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�e Swedish national board of housing, building, and planning (Boverket, 
2021) states that people living in a place should be able to feel pride and 
belonging. �ey articulate that as society progresses, it is also important 
to create conditions for preservation since it is a crucial part of building a 
sustainable society, as the existing environment represents already used re-
sources and tells stories about our past. �erefore, they states, a building, 
place, or neighborhood cannot be carefully shaped without being seen in 
its context. �e formulations are subjective, and so is the interpretation 
of them. In this thesis, I argue that the development around Skeppsbron  
In this thesis, I argue that the development around Skeppsbron does not 
meet the sustainability requirements desirable in an resilient city. O�ce 
hotels, hotels, and condominiums built with an architectural language 
that communicates symbolic capital and shiny surfaces.
	 Architecture professor Helena Mattson (2004) writes in her book  
Arkitektur och konsumtion (Architecture and consumption) about how 
consumption has attained the highest status in society and how this is 
re�ected in architecture today by shifting the architect�s role from produ-
cer to consumer to in�uence the aesthetic quality of buildings (Mattson, 
2004). Mattson also suggests that after WW II, in the era of late capita-
lism and beyond, everything is de�ned by the changes brought about by 
technology and science. In these rapid changes, something she calls the 
aesthetics of interchangeability is formed. �e aesthetics of interchang-
eability is a direct result of consumer society. It is widely accepted today 
that production, especially of buildings, and consumption are among the 
biggest causes of our collective environmental crisis. In direct opposition 
to the aesthetics of interchangeability stands our already built environme-
nt and the architect�s role is to manage it instead of producing new buil-
dings according to the logic of consumer society. Visions for a sustainable 
future city often consist of grand ideas that require signi�cant resources, 
and our buildings and urban infrastructure are too tightly bound to 
modes of unchecked free-market growth (Bauman et al., 2018). However, 
architecture has a tricky relationship with capitalism and the free market 
since it depends on them. Nevertheless, the discussion needs to shift from 
pitching new ideas to a more adaptable approach to our common pro-
blems, which can be termed as a resilient attitude. Resilience has evolved 
from being a radical concept focused on ecology and self-su�ciency to a 
broader perspective concerning the right to the city and empowerment 
(Bauman et al., 2018). Fundamentally, it�s about creating a resilient and 
adaptable society, as opposed to eternal growth and development. Our 
built environment and heritage play a crucial role in this because, with the 
right approach, it can demonstrate how we can adapt to the built environ-
ment instead of conquering it. But to keep up with the transition, we 
need to reassess our view of what is considered valuable or not, scrutinize 
the small details and changes that have signi�cant e�ects but minimal im-
pact. We need to move away from the aesthetics of interchangeability and 
towards an architecture built on the consideration of collective memory, 
adaptation, and post-occupancy.
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Development of Masthuggskajen, February 2024.
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Gothenburg has evolved from a shipyard and industrial city to focu-
sing on the knowledge and event sectors. �is is manifested in the built 
environment along Skeppsbron and Masthuggskajen through invento-
ries in hotels and o�ce buildings. �e built environment re�ects a city�s 
attitudes and values; demolishing in favor of new construction signals 
that development always leads to something positive. It�s di�cult to argue 
against growth because the consequences are unpredictable, and undisclo-
sed conditions can only be predicted by the future. In this void, between 
the past and development, Skeppsbron 4 has become stuck. Preserving 
and reevaluating the city�s old environments has the potential to create an 
attitude that promotes social growth rather than economic growth, as the 
buildings is already invested capital, the social or cultural investment can 
be greater. �erefore, Skeppsbron 4 is an excellent study subject to investi-
gate the role and value a deteriorated building with a rich history can have 
in an area undergoing development into a location with o�ces and hotels.
	 Architecture professor Jill Stoner writes in the book Toward a 
Minor Architecture (2012) about how architecture is built upon �langu-
ages of masters,� noting that in the past, the masters were monarchs and 
rulers, whereas nowadays it�s largely the large-scale building industry. 
Stoner argues that what she refers to as major architecture is a product 
of a culture dominated by symbolic capital, originating from the top of 
the economic power structure. �e construction around Skeppsbron and 
Masthuggskajen, according to Stoner�s perspective, is driven by abstract 
economic forces governed by the free market and can be de�ned as major 
architecture. On the other hand, Stoner contends that minor architecture 
is mobilized from below. It is architecture that does not aspire to symboli-
ze power or capital and does not generate any excess. �is thesis interpre-
tation of minor architecture is the architecture we don�t always de�ne as 
architecture, the immaterial space that varies in value depending on who 
visits it. Minor architecture relies on minor resources and is about creating 
places within the already built environment, unlike major architecture 
with a pro�t agenda (Stoner, 2012). It�s important to bring up becau-
se, one could say that this thesis work at Skeppsbron 4 falls under the 
de�nition of minor architecture. �e building has been neglected, and its 
soul and existence are constantly threatened by pro�t-driven neoliberal 
architecture. Just as there�s a sense of loss when old buildings are demolis-
hed, there�s also a feeling of alienation when o�ces and hotels are built as 
large complexes in the city, as these are spaces that can only be visited by 
paying guests. Minor architecture, in this thesis view, is about providing 
the city with public spaces that residents can make their own, where the 
architectural language is an assemblage of layers of use. Skeppsbron 4, ac-
cording to this thesis, is worth developing in that direction, and the work 
with existing buildings and places should not be seen as less important 
just because it doesn�t necessarily generate economic growth or new form. 
Developing Skeppsbron 4 into a public space and embracing its unique 
aesthetic in relation to the surrounding new constructions is an approach 
that goes against the logic of eternal growth and, therefore, this thesis be-
lieve it is an important feature in the area, as the building has the potenti-
al to signal a more sustainable attitude towards growth and resources.
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Higab, the building�s property manager, is a municipal company tasked 
by the city with managing and developing Gothenburg�s cultural heri-
tage sites, as well as providing local, independent cultural activities with 
low-cost venues. �e background to the establishment of Higab was 
the clearance of an entire block in central Gothenburg, the Nordstaden 
district, in the late 1960s to make way for a 60,000 square meter shop-
ping center, Nordstan. �e blocks on which the shopping center was 
built were considered dilapidated, and political decisions were made to 
demolish eight entire blocks (Fritz, 1997) to create space for commerce 
and modern ideals. Many craftsmen and artists had their workshops and 
studios in the demolished blocks, which is why Higab was founded by 
the municipality as a company to provide new premises for everyone 
who had lost their workplace. Today, the demolition of the old blocks is 
considered catastrophic by many, and the view on clearance has changed 
to seeing built environments as a valuable resource. However, economic 
calculations, driven by business interests, continue to largely govern urban 
development because they are measurable values. At the same time as 
Nordstan was completed, in the late 1970s, the industrial boom that Go-
thenburg had experienced since WW II came to an end. �e shipyards, 
which were Gothenburg�s major employers along the river, closed down 
because it was cheaper to manufacture ships in countries like Portugal and 
Korea, leaving many people unemployed. At the same time, Gothenburg 
began to adapt to a globalized economy where the city�s competitiveness 
needed to be strengthened. �e transition from a port and industrial city 
to a knowledge and events city began, and exclusive o�ce and residential 
quarters started to be built along the river (Despotovic & �örn, 2015). 
Skeppsbron 4, originally built for o�ces, housed many di�erent compa-
nies from the shipping industry during its heyday.

Demolition of Nordstaden
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To understand the development of the area around Skeppsbron 4, we 
must also understand the in�uence of neoliberalism on the development 
of the built environment. Neoliberalism cannot be de�ned as an absolute 
ideology, but can rather be seen as an engine driven by capitalist princip-
les of continuous growth and accumulation of capital. �e basic premi-
se of neoliberalism can be described as less state control and more free 
market, meaning that the free market is considered the most e�cient way 
to redistribute not only �nancial but also social resources. �is is manife-
sted in the logic of debt (Bose & Self, 2014), and can be seen as symbolic 
capital invested in exploitation projects with the aim of generating pro�t.
Architecture as a discipline in itself is not in a position of power to 
control the free market, but as the authors of the book Real Estates: 
Life Without Debt (2014) express, architecture is not afraid to confront 
the instruments of neoliberalism in order to overthrow them. �e most 
logical approach in relation to the ideology of neoliberalism and growth 
would have been to luxury renovate Skeppsbron 4 with borrowed capi-
tal and rent it out to capital-strong companies or alternatively convert it 
into condominiums overlooking the river, what Stoner (2012) referred 
to as major architecture. Since this thesis does not want to adhere to that 
logic, but rather to immeasurable values ​​inherent in the existing cha-
racter that Skeppsbron 4 possesses, it is also important to present that 
there are no absolute values ​​and that what is considered valuable to an 
economist is not always what is worth from the architect�s perspective. 
One person�s patina is another person�s dirt. �is contradiction, which 
this thesis encounters, despite the fact that the building is not currently 
under threat of demolition, is a problem. Architecture that is based on an 
idea of societal improvement can, through representational means such as 
drawings and renderings, depict a dream of a world that has not yet been 
built and through the visual convey a feeling or a vision, thereby sparking 
debate about how society can become better for everyone. Architecture 
that motivates a developer is architecture that has already proven to yield 
pro�t, which Mattson (2004) would argue falls within the category of the 
aesthetics of interchangeability, as it is understandable from a commercial 
perspective rather than an architect�s dream of the poetry of a space.
But how do you justify value, other than the principle of a commodity�s 
or a building�s economic value? Reaching an agreement between growth 
and intangible values in economic means is di�cult when di�erent disci-
plines invoke di�erent orders of value. 
	 �e sociologist Luc Boltanski and the economist Laurent �Øve-
not present a theory of value systems and contradictions in the in�uential 
sociological book On Justi�cation, Economies of Worth (2006). Drawing 
on previous sociologists and political thinkers, including Émile Durk-
heim�s (1858-1917) theories of human community and collective reality, 
they attempt to provide a framework for the moral structure that justi�es 
people�s convictions and principles of valuation.
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�ey argue that at the top of the value hierarchy is what the authors refer 
to as the common good, a principle that can be seen as universalist (Bol-
tanski & �Øvenot, 2006). �ey suggest that in the economic market, ba-
sed on the fundamental principles of liberalism�s �gurehead Adam Smith 
(1723-1790), competition and economic value hold a higher place in the 
hierarchy than what they call the principle of the common good, which 
can be summarized as utilitarian normative ethics. Assuming that the 
norm, the set of constant values that govern the development of the area 
around Skeppsbron, is based on market norms and economists� ontology, 
what is valued most highly is what is worth the most money. According to 
Higab, Skeppsbron 4 has a maintenance de�cit of 70 million SEK, which 
is a challenge as their mission is to provide cultural actors with relatively 
cheap rents compared to the market. Higab�s mission would fall under the 
value principle that Boltanski and �Øvenot advocate in their book, which 
is summarized brie�y by human community, the common good, and the 
philosopher John Rawls�s (1949-2002) di�erence principle, which states 
that economic and social injustices should be to the greatest bene�t of the 
least advantaged individuals in society. So, in summary, the focus of the 
work on Skeppsbron 4 revolves around the value systems of three actors: 
the market, the property owner, and the architect. Together, they must 
justify their motivations for what is considered valuable in the continued 
development of Skeppsbron. Currently, since Higab does not know how 
to tackle their value principle in providing cultural actors with cheap rents 
for the greater good of the city, one can see that market norms are slowly 
guiding the development of the area while Skeppsbron 4 remains protec-
ted for now. �is obviously complicates the architect�s role in justifying 
a value other than the inherent quality the building possesses in terms of 
its historical layers, collective memory, and potential public use, which, 
according to Boltanski and �Øvenot, ranks higher in their value system 
than the economic value the building can generate in the short term due 
to its development potential and central location. 
However, the philosopher Michel Foucault (1926-1984) argues that 
architecture in itself cannot produce freedom and any higher moral value 
for those who need it most. In an interview about his text Space, Know-
ledge & Power published in Skyline (1982), exempli�es Foucault this 
through Jean-Baptise Godin�s Familistere (1859), where the moral inten-
tion of the architecture was to provide freedom and a better life for the 
workers who lived there. Yet, Foucault continues, no one could leave or 
enter the place without being seen by everyone from the balconies over-
looking the large courtyard. �us, Familistere�s architecture could just as 
easily be oppressive if the intention was to monitor people. �e architect�s 
value principles and good intentions can therefore easily be turned into 
something entirely di�erent if the property owner, developer, and market 
do not share the same value system. 
How should then the architect�s intentions and value principles be justi-
�ed in relation to market forces? �e principle of the common good can 
be applied to Skeppsbron 4, as preservation and low intervention trans-
formation as a design strategy intend to open up the building to a public 
destination. 



16Current state Skeppsbron 4, February 2024.
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But if we assume that architecture can be an autonomous discipline, whe-
re intentions and interaction with relevant actors are disconnected, archi-
tecture itself has an inherent value that can still be linked to the principle 
of the common good. To describe this, we can turn to the philosopher 
Gaston Bachelard�s work �e Poetics of Space from 1958 (2014). Bache-
lard argues that spatial value is primarily created by people�s experiences 
and fantasies and not as a consequence of a building�s actual design. �e 
value of space occurs in a kind of poetic process that involves a variety of 
sensory perceptions that together create our experience of the space. If we 
view these sensory perceptions and material memories as a foundation of 
human experience, something to gather around and relate to, then even 
the inherent value in architecture, according to Boltanski and �Øvenot, 
is valued higher than the free market�s pro�t calculation. Furthermore, 
it can be argued that Bachelard�s thoughts on experiences and the perce-
ived space are more likely to be met when retaining a building�s original 
character and as many layers of history as possible, as it would presumably 
create sensations for a larger portion of people since the collective memo-
ry of the place has had more time to develop. 
	 In the book Urban Memory: History and Amnesia in the Mo-
dern City (2005), architecture historian Mark Crinson describes the 
connection between collective memory and the city as a physical collec-
tion and landscape of practices and objects that embody the past and 
present through traces of a city�s building and rebuilding. He refers to the 
sociologist Maurice Halbwachs (1877-1945) and his theories on collective 
memory as a binding force among people, where physical places act as 
common reference points, which Halbwachs referred to as collective spati-
ality. Halbwachs argued that history was a rationalized version of the past, 
while memory was intimately linked to collective experience (Crinson, 
2005). Architect Aldo Rossi (1932-1997) expanded on Halbwachs� theo-
ries of collective memory in his book �e Architecture of the City (1966), 
which was written as a counterargument to the modernist development of 
European cities after WW II. Rossi argued that a city remembers through 
its buildings and that the preservation of older buildings and their cha-
racter is preserving human memories stored in our minds. Identity, Rossi 
believed, is the sum of all traces in the city, and an identity crisis occurs 
when the city loses its buildings in favor of development, leading to a loss 
of memory and identity crisis (Crinson, 2005). 
	 If we go back to Boltanski�s and �Øvenot�s theory of the prin-
ciple of the common good as the highest value when it comes to holding 
groups and society together in a way that bene�ts the majority of people 
and connect it with architecture, collective memory, and urban deve-
lopment, one could argue that an architectural style, when it comes to 
reprogramming existing buildings, should work to preserve the details 
that embody the building�s previous use to the greatest extent possible and 
highlight the human experience that exists in the traces of time. In this 
way, the architectural ambition becomes to create value for as diversi�ed a 
group of people as possible, not necessarily the most capital-rich indivi-
duals or companies. �us, it�s more about an approach to inclusion and 
about sparking imagination and memories, rather than solely romantic 
aesthetics and nostalgia.
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�e identity value of architecture can be described as the collective 
memory of the city�s inhabitants. Architecture and art historian Mark 
Crinson characterizes the city�s collective memory as a physical landscape 
that embodies the past and present through traces of the city�s construc-
tion and reconstruction. Crinson argues that the city remembers through 
its buildings, and the preservation of older structures is a way to safeguard 
memories in the human consciousness, where we project our identity 
through cultural, political, and social events in the city (Crinson, 2005). 
Identity value is, therefore, the characteristics of an environment that 
create a sense of identi�cation and connection, entirely subjective and 
independent of other properties than an individual�s personal relationship 
to a place or building. It can be stated, however, that the longer a building 
stands, the more identity value it acquires as more people are exposed to 
it. It is challenging to formulate clear arguments for identity value, as is 
the case for many other intangible values, but researcher Axel Unnerbäck 
formulates it as people�s feelings of being deprived of something of per-
sonal value when demolitions or other changes occur in their perception 
of the city (Unnerbäck, 2003). Skeppsbron 4 is not currently threatened 
by demolition, but the consideration of identity value is important in the 
development of the building, as it has become a part of the inhabitants� 
collective memory.
	 �e term social value refers, similar to identity value, to the 
meaning a place holds for groups or individuals but focuses more on 
the events that have taken place or are taking place at the place or in the 
building (Bond & Worthing, 2016). �e events that have unfolded at 
the location throughout history shape the identity of the place and are 
perceived as identity-building for its users. In the development of a place 
or building, social value is important to consider regarding what it can 
contribute to society in terms of function; for example, it may serve an 
educational purpose or have a community-strengthening e�ect. �erefo-
re, it is crucial to investigate whether the various historical events at the 
location have social value and, in the development into a public space, to 
assess the social values it can generate.

In this thesis, it is essential that no value takes precedence over another. 
�e aim is to remain open to all values and constantly reevaluate in order 
to make the most informed choices in the transformation of the building. 
It�s not necessarily about creating something new, but rather immersing 
oneself in the discourse of the subject, and engaging with, interpreting, 
and developing what has already been formulated. �e values should be 
seen as guides and as an approach or method in the selection process. 
Working with existing buildings largely involves reevaluating and making 
choices, and it is crucial to incorporate values into details such as surface 
�nishes and simultaneously consider values in a broader societal context. 
�e architectural value of Skeppsbron 4 has already been manifested in 
the building being listed and protected from demolition. However, the 
function and management of the other values have not been de�ned or 
addressed.
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Architecture and design collective Uglycute were early in chal-
lenging the concept of taste and beauty ideals. �ey elevated 
materials traditionally deemed low-status, such as particle 
board, by giving them a chance and placing them in a new 
context. Above is an image from the Djurgårdsbrunn project 
(2002) where the collective worked with inexpensive materials 
in contrast to an inn from the mid-1700s.

Jorge Otero-Pailos� project �e Ethics of Dust (2008) explores 
the distinction between patina and dirt, inspired by John Ru-
skin�s thoughts on dust as a register of time. In an abandoned 
factory, Otero-Pailos employed a latex cleaning technique 
used in preservation to remove dirt from buildings. �e dirty 
latex sheets were then hung on a metal frame. �e project 
sheds light on the building�s history in an alternative way 
while challenging the concept of heritage and value.
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Use �neglect� to expose value? Rendering from OMA�s 
Hermitage project (2005) illustrate the approach of making 
small changes to highlight the building�s alternative values by 
renewing the context and spatial organization rather than the 
form.

In OMA�s work on the Hermitage, they focused on examining the 
existing condition of the building and proposed new spatial organiza-
tion rather than new form, giving renewed value to each element. �ey 
describe their project as a non-project where their role as architects takes 
on more of a curatorial or intellectual comprehensive approach (OMA, 
2005). �e project aimed to �nd an approach to the palace�s character 
and present its entire history, including aspects traditionally overloo-
ked, not just the canonized values like classical architectural elements or 
stories of noble families. �eir task was to �nd small discreet changes that 
improved the Hermitage�s function rather than imposing major altera-
tions. �is thesis see this approach as a new way of thinking that speaks 
to how architects no longer necessarily need to introduce large changes to 
achieve signi�cant impact, which also aligns with this thesis approach to 
the development of Skeppsbron 4. It is not about creating something new, 
the structure and forms are already available. Instead, it�s about relating to 
the existing structure and identifying cultural and aesthetic values through 
supplementation and value based design. �erefore, it�s not about altering 
the building but rather changing how the building is perceived. John Ru-
skin also argued that it was justi�ed to change and replace large parts of a 
building�s material as long as the original form was recognizable (Cairns 
& Jacobs, 2014). In the case of Skeppsbron 4, this thesis believe it�s more 
justi�ed to work on enhancing the existing by reshaping the visitor�s ex-
perience of the building through small changes devised after inventorying 
and evaluating the di�erent values of the elements and stories embedded 
in the building. 
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