ICT-industry in 
Karlskrona experienced the most expansive phase, and came close to the na-
tional average, which is strongly influenced by the development in the Stock-
holm region.  

Table 3 Growth of the average price for a single-family house 1996 – 2001 

Karlskrona Växjö Kalmar Kristianstad Halmstad Sweden 

53 35 44 38 46 56 

Data: Statistics Sweden 

In the local papers the issue of rising house prices was discussed intensively, 
often with a negative attitude toward “IT-millionaires” who were made respon-
sible for the strong price increases.125 When the most expensive house ever was 
bought by a local retailer, it was seen worth as emphasising that he made his 
fortune with “simple hard work”.126 

These changes caused some tensions which were increased by the feeling 
that many of the benefits of the transformation went to people coming origi-
nally from outside of Karlskrona. Actually, this was one ingredient of market-
ing the TelecomCity, such as when the university college proudly announced 
that 65% of its 8,500 students in 2000 came from other counties than Blekinge, 
due to the strong interest for the educational programmes in IT and telecom.127 
Especially in the summer of 2000, the local media fuelled these tensions by 

                                                 
 

125 Blekinge läns tidning, 2000-08-02 
126 Sydöstran, 2000-08-03 
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highlighting that the new jobs in the ICT sector mainly go to in-migrants, since 
they demand technical competencies that cannot be found locally.128  

An intensive debate also ignited around one of karlskrona.se’s most impor-
tant projects, the Pottholmen area, where it was thought to extend the land 
surface by landfills to make space for more flats – continuing the tradition that 
made the “City on islands” into the peninsula that it is today. However, critics 
called the shoreline “part of our cultural heritage”129 and warned for an “expensive 
VIP-district” that would be unavailable for people with low and medium in-
comes.130 As a result of these debates, the comprehensive plan excluded new 
landfills in the Pottholmen area, which halved the number of flats that could be 
built.131  

In other words, at the turn of the century, there was a lively debate on a 
new cultural phenomenon, most conspicuously represented by the “IT-
millionaire” in the local papers and his (as it was most of the time a man) con-
tribution to society, which also included the questions which values or what 
kind of knowledge it is that contributes to societal progress or economic 
growth. Especially some older inhabitants felt pushed aside by the rather obtru-
sive marketing of the new information society and connected values such as 
entrepreneurship, academic knowledge and individualism, and contrasted these 
with values connected with the welfare state, such as solidarity,132 while at least 
some people working with the IT-sector experienced locals as unwilling to in-
tegrate and described the IT-people as a “community within a community”.133 For 
those who aimed at speeding up the transformation, this was certainly seen as 
an obstacle, and that explains the explicit call for a mental change and an “open 
mind” that characterises the narrative of the “New Karlskrona” in karlskrona.se.  

Problems for Tourism Development  

Since the small scale tourism sector is among the three “spearheads” of eco-
nomic development, the one that is most dependent on the activities of a multi-
tude of businesses, the call for mental change and to lift the service level to 
international standards was the strongest in this area. As stated above, market-
ing Karlskrona as a tourism destination was impeded by the military areas that 
restricted the access of foreigners to the Blekinge archipelago. In 1997, the pre-
conditions for tourism improved radically when a new law limited the exclusion 

                                                 
 

128 Blekinge Läns tidning, 2000-08-02  
129 Blekinge Läns Tidning, 2002-06-14  
130 Blekinge Läns Tidning 2002-01-02  
131 Interview with former city architect, 2006-03-27 
132 Sydöstran, 2000-08-12 
133 Interview with IT-entrepreneur, 2006-08-11 
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of foreigners in restricted military areas such as the Blekinge archipelago to 
states of emergency. 134 Anyhow, this did not mean that immediately the infra-
structure serving tourists was upgraded. 

I worked in Dubrovnik and Tunisia, classic tourist destinations [...]. They have 300 
years of experience of tourism or pilgrimage or modern visitors’ industry. They have a 
completely different attitude to this. They know if you want to work in this city, you 
have to suck up to tourists, you have to hand over your house, but that does not exist 
here. There is hardly one toilet when you are out in the archipelago.135 

Projects that had the objective of developing the tourism industry in the archi-
pelago therefore continued to explicitly address mental attitudes and “closed 
communities” (Karlskrona kommun 2003).  

Loud Nationalistic Narratives  

However, the strong focus on the “open mind” in the narrative of the “New 
Karlskrona” can also be explained as a reaction to another narrative that circu-
lated in the national media, the one of Karlskrona as a Nazi stronghold.136 The 
reason for this is that in the beginning of the 1990s, there was an increase in 
reports on xenophobic attacks and threats to foreign people from skinheads in 
Karlskrona. In the summer of 1994, Sweden’s largest and most active neo-Nazi 
organisation “Nationalsocialistisk front” was founded by some young men that 
had been involved in these racist attacks. Soon this group attracted more than 
100 members and called for public attention by distributing pamphlets in 
schools, demonstrations, meetings or later via the internet. Karlskrona became 
the headquarters of this organisation, which had local groups or contact per-
sons in about ten other Swedish cities. Intensive media coverage therefore fre-
quently linked Karlskrona with neo-Nazis.137 However, representatives for dif-
ferent organisations representing the civil Karlskrona reacted and in 1996 es-
tablished a network consisting of all of the parties in the municipal council, 
representatives of churches, sport associations, political movements, the unions 
and others, altogether some 40 organisations. For instance, this network organ-
ised a demonstration for an open society which attracted about 700 people. 
The municipality funded projects aimed at children and youth that was to in-
form about anti-democratic and racist movements. Also, this work was covered 

                                                 
 

134 Lag (1996:1049) om ändring i lagen (1990:217) om skydd för samhällsviktiga anläggningar 
m.m. 
135 Interview with municipal cultural officer, 2006-06-22 
136 An inquiry on the media database “Retriever Research” in April 2012 returned 642 hits for a 
search on (Karlskrona AND “Nationalsocialistisk Front”) and only 434 hits for (Karlskrona 
AND (“Telecom City” OR Telecomcity)) in Swedish newspapers (some of the newspapers in 
this database are searchable back to the year 1995.)  
137 See FN above.  
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by local and national media as well (Rundqvist 1999). However, even if only a 
very small minority of Karlskrona’s inhabitants were members in this extremist 
association, while the majority fiercely rejected an anti-democratic mindset, 
they produced narratives about Karlskrona that highly conflicted with the nar-
rative about the open, international Telecom City and instead strengthened the 
old narrative of Karlskrona as a closed place, hostile to newcomers and for-
eigners.  

Karlskrona as a Meeting Place for Baltic Organisations 

Nevertheless, there was more support for the new, “open” Karlskrona. For a 
couple of years, Karlskrona really was a “Baltic meeting place”; the city’s policy 
makers successfully worked for implementing the main metaphor of ÖP 91’s 
“Vision 2010”. As was already mentioned, the municipality of Karlskrona re-
ceived, at the end of 1991, state support in order to establish a “Baltic Sea Insti-
tute”, together with some other partners, such as the Chamber of Commerce 
and Industry of Southern Sweden. The Baltic Sea Institute was to support con-
tacts between Swedish organisations and other countries around the Baltic Sea 
Region, especially Poland, Lithuania and the Kaliningrad oblast in order to 
promote democratic development and regional integration in the Baltic Sea 
Region (Motion 1994/95:U703). Its activities included the arrangement of in-
ternational conferences, of which many took place in Karlskrona, among them 
a conference on security issues, “Pax Baltica”, which has been held nearly every 
year since 1994. The Baltic Institute’s premises also hosted other projects with 
a Baltic Sea focus, for example a secretariat for a process of developing a strat-
egy for spatial planning and regional development with the name “Vision and 
Strategies in the Baltic Sea Region 2010” between 1992 and 1996. Due to this 
work Karlskrona was selected for hosting an EU-organisation, a secretariat for 
the administration of a European INTERREG-program, a funding scheme for 
fostering transnational co-operation in order to foster balanced and sustainable 
spatial development, which was opened in 1998 as a subsidiary to a secretariat 
in Rostock.138  

Thus, at the end of the 1990s, Karlskrona had really become a meeting 
point for local and regional policy makers and other organisations interested in 
regional development in the Baltic Sea Region, involving even the EU-level, as 
a result of very locally based efforts, and received credit for that as well in the 
national media.139 The employment effects of these international organisations 
were rather small, but the symbolic effects were even greater in a city that was 
known to be “closed”.  
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Improved Transport Infrastructure on Sea, Rail and Air 

This would not have been possible if Karlskrona and Blekinge had not experi-
enced substantial improvements of its transport connections on sea, air and 
rail. The ferry connection to Gdynia stabilised after initial problems, such as the 
already mentioned bankruptcy of the shipping company in the spring of 1991. 
Also, the company that started operations in September 1991 was forced to 
close again in 1995.140 Then, Gothenburg based Stena Line took over, and the 
number of passengers increased steadily.141 In 1998, the new ferry terminal on 
Verkö opened: a municipal investment of 122 million SEK. The sight of Po-
land ferries sailing past Trossö became a daily urban experience in Karlskrona, 
and in 2001 more than 300,000 passengers were using this ferry.142  

Also, connections to the closest metropolitan area, the Lund-Malmö-
Copenhagen region, improved rapidly in that decade, quite in contrast to the 
situation at the end of the 1980s, when SJ had threatened to close down the 
line between Kristianstad and Karlskrona, the so-called “Blekinge Coast Line” 
(Andersson 2005, Elofsson 2007). A direct night train connection to Stock-
holm was cancelled in 1989. Consequently, Karlskrona was very badly con-
nected to Sweden’s metropolitan areas around 1990. However, the threat of a 
closure of “Blekinge Coast Line” generated massive support from local and 
regional politicians and other organisations for upgrading the railway. A re-
gional interest group collected 37,000 signatures (more than 1/5 of the popula-
tion in Blekinge) for better rail services in Blekinge. The political lobbying re-
sulted in a new contract between SJ and Blekingetrafiken, the regional public 
transport authority, over the operation of new trains called “Kustpilen” (“Coast 
Arrow”), between Karlskrona and Malmö. The idea for this train was to offer 
an attractive time table with regular tours and a high standard of services (com-
fortable seats, catering service on the trains, access to electricity, fax and tele-
phone, and rather low prices with an easy ticketing system). At that time, 
“Kustpilen” was said to be the most modern train for regional traffic in Swe-
den and the most successful investment in railways in Sweden in the 1990s.143 
This resulted in an immediate interest by travellers resulting in steeply rising 
numbers of passengers and by train experts coming for study trips from many 
different countries (Andersson 2005). With the opening of the Öresund Bridge 
in 2000, trains went directly to Copenhagen. The new connection meant more 
than only shorter travel times. As a young man working for a telecom company 
expressed it, for many of the “IT-people” the direct connection to Copenhagen 
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reduced the perception of Karlskrona as being “small, dull and out-of-the-way“.144 
The number of passengers on Blekinge Coast Line multiplied by a factor of six 
by the end of the decade, from just about 200,000 in 1991 to more than 1.2 
million in 2000.145 Thus, along the most densely populated southern part of 
Blekinge, the train became a convenient alternative for commuters. The im-
provements on Blekinge Coastline contributed both to enlarging Karlskrona’s 
labour market and to connecting Blekinge to the Malmö-Copenhagen region, 
for which the expectations for future development were high due to the open-
ing of the Öresund Bridge.  

The development of air traffic to Ronneby Airport (located in Kallinge, 
some 30 km from Karlskrona) also showed a strong increase in passenger 
numbers during the second half of the 1990s146, which probably mirrors the 
strong growth of knowledge-intensive businesses in Blekinge, even though this 
airport, at least the civilian operation (it is otherwise used by the Blekinge Wing 
of the Air Force, F17), was also threatened to be shut down in the early 1990s. 
The deregulation of domestic air traffic in 1992 made the hard-pressured state-
owned SAS think about abandoning all routes to Southern Sweden.147 One 
attempt of a private competitor to fly Ronneby-Stockholm ended soon in 
bankruptcy.148 However, the increased demand in the second half of the 1990s 
led to an upgrading of Ronneby Airport,149 and in the year 2000, the route be-
tween Stockholm-Arlanda and Ronneby experienced one of the highest growth 
rates of all domestic routes.150 In the late 1990s, small Ronneby Airport had 
even regular international connections, to Copenhagen and Pajala in Lithuania. 
After the opening of the Öresund Bridge in the summer of 2000, the demand 
for connections to Copenhagen dropped, and the terror attacks in September 
2001 led to a reduction of the number of passengers by 25%.151 Nonetheless, 
for the marketing of Karlskrona as a location for globally oriented knowledge-
intensive companies, the existence of the international Ronneby Airport played 
a very important role.  

                                                 
 

144 Blekinge Läns Tidning, 2000-08-14 
145 Blekingetrafiken, marknadsplan 2009-2011, Blekingetrafiken, press release 2008-02-29, and 
Andersson 2005 
146 According to data from the Swedish Aviation Authority 
147 Dagens Nyheter, 1993-05-26; Dagens Nyheter; 1994-03-12 
148 Dagens Nyheter, 1993-04-28 
149 Tidningarnas Telegrambyrå, 1999-10-01; Tidningarnas Telegrambyrå, 1998-01-09 
150 Tidningarnas Telegrambyrå, 2000-07-11 
151 Tidningarnas Telegrambyrå, 2001-10-08  
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From the Stumholmen Project to the World Cultural Heritage Site 

Thus, the functioning transport connections were one important material ele-
ment that facilitated the construction of the narrative of the New Karlskrona, 
but in order to be able to convincingly tell a story on an attractive place to live, 
to market the image of a new Karlskrona, there was also the need to be able to 
present new pictures of a new Karlskrona. As Ward (1998, 193) argued, “A new 
image has to be backed up by a genuine promise of the re-invented city”. This back-up was 
provided by the transformation of Stumholmen Island whose first steps were 
completed with the housing fair “Bo 93” in 1993. 17 of the former military 
warehouses and workshops were then carefully converted for civilian use. The 
building of Crown Bakery for example, erected in the 1730s, was converted to 
residential apartments, the coast guard’s operational headquarters from 1718 
took over the cooper’s storehouse, and the municipal art hall found a place in 
the large rooms of the Naval Barracks (1847) with their vaulted floors of oak 
planking, imitating the interior of a warship (Karlskrona kommun and 
Länsstyrelsen Blekinge Län 2002). The architecture of new residential houses 
referred closely to the existing forms and designs (Sjöström 1994). Municipal 
planners describe the distinct qualities of Stumholmen by highlighting the un-
ion of an urban atmosphere with a maritime character in an historical environ-
ment (Kindlund and Bjerström 2006). In order to tell a narrative of a “New 
Karlskrona”, the transformation of Stumholmen and the housing fair were 
important for three reasons.  

First, the housing fair itself caused positive coverage of Karlskrona in the 
national media. 80,000 visitors and about two pages on Stumholmen and 
Karlskrona in the media daily over a course of eight months gave the city a 
great deal of positive publicity (Gustafson 1994, 9). Thereby, the press coverage 
characterised Karlskrona as an attractive place for living, for example when the 
evening news showed how one can take a bath directly from the balcony 
(Karlskrona kommun 1993).  

Second, from that time on, hardly any brochure on Karlskrona would be 
without pictures of Stumholmen, preferably with an aerial view. The marketing 
potential increased with the inauguration of the new Naval Museum in 1997, 
which was partly built into the water. For the marketing of Karlskrona as 
“TelecomCity”, the takeover of the remand prison by a new and soon very 
successful152 professional education programme in applied media design, oper-
ated by the private educational company “Hyper Island”, was a very valuable 
act. This made Stumholmen into the place that embodied urbanity with nature, 
city and sea, cultural experiences with business opportunities, active leisure time 
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and contemplation, heritage and development. The first vice chancellor of the 
university college saw a visit to Stumholmen as a very efficient means to con-
vince reluctant key personnel to take over a job in Karlskrona.153  

Third,, the housing fair and its planning process created an interest in ex-
perts on built heritage and planning that added to the knowledge of how ex-
traordinary this naval environment was even in an international perspective 
(Boverket 1994; Gromark and Conan 1998). The comments of external experts 
encouraged civil servants to work out an application to UNESCO to list 
Karlskrona as a World Cultural Heritage Site. This happened more or less 
against the will of leading local politicians that were afraid that it would lead to 
more problems than positive effects.154 They were worried that this would hin-
der possibilities for future development in Karlskrona.155 However, the applica-
tion of Karlskrona received the support of the National Board of Heritage as 
well as the Swedish government, and in December 1998 UNESCO designated 
the Naval Town of Karlskrona as a World Heritage Site. The World Heritage 
status comprises the baroque street layout, older buildings on Trossö, the is-
lands of Stumholmen and Björkholmen, the Naval Dockyards and the harbour, 
as well as some sites outside of the city centre, such as the fortifications in the 
archipelago or the crown mill in Lyckeby (Karlskrona kommun and 
Länsstyrelsen Blekinge Län 2002).  

However, since the application to UNESCO was more of an administrative 
process, the listing was just a starting point for discussions around what the 
World Cultural Heritage Status in Karlskrona would mean, and depending on 
interests and positions, it was interpreted differently. Official brochures por-
trayed the Naval City of Karlskrona as an innovative high-tech centre of the 
18th century with a “markedly international character” that attracted, for example, 
many German tradesmen or experienced Finnish craftsmen (Karlskrona 
kommun and Länsstyrelsen Blekinge Län 2002). This interpretation formed a 
narrative on the “TelecomCity” that closely connects the present day interna-
tional high-tech profile with the city’s historic role.156 Others used the World 
Cultural Heritage status as an argument for a more reluctant stance toward de-
velopment in general and especially the strong focus on the new technologies 
(Naulainen and Stenbom 2000). In the frequent protests against planning pro-
jects on Trossö, opposition against new developments and arguments is very 
often motivated with references to Karlskrona’s World Cultural Heritage status 
(see Walter 2009).  
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As explicated above, the narrative of the “New Karlskrona” in karlskrona.se 
refers only reluctantly to the World Cultural Heritage Site, without making a 
link between the city’s history and future. The comprehensive plan tells a narra-
tive of development that still seems to see an incommensurable gap between 
heritage preservation and development; it is a narrative of linear progress.  

5.3.4 Exploration: A New Image for the TelecomCity  

What does the story of the “New Karlskrona” in karlskrona.se tell about devel-
opment? Using the typology of narratives of place identity that I developed in 
section 3.3, I read it as a narrative of legitimising identity, a localised version of 
the narrative of global competition and urban entrepreneurialism. This narra-
tive sets a scene (on p 8 and 9) that emphasises very much ongoing changes in 
the environment, such as the transition from the industrial to a knowledge so-
ciety and regionalisation as well as globalisation. These changes have in com-
mon that they intensify the power of market forces, which means that busi-
nesses as well as regions are exposed to more and increasing competition. The 
world is described as consisting of many different flows, of labour and goods, 
and as a result of that, communications have become much more important. 
Both transport and information networks play a pivotal role in this environ-
ment. It is certainly emphasised that Karlskrona Municipality has taken an “ac-
tive role” in these changes; karlskrona.se describes it even as “one of the motors 
in the regional development” (p 8). Accordingly, the municipality is not just 
exposed to these global forces, but takes an active role. Nonetheless, in the end 
it is the international standard and international competition that decides over 
success or failure. Both are measured in terms of economic growth, which 
means that all other activities have to be subordinated to this objective.  

Since economic growth is the main objective, it also means that there are 
some social groups that apparently contribute more. To the most valued group 
seems to especially belong business entrepreneurs and those that possess the 
knowledge that world-leading businesses need, which creates the economic 
growth. Inhabitants that have understood the demands of the new time do at 
least contribute to the attractiveness of the town by showing the right welcom-
ing attitude to newcomers and understanding their demands. Not explicitly 
mentioned, but apparently addressed, are those who still embody the values of 
the “Old Karlskrona”, which are dismissive toward the newcomers.  

The acts that the narrative on the New Karlskrona proposes are also typical 
for the narrative of the globally connected, attractive city, such as the emphasis 
of Karlskrona as a node in the Trans European Networks and a Baltic Trade 
City, the focus on the urban public space as an “arena” to be filled with activi-
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ties that will attract sought after staff, as well as the demonstration of possible 
urban waterfront development projects, even though two of the three projects 
were in a very early stage of planning. The telling of the story of the “New 
Karlskrona” with its stress on entrepreneurs is itself a representative act. Jessop 
(1998, 78), for example, states that entrepreneurial strategies for local economic 
development policies imply that cities explicitly are narrated as “entrepreneu-
rial”. One explanation for this is that the narrative of the “New Karlskrona”, 
especially in its most distinct and marketable form, the narrative of “Telecom-
City”, is to create a new, internationally viable place image to market the city. 
The comprehensive plan is to be a proof for potential investors that the mu-
nicipality takes their interest seriously and does not want to put any obstacles in 
the way. As mentioned above, it was the outspoken aim of planners and politi-
cians to use it as a local economic development policy document.157 

In that context, it also fits that only a reluctant reference is made to the 
World Cultural Heritage Status. One could think that greater emphasis could 
have been put on that since it really places the city into an international arena 
and that the status could be utilised to give some symbolic distinction to 
Karlskrona. However, it seems as if the narrative carefully avoids putting too 
much stress on that, even though in comparison to the former comprehensive 
plan, the narrative of the “New Karlskrona” succeeds in integrating the built 
heritage into the story as one of many factors contributing to the city’s attrac-
tiveness, for instance when it emphasises the special layout of the Baroque 
“ideal city”. Nevertheless, in general the “New Karlskrona” seems to see a ne-
cessity in distancing itself from the “Old Karlskrona”, which rules out making 
more use of the built heritage. One explanation for that can be found in the 
similarity of the protests against “new IT-millionaires” and expensive housing 
(at least the latter is not a phenomenon that is restricted to Karlskrona) as well 
as the Neo-nazi propaganda with the narrative on the “closed city” of 
Karlskrona, which development-oriented local policy makers certainly want to 
avoid.  

This means that while I read this story as a rather harsh legitimatisation of 
the predominance of values that favour the extension of capitalism, one could 
also argue that the story of the New Karlskrona defends the humanistic values 
of tolerance and openness. However, since talking about the “New 
Karlskrona” constructs different groups itself and assigns varying values and 
roles to the members of the different groups, one can argue that it increases the 
problem of social fragmentation. The plan certainly argues on page 5 that 
“Growth means that we can build a Karlskrona all can enjoy”, making clear that eco-
nomic growth is the prerequisite for the distribution of welfare services. None-
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theless, apart from that, it does not deal much with the fears and anxieties that 
are connected with changes; it does not provide stability. Claiming “Change is 
our safety” (p 5) might sound cynical for those who have the feeling that they do 
not profit from the fast growth and that possess difficulties to adapt, due to 
high age or low education. Their experiences are not really respected here. One 
could also say that this is a story that does not make productive use of local 
traditions, with the exception of the grid-net street layout. New values are cele-
brated and old ones denigrated. This might in turn evoke other and louder 
more defensive place narratives again. The strong opposition to some of the 
key projects of the plan, such as the development of the Pottholmen area, 
could be related to that.  
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5.4 Översiktsplan 2030 (2010) 

5.4.1 Explication: The Narrative on Sustainable Karlskrona 

Main Narrative 

While karlskrona.se used the guise of a comprehensive plan as local economic 
development strategy and did not bother to go into the details of complex 
planning questions, the comprehensive plan of the municipality of Karlskrona 
adopted in 2010 takes a completely different approach. This document with the 
sober title Översiktsplan 2030 Karlskrona kommun (ÖP 2030) clearly has the ambi-
tion of functioning as a spatial plan that has the potential to act as a guide for 
decisions on the future use of land and water. The plan is written in a much 
more analytic style, making use of a number of preparatory analyses and strate-
gic programmes on subjects such as the local transport system, the develop-
ment of the retail trade and the urban environment (p 14)158. The content is 
carefully edited and arranged with the help of a well-structured layout scheme 
that is based on the municipal graphic standard. The text itself also shows a 
clear structure. Two introductory chapters are followed by one that contains 
the plan’s proposals. These are then evaluated with respect to their economic, 
social and environmental consequences. The final and longest chapter “Com-
mon interests” describes the status quo and its development objectives for dif-
ferent sectoral areas, for example the population, business structure and the 
natural environment. The plan’s parts carefully link to each other. The formal 
coherence is paralleled by the coherence of the plan’s narrative. ÖP 2030 tells a 
story of the prosperous city of Karlskrona that aims at becoming sustainable. 
The story is in itself consistent and seems to be convincing. Inconsistencies 
arise first when the story is set into a context, when its meaning is looked at 
from a more general perspective.  

A Seemingly Radical Vision for Karlskrona 

The plan states explicitly to have had a starting point in a vision called “The four 
cornerstones as a basis for the sustainable Karlskrona” (p 16). The “four cornerstones” 
are the same as the ones that in karlskrona.se were said to be the base for the 
construction of the “New Karlskrona”, taken from the municipal development 
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policy from 1999, but in karlskrona.se, the four cornerstones were linked to-
gether with the three “spearheads of development”. In ÖP 2030, these “spear-
heads” are not mentioned anymore. Instead, the cornerstones are connected 
with principles for the “sustainable Karlskrona”. The diagram on p 17 illus-
trates the sets of principles as inseparably interweaved.  

The principles for the “sustainable Karlskrona” are the so-called “Four Sys-
tems Conditions”. They were developed by the Swedish environmental associa-
tion/consultancy firm “The Natural Step” (James and Lahti 2004). The princi-
ples are the following:  

In a sustainable society,  
Nature is not exposed to systematically increasing concentrations of substances from 
the Earth’s crust  
Nature is not exposed to systematically increasing concentrations of substances result-
ing from society’s production  
Nature is not systematically degraded by physical means 
The managing of resources is so efficient and fair that human needs are met every-
where. (p 17) 

This operationalisation of sustainability seems to be quite radical. The first 
principle taken seriously can be interpreted as that nature is to not be exposed 
to CO2-emissions exceeding nature’s capability to bind the gas. Since obviously 
this capability has been exceeded from the beginning of industrialisation, one 
can understand this in a way that no additional CO2 is to be brought into the 
atmosphere.  

A More Moderate Strategy for Development  

However, the plan is not really directly based on this vision of sustainability. 
Instead, some overarching principles are stated to be derived from the vision, 
which operationalise it for the planning area. These are seven “guidelines”: “Den-
sification and refinement, mixed-use developments, improved public transport, renewable en-
ergy, greener city, more efficient infrastructure, and a living countryside” (p 25). These are 
to support Karlskrona’s continuous development and simultaneously reduce 
the city’s environmental effects. The sustainable Karlskrona then, the purpose, 
is to “continue being attractive for housing and businesses with a preserved cultural identity 
and valuable environments” (p 25).  

A purpose that aims “to continue” something and a strategy that makes ex-
tensive use of the comparative (“greener”, “more efficient”) indicate that the starting 
position actually cannot be that problematic. ÖP 2030 certainly sets a scene 
according to which Karlskrona’s environment has changed radically over the 
previous years (p 20). However, the plan refers mainly to processes that have 
been ongoing for quite a while and that might have intensified in degree but 
that did not change in kind. ÖP 2030 mentions the intensifying functional inte-
gration in the Baltic Sea region caused by the EU expansion in 2004 and the 



Making Plans – Telling Stories  

162 

accelerating integration with the Oresund region through better train connec-
tions. Both processes had started much earlier, as mentioned in the previous 
sections. Among the factors that in ÖP 2030 define Karlskrona’s environment 
and that are for the reader already well-known now is the naval base. This is, 
since 2004, Sweden’s only one; its existence then can be seen as secured. Also, 
the World Cultural Heritage Status and the presence of the university college 
BTH that will have its main campus in Karlskrona from 2010 are taken up in 
this context.  

Among the “new” (in the sense that they have not been dealt with in the 
previous comprehensive plans) preconditions is the expected climate change 
which is estimated to lead to the rise of the expected water level by 80cm until 
2100. The municipal economic profile is now said to include IT services, as 
well as retail and sports and health. The planning strategy will also have to con-
sider that parts of the archipelago and the coastal zones belong to the 
UNESCO-biosphere reserve “Blekinge Archipelago”. Karlskrona is described 
as a growing municipality, which increased by 2000 inhabitants since the adop-
tion of karlskrona.se, which exceeds the population projection made there by 
300 (pp 20-21).159 This is the starting point for planning according to ÖP 2030. 
In contrast to the previous comprehensive plans, there is no advent of a new 
era, such as the “New Europe” in ÖP 91, or a comprehensive societal change 
taking place, such as the transition to the knowledge society in karlskrona.se. 
There does not seem to be any existential threat either. Not even the rising sea 
water levels are formulated in a way that one could see them as dramatic. Ac-
cordingly, Karlskrona is described as a vivid, varied place with many qualities:  

Here are urban qualities in a living world cultural heritage site. Here are smaller set-
tlements and neighbourhoods and here is a living countryside, from the archipelago in 
the south to the woodlands in the north, with solitary farms and smaller villages. (p 2) 

Thus, the scene and the purpose in this narrative do not lie far from each other. 
The principle path of development that has brought economic and population 
growth in the previous decade is to be continued; only the environmental ef-
fects will be reduced.  

The Principles of Refinement and Densification  

Here, the seven guidelines play a role. Among them, “refinement and densifica-
tion” are prioritised; they are the preconditions for the other guidelines. “Den-
sification” is to accommodate the expected growth without affecting valuable 
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green areas, leading to a “greener city”. Together with the “refinement”, the 
cultivation of existing qualities, the natural and built environment as well as the 
business life, this is said to lead to a more efficient use of infrastructure, im-
proved public transport, mixed-use developments and a living countryside. The 
proposed acts coincide with these guidelines.  

Existing localities in the municipality are to be strengthened with new de-
velopments (p 28). Only in the long run, when the growth of the population 
demands it, valuable green areas will be taken into use (p 30). New buildings 
will be located mainly within the present settlement areas, preferably around 
nodes of public transport. Among them, the most important are the railway 
stations Karlskrona central, Bergåsa and Gullberna, a new station which is here 
proposed again, as it was by ÖP 91. Most important is the densification of 
Trossö, where 2,000 of the planned 5,000 new housing units will be added, 
mainly by large construction projects close to the central station, such as the 
Pottholmen area, Hattholmen and Handelshamnen. Another large project is 
the transformation of the fishery harbour on Södra Saltö. A common denomi-
nator for these projects is their attractive waterfront location. They also have in 
common that they replace or even push aside transport infrastructure impor-
tant in Karlskrona’s industrial era – a goods railway station, and a commercial, 
fishery and oil harbour. They do not only provide simply more housing but 
solve other urban problems as well. The redevelopment of Pottholmen into a 
mixed-use neighbourhood is to, for example, create a new entrance to the city 
centre and simultaneously reduce the negative aspects of motor traffic by mak-
ing the motorway Österleden into a city street.  

This is to also lead to the “refinement” of public space, for example when 
the rather amorphous square in front of the railway station is to get a clearly 
defined form (pp 28-30). Otherwise, “refinement” refers mainly to clarifying 
and emphasising the qualities of the built heritage that will improve the public 
space. In order to ensure a qualitatively high standard, all actions are to follow 
the municipal “urban design programme” which provides more wide-ranging guide-
lines on how to improve Trossö’s public spaces. This programme explicitly 
calls for taken care of details. ÖP 2030 illustrates this by showing an example of 
the aesthetic integration of recycling stations into the streetscape (p 36). 

Trossö has both large and small urban spaces. There is great potential for continuing 
to create a living and dynamic urban life if the city’s public spaces are made more at-
tractive and if inhabitants and visitors are invited to use them actively. (p 36) 

The historical street layout is to be highlighted by accentuating the important 
axis from the landside entrance to the city at the northern side of Trossö to the 
dockyard in the south. A facelift of the main squares and parks, such as Stor-
torget, Hoglands Park and Amiralitetstorget is highlighted. In a map illustrating 
a section on the “Cultural environment” of Trossö (p 44, also reproduced as 
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Figure 15 in the appendix), exactly this axis and these square are also indicated 
as belonging to the urban spaces that are part of the “Great Narrative”. The 
text in ÖP 2030 does not make any further reference to this “Great Narrative”, 
what the narrative tells and what it means for the built environment to be part 
of it. However, the attractiveness of the public space on Trossö, its “refine-
ment”, is apparently the result of a very comprehensive approach that com-
prises larger reconstruction projects, focus on small details and a narrative that 
links all this together. “Refinement” shall explicitly support multiple aims: in-
crease the municipal attractiveness, support inner city retail trade and 
strengthen the city’s identity.  

ÖP 2030 certainly places the most attention on the urban core on Trossö, 
but the other parts of the municipality are not neglected at all. The planning 
principles, for instance the densification of central areas and the refinement of 
existing qualities, are the same for “stadsbygden” (which includes all parts of 
Karlskrona’s urbanised areas north of Trossö and Lyckeby), where another 
2,000 housing units are to be built (p 45), the rural “settlements” (tätorter) Nät-
traby, Rödeby and Jämjö, and the countryside. All municipal areas are ad-
dressed in some detail according to their respective preconditions and devel-
opment potentials, which contrasts strongly with the superficial treatment in 
karlskrona.se.  

A City for All (Who can Afford it) 

ÖP 2030 also does not make any distinctions between social groups. As men-
tioned above, the public space in the city centre explicitly is to attract inhabi-
tants and visitors alike. Also, among the inhabitants, no social groups are sin-
gled out as being in need of special attention. In general, ÖP 2030 does not 
have the aim of solving social problems. Segregation, for example, is not ad-
dressed explicitly; it is only stated that mixed uses and different forms of own-
ership would give inhabitants with various financial possibilities and demands 
the opportunity to live in the same neighbourhood (p 78). The plan mentions 
apparent problems in the Kungsmarken neighbourhood just in passing, in con-
nection with the construction of the new Gullberna station:  

This is suggested to be developed with more housing units and that Kungsmarksplan 
becomes a neighbourhood centre. This contributes to a safer and more integrated 
area. (p 45)  

The word “welfare” does not exist in ÖP 2030; instead, “services” are a plan-
ning category. “Services” refers to the public service, which the municipality or 
the state are responsible for (but it is emphasised that they are not necessarily 
operated public actors) as well as the commercial services, which is mainly the 
retail trade (p 100). The expected population growth makes the provision of 
new public services necessary, so these are dealt with as one of the concerns 
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that have to be taken into account in the detailed planning for new housing 
areas.  

The retail trade is ascribed a more strategic function for the municipality’s 
general development. As already mentioned above, this sector was said to be, 
besides IT, sports and health care, one of the areas for municipal investments 
that were made to reduce economic vulnerability (p 20). Strategic actions in this 
context are the extension of Trossö’s retail area to comprise even the streets 
along Hoglands Park but also an extension of the external shopping centres in 
the Vedeby/Lyckeby area. Inner city retail and out of town large-scale retail are 
seen as complementing, even strengthening, and not competing with each 
other (p 104).  

Increasing the city’s attractiveness as a retail location is said to be one of 
the plan’s means to enhance Karlskrona’s overall attractiveness that draws con-
sumers even from outside the Karlskrona region (p 103). A close relation is 
seen between attractive public spaces and the development of attractive retail 
trade, with one demanding and strengthening the other. Otherwise, ÖP 2030 
does not favour the growth of one single economic sector in the same form as 
karlskrona.se. The plan states that diversity characterises local businesses, and 
that both the manufacturing and service industries were able to grow in previ-
ous years (p 118). There seems to be some embarrassment about the high share 
of employment in the public sector: 

Public administration employs a higher share of people than the national average. 
This depends on that Karlskrona is a regional centre with localisation advantages for 
this type of operations. In Karlskrona there are, for example, the National Board for 
Housing and Planning, the Coast Guard and the Navy. (p 118) 

Who are the actors in the story of the sustainable Karlskrona? There is no 
group that is given a prominent role. Instead, agency seems to be distributed 
among all the different individuals and organisations that live and visit the city. 
Inhabitants are characterised as active, diverse and independent, without the 
need to be supported or guided. They are the consumers of all the qualities and 
services that the city has to offer, the attractive built and natural environment, 
retail shops and the workplaces. At the same time, they create these qualities, 
producing the vibrant street life that is to attract tourists and others; they create 
the increasing number of businesses that generate the growth of the city. One 
can say that Karlskrona’s inhabitants are characterised as both active consum-
ers and active entrepreneurs.  

The municipality is described as committed and informed, but not steering. 
It performs all the tasks that are given by law, such as urban planning and infra-
structure provision and ensures the quality of public services, but, as mentioned 
above, it is highlighted that it also does not necessarily offer services that could 
be provided by others as well. The municipal main focus lies on guaranteeing 
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that development in general is good. Its influence on the direction of especially 
economic development is formulated in rather modest words:  

In order to strengthen the municipality and to reduce its vulnerability, Karlskrona has 
chosen to support many different sectors such as retail trade, IT and health services. 
(p 20) 

“Character”, not only “Development” 

While economic development apparently is an important issue, it shall not hap-
pen at all costs. For while the general aim of ÖP 2030 is to improve the general 
locational advantages for a variety of businesses, the interests of two sectors 
conflict with the plan’s general objective, the fishing industry and the military. 
Both stand in the way for the development of new housing areas. The planned 
transformation of Södra Saltö to a housing area infringes on the needs and ter-
ritory used by the fishing harbour (p 38); and the interests of the Armed Forces 
are violated in connection with the proposed expansion of the Västra Backabo 
area by 800 housing units (p 45). This is located in proximity to the military 
shooting training area Rosenholm, which leads to the problem of noise and lost 
bullets (p 74). The problem is that both the fishing industry and the military are 
of “national interest” and thereby provided special legal protection. Therefore, 
in ÖP 2030, no final decision on the use of these areas is made. For Saltö, the 
plan expresses the hope that “the fishing industry will co-exist with housing and other 
businesses”, but it is also emphasized that there are two harbours in the Blekinge 
archipelago that could function as alternatives for the fishing industry in the 
long run. The Västra Backabo area is designated as area for “further analysis”.  

However, in the narrative of sustainable Karlskrona, the contribution of 
both industries is more their cultural than their economic role. It is acknowl-
edged that the fishing industry is a “traditional industry” that contributes to “the 
city’s character” (p 38), but the plan emphasises that none of the about 20 fishing 
boats that unload in Karlskrona are registered in the city. It is certainly men-
tioned that the Armed Forces are the city’s largest employer (p 118), but ÖP 
2030 is also very explicit concerning all of the limitations for development 
caused by military interests than the previous plans. A map on page 166 illus-
trates that nearly the whole municipal territory is in one way or the other af-
fected by military interests, obliging the municipality to consult the armed 
forces for nearly all planning and building permissions. ÖP 2030 emphasises 
that being Sweden’s only naval base contributes to Karlskrona’s further devel-
opment, even though it is not so specific how the municipality profits. Most 
explicit is the relationship between the naval base’s existence and the World 
Cultural Heritage Status. 

Karlskrona’s naval history is the reason for the city’s existence and foundation, and 
the world heritage is linked to that. Karlskrona is, since 2004, the only naval base in 
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Sweden. It is important for Karlskrona and the region that the naval base can con-
tinue to be developed. (p 20) 

The Armed Forces are the precondition for having a “living World Heritage 
Site” (levande världsarv), or, as the official publications say, “an active and vibrant 
World Heritage Site” (Karlskrona kommun and Länsstyrelsen Blekinge län 
2002)).  

The dockyard still produces ships. Other examples of vibrant world heritage in the 
city are the military music and sailing with barks. (p 149) 

What counts are not only the number of jobs, but the Navy’s contribution to 
the city’s identity and its potential to provide a richer experience of the public 
space and natural and built environment for inhabitants and tourists. The sec-
tion on the World Heritage Site tells a story of the “Naval City Karlskrona” 
that links heritage and future development by highlighting quality, and technical 
competence that is said to have characterised architecture and urban develop-
ment and as well as defence technology and shipbuilding since the time of the 
city’s foundation (p 146). This seems to be the underlying “Great narrative” 
that informs the plan, that fits to the narrative about the sustainable Karlskrona 
and that supports the focus on refinement and densification.  

In general, the story about the sustainable Karlskrona is convincingly told 
and illustrated with details that fit the overall stated objective. The coherence of 
this story is enhanced by explicitly mentioning that conflicts regarding interests, 
e.g. with the military and the fishing industry, or by highlighting that potential 
conflicts, e.g. between inner city and out of town retail trade, do not exist. Since 
this story seems to incorporate the interests of many different actors and does 
not impose any unreasonable hardship on the city’s inhabitants, it is hard not to 
like it.  

5.4.2 Narrative Explanation: A Comedy of the Sustainable City 

What kind of narrative is then this story about the sustainable Karlskrona? In 
my eyes the narrative in Översiktsplan 2030 about the sustainable Karlskrona 
reads like a comedy, as it contains many elements that, according to Frye 
(1957), belong to the classic formula for a comic plot. This very often is about a 
young man and a young woman who like each other, but their love meets op-
position, often from the father or another figure that stands for the established 
society, “a rival with less youth and more money”, like a “wandering soldier with a supply 
of ready cash” (Frye 1957, 165). In general, comedy is seen as the genre for the 
young, which in the course of the story take over in the society, which in the 
final stage is ordered in “a proper and desirable state of affairs” that includes as many 
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people as possible (Frye 1957, 165). Comedy is the genre of reconciliation and 
integration.  

The story of the sustainable city of Karlskrona can be read as being based 
on this model. It is a story that reconciles economic growth with the preserva-
tion of the natural and built environment. These spheres, in other texts often 
characterised as conflicting, as could be seen in Välkommen till Karlskrona and 
ÖP 91, form an organic whole in ÖP 2030. They even strengthen each other, as 
could be shown in the previous section. When I interpret economic develop-
ment, represented by the growth of industry, trade and construction, as the 
male elements, while I take caretaking for the existing, vulnerable environment 
as the female element, using a very traditional idea of the distribution of gender 
roles, I come close to the comic plot.  

As it is the case in a comedy, ÖP 2030 reports of conflicts between a new 
and an old society, if one takes different types of industries as their representa-
tives, which also stand for different ways of life. The Armed Forces and the 
fishing industry stand in the way of new mixed-use housing areas, Västra Back-
abo (p 45) and Saltö (p 38). Both industries can obviously be seen as represent-
ing traditional, male-dominated industries, characterised by hard work. The 
working environment is harsh, often far from home and connected with a risk 
of life. In Västra Backabo or especially on Södra Saltö, people could easily 
switch between home and work, consume or produce those services in IT, re-
tail or health care that are said to have diversified Karlskrona’s structure. These 
sectors stand for a dissolved division between leisure time and working life, and 
have a decisively higher share of female employees than fishing or the military.  

However, in the plan the conflicts are not solved but adjourned. ÖP 2030 
surely expresses the expectation that in the long run the areas in question will 
develop as the plan suggests – without expelling the military or the fishing in-
dustry completely from the municipality. Nevertheless, by emphasising their 
symbolic contribution to the city’s identity and attractiveness for tourists (fish-
ing industry (p 38); military (p 149)), they are also ridiculed, as often happens 
with the representatives for the old society in a comedy, Frye (1957) states. ÖP 
2030 definitively is directed toward the younger groups in the society, a society 
that has to struggle with the mistakes made by earlier generations, such as the 
preference given to the car or older spatial plans that threaten the architectural 
heritage (see p 33 or 141) or green areas (p 72), but the intensity of conflict is 
low, the tone is gentle, and in the end there will be a place for everyone.  

Mode of Explanation and Master Trope 

The mode of explanation in the story of the sustainable Karlskrona can be de-
scribed as organicist, which means that all parts are seen as relating to the 
whole; a microcosmos is an interconnected part of the macrocosmos. ÖP 2030 
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describes Karlskrona as a municipality with many different parts; they are all 
dealt with according to the functions and preconditions, which taken together 
make out the attractive whole. Already the description of the topographical 
structure can be seen as the illustration of an organism with different cells: 
“Karlskrona’s urban structure can be seen as a number of islands linked by small waists.” (p 
45)  

Also, the graphical representation of how the two sets of principles of the 
vision, “the open mind” as well as the four principles of sustainability are con-
nected (see Figure 14in the appendix) lead the thought toward an organism. The 
proposals that the plan contains strengthen this cellular structure. The 
neighbourhoods are to be densified but also better linked to each other by a 
network of foot paths and cycle lanes (p 55). The green areas spared from de-
velopment make out an “ecological backbone” (p 29) for the city. The network of 
green areas is of ecological importance but is also seen as necessary for having 
sustainable, attractive neighbourhoods that offer easy access to recreational 
areas. The general principle is that for the whole city to be sustainable, all parts, 
all neighbourhoods have to be sustainable. In the same way, the municipal pro-
file is mirrored by the specialisation of important actors. Both the municipality 
and the university college are, for example, specialised in IT, health care and 
sustainability (p 21). Additionally, some manufacturing industries are said to 
now focus more on environmental and energy issues (p 119).  

This perspective, that the part mirrors the whole, is according to White 
(1978) rhetorically supported by the main trope of synecdoche, where the part 
stands for the whole or the whole for the part. In my reading, the synecdoche is 
the “master trope” of ÖP 2030. The city centre, Trossö, incorporates every-
thing that the sustainable Karlskrona is said to be. The Baroque street layout 
offers all characteristics that allow for strengthening the “urban” attractiveness 
as well as what ÖP 2030 describes as a sustainable lifestyle. It provides the 
clearly defined public spaces, easy accessibility on foot and by cycle, and a built 
structure that can easily be adapted for multiple purposes.  

ÖP 2030’s cover could not illustrate a synecdoche better. It shows the fig-
urehead that can be visited in the Naval Museums’ figurehead hall, belonging to 
the steam corvette Saga. ÖP 2030 informs that this figurehead personates the 
Old Norse goddess of history and narration Sága. Her name is said to mean 
“She who sees everything” (ÖP 2030, 2). Others translate it as “All knowing” (Ann 
and Imel 1993).160 A figurehead is a synecdoche par excellence. The features of 
the figure symbolise the characteristics of both the ship and its crew. The suit-

                                                 
 

160 The etymology of the verbs “to see” and “to know” can in many languages be derived from 
the same Proto-Indo-European base *weid-: what I have seen I know. Cf. lat. vidēre and swed. 
“veta”.  
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ability of such a figurehead for a naval ship can be easily imagined, a fast boat 
that cruises the sea to discover any possible intruder. Noticeable here is that 
Saga does not belong to the figureheads for which the collection in the Naval 
Museum is most famous. These are carved by the sculptor Johan Törnström 
(1744-1828) who is renowned for the figures that symbolise so typically martial 
values such as “Bravery”, “Honour” and “Fatherland”, which can also be 
found in the Naval Museum’s Figurehead Hall. The Naval Museum advertises 
these figureheads by highlighting that they took part in the sea battles in the 
Swedish-Russian War during the years 1788-1790, and one has the chance to 
look for mended bullet holes.161 However, Saga was built too late to be in-
volved in a war; in her lifetime (1877 – 1928), she served as a training, dormi-
tory and sutlership ship, i.e. as a sort of military retail shop (Löfgren 2011).  

Saga’s function on the title page of this comprehensive plan can be inter-
preted in many different ways. One could be that it refers to a city that knows 
its history, but that at the same time is turned toward the future. As we have 
seen, in the previous plans the relationship between the “space of experience” 
and the “horizon of expectation” was full of contradictions and conflicts be-
cause references to war or threatening neighbours were not a good basis for a 
future characterised by peaceful exchange. This figurehead certainly represents 
Karlskrona’s naval history, but refers to a peaceful period and activities that can 
easily be used as building blocks for a narrative about a desirable future.  

Another interpretation, focusing more on the aspect that Sága was the 
goddess of narration, is that Karlskrona’s planners want to point out that they 
were very much aware of the importance of narratives in planning.162 The 
aforementioned map (see Figure 15) illustrating the urban spaces that are part 
of “The great narrative” underlines this, even though, as argued above, ÖP 2030 is 
not explicit about what this great narrative is about, but it could be the one on 
the high-quality Naval City.  

The whole comprehensive plan, carefully edited and formatted, is its coher-
ence and care for detail, is a good, nearly perfect story. Which political values 
does this story in ÖP 2030 convey?  

A Conservative Ideology? 

The story of the sustainable Karlskrona does not deal with structural transfor-
mation of the city, as the two previous comprehensive plans analysed here. 
Instead, it is about making something principally good even better. The actions 
proposed are about small, gradual changes, as the principles of “densification” 

                                                 
 

161 See http://www.marinmuseum.se/en/Visit/Exhibitions/The-Figurehead-Hall/ (accessed 
2011-09-09) 
162 Interview with city architect, 2013-01-23 
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and especially “refinement” illustrate. ÖP 2030 makes much more use of the 
city’s traditions than its predecessors with its focus on the built heritage. The 
story of the sustainable Karlskrona emphasises the active, vibrant World Heri-
tage Site in order to be able to tell a story about the long tradition of the city as 
a location for high-tech industries.  

The developments in Karlskrona in shipbuilding, architecture and urban planning as 
well as construction and fortification technology attracted attention in the whole of 
Europe in the 18th century. The technological and architecturally particular dockyard 
was the military-industrial centre in the Baltic Sea region for more than 100 years. (p 
146)  

This focus on the continuity of high-tech activities –“over 300 years of unbroken 
activity in the naval base and dockyard” (p 146) – simultaneously downplays the he-
roic and martial elements that are connected with the naval base.  

Karlskrona, in contrast to similar naval bases at other places in Europe, has lived on 
and developed. This thanks to that Sweden has not experienced war within its borders 
since 1809. (p 146) 

The values that are emphasised here, and especially in the parts that deal with 
the built heritage, are quality and solidity. These go very well along with the 
idea of sustainability, since they suggest that it is better to build a few things 
that hold for a long time and to reuse existing resources than to bet on cheap 
products that have to be renewed frequently and, in doing so, waste many more 
resources. However, knowing that Hayden White stated that there would be an 
affinity between the genre of comedy and a conservative political ideology also 
guides my reading into another direction. One could, in addition, interpret the 
story of the sustainable Karlskrona as a story of reassurance, a story that makes 
people think that the contemporary way of life is compatible with the transition 
to a sustainable society, that not more than minor corrections are necessary. 
Which one is the more suitable interpretation? Maybe the meaning of the story 
can be clarified when we look at it in the context of where it was produced. 
This will happen in the next section.  

5.4.3 Contextual Explanation: A Prosperous City  

Socio-economic Development  

Where does this well formulated story, so full of self-confidence, come from? 
And why is it told in this comprehensive plan from 2010? Of all the planning 
narratives analysed here, the story of the sustainable Karlskrona seems to be 
the least specific. Hardly any comprehensive plan in Sweden at the end of the 
2000s does not focus on sustainability. One explanation is that the city’s socio-
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economic development paralleled the one of comparable cities at that time. 
Population growth took place at a pace unseen in Karlskrona’s more recent 
history and brought the number of inhabitants back to the post-war level. Both 
natural growth and net migration contributed to this strong increase.  

Figure 7 Population development in Karlskrona 1950 – 2010 

Data: Statistics Sweden 

With this population increase, Karlskrona experienced a similar positive popu-
lation development that the other residential cities in Southern Sweden have 
been used to since more or less since the end of WWII. Also, with respect to 
the variety of the population, Karlskrona developed in the same way as the 
other cities, since many of the in-migrants had a foreign background. 
Karlskrona became one of the most international residential cities in Southern 
Sweden, quite a contrast to the very low share of foreigners the municipality 
had in the 1970s and 1980s.  

55000 

56000 

57000 

58000 

59000 

60000 

61000 

62000 

63000 

64000 

65000 

1
9

5
0

 

1
9

5
3

 

1
9

5
6

 

1
9

5
9

 

1
9

6
2

 

1
9

6
5

 

1
9

6
8

 

1
9

7
1

 

1
9

7
4

 

1
9

7
7

 

1
9

8
0

 

1
9

8
3

 

1
9

8
6

 

1
9

8
9

 

1
9

9
2

 

1
9

9
5

 

1
9

9
8

 

2
0

0
1

 

2
0

0
4

 

2
0

0
7

 

2
0

1
0

 



Planning Narratives in Karlskrona – ÖP 2030 

173 

Figure 8 Share of foreign citizens in different residential cities 1973- 2010 

 

Data: Statistics Sweden 

A great share of this increase can be related to the strategy of the university 
college, BTH. The burst of the IT-bubble led to a drastic decrease in the num-
ber of students in IT-related subjects such as software programming and tele-
communications.163 Thus, BTH started to market itself to international stu-
dents, most of them from Asian countries such as Pakistan, India, Bangladesh 
and Iran. BTH became the Swedish institute of higher education with the high-
est share of foreign students.164 This means that the city experienced an influx 
of both highly educated and highly mobile people with a distinctively different 
cultural background.  

In addition, the number of people working in Karlskrona grew rapidly, es-
pecially during the boom years between 2003 and 2007 (see figure below). The 
growth led to a further transformation of Karlskrona to a location for service 
industries. The periods of low economic growth between 2000 and 2002, typi-
cally connected with the burst of the IT-bubble, did not lead to massive reduc-
tions of the number of jobs in this sector. However, manufacturing jobs de-
creased by 25% between 2002 and 2010. In the recession from 2008 and 2009 

                                                 
 

163 Blekinge Tekniska Högskola, Årsredovisning för Budgetåret 2003 
164 Högskoleverket, Antal inresande studenter 2010/2011.  
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alone, 340 manufacturing jobs disappeared.165 Growing branches were the field 
of research, development and education, business services and public admini-
stration, and defence.  

Contributing to this development was the defence decree in December 
2004 which secured the future of the Navy in Karlskrona by defining 
Karlskrona as Sweden’s only naval base. Additionally, it confirmed the contin-
ued existence of the Blekinge Wing F 17 in Ronneby, while several other places 
in Sweden suffered from strong reductions and job losses. In the months be-
fore the decree was made, expectations in Karlskrona were pessimistic; up to 
5,300 jobs were seen as being in danger.166 The municipality formed a task force 
that lobbied intensively for keeping the naval base but that also worked out 
alternative scenarios with detailed ideas on how the municipality should be 
compensated in case of severe reductions (Albinsson and Arnesson 2005), in 
contrast to its competitors Berga and Muskö, who did not worry so much.167 
Apparently, the municipality acquired a routine on how to actively deal with 
threatening changes in the economic and social environment. However, the 
defence decree actually led to an increase in military employment,168 and new 
investments in the naval harbour, where an old arsenal was transformed into 
the Naval Warfare Centre.169 Also, the threat to re-locate the locally overly 
popular Band of the Swedish Navy, Marinens Musikkår, Sweden’s only profes-
sional military music group, could be diverted in 2008.170  

The number of employees in companies that were members in the network 
TelecomCity rose continuously especially in the second half of the decade, 
from 4,000 employees in 35 companies in 2002 to about 5,000 employees in 52 
companies in 2010, according to the municipal annual reports.171 Many of the 
smaller companies specialised in mobile services, and payment and security 
solutions within ICT.172 In addition, the relocation of BTH’s departments in 
Ronneby to Karlskrona, which was designated to be BTH’s main campus, con-
tributed to the growth of workplaces.  

                                                 
 

165 Data: Statistics Sweden, RAMS, own calculations  
166 Blekinge Läns Tidning, 2005-01-08  
167 Dagens Nyheter, 2004-02-24 
168 Blekinge Läns Tidning, 2005-01-08  
169 Blekinge Läns Tidning, 2006-05-26  
170 Karlskrona kommun, Årsredovisning 2008 
171 Karlskrona kommun, Årsredovisningar 2002 - 2010 
172 www.telecomcity.se (Accessed 2012-05-10) 
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Figure 9 Number of people employed in Karlskrona 2000 – 2010 

 
Data: Statistics Sweden 

With the existence of the military more or less secured for the future and job 
growth in other branches as well, this meant on the one hand the threat to 
Karlskrona’s identity as a naval city was blocked off, while the municipality as a 
whole became even less dependent on the military. This can explain the self-
reliant position with which the municipality states its interest vis-à-vis the mili-
tary in the comprehensive plan, when it comes to the extension of Backabo or 
the development of wind power. Additionally, the description of the socio-
economic development as positive also means that no necessity is created for 
undertaking active support for specific economic branches.  

A Conservative Local Alliance and New Style of Government 

The conservative and integrating perspective of the narrative can also be ex-
plained by a new political situation. This plan is the only document under 
analysis here that was not adopted under social democratic leadership. The 
elections in 2006 caused a change in government on the national as well as on 
the local level. In Karlskrona, a minority government, consisting of the four 
non-socialist parties, the Moderates, Liberals, Christian Democrats and the 
Centre Party, as well as the Green Party, took over, the so-called “five-leave 
clover”. This coalition was dependent on the support of either the social de-
mocrats or the nationalistic Sverigedemokrater who became the third largest 
party with 9,5% of the votes.173 A former moderate Member of Parliament be-
came chairman of the municipal board and was forced to negotiate within the 
alliance as well as with the oppositional parties (even though agreements with 
the Sverigedemokrater were out of political line with the mother party). This 
new political situation can have contributed to a more consensus-oriented style 
of government, since any action taken had to be anchored among the other 
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parties. This can be contrasted with the social democratic predecessor who had 
been the chairman of the municipal board for three consecutive legislative pe-
riods, in which he earned the nickname “King of Blekinge” due to a rather au-
thoritarian way of decision-making.174  

The new local government had a different perspective on local economic 
development policy than the previous ones. Also, the last social democratic 
government (from 2002 – 2006) picked out one special focus sector. With the 
ICT-sector out of the headlines, the question was asked “What happens after Tele-
comCity?”175 As a replacement, the municipality formulated the vision to become 
the meeting place for sports in the Baltic Sea area, as it is formulated in the 
municipality’s strategy for local economic development (2005- 2007).176 The 
motive for this was that in 2000 the military abandoned large parts of the 
Rosenholm area, located in the woodlands 6 km north of Trossö, when the 
coast artillery regiment KA 2 was laid down. The municipality of Karlskrona 
invested 160 Mio SEK for the construction of a new sports arena that opened 
in October 2005. The municipal councillor at that time saw this as the “next 
investment for the future”177 and expected that many businesses related to sports 
and health would be attracted to that.  

The conservative local government had instead a focus on supporting en-
trepreneurship and starting new companies in general, without designation of a 
specific sector that should be preferred.178 This was also expressed in a reor-
ganisation of the department for business development. The tasks of the busi-
ness development officer, business sector officer and real estate chief officer 
were from 2008 onwards taken over by one person only,179 and the opposi-
tional social democrats complained that the municipality did not have a mu-
nicipal local economic development program.180  

Instead, efforts were directed more at general support measures, infrastruc-
ture questions and a continuation of the development of Trossö. Big municipal 
investments were made into a bio mass and power heating station for over 750 
million SEK, finished in 2012.181 This aim was to reduce CO2-emissions by 

                                                 
 

174 Blekinge Läns Tidning, 2005-04-28  
175 Blekinge Läns Tidning, 2005-10-13  
176 Karlskrona kommun, 10 steg framåt. Nästa steg för en hållbar tillväxt i Karlskrona. Näringspolitiskt 
program 2005-2007. 
177 Blekinge Läns Tidning, 2005-10-13  
178 Karlskrona kommun, Årsredovisning 2006 
179 Interview with chief business development officer, 2008-05-22 
180 Blekinge Läns Tidning, 2009-05-29  
181 Karlskrona kommun: Kommunstyrelsen ger klartecken till kraftvärmeverket i Bubbetorp. 
http://www.karlskrona.se/sv/Nyheter-startsidan/Kommunstyrelsen-ger-klartecken-till-
kraftvarmeverket-i-Bubbetorp/ (accessed 2012-05-04) 
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100,000 t per year and to provide one quarter of all electrical power used on 
Trossö (Affärsverken 2008). The project actually started already in 2001 but 
long approval processes delayed the time of construction.182 Another 300 mil-
lion SEK was invested by the municipal real estate company Kruthusen for the 
expansion of the BTH campus Gräsvik to accommodate the BTH departments 
moving from Ronneby.183 Otherwise, the municipality reduced its infrastructure 
ownership, such as by selling the majority of shares in the harbour to the ship-
ping company Stena Line.184  

Trossö – a Place to be Experienced 

But for the inhabitants, most visible investments were made on upgrading the 
urban space on Trossö. First, important municipal projects were a redesign of 
Klaipedaplatsen and the reduction of the number of parking places on Stortor-
get’s sunny side in 2008185 and the transformation of Borgmästaregatan to a 
pedestrian street in 2009.186 Additionally, several investments were made in 
cultural functions, partly sponsored by private actors. A local industrial leader 
and property paid for the transformation of a former rock club on Borgmästar-
gatan to which the municipal Art Hall moved from Stumholmen.187 A com-
pletely private investment led to the renovation of the so-called “Water castle” 
the former waterworks on Stortorgets southern side that had stood empty for 
100 years. Two brothers of a Bosnian dynasty living in Karlskrona bought this 
building from the municipality to open a museum for the family’s art collection 
which they say contains several very valuable pieces of art, for instance paint-
ings by Rembrandt and Leonardo da Vinci. Their authorship is contested by art 
experts; nonetheless, the building was put into use, made accessible for the 
public and houses a restaurant as well.188 Another was the construction of a 
hotel on Fisktorget that opened after long debates in 2010. The narrative on 
the sustainable Karlskrona, which emphasises the attractive city centre as a 
place for various experiences, draws on all these projects.  

That they were implemented in a rather short time period can be explained 
by a long preparatory planning process. The objectives were already formulated 
in karlskrona.se, such as upgrading the urban environment by making the city 
into a more pleasant place for pedestrians through a reduction of motor traffic 

                                                 
 

182 Blekinge Läns Tidning, 2010-12-27 
183 Sydöstran, 2008-08-13 
184 Blekinge Läns Tidning, 2010-10-15  
185 Blekinge Läns Tidning, 2008-05-14  
186 Blekinge Läns Tidning, 2008-02-08  
187 Blekinge Läns Tidning, 2008-05-04  
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and highlighting the built heritage, but at that time they still lacked concretisa-
tion and acceptance among politicians and the broader population. Contribut-
ing to the lack of acceptance might have been that Karlskrona’s planners still 
used a narrative of development that did not really show the advantages of the 
intended changes for Karlskrona’s inhabitants, which was also shown in the 
analysis of karlskrona.se in section 5.3. Both the narrative and public acceptance 
changed after the takeover of the non-socialist government in 2006.  

An important input for the debate were studies made by the office of the 
Danish architect Jan Gehl. Gehl is well-known for his efforts to improve public 
spaces by making them more pedestrian and cyclist friendly, which he popular-
ised in his book “Life Between Buildings” (Gehl 1987). His office was first 
commissioned by the municipality in 2004 to undertake an analysis of Trossö’s 
urban space. This study, called “Stadsliv Karlskrona” (“Urban life Karlskrona”), 
identified several problems, such as oversized streets, being very generously 
equipped with parking places (Karlskrona’s city centre was said to have more 
parking spaces than Oslo or Copenhagen), and an underdeveloped network for 
cycling and walking routes. The analysis contains concrete recommendations 
on how to improve the urban centre by focusing on making it more attractive 
for students, shopping, living and cultural activities (Gehl Architects 2004).  

Two years later, Karlskrona municipality published a programme for the 
urban environment “Stadsmiljöprogram” ”Urban design program” (Karlskrona 
kommun 2006) that built on this analysis by Gehl architects. This programme 
made more concrete proposals for key areas in the city, e.g. extending the pe-
destrian zone, and it also contained design guidelines regarding, for example, 
lighting and sign posts and a colour scheme for the urban furniture, such as 
benches and dustbins, inspired, for instance, by the zinc grey used by the naval 
ships. Here, the objective is still formulated so that the city centre is instrumen-
talised for the attraction of people from external areas when it emphasises that 
the proposed upgrading of public space is to increase the interest to move to or 
to visit the city (Karlskrona kommun 2006, 4). 

The Stadsmiljöprogram caused a storm of protest (a lively debate in the 
comments of the local newspapers),189 mainly for its proposal to replace the 
very bumpy cobblestones on Stortorget with a surface that is easier to walk on 
(Karlskrona kommun 2006, 15). The urban design programme was published at 
a time when the public debate in general was inflamed, due to plans to build a 
hotel on Fisktorget, close to the water on the site of a former gasworks, which 
in 2005 and 2006 also were the objective of a demonstration with 300 partici-
pants and of a public referendum, which collected some 3,000 protest signa-

                                                 
 

189 Blekinge Läns Tidning, 2006-05-02  



Planning Narratives in Karlskrona – ÖP 2030 

179 

tures,190 and building permission for this project was successfully appealed.191 
The most active opponents founded in 2005 a “network for sustainable urban 
development” in order to argue for more small-scale, non-modernistic devel-
opment that took care of the heritage values and especially demanded better 
opportunities for citizens to participate in planning processes.192  

As mentioned above, the elections brought about a change in local gov-
ernment, five-leave clover took over after the social democrats. The new gov-
ernment showed a greater interest in questions related to urban planning and 
the development of the World Heritage Site and supported the direction of the 
city architect’s office. Additionally, the new local government put more empha-
sis on including the public in debates on urban development. Start was a well 
attended lecture series, entitled “View on the city” taking place between Octo-
ber 2006 and 2007. There, the existing strategies for the city were presented 
again. Invited lecturers provided their view on urban development in 
Karlskrona, and there was space given for public discussions. The importance 
of the public debate is underscored by municipal planners in a new planning 
document, entitled “Strategy Karlskrona” from September 2007, which again 
was worked out by Gehl Architects; the document’s most important function 
was said to be to support an open public debate (Gehl Architects 2007, 3) 

In this strategy the introduction is reserved for a justification for invest-
ments in a good urban environment. It is argued that we live in a time where 
people in general are getting richer and have more spare time, which leads to an 
increased focus on urban public space as a place for experiences; therefore, 
accessibility by car is prioritised less than how the city is experienced for pedes-
trians. To invest in public space is said to lead to an urban place that has more 
potential for (in this order) multi-faceted experiences and social cohesion, and 
only as the third point, it names that an urban environment supports compa-
nies by making it easier to attract competent people with their families to the 
city (Gehl Architects 2007, 4). One of the main proposals here is to “worship the 
great narrative” of Karlskrona, and the aforementioned map that illustrates the 
urban spaces that are part of this narrative (and can also be found in the ap-
pendix), is taken from this strategy. Also in this strategy, it does not get really 
clear what the narrative is about. But Gehl Architects propose “Principles for 
worshipping the great narrative” (Gehl Architects 2007,  15), which is to make the 
“great narrative” tangible, by putting up information signs, marks on the street 
surface that tell about historical events and the integration of important histori-
cal monuments in a high-quality pedestrian network. Thus, telling of the great 
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narrative is a means to improve the experience of being in the public space, to 
make it more interesting and worthwhile to walk. 

This strategy for Karlskrona concludes by a more detailed design proposal 
for a redesign of Stortorget, which actually was not a part of the municipal 
commission to the architects but done out of their own initiative (Gehl Archi-
tects 2007, 3). The municipality presented the proposals in February 2008 to 
the public in a two day exhibition, asking for comments or alternative propos-
als, eager to emphasise that the people’s voice will be heard before a municipal 
proposal will be presented.193 On the basis of this plan, the redesign of 
Klaipedaplatsen and Stortorget, mentioned at the beginning of this section, 
occurred in 2008.  

In summary, one can see that throughout the 2000s, the ideas about how to 
upgrade Karlskrona – still a rather vague thought in the narrative on the Baltic 
meeting place in ÖP 91 and a rather general development principle in 
karlskrona.se - became more and more concrete over time. They were formu-
lated by a series of planning documents, first by the analysis of Gehl Architects 
in 2004, then the municipal urban design programme from 2006, and then the 
“Strategy Karlskrona” by Gehl Architects again from 2007, resulting in the 
proposal for Stortorget in 2008. From these studies comes a large part of the 
substantive planning concepts that comprise the “Comprehensive Plan 2030”, 
the focus on the quality of the built heritage that has to be highlighted, the em-
phasis on details, making the city into a more pleasant place for pedestrians and 
reducing the effects of the motor traffic. One can also see that with the change 
of local government in 2006, the municipality started telling a different narra-
tive that motivated the plans for Trossö, which were more formulated as a con-
tribution to the well-being of all inhabitants, not as instruments for raising the 
city’s attractiveness for tourists and future residents, and it apparently made use 
of the city’s heritage.  

Until now, the explanations given here were concentrated on local context. 
However, one can also notice that the main ideas that the narrative of the “sus-
tainable Karlskrona” contains are influenced a great deal by two “greater narra-
tives” of contemporary development that inform many contemporary planning 
strategies, the narratives of the experience economy and of sustainability. These 
two narratives will be discussed in the remaining part of this section.  

Greater Narrative of the Experience Economy  

According to Lorentzen and Hansen (2009), the term “experience economy” 
was coined by the business strategists Pine and Gilmore at the end of the 
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1990s. Jensen (2007, 212) argues that prior to that, German sociologist Gerhard 
Schulze described in 1992 the present society as ‘Erlebnisgesellschaft’ (experi-
ence society), that shifted its main interests from subsistence to experiencing 
more and more stimulations. Pine and Gilmore observed that providers of 
goods and services increasingly competed by adding particular experience di-
mensions to their products. Customers are to have a pleasant memory of the 
consumption. Strategies to create this memory are the aestheticisation of prod-
ucts and the attachment of narratives to them. These contribute the symbolic 
meaning to the product, which can be everything from the mobile phone to the 
theatre play to even locations. Places are thereby both the stages for the con-
sumption of experiences, such as cultural activities in the form of cinemas or 
restaurants, but they are also consumed as such, just by being there (Lorentzen 
2009).  

There is the similar concept of the “symbolic economy”, used by Sharon 
Zukin (1995). She sees the roots of cities’ symbolic economy and the rise of so-
called “cultural industries” in the relative decline of cities compared to subur-
ban and non-urban spaces and the expansion of abstract financial speculation 
(Zukin 1995, 11). The difference is that Zukin’s concept takes a more critical, 
analytical approach. The popularity of cities “as sites of visual delectation” she ex-
plains by stating that these are “urban oases where everyone appears to be middle class” 
(Zukin 1995, 10; emphasis in the original). Zukin continues by highlighting that 
behind these urban oases, there are back regions showing a clear social and 
ethnic division of labour.  

 In the narrative on the experience economy, everyone is middle class. Lor-
entzen and Hansen (2009) explain the rise of the experience economy by refer-
ring to the simultaneous continuous rise of income and leisure time. “Material 
well-being is one of the pillars of the experience economy” (Lorentzen 2009, 823). This 
narrative does not highlight the division of labour (and consumption) that is 
behind this well-being. Since this is the scene as stated by the narrative of the 
sustainable Karlskrona in ÖP 2030, I prefer here the term “experience econ-
omy” for the greater narrative on which the sustainable Karlskrona is based.  

The concept of the experience economy gained a lot of prominence espe-
cially in Denmark and other Scandinavian countries (Freire-Gibb 2011). There-
fore, it is not astonishing that this concept was introduced to Karlskrona in the 
documents produced by the Danish office of Gehl architects.  They did this 
already in their first analysis from 2004, where they state that urban life 100 
years ago was dominated by indispensable activities, while today people would 
be in cities in order to experience the supply of mainly facultative and recrea-
tive activities (Gehl Architects 2004, 5). It is also Gehl Architects that suggest 
making the “Great narrative of Karlskrona” visible and to develop a design 
scheme for the urban furniture, i.e. to aetheticise the public space, including the 
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most profane such as recycling stations, in order to create a city of shopping, 
housing, students and culture. But why then does ÖP 2030 tell a narrative of 
the “sustainable” Karlskrona, and not one about the experiential Karlskrona?  

Greater Narrative of Sustainability 

One explanation for this dominance is that since this comprehensive plan is 
much more than the previous ones a planning document worked out by mu-
nicipal spatial planners, it is not surprising that its main narrative takes more the 
form of a spatial planning narrative, even if, as argued above, the economic 
development narrative of the “experience economy” also had its influence. 
Sustainability has been the main issue for spatial planning for quite a while. The 
Planning and Building Act (1987:10) has since 1993 (Law 1993:419) the objec-
tive to support “a good and lasting sustainable environment” (1 Kap. 1 § PBA). 
Hardly any municipal plan currently does not tell a narrative of the sustainable 
city in its spatial plans (Bradley 2009).  

However, the narrative of “sustainability” in general fits very well with the 
narrative of the “experience economy” with its focus on attractive, urban places 
characterised by good economic prospects. As Davoudi (2012b) outlines, al-
ready the so-called Brundtlandt-report that coined the definition of sustainabil-
ity as the “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability 
of future generations to meet their own needs” (World Commission on Environment 
and Development 1987) is characterised by a win-win rhetoric that sees a posi-
tive-sum relationship between the three “pillars” environment, society and 
economy. Davoudi (2012b) also observed that already in the 1990s, there was a 
movement away from attempts to reach a balance between these pillars toward 
an emphasis on “sustainable economic growth”. In Sweden and Scandinavia, 
internationally marketed as forerunners in the field of sustainable development, 
this has even turned into the notion of “Economic growth by sustainability”. 
Urban development projects such as Västra Hamnen in Malmö or the “Green-
est City in Europe” (Växjö) are often mentioned and marketed as role models 
for urban development worldwide, as in the brochure “Developing Sustainable 
Cities in Sweden” (SKL International 2011). Due to that, “Swedish Sustainabil-
ity”, as concepts for urban sustainable development or environmental technol-
ogy, has become an export good, promoted by the Swedish Trade Council.194  

Also in ÖP 2030, this interpretation of sustainability as contributing to eco-
nomic development is noticeable. The development perspectives for some 
manufacturing industries are stated to be in the fields of energy and environ-
ment (p 119). The most obvious case is the application for the Blekinge Archi-
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pelago to become a biosphere-reserve, which was mentioned above as one of 
the factors setting the scene for the comprehensive plan, and which was finally 
approved in 2011. In the strategy plan for the area, a “progressive” economic 
development is hoped for, together with a strengthening of the natural and 
cultural values. The economic activity is in part even seen as a precondition for 
the conservation of these values, as one of the problems of the archipelago is 
depopulation and the resulting overgrowing of the open landscape, which is 
mainly formulated as a problem of decreased attractiveness for visitors and 
residents (Länsstyrelsen Blekinge Län 2011, 20). Only some pages later, it is 
also explained that an open landscape contributes to higher biological diversity 
(ibid., 23). Nonetheless, in general, the impression dominates that economic 
interests come before environmental ones. Also, the rhetoric of being a “role 
model” for sustainability can be found in ÖP 2030, in the chapter on the World 
Heritage Site, when it is stated that Karlskrona will be an “exemplarily sustainable 
and vibrant world heritage”. (ÖP 2030, p 149; emphasis by the author). 

Since 2002, Karlskrona Municipality is a member of SEKOM (“Sweden’s 
eco-municipalities”), an association of municipalities following a concept that 
bases development on local resources. Since a couple of years ago, the city also 
houses SEKOM’s secretariat. The concept was developed in Northern Scandi-
navia in the 1980s and has in 2012 over 80 member municipalities. As the asso-
ciation’s homepage explains, at the beginning of this association the prefix 
“eco” stood only for ecology, but quite soon, it began to stand for “economy” 
as well. The concept of eco-municipality should stand for strategies that com-
bine “ecological development and environmental balance”.195 Member munici-
palities today commit themselves to follow the “four principles of sustainabil-
ity”, which also make out part of the vision of the ÖP 2030. 

As already mentioned above, these four principles are distributed by the 
Swedish environmental association “The Natural Step”. They were developed 
by a cancer researcher in Stockholm, Karl-Henrik Robèrt, who later became a 
professor within the sustainability assessments group at the School of Engi-
neering at BTH and one of the founders of a master’s programme in “Strategic 
leadership towards sustainability”. This master’s programme is addressed to 
mainly international students (being thereby also an export product).  

“The Natural Step” association does not only propagate the principles of 
sustainable development, but also developed a framework on how to introduce 
these principles into all kind of activities, especially the way businesses are 
done, but also how communities work. Important procedures are backcasting, 
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i.e. setting up an objective, and then trying out to find a way in which to get 
there, having a systemic perspective. The process should be characterised by 
consensus and non-confrontation, it should safeguard the autonomy of indi-
viduals in order to make use of their personal ingenuity, and is characterised by 
incremental approaches, which at the end contribute to a radical change in the 
way that things are done.  

However, in a comparison of four different backcasting approaches, it was 
noticed that the Natural Step approach was the only one that does not assume 
the necessity of far-reaching societal changes in order to reach a sustainable 
society (Quist 2007, 25). As a consulting organisation, “The Natural Step” 
worked together with companies such as IKEA, McDonalds and the Swedish 
nuclear power industry (Robèrt 2002). The main argument for businesses to 
work with this framework is that it helps to gain a competitive advantage by 
reducing costs and stimulating greater innovation (Nattrass and Altomare 
2001). Thus, in the end, the idea is that the best, “greenest” companies out-
compete the less sustainable ones by the higher quality of their product. 

While this approach seems to be appealing by its focus on individual 
agency, ingenuity and consensus, it cannot be denied that in the end, it is the 
narrative of consumerism, and in the long run, it strengthens the existing eco-
nomic-political system that is responsible for the environmental degradation of 
the world. The Natural Step approach seems to be emblematic for the politics of 
unsustainability, which according to Blühdorn and Welsh (2007, 198) is charac-
terised by the knowledge that the most daily routines of our lives need to be 
radically changed, while at the same time the principles of democratic consumer 
capitalism should not be touched.  

Democratic consumer capitalism is exactly what the narrative of Karlskrona is 
about, and after all, retail trade is said to be one of Karlskrona’s strengths, and 
it should grow further by the extension of external, large-scale retail trade (p 
21) – the kind of retail trade that attracts mostly car-borne customers. Bradley 
(2009) came to the result in her study on sustainability discourses in England 
and Sweden that sustainability strategies are underpinned by middle class 
norms. These legitimise resource-intensive transportation and consumption 
patterns, while the “Delegation for Sustainable Cities”, which the Swedish na-
tional government assigned to analyse what the obstacles are for sustainable 
development, came to the conclusion that one of the obstacles that obstructs a 
sustainable transition of cities is unsustainable lifestyles and behaviours that 
contribute to an increase of CO2-emissions (Delegationen för hållbara städer 
2012).  

It should not be denied that great efforts are taken by the municipality of 
Karlskrona to reduce the effects of the contemporary way of life. The huge 
investment in the new biomass power and heating station, the planned reduc-
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tion of motor traffic through more pedestrian zones and cycle routes, a new 
railway stop in Gullberna, the preservation of certain green areas that the pre-
vious comprehensive plan karlskrona.se designated as development areas, the 
objective to plan new areas only where they can be reached by public transport, 
and the planning for more wind power are certainly important steps. Nonethe-
less, as also the plan in its impact assessment remarks, the population will in-
crease, which means that the environmental effects in the form of use of en-
ergy and emissions will also increase – a clear violation of the first principle of 
sustainability in the Natural Step framework – and by doing so, the municipal-
ity’s collective impact will not lead to the mitigation of climate change (ÖP 
2030, 77).  

In general, the focus of the plan is put on expansion and continued eco-
nomic growth. It relies on the connectedness of the city to international trans-
port networks – even though the expectation is that the extension of the “Mo-
torway of the Seas” between Karlskrona and Gdynia will shift goods transports 
to rail and sea (ÖP 2030, 51). Lorentzen and Hansen (2009) also highlight that 
the “experience economy” requires high individual and international mobility. 
Many places that developed a very distinct entertainment profile are dependent 
on the availability of low-cost flight carriers. So while it is true that the con-
sumption of an experience such as a visit to a local restaurant, a rock concert or 
a walk around the city consumes much less resources than the consumption of 
another consumer product, such as a new electrical device, this only holds true 
as long as there is not much travelling involved, and tourism, especially interna-
tional tourism, is by definition reliant on transportation.  

Climate change is an issue for the comprehensive plan ÖP 2030, but only in 
the background, and only with respect to the question of how to adapt to cli-
mate change, not how to mitigate it. Climate change is said to have both posi-
tive and negative effects for Karlskrona, the summers will be warmer and drier, 
winters milder and more humid (p 20). For tourism, this surely can be benefi-
cial. One of the clearly negative effects is that the sea water level is calculated to 
rise by 80 cm by 2100 (p 20), and that also inland water flows are expected to 
increase – through heavier rainfalls, but also through more sealed surfaces as a 
result of new development areas (p 74). There is a risk that important infra-
structure systems will be affected by flooding, leading to the breakdown of the 
energy systems or the disruption of transport links, such as the E 22, Blekinge 
coast line or Österleden. Many of the new development areas are close to the 
coast or to lakes and therefore have to be safeguarded against flooding (p 155). 
However, all of these facts, as serious as they are, are mentioned in the com-
prehensive plan’s text, but they do not play an important role. They are not 
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described as so dramatic, and they are not illustrated. There is, for example, no 
map showing the areas in the high-risk flood zones.196 This underscores that 
the narrative of the “sustainable Karlskrona” is one that puts the economy first, 
while the interests of the environment are not dealt with that thoroughly.  

5.4.4 Exploration: Branding the Sustainable Experience City 

What kind of narrative of place development is the story about the “sustainable 
Karlskrona”? Using the categorisation of narratives developed in chapter 3.4, 
“sustainable Karlskrona” can be clearly defined as another narrative of project 
identity. It is the story of an, in principle, prosperous municipality that is to 
develop further and become more sustainable by building upon local qualities 
and resources. These local resources encompass the built heritage, which in-
cludes the physical environment and the narrative of being a World Heritage 
Site; the location in the Baltic Sea region, i.e. the proximity and transportation 
connection to Eastern Europe, especially the Gdansk region, and the location 
in the archipelago; as well as the existing industries, but also the local 
inhabitants and visitors, as their activities, their movements on the street, 
contribute to the vibrancy and attractiveness of the urban space. People are 
characterised as diverse individuals that follow their own choices. However, it 
is assumed that the actions in the plan support choosing a more sustainable 
way of life by creating better preconditions, such the densification of the built 
structure which should make more inhabitants inclined to use public transport. 
Thus, people are the sustainable consumers and providers of all the services 
that are offered in Karlskrona Municipality, and in doing so, they sustain new 
or strengthen existent economic sectors (tourism, sports and health services, 
IT, environmental technologies). These sectors have in common that they 
produce immaterial goods – experiences – which at the same time are also 
sustainable and enhance the quality of life. The role of the municipality is the 
provider of public services, within the realm of its legal responsibilities. 

The narrative of the sustainable Karlskrona builds upon older narratives, 
especially the one of the active and vibrant World Heritage Site. Thereby, it 
strengthens the narratives’ focus on the built heritage’s architectural qualities. 
The “sustainable Karlskrona” also draws on the narrative of the TelecomCity, 

                                                 
 

196 The analysis which these calculations are based on was begun with in 2009, but is not fin-
ished yet, since municipality was waiting for new national elevation data. A report is expected 
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nicipality, 2013-02-04). However, in a student assignment, a preliminary map on flooded areas, 
handed out by Karlskrona municipality, can be found (Bergström et al. 2009, 32).  
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by portraying an economically prosperous city that is a part of the global flows 
of knowledge (BTH), goods (trade via Verkö) and people (visitors). The exten-
sion and greening of transport infrastructure within the municipality is an im-
portant theme, as well as the interregional connections, rail connections to 
Verkö and the extension of the motorway E 22, so Karlskrona will be even 
more linked to Southeast Sweden and Europe. All of these acts are incremental 
improvements of the existing situation, following a step-by-step approach. The 
narrative of the “sustainable Karlskrona” is a textbook example for endoge-
nous local development.  

However, as argued above, this is not a transformative story. It is a story 
that, as a baseline, assumes the dominance and agency of market forces. They 
have become hegemonic, i.e. widely accepted (Winther Jörgensen and Phillips 
1999, 56); they are not questioned or challenged anymore by competing narra-
tives, as the other narratives that were analysed here. Therefore, they do not 
have to be legitimised, as in karlskrona.se. The “invisible hand of the market”, 
the freely chosen preferences of inhabitants, is to make Karlskrona more sus-
tainable and economically prosperous.  

One can say that Karlskrona is “branded” as a sustainable city. “Place 
branding” is the development strategy that is closely connected with the narra-
tive of the “experience economy”. Govers and Go (2009, 17) define “place 
brand” in the following way: “a place brand is a representation of identity, building a 
favourable internal (with those who deliver the experience) and external (with visitors) im-
age.” The narrative of the sustainable Karlskrona is presented as evidently at-
tractive internally (for the inhabitants, who will “deliver” the experience by 
their sustainable consumption”) and externally, as it makes Karlskrona into an 
even more attractive place. The potential internal attraction of the “sustainable 
Karlskrona” is enhanced by its connection with the narrative of the World 
Heritage Site, which refers to the naval city of Karlskrona. Govers and Go 
(2009, 18) suggest that “to avoid unpleasant surprises, the ‘true identity of place’ should 
be the foundation on which to build the place brand propositions.” 

A place brand has the task to orchestrate all of the activities that are to cre-
ate a unique experience (Florian 2002). The narrative of the sustainable 
Karlskrona does that, on the one hand, guiding the inhabitants to what it de-
clares to be a sustainable way of life and, on the other hand, by explicitly con-
necting the narrative of sustainability to living in Karlskrona. Taking the bus or 
visiting the dockyard and learning about Karlskrona’s naval history is in this 
waymade into a sustainable act that people can integrate into the construction 
of their own narrative of personal identity. Therefore, one can also see a strong 
link between the narrative of the experience economy and the narrative of ur-
ban entrepreneurialism that emphasises the increased importance of actor net-
works and the shift of the responsibility for urban revitalisation into the private 
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and civil sphere, to partnerships and participation initiatives (Therkildsen et al. 
2009). Entrepreneurial activity is not only restricted to some societal leaders or 
businesses, but it is spread out and distributed.  

It has been argued so far that the story of the sustainable Karlskrona is the 
most coherent and probably, for both inhabitants and visitors, attractive narra-
tive of place identity that builds on local resources and imagines a new future 
based on that. Does this story then qualify for being a morally good story, in 
the way as it was defined in chapter 3.3.3? I would say no, as the story does not 
contribute to questioning the basic assumptions for the sustainable lifestyles 
that the narrative creates, that the priority is given to consumption and growth. 
Some, such as representatives for the “Natural Step” (see Nattrass and 
Altomare 2001), might argue that the transformation toward a more sustainable 
society most efficiently and democratically happens by the incremental adop-
tion of more environmentally friendly behaviour by all kinds of organisations, 
including businesses, driven forward by competition. However,this argumenta-
tion still puts forth the primacy of economic growth, and despite the basic 
problems that the “Natural Step” also identifies, increasingly deteriorating natu-
ral systems and rising population and consumption, that are described as con-
verging two sides of a funnel that characterises a closing margin for action. The 
narrative of the sustainable Karlskrona does not question the expected growth 
in population, economic growth and increasing interconnectedness to global 
networks of trade. It acknowledges that the expected population growth will 
lead to an increase in climate gas emissions for the municipality as a whole (ÖP 
2030, 77). The coherence of the story does not allow for competing, maybe 
more environmentally radical values to intervene.  

Why should one question this story? The status quo as it is described is 
nothing to worry about. The state of environment is not said to be in critical 
condition. ÖP 2030 certainly tells that the sea levels are expected to rise, but 
more in passing and as a fact that in any case cannot be changed. The action 
derived from this fact is the need to make the city and its infrastructure flood-
proof, resilient. Nevertheless, the rising sea levels are not really a part of the 
story of the sustainable, prosperous Karlskrona. The environmental situation in 
other parts of the world is not talked about. As long as a narrative on a sustain-
able city does not talk about an environmental crisis, there is no need created 
for more radical action. Therefore, the narrative of the “sustainable 
Karlskrona” is rather one that conserves contemporary unsustainable lifestyles. 
As other researchers, as Isaksen (2006) had to observe, sustainable develop-
ment in municipal planning is often restricted to the rhetoric level  
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5.5 Summary of the Interpretations of the Planning Narra-
tives 

Since this chapter has become rather extensive, I want to provide here short 
summaries of the interpretations of the four chosen municipal documents be-
fore I continue in the next chapter by discussing the results of the analysis in 
relation to the research questions.  

Välkommen till Karlskrona (1980) 

The introductory book Välkommen till Karlskrona from 1980 tells the two frag-
mented narratives that complemented and contradicted each other: The first 
describes the naval history as an obstacle for the development toward a mod-
ern, industrial city, as the characteristics that were so suitable for the naval city, 
the location on islands, leads to a very inefficient, costly operation of the city. 
The other narrative deals with the problems caused by the construction of 
modern infrastructure, the destruction of the valuable built environment and 
the loss of the city’s unique characteristic, which is it being a city on islands.  

I argue that I interpret this book as a satire, since its objective as stated by 
the title, to welcome new inhabitants, actually seems to be the opposite, to 
make people stay away. I find in this text many features of irony. However, I 
do not state that the irony would be intended by the author, but argue that the 
others simply did not have the experience and the reason to formulate a really 
welcoming narrative.  

In order to make sense of this rather remarkable meaning for a welcome 
book, a historical context is constructed that highlights that Karlskrona proba-
bly was the Swedish city that was the most affected by the Cold War, since a 
constant threat of invisible intruders was created. The military kept large parts 
of the city’s territory as well as the archipelago closed for civilians, thereby ex-
cluding the production factor land for alternative economic activities, which 
made the municipal efforts to fight the job losses caused by military lay-offs, 
consisting mainly of attempts to attract large-scale manufacturing industries 
from other parts of Sweden, even more difficult, so that the population stag-
nated. Even though Karlskrona was renowned for its architectural treasures, 
the city had gone through extensive measures of slum clearance, and in the 
1960s and 1970s, the built heritage and urban space suffered from making the 
city car-friendly. The municipal merger as well as the industrial expansion ques-
tioned the role of Trossö as a functional centre. The local community was 
characterised by a rather strict class structure and a low degree of mobility and 
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population exchange. Military hierarchical thinking and a paternalistic social 
reformist perspective distinguished the political culture. Attempts to diversify 
Karlskrona’s economic base by attracting large-scale manufacturing industries 
had come to a dead end.  

These narratives then are defined as narratives of resistance identity, ex-
pressing a feeling of hopelessness. The main aim seems to cope with all of the 
tasks and problems with which the city is confronted. This lack of hope makes 
the narratives look back to presumably better times and constructs a closed 
local community that is linked with the naval base.  

Översiktsplan 1991 

The comprehensive plan from 1991 tells the story of a city that had been suf-
fering from a state of physical and cognitive lock-in but that now is about to 
make use of its qualities, especially its location in the Baltic Sea, and become an 
open meeting place offering a high quality of life. However, the narrative re-
mains unclear about which actions will lead to that purpose, an international 
ferry to Poland plays a role, but the direction of development of the built and 
natural environment is described in a contradictory way. Many proposals still 
seem to adhere to a narrative of the industrial Karlskrona.  

This narrative of the Baltic Sea is a romance, where the municipality is free 
from all constraints and its dependence on Stockholm, and based on its own 
inherent qualities and with seemingly supernatural powers (international trans-
port connections are no municipal tasks) will make use of the new opportuni-
ties to bring about a decisive change for the better.  

The context in which this heroic story makes sense is first the end of the 
Cold War. This made it possible that municipal attempts made during the 
1980s to make contacts with Baltic cities on the other side of the Iron Curtain 
could be intensified, and that especially a ferry connection to Poland was about 
to be established. The continued and mostly futile efforts of local economic 
development policy in the first half of the 1980s to attract manufacturing in-
dustries by improving the “hard infrastructure” were replaced by more success-
ful efforts to attract state authorities, the National Board for Housing and 
Planning and a university college. In line with the new focus of Sweden’s re-
gional policy toward “local mobilisation”, local and regional actors aligned and 
received generous state funding for renewing incumbent and attracting new 
kinds of industries. Municipal practice slowly recognised the importance of 
services as a provider for jobs and income. After several years of decline, the 
population started growing again. New actors became involved in policy mak-
ing, coming with new ideas for development and having new perspectives on 
the natural and built environment.  
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The narrative of the Baltic city is a narrative of project identity constructed 
by the municipal leadership at a time that can be characterised as a “window of 
opportunity”. The aim is to make sense of all ongoing changes in the environ-
ment, to imagine a different future and to legitimise a change in policy direc-
tion.  

karlskrona.se (2002) 

The comprehensive plan karlskrona.se contains the narrative of a “New 
Karlskrona”, which is built out of three complementary narratives on the Baltic 
Trade City, the tourist destination and the TelecomCity Karlskrona. The first 
two narratives with their focus on international transport connections (Baltic 
Trade City) as well as an attractive living environment and welcoming popula-
tion (Destination Karlskrona) support the third, most important one, the one 
of the high-tech city specialising in the new information and telecommunica-
tions industries. The “New Karlskrona” is a place where the inhabitants will be 
looking forward to constant change.  

Picturing a clash between old and new societal values, the narrative of “The 
New Karlskrona” belongs to the literary genre of tragedy, where the laws that 
everybody must abide by are the market forces. 

The context for this narrative is a strong growth in the number of firms 
and people employed in IT and telecom companies and the number of students 
in the subject at the university college in the second half of the 1990s, which 
contributed to an influx of well-educated, high-earning people. To stimulate the 
economic growth, the municipal network organisation created and marketed 
intensively a new place image for Karlskrona, aimed at attracting internationally 
sought after competent people and business entrepreneurs. Where this new 
image described Karlskrona as an attractive living place, it made extensive use 
of images of the former military island Stumholmen that was converted to a 
centrally located housing area in connection with a housing fair in 1993. The 
attention and interest of experts that the conversion of Stumholmen created 
encouraged the municipality to apply for the status of a World Cultural Heri-
tage Site which UNESCO awarded in 1998. Favourable for the city’s economic 
development were also improved train connections to the Malmö-Copenhagen 
area during the 1990s and a strong increase in the ferry traffic to Poland. Dur-
ing the same period, several organisations dealing with inter-regional co-
operation with countries in the Baltic Sea Region located in Karlskrona. Alto-
gether, this meant that the socio-economic structure in Karlskrona went 
through a process of comprehensive transformation, giving new prospects of 
continuous growth. However, the conspicuously demonstrated wealth of some 
of the very young newly-rich and the hype around the IT-boom also made 
some groups moan about the ongoing changes. Together with the fact that 
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additionally Karlskrona in the mid-1990s was the headquarters of a right-wing 
extremist group, this makes the strong focus of the plan on the need to adopt 
new values understandable.  

The narrative of the New Karlskrona is identified as an expression of the 
narrative of place identity that legitimises the existing economic forces and the 
supremacy of global competition for goods, capital and people. It is a variant of 
the neoliberal story of urban entrepreneurialism that puts primary emphasis on 
economic growth created by the attraction of external production factors, and 
therefore, it has the main intention of creating an attractive external place im-
age for visitors and potential new inhabitants. 

Översiktsplan 2030 (2010) 

The comprehensive plan ÖP 2030 tells the coherent story of the “sustainable 
Karlskrona”. This is a story about a prosperous city that by refinement of its 
existing qualities and densification of its urban structures becomes even more 
attractive for businesses and, on top of that, more sustainable. Reinforcing the 
baroque street layout on Trossö and constructing new houses at existing cen-
tres are the main kinds of proposals in this narrative which is much more a 
narrative on urban planning than the previous ones.  

It is argued that the “sustainable Karlskrona” is a comedy, where economic 
development is wed with the preservation of the natural and built environment. 
The narrative has a clear organicist perspective, where to reach the big goal of 
sustainability, any smaller action, any neighbourhood has to become sustain-
able. In its implications it is a conservative story legitimising the present way of 
life.  

The context that is constructed to explain the narrative emphasises that 
Karlskrona shared the strong economic and demographic growth that also 
comparable Swedish cities showed in the first decade of that millennium. Being 
now Sweden’s only naval base, any existential threat to the city’s economic base 
seems far away. The strong focus on planning can be explained by reference to 
a series of attempts by the city architect’s office to create awareness and to an-
chor proposals on how to improve the urban space on Trossö, which with a 
change in the local government in 2006 to the non-socialist block found 
stronger political support. The change of governance also explains the more 
consensus-oriented and conservative attitude of the narrative. The use of the 
concept of sustainability in this narrative is heavily influenced by the larger 
greater narratives of the experience economy together with the one of sustain-
ability that puts economic sustainability first.  

This story is identified as a narrative of project identity, since future devel-
opment is said to be based on local resources, the existing urban structure and 
built heritage, the geographical location and the existing industries. “Sustain-
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ability” is used as a place brand that internally is to orchestrate all the activities 
of the inhabitants that together create an externally favourable image. However, 
this story does not pave the way for a different path of development, and it will 
not lead to a reconsideration of the existing structures. The scene is not de-
scribed as being critical; there is no great difference between the beginning and 
the expected end, the purpose. This story, with its focus on refinement and 
densification, lacks the questioning, a debate on the present way of life, a lack 
of conflict, to be a really good, moral planning narrative. 
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6 Results: Planning in Karlskrona/ 
Sweden 1980- 2010 

In this chapter the results of the previous analysis will be discussed and sum-
marised in relation to the research questions. The first complex of research 
questions asked what types of narratives can be found in municipal plans, and 
what they say about the present and future state of the place to which they re-
fer. These questions will be dealt with in section 6.1. Section 6.2 answers the 
questions how the narratives relate to their specific historical context, how they 
are influenced by their local and global environment and which other narratives 
moulded them. Section 6.3 addresses the third set of research questions: Which 
social norms are expressed in these narratives? What do they say about the ob-
jective for development? Which social groups, values and resources are charac-
terised as contributing to development? How is development said to come 
about? This discussion will be concluded by directly addressing the research 
aim, and thus section 6.4 focuses on the role of planning narratives for prepar-
ing and legitimising change in the context of urban transformation. The final 
discussion in section 6.5 concentrates on the question how far the case of 
Karlskrona is a particular case or just another story of neoliberal development. 
In section 6.6, the results of this thesis are presented in the form of a tabular 
overview. 

6.1 Types of Planning Narratives  

Types of Planning Narratives 

The first research questions asked what types of narratives could be found in 
the municipal documents and what they say about the present and future state 
of Karlskrona at that time. As laid out in sections 3.2 and 3.3, “type” refers 
both to the archetypal literary genre that I identified as influencing the form of 
the narrative and the ideal type of narrative of place identity which I argued 
informs much of the content of planning narratives.  

In my empirical analysis of the four chosen municipal documents in chap-
ter 5, I identified the following planning narratives: There are two main narra-
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tives in the introductory book for new inhabitants Välkommen till Karlskrona 
from 1980, one on the naval history as an obstacle for modern development, 
the other one on modern development as a threat to the city’s built heritage. 
Together they describe a city suffering from multiple problems that threaten or 
have already changed many features that make out the place identity, such as 
the economic-industrial base, the topography and the function of the city’s 
centre. A solution for the city’s problems in the form of a new base of income 
is not in sight. The problems are caused by demands imposed from the outside, 
for example the need to live up to the ideal of becoming a modernist city or the 
double-edged function to house Sweden’s Navy, which historically is the main 
reason for the existence of the city but is an activity that provides less and less 
jobs.  

Based on the analytical framework for this thesis, I saw these stories shar-
ing formal elements with the literary form satire, since they are fragmented and 
very much focused on mundane details, even though in some parts, they could 
also be read as a romance. Nevertheless, the protagonists lack the heroic quali-
ties and self-confidence one could expect in this genre. A satire typically takes a 
“contemplative” stance toward change; it expresses an “acceptance of the status 
quo” (White 1978, 70). In this case the acceptance of the status quo is the result 
of a lack of the perception of possible alternatives. This can be explained as the 
absence of a coherent framework that would provide a meaning for undertak-
ing any action, or by an overwhelming feeling of uncertainty about the future, 
caused by the experience of a threatening environment. This is indicated by the 
fragmented form of the book’s narratives, which do not show the closure that 
could create a feeling of coherence and the possibility to have control over the 
future. Also, the many features in this book that were identified as ironic point 
in this direction – one can certainly wish for and express something, but cir-
cumstances will bring about something else. Due to their backwards-looking 
perspective, the lack of an expectation of a better, different future and the ab-
sence of a welcoming attitude, these narratives were identified as narratives of 
resistance identity. They are narratives of a place that has to fight hard to survive 
several trials and seems to be excluded from progress.  

ÖP 91 from 1991 tells a narrative of the “Baltic meeting place with a richer 
life” which is completely different from the ones in Välkommen till Karlskrona. It 
tells about a city that at the moment is still stuck in a problematic, dark present 
or recent past, but where there are many opportunities due to changing geopo-
litical circumstances, and a new and better future is possible where the city and 
its inhabitants really can make use of their potential and start living a self-
defined life. This narrative was read as a romance, where a very powerful mu-
nicipal leadership leads the community from a dark present to a bright, differ-
ent future. A romance implies, according to White (1978), a “manipulative” 
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stance; it aims at a change of the present situation. However, this change has 
apparently just started, and new opportunities are just emerging. The existence 
of the fragmented narrative on the industrial city in ÖP 91 also indicates that 
the idea of a new future is not completely internalised yet even by the planners 
and politicians that are the authors of the comprehensive plan. This harms the 
“narrative truth” of the comprehensive plan ÖP 91; the lack of coherence re-
duces the plan’s credibility. In spite of that, the “Baltic meeting place” stands 
for the promise of a better future, even though it is formulated so diffusely that 
it seems utopian and difficult to reach. The story expresses at least that it will 
be meaningful to undertake an action, since there is the belief that the agents 
have the power to influence their own fate by building up a new base for in-
come. I also identified the “Baltic meeting place” as a place narrative of project 
identity that ascribes the city a distinct development potential and aims at build-
ing the better future on the, for instance, existing inherent resources, which 
supports the view on development that is expressed by the genre of romance. 
However, the narrative seems to be rather an “elite project” of the local policy 
makers that helps them to make sense of all the ongoing changes.    

The narrative on the “New Karlskrona” in the comprehensive plan 
karlskrona.se from 2002 tells about a city that is transforming at high speed into 
a place for high-tech IT and telecommunications industries and experiences 
strong growth, the establishment of many new companies and an influx of new, 
young people. A “New Karlskrona” is in sight that is strongly integrated into 
the global economy, although some have not understood yet the signs of the 
new era. These have to be convinced to internalise the values of the new time 
in order to make the “New Karlskrona” really happen. I interpreted this narra-
tive as a tragedy that tells about the conflicting values of an old and a new soci-
ety. Also, a tragedy expresses a manipulative stance, according to White. The 
primacy that this narrative gives to economic rationality and the mechanistic 
view on development underscores the inevitability of change. At the same time, 
it depreciates the power of single individuals to obstruct the ongoing change 
and expresses a much higher certainty about the direction of development than 
the romance of the “Baltic meeting place”. I argued that the narrative on the 
“New Karlskrona” would be representative for a place narrative of legitimising 
identity, that justifies the structuring role and necessary subordination to the 
global market forces, which includes the upgrading of the urban space accord-
ing to the interests of the new and higher educated inhabitants. It is character-
ised by strongly distancing the future from the past, especially the very recent 
past.  

The comprehensive plan from 2010, “Översiktsplan 2030”, tells the story 
of the “sustainable Karlskrona”, which describes the municipality as a prosper-
ous city and where the future is expected to be equally attractive, just more 
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sustainable, whereby productive use is made out of the city’s built and natural 
heritage and the World Heritage status. This narrative was identified as a comedy 
that reconciles economic growth and preservation of the environment. Accord-
ing to White (1978), a comedy is typically acceptant of the status quo. In this 
case, there is no need for radical change. Economic and demographic growth 
have been ongoing for quite a while at the time of publication of ÖP 2030 in 
2010, and the inhabitants seem to have internalised the values of the new time. 
Thus, the future is expected to be equally attractive and well-disposed to 
growth, just more sustainable, as the urban structure will help the individuals to 
follow a more sustainable lifestyle. I also identified this story as a narrative of 
project identity, since it states that the sustainable future can be reached by 
stronger reliance on and the emphasis of existing resources. Additionally, it 
highlights the responsibility of individuals to choose a sustainable lifestyle. 
Nonetheless, I questioned that this story would help to support a turn toward 
the development of new, environmentally sustainable ways of life, since it has 
integrated the primacy of economic and demographic growth as an objective 
for development.  

In sum, putting the narratives in all four chosen municipal documents to-
gether, one can read them as the description of a full cycle of transformation 
that the municipality of Karlskrona went through: Around 1980, the municipal-
ity was in a state of decline. Policy makers can only tell a satire of development 
and express a resistant place identity that takes a defensive attitude toward the 
environment. Some 10 years later, emerging opportunities turned the develop-
ment to the positive side; policy makers are full of hope. They formulate a ro-
mance of development in the form of a place narrative of project identity that 
is full of confidence in local development resources. Around 2000, the socio-
economic and cultural change comprises more and more parts of the society, to 
the dislike of some old, established inhabitants and tells the tragedy of the 
“New Karlskrona”, a narrative of legitimising place identity that glorifies the 
power of the global knowledge economy. Finally, in 2010, growth has stabi-
lised, sustainability has come into focus, and thus ÖP 2030 tells the comedy of 
the sustainable city in the form of a place narrative of project identity that di-
rects the attention to local preconditions again.  

A Story too Good to Believe?  

Thus, all’s well that ends well – is it? It sounds like a good story – maybe too 
good. For the story is based on that the four municipal documents that I ana-
lyse are said to be written in one particular type of the four archetypal genres 
that exist according to White (1978), i.e. satire, romance, tragedy and comedy. 
Not only that, I also stated that the narrative’s modes of emplotment and ex-
planation, the ideological implication and the master trope coincided quite in 
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the same way as White (1978) observed in works of classic historiography and 
therefore suggested that they would be structurally homologous, i.e. comple-
menting and reciprocally supporting, interpretative strategies. Even the title 
page is said to already provide a clear indication of what kind of story would 
follow and around which type of master trope it was organised. It sounds too 
good to be true. How does it occur?  

One explanation would be that I chose the respective documents among a 
variety of different documents in order to have one literary genre of each. 
Here, I can only say that this just was not the case. Another explanation could 
be that I was so much influenced by White’s approach that I read the texts un-
der a certain perspective, that I only perceived what I wanted to perceive, or to 
express it more elegantly one could say that I was caught in the hermeneutic 
circle. According to Kaplan (1993, 170-1), it usually happens that the inter-
preter and the subject of interpretation influence each other. Kaplan also 
stresses that since every academic activity has its time and place specific con-
ventions, there is always an interplay between the perspectives used for prob-
lems, the tools to analyse them and the results, so that all kinds of studies suffer 
from a certain degree of circularity. Accordingly, another reader might have 
come up with a slightly different interpretation, and the use of a different 
framework would certainly lead to other results. Nevertheless, I argued why I 
interpreted the narratives in the manner that I did, and altogether they make 
sense in a particular way.  

A third possible explanation is that the style that the different documents 
are written in does mirror the fact that in the local policy makers’ perspective, 
Karlskrona seems to have gone through a full process of transformation be-
tween 1980 and 2010, from being in a state of crisis to one of prosperity and 
growth. The construction of the respective context for the different narratives 
does support this interpretation. This will become clear in the following sec-
tion.  

6.2 Planning Narratives and their Relation to the Histori-
cal Context 

This section will answer the second group of research questions, which asked 
how the narratives relate to their specific historical context, how the local and 
global environment influenced them and which other narratives informed 
them. As I clarified in section 4.2.1, the planning process makes it hard to tell 
who the author of a comprehensive plan is; one cannot tell exactly who held 
the pen for this or that section. I also argued that this is actually the strength of 
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these kinds of documents, as they represent not the particular view of one indi-
vidual person, but represent widely accepted ways of thinking about the mu-
nicipality and its future development among the group of leading politicians 
and planners. However, in chapter 5, I could show for most of the planning 
narratives where similar narratives have been told and could trace their origin in 
this way, and I could explain why particular narratives where told at special 
moments in time. In general I could show which importance “greater narra-
tives” of development have on the content of particular narratives but the re-
spective meaning of these “greater narratives” depended very much on the 
specific local context.  

Context for Välkommen till Karlskrona 

The two narratives in Välkommen till Karlskrona (1980) can clearly be related to 
the greater narrative of modernist development that characterised the policies 
of most Western states in the decades following WWII, even though they are 
linked to it in different ways. The narrative that defined the city’s heritage as a 
problem for modern development can be said to be directly derived from this 
narrative of modernist development. However, I also argued that there is ap-
parently no belief any longer in this narrative of modernism, as the recent past 
has shown that so many development projects that were motivated by this nar-
rative have failed, such as the attraction of heavy industry, or could only be 
implemented at very high costs, such as the motorway leading to Trossö. The 
core providers of income and identity, the military and the manufacturing in-
dustry, were stagnating, and no alternative sources for economic growth were 
in sight, so a future different from one based on the traditional industries could 
not be imagined. While this was a typical situation for many industrial places in 
the Western world at that time, development perspectives for Karlskrona were 
additionally limited by the many military restrictions on the use of land and 
water. Nonetheless, the geopolitical circumstances, like being a hot-spot in the 
Cold War, at least from a Swedish perspective, made a questioning of the need 
of the restrictions impossible. The local narrative of being a naval city was at 
that time mainly linked to the role of being a defender of the Swedish nation 
and the pride over past glorious times. This contributed to the intake of a de-
fensive attitude toward outsiders, which also affected the probably very inno-
cent newcomers to the city, who were welcomed only with little empathy and 
cordiality.  

The other narrative in Välkommen till Karlskrona, which characterised the 
modern development of the recent past as detrimental for the city’s heritage, 
was more explicitly formulated by representatives of the cultural sphere. They 
expressed the need to preserve the built heritage as a stabilising element in a 
chaotic environment that was felt as threatening. This defensive use of heritage 
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is also characteristic of the modernist era. It can be seen as a clear reaction to 
all of the transformations that came with the modernist world, which is one 
explanation for the growing interest in the built heritage after WWII (cf. Choay 
2001). It can also be understood as a call for the acknowledgement of other 
values and kinds of knowledge, such as beauty or historical traditions, besides 
the dominating economic and technical rationality that pervades the idea of 
modernist development. This can be related to the fact that the place of 
Karlskrona had experienced decisive changes to its built and natural structure 
in the 1960s and 1970s due to the predominant planning ideal of the car-
friendly city. Severe blows to the city’s traditional identity came from the trans-
formation of the “city on islands” to a peninsula by the construction of a mo-
torway leading to Trossö and the city’s merger with the rural municipalities on 
the mainland in the name of administrative efficiency. Thus, there were many 
causes for telling a narrative that highlighted the downside of the idea of mod-
ern development that implies that “one size fits all”.  

It is quite typical for a text that expresses the feeling of disappointment of 
modernism to show many ironical features. Ryan (2011, 320), for example, 
characterised a plan of Newark from 1964 as appearing ironic, in that while the 
city is suffering from many problems such as economic decline, social unrest 
and racial tensions, the plan does not address these difficulties. It continues to 
bet on an industrial future for the city, even though this model was the cause of 
the problems. Throgmorton (1996, 3-34) discusses in detail “The Irony of Modern-
ist Planning”: while modernist planners believed that rational plans would pro-
duce orderly and rational cities, they instead support social and economic frag-
mentation.  

Also, in the Karlskrona of 1980, the socio-economic problems were severe, 
the main employers rationalised their workforce and demographic development 
was unfavourable. This, but maybe even to a greater degree the lack of a sup-
portable perspective for development, meant that policy makers felt that the 
municipality was in a state of decline, with no hope for a better future.  

Context for ÖP 91  

The narrative on the “Baltic meeting place with a richer life” in ÖP 91 (1991) 
resulted from the political decision to create a new narrative of place identity 
and was formulated by leading politicians and civil servants that brought in 
their special interests and the focus of the local economic development policy 
at that time. I argued that the opening of Eastern Europe certainly contributed 
to that this narrative could be told, but that since its first formulation happened 
half a year before the fall of the Berlin Wall, it could not have been the main 
trigger. Instead, the felt need to formulate a new narrative of place identity is 
the result of emerging changes in many different areas which needed to be 
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made sense of and somehow linked together, and the new geopolitical situation 
was just one of them. Karlskrona’s policy was, throughout the 1980s, to engage 
with making contacts with stakeholders in the countries around the Baltic Sea, 
and therefore the new political situation just meant that it was easier to actually 
implement projects, such as the opening of a ferry line to Poland. However, 
there were also other factors that contributed to the wish for a new narrative of 
place identity; in the following I will concentrate on three of them.  

First, policy makers had become more aware of the importance of services 
as a source of income and employment, even though some formulations re-
garding the demands of the service sector and the existence of the other, bro-
ken narrative on the industrial city in ÖP 91 indicate that the idea of the trans-
formation from the industrial to the service economy was not completely 
rooted yet. The strong focus of ÖP 91 on the “industrial city” can also be ex-
plained by the traditional municipal objective and long-established routines to 
diversify the city’s economic structure by attracting large manufacturing com-
panies through infrastructure investments, which still characterised municipal 
policy making in the first half of the 1980s. They can be defined as “sunk 
costs” that still had an impact on municipal policy.  

Second, the need to place greater emphasis on the potential of local agency 
(and, in doing so, to negate the dependence on decisions made on the state 
level) can be related to the new regional policy in Sweden that focused on “lo-
cal mobilisation”. This can be seen as a variance of those theories that argue for 
“endogenous development” and the importance of the capability of local actors 
to find suitable solutions for the specific problems in a place, which I charac-
terised in section 3.3.3 as theories that tell a narrative of project identity. This 
regional policy in Sweden implied that the problems of lagging regions should 
be solved in the regions by improving the socio-economic conditions that 
would create development locally, for example by investments in transport 
infrastructure, the diffusion of new technologies and education, rather than by 
allocating large industrial units that would only provide mainly low-skilled jobs 
– this was the approach that has caused many disappointed expectations in 
Karlskrona. Blekinge County was a favoured area in this new policy framework, 
and Karlskrona profited from it by receiving two state authorities, the Coast 
Guard and the National Board of Housing and Planning, and the opening of a 
university college. All of these were in the end located in areas that the military 
had sold. This brought a number of jobs to the city that demanded a higher 
educational degree, and new perspectives opened about which direction a pos-
sible development could take that would include a knowledge-intensive service 
sector.  

A third contributing factor that made the narrative of the “Baltic meeting 
place” possible was that the 1980s were a period where the importance of the 
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built heritage received greater recognition. This is true at least for Sweden in 
general and actually for more or less the whole Western world. In Karlskrona 
this trend was mirrored by a slow shift of the internal municipal power rela-
tions from the traffic department more to the city architect’s office. This led to 
a greater interest in analysing the existing built heritage in the city centre and 
the working out of guidelines on how to protect it. This trend was strongly 
strengthened with the arrival of the National Board of Housing and Planning, 
which attracted many experts on the built environment to the city and with 
that, new perspectives on the particularity of the heritage. This also explains 
why the narrative of the “Baltic meeting place” has the focus on the built and 
natural environment, a perspective that was just not existent in Välkommen till 
Karlskrona.  

Even though the narrative on the Baltic meeting place seems to be very 
idiosyncratic and contains many specific elements for the city of Karlskrona, 
one can also say that it is a narrative that is typical for its time. Aronsson (2004, 
23) points out that all of the changes that took place around 1990, such as the 
fall of the wall and the increasing globalisation of the world economy that en-
forced structural transformation more or less everywhere, led in many places to 
a need for a new “space of experiences” in order to develop new “horizons of 
expectations”. It was a time of upheaval and insecurity, especially with regard 
to the question which values it would be useful to adhere to in the future. This 
insecurity about the future development is also reflected in the local narrative 
on the “Baltic meeting place” with its rather diffuse image of the future and 
even more unclear references to history, the “space of experience”. However, 
both future and history are presented as clearly better and different from the 
past.  

Context for karlskrona.se  

The narrative of the “New Karlskrona” with its sub-narratives of the “Tele-
comCity”, “The Baltic Trade City” and the “Destination Karlskrona” in the 
comprehensive plan karlskrona.se from 2002 can be traced back to the work of 
the, at that time, very powerful municipal local economic development office 
and the municipal network organisation “TelecomCity”. The purpose of the 
comprehensive plan karlskrona.se was to function as a document of local eco-
nomic development policy, which explains the strong focus on growth, espe-
cially economic growth in these narratives. I related its content and form oth-
erwise to the following factors: the role model of the narrative of neoliberal 
development, the comprehensive socio-economic transformations that the 
municipality had experienced throughout the 1990s, and the need that was felt 
to set up a counterbalance to other narratives with their origin in Karlskrona 
that were diffuse with xenophobic and nationalistic attitudes.  



Making Plans – Telling Stories  

204 

It is quite obvious that the narrative of the “New Karlskrona” is modelled 
on the greater narrative of neoliberal development. It argues for the predomi-
nance of market rule, emphasises the need to be fit for global competition for 
companies, staff and visitors, and contributes to a commodification of the ur-
ban space, such as when public life in the city is instrumentalised as a factor of 
the city’s attractiveness. It proposes all the actions that are typical according to 
the literature on “urban entrepreneurialism”, which I identified as narratives 
that legitimise that structuring forces of global capitalism. The “New 
Karlskrona” is about the production of new places for production and con-
sumption, includes urban waterfront projects and the upgrading of a more at-
tractive city centre, and places a great deal of focus on the transport and com-
munication infrastructure that links the municipality into global networks. The 
narrative on the “New Karlskrona” legitimises the change of the welfare state 
and the new role of the municipality, which no longer is mainly responsible for 
the provision of welfare services but acts as a facilitator of economic growth as 
a precondition for the distribution of welfare services. Therefore, it is a very 
time-specific narrative, legitimising all of the changes that have taken place in 
the organisation of the Swedish public sector throughout the 1990s by both 
non-socialist and social-democratic governments that aimed at increased effi-
ciency. Closely intertwined with the neoliberal narrative on “New Karlskrona” 
are also narratives on the “new”, “knowledge” or “global economy”. They all 
indicate that a paradigmatic change is taking place which is based on the exten-
sion of modern information and communications networks. They highlight that 
wealth and economic growth no longer are dependent on localised, immobile, 
often natural resources, but that currently knowledge and innovation are the 
main inputs into globally organised production processes. Because of this, the 
need is derived for places to be attractive for the most knowledge-intensive and 
innovative industries.  

During the 1990s and around the turn of the millennium, the IT and tele-
com industries belonged to these most innovative industries, and they were 
symptomatic for these “new times”. For many it was quite surprising that the 
municipality of Karlskrona turned out to be the location of a cluster of IT and 
telecom companies that experienced strong growth and attracted, together with 
the university college that was specialised in these fields, younger, richer and 
higher educated social groups. To support these industries that constantly were 
short of qualified staff, the narrative of the “TelecomCity” characterises 
Karlskrona as a place that will suit this group of prospective employees and 
entrepreneurs which were much sought after globally. However, it was not only 
the telecom industry that was prospering in Karlskrona in the years preceding 
the publication of karlskrona.se, but the city had also developed into a Baltic 
meeting place; it housed a number of organisations dealing with intensifying 



Results: Planning in Karlskrona/Sweden 1980 - 2010 

205 

Baltic interregional contacts, supported by better transportation connections by 
sea, rail and air. Also, the successful transformation of the former military 
Stumholmen Island as well as the listing of the naval city as World Cultural 
Heritage definitely increased the factual attractiveness and the interest in the 
city as a tourist destination. All of this together lessened the feeling of living in 
a remote, provincial place. Thus, when Baltic trade, telecom industries and 
tourism are singled out as those sectors that will help to build the future “New 
Karlskrona”, one also can argue that these belonged to the most noticeable 
factors that were behind the transformation in the city in the 1990s. The suc-
cess factors of the past then were taken as builders of a successful future.  

Nevertheless, I also argue that the narrative of the “New Karlskrona” can 
also be understood as motivated by humanistic values with its calls for more 
openness and internationally acceptable levels of hospitality, as Karlskrona was 
known in the Sweden of the 1990s as a gathering point for Neonazis. Addition-
ally, those narratives that still circulated which were connected with the “closed 
naval city” and its rather reserved inhabitants, which I analysed in Välkommen 
till Karlskrona, made it necessary to formulate a narrative that would create the 
image of a completely different kind of place, that gave “a genuine promise of a 
re-invented city”, to make use of Ward (1998) again. On the other hand, one 
can also argue that the construction of such a strong distance to the recent past 
also implied a devaluation of the experiences and values of large parts of the 
present population. Hence, the stress on the “New Karlskrona” and the fa-
vouring of the new businesses and their cultural expressions can also be seen as 
contributing to some utterances of narratives of resistant identities in important 
planning projects around the 2000s, which focused on the need to build for 
plain local inhabitants, not for more well-off newcomers. All of this shows that 
the narratives in karlskrona.se originated in a time period that was characterised 
by many transformations, which resulted in many conflicts.  

Context for ÖP 2030  

Around 2010, the situation was quite different. The narrative of the “sustain-
able Karlskrona” in ÖP 2030 was argued to have been promoted by the city 
architects’ office for a long time. With its focus on sustainability, it is a typical 
contemporary planners’ story, which in the version at hand in the comprehen-
sive plan is intermixed with the narrative of the experience economy. The latter 
was shown to have been introduced with the analyses conducted by the office 
of the Danish architect Jan Gehl. The actions that the narrative on the “sus-
tainable Karlskrona” suggests are very similar to those taken by other cities 
stating to aim at becoming more attractive and sustainable, such as densifica-
tion, more public transportation and the staging of the public space as one way 
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to improve communication among people. The narrative of the sustainable 
Karlskrona therefore is the least distinct and particular for the city.  

One explanation for this is that it is the product of a globally operating 
consultancy that is known for (even if they did not coin the term)197 “Copenha-
genizing” the cities of the world, i.e. making them more pedestrian and bicycle-
friendly, and in that, more sustainable and human. The local context then, the 
city itself, would only be the arena where these greater narratives materialise.  Is 
this just another example for the ‘serial reproduction’ of some successful ‘best 
case’? Not really, for one can also say that the narrative of the “sustainable 
Karlskrona” with its strong focus on upgrading Trossö and limiting motorised 
traffic is the result of many years of work by local planners and interest groups 
for creating an awareness of the specificity of the built heritage. There has been 
a long-lasting fight for making the preservation of the built and natural heritage 
into one objective for urban planning so that neither business interests nor the 
ubiquity of motorised traffic would be prioritised. The change of the main-
stream greater narrative of development from the industrial via the service to 
the experience economy certainly contributed to a greater awareness of the 
importance of heritage, even if only in its function as being a resource for eco-
nomic development. However, it was also necessary that certain local events 
and actions prepared the foundation for the integration of this greater narrative 
into the set of local planning narratives, such as the opening of previously re-
stricted military areas, the aforementioned transformation of Stumholmen, the 
listing as a World Heritage Site and the analyses of experts and their popularisa-
tion, such as the lectures given by Jan Gehl. The change of perspective was the 
result of a slow process with many different steps.  

Nonetheless, the narrative of the sustainable Karlskrona is also one that 
profits from the long period of rather stable local economic and demographic 
growth. Even though ÖP 2030 was adopted in 2010, it does not mention the 
world economic and financial crisis that started in the autumn of 2008. I 
showed that this mainly affected the manufacturing sector, and that in spite of 
this the narrative of the “sustainable Karlskrona” does not speak of a crisis, 
which can be taken as one sign that this sector is no longer necessary as an 
identity builder and that other sectors have taken over as main providers of 
income and employment. Another explanation for the non-inclusion of the 
economic crisis is that the long process of making a comprehensive plan leads 
to a certain inertia. The story of the “sustainable Karlskrona” is in any case 
based on the experience of the presence of a certain degree of wealth and the 

                                                 
 

197 Sally McGrane: A Danish Planning Guru vs. Moscow. Culture Desk, The New Yorker, 
2012-10-08 (http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/culture/2012/10/a-danish-urban-
planning-guru-vs-moscow.html, accessed 2013-02-05) 
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confidence that prosperity will continue. The problems of the 1980s seem to be 
very far away.  

6.3 Planning Narratives and Changing Social Norms  

The third set of research questions asked which social norms that the narratives 
expressed, what the respective narratives said about the objectives for devel-
opment, which social groups, values and resources were characterised as con-
tributing to development, and how development is said to come about.  

As noted above, in the four analysed documents, I identified four different 
chosen literary genres and respective “master tropes” that I argue, along with 
Hayden White (1978), reflect four different ways of seeing the world that re-
flect a very specific moral or political perspective. The planning narratives 
therefore can in fact be read as moral stories that support the prevailing socio-
economic structure as it is wished for by the respective local policy makers. The 
different readings highlighted very distinct and different ideas about how the 
ideal citizen should behave, what the role of the municipality is and what the 
relationship between the inhabitants and the municipality is imagined to look 
like, as well as what the objective for development actually is.  

Social Norms and Objectives for Development  

The reading of Välkommen till Karlskrona from 1980 emphasises how citizens 
are characterised as incapable objects of municipal care and state control. 
Knowledgeable and active agents are only (state-employed) planners and politi-
cians; it is only they who are described as taking actions in the narratives. In-
habitants seem to do their best when they obey the authorities who apparently 
know what the best is for the citizens – even if they actually do not know what 
a better future for the city could look like. However, inhabitants are not ex-
pected to take initiatives; the public authorities alone are responsible for devel-
opment and the provision of welfare services. It is clearly a public task to pro-
tect the inhabitants from all social risks such as unemployment, health prob-
lems or hostile foreign forces, which also implies the right to regulate the citi-
zen’s behaviour with the help of clear restrictions and to come up with large 
defensive projects without the citizen’s involvement in the decision-making 
process.  

This implies a very paternalistic, hierarchical view on the relationship be-
tween inhabitants and the bureaucracy which in 1980 actually was already rather 
outdated, but as Frye (1957, 223) stated a satire often portrays a society that is 
characterised by fossilised conventions. This characterisation of the authoritar-
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ian bureaucracy easily justifies any narrative of neoliberalism as one of libera-
tion from state control, passivation, and suppression of individual rights and 
self-determination. 

My interpretation of the narratives in ÖP 91 shows that in contrast to the 
narratives in Välkommen till Karlskrona, this comprehensive plan highlights the 
freedom of choice for demanding people. Both the city and the inhabitants will 
be liberated from the depressing state of being a hierarchical “bruksort” that is 
dependent on decisions made in Stockholm, which means that the narrative 
ascribes inherent values and development potential to city and citizens alike. I 
saw this interpretation supported by the identification of the genre of romance, 
the master trope of the metaphor and the idiographic mode of argumentation. 
The municipality is described as the heroic leader that guides toward a better 
future which actually is a journey back to a bygone “golden age”. The munici-
pality has a role as a generator of development through the provision of infra-
structure or the guidance of businesses to locations that are suitable from the 
municipality’s perspective. However, the transformation to a “Baltic meeting 
place” demands in principle the action of many including organisations, busi-
nesses and individuals. The idea of a “good life” is based on a community that 
works together, as in neighbourhood units. The political ideas of freedom, de-
mocracy and efficient welfare provision are diffuse in the narrative of the “Bal-
tic meeting place”.  

In karlskrona.se, the state or the municipality has retreated in favour of the 
market forces. Economic growth is the overarching objective for development. 
The municipality has merely the role of a facilitator of development to make 
sure that Karlskrona and its inhabitants can offer what the businesses want and 
the global competition demands. It expresses a mechanistic perspective on de-
velopment. Even the personal development of the citizens serves to increase 
the city’s attractiveness. An open mind and being hospitable are demanded, 
which are humanistic values, but they should also satisfy the fickle global tour-
ist and especially the business entrepreneur. Values connected with the welfare 
state, such as solidarity, continuity and safety, are replaced by the embracement 
of adaptation to constant change, life-long learning and individual development 
to bring about economic growth. Business entrepreneurs, especially IT-
entrepreneurs, and external visitors are celebrated as growth creators. The 
promotion of social welfare is no substantial element of the narrative on the 
“New Karlskrona”.  

According to the narrative about the sustainable Karlskrona in ÖP 2030, 
there is no doubt that inhabitants and visitors seem to have one common ob-
jective - to consume and to produce, but in a sustainable and efficient way, 
whether it is transportation, energy, or the other public or private services that 
are offered in Karlskrona. There is a strong focus on personal lifestyle but not 
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in that instrumental way as in karlskrona.se. It conveys rather the idea that mul-
tiple self-realisation of individuals creates the common good. “Entrepreneur-
ship” seems to be a characteristic that is distributed among all. However, with 
the assumption that all individuals contribute to the common good according 
to their capabilities, it also follows that they can consume according to their 
abilities. There is no mentioning of social groups which might not have the 
means to consume, or which are disadvantaged in other ways. “Welfare” is not 
mentioned at all; instead, the city offers “services” of all kinds that can be con-
sumed. The narrative embodies the norms of a wealthy middle class.  

Resources for Development  

Which resources then are characterised as important for development? In the 
following I will concentrate on the question how local history is seen as favour-
ing development, since as argued in section 3.1 narratives of identity – and I 
take the planning narratives as narratives of place identity – need to make use 
of the character’s history by selecting special events. Additionally, I argued that 
MacIntyre (2007, 222-223) highlighted that for societies, it would be good to 
have narratives that conveyed those norms and values that enable a continuous 
and lively debate on what the common good or the good life is, and that here, 
traditions and routines play an important role. Their role would be to both ig-
nite necessary debates and conflicts and to be a starting point for future possi-
bilities; it is thus interesting to see how historical traditions are incorporated in 
the plans, how they are debated and in which way they are seen as a resource.  

Local history in comprehensive plans is represented in two forms: material-
ised in the built heritage and in the immaterial form of references that the plan-
ning narratives make to historical events and functions of the place. I will first 
deal with the question how the built heritage is integrated into the planning 
narratives. Then I will focus on in which way the planning narratives incorpo-
rate what can be said to be Karlskrona’s ‘core narrative’, the ‘foundation narra-
tive’ of the ‘naval city of Karlskrona’.  

The differences among the perspectives on the role of built heritage as a re-
source for development are quite decisive in the four analysed documents. In 
Välkommen in Karlskrona (1980), Trossö’s grandiose architecture and beautiful 
location are hardly described, and in general, modern development and preser-
vation of built heritage are seen as excluding each other, even though its role as 
a stabiliser in times of change is emphasised. In ÖP 91, the built heritage is ac-
knowledged as unique and important. It is explicitly an important part of the 
narrative of development, but there is a lot of uncertainty about the function; 
the narrative does not really attach a certain meaning to it. At the same time, 
“development” is said to at timesperhaps make the destruction of the built 
heritage necessary, so actually, it is more seen as an obstacle for development.  
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In the narrative on the “New Karlskrona”, the urban public space and the 
built environment play a substantial role as an arena for economic activities, as 
a unique selling point in the global competition for attention. Therefore, the 
status as a World Heritage Site is highlighted, adding symbolic distinction to the 
tourist destination. Additionally, the urban space is said to stimulate the much 
needed creativity in the information and knowledge society. New projects in 
the city centre should not infringe on the unique cultural and historical values; 
however, it is stressed that the city will be a “living” World Heritage Site. Thus, 
the heritage is seen as a resource for development, and it should be put into use 
in order to bring more life to the city. Nevertheless, the greatest resource is 
being a “world heritage city”.  

Finally, in ÖP 2030, urban planning is the main subject of the plan, neces-
sary to implement the sustainable city as well as the attractive city. The built 
heritage thereby plays a very important role, with its qualities having built the 
city’s attractiveness. Very detailed proposals are made of how to physically im-
prove the city’s cultural and historical values and how to protect those areas 
that are not currently included in preservation plans. Preserving the built heri-
tage is an objective for itself, next to its functions of strengthening the city’s 
“cultural identity” and being a tourist attraction.  

While the greater awareness of the importance of built heritage can be said 
to be a general trend in at least the Western world, the increasing integration of 
the built heritage into the main planning narrative was facilitated by a parallel 
integration of different aspects of the “naval city” of Karlskrona into the narra-
tive of development. 

 For Välkommen till Karlskrona, connections to the naval history are very 
much connected with the pride of once having been an important city in Swe-
den’s era as a great European power. Being a naval city in the present is appar-
ently connected with ambivalent feelings. On the one hand, it is emphasised 
that being a city built for the Navy implies severe difficulties for the civil activi-
ties in the city; on the other hand, there is a particular regret that the growth of 
other industries slowly has given the city a more civil attitude. I stated that the 
narratives in this book in general lack any expectations for the future. However, 
both the backwards-looking, rather nationalist pride as well as the hesitant atti-
tude toward the naval present would not be good ingredients for a narrative on 
the future.  

In the narrative on the “Baltic meeting place”, there is only a rather vague 
use of the “naval” components of the city’s history, with the exception of the 
reference to the location in the Baltic Sea which was important at the time of 
establishment and the unidentifiable time when the city gathered people from 
all of the countries around the Baltic Sea. The dependence on the military is 
clearly pointed out as being a cause of the present problems, and military re-
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strictions are named as an obstacle for the development of alternative branches. 
This narrative indicates that efforts have been made to find out which parts of 
the local history have some potential for the future and which traditions are 
obstacles.  

The narrative of the “New Karlskrona” integrates the city’s heritage into a 
story about future development, mainly by linking it to the World Heritage 
status. In karlskrona.se, it is certainly mentioned that the history of origins and 
the relationship between the military and the civil part of the city should be 
recognizable in the urban space, but there is no argumentation regarding which 
values that the naval city stands for which should be included in the “New 
Karlskrona”. The term “Örlogsstaden” (“naval city”) is avoided. Otherwise, 
references to the city’s history are made rather carefully, as if it was necessary in 
order to highlight the differences between the “Old” and the “New 
Karlskrona”, which should not be connected with the problematic past of the 
city. Apparently, there is a conflict going on about the meaning of the “naval 
city”, but the narrative of the “New Karlskrona” does not really invite further 
debate, as it looks like the attempt to end the discussion by a powerful inter-
vention.  

The narrative on the sustainable Karlskrona makes the most comprehen-
sive use of the narrative of the naval city in the form of the “living World Heri-
tage Site, the naval city of Karlskrona”. It is a story not only about built struc-
tures and origins, but one that emphasises continuities, when activities like 
shipbuilding, military music and bark sailing are presented. High quality and 
technical competence are named as traditions which have characterised urban 
planning and locally developed defence technology for more than 300 years. 
These characteristics are so general that they hold as a basis for a narrative on 
the future as well, and they connect civil and military life. ÖP 2030 additionally 
places the foundation of the city into a European context by arguing that it was 
the role model for other naval bases. This diffuses any potential to consider the 
city mainly as a national project, and it together with the World Heritage status 
makes it easier to narrate Karlskrona as a place of interest for every human 
being, wherever she comes from.  

None of these narratives mentions that in a military city, people meet ene-
mies and are continuously ready to go to war; this aspect is lacking completely. 
However, it could be shown how the selective use of historical features con-
structs very different “spaces of experience” and, relating to that, “horizons of 
expectations”.  

One can also see that over time, the “narrative mode of knowing” and 
qualitative values obtained more and more influence. While it stood in fierce 
contrast to the dominating “rational mode of knowing” in the publication from 
1980, the comprehensive plans from 1991 at least stated that non-quantitative 
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values such as the built and natural environment can be summed up to produce 
a “richer life”. The plan from 2002 subordinates values such as creativity, hos-
pitality or the preservation of heritage to rationalist thinking, since they all 
stand in the service of economic growth. The narrative on the “sustainable 
Karlskrona” from 2010 then has found a way to unite both ways of knowing; 
memories of the history are one ingredient for the generation of economic 
growth, and a certain level of wealth and spare time is needed in order to enjoy 
the narrative of the naval city.  

How is Development Said to Come About?  

This analysis shows that over the years, the chosen municipal documents con-
veyed various ideas about how place development comes about. Some, such as 
ÖP 91 and ÖP 2030, emphasised the power of local agency which slowly, step-
by-step, can change societal structures. They differ in the degree of clarity 
about what the expected future will look like and which steps are necessary to 
get there. The first one is more diffuse, more defined by the inherent potential 
of the place to be developed, as it is expressed by the idiographic mode of ar-
gumentation of ÖP 91. ÖP 2030 provides a much clearer picture of the end 
state and how all elements need to be fit together in order to make up the sus-
tainable city, which is one function of the organicist mode of argumentation.  

The two others documents, Välkommen till Karlskrona and karlskrona.se, 
highlighted the dominant power of structures to which the individual has to 
conform. Of these, the first one, written in the contextualist mode of argumen-
tation, thereby characterises the function of these structures as rather whimsi-
cal, while the latter, making use of the mechanistic mode of argumentation, 
opens up the possibility for agents to calculate with these forces and use them 
for the benefits of their own interests, led by a certain theory of how the world 
is kept together.  

This also means that the narratives make quite diverse statements about 
what the activity of “planning” means and its potential to contribute to change. 
According to Välkommen till Karlskrona, planning is futile, as apparently, you 
cannot control the future at all. In ÖP 91, the planning and implementation of 
some concrete next steps will open up more opportunities for future develop-
ment by empowering single agents. Planning, according to karlskrona.se, means 
to make space and to remove obstacles for the free functioning of market 
forces – which does not at all imply that municipal actors will refrain from 
planning and undertaking projects. Finally, in ÖP 2030, planning involves the 
meticulous co-ordination of actions of public and private actors toward a well-
defined common goal.  
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Since these documents express so many different ideas of what “planning” 
can be, it follows that the role that planning narratives play in planning also will 
show great variances. This topic will be addressed in the next section.  

6.4 Planning Narratives and Change  

With all research questions answered, it remains to be seen how the findings 
together address the research aim for this thesis, which was to see how a reper-
toire of planning narratives was used as a means to explain, legitimise and pro-
duce change in the context of a city that had gone through a process of urban 
transformation.  

It is probably not too far-fetched to say that telling those unwelcoming nar-
ratives in Välkommen till Karlskrona that highlighted so many problems that the 
city had to fight did not really contribute to a change in the situation. They 
rather reproduced the circulating narratives on Karlskrona as “Pinan”, as a bor-
ing and state-dependent place, and they directed the view backwards to the 
history of the city. The references to the city’s history were used as stabilisers to 
survive in a seemingly chaotic environment whose directions of change could 
not be understood, but they also legitimised a continuation of the existing local 
economic development policy of attempting to attract large-scale manufactur-
ing. However, it is important to highlight that Välkommen till Karlskrona does 
not describe a city in a state of crisis, despite of all the problems mentioned. 
With no alternative future in sight, this would be meaningless and even more 
destabilising. Policy makers were apparently in a state of “cognitive lock-in” 
(Grabher 1993), and they did not yet question the basic assumptions about 
what is important for the city’s development. Contributing to that might have 
also been a “political lock-in”, the historically grown co-operation between 
local politicians and the dominant employers, such as the dockyard, the Navy 
and the large manufacturing companies, which made it difficult to think about 
alternative paths of development which necessarily would involve other actors. 
This makes this “welcome book” more problematic, as it actually discourages 
people with new perspectives to settle down in the municipality. In other 
words, it was part of the problem.  

As reported in chapter 5, policy makers such as the county governor, the 
municipal chairman and the civil servants stated to have recognised that the 
way the city was talked about was part of the problem, and that a structural 
transformation demanded new people and a mental change, i.e. the internalisa-
tion of new values. For that, a new narrative of place identity should be formu-
lated. In this context, the genre of romance and the metaphor of the “Baltic 
meeting place” were so important. White (1978, 10) suggests that metaphorical 
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thinking can be especially useful in situations where it is necessary to break a 
given, traditional way of reasoning, in order to facilitate a redefinition of the 
self and the environment. Making a link to a previously unfamiliar semantic 
area produces a new perspective on the situation and helps in this way to ques-
tion previously held assumptions. Setting the scene by describing Karlskrona as 
a city in crisis and decline then is also necessary in order to legitimise the con-
struction of the new narrative: Quoting Metcalfe and Bernt (1994) again, “crises 
are a narrative device.” Seeing Karlskrona as a “Baltic meeting place with a high 
quality of life” demanded a completely new way of understanding the precondi-
tions for development, in this case, the replacement of the idea of an industrial 
society by the imagination of a society characterised by knowledge-intensive 
services. As the analysis of ÖP 91 showed, the narrative of Karlskrona as an 
“industrial city” still affected and blurred the image of the “Baltic meeting 
place”. The existence of the narrative of the industrial Karlskrona proves that 
internalising this new “master narrative” of the service society was a process 
that took time. Marketing a city as a “good place to live” might not be a very 
original approach, but as described, for Karlskrona, it was a new way of talking 
about the city. Therefore, I argued that this new narrative was directed at the 
people in Karlskrona, mainly at the policy makers, also as a way to make sense 
of all the events that had happened during the late 1980s, but even directed at 
the inhabitants, who should both understand the policy changes that were 
made and those that will come, and start telling new stories about Karlskrona 
themselves, with new expectations for their own lives. With respect to the so-
cial norms for citizens it conveys though, the narrative of the “Baltic meeting 
place” is still a typical social democratic story that assigns the public organisa-
tion, here the municipality, a steering role, but the target group is the commu-
nity. It clearly is a narrative that points out the necessity of change in the com-
munity by referring to the critical present state and changes in the environment, 
and that indicates a possible, different way for the future, even if this seems to 
be rather blurred.  

The stories about the “New Karlskrona” and especially “TelecomCity” are 
both more specific and aggressive, and the function is even more to make 
Karlskrona’s inhabitants become convinced about the necessity of adapting a 
new system of values, which supports the shift of policy objectives from the 
provision of welfare to the primary goal of creating economic growth. This 
narrative supports the investments made in the infrastructure for the telecom 
industry, the extension of the broadband network, the budget for the local eco-
nomic development policy office and the development of the Gräsvik area, 
where the university college and the telecom business park are located, while 
expenses for traditional welfare areas, such as day care, are cut. The second 
function of the narrative of “TelecomCity” is to extinguish those narratives 
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about Karlskrona, such as “Pinan” and the state-dependent, boring place, that 
circulated outside Karlskrona. It constructs a new, attractive place image di-
rected at the much sought-after key personnel that is needed to build up the IT 
and telecom cluster; any reference to those other narratives has to be avoided. 
It additionally aims at creating economic growth by propagating the diffusion 
of the new communications technologies, by describing them as tools that 
should be integrated in many different aspects of life, as explicitly as the care of 
the elderly.  

The story of the “sustainable Karlskrona” in ÖP 2030 is also about change 
but not so much about a necessary change of values that the inhabitants need 
to internalise. It already presumes a consensus on the political objective of eco-
nomic growth and the primary role of private provision of services, and it does 
not demand a radical change of behaviour in the inhabitants. The change that is 
to be legitimised concerns merely long planned changes in the urban environ-
ment, such as the reduction of motor traffic and the densification of centrally 
located areas, which certainly will have an impact on people’s behaviour and 
demands to give up certain privileges, e.g. the ubiquitous accessibility with the 
car, an unhindered view to the sea or free space in the proximity of one’s own 
plot. However, all changes are narrated as contributions to the well-being of the 
city’s inhabitants. There is no wagging moral index finger that tells to change 
the lifestyle for the sake of some higher common goal. One can say it is a depo-
liticised, technical story, which does not make it less powerful and convincing. 
On the contrary, its coherence, the technical language in the passive voice, the 
detailed descriptions and illustrations as well as the absence of direct admoni-
tions make the story of the “sustainable Karlskrona” easy to accept. However, 
as argued above, the implied preference for economic growth, the present life-
style of consumerism and the lack of serious environmental concerns leads to 
that the story will not support the development of a more sustainable but 
probably of a more attractive city. Telling about the “sustainable Karlskrona” 
thereby only increases the attractiveness by branding the city as sustainable, by 
adding the feeling of doing something sustainable when consuming the city.  

In the sequence of the different plans and documents, there has been a 
clearly observable turn toward a more conscious use of narratives as an instru-
ment of planning and a greater focus on the construction of place identity as 
one task for planning. While in Välkommen till Karlskrona in 1980, any awareness 
of possible ways of reading the book seemed to be absent, ÖP 91 used the nar-
rative of the “Baltic meeting place” to create a new place identity, but as ar-
gued, this was not carried out consistently throughout the plan. Karlskrona.se 
aimed at spreading a new place image of the city outwards and disciplining the 
city’s inhabitants. Finally, ÖP 2030, the most coherent and elaborate plan, used 
storytelling as a means for place branding the sustainable city and has the out-
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spoken objective to make the historic “great narrative of Karlskrona” experien-
tial.  

In this thesis I constructed a historical context to show how the narratives 
evolved and which meanings they had. Thereby, I came to the result that the 
experienced state of socio-economic development is one explanation for the 
form of the planning narratives, and that it would be one of their functions to 
make sense of ongoing changes. It is much harder to argue that a certain plan-
ning narrative had any effect on the course of socio-economic or urban devel-
opment of the municipality. Even though I cannot give a proof for a direct 
impact that any of the analysed narratives had, there is some evidence for such 
a relation.  

One example is that the period when the narratives of the “New 
Karlskrona” and the “TelecomCity” were propagated, which motivated urban 
development projects with references to objectives that lay outside the immedi-
ate interests of the inhabitants, such as the attraction of businesses or visitors, 
was characterised by rather confrontational debates on planning projects, which 
considerably prolonged the respective planning processes and even led to the 
failure of projects. When the more inclusive narrative of the “sustainable 
Karlskrona” was told from about late 2006 onwards that emphasised the bene-
fits of projects for the incumbent population, debates on planning projects 
were more characterised by a civil tone and less confrontation, and quite many 
projects could be implemented in the city centre.  

Otherwise, it could be shown that both planning narratives as well as mu-
nicipal policies are very long-lived. This can be taken as a sign that they are 
dependent on each other. Thereby, a policy is more dependent on a narrative 
that legitimises it than the narrative needs a policy to be implemented. Addi-
tionally, since municipal and state policies contributed to the transformation of 
Karlskrona, one can argue that also the telling of narratives played a role for the 
process of socio-economic transformation.  

6.5 Just Another Story of Neoliberal Development? 

So far, I have been able to state that the analysis of the chosen documents tells 
about the transformation of Karlskrona. I also argued that one can observe a 
clear turn of the objectives for planning from the aim to deliver welfare ser-
vices, which characterised Välkommen till Karlskrona and also ÖP 91, to eco-
nomic growth as the main objective, explicitly in karlskrona.se and implicitly in 
ÖP 2030. Due to that, this thesis is also a case study which shows in particular 
that local development policy was related in a more and more “entrepreneurial” 
manner between 1980 and 2010, which confirms the literature on “urban en-
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trepreneurialism” (see for example Harvey (1989), Jessop (1998) or 
Swyngedouw et al. (2002)), which states that the greater narrative of neoliberal 
development with its focus on the free agency of market forces has become the 
dominant guide for local policy making. Is my story of Karlskrona then just 
another proof for the equalising function of this greater narrative, that always 
works in the same way and in the end, leads to the “serial reproduction” (Harvey 
1989) of places? 

Actually, the reconstruction of the historical context for the respective 
planning narratives showed that the narrative of neoliberal development was 
not just imposed top-down by large supranational organisations such as the 
WTO or World Bank, or that the municipality was forced into adopting it only 
as a reaction to threats of a large multinational corporation to otherwise with-
draw local employment opportunities. Instead, one can see how very local mo-
tives and events contributed to shaping the preconditions for the proliferation 
of the neoliberal narrative in an evolutionary way.  

The narrative of the Baltic Trade City for example, which is very closely 
connected with both the narrative of economic globalisation and neoliberal 
development, had its origin in the utopian narrative of the “Baltic meeting 
place” whose function was to liberate the place and its inhabitants from op-
pressive thoughts and structures that were connected to dependency on the 
state. The sequence of narratives in the different documents illustrate a clear 
turn from a national to an interregional and international perspective, which 
can be read as a clear rejection of all kinds of imposed restrictions made by the 
state and an embracing of all the opportunities that a seemingly borderless 
world offers. 

I also argued that the economic and demographic changes of the 1990s and 
the strong growth in the 2000s were a precondition for telling the narratives of 
the “New Karlskrona”, which was identified as the most pure variance of the 
narrative of neoliberal development, and the one of the “sustainable 
Karlskrona” with its implicit assumption of the working of the market forces. 
Without this growth to refer to, these stories would have had less convincing 
power. Thus, it is clear that the change of the objectives for planning over the 
decades cannot only be explained by a top-down diffusion of neoliberalism but 
that this global narrative merged with and reciprocally strengthened existing 
local narratives. Interestingly, the great attention that the socio-economic trans-
formation caused in academic and policy circles, such as the many publications 
referred to in the introduction to this thesis bear witness to, resulted in that the 
example of Karlskrona was told many times as a role model for other places. 
However, there is no reason to expect that this might lead to a “serial reproduc-
tion” of another Karlskrona somewhere on the globe.  
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6.6 Tabular Presentation of Results  

Even though a table never can do justice to the complexity and richness of 
narratives, I will present here for the reader a tabular overview ofthe results of 
this thesis that will highlight the differences that I could see among the ana-
lysed narratives.  
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7 Reflections: Practical and Theoretical 
Implications  

This final chapter contains more general reflections on the usefulness of read-
ing plans with the help of a narrative analysis. In section 7.1, I will discuss the 
contributions of the analytical framework and highlight how it could be useful 
for planning practitioners. In section 7.2, I will reflect on what the results of 
this study mean in the light of planning theory.  

7.1 Added Value of the Analytical Framework 

In the previous chapter, I presented the results of the four different readings of 
the four chosen municipal planning documents. Which added value did the 
application of the analytical framework have that I developed for this thesis? 
Which limitations were implicated with the use of this framework?  

Multiple Readings 

As stated in section 2.4, also Mandelbaum (1990), Healey (1993) and Ryan 
(2011) had developed analytical frameworks for reading plans that together 
fulfilled similar functions as the framework that I used. They emphasised the 
need first to clarify what the plan is about, to see if it is coherent and how it 
constructs agents. They argued for understanding the plan’s meaning by placing 
it into the locally specific socio-economic and political context and the intellec-
tual environment and they highlighted the value of analysing the structure and 
the form of language. Finally, they all stated to have the aim to evaluate plans 
under a certain perspective, as if there is a congruence between how the text 
constructs the ideal reader or other characters in the planning story (Mandel-
baum 1990), in how far the plan furthers local democracy and communal diver-
sity (Healey 1993) or how innovative plans are in relation to contemporary 
theories of planning (Ryan 2011). One could also say that these authors ad-
dressed different aspects of the three simultaneous processes of explication, ex-
planation and exploration that according to Hernadi (1987) make out the process 
of reading, without making it clear. When I in my framework emphasise that 
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my interpretations of the plans are parts of one process of understanding a text, 
it highlights that the different interpretations are influenced by each other.  

This implies two things. First, it means that one way of reading under one 
aspect is challenged, changed, and, in the end, supported by the next reading 
under another aspect, for the understanding of the whole demands a certain 
coherence of the parts. So the final understanding of the texts is not an ad-hoc 
interpretation, but it is validated by in this case four different rounds of inter-
pretation. In the course of writing and rewriting the interpretations of the plan-
ning documents, my understanding of the single narratives was considerably 
modified through the occupation with the text under different perspectives.  

Second, it underscores the subjective character that actually is inherent to 
all kinds of interpretations, even though in many cases - but not in the afore-
mentioned works on how to read plans - the opposite is pretended. It  is not 
possible to escape from the fact that the reader’s background and interests af-
fect a text’s meaning.  

Also, I argued in chapter 2 that there are not so many studies that do a nar-
rative analysis of consecutive plans of the same place. This thesis did so, which 
had the advantage that the changes in the way policy makers talked about the 
place, its inhabitants and the most important values they convey could be 
traced, which turned out to be quite distinct, and the multiple readings helped 
to understand the variegated reasons for and the pathways of these changes.   

Rhetorical Analysis based on Hayden White 

What were the advantages of doing the rhetorical analysis of the plans based on 
the approach developed by Hayden White? That the narrative form has a 
meaning worth to analyse was emphasized also by many other authors also in 
the planning literature, as Healey (1993), Duncan (1996) or Throgmorton 
(1996); however, these did not give any help how to interpret the meaning of 
the form, and partly, as Duncan (1996) they were not very clear on what they 
based their interpretation of the form. White’s approach was chosen since it 
promised to be a rather concrete guide for how to interpret the meaning of the 
narrative form by directing the focus to the genre of the plot structure, the 
“master trope”, the mode of argumentation and the implied political ideology. 
They led the thoughts towards thinking about how the events in the narratives 
were linked to each other or what is described as the driving force, and which 
roles are assigned to the main agents, which were aspects of high relevance for 
answering the research questions of this thesis.  

My readings of the planning narratives showed that – in contrast to Man-
delbaum’s (2000) experience (see section 3.2) – planners-as-writers do convey a 
rich sense of character or plot, they do characterise civic leaders as uncertain, as 
in Välkommen till Karlskrona, and it happens that they at least implicitly accuse 
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the public to be short-sighted, as those groups that adhere to the values of the 
“Old Karlskrona” in karlskrona.se. One can interpret this in two ways: Either, 
planners aren’t disingenuous, they just describe the reality as plain as they see it, 
or, and this is much more probable, they build their stories with the help of 
classic literary conventions, for these are the building stones of texts. The au-
thors are probably not aware of this. When then the rhetoric construction of 
the narratives is analysed and their meaning interpreted, it might certainly be so 
that this meaning is far from what the authors intended. Nonetheless, the text 
is out there and gives reason to the interpretation.  

From that follows that planners should be very much aware of the literary 
form they use for their plans. A conscious use of rhetoric elements can never 
guarantee a certain interpretation, readers can and will understand a text based 
on their own background and interests. But being aware of the meaning of the 
form might help to tell stories in a way that expresses their intention clearer, 
and it can contribute to a reflection if the characters they constructed in the 
narrative, as the ideal citizen or the planner itself, fit to their understanding of 
the allocation of role in their community.  

Reflecting on which form one’s own narratives take might also help to be-
come more attentive to which assumptions are taken for granted. Planners are 
often driven by the ideal to work for a better, different world, on the side of 
social minorities and the environment (Sager 2009, 76). They want to be change 
agents, irrespective if they subscribe to the paradigm of rational planning, ad-
vocacy planning or communicative planning. But if they do not recognise the 
discursive structures that constrain their actions, it might be that they have the 
best intention to produce change, but do instead reproduce existing structures.  

Categorising Narratives as “Ideal Narratives of Place Identity” 

Which advantage did the testing of the narrative fidelity of the planning narra-
tives by categorising them as one of the “ideal narratives of place identity” 
have, which I developed based on the writing of Castells?  

First, it has to be made clear again that the classification of the “greater nar-
ratives” as one certain narrative of ideal place identity is not thought of as a 
definitive one, but more as a reference point that is valid for the most common 
ways the narratives are told, which does not exclude the possibility that local 
versions also can be read as expressing another place identity than the one I 
assigned to it in the scheme.  

Additionally, it has to be highlighted that certainly other theories than those 
chosen in chapter 3 could be looked at under the perspective on how they posi-
tion themselves with respect to the main challenges and political and economic 
trends of their time. For I argued that the greater narrative of modernist devel-
opment in its affirmative form could also be seen as a narrative of place identity 
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that legitimised the dominant forces of the society, for it often came along with 
an emphasis on the strong, co-ordinating role of the state and the adaptation of 
(state) organisations, infrastructure, land use and certain lifestyles of people. 
But in Välkommen till Karlskrona, I classified two main narratives, which I char-
acterised as localised versions of the narrative of modernist development, as 
expressing a resistance place identity, since they highlighted the shortcomings 
of this role model for development, as how it interferes into the existing struc-
tures. So it needs to be stressed again that the context in which a narrative is 
told in any case should be taken into account. This became also apparent when 
I argued that the two main planning narratives in ÖP 91 and ÖP 2030 would 
construct a “project identity”, even though they were seen as quite different 
with respect to the degree of their ambition to bring about change and to trans-
form the society. To highlight these and other differences between the narra-
tives, it turned out to be useful to break them down into the five elements of 
Burke’s pentad.  

However, the results of the analysis of Karlskrona’s planning narratives 
convince me in my assumption stated in section 3.3.3 that a preferable and 
potentially moral planning narrative should take the form of a narrative of pro-
ject place identity. This kind of narrative has the greatest potential to be socially 
inclusive, to reflect and make use of a place’s diversity and to re-interpret basic 
assumptions, and, by that, might contribute to a change that can be desired. It 
would be important that such a narrative defines the “place” broadly, so that it 
gets clear that actions at some place can have effects very far away. The alterna-
tives of a narrative of resistance or legitimising place identity can be ruled out. 
The first is ruled out because of its defensive attitude towards the environment, 
which can lead to the exclusion of social groups that are seen as intruders or 
the neglect of opportunities for change that the environment offers, and it of-
ten implies a rather narrow and strict definition of a place’s content and bor-
ders. Narratives of legitimising place identity tend to impose one standard 
model for development that does not do justice to local contexts and diversi-
ties.  

7.2 Planning Narratives and Planning Theory 

This section discusses what the results of the analysis of the planning narratives 
mean in relation to issues that are dealt with in works of planning theory that I 
used for the theoretical framework of this thesis. Following aspects were cho-
sen for further discussion: the treatment of the future in the planning narra-
tives, the role of greater narratives for the content of the plan, and the question 
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in how far municipal planning narratives actually can be expected to be sub-
stantially sustainable.  

Planning Narratives and their Relation to the Future  

The first question is in which relation the analysed planning narratives stand in 
relation to a place’s history and future. For Seymour Mandelbaum (2000, 143) 
called plans “histories of the future”. Based on the analysis of Karlskrona’s plan-
ning narratives, I would rather say that the narratives in the comprehensive 
plans are “histories of the present”. For they do not tell much about the future, 
they especially do not account for the uncertainty that is implicit in future de-
velopment. They build mainly on the continuation of existing trends, without 
considering potential problems or opportunities that could arise. In 1991, one 
could for example have still imagined that the political situation in the Baltic 
Countries takes another turn; or that the sudden growth of IT- and telecom 
companies also could experience an equally sudden fall. But the narratives in 
the analysed plans do not integrate those or other potential obstacles. An at-
tempt to integrate even potential competing stories makes narratives more 
convincing, according to Throgmorton (1992). An attentive listener or reader 
would also get some information about the probability of the planning narra-
tives to become true – planners that demonstrate their awareness of the com-
plexity of planning are likely to be more prepared when the initial plan is chal-
lenged.  

Interestingly, the planning narratives in Karlskrona’s comprehensive plan 
explicitly ignore one trend that is rather easy is to project – the development of 
population. All plans contain population projections, but the planning activities 
are all addressed at a much larger number of population – without giving an 
explanation for it. Nonetheless, the plans state to make the development of 
new housing possible to “meet the demand” (as ÖP 2030, 28). This means that 
the narratives do not make a link between the actions they contain and the en-
vironment they say merely to react on. But certainly, population development 
belongs to those issues that the regulations of a comprehensive plan can have 
an effect on, they have the power to create growth, they do not only “accom-
modate” it (Myers and Kitsuse 2000).  

In general, the planning narratives dealt mainly with existing present prob-
lems, not about potential future ones. Taylor (2005, as quoted by Davoudi 
(2012b, 425) certainly suggested that “planning is damned to solve yesterday’s prob-
lems”, since the environment would change so fast. The analysed plans however 
seemed more involved with rationalising and legitimising planning projects that 
were already implemented, decided on, planned for or of a similar kind as exist-
ing projects. Therefore, the planning narratives seem more to be an extension 
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and legitimation of the very recent past, without taking changing environments 
too much into account.  

As argued, this might have to do with the fact that they are adopted at the 
end of the election period. But it also fits to Myers and Kitsuse’s (2000, 223) 
observation that planning has lost its emphasis on the future, that it would not 
be utopian any more. I certainly identified the narrative of the “Baltic meeting 
place” in ÖP 91 as utopian, but argued also that this utopia was very diffuse, 
and that it was especially unclear how one should come close to this utopia. 
The same is true for the vision of sustainable development based on the defini-
tion of “The Natural Step” in ÖP 2030. It is just presented once, but the narra-
tive of “Sustainable Karlskrona” does not create a clear image how a future 
Karlskrona that fulfils the requirements of this definition of sustainability could 
look like, how one could get there – and which obstacles there are on the way. 
So they miss the chance to tell a persuasive story of alternative development 
towards a more desirable state.  

 

The Role of Greater Narratives for the Content of Planning Narratives 

The analysis of the planning narratives came to the result that their content is 
mainly defined by greater narratives, i.e. the time-specific circulating theories of 
urban development. What does this mean? 

I do not want to go as far as Sköldberg (1994) who, as reported in section 
3.2, stated after his analysis of changes in organisations that only narrative con-
ventions and no substantial problems would have influenced these changes. 
The comprehensive plans certainly addressed issues that many experienced as 
substantial, if not existential problems, as lack of housing, access to green areas 
or the preservation of the built heritage. But it could be seen that what makes 
out a problem for planning is not defined by any “objective” problem, and 
there is no “optimal” solution, that came out of a rational, value-free search 
process. There are many issues that a comprehensive plan could cover and 
which planners could work on trying to find a solution for. But if they are not 
part of a narrative in a plan, they do not make sense, which means that they 
practically are not existent. And for one issue, there are many different solu-
tions; traffic congestion could be addressed by extending the road network, 
improving public transport or changes in the land-use structure. Which of these 
solutions will be taken depends on the time- and place-specific legitimate and 
available set of planning narratives. As Flyvbjerg (1998) states, there is no ra-
tional planning, there are only rationalisations. It is the function of narratives to 
rationalise one specific planning action and making other actions unthinkable. 

And as could be shown, it takes quite a while for a new narrative to get ac-
knowledged as legitimate, for each planning narrative serves different interests 
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and has the potential to construct different types of communities. Even the 
narrative of the “Baltic meeting place” which was formulated by the municipal 
policy makers, did not fully inform the comprehensive plan since it did not 
cover the traditional routine of extending industrial areas on the mainland.  

On the other hand, this points out that some planning activities actually do 
not need a narrative that explicitly makes sense of them, as the extension of the 
street network to facilitate interregional transport or the extension of out-of-
town shopping centres, which both are included in ÖP 2030, without being 
closely related to the concept of sustainability – if one does not interpret this 
concept as mainly meaning “sustainable economic growth”. Those activities are 
apparently so widely accepted that they do not even need to be legitimised, at 
least not on the level of a comprehensive plan. One can give different explana-
tions for this: First, one could argue that the narrative of modernist develop-
ment is so much institutionalised in the routines of urban planning, such an 
accepted thing to do among planners, politicians and developers and expected 
from the public, so that some projects are simply taken for granted. Isaksen 
(2006, 112) for example reports that municipal officers for business develop-
ment and urban planners embraced the concept of sustainable development, 
since it focused on “development”, which they defined as their main task to do. 
And apparently, in this context, “development” mainly refers to economic de-
velopment.  

Second, this result underlines that municipal urban planning today is not – 
if it ever was – a coherent, comprehensive activity, where one more strategic 
municipal master plan provides the guiding principles that shall secure the im-
plementation the plan’s objectives in subsequent projects. As Blücher (2006) 
observes, there has been a shift concerning the initiators of planning projects in 
the recent decades, from the public to the private sector, but he remarks also 
that the planning legislation with its two-tier-system of comprehensive plans 
and local development plans still seems to assume that the possibility to initiate 
new developments is in municipal hands. In the whole Western world it is ob-
served that “neoliberal urbanization” is driven more by single, unconnected 
strategic projects of private developers (often supported by public finances) 
than by comprehensive strategic plans (Swyngedouw et al. 2002). This is what 
Fredriksson (2011) calls the “new reality” for municipal planning, where the in-
terests of public agents and private business communities converge in their 
efforts to produce economic growth.  

A third possible explanation is that this is not a new trend, but just a con-
firmation of those critical political economists who have always argued that 
public planning mainly is about the protection of property interests in the dis-
guise of public interest (Healey 1993, 31). This would mean that planning nar-
ratives that are about “public interests” actually stay at the rhetoric level, while 
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planning practice would be driven by non-articulated and therefore even more 
powerful private interests. This would be an interpretation that is very pessimis-
tic concerning the power of planning narratives to bring about change that 
really serves the interests of a broader public. However, the results of my narra-
tive analysis of planning documents do support this explanation.  

Can a Municipal Plan Tell a Sustainable Planning Narrative? 

For all analysed narratives in the four documents can be said to clearly favour 
development and growth, with the exception of the one narrative in Välkommen 
till Karlskrona that bemoaned the loss of former built heritage as the result of 
modernist development. Simultaneously, all these narratives justified the exist-
ing socio-economic and political order. In Välkommen till Karlskrona, it was the 
dominance of the state organs and a strong focus on bringing municipally 
owned land to use. ÖP 91 certainly had this subversive and revolutionary ele-
ment, but its edge is directed more against the dominance of the state interests 
over municipality interests. It still constitutes a powerful role for the municipal-
ity and opens up for the participation of private businesses. karlskrona.se as ar-
gues aims at imposing the values suitable for the extension of the global econ-
omy on local citizens, and my reading of the main planning narrative in ÖP 
2030 that it would convey the values of the present capitalist economy with a 
strong focus on growth. Because of that, I came to the result that in spite of a 
title indicating the opposite, this narrative will not support a transformation to 
a more “Sustainable Karlskrona”.  

I argued that it was a conservative story. This story does not invite to con-
sider changing today’s unsustainable lifestyles and the present norms and in a 
radical way, which according to many (e.g. Delegationen för hållbara städer 
2012; Höjer et al. 2011) would be needed in order to come close to a really sus-
tainable society, while the present way of life continues to harm the world’s 
environmental state. The question is – could one actually expect from a mu-
nicipal comprehensive plan to tell a more radical story that really challenges the 
present way of life of rather wealthy individuals and of the economic system in 
general?  

There are many reasons why this actually would be rather difficult, as many 
writers in planning theory have argued (as Healey 1993; Sandercock 1998b or 
Allmendinger 2002). For the narratives in the comprehensive plans are formu-
lated by municipal policy makers, which either are politicians, who are depend-
ent on their re-election by the constituency, or planners, who are employed by 
politically steered bodies. Politicians aiming at getting re-elected cannot afford 
to affront the electorate; therefore, they cannot allow that the norms compre-
hensive plans convey deviate too far from the mainstream. Planners, even if 
they should see themselves as neutral experts, need to be loyal to their (public) 
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employers. Additionally, policy makers are reliant on the development industry 
for the implementation of their plans (Allmendinger 2002, 23-29), if they are 
not already identical with property owners (as it seems to be common in the US 
according to Molotch 1976). So the probability of municipal planning to ex-
press values that challenge the existing economic and political system is rather 
low. This shall not mean that there is no hope for more (environmentally) sus-
tainable narratives to be told; it’s just that one cannot expect municipal plan-
ners to come up with them in their official plans.  

Proponents for communicative planning approaches therefore argue for 
the need to create open arenas where many different stories are told and care-
fully listened to that challenge the hegemonic stories of development (Healey 
1997; Sandercock 1998a,b, 2003; Throgmorton 2003; Eckstein 2003; 
Beauregard 2003). But while many municipal planners would like to organise 
planning processes that are shaped by the principles of communicative plan-
ning (Sager 2009), the above mentioned constraints and additionally the con-
temporary trend towards more efficiency in planning (see section 2.2) make 
more communicative elements unlikely to be included in municipal planning 
processes, at least in the Swedish planning practice within the near future.  

But the example of the transformation of Karlskrona also shows that a 
dominant narrative of development can be challenged, that new values and new 
kinds of knowledge can find entrance into the planning practice, and that both 
changing greater narratives, alterations in the environment and local agency, as 
the activities of local civic associations, can be made responsible for that. It is 
up to the civic society to formulate new and different stories for development.  

Which characteristics should these stories have? Which kind of story would 
be preferable? While I already argued for narratives that take the form of a pro-
ject place identity, I do not think that there is genre that would be the most 
suitable one. Each of the genres and the worldviews that according to White 
(1978) they have an affinity with express different aspects which can be needed 
to stimulate a rethinking of the present way of life and dominant values. There 
can’t be only one story of sustainable development; there need to be many that 
challenge each other.  

The comedy with its organicist view has the advantage that it highlights 
how everything is interconnected and interdependent, which could underline 
that environmentally sustainable living is not necessarily a question of big 
deeds, but of the everyday routines. On the other side, a classical comedy that 
ends in harmony would pretend that all conflicts could be solved in the end, 
and it can be questioned if all interests, also economic and social, can be satis-
fied in an environmentally sustainable society. A romance with a quest for 
meaning, or a story of rebirth lies close at hands as genre for a story that shows 
a way “back to nature”. But the question is if that is a possible way – in the 
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industrialised world, lifestyles are already too far from nature, and for many, 
that would involve too many limitations which would deter people from listen-
ing. A romance also is often focused on a hero – but who should play that role? 
Who could say which way has to be taken?  

The tragedy, often implying a mechanistic view onto the world, might be 
useful for explaining how emissions on one place can affect the environment of 
a place on the other side of the globe in a negative way. On the other hand, 
such a story might support the belief that nature is something human beings 
can operate like a machine – the very same belief that caused the problematic 
situation we have right now. Also a satire on sustainable development can give 
valuable insights, as when it lays open the incongruity between the claimed 
contribution of a project to sustainability and its real effects.  

But, again, the problem persists that there needs to be an arena where peo-
ple tell and listen to each other’s stories… 
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Appendix – Illustrations and Maps 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 11 Cover of Välkommen till Karls-
krona, Finn Thofte Förlag 1980 

Figure 10 Cover of Översiktsplan 91, 
Karlskrona kommun 1991 

Figure 12 Cover of karlskrona.se, 
Karlskrona kommun 2002 

Figure 13 Cover of Översiktsplan 2030, 
Karlskrona kommun 2003 
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Figure 14 Graphical representation of the Vision for ÖP 2030.  

Figure 15 Places that are a part of the “Great narrative” of Karlskrona 

Source: Karlskrona kommun. 2010. Översiktsplan 2030, p. 17 

Source: Karlskrona kommun. 2010. 
Översiktsplan 2030, p. 44 
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Figure 17 Map over Blekinge County and its municipalities 

Figure 16 Map over Sweden 

Data: © Lantmäteriet i2012/1086;  
cartographer: J. Andersén 

Data: © Lantmäteriet i2012/1086; 
cartographer: J. Andersén 
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Figure 19 Map over central Karlskrona  

Data: © Lantmäteriet i2012/1086;   
cartographer: J. Andersén 

Data: © Lantmäteriet i2012/1086;  
cartographer: J. Andersén 

Figure 18 Map over Karlskrona municipality 
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The aim of this thesis is to understand how a 

repertoire of municipal planning narratives evol-

ved and how these were used as a means to ex-

plain, legitimise and produce change in a city 

that went through a process of urban transfor-

mation. The focus is set on the role of narratives 

in municipal plans as a mental preparation for 

change. In order to reach this aim, a framework 

for narrative analysis is developed that shall 

facilitate a critical reading of such municipal 
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how place and community are constructed. This 

framework is used to interpret four documents 
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In short, the narrative analysis consists of four 

different ways of reading each respective docu-

ment. First, more or less coherent narratives are 

identified in the texts. Second, they are analysed 

with respect to their literary and rhetoric form, 

in a way that is inspired by historian and literary 

theorist Hayden White. A third reading places 

the documents’ narratives into their historical 

context. Finally, they are classified as certain 

narratives of place identity on the basis of a ty-

pology developed by sociologist Manuel Cas-
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out of available resources. 

Based on these readings, I find that the four do-
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express various moral and political perspectives 

and convey clearly distinct social norms regar-

ding the role of inhabitants and the municipality. 

Over the decades, there has been a clear shift 

of expressed values from those that support a 

leading role of the (local) state in fostering lo-

cal development to those that highlight the im-

portance of market actors and market forces. A 

similar change has occurred from the pronun-

ciation of state responsibility for the inhabitant’s 

well-being to a greater focus on individual re-

sponsibility. This confirms the notion that mu-

nicipal planning is increasingly influenced by 

ideas of neoliberal development. It could also be 

observed that storytelling and a purposeful nar-

rative construction of place identity have beco-

me more prominent as instruments of planning. 

Planning narratives were clearly used to explain 

and legitimise shifts or persistence in municipal 

policymaking. Due to this it can be concluded 

that in the eyes of local policy makers, the muni-

cipality seems to have gone through a complete 

process of urban transformation from being in a 

state of decline to one of stabilised growth. 
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