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MEMORY ‘WITHIN’, ‘OF’ AND ‘BY’ 
URBAN MOVEMENTS 

Christian Wicke 

Introduction 

In the narration of the ‘long’, ‘red’ and ‘global’ 1970s, many cities of the indus-
trialized West experienced a concentrated though uneven development marked 
by economic and ideological changes. In this transformative context, there was 
a widespread perception of an urban crisis in industrial, deindustrializing and 
non-industrial cities.1 In engaging with this crisis so-called new social move-
ments developed diverse kinds of relationships with and within the ‘old’ insti-
tutions of the labour movement.2 Against the growing interest in the history of 
new social movements and the 1970s in general it is remarkable that historians 
have somewhat overlooked the particularly urban movements that have sought 
to gain control over the transformation of their cities and neighborhoods, and 
ofered platforms for such entanglements between old and new social movement 
cultures.3 This chapter discusses two almost parallel urban movements within 
their very particular settings during the 1970s: the initiatives for the preservation 
and against the privatization of historic workers settlements in the deindustri-
alizing German Ruhr (often called Arbeiterintiativen, in English ‘workers initia-
tives’), and the more than 40 campaigns of the so-called ‘Green Bans’ operating 
predominantly between 1971 and 1975 during the construction boom in Sydney, 
Australia. A good number of suburbs, as well as parks, and most famously Syd-
ney’s old town, were preserved by the Green Bans who caused major disruptions 
to Australian politics and capital investment. When the Green Bans movement 
declined in Sydney in the mid-1970s, the workers settlement movement in the 
Ruhr, counting 33 initiatives in 1976, kept on expanding until the early 1980s 
to probably over 50 initiatives.4 Not all of them were successful but both move-
ments blocked extensive developments that would have changed the faces of their 
cities. Both cases selected for this comparison represent not only diferent kinds 
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of positions of workers within the urban movement, but also strong conserva-
tionist ambitions. Their engagement with a changing heritage discourse opened 
new opportunities for cross-class alliances.5 

The movements’ labels were designed to suggest that the former stood in the 
tradition of the old labour movement, whereas the latter was part of the then 
growing (new) environmental movement. They did not conceptualize themselves 
primarily as urban movements. Today the public memory of the Arbeiterinitiativen, 
a name chosen for distinction from the widespread Bürgerinitativen (Bürger in Ger-
man can mean both citizen as well as bourgeois), has been frmly integrated in the 
institutionalized and to a great extent de-politicized industrial-heritage landscape 
of the Ruhr which has been central to its regional identity under conditions of 
deindustrialization.6 The fast-growing public memory of Green Bans has taken 
a more diversifed form, in which also ideas of the labour movement and the en-
vironmental movement continue to operate, along with an extensive public rec-
ognition of the Green Bans’ agency in Sydney’s heritage preservation. Recently 
the memory of the Green Bans has been used to provide new urban movement 
actions in Sydney with historical legitimacy. The Green Bans themselves, that is, 
their actions and leadership, have become urban heritage. 

In this comparison, I will suggest three diferent perspectives on the relations 
between collective memory and social movements: frst, I shall look critically at 
the role of memory within the two movements. Memory can inform collective 
identities, which some scholars in the feld view as important for the existence 
of social movements.7 Memory, moreover, can be used by social movements to 
instigate and legitimate political action. Second, I will discuss how social move-
ments are publicly remembered today. The memory of social movements can 
be highly political, and be subject to contestation as well as banalization over 
time. Third, I shall discuss the relations between memory within and memory 
of the movements in order to gain insights of how historical cultures have been 
shaped by the two movements, and confront social movements’ agency with their 
intentionality. I will fnally argue that the memory within the two movements 
discussed here, of the movements and by the movements have been fundamen-
tally elite driven and cannot be seen as disconnected from each other. After the 
demise of the movements, movement elites, that is, the informal, intellectual and 
cultural leadership of the movements, continued to play important roles in the 
shaping of historical cultures, even if neoliberal urbanism has ultimately proved 
more powerful than the sensitive structures of movement memory in its capacity 
to install alternative futures. 

History, memory and social movements over the city 

Urban movement action and studies have become very apparent in recent years, 
as urbanization and the neoliberalization of cities is advancing.8 Their theoret-
ical frameworks in many ways have been derived from the long 1970s, even if 
the memory of the actual urban movements during that period is surprisingly 
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absent among activists today. The slogan of ‘the right to the city’ as disseminated 
with Henri Lefebvre’s and David Harvey’s work has become a common refer-
ence point among recent groups fghting gentrifcation.9 These social scientists, 
interestingly, had their own historical reference points. Most prominently, the 
Paris Commune of 1871 was represented as some kind of archetype of an urban 
movement.10 Historians today are paying increasing attention to the history of 
social movements, trying to transcend the more presentist perspectives of social 
scientists, who have dominated social movement studies, and drawing connec-
tions to the strong tradition of labour historiography.11 However, while histo-
rians are actively shaping the memory of social movements, historical studies of 
urban movements still remain comparably rare.12 

Urban movements difer from other social movements organizing themselves 
within cities: the city as such is their primary object of contestation. Neverthe-
less, there is no agreement on the conceptual spectrum that defnes what an ur-
ban movement actually is, as on the one side urban movements might be acting 
under the umbrella of much wider political movements and, on the other, might 
take the form of extremely localized NIMBY actions. Further, cities as objects of 
contestation do not only comprise changing material structures but also comprise 
changing and disputed structures of meaning and memory attached to the built 
environment. Movements primarily concerned with urban memoryscapes could 
thus also be conceptualized as urban movements. Memory, as embodied in the 
built environment, often takes the form of ‘banal memory’, which is repetitively 
consumed by the masses without active refection.13 Activists, seeking to prevent 
or produce changes, may turn such banal memory into ‘hot memory’. Memory 
activism, for example, over monuments, museums, or street names in cities can 
thus be studied from an urban movement perspective.14 Similarly, actions for the 
construction or changes in urban heritage when claimed by civil-society groups 
can be viewed from such a perspective. 

In the long 1970s, alternative ideas of history, memory and heritage grew 
stronger. Self-congratulatory narratives of nations’ past were increasingly con-
fronted by more self-critical assessments that sought to make visible the dark 
sides of history. On top of that, and in correspondence with widespread calls 
for democratization processes in Western societies as well as the popularization 
and reformation of Marxist ideology, historians decided to write history also 
‘from below’ in attaching greater agency to the working classes; history became 
more social.15 Left-wing intellectuals became fascinated by the life-world of 
the working classes, sought to forge revolutionary alliances with them, and 
industrial heritage was discovered. This could be interpreted as a widespread 
quest for authenticity in aesthetics and lifestyle, but also had to do with the 
growing appeal of left-wing ideology.16 Urban movement action then often 
went beyond, for example, eforts for rent control and the improvement hous-
ing conditions, to prevent the construction of a highway or to reduce costs 
for public transport, but particularly for the preservation of working-class mi-
lieus or ‘communities’. Evocations of working-class pasts could now serve as 
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a common ground for sections of the old labour movement as well as new so-
cial movement activists in the formation urban movements.17 New ideas for a 
post-Fordist city ultimately corresponded with new conservationist practices 
and forms of public memory.18 

Two cities of urban movement action: Sydney and the Ruhr 

Urban structures, political cultures and historical cultures correspond, to some 
degree: place matters. But the local cannot be sufciently analysed without tak-
ing into account the transnational and transurban transfer of ideas, people and 
capital. Local, regional and federal governments in Germany, Australia and many 
other countries around 1970 sought to encourage comprehensive urban renewal 
measures. Many Western cities in the long 1970s have witnessed local variants 
of deindustrialization and economic transitions to tertiary sector jobs.19 The la-
bour movement was faced with the challenges of what has been historicized as a 
structural break with the postwar boom.20 At the same time, they experienced 
a clash between Fordist city planning and neoliberal visions with the visions of 
a then growing section of people that believed in a post-capitalist future, based 
on equality and diversity.21 Intellectuals and activists such as Jane Jacobs in the 
United States or Alexander Mitscherlich in West Germany then called for an 
urban aesthetics where citizen solidarity rather than capital speculation should 
be the primary focus of future developments. Their demands would become 
popular among citizen initiatives trying to gain greater control over their trans-
forming urban environment.22 Thus, it was not only ideas of the past that were 
pulling apart during this highly politicized period, but also ideas of the future.23 

As an extremely suburban country with comparably low levels of social in-
equality, with a relatively small population at the periphery of the world’s eco-
nomic system, and with a relatively derivative intellectual culture, the former 
British settler colony down-under was internationally certainly not regarded as 
a hub of radical social-movement action in the long 1970s. But the Green Bans 
movement with its charismatic leader, Jack Mundey, attracted international at-
tention.24 Like many other cities of the deindustrializing West, Sydney faced 
large-scale re-development plans, which threatened the existence of heritage, 
green spaces and traditional neighborhoods. The city had been the economic 
heartland of the Australian nation-state. The inner suburbs and the old town, 
which have been built along the foreshores of the Sydney Harbour and the 
mouth of Parramatta river, were about to lose their face. During Sydney’s build-
ing boom, radical labour unions, supported and to some extent controlled by 
the local Communist Party, which followed an unorthodox Eurocommunist 
ideology, ofered a powerful organizational structure to residents asking them 
for help. The local citizen initiatives then emerging across the city, the Coa-
lition of Citizen Action Groups (CRAG) and local residents appealed to the 
union leadership. This comprehensive support over several years represented a 
new understanding of ‘workers control’ in shifting the focus of action beyond 
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the workplace into the city. The unions active in Sydney’s urban movement 
were most prominently the NSW Builders Labourers Federation (NSWBLF), 
but also, for example, the Federated Engine Drivers’ and Firemen’s Association 
(FEDFA), the Building Workers Industrial Union (BWIU), and the Seamen’s 
Union of Australia (SUA). Despite the importance of the institutionalized la-
bour movement, which was absent in the example of the Ruhr, however, it has 
not dominated the representation and memory of the urban movement, as I shall 
argue in more detail further below. The union leadership connected new social 
movements and expressed solidarity, for example, with indigenous, environ-
mental, anti-nuclear movement, feminist, gay and lesbian and other ‘new’ social 
movements, and of course heritage activists. Such cross-movement alliances did 
indeed also play a role in the Ruhr. Apart from the strong afnity with the 
industrial-heritage scene in the Ruhr, there were also connections with, for ex-
ample, the environmental, anti-nuclear, squatters, and youth centre movement 
as I have argued previously.25 

The Ruhr, despite its large size, has neither been associated as a hub of 
(new) social movement action or great intellectual and cultural vibrancy. The 
Ruhr has developed in an even more polycentric structure than Sydney; the 
industrial infrastructure that has determined the organization of districts and 
settlements has been referred to as ‘Ruhrbanity’. This peculiar urban struc-
ture, following the industrial logic of the coal and steel industries that have 
given birth to the region, had direct efect on the way urban movement ac-
tion has been articulated: the initiatives were extremely decentralized as the 
major umbrella organization that was founded by a working group (Arbeits-
gemeinschaft der Arbeitersiedlungsinitiativen im Ruhrgebiet) at the Eisenheim set-
tlement in Oberhausen in the early seventies lacked the strong instructional 
structure that the labour unions in Sydney were able to ofer. It presented 
itself as the working-class version of the citizen initiatives that mushroomed 
in the Federal Republic in the early 1970s. The Eisenheim group organ-
ized the Ruhr-Volksblatt, a paper that sought to connect the local initiatives 
and provide information among them as well as to the outside world. There 
were also more local organizations in the cities of the Ruhr, which sought to 
promote solidarity among the individual initiatives across the region. In the 
Ruhr, the unions with the mining union (Industriegewerkschaft Bergbau und 
Energie) as the most powerful representative, as well as the Social Democratic 
Party, which became very strong in the Ruhr after the Second World War, 
were largely opposed to the ‘workers intiatives’, as they had a strong inter-
est in the valorisation of the properties and a re-development of the Ruhr, 
which had been dominated by the declining coal and steel industries. The 
Ruhr’s regional identity became strongly dependent on a slowly emerging 
industrial-heritage movement in which leaders of the ‘workers initiatives’ 
sought to embed the urban movement. This connection would become im-
portant also for the memory of the urban movement, which I will show be-
low. New Left ideology mattered for the leadership of the initiatives, but not 
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so much for the local residents who gained support from intellectuals, such as 
academics, artists, architects, Protestant priests and alternative local newspapers, 
as well as a tenant movement fghting exorbitant rents, and an emerging squat-
ters movement. Such mixed group constellations were important both in the 
Ruhr as well as Sydney. 

Memory within the movements 

Diferent and often overlapping sets of heritage were operating in the historical 
cultures of the two movements discussed here, that is, the way they articulated 
their visions of the past: working-class and labour-movement heritage, particular 
urban and national heritages, as well as environmental heritage. Both movements 
were representative of a new international heritage discourse employed by the 
left with a focus on urban conservationism with a social orientation (sozialori-
entierte Stadterhaltung), with communist-led Bologna as a captivating example for 
many activists and planners.26 Heritage, like history in general, can be highly 
political, as social groups with unequal means and agency negotiate the meaning, 
construction and maintenance of the past in the future. Their memory activism 
often aims at the institutionalization of heritage in the ofcial historical culture 
of places, which fuid identities are thus subject to manipulation from below and 
above. During this process, heritage as originally articulated by social-movement 
organizations might become alienated from its original meaning and possibly 
de-politicized and de-historicized. Nevertheless, the original aims and historical 
perspectives of former activists can later be re-invoked through the construction 
of memory by future protest generations that seek retrospective alliances as I shall 
show further below in this chapter. 

The urban movement in the Ruhr evoked liberal rights such as ‘citizen par-
ticipation’, used social democratic solutions such as the well-established model 
of housing co-ops that had gained in popularity over the previous 100 years in 
Germany, and presented itself as part of a transnational tenant movement against 
exorbitant rents and for social housing. The movement also drew on more radical 
social movement practices such as hunger strike.27 More importantly, like in the 
case of Sydney, urban movement action in the 1970s Ruhr was often presented 
as a continuation of workers struggles over the production site. It was seen in the 
tradition of the labour movement and workers’ emancipation in transcending 
the focus to the urban environment.28 The major ‘workers party’ in the Ruhr, 
the Social Democrats, however, were supported by the vast majority of the in-
habitants of the workers settlements, including movement leader Roland Günter 
who had been a member of the SPD’s left wing, only very hesitantly provided 
assistance to the initiatives.29 And the German unions were indiferent or hostile 
to the initiatives. Nevertheless both urban movement networks in Sydney and 
the Ruhr could draw on a repertoire of cultural and political practices derived 
from labour movement traditions. But there were important similarities and dif-
ferences between the two. 
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Since the movement in Sydney was much more institutionalized, labour un-
ions were able to transfer their action repertoire from the workplace to the city 
more directly. Strike action was directed not primarily to protect rights and wel-
fare of the workers involved but on behalf of the wider community and interest 
groups beyond the common worker. In the Ruhr, however, the movement could 
not draw directly on the institutional repertoire of memory offered by the labour 
unions, simply because the unions in Germany were opposed to its claims. But 
the cultural repertoire of memory offered by the labour movement, which espe-
cially the older generations of tenants in the Ruhr’s workers settlements could 
communicate during the urban protests in the 1970s, was certainly important 
to the historical culture of the movement in Germany’s industrial west. This 
was beautifully demonstrated by the music of Frank Baier, one of the move-
ment leaders in Duisburg, who collected historic workers songs from the Ruhr.30 
Baier also rewrote well-known German songs as local movement songs,31 and I 
will get back to his long-term agency in movement memory later in this chapter.

In the Ruhr, movement leaders predominantly presented working-class 
heritage embodied by the local communities and architecture of the workers 
settlements as greatly endangered. In the 1970s, intellectual sympathizers of 
the movement began to work towards greater public recognition of the ar-
chitectural, social and cultural values embodied in the history of the workers’ 
settlements.32 The Ruhr-Volksblatt (RVB) regularly included sections on the 
particular histories of various workers settlements and the way they had been 
constructed.33 Immaterial heritage mattered significantly. The working-class 
traditions movement leaders sought to preserve also included ‘values’ of cohab-
itation, forms of communication and the social life in general, which could not 
be maintained outside of the settlements. The movement paid, for example, 
great attention to the preservation of the working-class dialect of the region, 
which it saw mispresented in the public, or the working-class tradition of pigeon 
breeding,34 and rabbit breeding.35 The regional history of the Ruhr, that is, 
predominantly its labour history, provided a major memory framework for the 
urban movement, ranging from catastrophic mining accidents36 to celebrations 
of the labour movement, such as 1 May.37 The RVB also published the personal 
histories, for example, in the form of autobiographical abstracts on lives that 
were presented as typical for the Ruhr or in the form of interviews with older 
dwellers.38 Legislative history, such as the evolution of tenant rights in the early 
twentieth century,39 or 1919 law for the protection of allotment gardens, was 
used to legitimize protest against privatization. As the RVB editors found, ‘after 
the revolution in 1919 a good number of good laws was produced’.40 The RVB 
remembered the November revolution 60 years before also to draw parallels 
with their own struggles.41 Again, this is an important aspect of the memory 
structures within the movement of the Ruhr: while it was highly critical of the 
role of the trade unions – who acted as agents in the commodification of urban 
spaces and homes and, thus, were antagonistic to the protests against demolition 
and privatization – the urban movement activists in the Ruhr still solidarized 
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with labour unions’ history and actions. Despite the antagonism, the RVB pub-
lished chronicles of the 1970s strikes in the local steel sector.42 At the end of the 
day, it presented itself as the most authentic relic of the degrading movement in 
the region. Remarkably, next to the repertoire of memory and practices ofered 
by social movements, religious memory also placed a role in the urban move-
ment of the Ruhr. Clerics engaged with the workers-settlement movement, the 
tenant movement as well as the emerging industrial heritage movement in the 
region. Many tenants of the workers settlements were members of the Church 
and protestant priests involved in the movement presented movement actions as 
a struggle for the New Jerusalem.43 

The heritage movement around the world, and conceptions of the past and 
present, were undergoing great changes in the red 1970s. The urban movement 
engaged with discussions around the ‘European heritage year’ of 1975 in seek-
ing to expand the common understanding of heritage. The life and architecture 
of the workers settlements, thus, began to enjoy greater recognition among 
conservators and architects also outside the region.44 ‘What does heritage mean 
for workers’, a RVB article asked, informing the readers about movement lead-
ers’ participation in the fnal congress of the heritage year organized by the 
European Council in Amsterdam. ‘This heritage is diferent to the one of the 
middle classes’, it argued, and demanded the preservation of workers’ quarters 
instead of ignoring the legitimacy of such heritage.45 While the particularity of 
working-class heritage was emphasized, the movement leadership understood 
that writing the history of the settlements provided the protests with wider rec-
ognition and legitimacy beyond the workers’ needs; it was relevant for society 
in general.46 In Sydney, as we shall see, the discourse was similar. 

In the context of the European heritage year, RVB readers were recom-
mended a new book entitled Keine Zukunft für unsere Vergangenheit? [No future 
for our past?], which was co-authored by the most prominent urban movement 
leader of the Ruhr, Roland Günter, complaining about the absence of social 
history in the ofcial heritage discourse.47 The volume suggested taking the 
social structures of urban heritage seriously and made comparative references 
to urban movement actions, for example, for the preservation of old towns that 
were threatened by development plans in Germany and elsewhere. It pled for 
the preservation also of industrial heritage. The workers settlements were ‘mon-
uments of social history’ (p. 118f ). I will get back to the importance of Günter 
for the memory of and by the movement below. It is worth noting here, how-
ever, that his wife Janne Günter with whom he had moved into the Eisenheim 
settlement, was part of the movement too and led a research project to inves-
tigate the typical life of the workers in their settlement, perhaps indeed an ex-
otic place to the middle-class ‘migrants’ who sought to integrate while leading 
the movement.48 Such outsiders, nevertheless, would watch the development 
of state heritage legislation very carefully, and would become infuential in the 
recognition of industrial heritage and the institutionalization of the industrial-
heritage movement.49 
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While histories of other urban movements mattered little – though movement 
leader Roland Günter wrote on the history of squatting in Amsterdam –50 over 
the years, the workers-settlement movement in the Ruhr also wrote its own his-
tory, for example, by providing chronicles of the short history of the protest initi-
atives to the RVB readership.51 And, as the workers settlements remained subject 
to speculation in the early 1980s, the editors reminded readers of the origins of 
the movement.52 Important movement events, such as the hunger strike for the 
protection of the Rheinpreußen settlement, perhaps the most radical protest of 
the movement, were subsequently remembered in the publications of the move-
ment.53 Also activists who passed away were remembered.54 Thus, as is typical 
for the social movements discussed in this volume, the workers- settlement move-
ment developed its own historical culture, in borrowing strongly from labour 
and other movements as well as in constructing endogenic memory. Resembling 
some dynamics in the urban movement of the Ruhr, Sydney’s activists also be-
gan, shortly after the emergence of the movement, to work on and formalize 
their own movement memory, for example, in the form of anniversary celebra-
tions of local action groups.55

In Sydney, the urban movement articulated heritage in different and in a 
somewhat wider form, ranging from national to environmental heritage, than 
in the Ruhr, where the main focus was on working-class heritage as strongly 
associated with the typical culture of the region. Resident groups and indi-
viduals asked radical unions for assistance to prevent the construction of ex-
pressways for cars, high-rise building complexes, the demolishing of parks and 
innercity bushland and so forth. The strong alliance between middle-class 
and working- class citizens, including neighbourhood action groups, creatives  
and professionals, and very left-wing unions proved powerful and remains an 
important episode in the global history and memory of urban movements. BLF 
leader Jack Mundey presented the extraparliamentary actions as workers simply 
‘doing their job’ on behalf of ‘the working people’. To him this was the ‘so-
cial responsibility’ of unions in the 1970s which should get involved in politics 
beyond the workplace. This responsibility also involved ‘history’. In 1972, he 
prophesied: ‘If architects, engineers and building workers combine to preserve a 
little of our history people in the future will be grateful for our belated action’.56 
While the movement leadership followed ideological and historical motifs, it is 
doubtful to what extent citizens who sought to protect their home as well as the 
average construction worker involved in the actions had similar ambitions. It is 
more likely that, like in the Ruhr, also in Sydney the urban movement partici-
pants’ motivations varied within a spectrum ranging from NIMBY attitudes to 
revolutionary visions.57

Laurajane Smith pointed out that the Green Bans were installed at a time when 
there was, like in Europe, also a widespread movement for a comprehensive her-
itage legislation in Australia.58 While embedded in transnational developments in 
ideology and historical culture, the Green Bans movement articulated its heritage 
activism strongly within a national framework of memory, rather than within the 
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particular, urban framework of the city of Sydney or the one of working-class 
memory – as it had been the case in the Ruhr. This becomes especially evident in 
the protests over the preservation of Sydney’s oldtown: ‘Australia has one heritage, 
one past, one birthplace: The Rocks’ a poster from 1973 to 1974 claimed inviting 
the public to a meeting at Millers Point chaired by CRAG leader Neil Runcie who 
sought to prevent urban changes for proft motives.59 Activists sought to bring greater 
public attention to the history of Sydney Harbour and the residential settlements in 
the area, with the Rocks being described as ‘the cradle of a nation’. Very localized 
heritage was associated with a ‘discovery’ of Australian history and heritage which 
enjoyed greater public attention than it had before; urban movement action against 
re-development plans by the government could thus be presented as patriotic.60 

Like in the Ruhr, the action groups in Sydney formed to prevent urban neoliberal-
ization (without using the term, yet) and evictions of low-income earners focussed 
strongly on the threat to the ‘community’ as well as material heritage, and ‘history’ 
in the widest sense. But ‘community’ did not necessarily mean only residents in the 
district concerned, but could also comprise all citizens of Sydney, or even 
the nation in general. 

This is a variation in comparison to the movement in the Ruhr, where rep-
resentatives of the academic, political and cultural elite still continue to take 
common eforts for greater national recognition of its workers’ heritage. Both 
movements protested against high-rise buildings for ensuring good living stand-
ards for low-income households as well as for aesthetic and historic reasons, and 
in both cases movement elites strongly drew on the changing heritage discourse. 
But only in Sydney, during the important campaign for the preservation of 
Sydney’s oldtown, The Rocks, did the unions draw heavily on a rhetoric of na-
tional heritage. This was perhaps for tactical reasons. Left-wing nationalism has 
certainly been more acceptable in Australia than in Germany since 1945, and 
Australia’s search for its own glorious past during the emancipation from the 
British motherland has remained an ongoing process. During this campaign, 
industrial and working-class history of The Rocks gained public attention in the 
Australian media.61 At the same time, The Rocks became increasingly touristic 
over the 1960s and 1970s, even its former Mining Museum attracted greater 
number of visitors until the closure in the early 1980s.62 It is noteworthy that 
in Sydney, like in the Ruhr, local groups just wanting to stay in their homes, 
were headed by architects and planners who had diferent visions than their col-
leagues working for the state. The committee for the alternative ‘People’s Plan 
for the Rocks’, indeed, was chaired by the famous architect Neville Gruzman. 
And also the role of artists was important.63 Artists then sought to mobilize 
the public to prevent the closure of the Argyle Arts Centre in a restored wool 
store of the formerly industrial area in Sydney Harbour.64 The unions, on the 
other hand, were careful in not being presented as predominantly ideologically 
motivated and sought to emphasize the general will of local residents who were 
simply caring for their environment, and the unions’ assistance in making them 
heard through the development of the alternative ‘People’s Plan’.65 
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Memory of the movements 

Not only social movements overlap, but also the sets of memory attached to 
particular movements, and their leadership, matter not only within a social 
movement but also in the memory thereof. Sydney’s Green Bans, are enjoying 
a greater prominence in public memory than the Arbeiterintiativen in the Ruhr. 
The memory of the Green Bans – as a labour and environmental movement as 
well as a very special form citizen action – is comparably vibrant in the politi-
cal and historical culture of Sydney and Australia in general, even if by far not 
every Sydneysider knows about this great episode in their urban history. The 
memory of the workers-settlement movement, on the other hand, plays a more 
peripheral role in the German Ruhr, though it is currently developing thanks to 
eforts from above and below. In Sydney in particular, more than in the Ruhr, 
the memory urban movement of the 1970s has enjoyed increasing representation 
in the form of memorial sites including plaques, murals, places and walks. Just 
to mention a few examples: at Kelly’s Bush, a memorial stone was set to cele-
brate the 25th anniversary of the 1971 Green Ban, stating that this was the place 
where the ‘world’s frst Green Ban’ took place.66 In the 1990s, the Green Bans 
park was developed by residents in the inner suburb of Erskineville, displaying a 
great number of explanatory memorial plaques.67 I cannot draw a comprehen-
sive picture of the material memoryscape of Sydney’s Green Bans here, but to 
me the murals of Woolloomooloo are its most impressive feature. As suggested 
above, the memory of urban movements may start shortly after their commence-
ment, often from within the movement. The vast murals of Woolloomooloo, 
glorifying the social movement, the unions and the leadership, were created 
already a few years after the decline of the movement in Sydney. The project by 
the two activist artists Merilyn Fairskye and Michiel Dolk with the Residents 
Action Group of the district began in the late 1970s and ended in the mid-1980s. 
The murals were restored by Sydney Artefacts Conservation and Artcare be-
tween 2009 and 2013.68 This innercity suburb until today has maintained rela-
tively large sections of social housing. Poverty is quite visible at the doorstep of 
the homes of new millionaires who possibly fnd the grungier sections of their 
neighbourhood somewhat cool and enjoy the centrality as well as accessibility to 
the Botanic Garden and the foreshores. More importantly, from the murals it is 
only a few-minutes walk to the Juanita Nielsen Community Centre opened by 
the City of Sydney in 1984. This must not be missed when exploring the Green 
Bans’ material memoryscape.69 Nielsen, who had been associated with the Green 
Ban and urban conservation movement is widely believed to have been murdered 
in 1975. Artist Zaggy Begg has just made a flm about Nielsen’s story, where 
memory takes a highly aestheticized form.70 However, it is impossible to draw a 
complete picture here. 

Interestingly, and perhaps more strongly than in the Ruhr, the superhuman 
side of Sydney’s Green-Ban memory is very dominant in correspondence with 
the leadership of the past. Powerful individuals, especially of the Green Bans, but 
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to a great degree also of the workers initiatives in the Ruhr, stick out in the mem-
oryscapes of both cities and remain living legends. Public memory is strongly 
of leaders rather than of the social movements in general. The BLF and Jack 
Mundey, one of the charismatic movement leaders, have been presented most 
prominently in the public memory of the movement in Sydney and elsewhere 
in the country. From the early 1980s, the national media promoted mainstream 
memory of Mundey’s persona and movement leadership.71 In the new millen-
nium, Mundey gained the status of a national hero with representations ranging, 
for example, from a photo purchased in the National Portrait Gallery, 72 via a flm 
documentary by the National Film and Sound Archive, 73 to a very recent biog-
raphy that has been widely discussed.74 Mundey, has been acknowledged not only 
for his union work, but also for his subsequent work as a heritage conservator in 
Sydney, New South Wales and Australia. In 2007, a place of The Rocks has been 
named ‘Jack Mundey Place’. He has the ofcial status of a ‘living national treas-
ure’ in Australia. Thus, like in the memory by the movement, also the memory 
of the movement has been shaped by a certain degree of Australian nationalism. 

The memory of the Green Bans is growing fast, in Sydney and outside. I am 
myself contributing to the memory of the Green Bans, not only in the course of 
publishing this work, but also, for example, in teachings on the history of civil 
society at Utrecht University, where students have to watch Pat Fiske’s docu-
mentary Rocking the Foundations from 1985 about the history of Sydney’s BLF 
with a focus on the Green Bans. And I am certainly not the only academic who 
works on the memory of this exciting movement. I also understand that I am 
contributing to the more slowly developing memory of the Arbeiterinitiativen in 
the Ruhr by engaging with the history to which I will come back in a moment. 
Academics, indeed, play an important role in the memory of social movements. 
Meredith and Verity Burgmann’s standard work from 1998 on the history of the 
Green Bans, for example, had been out of print for many years, until in 2017 
a new edition was sold in the bookshops across the country.75 As the archival 
memory of the two urban movements discussed here is vast, it would be sur-
prising if historians would not do further work on them.76 Last but not least, the 
internet is becoming an increasingly powerful place of ofcial as well as more 
informal memory, especially of the Green Bans.77 There, for example, local ini-
tiatives operating today portray the history of the Green Bans, 78 and the City of 
Sydney serves with wonderful online data from an oral history project including 
the personal memory of Jack Mundey.79 But most readers will be able to master 
the art of googling, so there is little reason why I should preempt any encom-
passing review here. 

The workers initiatives in the Ruhr are presented online only to a very limited 
extent, and I have experienced calls among academics of the industrial-heritage 
community in the region as well as local history workshops to commence with a 
more complete history of this movement. An exceptional example is an extensive 
master’s thesis on the struggles over the Floez Dickebank settlement in Gelsen-
kirchen, which has been submitted in 2013 to the University of Cologne.80 
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Previously the focus has been predominantly on the material structures and the 
history of the settlements from an urban planning and heritage perspective.81 

Nineteen of the hundreds of workers’ settlements are part of the Route der Indus-
triekultur (Route of Industrial Heritage), but the movement struggles play a very 
marginal role in the representation of the settlements’ past.82 There are a number 
of possible reasons for this. First, in comparison to Sydney the urban movement 
of the Ruhr was smaller. The Green Bans were part of a strike wave that went 
beyond the traditional practices of Australian Labor politics, caused major disrup-
tions for investments into urban developments, and thus caused so much furore in 
local, regional as well as national politics that also the memory of the movement 
enjoyed a greater kind of predisposition to prominence than the protests in the 
Ruhr did. Second, the deindustrializing and politically fragmentized Ruhr has 
not been seen as a metropolitan centre of urban Germany, whereas Sydney is the 
urban centre of Australia. Third, the urban crisis of the economically and de-
mographically declining Ruhr has played out very diferently Sydney, which has 
experienced an ongoing infux of population and capital investment. 

It is only very recently that the industrial heritage of the Ruhr in general 
began to be studied from a social movement perspective, which has been largely 
thanks to the stimulus of the Institute for Social Movements in Bochum, which 
is located in the House for the History of the Ruhr and is part of the Ruhr Uni-
versity’s history department, with Stefan Berger becoming Director in 2011.83 

This is having an efect on the regional museum sector. In 2018, an exhibition 
in Dortmund by Jana Flieshart and Jana Golombek, who is taking her PhD with 
Berger, engaged with protagonists of the Arbeiterinitiativen.84 As part of the exhi-
bition, four historical flms by Klaus Helle about the movement struggles were 
shown in parts or at full length.85 The archiving of such flms, as much as other 
material for the preservation of movement memory, has been largely thanks to 
private initiative. It is worth noting that these flms that have been held in Paul 
Hofmann’s Kinemathek des Ruhrgebiets in Essen, which has received fnancial sup-
port by the state government and will soon be transferred to the Ruhr Museum 
at the Zollverein world-heritage site, where also the regional photo archive is 
located. It will be interesting to see what such eforts will do to the general mem-
ory of the workers-settlement initiatives, which remain part of a de-politicized 
industrial-heritage network that has become strongly institutionalized and to a 
great degree commodifed and tailored for the wider public, as it is perceived as 
the most important and distinctive characteristic of the deindustrializing region 
vis-à-vis others.86 

The above-mentioned Eisenheim settlement, probably the oldest in the Ruhr 
and the frst one where urban movement action was successful in the early 1970s 
when being put under protection, has enjoyed disproportionate representation in 
public memory and is part and parcel of the ofcial representation of the Ruhr’s 
industrial-heritage landscape. Since the 1990s, Eisenheim has a museum focussing 
on the history of everyday life in the workers quarter.87 In the late 2000s, a TV 
programme on a working-class family in the settlement brought further public 
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attention to Eisenheim and could possibly be accused of a certain middle- class vo-
yeurism and banalization of memory.88 But, Eisenheim is also the most important 
place in the memory of the movement for the protection of the Ruhr’s workers’ 
settlements. This has been partly due to the memory work and leadership of 
Roland Guenter in Eisenheim, who in some ways perhaps could be seen as the 
Ruhr’s equivalent to Mundey, as I shall further explain below, though Mundey’s 
status as a national hero in Australia cannot be matched by Guenter in Germany.

Memory by the movements

I have already shown, to some extent, how the public memory of movement 
movements has been shaped by urban movements themselves. Lifting the level of 
abstraction further above, one can also see that both cities, Sydney and the Ruhr, 
would have developed differently without the urban movement actions discussed 
here. If the built environments of cities are containers of memory, successful 
urban movement action automatically involves somewhat invisible memories of 
the movement, which can be made visible by telling urban histories. Needless 
to say, the heritage landscapes of both the Ruhr and Sydney have been strongly 
shaped by both movements. My chapter and this volume also show that social 
movements create memory of themselves and among themselves. Further, social 
movements, in this comparative history especially the Green Bans, can become 
important parts of the urban heritage itself. In this last section I focus on the 
influence of movement leaders on the way the memory of social movements is 
presented in historical culture.

The reason why the New South Wales branch of the BLF was de-registered 
and called off many Green Bans already in 1974 was in many ways due to some 
internal competition with the Federal BLF leadership located in Melbourne and 
the related Victorian branch under the leadership of Norm Gallagher who would 
be arrested for corruption. This competition was, to some extent, also shaped 
by ideological differences within the Australian Left with opposing Maoist and 
Eurocommunist tendencies. Interestingly, this competition also had repercus-
sions in a conflict over the memory of the Green Bans, with the Melbournians 
trying to gain public recognition for being the first ones in developing this form 
of action and trying to downplay the role of the Sydneysiders. This little mem-
ory war was very visible in the ‘Green Bans Gallery’, which opened in 1974 at 
Melbourne’s Trades Hall.89 This small episode should remind us that we perhaps 
need to be cautious when writing the history of memory of urban movements, 
and pay attention to the ways it can be shaped by the movements.

The ideological battles among the Left of the 1970s, however, seem to mat-
ter little today. Civil society is becoming increasingly sensitive to the mas-
sive housing problem in Sydney, which recently has been rated the second 
most expensive city in the world (behind Hong Kong).90 The Green Bans 
therefore continue to serve as mobilizing political memory for contemporary 
urban  movement actions in Sydney, which opens perspectives on how the 
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memories of movements and by movements have been intertwined. In July 
2016, I met Jack Mundey and his wife Judy at Millers Point, the old district just 
next to the Rocks. It was as history would repeat itself. Low income earners 
were being forced out of their houses. We took a walk along the foreshore at 
Sydney Harbour and passed by the iconic Sirius building next to Sydney Har-
bour Bridge that has been threatened to be demolished. Mundey, today himself 
part of Sydney’s heritage, engaged with the protests.91 Mundey has also sup-
ported the Community Action for Windsor Bridge (CAWB) in recent years.92 

He has become a heroic fgure of social movement action, a living legend 
whose charisma remains an important asset in the seemingly hopeless struggles 
against neoliberal urbanism. The memory of the Green Bans, thus, gains in 
currency, as in recent years global capital investment into cities has become in-
creasingly attractive. The surviving unions are called upon to revive their her-
itage, as the Green Ban over the art deco pavilion at Bondi beach demonstrated 
a few years ago.93 And the remaining super-union, the Construction, Forestry, 
Mining and Energy Union (CFMEU) has celebrated the anniversaries of this 
movement heritage and recently revived it by putting the Sirius building and 
Bondi Pavilion under a Green Ban. 

If we historicize the urban movement as a continuous, singular object over 
time, it becomes pivotal for our understanding of this object to investigate what 
its continuity exists of. The repertoire of memory, people and practices of the 
past, seem to assist a movement in an environment of political competition. In the 
Ruhr, we also witness such continuities at leadership level of the region’s urban 
movement. The singer Frank Baier, who I mentioned above, has established a 
private archive on the struggles over his settlements and other social movement 
action, and he has remained active as a singer in articulating historical conscious-
ness in the region, including the history of its urban movement.94 Roland Günter 
of Eisenheim, like Mundey, has remained very active in the ofcial heritage sec-
tor ever since his urban movement actions in the early 1970s. Günter has recently 
been vociferous, for example, in the poor north of the shrinking city of Duisburg, 
protesting against the demolishment of a whole art nouveau quarter and a Max 
Taut settlement. As chair of the North-Rhine Westphalian Werkbund and most 
remembered urban movement activist in the Ruhr, he engaged with the local 
citizens, joined protests and published a new book where he described contempo-
rary urban politics as ‘city massacre and social crime’.95 In 2017, a group around 
director Mathias Coers produced a flm about urban movement initiatives in the 
Ruhr that has been shown internationally. At the premiere of the flm, Günter 
was present. He had been waiting for a long time for this flm, he applauded.96 

It is worth noting, however, that the flm is taking almost exclusively presentist 
perspectives without making historical references. The presence of Günter does 
demonstrate that historical references are welcome to underpin current initiatives 
with some prominence, but it remains doubtful how existential they are for the 
subjective identity of urban movements. They are perhaps more important for the 
objective identity of urban movements as narrated by historians. 
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Concluding refections 

I have ofered a rough typology of intertwined memory motives within, of and 
by urban movements, which are idealized and in practice overlap, and which 
can hopefully be further developed. Memory within urban movements is part 
of the historical culture of the movement participants, for example, alterna-
tive ideas of heritage as well as the adaptation of ritual practices from move-
ments in the past and celebrations of the own movement’s origins. Memory 

FIGURE 8.1 Juanita Nielsen Community Centre (Wicke, 2016). 
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FIGURE 8.2 Kelly’s Bush, Green Bans memorial plaque (Wicke, 2016). 

of urban movements is the movements’ place in historical culture, that is, the 
way society has articulated the past of the movements, for example, in the 
built environment of cities as well as more widely in, for example, artworks, 
exhibitions, academic and non-academic literature, flm and (online) media. 
The memory by the movements, then, constitutes the convergence of memory 
within and of the movement, emphasizing the agency of leading movement 
members in historical cultures and especially in the way their movements 
are remembered. Urban movement leaders, and I have only been able to ad-
dress a representative few in this chapter, might engage with memory battles 
over their place in history. Moreover, urban movement leaders of the past 
often become active again when new protest occurs and evoke the memory 
of movement to legitimize contemporary action. And last but not least, once 
urban movement action has successfully manipulated or prevented urban de-
velopment, the refexive memory as formed by the movement becomes inbuilt 
into the city. 

The impact of urban movements in the long 1970s on city planning has been 
largely overlooked. We often take our everyday urban environment for granted 
and observe the changes predominantly through the prism of limited personal 
experiences. It will require comprehensive eforts for urban, public, hypothet-
ical and perhaps digital histories to show how cities would have developed if 
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FIGURE 8.3 1979 Mural by activist artists Merilyn Fairskye and Michiel Dolk and 
the Woolloomooloo Residents Action Group, ‘to celebrate the history 
of the local community and their battle to save the area from high-rise 
development’. (https://www.cityartsydney.com.au/wooloomooloo-
murals) (Wicke, 2016). 

https://www.cityartsydney.com.au
https://www.cityartsydney.com.au


 

 

 
 

 
   

  
 

  

  

  

  

  

  
  

  

 

Memory ‘within’, ‘of’, ‘by’ urban movement 151 

FIGURE 8.4 Jack Mundey at Miller’s Point (Wicke, 2016). 

citizens, during such highly politicized period – when the future of ‘the past’ 
was subject to efective struggles – had not practised strong claims for urban de-
mocracy and cross-class solidarity. In other words, the memory of urban move-
ments still has the capacity to change radically. Much of the material that could 
be used to write more comprehensive histories of urban movements is still held 
in private hands; we need to climb into the attics of former activists and rum-
mage through boxes to move this memory and perhaps relativize leadership 
agency (Figures 8.1–8.4). 
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