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DANGEROUS YOUTH

	 Spatial Determinism and 
	 the Rejection of Modernist Mass 
	 Housing in 1970s Denmark

Beers and concrete constitute everyday life for the young peo-
ple in Gellerupplanen. It is this conglomerate of human silos, 
on the periphery of Aarhus that, according to a new report, was 
built for the building industry rather than the residents. Teen-
agers turn to alcohol in order to endure the monotony of living 
amidst concrete giants.1

These words stem from a sensationalist article published by the 
Danish tabloid newspaper Ekstra Bladet in January 1974. Entitled 
“Unge drikker for at klare sig i betonslum” (Young people are 
drinking to cope with life in the concrete slum), the article reported 
widespread alcoholism among children and young people living on 
the mass housing estate Gellerupplanen (Gellerup Plan, 1967–72), 
which had been built only a few years earlier on the western periph-
ery of the Danish city of Aarhus. In the article, Ekstra Bladet not 
only condemned Gellerupplanen as a place of social decline, but 
the newspaper specifically blamed the spatial environment of the 
estate, and the matter of concrete in particular, as the primary cause 
of the youth problems it identified. By linking modernist architecture 
to juvenile alcoholism, the newspaper identified Gellerupplanen as 
a place of ultimate resignation. The feeling of hopelessness among 
young people had ostensibly reached a level where violent oppo-
sition was no longer seen as a viable solution. Only alcohol could 
soothe the pain.

In contrast, Gellerupplanen had, only four years earlier, been 
awarded the title of “the prettiest city of the year” by another Dan-
ish tabloid newspaper, BT. 2 Here, the estate had been praised for 
its multi-faceted and diverse environment, and the way in which 
it brought people of various generations together in a strong and 
affluent local community. From this perspective, Gellerupplanen 
materialized the architectural visions for family life in the emerging 
Danish welfare state.3 As private and volunteer organizations were 
increasingly, from the late interwar years onwards, replaced by the 
state as the main distributor of child welfare, family policy gradu-
ally developed into a cornerstone of the Danish welfare model.4 In 
many ways, the aim to regulate and facilitate family life became 
key objectives in the planning and design of modernist mass hous-
ing estates. With playgrounds, youth clubs, and a broad range of 
public institutions for child welfare, including nurseries, kindergar-
tens, and elementary schools, Danish mass housing estates were 
designed to offer socially and spatially child-friendly environments 
and prepare a new generation for life in the Danish welfare society.5 
Mass housing, in other words, was not only supposed to house the 
future generations of the Danish welfare society but also to facili-
tate happy and healthy childhoods and hence the development of 
thriving citizens. Already by 1974, however, Gellerupplanen was no 
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Ekstra Bladet’s article from 1974 portrayed 
a group of children on a concrete deck in 
Gellerupplanen. The image was in black and 
white to emphasize the dismal atmosphere 
of the housing estate.

Brochure for the modernist mass housing 
estate Gellerupplanen from 1972. The housing 
estate was built on the western periphery 
of Aarhus between 1967 and 1972. Envisioned 
as an urban totality, it comprised—in addition 
to housing—a shopping center, a church, 
schools, and kindergartens as well as several 
cultural amenities including a swimming bath, 
a library, football fields and a tennis court. 
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longer portrayed as a place of well-being in the public discourse. 
As was the case in many other Northern and Western European 
countries, the public image of Danish modernist mass housing 
changed drastically in the 1970s.6 This change happened swiftly 
and was entrenched through a broad range of different channels. 
From architectural debates and social science research to fiction, 
music, and the mass media, contemporary observers now criticized 
the spatial environment of modernist housing estates and ques-
tioned the livability of these places. As the case of Gellerupplanen 
suggests, this discursive shift in a Danish context entailed—and 
was preconditioned by—new representations of the relationship 
between mass housing estates and the well-being of children 
and young people. As negative representations of mass housing 
started to proliferate, one strand of criticism specifically addressed 
the relationship between mass housing and contemporary prob-
lems of juvenile delinquency and violence. Suddenly, modernist 
mass housing estates were depicted as breeding grounds of an 
unhealthy and even dangerous youth culture that posed a signifi-
cant threat to the social order of the Danish welfare society.

Historically and today, the Danish welfare society has been 
organized around different citizen categories such as the con-
sumer, the patient, the immigrant, the worker, and the unemployed 
person.7 In various historical contexts, actors including politicians, 
unions, intellectuals, and professionals have mobilized such cate-
gories to either legitimize or challenge the social order of the wel-
fare society. While some citizen categories have functioned as role 
models for the pursuit of individual happiness and social prosperity 
more generally, others have represented danger and threats to the 
welfare state. In this context, modernist mass housing estates have 
worked as more than just architectural expressions of welfare poli-
tics. After their construction, they have continued to exert influence 
and work as laboratories for broader negotiations of the Danish 
welfare city’s social order and its citizen categories. 

Thus, this chapter explores the public rejection of Danish mass 
housing through the lens of one particular citizen category: that 
of “the dangerous youth.” In many ways, the category of “the dan-
gerous youth” was modeled on its relationship with architecture 
and urban space. It emerged in the immediate postwar years, yet 
in the 1970s it specifically became linked to the public rejection of 
modernist mass housing. On the one hand, “the dangerous youth” 
became instrumental in the rejection of mass housing estates in 
public opinion. On the other hand, mass housing estates became 
formative in the reappraisal of “the dangerous youth” in popular 
imagination. This dialectical relationship hints at how Nordic wel-
fare architecture became shaped not only within the realm of plan-
ning and design but also through popular representations in the 
mass media and popular culture. 

THE EMERGENCE OF THE DANGEROUS YOUTH 

In the immediate postwar years, “the youth question” occupied 
a prominent position in public debates in Denmark. In 1945, Ung-
domskommissionen (Youth Commission) was created by the Dan-
ish government to improve social conditions and opportunities 
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of young people, and in the course of the following seven years, 
the committee surveyed the general living conditions and behav-
ioral patterns of young people in both rural and urban Denmark.8 
This resulted in several reports focusing on topics such as leisure, 
social problems, education and residential patterns, which became 
formative in the development of Danish youth policy in the subse-
quent decades. Arguably, the work of the committee reflects the 
emergence of “the youth” as a distinct citizen category in Danish 
society. Besides putting the political and social rights of young 
people on the political agenda, the creation of the committee 
points to a wider public interest in the youth as a social and cul-
tural phenomenon. With the massive increase in societal affluence 
in the 1950s and 1960s, this interest accelerated even further and 
led to an increasing individuation of the family into new consum-
ing subjects and the construction of a new kind of citizen, “the 
citizen-consumer.” 9 As the term “teenager” gradually took hold in 
the public discourse, young people became a new and powerful 
consumer group absorbing many new types of goods and cultural 
products, especially from North America.10 

Indubitably, “the youth” was a contested social category in 
postwar Danish society. While the Youth Commission refrained 
from adopting a moralizing view on the behavior of young peo-
ple and instead pursued a more pragmatic approach drawing on 
psychological knowledge, more critical voices also populated the 
debate. In the wider public, the youth spurred concern, fear, and 
fascination. These emotions were particularly elicited by the notion 
of the dangerous youth that, in addition to the committee’s work, 
found expression in various novels and films.11 Initially, the cate-
gory had been used to define booming crime rates among young 
urbanites during the lawless last phase of the Nazi occupation, i.e., 
1944–45. In the postwar years, the category quickly expanded and 
became coupled with representations of new, problematic youth 
groups including “rockers” and “leather jackets” who embraced 
various cultural tendencies from the USA.12 In this way, “the dan-
gerous youth” emerged as a way of critiquing various aspects of 
contemporary Danish society. From a conservative standpoint, the 
dangerous youth was dangerous because it represented a break 
with traditional cultural values and, ultimately, the dissolution of 
the family. From another angle, as the work of the Youth Commis-
sion illustrates, this category also served as a prism to critique and 
thereby improve the social conditions and welfare of young people 
in the early postwar years. 

Both in the work of the Youth Commission and in the popular 
imagination, the notion of the dangerous youth was from the outset 
intimately connected to urban culture. In the 1940s and 1950s, “the 
dangerous youth” was predominantly located on street corners and 
in the bars and coffee shops of Copenhagen, where the amuse-
ment districts around the central station in particular constituted an 
arena for this troubled generation. Thus, two of the commission’s 
reports specifically addressed the unhealthy impact that urban 
life could have on young people.13 In this context, newcomers—
and particularly those who had moved to Copenhagen from the 
countryside or villages—were seen as vulnerable to the dangers 
and temptations of the urban environment. The perceived effects 
of the big city were highly gendered; while young men were drawn 
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The official posters for the movies Farlig 
Ungdom (Dangerous youth) from 1953 and 
Bundfald (Sediment) from 1957. Both films 
starred popular Danish actors Ib Mossin and 
Birgitte Price as representatives of the social 
and moral downfall caused by the urban 
environment of Copenhagen’s inner city.

As this article from Ekstra Bladet from 1976 
illustrates, the 1970s witnessed a shift in the 
imagined geography of urban violence.
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into organized crime and violence, young women were invited to 
indulge in a promiscuous lifestyle that ultimately resulted in pros-
titution. This narrative was also reproduced through popular films 
including Farlig Ungdom (Dangerous youth) from 1953 and Bund-
fald (Sediment) from 1957, and novels including conservative jour-
nalist Kate Fleron’s Afsporet Ungdom (Derailed youth) from 1942. 
All portrayed the multiple temptations of the big city that corrupted 
young people into a life of prostitution, alcoholism, and violence.14 
In these depictions, the big city was more than an arena of trou-
bled behavior: it actively contributed to the social downfall of a 
new generation.

NEW IMAGINED GEOGRAPHIES 
OF YOUTH AND VIOLENCE

While Copenhagen’s inner-city constituted the main spatial setting 
for the dangerous youth in the early postwar years, popular repre-
sentations increasingly linked this troubled group to the concrete 
suburbs from the early 1970s onward. This move coalesced with 
a broader shift in the imagined geography of urban violence. In 
an article entitled “Vold og terror hærger forstæderne” (Violence 
and terror ravage the suburbs) from 1976, Ekstra Bladet specifi-
cally pointed to such a shift in contemporary urban Denmark. The 
article argued that “the scene of street violence has moved from 
the old, traditional places around Nyhavn and Vesterbro to the new 
dormitory towns outside the big city.” 15 Besides housing the urban 
working class, the districts of Nyhavn and Vesterbro were places of 
amusement, drinking, and thus temptation. In contrast, not much 
amusement was ascribed to the social and spatial environment of 
Danish modernist mass housing in the 1970s. Rather, these places 
were depicted through emotional values such as boredom, lone-
liness, and fear, and were specifically criticized for their lack of 
social facilities.16 In this sense, the Ekstra Bladet article not only 
identified a shift in the imagined geography of urban violence, but it 
also alluded to a shift in the imagined cause of this violence. While 
urban violence in the inner city had been rooted in the temptations 
of the big city, the violent behavior in the concrete suburbs osten-
sibly originated from a feeling of alienation.

Two years later, the left-wing newspaper Information linked 
this shift to contemporary problems of juvenile delinquency. In 
a series of three articles, the newspaper sought to explain the 
destructive behavior of certain youth groups in modernist hous-
ing estates, consulting both local police forces and criminologist 
Flemming Balvig.17 The articles focused mainly on the housing 
areas Albertslund Syd (1963–68) and Ishøjplanen (1970–73), both 
located in the western and southern suburbs of Copenhagen, but 
they also addressed the links between criminal behavior and mod-
ernist housing estates more generally. The first article, the title of 
which translates to “vandalism and violence in the concrete city,” 
addressed the contemporary increase in vandalism, burglary and 
violence committed by the so-called “rockers” or “leather jack-
ets” on the urban periphery.18 This was followed by an interview 
with criminologist Flemming Balvig19 who reflected upon the 
linkages between these behavioral patterns and the spatial and 
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social structure of suburban housing developments.20 In contrast 
to traditional provincial towns, he argued, the concrete suburbs 
did not offer many possibilities for diversion for the young people 
living there. The combination of the lack of social activities and the 
presence of unsupervised public and semi-public spaces on the 
estates encouraged acts of vandalism in particular. Thus, although 
Information did not reduce modernist housing estates to the main 
culprit, the spatial environment of such estates was nonetheless 
portrayed as complicit in the production of new geographies and 
patterns of youth crime.

This imagined link between juvenile delinquency and mass 
housing estates was even more explicitly articulated in other mass 
media representations. Ekstra Bladet’s story about Gellerupplanen 
from January 1974, for example, specifically blamed the architectural 
monotony of the housing estate for the social demise of teenagers. 
In 1978, the television broadcast “En Kirke i beton” (A church in con-
crete) reiterated this point by arguing that the built environment of 
Gellerupplanen was producing a new generation of restless and 
vengeful young people.21 In the case of Vollsmose (1967–81), a mass 
housing estate located in the northeastern part of the city of Odense, 
the local magazine UGEavisen in 1979 portrayed the housing estate 
as a major source of the neglected children that were ending up 
at a local orphanage. The article argued that “due to their parents’ 
excessive drinking problems, divorces, and corporal punishments, 
many Vollsmose children approach the social authorities in Odense 
themselves.” 22 In this view, Vollsmose actively contributed to the 
destabilization of the entire social structure of families living on the 
estate. To escape the abuse they experienced at home, children saw 
no other option but to abandon their housing estates altogether. Yet, 
instead of turning to alcohol or violence, they approached the public 
authorities, begging to be removed from their homes.

The representation of juvenile delinquency on mass housing 
estates not only found expression in the Danish mass media. It 
also featured in a range of novels from the mid-1970s, in which 
Danish authors addressed the imagined linkage between mass 
housing estates and the production of “the dangerous youth.” 23 
In the mock-documentary, multi-protagonist novel Blokland from 
1975, Marxist author Michael Buchwald portrays everyday life on the 
fictive housing estate of Blokland, including the stories of a num-
ber of maladapted youth groups inhabiting the estate.24 The most 
notorious of these groups was the so-called “black leather boys.” 
Repeatedly assaulting innocent groups of people in the multiple 
pathways and underpasses of the estate, the group encapsulated 
the ruthlessness and violence of Blokland. Similarly, in the youth 
novel Katamaranen (The catamaran) from 1976, Bent Haller locates 
the violent and ruthless behavior of young people in the setting of 
the concrete environment of a modernist housing estate on the 
periphery of the city of Aalborg.25 The novel provided a penetrating 
socialist critique of contemporary Danish society through the lens 
of two boys, Peter and Thomas, who attempt to escape the brutal 
reality of their housing estate by sailing to Sweden in a dilapidated 
catamaran. As in several mass media representations, Haller and 
Buchwald depict mass housing estates as more than the context of 
their plots. Instead, the spatial environment of modernist housing 
works actively to further the demise of the protagonists. On several 
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Aerial photo of the mass housing estate 
Vollsmose from the late 1970s. Like 
Gellerupplanen, Vollsmose included public 
institutions, communal and mercantile 
facilities as well as significant green spaces. 
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occasions, Haller specifically identifies the spatial environment of 
the estate as the main catalyst of youth violence and crime. While 
Peter, who had only recently moved to the estate, still upholds a 
childish attitude and exhibits innocent behavior, Thomas and the 
other characters who have lived on the estate for several years are 
hardened and without any form of remorse. 

As such, it is possible to identify both significant continuities and 
ruptures in the public representations of the relationship between 
juvenile delinquency and urban space in postwar Denmark. On the 
one hand, mass media and literary depictions of juvenile delin-
quency on mass housing estates echoed notions of the dangerous 
youth from the 1940s and 1950s. In both cases, the dangerous youth 
were depicted in leather jackets and portrayed as an unavoidable 
consequence of the urban environment. What had changed, in this 
context, was not so much the perceived links between urban space 
and the depravation of young people, but rather the geographies and 
architecture in question. On the other hand, notable differences can 
also be identified. While the social decline of young people in the big 
city was tied to the many forms of urban temptation, the destructive 
behavior of youth gangs on the urban periphery was portrayed as 
the result of alienation and boredom.

SPATIAL DETERMINISM AND THE 
REJECTION OF MODERNIST HOUSING

Thus, in 1970s Denmark both mass media and literary represen-
tations of mass housing were underpinned by a strong belief in 
spatial determinism.26 Such representations specifically tied the 
social decline of children and young people to the spatial environ-
ment of the mass housing estates and thus criticized modernist 
architecture for actively depraving this vulnerable group. Whereas 
representations of “the dangerous youth” in the immediate post-
war years had focused on the urban environment more generally, 
emphasis was now placed on the social role of specific forms of 
architecture. Arguably, this had dramatic implications for the popu-
lar representation of Danish modernist mass housing and architec-
ture, as the belief in spatial determinism was a powerful discursive 
tool in changing the public opinion on modernist mass housing and 
architecture. The idea that mass housing estates actively corrupted 
children and young people—the future of the welfare society—into 
maladjusted criminals undoubtedly produced a striking image in 
conveying the idea of mass housing as places of crisis and stag-
nation to the broader public. 

Yet, the idea that urban space and architecture had the capacity 
to shape social life was neither a particularly Danish, nor a particu-
larly new, idea. As urban historian Rosemary Wakeman argues, it had 
underpinned the entire ideological framework of the transnational 
New Town movement that proliferated in the postwar decades and 
was central to the urban visions behind Danish mass housing:

Perhaps the most quixotic aspect of this vision was that phys-
ical design could affect human action and standards of con-
duct. With the correct urban design and configuration, it was 
believed, neighborhoods, towns, and regions, and ultimately 
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the nation, would transmute into a modern way of life. In alli-
ance with the modernization regime, the planning and new 
towns became a laboratory for this social engineering.27

Thus, in its positive form, spatial determinism had justified a belief 
that better housing would produce better people. But in its negative 
form, spatial determinism was conceived as a condemnation of 
mass housing environments as places that prevented social well-
being and produced antisocial behavior and crime. Both forms of 
spatial determinism found expression and travelled internationally 
in the postwar decades.28 Notably, the negative depictions of mass 
housing that proliferated in the Danish mass media and fictional 
literature in many ways echoed American urbanist Oscar Newman’s 
theory of “defensible spaces.” 29 Linking the existence of high crime 
rates to the territorial indefensibility of modernist architecture and 
design, Newman’s theory came to influence urban policy in vari-
ous European countries from the late 1970s onwards, with British 
geographer Alice Coleman’s role in legitimizing Margaret Thatcher’s 
infamous right-to-buy scheme of the 1980s as the most notable 
example.30 Although the defensible space theory never gained a 
strong foothold in architectural theory in Denmark or the Nordic 
countries generally, the representations of Danish mass housing 
estates as generators of specific social problems in the form of juve-
nile delinquency and violence allude to the connections between 
the Danish case and wider transnational tendencies in urban theory.

The neoliberal potential of the defensible space theory points 
to the capacity of spatial determinism to encompass several 
ideological positions at the same time. In the case of Denmark, 
spatial determinism helped to legitimize both conservative and 
neo-Marxist critiques of the relationship between urban space and 
the delinquent youth. Whereas the depiction of the big city as a 
generator of youth problems had, in the 1940s and 1950s, mainly 
come from a conservative standpoint, the representations of juve-
nile delinquency on modernist housing estates were in the 1970s 
often rooted in a Marxist critique of late-capitalist society. From this 
point of view, mass housing represented the epitome of alienation 
and a loss of solidarity within the urban working class, and hence 
the violent behavior of young people was typically interpreted as a 
desperate attempt to oppose the hegemonic structures of Danish 
society.31 Thus, despite their contrasting ideological content, both 
positions reproduced the notion that urban space and architecture 
were capable of actively shaping social relations and subjectivities. 
In this sense, the ideological malleability of spatial determinism to 
some extent provides an explanation as to why the critique of mod-
ernist mass housing could become so powerful in 1970s Denmark: 
it resonated on both sides of the political spectrum. 

CONCLUSION: MASS HOUSING AND THE
“CITIZEN CATEGORIES” OF THE WELFARE STATE

In many ways, the evolution of “the dangerous youth” in Danish 
mass media and popular culture exhibits how modernist mass 
housing estates worked actively in shaping the citizen categories 
of the Danish welfare society. From a planning perspective, mass 
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housing estates had been designed to fit the nuclear family, but 
already during the 1970s this type of housing became increasingly 
associated with socially disadvantaged citizen groups including 
receivers of social benefits, troubled young people, single mothers, 
and later on immigrants.32 In this context, the trope of “the danger-
ous youth” came to, in various ways, influence discussions about 
welfare in postwar Denmark. As a citizen category, “the dangerous 
youth” did not merely emerge in political language and legislation 
but also through the spatiality of the modern city. Representing 
both a threat to and a critique of modern Danish society, it became 
a powerful tool in entrenching the negative reputation that Danish 
mass housing estates acquired from the early 1970s onwards. 

During the 1970s, Danish modernist mass housing transformed 
from a viable solution to one of the most urgent societal challenges 
of the twentieth century, namely the housing question, and into a 
political problem that needed to be managed.33 The combination 
of an increasing housing surplus, the enactment of new housing 
policies promoting home ownership through favorable state loans, 
and a disproportionately high rent level compared to the rest of the 
housing market left many modernist mass housing estates battling 
severe socioeconomic difficulties.34 As Danish social housing asso-
ciations now struggled to rent out dwellings, modernist mass hous-
ing estates became key sites for the municipal allocation of socially 
disadvantaged citizen groups. While the political legitimacy of the 
social housing sector became increasingly tied to its role as a pro-
vider of housing to underprivileged groups, mass housing estates 
became prime markers of social decline and impoverishment.

In this context, the category of “the dangerous youth” came 
to work as a vehicle for identifying and understanding broader 
welfare issues related to urban poverty and social precarity. As 
literary scholar Jon Helt Haarder argues, Buchwald and Haller’s 
novels represent the reinterpretation of modernist housing estates 
into places symbolizing the precariat in 1970s Denmark.35 In other 
words, these literary depictions of juvenile delinquency on mass 
housing estates were not, first and foremost, critiques of mod-
ernist housing; rather, they used such housing estates as sites for 
discussing broader issues concerning class and precarity in the 
Danish welfare society. More broadly, this illustrates how urban 
architecture can serve as a symbolic battleground over the values 
of the welfare society. It also invites us to investigate further the 
welfare history of urban architecture through the citizen categories 
which have been imagined, produced, and experienced in relation 
to different architectural forms and typologies. By spatializing the 
social underbelly of the otherwise increasingly affluent Danish wel-
fare society, mass housing estates came to influence how social 
problems and marginalized groups were constructed, understood, 
and visualized in the Danish public sphere.
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Front cover of the 1978 report Kvinnoliv, 
Förortsliv (Women’s life, suburban life) 
by Margareta Schwartz and Suzanne Sjöqvist, 
on the town of Norsborg, showing the fictitious 
character Gun-Britt, an unemployed single 
mother. 
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