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The UN Conference on the Human Environment in Stockholm 1972 
and the Interrelations between Intergovernmental Discourse Framing 
and Activist Influence   
 
Introduction 
“The 1972 Stockholm conference is identified a number of scholars and practitioners as an 
important catalyst for bringing international political attention to the environmental issues, 
and stimulating international environmental protection and mobilization”.1 We can state that 
parallel NGO meetings have taken place during the Stockholm conference and at all major 
UN events after the Stockholm conference.2 NGOs activities at the time for the Stockholm 
conference have been recognized as initiating a trend of engagement of NGOs in official 
global meetings. But a less hasty research of the effects of the NGO engagement reveals that 
earlier assumptions and understanding has been oversimplified and misleading.  

Selected NGOs were invited into the conference as observers. But no NGOs were permitted to 
speak at the plenary or participate in working groups at the official conference.3 The influence 
of NGOs may still have been substantial through their delivery of alternative rationalities, 
knowledge and information to the general public and officials. This was done directly or 
through the intense media coverage of the conference. 

       
During the official UN conferences there were parallel activities going on in Stockholm 
involving NGOs such as “Environmental Forum” a parallel conference and a place for 
seminars initiated by the UN and by the UN Association of Sweden and National Council of 
Swedish Youth.4 Another activity of importance was “Peoples Forum” an alternative 
conference and a place for seminars organized by, more than thirty social movements and 
networks consisting of volunteers.5 There was Dai-Dong Forum who shared housing and 
cooperated with Peoples forum. There was also Life Forum that took place in the camping 
place in Skarpnäck.6 This forum got mostly presented as non serious and pulled most attention 
because their wide use of narcotics. There were exhibitions, bus tours, and activities in a 
number of locations in Stockholm, often arranged by Peoples Forum, Environmental forum 
and life forum. There were diverse activities in a number of locations over the world pulling 
attention to the issue.7 
 
What is central for this article is how we ought to understand the interrelation between social 
movements and their related networks, governments and intergovernmental organizations.    
 
 

                                                 
1 Björn-Ola Linnér and Henrik Selin The Thirty Year Quest for Sustainability: The Legacy of the 1972 UN 
Conference on the Human Environment, Paper presented at Annual Convention of International Studies 
Association, Portland, Oregon, USA, 25 February – 1 March, 2003, as part of the panel “Institutions and the 
Production of Knowledge for Environmental Governance” (co-author Henrik Selin).p. 3 
2 Margaret E. Keck and Kathryn Sikkink (1998) Activists beyond Boarders Cornell University Press. p.130-131 
3 Björn-Ola Linnér, Henrik Selin How It All Began: Global Efforts on Sustainable Development from Stockholm 
to Rio p. 9 Paper presented at 6th Nordic Conference on Environmental Social Science, Åbo, Finland, June 12-
14, 2003, as part of the panel “Johannesburg: A First Anniversary”  
4 Björn Berglund Dagens Nyheter 1972-05-19 p. 31 ”Stort program i folkets forum..” (Swedish Foreign dep. 
Archive PM 1972-05-24) Authors translation 
5 Interviews with Janse, Fjellander and Björk Authors translation 
6 Jordens Vänner 1972 medlemsinformation. Authors translation 
7 Björn Berglund ”Stort program i folkets forum” p. 31  



 2

 
 
We have distinguished following questions as a help to enhance a better understanding of the 
engagement of social movement in the Stockholm conference. Questions that can be possible 
to answer, out of the empiric material: What motivated the organizers of the Stockholm 
conference to realize the conference? What motivated social movements to engage in the 
Stockholm conference? What roles had NGOs during the Stockholm conference? 
 

Earlier Research 
Discourse framing 
Michelle M Betsill and Elisabeth Corell have argued for a method to measure the influence of 
NGOs. The arena selected for their investigation is “international environmental 
negotiations—where states have the decisionmaking power over both content of decisions and 
procedural issues.”8 The approach of Betsill and Corell implies that decision makers in states 
(politicians) can take and will take decisions as they regard as proper. What this approach 
ignores is the terms in which politicians keeps their positions. I argue that only those 
politicians that takes decisions that sustains or increases there importance can stay or advance 
in their positions. What politicians have is an opportunity to take decisions in balance with the 
powers they are dependent of. The benevolence of media, public opinion and their political 
and economic supporters is a necessity for politicians. A politician needs to find arguments 
that join potential supporters. The politician has an opportunity to become the interpreter of 
meaning for specific groups. This might give the politician an opportunity to become the 
spider in the net. I would argue that power does not mainly exist in the houses of power; it is 
mainly exercised in the framing of our understanding.9 This induces us to consider who 
decides what we are to see and who select the information on which we ground our 
perception.  
 
Methods used to achieve influence 
Betsill and Corell assume that “What governments need from NGOs in this arena is 
knowledge and thus the strategy NGOs rely on is the provision of information with the 
purpose of changing negotiators´minds”.10 This might be correct when it comes to 
corporations and their lobbyists but it seems to be misleading when it comes to social 
movements. This research take in consideration the possibility that governments might be 
more interested in gaining legitimacy from social movements rather than achieving 
knowledge. We stress that social movements did not primarily seek to change the negotiators 
minds but to mobilize people and to enforce their will through public opinion. This is 
described, by our informers, as a way to challenge the environmental- and social practice.      
 
Incorporation or autonomy 
When it comes to the possibility for social movements to have an impact on global 
governance Sidney Tarrow suggested that social movements can be most effective when a 
political opportunity structure exists. This opportunity structure, as it is described by Tarrow 
1994 “becomes available when there is the opening up of access to participation, shifts in 
ruling alignments, the availability of influential allies, and cleavages within and among 

                                                 
8 Elisabeth Corell, Michele M. Betsill A Comparative Look at NGO Influence in International Environmental 
Negotiations: Desertification and Climate Change p. 87 Global Environmental Politics 1:4, November 2001 
9 Foucault 
10 Elisabeth Corell, Michele M. Betsill (November 2001) 
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elites”.11 This might be a reasonable theory even if the possibility of alienated elites not seems 
to bee accounted for, but conclusions made by Deborah Stienstra are contestable. Stienstra 
described that, “the possibility for effective action by social movements will be particularly 
effective when they (NGOs) are seen to be stakeholders; when they are seen to provide a 
necessary expertise”.12 Stienstra suggests that social movements can have the most impact 
when social movements are more or less incorporated with the “old” established structures of 
power. If this impact includes the possibility to shape the dominating discourse, structures, 
and policies that maintain the norms, are unclear. The theory of Stienstra will be criticized in 
this research. There are divergent understandings of this.13 
 
Goals and purposes of social movements 
When discussing how social organizations can act to achieve the greatest impact we need to 
recognize goals and purposes of specific social movements. Castells describes that “social 
movements must be understood in their own terms; that is according to what they say they are 
their practice (and mainly the discursive practice) is their own definition”.14 The alternative to 
this approach is to try interpreting the “true” consciousness within these movements. Trying 
to interpret the “true” consciousness within these movements will most likely fail. “There is 
no way to reconstruct phrases as “really exists” as do not depend on a theory”.15 
 
The approach chosen by Betsill and Corell ignore that the concept of NGOs includes 
organizations that functions under very different conditions and with contradictory aims. 
When it comes to local level, much activism is done by volunteers who take time out of their 
daily activities to engage in change or resistance efforts, but in the case of transnational 
advocacy work it is less likely to consist only of volunteer efforts, but according to John D. 
McCarthy, more – and particularly in wealthy societies- of paid professional activism.16 This 
might be particularly likely if economic recourses do not have to come from economically 
limited people, but from economically powerful institutions like media and the financial 
community. We ought to distinguish between these NGOs as they seem to be counterparts in 
the political strive with the democratic state representatives in the middle, dependent of both 
the interests of the financial community as of public opinion. To study NGOs as the only 
category is to ignore the fundamental disparities between lobbyists paid by corporations and 
what often is their main antagonist that is social movements.   
 
This leads us to separate social movements or networks of activists, mainly consisting of 
volunteers working on an issue, bound together by shared values, a common discourse, from 
advocacy networks supported by economic actors, mainly consisting of paid professionals 
engaged in advocacy work. We ought to recognize not only categories of NGOs, but also the 

                                                 
11 Stienstra Deborah Of Roots, Leaves, and Trees: Gender, Social Movements, in gender Politics in Global 
Governance, eds Mary K Meyer. E Prugl. (International Feminist Journal of Politics vol. 4 no 2) p. 271 
12 Stienstra p. 271-272 
13 Lucy Ford explains that “Part of the challenge they (social movements) face is the dominance of technical-
rational discourse, which is constitutive of global hegemony.”13 The dominating framing of environmental issues 
as practiced by media and governments can be an obstacle for social movements and ambitions to sustain or 
develop alternative understandings based on other rationalities. Lucy H. Ford Challenging Global Environmental 
Governance: Social Movements Agency and Global Civil Society (Global Environmental Politics 3.2 (2003) p. 
120-134)   
14 Manuel Castells (1997) Informationsåldern ekonomi, samhälle och kultur p.84-85 band II Identitetens Makt 
(Oxford, Bokförlaget Daidalos) Authors translation 
15 Kuhn Thomas (1997) De vetenskapliga revolutionernas struktur (Stockholm AiT ScandBook) p. 97 
16 Smith Jackie, Chatfield Charles and Pagnucco Ron (1997) Transnational Social Movements and Global 
Politics Solidarity Beyond the State (New York, Syracuse University Press) p. 249 
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aims of the activists engaged in a political strive or employees working as promoters for 
economic actors.  
 
We ought to be careful when studying collective phenomena. The concept NGOs defines 
antagonists and groups working under fundamentally different conditions as one entity that is 
in polarity to governments. But as we take part of the descriptions of those involved, these 
definitions seem to bee misleading. Activists did not experience themselves as in polarity to 
governments more than in polarity to commercial interests. We have to recognize the reality 
as experienced by those involved in order to find suitable entities and approaches.   
 
We ought to criticize traditional approaches. Melucci argue that they have common 
assumptions regarding theories of knowledge. Collective phenomena regarding panic, a social 
movement or a revolutionary process are treated as something uniform empirically given, as 
they imagine can be perceived and interred by an observer. They assume that individuals’ 
behaviour creates a uniform character or figure. The collective reality is viewed as a thing. 
This interpretation of “the collective act” reshapes social action to an uncontroversial fact, 
something given as do not demand further investigation. “The picture of a shapeless mass that 
is lead by their flock instincts” has now become suspect”.17   
 
Framing 
Melucchi describe that “collective action today has a great deal to do with the ways in which 
we name the world”.18 He argues that contemporary modern societies can be regarded as 
complex. When discussing social movements, Melucci, describes that;  
 

On the one hand, contemporary societies founded on information produce increasing resources 
of autonomy for individual and collective actors. Complex systems can only work if the 
information produced circulates internally to them and if actors are able to receive this 
information, interpret it, and transmit it. On the other hand, complex systems require forms of 
power and control that ensure their integration, and this power must extend itself to the most 
intimate level at which the meaning of individual and collective action is formed. It is not 
enough to control manifest action; it is necessary to intervene in its motivational, cognitive, and 
affective roots; to manipulate the profound structure of the personality and perhaps even the 
biological structure itself.19 

 
This is a description on how contemporary societies function as systems of domination, not 
mainly through physical repression but through shaping the information, creating a specific 
world-view, and making it to the dominating, a system where discourse framing elites 
supplies individuals with identities and personalities. This logic reveals the necessity of 
institutions of power to shape the identities of the subjects or citizens. “Complex systems 
based on information, as contemporary societies, must enable autonomous actors to function 
as reliable receivers of the information networks”.20 This implies that power in the 
contemporary society is manifested and reproduced through the way in which meaning for 
individual and collective action is framed; through the information produced and how it is 
presented through selected and constructed concepts, in the structure of the society.  
 

                                                 
17 Melucci Alberto (1991) Nomader i nuet. Sociala rörelser och individuella behov i dagens samhälle 
(Bokförlaget Daidalos AB, Göteborg)) p. 33-35  
18 Melucci (1998) Third World or Planetary Conflicts Anthology by Sonja E, Alvarez, Evelina Dagnino and 
Arturo Escobar (1998) Cultures of Politics Politics of Cultures Re-visioning Latin American Social Movements 
p.423 Colorado, Westview Press  
19 Melucci (1998) p.425 
20 Melucci (1998) p.425 
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A construction of hegemony requires, according to Antonio Gramsci (1971) 
 

the attainment of a cultural-social unity through which a multiplicity of dispersed wills, with 
heterogeneous aims, is welded together with a single aim, on the basis of an equal and common 
conception of the world.21 

 
This phenomenon described as framing, can according to MacAdam, be defined “as the 
conscious strategic efforts by groups of people to fashion shared understandings of the world 
and of themselves that legitimate and motivate collective action”.22 This framing is not done 
in a cultural vacuum. Motivating frameworks are constructed out of preexisting cultural 
materials that seldom go unopposed. The constructions of frames take place in an 
environment with contesting frame-settings where mass media institutions are central for the 
outcomes of these activities. But perhaps we should consider if social movements also need to 
fashion shared understandings that legitimate and motivate collective action. According to 
Melucci “people with power are those who are deciding the language used to name reality and 
choosing the codes that organize it”.23 This can induce us to regard societal changes as 
products of a competition in between those seeking influence and those trying to maintain 
their power. It is the interrelations between intergovernmental discourse framing and activist 
influence that is central in this research.   
 
A Third World Perspective 
Björn-Ola Linnér and Henrik Selin, described that; 
 

The globalization discourse until the Stockholm conference was a Euro-American defined 
common destiny, there were a paradigmatic conception assuming that all nations of the world 
were perceived to be moving along the same track, sharing the same goal and of the early 
intended destiny.24  

 
Already in the declaration of the conference started, mentioned the ambition to consider “the 
need for a common outlook and for common principles to inspire and guide the peoples of the 
world…”25 This idea implies that the world’s population shared the same defined historical 
goal, as it reveals the ambition to establish a new discourse that portraits the unitary appeal in 
defining environmental problems as global. “A unitary and undifferentiated global we was 
defined for humankind”, ignoring the fact that different groups and people could have diverse 
interests in defining policy’s regarding natural resources.26 Perhaps this defining of global 
common principles created a specific discourse that now prevails as a dominating discourse 
supporting a globalizing trend, which obviously has its opponents. 

                                                 
21 Antonio Gramsci (1971) Quoted by Sonja E, Alvarez (1998) 
22 McAdam quoted by Jackie Smith (1997) p.244  
23 Melucci (1998) p. 423 
24 Björn-Ola Linnér, Henrik Selin The Global Quest for Sustainability: Accomplishments and Failures of the 
1972 UN Conference on Human Environment p.4 
25 Björn-Ola Linnér, Henrik Selin The Global Quest for Sustainability: Accomplishments and Failures of the 
1972 UN Conference on Human Environment p. 4-5 
26 Björn-Ola Linnér, Henrik Selin The Global Quest for Sustainability: Accomplishments and Failures of the 
1972 UN Conference on Human Environment p. 5 
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The future for third world countries was central both for the organizers and opposing social 
movements and networks. This induces us to regard environmental perspectives from these 
countries. Representatives from third world countries expressed dissatisfaction with the 
western environmental paradigm. Activists engaged in the Stockholm conference criticized, 
what they experienced as, the industrial worlds exploitation and control of third world 
countries.  
 
Ramachandra Guha and Juan Martinez-Alier (1997) described environmentally engaged 
movements in the third world and a fundamental dilemma that Third World countries are to 
handle. 
 

The relationship between ´adjustment´ and ecological damage arises from the need to produce a 
surplus in order to bring external trade payments into balance, including debt interest payments. 
This surplus may be obtained by means of low salaries or better terms of trade, or by an increase 
in technical efficiency that does not increase the flow of energy and materials in the economy. A 
fourth method of increasing the size of the surplus is exploiting the environment; in other words, 
externalizing costs and undervaluing future needs.27  

 
Guha and Martinez-Alier argue that west-worlds conditionalities regarding environmental 
consideration often function as moralizing argument to force poor countries to adapt to a 
politic to what the west regard as proper and true.28 The theories of Guha and Martinez-Alier 
can be interesting to compare with John D. McCarthy’s theories. MacCarthy concludes that 
“theorists of new social movement have stressed the importance of new ways of 
postmaterialist living that they argue give rise to the possibilities of new feminist and 
ecological identities”.29 John D. MacCarthy and other researchers expect that interesting 
feminist and ecologist identities are likely to be created in the rich world. Consequently, will 
people in the third world lackeying these possibilities not contribute to this paradigm? Such 
understanding can be categorized as a western paradigmatic understanding. The third-world 
environmental movements, as described by Guha and Martinez-Alier do not emanate from 
post materialist conditions, but from facing environmental problem as a threat to their 
livelihood. Social movements in the third world approach environmental problems from an 
environmental paradigm incommensurable and seemingly invisible from the approach chosen 
by these theorists.   
 

Identification of political actors and informers 
Organizers and their motives 
Sverker Åström was a key figure in the initiating process and perhaps his work to achieve an 
environmental conference was of major importance for the realization of a conference and in 
shaping the fundamental purpose and disposition of the Stockholm conference. Åströms 
descriptions also express a specific rationality of the organizers explaining an organizers 
reasoning behind the conference.   
 
Sverker Åström explained during our interview that he came into the Swedish foreign 
ministry at 1939, since then he have had differing assignments within the ministry as chief of 
the political department, and undersecretary of state, he has also been the Swedish 

                                                 
27 Ramachandra Guha Ramachandra, Juan Martinez-Alier (1997) Varieties of Environmentalism Essays North 
and South p. 65-66 London, Earthscan 
28 Guha (1997) p. 94-108 
29 Smith (1997) p. 247  
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ambassador in the UN. It is in the latter assignment he initiated and, according to Åström, on 
his own initiative pushed for the realization of an environmental conference.30  
 
The technical scientific committee within UN suggested every year different subjects for 
global conferences. In the fall of 1968 there was among other issues a suggestion of an 
environmental conference. Sverker Åström was notified of this suggestion and it was this idea 
that he brought up. The environmental issue was favored by the Swedish delegation in UN 
partly as a reaction and an attempt to avoid a repeating global conference aimed at peaceful 
use of nuclear energy. According to Åström this issue had been subject for too many UN 
conferences. And that the selection of this issue mainly served American commercial 
interests. In spring 1969 Åström wrote an explanatory memorandum to ECOSOC (Economic 
and Social Council). This memorandum gave the fundamental purpose and disposition of the 
coming conference on the human environmental.31 In this memorandum there is an 
underlining, saying that there was a real need to create a forum “where governments and 
international, official as well as private, organizations could confer about the action that so 
obviously was needed”.32  
 
Åström regarded the inclusion of “private organizations” (possibly also named NGOs) “as 
natural, these creators of public opinion were important, both on the international and national 
level”.33 If this is the case, then we ought to reconsider descriptions by Stienstra stating that 
private organizations became integrated within UN starting with the Stockholm conference. 
Perhaps private organizations already were important actors within the UN. This 
understanding also stresses the roles of private organizations as creators of public opinion and 
puts the creation of public opinion as central for Åström who represented the Swedich 
government.  
 
According to Åström, the Swedish delegation had the initiative and was striving for the 
realization of a global environmental conference. In that early preparatory face the Swedish 
delegation did not have any contacts with NGOs.34 1970 is Åströms work for a conference on 
the human environment taken over by Maurice Strong, “the 43-year-old Canadian 
industrialist-turned-diplomat”35 at that time chef for the Canadian aid program.  
 
Åström noted that there was a strong opinion in Sweden that “brought up this interest in a 
high degree (…) this opinion was a part of the background, I knew that I had support for this 
thought”.36 He also noted that scientists knew about environmental problems and that many of 
them was deeply worried and felt despair, “they reached no access to decision makers and 
they received no interest of their alarming reports and signals of warning, this made the 
conference so important”.37 This indicates that the pressure from researchers and the public 
were important for the realization of the Stockholm conference. 
 

                                                 
30 Interview with Sverker Åström 030617 
31 Åström 030617 
32 Sverker Åström (1992) Ögonblick från ett halvsekel i UD-tjänst Bonnier Alba AB, Stockholm p. 161 Authors 
translation Sverker p. 159 
33 Åström 030617 
34 Åström 030617 
35 N.Y.Times Service 1972-06-07 Rich Nations Called On to Rethink for Environment 
36 Åström 030617 
37 Åström 030617 
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A conclusion drawn by Åström was “the negative effects of civilization should not be allowed 
to be maintained by the developing countries”.38 In retrospect Åström emphasize this as very 
important and the hardest question to deal with from the very start. It was this question that 
Maurice Strong mainly worked with. Åström described that the third world regarded the 
industrialized worlds concern for the environment as an excuse for hindering the development 
in the third world.39 Åströms understanding of a threatening environmental situation in the 
third world can partly be explained by a temporary dominating assumption (also held by 
social movement).40 During the aftermath of the de-colonization and the late 1960s there was 
an expectation that “developing countries” were in an early stage of quick industrialization. If 
we also assume that the environmental degradation is a negative effect of industrialization. 
Then consequently a need to prevent the environmental degradation and destruction of the 
natural recourses seems obvious, possibly through hindering a quick industrialization in the 
third world.41 Åström reasoned: 
 

Because we knew that it could be difficult to win the developing countries support, I insisted in 
that the chairman should come from a developing country (…) It was important not to wake up 
any bears too early and give cause to a discussion about details that threatened to overturn the 
whole project (…) in diplomacy as in private life one does not need to immediately say all one 
has in mind.42  

 
Åström characterized the environmental problems as products of industrialization and 
civilization. If we expect that the third world dilemmas, described by Guha and Martinez-
Alier, are relevant, then it is not enough to convince the third world of the emergency of 
preserving nature. What Åström did was striving for a centralized international institution to 
deal with or solve environmental problems. To achieve this he tried to convince the third 
world and the industrial world to internalize specific western conceptions. An alternative 
approach can be to increase influence for those mainly affected by environmental degradation 
as a way to handle environmental problems. Those mainly affected by environmental 
degradation may have proper incitement to deal with their problem.   
 
Åström described that a prerequisite for the realization of the conference was that the 
Americans supported the idea. Consequently, he had preparatory discussions with North-
American politicians and US environmental experts.43 Åström noted that “the real threat to 
the environment is if third world countries act the way we have”, Suggesting that efforts from 
the industrialized world for achieving global agreements could be based on this “threat”. 44 
This included a fear for a population explosion in the third world. 
 
In a memorandum made by Hans Blix to the Swedish foreign department Blix described the 
dissatisfaction of the Chinese delegation concerning the US description of the population 
question as a primary question. The Chinese delegation regarded the population question as 
secondary and not a major hinder for environmental protection.45 This became the issue that 
most clearly revealed a gap between a western environmental understanding and a third world 
equivalent. 46 
                                                 
38 Åström 030617 
39 Åström 030617 
40 Interview with Göran Folin 040212  
41 Sverker Åström (1992) p. 161 
42 Åström (1992) p. 162 
43 Åström 030617 
44 Åström 030617 
45 Hans Blix utrikesråd promemoria 1972-07-24 Foreign dep. Archive HP57K  
46 Hans Blix utrikesråd promemoria 1972-07-24 Foreign dep. Archive HP57K  
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The most heightened advocate for the population question was Paul Ehrlich. He took a stance 
in the picture of “Spaceship Earth”. In 1971 he wrote that “our children” will inherit a 
completely different society than the present affluent society”.47 He announced that we today 
are in the middle of a development that leads to starvation and a complete breakdown; 
“tomorrow this can lead to our ruin”.48 What he proposed was a “program that combines an 
environmentally sound development within the agricultural sector with an effective 
population control” that “must be started and supported in developing countries (…) the 
cancer must be cut away”.49 Ehrlich proposed a strategy for the nearest “fateful centuries” 
where industrialized countries organizes a plan for “rehabilitation of areas” with population 
control as the major pillar and with migration control to isolate less advantaged areas from 
flooding other countries with humans. The idea was to permit an industrialization of selected 
co-operative countries or parts of selected countries.50 Ehrlich imagined how small 
transistorized TV-sets is spread into villages, how TV-programs were to explain the necessity 
of population control and that continued provisions is conditioned, “perhaps one could make 
them understand that they could avoid a disaster only through birth control and self-
support”.51 Demographic goals was to be set up deciding what can be seen as reasonable 
regarding the particular country and world assets. He suggested that the US could act on their 
own in many cases. Here he gave an example; providing incentives to mass force sterilization 
of all Indian men with three or more children.52  
 
Garrett Harding announced in this book (the Swedish addition) “If the world is one and only 
big common land where food is delivered equally, then we are lost. If there is no control of 
the population growth this will results in a tragedy and a completely miserable world” the 
distribution of rights based on territory must be defended.53  
 

It is not likely that the civilization and dignity can survive in the whole world; but it is better that 
it does so in a few places than it does not survive at all. Well favored minorities (US and 
industrialized countries) must function as guardian of a civilization that is threatened by well-
meaning but ignorant intensions, if we (in US) are not to be lost.54  

 
The concept of a population bomb was used by the establishment in US and partly in Europe 
as a major motivation explaining the urgency of the environmental problem. But the 
Stockholm conference became an arena where this concept became seriously questioned. The 
confrontations between a western environmental understanding and a third word equivalent 
constituted a major clash between paradigms. This confrontation was evident from the start of 
the preparatory work. It also illustrates how methods to achieve influence and sustain 
domination became practiced. This conflict became an issue in the Hamilton conference, the 
Official UN conference on the Human Environment, the Environmental Forum and Peoples 
Forum.55 

                                                 
47 Paul R. Ehrlich (1971) Befolkningsexplosionen p. 11 (Askild & Kärnekull förlag AB och Jordens Vänner) 
Authors translation 
48 Ehrlich (1971) p. 11  
49 Ehrlich (1971) p. 12 
50 Ehrlich (1971) p. 155 
51 Ehrlich (1971) p. 155 - 156 
52 Ehrlich (1971) p. 158 
53 Ehrlich (1971) p. 181 
54 Ehrlich (1971) p. 181 
55 Elisabeth Wetterstrand Final program for Environmental Forum 5-16 June 1972 and Berglund Björn Dagens 
Nyheter 1972-05-19 Unofficial translation of  ”Stort program i folkets forum..” (Swedish Foreign dep. Archive 
PM 1972-05-24) 
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Perhaps the idea of the population; as in need of technical regulation and control, can be 
traced to a technical-rational discourse. In this discourse all problems seemed to be solvable 
by technical applications and proper decisions of centralized institutions of power.   
  
Specific US and European concerns, interests and discourse were taking into account already 
in the initiating phase. Specific Swedish and perhaps specific North American and Canadian 
concerns and interests ought to have had a special influence initiating and organizing the 
conference, while perspectives from third world countries, their concerns and interests appear 
to have been of subordinated signification. The efforts acting strategically to ensure the 
participation of third world countries and to persuade the third world to accept the frame 
setting groups understanding of the environmental problems clearly supports this. This is of 
special interest, if there was a significant difference between discourses in the industrialized 
world and the third world. The described revealing of a North-South conflict implies that this 
was the case.56 Perhaps we can regard the Stockholm conference initiating process as 
characterized by a western environmental paradigm and a specific technical-rational 
discourse. 
 
Åström described one of the biggest achievements of the Stockholm Conference. 

 
They were forced to listen and they were forced to take concrete action in shape of legislation 
and creating new specialized authorities. This I regard as the most important positive 
consequences of the Stockholm conference.57  

 
In the declaration of the Stockholm conference, Åström pointed out the acknowledgement that 
states have responsibility for the environment in the nation and also to other states, as the 
most important factor. This is also pointed out as the perhaps most important guiding 
principle in the environmental declaration by the Swedish Foreign dep. 1972.58 It can be 
worth noting that official conference agreements were central for Åströms and the Swedish 
Foreign department’s attention. Åström and perhaps the Swedish Foreign department assumed 
that the creation of authoritative institutions was positive or a necessity for achieving a 
sustainable society. 
 
Only one earth the care and maintenance of a small planet was the title of a report 
commissioned by the secretary-general of the UN, Maurice F. Strong, this was an integral part 
of the preparations for the Stockholm conference. The main purpose with this book was to 
provide background information relevant to official policy decisions.59 This report was 
emphasizing the need of intensified international cooperation, especially when it comes to 
protection of the human environment. Mankind, as presented in this report, has been brought 
to a threshold.  
 

In short, the two worlds of man-the biosphere of his inheritance, the techno sphere of his 
creation-are out of balance, indeed potentially in deep conflict (…), the door of the future 
opening on to a crisis more sudden, more global, more inescapable, and more bewildering than 
any ever encountered by the human species and one which will take decisive shape with in the 
life span of children who are already born. 60   

                                                 
56 This will be discussed under the heading North-South 
57 Interview with Sverker Åström 030617 
58 Utrikesdepartementet serie II:25 1972 
59 Barbara Ward and René Dubos (1972) Only one Earth the care and maintenance of a small planet p viii W.W. 
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In the report there was an emphasis on policies for growth starting with appraising the “Green 
Revolution”, that is the high-tech agricultural industry and its creation of new hybrid crops 
adapted to pesticides and synthetic fertilizers, giving significant higher productivity.61 Now 
thirty years after we can se effects not accounted for in this report. “As argued by the critics, 
the Green Revolution would lead to a rapid increase in the inequality of income and 
marginalization of small-scale farmers in areas affected”.62  
 

The existence of a Post-Green Revolution phase of declining outputs and productivity growth is 
already well established in many areas of Asia. Partly this can be explained by declining price of 
rice which has slowed the growth in input use and caused a slowdown in investment (…) 
Environmental consequences such as the build-up of salinity and water logging, changes in soil 
nutrients statues, nutrient deficiencies, and increased pest build-up and pest related yield losses, 
together represent important examples of sustainability problems…63  

 
According to Magnus Jirström one central question is the “distributional or equity 
implications of emerging sustainability problems. The scale-neutrality of these problems 
cannot be taken for granted”.64 This illustrates that a specific technology, in this case the 
green revolution, leads to sustainability problems and effected social relations. It effected the 
income and asset distribution, disempowering small-scale farmers. To hinder increasing social 
gaps and amplified poverty Ward and Dubos recommended state regulations.  
 

If governments in developing lands do not permit the concentration of rewards of growth into 
few hands-either in industrial and urban affairs or in agriculture- if they safeguard them-selves 
through taxation and public savings against any shortfall in their own desperately needed 
supplies of public capital, then there are a wide variety of new techniques and opportunity which 
they can successfully adapt to their own local conditions.65  

 
These state regulations did not become implemented in the way recommended or they are 
today removed. According to Joseph Stiglitz, actors such as the IMF, World Bank and the 
financial community have effectively deprived these opportunities from poor countries.66  
 
There are descriptions in Only One Earth explaining that in “most ex-colonial areas, 
economic dependence continues to be almost as great as in the times of direct political 
control”.67 There are also descriptions telling us the magnitude of the environmental problem. 
But every approach is bound by assumptions. This report takes for granted that global 
environmental problems and inequality are best handled within a centralized international 
authoritative institution, ignoring or not being aware of the problem of which powers that is 
likely to dominate such regime. Can we be sure that a centralized international authoritative 
institution will be sincerely devoted to confront the problems we want it to? Or is it just an 
unreflective result of a dominant technical-rational discourse. An alternative rationality is 
telling us that it is the centralization of power and the inconsiderate strive for accumulated 
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recourses that created the global environmental problem in the first place.68 We can say that 
the industrialism confiscated large areas of land, a great amount of unpaid labor and assets of 
coming generations in peripheral areas, to create great accumulated resources in the center for 
minor elites.69  
 
When giving a centralized institution staggering influence, this implies a reduction in 
influence somewhere else. If the interests that withhold the degradation of the human 
environment are the ones that see a reduction of influence, this can lead to appreciation of the 
human environment. But if it is the poor and disempowered that mainly loses influence, there 
might bee a problem of inducements to protect those affected by environmental problems, 
assuming that it is mainly the poor and disempowered that directly suffers from 
environmental degradation. Another approach can be to empower those who get affected by 
environmental degradation. Perhaps the picture, presented in the report, Only One Earth 
serves specific, perhaps western, interests, through the association with the usually hierarchic 
and non-democratic power relations onboard a ship and the appraisal of loyalty. “Today, in 
human society, we can perhaps hope to survive in all our prized diversity provided we can 
achieve an ultimate loyalty to our single, beautiful, and vulnerable planet Earth. Alone in 
space…”70  
 
These are mainly descriptions of rationalities of the organizers. This is of interests as we are 
to understand the interrelations between intergovernmental discourse framing and activist 
influence. Now it is time to discuss activist influence, networks and social movements. 
 
The motives and actions of activists 
Jan Fjällander, Per Janse, Gun Zacharias and Göran Folin were key figures in the process of 
parallel activities to the Stockholm conference. All of them were highly engaged and active 
initiating, preparing and participating in the parallel activities. Tord Björk was also engaged in 
the preparation for parallel activities but he got engaged in a later stage. He has after the 
conference been investigating and collecting a great deal of fact and spent a lot of time 
finding out what really happened during the Stockholm conference. These individuals have 
been interviewed to find out their experiences concerning the issues of this article.   
 
Fjellander 
Fjellander studied the humanities in the mid 60s. At this time he become aware of the over-
exploitation of natural recourses, adding the question of contamination of the natural 
environment, actualized by Rachel Carson and her book Silent Spring. In 1964 Fjellander 
initiated a group that was to study this more thoroughly. The pre-understanding of this group 
was that these problems were highly acute and in need for solutions. This devotion also 
included the situation in the third world, which was freeing itself from colonialism. In 1967 
Fjellander founded an international scientific group named LASITOC starting with a summer-
university concerned with the state of the world. The participants in this group were young 
and came mainly from Sweden, Germany, Holland, France and England. Fjellander explained 
that they were “searching for knowledge for the future”.71 This group came to met almost 
every second month in seminaries. In 1968 Fjellander decided to leave the academic world 
dissatisfied with a de-orientation of the universities role in society. Fjellander thought that the 
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universities role in society had become too dependent on commercial interests. In the same 
year he got aware of the plans of the UN environmental conference. Receiving this 
information LASITOC organized a meeting in 1970 in London named Threats and Promises 
of Science. This meeting assembled participants from thirty different countries, completely on 
voluntary basis and without external recourses. This meeting led to the creation of a 
committee that was to prepare parallel activities to the UN environmental conference. Out of 
this process there emanated a group named PowWow (meaning a gathering of people). This 
group, including Fjellander, advertised their existence and their engagement. PowWow was in 
contact with certain international organizations having consultative statues within UN, 
ECOSOC. Through these channels they got informed about the plan of a big international 
youth conference in Hamilton Canada 1971. Fjellander participated in the Hamilton 
conference and experienced how the participants of this conference, including him self, 
became dissatisfied with the originating agenda and enforced a new and “more relevant” 
agenda. The UN had from the start invited the Hamilton conference to send an official 
delegate from the Hamilton conference that was to “constitute the voice of the youth” in the 
official Stockholm conference72.  
 
The Hamilton conference was quite unique; “the participants represented the world 
population” (the majority of the participants came directly from the third world).73 During this 
conference the participants became dissatisfied with the agenda as it according to Fjellander 
focused on a very Western and technological approach, ignoring what the participants 
experienced as the central questions. There was also dissatisfaction with experienced 
interference from CIA or Foreign department in the US and attempts to hinder independent 
conclusions.74 The originating agenda was based on an assumption; that the limiting of the 
population was a central problem to be solved, through family planning. This approach was in 
contrast to many of the participant’s experiences. Fjellander described that, according to many 
of the participants the major problem was the unequal distribution and control of the world’s 
resources, the northern exploitation of third worlds natural resources, and the hindering of 
third world countries to process their natural resources. This dissatisfaction resulted in a 
revolt; the whole conference went in strike enforcing a completely new agenda, which 
Fjellander experienced as “reflecting the major world problems from the majorities point of 
view”.75  
 
Through the work with reorganizing the conference, Fjellander became engaged in a new 
network called the Oi committee that became a central actor inviting and organizing the 
participation of 63 younger scientists from all over the world. These 63 scientists gave the 
Stockholm conference their presentations of environmental problems describing a North–
South conflict both at the Environmental Forum and Peoples Forum.76  
 
Fjellander was engaged in the PowWow group that arranged Peoples Forum but Fjellander 
got rejected from Peoples Forum. A big opposition to US interventions resulted quickly in a 
perhaps over exaggerated fear for conspiracies in many of the participants of the Peoples 
Forum. This fear for conspiracies created a turmoil resulting in the rejection of Jan Fjellander 
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from Peoples Forum as he was accused of taking money from imperialists.77 Fjellander is 
described by the former activists and informers, in retro respect, as engaged in finding 
funding for third-world scientists that he were in contact with, in time for the conference and 
the rejection as a mistake.78 
 
Fjellanders part in the Stockholm conference did not stop here. Just before the conference 
started he became a coordinator of Environmental Forum which he carried out. In 
Environmental Forum there were many international participating groups. Among the 
numerous participating groups were; International Planed Parenthood Federation, World 
Wildlife Fund, National Audoban Society, Scientist’s Institute for Public Information, Sierra 
Club, International Union for Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources, Friends of the 
Earth, The United FNL groups and Oi-committee.79 
 
Fjellander described that Ehrlich and the population question received in proportion a very big 
part of the time in the originating agenda in Environmental Forum but as Fjellander came to 
take over the role as coordinator in this forum he reduced the time for Ehrlich and the 
advocates of “the population question” and shared out time to issues and scientists from the 
third world.80 
 
Fjellander explained during our interview his understanding of the environmental discussion. 
He discussed an ecological contra movement that is characterized by technological 
opportunism regarding all problems as solvable by technology, an approach assuming that 
human innovations and opportunities are unlimited and that it is just to continue solving next 
problem with technological applications. Fjellander noted that we subsequently have achieved 
consciousness about human capacity to alter ecological balances, but that we so far haven’t 
achieved consciousness of that we can not continue to introduce a stream of new chemicals 
that we do not now the poisonous effects of or the synergistic effects, which is almost 
completely ignored.81 According to Fjellander we can expect an enormously log raw of 
alarming reports congruent with Silent Spring, with contemporary environmental approach.82  
 
Janse 
Per Janse described, during our interview, himself as an activist and volunteer engaged in the 
parallel activities during and before the Stockholm conference. He was a globally engaged 
environmental activist and a student at Stockholm’s University studying political science. He 
was very active in the environmental movements through “Byalagsrörelsen” (Village 
Community Movement) and “Alternativ stad” (Alternative City) that a long time before the 
conference was engaged in finding ways to use the attention that they expected on the 
Stockholm conference. He described that his engagement was based in strive for global 
justice, solidarity and democracy. Janse explained that the interest in environmental questions 
was coming strongly at this time. An alternative movement was developing, expressing itself 
through the new music, new ways of being and socializing, influenced of non European 
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cultures as Indian, Chinese and African cultures. These alternative groups were according to 
Janse focused on creating alternative cultures and expressions, as pointing out alternative 
urban housing, parks and children’s environment, through attempts of materializing their 
ideas and symbolic action. He described a generation striving for more than economic 
accesses, a generation striving for general influence with a belief that they could shape a 
better world.83  
 
Janse became engaged in the forming of the PowWow group. The PowWow group was a 
network that argued for visions of a society with new modes of production. They also argued 
for solidarity with oppressed in poor and other countries. “Permitting us to live with the 
recourses of the earth, instead of poison it and devastate it”.84 This group regarded humans as 
a part of nature dependent on the natural ecology and the interrelation between species. They 
rejected the idea of economic growth per se as aim for human societies. They argued that 
centralization of power to “multinational giant corporations, monstrous military complexes 
and bureaucracies” alienates the human from its natural environment and reduce humans to 
objects of control.85 The aim of this network was to initiate discussions of fundamental 
aspects of the environmental question and take the initiative to a broader assembled 
activity/action, including both international as Swedish actors.86 PowWow took the initiative 
to assemble environmental groups and leftwing groups in a series of meetings that came to be 
named Peoples Forum. This forum became realized in the “ABF-huset” (in the house of 
Workers Education Alliance).87 The participating organizations finally paid these meetings. 
PowWow had an own press center during the Stockholm conference and arranged a minor 
exhibition describing new alternative technology, having vernissage in these June weeks in 
1972.88 
 
In the second meeting in the preparation of Peoples Forum (14/febr.1972) 32 organizations 
participated in the prepatory work. Among the participants were Alternative City, The 
Anarchistic working group, United FNL-groups, environmental groups, Swedish political 
parties from the center to the left, two international groups Dai Dong and Oi-Committee. On 
the agenda were issues as working environment, urbanization, natural recourses, “the energy 
crisis”, ecocide (in Vietnam) and drugs.89  
 
Among these groups was also the Swedish part of Friends of the earth the environmental 
group that in cooperation with Ehrlich gave out the Population Bomb. 90 This group was also 
engaged in the question of whaling during the Stockholm conference and in producing a daily 
newspaper together with the English periodical The Ecologist that covered events during the 
June weeks in Stockholm 1972 named Stockholm Conference Eco.91  In the final realization of 
the meeting we can ad a number of cultural and antimilitaristic groups.92 
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In a leaflet from 13/6 1972 the PowWow group announced what they regarded as 
shortcomings of the official Stockholm conference. This statement also reveals what they 
regard as central for their engagement.  
 

“Neglect of ecocide in Indochina, economic growth in developed countries, working 
environment, food pollution, centralization of control over people and industry, unequal 
distribution of the fruits of production, dominance of Third World by developed countries, 
mental environment (advertising, television, etc.)”.93 

 
This approach can be regarded as in direct conflict with the interests of the financial 
community and the US governmental policy. They had developed an alternative discourse and 
a rationality that was quite separate from that of the organizers. The group had intentionally 
developed an alternative understanding of the world and had searched for new ways of 
perceiving the world. This construction of challenging frames of understanding became 
realized in an independent network with transnational contacts.  
 
Björk 
Tord Björk has a strong continuity of engagement in environmental questions. In 1971 he was 
young and active in a theosophical youth group. Björk got directly engaged in the PowWow 
network in the spring 1971 planning parallel activities to the Stockholm conference.94  
 
Björk discussed during our interview environmental problems as a result of the society’s 
fundamental organizing, and that a serious attempt to limit environmental problems has to be 
directed towards “ordinary people”. Björk had a vision of a contemporaneous popular 
mobilization where environmental problems are not divided from the questions of justice or 
peace. He argued “The ecocide in Vietnam was an environmental question, a peace question 
and a social question. “This was apparent to us during the 1970s”.95 This argumentation 
coincides with the message of the PowWow manifest from 1972.96 Björk had severe doubts in 
environmental bureaucracies, and points out UNEP as “a typical UN ideological solution 
where they ties together some sort of power elite in the third world with the interests of big 
corporations, building up some sort of bureaucracy to handle this”.97  
 
Björk described attempts to distort attention from power relations towards an approach where 
the state delivers knowledge, morality and labeling of products, leaving for the individuals or 
consumers to act, that is to choose products according to moral codes. Björk meant that this 
leads to a moralizing of individuals, and constitutes an approach that is in line with the 
interests of corporations, and does not constitute a major possibility of positive change.98 
 
Critique of governments and the financial community and their approaches can be 
experienced as threats to the privileged groups that constitute these institutions. It may not be 
in their immediate interests to uphold the critique as useful knowledge. This excludes activists 
with fundamental critique from working closely with governmental or intergovernmental 
organizations and leaves them with the opportunity of mobilizing the public. 
 
Zacharias 
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Gun Zacharias was a member of “VPK” a Swedish left wing party and in “Förbundet mot 
droger” (Association against Drugs). The Association against Drugs and “VPK” was most 
active in the preparations and in participating of the parallel activities. The Association 
against Drugs was a minor organization but an organization that increased their numbers in 
time for the Stockholm conference. She explains that a relevant definition of the 
environmental issue takes in consideration the environment where humankind spends their 
time and is skeptical to a fragmentation of the environmental issue, as the other former 
activists and informers.99  
 
She explained that her group’s expectations on the conference partly got fulfilled, as the drug 
issue got visualized in a new perspective. A basic aim for the Association against Drugs 
became to announce and raise resistance against that narcotics was used as weapons, in 
warfare. Association against Drugs also argued that narcotics hinderd social movements to 
confront the interests of dominant groups. Zacharias noted that the Association against Drugs 
had reasonable access to media attention. Her will was to draw attention to the fundamental 
questions and discuss what hinders a development in line with nature. An all over shadowing 
theme for most activists was, according to Zacharias, the US warfare in Vietnam, and the 
bombings with toxic substance injurious to the environment.100  
 
It seams obvious that what she describe as “we” was broader than a certain organization, 
rather she identify her activities as a part of a broad movement. In this broad movement it was 
the felt need to a societal discussion about the fundamental issues that united the participants 
and that “we all were environmentally engaged”. It was not a unification of detailed societal 
structures. This broader movement included the FNL-groups who were Sweden’s most 
dominant opposing force in time for the Stockholm conference. Zacharias explained that the 
FNL-groups reached support for their descriptions, referring to Olof Palmes strong 
condemning of the warfare in Vietnam.101  
 
Folin 
Göran Folin has been engaged in environmental questions since the social movement 
Alternative City started 1969. During the conference Folin organized out-turned activities, as 
bicycle demonstrations and guided buss tours. He described his efforts during the conference 
as mainly organizing public manifestations on the streets.102 
 
Alternative City was a dominating Social Movement and actor engaged in the parallel 
activities. Alternative City was concerned with the city planning in Stockholm trying to 
preserve “the green character of Stockholm, raising resistance to the ever expanding motoring 
traffic”.103 Alternative City had a giant upswing the year before the Stockholm conference 
with the battle of the Alms that pulled a massive attention even abroad. In 1971 they had also 
a manifestation called International Traffic Revolution, where they cooperated with 
organizations in tens of countries around the world, having momentary actions under a whole 
week. This was a transboundary manifestation concerned with traffic questions in cities.104  
 

                                                 
99 Interview with Gun Zacharias 040216 
100 Zacharias 040216 
101 Zacharias 040216 
102 Interview with Göran Folin 040212 
103 Folin 040212 
104 Folin 040212 



 18

Folin supposed that this upswing made it possible to realize Peoples Forum and much of the 
parallel activities during the conference.  Folin and Alternative City were also active in the 
start of the PowWow group.105 Neither Alternative City nor the PowWow group had any 
greater expectations on any possible accomplishments of the official conference. “UN could 
hardly accomplish more than what the dominant countries would accept”.106 The US warfare 
in Vietnam illustrated their lack of engagement for the environment, according to Folin. The 
aim of having an alternative or parallel conference (Peoples Forum) was to use the attention 
that was expected to be on Stockholm during the conference, to reach a broader public with 
the environmental discussion, to reach out with what they were doing and that they saw an 
opportunity to mobilize people. The idea how to realize their aims was basically to become 
enough people that demands sufficient actions. Then the politicians should be forced to take 
proper actions.107 
 
The descriptions of Folin, Björk, Janse, Fjellander and Zacharias contradicts the expectations 
of Betsill and Corell, that is “the strategy NGOs rely on is the provision of information with 
the purpose of changing negotiators´minds”.108 This logic starts with assuming that it is the 
demand by governments that gives the opportunity for NGOs. But according to the informers 
social movements strived to enforce influence through mobilizing and achieving support from 
the public opinion. These theories of Betsill and Corell seems to be misleading when it comes 
to social movements engaged in the Stockholm conference.  
 
During the Stockholm conference Alternative City did not regard the power of the economic 
interests in comparison with the interests of the public. During our interview Folin argued that 
the structures of the market system lead to omission of environmental and social 
consequences. “It has become apparent that it is necessary to limit the capitalism”.109 Folin 
described that the deregulation and expansion of the capitalism has increased the power of the 
capitalism. Folin are convinced that we have to handle the global capitalism and especially the 
big industries way to work,”so that they on some way are incorporated into the 
democracy”.110 Folin describe that the competition between states has resulted in increasing 
confessions to the concept of economic growth that has become a basic part of the 
environmental problem.111  
 
Descriptions of the former activists and informers tell us that what were experienced as the 
opposite pole in the political strives were the interests of the financial community rather than 
governments or intergovernmental organizations.112 This leads us to skepticism towards the 
use of the concept NGO without distinctions. The concept NGO can blur experienced polarity 
between lobby organizations and social movements.  
 
Klas Hjelm 
In 1971 had Hjelm finished his university studies in biology, geography and environmental 
control. In time for the Stockholm conference was Klas Hjelm engaged in the Swedish 
Society - for Nature Conservation (SSNC) and its youth organization “Fältbiologerna”. SSNC 
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is one of the dominant environmental movements to day and was the first significant 
environmental movements in Sweden. Hjelm was also engaged in an organization named Dai-
Dong in 1971, more particularly in the spreading of an environmental message in Sweden 
“the Montonge declaration”. This message argued that the governments of the world needed 
to realize the environmental issues and place them much higher on the agenda, that it was not 
enough to protect a few areas. What had to be dealt with were the basics of the societal 
development and the use of resources. What were needed, according to Dai-Dong, were 
comprehensive long term planning and a more all-embracing perspective. Dai Dong was a 
part of International Fellowship of Reconciliation and consisted mainly of scientists 
presenting new knowledge mainly concerning the warfare in Indochina (Vietnam).113 (This 
Declaration came to be presented in a plenary session of the official UN Conference)114.  
 
Hjelm participated in the alternative seminars held at the Stockholm conference. In the fall of 
1972 became Hjelm employed by SSNC and lost contacts with the Dai-Dong movement. 
Hjelm has been employed working with environmental inventory, ecological botanic and a 
shorter employment in the newly formed Swedish National Environmental Protection Board. 
Klas Hjelm is now Head of SSNC.115 
 
Discourse framing 
Many of the activists were internationally engaged and saw connections between 
environmental degradation, third world problems, poverty, political issues and the west 
world’s exploitation of the third world.116 The informants described a search for a relevant 
understanding of the problem they were engaged with. Apparently there were a considerable 
distrust towards the information and rationalities delivered by the established institutions. The 
informants were sincerely engaged in collecting information, revealing disparities and 
constructing new frames of understanding convinced that they could shape a better world.  
 
The dominant method described by all the former activists and informers to achieve influence 
was to mobilize people and inform the people, or as in the case of Dai-Dong scientists and 
environmentally engaged writers. In time for the Stockholm conference activists expected that 
when the people had been informed this would automatically lead to a better environmental 
and social practice. The informers and former activists had no greater expectations on any 
possible accomplishments of the official conference. They described that the main practiced 
way of achieving influence was through reaching the wide public with their descriptions of 
their achieved knowledge.117   
 
Incorporation or autonomy 
Björk was convinced that the activities by social movements and networks during the 
Stockholm conference were important; the primary cause of significance was that the 
environmental discussion in the west (which Björk describe “ that often is devastating and 
imperialistic dealing with ideas of compulsory sterilizations in the third world, projecting 
internal problems in the rich world to poor countries and projecting political problems to 
external actors”118) met a serious breakdown in the confrontation with Third World and 
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Swedish popular movements. Björk described that the opposing attitude that was still 
characterizing environmentalists after the conference was very positive, and an achievement 
of the social movements both in south and north.119  
 
Björk, Folin, Janse and Fjällander believed that the UN has become more open to social 
movements.120 Folin described this change as starting with the Stockholm conference. He 
regarded the Stockholm conference as resulting in a seed of change, concerning the contra 
activities of popular movements in connection to big international conferences. Folin 
described that these activities have become important during the end of the 90s and the 
beginning new millennium. Folin describe that big international conferences gives social 
movements an opportunity to meet groups from other parts of the world, to take part of their 
view and to strengthening each other. It is also an opportunity to reach out to the public, being 
where the media attention is. So that social movements can lift forward environmental and 
social issues.121  
 
Folin explained that social movements have not the economic recourses that the lobbyists and 
corporations has with its employed staffs. Social movements have to work with other methods 
as public mobilization. Folin was convinced that the lobbyism has increased substantially 
from economically powerful groups and that governments and UN would have been forced to 
even greater compliance towards the economic forces without the contributions of social 
movements. He also believed that social movements has achieved a softening of  the 
conditionalities of IMF and the World Bank, that he assume is a result of the massive 
resistance they have met during their conferences. Alternative City has developed a strategy 
to handle the local authorities; Folin argued that “we” are as most effective when the local 
authority can not define us as irrelevant and when we are careful enough not to be 
incorporated in to the system. According to Folin, there has been a change where Alternative 
City has moved from much of acting in the streets to a situation where this is more unusual. 
 
In Zacharias experiences as an activist with a long continuity of engagement, she can se how 
the people from being convinced that they could change societies have become disillusioned 
and exhausted. This has resulted in problems finding people who can engage in social 
movements. She describe that the demands on the activists increased after the Stockholm 
conference, demands on knowledge and specific standpoints. She described a radicalization of 
organizations after the Stockholm conference. As an explanation she argue that people 
became very upset of the actions of groups as Hog Farm and the acceptance by local 
authorities for their activities. Swedish activists were not used to these coercive ways to 
hinder opposition, according to Zacharias.122  
 
She described a major change moving from a situation where people met discussing problems 
or engaged themselves in cultural activities. To a situation where people is over worked and 
spend more of their free time watching TV. Zacharias described how she experienced 
numerous mainly US interventions in the workings of local and transnational social 
movements, before and during the Stockholm conference. She described how agents worked 
under cover for specific interests in US sowing split in organizations, distorting attention and 
destabilized opposition, partly through massive deliverance of narcotics.123 
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Zacharias described that she saw and still see the fundamental societal problems as based in 
the short minded capitalism that do not regard the effects of their activities in a longer 
perspective, a structure resulting in a continuing degradation of the human environment. She 
rejects the idea that is the poor in the third world that constitutes the problem. She explained 
the she se no hope for the necessary environmental consideration as long as it is the 
momentary gain that overshadows the long term planning.   
 
Björk rejected the idea that the creation of authoritative institutions is positive for achieving a 
sustainable society. Instead he regarded independent public movements as contributing to an 
environmentally adopted society. 
 
What Fjellander and Hjelm regarded as central can be described as a spread of a specific 
information, local authoritative institutions and governmental commitments where 
independent social movements is a prerequisite. Fjellander regarded the parallel activities to 
the official conferences as more important than the official conference.124 The engagement in 
these events is described as creating information and contacts.125  
 
Stienstra assumed that the possibility for effective action by social movements will be 
particularly effective when they (NGOs) are seen to be stakeholders; when they are seen to 
provide a necessary expertise”. This can be regarded as contradictory to the main experiences 
of the activists engaged in the Stockholm conference. 
 
Understanding collective action 
To find out the effects of NGO engagement in the Stockholm conference we ought to consider 
strategies that were practiced and opportunities for specific actors. We ought to recognize 
how perceptions lead to action, how limited or selected information results in different ways 
of understanding possible courses. Melucci describes “that the conflicts and the movements 
that express them are the main channels of information about the new patterns of inequality 
and new forms of power that society re-creates”.126 This leads us to consider patterns of 
experienced inequality and institutions of power in order to understand under which 
circumstances social movements and networks functioned.   
 
There were many social movements that questioned the societal development, the lifestyle in 
the west and the industrial development. A characteristic of many social movements during 
this period was that they argued for an all-embracing grasp, including the use of resources.127 
We can understand the appearance and growth of social movement in time for the conference 
as a response on societal dilemmas, polarities and conflict. We can se how this polarity was 
experienced by activists as they define the societal structure, in time for the conference.  
 
There was a staggering frustration with social inequalities, the bureaucratic prevailing order, 
and anonymous economic forces starting in the 1960s. Researchers such as Hans Palmstierna 
and Rachel Carlson did pressure for environmental concern delivering alarming reports, 
searching for an arena where they could reach decision makers and public opinion. When 
environmental problems and US activities in Vietnam reached the public this resulted in 
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arising discontent. A gap arose between official rhetoric and the world as experienced by the 
public. The legitimacy of governments, international institutions and the financial community 
became deeply in question. Colonialism was losing terrain, dominating institutions became 
questioned and groups tried to create alternative ways of achieving knowledge. This indicates 
that the initiative was moving from the establishment to new groups confronting established 
institutions that were experienced as hindering a positive development. Melucci suggests that 
we ought to recognize social movements as a result of conflicts emanating in new and/or old 
conflicts that “increasingly transform themselves into dilemmas, making manifest polarities in 
the system that cannot be eliminated because they define its very structure”.128 The former 
activists and informers experienced a gap between official rhetoric and the world as they 
experienced it and they experienced a possible opportunity to alter societal dysfunctions.129 
 
A politically sensitive subject 
The UN conference on human environment was a politically sensitive subject. The critique 
against US warfare was not only held by activists but also individuals in the Swedish 
government. This can be illustrated by speech of Olof Palme as he condemned “the enormous 
destruction that is caused by extensive bombings without distinction, by the extensive use of 
bulldozers and vegetable poison, some times described as ecocide”.130 This condemning of 
US warfare in Vietnam was highly controversial (It is most likely that Olof Palme’s speech 
concerning “ecocide” was directed towards the US warfare in Vietnam). The furious press 
release made by the US delegation the day after accused Palme for “gratuitous politicizing of 
our environmental discussions”.131 This illustrates how sensitive the issue of the US warfare 
in Vietnam was. The US reaction also reveals a highly technological approach regarding the 
environmental question as something apolitical.   
 
The speech of Olof Palme also expressed the Swedish Social Democrats official strive for a 
third way including non-aligned foreign policy and mixed economy. “We can not afford a 
laissez-faire economy or a laissez-faire technology”.132 What he meant with “laissez-faire 
technology” is not very clear but it seams that he meant that there ought to be some, perhaps 
expanding public regulations of the developing technology, congruent with the temporary 
state regulations of the economy. This parallel can be understood as if the Swedish prime 
minister had in mind a handling of environmental conflicts in a manner similar with the 
Swedish Social Democrats handling of the conflict between the workers movement and the 
bourgeoisie. This thesis will be discussed later. 
 
The Stockholm conference was highly political at the scope, according to Keck and Sikkink 
(1998). “The role of NGOs was enhanced: the UN wanted their input without alienating their 
governments”. This might explain why UN offered facilities for a congruent Environmental 
Forum, consisting of NGOs. Margaret E. Keck argued that “This first NGO forum parallel to 
the UN official conference pioneered a transnational process that would become absolutely 
central to the formation and strengthening of advocacy networks around the world”.133 Keck 
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and Sikkink regarded “this first NGO forum” as resulting in dialogue, conflict, creativity, and 
advantages of co-ordination, as a result of face-to-face contact and the recognition of 
commonalties and establishing of trust necessary to sustain more distant network contacts. I 
regard this as an oversimplified and misleading description of a complicated phenomenon. 
Descriptions of Fjellander, Janse, Björk, Zacharias, Folin and Hjelm are telling us that there 
already existed global contacts, dialog, face-to-face contacts and recognition of 
commonalities and trust. They also described that US intervention in the hidden created 
turmoil of suspicions between people and organizations. Björk, Fjellander, Zacharias, Folin 
and Janse all describe deliberate distortions from relevant questions serving the interests of 
dominant groups. They all describe attempts from dominant groups to destabilize and to 
distort attention from important issues. These factors did not promote trust between activists.  
 
Keck and Sikkink do not seam to have been aware of Peoples Forum. The preparations for 
parallel activities started at the latest 1970 with the conference Threats and Promises of 
Science that took place in London. This conference, Peoples Forum and much of the planning 
of parallel activities was not initiated or sponsored from the UN or governments but from 
autonomous environmental groups and networks. The invitation of NGOs to a new parallel 
forum (Environmental Forum), separate from the official conference and Peoples Forum in a 
time when governments and international institutions were losing initiative, can be understood 
as if the UN was seeking legitimacy from NGOs and a broader audience. The invitation of 
selected NGOs into a kind of cooperation through Environmental Forum could be understood 
as an attempt by UN and governments to prevent social movements from legitimizing the 
opposing and autonomous Peoples Forum. This is in line with the descriptions of Björk, 
Fjellander and Janse. Instead NGOs came to legitimize UN and governmental organizations 
through the perhaps new construction of cooperation with NGOs; that is Environmental 
Forum.  
 
The Swedish government might have had in mind a specific strategy of handling potential 
conflicts, when funding Environmental Forum. A strategy that can be compared to a Swedish 
model called “Saltsjöbadsandan”. “Saltsjöbadsandan” emanated from a situation where the 
Swedish government failed to control the labor market from conflicts through legislation. This 
led to negotiations between the Swedish Employers Confederation and Trade Unions, 
resulting in something like fundamental laws of the labor market. Perhaps we can view the 
idea to invite NGOs to the conference and a parallel forum as based in a similar logic, where 
governments chose to dislocate or shift this conflict from a more state political arena towards 
a situation where the state or UN functions as mediators in a competition between social 
movements on one side and the financial community with its NGOs on the other. During the 
period of “Saltsjöbadsanda”, Swedish Employers Confederation and trade unions were given 
direct and considerable influence in the Swedish governance. This combination can be 
regarded as a step towards corporativism, where the meaning of corporativism partly lies in 
the interest organizations voluntary or negotiation regulated cooperation and the influence and 
the role they are given as an instrument of public policy.134  These objections can alter the 
understanding described by Keck and Sikkink of how networks and social movements 
functioned and how they achieved influence. 
 
Here it can be worth noting that the biggest Swedish environmental organization SSNC has 
functioned as institutions of remittance in Sweden since 1952. SSNC function as formal 
institution of environmental control has only increased since. SSNC have worked towards 
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Swedish departments, authorities, parliament, county administrative boards and the Nordic 
Council.135 SSNC can be described as an environmental organization that has worked within 
the dominating paradigms. 
 
Stienstra suggested that; social movements “will be particularly effective when they are seen 
to be stakeholders; when they are seen to provide a necessary expertise”.136 This suggests that 
social movements can have their strongest impact, when given the possibility to shape the 
dominating discourse, structures, and policies that maintain the norms. That is when social 
movements are more or less incorporated with the “old” established structures of power. We 
can suppose that this observation is convincing when it comes to empirical studies engaged in 
finding out the right moment of the greatest impact, and in the case of advocacy networks 
which consists of economic actors and firms trying to strengthening their interests within 
contemporary structures and NGOs that do not strive for a paradigmatic change. When it 
comes to social movements based on activists working internationally on an issue, who are 
bound together by shared values and a common discourse, it may be less likely, especially if 
the discourse of the NGO is incommensurable with the co-opting establishment. Perhaps what 
happens in such a situation is a trade off, between the establishment and the opposing social 
movement. A trade off where the social movement achieves temporary influence in the 
shaping of state discourse and policies, at the cost of diminishing autonomy and diminishing 
power, as in the case of creating state opposing discourses and challenging the state 
legitimacy. This can be described as the situation when the social movement gets co-opted by 
the state and when the alternative gets lost to a partly new discourse formulating elite. 
 
Edwards and Humle have recognized the danger of co-optation into the neoliberal agendas of 
governments and international bodies. There are descriptions of NGOs that have been drawn 
into a project of capitalist modernization and political liberalization by official bilateral and 
multilateral funding agencies and governments. “Serving the state and big external donors can 
and often contradict with social transformatory projects involving the empowerment of the 
poor”.137According to Edwards and Humle the numbers of NGOs have grown exponentially 
and the size of some makes them “significant players in social welfare and employment 
markets at the national level; the funding they attract has increased enormously; and their 
visibility in policy-making fora, the media and with the general public, has never been 
higher”.138 As Edwards and Humle show there is a dilemma that is critical, “whether NGOs 
are getting to close (in terms of interests, values, methods, priorities and other factors) to 
Northern-government donors, to a lesser degree, developing-country states...” Perhaps NGOs 
are losing radical ideas, and with alternatives to the orthodoxy’s of the rich and powerful. 
Over the last fifteen years, and particularly since the end of the Cold War, development policy 
and aid transfers have come to be driven by beliefs organized around the twin poles of neo-
liberal economics and liberal democratic theory.139  
 
Neutralizing of social movements 
Co-optation is one way to control opposing groups, distortions of attention and destabilization 
is other. There existed many attempts, according to Janse, Fjellander, Björk, Folin and 
Zacharias to divert attention from Peoples Forum and other manifestations that had been 
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organized by opposing activists, networks and political organizations.140 After the conference 
the PowWow group described how the financial community (Robert Anderson from Atlantic 
Richfield and personal friend to President Nixon) had financed and infiltrated Friends of the 
Earth, and made attempts to finance and control Environmental Forum. There were 
descriptions of possible interventions by big corporations made undercover through NGOs.141 
 
According to Janse, Björk, Fjellander and Zacharias there were conspiracy engagements from 
the central power in the US. As an example of their shared descriptions of US interventions 
we can note that a group named Hog Farm (the American Harley Davidson motorcycle 
organization) was supported to undermine critics and alternative movements through the 
introduction and supplying of narcotics. Hog-Farm was also explained as active in diffusing 
the focus from US activities that could be regarded as environmental or humanitarian 
problematic, creating an opinion on the only environmental problematic area that US was not 
involved in, that is whaling.142 Fjellander, Per Janse, Björk, Folin and Zacharias all described 
how dominating powers, especially central powers in US tried to withhold the initiative and 
intervened in the dark trying to distort the attention from critical concepts and approaches. 
This is also a general theme in a manuscript to an unpublished book written close after the 
Stockholm conference.143 Perhaps we can regard the problematic rejection of Jan Fjellander as 
a possible result of destabilizing interventions and exaggerated fear for conspiracies.  
 
David Cunningham described the FBI repression of the new left. Cunningham described how 
the FBI and its formal counterintelligence program (COINTELPRO) became an instrument 
for an institutionalized complement to the massive surveillance and intelligence apparatus of 
the bureau.  
 

COINTELPRO´s sole purpose was to expose, disrupt, misdirect, discredit, or otherwise 
neutralize the activities” of protest groups and individual “key activist” that in their view, 
engaged in activities that threatened the security of U.S. Government (FBI memo from Brennan 
to Sullivan 9 May 1968).144 

 
COINTELPRO-New Left “was effective as a supplement to the overt repressive apparatus”; 
“it contributed to the creation of an overall repressive climate that pushed organizations away 
from viable mass political dissent”.145 “By 1971 major New Left targets (in US) had either 
disappeared or ceased to hold any real promise for mass appeal”.146 
 
Perhaps the descriptions of Cunningham allow us insight of the dynamic between the FBI and 
the New-Left activists. It is not far fetched to assume that the FBI informal policy became 
extended to New-Left activists engaged in the Vietnam War and the Stockholm conference in 
Sweden.147 The descriptions of Swedish activists indicate that this was the case. Perhaps we 
can assume that the development of Swedish social movements after the Stockholm 
conference to some degree correlates with the development of US social movements that 
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became radicalized and isolated, in fear for infiltration and as the prize for being politically 
uncomfortable increased.  
 
Fjellander expressed a worry seeing how society in specific occasions “depresses and abuses” 
groups engaged in global problems and the environment, where the police and the judicial 
system are “acting as pure instruments of power”, where media distorts attention from the 
major events. “There is things you out to do and things you shouldn’t do”.148 We ought to take 
in consideration that opposing groups can make power more visible and therefore more 
negotiable. Perhaps we should regard independent and public opposing groups as a 
prerequisite for democracy. 
 
Conclusions 
We can understand the arise of environmental concern and political engagement as dependent 
of writers that reached the public and public experiences of discrepancies between the official 
discourse and the world as experienced by the public. 
 
Official institutions are completely dependent of legitimacy and trust from the public. To have 
the initiative, to create specific frames of understanding, to selected concepts and a specific 
perception of the world are central and a necessity for domination. In a situation where 
contesting paradigmatic understandings were arising and the discourses of the establishment 
became questioned, it became necessary for groups in the establishment to get closer to the 
public. 
  
The engagement from governments in the human environment can logically be understood as 
a necessity to keep the initiative. On one hand we can regard the conference as a result of 
public experiences of societal dysfunction’s and public demands forcing governments to find 
possibilities to recapture the initiative, on the other hand individuals within governments 
seems to have been influenced by the presentation of environmental reports leading to a 
genuine environmental engagement. 
 
The experiences of the informers and former activists all describe how they were confronted 
in more coercive ways than they were accustomed with. Perhaps we can se how the approach 
in US towards social movements reached Sweden. How this resulted in turbulence, 
radicalization, isolation and splits. On the other hand Knowledge held by the campaign-
making groups has been recognized by the establishment leading to a situation where social 
movements functions as institution of remittance.149 We can say that social movements 
engaged in the Stockholm conference faced a combination of repression and cooptation when 
their efforts became experienced as a threat by economically and politically privileged groups.  
 
NGOs may have expanded in size and scope strengthening their interests, but this does not 
mean that the influence of NGOs as advocates of a broader audience has increased. This is 
logically not the case if NGOs has lost contact with a broader audience and got closer to 
donors and governments, which Humle and Edward, Björk, Janse and Fjellander has 
described. Jonas Anshelm, Johan Hedrén and Manuel Castells have described social 
movements that have been liquidated or have ceased to deliver alternative conceptions. 
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Dominant US and European definitions and approaches towards environmental problems 
became criticized by social movements, networks in the west and third world representatives. 
New definitions and understandings became developed by independent social movements and 
networks. The construction of competing frames of understanding became developed by 
independent social movements and networks influenced by other cultures and in cooperation 
with activists spread over the world. Social movements and networks could develop 
alternative perceptions through a deliberate aim of creating a new understanding of the world, 
collecting information and discussing the state of the world. This development of competing 
frames of understanding became realized in nongovernmental associations independent of the 
interests of the financial community. The spread of competing frames of understanding 
combined with discrepancies between the official discourse and the world as experienced by 
the public lead to political dissent, in time for the Stockholm conference. It is worth noting 
that social movements engaged in the Stockholm conference worked with public mobilization 
as method to enforce influence, lacking the economic recourses that lobbyists have with its 
employed staffs. 
 
Social movements have faced a dilemma: It can be hard to develop or sustain alternative ways 
of perceiving the world, alternative discourses and fundamental critique within an 
organization that is somehow incorporated with the dominant groups. On the other hand it is 
essential for social movements to reach a broader public and to be accepted by the public and 
by gatekeepers as holding interesting knowledge. 
 
The competing frames of understanding delivered by social movements and networks can 
highlights social inequalities and dominating forms of power. We ought to recognize that 
societal transparency demands subjects that are creating opposing discourses and undermine 
the legitimacy of dominating groups. These subjects may find it necessary to constitute social 
movements or networks in order to develop alternative understandings of the world and reach 
out to the public. 
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