
ARCTIC CIRCLE TRAIN

Lovisa Andersson



 1  2

Infrastructures are complex material and immaterial 

systems that are technological as well as socio-

political. Infrastructures are used by human bodies 

on a daily basis. They exist all around us in near 

invisibility and usually do not reveal themselves 

until the moment of failure, which means they are 

vulnerable to breakdown and in need of constant 

maintenance and care. 

The texts in this booklet answer to questions 

about the relationship between infrastructure, 

architecture and gender, how spaces and functions 

of infrastructure may result in inclusion or exclusion 

and how social flows, gatherings and modes of 

inhabitation can tell us something about how and by 

whom infrastructure is used. 

The booklet was produced during the course 

Architecture and Gender taught at KTH Royal 

Institute of Technology in the fall of 2018. It is 

arranged in seven chapters containing texts and 

simple line drawings. Each text is a reflection of 

an argument, detail or concept found in the course 

readings which consist of contemporary feminist 

theory. Concepts and arguments are in turn related 

to a particular infrastructural network. This booklet 

is taking a closer look at the night trains covering 

the vast distance between the north and south of 

Sweden - the Arctic Circle Trains. 

INTRODUCTION
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Every evening a train departs from the Central 

Station in Stockholm heading towards the very north 

of Sweden. Since the journey between Stockholm 

and the towns and villages in the north of Sweden 

takes somewhere between 13 and 18 hours, the train 

is equipped with beds for its travellers to sleep 

the night away while the landscape is passing by.  

Despite long travelling times, the train infrastructure 

serving the north of the country is vital. In addition 

to being the most environmentally friendly way of 

travelling and transporting goods, it serves the many 

towns without an airport and supports the economy 

through tourism.

The connection between gender and the train 

infrastructure operating the north of Sweden 

becomes apparent already before the journey begins. 

When reserving a ticket, the website or app will ask 

whether you would like to travel in a ladies’, men’s, 

or mixed cabin. While gendered spaces, such as 

toilets, are in the process of gradually disappearing 

as the awareness of the issues they bring grows, the 

division of the cabins on the night trains remain the 

same. Apart from putting some people in a difficult 

position when having to choose, the six beds cabins 

offer little to no privacy, not even a curtain to shield 

oneself from the looks of others when sleeping. 

In the article ‘An Internet of Things’ Keller Easterling 

brings the idea that information is carried in activity, 

but argues that we are not used to thinking of spaces 

and still objects as something that is active and 

carries information unless a human has incorporated 

some kind of information technologies (2012). 

In a world were soon all items are code or text-

based in some aspect, it becomes even harder to see 

the spatial information that does not rely on the 

digital. In the light of Easterling’s article, we can ask 

ourselves what kind of non-digital information the 

train cabin as a space carries? And perhaps whether 

this information affects how, in what way, or if, we 

use the space?

GENDERED INFRASTRUCTURES
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When sharing less than six square meters for up to 

eighteen hours with five strangers, you eventually 

start talking to each other. If not the usual “where 

are you travelling?” then, after a while, for practical 

reasons when you together are to turn the two seats 

into six beds. Conversations about everything and 

nothing take place between those who never would 

have met otherwise. People share life stories and 

experiences.

The people travelling by night train are usually either 

low-income, living in rural areas without an airport, 

or concerned about greenhouse gas emissions. Even 

though there is a mix of young and elderly, and of 

men, women and children, it is evident that train 

travellers are not representing the whole population 

and that some bodies are missing. Some are missing 

because they choose not to be there, but some are 

missing because the architecture is hindering them 

or because they feel uncomfortable in the setup. 

In the text ‘Rethinking Vulnerability and Resistance’ 

Judith Butler argues that human lives are supported 

by and depend on the infrastructural and social 

conditions of their living (2014). When looking upon 

the body as a relation, and less as an object, it is clear 

that every person is unique and that not all bodies 

are supported by architecture and infrastructure in 

the same way.

I am young and quite small, I identify as woman and 

my body is functioning as the majorities. For me, it 

is easy to collaborate with my co-travellers, undress, 

climb up the ladder, crawl into the small bed space, 

and fall asleep with five other women around me. 

I ask myself, what about the ones who do not fall 

within this category, such as the disabled, or the 

ones not identifying as either man or woman? There 

is, for example, no space for a wheelchair, and in the 

exposed situation of sleeping together with strangers, 

the choice of a mixed cabin might not be an obvious 

one for someone identifying as non-binary.

INFRASTRUCTURAL VULNERABILITIES



 9  10

The railway to the northernmost parts of Sweden 

was built over a hundred years ago during the 19th 

century. The railway was not primarily built to 

make it possible for people to travel, but for the 

transportation of iron and steel from the mines 

and steelworks in the north. It was decided that 

the railway was to be built in the inland, several 

kilometres from the coast where the largest towns 

were located. A strategic location from a military 

point of view since the railway was not as exposed to 

invaders arriving by sea. The idea was, however, also 

that the railway would colonise the hinterland, that 

the new railway stations would bring human bodies 

together, enable commerce and industry, and be the 

starting point for new communities. 

In ‘Collective Equipment of power: The Road and 

the City’, Simone Brott cites Foucault’s description 

of the road’s three functions: to ensure a surplus of 

production, to produce the largest possible demand 

in response to the surplus of production, and to 

“normalize subjects in order to control production 

and demand”. She writes that “The highway consumes 

the cars whose production it ensures and it thereby 

installs a chain of stupefied subjects caught in the 

overall circuit of production” (2012). Humans built 

the railway, but the railway is now older than those 

of us being alive today. The need for transportation 

for goods and human bodies are essential for the 

railway system to exist, and at the same time, the 

system creates the demand for transportation. 

Easily exchangeable components, such as signs on 

a platform or a restaurant within a station building, 

have been replaced over time, while the main 

components of the train infrastructure, such as the 

tracks, the station buildings, and the platforms, have 

remained the same. One might, however, wonder 

what infrastructure was in place before the railway? 

And how was the old infrastructure affected by the 

arrival of the new one? 

When the railway was built the wooden sleepers, 

ballast and single track created a corridor through 

the vast forest-covered landscape, land that to a 

large extent previously only was used by the Sámi 

population. The stations were given new Swedish 

names, replacing the Sámi ones previously used to 

name the areas. While road signs in the north of 

Sweden are in both Swedish and Sámi since a few 

years back, the signs at the train stations still today 

welcome the travellers only in one language. 

INFRASTRUCTURAL INSTRUMENTS
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My dearest friend,

I hope you are doing well. Since I know that you, for the most part, neither have mobile coverage nor Wi-Fi I 

am writing a letter for the first time in a long time. We do not see much of each other but we have known each 

other for a long time, 25 years in a few months, can you believe it? 

I am endlessly grateful to you for introducing me to your surroundings. Every time you bring me on one of 

your journeys I fall in love all over again watching the landscape pass by behind my own weak reflection. 

Olga Tengvall and Hannes Frykholm examine how affection can arise when architecture, infrastructure, 

and environment meet. They write that infrastructural love “happens in the immediate bodily response to 

repeated encounters with the environment” (2018). 

It might seem like I am not appreciating your presence, sleeping through the greater part of the time we spend 

together. I am always so comfortable in your presence, being lulled into sleep by your movements while you 

are making sure that our journey continues. I am not the kind of person who easily falls asleep at any time and 

at any place, so it means I trust you a great deal. 

As you are putting kilometre after kilometre behind you, the shape of the landscapes and towns change. 

While connecting two different parts of the country, you make promises of new, yet sometimes familiar, 

environments and people. I have cried and laughed, hugged and kissed in your presence. You have accompanied 

me on my way to funerals as well as parties. You have held me when I have left my loved ones behind on the 

platform. 

Thank you for being my friend. 

 

Affectionately yours,

Lovisa

INFRASTRUCTURAL LOVE
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“Desire is both what promises us something, what gives us 

energy, and also what is lacking, even in the very moment of 

its apparent realization. There can be nothing more terrifying 

than getting what you want, because it is at this moment that 

you face what you want.” (Ahmed, 2010)

We are always striving for what we do not have, 

even when it is not worth having. Although we are 

not unhappy with what we have, we believe we want 

something else, that this ‘something else’ will bring 

us happiness. The choice of taking the night train is 

for some people not a choice at all, simply because it 

is the one transport mode they can afford. The option 

of flying would not necessarily bring more happiness 

but being out of reach, it is still something wished 

for. 

Sara Ahmed discusses our relations to objects in terms 

of the affect of happiness or sadness. The experience 

of affect and its intensity is individual. Getting on the 

night train is for me usually connected with feelings 

of excitement and expectation, the train promises 

me a new adventure with new environments and 

people. There have however been times when I have 

travelled with a heavy heart, for example on my way 

to funerals. On these occasions, the reason for my 

journey and the feelings towards the final destination 

have influenced the affects. Similarly memories 

connected to spaces and functions of infrastructure 

can determine how they affect us. Sara Ahmed (2010) 

writes: “If we arrive at objects with an expectation 

of how we will be affected by them, this affects how 

they affects us, even in the moment they fail to live up 

to our expectations.”

The train company, of course, strives to make sure 

the trains have a positive affect on the travellers, 

but what about those not travelling? Some bodies 

are always missing on the train and the question is 

whether they choose not to be there or if they are 

excluded. Affects evoked by the night train might, for 

example, include sadness and unfairness for someone 

using a wheelchair or for someone identifying as non-

binary. 

The trains will hopefully attract and include more 

bodies in the future. One can, however, ask whether 

we should strive for all spaces to have an affect of 

happiness? At a time when we constantly display 

our happy lives through social media, we might be in 

need of places that allow us to be sad. 

INFRASTRUCTURAL AFFECTS
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Train infrastructure has proven robust and resilient 

over time, the steel tracks, ballast, and wooden 

sleepers have been in use for over a century. With 

this in mind, it is more likely that the newer 

components of the infrastructure are apt to break 

down in near future, especially those relying on the 

rapidly developing technology, electronic signs and 

signalling system are two examples. Technological 

problems are, however, not the main issue. 

Due to competition from other transport modes, the 

number of occupied beds per night has decreased to 

a point where it no longer is economically defensible 

to keep the night train traffic on several routes. The 

number of night trains in Sweden has decreased 

during the last decades, and today only three routes 

remain. This means that the train infrastructure is 

failing to provide a sustainable and affordable way 

of travelling for people living within the Swedish 

hinterland. The attractiveness of towns without an 

airport decline and even more people move into the 

large cities. 

Valeria Graziano and Kim Trogal (2017) write that 

“the breakdown of urban infrastructures, is the moment when 

the systems supporting our existence become exposed” and 

that “this exposure offers the opportunity to revisit them.” At 

a time when there is an imminent risk that we exceed 

the two degrees Celsius limit of global warming, we 

need to change the way we consume and thereby 

how we travel. The group of voices arguing for more 

night trains as an alternative to flying is now stronger 

than ever. They are not only fighting for night trains 

covering the large distances within the country, but 

also for the possibility to go to sleep in Sweden and 

wake up somewhere in the middle of Europe. 

Long travelling times and outdated trains have been 

put forward as reasons for the decline in travelling. The 

standard found in Sweden are far behind compared 

to countries in Asia. Demand will, however, never be 

high enough in Sweden to make the building of new 

railway a profitable undertaking. The high costs are 

also the reason for the current maintenance backlog. 

Thereby, the future for the railway infrastructure 

depends upon political decisions. Sadly, the north of 

Sweden is rarely prioritised in those decisions. 

INFRASTRUCTURAL MAINTENANCE
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“That we can think and act as if we were independent depends 

on a network of social relations making it possible for us to 

do so.” This sentence can be found Virginia Held’s 

‘The Ethics of Care as Moral Theory’ (2006). In 

the same way, the world, as we know it, is built on 

an infrastructure network that makes it possible 

for us to appear independent. In reality, we are 

interdependent with others and with infrastructure 

throughout our lives.

Still, we do not care about infrastructure in the same 

way as we care for the people around us. If there is 

the chance that someone else will care, we do not 

feel obliged to do so. Infrastructure is often publicly 

owned and managed, and knowing that someone else 

is responsible, we take the care for granted. Perhaps 

we even get somewhat inattentive when we are not 

the owner and caretaker. Children climbing on the 

seats with their shoes on and paper on the floor 

when using the toilet are not unusual sights when 

travelling by the night train. 

One might ask if architecture can care for 

infrastructure? Just like we do not care about infra-

structure the way we care for people, architecture 

cannot care for humans or infrastructure, at least not 

in the relational meaning of the word where mutual 

trust, social bonds, and attentiveness are included. 

Architecture might, however, be able to support 

infrastructure. 

Virginia Held (2006) further writes that “a caring 

society might see the tasks of bringing up children, educating 

its members, meeting the needs of all, achieving peace and 

treasuring the environment”. The night trains can be 

of help when taking on the last task since they 

constitute an alternative to flying and the planes’ 

large emissions of greenhouse gases. Architecture, 

in turn, can be used as a means to make the railway 

infrastructure, as well as other infrastructure 

connected to it, more attractive.

INFRASTRUCTURAL CARE



 19  20

Ahmed, S. (2010). Happy Objects. The Promise of Happiness.

Brott, S. (2012). Collective Equipments of Power: The Road and the City. Thresholds 40.

Butler, J. (June 2014). Rethinking Vulnerability and Resistance. Received at BIBACC: http://bibacc.org/wp-

content/uploads/2016/07/Rethinking-Vulnerability-and-Resistance-Judith-Butler.pdf 26 November 2018

Easterling, K. (2012). An Internet of Things. e-flux.

Frykholm, H., & Tengvall, O. (2018). Infrastructural Love. Architecture and Feminisms: Ecologies, Economies, 

Technologies.

Graziano, V., & Trogal, K. (2017). The Politics of Collective Repair: Examining object relations in a 

postwork society. Cultural Studies.

Held, V. (2006). The Ethics of Care as Moral Theory. The Ethics of Care: Personal, Political, and Global.

REFERENCES




