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“la forme d’une ville 
Change plus vite, hélas ! que le cœur d’un mortel”

a line of Le Cygne from Charles Baudelaire 





In the Berlin debate, the question emerging from the intense competition on land 
(Bodenfrage) has strongly resurfaced. Analyses of the processes triggered by the 
commodification of the urban territory – such as densification and gentrification – 
have so far focused primarily on the issue of housing. The aim of this research is to 
expand Berlin’s disciplinary debate by deepening the focus on public spaces. This 
investigation deals with the reconfiguration of autonomous projects, understood 
as fundamental for the construction of an inclusive city, as they can enable the 
expression of the plurality of citizens.

What makes it possible to investigate the reconfiguration of actions and policies 
that have the land at their center? The answers are sought in the recent spatial 
transformation of Spreeraum Ost. This is a central area of  Berlin currently under 
development where the implementation of profit-driven construction projects by 
international real estate companies, supported and partially co-financed by the 
urban administration, is highly visible. At the same time, this is also the context 
where, more than any other in Berlin, the abundance of urban voids fostered 
the spread of experimental autonomous projects and temporary practices of 
appropriation until the first decade of the 2000s.
Three cases are identified whose origins are deeply-rooted across different sites of 
Spreeraum Ost, which still enact a ‘diverse’ use of urban space – self organized or 
managed spaces, whose goal is not profit generation. These experiences, in order 
to survive in the new scenario and despite the increasing competition over land, 
face a process of deradicalization and reconfiguration, cynically and pragmatically 
investing on some of their own features. By expanding and ambiguously distorting 
the concepts of ownership (Holzmarkt), common good (RAW Gelände) and 
temporariness (Teepeeland), these projects are professionalising, engaging in 
long and complex negotiations and cooperating with government institutions and 
market actors as investors and land owners.

The research shows how in Berlin autonomous spaces and their reception by 
spatial politics have evolved in the last 30 years, from being seen as threatening 
and dangerous into useful elements for a desirable city – also legitimizing failed 
choices of city policy – and how ‘autonomy’ is taking a new stand again as a 
constituent part of the neoliberal city. The passionate struggle to maintain ‘own’ 
and familiar spaces assume a new relevance in a contemporary “society of 
singularities”, accommodating the desires and needs of multipublics. 
Critically analyzing these at-risk and currently evolving situations, the thesis 
contributes to the debate on the intertwining of economy, politics and inhabiting 
in the contemporary city and the emancipatory role of the urban project.

Abstract
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_Introduction

0. INTRODUCTION
Investigating the neoliberal city

“By beginning to think more in terms of relationships, to develop relational notions of space, to stop 
thinking of space as something that simply loiters around while time progresses (Massey 1993: 118), 
we have gained a new perspective on the social and the material world. What now becomes clear at the 
same time is that the reformulation of the concept of space is only a beginning for theorizing, not the 
result.”

Löw (2015), Space Oddity. Raumtheorie nach dem Spatial Turn. 

“First, that we recognise space as the product of interrelations; as constituted through interactions, 
from the immensity of the global to the intimately tiny. (...) Second, that we understand space as the 
sphere of possibility of the existence of multiplicity in the sense of contemporaneous plurality; as the 
sphere in which distinct trajectories coexist; as the sphere therefore of coexisting heterogeneity. With-
out space, no multiplicity; without multiplicity, no space. If space is indeed a product of interrelations, 
then it must be predicated upon the existence of plurality. Multiplicity and space as co-constitutive. 
Third, that we recognise place as always under construction. Precisely because space on this reading is 
a product of relations-between, relations which are necessarily embedded material practices which have 
to be carried out, it is always in the process of being made. It is never finished; never closed. Perhaps we 
could imagine space as a simultanity of stories-so-far.”

Massey (2005), For Space : 9

“Space is a construction; it is a concept that permits us to act”

Raffestin (2012), Space, territory, and territoriality.
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This doctoral project 
seeks to investigate 
the city as the origin 
and product of situated 
practices. The reading 
of urban space is 
therefore composed of 
a critical analysis of the 
conditions, procedures 
and processes of 
negotiation of the ideas 
that take shape in the 
space within the situations 
investigated, as well as of 
the politics and role of the 
subjects involved in 
its production.
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My own positionality

“Are we a metropolis?
Travellers in the stagecoach on the road between St. Pe-
tersburg and Paris knew they could make only one com-
fortable stop, in Warsaw. The capital of Prussia was a 
provincial town, devoid of amenities. Even der alte Fritz, 
the old Fritz, preferred to live in nearby Potsdam, among 
his soldiers. Frederick II did not like Berlin, nor his wife, 
whom he had confined to Charlottenburg Castle. The 
Voltaire-friended ruler tried to convince a passerby Casa-
nova to enter his service. The Venetian, although going 
through a period of crisis, preferred to continue on to Rus-
sia.”

Roberto Giardina, Berlin is a Diva. 1

This is the incipit of the Berlin guide published for 
Clup by Bartali and Masi in 2005, which accompa-
nied my first Berlin trips. It tells of a city that is “sloppy, 
arrogant, (...) uncomfortable and chaotic (...),” with an 
“obvious complex in comparison to the other big 
cities of Europe, Paris, London, Rome or Madrid” – 
but at the same time fascinating “like a diva.”2 

By the end of my university master studies, I, as well, 
became fascinated by this romantic narrative. An ac-
cessible and dynamic city, rich in space and potential 
but without arrogance (because of its dishonourable 
past and because of a “sceptical, concrete, active”3 
cultural character). A welcoming place for every ‘dif-
ferent,’ where “the lack of a Catholic-conservative 
morality or unified ‘style’ allows the coexistence of the 
most diverse types.”4

A city-island or -archipelago, free of the landscape, 
historic preservation, bureaucratic, economic and 

1 Giardina Roberto, Berlin is a Diva.
In: Alessandra Bartali and Tania Masi, 
Berlin. Clup Guide 2005, Novara : 1

2 Ibid. : 4

3 “I love in Berliners above all the lack 
of sentimentality, the spirit that leads to 
calling things by their proper names, the 
antipathos characteristic of Germans. Feelings 
are not mocked here; spirit is a means of 
expressing feelings, boldness without rancor, 
detachment. In times like the present (...) 
they are to be admired because they manage to 
keep their way of being skeptical, concrete 
and active unchanged.” Max Frisch, Diary, 1948

4 Bartali and Masi 2005 : 79

cultural restrictions that often limit or slow action in 
our Italian cities. So, like many other young Europe-
ans of my generation, I moved to Berlin, where I have 
been living for the last ten years.
Since my arrival, I have often been made aware of 
how I was “at least a couple of years late”: what I 
was looking for no longer existed. Right from the start 
I could see how autonomous and alternative places 
were actually closing one after the other (or moving 
to increasingly peripheral and hard-to-reach areas), 
rents were rising at an ever-increasing rate, as were 
the discontent and protests of residents. We young 
(mainly South-) European immigrants were often ac-
cused of increasing the demand and consequently 
the prices of market supply, and if we engaged in 
cultural production or subcultural life in the city we 
were blamed for instigating the feared processes of 
gentrification.

But can an idea of the city suddenly run out of time? 
Can a past of histories of autonomy and emancipa-
tion, as intense as Berlin’s, simply be absorbed and 
erased by 30 years of neoliberal and homogenizing 
policies? Can the urban embody the mutations of 
capitalism to such an extent as to remove the learn-
ings of experiences such as those of IBA-Altbau, 
which succeeded in encompassing a way of making 
the city from below by revolutionizing institutional pro-
cesses themselves?
Do the ‘agents of change’ acting in Berlin today face 
a more hostile situation than in the early 2000s?
What are the current challenges and potentials of to-
day’s Berlin for urban interventions aimed at allowing 
“the coexistence of the most diverse types”?

These curiosities have prompted me to explore over 
the years the dense scientific, artistic and political 
discourse on urban issues and spatial (and cultural) 
production in Berlin, which has continually offered 
critical and provocative insights. Gradually this re-
search has taken shape, approached in a way that 
is increasingly aware of the complex dynamics that 
produce and continually transform the cities in which 
we live.

I. Background and 
research context
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 Berlin’s transformations, from reunification to 
the present day, highlight the revised meaning of 
spaces and practices to foster urban development 
in a neoliberal sense

The background of this work is the revision of 
meanings that accompanied the spatial transfor-
mations of the city of Berlin during the last three 
decades. 
Deindustrialisation, German reunification following 
the failure of the socialist experiment, and the switch 
of the capital city from Bonn to Berlin in June 1991 
have subjected the city to increasing economic and 
political stress. The interests that have thus emerged 
– on an urban, national and global scale – have led 
to a new reading of existing spaces and practices, 
depending on their capacity – actual or potential – to 
foster the conditions for urban and economic de-
velopment with a neoliberal orientation. 
Moreover, in the new German Land and capital, 
perhaps precisely as a reaction to the failed social-
ist experiment, the political and executive class has 
been strongly committed to ascribing itself new tasks 
and roles, downsizing its regulatory action and sid-
ing with those who “celebrate the virtues of the free 
market against the oppressive state.”5 This is shown 
in greater detail in ch. 1.2.2, but prime examples of 
the strategies followed by the political representatives 
of the united city are the plan for an Olympic bid as 
early as the year 2000 and the massive sale of public 
properties.

“Public assets and facilities are at the frontline of this 
new attack on the already meager forms of welfare: public 
estate and companies are sold, granted or pulled to pieces 
as part of the downsize program; potentially profitable 
services and goods such as healthcare, education, 
security and even public space itself are privatized, 
submitted to private management, or charged with user 
fees; the public administration surrenders normative 
and economic prerogatives to corporate agencies and 
developers, and so forth.”

Álvaro Sevilla-Buitrago6

In an attempt to attract capital, urban policy strate-
gies have been based on a narrative constructed and 
discussed in disciplinary debate, as well as in other 
spheres of public discussion7. The exhibition 1989-

5 Sevilla-Buitrago Álvaro, Crisis and the 
city. Neoliberalism, austerity planning and 
the production of space. In: Eckardt Frank 
and Sánchez Javier Ruiz, City of Crisis
The Multiple Contestation of Southern 
European Cities. Transcript, Bielefeld 2015

6 Ibid.: 43

7  The appropriation of urban themes outside 
the limits of the discipline achieves 
great resonance in the case of specific 

2019: Politics of Space in the New Berlin curated 
by ARCH+ in cooperation with Neuer Berliner Kun-
stverein in 2019 identifies it as centered around three 
myths: the myth of history, creativity and the market. 
All three of these perspectives show how staging 
Berlin as a global capital has thus far prevented an 
objective discussion around the possible scenarios of 
a city undergoing an acute transformation.

As illustrated later in this introductory chapter (p. 9 
ff.), the emerging field of neoliberal urbanism stud-
ies provides the theoretical framework for this work. 
Among large European metropolises, Berlin is par-
ticularly interesting for studying the evolution of neo-
liberal urban processes and its consequences for in-
habited spaces. In fact, if these processes are subject 
to change and adapt case-by-case to the contextual 
circumstances, assuming site-specific characteris-
tics8, the Berlin example allows us to observe their 
dynamics and evolution in a particularly evident way. 
The tensions that followed the fall of the Berlin Wall 
were, in fact, projected onto a territory that until that 
moment had remained literally isolated from the great 
economic flows and networks (West Berlin) or entirely 
part of another economic system (East Berlin). This 
peculiar political-geographical situation prevented the 
gradual development of the free market, as was the 
case in other major European cities.

Since 1989 the dynamics of capitalist accumulation 
and its reproduction have suddenly been able to ex-
pand over a territory that has become accessible to 
the free market not only in terms of the availability of 
space, but also because of the low regulatory thresh-
old, and this at several scales “both to expand the 
network of production and as a means to absorb sur-
plus value (Harvey, 1975)”9.
In particular, the Berlin area has made possible the cir-
culation of capital through real estate speculation and 
constant urbanization and re-urbanization, which are 
necessary for the survival of capitalism in its current 
phase (Harvey 2006: 398, Brenner & Theodore 2002: 
354-5), thus enabling “a systematic, ever-expanding 

issues, as in the case of the demolition 
of the Palast der Republik (Hertweck 2010 
: 7, see ch.1.1), yet from these it also 
colonizes broader theoretical issues.

8  “Thus, reception is crucial, and local 
institutional frameworks and systems of 
actors are highly important for taking into 
consideration how neoliberalism “lands” 
and how it can mutate while landing in 
specific loci.” Pinson Gilles and Morel 
Journel Christelle, Debating the Neoliberal 
City. Routledge, London 2017 : 11

9 Sevilla-Buitrago 2015 : 32
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reconfiguration of inhereted spatial formations (...) 
and as a material basis for subsequent rounds of in-
vestment and accumulation.”10

Within these broad transformations in a neoliberal di-
rection there is one particularly important aspect re-
garding the focus of interest of this thesis. 
The numerous studies on the processes of gentrifica-
tion in Berlin11 show how the development of neolib-
eral economic processes, reinforced by certain state 
interventions12 are linked to the practices of sponta-
neous appropriation by citizens. The correlation be-
tween these three domains (neoliberalism, state in-
tervention and appropriation practices) is crucial for 
understanding Berlin’s recent past of a city “made 
from below” and to seize the opportunities of its cur-
rent challenges.

The autonomous spaces, representative of Ber-
lin’s spatial heterogeneity, are a clear example of 
the constant process of rewriting in the neoliberal 
city. This leads to ambiguous questions

In particular, this research deals with Berlin’s auton-
omous spaces and the projects related to them. In 
this research, the concept of an autonomous project 
is used extensively, broadly, and is, therefore, also 
nuanced. At the center of this understanding of au-
tonomy is agency, meaning, the action that derives 
from individual initiative and that, as it is self-initiated 
and self-governed, is usually representative of free-
dom from external parameters. As we will see in the 

10 Ibid.: 34

11  Above all see Holm’s studies, 
for example: Holm 2013

12  Such as rent regulation policies that 
have strongly influenced the processes 
of polarization or the introduction of 
investments or control instruments linked 
to specific areas – as Sanierungsgebiete 
or Milieuschutzgebiete. In Germany, a 
redevelopment area – Sanierungsgebiet – is a 
firmly defined area in which a municipality 
is carrying out an ‘urban redevelopment 
measure’. Social preservation ordinances, 
like the Milieuschutz, are intended to 
prevent changes in the composition of the 
residential population due to displacement 
by expensive modernization measures, changes 
in the structure of a dwelling, conversion of 
dwellings to commercial use, or conversion 
from rental to owner-occupied dwellings. 
Particularly in milieu-protected areas, where 
there are no longer amortization options for 
landlords and rent restriction conditions 
remain in place anyway, there is an almost 
total shift in investment strategies, moving 
to conversion to ownership and directly 
reflecting on the position of tenants.

course of this research, contemporary autonomous 
projects actually reveal themselves as entangled in a 
series of relationships and interdependencies within 
the systems and contexts surrounding them.

In Berlin, these types of projects and initiatives have 
been at the forefront of recent city development, to 
the point of becoming emblematic of the city, as 
shown by city branding strategies – the Senate has 
put these spaces at the center of its strategy since 
2014 at the latest13 (see ch.1.2.3). 
In the period following World War II, a variety of au-
tonomous projects spread very quickly to both the 
East and the West of the divided city. After the fall of 
the Wall, these projects were found almost uniformly 
across the urban surface, taking advantage of the 
contingent opportunities granted by the abundance 
of urban voids. As explained later in chapter 1.2, the 
coexistence of a number of processes (from wartime 
destruction to industrial dismission) created in Berlin 
a unique situation in which the overall urban surface 
was strongly affected by vacant spaces and build-
ings14. As reported in the publication Urban Pioneers. 
Temporary Use and Urban Development in Berlin 
(SenStadt 2007 : 30), in 2007 there were still about 
1,000 available building plots with a total area of 170 
hectares.  
New (and old) urban practices took advantage of the 
unique spatial and political circumstances where an 
almost non-existent competition granted by the many 
residual and unused spaces and the perpetuation of 
this peculiar environment (despite the development 
forecasts postulated in the aftermath of 1989). Imple-
mented with great energy, self-managed and self-in-
itiated, spontaneous city-making projects expressed 
the desires of individual actors or collectives as well 
as small groups usually composed of minorities. Nev-
ertheless, the creative force of these projects, their 
rapid diffusion in the city and their ability to seize avail-
able opportunities have made autonomy a constitu-
tive element of the recent history of the city. The ap-
propriation of space, regardless of its forms (whether 
linked to illegal methods, to collaborations with institu-
tions or to informal entrepreneurship) is a form of self-
realization and personal emancipation for minority ac-

13  Year of publication of 
Strategien Berlin 2020

14  On the relevance of the Brachen in 
Berlin’s landscape see also: Manfredi Lorenza, 
Veronese Laura, Schiefer Jannis, Through 
Berlin: Urban Natures. In: Boschiero Patrizia, 
Folkerts Thilo, Latini Luigi (eds.), Natur-
Park Schöneberger Südgelände and Berlin’s 
Urban Nature. International Carlo Scarpa Prize 
for Gardens 2022. Fondazione Benetton Studi 
Ricerche and Antiga Edizioni, Treviso 2022
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 tors, usually excluded from the choices that guide the 
spatial development of the city. The same promoters 
of these projects celebrate the unusual opportunity 
and welcome “the possibility of imagining that there 
are other places, that you can make yourself, that you 
can define yourself.”15

Moreover, the autonomous project, precisely be-
cause it is an expression of the individuality of its ini-
tiators and managers, best represents the character 
of the heterogeneous city par excellence. 
As Florian Hertweck points out, it is precisely the in-
clusion of social and cultural opposites, their coexist-
ence and not their leveling, that distinguishes a city 
like Berlin.16 
In Der Berliner Architekturstreit he points out how 
Berlin’s spatial heterogeneity derives from a history of 
incomplete urban experiments and the continuity of 
processes of destruction and demolition17. The urban 
voids and the unusual variety and inconsistency of 
the housing blocks are the fundamental factors that 
have created the spatial premises to favor individual, 
autonomous and minority initiative, illustrating  the 
words of Rem Koolhaas “Where there is nothing, eve-
rything is possible. Where there is architecture, noth-
ing (else) is possible”18.

In the years following German reunification, institu-
tions have been tolerant of the practices that origi-
nated in these spaces, although they were often il-
legal or lacked the necessary permits. This tolerance 
originally stemmed from a lack of financial resources 
and other political and organizational priorities that 
deprived the Senate of the capacity to manage ur-
ban spaces in their entirety. Thus, autonomous ex-
perimentation continued to develop throughout the 
1990s and into the first decade of the 2000s, going 
far beyond the assumption of temporariness that 
characterized these initiatives and resulting in the 
emergence of a desire for permanence and the first 
long-term strategies amongst the initiators of these 
projects. The passing of time has also affected those 

15  In: Ellerkamp Tina, Heitmann 
Jörg (directors), Killer.berlin.doc. 
Berlin, 1998 [Film]. Quoted by: Annette 
Maechtel, Das temporäre politisch denken. 
Raumproduktion im Berlin der frühen 
1990er Jahre, b_books Berlin 2020 : 15.

16  Hertweck Florian, Der Berliner 
Architekturstreit. Architektur, 
Stadtbau, Geschichte und Identität 
in der Berliner Republik 1989 - 1999. 
Gebr. Mann Verlag, Berlin 2010

17  Ibid.

18  Rem Koolhaas, Imagining Nothingness. 
In: Manuel Orazi (ed.), Rem Koolhaas. Testi 
sulla (non più) città. Quodlibet, Rome 2021

involved: facing the various difficulties and challenges 
in order to carry out their projects in a more perma-
nent manner has required their increasing involve-
ment and professionalization in order to interact with 
institutions and financial partners. Thus a generation 
of experts in bottom-up projects was born – almost 
an oxymoron – with experience in the most disparate 
areas: depending on the vicissitudes of the individ-
ual spaces managed, knowledge was accumulated 
that varied from an understanding of the functioning 
of laws to the study of construction and engineering 
rules. Those who have continued to invest in these 
spaces have often become representatives of a new 
professional figure, an excellent connoisseur of the 
city and the processes with which to co-plan it. 

Autonomous experiences thus took root in Berlin, 
deeply impacting the urban discussion and becom-
ing representative of an emerging “Berlin tradition”19, 
linked to the bottom-up interventions in the urban 
space.
Despite attempts at coercion by political institutions 
and some real estate investors, some cases of au-
tonomous projects have survived the process of 
densification that affected the city. Having repeatedly 
changed their strategies due to changes in the sur-
rounding context, today these projects find them-
selves once again having to reinvent themselves, 
looking for a way to continue occupying highly con-
tested spaces in the city center.

As illustrated in the second part of the work (ch. 2.3), 
some of the autonomous projects analyzed are ex-
perimenting with different trajectories that – instead 
of opposing the neoliberal tendencies in progress20 – 
seem to welcome it, seeking out new strategies and 
unusual opportunities for collaboration and, as such, 
maneuvering survival in the spaces they currently oc-
cupy in the city center. 
The attempts to fit within the dense contemporary 
city, to nest themselves inside it, create a series of 
ambiguous issues: they find their way into the recess-
es of neoliberal processes, which by their nature are 
already disjunctive and contradictory21. The homoge-

19  From the words of Klaus Lederer, later 
Senator of Culture. In: Senatsverwaltung 
für Stadtentwicklung: Pressekonferenz 
zu Pioniere der Tempelhofer Freiheit. 
Berlin, 30.09.2010 [Report]

20  As do other projects, such as 
described at p.20 and at p.85-86, that 
continue to reject the neoliberal change 
of the city and carry out the same 
strategies of opposition with which they 
began to use the spaces in the 90s.

21  “Neoliberalism as governmentality (...) 
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neity emblematic of neoliberal spaces is in fact aimed 
at maximizing profits through the real estate market 
and through certain uses aimed at the ‘masses’ of 
individuals who inhabit the city. Tourism, consumer-
ism, gastronomic and cultural offerings become he-
gemonic uses of accessible space. To the conflicting 
plurality of inhabitants is preferred the more pacified 
majority of consumers, through “the reduction of their 
intentions, desires, pathologies, disturbances, anxie-
ties, actions”22 to the average of tastes, needs and 
desires. Here we can observe a placated reduction 
that excludes minorities, so as to ensure a consen-
sual albeit conflictual use of the city. It is what hap-
pens when “an immunitary power takes control of the 
risks, dangers, and fragilities of individuals to make 
them leave in a peaceful manner while obscuring any 
form of dissensus.”23 On the contrary, the project that 
arises from the agency of individuals makes  hetero-
geneity and “singularity”24 – these features that are so 
typical of Berlin – its flagship. 
This notwithstanding, the two models find a way to 
coexist, thanks to neoliberalism’s ability to adapt and 
the reconfiguration of the same projects. Disruptions 
in the neoliberal model created by bottom-up projects 
allow plural spaces to survive even in the most dense 
and pressured areas of the contemporary city. The 
reconfiguration necessary to survive in the neoliberal 
city engenders cynical strategies: it will be discussed 
later (ch. 2.3 and part 3) to what extent these strat-
egies test the very autonomy of the projects under 
analysis.

Berlin today: a neoliberal city still balancing pro-
cesses of appropriation with those of disposses-
sion

The new spirit of capitalism25 thus clashes today with 
the recent tradition of a city that has left space for the 

is a «system of meaning that constitutes 
institutions, practices and identities 
in contradictory and disjunctive way» 
(Larner, 2000: 12, see also Dikeç, 2007)”. 
Pinson and Morel Journel 2017 : 6

22  Rephrasing the reduction Cristina 
Bianchetti describes as she discusses 
functionalism. Bianchetti 2016 : 7-14

23  Garcia 2015: 321, quoted by 
Erik Swyngedow during the lecture 
“Life and death in the Urbicene”, 
Helsinki Collegium 28.01.2020.

24  Reckwitz Andreas, The Society 
of Singularities. On the Structural 
Transformation of Modernity, 
Suhrkamp, Berlin 2018

25  Boltanski Luc and Chiapello Ève, Il nuovo 
spirito del capitalismo. Mimesis, Milano 2014

expression of singularities26. Berlin is a neoliberal city 
in the balance, where processes of appropriation – 
which, as emerges in Part 1, through self-production 
and self-organization of spatial interventions create 
familiarity, a feeling of intimate connection to space 
– are still present and rooted, while processes of dis-
possession by the logic of the market – gentrifica-
tion, exploitation and displacement as the results “of 
accumulation through direct extraction of profit out 
of public or common forms of collective wealth”27 – 
are becoming increasingly evident. This clash is par-
ticularly visible in the spatial related protests, that 
achieved moments of very high involvement of the 
citizens, such as for the 2007 Volksentscheid (popu-
lar referendum) Spreeufer für alle! that had a partici-
pation rate of 19.1%28. Today we can observe a con-
centration of protests increasingly around the issue of 
private ownership of homes and rents, perceived as 
conflicting with a city where over the past 10 years 
there has been a 300% increase in the cost of rents, 
creating a widespread feeling of insecurity for rent-
ers who in 2019 represent 76% of the inhabitants in 
Berlin29. 
The passion and involvement with which these pro-
tests are carried out show the intimate and all-en-
compassing nature of the neoliberal intrusion.

“Neo-liberalism has affected not only the unequal 
recomposition of economies but also the governance of 
our intimate lives, our passions, our interests, our modes 
of living.”

Cristina Bianchetti30

The spaces currently under negotiation and at risk of 
disappearing are also public spaces (by extension of 
the term, that is, in the sense of growth in qualitative 
magnitude, ascent, empowerment, generalization of 
its meaning), which in turn play a key role in the pro-
duction of familiarity with the inhabited city as places 
endemic of the expression of pluralities. It is the af-
firmation of alternative ways of using the city which 
can be read as an emancipative assertion of self that 
shows there is not only a contrast to an extraneous 
productive model but also the potential to recreate 
within intimate spaces of familiarity and affectivity – a 

26  Reckwitz 2018

27 Sevilla-Buitrago 2015 : 41

28  Of eligible voters, far exceeding the 
required participation quorum of 15 percent.

29  Making Berlin the German city with 
the highest share of tenants. Data from 
statista.de

30   Bianchetti Cristina, Spazi che 
contano: Il progetto urbanistico in epoca 
neo-liberale. Donzelli, Roma 2016 
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 place that is “made one’s own”31. 
Rigaer94, Liebig34, Syndakat, Kitsch&Co, the Wa-
genburg at Køpi, the camps at Rummelsburg and 
Cuvrystrasse are some examples that were evicted in 
2020. Other similar spaces, that reconfigured them-
selves in an attempt to ensure their own survival, 
manage to remain in the occupied spaces of the city 
center. 
In spite of the controversial processes that emerge 
during attempts at reconfiguration, that often require 
them to submit to certain constraints or to interact 
with the logic of the market, the ultimate goal contin-
ues to remain peripheral (minor) and differ from the 
attempted capitalization. The self-realization of the 
individual protagonists is not aimed at the creation 
of profit, but at making the city in an emancipated 
way. Self-determination creates in itself familiarization 
thanks to the fact that the actors invest in the project 
personally and with the presence of their bodies in the 
contested spaces. 
As shown in the conclusions, this intimate and mar-
ginal approach to city-making is nowadays showing 
its power, managing to integrate and show itself to be 
essential also in the neoliberal city.

31  Bachelard Gaston, La Poétique 
de l’Espace, Presses Universitaires 
de France, Paris 1958
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Theoretical Framework: the neoliberal urbanism

This research is part of the emerging tradition of stud-
ies in the field of neoliberal urbanism. The shift that fo-
cuses the attention of neoliberal studies to the impact 
of neoliberalism on cities is proposed and explored 
by radical and critical geographers and sociologists. 
Gilles Pinson and Christelle Morel Journel, presenting 
the theory of urban neoliberalization in Debating the 
Neoliberal City, identify the origin of the thesis that 
sees neoliberalism “clearly” as “a political economy, 
the origins of which is partly to be found in changes in 
modes of production and in class relations, that has 
strong impacts on cities” from David Harvey’s (1989) 
seminal article, which inspired the work of scholars 
such as Neil Brenner, Jamie Peck, Nik Theodore, 
Adam Tickell and Erik Swyngedouw32.
The “idea of an ideological and political offensive sup-
porting economic change and promoting institutional 
adaptations to the new economic order”33 was added 
later, according to Pinson and Morel Journel, for rea-
sons deriving from the militant intent34 and analytical 
origins, which re-integrated the role of agency35.
This research developed largely from the basic ideas 
of radical and critical geographers and shares some 
of the aforementioned “militant” intent, whose pur-
pose is “to move on towards a role of building up 
concepts able to unveil hegemonic projects behind 
spatial changes in order to equip movements of re-
sistance with adequate conceptual tools”36. For this 
reason it shares with the works relating to neoliberal 
urbanism some of the merits, but also some of the 
limitations identified by Pinson and Morel Journel.

32  Pinson and Morel Journel 2017 : 9 

33  Ibid.

34  “to move on towards a role of 
building up concepts able to unveil 
hegemonic projects behind spatial 
changes in order to equip movements of 
resistance with adequate conceptual tools”. 
Pinson and Morel Journel 2017 : 10

35  Of “flesh-and-blood actors, through 
which neoliberal ideas gained support 
among policy makers’ networks”.  Pinson 
and Morel Journel 2017 : 10

36  Pinson and Morel Journel 2017 : 10

“Limitation 3” (risk of totalization of neoliberalism) 
– overcome by particular attention to the specific 
context and the body

In describing the act of observing the city, starting 
from the understanding and deciphering of the logic 
of the market, Pinson and Morel Journel indicate the 
risk of enacting a “practice of totalizing”, where “neo-
liberalization ends up being an omnipresent and om-
nipotent process”37 (Limitation 3). 
The teachings of the Venetian school of doctoral stud-
ies in urbanism38 converge in this doctoral research, 
reintroducing minute attention to the context in which 
the urban project operates (Secchi, Viganò) without 
underestimating the uses and practices of everyday 
life (Crosta) and the presence of bodies in space (Bi-
anchetti) – thus partially filling the risk highlighted by 
Pinson. A fundamental conceptual layer is thus added 
to the reading of apolitical space (insofar as designed 
exclusively by the logic of the market), which relocates 
subjects as a founding element of urban space, rein-
troducing a conflictual field of pluralistic and competi-
tive competition (Mouffe 1999) into the understanding 
of the city as the subject, with its singular practices 
and its unique body ultimately proves irreducible to 
a complete functionalist or market-related reduction.
The three strands of work mentioned above were de-
veloped in close contact between the authors. 
Space in its complexity, as the practices and relation-
ships that take shape in space play a fundamental 
role. The meaning of the body – the actor in the es-
sence of his subjectivity –, however, takes on different 
nuances.

37  Ibid. : 19

38  The four authors mentioned a few lines 
below have participated in the constitution 
and direction of the school of doctorate 
in territorial planning of the University 
Institute of Architecture of Venice and 
have closely collaborated also in the case 
of urban design and research activities 
influencing each other. Bernardo Secchi 
and Paola Viganò founded Studio in 1990 
and they managed it together until 2014. 
Pier Luigi Crosta and Cristina Bianchetti 
have, among other things, recently worked 
on a four-handed publication: Crosta Pier 
Luigi and Bianchetti Cristina, Conversazioni 
sulla ricerca, Donzelli, Rome 2021.

II. Theoretical framework, 
significance of the 
dissertation & the 
research question
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 For Crosta it is a body that is activated: “actions are 
«embedded» in practices, just as individuals are con-
stituted within practices”39, where action is defined 
as “conception of intention «embodied» in action”40. 
Activated subjects renounce their specific subjectivity 
when interacting with others (they give up preserv-
ing it as untouchable): “[action] presupposes that the 
agent does not execute his intentions, formed within 
himself” – the subject is here understood as a “social-
ized corporeal subject”41 in a continuous and mutual 
exchange with others and society. For Viganò and 
Secchi, it is a body that projects or is addressed by 
the project “the meticulous surveys of the inhabited 
space and the practices that invest and construct 
it, the attentive, open and prolonged listening to 
ideas about that space and the aspirations towards 
its change, have been (...) so important in Bernardo 
Secchi’s research.”42 Bianchetti’s work, thanks to 
her interpretation of the body as a transit channel 
“between space and design”43 takes the body into 
consideration “as long as we consider it «taken into 
practice». Not isolated.”44 In this sense it ties in di-
rectly with the understanding of the body by the other 
three authors – although the phenomenological ap-
proach she favors creates a new outburst of thought 
regarding the urban discourse, i.e. the consequential 
relationship that is created between body and space. 
In fact in the first place Bianchetti looks at the relation-
ships between bodies precisely from the intimacy of 
individual subjects, who in the space they share with 
others seek to express their personal vocations: in the 
different facets of “intimité, extimité, public”45. “These 
spaces deal with the tensions, desires, and emotions 
of being in public”46, bringing “the quality of passions 

39  Crosta here builds his thinking on that 
of Shatzy, 2001 “Introduction” : 3. Crosta 
Pier Luigi, Pratiche. Il territorio “è l’uso 
che se ne fa”, FrancoAngeli, Milano 2010 : 154

40  Ibid. : 160. He continues, “Moreover, 
public space ‘enters’ into the process: (...) 
the world, learned as a familiar, is the 
field of experience, over which the subject 
has a certain hold by the fact of engaging 
in it as ‘corporeality’, that is, as a 
capacity to perceive, to feel, and to act.”

41  Ibid. : 160

42  Viganó Paola, Lo sforzo di dire che 
l’urbanistica è cambiata. In: Secchi 
Bernardo, il futuro si costruisce giorno 
per giorno. Riflessioni su spazio, società 
e progetto. Donzelli, Rome 2015 : xi

43  Bianchetti Cristina, Bodies. Between 
Space and Design. Jovis, Berlin 2020 : 9

44  Bianchetti 2016 : 17

45  Ibid. : 50

46  Ibid. : 64

stirred in public space”47 back into focus. Like Crosta, 
Bianchetti maintains a focus on active subjects and 
their uses in space (while observing them in a more 
‘intimate’ way and in their individual meanings) and, 
at the same time, brings the project back into the dis-
course, which is definitely Secchi and Viganó’s point 
of arrival. 
In her latest book Bodies. Between Space and De-
sign, Bianchetti interprets recent urban projects ac-
cording to their ability to capture and accommodate 
the different ways of bodies to be in space (Bianchetti 
2020).

It is through the efforts to understand the complex 
interaction between space, practices and bodies and 
neoliberal urbanism that the value of the microstories 
depicted in this research emerges.

The three chosen stories explore the potential of 
neoliberal urbanism, looking at space as made by 
active subjects

The three microstories presented in the second part 
of the research (Holzmarkt, RAW Gelände, Teepee-
land) explore “the positive potential of what is not only 
a nasty transformation of capitalism, domination and 
governmentality but also a wider transformation of 
ways of working, coordinating, building identities and 
social linkages and so on”48. 
Rejecting the hypothesis of neoliberalism as a hegem-
onic project, the research analyzes the dynamics of 
transformation within it or originated by it. Insinuating 
itself into all domains of urban life, “neoliberalization is 
generally more termitelike than lionlike”49, an “ethos 
or an ethical ideal”50 driving individuals, territories and 
cities to act as “reflexive, competitive and calculating 
actors”51, a “commonsense”52. 

The research question deals with autonomous spac-
es and explores the possibilities for these spaces to 
survive even in a market-driven context. The reason 
autonomy guided the choice of cases for investiga-
tion in this PhD work is not because “in the autonomy 
of those who inhabit [resides] the solution to their 

47  Ibid. : 69

48  Pinson and Morel Journel 2017 : 24

49  Wendy Brown, quoted in Pinson 
and Morel Journel 2017 : 5-6

50  Dean 1997 : 213

51  Pinson and Morel Journel 2017 : 5

52  Harvey David, Neo-Liberalism as 
Creative Destruction. In: The Annals of 
the American Academy of Political and 
Social Science 610 (1), 2007 : 22. Quoted 
in Pinson and Morel Journel 2017 : 8
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problem,”53 but rather, autonomy was chosen as a 
guiding element because it was recognized as a his-
torical trait specific to Berlin (see the historical track 
described in ch. 1.1) and to this area in particular (see 
2.1, 2.2). This trait is at great risk of disappearing due 
to changes taking place that, on the one hand, liter-
ally take away ground from these initiatives, and on 
the other hand, change them by reducing and mutat-
ing their autonomy.
Secondly, spaces initiated “from below” in an autono-
mous way represent a direct expression of multiple 
publics (Fraser 1990). They are an expression of the 
individual singularity that, according to Reckwitz, 
characterizes our contemporaneity and that, pre-
cisely because of this elevated role, is at risk (Reck-
witz 2018). The development of autonomous urban 
spaces could therefore help us to better understand 
the contemporary.

The selected cases follow Pinson and Morel Journel’s 
suggestion. They “take advantage of the opportuni-
ties for the creation of the new subjectivities neoliber-
alism is creating.”54 The autonomous cases analyzed 
at Spreeraum Ost could open “windows of oppor-
tunity for the creation of more entrepreneurial, and 
possibly more autonomous and empowered, subjec-
tivities among poor people and the achievement of a 
«deep democracy.»”55 where “poor” here refers to the 
lack of financial ability to compete in the real estate 
market.
Moreover, the case studies represent a diversity of 
strategies developed – as well as, as will be shown, a 
diversity of the size of the space occupied and of the 
links between the actors involved. What these cases 
have in common, in addition to autonomy, is the so-
cio-cultural and minor offerings they propose which 
lay outside of the mainstream or hegemonic. 
The attempt at inclusion enacted here evades the 
economic domain, becoming a good example for 
discussing the meaning, role and manifestations of 
“public space”. 
These minor and marginal projects, deciding to set 
aside their more radical values in order to continue 
to provide a space dedicated to ‘other’ or ‘diverse’ 
uses, engaging in negotiations with authorities, prop-
erty and other citizens, shows the first efforts “to be-
come a formal infrastructure from which new forms 
of commons can blossom”56 (see more on this in the 
conclusions, ch.3).

53  Bianchetti 2016

54  Pinson and Morel Journel 2017 : 6

55  Ibid.

56 Sevilla-Buitrago 2015 : 46

The “Bodenfrage” (the question of land) brings 
new pressures on the land use and creates an ur-
gent need to preserve accessible spaces for plural 
uses. But what does this imply for the meaning of 
autonomous spaces in the contemporary city?

“Important issues inherent to urban planning are at stake 
in this debate and it is necessary to grasp them [in order] 
to fruitfully envisage the critical role that autonomous 
spaces still play in the struggle concerning capitalist 
production of consensual and homogeneous spaces.”57

Chantal Mouffe

This research considers the question of land, an ur-
ban issue that has recently resurfaced in Berlin’s 
urban discourse and related protest phenomena – 
which questions the legitimacy of uncontrolled private 
property, demands greater regulation of the market, 
and stresses the importance of preserving accessible 
spaces for plural uses. The account of the recent his-
tory of activism and self-determination in Berlin and 
the description of what is increasingly taking on the 
appearance of a homogeneous neoliberal city leads 
us to ask what traces of autonomy are linked to these 
places. Or rather, where does the active individual 
remain in the neoliberal city as it has developed 
in the Spreeraum Ost area? Is there any possible 
spatial experimentation of alternatives to the neolib-
eral city in the neoliberal city itself? Are there spaces 
in this territory under pressure still capable of creat-
ing possibilities of uses initiated autonomously by the 
plural-publics that inhabit the city? Do any spaces re-
main where the generation and accumulation of capi-
tal is not the goal? 

The aim of this analysis is, therefore, to understand 
how actionable spaces opened up in the city and 
how during the recent process of neoliberalization in 
Berlin they were first tolerated and then cannibalized. 
For their part, ‘action spaces’ give rise to initiatives 
that must adapt to a hostile environment in order to 
survive, and they do so opportunistically. This double 
transition (of initiatives and policies) shows plurality, 
but also what Dewey would call transaction. The mu-
tual transformation enacted by the relationship derives 
from the inherent processuality in being situated be-
ings: “the process of living is continuous; it possesses 
continuity because it is an everlasting renewed pro-
cess of acting upon the environment and being acted 

57  Mouffe Chantal, Radical Politics 
as Counter-Hegemonic Integration: 
The Role of Cultural Practices. In: 
Mostafavi Mohsen (ed.), Ethics of the 
Urban. The City and the Spaces of the 
Political. Lars Müller, Zürich 2017
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 upon by it”58. In the ability of actors to react to chang-
es in the surrounding context, intelligently reconfigur-
ing the concept of ‘autonomy’, means being able to 
operate without giving up one’s identity: “To have an 
integrated self implies for Dewey being integrated into 
existing conditions and involves finding one’s identity 
in the particular circumstances transacted with and 
engaging in intelligent efforts to influence the course 
of change. Integration and coherence are not static or 
once and for all achievements but imply an ongoing 
process of remaking one’s self and surroundings.”59

From this, a reflection for the project

The questions that emerge from this research are 
unresolved, ambiguous, but nevertheless particularly 
interesting for a multifaceted reflection on the devel-
opment of the city and its meanings.
To understand the complexity of the city with a broad 
perspective means to carefully identify the various 
correlations and this precludes the rapid identification 
of deterministic solutions, but instead ignites a de-
bate on many levels.

Firstly, this calls for a variety of disciplinary methods, 
to be overlapped and used in a complementary way, 
that for the purposes of this research is illustrated in 
the third part of the introduction (p.15 ff.). 
The awareness of complexity and the multimodal 
methodology provide a fundamental cue in looking at 
the project of the city – provided that the designer 
and researcher places itself “not in front of but within 
(...) [in] an acceptance of responsibility for thought 
about its future and its effects”60.

However, it remains difficult to draw design directions 
from these cases where the role of the architect of-
ten seems, at first glance, to arrive in a second mo-
ment of the process in act. The projects derive from 
a history of DIY city-making and are significantly more 
indebted to the initiative and constancy of the actors 
involved than to the intervention of the designer. 
Nonetheless, these Berlin stories clearly showcase 
a range of positions on how design can offer a re-

58  Boydston Jo Ann (ed.), John  Dewey. 
The Collected Works of John Dewey, 1882-
1953 (Later works 10: 109). Southern 
Illinois University Press, Edwardsville.

59  Pratten Stephen, Dewey on habit, 
character, order and reform. In: Cambridge 
Journal of Economics, Vol. 39, No. 4, 
Special Issue. 2015: 1031-1052 

60  Boano Camillo, Progetto minore. 
Alla ricerca della minorità nel 
progetto urbanistico ed architettonico. 
LetteraVentidue, Siracusa 2020 : 30

sponse and spatial reading to the social issues inher-
ent in the plural city.

Hütten & Paläste, in collaboration with Carpaneto 
Architekten, designed Holzmarkt village around the 
planning concept of

“an architecturally practical, spatial structure that will 
serve its users as a framework for new spaces of possibility. 
It is flexible and can be developed over the long term. 
By means of annexation, conversion and extension, it 
enables a constant process of transformation and so 
guarantees the preservation of creative freedom.”

Hütten & Paläste61

Holzer Kobler Architekturen with Atelier Loidl Land-
schaftsarchitekten are working on the details of the 
master plan for RAW Gelände, which is expected to 
offer 

“a careful, multi-layered and multi-perspective approach. 
The sensitive interweaving of existing and new buildings, 
the design of diverse open spaces and the strengthening 
of a lively mix of uses form important parameters here.”

Barbara Holzer62

In both cases, the project comes after key political, 
economic and strategic choices, namely those that 
led to the integration, retention or acceptance of non-
profit-oriented uses in these central areas. It looks 
for solutions to specific demands: how can spaces 
be organized in the best and most suitable way for 
varied, diverse and flexible uses?  Can more hybrid 
structural typologies be invented that enable and pro-
mote possibilities for appropriation by users? How 
can open spaces relate newly constructed buildings 
designed to attract a new clientele together with the 
pre-existing uses and users rooted in these places? 
More generally: “Does a socially equitable treatment 
of land also generate particular architecture?”63

Thus emerges the need for a necessarily professional 
spatial organization design in managing hybrid and 
flexible spaces.  A skill that is especially necessary 
when these uses increase in complexity and scale-as 
best shown by the evolution of the bar25 wooden hut 
at the creative village of Holzmarkt, which now con-
stitutes a real piece of the city. A project that, ideally, 
seeks to give material form to an inclusive conception 
of society and living – “Architecture becomes the tool 
used for a kind of reformatting, and yields a shift in 

61 huettenundpalaeste.de

62 Quoted in Masterplan steht: Holzer 
Kobler Architekten gestalten RAW 
Gelände, in entwicklungsstadt.de

63 Hertweck Florian (ed.), Architecture 
on Common Ground. The Question of Land: 
Positions and Models. Lars Müller Publishers 
/ University of Luxembourg, Zürich 2020 : 178
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our conceptual orientation”64

Another approach is one that intervenes earlier in the 
process, taking on a mediating character within the 
decision-making process that is still taking place. To 
this (ungrateful) role aspired the participatory process 
mediated by Urban Catalyst, in attempting to engage 
users and the neighborhood in a conversation with 
landlords and political representatives. 
It is precisely the failed and highly criticized vicissitude 
of the participatory process promoted by the compa-
ny owning RAW Gelände that showcases the “limits 
and traps of its [– participation’s –]  real motivations”65. 
Despite these difficulties, participation still remains a 
timely and relevant tool with which to create decision-
making possibilities for the users themselves.

A third approach is that which emerges from the case 
of Teepeeland, in which the urban development com-
pany Stattbau is playing an instrumental role in opera-
tionalizing and establishing the district’s choices. The 
firm’s choice is to seek to allow the most favorable 
conditions for Teepeeland within the area’s develop-
ment project. Following the principles of its philoso-
phy – which is based on the words of Pericles “The 
people, not the houses, make the city” – Stattbau is 
trying to design this development in close coopera-
tion with all stakeholders, including the Teepeeland-
ers.
The institutional role of Stattbau is not particularly 
spectacular and belongs more in the legal and regu-
latory realms of urban design, but in the case of Tee-
peeland it proves to be crucial in enabling the survival 
of this place, and – as long as normatively possible – 
making it an integral part of public and shared space.

An additional architectural practice (or “experimental 
architecture practice”, as they define themselves), 
mentioned in the first chapter of this doctorate, as 
well as in its conclusions, offers yet another perspec-
tive on the contemporary architect: Raumlabor.

“(...) we strongly believe that complexity is real and good 
and our society today does need a more substantial 
approach. therefore our spatial proposals are small scale 
and deeply rooted in the local condition…. BYE BYE 
UTOPIA!  (...)  Here begins my work.”

Raumlabor statement66

This approach invokes the idea of a pragmatic and 
modest project role, the risk of which is to be renun-

64 Ibid. : 179

65 Miessen Markus, The Nightmare of 
Participation (Crossbench Praxis as a Mode 
of Criticality), Sternberg Press 2011

66 raumlabor.net

ciatory with respect to the political capacity of spatial 
intervention. In truth, Berlin’s history, and the award-
winning experiments of Raumlabor (note: golden lion 
architecture biennial venice the floating university, 
Haus der Statistik + as well as the theoretical dis-
course Die optionstudie), would seem to show how 
precisely these minimal projects are charged with a 
potential for change. Starting with small interventions 
in different spheres of space, culture, regulation, and 
institutions the project manages to build a new imagi-
nary-and new spaces-for the contemporary city. 

These (and other) positions emerging from this re-
search are taken up and reorganized in the conclu-
sion (ch.3), in the direction of an emancipatory pro-
ject. It tries to understand power relations (and how 
they are intertwined) and to identify how their spatial 
impact can determine the way we think and design 
the city of tomorrow, in a self-aware and situated way.
“It thus opens up to a posture, ethical and – I say – 
minoritarian, that – still using Bianchetti’s strength – 
makes the project a «plurality of proposals, a dogged 
exercise and an awareness of not being in front of the 
world but within its provocations.»”67 

“In the light of current conditions, the real is what we 
are asked to refer to, what limits us, what is imposed on 
us. (...) Can intellectual, practical, political [and design, 
AN] activity play in cracking the intimidating character 
of the real?”

Cristina Bianchetti68

A political issue

Despite the seemingly minor role that the project 
plays within the development and resistance of these 
spaces created “from below,” these micro-stories 
once again disruptively ignite the long-standing de-
bate on the (bio)political role of urban design.

The project proves to be political when it succeeds 
in making practices, affects and passions (bodies, 
Bianchetti would perhaps say) the material of con-
struction of its own operation. When it succeeds in 
making spatial organization the expression of a way 
of coexisting in contemporary complexity.
Holzmarkt, RAW Gelände, and Teepeeland are not 
inherently political projects – quite the contrary. The 
attempt to seize the opportunities offered by the neo-
liberalization of the city necessarily required – as men-
tioned above – a de-radicalization of their intent. 
The risks these cases run in order to survive in the ne-
oliberal city are extremely high: to become absorbed 

67 Boano 2020

68 Bianchetti 2016 : 113
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by their own cynicism, or that of capital. 
Holzmarkt may no longer be able to maintain sep-
arate boundaries between profit and the search for 
capital to repay its debt. The extraction of economic 
value from its own ground might take on other mean-
ings or overwhelm the importance of the commons 
offering that is being attempted here. The socio-cul-
tural L could be swallowed up and exploited for the 
purpose of additional branding to be added to the 
RAW Gelände area, with the aim of further enhanc-
ing and monetizing it. Teepeeland could disappear or 
be expelled without a trace except in the memory of 
those who were part of it. 

At the same time, look what they are (still) creating! 
The energy that these actors of change invest (for 
decades and at great cost) in the struggle to keep 
alive spaces created ‘in their own way’ is disconcert-
ing. Though disempowered and de-radicalized, these 
places still represent a refuge and a place of expres-
sion and encounter for multipublics and marginalized 
groups. At Teepeeland I overheard a conversation in 
which one activist was asking another how he could 
get involved in the association without, however, be-
ing informed and asked about all the changes and 
decisions to be made in the coming years because 
of development plans – “not because I don’t care. 
On the contrary, I care too much about this place to 
discuss moving the bar and other inevitable compro-
mises.” 
The project is not asked to preserve these spaces or 
patronize them – their transformation and disempow-
erment are intrinsic to the change of the surrounding 
city. Nevertheless, they still express a political reclaim, 
and it is their urgent desire to exist that joins the cho-
rus of reclaims and challenges provoked by the land 
question: “Who lives where and how in the city? Of 
course, it is a political issue…”69 

We lose a lot in these spaces disappearing and fur-
ther depowering, whose energies are increasingly 
reduced to defending their ‘fortresses,’ themselves 
increasingly isolated in the city. 
Political action – planning, but also governing, cultur-
al and legitimizing – could provide support for plural 
uses, could give them the option to express in the 
contemporary city, also offering future generations 

69 Hertweck 2020 : 173

places to try ‘their own thing’ out.

The project, in its ability to intervene in the complexity 
of spaces, could sharpen its political role – an argu-
ment further explored in the conclusion –
• Recognizing the potential of these spaces as a 
structural part of the fabric of the city, as a true de-
sign material
• Taking up the call of multipublics who, excluded 
from hegemonic and neoliberal public space, retreat 
into fortresses whose only reclaim remains their own 
struggle for existence. A political project of public 
space could seek to restore areas for coexistence, 
confrontation and contestation, without seeking a 
condescending/pacified consensus (a public space 
“for everybody”) that, while accommodating the ma-
jority of citizens, permanently ousts minority groups. 
A diverse, situated and plural public space that is able 
to accommodate (again) the conflicts arising from the 
existence of ‘different’ and the consequent (agonistic) 
contestation.

Delving into new ways of cohabitation and the 
redefinition of borders, distances, porosities, among 
and between contrasting and disparate proximities – of 
individuals, groups, society, species, and practices in 
space – will define the distance between the current and 
future city. To interrogate those modalities reopens the 
debate on the role of architecture, urbanism, landscape 
design in the frame of a larger biopolitical project that 
concerns living entities and bodies within space. In this 
installation, the biopolitical space is considered not only 
as a coercive instrument, a control apparatus exerted over 
a population, but as a powerful reservoir of possibilities 
for the subjects to emancipate themselves, among 
humans and between human and non-human species. 
The Biopolitical Garden, heterogeneous and varied as all 
gardens are, is a space of coexistence and is about spaces 
of coexistence: objects, lives, desires, practices shaping 
and interacting in the same space.

Paola Viganò70

70 The Biopolitical Garden, statement of 
the exhibition by Studio Paola Viganò at 
the Architecture Biennal of Venice 2021
labiennale.org
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In the unfolding of the two parts, the research shows 
the recent reconfiguration of autonomous projects in 
the city of Berlin and its reception by policies and, in 
general, the surrounding city. 
Activism and forms of spatial appropriation, born out 
of a unique context that provided space for ‘happy 
forms’ of city-making71, have, since the second dec-
ade of the 2000s, inescapably clashed with the strict 
logics of an urbanism tied to the production and ex-
traction of value from urban land. In this sense, the 
same projects (sometimes still initiated by the same 
actors) that in the 1990s expressed freedom to ex-
periment, a genius for improvisation (Masboungi and 
Petitjean 2017), and a desire to shift conventional 
ways of living, today remain astute in exploiting exist-
ing dynamics and their own attributes in the most ad-
vantageous ways. While renouncing the more revolu-
tionary values that had formed their basis, they have 
not relinquished their presence in the city, continuing 
to occupy space with their bodies and in this way 
determine particular uses over others.
The stories identified and narrated in the second 
part of this research are situated in the context of 
Spreeraum Ost, which is subjected, perhaps more 
than any other area of Berlin, to an extractive plan-
ning vision, for which every square meter is conceived 
for the construction of a neoliberal, market-regulated 
city. This urban vision, which emerges clearly in the 
renders shown in chapter 2.1, is slowly being realized 
in the constructions of office towers, shopping malls, 
and luxury apartment buildings, as well as hotels and 
stores, that are being built in the area in the years in 
which this research was being written, and in those 
immediately prior and following.
It is in this rigid context, however, that it is still pos-
sible to find stories, such as the three selected here 
of Holzmarkt, RAW Gelände, and Teepeeland, that 
propose spaces for play, experimentation, nihilence 
or just do-nothingness, music, culture, sports, and 
more: spaces purely for encounters, or for existing. In 
order to achieve this, the initiatives have been able to 
dig into the complexities of the city and identify which 
of their own features to cynically exploit, and what 
they can achieve thanks to them – creating situations 
that are ambiguous, but successful in their assurance 

71 Masboungi Ariella, Petitjean Antoine 
(eds.), Berlin - le genie de l’improvisation. 
Parentheses, Marseille 2017 : 10

of permanence in spaces under the incredible pres-
sure carried out by market forces. 
This is how the ownership of the 18,000m² lot where 
Holzmarkt is located, originally a small wooden hut 
where techno parties took place, becomes binding: 
a debt circuit that imposes certain choices about 
the structure, function, and uses of the initiative. The 
common good of RAW Gelände, whose initiatives 
have been forced by the flow of events to collaborate 
with the real estate companies that own the area and 
intend to develop it, in turn requires a great deal of 
effort and ability to compromise on the part of the us-
ers and the political forces that support the project, to 
become part – and, possibly, an integrated part – in 
private projects of urban densification.
And finally temporariness – the defining characteris-
tic of the appropriation and Zwischennutzung activi-
ties typical of the Berlin tradition described in the 1st 
part – becomes resilient in Teepeeland, allowing for 
an unexpected duration that, in turn, calls into ques-
tion some of the fundamental characteristics of these 
kinds of projects. An anarchic state of freedom – but 
to what extent? Willingness to become an integral 
and conscious part of the tourism machine and sell-
ing the city’s image – genuinely?
In the end, the research shows the radical mutation of 
the meaning of autonomy. It shows how the active in-
dividual is facing very different challenges than those 
in the past, cynically and pragmatically prioritizing its 
need for survival on the more idealistic values.

As shown in the previous chapter I2 (p.12 ff.) The 
outcome is rather an appeal to the project to con-
tinue along the line of experimentations; of unusual 
coexistence, collaboration and strategies, in search 
of wide-ranging guarantees for local and subjec-
tive solutions that are able to maintain the inclusive 
character of existing autonomous spaces and at the 
same time create the conditions for the production 
of new ones. There is a need for a multi-scalar and 
interdisciplinary projection of space, that informs 
and connects the different parties for the purpose of 
a city owned by their inhabitants, i.e. the multiplicity 
of publics.

III. Research
Methodology
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 “He who follows the utopian method must look at life by 
considering all sides of it at once, and see it as an inter-
related whole: not as a random mixture, but as an organic 
whole of parts susceptible of better organization.” 

Lewis Mumford72

This calls for the development of a methodology that is 
itself capable of investigating space in an interrelated, 
interscalar and interdisciplinary way. Circuit, owner-
ship and temporariness require special attention with 
respect to some aspects that cannot be easily returned 
without flexibly using a methodological mix. 

The attention to the role of time has necessitated the 
development of fallible maps, whose goal is not to rep-
resent exact, exhaustive, and precise data, but to render 
the idea of a process of development and change, and 
the effects this may have on various dynamics, such as 
those of dwelling, cultural and subcultural production, 
as well as in the uses and materiality of buildings. These 
maps, which build the atlas of urban development in 
ch.2.2 thus look at spaces as receptors of affects, uses 
and policies and therefore develop under the trajectories 
of densification, exploitation and protests.

The attention to the plurality of subjects is shown in 
both parts of the work. In the first, where Berlin is ad-
dressed as a whole, the misconception of a single urban 
identity is broken down through the many individual sto-
ries that emerge, illustrated in the annexed map. 
This dissection is also recognizable at a glance through 
the large photographic apparatus, a structuring part of 
the research, and which here visually shows the rich-
ness and variety of the stories described and analyzed.
In the second part, however, this role is entrusted to 
the interviews, which are developed as broad qualita-
tive and open conversations, returned to their entirety 
in the appendix. These personal perspectives are also 
given space in the restitution of the micro-stories, with 
an almost ethnographic approach, enhancing a biased 
narrative – whether or not shared by the other actors 
– rather than attempting to give an ‘all-encompassing’ 
reading, that would reduce the nuances so important in 
a plural and circumstantial approach. 

72  Quoted on the back cover of: Burckhardt 
Lucius, The False is the Authentic. Politics, 
Landscape, Design, Architecture, Planning, 
Pedagogy. Quodlibet, Macerata 2019

Space as a palimpsest of social and political expe-
riences, or as a product of the “vital clash between 
the active individual and his environment”73

The research seeks to reconstruct and narrate recent 
changes in a central part of Berlin and how they rep-
resent the friction between financial processes of a 
global scale and the daily, direct action of those who 
proactively inhabit the space. 
A number of architects and urban planners have al-
ready extensively researched aspects of this issue in 
relation to the city of Berlin. Particularly important for 
this research were the previous studies of the Urban 
Catalyst working group, which took shape around a 
European research project initiated by Philipp Oswalt 
and Klaus Overmeyer, which was followed by a pub-
lication of the same name edited by the group and 
Philipp Misselwitz74. This attention to the bottom-up 
urbanism emerging in those times shares a body of 
literature that, in collaboration with the Berlin Senate 
für Stadtentwicklung und Umwelt and published by 
Jovis Verlag, has focused on everyday and informal 
activities of space appropriation in Berlin75 (see more 

73  Gieselmann Reinhard and Ungers Oswald 
Mathias, Zu einer neuen Architektur 
(Manifest, 1960). In: Ulrich Conrads (ed.), 
Programme und Manifeste zur Architektur des 
20. Jahrhunderts, Birkhäuser, Basel 2001

74  Urban Catalyst was a European research 
project on strategies of temporary usage 
in urban fallow land (2001-2003), which 
explored potentials of interim use in five 
European metropolises in cooperation with 
11 international partners. The project 
was initiated by Philipp Oswalt and Klaus 
Overmeyer and was domiciled at the TU Berlin. 
After finishing the EU financed research 
project, Philipp Oswalt, Klaus Overmeyer 
and Philipp Misselwitz continued Urban 
Catalyst (2004-2013) as an interdisciplinary 
platform for research, projects, public 
interventions and publications. In 2013, 
the publication Oswalt Philipp, Overmeyer 
Klaus and Misselwitz Philipp (eds.), Urban 
Catalyst – The power of temporary use, 
Dom Publishers, Berlin 2013 summarized the 
outcomes of the research on strategies of 
urban development through interim uses.

75  SenStadtUm Berlin (ed.), Urban Pioneers. 
Temporary Use and Urban Development in 
Berlin. Jovis Verlag, Berlin 2007
SenStadtUm Berlin, Ring Kristien and AA 
PROJECTS (eds.), Selfmade City. Berlin: 
Stadtgestaltung und Wohnprojekte in 
Eigeninitiative. Jovis Verlag, Berlin 2013
Ferguson Francesca and Urban Drift 
Projects (eds.) In cooperation with 
Senat für Stadtentwicklung, Make_
Shift City. Die Neuverhandlung des 
Urbanen. Jovis Verlag, Berlin 2014 
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on this at p. 68 ff.).

More recent PhD projects connect these themes at 
larger scales and new disciplinary directions, looking 
from the starting point of Berlin urbanism to the paths 
of finance76, landscape77, geography78 and activism79.
Meanwhile Arch+, Germany’s leading magazine for 
architectural and urban discourse, has devoted mul-
tiple issues over the years to formulate a comprehen-
sive look at developments in Berlin’s urban space.80 
The editors have recently raised some relevant ques-
tions about the actions of active individuals and the 
broader processes with which they collide in the ex-
hibitions “An Atlas of Urban Commoning” (2018)81 
and “1989-2019: Politics of Space in the New Berlin” 
(2019)82.
Furthermore, in order to convey the complexity of a 
discourse that derives from and has important conse-
quences not only for the built environment of the city 
but also – and perhaps even more significantly – for 
the social and political fabric, a number of texts by 
scholars who have observed Berlin from other disci-
plinary fields have, in turn, contributed to the frame-

Buttenberg Lisa, Overmeyer Klaus and 
Spars Guido (eds.), Raumunternehmen. 
Wie Nutzer selbst Räume entwickeln. 
Jovis Verlag, Berlin 2014

76   Calbet i Elias Laura, The Speculative 
Production of the City: Financialization, 
Housing and Berlin’s Inner City 
Transformation. Technische Universität 
Berlin, 2019 [Doctoral Thesis]

77  Veronese Laura, Berliner Spaziergänge: 
archeologia della metropoli verde. Universitá 
IUAV di Venezia, 2016 [Doctoral Thesis]

78  Otto Benjamin, Zwischennutzungen in 
Berlin Die Motive der Akteure und die Rolle 
der Stadtplanung. Humboldt-Universität 
zu Berlin, 2015 [Doctoral Thesis]

79  Rossini Luisa, Conflicting citizenship 
and (re)active zones in the urban areas: 
confronting the cases of Berlin and Rome. 
Policies and practices for defining 
processes of “reclaiming” urban public 
spaces. Università di Palermo and Technische 
Universität Berlin, 2017 [Doctoral Thesis]

80  Arch+ 241, Berlin Theorie – Politik 
des Raums im Neuen Berlin, 2021. Arch+ 
201/202, Berlin, 2011. Arch+ 122, Von 
Berlin nach Neuteutonia, 1994

81  Ifa exhibition in collaboration 
with ARCH+, An Atlas of urban commoning. 
Kunstraum Kreuzberg/Bethanien, Berlin 
2018 and Worldwide tour for ten years.

82  N.b.k. exhibition in collaboration 
with ARCH+, 1989-2019: Politics 
of Space in the New Berlin. Neuer 
Berliner Kunstverein Berlin, 2019

work of this research. In particular, this research has 
drawn from the areas of social sciences, politics and 
economy through the extensive research work of Ste-
fan Krätke, Claire Colomb, Matthias Bernt and Andrej 
Holm83.
The attempt carried out is to observe and analyze the 
contemporary city through the overlapping of differ-
ent layers, in the tradition of palimpsest. This means 
using literatures from these various disciplines to 
look at the city as an organic whole. This emerges 
clearly in the bibliography used in the critical theo-
retical analysis carried out in ch.1, that looks at the 
discourse that has developed around the entire city 
of Berlin with narrative report of the many significant 
cases and references.

83  Among others: 
Krätke Stefan and Borst Renate, 
Berlin: Metropole zwischen Boom und 
Krise. Springer, Berlin 2000 
Colomb Clair, Staging the new Berlin. 
Place marketing and the politics of 
urban reinvention post-1989. Routledge, 
Oxfordshire and New York 2012
Bernt Matthias, Grell Britta and Holm 
Andrej (eds.), The Berlin Reader. 
A Compendium on Urban Change and 
Activism. Transcript, Bielefeld 2013
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The structure of the research is divided into three the-
matic parts. 

1_ In the first part, a critical analysis of the discourse 
around autonomous projects is carried out, with a 
particular focus on the definition of the concept of au-
tonomy, its manipulation by the state during the neo-
liberal development of the city and the recent attempt 
by institutions and some activists to create a “third 
way”, which would moderate the Bodenfrage, allow-
ing self-organized projects to have a certain amount 
of autonomy within the network of neoliberal rules.
In chapter 1.1, the significance of autonomy with 
respect to Berlin’s recent history (1960s – 1990s) is 
analyzed through the reconstruction of a brief geneal-
ogy of the city made “from below”. The concept of 
autonomy is not given a priori but is formed through 
cases in the investigation. It is the exploration that de-
fines the connotations, not the other way around. In 
addition, the narrative of the chapter will show how 
this concept is in constant mutation, down to the 
microstories that seem to lose their autonomy due 
to the contingencies that bind them more and more 
closely to the surrounding context. 
Without any exhaustive expectations, this discussion 
tries to reconstruct the different declinations of spatial 
appropriation and activation by autonomous subjects 
as self-designed and self-governed initiatives. From 
the 1960s to more recent times, these projects have 
constructed a Berlin-style idea of autonomy, linked 
to self-construction, negotiation and temporariness. 
Autonomy has been the starting point for experiment-
ing and discussing new ways of living and conceiving 
property, with important consequences on current 
spaces.
In chapter 1.2, the situation is changed: the abun-
dance of empty spaces that allowed these practices 
to settle and spread disappeared during the second 
decade of the 2000s with the saturation of the real 
estate market across urban space. In this situation of 
transformation, the critical analysis of the disciplinary 
discourse shows how Berlin’s autonomous spaces 
have evolved to being considered as increasingly 
threatening and dangerous and later as useful com-
ponents to build attractiveness for the city, thereby 
legitimizing the failed choices of city policy. The first 
finding of the research is that today there is a new 
stance towards autonomous spaces and for the 

shared understanding of their role in the city. 
In chapter 1.3, a geography of contemporary experi-
ments showing how at this moment the search for an 
answer to the Bodenfrage is one of the fundamental 
focuses of city-making, extending well beyond the 
three exemplary projects detailed in the second part 
of the work. The cases are briefly reconstructed as 
a factsheet that recounts the timeline of main events 
and a selection of images. 
Different places spread uniformly across the city of 
Berlin were selected to showcase the city-wide rel-
evance of this trend: strategies like Erbbaurecht, 
Vorverkauf, Enteignung are in experimentation and 
seek to monitor urban development and ensure plural 
spaces through a relative autonomy.
The order of the cases is sorted from those more 
related to housing to those more related to public 
space.

2_ The analyzed field is narrowed down in the sec-
ond part of the work, which investigates the spatial 
transformation of the Spreeraum Ost context (2.1) 
and the resistance of relevant autonomous projects 
located here. The appropriation of available space 
and subsequent implementation of profit-driven con-
struction projects by international real estate compa-
nies, supported and partially co-financed by the ur-
ban administration, is highly visible in this context. At 
the same time, this is the area in Berlin where, more 
than any other, the abundance of urban voids allowed 
for the spread of autonomous projects and temporary 
practices of appropriation (Zwischennutzung) in the 
1990s.
2.2 The following part of the second chapter is con-
structed as An atlas of urban development, com-
posed of a series of maps developed by the author. 
Responding to the complexity of the issues that are 
projected onto the urban space, the atlas follows 
three trajectories, which are explored through map-
ping exercises to understand their context. As Cor-
ner writes, “mappings do not represent geographies 
or ideas; rather they affect their actualisation.”84 Re-
search and data analysis led to the drafting of these 
cartographies as much as the development of rea-

84  Corner James, The Agency of Mapping. 
In: Cosgrove Denis E. (ed.), Mappings. 
Reaktion Books, London, 1999 : 225

IV. Structure and 
articulation of the 

research
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 soning in the first chapter drew their trajectories.
The densification (of urban fabric) (1.), exploitation 
(of uses) (2.), and (changing nature of) protests (3.) 
describe the consequences on space and various 
adaptations of neoliberal urbanism. The development 
of built space shows how a 20/30-year-old under-
standing of space is still nowadays overwhelmingly 
designing and constructing Berlin’s urban space. The 
uses, relatively volatile and often rapidly unfolding, 
within spaces more suitable to their needs (even in 
the case of “heavy” usage, such as the production fa-
cilities that in the space of a decade have withdrawn 
from Spreeraum Ost almost entirely) show change of 
inhabiting the city. The course of the protests, on the 
other hand, shows the presence in the space of bod-
ies that express specific claims, and how these too 
have undergone change during the 30 years under 
analysis, providing a voice to different needs amid 
changing power and locations. Through these de-
mands it is possible to predict the direction of the fu-
ture development of the city, as demonstrated by the 
first attempts carried out by the Bezirk Friedrichshain-
Kreuzberg where the area of Spreeraum Ost is mainly 
located and by the increasing amount of studies pro-
duced in support of a greater regulation of urban land 
development. 
2.3 In the third part of the chapter two, the work fur-
ther investigates the evolution of the autonomous 
projects of Holzmarkt (1.), RAW-Gelände (2.) and 
Teepeeland (3.). The three sites are located in the 
Spreeraum Ost area and were chosen for their use 
of non-antagonistic modes of appropriation and their 
difference in strategies developed and size. 
In fact, in order to survive in the neoliberal city, despite 
the resulting increasing competition over land, these 
projects are going through a process of reconfigura-
tion that focuses on the concepts of ownership (1.), 
common good (2.) and temporariness (3.): profes-
sionalizing, exploiting unusual alliances, engaging in 
long and complex negotiations and cooperating with 
government institutions and market actors as inves-
tors and land owners. After a brief reconstruction of 
the origins of the projects, a number of qualitative in-
terviews, conducted as open conversations, provide 
a voice to some of the people who played an active 
role in the stories analyzed; recounting the positions 
of the different points of view of activists (‘agents of 
change’, as Marcuse would call them), planners, in-
vestors and political representatives. The reformula-
tion and contextualisation of these, together with the 
redrawing and photographical analysis of the chosen 
projects, propose a critical analysis of the ambiguities 
emerging from those emblematic stories of recon-
figuration, whose development the author followed 
closely until April 2022.
For each case a critical reflection is elaborated from 

the emerging ambiguities and the compromises 
reached by the analyzed projects. These indicate im-
portant issues in debates on the contemporary Euro-
pean city, show the emergence of new opportunities 
and, above all, the need to elaborate and experiment 
with new solutions and cooperations. Above all, the 
strenuous resistance of these autonomous projects 
expresses and reminds us of the persistent need for 
urbanity to have spaces that can be used by minor 
actors, whose plurality represents the fundamental 
node of urbanity (P. L. Crosta).

3_ The conclusion then returns to the spatial and 
political consequences of this ongoing process, 
which, as in any crisis situation, are subject to either 
governance or adaptation. 
What spaces are defined by these tactics of resist-
ance? Partially anticipated by the reflections on the 
ambiguity of the three stories in the previous chapter, 
the question that arises – and to which it does not yet 
seem possible to give an answer, as the case study 
is in the midst of a transformation process – is: are 
they successful in securing new and old spaces for 
autonomous projects within the saturated city, or are 
they unsuccessful by facilitating their absorption and 
exploitation by actors seeking greater profits? 
Still, the resulting ambiguous situations reveal a lot 
about the new significance of these projects and on 
the new priorities defined by their users/creators in 
order to maintain the right to define certain spaces 
through the presence of otherwise ousted bodies. 

These stories, and their relationship with the sur-
rounding context, return the need for spaces that 
can be appropriated to a central focus of the project 
city, where users are able to elaborate upon their feel-
ings of familiarisation with the spaces. Namely, places 
where the diverse subject – understood in its unique-
ness – has a way, through his direct agency, to make 
them its own and, therefore, places plural in the na-
ture of their heterogeneous composition85.

85  Nancy Fraser elaborates the concept of 
multi- or counterpublics from a critique of 
the Habermasian interpretation of the public 
sphere – “it is precisely because he fails 
to examine these other public spheres that 
he ends up idealizing the liberal public 
sphere (...) it rests on a class- and gender-
biased notion of publicity, one which accepts 
at face value the bourgeois public’s claim 
to be the public”. In reaction to this, 
Fraser identifies multipublics, “not only 
there were always a plurality of competing 
publics but the relations between bourgeois 
publics and other publics were always 
conflictual. Virtually from the beginning, 
counterpublics contested the exclusionary 
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_Introduction

“To the extent that there is a possibility of earthly poli-
tics, it will have to be one that attests to the heterogenei-
ties that cut through the social, destabilizes any com-
munity, interrupts the order of the sensible, subtracts 
from the relational frame, takes sides in the radical po-
litical heterogeneity and, in doing so, proposes and works 
through forging new egalitarian human-non human en-
tanglements.”

Erik Swyngedow 86

  

norms of the bourgeois public, elaborating 
alternative styles of political behavior and 
alternative norms of public speech.” This 
plural understanding of the public sphere 
thus allows for the emergence and spread of 
subordinate and, eventually, conflicting 
characters: “subaltern counterpublics in order 
to signal that they are parallel discursive 
arenas where members of subordinated social 
groups invent and circulate counterdiscourses, 
which in turn permit them to formulate 
oppositional interpretations of their 
identities, interests, and needs.”. 
Quotes from: Fraser Nancy, Rethinking 
the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the 
Critique of Actually Existing Democracy. 
In: Social Text No. 25/26: 56-80. Duke 
University Press, Durham 1990

86 Quote from the lecture “Life and death in 
the Urbicene”, Helsinki Collegium 28.01.2020
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1. Genealogy of a city made “from below”

1.1 The recent history of 
autonomy and space in 

Berlin. 
Direct spatial action as 

a response to the top 
down planning of the 

twentieth century and to 
the renewal strategies of 

the 1960s.

“The argument of this book is that an anarchist society, a society which organises itself without 
authority, is always in existence, like a seed beneath the snow, buried under the weight of the state and 
its bureaucracy, capitalism and its waste, privilege and its injustustices (...) far from being a speculative 
vision of a future society, it is a description of a mode of human organisation, rooted in the experience of 
everyday life, which operates side by side with, and in spite of, the dominant authoritarian trends of our 
society.”

Ward (1973), Anarchy in Action : 18

If we investigate Berlin’s urban discourse from WWII until today, we can identify a red line that repeatedly 
emerges, delineating attempts and experiments by minorities or individuals to express themselves publicly 
in the urban space as an autonomous drive that coexists within the traditional and mainstream city. Arno 
Brandlhuber, Florian Hertweck and Thomas Mayfried (2015) strongly highlighted the dialogical aspect that 
characterizes Berlin, where the “sowohl-als-auch” (one and the other) allows a non-conventional interaction 
between different elements, inciting new possibilities of action. As an example, autonomous spaces have 
often met and clashed with the conflicting forces of state and market and contributed to the development of 
a bold and self-determined idea of city making.
These chapters trace the moments in which autonomous forces have emerged in a particularly visible way 
in Berlin’s urban space starting from the mass emancipation movements in the sixties. At the same time, 
they reconstruct the interdependencies between the activities of individuals or autonomous groups with the 
surrounding social, political, and historical context and with the actions of other hegemonic groups and 
authorities.
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[A contemporary project on the edge of 
autonomy and autonomism: Rigaer94. 
The poster on the building’s entrance 
says: “Our passion for freedom is 
stronger than any authority A”. 
Rigaer94 is a housing project that 
arose from the 1990 occupation of 
a disused building on Rigaer Straße 
94 in Berlin-Friedrichshain. Until 
2020 it was one of the last surviving 
squats of a series that had taken over 
several buildings in the area during 
the 1990s (see map of squats from the 
Atlas, p.184). Most of these squats 
were vacated during the ‘hot summer’ 
of 1991. As a result of negotiations 
with the landlord Kommunale 
Wohnungsverwaltung and the city of 
Berlin, Rigaer94 obtained a regular 
lease in 1992. Due to a series of 
ownership changes and new construction 
plans, according to the owner, 
nowadays all tenants and users of 
the 31 apartments have been notified 
and almost 30 eviction cases have 
been filed against them. The protest 
against eviction often exhibited 
particularly violent overtones – some 
of the residents and supporters were 
members of the autonomous and militant 
left-wing scene – but also provoked 
large and recurring demonstrations 
of solidarity over the years. The 
demonstration on July 9th 2016 was 
attended by about 3,500 people. 
On June 17, 2021, the police, 
totalling about 1000 officers, finally 
entered the house and thus concluded 
the eviction.]



Die Autonome Szene and autonomous city-making

When one speaks of autonomy in Germany, one 
thinks first of the “autonomous scene” – die Auto-
nome Szene –, a term that is difficult to define: “«The 
autonomists» (...) are understood as an elusive, in-
formally organized, loose and heterogeneous social 
movement that emerged in the mid-1970s.”1 The 
movement emerged from political foundations – such 
as first-person political action, militancy, grassroots 
democracy, opposition to the system – whose (leftist) 
radicalism was criticized by the state and the Office 
for the Protection of the Constitution (Verfassungss-
chutz), which used the term “extremists”2 in reference 
to them.
As already mentioned in the introductory chapter, this 
PhD develops through the observation of practices 
and processes and this allows the content of the con-
cept to come into focus: the concept of autonomy is 
therefore understood in a broad and extensive way, 
but, precisely because of this, it is also nuanced and 
subject to constant redefinition. However, it is possible 
to state that subjects and their agency are key to un-
derstanding the concept of autonomy. It is, therefore, 
important to note that die Autonomen, as well as the 
autonomous projects analyzed here, make direct ac-
tion and self-organization their basic principles. This 
has led die Autonomen to confront and debate some 
of the contradictions that will emerge in later reflection 
of this research, in particular that there is on the one 
hand the idea of free spaces and the need for self-
realization while on the other the demand for change 
in society as a whole.3

The issue that holds together the various examples 

1   Ildikó Szántó, in relation to the 
congress of the autonomists organized in 
Berlin in 1995. Ildikó Szántó, Positionen zur 
Kunst und Kultur in der Autonomen Bewegung 
der 1990er Jahre. In: Eusterschulte Birgit, 
Hauser Susanne, Krüger Christian, Lattner 
Heimo, Maechtel Annette, Siegmund Judith, 
Szántó Ildikó (eds.), Neuverhandlungen von 
Kunst. Diskurse und Praktiken seit 1990 am 
Beispiel Berlin. Transcript, Bielefeld 2020

2  “the political foundations of the 
autonomists (first-person politics, militancy, 
grassroots democracy, system opposition)”. 
Klaus Farin (ed.): Die Autonomen, Verlag 
des Archiv der Jugendkulturen, Berlin 2015

3  Ibid.

of autonomous experiences and ‘city-making’ is 
the theme of the individual becoming public, which 
is discussed by Bianchetti and Crosta while criticiz-
ing the identification of the term ‘participation’ in the 
confrontation of two defined and separated spheres 
defined in an orthodox way and not attentive to the 
nuances of plurality (Bianchetti and Crosta 2021). 
‘Participation’ is in fact often reduced as the two-way 
and oppositional relationship between “the virtuous 
processes of appropriation, re-appropriation and self-
organization of urban places, by groups of citizens” 
and “neo-liberal policies, financial capital, gentrifica-
tion (i.e. all actions that can be considered shaped by 
value-extractive logics.)”4. 
Discussing deindividualization5 Crosta refers to plural 
action, 

“that is, on an important and often dodged question: how 
does the issue of the public arise? Usually the question 
is centered on the ways in which an individual action be-
comes collectivized. Not here, and perhaps there is a non-
Western connotation that Appadurai [Appadurai Arjun, 
The Capacity to Aspire. Culture and Terms of Recogni-
tion. In: Rao and Walton, 2004] does not highlight. 
Western thought is attentive to collective action as a di-
rect, guided action, not as an eventual outcome. In Appa-
durai there is no participation, but subjectification. Col-
lective action does not move from outside, but from itself.”

Pier Luigi Crosta6

The plurality of autonomous spaces is often not or-
ganized and does not always collectivize: it is a spa-
tial bond, constituted by the use of spaces by indi-
viduals who occupy and define these spaces through 
their own usage, that is, through the physical pres-
ence of their bodies, thus giving “free play”7 to their 
individual differences and guaranteeing them a place 
to exist. Autonomous space thus become a mani-
festation of “disorder, functional heterogeneity and 
diversity”8, which have always been connected with 
public space. It offers space for expression and per-

4  Cristina Bianchetti and Pier 
Luigi Crosta, Conversazioni sulla 
ricerca. Donzelli, Roma 2021 : 49 

5  Crosta recalls here to: Boltanski Luc 
with Darté Yann and Schiltz Marie-Ange, La 
dénonciation. In: Actes de la Recherche in 
Science Sociales, vol 51, 1984 : 3-40.

6  Bianchetti and Crosta 2021 : 51-52

7  Ibid. : 79

8  Ibid.
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1.1.1 Autonomy as an experience rooted in the urban fabric
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▶ [Layers of graffiti, 
old and new advertisements 
materialize the presence of the 
inhabitants on the facades of 
some buildings exposed in the 
direction of the passage of the 
trains of the S-Bahn in Berlin]

▼ [Breakfast on the sidewalk 
in front of the K77 housing 
project in Kastanienallee 77 in 
Prenzlauerberg, 1992]



sonal development for “all those who are excluded 
from today’s public spaces and thus pushed out of 
society”9.

The spontaneous creation of autonomous 
initiatives derives from the accumulation of 
practices attentive to the direct inclusion of 
subjects in action

The spontaneity with which projects arise in Berlin 
from individual action has recently been assumed to 
be a characteristic element of the city.10 The accumu-
lation of political practices that make the individual ini-
tiative and civil society involvement the focus of their 
work has certainly contributed to the fact that this 
approach has taken root as an intuitive, well-known, 
and recognized process. Participatory urban plan-
ning, the construction of community-oriented hous-
ing, the attempt to decentralize cultural work and to 
build an educational model oriented towards profes-
sional practice are practices that have emerged since 
the 1970s (in West Berlin) and allow for accessibility 
to processes of spatial production for minority or mar-
ginalized groups/individuals that differ from tradition-
ally hierarchical and exclusive structures (such as the 
more classical state institutions and the processes 
initiated by them).11 “Agency is the capacity to act. 

9  “What about the young, the restless, the 
old, the poor, and all those who are excluded 
from today’s public spaces and thus pushed 
out of society?”. Cupers Kenny and Miessen 
Markus, Spaces of Uncertainty - Berlin 
revisited. Birkhäuser, Basel 2017 : 16

10  “Improvisation means surfing on 
opportunities, adjusting the shot, knowing 
how to let go when the public authorities 
have only limited means, it also means 
encouraging initiatives coming from creative 
social groups. Improvisation means adapting 
to the massive reception of refugees by trying 
several solutions up to contemporary projects 
integrating inclusive, mixed and original 
projects in the heart of the city. Improvising 
is also knowing how to give up a project when 
society takes over the place as demonstrated 
by the appropriation of the former Tempelhof 
airport. Improvising means adapting the 
public response to the demand for self-
promotional housing and giving it its place 
in land opportunities, then in operations 
aimed at regenerating social housing models” 
Paul Delduc in: Masboungi Ariella and 
Petitjean Antoine (eds.), Berlin - le genie de 
l’improvisation. Parentheses, Marseille 2017

11  “the initiation of projects tied in 
with a political practice in the field of 
participatory urban planning, community-
oriented housing, an understanding of 
decentralized cultural work and practice-
oriented education that had already been 

(...) The power of states or governments to dominate 
action through the activity of the state and its agents 
is limited by the diversity of actors and their capacity 
for original, transformative and unexpected action.”12

Focusing on the actions of individuals also implies 
centering on the familiarity that they build with the 
inhabited spaces through their daily experiences and 
practices (De Certeau 1980). Practices are already 
defined in themselves as the result of an action re-
gardless of who performs them: “«the territory is the 
use that is made of it». The cheating of this statement 
is precisely on this point: leave open for whom? who 
uses? Leaving this point open is the introduction of 
a principle that we could say is anarchic. It is this va-
lence (this indeterminacy) that makes the expression 
politically acceptable.”13

Urban and architectural planning in these contexts 
assumes there is ethical value in accessibility for the 
plurality of individuals (in places) for the spontaneous 
development of practices, namely “that architecture 
is part of a larger historical movement of the masses 
towards individual and collective emancipation and 
away from dehumanizing anonymity.”14

This individual connection to urban spaces contrasts 
with the dispossession caused by the free market 
(discussed in greater detail in the conclusion of this 
dissertation), allowing for spontaneity – “when one is 
familiar with something, actions can be improvised.”15 
The “agents of change”16 who make daily practices 
proactive actions of transformation and organization 
of appropriate spaces take advantage of the bodily 
cognitive dimension of the places they frequent (Bi-
anchetti and Crosta 2021) to initiate autonomous 
projects, which over the years have become rooted 
in the urban fabric. These spaces represent inclusive 
islands of expression for the plurality of individuals 
who inhabit the city, reflecting what Bakema, describ-
ing his idea of open society, defined as “the right of 
changing-man to trust his own individual wondering 

established in West Berlin since the 1970s.” 
Maechtel Annette, Das Temporäre politisch 
denken. Raumproduktion im Berlin der frühen 
1990er Jahre. B_books, Berlin 2021 : 9

12  IDPR, 30 (4) 2008 Supriya Garikipati 
and Wendy Olsen. The role of agency in 
development planning and the development 
process Introduction to the Special 
Issue on Agency and Development

13  Bianchetti and Crosta 2021, p.12

14  Heuvel Dirk van den (ed.), 
Jaap Bakema and the open society. 
Archis, Amsterdam 2015 : 19 

15  Weick Karl, Sensemaking in 
Organisations. Sage, London 1995

16  Marcuse
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and the manifestation of it by an own choice of par-
ticular space quality fitting to a particular person in a 
particular situation”17.

The active role of space to claim and represent 
autonomy

In addition to subjectification, the additional element 
common to these political projects and practices is 
the active role of space; whether it be urban space, 
space for residence, public space, or private space. 
The significance that the autonomous construction 
of space represents for these groups and individuals 

17  Dirk van den Heuvel (ed.), Jaap Bakema 
and the open society, Archis : 27 

is of fundamental importance for the development of 
their ideas and actions.

As described in the following sections of this chapter, 
the autonomous production of space, that is, the spa-
tial transformations brought about by citizens through 
their direct action, has emerged in a particularly vis-
ible way at several points in Berlin’s history from the 
late 1960s to the present.
The production, structuring and organization of space 
– whether in the case of student protests, squats and 
entire occupied buildings, or temporary urban appro-
priations – have in many cases been the cue, the field 
of action and the basis for demands for autonomy 
and direct action. Space has become a place of ex-
pression, of struggle, of experimentation, capable of 
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representing as a collective identity the diverse and 
multiple forms of very different actors (Golova 2002). 
Space is therefore not only the result of a social pro-
cess, but acquires a fundamental role, constitutive 
of the same process. It plays its part in the research 
shared by different individuals and groups in “making 
sense of their action”18 and it is perhaps in space that 
we can best read the univocity of certain demands 
that focus precisely on the particularity of individual 
action, further enriching them with a pervasive force.
The historical moments selected and presented in 

18  Melucci Alberto, Challenging 
Codes: Collective Action in the 
Information Age. Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge 1996 : 70

the following paragraphs are very different from each 
other and are not an attempt to construct any kind of 
linear historiography. They are experiences that, read 
as a whole, construct a kind of Berlin tradition, where 
autonomy and direct action on urban space are an in-
strument of emancipation for individuals, who through 
the accumulation of experiences have refined their 
knowledge of their own possibilities and capabilities. 
In taking root among Berlin’s spatial practices, auton-
omy has demonstrated its effectiveness.
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[Walk in a Brache behind 
the Tommy-Weisbecker-Haus 
squat (occupied and operated 
independently since 1973)]
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▲ [Giancarlo De Carlo, figures 
in balance. In: Anfione e Zeto 
Rivista di architettura e arti, 
2006] 

▶ [Action part of the Tuwat-
Spektakel in August 1981. TUWAT 
is literally derived from “Tu 
was”, “do something”] 

▼ [Some pages from the Aktion 
507 Manifesto, 1968] 
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“It is the man of the 21st century that we must 
create…”19 : the emergence of a new ‘self-
perception’ among the “powerless”20

The student protests that took place in major Euro-
pean cities in the second half of the 1960s achieved 
many structural changes, which enabled the devel-
opment of today’s society. Since then, politics have 
become more open and democratic, the peace 
movement has become increasingly important, and 
women’s empowerment and co-determination have 
become key topics of debate in all sectors of society, 
though also absorbed and neutralized in the manage-
rial discourse (Boltanski and Chiapello 1999).
But perhaps the greatest upheaval that the protests 
of the student movement achieved was the new self-
perception of individual subjectivities belonging to the 
proletarian and bourgeois classes, unique parts in 
their plurality that had previously been interpreted as 
an indistinct and homogeneous ‘mass’21.
This meant the subsequent process of inclusion of 
the plural in the public and political debate signified 
the ‘emancipation of the self’22 of actors who began 
to loudly express their desire to become visible and 
to stand out in their individuality. The ‘revolution of the 
bourgeois individual’ is represented by the new idea 
of the multitude, “composed of many individuals of 
different natures, each of which is highly composite”23.
This celebration of individual subjectivities was di-
rectly linked to the anti-authoritarian principles of the 
student movement and the important changes which 
occured at that time that allowed for participation in 
contemporary discourse by broader groups: not only 

19  Marcuse Herbert, One-Dimensional 
Man. Studies in the ideologie of Advanced 
Industrial Society. Beacon Press, 
Boston 1964 - Vorträge FU Juli 1967

20  Beitin Andreas and Gillen Eckhart J., 
Flashes of the Future. Die Kunst der 68er oder 
Die Macht der Ohnmächtigen. Bpb Bundeszentrale 
für politische Bildung, Bonn 2018

21  Nassehis Armin, „Gab es 1968?“: Die große 
Inklusion. In: TAZ 16. 4. 2018 Schwerpunkt 1968

22  The 68ers are left with the 
“manifold stories of self-liberation 
and emancipation, the achievements 
of which we can enjoy today [...].” 
SWackwitz Stephan, Die Bilder meiner Mutter. 
Fischer Verlag, Frankfurt am Main 2015 : 21

23  Hardt and Negri 2004 – from Spinoza: 
“If the multitude is to form a body, 
in any case, it will remain always and 
necessarily an open, plural composition...”

in the political sphere – for example, the rise of the ex-
tra-parliamentary opposition24 – but also in the social 
sphere. New media, such as television, allowed for 
a much wider distribution of information. Thanks to 
this, a great many citizens felt personally addressed 
for the first time by public discourse and an active 
part of this reversal included the individual’s role in 
society. “Suddenly we had the courage to question 
the authorities”25: those who until that moment be-
longed to the great mass of the ‘powerless’26 dis-
covered they were able to free themselves from the 
state and its apparatus of power, as well as from the 
dominating ideologies, in order to embark on a self-
determined life. 
“[...] one thinks, for example, of the promotion of 
educational opportunities for educationally disadvan-
taged groups, of the organization of social advance-
ment, of the welfare state idea of appropriate living 
conditions and, last but not least, of a calculable 
life course.”27 Various amendments and legislation 
marked small steps in the direction of a process of 
“politicizing inclusion”28 such as - in the field of Ger-
man education - the introduction of the “Federal 
Education Assistance Act” (BAföG), which came into 
force in 1971, and which is explored in more detail 
later in this chapter (p.41).

...and he is an activist: he expresses himself through 
direct and individual actions, in a contamination 
between private and public life, politics and art…

Distancing itself from the ‘grand narratives’ of moder-
nity and progress and seeking to put its own subjec-
tivity back at the center, the student movement ex-
pressed itself primarily through direct action.
In the political field this meant the creation of a cul-
ture of protest linked to civil society. In West Berlin, 
the ‘frontline city’ of the Cold War, demonstrations 
and protests through happenings and activism (such 
as those organized through the Aktionsrat – action 

24  Außerparlamentarische Opposition (APO)

25  Nevermann Knut (Interview). In: 
Tagesspiegel, Plötzlich hatten wir den Mut, 
Autoritäten infrage zu stellen. 09.04.2017

26  “The powerless stood up to the powerful, 
to the state and its apparatus of power.” 
Beitin Andreas and Gillen Eckhart J., Flashes 
of the Future. Die Kunst der 68er oder Die 
Macht der Ohnmächtigen. Bpb Bundeszentrale 
für politische Bildung, Bonn 2018 : 12 

27   Nassehis 2018

28  Ibid.

1.1.2 The Diagnose Exhibition and the protests on the city in 1968
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[Poster and The Diagnose 
exhibition set up in the spaces 
of the TU Berlin, 1968]
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councils, for example for women’s liberation) became 
exemplary for the whole of the Federal Republic of 
Germany. In West Berlin, the movement had wide-
ranging resonance boxes at the Freie Universität (FU) 
and the Technische Universität (TU), later joined by 
the broad extra-parliamentary opposition, Außerpar-
lamentarische Opposition (APO). 
In East Berlin, on the other hand, opposition to the 
Soviet military regime was expressed through per-
sonal choices, symbols of individual rebellions, such 
as listening to Western counterculture music, wear-
ing – in the case of men – long hair, and the rejec-
tion of military education. “It was actually a very simi-
lar movement to the West, to break away from the 
old and break with their conservative ideas. Only it 
was a different kind of conservative ideas, because 
we young people were clashing with these old com-
munist or Stalinist ideas,”29 says Erika Berthold, co-
founder of Kommune I Ost. In the East, too, the pro-
test was fuelled by direct actions: the distribution of 
leaflets, slogans on the walls of houses and demon-
strations in front of the Soviet embassy. The conse-
quences, however, were different in a crucial way: if in 
the West, at least prior to the most violent escalation 
of the protests (see p.41 ff.), the protesters were able 
in many cases to start illustrious careers as evinced 
by the foundation of the student party movement die 
Grüne (originally Alternative Liste). In the East, how-
ever, there was a strong repression, which led to a 
series of arrests and convictions against activists.

In the field of art, in the Federal Republic of Germany, 
the demands of these years led to the emergence 
of a performative, theatrical, and teach-in program 
that replaced more traditional art forms, represented 
by artists such as Joseph Beuys, Bazon Brock, and 
Wolf Vostell. Their actions returned the viewer to the 
center of artistic practice, as it was their reception 
and perception that gave meaning to the work30. The 
Subversive Aktion group31, which originated from the 

29  Erika Berthold, quoted in: Juchler Ingo, 1968 
in Berlin. Be.bra Verlag, Berlin 2017 : 20

30  “In West Germany, Joseph Beuys, Bazon 
Brock, and Wolf Vostell replaced the 
traditional work of art with a performative 
program, half theatre, half teach-in. They 
planned their actions in the awareness that 
art can only change and expand reality 
by way of the viewer’s thinking and 
perception.” Beitin and Gillen 2018 : 20

31  A small group critical of society and 
consumption that existed from 1963 to 1966 
in Munich, Erlangen, Stuttgart and West 
Berlin. It took up the critical theory of 
the Frankfurt School. Its founder was Dieter 
Kunzelmann; an important member was the future 
students movement  leader Rudi Dutschke.

SPUR group of artists who were active in Munich from 
1958 to 1962, further reveals explicitly artistic activity 
became saturated with politics and social protests 
and often evolved into activism, using provocative 
and non-conformist actions to symbolically anticipate 
the coveted cultural revolution.

At the Technische Universität: the exhibition 
Diagnose challenges the “Berliner Filz”32

The 1968 student mobilization in West Berlin was 
characterized – among other demands – by a con-
cern for housing and the urban question, which best 
represented the union of the private and political 
spheres33. At the heart of the critique were the pro-
cesses of construction and urban regeneration which, 
organized by public housing companies were based 
on the creation of a lucrative cycle34. The determina-
tion of spatial uses, the management of space, and 
the construction of new housing complexes were not 
accessible to non-professional actors: the choice of 
uses and forms was limited to the dialogue between 
established architects and urban planners, investors, 
politicians, and building agencies, as represented by 
the illustration on the cover of the Aktion 507 mani-
festo, where the inseparable link between these ac-
tors recalls the cruelty of a swastika. The student pro-
tests arose in conjunction with the first results of the 
renewal strategies undertaken in the 1960s due to 
the ravages of war. Following the concept of tabula 
rasa, the method of Kahlschlagsanierung35 resulted 
in vast demolitions carried out to create space for 
the new city built. To accommodate the residents of 
the demolished neighborhoods, satellite towns were 
planned and large new housing developments were 

32  The dense ‘felt’, a metaphor used to 
indicate the dense web of relationships 
typical of Berlin’s construction activities 
in those years. Sethmann Jens, 1968. Wie 
junge Aufrührer die Stadtentwicklung 
nachhaltig beeinflusst haben. In: 
MieterMagazin, 3/18, 28.02.2018

33  As also in many other contexts, 
such as Italy, urban struggles have 
merged with housing struggles.

34   “Organized by the public housing 
associations, this creates a lucrative cycle. 
In order to accommodate the residents of the 
demolished neighbourhoods, satellite towns 
such as Gropiusstadt and the Märkisches 
Viertel are planned.” In: Becker Stephan, 
Zurück zur Stadt der Besitzer. In: taz. 
die tageszeitung 11.1. 2013 : 24. 

35  In 1963, the Senate launched an 
urban renewal program to ‘rezone’ old 
buildings. For large parts of Wedding 
and Kreuzberg, this initially meant 
demolition and new construction.
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▶ [Walk through an open space 
near the Märkisches Viertel 
© Jürgen Henschel, 1976, FHXB 
Museum Digitales Archiv] 

▼ [Photographs of a party and 
demonstration to preserve the 
adventure playground in the 
Märkisches Viertel on June 20, 
1971 © Jürgen Henschel, 19716, 
FHXB Museum Digitales Archiv]
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built on the outskirts of the city: Berlin-Buckow-Ru-
dow (since 1962, today Gropiusstadt), Falkenhagener 
Feld (since 1963) and Märkisches Viertel (since 1964).

Märkisches Viertel is the example most discussed by 
the public: built with heavy investment between 1964 
and 1974 in the redeveloped area north of the city 
at Wilhelmsruher Damm, it was poorly connected to 
the city center and offered mass housing without the 
appropriate infrastructural services. If some of these 
shortcomings resulted from the attempt to realize the 
principles of the Athens Charter36 through the division 
of urban functions, many others were determined by 
choice, under pressure from speculators, to increase 
the density of the settlement complex, with an in-
crease in the number of floors of the buildings from 12 
to 20. “The architect Georg Heinrichs, member of the 
Central Committee for Development, recalls that the 
demand for increased density were made «against 
my will»”37.  Moreover, the new residents did not move 
in voluntarily, but were Sanierungsopfer (refurbish-
ment victims): workers from the lower social classes 
or marginalized people, who were moved here in or-
der to free up redevelopment areas in the rest of the 
city, often lured with false promises. This permitted 
the demolition of buildings in poor condition to make 
way for new construction in downtown areas, in order 
to exploit prime real estate locations38 for profit. 

The emerging generation of architects (mainly stu-
dents or recent graduates at the Technische Univer-
sität Berlin) perceived this redevelopment process as 
a destruction of the city. “The parties let the city sink 
into property for profit,”39 argued the Aktion 507 group 
in the poster for the exhibition Diagnose zum Bauen 
in West-Berlin – Diagnosis of Building in West Berlin 
which took place in the new architecture building of 
the Technical University (TU) from September 8 to 20, 
1968 at Ernst-Reuter-Platz.

36  Published in 1943 as a result 
of the CIAM conference in 1933

37  Bowie Laura, Protest and Marginalized 
urban space. 1968 in west Berlin. In: sITA - 
studies in History and Theory of Architecture, 
Volume 4/2016 – Marginalia. Architectures 
of Uncertain Margins. The quote is taken 
from Georg Heinrichs, “conversation between 
Georg Heinrichs and Eduard Kögel”, 2014

38  Helga Fassbinder defines the 
neighbourhood as a “catchment area for 
working classes in demolition areas.” 
Fassbinder Helga, Gegenplanung. Das Büro für 
Stadtsanierung und Soziale Arbeit in Berlin-
Kreuzberg. In: Bauwelt nr. 48/1983 : 351-354

39  Aktion 507 Group, quoted 
in: Becker 2013 : 24

Aktion 507 (507 refers to the number of the meet-
ing room in the architecture building where the group 
meetings took place) was a very heterogeneous 
group of architecture students, assistants and pro-
fessors. The exhibition they created had emerged on 
the occasion of the 1968 ‘Berliner Bauwoche’, the 
biennial building week. The Senate and the archi-
tects’ association had invited the ‘young generation 
of architects’ to show their projects. That edition of 
Bauwoche seemed to confirm the success of Ber-
lin’s major building projects under construction under 
the direction of then-Mayor Klaus Schütz (SPD): In 
the Märkisches Viertel, a ceremony was held to mark 
the completion of 5277 apartments, and Ludwig Mies 
van der Rohes’ New National Gallery in the Kultur-
forum was also inaugurated with a ceremony. Der 
Spiegel, which published a thirteen-page report on 
the exhibition, allowing for an extension of scale in the 
ability to reach far greater public opinion, began their 
article with: “«We don’t just want applause», spoke 
Hermann Wegner, personal assistant to the senator 
for West Berlin City Hall. «We also want criticism». 
The building official’s wish has been granted.”40

The works presented by Aktion 507 were extremely 
critical of both the large residential projects and the 
works of the “masters”, revealing the need for a para-
digm shift in the profession and in the professional 
education of architects41. The group thus organized 
the ‘Anti-Bauwoche’ whose purpose was to pro-
vide a critical analysis of contemporary planning and 
building processes, a criticism that took on strong, 
provocative and polemical tones. About forty people 
were directly involved, organized in different working 
groups.42 In the exhibition, the glorious statements 
of the architects were confronted with the voices of 
the new inhabitants of the housing estate, who did 
not hide their harsh criticism: “It seems brutal here, 
quite unpleasant. It kills you somehow, it dulls you.”43 

40  In: Slums verschoben, 
Der Spiegel 37/1968. 

41  As Dieter Hoffmann-Axthelm observed, 
architecture students of those years saw 
themselves as social engineers. “After 
graduation, they wanted to do social 
work instead of delighting the world with 
spectacular buildings.” Dieter Hoffmann-
Axthelm, quoted in: Matthias Alexander, 
Achtundsechziger-Architektur: Der Anspruch 
half nicht beim Entwerfen. Frankfurter 
Allgemeine Magazin, 25.02.2018

42  Rellensmann Luise and Becker 
Stephan, Der vertrauensarchitekt der 
Besetzerszene. Ein Gespräch mit Hinrich 
Baller. Baunetzwoche 408, 2015

43  Aktion 507, Diagnose Manifest. Self 
published, Berlin 1968. Orig.: “Brutal 
sieht det hier aus, janz jemein. Det tötet 
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▶ [Photographs of the Vietnam 
Congress in the Audimax of TU 
Berlin on February 17 and 18, 
1968.  © Jürgen Henschel, 1968, 
FHXB Museum Digitales Archiv]  

▼ [Plenary meeting of the 
‘Kritischen Universität’ 
(Critical University) in the 
Audimax of TU Berlin, February 
7, 1968. © Jürgen Henschel, 
1968, FHXB Museum Digitales 
Archiv] 



41

1. Genealogy of a city made “from below” 
1.1 The recent history of autonomy and space in Berlin

Recordings of interviews with residents were accom-
panied by photographs illustrating the desolation of 
the new housing complex. Hinrich Baller, at the time 
an assistant to Bernhard Hermkes who was involved 
in the organization of the exhibition recalls it this way: 
“we had a certain budget through the BDA, and then 
basically we went to the Märkisches Viertel and talked 
to the people there. Their criticism of the living condi-
tions was harsh, which was obviously terrible even 
for the architects who had been involved in the de-
sign. Even during the exhibition, residents had their 
say, both on tape and live, and this was something 
completely new at the time: that you get a reaction 
from a neighbourhood in a concise and comprehen-
sive form.”44

The 207-page manifesto that accompanied the ex-
hibition made far-reaching demands: “the creation 
of an informed and critical public opinion”, “the par-
ticipation of all stakeholders in all kinds of planning 
and decision-making”, “the disclosure of all criteria in 
public procurement policy”, “the social appropriation 
of land”, and “the orientation of so-called Berlin aid 
toward real needs and opportunities.”45 It all revolved 
around the criticism of the legendary ‘Berliner Filz’, 
the intertwining of politics and private economic in-
terests, which was further exacerbated by the misuse 
of the ‘Berlinhilfe’46 that offered huge tax advantages 
to investors in West Berlin, thus overshadowing the 
needs of the most disadvantaged population.

The university reform

“In Berlin, the newly built Institute of Architecture at the 
Technical University became a spiritual centre and stage 
of critique and revolt, calling for a radical rethinking of ar-
chitectural education and practice as a political as well as 
inter- and transdisciplinary endeavour.”

Philipp Misselwitz47 

Young architects were questioning the role of their 
own profession and calling for a reform of architec-
tural practices, to be oriented towards a more demo-

doch ab irjendwie, det stumpft doch ab”

44  Rellensmann and Becker 2015

45  Aktion 507 1968. Quotes are highlighted 
from berliner-mieterverein Magazine. 

46  The Berlin Promotion Law 
(Berlinförderungsgesetz, since 1964 
Berlinhilfegesetz) is a federal law 
providing various tax and investment 
concessions for the economy of the Land 
of Berlin in order to facilitate its 
market which had lost competitiveness 
as a result of the Soviet bloc.

47 Misselwitz, Die temporäre Nutzung 
in der neoliberalen Stadt neu denken. 
In: Cupers and Miessen 2017 : 68

cratic planning process, in which planners and inhab-
itants could play a greater role in shaping the city. The 
critique of the particular speculative structure of Ber-
lin’s construction industry ironically sought to make 
future architects think about what their ground should 
be within the city’s regeneration and design process: 
“Following the motto: Be smart, earn on construc-
tion!” (“Nach dem Motto: sei schlau - verdien’ am 
Bau”).48 
As reported by Arch+ in 1969, student criticism, for 
example on a proposal to overhaul the final examina-
tion for the diploma, related primarily to the following 
points:
1.  The monodisciplinary nature of the main diploma 
examination
2. The exclusion of the social significance of architec-
ture and planning
3. The lack of awareness of the problem in solving 
conventional design tasks through the mere applica-
tion of facts
4.Tthe overvaluation of the main diploma examina-
tion through evaluation criteria and examination ritu-
als that were far removed from practice and hostile 
to theory
5. The specialization of diploma candidates and their 
isolation from other disciplines.49

These criticisms are very relevant: Berlin was one of 
the first states to implement a university reform with 
the University Law (UniG). For the first time students 
and staff (academic and non-academic) were given 
the possibility of co-determination in the bodies of 
academic self-administration, embodying the self-
conscious and activist spirit that emerged in those 
years.50

Social-liberal educational policy also promoted the 
opening of universities to all social classes.  For ex-
ample, TU Berlin dedicated an entire page of their 
website to a chronicle of their achievements transpir-
ing from this historical moment, including an increase 
in enrollment from working class families of 12% in 
ten years. Several new courses of study were intro-
duced, the training of urban planners was separated 
from the faculty of architecture and a diploma course 
in urban and regional planning was offered for the first 
time in 1972. The content and forms of teaching and 
learning changed, tutors were given new teaching re-
sponsibilities, and project-based forms of study were 
implemented in some curricula.

48  Aktion 507 1968

49  Schröder Thomas, Reform der Diplom-
Hauptprüfung an der Fakultät Architektur 
der TU Berlin. In: Arch+ 2/7, 1969 : 72

50  Opportunities for co-determination 
were partially limited again after 
the Federal Constitutional Court’s 
‘higher education ruling’ in 1973.
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▶ [IBA-Altbau, Hardt-
Waltherr Hämer speaking at an 
information event in front of 
the shop of the tenant advisory 
service © Jürgen Henschel, FHXB 
Museum Digitales Archiv.  The 
“Mieterladen” in the Dresdener 
Str. in 1984  © STERN]  

▼ [Cover and Index of Büro 
für Stadtsanierung und Soziale 
Arbeit Berlin-Kreuzberg 
(Ed.), Sanierung für wen? Eine 
Textsammlung. 1970]
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Urban planning also becomes a social issue, 
i.e. democratic planning and activism: planning 
collectives, participatory workshops and on-site 
presence

The effect of the critical reflections stimulated by the 
1968 protests were not limited to the changes in ac-
cessibility and organization of educational programs. 
 By giving a voice to residents affected by the process 
of ‘urban regeneration’ the Diagnose exhibition and 
other protest activities allowed for the emergence of 
a new awareness of the social role of architecture. 
Helga Fassbinder, at the time a student at the Tech-
nische Universität Berlin and today a university pro-
fessor, political scientist, and urban planner, recounts 
this new awareness in the universities: “I remember 
that in my coop-seminar there was a lively discussion 
about whether it was acceptable to continue studying 
in the Hermkes building on Ernst-Reuter-Platz, albeit 
critically, while irreparable events were being created 
in Kreuzberg by demolition.”51

In those years new professional practices were ex-
perimented for the first time. Collective design groups 
were born and associations emerged from the initia-
tives of the tenants themselves. In addition, through 
leaflets and self-produced newspapers the point of 
view of citizens was spread and discussed. The new 
generation of architects explored new design meth-
odologies, establishing contacts and collaboration 
with the inhabitants, criticizing and opposing the sta-
tus quo: “The Senate, consisting of the jury, does not 
distribute awards to architects who design what the 
population wants. What matters is what the construc-
tion companies want. They already own the whole 
area,”52 argues Wolfgang Götschel. This spurred 
the Planerkollektiv, of which he was a member, to 
take part in the competition for the  “Städtebaulichen 
Ideenwettbewerb Lübars”’ in the area opposite the 
Märkisches Viertel with a design project developed 
and designed together with the inhabitants, including 
children.53

Helga Fassbinder recounts the experience of the Mi-
eterladen in the Dresdener Straße, a workplace for 
a collective of young architects who, sought to de-
velop a “counter-model, a utopia in plan, section and 
bird’s eye perspective”54 by starting from a deep un-
derstanding of the general context of the life of the 
inhabitants in the area surrounding the Laden head-
quarters. In Kreuzberg in 1968, the inhabitants had 

51  Fassbinder 1983 : 351-354

52  Planerkollektiv (Samuel Epp, 
Elfriede Findling, Wolfgang Göschel, 
Wolfgang Wilke), Bürger planen 
selbst! In: Arch+ 29, 1/1976 : 50

53  Ibid.

54  Fassbinder 1983

not yet reacted to the regeneration processes already 
being planned, and so it presented “ein unberührtes 
Aktionsfeld”55, an uncontaminated field of action, 
where it was possible to invent and experiment with 
methods of participation and communication with the 
inhabitants in order to provoke a bottom-up reaction.

“Because we didn’t want to derive our legitimacy simply 
from the profession, but felt that our concern was cred-
ible, we moved into backyard apartments and factory 
floors in the area. But our center, our room, was the store 
[from here the name ‘Laden’] we rented as our office at 
Oranienplatz on the corner of Naunynstraße. Here we 
had heated debates about what strategies to follow, dis-
cussions about the concept of regeneration, question-
naires were drawn up and evaluated, flyers were written 
and «combed through», our neighbourhood newspaper 
was drafted and written in its entirety – the entire reper-
toire of an advisory office for residents, so common today, 
which at the time was new territory and whose activities 
would have to be «reinvented» in every detail: The street 
theatre, copied from London, where we had gone to study 
the great rent strike of the time (...), of course advicefor 
the  tenants by real lawyers, a morning pint for the con-
struction workers, the exhibition of our counter-projects 
for Oranienplatz.”

Helga Fassbinder56

The Mieterladen is one example of a new approach 
to urban design: researching living contexts and ur-
ban structures not by sample, but in person on the 
project sites, analyzing entire areas in depth through 
visits, interviews and surveys. In the context of a new 
affirmation of a visible singularity of each self, distinct 
from a homogeneous mass, participation and a more 
inclusive planning process become the symbols for 
an urban space capable of recognizing the value of 
diversity.57

These are the new discourses, methods, and strate-
gies that created the repertoire of experiences neces-
sary to prompt thematizations of postmodern urban 
design as early as the 1970s and 1980s. The func-
tions of catalysts and professional mediators expe-
rienced by these young architects and the central-
ity of the active role assumed by the stakeholders in 
urban regeneration projects will be - as we will see in 
the next paragraph - taken up by some of the most 
important representatives of the behutsame Stad-
terneuerung58. 

55  Ibid.

56 Ibid.

57  In the context of a new affirmation of a 
visible singularity of each own self distinct 
from an homogenous mass, participation and 
a more inclusive planning process become 
the symbols for an urban space able to 
recognise the right value to diversity.

58  Others became pioneers of the postmodern 
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[Around 1970: Residents 
await demolition of Kreuzberg 
tenements. © Dieter Kramer. 
Investors and planners show the 
model of the Neuen Kreuzberger 
Zentrum. In: IBA, Idee Prozess 
Ergebnis, STERN]  

[Blasting of damaged buildings 
in Berlin © Heinrich Kuhn, 
Sabine Krüger]
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In the reconstruction of Berlin’s urban development, 
outlined in chapter 1.2, what Boltanski and Chiapel-
lo argue in “The New Spirit of Capitalism” emerges, 
namely how the demands for autonomy of the new 

architectural language, such as Hinrich 
Baller, who made balconies and curved roofs 
his trademark. Nikolaus Kuhnert, as editor 
and publisher of the trade journal Arch+, was 
only concerned with architecture in theory.

movements of the 1960s were harnessed in the de-
velopment of the post-Fordist network economy and 
transformed into new forms of control (Boltanski and 
Chiapello, 1999).

1.1.3 The squatting movement, the self-help networks and the IBA-Altbau in Kreuz-
berg SO36

City defense in the process of demolition: 
Kreuzberg SO36

“Rubble, reconstruction, demolition of old buildings, 
squatting, urban renewal, gentrification. Urban devel-
opment has shaped Kreuzberg’s cityscape since 1945. 
At first glance the neighbourhood seems discordant and 
disheveled. Upon closer examination, however, we see the 
result of a stubborn struggle for a livable inner city – a 
process that is far from finished.”1

Starting in 1963, entire areas of Berlin began to be 
demolished “to obtain light, air and sunshine”2 and 
implement projects of modern urban planning, which 
required the division of the city into different zones 
according to their functions, regardless of the pre-
existing historical layout.3 Modern city plans called 
for the replacement of mixed-use areas with new 
large-scale single-function residential developments, 
industrial districts, and an infrastructural system of 
high-speed roads through downtown. 
The dense structure of Kreuzberg, as well as the other 
Mietskasernenviertel (Wedding, Prenzlauer Berg, 

1 Perl Sophie, Steffen Erik and FHXB 
Museum in collaboration with Verein zur 
Erforschung und Darstellung der Geschichte 
Kreuzbergs e.V.  (eds.), 1945 - 2015. 
Demolition and Protest at Kottbusser Tor. 
Verein z. Erforschung und Darstellung 
der Geschichte Kreuzbergs, Berlin 2015 

2  Bezirksamt Kreuzberg von Berlin 
(ed.), “Wir bauen die neue Stadt”, 
Broschüre (Berlin 1956) : 8 and ff.

3  Bodenschatz Harald, Berlin Urban 
Design. A brief history of a European 
City. DOM Publishers, Berlin 2012 : 83

Pankow), characterized by largely degraded late 19th 
century buildings, was the antithesis of this idea. 
Built during the expansion of the imperial era (under 
the  slogan ‘Berlin becomes metropolis’, thanks to 
the development of mechanical engineering and the 
establishment of the emerging electrical and chemical 
industries4), the buildings were the consequence of 
a population boom due to the arrival of immigrants 
from rural regions in search of work5. These urban 
structures date back to the urban plan drawn up by 
Hobrecht and in force since 1862.

The Bebauungsplan der Umgebungen Berlins 
regulated the development of the city through a block 
structure but did not provide details on the density of 
buildings – property taxes were calculated according 
to the width of the street frontage and not according 
to the overall size of the building lot. This allowed 
for the construction of dense complexes called 
Mietskaserne. Kreuzberg SO366, the residence of 
the poorest workers or those evicted from Kreuzberg 
Friedrichstadt (which after the foundation of the 
Germanic Empire became a district for government 
and service offices), gave its name to the ‘Kreuzberger 
Mischung’: a type of district where, within the same 
block, the traditional mixture of living and working 

4  Ibid. : 29

5 From Silesia, Swabia, Bavaria and 
Brandenburg, Poland and the Rhine region

6  Today’s Kreuzberg SO36 roughly 
corresponds to the area of the former 
southern Friedrichstadt or Luisenstadt, 
while Kreuzberg61 largely corresponds 
to the former Tempelhofer Vorstadt.
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◀ [Berliner Hinterhof 
(Weberwiese), 1952. 
Bundesarchiv, Bild 183-15091-
0008 / Klein / CC-BY-SA 3.0. 

▼ Berliner Mietskaserne, Verlag 
Dr. Hans Epstein/Wien & Leipzig 
1929]

◀ [Kohlmaier-Sartory, Oranienplatz]

▼ [Abschlussbericht Sanierung Kottbusser Tor, 
STERN]
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place59. Bourgeois apartments on the street side), 
workers (on the side or back of the inner courtyards), 
stores, workshops and laboratories (in small buildings 
or remises in the back of the courtyards)60 and impro-
vised informal farms shared the spaces of the same 
Mietskaserne complex. The builders tried to make the 
most of the length of the lots, building more blocks 
in depth, which received light only from the narrow 
inner courtyards61. Later, given the continuing popula-
tion growth and the urgent demand for housing, the 
size of the apartments was further halved, worsening 
a social situation that was already in dire straits (in 
1933 the unemployment rate was 34%)62 – with the 
spread of major hygiene problems, as well as lung 
and rickets diseases.

After World War II, the Kreuzberg district was very 
run down. This was partly due to bombing during the 
closing stages of World War II, particularly in the area 
of südliche Friedrichstadt which housed the offices of 
the Nazi state police63. Other areas remained almost 
intact, however, such as the area around Görlitzer 
Bahnhof. “Kreuzberg was hit worse by the redevel-
opment plans of the 1960s and 1970s than by the 
war and the Wall.”64  Indeed, the first large residential 
complexes in the area were built through extensive 
demolitions: the Otto Suhr Complex at Moritzplatz, 
the neighbourhood around Franz-Künstler-Strasse, 
and the Zille Haus on the south side of Kottbusser 
Tor.65 Other projects were in the planning stage 
through the Stadterneuerungsprogramm für Kreuz-
berg 1963,66 such as the high-speed railroad that, 

59  Hoffmann-Axthelm Dieter, Geschichte 
und Besonderheit der Kreuzberger Mischung. 
In: Heinz Karl Fiebig, Hoffmann-Axthelm, 
Knödler-Bunte Eberhard (eds.), Kreuzberger 
Mischung. Die innerstädtische Verflechtung 
von Architektur, Kultur und Gewerbe. Verlag 
Ästhetik und Kommunikation, Berlin 1984

60  Lang Barbara, Mythos Kreuzberg. 
Ethnographie eines Stadtteil 1961 - 1995. 
Campus Verlag,  Frankfurt/New York 1998 : 107

61  The only rule regarding interior 
courtyards depended on the fire requirements, 
i.e. 5.3 x 5.3 m² and often these did 
not exceed these dimensions at all.

62  Lang 1998 : 110

63  The area around Görlitzer Bahnhof 
remained almost untouched

64  Hämer, quoted in IBA 1984 : 35

65  Perl,Steffen and FHXB Museum 2015 : 9

66  Approximately 90% of the 3,500 
apartments and commercial spaces in the 
area between Skalitzer Strasse and the 
Landwehrkanal, with the exception of two 
factory plants, are slated for demolition. 
Abgeordnetenhaus von Berlin (ed.), “Erster 

commissioned in 1955 by the West Berlin Senate 
to encircle the entire city center of Berlin (although 
the eastern part was under Soviet control), included 
a reconstruction of Oranienstrasse, passing through 
Wassertorplatz. The two axes were to meet in a large 
ring at Oranienplatz.
The construction of the wall in 1961 further relegat-
ed Kreuzberg SO36 to the periphery, encircling the 
district on three sides with the border to the GDR, 
closing the main infrastructural links to what had (until 
then) been the city center as well as to Alexander-
platz and thus preventing some 60,000 workers from 
moving from Kreuzberg to work in the eastern sec-
tor and vice versa. Although the modernization pro-
cesses in the area were delayed and did not begin 
until the 1970s, neither the owners of the buildings 
nor the city government – which were often closely 
related67 – were willing to invest in the preservation 
of the historic structure of the district68 which, as a 
Sanierungserwartungsgebiet, was awaiting demoli-
tion and redevelopment activities.
The previously vacated apartments were rented out 
again, without any maintenance and only for a limited 
periods of time ‘until demolition’, attracting mainly 
foreign residents (guest workers, Gastarbeiter who 
came from Turkey and Yugoslavia for temporary em-
ployment) and other vulnerable groups.
In addition, university students, conscientious objec-
tors and artists69 began to settle in the area, fasci-
nated by Kreuzberg’s state of ‘otherness’: “(...) the 
Kreuzberg district: a breeding ground and a refuge for 
the non- – or not yet – adapted, where colorful and 
squalid chaos and artistic wild growth have flourished 
better than elsewhere.”70 The arrival of these kinds 
of inhabitants reproduced the image of Kreuzberg as 
utopia/dystopia: “In that the representations of the 
district, from Berlin’s «Montmartre» in the 1960s to 
«freakland» in the later 1970s and early 1980s to the 

Bericht über das Stadterneuerung in Berlin” 
Bericht Berlin 9 juni 1964, anlage 2

67  The vast majority of private landlords, 
because of low incomes due to Berlin’s 
rent control laws, had sold their buildings 
to the city’s public housing companies

68  Häußermann e Kapphan 2000 : 78

69  Like Günter Bruno Fuchs, Kurt 
Mühlenhaupt, Friedrich Schröder-Sonnenstern, 
Artur Märchen, who came to Kreuzberg in 
the 1970s, gathering around bars like 
“Leierkasten” or “Kleine Weltlaterne”.

70  Narrated by the witness Hellmut 
Kotschenreuther, in: Lang 1998 : 114. 
Orig.: “(...) Stadtbezirk Kreuzberg: eine 
Brutstätte und ein Refugium der Nicht-bzw. 
der Noch-nicht-Angepaßten, wo das bunte 
und triste Chaos und der künstlerische 
Wildwuchs besser als anderswo gediehen”
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▲ [Cover of the album by 
Ton Steine Scherben, Wenn 
die Nacht am Tiefsten, 
1975. See also: https://
urlz.fr/iSMz

◀ [Double Admiral (Dvojník 
admirála), sculpture by 
Ludmila Seefried-Matejková 
in Kreuzberg, 1985]

▶ [Reparing the roof from the 
Schokofabrik, Kreuzberg.]

▼ [‘Neues Kreuzberg Zentrum’, 
Jürgen Henschel 1975 and 1977, 
STERN]
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colorful «multicultural microcosm» of the late 1980s, 
always focused on Kreuzberg’s otherness, marginal 
position, and exoticism, they functioned like «ad-
vertising spots» that, in the sense of a self-fulfilling 
prophecy, attracted the different, the marginal, and 
the exotic.”71

In 1974, private investors completed the ‘Neues 
Kreuzberg Zentrum’, a massive residential complex 
in Kottbusser Tor that followed modern principles in 
line with the strategy of the West Berlin Senate. 
From the very beginning, the planning errors of this 
building provided further impetus to protest move-
ments by residents affected by the redevelopment 
measures and increasingly aware of the consequenc-
es of Kahlschlagsanierung and the social conflicts 
that arose in the new large-scale housing projects. 
Resistance movements begin to oppose the continu-
ous destruction of affordable housing: counter pub-
lics formed around local initiatives and self-published 
newspapers.72 Even the authorities begin to question 
regeneration processes73: the European Architectur-
al Heritage Year 1975 made planners aware of the 
importance of preserving the past: the restoration 
of Block 118 designed by Hämer (future director of 
IBA-Altbau) in close collaboration with the inhabitants 
shows how modernization could be cheaper than 
demolition and the subsequent new construction.74 

71  Lindner Rolf, Vorwort. Von “Freakland” 
zu “Slumland”? Zur mythologie Berlin-
Kreuzbergs. In: Lang 1998 : 11

72  Hochmut Katharina and Bispinck 
Henrik (eds.), Flüchtlingslager im 
Nachkriegsdeutschland: Migration, Politik, 
Erinnerung. Ch. Links Verlag, Berlin 2014

73  Urban Renewal Act 
(Städtebauförderunggesetzt, StBausFG) enacted 
in 1971 to restrain speculation. In: Hui 
Xiaoxi, Housing, Urban Renewal and Socio-
Spatial Integration. In: A+BE | Architecture 
and the Built Environment, 2013 : 393

74  “A real turnaround in redevelopment 
policy was finally signaled by the tough 
social dispute over Block 118 in the 
Charlottenburg Klausener Platz redevelopment 
area. Its outcome was that, for the first 
time in West Berlin, a substantial part of 
the development within a building block 
was not demolished. This concept, for which 
Hardt-Waltherr Hämer was responsible, was 
pushed through in the context of considerable 
social conflict against official Senate 
policy and against the redevelopment agency, 
the non-profit housing association «Neue 
Heimat». Block 118 was demonstrated during 
the European Year of Monument Protection 
in 1975, which also marked a turning point 
in urban planning for the Federal Republic 
of Germany and West Berlin.” Gutachten zur 

Demolition plans are not halted, but rather than be-
ing completely demolished, buildings are often only 
‘emptied’ on the inside, creating more spacious 
courtyards.

The seemingly permanent high demand for housing 
despite the fact that so many buildings remained un-
occupied (in anticipation of demolition processes) al-
lowed the rapid proliferation of squatting activities. In 
addition, squatting provided a political outlet for the 
many alternative groups residing in the neighbour-
hood. Squats became sites for experimentation with 
a ‘different’ life and a meeting place for networks of 
social and political supporters whose “intervention in 
urban restructuring, preoccupation with the problems 
posed by apartments standing empty, the housing 
shortage, property speculation and displacement 
– all these issues constituted an opportunity for the 
movement to go beyond its own needs and personal 
concerns, and thereby escape the potential pitfalls of 
a politics of representation.”75

In the social and geographical isolation of Kreuz-
berg the occupation of apartments could take on 
an emancipatory and experimental meaning, giving 
space to the autonomous needs of the inhabitants 
– “the squat was a place of collective world-making: 
a place to express anger and solidarity, to explore 
new identities and different intimacies, to experience 
and share new feelings, and to defy authority and live 
autonomously.”76

In 1971, more than 100 people occupied the nurses’ 
dormitory on the ground floor of the recently closed 
Bethanien Hospital on Mariannenplatz. The activists 
manage to legalize their occupation through negotia-
tions with the district. The ‘Rauch-Haus’, named after 
a protestant killed by the police, became a youth club 
and housing project for politically active apprentices, 
young workers, school children, university students, 
and social workers. It also became a drop-in center 
for homeless youth or ‘drifters’. The band ‘Ton Steine 
Scherben’ – still an icon of Kreuzberg’s alternative 
protest movement – lived in the ‘Rauch Haus’.

IBA 1987 im Auftrag der Senatsverwaltung 
für Stadtentwicklung, 2010 : 11 

75  Holm Andrej and Kuhn Armin, Squatting 
and Urban Renewal: The Interaction 
of Squatter Movements and Strategies 
of Urban Restructuring in Berlin. In: 
International Journal of Urban and Regional 
Research, Vol. 35.3, 2011 : 644–58

76  Vasudevan Alexander, The 
Autonomous City: A History of Urban 
Squatting. Verso, New York 2017
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▲ [Selbsthilfe and Instandbesetzung, 
berlin-besetzt.de]

▼ [Urban guerrilla in the Mainzer 
Strasse, 1981]
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In the following years, the squatting phenomenon 
became increasingly widespread until it reached its 
peak in the early 1980s, when there were occupa-
tions almost on a daily basis. Lang reports how of 
the 169 occupied buildings in Berlin, about 80 were 
located in Kreuzberg77. 

Selbsthilfe and Instandbesetzung

Squats offered an alternative way of living and pro-
ducing both in the Western and Eastern side of the 
divided city. 

“There was also a subcultural scene in East Berlin. Art-
ists, musicians, students, and political dissidents, who 
often had difficulty finding an apartment through for-
mal means because of the state-controlled allocation of 
homes, occupied some of the ruined buildings in the inner 
city of East Berlin, particularly in Prenzlauer Berg, but 
also in Mitte and Friedrichshain (Vogt 2005: 171–173). 
In contrast to the squatters in West Berlin, the occu-
pants in the east mostly tried to legalize their housing 
situation after moving in and, in some cases, even paid 
rent without having a rental contract (Grashoff 2010).”

Ikeda Mariko78

 
In 1979, the public housing BeWoGe offered a reg-
ular lease to the citizens’ initiative ‘SO36’ that had 
occupied and restored the abandoned apartments in 
Lübbener Strasse 3 and Görlitzer Strasse 74,79 creat-
ing a precedent and offering a new model of urban 
regeneration. 

“Collective usage agreements, gradual modernization 
and the deflationary integration of self-help interests 
represented completely new forms of urban renewal and 
the end of the authoritarian urban-renewal regime of re-
developing spaces.”

Andrej Holm and Armin Kuhn80

However, the squatters movement was torn by inter-
nal divisions. The Senate, led by Hans-Jochen Vogel 
(SPD), until 1981 elaborated the ‘line of reason’ (‘Ber-
lin Linie der Vernunft’) that is still valid today,81 which 

77  Lang 1998 : 130

78 Ikeda Mariko, Temporary Use of Vacant 
Urban Spaces in Berlin: Three Case Studies 
in the Former Eastern Inner-city District 
Friedrichshain. In: Geographical Review 
of Japan Series B 91(1), 2018 : 5 

79  “Kreuzberg SO 36 von 1979 bis 1989. 
Eine Chronologie der Ereignisse” in ...außer 
man tut es! Verein So 36 e.V. (ed.) Berlin 
1989, p.46-87 and in Lang 1998 : 130

80 Holm and Kuhn 2011 : 653

81  A regulation according to which newly 

was further tightened by the new West Berlin Senate 
led by Richard von Weizsäcker (CDU), whose Com-
missioner of the Interior Heinrich Lummer decided to 
increase repression according to a principle of zero 
tolerance. Some squats resisted the increasing re-
pression and contributed to the increase in tensions 
until the urban riots broke out in the summer of 1981, 
which set fire to entire streets of Friedrichshain, lead-
ing to the violent eviction of all squats. The other fringe 
of ‘negotiator’ squatters worked with the goal of sav-
ing abandoned buildings from demolition through the 
development of strategies and a more effective pro-
cess of organization. 

Part of the Besetzung (occupation) movement thus 
defined itself as Instandbesetzung, or rehab-squat-
ters82, (from instandsetzen – repair – and besetzen 
– occupy). In addition to occupying buildings, squat-
ters engaged in renovation work and the provision 
of social and community services, which were com-
pletely absent in these areas. Thus, infrastructures 
emerged such as the ‘Schokofabrik’, a local center 
for women, the ‘KuKuCK’ center for art and culture 
and the experiments in co-housing and social infra-
structure for the neighbourhood ‘Regenbogenfabrik’ 
and ‘Kerngehäuse’, an educational urban farm on 
Adalbertstrasse and the ‘Heilehaus’, a drop-in clinic 
with self-organized staff. Flyers and self-published 
neighbourhood magazines such as ‘Südost Express’ 
or ‘Instand-Besetzer-Post’ facilitated communication 
and the exchange of information, giving rise to shared 
events and networks and promoting the emergence 
of new initiatives. In 1980, the ‘council of squatters’, 
Besetzerrat K36, was founded to provide a frame-
work for activists to exchange knowledge and experi-
ence and to coordinate a common course for various 
protest actions, while also serving as a point of con-
tact and negotiation with state authorities.

occupied houses in Berlin must be vacated 
within 24 hours after the occupation 
becomes known. Homes that were already 
occupied were to be evicted only under 
certain conditions (as specified in 1983), 
such as the existence of an eviction 
petition by the homeowner combined with 
a criminal complaint for trespassing, 
a complete concept of financing and 
utilization, and the possibility of beginning 
construction immediately after eviction.

82  Aust Stefan and Rosenbladt Sabine, 
Hausbesetzer: wofür sie kämpfen, wie 
sie leben und wie sie leben wollen. 
Hoffman and Campe, Hamburg 1981, p. 36. 
Quoted in: Holm and Kuhn 2011 : 646
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▲ [Ein Instandbesetzer Block, flyer]

▼ [Instand-Besetzer-Post, Nr.0. 1981 
and Südost Express, extra Blatt Nr.7, 
1981 and Nr.10. 1982: covers and few 
inner pages]
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Hämer and the ‘behutsame Stadterneuerung’: a 
new planning culture

“It was only in the 1980s that the old precepts of mod-
ernist urban planning – a city built for cars, demolition 
of older housing stock, destruction of the pre-modernist 
urban grain – were buried for good. Long boulevards, 
housing blocks with courtyards, public squares, in short 
the whole language of pre-modern city planning, began 
to be re-evaluated with a more optimistic slant. Tene-
ment housing, discriminated against for decades, was 
rehabilitated, and the use of the courtyard was seen in 
an increasingly positive light.”

Harald Bodenschatz83

In 1977, the competition ‘Strategies for Kreuzberg 
initiated by Reverend Klaus Duntze (of the ‘Workers’ 
Parish’) and financed by the West Berlin Senate in-
vited citizens and stakeholders to formulate propos-
als for the regeneration of the area around Görlitzer 
Bahnhof, opening an alternative reflection to the he-
gemonic strategy of urban regeneration through the 
replacement of the physical and social fabric of entire 
areas.
Of the 129 proposals – expressive of the creative en-
ergy present in this specific urban context – 11 were 
chosen and implemented and some still exist today.84 
The success of this initiative paved the way for new 
models of planning that were inclusive of the inhabit-
ants and more attentive to the existing historical, so-
cial and urban context. As such, Kreuzberg became 
“a space to test new ways of life; a subculture of 
cooperative flat-shares, political initiatives, business 
collectives, leftist bars, self-help centers, progressive 
pre-schools.” 
These bottom-up activities and the phenomenon of 
Instandbesetzung were fundamental to the rediscov-
ery of the positive qualities of Mietskaserne and to 
the development of the discourse carried forward by 
IBA-Altbau:

 
“The squats of the early 1980s were of major importance 
for the implementation of cautious urban renewal. The 
squat houses and the squatters occupying them provid-
ed the trigger, as well as objects and partners, for a new 
model of urban renewal. First, the concentration of the 
squatters’ houses in future or pre-designated redevelop-
ment areas was a consequence of the legitimation crisis 
in the redevelopment of spaces. Squatters, citizens’ ac-
tion groups and a critical section of the public attacked 

83 Bodenschatz 2013 : 99. Also quoted 
in: Colomb Claire, Review: Berlin’s Urban 
Form Explained. In: Built Environment, 
Vol. 41, No. 2, 2015 : 342-344

84  Like the ‘Ausbildungswerk Kreuzberg e.V. 
Beratungsstelle’, ‘Otur ve Yaşa - Wohnen 
und Leben e.V.’ or the ‘Stadtteilzentrum 
Kreuzberg e.V’ in the Lausitzer Straße.

in equal measure, if not always as one voice, the planned 
demolition of whole streets. The self-presentation of 
the squatter movement as ‘rehab squatters’ essentially 
suggested a criticism of the (by then usual) demolition-
approach to development. Secondly, the squatted houses 
not only triggered a new policy of urban renewal; they were 
at the same time a kind of experimental laboratory in 
which new instruments of urban renewal were trialled.”85

 
In December 1978, the West Berlin Senate began 
preparations for an international architecture exhibi-
tion – Internationale Bauausstellung (IBA) – that was 
to take place in 1984, although it was later postponed 
to 1987. As a management tool (Steuerungsinstru-
ment) to react to the conflict situation that had arisen 
in Kreuzberg with the spread of squatters, parts of 
the planning of Kreuzberg was entrusted to the IBA-
Altbau group: Luisenstadt and the eastern part of SO 
36 (much larger), for a total of 19 urban blocks. The 
group was coordinated by Hardt-Waltherr Hämer 
and used this opportunity to test the concept of be-
hutsame Stadterneuerung, a new strategy that pri-
oritized care and attention to old buildings, requiring 
the active participation of all inhabitants involved in 
the renovation and preservation of the existing urban 
structure. The goal was to develop a process of ur-
ban regeneration that was socially sustainable and 
did not involve displacing inhabitants and destroying 
the existing social and architectural fabric.

“Receiving 75% of its funding from the city of Berlin and 
the rest from the federal government, IBA was neither 
the actual designer nor the developer; it was not client, 
constructor or user. It was a mediating organization that 
used its resources for historical research; for selecting 
designers through architecture competitions that were 
suggested to the Berlin Senate; for public relations such 
as extensive exhibitions, symposia and publications; and 
finally, especially in the case of the IBA Altbau, for user 
participation.”

S.T.E.R.N. 86

The IBA-Altbau group carried out “apartment-by-
apartment” studies.87 Their local interlocutors were 
squatters as well as individual citizens, often organ-
ized in initiatives and associations, such as the afore-
mentioned ‘Mieterladen Dresdnerstrasse’, the ‘Bür-
gerinitiative SO36’ and the ‘workers’ parish’ that had 

85 Holm and Kuhn 2011 : 653

86  S.T.E.R.N. Gesellschaft der behutsamen 
Stadterneuerung Berlin mbH, Schritt für 
Schritt. Behutsame Stadterneuerung in 
Kreuzberg. Eine Wanderausstellung. S.T.E.R.N., 
Berlin 1990 [exhibition catalogue]

87  Sack Manfred (ed.), Hardt-Waltherr Hämer, 
Stadt im Kopf. Jovis Verlag, Berlin 2002
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▲ [Project overview of the IBA-Alt, © 
Stern]

◀ [Working meeting with IBA workers 
and inhabitants of the Block 103 in 
Kreuzberg, Berlin early 80s. Image from: 
Internationale Bauausstellung Berlin: 
Kreuzberger Kreisläufe. Block 103 – ein 
Modell für umweltorientierte behutsame 
Stadterneuerung. Berlin 1987.]

▼ [Meeting for the Regenbogenfabrik in 
the Reichenberger Str. 44-45, Mai 1981, © 
Kostas Kouvelis, STERN]
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organized the Strategie für Kreuzberg competition.88 
As reported in the studies produced by IBA-Altbau 
on the area, in 1980 one in eight Berliners was suf-
fering the implications of an urban renewal program.89 
At the same time, many residential units were con-
sciously left vacant: in the Kottbusser Tor area, in the 
early 1980s, 1057 out of 4612 residential units were 
vacant, and more than 60% of these were state-
owned. By studying existing activities, IBA-Altbau 
was able to coordinate collaborations between activ-
ists and associations, and in most cases was able to 
support, coordinate and pilot their projects,either by 
providing specific knowledge and technical expertise 
or by experimenting with new strategies and creat-
ing a dialogic process. These allowed for debate and 
the creation of unconventional coalitions between 
squatters and initiatives as well as institutions and the 
renovation contractors who were largely public hous-
ing companies. IBA-Altbau functioned as a mediator 
between these heterogeneous and divergent groups.

New planning tools were tested to enable learn-
ing and collaboration on a local scale, revealing the 
existing spatial and social qualities of the area and 
seeking to find consensus among stakeholders. The 
Mieterberatung was an advisory service that repre-
sented the interests of the inhabitants throughout the 
renewal process, independently of the interests of the 
owners and on behalf of the district administration. 
The Stadtteilgremien were various committees that 
processed information and requests from the popula-
tion to the authorities. The Stadtteilausschuß SO36, 
which had been in operation since 1977, provided a 
weekly opportunity to discuss problems of urban re-
newal, town planning and infrastructure, and made 
recommendations to the district and the Senate. 
The Erneuerungskommission Kottbusser Tor (EK), 
founded in 1982, was a platform for consensus build-
ing, where residents as well as representatives of the 
district and Senate administration, the district assem-
bly and sponsors all had equal voting rights.90

12 principles were formulated and first presented 

88  But also the ‘Mieterrat Waldemarstrasse’ 
and the ‘Verein SO36’. Cutolo Davide. 
Die Andere IBA: IBA-Altbau und die 
Stadterneuerung in Kreuzberg. In: Bodenschatz 
Harald, Lampugnani Vittorio Magnago and 
Sonne Wolfgang. 25 Jahre Internationale 
Bauausstellung Berlin 1987 - Ein Wendepunkt 
des europäischen Städtebaus. Deutsche Institut 
für Stadtbaukunst, Frankfurt am Main 2012

89  Eichstädt-Böhling F., Zerstörung der 
Städte, Zerstörung der Demokratie. In: 
Nitsche Rainer, Hellweg Uli and others 
(ed.), Häuserkämpfe 1872, 1920, 1945, 
1982. Transit, Berlin 1981 : 210-223

90  S.T.E.R.N. 1990

publicly in 1982 by the head of IBA-Altbau, Hardt-
Waltherr Hämer, and passed soon afterwards by the 
district of Kreuzberg and the Berlin House of Rep-
resentatives. “In contrast to remote planning, the 12 
principles made the experience of the people involved 
the crucial basis for decision-making.”91 The 12 prin-
ciples developed as a kind of ‘careful’ urban renewal 
manifesto incorporating the basic demands of tenants 
and rehab-squatters: they prioritize repair instead of 
demolition, protection of low-income populations in-
stead of expulsion, and active citizen participation in 
choices regarding the rebuilding of the city.

The 12 principles can be summarised as follows:
1. The renewal must be planned and imple-

mented (to preserve the substance) with the 
current residents and business owners.

2. Planners should reach agreement with the 
residents and business owners on the objec-
tives of the renewal measures, and produce 
technical and social plans hand in hand.

3. The unique character of Kreuzberg must be 
preserved, while trust and optimism must be 
restored in the at-risk city districts. Damage 
to buildings, which threatens their structural 
integrity, must be rectified immediately.

4. Cautious changes to ground plans must also 
make possible new forms of living.

5. Apartments and houses are to be refurbished 
step by step and completed gradually.

6. The building situation must be improved by 
a few demolitions, greening inner blocks and 
with façade design.

7. Public institutions as well as roads, squares 
and green spaces must be renewed as re-
quired, and completed.

8. The participatory rights and material rights of 
those affected by social planning must be co-
ordinated.

9. Decisions on urban renewal must be made 
publically and discussed locally where possi-
ble. Local representation must be enhanced.

10. Urban renewal that generates trust calls for 
reliable financial commitments. Funds must 
be available rapidly and invested appropri-
ately.

11. New forms of organisation must be devel-
oped. Trustee-based redevelopment bodies 
(services) and construction measures must 
be separated.

12. Urban renewal in accordance with this con-
cept must be guaranteed to continue beyond 
the end of the IBA.”92

91  Hämer 1984, quoted in: Sack 2002

92  Bodenschatz Harald and Polinna Cordelia, 
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▲ [Activities with 
kids during a street 
celebration organized 
by the Regenbogenfabrik 
in Kreuzberg in 1981, ©  
Kostas Kouvelis, STERN]

▶ ▼ [Participatory 
activities for the 
Regenbogenfabrik project 
organized by the IBA-
Altbau team in 1981, ©  
Kostas Kouvelis, STERN]
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While the renovation of the apartment interiors was 
mainly left to the Instandbestzer, IBA-Altbau carried 
out micro interventions for some of the main public 
buildings in the district, creating points of gravity and 
connecting elements between the various autono-
mous operations. Through the restoration of about 
7000 housing units and the new construction of 
about 360 units, a systematic reconstruction of an 
entire city area has been implemented. In addition, 
IBA-Altbau succeeded in bringing structural changes 
to regulations or planning mechanisms – successes 
achieved through years of work, dialogues, letters 
and mediations. 
IBA-Altbau offers an interpretation of urban planning 
practice which, as Aldo Rossi, also a participant in the 
international exhibition, argued, is not only expressed 
in spaces, but also as a culture of construction (Rossi 
1966). Thus, the procedures and processes that led 
to the realization of the various projects developed 
for the blocks for which he was responsible are put 
on display. As a format, the exhibition uses open 
meetings and discussions, events and a series of 
self-produced research publications, creating a shift 
in scholarly dialogue on an international scale regard-
ing how to approach and discuss urban design. The 
Kreuzberg-Friedrichshain Museum, a neighbour-
hood museum founded by IBA-Altbau, houses an 
original study maquette of the analysed area and a 
rich archive of documents and images, making the 
innovative study and design experience developed by 
the research group still accessible today.

“In the long run, however, the urban activists eventually 
succeeded. The demolition of the historical urban struc-
ture was stopped, and most of the old tenement houses 
were preserved and subsequently renovated. The richly 
ornamented historical facades were no longer removed, 
but attentively restored. The old factories in the middle 
of the blocks served as the spatial framework for projects 
that experimented with alternative ways of living, such 
as for local residential communities, feminist groups, 
free kindergartens and non-profit companies. This expe-
riential lifestyle spread abroad, resulting in the historic 
structure of Kreuzberg becoming valuable and attractive. 
After more than a hundred years of poverty, the old Miet-
skasernen in Berlin eventually became fashionable.”93

This success, however, is criticized by others, who 
see the inclusion of squatters as an exclusively local 
redevelopment activity and that the creation of con-
sensus to arrive at compromises as the first causes 

Learning from IBA – die IBA 1987 in Berlin. 
Gutachten zur IBA 1987. Senatsverwaltung für 
Stadtentwicklung Berlin, Berlin 2010 : 22-25

93  Hochmuth Hanno, The return of Berlin-
Kreuzberg. Brought back from the margins 
by memory In: Journal of Contemporary 
European Studies, 25:4, 2017 : 477

of an urban development that, as illustrated in the 
next chapter 1.2 would increasingly place the laws 
of the market at its center94: “cautious urban renewal 
replaced the violent character, bureaucratic pater-
nalism and inscrutability of these plans with careful, 
step-by-step processes that were easier to compre-
hend and more socially adjusted,”95 and thus allowed 
for the economic and unregulated development of 
the following decades, leading to the question formu-
lated by Vittorio Gregotti in 1987 “The station is ready. 
When are the trains coming?”96

94  Bernt Matthias, Rübergeklappt! 
Die ‘Behutsame Stadterneuerung’ im 
Berlin der 90er Jahre. Schelsky & 
Jeep, Berlin 2003 : 46 and ff..

95  Homuth Karl, Statik Potemkinscher 
Dörfer. ‘Behutsame Stadterneuerung’ und 
gesellschaftliche Macht in Berlin-Kreuzberg. 
Ökotopia, Berlin 1984 : 37 and ff.

96  Gregotti Vittorio, Der Bahnhof 
ist fertig. Wann kommen die Züge? In: 
Guratzsch Dankwart and Kleihues Josef Paul 
(eds.), Das neue Berlin : Konzepte der 
Internationale Bauausstellung 1987 für 
eine Städtebau mit Zukunft. Mann Verlag, 
Berlin 1987 [exhibition catalogue]
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1. Genealogy of a city made “from below”

1.2 An ambiguous 
interplay between 

autonomous spaces, the 
market, and the state 

emerges from the 1990-
2020 neoliberal spatial 

politic.

“One issue consistently generates consensus among local elite groups and separates them from people 
who use the city principally as a place to live and work: the issue of growth.”

 Logan and Molotch (1987), Urban Fortunes: The Political Economy of Place : 501

“The new nationally coded simplicity [of the Critical Reconstruction] is just as image-driven as the 
image ecstasies of the high-tech camp [of Potsdamer Platz], except that it posits banal images of a 
national past against equally banal images of a global future.”

Huyssen (2003), Present Pasts: Urban Palimpsests and the Politics of Memory : 62 

“«The high attractiveness of experimental uses has a positive effect on the desired development in the 
Spree Area. Therefore, the goal is to enable experimental uses in the Spreeraum in the long term. (...) 
that different concepts that cannot be financed on the real estate market are given a chance. The aspect 
of the experimental and non-commercial, which characterizes Kreuzberg and Friedrichshain, is to 
become a long-term component of the Spreeraum...» 
...therefore: sink Mediaspree!”

Statement from “Mediaspree versenken!” with quote 
from Ingeborg Junge-Reyer, Senate Berlin

The political class and decision makers sought to exploit the opportunity arising from the enthusiasm and lack 
of legislative clarity following German reunification and the restoration of the capital in Berlin to impose market-
oriented policies, disguised through a series of narratives created ad hoc.
The process of homogenization and resignification distorted Berlin’s spatial reality in order to make it more 
consensual and governable. The narrative of ‘critical reconstruction’ used a supposed ‘history’ that uniquely 
characterized Berlin’s urban structure at the turn of the century to erase its more recent ‘history’, namely the 
controversial history of Nazi and Socialist Berlin. In the same way the concept of ‘creativity’ is hijacked for the 
coercion of subcultures for the purpose of an economic valorization of vacant lands. The strong neo-liberal 
drive by political institutions and the consequent processes of gentrification have thus allowed the removal of 
a series of spaces – built or empty – that were representative of Berlin’s heterogeneity.

1  Quoted in Colomb 2012 : 89
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▲ [Part of the Urban Pioneers 
survey: the voids created 
by the decommissioning of 
industries and Grossiedlungen 
from the socialist period. 
Source: SenStadtUm Berlin, 
2007, p.32-33]

▼ [World War II destruction in 
the central part of Berlin. 
StadtSen]
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1. Genealogy of a city made “from below” 
1.2 An ambiguous interplay between autonomous spaces, the market, and the state

1.2.1 The recent tradition of Zwischennutzung

The conditions: “The luxury of emptiness”1 and the 
absence of a debate about land

From the post-World War II period until the second 
decade of the 2000s, one spatial characteristic has 
defined the Berlin landscape: the large amount of re-
sidual, abandoned or unused space. Destroyed city2, 
fragmented city3, city of voids4, city of neglect: the 
abundance of large tracts of wasteland was unique 
for a European capital. The destruction of the war, 
the dismantling of a large part of the socialist appa-
ratus that became obsolete in a united Germany, a 
reconstruction strategy based on extensive demoli-
tions and, finally, the presence/absence of the Berlin 
Wall had created a large amount of Brache5 in the ur-
ban fabric. In 2007, about 10 km² of spatial resources 
were surveyed in Berlin, i.e. unused and fragmented 
spaces, not integrated through projects with a large-
scale system.6 Unresolved urban spaces, “in a state 
of no-more and no-yet.”7

Planning policies that encouraged private investments 
have, in turn, produced additional residual spaces. In 
fact, they contributed to the development of the areas 
with the greatest impact on the overall city, through 
a strategy of ‘island urbanism’ (‘Inselurbanismus’): 
“The sites relevant for investment are planned as 
projects, while the intermediate territories disappear 
from public awareness. This creates enclaves where 

1 Kiel Wolfgang, Luxus der Leere: 
vom schwierigen Rückzug aus der 
Wachstumswelt ; [eine Streitschrift]. 
Müller+Busmann, Wuppertal 2004

2  “Zerbrochene Stadt”. In: Cupers Kenny and 
Miessen Markus, Spaces of Uncertainty. Walter 
de Gruyter, Berlin/Munich/Boston 2002 : 4
“Aufgebrochene Stadtbild Berlins”, 
in: Hertweck 2010 : 286

3  Häußermann Hartmut and Kapphan Andreas, 
Berlin: from divided to fragmented city? 
In: Bernt Matthias, Grell Britta and 
Holm Andrej (eds.), The Berlin Reader. A 
Compendium on Urban Change and Activism. 
Transcript, Bielefeld 2013 : 77-94

4  Huyssen A (1997) The Voids of 
Berlin. Critical Inquiry 24.1: 51-87

5    The term Brache indicates an unused land 
or brownfield and became symbolic of all 
the different kinds of voids in Berlin.

6  as listed in: AAVV, Urban Pioneers, 2007

7   Christiaanse Kees in: Urban Catalyst, 
Einführung, p.15 Orig.: “in einem Zustand 
des Nicht-Mehr und Noch-Nicht”

everything is planned down to the last detail (...) The 
territories between the investors’ islands are left out. 
And with them the socially and financially weaker 
inhabitants.”8

All the spaces that could not be exploited in a specu-
lative sense9 remained empty, squeezed out of plans 
and scenarios of possible use until roughly the sec-
ond decade of the 2000s. An emptiness that, as 
we shall see later, is exalted in the Ungers/Koolhaas 
manifesto, in which the voids are, however, read as 
space without connotations, a background grid (see 
p.77 ff.).

The incredible abundance of voids was considered a 
‘luxury’ (Kiel 2004) by filmmakers, photographers and 
aesthetes of the post-urban, as well as by landscape 
architects and botanists discovering a rich and fasci-
nating urban nature, never before considered for this 
kind of study.10

Activists and pioneers11 also regarded the contraction 
of built space and the densification of construction 
activities in particularly significant islands as an op-
portunity to invent new ways of using and managing 
urban space: 

“to raise expectations about the benefits that can be 
obtained through change [caused by shrinkage]. And 
that’s where the adventure begins: «profit» doesn’t mean 
ringing the cash registers; there will be less to distrib-
ute. Perhaps the necessary curiosity can be awakened to 
something far more stimulating – to immaterial riches, 
to the unfolding of hitherto unexercised freedoms. A gain 
in emancipation.”

Kiel Wolfgang 12 

8  Christiaanse Kees, Einführung. 
In: Oswalt Philipp, Overmeyer Klaus 
and Misselwitz Philipp (eds.), Urban 
Catalyst – The power of temporary use, 
Dom Publishers, Berlin 2013 : 11 

9  “ökonomisch, vorübergehend nicht mehr 
verwertbaren Räume”. Overmeyer Klaus, 
Raumpioniere in Berlin. In: Stadtforum Berlin 
2020. Dokumentation der Veranstaltung am 
15. April 20 2005 “verschenken? bewalden? 
Zwischennutzen?”. Berlin 2005 [Report]

10  As in particular the Institute of 
Botany at TU Berlin, told by Gandy Matthew 
(director), Natura Urbana: The Brachen 
of Berlin. UK and Germany, 2017 [film]

11  Howard and Gröschner 2014

12  Kiel Wolfgang, Luxus der Leere: 
vom schwierigen Rückzug aus der 
Wachstumswelt ; [eine Streitschrift]. 
Müller+Busmann, Wuppertal 2004
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The abundance of residual space has spurred a 
“planning-free”13 development of the city that, ac-
cording to Kees Christiaanse, has even managed to 
transform “what is officially considered a defect - va-
cancy, brownfields, slow economic development”14 – 
that is, the spatial leftovers of the market - into the 
city’s “most valuable resource.”15

In this context, land seemed to be an inexhaustible 
resource. 
The issues that emerged during the post-reunification 
years in the urban discourse, as well as the issues 
that were not addressed or were deliberately ignored, 
defined the contemporary city and Berlin’s urban dis-
course that only now seems to be able to reflect on 
three decades of impetuous transformation (Kunst 
and DASL 2021). 
A debate around the issue of land has been over-
shadowed by other disputes, engaged in addressing 
the reconstruction of Berlin as the capital of a united 
Germany. 
On the one hand, the ideological controversy around 
the cultural identity of the young Republic of Berlin 
and how to deal with the problematic and still un-
resolved phases of recent German history has en-
gaged the vast majority of professionals involved in 
the design and construction of urban space in what 
has been called the ‘Berliner Architekturstreit’ (Hert-
weck 2010). Moreover the structural adjustments of 
the new state of Berlin generated formal issues: those 
resulted from the handover of the legacy of GDR ur-
ban development and state holdings, as well as those 
resulted from the disputed outreach to new forms of 
cooperation in the planning of the city-region (with the 
surrounding Land of Brandenburg) (Kunst and DASL 
2021).
Those ideological, structural, and formal issues also 
dominated the urban planning discussions and pre-
vented the monitoring and orientation of spatial de-
velopment, which therefore occured in an almost 
uncontrolled manner. The ‘powerful’ crowned by the 
free market were able to pursue their course of action 
without restrictions or impediments. 
If the stratification of issues in the reunification years 
can partially justify the lack of attention to building an 
inclusive city, the evolution of neoliberal policies in 
Berlin, which translated into into inequitable and seg-
regated spaces, demands with increasing urgency 
greater focus on the creation of inclusive urban devel-
opment strategies. “The situation after the fall of the 
Wall was unique. The spirit of optimism was unique. 

13  Christiaanse 2013 : 7 

14  Ibid. 

15  Ibid. 

Today there is no answer to the current situation in 
Berlin, no new platform, no concept, no agreement 
for the current situation. And this cannot be built on 
euphoria, there has to be a pragmatic solution.”16

16  The author also adds: “Our task was 
above all to steer and moderate and to 
lower the demands of the investor side with 
good arguments”. Dietrich Flicke in Kunst 
Friedemann and Deutsche Akademie für Städtebau 
und Landesplanung Berlin-Brandenburg (DASL) 
(eds.), Berlin & Berlin. Stadtplanung und 
Städtebau nach dem Mauerfall im Gespräch. 
Jovis Verlag, Berlin 2021, p. 78.
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▶ [The Brache of the Gestapo 
Gelände before the intervention 
of the Aktives Museum 
Association] 

▼ [A Brache in Kreuzberg and 
election posters for the SPD] 
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1.2 An ambiguous interplay between autonomous spaces, the market, and the state

[Potsdamer Platz, 1991 © Tagesspiegel] 
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▶ [The Wagenplatz in Køpi: 
a caravan settlement as an 
alternative model of living]

▼ [Publications on making 
cities from the bottom up and 
temporary, 2007 - 2014]

▼ ▼ [The experience of the 
‘Regenbogenfabrik’: occupied 
in the eighties and later 
legalized, it remains an 
alternative island and a 
place of social and cultural 
offerings in the center of 
Kreuzberg. Pictures 2020 © 
Lorenza Manfredi and  1981 ©  
Kostas Kouvelis, STERN]
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Spontaneous appropriations: the void as a window 
of opportunity 

“In many of the Berlin wastelands and interstitial spaces 
that remained after 1990, a vital scene of temporary us-
ers formed. There were numerous nomadic bars or clubs. 
Friends or acquaintances improvised parties in vacant 
buildings or on former industrial sites, especially in the 
east of the city. New forms of leisure culture emerged, as 
did diverse migrant economies. Rents were often sym-
bolic. Berlin became an attractive place for the younger 
generation. This was because the city allowed for an im-
provised, low-cost lifestyle. That spread around.”17

At an ever-increasing pace, the numerous ‘no man’s 
lands’ became Experimentierfeld and personal win-
dows of opportunity for urban pioneers. Individual 
ideas were implemented in the disused spaces, 
which did not pose any particular restrictions. Actors 
who normally would not have been able to compete 
in the regular real estate market began to take advan-
tage of vacant buildings and lots to establish “social, 
cultural, artistic, recreational, and sports initiatives, as 
well as small informal businesses.”18 The uses that re-
sult from these appropriations construct an incredible 
variety of experiences located in the everyday, with an 
inventiveness that recalls the narratives of De Certeau 
(De Certeau 1980). 
Temporary projects are therefore situated in a pe-
riod of social change based on the progressive es-
tablishment of precariousness as a way of life (Urban 
Catalyst 2013): the Fordist economy of the ‘fixed job’ 
gave way to a knowledge-based economy, where the 
workplace became flexible and dynamic, often caus-
ing continuous instability. The system of temporary 
and shared services and emerging social practices - 
thanks to the consolidation of mobile communication 
and social media - in turn enhanced and established 
flexibility and dynamism. 
In this context, the tactics developed by the Zwis-
chennutzer created spatial alternatives to traditional 
urban development derived from the modern tradi-
tion, and, as such, “the resulting lack of control, co-
ordination, objectives and strategies [in economic 
down-turns] creates ‘differential spaces’ (Lefebvre, 
1991, cited at p.762) that disrupt the usual power 

17 Oswalt Philipp, Overmeyer Klaus 
and Misselwitz Philipp (eds.), Urban 
Catalyst – The power of temporary use, 
Dom Publishers, Berlin 2013 : 7

18   Hauck Thomas E., Zwischennutzer, 
Raumpioniere, Raumunternehmer. Wandel einer 
Aneignungstheorie der 2000er Jahre und ihre 
Relevanz heute. In: Hauck Thomas E., Hennecke 
Stefanie and Körner Stefan, Aneignung urbaner 
Freiräume. Ein Diskurs über städtischen 
Raum. Transcript, Bielefeld 2017 : 305

relations between landowners, municipalities and 
occupants.”19

This innovative value has been recognized by the de-
sign discourse in the German-speaking context with 
increasing attention since the early 2000s (Hauck 
2017).

The Zwischennutzer were initially “capital-poor actors 
who are excluded from the projects of an entrepre-
neurial urban policy. By exploiting non-monetary re-
sources - such as unutilized  spaces, such as social 
networks, such as personal initiative - these actors 
succeed in living a different form of city in the zones 
that are at least temporarily unusable in real estate 
terms. Only here, beyond the controlled enclaves, 
can such temporary, informal and innovative prac-
tices unfold.”20 Taking advantage of the suspended 
state of the spaces they occupy, “were able to take 
advantage of the low interest in «locations», (...) to 
gain access to land and buildings for their utilization 
interests for mostly limited periods of time.”21 Since 
the activities are interim (Till 2011), they fit in the in-
terval between a previous use and the next one and 
intervene at the side of the power relations that regu-
late the traditional city. 
Interimness is often guaranteed by short-term leases 
between the owner of the land or building and the in-
terim user, which creates the legal framework for the 
temporary use. The often symbolic rent serves only 
to cover the operating costs that are necessary to 
maintain the area. However, the owner benefits from 
its image: if processes are created during the tem-
porary use, they constitute a new space. Even if the 
place remains the same the space is recoded and 
takes on a new value (Krauzick, 2007). In addition, 
temporary uses distract the eye from the degraded 
and neglected state of the Brache and thus create, 
even if unintentionally, a first step toward the redevel-
opment of the site they occupy and the subsequent 
marketing of the area to be developed. 
For these reasons, the occupation of the land by 
the users is often managed by a mediator assumed 
by the Senate or the Bezirk (Oswalt und Sandhaus 
2002): contracts are signed with a representative of 

19  Henneberry John, Introduction: Temporary 
uses as alternative practices. In: Henneberry 
John (ed.) Transience and Permanence in Urban 
Development, John Wiley & sons, Hoboken 2017

20  Oswalt,Overmeyer and Misselwitz 2013 : 11

21  Hauck Thomas E., Zwischennutzer, 
Raumpioniere, Raumunternehmer. Wandel 
einer Aneignungstheorie der 2000er Jahre 
und ihre Relevanz heute. In: Hauck Thomas 
E., Hennecke Stefanie and Körner Stefan, 
Aneignung urbaner Freiräume. Ein Diskurs über 
städtischen Raum. Transcript, Berlin 2017
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▲ [The entrance area of Ihr 
Friseur, one of the places used 
by the artist and activist 
group Botschaft. Kronerstraße 
3, ca. 1995. Source: Maechtel 
2021, p.442]

◀ [Movements of Zwischennutzung 
processes within the city. 
Source: SenStadtUm Berlin, 
2007, p.43]
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the administration, because the temporary uses of-
fers a cultural contribution to the city at minimal cost, 
making up for the lack of public funds for the promo-
tion of Berlin culture (Krauzik 2007: 24-25).

Zwischennutzung = informal activity vs. traditional 
planning

However, to define the Zwischennutzungen only by 
its limited duration would be incorrect, especially now 
that some of these uses have become rooted in the 
occupied sites, becoming, over the course of more 
than thirty years of activity, a constituent part of the 
city.

Looking at the cases of Zwischennutzung today 
means to distinguish a way of producing spaces 
based on processes that continuously confront the 
development of the surrounding city. The main goal 
is to allow autonomous uses and interactions, which 
best manifest their quality in direct experience (Mae-
chtel, 2021). “The concept of the temporary thus em-
phasizes a mode of constant change and thus the 
processual nature of spaces, organizational forms, 
constellations of people, and representations, without 
defining a temporal framework.”22

The use of wasteland through initiatives of a personal 
nature – the pioneering spirit – is the aspect of Zwis-
chennutzung processes that has been most cele-
brated. Appropriation through the installation of new 
shared uses activates otherwise unproductive spac-
es, however, requires constant movement and the 
flexibility to react readily to the context and its chang-
es. If planning often reinforces established interests, 
the phenomenon of Zwischennutzung offers a terrain 
for the most volatile and temporary activities, testing 
the parameters of the organized city. It is the gain in 
autonomy that allows activists (‘Stadtproduzenten’, 
city producers) (Hauck 2017) to claim uses of spaces 
for activities that are outside the logic of politics and 
capital.
The projects of Zwischennutzung do not follow a sin-
gle objective and it is impossible to represent them 
through a single narrative as they are a direct expres-
sion of the plurality of actors who take part in their 
realization. Nevertheless, thanks to the situational 
and informal character of their origins, it can be ar-
gued that these interventions find precisely in plural-
ity a common aspect: through the creation of new 
opportunities for meeting and self-expression they 
create urban spaces accessible to minorities and 

22 Maechtel Annette, Das Temporäre politisch 
denken. Raumproduktion im Berlin der frühen 
1990er Jahre. B_books, Berlin 2021 : 10 

publics less represented in the traditional city.23 They 
also often challenge the dualistic opposition between 
private and public property. In some cases, ‘space 
entrepreneurs’ appropriate public land; in others, they 
open up private spaces, stimulating access and use 
by third-party actors. When they succeed in challeng-
ing power relations on urban land, these bottom-up 
activities rise to a political level (Maechtel, 2021: 24).
Often, however, the act of appropriation does not 
arise from a political urgency, but rather finds “hap-
piness in the action itself.”24 Again, the moment the 
action becomes generalized and manages to pierce 
the mediatized debate about the city it becomes the 
essence of public space, as described by Arendt. 
Space is the place for an exhibition of the self, much 
like the theatrical performer, making himself visible 
and seeking recognition through the visibility of his 
body. The simple fact of acting and making the city in 
the first person becomes, regardless of the proposed 
content, a public claim, a shared struggle for plurality 
and acceptance of the different in the contemporary 
city. 

The continuation of impermanence (or the “per-
petuation of experimentation”25)

If during the first years after reunification Berlin was in-
vested by a spirit of euphoric optimism – Wachstum-
seuphorie –, it soon became evident that the predic-
tions of demographic and economic growth were not 
being realized, and, on the contrary, the city’s finan-
cial crisis was deepening26 and the population was 
continuously shrinking.27 This has allowed the dec-
ade long continuation of the originally interim state of 

23  That Fraser defined as multipublics. 
Fraser Nancy, Rethinking the Public Sphere: 
A Contribution to the Critique of Actually 
Existing Democracy. In: Social Text No. 25/26, 
Duke University Press, Durham 1990 : 56-80

24  Austin John Langshaw, How to do things 
with words. The William James Lectures 
delivered at Harvard University in 1955. 
Oxford University Press, London 1962

25  Michael Künzel von der Senatsverwaltung 
für Stadtentwicklung, 2010. Orig.: “die 
Verstetigung des Experimentellen”

26  That reached its peak with the 
financial collapse of Bankgesellschaft 
Berlin in 2001, in which the state of 
Berlin was a major shareholder

27  Since 1993, when a population of about 
3.5 million was recorded, there has been 
a continuous decrease in the number of 
inhabitants until the early 2000s. It is 
only since 2004 that the population has 
started to grow steadily again, returning 
to 3.5 million around 2011. Source: Amt 
für Statistik Berlin Brandenburg.
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▼ [Cover of the publication 
dedicated to the project 
‘Skulpturenpark Berlin_
Zentrum’]

▶ [Zoning project in the 
Brache brought into play 
by ‘Skulpturenpark Berlin_
Zentrum’]

▼ [Urban beach in the district 
of Mitte. Source: SenStadtUm 
Berlin 2007]
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an abundance of empty and accessible spaces. The 
expansion of temporary and highly creative activities 
has thus reached such dimensions that it has been 
studied by inter-European disciplinary researches28 
and subsequently attracted the attention of the ad-
ministration as well as some owners and investors (as 
shown in the next chapters). 

The continuation of these experiences clearly shows 
their influence on the surrounding urban space: “what 
at first seems ephemeral, has a profound effect on 
the image of the place, on the milieus, on the actors 
and on the emergence of new cultures.”29 The Zwis-
chennutzungen succeed in many cases in giving de-
cisive impulses for the programmatic redefinition of 
the places they occupy.
At the same time, the stabilization of these experi-
ences shows the limitations of temporariness – it be-
comes evident that in most cases this indefinite state 
was merely preferred out of necessity and lack of al-
ternatives. “Temporary use agreements are seen as 
a stopover on the way to a longer-term perspective 
and are often the only way to be able to rent space 
at all. When users sign a temporary use agreement, 
they often hope that this will lead to a long-term con-
tract after all.”30 The search for stability is often latent 
in temporary processes even though this, as shown 
later in this chapter, jeopardizes the state of inde-
pendence and freedom that is the fundamental char-
acteristic of Zwischennutzung initiatives (see ch.1.2.2 
and 1.2.3).
At the same time, the prolongation of temporary uses 
at a particular location tends to increase its role in the 
real estate market. Benjamin Otto in the chapter “Der 
Zwischennutzungsmarkt als Teil des Immobilienmark-
tes” of his dissertation31 describes the role originally 
played by temporary uses in the commercial real es-
tate market, of which they form a submarket and tend 
to be the segment with the lowest prices. The interest 
on the part of landlords to allow temporary uses con-
sisted mainly of the intention to bridge operating costs 
through rent while the lot remained unused in order to 
increase profits from a situation Neil Smith refers to 
as rent-gap (Smith 1979; 1996: 51 - 74), and, in the 
most fortunate cases, make the place better-known 
and improve its image (Neumann 2012; Dransfeld 
and Lehmann 2008: 7-22) (Otto 2015). Otto already 

28  Such as the EU-funded project “Urban 
Catalyst”, the results of which are 
collected in the publication Oswalt, 
Overmeyer and Misselwitz 2014

29  Oswalt, Overmeyer and 
Misselwitz 2014 : 33 

30  Otto 2015 : 142

31  Otto 2015 : 40 - 43

highlights the inclination of the Zwischennutzungen 
to favor places in the city center and particularly at-
tractive – “easily accessible or attractive locations, for 
example in the city center or on the waterfront, are 
also more sought after by interim users than remote 
and poorly accessible ones on the outskirts of the 
city”32 – as is the case with the Spreeraum Ost area 
explored in this thesis. If we add in the prolonged 
use of Zwischennutzung in these places, a series of 
reactions are triggered that change the meaning of 
temporary processes and their role in the real estate 
market. Indeed, as the case of RAW Gelände shows 
best (ch. 2.3), Zwischennutzung processes that last 
for decades naturally tend to become more and more 
rooted in the city. This creates on the one hand an 
increase in the symbolic value of these areas, which 
become characterized by a specific “creative DNA”33 
that distinguishes them uniquely from the rest of the 
city. On the other hand, this rootedness can cause 
neighbourhood attachment to the offer of particular 
uses, insofar as they are extraneous to the logic of the 
market. The attachment also extends to the same ac-
tors who carry out the temporary projects, who in the 
meantime assume a ‘familiar’ role as people known 
within the neighbourhood. Those bonds might make 
the processes of transformation of use and develop-
ment of the area more complicated. 

The Zwischennutzung process takes root as an 
urban resource, urban practice, and business en-
terprise

The experience of the voids of Berlin has stimulated 
the emergence of numerous narratives of a city con-
stantly in transformation, “undefined”34 and ready to 
accommodate the diverse needs of its citizens. 
Some of Zwischennutzung’s projects use disused 
spaces to project their artistic practices onto the city 
itself, using its spaces as a starting point for devel-
oping concepts and reflections and contributing to 
these narratives. 

SkulpturenPark Berlin_Zentrum was founded in 2006 
by the artist collective KUNSTrePUBLIK e.V. (Matthias 
Einhoff, Philip Horst, Markus Lohmann, Harry Sachs, 
Daniel Seiple). For four years the uncultivated and 
undeveloped area on the edge of downtown Berlin 
was explored through site-specific projects that ad-
dressed issues arising from the history, geography, 
culture, and current meaning of the supposed ‘empty 
lot’.

32  Otto 2015 : 41

33  Lauritz Kurth, interview with the author

34  Cupers and Miessen 2002
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▲ [Zwischennutzung of the Palast 
der Republik]

◀ [La ville contemporaine? Source: 
Oswalt, Overmeyer and 
Misselwitz 2014]
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Through three series of interventions – Bestan-
daufnahme (inventory), Parzelle (plot) and Spekula-
tionen (speculation) – a collective discourse was de-
veloped around the contemporary ways of producing 
city, interacting with “subjects such as an urban de-
velopment, land speculation and civil participation...
on top of this uncultivated land.”35

In cases like this the city acted as an enacted en-
vironment (Till 2011). “Rather than treating space 
as an empty container to be filled in or emptied out, 
they [the artists and Zwischennutzer] began with an 
understanding of the city as constituted by inhabited 
places that intersect with other complex places. (...) 
what I call «interim spaces» through which nonnor-
mative, critical spatial, and historical imaginaries of 
the city could be explored.”36

The consequences of this type of action and its con-
tinuation in the same places for several years are that 
the participants, as well as passers-by and inhabitants 
of the surrounding areas, become more aware of the 
‘fullness’ of the Brache, thereby developing a greater 
sense of responsibility and attachment to the area. 
From this emerges “an informal network of shared re-
sponsibility for this formerly ignored space.”37 Local 
actors are positioned in these cases on the border 
between civil society and urban development, carry-
ing out a process of emancipation that the working 
group around the Urban Catalyst project has defined 
as “from spatial pioneer to spatial entrepreneur, from 
consumer to urban producer.”38

This passage has allowed the recognition and ab-
sorption of Zwischennutzung practices in an urban 
development strategy based on bottom-up, sponta-
neous and temporary practices, which has acquired 
an increasingly relevant role as an alternative system 
of urban planning. European-funded studies of this 
phenomenon, such as Urban Catalyst in particular, 
have used Berlin as a “model city and inspiration 
for the construction of urban policy theories and 
claims.”39The strategic potential of temporary tactics, 

35  KUNSTrePUBLIK : Matthias Einhoff, 
Philip Horst, Markus Lohmann, Harry Sachs, 
Daniel Seiple (eds.), Skulpturenpark 
Berlin_Zentrum. Verlag der Buchhandlung 
Walther König, Köln 2010 : 4.

36  Till Karen E., Interim Use at a Former 
Death Strip? Art, Politics, and Urbanism at 
Skulpturenpark Berlin_Zentrum. In: Silberman 
Marc, The German wall : fallout in Europe. 
Palgrave Macmillan, New York 2011 : 103

37  Ibid. : 108

38  Oswalt, Overmeyer and 
Misselwitz 2014 : 375

39  Hauck  Thomas E., Zwischennutzer, 

particularly when linked to cultural initiatives, has also 
been explored by the Senate through, for example, 
a publication analyzing a series of Urban Pioneers 
best-practices cases.40 From these investigations it 
has become increasingly evident how, thanks to a re-
codification of urban voids as social spaces (Krauzik 
2007: 13), Zwischennutzung offer at no cost a cata-
lyst where traditional methods of urban development 
have proven to be unsuccessful (Oswalt, Overmeyer 
and Misselwitz, 2014: 5), ultimately contributing to a 
further capitalization of the occupied land. (see ch. 
1.2.4). 
At the very least, these projects – starting from the 
places where they are practiced – create “interdis-
ciplinary terrains” where “overlapping urban, politi-
cal and aesthetic discourses”41 stimulate spatial dis-
course and production in the city and define a new 
role for the planner, linked more to the creation of 
processes than to the product resulting from them, 
thus requiring new qualities and experiences in the 
field of socio-cultural capital, such as communicative 
and curatorial skills.

The continuation of temporary activities has also al-
lowed some actors to establish themselves as pro-
fessionals. 
“Often, interim users also use these [spaces] as a 
springboard for their own careers. With the use of 
small financial resources, interim use often offers 
them the opportunity to try out their own ideas, which 
they can then develop further if they are successful or 
implement as a permanent use elsewhere.”42

Even in the case of cultural projects, some of the 
most successful initiatives (such as the ‘Botschaft 
e.V.’ – extensively documented by Annette Maech-
tel43) allowed the people involved to go on to careers 
in culture and the arts. “People (...) have been given 
the opportunity to become truly self-employed here 
through suitable premises. To set up their own busi-
ness and work independently as freelance artists.”44 
The space takes on very different roles, but again it 
is a vehicle connecting to a wider audience of public.

Raumpioniere, Raumunternehmer. Wandel 
einer Aneignungstheorie der 2000er Jahre 
und ihre Relevanz heute. In: Hauck, 
Hennecke and Körner  2017 : 304 

40  SenStadtUm Berlin 2007

41  Maechtel 2021 : 21

42  Krauzik Maren, Zwischennutzung als 
Initiator einer neuen Berliner Identität? 
ISR Graue Reihe, no. 7, Berlin 2007 : 24 

43  Maechtel 2021 

44  Interview of a user, in: Otto 201 : 139
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Urban development in the “competition for 
attention”45

Dependent on their ‘interim’ status, lacking economic 
resources or ties to the strong powers of the neolib-
eral city, Zwischennutzung projects take advantage 
of the circumstances, the innovative character of the 
proposed activities and their socio-cultural networks 
to attract public attention, through events that man-
age to mobilize large masses of visitors. The success 
of these projects often lies in their ability to create 
new centralities and in this way to defend the new 
role gained through acts of emancipation.

One of the most successful cases is that of the Palast 
der Republik, a 172,000 m² building inaugurated in 
1976 to house – among other functions – the Volk-
skammer, the parliament of the GDR and a large hall 
for public events. 
Closed in 1990 due to the presence of asbestos fibers 
in the construction materials, in 1993 it was decided 
to demolish the building with the intention of rebuild-
ing the Hohenzollern Castle, previously existing on 
the same site that had been partially demolished dur-
ing the war and completely during the GDR era, who 
had erected in its place the Palast der Republik.46

The lack of a use concept and the halting boom in real 
estate and construction lead to continuous postpone-
ments to the demolition project. The asbestos parts 
were removed from 1998 to 2001, but the building re-
mained largely degraded. In 2002, the Urban Catalyst 
group gathered various proposals for temporary uses 
and presented a feasibility study with a three-year 
Zwischennutzung proposal to the Land of Berlin, the 
owner of the building. The program of the associa-
tion, ZwischenPalastNutzung, involved many actors 
and activists from different cultural fields, had great 
success in achieving public and media resonance. 
Despite a number of necessary changes in strategy, 
from individual interventions to the involvement of 
institutions such as the Philharmonie Brandenburg-
Potsdam, the intensive use of the building continued 
for several years. The elements built to make the 
building safe, otherwise at risk of collapse, – required 
to make it accessible to the public – remain in use 
and became a permanent infrastructure for various 
temporary activities.

45  From the title of a meeting in Berlin of 
the Council for European Urbanism (C.E.U.) 
that took place in 2010 “Ambivalenzen von 
Stadtentwicklung im Aufmerksamkeitswettbewerb”

46  The following reconstruction 
is based primarily on the chapter 
Zwischenpalastnutzung, Berlin. In: Oswalt, 
Overmeyer and Misselwitz 2014 : 288 - 303

Hans Ulrich Obrist, Boris Ondreicka and Hannah 
Hurtzig proposed an open-source and economical 
project for a duration of thousand days of Zwischen-
nutzungen, which in turn received a huge media re-
sponse and – thanks to the initiative of the then Sena-
tor for Culture Thomas Frierl – a new lease for three 
months in 2004. Thanks to the unusual collaboration 
between institutional cultural institutions, subcultures, 
and club cultures, the program – which included 
theatre, dance, singing, architecture, music, sports, 
and film events – succeeded in attracting a large and 
particularly diverse audience, reaching some 600,000 
visitors in a year and a half.
In 2004, the State of Berlin decided to start the dem-
olition process.

Despite protests, the Palast der Republik was ac-
tually demolished in 2006 and in 2020 the Berliner 
Stadtschloß (‘Humboldt Forum’) was inaugurated, 
designed by architect Franco Stella. The demolition of 
the Palast der Republik, despite such salient involve-
ment of both public opinion and actors in the field 
of culture and subcultures, is symbolic of the urban 
planning strategies of removing buildings representa-
tive of Berlin’s most conflicted recent history. 

Confronted with quite different conditions, today 
Haus der Statistik is a project that pursues the same 
strategy with great success: succeeding as well in at-
tracting public attention (thereby activating the ability 
to influence of the public sphere), Haus der Statistik 
seeks to promote projects of financially weak but cul-
turally and socially rich actors – and it succeeds in 
doing so precisely because of its active collaboration 
with the city senate (the experience is described in 
chapter 1.3.6).
These experiences increasingly define the “new pro-
files of «agents» of urban transformation: profiles of 
«doers» playing collectively, one foot in the economy 
and the other in theory, in close proximity to elect-
ed officials but necessarily outside the usual political 
circuits.”47

47 Masboungi 2017 : 185
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The conflicting legacy of the recent past and the 
missed opportunity to ‘design’ the city starting 
from the voids

In the years between the fall of the wall, characterized 
by the decline of the GDR, the exit of Berlin from the 
socialist system and the process of German reunifica-
tion, there were two major competitions/exhibitions of 
ideas on urban development in Berlin. 
In 1988, the Senator für Bau- und Wohnungswesen 
organized at the Staatliche Kunsthalle Berlin ‘Berlin 
- Denkmal oder Denkmodell? Architektonische En-
twürfe für den Aufbruch in das 21. Jahrhundert.’48 
In 1991, Vittorio Magnago Lampugnani and Michael 
Mönninger for the Deutschen Architekturmuseum in 

48  Exhibition conceived and curated by 
Kristin Feireiss in West Berlin, with projects 
by Achatzi + Backmann, William Alsop and John 
Lyall, Hellmut Ambos + Peter Weidernhammer, 
Architecture-Studio, Architektursalon Elvira, 
Assmann, Salomon und Scheidt, Hinrich Baller 
and Inken Baller, Bangert, Jansen, Scholz and 
Schultes, Donald L. Bates, Berghof, Landes 
and Rang, Francisco Javier Biurrun Salanueva, 
Günter Bock and Luise King, Helge Bofinger and 
Margret Bofinger, Elisabeth Böhm, Gottfried 
Böhm and Svetlozar Raev, Andreas Brandt, 
Buehler, Hild, Rieping, Šik, Smolenicky and 
Studer,, Valerij Bugrov, Raoul Bunschoten, 
Claus Bury, Peter Cook, Coop Himmelblau, 
Pietro Derossi, Max Dudler, John Stephen 
Ellis, Formalhaut, Massimiliano Fuksas, Ganz 
+ Rolfes, Volker Giencke, Edith Girard and 
Olivier Girard, Goldapp + Klumpp, Burkhard 
Grashorn, Antoine Grumbach, Zaha M. Hadid, 
Hilmer&Sattler, Johannes Peter Hölzinger, 
Eilfried Huth, Carsten Juel-Christiansen and 
Erik Werner Petersen, Helle Juul & Flemming 
Frost, Daniel Karpişski, Wojciech Kosişski 
und Wojciech Oktawiec, Karla Kowalski und 
Michael Szyskowitz, Rob Krier, Hilde Léon 
and Konrad Wohlhage, Lars Lerup, Diane 
Lewis, Daniel Libeskind, Yves Lion, Romuald 
Loegler, Ernst Lohse, Mark Mack, Christoph 
H. Mäckler, Vittorio Magnago Lampugnani, 
Detlef Mallwitz and Friedrich Mallwitz, Milosz 
Mankowski, Martorell, Bohigas and Mackay, 
MAX, Morphosis, Michael Mussotter, Walter 
Arno Noebel, Gustav Peichl, Boris Podrecca, 
Cedric Price, Andreas Reidemeister and Joachim 
Glässel, Berthold Ressler, Jürgen Riehm, 
Peter C. Riemann, Miguel Sánchez, August 
Sarnitz, Matthias Sauerbruch, Hans Dieter 
Schaal, Alison & Peter Smithson, Gerhard 
Spangenberg, Otto Steidle, Franco Stella, 
Peter Stürzebecher, Heinz Tesar, Stanley 
Tigerman, Bernard Tschumi, Wilfried Wang, 
Peter Wilson, Lebbeus Woods, Paul Ziegert 

collaboration with the Frankfurter Allgemeinen Zei-
tung executed their ideas from the competition ‘Berlin 
Morgen. Ideen für das Herz einer Großstadt.’49

These two episodes form a choral reflection on the 
urgency – at that precise moment in Berlin’s history 
– to discuss and reflect on the processes of construc-
tion in the city. Indeed, there was a shared feeling that 
urban development in progress would determine the 
future face of the city – particularly dependent on 
the interpretation of traces of the past. “In Berlin, the 
presence of the past determines actions more than 
elsewhere.”50 During this phase of great change, the 
significance Berlin took on for Germany (and the rest 
of the world) seems to be closely linked to the physi-
cal transformation of its urban fabric. 

In the period of the ‘spiritual/moral turning point’ in 
German history – die Wende51 – the works presented 
for the two exhibitions develop visions that are often 
“imaginative proliferating and proclaiming architec-
tural utopias.”52 They reflect on the meaning and op-
portunities of urbanity in contemporary times, starting 
from the question of which characteristics of Berlin 
should be preserved and how to react to the chal-
lenges unleashed by the fall of the Wall.

49  Submitted work is primarily design 
ideas in the form of text and/or drawings. 
Participants: Mario Bellini, Coop Himmelblau, 
Norman Foster, Giorgio Grassi, Vittorio 
Gregotti, Zaha Hadid, John Hejduk, Jacques 
Herzog and Pierre de Meuron, Rémy Zaugg, Josef 
Paul Keihues, Hans Kollhoff, Daniel Libeskind, 
Jean Nouvel, Aldo Rossi, Denise Scott Brown 
and Robert Venturi, Manuel de Solà-Morales, 
Bernard Tschumi and Oswalt Mathias Ungers. 

50  Erberhard Diepgen, then mayor of Berlin, 
in the introduction to: Feireiss Kristin and 
Julius Posener (eds.), Berlin Denkmal oder 
Denkmodell? Architektonische Entwürfe für 
den Aufbruch in das 21.Jahrhundert. Ernst & 
Sohn, Berlin 1988 [exhibition catalog] : 7

51  In the political discourse of the 
Federal Republic, the term ‘Wende’ (‘turning 
point’, Duden translation) was first applied 
to the change of government in 1982 (‘Bonn 
Turning Point’), which the then Chancellor 
Helmut Kohl (CDU) characterized in his 
inaugural speech as a “geistig-moralische 
Wende”. 2019 Deutscher Bundestag, Act: WD 
1 - 3000 - 024/19, “Der Begriff “Wende” als 
Bezeichnung für den Untergang der DDR”

52   Orig.: “phantasievoll wuchernde 
und ausrufende Architekturutopien”, 
Feireiss 1988 : 8

1.2.2 Creating the capital city: the search for homogeneity legitimises 
market-oriented policies
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▲ [Representation of the 
project by architects Hans 
Kollhoff and Helga Timmermann 
that received first prize 
in the competition for the 
reconstruction of Alexander 
Platz in 1993. The new 
skyscrapers are embedded in the 
large model of Berlin’s city 
center that was commissioned 
by Senatsverwaltung für 
Stadtentwicklung und Wohnen. 
Even the size of this model 
shows the importance of 
Berlin’s urban planning 
discourse in the 1990s]

▲ [Das grüne Archipel. Die 
Stadt in der Stadt, Ungers e 
Koolhaas, 1977]

◀ [Illustrations from Jean 
Nouvel’s design for ‘Berlin 
Morgen. “View sequence along 
Friedrichstrasse”]
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Julius Posener, in his commentary on the proposals 
of ‘Berlin - Denkmal oder Denkmodell?’ attempts to 
return to the heterogeneous characteristics of the 
existing urban spaces of Berlin and what has been 
planned for the city so far, even if never realized. 

“[This contribution] would like to point out the extraor-
dinary richness of form, arising from the history of this 
urban area, which is not a city and certainly not a unity, 
whose borders are no less illogical to the outside than the 
border to the other part of the city, but which lives and 
must live and wants to live: out of diversity, out of the 
awareness of those developments which not infrequently 
overlap and even interfere with each other. This, I believe, 
should be the starting point for new planning.”53

Rem Koolhaas, commenting on his proposal for the 
already mentioned ‘Berlin Morgen’ exhibition from 
1991, also argues for the importance of not erasing 
historical traces in the urban fabric – even those that 
hark back to the cruelest moments: “it was already 
my criticism of the IBA that the existing Berlin was 
not taken as a starting point, but everything was only 
taken as a pretext for the erasure of the Wall streets - 
and thus of Berlin’s history.”54

Berlin’s recent history is controversial and yet to be 
assimilated. Most of the projects proposed in the two 
mentioned exhibitions prefer to not  deal with the leg-
acy of the past, instead prioritising the production of a 
‘euphoric’ growth according to the logic of economic 
gain. In the projects presented, the densification of 
the city is planned through hotels (coop Himmelblau), 
government and administrative buildings (Grassi, 
Kleihues, Nouvel), the establishment of new head-
quarters such as that of Mercedes Benz AG and the 
construction of major road links (Kleihues), buildings 
for culture (Nouvel, Tschumi) and new public spaces. 
These growth projections have led in many cases to 
proposals based entirely on the new construction of 
tall buildings and skyscrapers, as in the case of the 
proposal of the architect Hans Kollhoff, who, referring 
to “American-scale skyscrapers,”55 began in 1991 to 
draw the transformation of Alexanderplatz construct-
ing the basis for the transformation plans that – after 
repeated interruptions and delays – are in place today.

The West Berlin plan developed by Ungers and Kool-

53 Posener Julius, Eine “Stadt” (in 
Anführungszeichen): West-Berlin
In: Feireiss 1988 : 13

54  Rem Koolhaas, in: Hertweck 2010 : 296

55  Hans Kollhoff in: Magnago Lampugnani 
Vittorio and Mönninger Michael (eds.), Berlin 
Morgen. Ideen für das Herz einer Großstadt. 
Hatje, 1991. [exhibition catalog] : 130

haas as a research project – as early as 1977 – is 
distinguished instead by its attempt to design Berlin 
from its post-Fordist condition: a shrinking city whose 
rich urban history is visible in a multiplicity of hetero-
geneous traces, but whose rate of population and 
productive activity is decreasing. 
In the project ‘Das grüne Archipel. Die Stadt in der 
Stadt’56 the degrowth is accompanied by extensive 
demolitions, so as to produce some islands; archi-
tectural fragments characterized by a strong identity 
and that – according to the designers – deserve to be 
preserved and strengthened. 
A key aspect of this vision is the fundamental role at-
tributed to the void, to the space between the frag-
ments. The extractions further expand and ‘build’ 
the void, which becomes an inhabitable green grid. 
“Those city districts that no longer serve a purpose 
will be returned to nature and will become a system, 
a green grid made by a variety of natural spaces, from 
parkland to young forests or agriculture areas.”57 Un-
gers and Koolhaas go against the trend of ‘filling the 
voids’ by designing a “strategy for a controlled reduc-
tion of its density”58 and anticipate reflecting on the 
problems that the city will face a few decades later.
Moreover, the project is radically pluralistic in its ap-
proach to the Berlin palimpsest, whose heterogeneity 
is shown through the chosen islands. In them, “dif-
ferent ideologically distinct points of view have space 
next to each other.”59 It is a hymn to architectural di-
versity within a city and recalls Berlin’s typically dia-
logic fabric: “Berlin has always followed not just one 
idea, but was composed of several divergent ideas. 
Thesis and antithesis correspond here like inhalation 
and exhalation.”60

56  Manifesto produced as a result of two 
Sommerakademie of Cornell University in 
Berlin (‘die stadtische Villa’ and ‘das 
grüne Archipel’). The Manifesto was conceived 
for the IBA and  followed the economic 
crisis of 1973 as a result of the rise in 
the cost of oil that had led to question 
the ideal of uninterrupted growth of late 
capitalism. In the 1970s West Berlin was in 
fact a post-industrial city par excellence, 
as many industries had moved to the rest 
of West Germany.  Recently republished in: 
Hertweck Florian and Marot Sebastien (eds.), 
Die Stadt in der Stadt. Berlin: ein grünes 
Archipel. Lars Müller Verlag, Zürich 2013

57  Veronese Laura, Berlin Dispersed: 
A Genealogy of Ideas. In: Viganò Paola, 
Cavalieri Chiara, Barcelloni Corte Martina, 
The Horizontal Metropolis Between Urbanism 
and Urbanization. Springer, Berlin 2018 : 86

58  Hertweck 2010 : 304

59  Ibid.: 305 and ff. 

60  Ungers Oswald Mathias, quoted 
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◀ [Wim Wenders, Der Himmel über 
Berlin. Scenes set in the Brache 
at Potsdamer Platz, 1987]

▶ [Representation of the 
competitiveness of metropolises 
in 2016: Berlin is only among 
those in the beta range]
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According to Hertweck, the project develops a new 
relationship between city and territory, starting with 
“an attempt to develop a concept for Berlin from Ber-
lin, that attempts not to level the different historical 
layers, but to intensify them.”61

The importance given to the void, a cornerstone in 
the ‘Das grüne Archipel’ project, is shared by only a 
few of the projects for ‘Berlin Morgen’. These exalt 
the emptiness of the Wall by planning to maintain it as 
a stimulating open wound within the city (both Foster 
and Nouvel proposed a linear park along the path of 
the Wall) or choose other voids as the focus of their 
design proposal (such as Herzog & de Meuron who 
proposed megastructures positioned to protect and 
exalt the ‘void’ of the Tiergarten park or Nouvel who 
emphasized the importance of maintaining the empty 
spaces along Friedrichstrasse). 

While planners have shown little awareness of the 
Berlin condition, other observers have shown a great-
er lucidity of analysis in grasping the value of urban 
voids. Even outside the disciplinary realm, extensive 
debates have taken place on the meaning of urban 
change in the new Berlin as a result of the great 
changes taking place in the city. 

“Such debates were omnipresent in the city’s physical 
and virtual public sphere: in the numerous planning and 
architectural exhibitions displayed in public buildings or 
private art galleries, in the public debates between built 
environment experts and politicians, in the daily articles 
of the press reporting planning and architectural contro-
versies…”62

In particular, Wim Wenders is often cited for his abil-
ity to render Berlin starting from the dialogical rela-
tionship between densified and open spaces, as he 
shows in the long shots of the Potsdamer Platz when 
it was still ‘no man’s land’ in 1987.63 He “noticed that 
precisely those areas, such as urban void or vacant 
plots, are those signs that trace the story of the city 
better than any words.”64

However, vacant spaces – and the informal activi-
ties they contained – were opposed by the city’s own 

by Hertweck 2010 : 304

61  Ibid. 

62  Colomb 2012 : 3

63  Wenders Wim (director), Der Himmel 
über Berlin. Germany 1987 [film]

64  Veronese Laura, Berlin Dispersed: 
A Genealogy of Ideas. In: Viganò Paola, 
Cavalieri Chiara, Barcelloni Corte Martina, 
The Horizontal Metropolis Between Urbanism 
and Urbanization. Springer, Berlin 2018 : 87

promoted policies. “Urban policy makers have long 
considered vacant land and buildings to be second-
ary (Lehtovuori and Rouppila, 2012), problematic 
(Till and McArdle, 2015), irrelevant, marginal and of 
no economic use; unwanted wastelands, burdens 
representing the ghosts of the past (Colomb, 2012; 
Moore-Cherry, 2015).”65  
Temporary uses – which, as shown in the previous 
chapter, were spreading widely in Berlin’s empty 
spaces in those very years – did not initially appear 
on the radar of the city administration, where they 
were instead seen as threatening and dangerous. 
“Representatives of both local authorities and the 
real estate industry considered interim use to be «un-
controlled growth» that was best stopped. It was felt 
that informal use only hindered urban development. 
Intermediate users did not fit in with the «Steinernen 
Berlin» [‘stone Berlin’] proclaimed with the «Planwerk 
Innenstadt», nor with the visions of shopping and of-
fice districts in the investors’ brochures.”66

The construction of the discourse around the ‘Ber-
lin Republic’ disguises the post-Fordist decline

Ungers described his proposal for Berlin Morgen as 
follows: “[The] pluralistic concept of the «city within 
the city» corresponds to today’s structures of soci-
ety, which is developing more and more into an in-
dividual society with different demands, desires and 
ideas, in contrast to the totalitarian concept of soci-
ety, in which any kind of individualism is systematically 
suppressed.”67

In contrast, the strategy pursued by the Berlin Senate 
during those years follows the trajectory of the “na-
tional-homogeneous big city,”68 offering an acquies-
cent response to expectations of a new role for Berlin 
in the competition between cities. 
Berlin is not alone in this approach. The intensification 
of global processes has in fact caused a widespread 
belief “competition has become «part of the logic of 
action of cities and regions» (Le Galès 1998 : 502), 
and «success in competition» has gradually imposed 
itself as «the legitimizing principle of public policy: it is 
made to seem a natural, unavoidable constraint» (Le 

65  Henneberry John, Introduction: 
Temporary uses as alternative practices. 
In: John Henneberry (ed.) Transience 
and Permanence in Urban Development, 
John Wiley & sons, Hoboken 2017

66  Kees Christiaanse, Introduction. In: 
Oswalt, Overmeyer and Misselwitz 2014 : 9

67  Ungers Oswald Mathias 1990, quoted 
in:  Magnago Lampugnani and Mönninger 1991

68  Lanz Stephan, Berlin diversities. The 
perpetual act of becoming a true metropolis. 
In: Bernt, Grell Britta and Holm 2013
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▲ [The campaign advertising 
the new capital shown directly 
on the vehicles dedicated 
to the move of the various 
institutional structures from 
Bonn to Berlin]

▼ [“Folienschloss”:  The panels 
that hid the construction site 
of the new Berliner Schloss 
show its future appearance and 
are hand-painted]
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Galès 2002 : 203)”69 that cities must compete with 
each other to attract investment and capital.

The shift towards an entrepreneurial urban govern-
ance (Harvey 1989) also meant that in Berlin the 
production of a series of narratives was built around 
specific local aspects, which, according to policy 
makers, were able to provide a more marketable and 
competitive image of the city. The grand coalition be-
tween CDU (Christian Democratic Union of Germany, 
40% of the vote) and SPD (Social Democratic Party 
of Germany, 30%), which governed from December 
1990 until 2001, stubbornly pursued and institutional-
ized this approach. 

“Many of the policy efforts and initiatives of the Berlin 
government began to concentrate on the attraction of ex-
ternal investors to promote the shift to a service-oriented 
metropolis of ‘global’ status. First it lobbied for the move 
of the seat of the German Federal government to Berlin 
and prepared a bid to host the 2000 Olympic games.”70 

“While the two ventures had opposite results, they in-
augurated an approach to urban policies based on “the 
search for attractiveness on the global stage.”71 Although 
the candidacy to host the Olympic Games in 2000 was 
widely contested and ultimately failed (the choice went 
to Sydney), “the organizations and strategies devised 
during its inception formed the basis for the subsequent 
formalization of an organizational framework for place 
marketing in Berlin.”72

These were primarily expressed in a process of iden-
tity construction, which projected Berlin as the capi-
tal city of a peaceful and prosperous German state. 
“At the time of the conservative-dominated ‘great 
coalition’, the prevailing image of Berlin was that of a 
tidy, orderly city, the capital of all Germans, that had 
to close itself off not only to immigration but also to in-
formal or provisional concepts of living and any use of 
space that was at odds with a narrow conception of 
polity.”73 The built space, its morphology and the uses 
to which it was destined were derived from political 
choices that pressed for a radical change in the ap-
pearance and constitution of a city in serious difficulty. 
“(...) in a country undergoing a process of transition 
between two political regimes, in a city haunted by 
ghosts and remnants of its troubled past, the politics 

69  Colomb 2011 : 13

70  Ibid.: 90

71  Ibid.: 9

72  Ibid.

73  Lanz Stephan, Be Berlin! 
Governing the City through Freedom. 
In: International Journal of Urban 
Research vol. 37.4, 2013: 1312

of urban development is also closely related to the 
politics of collective identity (re)construction.”74 

The difficulties that emerged from the deindustrializa-
tion process due to the lack of large corporations with 
headquarters based in the city and the loss of pro-
ductive capacity (and not compensated by the new 
role of German capital75) are manifested in the loss of 
150,000 jobs between 1991 and 2001 and in a popu-
lation decrease that will continue until 2000 and will 
begin to increase significantly again only from 2008. 

Rather than discussing the issues originated by city 
development (or the lack of development), the politi-
cal class attempted to mask the Definitionsvakuum 
of the city. 
In order to mitigate the discrepancy between the 
complex and conflicting urban reality and the image 
of Berlin as a pacified capital, various spaces (built 
and unbuilt) that did not adhere to the official Leit-
bild76 were literally removed.
“Since 1989, intense debates and struggles as to 
which memories and symbols are to be preserved 
or destroyed in the urban landscape of the city have 
been taking place in Berlin (Ladd, 1997; Delanty and 
Jones, 2002; Till, 2005).”77 The filling of voids and 
the removal or replacement of some of the symbolic 
buildings are the most visible examples of the pro-
cess of homogenization of the city, as shown in an 
exemplary manner by the story of the demolition of 
the Palast der Republik (illustrated in the first part of 
this chapter) and the reconstruction of the Berliner 
Schloss (‘Humboldtforum’).

In another attempt to accompany what was at first 
envisioned as a rapid and impetuous development, 
Berlin is being equipped to become a mayor metrop-
olis the focus of which is the provision of services for 
the third sector, or Diensthauptstadt, thus adding a 
new symbolic layer to the narrative of the ‘Berlin Re-
public’. “The goal of positioning Berlin as a Dienst-
stadt [service provider city] was to convert the city 
as a location for promising growth industries in the 
third sector.”78 This attempted conversion led to the 
construction of 7 million m² of office space from 1990 

74  Colomb 2012: 4

75  Who won with a majority of only 
338 votes compared to 320 for Bonn

76  Hennecke Stefanie, Die kritische 
Rekonstruktion als Leitbild. 
Stadtentwicklungspolitik in Berlin 
zwischen 1991 und 1999. Verlag Dr. 
Kovaş, Hamburg 2010: 24 - 53

77  Colomb 2012 : 4

78  Calbet 2019: 105
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[“Politics of Space in 
the New Berlin” exhibition 
curated by nbk Neuer Berliner 
Kunstverein and Arch+ in 2019 
in Berlin. A reproduction of 
the “Privatization Charter” 
created by Florine Schüschke 
is installed on the floor. 
Privatization of state real 
estate has reached 21 million 
m², which is roughly the 
size of the entire Bezirk of 
Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg]
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to 1998, most of it in the central areas of the city. As 
Krätke illustrates, the immense investments in Berlin’s 
real estate market (and, as such, also the transfor-
mations resulting from the Diensthauptstadt slogan) 
were a field of action for illegal and corrupt dynamics 
related to the allocation of plots by incumbent political 
representatives (Krätke 2004). Through a ‘personal’ 
use of power by some politicians, private investments 
and speculations in urban and public space were se-
cured and supported. These often risky actions have 
further inflated the financial bubble, which soon re-
vealed its typically speculative inanity: in 1998, more 
than 1.5 million m² of unoccupied office space was 
recorded in the city.79

Strategies and policies for fostering a ‘Standort-
politik’ (location policy)

As already mentioned, around 1990 a ‘euphoric’ 
growth of the city was predicted (Wachstumeupho-
rie). The projection foresaw, thanks to the relocation 
of the government and a consequent relocation of 
large companies, lobbies and associations, an in-
crease in the population from 3.5 to 5 million within 
a few years.80 The Deutsche Institut für Wirtschafts-
forschung predicted an increase in population by 
2010 of 200,000 new inhabitants, while the Insti-
tut für Stadtforschung und Strukturpolitik predicted 
400,000.
This implied a need for 350,000-400,000 new homes 
by 2005-2010 (SenStadt 2007 : 4-5) and called for 
strategies that would allow for a rapid and structured 
densification of the city. 

In this context, the Berlin administration made it a 
priority to “not block economic decisions”81 and im-
plemented strategies and policies to attract and sup-
port the establishment of financial capital. This was 
done, for example, through tax relief for investments 
in real estate, the formation of clusters to create a mix 
of interrelated businesses in specific locations or the 
creation of place marketing campaigns.82 These were 

79  Krätke Stefan, City of talents? In: 
Bernt Matthias, Grell Britta and Holm 
Andrej (eds.), The Berlin Reader. A 
Compendium on Urban Change and Activism. 
Transcript, Bielefeld 2013 : 147

80  Hertweck cites the following references: 
Biesenbach 2004 : 9; Siedler 2000 : 24; 
Hoffmann 1998 : 19; Stommer 1991 : 165. It 
was thought that at least 800,000 apartments, 
22.5 million m² for industry and commerce 
should be built by 2010. In: Hertweck 2010

81  Hertweck 2010 : 57

82  Savitch H.V. and Kantor Paul, Cities in 
the International Marketplace. The Political 

all strategies aimed at making Standortpolitik more 
efficient and making the Berlin location an attractive 
context for the establishment of new resources.
These choices reflect a widespread trend, at least 
among western metropolises. 

“We see cities remaking waterfronts into tourist attrac-
tions, refurbishing downtowns with office towers and 
convention halls, and trying to attract big bang events 
such as the World Cup, Expo, or Olympic games, as well 
as revenue sources such as sport venues, theme parks, 
or gaming casinos. Cities, therefore, do not just react to 
the movement of capital but act upon these forces, Al-
though local governments only have limited control over 
the marketplace, they use public power to engage it. They 
do so whenever land is recycled, development rights are 
granted, housing is built, taxes are collected, or capital is 
borrowed.”83

At the national level, Germany introduced special 
subsidies to encourage real estate investment in the 
former GDR. It has in fact strongly supported the 
speculative market through a favorable tax write-off 
scheme (Krätke and Borst 2000).
Berlin stands out as the city where the metropolitan 
economy is most deeply rooted in a neoliberal ap-
proach to urban governance (Krätke 2013). This rep-
utation may have been caused precisely by its lack of 
economic and financial resources, which are critical 
in order to “define their bargaining position [of cities] 
with business, their urban development strategies, 
and their disposition to balance economic and socio-
political considerations.”84 
Influenced by the optimism of what was forecasted, 
the Berlin political class haggled in hectic transac-
tions, with the aim of privatizing in a short time all the 
buildable lots, by offering them also at hyper-subsi-
dized costs to big investors. In the exemplary case 
of Potsdamer Platz, the lot was sold to Daimler Benz 
for 1.505 DM/m². An investigation by the European 
Commission into possible malpractice in the transac-
tion showed that this was 1/10 of the current market 
price at the time and required the subsequent pay-
ment of DM 34 million on top of the DM 92.9 million 
originally paid85. 

A number of political and administrative events have 
played a key role in the unfolding of the privatization 
of Berlin’s public real estate. 

Economy of Urban Development in North America 
and Western Europe. Princeton University 
Press, Princeton 2002 : 267 and ff.

83  Ibid. : 19

84  Ibid. : 31

85  Colomb 2012, note 28 : 109 and : 87
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The establishment of the state institution Treuhand86 
aimed to manage large parcels of land belonging 
to the legacy of the GDR, or whose original owners 
could not be traced, with the aim of encouraging and 
facilitating their privatization. In addition, the “efficien-
cy and competitiveness of [state] enterprises”87 was 
to be ensured with a view to their privatization and, if 
they did not prove efficient, their divestiture was to be 
organized. 
Often property owners, if actually tracked down, 
quickly sold the buildings or plots that were returned 
to them at prices far below the actual market price, 
further inflating the speculative bubble. The feeling of 
widespread urgency – to make the greatest profit in 
the shortest time – allowed investors to avoid comply-
ing with the small-scale plot structure of the parcels,88 
bundling them into large lots. These were then oc-
cupied by a few massive buildings, as can be seen in 
the ‘filling in’ of the südliche Friedrichstadt. (Hertweck 
2010 : 57) This solution, as shown below, complied 
with the rules imposed by the Critical Reconstruc-
tion, but without respecting its underlying principles. 
The choices of the government also promoted pri-
vatization in the case of state-owned housing com-
plexes, which made up a total of 28% of Berlin’s 1.72 
million housing units in 1991.89 This strategic direction 
has been pursued since 1995, and has been further 
accelerated since 1998, through the sale of entire 
housing estates en bloc.90 

This type of strategy was accompanied by the crea-
tion of specific operational instruments that, taking 
advantage of the uncertainty of that specific historical 

86  In 1990, the GDR’s People’s Chamber 
passed the Treuhand Act. The major task 
of the agency  was to privatize the GDR’s 
businesses – a major task whose results 
are judged to be at least ambivalent.

87  § 8 Treuhand Act

88  An in-depth reflection on the role of 
parcel management and the reasons for the 
choices inherent in their subdivision or 
amalgamation according to Hoffmann-Axthelm 
and Stimmann’s point of view is reconstructed 
by Stefanie Hennecke in the chapter “Die 
Parzellierung der Stadt als liberales 
Selbstverwaltungsmodell”, in: Hennecke 
Stefanie, Die kritische Rekonstruktion 
als Leitbild. Stadtentwicklungspolitik 
in Berlin zwischen 1991 und 1999. Verlag 
Dr. Kovaş, Hamburg 2010 : 101-107

89  Senatsverwaltung für Stadtentwicklung 
2002, quoted in Uffer Sabina, The uneven 
development of Berlin’s housing provision. 
In: Bernt, Grell and Holm 2013 : 156

90  Uffer in: Bernt, Grell and 
Holm 2013 : 156 and ff.

moment in Berlin, functioned “without connection to 
parliamentary bodies and with the exclusion of the 
public.”91 The KOAI in particular – Koordinierungsau-
sschuss für innerstädtische Investitionen –, in opera-
tion from 1991 to 1995, managed the processes of 
allocating lots for developmen and the negotiation of 
permits with the aim of accelerating the transforma-
tion of socialist land into capitalist structures. 
The panel that decided on the allocation of lots 
through competitive bidding among investors pre-se-
lected in direct procedures (depending on their credit-
worthiness) was composed of a few decision makers: 
There were represented Berliner Senatsverwaltung 
für Stadtentwicklung und Umweltschutz, Bau- und 
Wohnungswesen as well as Finanzen, der Oberfinan-
zdirektion Berlin, der Treuhandanstalt (THA) and the 
Treuhand Property Company (TLG), the Reichsbahn-
direktion Berlin, the Landesamt zur Regelung offener 
Vermögensfragen (LAROV) and the Federal Ministry 
of Finance and subsequently the responsible districts 
as well. 
All interested parties who wanted to buy properties 
on Friedrichstraße, Unter den Linden, Potsdamer 
Platz and other exclusive locations in the heart of Ber-
lin must have first discussed their projects with the 
KOAI, which had the power to decide which offers 
to accept. Hanno Klein – who was killed in 1991 by 
a letter bomb – is considered the initiator, but “the 
power of this small circle of mostly highly paid actors 
seemed (...) to accumulate on the director of the Sen-
ate Stimmann.”92

Thanks to the KOAI, projects that involved high-in-
come uses and considerable land use were facili-
tated – more than 54 procedures were decided in a 
few years.93 These types of processes ousted actors 
without large amounts of capital, thus facilitating the 
entry of institutional investors94 and international in-
vestors into the Berlin market who were taking ad-
vantage of European double taxation agreements to 
avoid their actual tax obligations (Calbet 2019 : 115). 

91  Lenhart 2001 : 137, Bodenschatz 
2005 : 321-322, Calbet 2019 : 116.

92  Lenhart 2001 : 138 and 
Calbet 2019 : 113 - 117

93  16 in Friedrichstraße, 15 in the 
then Bezirk Mitte, 23 in the rest of 
the city (including some districts in 
West Berlin, such as Wilmersdorf and 
Kreuzberg). Lehnart 2001 : 135

94  An institutional investor is a company 
or organization that invests money on 
behalf of clients or members. Hedge funds, 
mutual funds, and endowments are examples 
of institutional investors. Institutional 
investors are considered savvier than the 
average investor and are often subject to 
less regulatory oversight. Investopedia.com
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Many cases of role abuse and corruption emerged in 
the process of lot allocation.

Problems related to real estate speculation and cor-
rupt role management finally emerged in the Berliner 
Bankenskandal of 2001.95 The creation of a large 
public financial corporation (Bankgesellschaft Ber-
lin, founded in 1994), “which engaged in speculative 
real estate bonds related to investments in East Ger-
man housing and commercial real estate,”96 led to 
a financial burden on the municipal coffers of 30-35 
billion euros. A number of ‘prominent’ citizens (such 
as well-known representatives of the Berlin political 
scene in government at the time) were offered real 
estate bonds on an exclusive basis, thanks to which 
they were able to make private profits from the pub-
lic guarantee of the investments. Krätke denounces 
the ‘talent’ shown by Berlin’s urban governance as 
“worst practice,”particularly at the top of the govern-
ment under the coalition led by the CDU and SPD. 
However the government which followed the resigna-
tion of the black-red coalition, namely the one led by 
SPD and the Party of Democratic Socialism (now die 
Linke), likewise pursued the same failed strategies. 
The bailout of Bankgesellschaft Berlin, put in place to 
prevent the financial breakdown of Bankgesellschaft, 
cost the government an additional investment of 1.75 
billion euros, further increasing the already drastic 
situation of the city treasury: “All in all, the financial 
loss amounts to a total sum which is twice the yearly 
budget of the whole city of Berlin.”97

The search for a ‘common identity’: the critical re-
construction as an alibi for profit-making

The effect of market-centered policies98 and the 
process of deregulation of urban development tools 

95  Krätke in: Bernt, Grell 
and Holm 2013 : 148

96  Ibid.

97  Ibid. : 149

98  Savitch and Kantor 2002 : 103. Savitch 
and Kantor define as typical factors of 
Market-centered Policies (as opposed to 
social-centered ones): “Low taxation on 
business and commerce , Free land use, 
Extensive business subsidies, Discrete, 
market driven land use, Private sector-
led development, Commercial criteria 
in business promotion, Expressways and 
freeways for private automobiles, Open 
job development by consumer demand”.
Regarding Social enhancement instead he lists 
the following factors: “Free, «no strings 
attached» development, Private rights for land 
development, Loose architectural controls, 
Downtown emphasis, Privately financed housing”

(Calbet 2019 : 121) are legitimized by the ideological, 
morphological, and stereometric discourse of Criti-
cal Reconstruction (Hertweck 2010). This is, in turn, 
patronised by place marketing strategies, who be-
come its biggest supporters and which “through their 
framing of the city’s past, their staging of the present 
and their projected visualizations of particular urban 
futures, play a role in the construction process of col-
lective identity and memory.”99

The Critical reconstruction adds a supposed his-
torical tradition to the narrative of Berlin as a ‘glob-
al metropolis’, referring to the urbanity prior to the 
establishment of the Third Reich in 1933. Although 
this was not really recognizable as a true Berlin urban 
identity, the new interventions attempted to create 
continuity by revisiting the European urban building 
tradition. The urban condition with which they tried 
to draw a historical connection was the one prior 
to the ‘destruction’ – the destruction caused by the 
bombing of the war – but also the one caused by 
the urban renewal, as in the reconstruction according 
to the strategies of Kahlschlagsanierung. Critical re-
construction is therefore presented as the necessary 
reparation for the errors of urban planning in the sev-
enties and eighties, which was considered not very 
aware nor very attentive to the conditions of the eco-
nomic and social framework. This criticism is reflected 
in Stimmann’s words: “Continuity belongs to the type 
of the European city. Berlin is a European city with a 
specific history. Berlin is (...) the city with the worst 
discontinuity in its own history, of which the Berliners 
are strangely proud. There is no urban society that 
is ‘wild’, so to speak, about historical discontinuities 
like the Berliners and that makes this obsession its 
own nature.”100 The return to a presumed ‘continuity’ 
was proposed (or, according to critics, ‘imposed’)101 
by some key figures such as Stimmann, Senatsbau-
direktor of the Senatsverwaltung für Bau- und Woh-

99  Colomb 2012 : 5

100  Stimmann in: Engel et al. 1998 : 
182, quoted in Hennecke 2010 : 130

101  Hennecke speaks of the imposition 
of an authoritarian act: “The plan was 
commissioned by Berlin’s senator for 
urban development Peter Strieder and his 
secretary of state Hans Stimmann and was 
developed without internal administrative 
consultation or public participation until 
it was published.” Hennecke 2010 : 1
Hain describes the process as an orthodox 
application of a principle: “orthodox 
enforcement of a thoroughgoing principle 
by which...eighty years of Berlin urban 
development...can be eliminated as 
a complete failure.” Hain 1997 : 115 
and ff. In: Hennecke 2010 : 135
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nungswesen in Berlin between 1991 and 1996 and 
again from 2000 to 2006,102 and Hoffmann-Axthelm 
who, as an architecture critic and urban planner, 
greatly influenced the urban discourse of those years 
and who actively participated in the drafting of the 
Planwerk Innenstadt.103 

102  “Hans Stimmann’s prominent role in the 
politics of building and planning in post-
Wall Berlin lasted 15 years: he was Building 
Director (Senatsbaudirektor) from 1991 to 
1996 in the Senate Department for Building 
and Housing, State Secretary for Planning in 
the Senate Department for Urban Development 
(1996-1999), and finally Building Director 
again in the same department between 1999 
and 2006.” Colomb 2010, note 33 : 220

103  “Hoffmann-Axthelm formulates a 
comprehensive vision of future urban 
development based on his experience with 
Berlin’s urban planning policy of the 1970s 
and 1980s in two monographs, Die dritte 
Stadt (1993) and Anleitung zum stadtumbau 
(1996). Parallel to these theoretical works, 
Hoffmann-Axthelm developed a contribution 
to Berlin-specific urban planning of the 
post-transition period with the method of 
critical reconstruction. with his books, he 
presents a detailed theoretical explanation 
and commentary on his urban planning 
practice. The core of Hoffmann-Axthelm’s urban 

They believed that a “new beginning” for urban plan-
ning procedures, building structure, and society’s 
perception of its role was indispensable. (Hennecke 
2010 : 127) As Habermas points out, architecture 
and the discipline of urbanism play a secondary role 
in this debate, which was instead dominated by pol-
icy choices: “the problems of urbanism are not pri-
marily problems of design, but problems of control, 
problems of containing and coping with anonymous 
system imperatives that intervene in urban living en-
vironments and threaten to consume their urban 
substance.”104 
The discourse around critical reconstruction there-
fore becomes an alibi to mask the agreements made 
between political actors and investors in the housing 
market. (Calbet 2019 : 117) It serves primarily to dis-
tract from issues related to neoliberal management 

visions is the consideration of the special 
conditions on site.” Hennecke 2010 : 99

104  Habermas Jürgen, Die neue 
Unübersichtlichkeit, 1985 : 11-29. In: 
Hertweck 2010 : ~102 “Die Probleme der 
Stadtplanung sind nicht in erster Linie 
Probleme der Gestaltung, sondern Probleme 
der Steuerung, Probleme der Indämmung und 
Bewältigung von anonymen Systemimperativen, 
die in städtische Lebenswelten eingreifen und 
deren urbane Substanz aufzuzehren drohen”

[Planwerk 
Innenstadt, 1999]



90

Disruptions. Spreeraum Ost, Berlin 1990 - 2020

and those consequent to emerging market pressures 
in urban space, which were beginning to show up 
in real estate and spatial transactions in the Mitte 
district at the time: “Berlin Mitte: «a piece of play-
dough for post-Wall planning commissions, archi-
tectural organizations, and speculative investors and 
developers.»”105 

Technically, the concept behind Critical Reconstruc-
tion revolves around the “preservation or active res-
toration of the features of the ‘historical’ urban layout 
and fabric of the city as a guiding principle for con-
temporary inner-city development.”106

The basis of this concept was originally formulated by 
Joseph Kleihues and Vittorio Magnago-Lampugnani 
on the occasion of the International Architecture Exhi-
bition IBA-Neubau 1984 -1987. Based on what they 
saw as the ‘European city’ they derived some guiding 
principles, namely the “development of blocks and 
alignments, the formation of courtyards, the closing 
of empty spaces, the development of blank walls, the 
development of eaves heights of 12 meters or the 
development of villas as in the Tiergarten district.”107.
The transposition of the critical reconstruction in the 
masterplan Planwerk Innenstadt realized by Stim-
mann in 1999 – more than ten years later – loses 
some of these features, reducing the urban planning 
instruments to formal regulations. In fact, rules and 
parameters guide all the decisions taken by the Sen-
ate in the 1990s, thus implementing a prescriptive 
urban planning policy. In the name of critical recon-
struction, Stimmann and Hoffmann-Axthelm brought 
forward an authoritarian form of planning, presenting 
it “as the result of consensus, even if conceived and 
applied through a clear gesture of power.”108 Hen-
necke shows the contradiction inherent in the juxta-
position of the terms consensus and obligation, re-
verting attention to the words of Hoffmann-Axthelm 
and Strecker: “Commit all stakeholders to a common 
goal and specify the content of this consensus.”109

The idea of a stone Berlin – ‘steinernes Berlin’ – is as-
sumed by Stimmann as the official Leitbild, the iden-
tity of the city and the historical reference for recon-
struction interventions – “has thus been used as «an 

105  Ward 2004 : 247, quoted 
in Colomb 2012 : 208

106  Colomb 2012 : 210

107  Hertweck 2010 : 55

108  Calbet 2019 : 112

109  Hoffmann-Axthelm and Strecker 1992 
: .8, in: Hennecke 2010 : 137 Orig.: 
“alle Beteiligten auf ein gemeinsames 
Ziel zu verpflichten und diesen 
Konsens inhaltlich zu präzisieren” 

instrument of selective collective memory-construc-
tion» (Neill 2004 : 74) to build a «presentable German 
cultural identity in stone» (Ibid. : 93).”110

The period between the late nineteenth century and 
the end of the Weimar Republic to which we refer 
is not really identifiable in its uniqueness, as the city 
has always been characterized by a heterogeneity of 
styles and influences. 
The original principles of the IBA, i.e. respecting the 
urban history and tradition of the city, as well as main-
taining the parceling of blocks as it has been constitut-
ed throughout Berlin’s history, are gradually emptied 
of value in the application of the rules imposed by the 
Planwerk Innenstadt. The Regelwerk of Berlin urban 
planning defined the parameters for building heights 
(maximum eaves height of 30 m, with the possibility 
of building underground levels), for morphology and 
for facade materials, with reference to a street and 
block structure dating back to the ground plan of the 
19th century. The continuity that was intended to re-
store to the city as a whole had been fragmented and 
reduced to “a set of rules conditioned by economic 
logic that intervenes in architecture in an authoritarian 
way and justifies this intervention with extra-architec-
tural concepts, especially collective identity.”111

The Regelwerk and the Nutzungsstrukturplan – struc-
tural use plan – incorporate economic and social an-
tagonisms in the definition of the uses of urban space. 
Despite the imposition of formal rules, they facilitated 
speculation and uncontrolled densification. “The in-
voked return to an urban structure of small (private) 
plots marked the victory of free-market urban liberal-
ism (...). The goals of «reurbanization» and «densifica-
tion» which are so central to the doctrine of «critical 
reconstruction» have meant the privatization (Ladd, 
2000) and «cheap selling-off of communal public 
space» (Neill, 2004, p.95)”.112

110  Colomb 2012 : 214

111  Hertweck 2010 : 57 

112  Colomb 2012 : 215
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1.2.3 The Culturpreneur: the ‘self-made city’ becomes attractive

The slogan of the ‘creative city’ and the touristifi-
cation of Berlin

The construction of capital Berlin thus offered the 
possibility of establishing new images and a common 
identity. This first occurred through the design and/or 
construction of new major urban interventions such 
as the Regierungsviertel, the südliche Friedrichstadt 
and the monument to the murdered Jews of Europe 
(quoted by Marcuse 1998), Potsdamer Platz, Alexan-
derplatz, and the demolition of the Palast der Republik 
(quoted by Cochrane and Jonas 1999). Secondly, the 
debate around the meaning of critical reconstruction 
created the guiding elements for major architectural 
competitions and the development of the Planwerk 
Innenstadt, that indicated the priorities for developing 
the city (Hertweck 2010). Finally, the staging of con-
struction sites helped to market the reconstruction to 
a global audience and linked it to feelings of moderni-
zation and progress. 

“(...) billboards featuring pictures of the architecture of 
the new developments under construction, a red informa-
tion center built on stilts displaying three-dimensional 
visualizations of the future Potsdamer Platz, exhibitions 
with large-scale models of the city, posters advertising 
guided tours of the construction sites, or observation 
platforms inviting the passer-by to peer into the construc-
tion process.”113

 
This process of image-making, from architecture and 
masterplans to billboards, created a “virtual” projec-
tion of the city that, “as Janet Ward (2004) suggested 
(...) by far outstrips the real city through its lack of 
economic conditions for such visions,”114 in order to 
attract financial capital and climb the global city lad-
der.115

After the loss of productive power as a result of de-
industrialization, Berlin, like many other global cities, 
presented itself as a ‘post-industrial production site’ 

113 Colomb 2012

114  Merkel 2012 : 165

115  Ward riporta i dati dell’inventario 
realizzato dal Globalization and World 
Cities Research Group and Network che 
alla fine degli anni novanta tra le top 
55 città globali contemporanee colloca 
Berlino sul terzo più alto gradino della 
‘gamma’ globale. Ward Janet, Berlin, the 
Virtual Global City. In: Journal of Visual 
Culture Vol 3, Issue 2, 2004 : 241

(Saskia Sassen 1991)116 without a strategic position in 
the global competition between metropolises.
While eliminating physical boundaries and increas-
ing interconnections and interdependencies through 
global flows (Ward 2004; Merkel 2012), the process 
of globalization highlights the importance of local 
factors. Indeed, they eventually enable the distinc-
tion (Bourdieu 1979) and added value of a specific 
locality over others. Standortpolitik brings precisely 
these local factors into play “under the banner of «ur-
ban competitiveness» a stronger emphasis is being 
placed on locality, authenticity and local cultures for 
distinctiveness and place-based promotion to attract 
tourists and to boost investments.”117 The formulas 
of entrepreneurial city (Harvey 1989) and creative 
city (Landry 2000; Landry and Florida 2002) push lo-
cal policies to focus on growth and competitiveness 
through strategies that connect the various levels of 
policies inherent in space. Once the catalytic poten-
tial of cities as places of social innovation is grasped, 
the power of local government is enhanced at the ex-
pense of rescaling the state.

First of all, the objectives of policies related to cultural 
production were expanded in order to emphasize 
their economic values, “whether through cultural con-
sumption in tourism or in cultural production through 
the growth of cultural and creative industries.”118 Mer-
kel reports on the data of industries that are important 
for the city: “creative industries account for more than 
21% of Berlin’s gross domestic product and 10% of 
overall employment (Senatsverwaltung für Wirtschaft 
2008). The significant number of self-employed peo-
ple working below the VAT line of 17.500€ per year 
with their small businesses are not included in official 
data. (...) the growing convergence of cultural and 
economic policy can also be seen in the case of tour-
ism, which is a strong growing economic sector in 
Berlin, especially with budget travellers.”119 What this 
has signified for Berlin’s cultural and subcultural pro-
duction is explained below.

116  Quoted in: Ward 2004 : 240

117  Markel Janet, Creative governance 
in Berlin? In: Anheier Helmut K., 
Isar Yudhishtir Raj (eds.),
Cities, Cultural Policy and Globalization. 
Sage, London 2012 : 163

118 Ibid. : 162

119  Ibid. : 162-163
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◀ [Sandstation Sculptures Park 
al Schillingbrücke, 2003]

▼ [Cover of Südost Express, 
self-published local newspaper 
from citizens of Kreuzberg 
SO36, Nr.10, 1979]
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Touristification is another process that parallels the 
marketing of the city, albeit independently. With an 
increase in visitors from 3 million in 1996 to 12.7 only 
ten years later,120 this phenomenon has  generated a 
new chapter in the discourse on the city. However, 
the complexity of the topic has led to an often con-
troversial and polarized - or polarizing - discussion.  
Friedrich von Borries describes the spread of the 
phenomenon in Berlin as follows: 

“Touristification describes a process by which districts 
and places that had previously been unattractive to tour-
ists are discovered by tourists and subsequently sealed 
off for them. Monostructural economies are established 
that offer the wealthy tourists everything they need – ca-
fés, bars, supermarkets, souvenir stores - but neglect the 
needs of the local residents (...). The city’s history is mar-
keted in the same way as a broad cultural landscape with 
its trendy neighbourhoods. This touristification can be 
observed especially in the inner-city districts of Mitte and 
Prenzlauer Berg, but increasingly also in Friedrichshain, 
Kreuzberg, and Neukölln.”121

The direct connection between touristification and 
gentrification is a forced simplification, as the analysis 
of what interests or discursive coalitions have driven 
the development of tourism in Berlin is a stand-alone 
topic that has been widely studied and continues to 
fuel the discourse around the city to this day.122

City branding: Staging the ‘new Berlin’ through the 
‘self-made city’

Branding campaigns also sought to relaunch the city 
as “Germany’s one true metropolis.”123  As pointed 
out by Claire Colomb, the discursive policy shift to-

120  Senatsverwaltung für Wirtschaft, 
Energie und Betriebe, Abteilung Wirtschaft

121 Borries Friedrich von (ed.), Berliner 
Atlas paradoxaler Mobilität. Merve 
Verlag, Berlin 2011. Quoted in: Kritische 
Geographie Berlin Touristification in 
Berlin. Ein Bericht zur Workshop-Reihe 
des Vereins Kritische Geographie Berlin. 
In: Sub/urban Bd. 2 Nr. 1, 2014

122  Among others: Richter Jana (ed.), The 
tourist city Berlin. Tourism and Architecture. 
Braun Verlag, Salenstein 2010; Novy Johannes, 
‘Destination’ Berlin revisited. From (new) 
tourism towards a pentagon of mobility and 
place consumption. In: Tourism Geographies 
20(1):1-25, 2017 and the series of workshops 
on Touristification organized by Der freie 
Zusammenschluss kritische geographie 
berlin and divided into working groups 1. 
political economy of touristification 2. 
Touristification - Governance, Actors and 
Conflicts and 3. Everyday tourism practices

123  Merkel 2012 : 164

ward promoting Berlin as a “creative city”  for the pur-
poses of urban marketing post-2000 exploited this 
image, seizing on the potential for an urban branding 
and marketing campaign directed at those who were 
looking for an undefined city (“Berlin wird -”), where 
anyone could participate in its development accord-
ing to their own personal contribution and taste.
A concept formulated by reviving the image of a city 
destined to “always become and never to be.”124 The 
physical basis of a “city without form”125 is fascinat-
ing. Its potential is even recognized by official strate-
gies and postulated in the Stadtentwicklungskonzept 
2020, presented in 2004. 

“The image of a city in transition (...) is important for at-
tracting young and creative people to Berlin. The breadth 
of offerings between traditional culture and the off-scene 
contributes significantly to the city’s attractiveness. The 
cultural sector has created a production network that has 
an indirect impact on areas such as tourism or retail de-
velopment. Tapping the economic effects of culture and 
optimizing them with a concentrated use of public funds 
will be of considerable importance for long-term urban 
development.”126 

The next chapters will explore in detail how this inter-
est in alternative cultural production was enacted by 
institutions, and what consequences it entailed with 
respect to the autonomy of subcultures. 

What were the tools used to feed the discourse 
around this image of a creative and ever-changing 
city? Various authors and scholars analyze the suc-
cession of different city branding campaigns and their 
respective formats. Berlin is displayed as a perma-
nent exhibition, thanks to the organization of a se-
ries of architectural tours and publications around the 
theme. From 1996 to 2005, events for the campaigns 
‘Schaustelle Berlin’ (‘Berlin building site’) and ‘Berlin, 
Open City: the City as Exhibition’ (Ward 2011; Co-
lomb 2012) followed one after another. The agency 
Partner für Berlin – Gesellschaft für Hauptstadtmar-
keting GmbH was created in 1994, as a continuation 
of the marketing work promoting Berlin’s bid for the 
Olympics (with the company Olympia GmbH). This 

124  Scheffler 1910, quoted 
in Ward 2004 : 241

125  Oswalt Philipp, Berlin - Stadt 
ohne Form. Strategien einer anderen 
Architektur. Prestel Verlag, München 2000

126  Senatsverwaltung für Stadtentwicklung. 
Stadtentwicklungskonzept 2020. Statusbericht 
und perspektivische Handlungsansätze, 
Berlin 2004. Quoted in Hertweck Florian, 
Eldorado Berlin. In: Cupers Kenny and Miessen 
Markus, Spaces of Uncertainty - Berlin 
revisited. Birkhäuser, Basel 2017 : 29
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[Be Berlin Campaign, 2008]
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controversial corporation was promoting ‘capital city 
marketing’ with the support of the private sector. In 
2005, Partner für Berlin was merged with other or-
ganizations to form Berlin Partner GmbH. It is recog-
nized as “the dominant actor in the implementation of 
Berlin’s economic promotion strategy”127.
The campaigns developed by the agency on behalf of 
the Berlin Senate move in various ways to promote a 
sense of unique individuality, while at the same time 
emphasizing the potential for indeterminacy – both 
atmospheres are marketed as typical aspects of Ber-
lin. The famous slogans ‘Berlin. It is Your City’ in 1998 
– which was later changed in 1999 to ‘Berlin. It is 
Our City’, ‘Mir geht’s Berlin!’ (‘I’m feeling Berlin!’) in 
2003, and especially ‘be Berlin’, launched by Mayor 
Wowereit in 2008, advertise the label of ‘Berlin: City 
of Change’ as metropolis where there is room for the 
direct activity of citizens who not only live in, but also 
design the city it will become in the near future.

These branding strategies evince the integration of 
narratives of ‘creativity’, ‘diversity’, ‘tolerance’, and 
‘hipness’ into Berlin’s formal representation to the 
world. (Colomb 2012) Colomb identifies three as-
pects of this new policy focus of marketing imagery: 

“First, the marketing imagery has gradually integrated 
urban ‘voids’ and ‘wastelands’ used on a temporary ba-
sis for cultural or entertainment purposes (...) Second, 
Berlin’s ‘ordinary’, socially and ethnically mixed neigh-
bourhoods (such as Kreuzberg), and their ‘authentic’ as 
well as alternative and counter-cultural life, have increas-
ingly been portrayed as tourist attractions or potential 
settings for young creative entrepreneurs in marketing 
campaigns and publications. Third, the prioritization of 
urban tourism and the growing demand from tourists for 
remnants of the Nationalist-Socialist and Cold War past 
of Berlin has led city marketers to integrate into the pro-
motional imagery historical sites and traces (...) which 
were by and large left out (...).”128

 
It was already during the seventies and eighties 
that alternative cultures and countercultures had 
been recognized as a soft-factor of the city and in-
corporated (or domesticated) into the processes of 
city-branding. “Following agreements between the 
squatters and the Berlin Senate which normalized the 
house occupations in the early 1980s. Berlin became 
the only German city that officially supported the ex-
istence of an «alternative culture» (Suhr 1990 : 227): 
«punks, foreign cultures and subcultural lifestyles now 
belonged to the expected inventory of an orderly big 
city» (Schütz and Siebenhaar 1996 : 37).”129 The sta-

127  Ward 2011

128 Colomb 2012 : 239

129  Colomb 2012 : 57

tus as a city that welcomed “rebellious youth, unruly 
demonstrations, alternative lifestyles and liberated 
sexuality” (Standley 2010) further increased Berlin’s 
appeal as a mecca and destination for young Ger-
mans seeking a liberal lifestyle and the chance for 
exemption from the  compulsory military service (to 
which Berlin was an exception due to its status as a 
divided city). 
The official inclusion of subcultures is, however, care-
fully evaluated and differentiated. 

“«Alternatives» were defined as «people who are trying 
to find and practise new ways of living and working’ and 
‘stake their hopes on changes at the grass roots level», 
through for instance «collectively managed craft and re-
pair shops, nature food stores and bakeries, communi-
cation centers, mutual-aid groups and communes, joint 
medical and law offices, ecology groups, theatre collec-
tives and many, many others (BIC, 1988, p.87)».”130 

Other more radical activities were instead considered 
unacceptable and consequently excluded from the 
campaigns and opposed in official urban planning 
strategies.
This initial acceptance of alternative projects led to an 
internal rupture within the countercultures. In the case 
of the squatting movement, this rupture manifested 
itself in a real internal struggle within the movement: 
the most extremist part – the nicht-Verhandler*innen-
Fraktion, the non-negotiators – became further radi-
calized by openly opposing the more moderate fac-
tion (Verhandler*innen-Fraktion). The latter sought to 
come to terms with the institutions and the owners of 
the occupied properties, registering formal contracts 
and entering into coalitions and mediations, thus 
following the path IBA-Altbau had initiated (see ch. 
1.1.3, p.53).

Co-option of informal uses and the right to the city

In the process of reinvention of the new Berlin131 
that has taken place since the fall of the Berlin Wall, 
the city was interpreted from an economic and more 
marketable perspective. It soon became apparent 
that informal uses could also play an important role 
in the re-signification of spaces, giving them a further 
level of ‘distinction’ (Bourdieu 1979).
The symbolic, social and cultural capital promoted 
by Zwischennutzungen increases the market value 
of the places they occupy or makes the surround-
ing area more attractive,132 often causing limitations 

130  Colomb 2012 : 57

131  Colomb 2012 : 1

132  Among others: Colomb Claire, Pushing 
the Urban Frontier: temporary uses of space, 
city marketing, and the creative city 
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▶ [Badeschiff © Torsten Seidel, 
Kulturarena Veranstaltungs 
GmbH, Gil Wilk Architekten]

◀ [Childrens’ farm Mauerplatz]
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to the freedom of action of the initiators. This allure 
can rouse the interest of private property for exclusive 
use.  “Temporary use actors spectacularly metamor-
phosed, in the eyes of planners, from enfants terribles 
to «Raumpioniere» (Overmeyer, 2007), who generate 
value for cities. Temporary uses suddenly became 
synonymous with the creative potential of a city and a 
competitive advantage.”133 Informal uses are thereby 
recognized as a part of urban cultural production and 
subcultures as enhancing the more distinctive and 
unique character of that specific ‘Berlin location’. The 
voids are now considered a fertile ground and a pos-
sible resource for the promotion of a marketable ur-
ban image. (Colomb 2012 : 239 - 245) 
The slogan of the ‘creative city’ is exploited to estab-
lish a coercion of activities initiated independently by 
individual actors, making the Zwischennutzungen a 
real trend. 

“A promotional film produced by BTM (2004a) [Berlin 
Tourismus Marketing], alongside the conventional land-
marks of central Berlin, also included a new type of space 
previously not featured in the tourism marketing imagery 
of the city: urban beaches set up on disused urban sites by 
the river Spree, the Badeschiff (a boat turned into an out-
door swimming pool) and other forms of entertainment-
related «temporary uses».”134 

In some cases, this recognition is expressed in the 
mediation and support of independent projects by 
the Senate and other local agencies who “began to 
support the further development of ‘temporary uses’ 
by providing mediation between owners and users, 
assistance in locating sites or facilitating the loosening 
of licensing and planning procedures (Studio Urban 
Catalyst 2003 : 23).”135 Colomb outlines the various 
reasons why the Senate is promoting these projects: 
“they help maintain property and avoid visible urban 
decay and vandalism; they contribute to economic 
development and social objectives through the crea-
tion of new, publicly accessible open spaces at lit-
tle or no cost to the public purse; they act as tourist 
magnets (in particular for young visitors) and they at-
tract other creative activities. Yet, for the Senate, the 
economic development rationale is predominant.”136 
Urban Catalyst Studio also wonders to what extent 
was the political support an exploitation of the val-

discourse in 2000s Berlin. In: Journal of 
Urban Affairs 34, No. 2, 2012 : 131–152

133   Misselwitz Philipp, Die temporäre 
Nutzung in der neoliberalen Stadt neu 
denken. In: Cupers and Miessen 2017 : 69

134  Colomb 2012 : 240

135  Colomb 2012 : 243

136  Ibid. : 243

ue-creation capacity of Zwischennutzung episodes 
– the exploitation is seen in the fact that strategic 
(and politics-driven) strategies do not intervene op-
erationally to create a more welcoming urban space 
towards ‘bottom-up’ or self-determined projects as 
they pursue other goals, for example those promoted 
by city branding. The talk of a ‘Creative City’ more 
than actively supporting the interim uses, just merely 
use them for location marketing, with no real effects 
on the established practices.

This project of assimilating the informal processes of 
Zwischennutzung brings to light the difficulties of le-
gitimizing phenomena in which autonomy and spon-
taneity are the fundamental stimulus. The problem 
that is at the core of this doctoral research emerges 
here, namely the reconfiguration of autonomous pro-
jects that arose in the 1990s. It is in the thirty years 
since the fall of the Berlin Wall that the growing pres-
sure on the territory reveals more and more clearly 
how the Bodenfrage is actually the most urgent spa-
tial issue to be discussed and addressed in Berlin, 
including the significance of this growing pressure 
towards interim spaces.
Other scholars had already identified this problem, 
with a focus on the failed and conflicting results of the 
co-option operated by the branding strategies: “using 
a city’s subculture may enhance the city’s symbolic 
value, but simultaneously undermine the everyday 
conditions necessary to sustain the creative process 
itself”137, “This, in turn, generates resistance on the 
part of the cultural producers and users who are af-
fected by the process, and leads to localized conflicts 
around the spaces promoted as ‘creative’ in public 
policies and the official marketing discourse.”138

The co-option of temporary uses distorts their mean-
ing and, as Misselwitz writes, the case of Berlin elu-
cidates how a possible cooperation between ‘top-
down’ and ‘bottom-up’ practices can become a 
harmful partnership and lead to the destruction of di-
versity and heterogeneity, either through dominance 
or, on the contrary, because of a lack of support. “We 
now know from the transformation pathways of cit-
ies like Berlin and New York that a pure laissez-faire 
based on a naïve belief in the virtues of bottom-up 
can lead to dead-ends; alternative spatial practices 
do not necessarily lead to democratization, but can 
also destroy diversity and heterogeneity. We will not 
be able to bypass the permanent question of what is 
the right balance of ‘top down’ and ‘bottom up’.”139

137  Bader and Scharenberg 2010 : 80

138  Colomb 2012 : 244-245

139   Misselwitz, in: Cupers 
and Miessen 2016 : 73
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▲ [An occupation part of 
the protests “Not in Our 
Name, Marke Hamburg!” © 
gaengeviertel] 

▶ [Tempelhofer Freiheit 
Masterplan, Senat 2013] 

▼ [An image of Tempelhofer Feld 
at a time when the Covid-19 
pandemic caused the closure of 
a number of public and meeting 
places, such as libraries, 
sports centres, theatres, 
restaurants and bars. April 
2021 © Lorenza Manfredi]
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Colomb and Novy cite the case of Hamburg in order 
to show how cultural producers are often anything 
but oblivious to the processes in place. In these cas-
es, the exploitation of the particular atmosphere they 
produce, rather than creating coalitions, provokes 
new, heated conflicts. 

“We get the picture: we, the music, DJs, art, film and 
theatre people, the groovy-little-shop owners and anyone 
who represents a different quality of life…are meant to 
take care of the atmosphere, the aura and leisure qual-
ity, without which an urban location has little chance 
in the global competition. We are welcome. In a way. On 
the one hand. On the other, the blanket development of 
urban space means that we - the decoys - are moving out 
in droves, because it is getting increasingly impossible to 
afford space here…we say: a city is not a brand. A city is 
not a corporation. A city is a community. We ask the so-
cial question which, in cities today, is also about a battle 
for territory…We claim our right to the city - together with 
all the residents of Hamburg who refuse to be a location 
factor.” 140

Haghighian also cites the Hamburg protests manifes-
to “Not in Our Name, Marke Hamburg!” but focuses 
on the value that spaces have taken on in this con-
flict: ”We always went to places in this city that had 
temporarily fallen out of the market - because there 
we could be freer, more autonomous, more inde-
pendent. We don’t want to help put a value on them 
now.... We don’t want to discuss the question ‘How 
do we want to live’ at urban development workshops. 
For us, what we do in this city always has to do with 
free spaces, with counter-designs, with utopia, with 
undermining the logic of exploitation and location.”141 

To those observing these projects, it seems that the 
commercialization of the informal aspect of the city is 
a dead-end street: “The image of Berlin as a city of 
snack bars and city beaches has long since found its 
way into the machinery of city marketing: Berlin as the 
«poor but sexy» capital of Europe.”142

140 Manifesto of ‘Not in Our Name, Marke 
Hamburg! NiON’, 2010 : 324 - 5, quoted 
by Colomb and Novy, Struggling for the 
right to the (creative) city in Berlin and 
Hamburg: new urban social movements, new 
‘spaces for hope’?, 2013 : 1816 - 1817

141  Manifesto of ‘Not in Our Name, Marke 
Hamburg! NiON’, 2010 : 324-5, quoted 
in:Haghighian Natasha Sadr, Was hat die 
Stunde geschlagen, Mahagonny? In: Paul 
Paulun and Kunstraum Kreuzberg/Bethanien, 
Wir sind nicht hier zum Spaß. Kollektive 
und subkulturelle Strukturen im Berlin der 
90er Jahre. Kunstraum Kreuzberg/Bethanien, 
Berlin 2013 [exhibition catalogue] : 74

142   Cupers and Miessen 2017 : 11 Orig.: 

The case of Pioniernutzungen at the Tempelhofer 
Feld

If initially the episodes of Zwischennutzung have act-
ed marginally with respect to existing power relations, 
during the first decade of the 2000s it became in-
creasingly evident how their temporary activities had 
a longer-lasting action on space, i.e. affected spatial 
interests and values. This provoked an increasingly 
evident attempt by local economic policy to exploit 
their effects. The objective is to assign a value to spe-
cific places thanks to a ‘distinctive’ atmosphere, or 
to create a consensual reaction to specific interven-
tions of urban transformation. As is often the case of 
participatory processes coordinated by institutional 
actors, it is not always easy to distinguish the posi-
tive effects of the process from the negative ones. 
Sometimes these terms – temporariness, participa-
tion – seem to indicate greater attention and involve-
ment of non-institutional actors, but in reality they 
mask interests that are far removed from those of the 
users of places.

The use of the temporary as a tool for redevelopment, 
i.e. the attempt to integrate informal processes into 
an institutionalised procedure, occurred most promi-
nently in the case of Tempelhofer Feld under the di-
rection of Senatsbaudirektorin Regula Lüscher.

Tempelhofer Feld is an area formerly used as an air-
port.143 Its closure in 2008 was followed by two years 
of disuse. Today, thanks to a conjuncture of events 
and the active involvement of citizens, Tempelhofer 
Feld has become a park that welcomes a huge diver-
sity of activities.144 This rare variety of uses that have 

“Das Bild von Berlin als einer Stadt 
der Imbissbuden und Stadtstrände hat 
längst seinen Weg in die Maschinerie der 
Stadtvermarktung gefunden: Berlin als die 
“arm, aber sexy” Hauptstadt Europas”

143  The airport and the adjoining area for 
the take-off and landing of aircraft were 
built during the Nazi era. During the division 
of the city, the airport, located in West 
Berlin, assumed the fundamental function of 
an arrival point for the airlift, allowing 
the delivery of basic necessities to the 
part of the city that remained isolated 
by the construction of the Berlin Wall.

144  The following analysis and 
description of Tempelhofer Feld has 
already been published in: Manfredi 
Lorenza, Schiefer Jannis, Veronese Laura, 
Attraversando Berlino: nature urbane
In: Boschiero Patrizia, Folkerts Thilo, 
Latini Luigi  (eds.), Natur-Park Schöneberger 
Südgelände e la natura urbana berlinese. 
Premio Internazionale Carlo Scarpa per il 
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▲ [Zwischen- and Pioniernutzungen 
in the Tempelhofer Park, Senat 
2010 Tempelhof Projekt and 
GrünBerlin
1. Pioneer field Columbiadamm 
2010-2013: combined sport and 
cultural use
2. Pioneer field Oderstraße 
2010 - 2016: Neukölln 
neighborhoods
3. Pioneer field Tempelhofer 
Damm 2010-2013: science creates 
culture] 

▶ [Stadtteilgarten 
Schillerkiez, today Allmende 
Kontor. © Imago / Andreas 
Prost]

▼ [“Wohnzimmer Projekt” at 
Kulturgate in the Tempelhofer 
Feld, 2018]
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settled in the approximately three hundred hectares of 
Feld, an immense expanse of sparsely wooded lawn, 
has made the park a symbol of urban heterogene-
ity. A diverse place “traversed by bodies, movements, 
passions that have an active function and make pub-
lic space a place in which we shape not only power, 
but our own histories.”145 

In addition to a public park, the “Plan Zukunft Tem-
pelhofer Feld 1998-2008” envisaged developments 
in “the media and creative industry, the creation of 
new sustainable and innovative real estate, the de-
velopment of technology-oriented research facilities, 
municipal housing.”146 The project provoked wide-
spread protests: in 2009 the provocation of the initia-
tive ‘Squat Tempelhof’147 attracted about 5000 peo-
ple to protest and a massive deployment of police to 
defend the area.
On May 8, 2010 the site opened as Volkspark and 
was entrusted to the management of Grün Berlin.148

The Senate promoted a temporary and strategic first 
activation of the airfield edges in view of its develop-
ment as a large urban park – and of the edges as fu-
ture construction sites. Until 2013, the process “Tem-
pelhofer Freiheit” invited “kreativer Raumpionier”149 to 
activate the “Pionierfelden,” a total of eight hectares 
(about two percent of the entire Tempelhofer Feld) 
with temporary uses, managed by the state-owned 
company Tempelhof Projekt GmbH founded for the 
occasion. “Perhaps the most radical idea would have 
been to simply leave the Tempelhofer Feld to itself, 
the birds and the people who already use it, for a few 
years. For such a large area of the city, however, this 
is hardly politically feasible. It seemed to be without 
ideas or concepts, especially since shortly before the 
planned closure a referendum against abandoning 

Giardino 2022. Fondazione Benetton Studi 
Ricerche, Antiga Edizioni, Treviso 2022

145  Bianchetti Cristina, Spazi che contano: 
Il progetto urbanistico in epoca neo-
liberale. Donzelli, Roma 2016 : 60. Cristina 
Bianchetti talks here about the concept of 
public space, but the description follows very 
well the experience of Tempelhofer Feld.

146  Rossini Luisa and Bianchi Iolanda, 
Negotiating (re)appropriation practices 
amid crisis and austerity. In: Austerity, 
International Planning Studies, 2019 : 7

147  Action Day ‘Have you ever 
squatted an airport’ statement

148  An outsourced company 
managing public parks

149  Heilmeyer Florian, Pioniernutzungen als 
Modell? Zwischennutzungen. In: Bauwelt 36.2011

the airport exerted a lot of political pressure.”150 Three 
Berlin firms – Michael Braum und Partner, Studio Ur-
ban Catalyst, and Raumlabor Berlin – were involved 
in an initial ideas workshop, for temporary planning to 
take place in parallel with long-term planning,  “how-
ever, the perceived harmony between the Senate and 
local temporary use initiatives was only short-lived.”151 
The first difficulties concerned the reconciliation of in-
formal planning with the rules of institutional planning. 
The creation of special permits unintentionally risked 
creating new spaces for action for subsequent invest-
ment plans. Furthermore, the process for submitting 
proposals was cumbersome, considering that there 
was no funding to support the initiatives: the concept 
proposal already had high requirements and must be 
submitted together with the funding idea and the re-
quired space must be presented in writing and in Ger-
man. At various stages, committees with local and 
external experts, district and state politicians, repre-
sentatives of the districts, the director of the Senate 
building and representatives of the two development 
companies responsible for Tempelhof, as well as the 
state secretaries for economy and finance evaluated 
the proposals. Temporary contracts were granted un-
til the end of 2013 with rents starting at €1 per square 
meter, with a revenue share added for commercial 
projects. Thematic clusters were planned: “at the 
Columbiadamm, the aim is a combination of sports, 
cultural and interreligious use; along Oderstraße there 
are projects that aim for an intensive, social and cul-
tural connection with the adjacent Schillerkiez; and 
along Tempelhofer Damm, cultural and knowledge 
offers are to be created. The theme corresponds to 
the «guiding themes» of the urban neighbourhoods 
that will be built here starting in 2013 or 2016.”152

“138 projects applied in the first round, and with 25 of 
them in talks for funding and implementation have be-
gun. On the anniversary of the park’s opening on May 8, 
2011, the first 16 pioneers moved into their fields, using a 
total of four hectares - already half the area available so 
far. (...) There is an «artistic mini-golf», whose courses are 
designed by 18 artists, next to a «wellness lane» of the As-
sociation for Integral Medicine, where a «mobile team» 
offers Shiatsu and Qigong classes, as well as meditative 
painting and wellness massages. One project wants to 
develop grammar learning games with children, young 
people and adults, and the Berliner Kunsthalle e.V. asso-
ciation wants to invite creative people in Berlin to invent 
new sports. There are also several garden projects with 
artists and the unemployed, children and young people, a 
unicycle school and a Segway rental. In the pioneer field 

150  Ibid. 

151  Misselwitz in: Cupers 
and Miessen 2017 : 74

152  Heilmeyer 2011
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[Tempelhofer Feld, temp dpa/
Christophe Gateau]
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Oderstraße, the «Stadtteilgarten Schillerkiez» is being 
created, which, despite all the formalities, wants to ac-
company the development of the Tempelhofer Freiheit 
«in a critical and constructive way». This means that 
its plot will remain open to sub-users for «self-organised 
actions,» a kind of sub-contracting economy in pioneer 
land.”153

Meanwhile grown to 22 initiatives in 2013, “three years 
after the approval of the first projects, many pioneers 
are disappointed. (...) «There is no communication at 
eye level,» says Ute Jaroß of the theatre project «Kul-
turgate». Projects are regulated on all sides. Permis-
sion must be obtained for every tent and every event. 
The building permit for the planned amphitheatre 
took almost a year. The summer activity program was 
cancelled because of this. Some of the activists had 
already given up in exasperation.”154 – “temporary use 
is heavily curated.”155.

Moreover, despite the fact that the 2013 master plan 
proposed dense edge construction, numerous, dis-
parate uses were now taking place in the park, for 
which empty space seems to be the lowest common 
denominator.156 After years of work to promote the 
100% Tempelhofer Feld initiative to the public, 2014 
a popular referendum succeeded in obtaining a ma-
jority of votes guaranteeing – at least until now157 – the 

153  Ibid.

154  Loy Thomas, Tempelhofer Feld in 
Berlin. Pioniere fürchten Feldverweis. 
In: Der Tagesspiegel 19.07.2013

155  Temporary Use as the Expression of 
a Conceptual Change in Spatial Planning? 
Interview with Thomas Honeck and Jan 
Zwilling published on the website of 
Leibnitz Institute for Research on Society 
and Space leibniz-irs.de on the 16.03.2015

156  “Skaters, cyclists, joggers, the 
bursting sky, the smoke of barbeques, the 
distant barking of dogs, and the music of 
a dancing band…” for a description of the 
atmosphere of Tempelhofer Feld see Genz 
Carolin, The Wide Field of Participation. 
An essay on the struggle for citizen 
participation and the future of the 
Tempelhof Field. Berlin 2015 [Report]

157  Partial construction of the area is 
understandably regularly re-discussed. 
Proponents of a denser use of the area point 
to the great housing shortage in the city and 
the large size of the “empty” area in such 
a central location. For example, recently 
as part of the “Stadtgespräche” organized 
by the Berlin Chamber of Architects in 2021 
to accompany the Berlin Brandenburg 2070 
competition, a panel discussion was created 
in which the participants mainly argued for 
a rethink of the park maintenance law.

preservation of the area and preventing any kind of 
construction.
The referendum result was subsequently bound by 
the Tempelhofer Feld Conservation Act ThF-Gesetz. 
In § 1 (2) the need to protect the area is argued for 
reasons ranging from its efficiency and functionality in 
the natural balance, to the uniqueness and beauty of 
its landscape, to its recreational activity and its cul-
tural and historical significance. The law emphasises 
that these values are independent of “public or pri-
vate investment.”158

In this open space of extraordinary dimensions, the 
design that accompanied the new use is minimal. In-
deed, no additions seemed necessary to make this 
park a symbol of spontaneous Zwischennutzung 
practices.

The Tempelhofer Feld park is located in Neukölln, a 
district that at the time of the airport closure was oc-
cupied by a majority of low-income residents – while 
in the aftermath of the opening of the park, the district 
became one of the most pressured areas due to gen-
trification processes. For all these reasons Tempel-
hofer Feld represents the contrast between an open 
space in which uses are determined by the citizens 
themselves and a city in which rising land and prop-
erty prices are causing displacement and exploita-
tion. The involvement of the citizens to preserve Tem-
pelhofer Feld as a place away from investment159 is 
indicative of the imbalance between the processes 
of urban transformation and the attachment of the in-
habitants to the last places in the city that can still be 
used relatively independently.

Despite the failure to include temporary uses in pro-
moting the development and the partial densification 
of the park, it is now a successful example. The ‘great 
nothingness’ that had impressed visitors at the open-
ing of Tempelhofer Feld (“das grosse Nichts”) has be-
come – for the human species and beyond –a situ-
ated Foucaultian utopia: the place of refuge from a 
changed city, where pressure on the land requires an 
allocation of uses and meticulous planning that con-
strains even the smallest spaces still available.

158  ThF-Gesetz § 1 (2)

159  Involvement born well before the 
referendum and that has also taken on 
more “noisy” forms of protest, such as 
the attempted occupation of the park 
in 2009 following the slogan “Have 
you ever squatted an airport?”.
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▲ [Stages of gentrification in 
different Berlin neighbourhoods and 
their movement through the city. 
Alban e Holm, 2009. In: Bernt, 
Grell and Holm 2013]

▶ [Protests at Gecekondu, Kotti&co]

◀ [Occupation of the Oranienplatz, 
2015] 

▼ [The protest and the occupation 
of the “Google campus” in 2018 has 
obtained a change of use - thought 
by Google as an incubator for start-
ups, the substation is now to become 
a “house for social engagement”. 
In 1997, the building of a disused 
processing station on the Paul-
Lincke-Ufer in Kreuzberg was first 
discovered as an exhibition space for 
experimental art and then as a film 
set, and soon became an event venue 
for large companies. Eventually, 
Google leased it from an investment 
firm as part of a planned “Google 
Campus” for startups, which was to 
open in 2017. After a fierce protest 
from the neighbourhood, the space has 
now been handed over to a nonprofit 
for use as a coworking space. 
- Hauser Susanne. Kunst, Kultur und 
Stadt. Berlin nach 1989. Eine Skizze. 
In: Eusterschulte and others, 2020 : 49]
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Among the various processes that can be observed 
in the changes in Berlin from the 1990s-2020s, 
there is one that, more than any other, evolves into 
the dominant trend in the development of most of 
the neighbourhoods in the city centre: gentrification. 
(Holm 2013 : 173) 
This process of exclusion is largely associated with 
rising rental prices. From the early 1990s until 2005, 
rental prices in Berlin enjoyed relative stability due 
to substantial public investment and subsidy pro-
grams, a high level of new construction, the impor-
tance placed into public and social housing and high 
stages of rent regulation. (Holm 2013) Recently the 
situation has changed dramatically, making Berlin the 
city with “the most rent increases in Germany.”160 This 
change has been caused by a “shift in Berlin’s urban 
and housing policies: since the turn of the millenium, 
subsidies for building and renovation provided by the 
city have been completely cut. Additionally, a serious 
decrease of building activity, in combination with a ris-
ing number of households, led to massive pressures 
on the housing market.”161

The process of gentrification manifests itself differ-
ently in different neighbourhoods depending on local 
conditions and ‘moves’ within the city following differ-
ent phases that cause the epicenters of gentrification 
to continually shift. Basically, different areas becom-
ing ‘cooler’ or more attractive over time. However, 
the process of gentrification involves the entire city, 
creating an “image shift in the new locations.”162 “The 
enforcement of the residential interests of economi-
cally strong groups at the expense of lower-income 
groups”163 establishes new hierarchies: a new defini-
tion of uses in urban spaces, which in turn determine 
who inhabits those places. Gentrification, although 
generated in the real estate and residential sphere 
and having consequences mainly in this same field, 
inevitably takes on a political meaning that involves all 
areas of the city.

The feeling of loss of power over the city by citizens 
and, in particular, by tenants has also been expressed 

160  Holm Andrej, Berlin’s 
Gentrification Mainstream. In: 
Bernt, Grell and Holm 2013 : 172

161  Ibid. : 172

162 Ibid. : 175

163  Helbrecht Ilse, Gentrifizierung 
in Berlin. Verdrängungsprozesse 
und Bleibestrategien. Transcript, 
Bielefeld 2016 : 11

in recent years through direct actions on urban space, 
protests and occupations. 
In 2012, in Kottbusser Tor (Kreuzberg district) a self-
produced house was erected by the social housing 
initiative Kotti & Co, designed by architect Stefan 
Endewardt who lives in and runs a small meeting 
place for neighbours in the nearby NKZ (Neues Kreuz-
berger Zentrum). The name of the building – Gece-
kondu – means “built overnight” and comes from the 
history of informal settlements in Turkey. In fact, these 
buildings, constructed on public land, are tolerated 
thanks to the customary law that once completed, 
the houses are not demolished. 
In Kottbusser Tor the construction was designed to 
become a permanent protest space:   “the walls were 
immediately used as a surface for multilingual com-
munication of the residents’ main demands, along 
with leaflets, protest banners and also subtle refer-
ences to the job center and other public authorities 
like the immigration office [Ausländerbehörde], where 
people have to go to apply for working visas or resi-
dents permits – communicating the aspects of in-
tersecting forms of injustice, ranging from racial and 
classist discrimination of the social housing residents 
and more generally of the inhabitants of Berlin-Kreuz-
berg. This form of concrete communication contin-
ued in all architectural stages of the Gecekondu – like 
a permanent protest fixed in space – rendering ac-
cessible for everyone: “this is what we fight for, these 
are the problems, these are our demands, these are 
the topics.”164 

The many forms of protest carried out in recent years 
by tenant initiatives such as Kotti & Co aim to inform 
and demonstrate against the fact that rents in social 
housing are higher than in the free market and that 
“the entire system of social housing has become a 
displacement machine.”165 
Enders recounts how in 2015, just steps away from 
Gecekondu’s ever-active protest, there was another 
demonstration taking place addressing the issues and 

164  Tajeri Niloufar, The Gecekondu 
Protest Hut of Kotti & Co – A Space 
For Housing Rights in Berlin.
In: The Funambulist 23, 2019

165  Enders Tashy, Widerstand und Macht. 
Wer partizipiert bei wem? Ein Streifzug 
durch die Geschichte stadtpolitischer 
Auseinandersetzungen in Berlin. In: 
Brandlhuber Arno, Hertweck Florian, 
Mayfried Thomas (eds.), The Dialogic 
City - Berlin wird Berlin. Verlag der 
Buchhandlung Walther König, Köln 2015 : 538

1.2.4 Symbolic economy in the gentrified city: exploiting Berlin’s 
heterogeneity 
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▶ [Maria am Ufer: Club in 
Spreeraum Ost. Founded in 
1999 in Ostbahnhof (Maria 
am Ostbahnhof) and moved to 
Schiellingsbrücke in 2002, 
the club closed in 2011 
due to the intention of the 
lot owner, Ludger Inholte 
Projektentwicklung (LIP) of 
Hamburg, to build a hotel, 
offices and apartments.]

▼ [Spreeufer in 1990]
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contradictions of contemporary housing. Hundreds 
of refugees occupied Oranienplatz and the Gerhardt 
Hauptmann-Schule  “to fight against camp housing, 
compulsory residency and deportations - and to give 
themselves their access to the city.”166

Urban policies: manipulation of autonomous re-
sources as elements that distinguish unique loca-
tions, homogenised by gentrification

“Since the 1970s, gentrification has shifted from a mar-
ginal, fragmented process in the housing market to a 
large-scale, systematic and deliberate urban develop-
ment policy. Gentrification has deepened as a compre-
hensive city-building strategy encompassing not just the 
residential market but recreation, retail, employment, 
and the cultural economy.”167 

Berlin’s urban policies have sought to actively pro-
mote gentrification processes, not only by deregulat-
ing the rental market, but also by investing in areas of 
‘distinction’ of particular places, i.e. by creating and 
promoting symbols.
“The economic prosperity of cities in a post-Fordist 
era has become increasingly reliant on the ‘symbolic 
economy’, i.e. the ‘intertwining of cultural symbols 
and entrepreneurial capital’ (Zukin 1995 : 3).”168 
The co-option of informal uses, already illustrated in 
the previous chapter, also played a central role in the 
strenuous quest for economic prosperity. As shown 
in the exemplary case of Tempelhofer Feld, autono-
mous and temporary uses are “constructed to serve 
claims of «uniqueness».”169 From the perspective of 
gentrification processes every kind of resource is ma-
nipulated and aimed at a valorization of space and 
locational advantages. The cultural resources and the 
‘subcultural flair’ are exploited “whether by converting 
them into ‘commodities’ that can be bought or sold in 
their own rights, or by using them as a lure for inward 
investments from industrialists, tourists and shoppers 
(Kearns and Philo 1993 :  ix).”170 Harvey points out 
how the search for distinctiveness and its inclusion 
in homogenising processes typical of gentrification is 
one of the contradictions inherent in urban entrepre-
neurialism. (Harvey 2013)

166   Ibid. : 538

167  Smith Neil, Gentrification in 
Berlin and the Revanchist State. In: 
einstellung.so36.net/en/ps/524.html

168  Colomb 2012 : 23

169  Ibid.

170  Ibid.

The culturalization of industrial spaces, the ‘world 
media city’ and the sound of Berlin

In Berlin there is a place where, more than in any 
other, this contradiction is particularly recognizable 
in space: the area of Spreeraum Ost.171 The numer-
ous abandoned buildings have undergone a gradual 
process of culturalization. At first, the disused build-
ings were appropriated by cultural entrepreneurs, 
who used their aesthetics to create new atmospheric 
spaces. Finally, they have contributed to the transfor-
mation of the area according to the labels of ‘Medi-
aspree’ and the ‘Entertainment Viertel’.

Anja Schwanhäußer investigates how the subculture 
scene creates a specific urban culture and shapes 
the myth of the  city. According to her analysis, spac-
es appropriated by countercultures, or Zwischen-
nutzung experiences, represent (or ‘incorporate’) 
the dissolution enacted by the subcultural scene 
of traditional orders by becoming containers not of 
specific functions but of atmospheric qualities capa-
ble of evoking feelings and emotions. (Schwanhäu-
ßer 2010) “Its practice [of the ‘techno underground 
scene’] flourished since 1989 due to the urban-spatial 
transformation processes in East Berlin, in which the 
industrial buildings that were becoming dilapidated in 
GDR times were only gradually put to new uses. (...) 
This second city is characterised by the dominance of 
its spatial atmospheres, whose exploration, transfor-
mation, and staging represent the main occupation 
of its inhabitants.”172 Experiences and events staged 
in disused industrial spaces take advantage of large 
rooms with decadent aesthetics and the remnants of 
manufacturing processes that have become anach-
ronistic. Plant describes it as a “postmodern game 
in the ruins of a bygone industrial world,”173 in other 
words, the creation of fascinating locations that at-
tract visitors and the curious to otherwise desolate 
places. “It is, ironically, precisely deindustrialization 
that has turned Berlin into a node of creativity and 
cultural production.”174

The creation of unconventional experiences in vacant 
and abandoned places for limited periods of time is 

171  See industrial heritage map in the 
second part of this research 2.1.2

172  Schwanhäußer Anja, Kosmonauten des 
Underground. Ethnografie einer Berliner 
Szene. Campus Verlag, TU Darmstadt 2010

173  Sadie Plant, quoted by 
Schwanhäußer 2010 : 109

174  Bader Ingo and Scharenberg 
Albert, The sound of Berlin: Subculture 
and the Global Music Industry. In: 
International Journal of Urban and 
Regional Research, vol.34.1, 2010 : 76
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▲ [Some subcultures are incorporated into 
development processes, the more marginal and 
radical ones ousted. “Wagenburg” camp at the 
East Side strip, existing from 1991 and cleared 
in 1996. A very different image of the city 
than that of a glamorous world pursued by 
Mediaspree. Source: Berlin besetzt]

▶ [A rave in Berlin in the 2000s]

▼ [2002: Leitbild for the development of the 
Spreeraum Ost area]
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not exclusive to industrial buildings. However, it must 
be noted that the radical deindustrialization that in-
volved the industrial heritage of East Berlin in the af-
termath of reunification led to the closure of a large 
number of production facilities. There are, in fact, 
many industries that Berlin inherited from the GDR 
that were unable to fit into the new financial and eco-
nomic policy, guided mainly by neo-liberal principles 
and a market based on competition. Their divestment 
favoured West Berlin companies interested in reduc-
ing competition. 

The collapse of the old industrial structures certainly 
greately impacted the creation of a particular spatial 
aesthetic, confirmed by the accounts of some of the 
protagonists: “Speaker 2: The building used to be a 
chocolate factory and was used in the GDR by the 
PGH KleGaWa, the production cooperative for the 
plumbing, gas and water trades. They had also left 
behind remnants. We always tried not to add much 
to the space. This was art with nothing! These were 
wonderful spaces, created only with sound and light. 
When you shine special light from a certain angle on 
paint peeling off the walls, it creates shadows and 
looks spectacular. You might even think it’s moving. 
Speaker 4: The aura of these rooms comes from their 
history and that’s why I don’t want to leave anything 
there, but I want it to be used temporarily. Something 
happens there that is irretrievable and immaterial. 
And what remains is the memory.”175

These experiences co-created the contexts they 
occupy through ‘cultural cultivation.’ Cultural entre-
preneurs and the new locations they created take 
advantage of the shortcomings in the economic 
restructuring of the city that had lost its productive 
base. In a second moment, the “further development 
or sale of buildings to project developers and inves-
tors with intentions of demolition and/or commercial 
and residential construction”176 take form. Looking at 

175  Paul Paulun and Kunstraum Kreuzberg/
Bethanien, Wir sind nicht hier zum 
Spaß. Kollektive und subkulturelle 
Strukturen im Berlin der 90er Jahre. 
Kunstraum Kreuzberg/Bethanien, Berlin 
2013 [exhibition catalogue] : 38.
Such distinctive spaces are further 
described by various authors. 
Among others: Fezer Jesko, Heyden Mathias 
and Hörbe Kim W. (eds.), Hier entsteht. 
Strategien partizipativer Architektur und 
räumlicher Aneignung. B_books, Berlin 2004
Lange Bastian, Die Räume der Kreativszenen. 
Culturepreneurs und ihre Orte in 
Berlin. Transcript, Bielefeld 2015

176  Hauser Susanne, Kunst, Kultur 
und Stadt. Kunst, Kultur und Stadt. 

the map of the development and change of use of the 
industrial heritage in the Spreeraum Ost area in the 
second part of this thesis, it can be seen that, follow-
ing the establishment of Universal Music Germany in 
2002 in the former Eierkühlhaus, the headquarters of 
MTV Central Europe in the Speicher (and later fash-
ion brands,other media companies and designers in 
other industrial or new buildings), a new face was cre-
ated for Spreeraum Ost. The Mediaspree label was 
also inspired and encouraged by the subcultures that 
were widespread and particularly suitable for promot-
ing gentrification processes: “Subcultural, local music 
is particularly suited for this market due to its local, 
but also subcultural and rebellious character (Heb-
dige, 1979). (...) Thornton (1997) proposes the term 
‘subcultural capital’ that she defines as accumulated 
subcultural knowledge signalling status in the form of 
‘hipness’.”177

The relocation of these global media players (such as 
Universal Music) greatly influenced the market share 
of the city’s music industry. “From 2000 to 2005, 
the turnover of Berlin’s creative economy has grown 
more than 22%. Altogether, it is now 18,5 billion Euro 
(US$24,8 billion), accounting for 23,5% of the city’s 
overall turnover. The music industry’s share of the 
creative industry’s turnover is 5.5% (Senatsverwal-
tung, 2007).”178

Electronic and techno music played in clubs, experi-
mental laboratories of new musical styles, has attract-
ed the large global industries of the music economy, 
thus going in addition to the other conditions crucial 
to the relocation’s investment. 
Yet, one should not forget they are anchored to the lo-
cal scene and to economically marginal actors. Even 
illegal or semi-illegal experiences, such as raves, have 
played a fundamental role in the creation of networks 
and the exchange of knowledge, influences and ‘sub-
cultural capital’.

The case of Mediaspree

The spatial proximity of these events and experiences 
in the Spreeraum Ost area, along with the wide avail-
ability of disused industrial buildings and urban voids, 
fostered the sharp shift towards a neoliberal direction 
involving the entire area. It seems that a trip by Klaus 
Wowereit, who was at the time the major of Berlin, 
to Los Angeles further accelerated the project due to 
the then-mayor’s direct contact with investors from 
the Anschutz Entertainment Group (AEG), the world’s 

Berlin nach 1989. Eine Skizze. In: 
Eusterschulte, Hauser, Krüger, Lattner, 
Maechtel, Siegmund and Szántó 2020 : 47

177  Bader and Scharenberg 2010 : 79

178  Ibid. : 80
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▼ [The construction of the 
O2World (today Mercedes Benz 
Arena) in 2007]

▼ ▼ [The Mediaspree Versenken! 
protest, 2006]
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largest owner of sports teams and sports events who 
are based in Los Angeles. 

Since 2002, a private marketing company – Me-
diaspree Berlin GmbH – has been created by the 
owners and business and property developers to 
promote the development of the area, which covers 
around 180 hectares and spans 3.7 km along the 
eastern banks of the river Spree in the Kreuzberg-
Friedrichshain district, a few kilometres southeast of 
the centre of Berlin. The eastern part of the area can 
be identified as a cluster for the music and media 
industry under the label “Mediaspree.” The Senate 
Department for Urban Development contributed to 
this development by producing a land-use plan – the 
‘Mediaspree development plan’ – for the area. This 
included “high-rise blocks of offices, hotels and high-
class residential buildings as well as a new 17.000-
seat multifunctional arena,”179 the O2-World Enter-
tainment Hall. The project is even more disconcerting 
as it demands a significant densification for an area 
until then characterised by empty spaces: not only 
the industrial ones, but also those related to the pres-
ence of infrastructure, such as the tracks and ser-
vice spaces for the nearby stations and infrastructure 
nodes of Ostbahnhof and Warschauer Platz, as well 
as a former harbour area, and those caused by the 
presence of the Wall. During the division, the Spree 
acted as the border between East (Friedrichshain) 
and West (Kreuzberg).180

Protests quickly arose around the Mediaspree project 
and the Senate’s support for the initiatives of these 
large private investors - the project had been able 
to secure public funding due to its ‘public interest’ 
status, although the interests of the financiers were 
manifestly to increase their own profits as much as 
possible. The voices of dissent picked up on the citi-
zens’ impatience with an urban policy driven by the 
profit imperatives of the private sector. The points of 
conflict manifest themselves in: “the commitment to 
large-scale, investor-friendly projects, at the expense 
of local organisational structures and needs, in order 
to create locational advantages for the city in the in-
ternational competition to attract investors; advanc-
ing privatisation and commercialisation to the disad-
vantage of the broader public good; and, overall, the 
increasingly one-dimensional orientation of planning 
and land utilisation toward economic targets.”181

179  Colomb 2012 : 293

180  The two districts were merged into the 
Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg district in 2001.

181  Dohnke John, Spree Riverbanks for 
Everyone! What remains of “Sink Mediaspree?”. 
In: Bernt, Grell and Holm 2013 : 261

Lamenting the displacement of numerous alterna-
tive cultural projects as a loss of cultural diversity, the 
effects of a deliberate gentrification and the loss of 
the social realm in favour of large, commercial event 
establishments and businesses, local activist groups 
initiated several demonstrations against the ‘Medi-
aspree.’ In 2006, members of the alternative and left-
wing scene founded the initiative “Sink Mediaspree” 
(“Mediaspree versenken!”) under the slogan “Spree 
riverbank for everyone!” (“Spreeufer für alle!”).
Their goal was to rally the public and gain legitimacy 
through a democratic vote, which then took the form 
of a referendum. The protest revolved around three 
specific demands about spatial transformation pro-
jects:

1. No new buildings on a 50 meter wide strip on 
both sides of the Spree.

2. Limiting the height of new buildings to a maxi-
mum of 22 meters.

3. Rejecting the construction of another road 
bridge.

Citizen initiatives were introduced as a means of in-
creasing participation at the district level. The regu-
lations state that if the initiative is approved by the 
district and the signatures of 3% of the voters are 
collected within six months, the district administration 
will discuss the initiative’s requirements. If no agree-
ment is reached, a referendum is held.
After the collection of 15000 signatures (considerably 
more than necessary), the referendum was held on 
July 13, 2008. During this period, the protest expand-
ed to encompass new groups and citizens, who like-
wise rejected the undemocratic urban development 
and came to the defence of temporary uses and 
socio-cultural spaces. The collaboration between 
the creative milieu and people on the left was a new 
and unusual kind of alliance, much like the forms in 
which their activism was expressed were innovative. 
(Dohnke 2013; Colomb and Novy 2011; Scharenberg 
and Bader 2009)

In the 2008 referendum a clear majority supported the 
alternative proposals of the “Mediaspree versenken” 
initiative (87% of the voters, about 300 000 people). 
The referendum was not legally binding - nonethe-
less, the borough retreated from some of its Medi-
aspree plans, partially accommodating the central 
demands of the citizens’ movement, such as reject-
ing the construction of a further bridge. In September 
2008, a special committee was constituted, in which 
members of various factions and the citizens’ initia-
tive “Mediaspree versenken” could discuss possible 
changes to development projects in light of the ref-
erendum.
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Disruptions. Spreeraum Ost, Berlin 1990 - 2020 ◀ [The Entertainment 
Viertel: the new Mercedes 
square built around the 
O2 World, now Mercedes 
Benz Arena and the 
Mercedes Benz showroom. © 
Lorenza Manfredi 2020]

▼ [Graffiti-style 
paintings cover 
construction sites 
and advertise luxury 
apartments for sale at 
the complex “Seven Rooms” 
© Lorenza Manfredi 2020]

▲ [The opening in the East Side 
Gallery, which caused a series 
of protests. © Lorenza Manfredi 
2020]

▶ [Amazon Tower under 
construction © Lorenza Manfredi 
2021]

▼ [“Tomorrow is the question” 
Installation on the facade of 
the Berghain for the occasion 
of the Studio Berlin exhibition in 
2020]
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The difficulties of citizen participation in regards to a 
speculative development project soon became ap-
parent. Dohnke lists the elements supporting the 
continuation of the project: the (supposed) ‘creation’ 
of 40,000 new jobs and Berlin’s entry into competi-
tion with other major European cities presented the 
project as the driving force behind the progress of the 
rest of the city. The compensation to be paid in the 
event of changes to already approved projects was 
calculated at 165 million (40 million according to the 
calculations of the “Sink Mediaspree!” initiative). For 
their part, the investors emphasised the need for Ber-
lin to present itself as a “reliable partner.”182 In order to 
keep Berlin’s international reputation as an investment 
location intact – a topic considered to be of citywide 
importance – the Senate began to monitor planning 
decisions in the Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg district.

Influenced by these arguments, the Greens and the 
Linke parties, who had a majority in the district, found 
themselves having to voice their support for develop-
ment plans for areas that had already been privatised 
– to the detriment of what their voters had clearly de-
manded.
Even in the case of areas that were still in public own-
ership at the time of the referendum (belonging to the 
Liegenschaftsfond), the protesters’ demands were 
not met. In the case of the areas belonging to BEHA-
LA (Berlin Port and Warehouse Company), and BSR 
(Berlin Cleaning Services) there was a denial of re-
sponsibility: the state-owned companies invoked the 
directives of the Senate, arguing that, in the absence 
of a clear announcement of a new course of action, 
their mandate remained to sell the properties for the 
maximum gain. The Senate, in turn, focused on the 
economic independence of state-owned companies. 
The lack of a clear partner responsible for the choices 
prevented the formulation of a new strategy regarding 
the projects already approved. 
The result of the referendum was, therefore, down-
played, without the Senate ever taking an active role 
in the matter. 

“To the Berlin Senate, the successful referendum was 
justified with reference to a local protest culture that was 
willing to even deliberately abuse the participatory in-
strument of referenda. According to this statement, the 
criticism raised against Mediaspree in Friedrichshain-
Kreuzberg was to be regarded as a quasi-natural process 
that should not be taken too seriously. Together these as-
sumptions denied the legitimacy of the district’s citizens’ 
protests.”183

The lack of political will further revealed itself in re-

182  Der Tagesspiegel, 11.07.2008, quoted in 
Dohnke. In: Bernt, Grell and Holm 2013 : 269

183  Dohnke 2013 : 269

cent years: the area was in fact built completely from 
scratch. The uses settled here create a mix of leisure 
activities such as the large Mercedes Benz Arena 
event space or the “lifestyle bowling” with 28 lanes 
or the cinema, a large shopping mall and then shops, 
offices such as the Zalando headquarters which oc-
cupies various buildings, hotels and residences, all 
built in record time and financed by the Anschutz En-
tertainment Group in Los Angeles. A number of sky-
scrapers are currently under construction, including 
the deeply contested “Amazon Tower”.
These developments and the speculation behind the 
rapid changes in ownership of buildings still under 
construction are shown in greater detail in the maps 
in the second part of this paper (2.1.2, focus Enter-
tainment Viertel).

The ongoing commodification of the Berliner clubs

Berlin’s clubs have not only settled in many disused 
industrial buildings, but have nestled in a number of 
places whose disparity is representative of Berlin’s 
heterogeneity: “within other types of buildings whose 
original function they have subverted, whether it be 
in the premises of a residential building (NBI, Farb-
fernseher), sometimes in a corner shop (Promenaden 
Eck); in the premises of a building bar (Knutschfleck); 
in the basement of a residential building (Brunnen 70); 
in a shopping centre (Red Club, Voltage Club, Down-
stairs); in a garage (://about blank, LUX); in a former 
factory (RAW), a renovated factory (Kulturbrauerei); 
in a former administration building (e.g. the post of-
fice with Maria); in parts of the transport infrastructure 
(S-Bahn arches such as P.O.P. Club, Humboldthain); 
and finally without building elements on a wasteland 
(Wilde Renate, Heideglühen, Else).”184

Regardless of their locations, the success of individ-
ual clubs, and the techno scene in general, has lead 
to the exploitation of these locations, resulting in their 
culturalization and institutionalisation, their expulsion 
from the occupied places, and their absorption into 
the logic of Standortpolitik and the development of 
the city. “(...) Berlin becomes another world. Urban 
and cultural marketing takes the symbols of coun-
terculture and devours them. Origin stories such as 
those of Tacheles or Tresor feed the myth of the ‘new 
Berlin’, industry pearls such as Berlin techno and 
the Love Parade are turned into brands, while some 
clubs becomes franchises. Reality, meanwhile, is far 
removed from the myth and fabulous stories. Two of 
the three legendary techno clubs of the first half of the 

184  Marguin Séverine, A Berlin 
architecture of dance. In: Chovin Julie, 
A Place to be. Nightclubs in Berlin 2013-
2020. Vexer, Berlin 2021 : 8 and ff.
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▲ [The 
“Eleven 
Songs” 
installation 
at Berghain, 
© Stefanie 
Loos/Getty]

◀ [Jonathan 
Meese “Ahoy 
der Angst. 
Marquis de 
Sade-Raum,” 
installation 
for the 
1st Berlin 
Biennale, 
1998]
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1990s, the Bunker and the E-Werk, shut their doors 
in 1996 and 1997 respectively. The Love Parade itself 
was forced to relocate to the Ruhr area by the Berlin 
administration. Tacheles lost its soul and its original 
protagonists - it became a victim of its own success. 
(...) Tacheles itself was finally purchased in 2014 by 
Perella Weinberg Partners LP, a New York firm. Con-
struction work began in 2019. The new luxury com-
plex will be called Stadtquartier AM TACHELES.”185 

Berghain, Berlin’s most famous techno club, located 
in a former power plant since 2004,186 is dealing with 
the consequences of its success. The creation in re-
cent years of exhibitions and shows accessible to 
a wide audience would seem to indicate a gradual 
exit of the club from the underground world. Indeed, 
Berghain is now a recognized cultural institution in 
the city and is frequented by representatives of major 
galleries, art buyers, and other players in the art busi-
ness, as became evident at the latest with the Studio 
Berlin exhibition in 2020.

Miriam Paeslack and Mariana Mogilevich in Spaces 
of Uncertainty discuss tactical urbanism as part of 
the process of commercialisation of marginal spaces 
in the attempt to “reproduce them as a controllable 
image.”187 Clubs are not places accessible to eve-
ryone, as they address specific socio-cultural affilia-
tions, be it in terms of age, gender, sexual orientation, 
origin or social class – it is also thanks to their elite 
status that they build the underground myth that is 
projected onto the city and the neighbourhoods in 
which they are located.
They too are reached by the processes of commodi-
fication and become gentrification drivers. The origi-
nal revolutionary content of the social and behavioral 
experiments that took place there is often reduced to 
their catalytic figure alone “Berlin, the political arena, 
is depoliticized and put at the mercy of the daily com-
petition between cities”188.  The success of techno 
culture advocates for the absorption of these same 
experiences into the normalised city “but under the 

185  Grésillon Boris, When off 
becomes in: a short chronicle of 
Berlin Techno. In: Chovin 2021 : 4

186  Previously known as Ostgut and Snax.

187  Miriam Paeslack and Mariana 
Mogilevich in: Cupers and Miessen 2017

188  Peter Streder in “Kolloquium, 
Zukunftswerkstatt und Stadtdiskurs. 
5 Sitzungen des Stadtforums”, in: 
Senatsverwaltung für Stadtentwicklung 
Umweltschutz und Technologie, Presse- und 
öffentlichkeitsarbeit (Hg.): Stadtforum 
Berlin. Ein Dialog zwischen Politik, 
Verwaltung und Öffentlichkeit, Berlin 
1999 : 4 - 6. Quoted in Hauser 2020 

combined pressure of trade and profitability, rising 
rents, the mass of tourists, authorities’ expectations in 
terms of securing the premises and, last but not least, 
complaints from the neighbourhood about night-time 
noise, many clubs have been forced to close their 
doors over the last decade. They are victims of the 
success of the techno phenomenon.”189 The ‘clubs 
heritage’ map, in the second part, shows the reduc-
tion of clubs in the Spreeraum Ost area (2.1.2).

New concepts of publicly funded art programmes

Another change undergone in the attempt to profile 
Berlin as a creative capital is the shift in cultural policy. 
As Annette Maechtel notes, funding has changed fo-
cus: from original attempts to preserve the autonomy 
of the arts, funding has begun to support economical-
ly oriented artistic practices through specific projects 
or events, recognizing that “art or cultural production 
represents an economically exploitable resource in 
the global competition between cities for investment, 
skilled workers and tourists.”190

Part of this process entails the inclusion of temporary 
and underground energies in a broader definition of 
Berlin’s creativity and cultural production. 
In 1995, the German pavilion “Club Berlin” at the 
Venice Biennale involved, along with emerging artists, 
some representatives of the Berlin alternative scene, 
creating a sense of astonishment primarily among 
themselves. 

“Speaker 2: John Bock, Olafur Eliasson, Thomas De-
mand...There were so many artists there who had noth-
ing whatsoever to do with Berlin at the time. Zero! Thom-
as Demand made fun of our evening activities with way 
too much drinking and such. It was interesting to see 
how pedantic and success-oriented he was in doing his 
stuff, even if I didn’t want it to be that way for me. But 
they came here, had a good studio, did their stuff and were 
much more prepared for the art market than we were. 
(...) Speaker 2: The fact that Olafur Eliasson had a fan 
whirring around in a big dome in the Postfuhramt looked 
great, of course, but suddenly it was a pure aestheticiza-
tion of the space. It wasn’t like that before. Before, it was 
for the people who came there. And suddenly the rooms 
were celebrated! No one gave a shit about the rooms. It 
was about conversations, about ideas and things that 
you didn’t expect or know: Music, lectures... (...) Speak-
er 3: We were interested in the fact that the whole press 
suddenly wanted to do interviews. We then stood in these 
double-page articles as a new discovery next to artists 

189  Marguin 2021

190  Maechtel Annette, Children of Berlin 
– eine Ausstellung und ihr (kultur-)
politischer Kontext. In: Eusterschulte, 
Hauser, Krüger, Lattner, Maechtel, 
Siegmund and Szántó 2020 : 56
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▶ [Mehringdamm 28, 10961, 
Kreuzberg, interior view. 
Photo: Christian Sievers/Berlin 
Biennale for Contemporary Art, 
2010]

▼ [“Appropriate” housing 
options. Wohnmarktreport Berlin 
2019, Berlin hyp & cbre]
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who are already known, but somehow no one really under-
stood it and we ourselves didn’t either.”191

“Berlin as a cultural capital, where also the contempo-
rary art also plays a very big role, needs, somehow a space 
or an event…which is not galleries, which is not institu-
tions, and which is not small project spaces and things, 
to make a bigger announcement, also for curators to say: 
what could contemporary art be today here in Berlin, you 
know?”192  

The curators of the first Berlin Biennale entitled Berlin/
Berlin (30.9. - 30.12.1998) – Klaus Biesenbach (who 
in those same years also founded the KW, one of the 
most important cultural institutions in Berlin), Hans 
Ulrich Obrist and Nancy Spector – inspired by the ex-
perience of the Venice Biennale, continued to reflect 
on this new role of Berlin’s cultural production: “The 
starting point for the curatorial team was the view of 
the city of Berlin itself with its hybrid cultural landscape 
and its future role as cultural capital, propagated in 
the media at the time, as well as the presentation of 
the many facets of current artistic productions.”193 An 
early recreation of spaces inspired by Berlin’s under-
ground scene takes place in Jonathan Meese’s instal-
lation “Ahoy der Angst. Marquis de Sade-Raum.” A 
room covered with photos of politicians, actors and 
musicians and posters of Rainer Werner Fassbinder, 
Klaus Kinski, Nina Hagen, Little Joe and Oscar Wilde. 
In addition, visitors could listen to music, read poetry 
by Rolf Dieter Brinkmann or watch the video Caligula. 

The following year, the exhibition “Children of Berlin,” 
organised by Klaus Biesenbach and Alanna Heiss, 
brought excerpts from the first Berlin Biennial to P.S.1 
in New York. On this occasion the club Cookies 5194 was 
reconstructed, as is mentioned on the blog “Stories about 
Cookie”195 where personal memories of the decades of 
Cookies experiences are collected.  “We flew with about 
80 people to NYC, as part of the Children of Berlin exhi-
bition on the occasion of the 10th anniversary of the fall 

191  Paulun and Kunstraum Kreuzberg/
Bethanien 2013 : 60 

192  Regus, 8/7/2016, quoted in Brehme 
Kate, Time After Time: A History of 
the Berlin Biennale for Contemporary 
Art and its Relationship with Urban 
Space. Technische Universität Berlin, 
2019 [Doctoral Thesis] : 17

193  berlinbiennale.de/de/
biennalen/5/berlin-berlin

194  cookies #1/ Auguststr. 26b, cookies #2 
/ Auguststr. 36, cookies #3 / Johannisstr. 
2, cookies #4 / Auguststr. 5a, cookies 
#5 / Saarbrücker Str. 36, cookies #6 / 
Charlottenstr. 44, cookies #7 / Friedrichstr. 
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of the Berlin Wall. There we completely rebuilt and rec-
reated Cookies 5: with furnishings, bartenders, door and 
the DJ team we celebrated there. Thanks to Klaus and 
PS1.”196 

The entry of the Berlin underground scene into some 
of the world’s most renowned art venues brings with 
it the consequent professionalisation of some of the 
scene’s protagonists: 

“Speaker 1: That’s what first made the idea clear to many 
that you can also make a career out of it that goes beyond 
Berlin. And suddenly Berlin was synonymous through-
out the world with an exciting playground where the most 
amazing artistic personalities could mature.
Speaker 2: That’s when you realised that this is how he-
roes are made. It was the same in art as in music. There 
were DJs who suddenly earned real money and were flown 
around – from a huge pool of totally talented people.”197

This transformation also involved spaces and the city 
as a whole. It was part of the mandate of the Berlin 
Biennale to focus inward on the city itself as a bien-
nial “in dialogue with the city”198. In 2010, in its sixth 
edition, the Biennale no longer limited itself to acti-
vating spaces in the Mitte district and expanded to 
Kreuzberg. “For some time now, art has been turn-
ing to other areas, accessing territories and spaces 
that had not yet received the consecrations of the art 
canon. These outside areas seem closer to life, more 
authentic, more accessible and far more interesting. 
One of the expressions of this change is the asser-
tion of site specificity.”199 Although the “Fun Palace” 
project (Zwischennutzung der Palast der Republik, 
see p.73 ff.) failed to establish itself in Berlin’s cultural 
landscape, it is representative of a season in which 
Berlin is a “city-as-scene.”200 The city itself is trans-
formed into a distinctive cultural space, thanks to the 
myriad of individual and collective interventions that 
expand in the most disparate places of the urban 
space itself.

The growing success and international celebrity of 
Berlin’s artistic production and its dialogue with the 
most disparate places (from disused factories to in-
stitutions such as opera houses, to the subcultures 
of clubs) in various districts of the city (already in ad-

196  Ibid.

197  Paulun and Kunstraum Kreuzberg/
Bethanien 2013 : 49 

198  berlinbiennale.de/en/biennalen/1339/
we-don-t-need-another-hero

199  Haghighian Natascha Sadr in: Paulun 
and Kunstraum Kreuzberg/Bethanien 2013 : 81

200  Stahl Geoff, Cowboy Capitalism. The Art 
of Ping Pong Country in the New Berlin. In: 
Space and Culture, volume 11 Issue 4, 2008
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▲ [The Raumlabor team in an 
installation they realised 
in the KUB Arena (Bregenz, 
Austria) in the 2010]

▶ [Drawing by Christoph 
Schäfer]

▼ [Lara Almarcegui, Berlin 
Excavation 2015, Installation 
of 400m3 soil for the 
exhibition: Wohnungsfrage, Haus 
der Kulturen der Welt, 2015]
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vanced stages of gentrification, or not yet reached 
by it) increased the role artistic and cultural produc-
tion played in city marketing strategies. Already at 
the end of the nineties, new funding measures were 
introduced by the Department of Cultural Affairs of 
the Senate that followed the “creativity imperative” in-
scribed in the funding of projects. For example, the 
Capital City Cultural Fund, founded by the federal 
government in 1996, pursued a goal of promoting 
a representation of the capital city of Berlin through 
projects that have “national and international appeal 
or are particularly innovative”201 and must be “realised 
or presented in Berlin.”A few years later, Hauser po-
sitioned the beginning of a new orientation of pub-
lic policies for cultural promotion, in conjunction with 
those of city marketing. “In 2004, a cultural industry 
initiative was launched by the Berlin Senate, in 2006 
Berlin was accepted into the Creative Cities Network 
of UNESCO, and in 2007, the governing mayor of 
Berlin, Klaus Wowereit, appointed a Berlin Board to 
develop a new city marketing concept, the focus of 
which is not art, but rather “creativity”(...) Today, the 
creative and cultural industries, which certainly in-
clude art, but primarily the art market, the music and 
design industries, press and advertising, radio sta-
tions, television, film production and software devel-
opment, games development and architecture, are 
among the most important and lucrative sectors of 
the city’s economy.”202

There are several striking examples that show the 
newly receptive attitudes towards experimental expe-
riences, often at the limits of legality, by actors and 
institutional bodies and the consequences of this 
shift. Perhaps the most symbolic is the LoveParade, 
a demonstration for peace and international brother-
hood and, at the same time, a techno music festival in 
the form of a parade. Born in 1989, the event reached 
a peak of one and a half million participants in 1999. 
Since 2006, the LoveParade no longer took place in 
Berlin.  Following the 2010 disaster in Duisburg, it 
has not been reorganised. While at first the parade 
took place on Kurfürstendamm, the participants later 
marched along the Straße des 17. Juni, which runs 
through the Tiergarten park. The Siegessäule soon 
became emblematic of the event. 
In 1998, Peter Radunski, Berlin’s Senator for Science, 
Research and Culture, described it as follows: 

201  hauptstadtkulturfond.berlin.de

202  Dritte kreativwirtschaftsbericht. 
Development and Potentials, june 2014 berlin.
de/sen/kultur/kulturwirtschaft/dritter_
kreativwirtschaftsbericht.pdf quoted in: 
Eusterschulte, Hauser, Krüger, Lattner, 
Maechtel, Siegmund and Szántó 2020 : 50

“For me, the Love Parade is the biggest and most im-
portant youth event in this city. It shows that European 
youth can meet in openness and tolerance, and it shows 
that Berlin is a place that young people are curious about, 
that they are probably interacting with for the first time, 
and that they will return to later as cultural tourists.”203 

As Maechtel points out, this positioning is all the more 
striking in that it is completely different from that of his 
predecessor Ulrich Roloff-Momin, who saw these hy-
brid productions as simply ‘wild’ growth taking place 
in Berlin’s empty spaces and interstices (Maechtel 
2020 : 84).

The publication “Berlin. Now. 50 young culture pro-
jects,” a collaboration between Partner für Berlin 
- Gesellschaft für Hauptstadtmarketing mbH (Berlin 
Partner) and the Senate Department for Science, Re-
search and Culture (eds.), puts this new approach on 
paper (notably in both German and English). Alongside 
mega-events such as the LoveParade and the Berlin 
Biennale, the editors presented bottom-up projects 
spanning disciplines, such as magazines (DE:BUG, 
Flyer Up-Dates and Shift! ), art spaces (berlintokyo, 
BüroFriedrich, loop - raum für aktuelle kunst), music 
labels (Bungalow, Kitty-Yo), film companies (X-Filme), 
fashion labels ([nextGurunow], Tatchers), media agen-
cies (LSD, Die Gestalten, aroma informationsdesign), 
net projects (mikro, convex.tv), theatre workshop (re-
ich & berühmt) and finally clubs (Maria am Ostbahn-
hof, WMF). In the introduction “Welcome to the club” 
the practices are also celebrated by some panels 
that emphasise the terms “free spaces,” “crossover,” 
“individual initiative,” “flexibility,” “networking,” to illus-
trate how “Berlin’s young cultural scene (...) have rec-
ognized and productively exploited the newly emerg-
ing opportunities” and this justifies the new attention 
“to less well-known projects which are seen as ex-
ceptional and trend-setting.”204.

This neoliberal restructuring in the cultural sector – 
which in addition to the celebration of practices based 
on “individual initiative” from “wild growth” to “pulsat-
ing biotope” also included the closure of the Staatliche 
Kunsthalle (1994) and the privatisation of the Schil-
ler Theatre (1994) – occurred at an ideal moment. 
F. Hertweck in “Eldorado Berlin” traces the causes: 
urban industrial production had been divested, the 

203  Radunski Peter, quoted in: taz. 
die tageszeitung, “Noch 1 Tag bis 
zur Love Parade” 10. 7. 1998 : 16 

204   Partner für Berlin - Gesellschaft 
für Hauptstadtmarketing mbH and Senate 
Department for Science, Research 
and Culture (eds.), Berlin. Now. 50 
young culture projects. Bostelmann & 
Siebenhaar Verlag, Berlin 1999 : 30
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▶ [A postcard made by activist 
group Kotti&co] 

▼ [“When no one can live 
in Berlin anymore, it is 
finally quiet.” Protest panels 
displayed on the facade of 
Holzmarkt since 2019]
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collapse of the Berlin real estate market was associ-
ated with a high vacancy rate, resulting in about 1.2 
million square metres of empty office space in 2000. 
Berlin’s financial situation had been further aggravat-
ed by the loss of its special status, which had lasted 
for decades, and related Berlin subsidies.205 The key 
consequence was the sudden cut to the cultural sub-
sidy, which from 210 million DM in 1991 was reduced 
to only 28 million DM in 1995. During this crisis, the 
international celebrity of Berlin’s creativity served as a 
foothold for strategies aimed at optimising the cost/
performance ratio of cultural policies.

Maechtel sums up this economic valorization of crea-
tivity: “the «unpredictable» or «uneconomic» of crea-
tive processes (is) left out and linked to a growth par-
adigm and the idea of controllable innovations. Berlin 
offers an «open opportunity structure,» as sociologist 
Heinz Bude describes the conditions in the capital for 
the dot.com companies that formed in the late 1990s. 
It is no coincidence that his term «Generation Berlin» 
precisely links the triad of entrepreneurship, creativity 
and urban living and working conditions.”206

A neoliberal use of land and the emergence of ‘Die 
Bodenfrage’

In the 2000s, Berlin actually became the largest con-
struction site in the world – “die größte Baustelle der 
Welt”. Although it arrived later than expected, the 
Bauboom actually led to an increase in real estate 
purchase prices. The 120% increase between 2004 
and 2019 made Berlin the city with the highest real 
estate price growth rate in the world in 2017, record-
ing +20.5% in that year alone.

As illustrated in this chapter, the establishment of a 
neoliberal logic has been facilitated by – and, in turn, 
has facilitated – processes of gentrification and the 
privatisation of municipal real estate, creating even 
more pressure on the real estate market and the 
socio-spatial fabric of the city. The new pressure on 
the land has made the urban action of culturpreneurs 
more and more complicated, who, in order to main-
tain the projects started in the 1990s and 2000s or to 
start new ones, have had to elaborate strategies and 
reconfigure themselves according to the competitive 
positioning and value maximisation resulting from the 
cutting of conspicuous public subsidies reserved for 

205  Weinzen Willi, Von der Bundeshilfe 
in den Finanzausgleich. Berlins Finanzen 
im Umbruch. In: Süß Werner, Hauptstadt 
Berlin. Berliner Wissenschafts-
Verlag, Berlin 1995 : 188

206  Maechtel in: in: Eusterschulte, 
Hauser, Krüger, Lattner, Maechtel, 
Siegmund and Szántó 2020 : 67 - 68

Berlin and leading to the imposition of neoliberal log-
ics. 
As Bernt points out, and as shown in the second and 
third parts of this chapter, the fact that in the Stim-
mann era “the politics of urban renewal discursively 
«sealed» itself with the term «caution»”207 excluded 
specific policy alternatives as well as certain groups 
of actors. Branding activities sought to reinsert some 
of them into the official urban landscape, but at the 
cost of the more marginal or radical ones. Later, it 
became apparent that even those included did not 
actually benefit much from their “institutionalisation” 
but, rather, suffered a loss of values.

In the current discourse on the Bodenfrage, various 
dissatisfactions emerge: the increase in rents and the 
spread of gentrification processes, the frustrations 
with a sudden change in access to the land and in the 
meaning of self-implemented projects, and the grow-
ing celebrity of a new generation of professionals who 
have their roots in the years of experimentation. Ber-
lin’s tradition of autonomy, still present and shared, 
does not find the space to manifest itself today.
For these reasons, today there is focus on the search 
for alternative strategies in city-making: on how new 
non-hierarchical forms of governance and public-
private partnerships in municipal policy can promote 
access to the use and design of urban space that is 
more flexible and welcoming to practices and actors 
outside the logic of the market. The following chapter 
illustrates some of the most relevant examples.

207  Bernt Matthias, Rübergeklappt! Die 
‘Behutsame Stadterneuerung’ im Berlin der 
90er Jahre. Schelsky & Jeep, Berlin 2003
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1.3_ New protests and 
visions for moderating 

the ‘Bodenfrage’ in 
Berlin. Current strategies 

for market regulation or 
separation of land use 

and ownership. 

“Important issues inherent to urban planning are at stake in this debate and it is necessary to grasp 
them to fruitfully envisage the critical role that autonomous spaces still play in the struggle concerning 
capitalist production of consensual and homogeneous spaces.”

Mouffe (2017), Radical Politics as Counter-Hegemonic Intervention: 
The Role of Cultural Practices : 1

“The alternative and non-commercial projects located in the district, where people live, work, create and 
experience culture, are worth preserving. 
Self-managed, alternative housing and cultural projects are an indispensable part of our district.”

District assembly of Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg

Today in Berlin there are numerous ongoing attempts to moderate the land issue that experiment in different 
directions by proposing levels of market regulation, facilitating access for otherwise excluded actors and cre-
ating innovative processes of separation of land use and ownership. Far from proposing final, one-size-fits-all 
answers, these cases are niches specific to the processes, coalitions and contexts that generated them. 
Nonetheless, they narrate the current trends initiated by some autonomous actors, investors and institutions 
to work on urban space, removing it from the rationale of the market and drawing on the existing potential to 
create accessible and diverse spaces.

The geography of projects from the Berlin praxis presented here is only a representative cross-section 
to a limited extent. The examples were chosen because of the interesting and paradigmatic approach to land 
ownership and land use definition illustrated in the next sections. In the review, individual projects are listed 
starting with those with a more private character of uses (such as housing) and ending with those with a more 
accessible character (such as a commons garden).

1  In: Mostafavi Mohsen (ed.), Ethics of the Urban. The City and 
the Spaces of the Political. Lars Müller, Zürich 2017
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[Map of the cases presented in 
chapter 1.3: a geography of 
paradigmatic projects from the 
Berlin practice]
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“The Baugruppe (...) is based on the concept of Bauge-
meinschaft: the term indicates a mode of collective con-
struction, from Bau (construction) and Gemeinschaft 
(collectively/community). (...) The Baugruppe can there-
fore be defined as groups of citizens (mainly artists, 
young families and elderly members of the middle class) 
who come together and entrust the realization of their 
residence to a construction company, sometimes develop-
ing the projects themselves or with the help of specialists 
and architects.”2

This mode of building private property independent-
ly and in cooperation with other future users of the 
building is usually accompanied by the creation of 
common spaces and experimentation with modes of 
living slightly different from the normative ones. For 
these reasons the Baugruppe are often associated 
with the functioning of the cooperative and co-hous-
ing and the projects are in most cases mixes and vari-
ations on these themes. 

The Baugruppe under analysis here, Spreefeld, is 
in fact based on the legal form of the cooperative, 
Spreefeld eG, formed by 14 shareholders. It was the 
same small group (including the architects who later 
designed the spaces) that initiated the project: on the 
lot, an inconspicuous sign read “For Sale.”  The site, 
at that point one of many Brache in the area, was 
actually particularly attractive: directly on the banks of 
the Spree and not far from the city center. When the 
Spreefeld cooperative bought the land on the banks 
of the Spree, the price per square meter was 500 €; 
today it is around 3,500 €. 
The solidarity financing that the cooperative agreed 
to allows users without start-up capital to participate 
in the project and ensures long-term leases, increas-
ing the social diversity rate of the project participants. 
Fifteen percent of all space is for shared use. The 
cooperative worked extensively on an initial discus-
sion and design phase of the project (begun in 2007) 
and equally on the construction phase (completed in 
2014).

Spreefeld specifically seeks to work on the social 
concept of the Baugruppe, or building not just a 
space, but a community. This is recognizable in the 
architectural design of the spaces: in the project there 
are spacious community terraces as a semi-private 

2  Maiolo Federica, Comment vivre ensemble. 
Una rilettura critica della letteratura 
Baugruppen dal 2014 al 2019. Politecnico 
di Torino, 2020 [Master Thesis] : 25

sphere in the passageways, which thus take on the 
quality of living rooms and shared spaces. The entire 
ground floor is kept free from residential use and made 
accessible to the public. The “optional rooms” on the 
ground floor can be used temporarily as a store, exhi-
bition space, auditorium, laboratory or other, as long 
as they provide program input for the cooperative and 
are not primarily profit-oriented. Anyone may apply.

The project emerged in conjunction with (and as a re-
sult of) the protests of “Sink Mediaspree!” (see p.109-
110). The participants of the Baugruppe, sharing the 
demands of the protest, sought their own solution to 
the problem of maintaining accessibility to the banks 
of the Spree, even though they themselves had ac-
quired ownership of the entire area. “Our interpreta-
tion of the demand «Spreeufer für alle» was: we do 
not keep 50 meters distance from the water with our 
building, as demanded, but we keep the property 50 
meters from the water public – or better: open. If the 
residents were to populate these open spaces inten-
sively, they would no longer be open, hence the gen-
erous roof terraces and balconies, as compensation, 
so to speak.”3

The site occupies an area of 7,500 m², of which 3,000 
m² have been reserved for public use. The area which 
is built up is occupied by the three tower buildings 
and houses 44 apartments, designed by carpaneto.
schöningh architekten, Angelika Drescher, FAT_Koehl 
Architekten in Berlin and BAR Architekten. The mixed 
program is the basis of the project: in addition to the 
living area and service areas there are common areas 
as well ascommercial spaces. The open spaces, ac-
cessible to all, in turn offer uses ranging from play are-
as, to vegetable gardens, to a platform on the Spree.

In the context of this research it is interesting to look 
at the innovative approach to the construction pro-
cess carried out by Spreefeld: 

“Rare enough: building as a political statement, not 
instructed from above, but initiated by knowledgeable 
architects who - learning by doing - want to organize 
housing in the city differently, at least in a more socially 
acceptable way than the market would do in such a cen-
tral location.”4

3  Schöningh Christian in 
interview, Genossenschaft Spreefeld 
in Berlin Bauwelt 39.2014

4  Ibid.

1.3.1 Die Baugruppe: Genossenschaft Spreefeld
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Born out of the slogans and protests of Kotti&co (see 
p.102) “Deutsche Wohnen enteignen” and “Wir wol-
len unsere Häuser zurück” (2016) and the tightening 
of the Berlin housing market, ‘Deutsche Wohnen & 
Co. enteignen’ (DWE) has developed into a popular 
initiative in the city since 2017. The initiative’s radi-
cal demand is the expropriation and socialization of 
large private housing companies, who own 243,000 
of the approximately 1.5 million rental apartments in 
Berlin. The goal is to remove 12% of Berlin’s rental 
apartments from speculation and to make long-term 
affordable rents possible through the implementation 
of Article 15: “Land, natural resources and means 
of production may, for the purpose of socialization, 
be transferred into common ownership or into other 
forms of common economy by a law regulating the 
nature and extent of compensation.”5 However, the 
article has never been used in the history of the Fed-
eral Republic. Implementation should only be possi-
ble if the desired public good cannot be achieved by 
other, less drastic means.

Deutsche Wohnen is directly addressed by the pro-
tests as it is the largest landlord in Berlin and pursues 
a speculative policy. While their excess of 110,000 
apartments in the city does not constitute a monopo-
ly, they are nevertheless  such a powerful player that 
in some cases their rent policy has a decisive influ-
ence on the rent index in the rest of the city. 
Due to the deregulation of the housing market and 
the wave of privatization in the Federal Republic of 
Germany, as well as gaps in the legislation of the rent-
al market, Deutsche Wohnen is a financial group that 
uses the housing market for its investments. In or-
der to increase rents, modernization programs were 
launched and maintenance expenses were reduced. 
Starting in 2012, Deutsche Wohnen was converted 
from a joint stock company (AG) under German law to 
a European joint stock company (Societas Europaea/
SE) and began to undertake a more aggressive strat-
egy. By changing the accounting method, rents could 
be increased annually and thus produce notional ac-
counting profits, while also slowly producing further 
increases in real income. Dividends increased by 
over 90 percent from 2014 to 2017, but income from 
housing management only grew by 20 percent over 

5  Article 15, orig.: “Grund und Boden, 
Naturschätze und Produktionsmittel können 
zum Zwecke der Vergesellschaftung durch ein 
Gesetz, das Art und Ausmaß der Entschädigung 
regelt, in Gemeineigentum oder in andere 
Formen der Gemeinwirtschaft überführt werden.”

the same period (Taheri, 2018). Deutsche Wohnen is 
not the only company doing this: Vonovia, Akelius, 
Covivio, TAG Immobilien, and Grand City Properties 
are others that fall within the parameters for possible 
expropriation.
The strategies of Deutsche Wohnen and the other 
large property owners has led citizens to express 
their discontent in increasingly organized ways: 
there are currently about 20 initiatives in Berlin deal-
ing with Deutsche Wohnen, including the “Bündnis 
der Deutschen-WohnenMieter*innen.” The common 
thread amid all the protests Article 28 of Berlin’s state 
constitution, which reads: 

“Everyone has the right to adequate housing. The state 
promotes the creation and preservation of adequate 
housing, especially for people with low incomes.” 

‘Deutsche Wohnen &co Enteignen’ has initiated a 
three-step campaign. 1: Clarification of  Deutsche 
Wohnen, to raise awareness of speculative business 
practices and their effects on tenants. 2: networks 
on a local basis to initiate shared projects of local 
resistance, while protecting individual tenants from 
isolation and insecurity. 3: Referendum and plebiscite 
(Volksbegehren and Volksentscheid)6. 
In the referendum on September 26, 2021, more than 
one million Berliners cast their vote. More than 59.1% 
of the valid votes were in favor of the expropriation 
of large private construction companies while 40.9% 
rejected the plan. The expropriation concerns real es-
tate groups with more than 3000 apartments and cal-
culates relatively low costs, because the expectation 
is to compensate the companies significantly below 
market value, thus reaching a total expenditure for 
the city of 10 to 11 billion euros. However, the result 
of the referendum is not binding and the new Berlin 
mayor Franziska Giffey, a representative of the SPD, 
has clearly spoken out in opposition to the initiative. 
Berlin’s die Linke party, which is the only united party 
behind the initiative, is putting pressure on the gov-
ernment. “There is no way around it,” Katina Schu-
bert, the state chairwoman, told the dpa news agen-
cy about the vote, “the best lawyers must now work 
to come up with a law that works in a legally secure 
way. This is the task of the new Senate.”7 A commis-
sion that will be tasked with evaluating the feasibility 
of any expropriation and its alternatives is currently in 
formation.

6  dwenteignen.de

7  Quoted in: Henning Jauernig, Werden die 
Wohnungskonzerne jetzt wirklich enteignet? 
In: Spiegel Wirtschaft 27.09.2021

1.3.2 Enteignung: ‘Deutsche Wohnen & Co. enteignen’. Interscalar pro-
tests focus on real estate issues
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“Here you leave the sector of speculation.”8 

The Mietshäuser Syndikat, founded in 1992 in Frei-
burg, is a company that facilitates the collective 
purchase of real estate and permanently preserves 
– regardless of rising market prices – residential 
apartments and spaces for initiatives at sustainable 
rental prices. 
The Mietshäuser Syndikat provides structural and 
management tools by linking housing projects 
throughout Germany, supports and advises projects 
on financial and legal issues, but does not provide any 
capital. Each of the existing projects is autonomous, 
i.e. legally independent with its own company that 
owns the property, with the legal form of a GmbH, 
a ‘limited liability company’. The purchased space is 
not owned by the union, but by the GmbH, in which 
the respective users’ association and the Mietshäuser 
Syndikat are both equal shareholders: thus, unilateral 
sale or conversion of space is only possible by mutual 
agreement and can therefore be prevented. The title 
is held by the GmbH and, through the association, 
the users manage their property in a communal and 
self-organized manner under their own responsibility. 
The Mietshäuser Syndikat GmbH is owned by all the 
various associations and decisions are made through 
collective assemblies that occur quarterly9. 
Due to the growing number of projects, not all of them 
are in the difficult initial phase where it is usually nec-
essary to take out large loans to for the basic capital 
for the purchase of the property – over time with the 
payment of rents the projects usually consolidate. By 
creating a permanent link between the projects, the 
Mietshäuser Syndikat creates a balance between the 
different situations, transferring surpluses for the ben-
efit of new initiatives. This is done through a solidar-
ity fund to finance new projects, in which everyone 
must participate, thus promoting a solidarity transfer 
between the most efficient ones and the financially 
weaker ones. 

In January 2022, the Miethäuser Syndikat website re-
ported that the company was involved in 171 hous-
ing projects in Germany, and that 15 project initiatives 

8  „Hier verlassen Sie den Sektor der 
Spekulation“ : Banner at the topping-
out ceremony of the house Malmöer 
Straße 29 in Prenzlauer Berg.

9  de.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Mietsh%C3%A4user_Syndikat

were looking for a suitable property.10 
“What they all have in common is the collective desire for 
a house in which it is possible to live in a self-determined 
way, which is not threatened by eviction or the wrecking 
ball at some point; with affordable spaces that are not 
latently threatened by the sale of the house or by conver-
sion. This desire is at the beginning of every project.”11

Hausprojekt Malmöer Str.29 defines itself as follows: 
“We are a new construction project, but not a Baugruppe. 
The difference is: we have not built condominiums, 
but a permanent collectively self-managed apartment 
building.”12 

Using the Syndikat structure, a group initially con-
sisting of 20 people between the ages of 21 and 37 
bought a lot between the S-Bahn tracks and the BSR 
yard on Malmöer Straße in 2014, where there was 
previously a courtyard functioning as a garage. The 
house they built, designed by architect Oliver Clem-
ens, was made up of apartments rented out under 
the Syndikat system: prospective tenants set up a 
limited liability company, in which Mietshäuser Syndi-
kat became a shareholder.
To put together the approximately one million euros 
needed to buy the land and build the house, loans 
were taken from the Gemeinschaftsbank and KfW 
loans for energy-saving construction. In addition, 
small lenders provided loans of between 800 and 
3000 €.13 

The building is divided into two floors and a pent-
house. Each rented room is 16 m² in size, while bath-
rooms, kitchens and other large areas are shared.
For the first four years, tenants pay 5.92 e/m², far be-
low the usual charge for new buildings in Prenzlauer 
Berg.

10  syndikat.org/projekte/

11  Mietshäuser Syndikat, 
Brochure Nr.8, Freiburg 202

12  dasandereberlin.de/2073/

13  Wähner Bernd, Ungewöhnliches 
Hausbauprojekt in der Malmöer Straße. 
In: Berliner Woche, 11.09.2012

1.3.3 Der Syndikat Modell: M29
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Beginning in 2012, the Berlin Senate sought to re-
verse the process of privatizing state assets and be-
gan using Vorkaufsrecht, the right of first refusal, to 
purchase or repurchase and municipalize buildings 
and lots through the six state housing companies 
Degewo, Gesobau, Gewobag, Howoge, WBM, and 
Stadt und Land. 
From 2012 to 2016, the municipal housing compa-
nies purchased about 30,000 apartments. The larg-
est package already took place in 2012: Degewo and 
Gesobau jointly acquired 4680 former BVG apart-
ments. As a rule, the companies had to pay signifi-
cantly more money for the repurchase than they had 
received during privatisation.
Since December 2016, the red-red-green coalition in 
the Senate has set a goal of significantly expanding 
the stock of apartments and building land held by the 
municipality (the Land Berlin) in order to exert more 
influence on the housing crisis through a more ag-
gressive use of acquisitions through the instrument of 
the Vorkaufsrecht.
The coalition agreement sets ambitious goals: the 
stock of municipal holdings must grow from just un-
der 300,000 apartments today to 400,000 by 2025, 
at least a portion of which must be newly built apart-
ments. 

The right of preemption can be applied to areas with 
a social conservation ordinance – also called milieu 
protection, Milieuschutz – in redevelopment areas, 
in urban development areas, as part of a develop-
ment plan, and also in areas for which the adminis-
tration specifically establishes a right of first refusal 
ordinance. 
Vorkaufsrecht means that if a property is to be sold, 
the municipality may enter into the purchase agree-
ment instead of the buyer. If the purchase price ne-
gotiated by the seller with the potential buyer is sig-
nificantly higher than the market value, the public 
authorities only pay the market value. Since this is 
often much lower than the speculative market price, 
the right of first refusal is an effective tool against real 
estate speculation, which drives up property prices 
and thus rents. 
Often the goal of the public authorities is not to pur-
chase the property, but to convince the owner to sign 
a so-called avoidance agreement: to avoid pre-emp-
tion by the municipality, owners can, for example, 
be forced not to convert to freehold apartments and 
expensive modernizations and not to exceed certain 

rent levels.14

The attempt is to use this tool in a more consistent 
and structured way, as the former Senator for Urban 
Development Katrin Lompscher argues “we want to 
draw up guidelines and develop routines.” The Frie-
drichshain-Kreuzberg urban development officedrew 
up such a catalog of criteria and a timetable in Sep-
tember 2016.

The Rathausblock area is characterized by its mixed 
use. At the center of the Rathausblock is the 4.7-hec-
tare Dragonerareal. The Garde-Dragoner Barracks, 
developed in the mid-19th century today serves as 
the tax office and makes up a large part of the area. 
The 13.6-hectare area is divided into 35 lots and 411 
apartments (status 2017). Since 2010, civic initiatives 
have been working to preserve this area and prevent 
its privatization.

The controversial change of ownership has made the 
Rathausblock one of the most discussed projects in 
Berlin in recent years. Initially, the area was owned by 
the Bundesanstalt für Immobilienaufgaben (BImA), a 
real estate company of the federal government. In or-
der to achieve a socially acceptable development and 
redevelopment of the site, the Friedrichshain-Kreuz-
berg district established the Rathausblock redevelop-
ment area here in July 2016 in order to also secure 
the right of first refusal. In 2015, however, BImA had 
already sold the site to an Austrian investor – for 36 
million euros. Under pressure from the Land and the 
Finance Committee in the Bundestag, the sale was 
stopped at the end of 201615 and the contract was 
cancelled. The controversial deal not only kept nu-
merous courts busy, but also led the Federal Council, 
in which the Länder are represented, to call for the 
cancellation of a purchase agreement for the first time 
in its history. 

As part of the capital financing agreement negotiated 
in May 2017, the lot was supposed to pass to Berlin, 
but heated negotiations and disputes between the 
Land Berlin and the German Bund over the transfer 
of the former federal property to the state of Berlin 
lasted several more years. 
On November 30, 2018, the Bundesanstalt für Immo-

14  Sethmann Jens, Wohnungskäufe, 
Vorkaufsrecht, Enteignung. Berlin kauft 
sich zurück. In: MieterMagazin 7, 2017

15  Senate resolution on the 13th 
legal ordinance, July 5, 2016

1.3.4 Vorkaufsrecht: Dragoner Areal / Rathausblock
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bilienaufgaben (BImA) and Berliner Immobilienman-
agement GmbH (BIM) signed the contract to transfer 
the land. The property was transferred to the Special 
Fund for the Provision of Public Services (SODA) of 
the State of Berlin, which is managed by BIM. The 
disposal rights are held entirely by BIM as of summer 
2019 (so-called “change of use/charge”). 
With the decisions of the Bundestag and Bundesrat 
in June 2019, the Dragonerareal finally became the 
property of the State of Berlin. The property “Drag-
onerareal” and parts of Tegel Airport were transferred 
to the state of Berlin and, in return, the properties of 
several cultural institutions (e.g. Martin-Gropius-Bau, 
Haus der Kulturen der Welt) passed to the federal 
government.

In 2020, the Berlin Senate held a restricted compe-
tition for the Rathausblock area with an integrated 
workshop procedure, which was won by the SMAQ 
studio with Man Made Land and Barbara Schindler.
The goal is to transform the area into a new urban 
district with an exemplary model character. There 
are about 400 apartments planned, built by the state 
housing company Berlin-Mitte (Wohnungsbauge-
sellschaft Berlin-Mitte), as well as another 100 flats, 
built by third parties oriented towards public welfare, 
26,000 m² for commerce, areas for administration, 
socio-cultural infrastructure and quality open spaces. 
In addition to historic preservation requirements, the 
goal is to also integrate current commercial tenants, 
some of whom run a ‘disruptive’ business, into the 
plans and the new (residential) neighbourhood.
Self- and community-managed structures are in-
volved according to a cooperative development mod-
el similar to that of Haus der Statistik, comprised of the 
Koop6 steering unit of the Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg 
district, the Senate Department for Urban Develop-
ment and Housing, Berliner Immobilienmanagement 
(BIM), WBM Wohnungsbaugesellschaft Berlin-Mitte, 
the Vernetzungstreffen Rathausblock (VTR) and the 
Forum Rathausblock (FR) (see p.141 ff.).

Civil society organized itself according to the following 
formulas: 
The forum (bi-monthly) is the public event to inform 
and expand networking and participation in the inte-
grated development of the redevelopment area. It is 
also a place for civil society to exchange and debate 
in the process.
Working groups are generally open to the public and 
meet as needed.
They are open thematic and working discussion for-
mats.
The ZusammenStelle is a civil society working plat-
form to organize resources for civil society to take 
responsibility in the cooperation between politics, ad-

ministration and civil society and to make contribu-
tions to the development of neighbourhoods.
The Future Council is the central decision-making 
body for the development of the area. It determines 
and reviews development goals, adopts further pro-
ject agreements on the cooperation agreement and 
accompanies their implementation.

On December 31st 2021,  Stadt von Unten, one of 
the main initiatives involved in the defense and devel-
opment of the Rathausblock nodal project throughout 
the years, published on its website the article “Aus-
kooperiert – Warum Stadt von Unten das Koopera-
tionsverfahren zum Dragonerareal verlässt” (“Out of 
cooperation – Why Stadt von Unten leaves the Drag-
onerareal cooperation process”). In the aftermath of 
their detailed analysis, their dissatisfaction with the 
development of the cooperation process is is clear, 
leading the initiative to withdraw from the process. 

“With our socialization model, we set out to create a 
blueprint for how housing can be permanently withdrawn 
from the profit-oriented market and self-managed for 
the common good. We saw the cooperation process with 
the district, the Senate administrations for finance and 
for urban development/housing as well as the Berliner 
Immobilienmanagement and the Wohnungsbaugesells-
chaft Mitte as a lever for implementation. In the course of 
the cooperation, however, this strategic cooperation has 
partly developed into an end in itself.
(...) it is no longer possible for us as a political group to act 
meaningfully in the cooperation process. We do not have 
the resources necessary for this and, at the same time, we 
no longer find our involvement meaningful, since in our 
opinion the work required is no longer in proportion to the 
content that can still be implemented and aspects of our 
political work that we consider central and which unfor-
tunately too often became a sideshow in this process or 
could not even be implemented in the first place.”16

16 stadtvonunten.de/auskooperiert-warum-
stadt-von-unten-das-kooperationsverfahren-
zum-dragonerareal-verlaesst/
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The Rotaprint company was a German manufacturer 
of printing machines, in particular of small offset print-
ing. Founded in 1904 (then under the name Deutsche 
Maschinen Vertriebsgesellschaft) it experienced 
a boom during the economic miracle of the 1950s 
and 1960 in Germany after World War II. Between 
1956 and 1960, various architectural renovations 
and new constructions – planned mainly by architect 
Klaus Kirsten – led to the establishment of the build-
ing complex on Gottsched-/Bornemannstraße in the 
Wedding district. 
The decline began in the 1970s, mainly due to the 
advent of the photocopier and later the printer. The 
State of Berlin purchased the 36,000 m² site of the 
Rotaprint company at market value in hopes of pre-
serving the company and its jobs for the Wedding 
district. The 200 apartments on the former company 
site were transferred to the trust assets of GESOBAU. 
In 1988, an American investor purchased Rotaprint 
AG, but this did not prevent the factory from going 
bankrupt in 198917. In 1991, the large warehouse at 
Gottschedstraße 4 on the corner of Bornemannstraße 
9/10 and the separate building at Wiesenstraße 29 
were placed under strict preservation order, while the 
production halls were demolished in 1992. The for-
mer headquarters of Rotaprint AG (Rotaprint-Fabrik) 
includes both commercial buildings from around 1904 
and post-war modernist buildings from the 1950s.

Extensive soil and groundwater remediation was re-
quired in 1993-94, and the Berlin Senate bore the 
cost of more than 6.5 million DM. A development 
plan for the area between Reinickendorferstrasse, 
Wiesenstrasse, and Uferstrasse emerged from an ur-
ban planning competition for the Rotaprint block held 
in 1993. New housing was to be built on the aban-
doned site, but this did not happen until 2016. The 
larger area of the site remained undeveloped for 24 
years.
The Wedding district office leased the vacant spaces 
to temporary users (Zwischennutzungen) such as 
small businesses, artists, and social institutions. In 
2002, the properties were transferred to the assets 
of Liegenschaftsfonds GmbH, a trustee of the State 
of Berlin, with the aim of selling them at the highest 
price. For better marketing, the Liegenschaftsfonds 
further divided the property in 2004 – into the southern 
wasteland, which turned into a small forest after soil 
remediation, and the protected ensemble Gottsched-
str. 4 / Bornemannstr. 9/10. In the same year, the 

17  exrotaprint.de/rotaprint/

discount store Lidl purchased most of the wasteland 
between Wiesenstrasse and Reinickendorfer Strasse 
where they built a new Lidl store in 2006. The sale by 
the Liegenschaftsfonds and the new Lidl building trig-
gered the founding of the tenant initiative ExRotaprint.

In 2004, visual artists Daniela Brahm and Les 
Schliesser developed a concept for the acquisition of 
the site by local tenants. The goal was to develop 
the site for a diverse use of “work, art, social” and 
affordable rents for all. After lengthy negotiations with 
the district, the Senate and the Liegenschaftsfonds, 
ExRotaprint GmbH, founded by the tenants, was able 
to take over the site in 2007.

ExRotaprint implements a special form of ownership 
and self-organization through the Erbbaurecht, a 
99-year lease with the Trias and Edith Maryon foun-
dations that was signed on September 3, 2007 and 
was valid until 2106. Both foundations promote the 
development of new alternative concepts to private 
ownership and land speculation. ExRotaprint GmbH 
is responsible for the financing and development of 
the site in all aspects, but ownership is divided: while 
the buildings are owned by ExRotaprint GmbH, the 
land is owned by the foundations and this prevents 
the sale of the site by either partner. The leaseholds 
can be inherited, sold or divided but for a sale or divi-
sion the consent of the tenant is required, insofar as 
this is stipulated in the lease contract. All costs of any 
investments such as new buildings or renovations are 
borne by the tenant.
For the use of the land, ExRotaprint pays an annual 
fee of 10% of the net cold rents (but at least 5.5% of 
the value of the land). The land rent, which in the long 
run exceeds the purchase price several times over, 
allows the foundations to start new projects. 

The Erbbaurecht contract also defines development 
and use goals for a long period of time and guar-
antees an annual interest rate, thereby including fi-
nancially weaker population groups in the space and 
uses. These goals apply throughout the life of the 
legacy building right and are an essential design ele-
ment of the contract.
As this excerpt from the contract shows, the exRo-
taprint works in a nonprofit mode and the focus is on 
creating a social mix, users, and the work done on 
this site.

1.3.5 Erbbaurecht / Community Land Trust: Ex-Rotaprint
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“(...) the ground lease holder feels obligated to the 
following goals:

- Land should not be treated as a commodity. The inner-
city Rotaprint site is to be withdrawn from speculation. 
Like the Trias Foundation and the Edith Maryon Foun-
dation, the leaseholder is to help promote issues relating 
to the use of land and new forms of social use of urban 
space.
- The site of the former Rotaprint printing press factory is 
to provide long-term, affordable space for social institu-
tions, artists and small commercial enterprises. The mix 
of uses in particular offers great potential (jobs, train-
ing places, teaching, services, art and creativity, social 
contacts), which has an impact on the neighbourhood. 
A conversion of the areas into other uses, especially for 
economic reasons, should not take place in order to coun-
teract the displacement of artists and the socially disad-
vantaged and their job opportunities. Housing should be 
possible as long as it is community-oriented, compatible 
with commercial uses, and does not lead to the displace-
ment of artistic or social uses. Leaseholders assume that 
a revitalization of the site will have a positive impact on 
the neighbourhood, if not the entire district. This pio-
neering effort is not intended to result in the subsequent 
rezoning and repurposing of the site.
In addition, the goals are the promotion of historic pres-
ervation, art and culture.
The realization is to take place in particular
- through the restoration, renovation and preservation of 
the buildings on the former Rotaprint site.
- through the creation of studio space for artists and cul-
tural workers.
- through exhibitions, publications and events that 
strengthen the community and make art, culture and ar-
chitecture accessible to a wider public.”18

ExRotaprint leases a third of the space to “Arbeit, 
Kunst, Soziales” (“Work, Art, Social”). Companies, 
social institutions and creative people work here. 

“We own the buildings, but there is no possibility of sell-
ing the site - an enormously important stipulation, con-
sidering that it would be worth at least 15 times as much 
today as it was in 2007. The focus is on use, not on in-
vesting money. Something like this changes real estate 
extremely.”19

Since 2021, the Stadtboden Stiftung, a democrati-
cally organized foundation inspired by the ‘Commu-
nity Land Trust’ model, has also been based in the 
former Rotaprint. 
With the support of the district authority of Frie-

18  Excerpt from the leasehold contract 
of ExRotaprint gGmbH, Preamble. 
exrotaprint.de/erbbaurecht/ 
19  Daniela Brahm, initiator of exRotaprint, 
in an interview with Annette Jensen. In: 
Grundbesitz als Privateigentum. „Wir brauchen 
einen Kulturwandel“, TAZ 9.12. 2021

drichshain-Kreuzberg (in particular by the person of 
the Greens city councilor Florian Schmidt) and the 
funding of the Stadtboden Stiftung by the State of 
Berlin, which allocated 100,000 euros for the project 
fromin the Berlin budget, the foundation was able 
to start operating. In the spring of 2021, nearly 150 
founding donors together raised more than 160,000 
euros in initial assets and launched the non-profit 
Stadtbodenstiftung.
Through the use of the Erbbaurecht instrument, the 
foundation actively seeks to acquire land to secure 
for civic-driven management geared toward public 
welfare, i.e. affordable housing, commercial, social or 
cultural uses – from neighbourhood centers to com-
mercial courtyards to community gardens. 

“Our vision is that the land will be permanently with-
drawn from speculation in order to create affordable 
housing for local residents, but also to provide space for 
social or cultural concerns and projects.”20

Through lease agreements, the foundation as the 
owner of the land can, among other things, stipulate 
social criteria for the lease.The foundation’s commit-
tees are composed not only of future tenants, but 
also of representatives of the neighbourhood. Some 
politicians from the administration are also involved in 
the concept. 

The decisive advantage of this model is that even if 
any building operated by the trust is sold, the land 
remains in the foundation’s possession who likewise 
retain control.

20  Sacharow André quoted in: 
Leimbach Alina, Den Boden für 
gemeinwohlorientierte Zwecke nutzen. In: 
Nd journalismus von links, 12.06.2019
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The foundation of the Haus der Statistik initiative was 
instigated by a network of actors who themselves 
were professionals in urban development, had ties 
within that community or extensive experience cre-
ating an urban development process. They quickly 
aligned themselves with political actors from the dis-
trict, who in turn managed to impose themselves as 
one of the five main partners on the dialogue table. 
The Haus der Statistik building complex was built 
from 1968-1970 and is composed of four prefabri-
cated high-rise slabs that housed the GDR Central 
Statistics Office and the Ministerium für Staatssicher-
heit––the Stasi. Following the 1990 unification of East 
and West Germany, German authorities continued to 
use the building for administrative purposes; namely, 
by the office of the Federal Commissioner for the Re-
cords of the State Security Service which opened the 
Stasi file archives to the public. They moved out of the 
building in 2008, leaving the entire 50,000m2 com-
plex vacant, a peculiar plight for a building so centrally 
located in the city and in the immediate vicinity of Al-
exanderplatz.
The land belonged to both the Federal Government 
as well as the Federal State of Berlin, who planned 
to sell off the entire complex. In sight was the demo-
lition of the complex, since the buildings no longer 
met the requirements of modern use and a privately 
driven redevelopment into retail spaces, hotels, of-
fices and apartments was planned according to the 
winning design of a 2009 urban development com-
petition. However, finding private investors proved to 
be challenging for the extensive project and, in the 
meantime, the building was falling into ruin. 
In September 2015, during Berlin Art Week, a group 
of artists and cultural actors from the Alliance of 
threatened Berlin studio buildings (Allianz bedrohter 
Berliner Atelierhäuser––AbBA) hung a banner, as an 
act of appropriation, mimicking an official poster on 
the facade. It read, “Rooms for art, culture and social 
issues are being created here for Berlin,”21 and was 
intended as a demand from the cultural sector for fu-
ture uses for Haus der Statistik. It spurred a public 
discussion around the future of the building complex 
and instigated the creation of the Haus der Statis-
tik initiative. This heterogeneous group of engaged 
actors, spanning across social and cultural institu-
tions, art collectives and architects, united to pioneer 

21  Self-published Report: Koop5 (eds.), 
Modellprojekt Haus der Statistik. 
Band 1. Das Modellprojekt: Initiative 
und Vision. hausderstatistik.org

its redevelopment into affordable spaces supporting 
a joint project development for commercial, cultural 
and social uses. The project was supported on a local 
level by the then Berlin-Mitte District mayor Dr. Chris-
tian Hanke as well as later on a municipal level by the 
government in Berlin. 

Haus der Statistik has become a model project of 
equal cooperation between the State and society ori-
entated towards the common good. A participative 
planning process for the alternative project has begun 
negotiating the needs for different uses expressed by 
the diverse participants. 
In order to achieve this objective, five constellations 
of actors––the Senate Department for Urban Devel-
opment and Housing, the District Office Berlin-Mitte, 
the state-owned companies WBM Wohnungsbaug-
esellschaft Berlin-Mitte mbH and BIM Berliner Im-
mobilienmanagement GmbH as well as ZUsammen-
KUNFT Berlin eG–– cooperate together on the urban 
development project as the Koop5 cooperative. The 
district sees the redevelopment of Haus der Statis-
tik as an experiment in the scalability of a communal 
process that could be applied to other locations. It 
remains to be seen how successful the project will 
prove and to what extent the contradictory political 
and social uses are reconciled in the final result.

1.3.6 Cooperative planning: Haus der Statistik
(Excerpt of: Manfredi and Kvitkova, Reconfiguring the Neoliberal City: Three Stories of Urban Pioneers in Berlin. In: Vassallo, Cerruti But, 
Setti, Kercuku (eds.), Spatial tensions in urban design. Understanding contemporary urban phenomena. Springer, Berlin 2021)
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“The main goal of our work is to provide educational and 
participatory opportunities. Our activities are open to 
all and range from sowing, planting, harvesting seeds, 
processing and preserving vegetables, keeping bees, and 
building a worm compost to issues of collaborative urban 
habitat design. By trying things out together and sharing 
experiences and knowledge, we reappropriate old cultural 
techniques, learn a lot together about biodiversity, urban 
ecology, climate adaptation, recycling, and sustainable 
forms of urban living.”22

Prinzessinnengärten has been occupying an area in 
the Neuen St. Jacobi Friedhof cemetery in the Neu-
kölln district since 2020, which occupies a total of 7.5 
hectares and has been a natural space for about 100 
years. 
The Prinzessinnengärten’s reputation as an urban gar-
den and vegetable garden stems from the develop-
ment of the project at its previous site at Moritzplatz, 
where the project was founded in 2009 on a former 
brownfield site in Kreuzberg in the city center. The 
almost 6000m² area not only contained countless 
raised vegetable gardens in small transportable box-
es, but also open workshops, urban bee colonies, a 
garden café, an educational kitchen for processing 
local crops and a space for markets, workshops and 
networking of committed people interested in partici-
patory and sustainable urban design. Because the 
Prinzessinnengärten was conceived from the begin-
ning as a mobile urban garden, Nomadisch Grün – the 
Prinzessinnengärten’s support organization founded 
in 2009 – was able to move its activities to the new 
location in Neukölln after 10 years in Kreuzberg. 

Lucius Burckhardt describes the ‘Basel City Garden’ 
(‘Statdgärtnerei’), occupied from 1986 to 1988 by a 
group of artists and citizens in search of alternative 
forms of city-making, with the use of five images: 

“the garden as spontaneous vegetation, as nature that 
has become rare, as a farm, as an emergency (or crisis), 
and as a utopia.”23 

The urban community garden often approaches na-
ture as a political moment, a stance by society in view 

22  prinzessinnengarten-kollektiv.net/wir/

23  Burckhardt Lucius, Natur hat weder Kern 
noch Schale (1989). In: Ritter Markus and 
Schmitz Martin (eds.), Warum ist Landschaft 
schön? Die Spaziergangswissenschaft, Martin 
Schmitz Verlag, Berlin 2006 : 61–62. Quoted 
in: Pelger Dagmar, Gardening is commoning. 
In: Stolz Blanka (ed.), Die Philosophie des 
Gärtnerns, Suhrkamp, Berlin 2017 : 149

of resource scarcity and climate change. In Germany, 
these types of gardens are referred to as Allmende, 
whose origin from the word is allgemeind, common 
land. From here Pelger starts to define a link between 
urban gardens and commons, which define common 
ownership of a resource. But it is not just the sharing 
that enables this connection, but the drive for action 
that resides in gardening as well as commoning: 

“Besides being tied to a concrete resource, the commons 
was also characterized by its strong action-relatedness: 
No commons without commoning, according to historian 
Peter Linebaugh in his studies of Magna Carta as the first 
legal safeguard of the commons. He thus underlines the 
reproductive character of the commons, which can only 
maintain itself through constant renewal. This is one of 
the essential parallels to the definition of a garden.”24

Although legally organized as a nonprofit limited liabil-
ity company where decision-making authority is still 
distributed among a few shareholders, Prinzessin-
nengarten has been incredibly successful in the com-
mons literature because of its promotion of shared 
activities, neighbourhood involvement, and the open-
ness of its spaces and programs to all interested peo-
ple.

24  Pelger 2017 : 150

1.3.7 Commons: Prinzessinnengärten
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[Spreeraum Ost: 
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Disruptions. Spreeraum Ost, Berlin 1990 - 2020
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Disruptions. Spreeraum Ost, Berlin 1990 - 2020

[Aerial photograph, 1953
Datas: Google Earth]
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Disruptions. Spreeraum Ost, Berlin 1990 - 2020

[Aerial photograph, 1989
Datas: Senatsverwaltung für 
Stadtentwicklung, Bauen und 
Wohnen]
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Disruptions. Spreeraum Ost, Berlin 1990 - 2020

[Aerial photograph, 2000
Datas: Google Earth]
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Disruptions. Spreeraum Ost, Berlin 1990 - 2020

[Aerial photograph, 2009
Datas: Google Earth]
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Disruptions. Spreeraum Ost, Berlin 1990 - 2020

[Aerial photograph, 2021
Datas: Google Earth]
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Disruptions. Spreeraum Ost, Berlin 1990 - 2020

The recent transformations of the urban fabric in the 
Spreeraum Ost area tell an exemplary story of the 
processes described during the first part of this re-
search. 
The satellite imagery and maps of Spreeraum Ost 
presented in this chapter illustrate the development of 
the built environment and the traces of different urban 
systems and use strategies that have accumulated in 
the area. 

The area, administratively called “Spreeraum Frie-
drichshain Kreuzberg,”1 encompasses part of the dis-
tricts of Mitte, Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg and Treptow.
Spreeraum Ost is located in the inner city: to the west 
the area extends to less than a kilometer away from 
the core infrastructure of Alexanderplatz, while to the 
east it reaches as far as Ostkreuz station, thus as-
suming the function of the eastern entrance to the 
city center. This characteristic is emphasized by the 
regional mobility facilities located here - the Ostkreuz 
and Ostbahnhof train stations - in addition to those of 
urban mobility, in particular the stops of the Ring (the 
Berlin circular railway line) Treptower Park and Ost-
kreuz and those of the axis that crosses the city from 
west (Ostkreuz stop) to east (Ostkreuz stop) pass-
ing through the central stations, which in this area are 
the stops Jannowitzbrücke, Ostbahnhof, Warschauer 
Straße and Ostkreuz. 

The Spree’s original function as a waterway histori-
cally served to transport materials to manufacturing 
areas adjacent to the river. In the 19th and early 20th 
centuries, the area was mainly industrial and com-
mercial (see industrial heritage map). Many of the 
buildings still existing today date from this period and 
are characteristic of their era and are therefore listed 
as historical monuments. Of particular importance for 
the area before the Second World War were above all 
the Osthafen, opened in 1913, with extensive storage 
facilities for grain and other goods, the egg cold store 
and the ice factory. 
The productive structures occupied the areas adja-
cent to the north and south riverside until deindustri-
alization occurred around the 90s. The northern tract 
had more recognizable important industrial groups – 
such as AEG – while in the south were more small 
industries, warehouses or productions for the local 
market. 

In terms of infrastructure, the separation created 

1  SenStadt Berlin (Senatsverwaltung 
für Stadtentwicklung Berlin), Spreeraum 
Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg. Leitbilder 
und Konzepte. Senatsverwaltung für 
Stadtentwicklung, Berlin 2001 [Report]

by the Spree is also accentuated by the road sys-
tem. Running parallel to the river are the important 
road axes of Holzmarkstrasse/Mühlenstrasse (to the 
north) and Köpenickerstrasse (to the south). These 
radial roads were not conceived as a connection to 
the Spree, but rather to serve the manufacturing ar-
eas that acted as a buffer between the riverfront and 
these high-traffic roads. On the Friedrichshain side 
(north) the industrial area is further separated from 
the residential area by the railroad and S-Bahn tracks.
The Jannowitzbrücke, Michaelbrücke, Schilling-
brücke, and Oberbaumbrücke2 bridges connect radi-
al systems across the Spree. The Elsenbrücke is also 
crossed by the Ring tracks, which connect with one 
of the main radial rail axes at Ostkreuz. The severely 
damaged Elsenbrücke is currently being rebuilt, with 
completion scheduled for 2028. A possible extension 
of the A100 highway is under discussion, which could 
cross the Spree and be led via a tunnel in front of 
Ostkreuz station.

From 1961 to 1989 the area was subject to a further 
division, the physical and political one determined 
by the Berlin Wall, whose path in this part of the city 
coincided with that of the Spree and whose traces 
are still perceptible today. The creation of this political 
border and the system of fortifications intended for 
its defense caused the sudden interruption of the ad-
jacent urban systems, preventing the crossing from 
Kreuzberg and Friedrichshain to thousands of work-
ers, who moved every day between the two districts 
to reach their workplaces from their residences and 
vice versa. On the GDR side, parts of the industrial 
buildings were incorporated into the border security 
through watchtower constructions and the like. After 
the fall of the Wall an approximately 1.3-kilometer-
long section of the Berlin Wall was not torn down, but 
rather decorate by artists. Since 1990, as the East 
Side Gallery, it has been the longest open-air gallery 
in the world.

There are also residential areas, which are only mar-
ginally part of Spreeraum Ost but whose different 
textures show the radically different housing struc-
tures of the neighbourhoods bordering the area. On 
the Friedrichshain side (which belongs to Bezirk Frie-
drichshain-Kreuzberg) residences were originally built 
to house workers from GDR industries, resulting in a 
dense area with little vegetation. On the Mitte side, to-
wards Jannowitzbrücke, there are some Plattenbau, 

2  The reconstruction of the Brommybrücke, 
damaged during World War II, envisioned in 
Mediaspree’s plans did not go ahead because 
of protests from the Mediaspree versenken! 
initiative (more on this at p.99)  
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prefabricated residential buildings typical of the so-
cialist period.  It is recognizable as the type of struc-
ture of the nearby urban installations of Karl-Marx-
Allee I and II, constructive expression and symbol of 
the socialist ideology.
The southern edge, on the other hand, is charac-
terized by the typical Luisenstadt Kreuzberger Mix, 
which originally included residential and small craft 
workshops in the same building. The redevelopments 
of the last three decades have increasingly oriented 
the area towards exclusively residential and third sec-
tor uses, restoring the buildings of the Mietskaserne. 
The erection of the Berlin Wall suddenly repositioned 
Luisenstadt on the periphery of the already isolated 
West Berlin, causing changes to the population. The 
years after the construction of the Wall signalled the 
arrival in this area of the poorest segments of the 
population (migrants, or people displaced from other 
neighbourhoods in the process of reconstruction ac-
cording to the strategy of Kahlschlagsanierung) as 
well as young people who came to West Berlin to 
avoid military service or who moved to Kreuzberg for 
the possibilities offered by the many apartments left 
empty and unattended. 
To the southeast, in the Alt-Treptow area (which be-
longs to the Bezirk Treptow-Köpenick) the residential 
layout is characterized by Stadtvillen, compact build-
ings intended for single-family use. These buildings 
are oriented towards the neighbouring Treptower 
Park and arranged along the street axis that crosses 
it.
On the other side of the Spree is the residential area 
of Rudolfkiez, largely built at the beginning of the 
twentieth century to meet the need for housing in the 
vicinity of the factory of the Deutsche Gasglühlicht 
AG incandescent lamp factory (since 1920 the par-
ent company of Osram and then the headquarters of 
VEB Narva Kombinat Berliner Glühlampenwerk).
Finally, in the Northeast, near Ostkreuz station, a pro-
cess of redevelopment and new construction is un-
derway. The area in the 90s was still characterized by 
warehouses and shacks, but in the last ten years it 
has been developed and entire housing blocks aimed 
at the upper-middle class were built.

The disused production and industrial areas and the 
fragmentation caused by the major infrastructural 
axes and the construction of the Berlin Wall created 
large Brachen, whose redevelopment required pro-
jects of a certain scope. At first, both investors and 
the administration focused on the more central areas 
of Mitte, the southern Friedrichstadt and the recon-
struction of Potsdamer Platz.
At that point, temporary uses had appropriated the 
riverfront, the derelict and abandoned buildings and 
other Brachen, creating urban beaches, urban gar-

dens, music clubs and bars, activating informal trade 
and creating informal (and illegal) settlements as Wa-
genburgen and camps, but also creating sports fa-
cilities, (open-air) exhibition spaces, flea markets etc. 
The Zwischennutzungen spread in this area are simi-
lar to those in the rest of the “Capital of temporary 
uses” (Bodenschatz 2011, quoted in Ikeda 2018), 
but in Spreeraum Ost they have taken on a partic-
ular geographical concentration. The map of Zwis-
chennutzungen  on p.186-187 places in the area the 
cases identified by two disciplinary texts that have 
attempted to quantify and localize Zwischennutzung 
episodes in Berlin, Urban Pioneers (StadtSen 2011) 
and Zwischennutzungen in Berlin (Otto 2015) and 
researches their displacement, disappearance or sur-
vival up until 2020. 
The particular concentration of autonomous expe-
riences in the area of Spreeraum Ost is justified by 
the large amount of Brache caused by the presence 
of the Wall, the high number of industrial sites along 
the river bank and infrastructural elements that have 
fallen into disuse. Temporary activities in Spreeraum 
Ost have been described as “(...) a maximum of 24 in 
2007. Half of these 24, 12, consisted of gastronomi-
cal uses and music clubs; the others were seven cul-
tural or artistic uses, two trailer parks, two flea mar-
kets, and one green space.”3 

Thus, a subcultural scene developed that created 
networks around the temporary places that took over 
the Brachen and disused buildings of Spreeraum 
Ost. The Clubs map on p.188-189 quantifies the de-
crease in clubs in the area compared to the list cre-
ated by Julie Chovin from 20134. The Senate, in a 
brochure describing the Leitbild for the long-term de-
velopment of the area, identified it as a place appro-
priated for large-scale leisure, sports, and cultural fa-
cilities of city-wide significance due to its vast unused 
spaces (SenStadt 2001 : 25; Mikado 2018 : 7). From 
this strategy emerged the concept of Mediaspree, a 
public-private partnership with the aim of promoting 
the development of the area for large media enter-
prises (see p.109 ff.) and the construction of offices 
to meet the future needs of the Diensthauptstadt 
(see p.81 ff.). The ‘Sound of Berlin’, through which 
subcultures flourished in this area, thanks to the sup-
port of clubs and the network that their concentra-
tion and proximity facilitated (Bader and Scharenberg 
2009), was co-opted into a development strategy to 

3  Ikeda Mariko, Temporary Use of Vacant 
Urban Spaces in Berlin: Three Case Studies 
in the Former Eastern Inner-city District 
Friedrichshain. In: Geographical Review 
of Japan Series B 91(1), 2018 : 6

4  Chovin 2021  
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2. Spreeraum Ost
2.1 Introduction to the area

attract new capital. Many of the vacant spaces were 
bought by investors. Starting in 1998, the Ostbah-
nhof was rebuilt and reopened in 2000. However, a 
decisive development did not begin until 2002, when 
the Berlin Senate approved a land use plan and the 
Mediaspree project was pushed ahead. The first re-
developments were the settlement in the area of the 
German headquarters of Universal Music in 2002 
and MTV in 2004, to newly renovated warehouses 
at the Osthafen. The protests related to Mediaspree 
versenken! (see pg.111) created further delays and 
the cancellation of part of the redevelopment and 
construction plans for the area. The O2 World (now 
Mercedes Benz Arena), an indoor arena for music 
and sports events, opened in 2008. In the early years 
it stood in the middle of a large wasteland, while now 
it is surrounded by buildings and skyscrapers, as well 
as a public space dominated by advertising screens, 
bar tables and company logos.

Between 2020 and 2023, all of the planned con-
structions in the Entertainment Viertel area should 
be completed. The various buildings that are under 
construction are often traded between large land-
lords and companies, as shown in the “Real Estate: 
properties and uses (Entertainment Viertel)” over-
view map (p.190-191). The rapidity with which build-
ings and towers are resold at ever-increasing prices 
- often while still under construction - unmistakably 
highlights the speculative interests behind this type 
of urban intervention. Moreover, such rapid changes 

of ownership raise doubts about the transparency of 
commercial actions.5

The last buildings in the area are currently being com-
pleted. Among them is ‘EDGE East Side,’ a 140m 
office skyscraper, of which Amazon will be the main 
tenant (occupying 24 of the skyscraper’s 35 floors) 
and which is scheduled for completion in 2024.6 Am-
azon joins Zalando and Mercedes Benz to be among 
the companies that will install their headquarters in 
this area.7 

5  This is not the case for the transfers 
of ownership that could be traced and 
reconstructed in the map, but often these 
kinds of dynamics consciously prevent 
the possibility of tracing with illicit 
objectives. “A large part of the real estate 
in Berlin belongs to anonymous companies, 
which in most cases have not fulfilled 
the registration obligations imposed by 
the Anti-Money Laundering Act” Trautvetter 
Christoph, Wem gehört die Stadt? Analyse der 
Eigentümergruppen und ihrer Geschäftspraktiken 
auf dem berliner Immobilienmarkt, Studien 13. 
Rosa Luxemburg Stiftung, Berlin 2020 [Report]

6  Voss Oliver, Platz für tausende 
Entwickler an der Warschauer Brücke. 
In: Der Tagesspiegel 14.10.2019

7  Jürgens Isabell and Bath 
Dominik, Expansion an der Spree: ein 
Büroturm für die “Zalando-City”. In: 
Berliner Morgenpost, 09.03.2019
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Previous page and ▲: [EDGE East Side, also known as 
“Amazon Tower”’, an EDGE Technologies project. 140m 
high, more than 80,000 m² gross surface. Main tenant: 
Amazon. Expected completion 2024. Project BIG Bjarke 
Ingels Group]

▲ ▶ [East Side shopping mall. Designed by architect 
Ben van Berkel. Construction began in May 2016 and was 
opened to the public in October 2018.]

▲ ▶ ▶ [PIER 61/63 and Living Levels Tower, rental 
apartments and hotel, completion 2022]

▶ [STREAM, a project of SIGNA Development Selection 
AG. 90 m high, 50,000m² gross surface. Main tenant: 
Zalando, planned completion 2022. Project Gewers 
Pudewill Architect © SIGNA HOLDING GMBH ]

▶ ▶ [UPSIDE, a project of Ziegert (Exklusivvertrieb) 
/ Mikare (Projektentwickler). The two blocks contain 
420 apartments, offices, stores as well as a boarding 
house. 86 and 96 m high, 60.000m² gross surface.
Completion expected 2022. Project of Nöfer Architekten 
© Nöfer Architekten | Ziegert ] 

▼ [Zalando Headquarters, Henn Architects]



169

2. Spreeraum Ost
2.1 Introduction to the area



170

Disruptions. Spreeraum Ost, Berlin 1990 - 2020

[Mercedes Benz Arena (ex O2 
World) and the Mercedes Square. 
© Lorenza Manfredi, 2019]



171

2. Spreeraum Ost
2.1 Introduction to the area



172

Disruptions. Spreeraum Ost, Berlin 1990 - 2020



173

2. Spreeraum Ost

The Atlas collects the maps already described and 
cited in the text of this research.
The maps follow three guidelines: The densification 
of the urban fabric, the exploitation of uses and 
the change of protests. They describe the spatial 
consequences and the various adaptations of 
neoliberal urbanism. 

1. The development of the built environment shows 
the growing interest of the real estate market 
for the area under study and the progressive 
reduction of available surfaces. These maps 
clarify the emergence of a Bodenfrage, that is, 
the need for a discourse on land today that is 
essential for those who want to deal with urban 
development in Berlin, but also with regard to 
other large neoliberal metropolises.

2. The analysis of transformation of uses illustrates 
the reduced variety of uses of urban space, 
increasingly oriented towards homogenising 
guidelines. Uses are relatively volatile and often 
rapid in their movement within spaces more 
suitable to their needs (even in the case of 
“heavy” uses, such as the production structures 
that in the space of a decade have withdrawn 
from Spreeraum Ost almost entirely). The maps 
show how small-scale, minimal projects have 
been replaced or encompassed by projects 
capable of centralizing more economic power. 
In turn, subcultures have been appropriated by 
large actors in the field of musical and cultural 
production, as the maps in this section show.

3. The trend of protests, on the other hand, shows 
the strong presence of reclaiming bodies in the 
space of Spreeraum Ost. What are perceived as 
existential threats, that is, the reasons that lead 
to strong protest movements, are under constant 
change. In the current claims it might be possible 
to predict the direction of future developments 
in this area of the city, as demonstrated by 

the first attempts at regulation by the Bezirk 
Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg following the Deutsche 
Wohnen & co. enteignen! initiative (see p.128 - 
129) and by the increasing amount of studies 
produced in support of a greater regulation of 
urban land development (see p. 105 ff.). 

2.2_ 1990 - 2020: Atlas 
of Urban Development
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2.1.1 Maps of densification #1

Existing buildings in 1990
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[Maps showing new 
construction for every 5 
years from 2000 to 2021.
The process of filling 
urban voids is very 
evident, both in the repair 
of urban texture with 
individual buildings and in 
new blocks occupying spaces 
previously used by Berlin 
Wall infrastructure or 
other decommissioned uses.]
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2.2 1990 - 2020: Atlas of Urban Development

2.1.1 Maps of densification #1
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2.1.1 Maps of densification #2, #3, #4, #5

New buildings in 2001 - 2005, 2006 - 2010, 2011 - 2015, 2016 - 2020
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2. Spreeraum Ost
2.2 1990 - 2020: Atlas of Urban Development

2.1.1 Maps of densification #2, #3, #4, #5

New buildings in 2001 - 2005, 2006 - 2010, 2011 - 2015, 2016 - 2020
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2.1.1 Maps of densification #6

New Constructions 2001 - 2020 and construction sites in 2021

2001 - 2005

2006 - 2010

2016 - 2020

2011 - 2015

construction sites 2020
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[In the Spreeraum Ost area 
and particularly in the 
“entertainment district,” 
the highest level of the 
densification process can 
be observed, starting 
with the construction of 
O2World in 2005, reaching 
its peak intensity in the 
2010-2020 period and still 
being completed today, 
as evidenced by active 
construction sites.]
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2.2 1990 - 2020: Atlas of Urban Development

2001 - 2005

2006 - 2010
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2011 - 2015
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2.1.1 Maps of densification #7

Demolitions 2001 - 2020
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[The few demolitions show 
how the densification 
process has acted mainly 
on urban voids and not 
on reprogramming of the 
existing fabric. In the 
ground plan it is also 
possible to recognize 
from the typology of the 
demolished buildings that 
the demolitions mainly 
involved warehouses 
or former industrial 
buildings.]
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2.2 1990 - 2020: Atlas of Urban Development
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2.1.1 Maps of exploitation #1

Industrial culture in the past

[The location of production 
complexes in the area, 
both large industries 
(Osram, AEG, Knorr...) 
and small productions 
(ice production, timber 
markets...), shows how 
the Spreeraum Ost area 
has been one of Berlin’s 
main production centers, 
taking advantage of 
the transportation 
infrastructure of the 
Ostbahnhof, Ostkreuz, 
and Görlitzer Bahnhof 
stations, as well as the 
river transport and port 
facilities of Osthafen.]
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2. Spreeraum Ost
2.2 1990 - 2020: Atlas of Urban Development
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Disruptions. Spreeraum Ost, Berlin 1990 - 2020

2.1.1 Maps of exploitation #2

New uses for the industrial built heritage.

[The conversion of many 
buildings originally 
created for industrial 
uses highlights the 
commodification of the 
distinctive cultural 
and aesthetic heritage 
value associated with 
the original production 
activities. While some 
buildings have been 
demolished, others have 
become the headquarters of 
important players in the 
cultural and music market 
(MTV, Universal Music, 
major clubs such as the 
Berghain, theaters, and 
so on. RAW Gelände stands 
out as the only large 
industrial complex that 
is no longer active, nor 
has it been demolished or 
repurposed, but is still a 
site of informal uses.]
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2. Spreeraum Ost
2.2 1990 - 2020: Atlas of Urban Development
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[The map of temporary uses 
traces the current status 
of Zwischennutzung projects 
that were listed by two 
publications in 2007 and 
2015. Although the short 
duration and subsequent 
project exhaustion 
is pertinent to the 
Zwischennutzung episodes, 
the map shows that in those 
years a remarkably large 
proportion of temporary 
uses were concentrated in 
Spreeraum Ost area and only 
a few exceptional cases are 
still active today.]

2.1.1 Maps of exploitation #3

Survival disappearence and movement of temporary uses from inventories 
done in 2007 and 2015. 
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Disruptions. Spreeraum Ost, Berlin 1990 - 2020

[The map shows the survival 
or disappearance of clubs 
listed as of 2013 by 
Chovin, who photographed 
all their entrances (in 
daytime) for the artist 
publication “A place to 
be”. Although many have 
disappeared, showing a 
transformation similar to 
that of the rest of the 
city, the concentration 
of subcultural activities 
in the area shows an 
additional level of 
significance, for which 
Spreeraum Ost stands out in 
the city of Berlin.]

2.1.1 Maps of exploitation #4

Resistance and disappearance of clubs and underground culture, 2013 - 2020
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Disruptions. Spreeraum Ost, Berlin 1990 - 2020

[The reconstruction of the 
real estate situation in 
the ‘Entertainment Viertel’ 
focus area highlights how 
recently built (or still 
under construction) towers 
are often the subject 
of several ownership 
transitions over short 
periods of time, being 
traded as capital in a 
manner not unlike other 
types of financial assets.  
The incompleteness and 
lack of transparency of the 
data show another major 
problem in Berlin, namely 
the use of the real estate 
market for money laundry 
operations, or otherwise 
opaque transitions.]

2.1.1 Maps of exploitation #5
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Disruptions. Spreeraum Ost, Berlin 1990 - 2020

[Begun as a form of protest 
to the “bourgeois” city - 
see in-depth chapter 1.1 
- squatting experiments 
became partially settled 
in some areas (as in 
Luisenstadt-Kreuzberg), 
while others were harshly 
evicted (as in the 
Rigaer Straße area in 
Friedrichshain). Widespread 
as early as the 1970s in 
this area of the city 
particularly affected by 
the erection of the Wall, 
the IBA-Altbau activity 
succeeded in some cases 
in institutionalizing 
and regularizing these 
experimental experiences 
within the more classical 
dynamics of urban 
organization. Whether in 
the case of the struggles 
of the evicted squats or 
the regularized and still 
active once, these types of 
alternative housing still 
have a significant presence 
in this particular area of 
the city today.]

2.1.1 Maps of protests #1
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Disruptions. Spreeraum Ost, Berlin 1990 - 2020

2.1.1 Maps of protests #2

Protested related to urban restucturing issues, 2001 - 2020
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[The map shows protests 
and demonstrations over 
the past 20 years, 
highlighting the change 
over the years in issues, 
geographic location, and 
modes of protest. While 
the mediaspree protest has 
clearly focused primarily 
in the Spreeraum Ost, 
other issues related 
to urban restructuring 
have been contested in 
surrounding areas. For 
example, rent increases 
caused by gentrification 
were manifested through 
neighborhood aggregation 
around the struggle against 
the eviction of individual 
tenants (see Bizim Kiez), 
or the radical  struggle to 
keep autonomous and self-
managed Freiräume alive 
(see Rigaer Strasse and its 
surroundings).]
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The observation of 
microstories analyses 
the transformations 
and strategies that 
autonomous projects 
had to develop in 
order to survive in 
relatively central areas 
of the city of Berlin.
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2.3_ Microstories. 
Strategies of survival

“The District Assembly of Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg declares that the alternative and non-commercial 
projects located in the district, where people live, work, create and experience culture, are worth 
preserving. Self-managed, alternative housing and cultural projects are an indispensable part of our 
district.”

BVV 24.03.2021 - Protocol, quoted in ‘Alternative Wohn- und Kulturprojekte 
in Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg erhalten!’ – B’90 Die Grünen/DIE LINKE1

“social relations that elude the grasp of value, competitive individualism and market exchange”

Gorz (2004), Économie de la connaissance, exploitation des savoirs : 209

, 
“Many years of attempting to be an anarchist propagandist have convinced me that we win over our 
fellow citizens to anarchist ideas, precisely through drawing upon the common experience of the 
informal, transient, self-organising networks of relationships that in fact make the human community 
possible, rather then through the rejection of existing society as a whole in favour of some future society 
where some different kind of humanity will live in perfect harmony.”

Ward (1973), Anarchy in Action : 8

1 linke-kommunal.de/index.php?id=56239&no_cache=1&tx_news_pi1[news]=80860&tx_
news_pi1[controller]=News&tx_news_pi1[action]=detail 
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[Location of the 3 
microstories]
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In the case of some autonomous projects – not the 
ones discussed here – the strategy developed is that 
of antagonism, where the neoliberal city represents 
the adversary and the only possible type of interac-
tion is through opposition. 
Andrej Holm, in conversation with Luisa Rossini, rec-
ognizes the power of the antagonist strategy in trans-
forming some places into “risk-capital,” thus mak-
ing development investments riskier and therefore 
less profitable to invest in the area. Holm refers to the 
experience of Køpi, a squat occupied in 1990 and 
still present today in the Spreeraum Ost area, that 
engaged in a series of protests to oppose plans to 
change the use of the current owner.1 “If you stand in 
front of the house, you see that the property grounds 
at the left and right of the Køpi are empty and you 
would ask yourself “why?” This is because the Köpi 
is there. Nobody builds a luxury block there. I think 
that Köpi has a strong scaring effect on investors and 
this is a form of de-attracting and de-commodifidying 
an urban place. This is a very interesting strategy to 
oppose gentrification. But this strategy only works 
in special conditions and, of course, in limited urban 
spaces. I’m apt to say that we have to transform the 
whole Berlin in a kind of Køpi, so it is really unattrac-
tive for most people.»2

Antagonist projects do not recognize society as a 
homogeneous space, let alone neoliberalism as an 
economic system to relate to, “because this is incom-
patible with the recognition of radical negativity. The 
two poles of antagonism are linked by a nonrelational 
relation; they do not belong to the same space of rep-
resentation and are essentially heterogeneous with 
each other. It is out of this irreducible heterogeneity 
that they emerge. To make room for radical negativity, 
we need to abandon the immanentist idea of a ho-
mogeneous saturated social space and acknowledge 
the role of heterogeneity. This requires relinquishing 
the idea of a society beyond division and power, with-
out any need for law or the state and where in fact 
politics would have disappeared. (...) we have put 
into question the very possibility of a fully reconciled 
society.”3

In this context, the neoliberal city is solely and exclu-
sively the adversary.
The three strategies proposed here are not antagonis-
tic; conversely, they acknowledge the need to interact 
with the current economic system. Unlike Køpi, they 
do not represent the “hegemonic struggle between 

1  Startezia GmbH which, according to 
the reconstruction of Køpi activists, 
is a sister company to the one that sold 
the lot due to insolvency. koepi137.
net/statement-22-03-2021.html

2  Rossini 2017 : 150

3  Mouffe 2017 : 229 - 230

conflicting hegemonic projects attempting to embody 
the universal and to define the symbolic parameters 
of social life.”4

They do not challenge the existing structure of power 
relations. They insert themselves in the existing he-
gemonic system and, in a cynical and pragmatic 
way, they operate from within, elaborating survival 
strategies. Sometimes this means appropriating the 
methods and tools used by the dominant powers 
for the purposes of their own ideals. At other times 
this generates situations in which the project unwit-
tingly becomes a consenting part of the processes of 
exploitation imposed by the logic of the market. The 
search for a balance between these two operations 
creates continuous reconfiguration processes, lead-
ing projects to accept compromises, move away from 
their origins and often give up some of their founding 
values. The political or reclaiming objectives, which in 
some cases had generated these initiatives, are often 
put on the back burner, as the attempt to survive with 
minority projects in these central and overtly competi-
tive locations is imposed as the only priority objective. 
These events seem to focus increasingly on essential, 
direct action, and the presence of agentive bodies 
in urban places.

The ambiguity that emerges lies in the interdepend-
encies that the strategies developed between the 
projects and their context. If in the 90s these projects 
emerged thanks to the supply of urban voids and the 
particular situation in Berlin, now they are confront-
ed with a highly selective competitiveness on urban 
ground. Thanks to a certain degree of cynicism, the 
projects manage to bring additional values into play: 
distinctiveness, a high rate of resilience, flexibility, lo-
cal roots, the ability to exploit their networks and to 
create broad and unusual alliances.

The success of the stories described here consists 
in the fact that they do not meet the predictions of 
failure and disappearance of this type of project in the 
city and reject the attempt by investors, large own-
ers and the city administration itself to take over their 
results, exploiting them for their own ends. Instead, 
despite most of these actors coming from “outside 
the official, institutionalized domain of urban planning 
and urban politics”5 and their financial weaknesses,6 
they have managed to reconfigure themselves and 
thereby ensure the survival of their spaces, in face of 
the strong neo-liberal imprint of urban development 
in a city very different from that which inspired them 
in the 1990s.

4  Mouffe 2017 : 229 - 230

5  Groth and Corjin 2005 : 506
6  Hauck 2017
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2.3.1 The circuit of the debt [ Holzmarkt ]

“a sociotope for Berlin’s creatives (...) It’s about the balance between creativity and capital“ 

Genossenschaft für urbane Kreativität1

“We need to attract” 

K. Krex in Interview

 ~  18.000m2

-  land originally owned by the state-owned BSR company, used from 2003 to 2010 by bar25, some of 
whose founders are the creators of Holzmarkt 

-  the land was bought in 2012 by the Abendrot pension fund, at the request of the founders of Holz-
markt

- Abendrot offers a 99-year usage concession to the cooperatives Holzmarkt plus eG (operator) and 
Genossenschaft für urbane Kreativität GuK (financier, participates in decisions, each member has 
equal share)

-  The new “creative district” Holzmarkt is inaugurated on May 1st2017

The debt circuit:

•  Cultural and relational capital (mutual-help processes)

•  Necessary diversification of activities, increasingly oriented towards the commercial, trying to attract tour-
ism, start-ups and small businesses

•  Exploitation of the image and symbolism of temporary use and subcultures

1 Der Tagesspiegel 02.06.2014
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The origins

The Holzmarkt initiative originated in a Brache in the 
border area during the division of the city. The area, 
which initially belonged to the BSR (state-owned 
waste disposal company2) is located between the 
elevated railway and S-Bahn tracks, the Spree and 
the busy four-lane thoroughfare of Holzmarktstrasse. 
“This area was lost land, located between the Walls in 
the death zone. All of this was forgotten land.”3 
The operators of Bar25 leased the unused property 
through contracts for temporary use renewed yearly 
by BSR, from 2003 to 2010.

Bar25 is often described as Berlin’s legendary club, a 
temple to techno music. Hidden from the street by a 
high wooden fence, the bar was formed by a simple 
wooden shack, rebuilt several times, and was used 
exclusively in summer. Other buildings were built in 
the area, then dismantled and replaced, or added to 
them. Wikipedia reports “an upscale restaurant was 
operated in the rear bar area. The site also had a 
stage for music, a fireplace, a hostel, a theatre, a sau-
na area with a swimming pool, and private accommo-
dations (...) Playground equipment such as swings or 
a bumper car.”4 Some of the organizers lived on the 
site in temporary housing or trailers.

Over the years, many of world most famous DJs 
played and soon a record label was also created 
(which took the name Katermukke at the next loca-
tion, still existing today and run by DJ Dirty Doering).
The Bar25 team made an international name for 

2  BSR berlin recycling company 
(100% state owned)

3  K. Krex in interview 

4  https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Bar_25 last visited April 2022

themselves, becoming one of the iconic projects of 
techno culture in Berlin and the cultural and social 
capital that some of the Zwischennutzung projects 
developed. The documentary “Bar25 - Days Out of 
Time,”5 released in 2012, restores the surreal and ec-
static atmosphere of the parties that took place here 
for the seven years of use of the area.
“Fantasy, staging and a good deal of surrogate reli-
gion played a major role in Bar 25, as the film amply 
confirms. You can see psychedelic images of par-
tygoers who are given oblates with red 25 painted 
on them like LSD wafers, people recite the prayer 
“Bar 25” in the style of the Lord’s Prayer, and for the 

memorial service after the demolition, fans gather a 
whole sea of lights from grave candles on the floor of 
the «temple».”6

5  Mischer Britta and Yuriko Nana 
(directors), Bar25 - Days Out of 
Time. Berlin 2012 [Film]

6  Boehme Tim Caspar, Legendärer Club 
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“We are coming from a background of temporary use 
of spaces for techno music (...) the basis of all that 
was the dance floor”.7 The space created atmos-
pheres ‘out of time’, or at least certainly ‘out of so-
ciety’s habits,’ stimulating experiences characterized 
by unbridled and often alienated excess, facilitated 
by the rhythms of techno and rock music and drug 
consumption.

In 2012, the contract was no longer renewed, as 
the area was part of the Mediaspree development 
project. However, the community around the team 
– Christoph Klenzendorf, DJ Danny Faber, bouncer 

Steffi Lotta and restaurant chef Juval Dieziger – did 
not melt away: in 2012, they settled, with a tempo-
rary contract limited to three years, in the abandoned 
soap factory on the other side of the Spree,8 spawn-
ing the Katerholzig project, which included the club 
and a theatre, restaurant,  as well as organization of 
exhibitions and film screenings.
The club disentangled itself into the various rooms of 
the abandoned and decorated factory, the outdoor 
section included a dance floor in a wooden, cabin-like 
structure, plus a variety of places to sit by the water. 
The interior section of the club included a medium-
sized dance floor with large windows overlooking the 
courtyard. The building also had many smaller rooms, 
some of which were occasionally open for parties. 
On the top floor of the club was the upscale Kater-
schmaus restaurant. The operating company Kater-
Holzig GmbH soon ran into financial difficulties and 
eventually filed for insolvency. Critical voices began to 

Bar 25. Abschied mit Lebkuchenherz. 
In: Der Spiegel, 01.05.2012

7  K. Krex in Interview

8  Where until 1993 there had 
been the club Planet

question the management of this project, particularly 
the business aspect, “but not because we are wit-
nessing the spectacular failure of bold idealists, no, a 
new culture of grassroots capitalists is dawning here. 
Insolvency is the continuation of business by other 
means. With such a bankruptcy, one can save a lot 
of money. In the specific case, it was the cost of run-
ning the party mile at Köpenicker Strasse 50. Quite 
“unexpectedly” came the “final bill” from the landlord, 
explain the former Kater Holzig bosses. How should a 
“Kater” [the word has in german has a double mean-
ings of cat (symble of the club) and hangover] also 
know that the operation of such a club with restau-

rant swallows so many bucks.”9 Katerholzig closed in 
the 2014.

The Holzmarkt project was born from the experience 
of Club25, whose spaces it occupies. When BSR put 
the land up for sale in 2012, the Holzmarkt25 co-
operative proposed a lease agreement to the Land 
of Berlin, emphasising that the project was aimed at 
urban development free from the pressures of the 
real estate industry and urban planning from ‘above’, 
carried out together with the “community”10 to create 
added value for the city and maintain free access to 
the banks of the Spree. The lack of support from the 
city administration, which maintained its bias in favor 
of whoever made the highest bid, prompted the co-
operative to look for a financial partner, and then to 
build a complex operational network in which Aben-
drot Stiftung11 provided the initial capital needed to 

9  Schönball Ralf, Insolvenz von 
Kater Holzig. “Telefon, Gas, Elektrik, 
unbezahlt, und das geht auch”. In: 
der Tagesspiegel 04.11.2014

10  holzmarkt.com/ueber-den-holzmarkt Statute 

11  Abendrot Stiftung, pension fund.

[To celebrate the 2010 FIFA 
World Cup adidas Originals has 
partnered up with Bar 25 to create 
Johannesburg 24, an event space 
for watching the World Cup and for 
hanging out]



206

Disruptions. Spreeraum Ost, Berlin 1990 - 2020

acquire the land. Although the idea of maintaining 
an accessible place for artists and citizens in the city 
center and the attempt to stabilize itself as a cultural 
institution and reference in Berlin are still the main 
objectives of the project, the need to create stabil-
ity and possibly economic viability has led to a series 
of practical consequences, which make the project 
controversial and expose it to easy criticism. The 
aesthetics of the spaces are clearly inspired by tem-
porary projects and their use of cheap and easy-to-
use materials (such as wooden pallets) and marked 
by the colors of spray cans. The events organized 
continue to build a rich cultural and musical program, 
known in international circuits as well as in those of 
Berlin. However, the need for an increasing involve-
ment and investment of time and energy (as well as 
capital), and the difficulties in structuring decisions in 
a democratic way among many actors have led over 
the years to the disappearance of that “community” 
involved or that was hoped to be involved, repre-
sented in particular by the association and the gar-
den Mörchenpark eV. In addition, the diversification of 
the offer aimed at increasing the income necessary to 
maintain expenses and repay the debt incurred with 
the foundation Abendrot, has been oriented towards 
gastronomy and the subletting of space for studios, 
offices or hotels, creating a marked change in users 
and making Holzmarkt a popular tourist destination.

“It’s about the balance between creative and capi-
tal”: in conversation with an “agent of change”12 
– Konstantin Krex

All quotes in this chapter are from the interview: Krex, K. 
(Press & Public Relations at Holzmarkt) in conversation 
with Manfredi L. and Kvitkova N., 16 July 2020, Holz-
markt, Berlin  – see excerpt in appendix 

“(...) they had an old camper van, invited some friends 
over and started throwing parties. That’s how Bar25 
started. Then they kept building wooden huts and all 
that. Eventually it became one of the destinations for 

12  Marcuse Herbert, One-Dimensional 
Man. Studies in the ideologie of Advanced 
Industrial Society. Beacon Press, Boston 1964

clubbing in Europe, maybe even in the world. (...) All 
of this evolved in a group of 7 or 8 people who were 
the core of it, plus many people who were attached. 
Five of them are still part of our project. Eventually, the 
group split up, but the majority of the core team is still 
running Holzmarkt.” 
This group, which had spontaneously and in an im-
provised manner created and managed two of the 
most successful clubs on the Berlin scene, contin-
ued to take an interest in the disused area along the 
Spree, even after it was included in the Mediaspree 
development project. When the site was put up for 
sale, their agreement with Abendrot Stiftung found a 
solution that helped the Club25 team break free from 
their continued dependence on temporary contracts, 
while at the same time expanding the project into 
something larger: “once the idea came up to buy the 
land here, you want to deliver an alternative approach 
of how to develop not like Mediaspree, but better: 
aligned with the idea of keeping the river banks open 
for the public, like they voted. We wanted and needed 
to start with a whole different approach and the idea 
was to build a new city within the city and to make it 
open to the public as far as possible and we always 
knew the club was part of our identity, so we would 
build another one. Now it is part of the identity but not 
the identity, just one aspect.”

The Abendrot Stiftung that provided the investment 
capital proved to be an instrumental partner. Once 
contacted, they believed in the idea and in the abil-
ity of the team, proven by the success of Club25, 
“legendary club” and Katerholzig. They quickly made 
the capital available to apply to purchase the area by 
sponsoring the project proposed by the Holzmarkt 
initiative. “We were looking for partners to help us buy 
the land and we found the pension fund Abendrot. 
They are simply the good capitalist, a private pension 
fund which operates under sustainable criteria. They 
are seeking very long term investments that create a 
social benefit for the community.” 
Mediaspree and the “huge protest movement” Sink 
Mediaspree! further increased the symbolic value of 
the project, inspiring the intentions of the initiators and 
the involvement and support of public opinion and 
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some politicians. This led to an extension of the net-
work and relational capital at the heart of the initiative: 
“we were part of this movement and so were a lot of 
alternative art projects and clubs and Zwischennut-
zungs culture that emerged on the banks of the river,” 
including members of the political class and decision 
makers. “In all that time, of course, there were con-
nections to parts of the Berlin politics that emerged, 
even friendships by that time, strong connections.”
The professionalization within the community oc-
curred thanks to this external support, who were able 
to provide particular knowledge, reacting from time 
to time to the emerging difficulties – “The rest was 
learning by doing. (...) there was some professional 
knowledge but never in terms of buying consultants, 
but on levels of friendship, community (...) everybody 
knows each other, we are like a big family.”

Once the land was purchased, the initiative created a 
structure to handle all the necessary tasks: “Behind 
the project, there are two cooperatives. One is the 
Holzmarkt cooperative, the other is the GuK coop-
erative. They are the ones who gave us the money 
in the first place, to secure the bank funding in order 
to build. Everyone was able to participate and put 
money into the project, so that was one way of par-
ticipating. The key idea was that no matter how much 
money you put into the cooperation, by way of buying 
shares, you could still only get one vote. The smallest 
amount you could invest is 25,000 euro. If someone is 
coming and says they will buy 10 shares for 250,000 
they still only have one vote. That is the basic idea to 
make sure that money cannot influence this thing too 
much. Another aspect was the so-called Mörchen-
park. It was a Verein, a society, who would take care 
of the public spaces and how they would be turned 
into a public park. The society Mörchenpark owns 
25% of the cooperative.” The Mörchenpark have be-
come increasingly distant from the project and their 
involvement is less and less active.

The project management requires the generation of 
income, which considerably exceeds this needed 
when Club25 was a simple wooden shack in an 
abandoned clearing. This is due to the interest rates 
stipulated by the contract with Abendrot Stiftung as 
well as the sheer amount of staff actively involved in 
the work to develop and maintain the project.  “(...) it 
is 1 million a year, leasehold only, and money we need 
for interest rates. 1 million we need to generate every 
year and by then we haven’t even done anything. 
Right now we are 140 people in employment, so this 
is another 350,000 you need to make every month 
to pay the people. (...)  we are trying to generate with 
cultural events, such as concerts (...) we need to gen-
erate over gastronomy. And that makes you depend 

on tourism. Eventually the idea is to build more space 
to get that number down (...) but it’s not the idea to 
turn this into a big profit.”

The ideal remains to keep the area as accessible as 
possible and, in particular, to protect the riverfront 
from exclusive investment, responding to the requests 
expressed by Sink Mediaspree! “It’s a problem of 
turning this place into a public riverbank. We said no, 
we don’t want to build fences and close it down after 
10pm. It stays open and you can come here in the 
middle of the night, buy a beer at the gas station and 
sit on the edge of the river and sing a song (...) It’s dif-
ficult, but if we want to keep those open and creative 
spaces in the city, we have to find a way of dealing 
with, balancing the interests.” The aesthetics of the 
buildings also respond to this demand for ‘attractive-
ness’ and harks directly back to the origins that have 
made the project famous “Of course the idea was to 
stick with the DIY style of the temporary use spaces 
that we had before. This is what turned out. It’s a bit 
modern kitsch. (...) It fits into this marketable image of 
how it all began, it positions it well for tourists.”

In short, professionalisation and establishment  the 
acquisition of ownership led to the acceptance of a 
series of compromises, seen as necessary by the ini-
tiative, in order to be able to defend this central area 
of the city from speculative intentions and to do so 
without the help of a political decision that would have 
facilitated their projects (not because of an a priori 
choice, but because of the lack of support from the 
political). “That was always the idea, to move on from 
this temporary thinking into an economically lasting 
future. Which is tough, since it always requires you 
to make rational decisions and then it’s very easy to 
criticize and say that we are the bad capitalists. They 
created the necessity, the pressure to make it eco-
nomically viable by only selling the land to the highest 
bidder. But we are trying to find the balance.”
“The key question is, what is the common good? For 
us, we would say, we are not like a democracy, it’s a 
private cooperation, a private initiative, but we always 
set ourselves the goal of creating a benefit for the city. 
Yes, private city development, but in a different way 
than it is usually done. I think we created an example 
and each and everyone who comes here see the dif-
ference”.
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A “reasonable return” and shared values: in con-
versation with the Abendrot pension fund, buyer of 
the area entrusted to Holzmarkt

All quotes in this chapter are from the interview: Stauffer 
H.U., Rotabend Stiftung (founding partner) in conversa-
tion with Manfredi L., 21 Februar 2022, online – see ex-
cerpt in appendix 

The Abendrot Stiftung is a Swiss pension fund that 
shares the same ideals of the Holzmarkt group and 
pursues them by channeling the assets they manage 
toward investments that allow a “reasonable return” 
but create profit in an environmentally and socially sus-
tainable way: “We want to invest the money in such a 
way that it does not destroy quality of life, but, if pos-
sible, makes it better. (...) We invest in real estate, in 
shares, in so-called bonds, i.e. fixed-interest bonds, 
which are the main areas where pension funds invest 
their money. We have always had a strong emphasis 
on properties where we also wanted to build ecologi-
cally in some way, build densely, i.e. not single-family 
houses, but socially compatible construction.” 
This approach is very similar to that of the Basel-
based Edith Maryon Foundation, which invests in the 
Berlin real estate market, for example the ExRotaprint 
project.

Contacted by the Holzmark group, Abendrot was 
convinced to invest in the area for two reasons. First, 
they learned through experience that the best way to 
put their investments to good use is to lean on existing 
initiatives, and Holzmarkt had behind it the successful 
experience of Katerholzig and the “legendary” Bar25: 
“this group Holzmarkt, which has already been doing 
this whole party scene for years, they have power and 
they have fantasies and they can do it. They’re not 
amateurs, they have shown good performance over 
the years.”
“And the second reason was the consideration that 
this area is immense: it is 18600 m². A huge area!” 
The availability of such a prominent area in the center 
of Berlin is particularly attractive to investors in real 
estate, particularly since the Swiss real estate market 
is saturated as “land is extremely scarce and expen-
sive”.
The downsides of investing in Germany are the loss 
incurred in currency exchange (“we have a curren-
cy risk. The euro is worth massively less against the 
Swiss franc. That means we also have losses in the 
book in that sense,”) and the difficult political situa-
tion in Berlin, which makes the building process par-
ticularly complex (such as, among others, the vicis-
situdes of the rent cap).

Mutual understanding with Holzmarkt also continues 

with regard to the choice of uses developed in the 
area: “We then said: if they could operate it, what do 
they want to do there? And they said three things: 
First, a kind of «club with a village», so a lively thing. 
Then afterwards a hotel and on the other side of the 
tracks a kind of «incubator», they called it. A place 
where people can live, work and be creative. That’s 
how we made this three-part division. We can imag-
ine that.” 
To move the project forward, the foundation then 
submitted a proposal to purchase the area (which 
was publicly owned) and transferred the right to build 
to the Holzmarkt cooperative in the form of a lease-
hold. The partnership is sealed through contracts that 
define in detail the requirements that the cooperative 
must comply with in order to receive the use of the 
land owned by the foundation, so as to ensure that it 
also keeps operating along the same ethical lines in 
the future. 
At the same time, the signed partnership also reg-
ulates the return of the funds invested by Abendrot 
around 4-5 % per year, keeping the cost of land much 
more affordable in comparison to the impressive in-
crease in land value in the surrounding areas and the 
rest of the city. “The land we bought, we could sell 
today at five times the price after ten years. That is 
sick! (...) As a foundation, we cannot and will not allow 
ourselves to do that.”
Despite the typically German bureaucratic delays al-
ready mentioned, the investment thus far has been 
profitable, as well as very low-risk thanks to Berlin 
being a booming real estate market and the founda-
tion’s treasury well-stocked.
For Holzmarkt, the partnership is also decidedly ad-
vantageous: the interests that must be repaid from 
year to year have been evaluated and fixed in the pre-
liminary contracts. In addition, should Abendrot de-
cide to sell the area, Holzmarkt, as a partner, has the 
right to purchase it as the first buyer. 

While for Holzmarkt the project has opened up a 
“new territory”, quite different from the operation of 
a bar/club as Bar25, the collaboration seems to be 
proceeding in the best way for now. Holzmarkt has 
never missed its commitments, and Abendrot looks 
with flexibility and openness at the choices made 
by Holzmarkt on the plot. “It is a delicate interface 
between us, as the foundation, and the partner. The 
partner itself must consider what it has to do in order 
to survive. There are some red lines that we would not 
accept, but they are not an issue at all. So we accept 
that as it went. Some things have come out differ-
ently than they were intended to in the first phase of 
the project, but those are all developments that don’t 
bother us at all.”
The pension fund’s position remains very positive to-
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ward Holzmarkt and what is gradually being accom-
plished in the area through its investment. “Whether 
it’s ‘alternative’ – I don’t know, but I think we started 
out as a pension fund to preserve or promote quality 
of life. A building block along the Spree would cer-
tainly not be quality of life. So, I think: yes, it makes 
sense to support such projects. If it can be financed, 
if it is sustainable, then it makes sense. I say that 
quite openly. For me, it’s always been about doing 
something better in the world and having something 
pleasurable in life. We have largely failed in that, but at 
least we have the money today and then we can try 
to achieve this quality.” 

An ambiguous strategy: the binding ownership

For the actors involved in Holzmarkt, we can recog-
nize how strategies of networking and mutual aid al-
lowed the creation of the base capital and the skills 
necessary to be competitive according to the logic of 
the market. The initial desire in trying to purchase the 
area was to carve out an autonomous space within 
the contemporary city, to continue their activities – 
but also to safeguard it from a development oriented 
solely towards profit. “M. H. (...) was trained in busi-
ness, he used to work in huge companies, but he got 
out of this because he didn’t want to work in such a 
capitalist environment anymore. He made friends with 
the original team from Bar25 and together they cre-
ated all of this.”13 
The ability to specialize and activate different profes-
sionals, as well as the initiative shown in knowing how 
to organize quickly as soon as the opportunity to sell 
the site was discovered, were the winning cards of 
the project. 

Thanks to the purchase of the area, the Holzmarkt 
initiative has guaranteed itself the exclusive use of the 
land and the possibility to start and manage its own 
projects on the area, as well as to realize some of the 
requests of Mediaspree versenken!, such as main-
taining free access to the Spree. 
Nonetheless, the Holzmarkt project reveals itself in 
all its ambiguity to anyone who visits it. The financial 
support of the Abendrot Stiftung, although obtained 
thanks to the sharing of social values such as inclu-
sion and solidarity, is not guaranteed in the event that 
Holzmarkt is unable to repay its debt. The need to 
create capital through the exploitation of land use 
requires a necessary reconfiguration of the supply 
of uses in order to activate a system of  profitable 

13  Interview: Krex, K. (Press & Public 
Relations at Holzmarkt) in conversation 
with Manfredi L. and Kvitkova N., 
16 July 2020, Holzmarkt, Berlin

businesses and, with the income derived, meet the 
conditions of its leasehold. Between balancing value 
creation, maintaining public access to the river banks 
while also trying to create a profitable system of busi-
ness makes Holzmarkt a controversial project. 

Positioning itself as “the good capitalists” erases the 
spontaneous value and unconditional freedom that 
made Bar25 so successful, although the initiative 
continues to refer to its origins through the choice of 
a particular aesthetic, both in the architecture and in 
the design of details. In addition, information panels 
pay homage to the origins of the initiative and the his-
tory of Bar25. 

The long-term stabilization of the initiative through 
the purchase of the property is revealed in the neces-
sary dose of pragmatism and cynicism: entering the 
society as a landowner requires professionalism, a 
very high commitment and great organizational and 
managerial skills. The loss of the western part of the 
area14 in the first few years already demonstrated the 
risks for Holzmarkt if it was unable to rise to the occa-
sion. The decision to build a hotel on the site, whose 
construction has already led to the elimination of the 
gardens, the space for bonfires and other common 
areas, illustrates the compromises necessary in order 
not to lose the use of the area.

14  See more about this in the related 
interviews’ excerpts in Appendix
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All pictures are © Lorenza Manfredi, done in the years 
2020 - 2022
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“it really is a school of democracy”

“I’ve been here 20 years, seeing what capitalism has done to the whole city...we have the opportunity to 
use these spaces and locate new things“ 

K. Schütt in interview

 ~ 85.000m2

- It is the last remaining undeveloped large-scale industrial site within the Ring
- Originally a rail vehicle maintenance site, decommissioned in 1995 
- Since 1999: temporary uses through contracts provided by the Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg district. A 

rich variety of social, cultural and sporting uses develop and numerous nightclubs settle in
- Initially, development plans were made with Vivico (a real estate subsidiary of Deutsche Bahn) to 

regulate the use of the site, but in 2007 the land was sold to RED, a German-Icelandic investment 
company. Struggles and misunderstandings ensued, even among the investors themselves

- In 2015, the Kurth-Immobilien Group of Göttingen bought the western part of the area (52,000m2) 
and International Campus AG the eastern part. Dialogue process with public planning workshops

- Agreement with GSE Gesellschaft für StadtEntwicklung non-profit GmbH,1 which will act as admin-
istrative intermediary and guarantor between the Kurth group and the users of the buildings of the 
sozio-kulturelles L (17.000m2), at the cost of an increase in the volume of the other buildings, now in 
planning and soon to be built

The district:

• Rootedness in the neighbourhood

• Buildings protected by heritage designation

• Professionalization and accumulation of experience

• Negotiation and cooperation between users and owners

• Cooperation with institutions, which take an active role as mediators, but also as partners in managing the 
project (GSE)

1  The GSE is mandated by the Berlin State Senate to take over, administer, 
manage and lease nonprofit properties in order to be able to provide long-
term residential and commercial space to groups in need.

2.3.2 The district [ RAW Gelände ]
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The origins

The area is called RAW Gelände from Reichsbahn-
Ausbesserungswerks (repair work on the Reich 
Railway).  For over 100 years, it served as the main-
tenance site of rail vehicles. It is the last remaining 
large-scale industrial site not yet developed within the 
perimeter of the Berlin suburban railway system (the 
S-Bahn). After German reunification, the increase in 
repair facilities led to the gradual decommissioning of 
RAW in the years leading up to 1995. Several of the 
buildings along Revaler Straße are under ensemble 
heritage protection and one Winkel type former bun-
ker (now used as bouldering facilities) is a designated 
monument. 
During the 90s, the Berlin autonomous and squat-
ting scene actively attempted to occupy the property 
on several occasions, but were promptly cleared by 
dBm and Allianz who managed the vacant site. Dur-
ing this period, it was used for filming, police training 
and blasting exercises. Starting in 1999, it was under 
temporary use by an array of cultural actors organ-
ised under the association RAW-tempel e.V. Berlin. 
With permission from the district, they transformed 
many of the largely-abandoned spaces to accommo-
date cultural and sports facilities, concert halls, stu-
dios and galleries, clubs, alternative cultural venues 
and gastronomy, as well as an open air cinema, flea 
markets and gardens. It’s important to note that many 
associations and actors chose to remain independ-
ent from the organisation, and were grassroots self-
governed in their own areas. 
In 2001, the railway subsidiary Vivico Real Estate 
GmbH took over administration of the site from 
Deutsche Bahn who were selling off their disused as-
sets. After the initial reassurance of a 10-year contract 
from Vivico for several buildings, that made RAW-
tempel e. V. general tenants of the area, a series of 
different property assets questioned the right of the 
users to keep on using the space.2

Juggling between moments of relative security that 
led to plans being drawn up for future use and then 
presented to the Bezirk, with moments of complete 
insecurity, such as not even being notified of the sell-
ing of the plot, the association and the various users 
were not able to establish themselves as key players 
within the area.
In 2015, the current owner RED sold the property. 
The Kurth Group (Göttingen), a family company, ac-
quired 52,000 square meters of the RAW, becom-

2  The information outlining the course of 
events was recounted according to one of the 
initial actors on the site, Kristine Schütte 
alias Mikado on the 16.09.2020, RAW Gelände. 
Translation from german by the authors.

ing the main owner. The same year, RAW-tempel eV 
filed for bankruptcy, after which individual users had 
to resolve their rental contracts with the respective 
owners. In 2018, facing mounting pressure from the 
proposed redevelopment of the site, the associations 
and businesses organized themselves to found the 
RAW Kultur L e.G. However, it remained that, “there 
was always a great resistance in this association 
against everything that was called business. Because 
for everyone, the economy was always capitalism. 
But, that economy can also mean that you maintain 
independence.”3

After the Kurth Group proposed a partial redevelop-
ment of the site in order to ensure its economic vi-
ability, the authorities of the Fried richshain-Kreuzberg 
district initiated the RAW Dialogue Process. They 
commissioned the Urban Catalyst Studio to find an 
urban-planning consensus between the individual 
interest groups––users, neighbourhood representa-
tives, politicians and policy makers, owners, resi-
dents, and the general public––and  to implement a 

3  Interview: Schütte K. alias Mikado 
(artist and activist at the RAW Gelände) 
in conversation with Manfredi L., 
16.09.2020, RAW Gelände, Berlin
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set of urban-development plans and rules.
The RAW Kultur L e.G. has now involved the Gesells-
chaft für StadtEntwicklung non-profit GmbH (GSE), 
following the example of the Bethanien Südflügel, a 
self-administered, self-renovated sociocultural site 
also under monument protection in the Kreuzberg 
district. The GSE ensures the provision and safe-
guarding of workplaces and studios for visual artists. 
They will be the general tenant of the RAW site, under 
contract from the Kurth Group, and individual pro-
jects will then be tenants of the GSE. This will provide 
better communication and greater transparency for 
both the owners and users of the site. Their experi-
ence will allow them to also manage the renovation 
of the monument sites and gain access to financial 
capital to fund it.
At the cost of an increase in building volume in the 
remaining area the soziokulturelle L, an L-shaped set 
of buildings occupying 17,000sqm under conserva-
tion protection and hosting the majority of the cultural 
and social non-profit activities, is thus maintained. 
While this has come under criticism from people in 
the district, the association sees it as a means for 
survival, “if it comes with a sustainable rent for socio-
cultural uses, then we believe it is the last chance...
we’re still lucky because this owner is someone who 
actually thinks a little more sustainably, he doesn’t 
speculate, he really wants to develop something, it’s 
a family tradition, a family business.”4

While it is evident that the users were not able to 
compete with the large investors on the one hand, it 
must be acknowledged that the permanence of the 
buildings of the kulturelles-L, fully aimed at uses for 

4  Ibid.

the common good (which the GSE will monitor and 
supervise) is a success for the users. Their strategy 
saved a part of the area in a favourable location in the 
city, one particularly attractive for large investments, 
as can be seen in the large construction projects 
in the space surrounding it, including the Mercedes 
Benz Arena, Zalando office buildings and the forth-
coming ‘Amazon tower’. 

“A great resistance against everything that was 
called business”: in conversation with an “agent 
of change”5 – Kristine Schütte (alias Mikado)

All quotes in this chapter are from the interview: Schütte 
K. alias Mikado (artist and activist at the RAW Gelände) 
in conversation with Manfredi L., 16.09.2020, RAW 
Gelände, Berlin – see excerpt in appendix

Mikado traces the events of the area starting from the 
first temporary use project that she, together with a 
friend and colleague, an expert in this type of project, 
proposed to the district. The first-hand style in which 
Mikado narrates the events she has experienced is 
spontaneous and chaotic – a sort of stream of con-
sciousness – and in each sentence, linked to the fol-
lowing ones almost without the use of punctuation, 
emerges the passion and involvement for the destiny 
of this area, in which she has spent and dedicated the 
last thirty years. 

Mikado lists the various battles and difficulties in 
which she has been a protagonist or participant. 
The Zwischennutzung use of the area had been pre-

5  Marcuse 1964
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pared, thanks to the cultural capital and experience 
of Karola Ludwig, founder of the RAW Tempel eV. As-
sociation, who “had already collected about twenty 
projects and could imagine developing something 
here.” Temporary use was, therefore, the chosen tac-
tic for starting to inhabit the area, which had been 
abandoned for a few years, despite the fact that this 
legal arrangement was criticised by the most radical 
people who - as in other parts of the Friedrichshain 
district (Rigaerstrasse, see pg. 44) – would have pre-
ferred to occupy the area, but whose attempts were 
rejected by the Deutsche Bahn security service.
“Always temporary, always only in short sections. But 
she [Karola Ludwig] had a lot of experience in deal-
ing with the conditions with the authorities, and how 
to mediate and negotiate something like that.” Per-
sonal contacts with politicians in the district and the 
local network that slowly began to develop around 
the project led to the success of their proposal: “she 
won him over to the idea. And then it was discussed 
in the district with all the parties, and then there was, 
so to speak, support from the politicians for the idea.” 
This kind of support was also fundamental in coping 
with the various controversies that developed over 
the years (“We had a friendly architect who worked 
for us cheaply, who also supported us”).
Despite the lack of running water and electricity, the 
first tenants began to inhabit the area in July 1999, 
with the condition of safeguarding it. Temporary pro-
jects, such as a club and a garden took place dur-
ing these years. The RAW Tempel association was 
obliged to professionalise in order to overcome the 
various challenges it encountered over the years. In 
the areas of organisation and planning, “that was 
such a big step, for a non-profit association, to make 
such a planning project. But we have also done that. 
We surveyed the spaces, we surveyed the leases, we 
put together a business plan, we put together a uti-
lization plan, there’s all of that still in place as well” In 
the search for technical and constructive solutions, 
“we tried to make the minimum fire protection. That’s 
why this building has this scaffolding, for example. As 
an escape route, a wall has been built in.”

The various efforts to manage the area, to obtain 
funding, to dialogue with the district and the agency 
that organized the area, as well as with the various 
projects that in the meantime began to use the vari-
ous disused buildings, were rewarded by the right to 
use this large space: “And here was just our open 
space, we could use it as we wanted.”
This for Mikado meant: “we always wanted that it re-
mains a car-free area (...) we also had volunteers here 
(...) we had an area “work and employment” and tried 
to do social work about it (...) there was an eco group 
(...) there were works of art (...) The circus was here”.

In the meantime, according to Mikado, the effects of 
the construction of the Mediaspree plans on the other 
side of the river were beginning to have repercussions 
on the new development projects, pushing the district 
to more sustainable strategic choices. For this reason 
an urban planning competition was launched, where 
proposals tried to develop an area for the district and 
create a greater socio-cultural offer for the inhabitants 
of an area already under pressure. “He [the architect 
Chistiaanse, who participated in an open competition 
for the development of the site] said that such a site 
with a monument ensemble on it should be devel-
oped in a small-scale and sustainable way, together 
with the citizens,out of the needs of the district. And 
that was so revolutionary because there was no such 
thing. Most project planning for a site of this size was 
always done in such a way that one plans and then 
builds. And that was also where the idea was taken 
up, because they said, we need a participatory urban 
development here, the district must determine what 
should happen on this site.” What that meant is that 
it should “actually serve the common good. And that 
was also the attitude of the district at that time in large 
part, only that the district and also the city had no 
money to vote for that. (...) They didn’t find an investor 
for that, logically not. It doesn’t lead to the appropriate 
return on investment within ten years that you would 
hope for.”  It was in those years that, according to Mi-
kado, a great opportunity was missed to go against 
the current and – instead of privatizing – return the 
area to the city and the neighbourhood. “This point 
in time was between 2005 and 2007, and we missed 
it. It was missed by us and also by the district and 
the city to reclaim it, to transfer it back to common 
property.” In fact, the area, managed by VIVICO for 
Deutsche Bahn, was instead sold to a private compa-
ny, R.E.D. Berlin development GmbH. This company 
acted according to unclear strategies, which Mikado 
describes as follows: “first of all, they tried to rent 
out the other parts of the site and these were mainly 
these club rentals.  They also partially gave premises 
to projects from our ranks, which wanted to expand 
or become independent, they let the people renovate 
and then just kicked them out again, because they 
then maybe suddenly increased the rent and it was 
no longer payable or sustainable ... so that meant a 
few things went very badly.”

The resistance to the development of the area by 
the owner manifested in collaborations between the 
various users, but also in physical manifestations: “In 
2008, R.E.D. removed these fences and took eve-
rything away. Everything that we had put on. I was 
there. I stood in front of it. I was going to call the po-
lice. They said they won’t come to the RAW grounds. 
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Then I stood in front of the excavator.”

The new owners of the area, and in particular the 
Kurth group, are appreciated by Mikado, especially 
in comparison with the recent R.E.D. group, which 
was not even reachable for the area users. In con-
trast, Kurth “actually thinks a little bit more sustain-
ably, he is not speculating, he really wants to develop 
something, it is a family tradition, a family business 
(...) He knew the area. He was a clubber here himself. 
(...) And he said from the beginning that he wants to 
preserve the DNA of the area. And the socioculture 
has to stay. We started negotiating on this basis.” The 
dialogue process with the new owners, however, cre-
ates further reason for conflict among users, already 
divided after the dissolution of the association RAW 
Temper due to bankruptcy.
The idea of collaborating with the owners is opposed 
by the most radical users, who had already resisted 
when the idea to become owners of the area by pur-
chasing it with a loan to the association was raised in 
some meetings. These users do not want to enter the 
neoliberal logic and, thanks to the rental contracts, 
they try to exploit the area without having to deal with 
the rules of the market, at least as long as rental pric-
es remain low. 
“There was always a great resistance in this asso-
ciation against everything that was called economy. 
Because for everyone, economy always meant capi-
talism. But that economy can also mean that one 
preserves an independence, that has only now, very 
much later, slowly sunk in.”

The solution elaborated thanks to the mediation of 
the Senate seems, according to Mikado, a good al-
ternative, if compared with the chaotic history of the 
area, and the great speculative interventions that are 
in place in the surrounding areas: “as it has been 
speculated with this site, we are of this opinion, (...) 
if this monument ensemble as a whole (...) becomes 
permanently for socio-cultural uses to a compatible 
rent, then we believe it is the last chance to imple-
ment this”.
“I don’t think it’s possible to expropriate it, I don’t 
think it’s possible to put the owner under pressure 
like that.... I just don’t believe that anymore. I’ve been 
here too long, I’ve seen too much, I’ve experienced 
too much...the increase in value that the former own-
er achieved here through their speculation was enor-
mous.” The contract with the GSE seems to put eve-
ryone in agreement, offering a reliable and institutional 
partner as a reference for the owner, which at the 
same time allows an autonomous and self-managed 
organization of the spaces by current users. “Then 
we made the suggestion, should we turn to the GSE? 
Oooooh! Suddenly everyone was on fire! The politi-

cians thought it was great, the owner thought it was 
great, because the GSE is a large city-wide company 
that has the task of managing and maintaining cul-
tural spaces, studio spaces, all these things for the 
common good. Then we started talking.”

“A family business”: in conversation with Lau-
ritz Kurth, chief executive of the Kurth Group, 
owner of the biggest part of the RAW Gelände

All quotes in this chapter are from the interview: Lauritz 
Kurth (managing director Kurth mbH, managing director 
Revaler Straße Property Drei GmbH) in conversation with 
Manfredi L., 31.05.2021, online – see excerpt in appen-
dix

Lauritz Kurth, together with his brother, is the third 
generation to lead the family business Kurth Immobil-
ien Group. The group constructs and manages build-
ings throughout Germany, mainly in Göttingen where 
the company is located and in Berlin.
Having purchased 52000m² of RAW Gelände, the 
group became the main owner of the area in 2015. 
Currently not even a third of the purchased part is 
in use, and – along with a broader vision on Berlin’s 
development interventions – Kurth sees the potential 
energy that can be activated in densifying the area 
and increasing its usability: “in Berlin (...) we are revi-
talizing brownfields”.

The group has been involved in, and partially initiated 
or funded, a number of participatory planning pro-
cesses, namely in 2016 “Planungs- und Dialogver-
fahren”, in 2018 “RAW 2040. Labor für Räume” and 
in 2020 “Stadt essen Kultur auf”. The outcome of 
these workshops was problematic, due to the fact 
that “some of the people did not see they were fully 
represented so basically the outcome was that some 
of the participants considered it an uneven process, 
because it was initiated and funded by us.” Neverthe-
less citizen involvement in the first planning phases 
was quite extensive, and the Kurth group seems to 
seriously consider the need to confront the users’ 
positions, but the imbalance of the participants’ po-

Visitenkarte

Briefkopf

Eine Möglichkeit für Websites etc. 
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sitions (namely those of the administration through 
some representatives of the Bezirk, the major own-
ers of the area, the users and managers of some of 
the activities active in the area, the Clubcommission, 
and the residents of the neighborhood) is felt and 
prevents integrated, constructive and collaborative 
work among the various parties. The responsibility of 
having to make the final decisions is felt by Mr. Kurth 
himself, who mentions the difficulty in being the de-
cision-maker above diverse and very extreme posi-
tions: “you can’t have 10 skyscrapers, you can’t have 
no skyscrapers (...) It is not either all fun or all money 
and we need to find a way to understand and to ex-
plain this in those processes.” Despite the difficulties 
discussing the project in person with current and fu-
ture users, participation is still seen as an essential 
step for Mr. Kurth as he seeks to develop and densify 
an area as large as RAW Gelände, and intends to 
lead and accompany the project as being the com-
pany’s manager. “[In] Berlin right now (...) you would 
never get the building approval [without participatory 
processes], we saw other projects, we saw a lot of 
developers as well, that have entered with a dominant 
approach to push something through and they did 
not succeed to do so for a long time.”  

The resulting solution between the parties was to 
maintain existing activities in some of the buildings 
on the lot (the socio-cultural-L). This received the par-
ticipation and support of various actors, including the 
fundamental mediation of the GSE, an official com-
pany of the Berlin State that supports the interests 

of culturally driven users in several locations through 
the city: “They [the people from the socio-cultural-L] 
have voted a kind of committee between the houses 
and the people that are constantly in contact with the 
GSE and us. We are currently negotiating the con-
tracts between the GSE, us and the Bezirksamt – 
there are quite a lot of politics involved there as well, 
and that is also going quite constructively. And then 
the users of the area have to do their contracts with 
GSE later, but the majority has contracts with us any-
how, which will then be handed over to the GSE.” 
The first permits from district institutions have already 
arrived, and in the next steps the master plan will be 
defined, then the various buildings which are planned 
will be constructed. In the meantime, uses in the area 
are maintained, or some relocations or modifications 
to the current facilities are being proposed and nego-
tiated. 
In exchange for the monitored contracts that the 
Kurth Group, through the mediation of GSE, will pro-
vide for the socio-cultural-L spaces, compensation 
has been negotiated for the real estate group in the 
form of extra construction volume. “That was part of 
the deal. (...)  we can’t give anything away for free (...)  
you can’t do that [maintaining the company] by giving 
away spaces you have to pay for and you have to ac-
comodate for free”. 
At the same time, the preservation of socio-cultural 
buildings is also an attractive element for future de-
velopment in the area. The planned development with 
the new buildings and the organizational mediation of 
the GSE should, according to Mr. Kurth, also be able 
to reenergize the socio-cultural uses that, due to vari-
ous internal conflicts and the passage of time, were 
becoming elitist. The Kurth group claims they want 
“to provide a place in the city with as much diversity 
as possible” and to introduce new uses and also “sta-
ble uses, be that working places, be that infrastruc-
ture.” “It should serve more people in the sense that 
it should generate income, it should generate enter-
tainment and in freetime it should generate relaxation. 
It should have also some ‘spirit’ and some outside 
spaces that would lure you to walk through RAW 
instead of Revaler Strasse, because it attracts you, 
because you can sit down on a bench by a nice tree, 
because there are people skating or playing basket-
ball, because there is a flea market, because there is 
something that is pleasant to look at. At the moment 
I think we have space for development in that area. 
We are also trying to get some of the current tenants 
to open their cafès, to open their bars, to open their 
beer gardens during the day, offer a lunch, offer a cof-
fee in the morning, offer a sandwich or a croissant, 
because at the moment it is dead and that is not how 
a central city, especially with the pressure in Berlin, is 
meant to be used.”

Kurth Immobilien GmbH  Holzer Kobler Architekturen  Atelier LoidlDachgärten Markthalle

Kurth Immobilien GmbH  Holzer Kobler Architekturen  Atelier LoidlBier- und Klettergarten
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And again: “The place allows for more diversity”. The 
transformation of the area through densification inter-
ventions will be able, according to Mr. Kurth, to lessen 
the pressure on the city by providing a larger quantity 
and variety of equipped spaces, such as those that 
are already being built in the area (e.g. the recently 
built ‘House of Music’).

An ambiguous strategy: the integrated common 
good

RAW Gelände tried to self-regulate its spaces under a 
democratic ideal, leaving cooperation up to individu-
als. This resulted in a lack of transparency and mis-
trust among the users of the land. They acted with-
out a long-term strategy which enormously impacted 
their agency on the site. Nevertheless, when the con-
frontation with the owners softened slightly thanks to 
the advent of the Kurth Group and the initiation of a 
participative process for the development of the site, 
the users were able to assert their proposals for the 
buildings of the soziokulturelle L. The persistence of 
these buildings dedicated to cultural and social use 
provides a high quality offer in one of the areas of 
Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg most affected and disfig-
ured by the arrival of aggressive tourism and by the 
processes of gentrification. Although uncoordinated, 

the permanence of temporary uses and socio-cultur-
al offerings at RAW Gelände for more than 30 years 
has allowed the project to become rooted within the 
neighbourhood and the city. The physical presence of 
the actors on the site, the accessibility of the area and 
its structure enclosed between the train tracks and 
the boundary wall makes the area recognizable in its 
unity and in its distinctive “DNA”6.
This has fostered the interest of institutions at a local 
level who have offered mediation and support to try to 
safeguard the added value that the area offers even 
within the development plans of the current owner. 
Linking up with the GSE proved crucial, as the so-
ciety should fill the main organizational gaps of the 
association and provide a more transparent control 
function of the uses of common good. 

Nevertheless the agreement with the Kurth group has 
major shortcomings, as was clear in the public reac-
tion to the presentation of the master plans drawn 
up by the architectural groups commissioned by the 
Kurth Group and presented at a public event in March 
2022. The most contested element was the height in-

6   Interview: Kurth, L. (chief executive 
of the Kurth Group) in conversation with 
Manfredi L. , 31 May 2021, online
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crease for newly constructed buildings that the Kurth 
group obtained in exchange for a guarantee to coop-
erate in maintaining the buildings identified as socio-
cultural-L for 25 years. The increase in height is large 
and long-lasting, while the contract with the initiative 
remains temporary, albeit for a particularly extended 
time frame of nearly three decades. The criticism 
concerns the possibility that Kurth has taken advan-
tage of the naiveté of users and the Bezirk, whose 
trust he initially acquired through the organization of 
participatory workshops, in order to obtain an agree-
ment particularly favorable to his own earnings. The 
continuous reference by the ownership group and the 
architects who worked on the master plan propos-
als to an unspecified ‘DNA’ of the area only exacer-
bates the fears of users of falling into another case of 
co-option that, as shown in the first chapter, is not 
new to Berlin. Additionally, although the choice of col-
laborating with the GSE promises the development of 
socio-cultural offerings which are particularly attentive 
to the interests of new and existing users, visitors and 
inhabitants of the neighbourhood, these activities and 
players have thus far not been effectively integrated 
with the design of the rest of the area. The buildings 
of the sozio-kulturelles L seems, for the moment, to 
form only a backdrop to the buildings that will be con-
structed in the near future, without acquiring a priority 
or an active spatial role in some way.

In conclusion, if one can only praise the fact that, 
thanks to their persistence over the years and the 
quality and variety of uses offered, the association 
has been able to carve out spaces within one of the 
most important development projects of Berlin in the 
coming years, one must recognize that, once again, 
the agreement obtained seems at the moment to fail 
to really integrate minority projects into a real estate 
investment development. 
This is emerging strongly from the criticism of citi-
zens, to which the private owner pay close attention, 
meaning that perhaps in the next steps decision mak-
ers will engage in a more careful and integrated col-
laboration to offer spaces to projects already settled 
in the area.

◀ [p. 222-223: visualisations 
in preparation and to represent 
the winning masterplan © Kurth 
Real Estate / Holzer Kobler 
Architekturen, with Atelier Loidl 
Landschaftsarchitekten]
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Photo Exposè 

All pictures are © Lorenza Manfredi, done in the years 2020 - 2022
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“Why did you want to live in an Indian tent?”, I ask. “Freedom, of course! Freedom was the drive. 
I didn’t want straight walls anymore.”  

Der Flieger in interview1

 ~ 1.300m2

- State-owned land (Land Berlin)

- In 2012 Flieger settles in this area, after having left the camp in Cuvrystrasse 

- There is a strong internal structure with a weekly plenum, a constitution and rules of conduct

- The camp is known to the authorities and tolerated

The anti-urban:

•  Actors outside of society, “Aussteiger”

•  Self-managed and its own system of rules

•  Relational capital (donations)

•  Temporarily dependent on the tolerance granted

1 VICE, 14.09.2016

2.3.3_ The anti-urban [ Teepeeland ]
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The origins

The founder of Tepeeland goes by the name Flieger, 
or the viking, and was previously one of the first ten-
ants of the Cuvrybrache, the tent city that for about 
two years, until 2014, occupied a Brache, a 12,000m² 
private plot of land within walking distance of the im-
portant Warschauerstraße intersection and the Ober-
baumbrücke bridge connecting the Friedrichshain 
and Kreuzberg areas. 

In the 1980s, the area was used as a warehouse for 
the reserves of the West Berlin Senate, after which it 
remained unused.2 For a few years, the YAAM club 
settled on the site, but then moved away because of 
problems with the neighbourhood. In 1999, the ware-
houses were demolished.
Development plans for the area were either ineffective 
or not pursued for several years: the Senate withdrew 
planning authority for the property from the district, 
but this did not expedite any development. 
Rollmann cites two artistic interventions that drew 

2  The cuvrybrache story was reconstructed 
by Niko Rollman in: Rollmann Niko, Der 
lange Kampf – Die “Cuvry“-Siedlung in 
Berlin. Self-published, Berlin 2016

public attention to the area. In 2001, the artist Herr 
Sphen created a performance in which a horse 
plowed large circles into the grass that characterized 
the area’s ‘void.’ In 2007/2008, the street artist Blu 
created two large murals, which gained great fame 
and were eventually published in numerous tourist 
guides as a symbol of alternative Berlin, or Kreuzberg.
In March 2012, about thirty people began to occupy 
the area. The “Cuvrybrache,” “Cuvryfavela,” or “Free 
Cuvry Camp,” was until 2014 an unofficial camp of 
varying sizes settled in the area, frequented by ac-
tivists, homeless and poor people, migrants, visi-
tors, and neighbours. In 2013, some homeless peo-
ple originating from Southeast Europe settled at the 
camp following the eviction of the nearby Eisfabrik. 
Since March 2014 a group originating from Romanian 
occupied the central area of the Brache.
In the absence of rules, the settlement continu-
ally dealt with latent or overt conflicts related to or-
ganization (waste disposal), security (especially for 
women),petty crime and drug and substance abuse 
among its inhabitants. At the same time, Cuvry-
brache became symbolic of wider struggles, with the 
problems caused by gentrification processes at the 
center. 

On June 5th, 2010, before the informal settlement in 
the area, some of the protesters from a demonstra-
tion against the plans of Mediaspree temporarily oc-
cupied the abandoned area. In 2012, the area was 
chosen for the forum BMW Guggenheim Lab which 
was dealing with the topic of urbanity and urban de-
velopment in a temporary building constructed for the 
event lasting several weeks. This initiative lead to nu-
merous protests around the Cuvrybrache, stemming 
from the fear of the inhabitants of the area that the 
Lab would trigger or accelerate further gentrification 
processes, as well as from the criticism of the funders 
of this lab (BMW) who, having placed urban trans-
formation, of which they themselves were advocates, 
at the center of the lab’s work, drew accusations of 
hypocrisy and lack of ethics. The Forum finally took 
place in the Pfefferberg site in Prenzlauer Berg.
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In this conflict-ridden area there were also shared and 
individual moments of appropriation and creative use. 
In 2012, a party organized by the Wrangelkiez initia-
tive took place in the Brache. Van Duppen describes 
the place with a term that was already used by the 
Berliner Zeitung in 2011, “Ein Spielplatz für Große”: 
“One of the current users rightly deemed the area as 
a playground for grown-ups. It is a site to hang out 
with friends, barbecue, spray graffiti, start a guerrilla-
garden, take the dog for a walk or just look at the river 
and dream away.”3 Rollmann, who emphasizes the 
protest and activism aspects, defines the settlement 
as “Der lange Kampf.”4 “While, at times, it was a pro-

3  Duppen Jan van, The Cuvrybrache 
as Free Place. The diverse meanings 
of a wasteland in Berlin. University 
Utrecht, 2010 [Master Thesis]

4  Rollmann Niko, Der lange Kampf 
– Die “Cuvry“-Siedlung in Berlin. 
Self-published, Berlin 2016

test camp against gentrification, it was also a refuge, 
an anarchist utopia, a ‘no rules’ zone, a crime scene, 
a health hazard, an expression of Berlin’s housing 
shortage and an indicator of Berlin’s increasing social 
polarisation.”5. Rollmann also describes the participa-
tion of the Reäuberläb activists, who – in addition to 
supporting the inhabitants of the Brache with food 
supplies – organized material for the construction of 
huts on the area (to replace the tents that were un-
suitable for winter) made a request to the Bezirk to 
intervene in order to improve the hygienic conditions 
in the area and finally organized a weekly Plenum in 
the Reäuberläb-Kneipe, which, however, failed be-

5  Rollmann Niko and Frenzel Fabian, From 
protest camp to tent city: the ‘Free Cuvry’ 
camp in Berlin-Kreuzberg. In: Brown Gavin, 
Feigenbaum Anna, Frenzel Fabian and McCurdy 
Patrick, Protest Camps in International 
Context: Spaces, Infrastructures and Media 
of Resistance. Policy Press, Bristol 2018

[© William Veder, Tagesspiegel]
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cause of the autonomy given to the inhabitants in the 
management of these meetings and of the space of 
the Kneipe. For these activists the Cuvrybrache rep-
resented the possibility to have “spaces for many”, 
“free and usable”6.
In August 2014, the “Day of Open Cuvry” took place 
with guided tours, discussions about the situation of 
the inhabitants of the Brache and the founding of a 
new Plenum aimed at their support. “The new ple-
num identified violence, sexism, homophobia, rac-
ism, theft, drug trafficking, littering and unwanted 
photography as the problems of the settlement.” 7

The final eviction took place on September 18th, 
2014. In order to investigate a fire that had taken 
place in the area all the inhabitants, at that time about 
120 people, were forced to leave. From that moment, 
it was no longer possible for them to access the site  
or recover their personal belongings. 
In December 2014, the wall painting made by the art-
ist Blu was erased according to instructions from the 
artist with a layer of black.

Over the years, various owners and investment and 
development projects have followed one another, in-
cluding a shopping mall, a loft complex and a 5-star 
hotel.
In 2013, owner Nieto GmbH&co and investor Arthur 
Süsskind presented their plan for the area. In order to 
realize it, the Senate administration had to change the 
development plan (Bebauungsplan).
In order to make these changes, the Senate made 
demands: among other things, a freely accessible 
river path, a large green area in front of the Spree, a 
kindergarten, and a 25 percent share of social hous-
ing. Negotiations failed because the investor was not 
willing to make these changes. Instead, the investor 
decided to return to plans for a business center and 
hotel that dated back to 2001, for which permits had 

6  Rollmann 2016 : 14

7  Ibid. : 16-17

already been obtained and renewed over the years. In 
2017, construction began on the ‘new’ buildings and 
in 2019 the first tenants moved in.8

It was the absence of rules in the Cuvrybrache, that 
resulted in numerous dangerous episodes, which lead 
Flieger to attempt a different project with Teepeeland. 
In July 2012, he dismantled his teepee to move, ini-
tially alone, to the site of the current Teepeeland. The 
area adjacent to the former Eisfabrik factory was still 
accessible, and at this point the Spree riverfront was 
in a state of disrepair, overgrown with wild vegetation. 

The fact that this area close to the water was public 
property rather than private was one of the main rea-
sons that convinced Flieger to settle here.9 Later, a 
number of friends and acquaintances joined him and 
the settlement grew to about 25 people during the 
summer months of 2020. 
Those skilled in crafting began fabricating the first 
informal buildings, including a kitchen and the first 
stage. “What was a typical day at Teepeeland like 
for you? Getting up, drinking coffee, talking to some 
people. And then first things first, making things, ap-
pointments. And in the evening, of course, partying 
with people from different countries - it was fun!”10 
In the first few years, problems with aggressive and 
problematic personalities required a lot of effort to 
avoid escalating into dramatic situations, but slowly a 
process of regulation was initiated, mainly thanks to 
the initiative of Flieger, perceived as the charismatic 
and undisputed leader of the settlement.
In addition to the bylaws, the constitution and re-
curring plenary sessions in which tasks and specific 

8 repositum.tuwien.at/
bitstream/20.500.12708/3509/2/Schuh%20
Gabriel%20-%202018%20-%20Gemeinschaftliches%20
Wohnen%20in%20der%20Cuvrystrasse.pdf 

9 Interview with Flieger, teepeeland.
wordpress.com/flieger/

10  Ibid.
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responsibilities are entrusted, some of the tents are 
offered through the couchsurfing program and the 
stage is used for debate, theatre and music events 
proposed by visitors or neighbours, creating a more 
inclusive and welcoming place to the surrounding 
city. These were instituted by Flieger as a reaction 
to his experience at Cuvrybrache, to decrease the 
potential for antisocial behavior that he did not want 
to become a defining feature of the settlement. The 
buildings constructed by Baugruppe Spreefeld (see 
pg. 125-126) on the neighbouring site protect Teepe-
land from direct access from the street, acting as a 
filter and allowing for possible alliances between the 
two projects, which in different ways both seek to ex-
periment with unusual and shared ways of inhabiting 
the city.

The activists of Teepeland, proud of what they have 
built over several years of settlement in this area, trust 
in the tolerance of the Bezirk Mitte, with whom they 
are in dialogue and with whom there is a kind of silent 
agreement. The temporary nature of the encamp-
ment is therefore sealed with a strategy that guaran-
tees an ephemeral permanence, with light tents that 
– eventually – may one day be dismantled and rebuilt 
in another niche in the urban fabric.

In 2022, Teepeeland celebrated its tenth birthday. 
During the writing of this thesis, processes were set 
in motion and – despite the large construction site for 
the rehabilitation and transformation of the Eisfabrik 
site by the large investment agency Trockland – the 
Bezirk seems to want to ensure the permanence of 

the encampment through a lease contract, managed 
by the agency Stattbau.

“A community beyond social constraints” : in 
conversation with an “agent of change”11 - Niko 
Rollmann

All quotes in this chapter are from the interview: Rollman 
N. (Bureaucrat and Press & Public Relations for Teepee-
land) in conversation with Manfredi L. and Kvitkova N., 
30.07.2020, Teepeeland, Berlin – see excerpt in appen-
dix

“(...) in those days, it was just a little post-industrial 
wasteland, there was nothing here, not the path, just 
the ruin of the ice factory, just some scrubland, un-
dergrowth. So he [Flieger] set up here and his friends 
followed along. And then this grew into a little com-
munity over time, which initially was relatively anar-
chic, but once a planum had been set up, a certain 
system got into it.” Teepeeland was born from the 
individual initiative of Flieger, an Aussteiger, as Roll-
mann calls him “which literally translated means: to 
get out of something. It’s a term which evolved in the 
1970s and means a person who opts out of main-
stream society, who chooses an alternative lifestyle. 
The main type of person you would have found here 
in the early days – 2012, 2013 – were these Aus-
steiger types, also some formerly homeless people.” 
As in the Cuvrybrache, Flieger started a ‘custom’ at 
this other point on the banks of the Spree, occupy-

11  Marcuse 1964
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ing disused land for temporary housing, particularly in 
the form of Teepee tents, which have the advantage 
of making it possible to stand inside and are therefore 
more habitable than a standard tent. 
“(...) although this place defined itself as an alternative 
place, it was never as political as some of the other 
informal settlements, or Wagenburgen”. 
The occupation as an act in itself represents a po-

litical gesture in carrying out autonomously the deci-
sion to live according to one’s own needs, outside 
the constraints of the society. Likewise, unlike other 
Berlin squats, it does not represent a political ideal 
in an explicit way, a desire to fight the system. Tee-
peeland stems from an individual desire to live one’s 
own difference, and to live “in one’s own way”. At the 
same time, it offers a protected place of meeting and 
exchange for people marginalized in the more tradi-
tional spaces of the city, such as the homeless. “You 
can also understand this as a place where… we use 
the term Randgruppen in German, it means margin-
alized groups... This is also a little retreat or haven for 
marginalized groups.” Thanks to the small stage and 
the bar, Teepeeland also encourages the realization of 
small shows and meeting moments, such as literary 
evenings, concerts of young bands, performances 
of friends, acquaintances or people who live in the 
neighbourhood.
“Sometimes it comes from within the community, but 
sometimes people come and ask and we see if we 
can do something together”. Thanks to the events, 
the accessibility of the transit location along the 
banks of the Spree (though for now relatively hidden 
by dense vegetation), and the couchsurfing program, 
visitors and tourists are also welcome, “because they 
bring a little bit of the outside world”.

Teepeeland’s autonomy is not expressed in a state of 
complete anarchy, as it was in Cuvry: Rollmann de-
scribes a dense system of rules, in which a weekly 
plenum is the most important institution. Each per-
son has individual tasks, suited to his or her abilities, 

such as making repairs to the facilities, managing the 
bar, organizing events, taking care of the couchsurf-
ing program or the website, handling bureaucracy, 
or communicating with institutions. There is a set of 
behavioral rules to follow, “a code of conduct: first 
of all, we dont want any racism, any antisemitism, 
homophobia, things like that. We don’t want violence 
here, and we don’t want people using hard drugs or 
publically consuming hard spirits. In the open, if peo-
ple drink beer or wine, that’s perfect, but we don’t 
like the public consumption of spirits”, which is also 
indicated to outside visitors by a sign installed at the 
beginning of the trail through the area. The rules are 
also written in the constitution, which is given to each 
new member. When a Teepee becomes available, or 
the space to build one, the opportunity opens up for 
new members to officially join the group as Teepee-
landers. This happens on a regular basis, as many of 
the members often move, return to their home coun-
tries or continue their travels to other destinations, or 
change their lifestyles. In this case, interested par-
ties must go through a six-month trial period to learn 
about Teepeeland and gain the trust of the rest of the 
group. There are also people who are active in the 
community but do not have a space to themselves 
and participate in Teepeeland activities despite hav-
ing more ‘traditional’ housing choices.
In addition to this system of rules, there are also infor-
mal powers. In particular “a person like Flieger has a 
certain influence because he set up the place and he 
is a big man, with a powerful appearance”.

The existence of an association, Teepeeland Kultur 
und Nachbarschafts Verein, helps when there are 
contracts to be signed, but also with official recogni-
tion as a cultural entity by the institutions. “This as-
sociation has 8 members, most of them teepeeland-
ers, but not all, who pay a little fee every month”. The 
Bezirk, owner of the area, has tolerated for years the 
existence of the occupation of Teepeeland through 
the principle of stille Duldung, silent tolerance, and, 
at the time of writing this thesis, is actively working 
to get Teepeeland a temporary contract to ensure its 
existence in parallel with the projects of recovery and 
enhancement of the banks of the Spree. “we are part 
of the neighbourhood, we think we are an asset not 
just to the neighbourhood, but also to the Bezirk, and 
the city as a whole. The city of Berlin also in its adver-
tising puts across this alternative theme, and that is 
us for example. We use the peaceful strategy rather 
and say we contribute to the city”.
Teepeeland’s strategy is a silent one: thanks to the 
temporariness that underlies its existence, and which 
is encapsulated in the symbol of the Teepee tent, it 
has found, and will probably always find, small ‘bub-
bles’ in the densified city, folds where it can settle, 
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without being seen or without disturbing other urban 
processes. At the same time, Flieger’s conscious 
choice to settle on public land, and the development 
of building and social structures over the course of 
the experiences of a decade, call forth a desire for 
permanence. A desire to be able to choose an alter-
native way of living without having to go through the 
steps of the free market (and the necessary starting 
capital) and society (and the necessary bureaucracy 
of permits). 
“We are not as old [...], but we have also been here 
for quite a while. Also, if you look at the architecture 
here, the structures, the whole set up, you can see it’s 
quite a complex structure already, so it has a feeling 
of permanence. We are lucky, of course, that there 
are plans to build a future foot path here, which would 
incorporate us, or go around us. We have also been 
given a certain assurance that we can be here for a 
certain time”.

However, the group’s priority still seems to be to re-
solve internal group conflicts and to self-manage. 
To find a way to coexist in this space of everyone 
and no one, without impacting the needs of others. 
“I would say there are maybe three or four different 
meanings. For some of the people, it’s a place where 
they live. It’s home. For some people who come here, 
who don’t have much money or are from marginal-
ized groups of society, it’s a little retreat. You can be 
here as gay, lesbian, transgender, black, white and it 
doesn’t matter, because in a way all of us are outsid-
ers in our group, of some kind. So it’s like a refuge, a 
retreat. You can also see it as one of the last bastions 
against gentrification. (...)  You could also say that we 
think everybody in society could live like this, which is 
what it was like in the US in the sixties. Or you could 
say we see our place as a place of learning. Where 
people can pick up certain things, (...). There are four 
or five different levels you could look at.”
How to create and maintain a balance between dif-
ferent Aussteiger, people adamantly independent, is 
the thorniest question at Teepeeland, but the direc-
tion has always been clear, and is manifest even in 
the choice to settle in such a central location in the 
city, straddling the path along the shore, to involve 
themselves in joint activities with the neighbourhood, 
and to create an event program open to all. “The idea 
here was always that it should be an open place. It’s 
also a path which leads from one place to another. 
This was not to be an isolated enclave, an alternative 
fortress which does its own thing.” 

“Planning along and within the process”: In con-
versation with Stattbau, redevelopment agency 
for the riverside

All quotes in this chapter are from the interview: Preißler 
U., Stattbau (real estate law, urban planning law, legal 
department, project management) in conversation with 
Manfredi L., 23 March 2022, Stattbau office, Berlin - see 
excerpt in appendix

Teepeeland sits on a publicly owned lot in an area, 
the Holzuferblock, which in 2011 was designated as 
a Sanierungsgebiet, or redevelopment area. In des-
ignated areas there are special laws: the redevelop-
ment area allocation allows the administration and 
agencies titled by it as trustees to purchase buildings 
and land and invest directly in their redevelopment –  
to ensure better infrastructure or quality of the build-
ings, or create certain public uses that are missing in 
the area – in short, to intervene directly for a better 
use and functionality of the urban structure. 
“Stattbau is tasked with acquiring land primarily for 
public infrastructure projects in these redevelopment 
areas (...) The fiduciary redevelopment agency has 
money from the municipality and it can act within its 
own framework as a fiduciary – that’s a legal figure – 
i.e. we act as Stattbau, but we do it on account, that 
is, with the money of the State of Berlin.” 

The lot on which Teepeeland is located has been 
identified as a suitable place for an equipped pub-
lic path along the Spree, which would fill the lack of 
open and public spaces in the southern Spree area in 
the Mitte district, and allow accessibility and crossing 
of an area that is otherwise poorly used. “The pub-
lic infrastructure that we’re talking about here in this 
context is the Spreeufer, the public shoreline path, 
which exists in this form somehow, but not in such a 
way that it can really be used by the general public.” 
This project for a riverside path is the main goal of 
the larger redevelopment area, for which the district 
receives federal funding. Stattbau, in concordance 
with the plans of KoSP GmbH, Koordinationsbüro 
für Stadtentwicklung und Projektmanagement, which 
is a redevelopment officer with similar functions to 
Stattbau, has purchased the land needed to build 
the riverside path and taken the first steps towards 
a uniform design for the area: “the goal from the very 
beginning was always to hold a competition at some 
point, an open space planning competition, that 
would include the entire riverbank between Jannowit-
zbrücke and Schillingbrücke”.
In order to proceed, however, substantial investment 
is needed to restore the riverbanks, which are “mostly 
in a structurally poor condition and need to be re-
newed.” The investment was declared unfeasible by 
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the Roads and Parks Department Mitte, Straßen und 
Grünflächenamt, which despite great interest does 
not currently have the capacity to embark on a res-
toration operation of this magnitude. The decay of 
embankment walls is an endemic problem in Berlin; 
in this case, their construction was done during the 
GDR and there have been no restoration initiatives 
since.
This prevents the progress of the riverside path pro-
ject: “there has already been a large participation pro-
cess in 2015, with stakeholders of all kinds, especially 
with the people who also live there and are involved. 
This includes the Teepeeland and the Spreefel-
dgenossenschaft, which are there. Workshops were 
held with all kinds of authorities from the redevelop-
ment area, design guidelines and ideas were devel-
oped and needs were clarified, and at the moment 
this cannot yet be finally implemented because of the 
riverbank construction problem.”
Since no other entity with the capacity to carry out 
this renovation work was identified, Stattbau devel-
oped a new temporary proposal to prevent the pro-
ject from dropping off and the redevelopment area 
allocation to be withdrawn. The redevelopment area, 
which assigns a special legal area, “is only legally per-
missible if I have urban development goals. And this 
public riverside path is actually the most important 
urban development goal in the entire redevelopment 
area. If this goal is not realized, then the justification 
for this encroachment on the property of the owners 
falls away.”
The new proposal is to carry out in the first phase an 
interim project “that will last for a few years and can 
be used, but it is not the final design of this bank.” A 
feasibility study has been prepared for the temporary 
Spreeuferweg in the Holzuferblock area: “Without 
touching these bank walls we have a width of 15 - 20 
meters available and then we build the path inland, on 
the land side, and not directly on the water and then 
the bank walls can first remain as they are and must 
be built later. When they are built at some point, the 
bank construction measures will also encroach more 
or less deeply into the bank. At that point, a final de-
sign will be made and this can then be implemented.” 
This project is currently being worked on, and a use 
contract is being negotiated in order to be able to in-
clude the Teepeland encampment in the project, run-
ning the path behind the tents and to the side of the 
adjoining private property of the Trockland real estate 
agency, which is doing extensive restoration work on 
the Eisfabrik (which will then be leased to the start-up 
and investment bank Trade Republic).
Another relevant factor are the remains of the “Berlin 
Wall, which is the hinterland security wall – not the 
actual wall, but the one behind it that secured the wall 
strip” of which a fence along the river is also part. 

Having to insert the path – which, in order to allow 
cyclists and pedestrians to pass must be, by Ger-
man law, at least 6.5 meters – between the Trockland 
property and Teepeland, but at the same time pass 
through a section of the wall that will be removed on 
purpose, but which in turn limits the location of the 
path, reduces the use space of Teepeland, which 
cannot extend either toward the river because of the 
historic fence, or to the other side, where the Spree-
feld property begins. “It’s going to be very narrow for 
Teepeeland. The solution that we have now is that the 
stage, the toilet and the bar come away or are moved 
to other areas. That will be cramped, one to three 
teepees will probably disappear or move to another 
place, although it has to be said that Teepeeland has 
already become very crowded. We still want to work 
towards it becoming a bit more airy again, a bit looser 
in some places. But it’s clear that in this area, that as 
we said it has to do with the monument protection 
(for the hinterland Wall), the historical remains could 
be experienced and perceived better.” 
While this situation requires a spatial reduction for 
Teepeeland, the temporary project also pushed for 
the negotiation of a usage contract “which will last 
maybe three years initially and then be extended. 
The idea and the resolution taken in the Bezirksver-
ordnendenversammlung (BVV) was that Teepeeland 
should get a contract, that this is secured in the long 
term, until a final design with the riverbank construc-
tion takes place.”
Mr. Preißler is confident that this solution can ensure 
Teepeeland’s permanence for more years than origi-
nally planned: “there is a German saying: «Nothing 
lasts longer than the provisional solution»”.
But the change could still cause Teepeeland con-
ditions to worsen, as may also be the case if there 
is an internal change in the structure, composition, 
or atmosphere of the camp. “As long as that’s the 
case, Teepeeland will stay there. Unless they change 
on their own. There will be changes as public traf-
fic comes. A lot more pedestrians and also cyclists, 
you’ll see: it’ll be a bit more uncomfortable, maybe.”
Incorporating Teepeeland into the temporary design 
allows the choices to be kept at an easier, first level 
(that is: “here’s an area and you’re allowed to use it”), 
but in any case the possibility of a long-term stay is 
dismissed by Mr. Preißler, as Teepeeland is a private 
and small-scale initiative. ”It is still a privately organ-
ized use. (...)  they offer public access, are continuous 
and want people to come along here – that’s true and 
that’s fine, but it’s not the public waterfront trail. It’s 
something very special, something particular and a 
privately supported initiative.”  In addition, the need 
to equip the area with infrastructure is unthinkable for 
a small settlement such as this one, “if one wanted 
to have that in the long run, then one would have to 



249

2. Spreeraum Ost
 2.3 Microstories. Strategies of survival

think about how to regulate that. You’d have to put 
in sewers, you’d have to make water connections, all 
that kind of thing.” And finally, of course, permanently 
favoring the Teepeeland camp over other uses would 
preclude the public character of the area.

The saturation of available land experienced overall 
in the last years in Berlin creates these kinds of dif-
ficulties, where one use excludes the other and it is 
not possible to maintain them all at the same time. 
As has been shown, in order to implement the pub-
lic trail Teepeeland will be drastically reduced, and 
will probably lose – among others – the space for its 
own stage. But the processes are difficult to predict, 
and, as noted above, it is possible that the planned 
content will also change; not only Teepeeland may be 
subject to change, but the redevelopment plan itself 
is readjusted from time to time while oversight for the 
necessary approvals is in place.12 
Mr. Preißler closes on a somewhat optimistic note, of 
openness towards change, urging design along and 
within the process. “Then we just do what we can do 
now, we try to secure Teepeeland with the restrictions 
that have come now unfortunately. We secure it for 
the next few years. The people who are there have a 
perspective. They get a contract, which is more than 
they have now, now they have nothing. And then you 
have to see how the further development goes. May-
be some tendencies will change again, we will see. 
We’ll see what happens in five years, we don’t know 
it yet.”

An ambiguous strategy: the resilient temporari-
ness

In the last story analyzed, which occupies a small 
area of about 1000m² in a cove between the bank 
of the Spree and the area under renovation of the 
former Eisfabrik, no real solution has been found to 
maintain the use of the occupied spaces on a long-
term basis. As described in the previous chapter, the 
proceedings and negotiations underway in April 2022 
concern an Übergangslösung, a temporary solution, 
until the Senate has the financial means to carry out 
the renovation work on the banks of the Spree in a 
sustainable manner. At that point, according to the 
view of Stattbau, there will no longer be any possibility 
of integrating the Teepeeland project without creating 
bureaucratic imbalances or democratic injustices.

The teepees and small wooden constructions, includ-
ing a building inspired by a Tibetan temple, a group 
of seats around a fireplace, a small stage and a bar, 

12  See more about this in the related 
interviews’ excerpts in Appendix

and together create a sort of semi-hidden and well-
organized encampment-village, with indications of 
behavioral rules to follow (no consumption of drugs or 
beverages with an alcohol content greater than 15%, 
etc.)13 and with a system of orientation signs. Perhaps 
it is because of the small size of the settlement and its 
high degree of flexibility that the project has survived 
for ten years in this location. Temporariness is incor-
porated into the project at the structural level: the tee-
pees were chosen precisely because of the possibility 
of disassembling and reassembling them at any time. 
This structural flexibility corresponds to a mental flex-
ibility: as already demonstrated by Flieger when he 
moved from the Cuvrystrasse site, the connection 
with the place is not lasting, but linked to needs and 
contingent necessities.

The resilience demonstrated by this project derives 
from its appropriation of the concept of temporari-
ness: making the most of the small residual and unno-
ticed spaces in the city system. The results achieved 
by Teepeeland show the advantages of this strategy: 
in this lucky case, the encampment has been occu-
pying a particularly favorable location for ten years 
and, according to current negotiations, will be able to 
continue doing so for possibly as long. The adminis-
trative difficulties in making a final design for the plot 
and the willingness of actors such as Stattbau to rec-
ognize the value of these places allow the temporary 
status to continue.
The strategy of temporariness also deeply links the 
project to the actors who carry it out. In the moment in 
which the inhabitants of Teepeeland should no longer 
be the same, once Flieger will no longer be present 
with his ‘Viking’ tonnage, the project will change form 
and consistency. 

According to the conversations with the fiduciary 
agency of the redevelopment area, the Teepeeland 
camp has no possibility of being permanently inte-
grated into the contemporary formal city. When it runs 
out of energy, when the place is no longer accessible 
in an informal way, when the protagonists of the initia-
tive are no longer the same, Teepeeland will probably 
be replaced by another project of this type, which 
creates safe spaces for the Aussteiger of the system, 
perhaps thanks to the action of other people in other 
residual spaces, whether here or elsewhere, in this 
city or another.

13  Information presented on the 
online couchsurfing request page to 
be able to temporarily stay overnight 
in the area for free use. teepeeland.
wordpress.com/couchsurfing/
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All pictures are © Lorenza Manfredi, done in the years 2020 - 2022
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There is now a new recognition in ur-
ban studies of the increasing complexity 
of the spaces we inhabit, deriving from 
ongoing and profound transformation 
processes that challenge our conceptual 
understanding of cities (Gieseke, Löw, 
Million, Misselwitz and Stollmann 2021). 
Societal transformation processes on a 
global scale meet “situated political, cul-
tural, geographic, and social conditions”1 
leading to a deeper awareness of an in-
terscalar and multidisciplinary link be-
tween ‘the things of the world’. 
As mentioned in the first lines of the in-
troduction, this approach to space seeks 
to do justice to its being multi relational, 
plural and processual (“First, that we 
recognise space as the product of inter-
relations; as constituted through interac-
tions, from the immensity of the global 
to the intimately tiny. (...) Second, that 
we understand space as the sphere for 
possibility of the existence of multiplicity 
in the sense of contemporaneous plural-
ity; (...) Third, that we recognise place as 
always under construction. (...) Perhaps 
we could imagine space as a simultanity 
of stories-so-far.”2). 
The aim of this research is therefore to 
implement a systemic understanding of 
one of the many challenges of our cit-
ies – the plurality of publics as expressed 
by marginal spatial appropriations – by 
analyzing and reconstructing it through 

1  Gieseke Undine, Löw Martina, 
Million Angela, Misselwitz Philipp 
and Stollmann Jörg, Urban design 
methods. Integrated urban research 
tools. Jovis, Berlin 2021 : 6

2  Massey 2005 : 9

an interscalar, interdisciplinary and multi-
modal methodological approach. 
In the concluding stage, from the analy-
sis carried out, the research provokes 
insights for reflection and discussion. It 
confronts the current debate related to 
the development of a neoliberal sense of 
the city and its dynamics – namely, the 
debates around the significance of the 
land question for appropriation practices 
and the reconfiguring of the concept of 
autonomy. A final reflection is devoted to 
the contribution that these stories offer 
towards the discourse on the political 
and emancipatory role of the project.

Disruptions

This PhD project identifies and analyzes 
an ongoing process of transformation 
and reconfiguration. 
The first part illustrates the peculiar 
origins of Berlin’s attitude towards au-
tonomy, its clash with the political and 
economic processes of the emerging ne-
oliberal city and shows a current and fer-
tile ground for experiments that address 
from the grassroots level the problems 
arising from neoliberal processes, name-
ly those expressed by the Bodenfrage. 
The second part reveals the substantial 
and ambiguous interdependencies of 
these two originally opposing dynamics, 
namely those of a do-it-yourself city and 
one run by market rules. Indeed, in the 
area under study, stories emerge that are 
not displaced or ousted from the grow-
ing competition on the ground due to 
two collateral processes of change. On 
the one hand, the grassroots practices 

an opening 
for reflec-

tion and 
discussion, 
a contribu-
tion for the 

debate

increasing 
complexity

“The challenge of our era: to synthetize incredibly complex inputs and 
reconcile those inputs into one coherent way of proceeding” 

 Bruce (2012), The massive changer. 
In: Hyde 2012

“Urban design does not attempt to domesticate complexity; it forms it into 
material for a new world.”

Overmeyer (2021), statement. In: Gieseke, Löw, Million, 
Misselwitz and Stollmann 2021 : 31
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develop mutual support and partner-
ships, through negotiations and collabo-
rations also with actors and strategies 
within the market logic, and carve out a 
role for themselves in the contemporary 
city. On the other, the flexibility of neolib-
eral dynamics allows for the assimilation 
of diverse inputs and consequently their 
enablement.

The investigation provoked by the re-
search hypothesis, that is, the search for 
possible traces of the active individual in 
the neoliberal city and in the study area, 
emphasizes the importance of those 
micro-stories that, “as a simultaneity of 
stories-so-far”3 show us the complexity 
that emerges from the encounter of the 
active individual with a land under pres-
sure of the neoliberal drives within the 
contemporary urban context. 
The three stories identified in the second 
part – Holzmarkt, RAW Gelände and 
Teepeeland – exemplify disruptions; 
distortions (or interferences) to the 
linearity of a discourse on the city that 
sets two defined irreconcilable ways of 
making space. 
The first point of view concerns the 
creation of spaces from below, of do-it-
yourself, self-managed and self-initiated 
projects. The unmediated and personal 
approach to the project of spatial trans-
formation creates a familiar bond with 
the used space. Bachelard, in The Poet-
ics of Space4, underlines the importance 
of familiarity, as feeling a place as ‘one’s 
own’. The excursus on the recent history 
of Berlin confirms how the appropria-
tion of spaces through direct actions can 
generate from time to time shelter, pro-
tection, freedom to experiment and safe 
spaces for minority publics. Familiarity 
and intimacy are a fundamental charac-
ter of living, making spaces places for 
the expression of plurality, a s shown in 
ch.1.1.
The second model of making the city is 
from above, driven by global processes 
of finance, extractive and displacing, 
reaching for goals often unclear or un-

3  Ibid.

4  Bachelard Gaston, La Poétique 
de l’Espace, Presses Universitaires 
de France, Paris 1958

known to the majority of the citizens, 
apparently unrelated to the daily and 
situated life of the city. The extraneous 
and alienating productive and extractive 
model feels distant from the daily events, 
and the pressure it creates on the urban 
land imposes an oppressive and dispos-
sessing feeling, the consequences of 
which are manifested particularly visibly 
along the three trajectories that set the 
Atlas of urban development in ch.2.2: 
densification, uses exploitation and pro-
tests – and this occurs acutely in the area 
under consideration, Spreeraum Ost.
As shown in ch.1.2, the recent history 
of Berlin clearly shows the spread of this 
logic, also enthusiastically embraced by 
political forces, with consequences on 
many aspects of urban daily life.
As mentioned above, these two models 
seem to be clearly and precisely defined, 
mutually opposed and irreconcilable. In 
the book that inspired the title of this 
PhD, Designing Disorder: Experiments 
and Disruptions in the City5, Sendra and 
Sennett discuss a city-making that sub-
verts the rigid forms of urban planning. 
In this PhD project, the disruptions are 
instead found in existing stories that sub-
vert those rigid forms of spatial under-
standing. The found disruptions (ch.2.3) 
fit into a geography of experimentations 
(recounted in ch.1.3) and narrate an en-
counter in and through space. 
They are affective and personal spatial 
interventions, born and developed au-
tonomously, through the direct action of 
active individuals and the presence of 
their bodies in the spaces used. At the 
same time these disruptions are also (or 
furthermore) capable of reacting to neo-
liberal logic and even of appropriating 
it, developing cynical tactics, which are 
sometimes able to ensure the survival of 
these projects. The neoliberal city proves 
itself able to enable them as an integral 
part of its own processes.

Seeking to “catch up with life” – as the 
title of the research project initiated by 

5  Sendra Pablo and Sennett 
Richard, Designing Disorder. 
Experiments and Disruptions in the 
City. Verso, New York 2020 : 9
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the CCA6, which concluded while these 
pages were being written – life is found 
at the minor scale of the specific situa-
tion of each context – but at the same 
time, proves capable of addressing and 
finding its space of existence within glob-
al processes.
Berlin’s experiences combine the two 
models of spatial understanding and 
navigate into the complexity of contem-
poraneity. With the ability to seize exist-
ing opportunities – a quality that was 
also characteristic of the traditional au-
tonomous projects described in the first 
part – the stories narrated are born from 
the desire for a plural city: the spaces 
observed are places for an affirmation 
of oneself, expressing the differences 
in one’s needs and affections. Those 
places are unlike the ones generated by 
neoliberal forces, that have the tendency 
to homogenize our needs, or more accu-
rately, to only attend to those needs that 
lead to monetary benefits. 
In order to obtain and maintain these 
spaces for ‘singularity’ (Reckwitz 2017), 
the projects are emptied of the revolu-
tionary charge that originally character-
ized them, and instead show themselves 
adept at accepting compromises and 
dealing with contradictions, negotiating 
with institutional and private actors, and 
meeting the needs of others in order to 
continue to satisfy their own. 

Holzmarkt was able to obtain the pur-
chase and use of the ground put up for 
sale by the Land of Berlin for the highest 
bid, but to do so it entered a debt loop. 
In order to pay it back year after year, 
the association is carrying out a series of 
strategies far from the initial values of the 
project: a diversification of uses oriented 
increasingly toward tourist consump-
tion and start-ups, the construction of 
a tower in the area (which will become 
a hotel), among others. They are enact-
ing a kind of self-exploitation of their own 

6  Catching Up with Life is a 
one-year investigation (from march 
2021 to april 2022), that brought 
the CCA – The Canadian Centre 
for Architecture – to embark on 
an exploration of architecture’s 
ability (or lack of) to evolve 
in dialogue with society.

ground, and also of their own history and 
image (for example in the aesthetics that 
has been chosen and marketed). If the 
attempt to keep the area in the owner-
ship of actors other than the big inves-
tors – like those who are developing the 
very nearby Entertainment Viertel in pur-
suit of huge profits – is successful, ‘the 
binding ownership’ also creates very 
controversial effects.
In April 2022, the master plan to develop 
the RAW Gelände area owned by the 
Kurth Group was chosen. While preserv-
ing the socio-cultural L buildings, as per 
the agreement with the district, in the 
current plans it is for now difficult to read 
how any real integration of these build-
ings and their variety of uses will figure in 
the future project. It is also unclear what 
strategy is being pursued to prevent the 
absorption of these marginal uses in re-
lation to the new customers that will be 
attracted here by the new buildings. The 
realization of an ‘integrated common 
good’, which could make the project a 
rare and valuable experiment between 
a private actor, the public entity (repre-
sented by the district and the common 
good management company GSE), and 
active individuals, is still in question. The 
increase in volume that the ownership 
group obtained in exchange for keeping 
the socio-cultural L buildings (with a time 
limit of 25 years) raises questions about 
the equity of the deal achieved.
Teepeeland is to this day a private ap-
propriation of public land (however it 
maintains free access and offers ser-
vices to the neighborhood, through the 
open stage and bar). While the adminis-
tration’s negligence in creating a public 
and accessible space has allowed this 
marginal use until now, a project to re-
develop the riverside path is now under-
way, which at some point will lead to the 
expulsion of Teepeeland. The ability to 
take advantage of the wrinkles that exist 
in the contemporary city, as well as the 
shortcomings and slowness of the ad-
ministrative system (which could extend 
Teepeeland’s survival due to the procras-
tination of the final riverbank restoration), 
make this project an interesting example 
of ‘resilient temporariness’. It also 
highlights, however, the lack of a struc-
ture and legislation capable of guaran-
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teeing spaces and possibilities for those 
who want to experience an existence 
other than the normative one, for those 
who, as in the case of this community, 
identify themselves as Aussteiger.

How each specific situation developed 
is illustrated in greater detail in the cor-
responding sections in ch. 2.3 at the end 
of each narrated story: “An ambiguous 
strategy” (1:  “– the binding ownership”, 
2: “– the integrated common good”, 3: 
“– the resilient temporariness”).
The tactics used become cynical – 
feeding on the very policies and strate-
gies they originally opposed, creating 
situations quite different from the clear 
and defined ones of the two oppositional 
models of city-making. As opposed to an 
obvious duality, what we see emerg-
ing from the descriptions and imag-
es of these stories are incongruous 
atmospheres, full of contradictions 
and nuances, that fail to fulfill our de-
sire for clarity, for the evidence of a 
city made of distinct entities, where 
the bottom-up activities defend ide-
als threatened by neoliberalism.
Instead, current Berlin activists have 
quickly and opportunistically emptied 
their projects of the heaviest ideals, pro-
fessionalized themselves and searched 
for collaborations and agreements that 
would best allow them to continue act-
ing, becoming in turn themselves part 
of the competition on space – as op-
ponents, allies or exploiters of the same 
incongruities produced.

If Boden – the land (or the ground) – con-
tinues to be understood by the activists 
in its characteristics as a social con-
struct, its material reality also adds to the 
activists’ game in its own right. 
The ground renders possible the pres-
ence and interaction between the bodies 
that inhabit it, that is, gives room for the 
expression of desires, needs and pas-
sions of actual users. 
In order to accomplish this the activ-
ists, with great pragmatism, exploit the 
qualities of the land as real estate and, 
therefore, as a factor of valorization. With 
innovation and joining a sphere of current 
experimentation – as shown in the con-
clusion to the first part, in ch. 1.3 – they 

play at the edge of the Boden as object 
of public or private property, and make 
use of the rooting (grounding) in the ter-
ritory that they have achieved through 
decades of local and situated activity.

The three cases described reveal “the 
positive potential of what is not only 
a nasty transformation of capitalism, 
domination and governmentality but 
also a wider transformation of ways 
of working, coordinating, building 
identities and social linkages.”7 
They overcome a dual and falsified op-
position in understanding contemporary 
urban space, enabling a more flexible 
handling of interplays in the city between 
active individuals, the market and poli-
cies. In other words, they open the space 
to new trajectories of making and man-
aging space in the contemporary city 
and express the need to further explore 
unconventional but viable strategies. 
They stimulate the planner to get in 
touch with existing initiatives and study 
them independently from their size, their 
capital or their ownership status – giving 
recognition to those minor, marginal and 
plural projects. 
They raise questions for political repre-
sentatives about the real possibilities and 
necessities of intervention  in order to 
ensure some room for action for  plural 
actors. 

Answering the research questions: 
autonomy takes on a new meaning 
once again

The cases illustrated respond affirma-
tively to the subquestions developed at 
the outset of this project: they show how 
even within the neoliberal city there still 
are spatial experiments of alternatives to 
the neoliberal city, where the generation 
and accumulation of capital is not the 
goal.
The strong desire that drove agents (rep-
resenting the plural-publics that inhabit 
the city) to create possibilities of diverse 
uses, and to do so despite the challeng-
es and difficulties imposed in this territory 
particularly and increasingly under pres-
sure, show the capacity of the concept 

7  Pinson and Morel 2017
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of autonomy to reformulate itself once 
again.  
Indeed, autonomy is shown to be capa-
ble of overcoming antagonism, relating 
instead to its surroundings through ne-
gotiation, compromise, alliances, mutual 
support or contestation. Contemporary 
Berlin autonomy places at the center 
not a “principled” independence, a de-
connection, but rather the active subjec-
tivities of the initiating protagonists and 
users of these experiences and their 
presence (and survival) in the space un-
der pressure, indebted to the relations 
they were able to create. 
These agents of change (Marcuse  1964) 
acting in the territory are reminiscent of 
the “brave hero” described by Hannah 
Arendt8, that is, the one who has the 
necessary courage to leave the private 
realm and engage in public action, thus 
making it possible to create connections 
with others. Autonomy promoted in self-
initiated and marginal action then be-
comes the tool to allow the expression of 
‘diverse’ subjectivities.

Chantal Mouffe, reasoning on the demo-
cratic paradox9, argues for the need for 
a plural and public place of encounter 
and confrontation. 
Berlin’s autonomous and marginal spac-
es reflect the affective and passionate 
character of the individual involved in the 
construction of a place for himself, ‘their 
own’ and familiar, while at the same time 
claiming, through their own existence, 
the need for spaces for diversity within 
the urban context as a common and 
shared reclaim. 

At the beginning of the research the 
question was asked, where does the 
active individual remain in the neo-
liberal city as it has developed in the 
Spreeraum Ost area? 
In the city under pressure from a new 
spirit of capitalism – capable of recon-
figuring itself and absorbing and utilizing 

8 Arendt Hannah, The Human 
Condition. University of 
Chicago Press, Chicago 1957

9 Mouffe Chantal, The 
Democratic Paradox. Verso, 
London/New York 2000

even the aspects of contestation and ar-
tistic and (sub)cultural production for the 
purposes of generation and accumula-
tion of capital (Boltanski and Chiapello 
1999) – the active individual still – as per 
the ‘Berlin tradition’ – appropriates and 
insinuates themselves into marginal and 
plural spaces where they can elaborate, 
experiment and experience alternative 
uses of the city to those imposed as he-
gemonic by neo-liberalism. 
To do so they deploy increasingly com-
plex, cynical, and pragmatic strategies 
through an investment of surprising val-
ues and energies that showcases the 
passionate urgency to obtain and main-
tain, even in the contemporary city, spac-
es to be created, managed, and used ‘in 
one’s own way.’

These stories are in the midst of trans-
formation and still highly at risk today. If 
cynical and pragmatic strategies, as well 
as their de-powering and deradicaliza-
tion, have allowed their entry – and their 
assimilation – into the discourse of the 
neoliberal city, it is not yet clear how 
long this will ensure their existence and 
whether they will actually succeed in not 
becoming absorbed by their own cyni-
cism, or that of capital (see a short de-
scription of the risks the 3 cases run in 
adopting cynical strategies in the intro-
duction, p. 13 ff.).
The disempowerment of the most radi-
cal part of these experiences condenses 
the reclaim they express into the strug-
gle for survival alone, into the right to use 
parts of the city ‘in their own way.’ De-
spite this disempowerment, the energy 
invested in this struggle and the ability of 
these spaces to survive to this day, de-
spite the fact that the city’s development 
has so hindered them, shows the inten-
sity of this desire and offers an important 
contribution to the reflection on the plural 
city. 

Which direction to take for the project?

The urgency displayed by the Berlin cas-
es once again showcases the critique of 
neoliberal public space and its ouster of 
plural and marginal uses and actors.10

10  As early as 1985 Habermas 
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With their struggle, the actors of change 
join the chorus of voices calling for “The 
reinassance of the political”11 for the ur-
ban project. 
Indeed, the appropriations are shown 
to accommodate elements of agonistic 
contestation that eschew consensual 
public space. The energy invested by 
the actors showcases the need for these 
‘different’ places in the contemporary 
city.
If, instead of being reduced to isolated 
fortresses to be defended, they were 
understood and embraced as an inte-
gral, dynamic and active part of the city, 
they could play a functional role within 
the public space itself. Systematized or 
networked they could actually build an 
infrastructure of plurality and diver-
sity that today’s neoliberal city really 
needs. 
To be able to do so requires a new nar-
rative, one that brings with it the legitimi-
zation and a regularization of the value 
of these places of appropriation, and 
of the marginal and plural subjectivities 
they represent – thus recognizing, even 
through the spaces they create, their 
emancipation.
It also requires a step backward on the 
part of the state, recognizing the autono-
mous and original character of individual 
initiative not controlled by external pa-
rameters, and at the same time a step 
forward, in taking action to guarantee 
and promote them at the institutional 
level.

stressed the importance for 
planning to know how to interact 
with the spatial intrusion 
of existing systems:  “the 
problems of town planning are 
not primarily problems of 
design but rather problems of 
steering failures, problems 
of controlling and managing 
anonymous system imperatives 
that invade urban lifeworlds and 
threaten to consume their urban 
substance” (pos of em, p. 12).

11 Herteck Florian (ed.), 
Positions on Emancipations. 
Architecture between Aesthetics 
and Politics. Lars Müller 
Publishers / University of 
Luxembourg, Zürich 2018

Therefore, once the fundamental ur-
gency represented by the struggle 
of these plural and affective spatial 
experiences in the contemporary city is 
recognized, a further question emerges: 
how can the project facilitate the process 
of emancipation of plural subjectivities 
and the coexistence of conflict and con-
testation in urban space? 

A contribution to the emancipation 
project

The analysis of this research, which looks 
at the continuous reframing of the con-
cept of autonomy in Berlin history from 
the 1960s to the present, with a particu-
lar attention to the de-radicalized, but still 
political relevance that these marginal 
stories assume in the contemporary ne-
oliberal city, offers a contribution to the 
debate on the forms and possibilities of 
an emancipatory project. 
The story of Berlin’s autonomy gives 
thought-provoking insights into many 
directions, which perhaps it is useful to 
reorganize following the five trends in 
architecture identified by Florian Hert-
weck in “Positions on emancipations”12. 
Those trends (activism, pragmatic, pro-
grammatic, analytical, narrative in char-
acter) “overcome the supposed antag-
onism between design (...) and social 
engagement”13, which point to “the po-
liticization of architecture between activ-
ism and autonomy”14, as per the provo-
cation from the Berlin cases.

1. Activism
Following in the tradition of the student 
movement of 1968, today’s Berlin activ-
ism is one that engages in the Boden-
frage discourse, attempting to (re)radi-
calize the discourse, bringing into the 
public sphere concepts (today) revolu-
tionary to the untouchable concept of 
property and land as a market product, 
namely concepts such as commons, ap-
propriation and dispossession. 

12 Ibid. : 6 - 15

13 Ibid. : 12

14 Ibid.
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2. Pragmatic
In a planning practices “that supports 
the idea that engaged design by the 
fields of architecture and town planning 
engenders social changes, even if these 
are minor. (...) The pragmatic trend is the 
least critical of the system since it gener-
ally resigns itself to having to work with a 
particular client, who in most instances 
has quite different interests.”15

Iba-Altbau (1984-87) is the first example 
cited in this research that carries out this 
attempt, engaging in complicated col-
laborative procedures: on the one hand 
with active citizens and on the other with 
city authorities. The main goal was often 
to coordinate and pilot existing process-
es, becoming a bridge between these 
heterogeneous and divergent groups. 
Deep contact with citizens on a local 
scale occurred with new planning and 
governance instruments, which revealed 
the spatial and social qualities of uncon-
ventional, marginal, and illegal projects 
existing in the area, such as squatting 
experiences.
In contemporary Berlin, this role is per-
haps taken on by participatory exercises, 
which seek to allow different stakehold-
ers, whether owners, users, political rep-
resentatives or ordinary citizens, to meet 
in the space.

3. Programmatic
In an attempt to act downstream, in-
tervening in the institutions and policies 
that define uses and rights over spaces, 
“by getting involved in politics from the 
outsets”16 one might be able to “rewrite 
these rules and thus achieve a much 
greater impact on the production of 
space.”17

Such an approach is the one pursued 
by the study, published in 2022, Urbane 
Optionsflächen. Studie zur Untersu-
chung von Arrondierungsflächen aus 
dem Treuhandvermögen des Landes 
Berlin18, an initiative promoted by the ar-

15 Ibid. : 13

16 Ibid.

17 Ibid.

18 Raumlaborberlin and Kulturwerk 
des bbk Berlin (eds.) (mit 
Unerstützung der Senatsverwaltung 
für Stadtentwicklung, Bauen und 

chitects and researchers of Raumlabor 
and the artists, researchers, and activists 
of the Kulturwerk des bbk Berlin.
The study proposes a new use for a cat-
egory of the cadastral classification of 
publicly owned land, the so-called ‘op-
tional urban spaces’. 
This category, which already exists19, 
includes all areas that are, for example, 
near infrastructure, or not well sized, or 
not easily accessible. The study explores 
the possibility of enhancing this category, 
which accounts for 3 percent of all pub-
lic land in Berlin, and promoting its use 
for public welfare or common (nonprofit-
oriented) uses. 
The study, developed with the support 
of the Senate, shows the potential of 
a spatial policy that is careful to create 
and protect a plurality of uses through 
the development of a range of tools and 
regulations. 
The transparenten Liegenschaftspolitik 
concept (Transparent Real Estate Poli-
cy), which has been introduced in Berlin 
since 2013, demonstrated an interest in 
a change in urban development policy, 
also characterized by the alternative uti-
lization of state-owned land, where a 

Wohnen, Urbane Optionsflächen. 
Studie zur Untersuchung von 
Arrondierungsflächen aus dem 
Treuhandvermögen des Landes 
Berlin, Berlin, 2022 
19 It exists under the term 
Arrondierungsflächen. Those are 
defined as “areas that cannot be 
built on independently or that 
cannot be used independently 
in economic terms, or areas of 
traffic or green spaces that are 
not required, generally up to a 
size of 300 m². In addition, in 
individual cases there are also 
extremely poorly sized larger 
plots of land (e.g. very long or 
undeveloped so-called “helipads”), 
for which the only sensible 
option is to sell them to local 
residents. This classification is 
also the basis for reporting to 
the Asset Management Subcommittee 
pursuant to Section 64 (2) 
Sentence 1 No. 8 in conjunction 
with (9) of the State Budget 
Code (LHO).” Drucksachennummer 
18/18787, quoted by Katalin 
Gennburg in: Raumlaborberlin and 
Kulturwerk des bbk Berlin 2022 
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long-term strategy on urban land might 
be coming to the fore. To be most effec-
tive in the direction of an inclusive and di-
verse city, this direction should be taken 
rigorously, following goal-oriented meas-
ures and not fearing accurate (even if 
increasing) regulations, such as the very 
interesting measures proposed by this 
study.

4. Analytical
“Capable of rendering visible social or 
economic problems and contradictions. 
It thus stands in contrast to the populist 
diminution of reality as well as the myth 
of the architect’s innovatory powers and 
strong authorship.”20

The need for this approach emerges 
from the shortcomings of the microsto-
ries told here. As already demonstrated, 
the impact of multipublics’ instances 
of individual and minor expression on 
space is not limited to the actual areas 
they occupy (or is not just affecting the 
people who use them), but rather ex-
tends beyond their boundaries, creating 
additional value and meaning in direction 
of plurality for the  entire city. Unfortu-
nately those networks and coalitions are 
not yet initiated and mantained by the 
activists themselves, whose energies are 
for now still absorbed in this struggle for 
survival and resistance to continue to re-
main in their own spaces.
The networking of these initiatives, 
through the creation of alliances and rela-
tionships within the city could succeed in 
offering a common and shared platform 
to these sites of contestation of the he-
gemonic use of public space. This action 
of connecting conceptually – but possi-
bly also normatively or in a spatial sense 
– would allow for “combining unity and 
diversity, in creating a form of commonal-
ity that leaves room for heterogeneity”21.

5. Narrative in character
The in-depth analysis of these Berlin 
histories ‘from below’ and their influ-
ence (also) on the contemporary city 
calls for a legitimization of these spaces 
through a new narrative of public space, 
a rethinking of the divide between pub-

20 Hertweck 2018 : 14

21 Mouffe 2013 : 49

lic and private property in the design of 
public space (is property a myth?)22, per-
haps even making use of the concept of 
commons – “the commons were always 
between the private and the public (...) 
as their duty was to qualify the right of 
ownership in-between the private and 
the public”23.
This, in addition to encouraging the pro-
ject to take on a more political and radi-
cal role, also calls for “the establishment 
of a multipolar istitutional framework that 
would create the conditions for those 
conflicts to manifest themselves as ago-
nistic confrontations between adversar-

22 “To put it in the most basic 
terms: property is a myth. The 
ownership of land, in particular, 
is merely a right granted to 
someone. This right is created 
in legislative bodies, applied 
by administrations, reviewed and 
developed further by courts. Yet 
everything is in constant flux, and 
this absolute right to do whatever 
one wishes with possessions – 
that is how property is defined 
– is potentially restricted, 
esepcially for land.” Christian 
Schöningh in interview. In Hertweck 
Florian (ed.), Architecture on 
Common Ground. The Question of 
Land: Positions and Models. Lars 
Müller Publishers / University of 
Luxembourg, Zürich 2020 : 171

23 Yoshiharu Tsukamoto, 
Reconstructing Commons. 
In: Hetweck 2018: 317
A concept also taken up by 
Dagmar Pelger, that look at its 
projection on german-speaking 
countries. In: Hetweck 2020: 317
“Commons are a «third space» 
between potentially freely 
available, in a sense public 
resource space on one hand and 
private space for individual use 
on the other. (...) because of 
its spatial location within the 
settlement, the Anger [according 
to the article, one of the four 
types of commons in German-
speaking countries] raises new 
questions today about managing 
our resources: central location, 
spatial embeddedness, unsealed 
land surface, and open access 
to make it a potential commons 
space for negotiating the most 
diverse interests among local 
residents, the municipality, 
and urban society.” 
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ies, instead of taking the form of agonis-
tic struggles between enemies. (...) to 
‘sublimate’ those passions by mobilizing 
them towards democratic designs, by 
creating collective forms of identification 
around democratic objective”24 – and to 
do so also in relation to contemporary 
urban space, its design and definition of 
uses.

“The society of singularities”25

In conclusion, it must be recalled that 
these alternative processes are an inte-
gral part of the contemporary develop-
ment of neoliberalism, and happen with-
in its perspectives, where things were 
never fixed in the first place.
They truly represent an interesting ex-
ample of what Reckwitz defines as “the 
proliferation of the particular. (...) Rath-
er then being directed toward anything 
standardized or regular, the hopes, in-
terests, and efforts of institutions and in-
dividuals are pinned on the unique and 
singular”26. In the society arising from 
cutural capitalism and the ‘economy of 
singularities’ (among them the creative 
economy), voices ‘from below’ and 
their affects take on a new relevance.
In fact, if in principle the struggle on space 
carried on by those ‘agents of change’ is 
in fact embedded in democratic institu-
tions, which allow the diversity of voices 
to be heard, the way in which this hap-
pens and especially the importance as-
signed to it are, in the contemporary 
city, once again being questioned. The 
priority given to a consensual and public 
space ‘for everyone’ is no longer recog-
nized – at least by these specific actors 
– and, indeed, strongly contested: these 
cases tell of an urgency for an urban 
(public) space that rather offers possi-
bilities of expression to plurality, to differ-
ent, marginal and opposing voices (and 
uses), a space that above all knows how 
to accommodate and provide room for 
agonist contestation.

24 Mouffe 2013 : 41, 9

25 Reckwitz Andreas, Die 
Gesellschaft der Singularitäten. 
Suhrkamp, Berlin 2017

26 Ibid. : 1

Recognizing the existence and impor-
tance of this infrastructure of plurality 
in the neoliberal city leads to important 
consequences in all sectors involved and 
brings into play the political role of the 
active, affective individual and its eman-
cipation within the urban system.
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16.07.2020, in Holzmarkt, Berlin
Interviewers: Natalia Kvitkova, Lorenza Manfredi

Interviewed: Konstantin Krex
Press & Public Relations Holzmarkt 25 

Can you tell us a bit about the evolution from Bar 25 to 
Katerholzig, the people behind it and how they moved 
from running clubs to developing a whole village com-
plex?

You might know that the space we are at, 300 years ago, was a 
marketplace for wood for the city. 
The city industrialized in the late 19th century and it became a 
Gaswerk. Produced and stored gas for the city. After the war, it 
was kind of abandoned, always had some kind of industrial use 
and then when the wall split Berlin in two, this area was lost land, 
located between the wall in the death zone. All of this was forgot-
ten land. This is the typical story and the reason why after the wall 
came down there were so many spaces right in the heart of the 
city that were abandoned and forgotten and that young people 
could come and take over and no one was interested because 
the city had other problems to deal with. 
A lot of creative spaces would evolve and in particular around 
here and on the edge of the river. 
Bar25 started as a temporary use in 2005. It started as people 
who were taking this space and asking who was the owner and 

asking if they could use it afterwards, because it wasn’t being 
used, it was just abandoned land, like a “Brache”. Then they 
found out it belonged to the city, but not the city itself, but the 
BSR, Berlin recycling company, which is 100% state-owned. 
They asked them if they could use the space, they said yes be-
cause it was a way to monetize, so they rented it to them for 
pretty cheap. That’s how they got it.
And then they started with, they had an old camper van, invited 
some friends over and started throwing parties. That’s how Bar25 
started. Then they kept building wooden huts and all that. 
Eventually it became one of the destinations for clubbing in Eu-
rope, maybe even in the world. The peak time was 2010/2012, 
when it closed.
All of this evolved in a group of 7 or 8 people who were the core 
of it, plus many people who were attached. 
Five of them are still part of our project. Eventually, the group split 
up, but the majority of the core team is still running HM. 
You can’t tell the story of Holzmarkt without Bar25 but it’s also not 
like, it would also be too easy to say, if you tell the story, you have 
to say the group split up. Some of the old people who used to run 
Bar25 are not part of this anymore. 
Bar25 had to leave in 2012 because the city wanted to sell all of 
the public-owned land to investors to develop mediaspree. This 
was the top-down city planning of the 90s. It started in the 90s 
and they pushed it through all the way. When the Bar25 team had 
to give up this land, they moved into an abandoned factory on the 
other side of the river and they created Katerholzig. The factory 
was the second temporary use because it was abandoned; they 
took it over and created another club for another 2012-2014. 
They also turned this into luxury condos so they had to move out 
of there eventually. It was rented, not squatted, it was Zwischen-
nutzung, temporary use. Which is how 90% of the techno and 
subculture scene in Berlin used to operate. And a lot are still, 
which is now a problem because of redevelopment. 
We had to leave over there and by 2012 it was clear that the city 
would sell this land, the BSR rather. 
So when we heard about it we asked them not to sell it but to 
keep it and give it to us, as a so-called Erbpacht,  which is some 
kind of rent contract which allows you to build on the land. So that 
means you own the land without really owning it. A leasehold. We 
asked the city to let us be leaseholders. By that time, the spirit of 
Berlin, Berlin was bankrupt and the idea was to privatize to make 
money. By this time, decisions were made that created wounds 
that have never healed and will not. We couldn’t convince them 
to keep the land, so we asked them to not sell it for the highest 
price but to someone that has a nice concept that creates value 
for the whole city, the community, not just money. They said no, 
they have to sell it to the highest bidder. 
What could we do to prevent it from becoming the last part of the 
Mediaspree that --. Then we were looking for partners to help us 
buy the land and we found the pension fund Abendrot. They are 
simply, the good capitalist, a private pension fund which operates 
under sustainable criteria. They are seeking very long term and 
investments that create a social benefit for the community. They 
wouldn’t invest in nuclear power or weapons. With their help, we 
bought it for the highest bid. 
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The city said it would be really nice if you would get it, we love 
your idea, that’s so cool, and it would be so good for the city, but 
they didnt do anything. 
Eventually, it was the highest bid that decided who would get it. 
With the help of the pension fund, we gave the highest bid. They 
believed in our vision of creating a new city quarter and gave us 
the leasehold. 

How did the people involved acquire the skills to do 
this?

One key aspect of when all of this happened, when the land was 
old, there was a huge protest movement in the city, in particu-
lar here, about how the riverbank of spree would be developed. 
The claim was “Spree Ufer für alle”. And we were part of this 
movement and so were a lot of alternative art projects and clubs 
and Zwischennutzungs culture that emerged on the banks of the 
river. A lot of the neighbours and Berliners joined that movement 
and there were huge protests. Probably the biggest protests 
against top-down planning and gentrification in the city. 
It evolved into a Burgerentscheid, a democratic vote, which was 
won and which said we don’t want investors to build right on the 
edge, to privatize the river bank and to not make it open to the 
public. 
Even though they won this, it never really happened, because the  
planning law is older than that  and it is still valid, so you can’t 
really do anything about it, unless you were to find investors who 
would align with  that Burgerentscheidung. And we were the only 
ones who were willing to. We weren’t the only ones, but the only 
ones who were able to buy the land. 
In all that time, of course, there were connections to parts of the 
Berlin politics that emerged, even friendships by that time, strong 
connections, and a lot of people, especially in Friedrichshain and 
Kreuzberg were in favour of us, were trying to push the Senate to 
not sell it for the highest price. So we had a lot of political friends 
by that time. There was a lot of goodwill in the city. They also 
helped us with a lot of stuff. But the problem was that eventu-
ally, on the highest level, they would always say that they needed 
that money, so sorry. But from that time, there were a lot of good 
connections to political parties in Berlin, especially in fhain/Xberg. 
The rest was learning by doing. Also we never bought in knowl-
edge, never bought experts, but we had Mario Husten who was 
one of the representatives of the coop. He was trained in busi-
ness, he used to work in huge companies, but he got out of this 
because he didn’t want to work in such a capitalist surrounding 
anymore. He made friends with the original team from bar 25 and 
together they created all of this. So there was some professional 
knowledge but never in terms of buying consultants, but on levels 
of friendship, community. 

Did you approach Abendrot for funding or did they 
already have some interest in the project, some prior 
knowledge, how did it unfold?

We were the ones who found them, asked them within the net-
work of Juve, one of the founders, a trained chef, who is from 
Switzerland. Friends of his had a connection to the fund. 
We were the ones stepping up to the fund and asking them to 
support us. The crazy thing is that this all happened in a month. 
They threw it on the market, said they needed the highest bidder, 
then in 2-3 months we had to develop the idea of creating all this, 
finding someone to finance it, it was all very last minute.

We are coming from a background of temporary use of space 
for techno music. That was really the spirit. Eventually, Bar25 

also developed into something more than just a techno and after 
hours because it also had a theatre, a restaurant, it was always 
the next step, a wider approach. But the basis of all that was the 
dance floor. The five who started everything and are all here, they 
are the core team.

From Katerholzig to here, it looks as though the aims of 
the project have changed, evolved. 

Over there, that was turning an abandoned building into a club, 
which also had a restaurant and theatre, we screened movies 
and showed exhibitions, but still, it was a very private approach. 
Once the idea came up to buy the land here, you want to deliver 
an alternative approach of how to develop not like Mediaspree 
but better, aligning with the idea of keeping the river banks open 
for the public, like they voted. We wanted and needed to start 
with a whole different approach and the idea was to build a new 
city within the city and to make it open to the public as far as pos-
sible and we always knew the club was part of our identity so we 
would build another one. Now it is part of the identity but not the 
identity, just one aspect. 

Talking about the public and the greater community 
around here, how involved were they in how the pro-
ject developed, did you have any participatory process, 
feedback?

In terms of different aspects. Behind the project, there are two 
coops. One is the Holzmarkt coop, the other is the GuK coop, 
they are the ones who gave us the money in the first place to 
be able to get bank funding in order to build. Everyone was able 
to participate and put money into the project, so that was one 
way of participating. The key idea was that no matter how much 
money you put into the cooperation, by way of buying shares, 
you could still only get one vote. 
The smallest amount you could invest is 25,000 euro. If some-
one is coming and says they will buy 10 shares for 250,000 they 
still only have one vote. That is the basic idea to make sure that 
money cannot influence this thing too much.
 Another aspect was the so-called Mörchenpark. It was a verein, 
a society, who would take care of the public spaces and how 
they would be turned into a public park. The society Morchenpark 
owns 25% of the coop. 
The original idea was to give Mörchenpark 25% of the shares, so 
that the public would always have a say. 
The problem was that with the Mörchenpark, things started awe-
some, but over a while, people in the society started to fight for 
who is responsible for what, both within the Mörchenpark and 
then within the coop. It worked out pretty good in the beginning 
but over time it became pretty sleepy and less and less people 
were actively involved. 
The whole society right now exists and still has their voting rights 
within the cooperation, but I would say, the first enthusiasm about 
it kind of lost, declined. 

A problem of finding consensus?

Definitely, one of the key problems was, when we started, 99% 
of it was a park, so there were lots of things to do, but we had 
to build, without that we wouldn’t be able to refinance ourselves. 
Just to give you a number of what we are paying for the lease-
hold, it is 1 million a year, leasehold only, and money we need for 
interest rates. 1 million we need to generate every year and by 
then we haven’t even done anything. Right now we are 140 peo-
ple in employment, so this is another 350,000 you need to make 
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every month to pay the people. 
That’s why I always say, when the city made the decision to sell to 
the highest bidder, it was obvious you couldn’t turn it into a park. 
There is a necessity to be able to refinance, to pay back Stiftung 
Abendrot. They are definitely the better capitalist and they gave 
us a very fair contract. I still think it’s awesome they believed in 
the idea, but they are making money with it. Which is fine, it’s the 
city who decided to sell it. That was the thing in the first place. 

You can get involved by becoming part of the cooperation,and 
then have voting rights within the cooperation, the other way is to 
join Mörchenpark, but this has lost track. 

Is there not an active attempt then to involve the neigh-
bourhood, apart from leaving it open and accessible? 

Yes and no. We are definitely open, but we haven’t seen the 
neighbourhood wanting to be active. It’s not that we would say 
no to whatever, people who want to––if someone would ask us to 
give space for projects in the neighbourhood, we would say yes 
and give them the space, and we are actively doing it, but it has 
shown over the years, that there isn’t as much participation as we 
would have thought in the first place. 

Are you creating a profit with the project, and if yes – 
how and what for?

I told you, We need to refinance roughly 1 million a year in order to 
pay the leasehold. What we are doing right now is we can roughly 
60 percent of that we can generate from renting space. 

But we always said that renting space is not the key idea, we 
don’t want to be landlords, we are, but that was not the business 
concept in the first place. It has to function for sure because we 
need to generate money, but it’s not the idea to turn this into big 
profit. So, the rest we are trying to generate with cultural events 
such as concerts–– the big building with the flag on top of it, the 
so-called Sälchen––where we are hosting concerts, theatre, then 
the club, and selling beer. The problem right now is that we are 
pretty much dependent on selling beer and having people come 
and buy our beer. It kind of creates a problem, since on the other 
side of the river more and more luxury condos have been built 
right on the edge of the river, people are complaining about noise. 
It’s not that I can’t understand it, it’s just that we were here first. 
It’s a problem of turning this place into a public riverbank. We said 
no, we don’t want to build fences and close it down after 10pm. 
Its open and you can come here in the middle of the night, buy a 
beer at the gas station and sit on the edge of the river and sing a 
song-- we have security who would come and say, hey, there are 
people living nearby trying to sleep, so you need to calm down...
and if you didn’t calm down, we need to call the police because 
we have noise complaints. But it happens. That’s the price you 
have to pay for making it publicly open. 

Does it become a problem since you are forced to at-
tract tourists? 

Right now, we have to pay 40% of our lease alone and we need 
to generate over gastronomy. And that makes you depend on 
tourism. Eventually the idea is to build more space to get that 
number down. 

Do you feel this is a problem, that you have to attract 
this kind of business?

We always wanted to have it as lively as possible, to create a nice, 
open space for each and everyone. A key part of our identity is 
to have cultural use, to have the club, have concerts, have open 
airs. That was always the idea, but it is hard in a city that is grow-
ing more and more and more space is being turned into hous-
ing, especially luxury condos in particular, because that’s where 
people live who have good lawyers so that makes life way harder. 
It’s not that I can’t understand them, if I were sleeping over there 
and people here were freaking out in the middle of the night, I 
would be stressed out as well. It’s difficult, but if we want to keep 
those open and creative spaces in the city, we have to find a way 
of dealing with, balancing the interests. That’s what we are trying 
to do. 

You talked a bit about the future – how does the future 
of Holzmarkt look, what else are you planning on build-
ing?

At the beginning there was a plan to build towers. In front of those 
three towers over there, on our side in front of the bridge. We 
wanted to build towers, that was a big fight with the city, eventu-
ally we lost the fight and we couldn’t build. We also lost the land, 
it is not owned by us anymore. Now what we have to do in order 
to become economically sustainable, since right now we are not 
at all, but in order to do so, we have to build more space on the 
land we still have. So the plan is to build a guest house, right here. 
That’s going to happen ideally in the next four years, it is being 
planned right now and will start building at the end of 2020. We 
are also building a bigger house where the club is right now and 
to integrate the club into the house, expanding the concept we 
already have (building more ateliers). 
We have a huge concert hall you can rent for conferences for 
instance, throw parties, whatever. Multi use. Above it there are of-
fice spaces, a huge gym room with yoga classes. Here in the first 
two levels are our offices, here is a music school, ateliers and stu-
dios for musicians. In here, the taller building has a 12 meter high 
ceiling for young trapeze artists. Right under is the kindergarten. 
The idea of the guest house is to have like, 20 percent as a usual 
hotel and 30 per cent for artists in residence. We have so many 
people coming to play in the club or play concerts and we always 
have to book hotels for them, so we always wanted to create a 
village that is self sustainable and has a lot of synergies. 

How do you choose the artists or the people who rent 
the offices?

Anyone can apply but for us the idea was always that there is 
a use for the whole community at HM. So if you apply for, for 
example, a bakery, you could say you would bake for the restau-
rant–– then it would be a good choice. We try to create sustain-
able circles. 
In the basement we have a bakery, a patisserie, a cafe, a wine 
store, a tailor, and a gallery. 
All of this has to be seen as a network that evolved over the years 
from Bar25 and Katerholzig... There were so many artists we met 
along the way, who wanted to stay involved. 
Everybody knows each other, we’re like a big family. 

How was the aesthetic and architectural design of HM 
chosen?

If you really look at the structures, it’s built pretty simply to keep 
the costs low. There are so many rules, especially in Germany, so 
if you want to build anything it’s going to be expensive because 
you have to stick to the rules. We tried to make it relatively easy 
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with open concrete walls and all that, but we always wanted to 
give it a certain touch. Of course the idea was to stick with the 
DIY style of the temporary use spaces that we had before. This is 
what turned out. It’s a bit modern kitsch. 
The guest house is going to be really cool, a more straight archi-
tectural approach, more contemporary, aligns with the style we 
have but we are using a new architect. 
It fits into this marketable image of how it all began, it positions it 
well for tourists. 
Also, when the buildings were finished, we thought of a way to 
give them a touch. That wasn’t professional  building corpora-
tions, but our people who also built the club. That’s what they 
had learned to do, use what’s around. The idea was to stick with 
that, do what we can. 
We asked a lot of artists to do murals all over. 

Have you seen any change or evolution from the original 
aim of the project? Something that makes you uncom-
fortable, or something you didn’t expect and are excited 
to see?

You have to take into account that we are only existing for three 
years now–– we are still in that process of young businesses 
struggling to survive. Each year is a struggle, now we are in the 
biggest crisis ever [because of corona], now we are making 10 
percent of the revenue we would usually make. The only reason 
we still exist and are not bankrupt is because the finance partners 
were willing to help us financially. Otherwise we would be dead 
already. We’re not at that point where we can make that next 
big move, maybe without covid we would be closer, but now it’s 
harder than ever. But still, I can personally say, on a good summer 
night, with tourists in the city, it can be overcrowded...but what 
do you wanna do about it, close it? Just say we only want 1000 
people and the next ones can’t come in? You won’t find us doing 
marketing, as the PR guy, I’m not writing to Lonely Planet and 
asking to be included...sometimes they just do it on their own. 
90% of all the requests to commercial travel guides, we say no, 
we don’t want to be in there. At the same time, we need them 
to survive economically, it’s tough here and there but you have to 
find the right balance. 

The city did not help, even at the beginning?

There was a lot of help in the sense of goodwill, they made some 
things possible which wouldn’t be easy for other investors.  On a 
very basic level, they didn’t choose to sell it to us for a lower price, 
nor make the land public and give us the leasehold. 

But also now that you are more settled into the fabric 
of the city, do you still have to discuss matters with the 
city?

That is a big problem, there is a huge part of the left wing govern-
ment that sees us as part of the problem because we are too 
attractive, and we attract a lot of tourists. 
The city was always way more left wing than other places in Ger-
many, which is great, because otherwise we wouldn’t exist. But 
there are, for the last couple of years, parts of the very radical left 
which have this idea to de-attract the city. Saying, we don’t want 
google, or amazon, but they also then need to provide a plan B, 
someone who is going to employ everyone. We need to attract. 
This is always the struggle. There is a certain part of politicians 
who definitely are a bit business hippies, who think, ‘why would 
we help them, they are making millions with their clubs’ which is 
crazy because if they were really interested in what it means to 

run a club, they would know you can make millions when you 
have a good profile of artists and pay them a decent amount. We 
really employ people, we don’t have any freelancers...we really 
employ which saved 130 from being unemployed during COVID 
because we are still paying them, with help from the state. That 
was always the idea, to move on from this temporary thinking into 
an economically lasting future. Which is tough, since it always 
requires you to make rational decisions and then it’s very easy 
to criticize and say that we are the bad capitalists. They created 
the necessity, the pressure to make it economically viable by only 
selling the land to the highest bidder. But we are trying to find the 
balance. 

Is this all unfolding within the bezirk or with the city?

Part of the problem is that the Bezirke in Berlin have a lot of power, 
historically. We used to have a big problem with Florian Schmidt, 
who is fighting a good fight in many ways, but there was at one 
point a big misunderstanding about how we could build on that 
land. That was mainly with him and his authority. It was kind of a 
problem, but we got over it and moved on. 

In 99 per cent of the cases, we deal with the Bezirk, not the city. In 
Berlin, the districts have a lot of power and to get it onto the next 
level it would need to be huge. Even the rebuilding of the Karstadt 
in Neukölln is being decided on by the level of Bezirk and not the 
city. But in Berlin it’s really hard to bring it up to the next level, it 
needs either a lot of money or public good to level it up––Which 
we always thought we would be, but obviously we are not. 
It helps if you have a good reputation and people helping you but 
if it’s about the law and fighting in the realm of law, they don’t get 
involved. 

The key question is, what is the common good? For us, we would 
say, we are not like a democracy, it’s a private cooperation, a 
private initiative but we always set ourselves the goal of creating 
a benefit for the city. Yes, private city development, but in a dif-
ferent way than it is usually done. I think we created an example 
that each and everyone who comes here sees the difference. We 
would have had the right in the first place to build three times as 
much as you see here but we decided not to do it. The problem 
is that the land, and  therefore, the value of the leasehold, is orien-
tated on what you could build and what you did build… and that’s 
what defines the price. And even once you’ve said you don’t want 
to build as much as you can, then you still need to make that 
money somehow. 

Do you find yourselves connecting somehow to other 
projects in the city? 

For sure, we have connections to Spreefeld, we have connec-
tions to Radialsystem, to a lot of clubs, we are always trying to 
communicate and support each other, since always. I think that’s 
one of the great things about the Berlin creative scene is that 
people are really in solidarity, and help each other. Especially now 
in corona times you can see that. I have friends in New York and 
I am there for a few weeks every year so I know the culture, es-
pecially the subculture scene there quite well. I know that these 
kinds of things wouldn’t even be thinkable there… It’s a shark 
pool. 

What is the common good, are we the common good or are 
we just capitalists? I think the answer is that we are somewhere 
in-between. On the other hand, who made Berlin an interesting 
place? It wasn’t the city, it was the private initiative of people who 
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just took the spaces. Now we can call them capitalists and de-
mand that we need public good, but it’s not that easy. I want the 
city to help clubs and people who take the space, I want the city 
to make it easier for them. But I don’t think the solution is that the 
city buys everything and then makes all the decisions, because 
that wouldn’t be interesting either. 

We are an experiment somewhere in between the private initiative 
and the common good. And it’s a question of how to balance it 
and I think it’s important that the city protects culture and has a 
culture of their own in the form of theatres, or even buying Radi-
alsystem just to save it, it’s cool. But I don’t think it would be that  
interesting if the city bought all the culture and started deciding 
who was playing in which techno club. That wouldn’t be attrac-
tive. I dont think that’s the solution. 

What do you think about projects which are attempting 
to remain temporary, like Teepeeland across the water?

It’s great, we love them. It’s cool, I hope these things can exist as 
long as possible, but someone owns the land that they are on. 

So you are trying to evolve?

Yes, at some point, you need to ask the question, who owns the 
land that you are on. You need private initiative and people who 
have vision, and I think it’s fine if they turn it into a business model, 
which it usually needs to be. Look at city owned housing, it’s also 
a business model, which is ok. To a certain degree,  but it’s a 
question of how do you stick up to your ideals and that is a pro-
cess of negotiation and it will always be there. I don’t think there 
is the easy answer of saying ‘ ok we are expropriating everything 
and everything is nice and everything is perfect. Then, who owns 
after that? Is there a hierarchy? For sure. 
(...)

21.02.2022, online
Interviewer: Lorenza Manfredi

Original in German, translated by the author

Interviewed: Hans-Ulrich Stauffer
Founding partner of the Abendrot Stiftung and layer

I’d like to talk to you about the role of the Abendrot 
Foundation in the Holzmarkt Areal project, which grew 
out of a citizens’ initiative. How would you describe the 
work of the foundation and what made you decide to 
work with the Holzmarkt initiative?

The Abendrot Foundation is a pension fund. In Switzerland, the 
system is as follows: we have a base for retirement provision that 
is made centrally by the state, and then we have a second pil-
lar on top of that, which is organized by individual companies, 
which is also mandatory, i.e. obligatory. When we retire, we have 
two pensions: a pension directly from the state, the basic pen-
sion, and on top of that, a second pension, which is organized 
completely differently. The implementation of the second pen-
sion can be done by companies, employers themselves. They 
simply have to comply with the minimum legal requirements. 
When this obligation came, we said to ourselves: let’s do this 
for smaller companies. I am a lawyer, we had a law office, 
we had employees, we had to do something. And in our net-

work we can do it ourselves, if it is possible that we manage it 
ourselves. We want to invest the money in such a way that it 
does not destroy quality of life, but if possible makes it better.  
Today it is called sustainability. When we were founded in 1985, this 
word did not exist. We want social justice, health and environment – 
we want to take these three criteria more into account. That’s where 
this sustainability term came from. That’s how we built up this pen-
sion fund and have always invested it according to these criteria. 
 
Then in 2010 we came into contact with Berlin circles, with Ger-
man circles that were looking for money. Where do we invest? We 
invest in real estate, in shares, in so-called bonds, i.e. fixed-interest 
bonds, which are the main areas where pension funds invest their 
money. We have always had a strong emphasis on properties where 
we also wanted to build ecologically in some way, build densely, 
i.e. not single-family houses, but socially compatible construction. 
 
Then we came into contact with various organizations from 
Germany, including from Berlin, who asked us whether we 
could imagine such a financial commitment in Germany. In 
Germany, the legislation and taxes are completely different. 
So we were rather reluctant. And then, after a longer clarifica-
tion phase, we said: We can do that and we know how to do it.  
At that point, the Holzmarkt people came to us. They were not yet 
on the Holzmarkt area, but on the other side, on the Kater Holzig 
and they knew that this will end, because there will be built and there 
they had a look at the other side of the Spree, on the Holzmark area. 

Where the Bar25 was before... 
 
Then they said, if we can imagine, this area – that was formerly 
GDR, East Berlin, that was a restricted area, it was where the wall 
ran, up to the Spree – nobody lived there – that was military area 
and therefore it was free and it was evaluated over all the years to 
sell it, and then came the question – who buys something like that? 
The concern of the Holzmarkt people was, that’s going to be some 
speculators, they’re going to build Google European headquarters 
there or something like that, so those open spaces would disappear. 
And then we got involved, they contacted us – we didn’t look 
for that, but we looked at it anyway, and we found two things:  
First, this group Holzmarkt, which has already been do-
ing this whole party scene for years, they have power and 
they have fantasies and they can do it. They’re not ama-
teurs, they have shown good performance over the years. 

And then we thought about it – the group has a good record, 
they also had the former Kater Holzig on the other side, which 
was a disused factory that they converted, with quite high in-
vestments and they generated everything themselves, and we 
had the impression that they can do that. And that was a posi-
tive basis for such a contact to work together with this group. 
And the second thing was the consideration that this 
area is immense: it is 18600 m². A huge area! And of 
course it is cut up by the S-Bahn, which runs over it, 
but on both sides of the S-Bahn the area belongs to it.  
We then said: if they could operate it, what do they want to do 
there? And they said three things: First, a kind of “club with a vil-
lage”, so a lively thing. Then afterwards a hotel and on the other 
side of the tracks a kind of “incubator”, they called it. A place 
where people can live, work and be creative. That’s how we made 
this three-part division. We can imagine that. 

In the village, creativity is there, artists and so on. It is not over-
built. These projects, these ideas were already on the table before 
as sketches. Then we said well, we organize that. In this form, 
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we as a foundation buy the land and give the right to build to our 
partner. In Switzerland this is called a building right (Baurecht), 
in Germany a heritable building right (Erbbaurecht) which means 
that for X years, 50 years, 60 years, we give the partner the right 
to build there, but the land belongs to us and the partner pays 
interest. 
This was the model we used to tackle the whole thing and 
set up the project, and in the end we were awarded the bid. 
Against a competitor who offered a little less. And when we 
had it, we as a foundation were the owner of the property.  

And then we started to discuss the whole thing in detail. The 
detail meant, we had to consider for each plot of land: what are 
the requirements that we as the owner place on our partner, that 
it must fulfill. In the end, these became contracts. 
For example, this sounds quite strange, but we don’t want a bor-
dello there. That doesn’t go with our ethics. That was now an 
example. It has to be something that fits into our image and think-
ing. Then we divided this property into three parcels and signed a 
contract with a separate partner for each parcel.

The first thing was the middle plot of land, where the Holzmarkt 
village is now with the club, meanwhile the hotel is also under 
construction, with another partner, in which the Holzmarkt people 
are also involved in some way, but we are not interested in that, 
because we are dealing with a partner hotel, a partner village and 
a partner Eckwerk (we called it).

So the hotel is still with the Holzmarkt people? And the 
third part?

The Holzmarkt people have partnered with a hotel group, I don’t 
know how that society distributes their shares percentage wise, 
but they are both in it and the society is our partner. 

And you as a foundation don’t care in the end if it’s the 
Holzmarkt people?

We have to agree that they have entered into this partnership. 
But it has also been shown with the other project at the so-called 
Eckwerk the Holzmarkt has entered into a bad partnership that 
has failed and that has set the whole project back by years. That 
is why nothing has been done there yet. At the moment we are 
in the planning stage, we have the building permit and we are 
confident that something very good will be put there.

You follow all these processes, you manage that and 
lead that and take the decisions of the framework of 
these heritable building right contracts. And you ask 
some kind of rent for example to Holzmarkt to be able 
to build there and use the space. Are these rents then 
particularly low?

As an example, we have done this with the so-called “Eckwerk” 
there, where we make the founder center with cheap apartments 
for students, with cheap business premises, there we have ne-
gotiated with the partner exactly how much a square meter of liv-
ing space should cost, with what equipment, there is something 
cheaper, there is something more expensive, which have more 
equipment. That is actually fixed, that there is a range, where the 
rents should move, because, so we thought, it is ultimately our 
social responsibility.

You invest the money, but not with the idea that the 
money will increase?

It’s about getting a reasonable return. We invest to get a return. 
That return for us is in the range of a normal interest return, we 
need a return between 4% and 5% per year. With a percentage 
like that, you could then set the lease rate or the interest rate for 
the whole property. The one who develops the land must also 
include these costs in his final interest. The way we saw it with 
the village, these interest rates are relatively reasonable and so-
cial. The social projects there can finance that, so of course that’s 
very nice. 
Because we know – and this is insane: in this area, the average 
land value has increased five-fold within ten years. Unimaginable! 
Unimaginable! The land we bought, we could sell today at five 
times the price after ten years. That is sick! And if someone buys 
that at five times the price and builds something, then you can im-
agine how high the rents are there and who can still pay that. And 
that is not possible for us. As a foundation, we cannot and will not 
allow ourselves to do that. But that has also meant that we have 
said: we want so-called socially compatible solutions and finally 
socially compatible prices. This has given us good support and 
image with the approval authorities, with the political parties, who 
have actually ultimately also supported this project.

How did they support that?

There were always questions: is it allowed to do that, is it possible 
to build there like that? Often you have the so-called discretion, 
the authority has to consider: it’s not quite clear no, it’s not quite 
clear yes.
And in Germany, the authorities tend to say: what is not allowed 
is certainly forbidden. We think rather differently, we think what is 
not forbidden, is all allowed!
We think differently than the Germans in Berlin and that was 
sometimes very very troublesome, the authorities correspond-
ence. In the end, we did get the support. Building in Berlin is a 
horror. 
The political wrangling, the approval process and so on, I never 
imagined that it would be so difficult and so complicated.

These permits, development plans and all that kind of 
stuff....

Just one example: I said we bought the land and then we made a 
contract, the so-called heritable building right contract. This con-
tract must also be registered in the land register, in the cadastre, 
so that the partner then exists like a second property. This basis, 
the registration in the land register is needed so that the partner 
can borrow money and make the mortgages on the land. That 
took seven years, seven years! Until that was registered in the 
land register, in Berlin. That’s when we despair. We can’t plan, our 
partner is blocked from raising money. That is impossible such a 
condition. 
And of course that also means: that it’s not only not much fun to 
do such projects, but that if you don’t have the stamina, it doesn’t 
work at all.

You also take the risk of losing money with such invest-
ments?

I don’t believe that investments are being made in the wrong way 
in Berlin; the price of land has exploded. Although that can also 
be a bubble, suddenly it goes down again at some point. I have 
little fear there, but it simply takes a lot of time to push the whole 
project through and these years were ultimately unprofitable for 
us, so there was no return money coming in. We can do that be-
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cause we have three billion francs in volume, the Berlin engage-
ment is peanuts, but it is extremely frustrating to see that it is not 
going forward.

Two more questions, to understand: if you would sell 
again, what stops you to sell again, is that an ethical 
decision?

Firstly it’s like, we have with these three partners in the ground 
lease we have in the contract a right to buy from them, so if we 
were to sell, they would have the first choice to buy. And the 
prices are already fixed there. That means if we sell, we don’t 
make a speculative profit. Because of the contracts that have 
been concluded. 

You could sell, but the first choice would be the partner?

We could sell, but the partner would have the first choice. The 
partner would probably say, great, I’ll buy, so we’re pretty tied up.

And if, for example, Holzmarkt couldn’t pay back its in-
terest?

Then it all falls back. Then the contract ends after the reminder, 
then it all comes back.

I also saw that Kater Holzig had also filed for bankrupt-
cy. So they also have experience and that’s a big build-
ing project after all and they come from the subcultural 
scene and one wonders if they are capable of doing 
that?

I don’t see a problem there, in all the years they’ve been running 
the village there hasn’t been a month of any problems with rent 
payments. Nor with Corona, they smartly switched over pretty 
quickly and got government assistance for unemployment as a 
result of Corona. I think they managed that relatively well.

Since they do have a relatively large amount of expens-
es, now. 

I was back in Berlin last October or November after a year’s 
break. There we discussed quite intensively and I think they sur-
vived the Corona time relatively well by just redimensioning every-
thing. Personnel, social insurance, unemployment insurance, and 
short-time compensation, and they got by relatively well with that. 
And then it was the fact that not everything was closed on the 
Holzmarkt site. There were completely different, normal crafts-
men who could use their studios normally.

And in turn could pay the rents themselves to the Holz-
markt. 
And then there’s this big open space. It’s also interesting 
the reaction to the Mediaspree project, How they found 
a way, right there in that Mediaspree area, to find a solu-
tion to get that open space.

That was exactly at the “big” project, the so-called Eckwerk pro-
ject. There it was a long discussion: to make the access to the 
Spree fixed. To open up the S-Bahn arches so that you can walk 
from the street across the area under the S-Bahn arches, directly 
onto the Holzmarkt area and thus to the Spree. 
This is how the project was designed: actually everything is open 
and transparent at the bottom, only a few areas are closed off, 
otherwise everything is open in the direction of the Spree. This 

made a great impression on the urban planning department, i.e. 
the approval authority in Berlin. They also put it this way: it doesn’t 
make a barrier, but makes it possible to walk through.

(...) How would you describe the level of ‘solidarity’ of 
a project, in general with the foundation? Do you have 
parameters for that? Some of them you’ve already men-
tioned. How do the selection mechanisms work within 
the foundation? Do you actively look for projects or do 
the projects look for you?

I’ll start with the last one. So one of our specialties is the trans-
formation of old industrial sites and industrial buildings. The main 
point, and this is sometimes a bit difficult to explain: In Switzer-
land, land is extremely scarce and expensive. That means, unlike 
in Italy, France and Germany, we don’t have industrial sites where 
nothing is going on anymore. We have too little land in Switzer-
land. 
We have concentrated on identifying such sites, often in connec-
tion with local initiatives that say you could make a conversion 
with living and working, studio use or similar. We are actually well 
utilized with such projects and work with them. We have done 
some really big objects.
We have an extra department of about six people, architects, 
who develop such projects further and then convert them over 
the years. So we have built up and developed special know-how. 
Most of the time, when we see such a project on the horizon or 
when such a project is proposed to us, we think about it right at 
the beginning: Is there a partner, are there several partners that 
we can involve already now, so that we don’t end up with a new 
building or a renovated house, but no one who wants to use it. 
So we often already have group commitments that say: we rent 
the whole house for ourselves and then do self-management with 
14 rental units. We know such models and we can really imple-
ment them.

So we have a relatively small end lease risk. Because actually 
often everything is already assured that we have an organization 
that wants to take over. 
That means that we always look: these partners can they do 
it? Someone can’t come along and say: we know a large area 
and we would like an apartment there. That doesn’t help us. We 
have to say: organize yourselves, make a cooperative or make a 
tenants’ association, you are twenty people, you want 15 apart-
ments. That way we can plan it better.

The partners and initiatives that are already there, do 
they have to work in solidarity?

Right. Often it’s like this, these initiatives already exist. They have 
contact with each other, they know a lot more about the local-
ity, but they don’t have the money. Conventional banks are very 
reluctant towards such forms of self-management. We have the 
money, but we don’t have these contacts. So you have to match. 
They have the ideas and the contacts and we have the money. 
And when that goes, something good comes out of it.

I was wondering if there are many foundations like 
yours? Is that a widespread model? I hardly know it 
from Berlin. And how is the Abendrot Foundation dif-
ferent from other foundations? Does it have a special 
point of view?

The main purpose of Abendrot is to provide for retirement. An 
insurance to pay the pensions. We are not a charitable founda-
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tion, only the legal form is a foundation. In Switzerland there are 
2000 such foundations, as pension funds. But they are not all like 
this. We are perhaps the most innovative when it comes to such 
issues. 
We have been able to build up a certain reputation, a certain 
name. We have had inquiries as to whether we would advise or 
accompany third parties, others. That means such activities as 
Abendrot tend to be rare. Most pension funds simply build apart-
ment buildings somewhere in the sticks, where it just goes, 16 
apartments, and then they rent them out. But that’s not our ap-
proach.

And Europe-wide, is it a model that’s used a lot?

No. The interesting thing is that there is another foundation that 
invests similarly in Berlin, which also has its headquarters in Ba-
sel, the Edith Maryon Foundation, which comes from the anthro-
posophical circle, with whom we definitely have common con-
tacts, we have also already financed individual projects in Berlin 
by Edith Marion. They are also on the way: we don’t want to 
squeeze out the optimum profit, but we want to enable quality of 
life, that’s the point.

The Edith Maryon Foundation has also financed ExRo-
taprint.

Yes, exactly, and other projects, two or three residential buildings. 
They have quite a bit in Berlin. They come from the anthropo-
sophical circle and often have hints there through these contacts, 
like: I still have something like this in my inheritance, would you 
like to buy it? They get their objects through another acquisition.

And why invest in the Berlin real estate market?

That’s two points. The first is: That in this phase 2010 to 2014 we 
had a relatively dried up market here in Switzerland. We couldn’t 
get our hands on any new projects. Then we thought: would an 
investment in Germany be a possibility? Germany is much closer 
to us in terms of understanding how it all works than France or 
Italy. But Germany is also much more complex than Switzerland. 
It is really an adventure. 
We don’t understand everything they write in German, they write 
a different German than we do in Switzerland. That’s the difficulty. 
And their contracts are five times thicker than our contracts in 
Switzerland and the procedure takes five times longer than ours, 
we had to learn all that. But we said we can learn that, we can talk 
to our trusted lawyers, they accompany us, that is a “conditio sine 
qua non”, we need it, we need trusted people who accompany 
us with their knowledge. But we can do that. So the difficulty to 
find something reasonable in Switzerland, on a larger scale was a 
reason to go to Germany.
Secondly, the temptation to do something useful, which we can-
not do in Switzerland. In Switzerland it is impossible to find an 
area of 18000 m². It simply does not exist! Those were the temp-
tations. Then the decision, with a partner of whom we had the 
impression that he could do it and then – after years, today, we 
say of course – but we also knew that at the beginning – we 
have a currency risk. The euro is worth massively less against the 
Swiss franc. That means we also have losses in the book in that 
sense. We had to correct the properties that we ultimately had to 
report in Swiss francs. That was one realization and the other was 
how difficult it is to build in Berlin because of the political situation. 
So there are positive aspects and there are also negative aspects 
that we would perhaps weight differently today. 

I work on the Spreeraum Ost area because this land 
issue that has arisen over the last twenty years has be-
come very clear particularly in this area. There were a lot 
of big available areas and now there is a lot of pressure 
on the ground. Maybe that also gives a new meaning to 
your projects. For example, contrary to the others, here 
we keep empty spaces, public space, and affordable 
housing.

The problem there is that all the sales have always taken place, 
to the highest bidder, without any conditions of a social nature. 
For example, one could say: social housing must be built. This 
does not mean housing for the poorest people, not at all. We 
could stipulate that the square meter of residential use must not 
cost more than so and so many euros. None of that happened in 
Berlin and that’s why we have these mad stories.

That was a political mistake, in your opinion? 

These are political problems. And on top of that, you know the 
story about the rent cap, which of course doesn’t make investing 
very interesting either. 

Why, in what sense?

We bought several apartment buildings in Berlin and then we 
came under the rent cap, which has now been lifted again. But 
that was always a theater. Rent down, rent difference still has 
to be paid... that’s difficult, that’s just not sensible working. (...) 
Complicated and with a lot of effort. The amount of menpower or 
womenpower needed to keep adjusting to the new political situ-
ation is simply very difficult.

And is that a Berlin-specific situation, or did you know it 
from Germany in general?

No. This rent cap has been exclusive to the state of Berlin, We 
have the difficulty there that massive immigration has taken place 
in Berlin and not enough has been built, so living space has be-
come scarce. That was somehow slept on, nothing was done 
for years. 
We are now working with a state housing cooperative for the 
one plot of land and they said: there were years where nothing 
was built at all because it wasn’t possible, because the financing 
wasn’t there. That means, of course, that as the population has 
increased, they haven’t continued to provide housing. 

Back to the Holzmarkt. After the leasehold contract with 
the initiative was closed, how has the situation devel-
oped or changed? How does the relationship work, is 
there a contact, an exchange? How does it work now?

First of all, I want to say: the relationship is stable and good. Over 
all the years. There have been crisis situations. The biggest crisis 
situation is the failed partnership for Eckwerk. They got involved 
with a partner with whom it didn’t work out. And they really went 
out on a limb and made a lot of concessions and ultimately lost. 
That means that there is still an extreme financial and emotional 
burden on the Holzmarkt, which will only be resolved when the 
new project is completed and certain compensation payments 
are made to the Holzmarkt. Then they will have some air again. 
That’s an extreme stress situation for the Holzmarkt and we get 
that all the time. 

The thing is, I have already said this, at the Holzmarkt there was 



289

Appendix

not a single month with problems with rent or other payments, 
that was always solved very well, decently, highly professionally. 
There were never any red warning lights at all. That was also a 
good sign for us - they can handle it. But with this partner, with 
the old project, that was a fiasco. 

But it was recognized early enough, in a way.

It was recognized early enough that you could still take yourself 
out of it. But the collateral damage, it’s there to this day, and it’s 
not eliminated yet. Collateral damage means financial compensa-
tion. 

And the work that was invested there?

That anyway, and the commitments they made, which were then 
worth nothing in the end.  

What do you think about the dependence of the initia-
tive towards the foundation? They have to pay back this 
interest and – they told me that they had to open up 
a lot to the tourists because they need money. What 
do you think about this transformation of the initiative, 
which had started very spontaneously?

I have to say that this is a delicate interface between us, as the 
foundation, and the partner. The partner itself must consider what 
it has to do in order to survive. There are some red lines that we 
would not accept, but they are not an issue at all. So we accept 
that as it went. Some things have come out differently than they 
were intended to in the first phase of the project, but those are all 
developments that don’t bother us at all.
We think: maybe we would have done it differently, but it’s our 
partner. We didn’t do it because as a foundation we didn’t expect 
ourselves to ever build in Berlin, so we have to accept what the 
local people do, as long as it fits into the agreed concept. 

I also think about this ambivalence of the initiative, 
which, in order to be able to afford the property, they 
have also had to reconfigure themselves. They’ve also 
lost a little bit, that spontaneity that worked back then 
as Bar 25. They had no costs there and now they have 
big costs and have had to offer other uses and not just 
dancing and meeting. 

That’s the way it is. And we’ve already noticed that they’re moving 
into new territory there. Managing an area with 30- 40 tenants is 
different than managing a bar-club. And that was not always easy 
for them. But what’s interesting is that the core group is still the 
same. They have never split, never made “factions” or anything. 
There are some who are more in the center and others more 
around it, but the group as such has not changed much in terms 
of its composition. 

And they also respond to the transformations of the city 
around it, it can’t work to just stay the way you were. 
I’m researching three projects, Holzmarkt, RAW site and 
Teepeeland, do you know them? 

We were also asked to invest on the RAW- site and we said no, 
first of all we do the Holzmarkt, then we look further.

The people from the RAW site say: we weren’t as good 
as those from the Holzmarkt. 
There are two investors there now who have bought the 

property. On the western part, the Kurth Group is the 
investor and they are in negotiations with the district and 
the initiative there to get a socio-cultural-L, the buildings 
that form an “L” – to keep it. But they want to build big 
towers around it. They have received more volume from 
the district, so they are building higher. (...)

That was still interesting at the Holzmarkt: We had the idea, the 
plans are fixed in the head and everything becomes clear. And 
then we saw that there were always new adjustments or even 
new projects. One project: you know the dome, the club – that 
will tend to disappear because they want to build a high-rise 
there. Of course, that was never in the discussion. I don’t know if I 
would have built a club like that back then if I knew I was going to 
tear it down in 10 to 12 years. These are commercially completely 
insane processes that no one else would do. Sometimes I have 
the feeling that spontaneity is all well and good, but spontaneity 
has its price. And the Holzmarkt pays a very high price for it.

They also told me: what should we do, we got the prop-
erty and for that we also have to rearrange ourselves to 
allow access to the Spree and to allow a different form 
of living in this location. But it is very ambivalent, if you 
knew the property from before...

(...)
Another important development or an observation: the Kater 
Holzig was, after all, a success project, the Bar 25 – legendary. 
I think those memories and that experience may have gone to 
the Holzmarkt people’s heads a bit. I sometimes have the feeling 
that they’ve lost a bit of their grip on the ground. In the approach: 
we do wonderful things, it’s completely incomprehensible why 
this petty-minded district or the approval authority doesn’t think 
everything we do here is great? They just have to approve it and 
if they don’t approve it, then it shows how reactionary they are. 
That’s a bit of an exaggeration, but I sometimes have this feeling 
that they’ve taken off and think everything has to be done accord-
ing to their ideas, and then they collide with reality. 

Yes, there are a lot of compromises that one have to 
make if one really wants permanence and no longer 
wants to remain temporary. 

That’s the way it is. Some of the Holzmarkt people also got into 
a fight with the district. They have had conflicts with the mayor of 
the building department, Schmid? With whom they have conflict 
after conflict. Ultimately, it was about being right. Powerplay. 

You said there will be a high-rise building where the club 
is?

If you go under the S-Bahn, you come directly to the new build-
ings. And between the new buildings and the club, there is a 
small area that is not built on. The high-rise building is to be built 
on this area and partially on the club. 

Is that part of the Eckwerk? 

No, it’s all on the side of the Spree. Right on the rail line. And as 
they told me, they want to have the club in the basement of the 
high-rise and in the high-rise would be mainly office uses. Resi-
dential is not possible, because of the noise. 

That’s also an initiative of Holzmarkt? 



290

That’s the latest project. For the new high-rise they already got 
the preliminary building permit that you can do it. 

And all these investments are financed by Holzmarkt as 
a cooperative. 

They don’t take money from us. They borrow money from Ger-
man banks.

Ok, good. The three case studies are of interest be-
cause one is public, one is private, and you are some-
where in the middle. I had the question: 
Is this a model you have for an alternative system for 
managing urban space that is different from public and 
private ownership?

Whether it’s an alternative I don’t know, but I think we started out 
as a pension fund to preserve or promote quality of life. With a 
block along the Spree, that would certainly not be quality of life. 
So I think: yes, it makes sense to support such projects. If it can 
be financed, if it is sustainable, then it makes sense. I say that 
quite openly. 
For me, it’s always been about doing something better in the 
world and having something pleasurable in life. We have largely 
failed in that, but at least we have the money today and then we 
can try to achieve this quality. 

It’s like a kind of communal private property. 

It is like that, yes. The point is actually, that’s the crucial thing: It’s 
not losing money or investing money irresponsibly. We’re look-
ing at having a “return,” generally, interest. Somehow, pensions 
have to be financed by the insured. It is quite possible, with a 
lot of imagination, to help create such projects where something 
qualitatively new or challenging happens. That’s the approach 
that drives us to pursue such ways. Not simply “mainstream”, not 
simply banking, not simply investors and certainly not specula-
tion. But somehow what I find reasonable and would prefer to 
have myself. 

Do you feel that they are doing the job that should nor-
mally be assigned to the state? 

I think the state could maybe do a little better job of setting the 
direction. When the state sells land to the highest bidder – it just 
always comes out wrong. That’s the case in our country, where 
state-owned land has been sold. Nothing interesting has come 
out of it at all. The quality is also modest. There would have to 
be better thought about how this could be controlled, from the 
state side. 
I don’t know if the state could develop a Holzmarkt area the way 
we do together with the Holzmarkt. That’s an enormous amount 
of time, imagination and heart and soul that goes into it. I can im-
agine that there is seldom so much imagination in an administra-
tive apparatus. That will certainly be a problem: Who is the spon-
sor? The state could direct that we sell only to cooperatives, for 
example. We have a long tradition of this in Switzerland, and even 
more so in Austria. In Germany, the Second World War destroyed 
quite a lot of tradition. Austria is gigantic with its cooperatives in 
social housing. In our country, too: Zurich has an extremely large 
number of cooperatives. That would make sense if you could fix it 
so that you just draw this choice as a partner and not a specula-
tive investor. 
(...) 

16.09.2020, in RAW Gelände, Berlin
Interviewer: Lorenza Manfredi

Original in German, translated by the author

Interviewed: Kristine Schütt alias Mikado
freelance musician, 

runs the music project tRaumstation at RAW-tempel since 2004

What’s the status now? Do you want to try to summa-
rize the whole story?

In the meantime, the status is as follows: the district has passed 
a decision on the development plan. This is always the starting 
signal for the development plan procedure. First of all, a decision 
has to be made on the development plan, and this has been 
made, that this is a commercial area, that no apartments are to 
be built here, and that there is a floor area figure that is mentioned 
there. And that means that Mr. Kurth would have the possibility, 
if he leaves it here roughly as it is, in the eaves heights as they 
are or does not go much higher or only in the southern part of 
the site goes a little higher, that he can then erect a higher build-
ing at the Western side. This was of course the subject of great 
discussions both here with us and in the district, there are people 
who do not like it - but on the other hand we are of the opinion 
as it has been speculated with this site, and what awaits us on 
the other side of the bridge - there is a huge tower in plan - ...if 
this monument ensemble as a whole and also the skater hall, so 
this L, if that comes for it permanently in a socio-cultural use to 
a compatible rent, then we believe it is the last chance to imple-
ment this. I don’t think it’s possible to expropriate it, I don’t think 
it’s possible to put the owner under pressure like that.... I just 
don’t believe that anymore. I’ve been here too long, I’ve seen too 
much, I’ve experienced too much...the increase in value that the 
former owner achieved here through their speculation was enor-
mous. They paid 4.5 million for the whole site and Kurth only paid 
20 or 25 million for his part, we don’t know exactly. That is, the 
point in time when one could have said that the entire property 
actually belongs to the German government, because the railroad 
was actually only supposed to manage it. This point in time was 
between 2005 and 2007, and we missed it. It was missed by 
us and also by the district and the city to reclaim it, to transfer it 
back to common property, so to speak. The city had no money 
at that time, the railroad went to (...), Vivico let itself be swallowed 
by such a giant in Austria, they wanted to clean up their portfolio. 
This property here was the only thing they could not develop suc-
cessfully, but only the main station and the Gleisdreieck with all 
their might and they had to get rid of that here and that has hap-
pened under the hand. This has not been publicly tendered, the 
city probably had no money, so even in the longer term let’s say 
so, to make a development planning and then to take responsibil-
ity for it, and then for sure would not have been the district, but 
the Senate. And at that time we were politically also not necessar-
ily so satisfied with the Senate, or with urban development. Then 
we said we’d rather stay with the district, because they always 
supported us before the Senate took over the plan. And there 
was here at that time and especially not the constitution and the 
courage to say, now we are looking for a foundation, let’s create a 
cooperative, we buy it ourselves. That would have been the best 
way, from my point of view, in retrospect. But it didn’t happen. 
And that’s why we are now - on my view - with the last chance. 
And we are still lucky because this owner is someone who actu-
ally thinks a little bit more sustainable, he is not speculating, he 
really wants to develop something, it is a family tradition, a fam-
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ily business, they already know what sustainability is, they have 
already developed sustainable projects... so we can actually still 
say lucky. Because the previous owners …they were criminals. 
Yes, that was very crazy…

So we’re talking about 2004/05 now...you weren’t here 
that long either.

We came to the site in July ‘99. 

Was it a spontaneous Zwischennutzung at the begin-
ning?

No, that was prepared. Because Karola Ludwig, who founded the 
RAW Tempel eV. association, had already collected about twenty 
projects and could imagine developing something here. And they 
have written to the Deutsche Bahn, with the request to enable an 
interim use here, but they have not received an answer. Then ac-
tually [...] came from Holland, but she lived in Mannheim and she 
had an association in Mannheim called Industrietempel or some-
thing similar. They activated in Mannheim temporarily old indus-
trial plants or public spaces like swimming pools and something 
that was just not used, but always temporary, always only in short 
sections. But she had a lot of experience in dealing the conditions 
with the authorities, and how to mediate and negotiate something 
like that. That’s how I knew her, she was a board member of Bröl-
lin eV. Bröllin Castle is a project in the countryside near Pasewalk 
in Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania and I got to know her be-
cause she was active there, but then she left because things were 
not going so well...and I was no longer involved there either. Then 
I got a message from her, I’m doing something here in Berlin, are 
you interested? Then we docked here. The association was not 
yet on the premises, but we just met like that. 
It was through her that we got in touch with the district. Hilden-
brand, at that time I think he was the deputy of culture or some-
thing, he was later mayor of Friedrichshain for a short time, when 
the districts were still separate. And she won him over to the idea. 
And then it was discussed in the district with all the parties, and 
then there was, so to speak, support from the politicians for the 
idea. The second attempt was, then we were already 30 projects 
or so, and have written such a rough utilization concept and then 
the railroad would just also from the district ...so it was then so 
that they said - well we can imagine but with the association we 
do not make a contract, because we do not know these people, 
we do not know what kind of association is, how it develops, it is 
still so new...- that is, the district has made the contract with the 
railroad and has passed it on to us. 
Therefore it was not in the sense of a spontaneous occupation. 
Of course, there were people in the neighbourhood who didn’t 
like it. So the autonomous scene and the squatter scene, which 
was active here in the neighbourhood, they tried to occupy it 
twice and each time they were immediately evicted by dBm or 
Allianz. This was used as a training area for the police, it would 
be used partly for filming, also for jumping exercises....this is what 
we know. 
It would not be open to the public, it was all closed off, from 1994 
to 1999 was just closed. The alliance has administered that and 
has evenly these attempts to occupy that immediately [...] and 
then people were of course not delighted that such two ladies 
come, two Wessis, and move in here, and at once create that. 
But - it was also very limited. Because the railroad said, you can 
not have the whole area, because there are driven areas. The 
conditions were very clear - only the four listed buildings - and we 
had the condition along the edge of the hall to build a fence so 
that people do not go in there and walk on the tracks. When the 

Talgo was still in operation also at that time. We had the condition 
that we were not allowed to have a carriage house or carriages 
here and that gave in the first two years for six people a permit to 
live and just for the reason to guard the houses. I was between 
those. At that time we lived in the official house, my partner and I. 
There was also the measure of the traction current and the water, 
that we were not allowed to use, because all the equipment was 
broken. There have been in-between times with an illegal use of 
a techno club in a hall, they have made techno parties, but it was 
not really legal and there was a fire and then the Deutsche Bahn 
was just really afraid that if we use the old electrical equipment 
here, that it is too dangerous. That means, we had to work in the 
pioneer time actually with a generator, or with a flying line from the 
Octagon or from the neighbourhood and we got then here from 
the district a standpipe, we carried each water can on our own 
into the houses. We have had help from the staff people, Mr. Häl-
ner, he has changed over to Talgo. And he knew the area like the 
back of his hand, and he told us there are the sewers, there you 
can discharge, there you can’t discharge… so we could activate 
the toilets at least with one flush, then in the front of the houses, 
here in the other houses it didn’t work, here we had to go all the 
way with mobile toilets.
That was the first two years, and then it was taken over by Vivico, 
that means, DBIM, which managed it, transferred to the subsidi-
ary of Deutsche Bahn, to Vivico. And Vivico was actually tasked 
with developing the project for the federal government. But then 
they had plans with high-rises, like over on the other side of the 
Spree...behind where the Allianz Tower is and so on, that was all 
built at the time. I still saw how it would be built, I lived in Berg-
mannstrasse in Treptow at the time. They had such plans with 
huge high-rise buildings here too. And the district government 
was not at all keen on such a thing, because they had already 
seen how miserable it was, because everything was being built, 
but it was very difficult to let, the demand for it was not so high 
at the time, and they said - no, not like that, we’ll do an urban 
development competition here. 
Then they could involve the people of course with their project 
development office, that was then [...] &Klingser, then was Chris-
tiaanse and then another office. Who all presented a development 
plan in the architectural competition. I have now in the course 
of research for Grünen Faden we have received materials from 
Frauke Hil and Michael Rostalski and that includes almost three 
hours of video material: the meeting in the Ambulatorium, where 
the urban planning designs were presented, where they all were 
there. The project groups, the developers, the architects, Vivico, 
the district, and we also all of course. It’s quite explosive material 
when you hear the statements from that time. It’s material that 
wouldn’t be shown yet, but it was a public event at that time, 
of course. That is, if you look at it from the retrospective, really 
incredibly ingenious, because Christiaanse has donea quite revo-
lutionary proposal, he has said - such a site as here, which is 
located in the urban center and has a resident community that 
has actually alienated itself from it, because everything was not 
accessible for a long time, and the whole population, which had 
also changed here in the whole neighbourhood. It was previously 
a working-class neighbourhood, just like over there with Ost(...) 
on the other side, but after the fall of the Berlin Wall, many prop-
erty relations were not clarified here, the rent was cheap, it was 
all super rocked under and of course the students, the artists, the 
poor people came here and still the remaining of the seniors who 
may still have worked here...and so that was of course cheap 
to rent here. The whole environment was simply a cheap district 
like Neukölln or Kreuzberg at that time. And he said that such a 
site with a monument ensemble on it should be developed in a 
small-scale and sustainable way with the citizens together out of 
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the needs of the district. And that was so revolutionary because 
there was no such thing. Most project planning for a site of this 
size was always done in such a way that one plans and then 
builds. And that was also where the idea was taken up, because 
they said, we need a participatory urban development here, the 
district must determine what should happen on this site and actu-
ally - and this is also what Vivico said, you can see on this video 
of the meeting - it is actually federal property. That means that it 
must actually serve the common good. And that was also the at-
titude of the district at that time in large parts, only that the district 
and also the city had no money to vote that. Then Christiaanse’s 
design won the competition, and stood at the Vivico with this 
planning design. They didn’t find an investor for that, logically not. 
It doesn’t lead to the appropriate return on investment within ten 
years that you would hope for. But the return would have paid off 
in a completely different way in a sustainable development as a 
common good for the district, as a healthy small business of art 
and culture development that then takes place here. Which is 
actually good, so in the long run, such a thing is of course a profit, 
always. But from the capitalist interest principle and the monetary 
point of view, it doesn’t work at all, so Vivico finally grudgingly 
...and that was shortly before the takeover - by CAMO[...] from 
Austria - I know this because I researched it - through acquaint-
ances who were active in the field - they then sank this B-Plan 
draft, i.e. urban planning draft, in principle with the district. They 
said they would not implement it and then in 2007 they sold it se-
cretly to this private company, R.E.D. Berlin development GmbH. 
This company...I have a whole dossier on it, we worked on it at 
the time. This company was two Germans, one of them was a 
Berlin architect, Moritz Müller, and the other was Klaus Wagner 
from Freiburg. They founded this company and actually wanted 
to raise capital I think from KfW or from some Berlin founding 
investment.... maybe from the Investitionsbank Berlin, to buy it. 
Because they got wind of it at an event apparently. They didn’t 
do it through a public tender, but they apparently made Vivico an 
offer. But the bank withdrew. And then they used their contacts, 
I don’t know exactly, and won over Icelandic bankers, who were 
supposed to pay for half of this capital [...]. Then they took them 
into the company and appointed them as managing directors. 
Then we found out about it not through a public announcement 
by them, but suddenly people appeared here in the houses and 
started asking questions, said they are assistants of an owner 
and they want to know now who is there and so, quite strangely 
also. When we realized that, in principle, the sale was already 
done. One had to put together that there is now a new owner. 
The policy has of course demanded that there should be plan-
ning. What they have done - they have first of all tried to rent out 
other parts of the site and these were mainly these club rentals, 
they have also partially given projects from our ranks, which want-
ed to expand or become independent, premises, have let the 
people renovate and then just kicked them out again, because 
they have then maybe suddenly increased the rent or that was 
no longer payable or sustainable ... so that means a few things 
went very badly. That was in the period 2007 to 2019 circa, very 
quickly. For example, you have in the front where UrbanSpree is 
now, where the beer garden is, that was a green space. That was 
a garden with fruit trees, with lawn, with [...] bushes, there were 
still barracks, which were also used by some partners, who then 
also tried... They always wanted to act a bit independent from 
RAW-Tempel, then we tried to get them back under the roof, be-
cause we knew that they don’t stand a chance on their own. And 
the R.E.D. spied out very exactly, how the conditions are here 
also within the projects, that was also not everything always only 
[...] sunshine, there were of course also conflicts, animosities, any 
problems and Pi-pa-po... and they have found out everything 

very exactly and have also known very exactly, how they must 
play then and how they must play off the people against each 
other. They did a lot of things here that were just very difficult and 
that really made our lives hell. In 2008, the big crash happened in 
Iceland, where the bubbles burst. That means the islandsBanki, 
the bank that gave them the capital, and the managers who were 
in the company, they were dead for the time being. They couldn’t 
do anything, they couldn’t move. Because this bank, which was 
at that time the [...] Bank, which became state owned and would 
then be in the islandski Bank...that is the capital was frozen and 
they could not move, they had then other problems. And in this 
period Wagner and Müller tried to exclude the managing directors 
from the company. That means that they acted here in the Ger-
man part of the company in a way of which the Icelanders partly 
had no knowledge at all. That’s why they had quite a fight later on. 
The majority of them actually dismissed the managing director. 

Did you look for networks with other initiatives?

Occasionally we tried it, we also looked for self-help of course in 
other projects that had more experience in different respects. But 
it was always difficult, because what happened here cannot be 
compared one to one. Other projects were much smaller and not 
so speculative. 

Back to the story.

So at the time what happened, of course we were no longer the 
only players on the site when the R.E.D. came and the biggest cut 
was then I think in 2008, because we had concluded the interim 
use contract with Vivico then. It ran for over ten years. Officially, 
however, it was only for the materials and equipment warehouse, 
because we received two subsidies upstairs, but they were only 
enough for this building. There was a complementary subsidy for 
the workforce. In total, I think it was one million, which was divid-
ed into two construction phases in the renovation of this building 
[…]. One part came from the “Urban zwei” program and one part 
came through the JobCenter and Werk2. That is a company that 
has workfocres that can’t be accommodated on the free market 
anymore, they employed construction workers and people like 
that and they did the execution. We had a friendly architect who 
worked for us cheaply, who also supported us, he had of course 
received his money, but he has always tried to do everything so 
that it remains affordable and manageable for us. And he also 
had the connection to the sponsors and all these things. So part 
of it certainly came from the city, but in any case, there was a 
preamble to this 10-year contract that according to this model, 
as it has been developed here, the other houses should also be 
renovated and developed accordingly. That means that we had 
to...they actually terminated this interim use contract in 2002 and 
said that if you want to become permanent, then you have to 
write a business plan and a use concept and you have to present 
how you envision it. That was such a big step to say in front of a 
non-profit association, now to make such a project planning. But 
we have also done that. We surveyed the spaces, we surveyed 
the leases, we put together a business plan, we put together a 
utilization plan, there’s all of that still in place as well. And then 
these grants would be applied for and they were only enough for 
this house. But then we had this ten year contract with Vivico. 
And in the course of this ten year contract, Vivico built a fence 
here in the middle on the path. And isolated our grounds from 
the rest. Then we were actually safe, we had control over the 
entrance doors, there was the fence. And here was just our open 
space, we could use it as we wanted. We always wanted that it 
remains a car-free area, that there are only approaches to deliver 
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or bring something or pick up, but no Ato on the site. And we 
all implemented that and in the course of that time we also had 
volunteers here. “Work instead of punishment” was a project, we 
had an area “work and employment” and tried to do social work 
about it. The boxing station tried to give people new ideas for 
their motivation and our area “work and employment” had the 
permission to integrate people who had to work because of fines 
or something like that and we also worked together with the job 
center and had workers here who were on these MAE or what... 
These were all packages of measures to get people back into 
work. People came to us who had to take measures from the job 
center, then you can do something with us. Because they didn’t 
want to go anywhere else. That is, we have had this area, which 
has then conceptualized these measures and in this framework, 
for example, there was an eco group of MAE forces and volun-
teers, and this eco group has then, for example, along this fence 
started to green. And there were works of art there, they have 
created a reed bed, so that the men could pee there ... because 
that was also such a problem at the time, we have toilet carts in 
the beginning on this open space.
We got them from Tempodrom. There was quite a long time here, 
then we have used for event and so on, but there was otherwise 
not. That was always difficult with the water, so they have then 
created this reed bed, meanwhile we had then already here elec-
tricity and water connection by the redevelopment. Because this 
house had the mostly public offer, therefore the association had 
decided to redevelop this house first. The circus was here, we 
were also already here, we used public offers, that’s why it was 
right, there was no toilet here before, nothing, you had to build 
everything new, electricity and so on. And then we could branch 
off from here and supply the other houses with water, at least 
provisionally and also with electricity, and that’s what we did. And 
then it was so that of course actually we should have received 
funding there but the “Urban two” program has been discon-
tinued. The ecogroup had already greened everything here, we 
actually wanted to develop these houses, Vivico had made real 
trouble in 2005, they wanted to cut off our electricity. We went to 
the district, of course, and we went to the barricades because 
we said “hello? we have the electricity connection, the first elec-
tricity connection in the front of the administration building, we 
financed the project ourselves. This one has been financed at the 
grant. These are our electricity connections, Vivico can’t cut off 
our electricity here. We seriously closed the gate for the day that 
they announced it, and made a huge fuss at the district, we said 
“It doesn’t work like that”. Then the district wanted to get Vivico 
back to the negotiating table, but they suspended the sale until 
2007. They tried to attack us here because they said - you should 
develop the front houses according to the same model and what 
about the fire protection? Then we would have to make some 
reasonable things ourselves on our own performance. The district 
has protected us a bit further, but we should not bump against 
the laws, because what we do, when the building inspectorate 
then comes. Then we tried to make the minimum fire protection. 
That’s why this building got this scaffolding, for example. As an 
escape route, a wall has been built in. Previously, the corridors in 
the administration building were open to these large windows. 
That was, of course, architecturally a completely different story 
than now, where everything is closed. These were all measures 
that we had to take, because otherwise they would have been 
grounds for dismissal. Also in the official house, the staircase had 
windows, big windows, and there is still a staircase from the gar-
den, from the back entrance, an old wooden staircase, so dilapi-
dated. And we would never have been able to meet the costs of 
restoring it to its former glory. We couldn’t afford it now, so the 
windows have been taken out, they are still there, but we had to 

close them. Unfortunately, we really had to make these changes. 
In this respect it was however a luck, because the R.E.D. also 
tried this. Us with such fire safety reasons and all kinds of things.... 
they said - here is a danger zone, here is not safe - and then it 
turned out that we actually also had [...], the regular inspection 
of the fire alarm system that would be built here and a few other 
things we had to rework, but that was also within 6 weeks again 
from the table. But in the course of this story and then these other 
whole players have settled here. So the skaters were in 2005, I 
think or 2004, they still made the contract with Vivico.
They were already there. But all the other actors, these are then 
so to speak, the largest part has come later and then we had to 
deal with it. In 2008, then the R.E.D. has removed these fence 
and has made everything away. Everything that we had put on. 
I was there. I stood in front of it. I was going to call the police. 
They said they won’t come over the RAW grounds. Then I stood 
in front of the excavator. Because there were works of art, they 
don’t clear them away now. And then the police came and said 
- yes, but the owner blah blah. We also had such an alarm chain 
at that time. Because things happened again and again. A tree 
cutting, encroachments on the houses. They once rented the of-
ficial house to someone else who was banned from our house 
because of a crime and then they rented the building to him and 
said everyone has to make contracts with him now and of course 
we didn’t do that. But they all tried such things to divide us, to 
weaken us, to annoy us and so on. And in the course of this thing 
is also the crack Bellmer is, the cultivation. They took that away 
for something else that they desperately needed. They have al-
ways overrun us with money funding, we have had an appraiser 
that has written an appraisal for this green plant, the central green 
plant. That would then be offset against other cash grants. But 
they would also have to pay fines because they have cut down 
trees here without permission in some cases. That’s what some-
one reported. And then they also had to pay 8 to 10,000 euros in 
fines because they were not allowed to cut down the trees. And 
then we had to get in touch with the other players, because the 
delivery traffic has increased, of course. 
Then there was a flea market in here, but no large-scale retail was 
supposed to go there, then the Lehmann came, but of course 
through the clubs, they said - is good for us though - and so for 
stuff. It was definitely a tough time. I went in 2009 in the board of 
RAW temple, because not so many people were there anymore 
that they trusted it. I have done a lot of work for the association, 
in addition to other projects and it was a situation where I thought, 
ok now you have to tear it now again but it has no longer suc-
ceeded in the sense. But in 2014 the association had to file for 
insolvency. We filed for insolvency, we were broke. So alone the 
lawyer’s fees...it was so that e.g. 2010 or 2012...at some point 
the Icelanders came back on the plan and have determined what 
is going on here. In the whole time the R.E.D. had made a devel-
opment plan for the district. The chairman of city planning com-
mittee, he was an old man already … he took his leave sometime 
ago, we also said goodbye to him, because he has always sup-
ported us here. He said - something like these two approached, 
in his whole career as city planning committee, he has not come 
under. They never presented any provable planning or develop-
ment perspectives or anything to the Planning Board. It was all 
just an air act. It was all rejected by the district then they have of 
course always foamed over it [...], but it was just clear without us, 
the socio-culture, it will not, it was always clear in the district, they 
have always protected us at the point at least politically, they have 
said nope, you have to get in touch with them. [...] But they have 
not managed, a core here had always held together for a long 
time. But in the end it was like this, there was a lot of criticism of 
the board work, there was a colleague on the board who actu-
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ally did a few questionable things. I tried until the end to keep the 
finances and the payment flow to some extent, but then it was 
foreseeable that it was no longer possible. The Icelanders were 
again on the plan stepped and have themselves then again purely 
sued and/or in this whole process with the discord of the R.E.D. 
created its own society. And the Icelanders have bought back a 
piece of land here in front, from the R.E.D. The problem was that 
the R.E.D. then broke the validity of this purchase contract. And 
that was the first time that all the actors who had settled here in 
the meantime came together. Because nobody knew to whom 
we should pay our rent legitimately. It was not clear and it could 
not be clarified. We had made events here, the Icelanders have 
made events in UrbanSpree, the R.E.D. has made a counter-
event and both have declared we are the owners, they have to 
pay us the rent, otherwise they lose their right to exist.
So they really for a brief moment, for half a year, all got together 
here, we then jointly concluded we are now all paying into escrow 
accounts with the court. Because it wasn’t settled. And it wasn’t 
foreseeable how quickly it would clear up, it went on for a year 
I think. You couldn’t trust anybody, it just wasn’t clear. We had 
actually hoped that we would do better with the Icelanders. It 
turned out, however, that the Icelanders also had only a com-
mercial interest, that is, only on speculative interest, it means they 
also did not want to develop anything here. They didn’t give a 
damn about what was here and what was happening. It then 
became clear relatively quickly that there was no need to get 
one’s hopes up. And in the course of this it was also clear that 
this would not happen for the time being. It was a danger for 
this house, therefore my executive committee colleague made 
a Rockade with a friendly association. But this turned out later 
to be a very unfavorable move, so it may have been clever with 
R.E.D., because they couldn’t take the house away from us, but 
they were completely against it, so they just didn’t keep what 
they had said, and that caused a lot of trouble later on. Then 
it was like nobody wanted to go on the board anymore. So we 
tried for two years from 2012, because there was a lot of criticism 
of the association board. It would be said - here don’t get this, 
you’re doing it all wrong and that we had to be offensive - that 
was the initiative, so the RAW ensemble. The initiative we actually 
said, we must march separately, so to speak, but above all strike 
and if we do it in consultation is more clever. Because we were 
always, so to speak, this means of pressure at the district, we 
were always blackmailable and the district with it then also, if we 
leave you there then we get in the development plan this and that 
or this and that. We wanted to get out of this situation and the 
initiative as a residents’ initiative was independent, as well as the 
call for ideas, for citizen participation. The initiative had however 
unfortunately different opinion over it. How that should happen. 
The have always thought we can occupy in an emergency or we 
must be much more offensive, we must require much but the 
association has not had the strength more. Many projects here 
were tired, they couldn’t do it anymore. That means we were in 
such a stalemate situation and the R.E.D. has also just as I said 
with fire protection regulations and things like that... and then 
we closed the Ambulatorium, which was our meeting point and 
venue, prophylactically, because we didn’t want them to barge in 
on us again and report us to the building inspectorate or to them-
selves, because it was their area. So we didn’t do anything there 
for the time being. And my colleague on the board, Udo, had the 
Mayakovsky Theatre in the other building at that time and then 
he made a deal with Wagner, because he was quite good with 
him and said, let me stay there if I have to get out of it then into 
the Ambuzi. Of course, many people resented that, because they 
thought he was getting his hands on something. Actually, he only 
wanted the building to be preserved and saved for us. 

In this whole situation, it was clear relatively quickly - the Iceland-
ers won the lawsuit, they collected the rents from the escrow ac-
counts, and then it was clear pretty quickly that they were selling. 
And that the Kurth Group would at least buy the front part here 
and Wagner sold his part in the back to Campus. They all made a 
healthy profit. Their concept worked out. What didn’t succeed[...] 
And Mr. Kurth was also confronted with that. He knew the area. 
He was a clubber here himself. He is the young son of an old es-
tablished real estate developer family. He is his journeyman piece, 
if you want to say so. And he has said from the beginning that he 
wants to preserve the dna of the area. And the socioculture has to 
stay. We then started negotiating on this basis, so to speak. But 
that also took a while. He first had to orientate himself, of course. 
It was then clear that the RAW temple is insolvent and that we 
here as tenants in the houses with the other association also do 
not get along. That means we had no more roof. The RAW/cc, 
which had already been founded, as a reserve association, was 
not active, that was more such an air number. The initiative has 
acted differently than we would have liked and has partly done 
things where we have said - this is actually very dangerous. This 
idea of expropriation or leaving the site like this. So the whole citi-
zens’ petition was, from my point of view, completely unrealistic. 
Because it was very clear that if an owner bought that much 
here and a family is over 20 million...they can just sit that out. 
They don’t have any pressure. We didn’t think that was a good 
thing. We also had the idea to buy our L part ourselves and were 
in negotiation with the Maryon Stiftung, and captured to make 
plans for that, business plans as well. And to form a cooperative 
for that. There was already a movement in 2005 with Elisabeth 
Fosse, who has a very good name in the cooperative movement 
and in the [...] Movement Gemeinwohl. But that did not succeed 
in 2005. This was also due to a protagonist who did not succeed 
in communicating this to the projects in such a way that they 
would have understood it. There was always a great resistance 
in this association against everything that was called economy. 
Because for everyone, economy always meant capitalism. But 
that economy can also mean that one preserves an independ-
ence, that has only very much later now slowly penetrated. That 
was simply never ...the club policy was always different. And un-
fortunately, it was also partly stupid - that’s how I see it today. 
If you manage, so if we had founded in 2005, for example, the 
cooperative, then it might still have been possible to acquire the 
site. And to develop really sustainably and small-scale, exactly 
with this plan. As a district cooperative, for example. But that 
didn’t work out. People didn’t understand it and it wasn’t com-
municated well, unfortunately. 
We then came to the conclusion that because we no longer 
had an umbrella organization, I had only settled then, our [...]
Verfahren, also everything was not so simple. That we needed a 
basic structure again. That was our only chance. We made a full 
meeting with all projects and then said, we must appoint spokes-
men, we have then in the houses the spokesmen in writing dated, 
for the negotiations with the owners. And that led to the fact that 
all the projects there in front got individual leases for five years at 
the good conditions as from before. Here we were still with this 
other association. And then came the moment jam, that was also 
around the turn 2014/15, where the owner has rangewagt, now 
you have to decide. Because this club has not settled with us cor-
rectly. They lie to us here, or there is something wrong. They have 
not actually kept to the agreements. So they also showed us up. 
Then we have made at the last second a brake around and then 
we have said, ok - then we make now also individual leases. But 
we then got all the contracts for half a year, which would then be 
extended again and again. No longer five years like in the front. 
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And our house speakers from the houses have done a terrific job 
in politics, then this cooperative should be founded, we wanted to 
buy that, then the owner has said nope we do not buy. Then we 
said, let’s found the cooperative anyway and everyone said what 
for, what is the cooperative for, if there is no land to manage. What 
is this supposed to be? Then the Senate stopped funding and 
also the politicians argued, you need an institution here that man-
ages the funding. So the cooperative would be founded, but large 
part of the people here is not a member. Because this business 
plan never made sense to us. And everything was also connected 
with the skate hall and Tobi and the whole was never transparent, 
how they want to arrange the finances, then we have said, if we 
are responsible later so to speak, that they can not manage ... we 
do not do that. That’s why many projects are not members of the 
cooperative, which only administers the subsidies, so to speak, 
and as you can imagine, the circumstances are not simple. But 
we have also said that each house has these two mandated 
house representatives, and we want to negotiate with the GSE, 
with the Society for Urban Development. That came sometime 
in the course of this whole negotiation with the district and also 
with this Urban Catalyst, participation and so on. I and others also 
said, there is the GSE after all. And we asked the people in Beth-
anien Südflügel - how do you get along with the GSE? How did 
it work for you? You are also in self-administration. And you have 
renovated yourselves. And it’s also a listed building. They said - 
well, with the [...]-worker was a bit bitchy but with the manager it 
went well. And we are self-managed and we vote here. Then we 
made the suggestion, should we turn to the GSE? Oooooh!
Suddenly everyone was on fire! So the politicians thought it was 
great, the owner thought it was great, because the GSE is a large 
city-wide company that has the task of managing and maintain-
ing cultural spaces, studio spaces, all these things for the com-
mon good. Then we started talking. And the status at the mo-
ment is that the contracts between Kurth and the GSE and the 
lawyers are mainly going back and forth. Because it’s going to 
be a thirty-year contract. About the culture L. And they will do 
the administration. And they have demanded from us we have to 
establish a space allocation committee so that we have criteria 
and a transparent public process of how the spaces are allocated 
here in this socio-cultural center. We have done that. [...] just like 
the cultural representation, which also take care of the houses [...] 
from the outside and cultural mediation and overarching events. 
And in principle, the cooperative is there to take advantage of 
that. Because if the cooperative doesn’t find an economic rea-
son, and the funding runs out at some point, then it won’t last 
long. Then we have to think about something else. That’s why 
we have said - the three houses for now, with the projects inside, 
we will also implement our own homepage, and we will also de-
cide many things independently of the cooperative. Because we 
don’t know how it will turn out. And because the cooperation is 
only going well to a certain extent. And that wasn’t in a bad way. 
I want to make that quite clear. It was due to misunderstand-
ing, naivety and resistance. They think up some kind of things...
the cooperative. They are supposed to do something across the 
board. They have this money. They pay for two jobs. And in the 
beginning they did things that were not mediated with the pro-
jects at all, and actually the money is supposed to be there for us. 
We have been doing all this voluntarily for decades. E.g. now this 
whole last event here has also been financed by the cooperative 
of course from the subsidies and they have applied for the “new 
start money” and that has now also flowed in for this Corona help. 
But there is no transparent procedure yet, that is with the cultural 
representative because it is all still so new. Then Corona came, 
that is with the cultural representation and the projects not yet at 
all explained, how these funds as a project can actually call and 

how they should be spent. Because we actually have to decide 
that, and not the board of the cooperative.... yes, sure! but then 
they thought so for things last year ...somehow I don’t know ...a 
neighbourhood action, but that was all so...neither from style nor 
from kind not so what we wanted. There are staff unions within 
the cooperative that really don’t work at all. You can’t be your 
own boss and also be involved in the project partner. You have a 
conflict of interest inside you, that doesn’t work. It doesn’t work. 
It has to be set up differently, and we’ve been saying that ever 
since this cooperative has existed. And we have also made sure 
that very very clear guidelines have been created, but of course 
it is very difficult to always make sure that they are implemented. 
But that seems to be our task as a self-managed socio-cultural 
center. And we have always been faced with this task and we 
have often failed, but we have also always grown from it. It really 
is a democracy school. 

But is with the GSE a kind of institutionalization?

Yes, they demanded that from us! They have said, if we do that, 
then you must become aut, then you must have your lease con-
tracts opposite us, that is there is just them tenant representation 
and the tenant representation is also the only one of the tenant 
membership of all the projects of the assembly would be author-
ized to lead the lease contract negotiation, the cooperative now 
not, that have the now again in individual shoes development 
planning. That was not authorized by us. We didn’t provide for it 
and it wasn’t meant to be. And they should please not do that. 
Because we are the ones sitting in the houses, we are the ones 
who have to bear the consequences. We can’t. It is also nice if 
you want to create a cultural identity or a brand, but then it must 
please be one that we also missed: I hate pink, so sorry! Many 
are not at all fond of it. How it looks now. It’s not our style, maybe. 
RAW culture-L is the cooperative. 
It’s a problem and I thought it’s better now. Also with the ‘grüne 
Pfad’ project, we tried very hard. We were approached to it. 
Also the financing, with the construction of the app and all these 
things. But also there a lot of things went super wrong. And they 
didn’t understand why so is not right. Or did not want to under-
stand. I am also not with evil view. But ignorance and naivety, or 
other ideas. 

How does the communication between the projects 
work? Is it informal?

Actually, there are already procedures. At least the communi-
cation of the cooperative has become a bit more transparent, 
they have understood and improved that they have to take the 
projects with them and that they are not without the projects at 
all, because the projects provide the content. But they have their 
own thoughts that are always overwhelming and not really well-
founded. 
That’s why Philipp and Julia’s history workshop didn’t have any-
thing to do with them. That is not the history workshop RAW. So, 
it was not part of the concept. We said let them do it...and we do 
ours. But they take our content and that’s difficult. Of course, it 
is their task, they also have to show something as a cooperative, 
but not all procedures are clear yet and we had to build up all 
these bodies and institutions here, the representation and so on, 
and that is not quite finished. Corona has also brought difficulties, 
because it was of course no longer easy to meet, for example, 
the cultural representation has constituted itself over Zoom (!). At 
least we managed to do that. What we have not yet achieved is 
that the cultural representatives should also be mandated in the 
houses. For this we need rules of procedure, and so on. That’s all 
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in the works, but it’s not finished yet. And you can only really get it 
going when it is finished. And that’s missing for the three houses, 
but it will also be up by the end of the year. 

How is it with the building volume compensation that Mr. 
Kurth was offered to save the socio-cultural L?

Of course that is actually shit. But I also live here and I’m here 20 
years and I see what capitalism has done to the whole city and I 
can not put myself as well as the Rigaer or the Liebig have done, 
you know? These are people who unfortunately - unfortunately! 
- are fighting in a very lost position. And I was myself a squatter 
in the 80s. I know what I’m talking about! I am disillusioned and 
I say we take this now, because we have no other chances. And 
if we want to keep all this, somehow, we have to do it this way. 
Unfortunately, there is no other way at the moment. Otherwise we 
would be gone. And it would have gone very quickly. But now we 
have a promise in front of the owners that this contract with GSE 
will come into force and we will all go under the umbrella of GSE. 
When the development plan process is completed, the contract 
will be ready to negotiate. And it is very complex, very difficult 
matter, because all rights and securities must be eliminated if 
possible. And there are still many issues that need to be resolved.

Perhaps working with the GSE also allows for greater 
transparency.

Of course! And then they are also responsible for the redevelop-
ment. And they can get through the city and through the public 
funding quite differently to the monument protection funds. And 
then it must also look like with the rent goes but the offer is now 
already better, the one of Kurth at the GSE and then looks so that 
probably the main burden for us will not be the cold rent but the 
operating costs and all that.

Is there also interest to create new rooms?

It will be possible under circumstances, because some of the 
partners who are now in the houses, as now basta and the club 
will no longer be so, and then the GSE will have the opportunity 
to use deise rooms and someone else settle. E.g. there is also a 
thought in Beamtenhaus possibly to develop the attic for studios 
for the GSE which then go to the Ateliersverwaltung in Berlin. 
There are ideas but it must all be negotiated individually and also 
be mediated with the houses and that will still be a long process. 
The policy with the allocation has clearly wanted, for example, 
with public tender for vacant rooms, so that there is a fluctuation. 
They should have to go, but there should also be a possibility to 
open again. We want that ourselves! But it was already difficult 
enough we had now no heit has all the leases to win.
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Managing Director Kurth mbH, Managing Director Revaler 

Straße Property Drei GmbH 
l.kurth@kurth-immobilien.de

How does the Kurth Group compare or differ from other 
real estate companies?

Basically we are a family run company, which is now in the 3rd 
generation - that basically consists of my brother and me. It has 
been started by my father and his parents after the 2nd WW 
where housing and commercial real estate was needed in Ger-
many as in most of Europe. We originated from a big company 
in the beginning and after building for others mainly started to 
build and to buy, to also own the property on the long term. We 
have operated more or less as a group, our parents have oper-
ated the building company until the 1990s and at some point 
the demand was just saturated. There was enough housing and 
enough commercial spaces in Germany and especially a severe 
amount of building companies, the market situation has just 
changed significantly. One of our main topic was prefabricated 
houses in larger units and in singular and as 2 family dwellings 
and this [...] so we both commercial and residential buildings and 
what stands up with us is that everything is going extremely long 
term and under the same name, it has never changed, there has 
never been exterior investors or influence that changed the spirit 
or dna of the company, but it has always been run with a certain 
conscience and with the mindset that has never been changed 
and has always been passed on. We have tenants both on the 
commercial and the residential side...realistically speaking on the 
residential side much longer, because we had people being with 
us for 40-50 years, while on the on the commercial side you don’t 
usually have that because is the business cycle of the human life 
on these normal days, but we have one or two tenants in Berlin 
that have been with us for almost 30 years now and other cities 
of Germany likewise, so it is extremely long term and it has been 
developed and continued with constant and strong ideals and 
values that have been maintained over the years and over the 
generations and also it has basically, on the side of the com-
pany, the faces have been very consistent. We got employees 
in the team that have been there for many years, some of them 
more than 20-30 years. I have been working there for 10 years 
now and my parents have both been there for 35 years. A certain 
consistency does happen. A very much fixed team. We develop 
and build overall in Germany. Mainly in Göttingen, where we are 
from and in Berlin. In Berlin we have quite a lot of buildings when 
the wall was still up and even more so when the wall falled in 89 
and from then we have been in Berlin with the offers and the fixed 
team. We basically commute between Göttingen and Berlin but 
we look after Berlin’s projects. 

I am trying to describe the building development in Ber-
lin from the fall of Berlin’s wall. Since you are working 
there all this time with the Kurth Gruppe maybe you can 
say something about how the changing situation of the 
available land changed your work as well?

Essentially what you are describing there is also a reparation of 
the city, a reconstruction of the city, of the damages that have 
occurred due to the 2 WW and then to the city being divided. 
Where you are pointing now is all industrial sites and formally 
used plots as well. It’s not a park or forest being turned down, but 
it is a reparation of the center city. We can tell that previously, or 
the years prior to now, there still was a higher supply of building 
grounds and of space available in Berlin, but was also confronted 
by a much lower demand. Supply and demand have both risen 
significantly, because maybe also due to new spaces and new 
options, attractivity of the city has risen. On one side produced 
by the people, by this intelligence and creativity of the city, and on 
the other side by the spaces provided for them to be used. If you 
look at the map of the new buildings, for example one building on 
the RAW, which is the house of music, has being sitting empty for 
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years and now is music studios and education and uses which 
attract new people and attract new uses around which have not 
been there before. I would say the city is growing together, but in 
together I don’t mean parallely, the attractiveness and the build-
ings are growing. Some years ago Berlin was so death and the 
rents you could achieve, because nothing was going on, were so 
low that you were not able to revitalize these old fabric buildings 
and parking lots and whatever was left of years of misuse and 
destruction. Destruction not being caused by people using it, but 
being the natural progress of things not being used, simply falling 
to pieces.

So you see the potential. You don’t see just this major 
pressure that is worrying so much the tenants and users 
in Berlin, but you also see the potential of having new 
forces and energies coming to the city.

It’s not an artificial pressure. It is a pressure that is coming out 
from within. I would not call it pressure, I would call it energy to be 
honest. Because if there was no interest, no activity, what you just 
called pressure would simply not be there. It’s a force from within. 
We don’t spend when the city grows and expand in areas, which 
are not being used. This is maybe difficult, but what we are doing 
here, we are revitalizing brownfields. If you look at Schöneweide, 
Friedrichshain, Kreuzberg, all the areas used now, and getting 
into use now, such the RAW for example, if you look at the pre-
war and post-war times, thousands of people have been work-
ing there on the daily basis and now it’s pretty much an empty 
brownfield. So it’s coming back to life in a certain way. Obviously 
that brings a certain force and to some maybe pressure within as 
well, which i very much do understand, but it is the natural cost of 
re-developing cities i would say. 

You already answering my second question, more 
about the specificity of RAW. What does the RAW Site 
mean to you and what are the potentials that attracted 
your investment?

The RAW has always being well known far before we did and due 
to the situation, due to the location in berlin, if you look at the in-
frastructures around, the BVG… it has potential of revitalizing and 
reviving and serving [...] if you look at Friedrichshain is one of the 
most populated area in berlin, its extremely young, its extremely 
vibrant i would say, which should mean that there is the energy 
and the demand for a certain environment and if you look to the 
surrounding area towards one side we are kept off by the rails 
wich on the other side means we are not disturbing anyone there. 
There is no influence by noise or any particular of this kind and on 
the other side you got the extensive [...] as just mentioned in large 
part a young and active population that is wanting and willing to 
use certain activities and [...] jobs for entertainment and free time. 
I think there is a large amount of demand around more due to the 
location, it just serves it quite perfectly. Everyone around can use 
it, there is no need of cars, no need of extensive commuting, it’s 
basically just in the center of the city, just on your door’s steps, 
regarding the size of the plot it has very few, but very attractive 
beginning and it is at least if you look at the space that there is 
and the use of the space there is at the moment to develop it for 
the future so to keep and adapt the uses you have at the moment 
and to bring new ones to it. That essentially and especially on the 
long run is exactly what we do. 

I read on your website that you use a slogan “preserve, 
promote, restore and further develop”: as I understand 
your idea is actually to further use what is happening 

there. Is that also why you engage in these dialogue 
moments and try to involve the tenants and who has 
already been there for many years?

Yes, absolutely. We are in good conversation with all the tenants 
honestly. There is not a single one, which we don’t get along with, 
and I think this is in both ways. Obviously it changes for both sides 
all the time and also the situation is not ideal for everyone who is 
on the plot and has been there for a couple of years. Everyone 
is open to a certain degree of development of their own space 
and of their own nature. For some it is more tempted by fear of 
development than for others, but there is quite a range with that. 
In the end everyone is rather happy with the development and 
that something is happening. You have to see in the end of the 
day our plot, or our part of the RAW, is roughly 52000 m² and 
not even 1/3 of that is currently in use, which honestly is anything 
but ideal in this location of the city. As mentioned before it’s not a 
location of beauty or relaxation like [...]park or Boxhagener Platz, 
but it is a brownfield. It is between Warschauer Strasse, the rail-
roads and the residential area and that’s why redevelopment and 
revitalisation of this area to serve the surrounding people and the 
city is what most people are quite looking forward to. 
We had not even a handful of tenants we didn’t get along with or 
we did more or less fell out with during the process over the last 
6 years, but is always when [...] when someone actually profited 
from a situation that by no means is maintainable or possible for 
anyone and as we spoke about the long term earlier, everyone 
that during the last 6 years has seen our plans and objectives 
and i think this motivation and the outcome we are aiming for is 
at least a share of everyone’s taste. We are never going to make 
everybody happy, but at least the majority of people around the 
plat could see an upside in the ideas we presented, but this is not 
everyone I am in constant dialogue with and the conversations 
with the tenants are actually very constructive. 

As I could find out, you bought this part of RAW in 2015 
and since then you initiated and partially founded the 
Dialog Verfahren: 2016 - “Planungs- und Dialogver-
fahren”, 2018 - “RAW 2040. Labor für Räume” and 
in 2020 “Stadt essen Kultur auf”. Is all initiated by the 
Kurth Group? It seems to be a big engagement.

The first one, 2016, Planung- und Dialogverfahren, we initiated it. 
Then we basically addressed Stadtplanungsbüro, a planning of-
fice to do this process and actually in the beginning was working 
quite well. Then some of the people did not see they were fully 
represented so basically the outcome was that some of the par-
ticipants considered it a vious process, because it was initiated 
and funded by us. Then the 2nd process, basically we stopped, 
because the essence of the process was just lost. Once those 
problems have raised, then there is no way of finishing it and there 
is also no point. It was quite disappointing I believe, because we 
were on a really good and constructive way for this plot, which 
had huge problems back at that time, especially on the security 
point of view. Then in 2017, after the election, we had a new 
Baustadtrat, Florian Schmidt, who said he wants to  address 
this project as one of the main projects and then “RAW 2014. 
Labor für Räume” was initiated by Bezirksamt Friedrichshain 
Kreuzberg and it obviously had to be founded by the owners of 
the plot, which back then and still now are 3 different entities, of 
which we are the main shareholder as we are having the majority 
of the plot. That project was led by the Bezirksamt, so by Florian 
Schmidt, and founded by the Bezirksamt plus 3 property owners. 
And then in 2020 we were approached by [...] and Tim Renner, 
the former culture politician and rather well known person in the 
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city. We found it a great idea and then funded the dialogue as 
well, which took 2 days. To be honest. That was less of a city 
planning and much more of finding out the taste and the direc-
tions. We were one speaker among 15 in that event, there are 
videos on youtube. This is something which is interesting for us 
as well, because we need to get inputs on what has been and 
is driving the city. Since we have the property of the project and 
keep it for decades, if we miss the consumers and city’s taste and 
feelings, we miss our opportunity, so this is basically inputs for us 
as well. To answer your question precisely, we have either funded 
or partially funded all three of them, but we only initiated the 2016 
Planungs und Dialogverfahren.

Those three moments are all very different, but they all 
try to involve the owners, the Bezirk, some architecture 
and planning Büro and the users of the area and the 
neighbourhood as well. How do you work with this very 
broad and very diverse amount of participants?

“Stadt essen Kultur auf” was more of a users and usage point 
of view. It was certain developers and  owners of clubs, it was 
people from the Clubcommission, to clubs owners, to architects 
and politicians. We were talking more about the use of the city, 
whether in the 1st one, in the “Planung und Dialog Verfahren” 
was more like how should construction on the plot look like and 
the 2018 one  was more basically a mix of both, but looking more 
on the surroundings and at the entire plot as well as our share of 
it. For all of the processes....2020 “Stadt essen Kultur auf” had 
some visitors and spectators from the personal surroundings, it 
was quite at the profesional level. It was professionally discussed 
the issues of the development of the city, of the energy, of the 
pressure. What are your projects, what are your timeframes… 
Some club owners for example said what their ideas were, and 
what their point of view was. The first one “Planung und Dialog 
Verfahren” was basically asking from the people on the plot, what 
they expect and what they want to compare the wants and needs 
of everyone and the 3rd one “RAW 2040 Labor für Räume” was 
a strong interaction between non professionals - if I might say so 
-, people just using it as entertainment and free time and as their 
workplace and professional architects, city planners, green plan-
ners, future users, etcetera. That was a mix of everyone.

Having these experiences from those 3 different mo-
ments, is anything you would have changed or do you 
think that this is a good system to develop further the 
area, to make decisions about the area? Or is there any-
thing you could say - from your point of view - that didn’t 
work or that showed that this might not have been the 
right way, or that is not even possible a kind of participa-
tion this way?

It is possible, but it all has its limitations and at the end it’s all 
ingredients. You need someone to professionally put them all to-
gether, because you can not discuss in a big group and you can 
not explain to everyone, who come from such a different back-
ground educationally, why certain rents and certain measures are 
important, why some things do work and others do not. We are 
not all equal, we are not all the same, we don’t have the same 
understanding and opinions, but at the end someone needs to 
do it. [...] We have a lot of those things now, where everyone says 
“it is a mutual thing” - but we all want one person to carry the risks 
and the mutual stops at some point and we also want someone 
to pay the bills and then also mutual stops. Those are all good 
ingredients and I think it is important to find the way to create a 
city that serves and suits everyone, but we have to also agree 

and understand that we live in a time where some opinions are 
extreme. We have a very strong growing political left and a very 
strong growing political right, if we want to live together no one 
can have the extremes, it will just offend someone else too much 
or be unbearable for someone else. You can’t have 10 skyscrap-
ers, you can’t have no skyscrapers. We are in a city that needs 
to be for everyone and you can certainly explain to a person that 
10 skyscrapers, why that is not possible and why wealso need 
some free spaces that are non commercial and not income giving 
but this person has to be willing to understand as much as the 
person that wants no skyscrapers needs to understand that there 
is no such a thing as a free lunch and someone needs to pay so 
maybe we can find an alternative way. It is not either all laugh or 
all money and we need to find a way to understand and to explain 
this in those processes. They are all very important and they are 
good on the way there, but is only as good as you make use of 
the results and we need to do it at some point. The results don’t 
come from the process or just from dialogues. You need to have 
the dialogues and what is important is you have very different 
results from “Stadt essen Kultur auf” then you have from asking 
the neighbourhood, because you are asking different questions 
and you get additional different inputs, but what we have also 
established is if for 30 years you ask the same question again 
and again the history shows you would get the same answer. It 
obviously varies in a certain way, but it will not change eternally. 
that’s why at some point you need to make use of those answers 
and to put it to get it somewhere

Do you use this particular approach also in your other 
projects or is a particular thing you developed for the 
RAW Gelände because of its past and present uses?

When we have other projects, we look at a certain research and 
maybe come back to what are the surroundings of what vital and 
necessary for a project or for a property to work or to be success-
ful, successful in the sense that is not considered as an alien that 
is landed there but also in most sites you can use and if you don’t 
have it yourself specialists from the industry the state agents and 
companies which are probably going to be the future users but 
here variety and size of the plot if you look at Berlin there are two 
hands of projects much smaller scale less diverse. in a appropri-
ate scale. In this size is a special thing in RAW Gelände.

How can you guarantee a balanced dialogue despite the 
imbalance between the forces at play, as you are also in-
vesting your money there and you are the one conducting 
the dialogue? You were saying that at the end someone 
has to choose how to use this space - is it just the goodwill 
of you to make choices that are good also for the neigh-
bours or for example is the Bezirk mediating or there are 
other ways to give a direction?

Firstly we don’t do the dialogue, but it’s done by offices and 
companies who do this on our or the Bezirksamt behalf. It is not 
ourselves asking questions, phrasing the questions, getting the 
results…that is done by a third hand. And to be honest, you sim-
ply can’t. How can you tell if a person is coming there, how can 
you say if it is their opinion or if it is paid by someone else you can 
make a mix between the measures you can take we conduct the 
work as good as we can. certain steps are goodwill but solution 
Bezirksamt nowhere in Berlin and especially in this District we go 
further due to the work we have done we have been able to basi-
cally create ideas and plans for the future that have gained the 
support from the people on the plot, from the people surround-
ing and at the end from the politicians and the Bezirksverordnete 
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Versammlung and then the Bezirk council that have voted for it. 
Obviously it is a certain matter of good will to do it to this extend, 
I believe it would be a necessity as well because otherwise you 
would not get the vote democracy and the plans that have been 
developed in this way in 2019 so 4,5 years after we go the plat 
got approved from the majority to extend is definitely a good will 
but it is also a part of necessity and maybe also build some trust 
that has led to a situation approval of certain plans which have 
result from the current situation balance we started with a unbal-
ance when we showed up in the beginning it usually means the 
bad bad investor is coming and is pushing the people away, we 
are not starting from scratch, not since the 1st april of 2015.

In a previous interview an user from the area also told 
me about the conflicts.

It is extremely difficult. Things have changed there significantly. 
The ones that are actively working they are even too fed up to 
talk with you the objection between the people varies so much as 
well in quite financial trouble. they had the plot that was potentially 
worth a lot of money but for example the users were not paying 
the rent for so long there was an imbalance of power as well. we 
do not want to leave but we didn’t pay because we couldn’t. you 
can never, especially in this time, you can never guarantee that 
there is a fair balance of powers at play. you can be able to repeat 
your words and stay by your words again and again but is not just 
in your hands to be fair

Is it also an economical clever mood to say i tried to get 
a consensus before making just 

If you would get the approval and if you intend to build it and 
to sell it, maybe is the best option to build it and then turn your 
back. But if you want to build and stay there and show your face 
you can do it in other parts of the world, you can’t do it in Berlin 
right now, it just doesn’t fly. You would never get the building 
approval, we saw other projects, we saw a lot of developers as 
well, that have entered with a dominant to push something true 
and if there is success is not for a long time. if you want to sell it 
and create something, if you intend to stay you shouldn’t do it. its 
economically clever if you produce something from manufactur-
ing coca cola you have to look who is my consumer, what does 
he want, in Berlin in the average age, in Friedrichshain age was 
27 this structures tend to forget much quicker then in Bavaria for 
example the intention to do this is to create the surrounding and 
the environment that suits the consumer. it is not my personal 
pleasure, it doesnät need to fit my idea, but i have to look around 
and it is probably not me.

About the permission of the Bezirk that you need to get, 
maybe this is an important point that lead you in this di-
rection. And since I am looking also on the other side of 
Warschauer Strasse, maybe I would just ask you shortly 
in your opinion what is happening there, why they get 
the permission and what is the intention of the real es-
tate agencies working there?

(...) Maybe it is not the worst thing to have such a hub, which then 
digests the people from outside that want to have their entertain-
ment as well, nevertheless I completely understand that for the 
surrounding people that live their daily life there, this is not what 
they used to have on their doorstep. Absolutely not. What I do 
think is that it is in a certain way beneficial, if you look at some of 
the buildings there, the offer of certain service to the surroundings. 
Basically you live in Friedrichshain, you walk a short way to your 

office, you have a multi story office there, which comprises a lot 
of workspaces, which has a restaurant or a shop on the ground 
floor. This is something the city needs in order to digest the new 
people that move in on a daily basis and not change the other 
areas too much. What was there 20 years ago? It didn’t serve 
anyone really. It was brownfields as well. There was no benefit 
in this area, whereas now at least it absorbs all the workspaces 
and certain commodities and necessities that we need on a daily 
basis. I personally for myself don’t need the ice soccer there or 
the concert hall, but on the other hand if you would build it out-
side the city it would mean that everyone who is going to the ice 
soccer, or the basketball, or the concert, …some of them would 
use the cars, some would need to get into a train or a bus... If 
you look at the function for the city it is great, if you ask evryone 
in 500 meters around it, it is a pain, but no one is really forced to 
move there. we all have our pros and cons in the city. at least for 
the people living directly there, if they don’t have their jobs there 
or have their income from there, maybe it’s a cons.

 
(..)

Let’s speak about the outcome of the RAW process. 
How would you describe the result achieved?
How do the negotiations with the Gesellschaft für Stad-
tentwicklung gemeinnützige GmbH (GSE) work and 
how will the future of the SKL be organized? 

At the moment what we have agreed on is which areas are going 
to be marked socio-cultural and will in the long run be rented by 
GSE. At the moment the people within those buildings, GSE and 
us work as a kind of triangle because GSE haven’t been taking 
over yet. That will only apply when the building plans will be in 
place.  It is very constructive. We all are going along pretty well, I 
have regular calls and meetings with the people from the socio-
culture. They have voted a kind of gremium between the houses 
and the people that are constantly in contact with the GSE and 
us. We are currently negotiating the contracts between the GSE 
and us, and the Bezirksamt, there is quite a lot of political involved 
there as well, and that is also going quite constructively. And then 
the users of the area have to do their contracts with GSE later, 
but the majority has contracts with us anyhow, which will then be 
handed over to the GSE and the building planning is at a point 
that we got approval for the next steps from 2019 the Ausstel-
lungsbeschuss, which summarizes the key points and then basi-
cally the plans are being made and the usual process of the build-
ing plan is in place. I think if we go on a steady and constructive 
pace over the next years which it looks like at the moment, then 
in late 2023 we should have the Bebauungsplan and the GSE 
should therefore have their 30 years contracts and detailed plan-
ning of the buildings and construction on the plot will start. Until 
then we will have some tenants in the socio-cultural area, which 
is going to be maintained like it is anyhow and with the other we 
have talks and negotiations of changes within the plot, changes 
within the buildings how common progress is going work then.

The socio-cultural area is denkmalschutz. Shouldn’t 
they have been maintained anyway?

The buildings are denkmalschutz, the area such as not. Mainly 
four houses are denkmlaschutz. A very tiny area of the plot is 
denkmalschutz and that applies to the buildings, not to the plot. 
So, no, technically no. That also does not apply to the usage. If 
the buildng is listed, it doesn’t mean it has to be atelier or a chil-
dren circus, but you could also use that as normal offices, head-
quarters or whatsoever, but this is part of the negotiations then. 
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I read critics of the increasing volume on the area. What 
are the risks and potentials that you see with that?

The socio-kulturelles L is going to get rent contracts for 30 years. 
If you look at the spaces there and at the financial commitment 
towards giving that away for zero, then there has been a certain 
compensation, but this is not a secret, there is an open survey 
on how much extra building area we are going to be allowed for 
giving away that for free. That was part of the deal. It is a measure 
of eye. The eyes are the politic, the Bezirksamt and us, this is an 
outcome that works for everyone. if someone says we got extra 
building mass for giving away the SKL then absolutely, this is part 
of the whole story. It’s not just that we wouldn’t, but we can’t give 
anything away for free, we have got 50 employees, we also pay 
our bills and our [...] you can’t do that by giving away spaces you 
have to pay for and you have to accomodate for free, that is not 
the way it works. 

The GSE actually just works as a mediator but the rents 
are kept at a low price from you. It is not that the GSE 
covers on the difference of the rents, right?

No, the GSE is even taking them upside, we are taking zero. The 
GSE has very little rents at the moment, charge rents between 
2 euros and 10 euros, which are so much below the market. 
The GSE then get it for 0 for 30 years to conserve culture. To 
justify that, we get more building mass on a free site of the plot 
to accommodate for that. The GSE is part of the Land Berlin, it 
is a official company that then covers the interest of the culturally 
driven users, they do it as well in Haus Bethanien etcetera. It is 
quite important to have them as an intermediary, because if you 
look at what has happened there within the last years and [...] 
some of those circles as well. Culture has ended up in making [...] 
profit itself. If there is no diversion between ownership and control 
human greed may win the battle at some point and that is what 
happened there in multiple cases.

It would not have worked anymore otherwise. When we have 
took over, they have lost their 20 years contract which was very 
cheap because the person that was in charge of the counters got 
in holiday with the money. then they had multiple fights amongst 
each other because they couldn’t agree who has to pay what, 
who gets which room etcetera. The very romantic idea had failed 
terribly. If GSE who actually has people put in place and getting 
an external salary to then look after culture and do that from a 
very distance not [...] economical [...] to conserve and preserve 
culture. 

As a real estate group are you also satisfied from this 
solution? I can imagine that it also creates a kind of at-
tractivity.

We hope so, absolutely. When you look at the socio-culture on 
the plot it has [...] within. Over the last years it turned into a bit of 
a closed shop, which has been hooking up again by new partici-
pants entering. It is a usual structure. If you put a house full of 30 
years olds that start doing cultures and just leave them doing the 
same for 15 years, they are going to be 45 and doing the same 
thing for 15 years… it is not going to have the same degree of 
activity and attractivity as it had in the beginning. It is a natural 
cost and it has gone over and over in history. If you want to keep 
things interesting either the people need to change with time or 
at some point it needs to be an [...] that changes as well. The 
problem was also that because things turned kind of elitarian that 

when someone left there was no wish for someone else to enter, 
the circle grew somehow smaller, which is also not ideal. You try 
to provide a place in the city with so much diversity as possible, 
so when the [...] comes it get smaller it is also not ideal for the 
diversity of the project.

Isn’t the changing context in the RAW Site likely to over-
whelm the socio/cultural and informal uses as we know 
them today? Do you foresee a change in these uses 
while introducing new kinds of publics in the area? 

I think there will be new uses. What we definitely need is stable 
uses, being that working places, being that infrastructure, [...] for 
people living there, from daily shopping for people who go there 
for working in the morning and leaving in the evening, because 
it was very headwards in the night and to entertainment and for 
a plot in the middle of the city it is not ideal. It should serve more 
people in a way that it should generate income, it should gener-
ate entertainment and freetime it should generate relaxation, it 
should have also some “spirit” and some outside spaces that 
would bring you to walk through RAW instead of Revaler Strasse, 
because it attracts you, because you can sit down on a bench by 
a nice tree, because there people skating or playing basketball, 
because there is a flea market, because there is something that is 
pleasant to look at. At the moment I think we do have space for 
development in that area. We are also trying to get some of the 
current tenants to open their caffès, to open their bars, to open 
their beer gardens during the day, offer a lunch, offer a coffee 
in the morning, offer a sandwich or a croissant, because at the 
moment it is dead and that is not how a central city, especially 
with the pressure in Berlin, is meant to be used. We are going 
to broaden the rising of the positions on the plot and of what is 
possible there and what is offered there. For the moment it is also 
quite [...] towards young people and tourists, so it doesn’t serve 
the surrounding very much and when you have crossed a cer-
tain age it doesn’t allocate your purposes. I rarely see someone 
over the age of 40, if they don’t work there in one of those small 
amount of workspaces then they are looking after their kids. This 
is something that it has to and should change. It should bring 
value in terms of necessity and also in terms of activity to the 
surroundings and I think it could and it should. At the moment 
it is quite a pain for some of the people living around, because 
it causes noise, it causes disturbance, it causes a lot of dirt and 
there are a lot of negative effects which will disappear when it lives 
in constructive use again, which have been missed and lucked 
out for quite a while.

As it starts to be visible on the plans that are currently 
being made and published, this change will work also 
thanks to the physical change of the space, there will 
be new openings to the Revaler Strasse and the War-
schauer Straße, and similar efforts. 

The place allows for more diversity. It is big enough to offer some 
commercial needs and to gather private and personal needs, it 
is big enough to have economic projects that are made more 
attractive with the cultural surroundings and therefore that would 
also support economically the culture aspect of the plot. I think 
the mix has handed towards certain sides over the last years, 
which causes troubles and causes problems and an equilibrium 
between the uses for the users on the plot, for the owners, for 
the surrounding excetera has to be created again. The certain 
pressure you have mentioned in the city earlier can only be solved 
by taking out pressure, which is by providing spaces. The best 
example I think is the House of Music, which has not [...], has not 
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disturbed anyone and now with the development without taking 
anything from anyone away because also if we release with bank 
and there is a over of supplies is also not a good idea you can 
flourish under a certain pressure and this is what we need to do 
now.

They can exist and co create. 

The current uses and current culture can only exist by exploiting 
the others. It is not continue to be for free as it was, they can also 
not be given for free. They also need their buildings to be main-
tained, they also need users. Without exploiting others for their 
money, but it can only work either way. (...)

The RAW is one of the last development areas in the 
inner city. How do you imagine that developing this area 
could benefit the surrounding city?

What we need is housing as well, but we decided to protect the 
socio cultural as well, because otherwise we need spaces for 
entertainment, we need very cheap places to maintain subcul-
ture and also normal space like clubs and bars. If you manage to 
create on currently almost empty spaces, without destroying the 
others, that is what would make Berlin growing and flourishing. 
And this is what we are attempting to do.

30.07.2020, in Teepeeland, Berlin
Interviewers: Lorenza Manfredi and Natalia Kvitkova

Interviewed: Niko Rollmann
Political educator, freelance tour guide and writer, activist at 

Teepeeland

Who are the faces behind the project from the begin-
ning? Were the beginnings in Cuvrystrasse or did other 
people join the project? What is the main idea?

So the story originally started from the Cuvrystrasse squat and 
the person who initiated that squat was someone who you may 
have also seen around here, Flieger, the viking. He originally start-
ed off ther because he looked for a personal retreat. Some of his 
friends followed and then very quickly many other people came. 
So at a certain point, the whole thing got out of hand, he wasn’t 
finding anymore what he had been looking for, so he packed up 
and left. Until some time ago, there was a very interesting clip 
on YouTube about this from the RBB Abendschau, where you 
could see him packing up with his friends, he was taking the tee-
pee. Also, because there had been rumours that they might be 
cleared, evicted, he thought it was a good idea to leave the site 
and then he basically wandered along the embankment until he 
found this place. Now in those days, it was just a little post-indus-
trial wasteland, there was nothing here, not the path, just the ruin 
of the ice factory, just some scrubland, undergrowth. So he set 
up here and his friends followed along. And then this grew into a 
little community over time, which initially was relatively anarchic, 
but once a planum had been set up, a certain system got into it. 
When it comes to your Cuvry question, so after that, I don’t think 
more people from Cuvry followed, but Flieger, having set up the 
Cuvry and having had problems came here and this also meant 
that he and the other co-founders wanted to avoid the mistakes 
which had been made at the Cuvry. 

Those were all those problems you mentioned?

Basically, a state of anarchy. Without any rules, and everybody 
could settle down there, which sounds very democratic at first, 
but unless people cooperate and contribute and stick to some 
rules, pretty soon you have anarchy – not political anarchy in the 
positive sense, but the rule of the jungle where the strongest per-
son wins. 

What is the background of Flieger and the other people, 
where are they from?

There is a term which you may have heard of in German which is 
Aussteiger, which literally translated means: to get out of some-
thing. It’s a term which evolved in the 1970s and means a person 
who opts out of mainstream society, who chooses an alternative 
lifestyle. So the main type of person you would have found here 
in the early days - 2012, 2013 - were these Aussteiger types, 
also some formerly homeless people. The important point is that 
although this place defined itself as an alternative place, it was 
never as political as some of the other informal settlements, or 
Wagenburgen, so while being squatters in a way we are political, 
but not in this kind of explicit way, hanging it out and so on. 

Could you explain how you are organized?

After the first chaotic phase, a plenum was established. It is sup-
posed to meet once a week, but we are flexible. Basically, if you 
are part of this community you are expected to be at the plenum, 
not always, but with a certain regularity and the plenum takes 
decisions on major projects, also on newcomers and guests, on 
the basis of a simple majority. The plenum is the most important 
institution. Having said that, there is always a difference between 
formal structures, as the planum and its decisions and informal 
power, so a person like Flieger has a certain influence because he 
set up the place and he is a big man, with a powerful appearance. 
There are certain tasks which need to be fulfilled here, so the idea 
is basically that everybody here has some kind of tasks and your 
status within the group also depends a little on the task, so your 
“importance” some people are here responsible as handymen, 
they like to build, then there are people who are responsible for 
the couchsurfing, the camping program, then one or two strong 
people for when there is trouble here, then there are people like 
Misha, who does the bar, the most important place, but he also 
facilitates events on the stage-- we just had our 8th birthday so 
he cleaned up and organized everything.  As for myself, people 
here call me the bureaucrat, so I am the person who would write 
a letter to the local authority, or who does financial transactions, 
who is the archivist. Whenever there are newspaper articles on 
teepeeland, I cut them out, and store it at home. We also have 
an association, I wrote a little brochure on teepeeland. So I am 
basically the paper person. Everybody has a certain task here. 
The problem is of course, that there are also people who don’t 
have a defined task. This is something that you have everywhere, 
whether a squat or a hippie community in the 1960s in the US… 
some people contribute more than others. 

How do you decide who gets to join the community?

People often ask, so everybody can come and join? But you 
can’t, because we have limited space and we are full now. The 
other thing is that not every person is fit to be part of such a com-
munity, you need a certain amount of responsibility, you have to 
do some tasks and you have to be willing to stick to rules. Now, 
of course, we all do not always stick to the rules and we do stuff 
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which is not in the spirit of the community–– it’s ok, that’s life. 
But we need people who can be relied upon, who are also able 
to deal with the conflicts as they will arise in any community in a 
constructive way.  What happens is maybe there is someone who 
is here on a regular basis as a visitor-- that’s how I started off-- or 
maybe someone is here as a guest, staying a few weeks using 
the camping place. If people know them and trust them, and if 
these single persons then ask if they can be part of the commu-
nity, the planum will then decide whether they become a teepe-
land member on trial. And this trial can be half a year long. The 
idea behind it is that when someone first comes here, they are 
very nice, you know the first few weeks, months. Then as soon 
as they are teepelanders, it goes a bit bad. So we need the time 
to look at people in detail––even after the six months, their behav-
iour may change–– but, we need a kind of filter and its often little 
detail. To give you one story, we once had two people here from 
easter Europe, I think they were Russians and they asked if they 
could stay here quite a while. I think it was Micha and Flieger who 
met them first but they said sorry you can’t stay and please could 
you go. Then I talked to Micha and Flieger and asked them, what 
the problem was. They pointed out that both of these eastern 
European homeless had a teardrop tattoo next to their eye, which 
meant nothing to me, but in prisons in eastern Europe, it basi-
cally means you’ve killed someone, or you pretend you’ve killed 
someone. So you don’t want someone who has killed someone 
or claims that he has killed someone in a community like this. 

So the rules are pretty defined?

It’s a symbolic number, the six months, sometimes it’s faster, 
sometimes it’s longer, when we are ambivalent about people. 

Is there a list of rules or more unspoken rules?

We have a constitution which is handed out to new members. 
We also have a code of conduct: first of all, we dont want any 
racism, any antisemitism, homophobia, things like that. We don’t 
want violence here, and we don’t want people using hard drugs 
or publically consuming hard spirits. In the open, if people drink 
beer or wine, that’s perfect, but we don’t like the public consump-
tion of spirits. If someone feels that they want to consume spirits, 
they can do that in their teepee, or maybe at a bar, as a regular 
customer. We’ve had the experience, also with homeless people, 
that when they start drinking hard alcohol, their behaviour can 
pretty quickly get out of control. Of course, we have rules which 
every member is supposed to do some kind of project, whatever 
that is. And then things like respecting the sexual rights of others, 
so like people shouldn’t harass other people sexually, otherwise, 
we kick them out. So there is a kind of behaviour code which 
encompasses 10-12 rules. You can also find them posted when 
you visit. 

What is the makeup between men and women?

You have got the same thing here as in other settlements that 
women are underrepresented. You find this in the squats, in the 
other informal settlements, also in the homeless community. 
There are a number of reasons for this: men are not too worried 
about hygiene. It’s okay for them to have a shower every few 
days or to take a bath in the Spree. Whereas with women, it’s a 
different story. Women also put a greater emphasis on security, 
looking after themselves. It’s the very same with homeless people 
that women are normally underrepresented. Some people also 
say if you live in a place like this, it’s a little bit macho thing. Which 
I don’t think it is but that’s the impression. 

So how many are actually living here?

We don’t talk about the number officially. There is a fluctuation, 
sometimes we have campers here or long term guests. In the 
summer there can be up to 25 or more people but in winter it 
boils down to the hardcore, a small group. 

Are there other people who use it the way you do, just 
to be here occasionally but continue to contribute to the 
community? 

Most of the people are here, live here, there is only a very small 
number of people like me who have got a flat of their own. As for 
myself, I’ve been active here for the community for several years, 
and then they approached me and said, loook, you’ve been do-
ing a lot for the community so maybe you would like to set up 
your own teepee. It was very flattering!  But it’s important that 
most of the people actually live here, so that they are here all of 
the time. It’s a different thing for me, I come here maybe two or 
three times a week, with my girlfriend, and do a bit around my hut, 
but you need most people living here. 

So the group is not developing any further since you 
are full?

Yes, because sometimes people leave. There is a fluctuation, 
what sometimes happens is, for example, now with corona, one 
or two people went back to their original countries. Sometimes 
you have got these young men, drifting around the world, they 
come for maybe a year and then they go elsewhere. When I think 
back to when I came originally, of those people who were there at 
that time, maybe five or six are left, but many others have gone. 
Sometimes people want to settle down, or they get a new girl-
friend who says, “I know it’s nice for you but I want a flat.” And of 
course, there were three or four people who had to go because 
they had very much violated the behaviour codes. Normally, we 
give people several warnings, we talk to them about it in the ple-
num, but at a certain point when they don’t listen to it, or change 
their behaviour, that is the point when we have to say “go.”

How do people find out about the place, friends of 
friends?

There is the website, also the couchsurfing but here it’s very much 
word of mouth. In the summer we had the open stage sessions 
and the jam sessions, we also have comedy nights, and then the 
word spreads. There would often be a full house on saturday or 
friday evening. Berlin, after all, is relatively compact. You know 
people who know people and that’s how they get to know us. 

How many years have you been coming here?

I started coming here in 2013 so about a year after this place had 
been set up. Maybe for three years I was here as a regular visitor, 
doing some things, until I was asked if I wanted to become part 
of the community. 

So now it’s seven or eight years that you exist?

Yes, just last week we had the eight celebration. 

What are the things happening here, there is camping, a 
public stage, a vegetable garden..?
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That’s right. Sometimes there are also homeless people who like 
to just come and sit down, take shelter when it’s raining. Espe-
cially homeless people are in a very difficult situation because of 
corona, sometimes they just needed a place where they could 
sit sometime. You can also understand this as a place where… 
we use the term Randgruppen in German, it means marginal-
ized groups... This is also a little retreat or haven for marginal-
ized groups. You also mentioned the Holzmarkt earlier, they see 
themselves as a kind of alternative place, but if you want to be 
alternative at the Holzmarkt, you need money, whereas here the 
cultural events are free, also the drinks are on a donation basis,  
it’s not a commercial enterprise, it’s all donations. But basically,  a 
beer for a euro, or 1.50 so even people who have no money or lit-
tle money can afford a beer here, which they can’t get over there. 

Do you collaborate with any other organizations?

Sometimes people approach us and would like to hold events, for 
example, the son of my girlfriend, he’s doing electronic music so 
he asked if he could do a gig on stage here. We also have a writer 
who is organizing these literary evenings, people come here to 
read different texts related to Berlin. Sometimes it comes from 
within the community, but sometimes people come and ask and 
we see if we can do something together. 

Have you also been approached by people who want 
to provide social assistance to, say, homeless people?

Those people also come and ask if we need help. Fortunate-
ly most of the people who live here get by. They have different 
means of providing for themselves. 

We were wondering where the materials come from, do 
you receive any capital from the city or any organisa-
tions?

What we have is that we set up a Trägerverein, an association, 
and the idea is that at the moment our official status is that we 
are being tolerated. Yes, we are squatters but the district knows 
we are here, we are being tolerated here. In legal terms it is called 
silent toleration, stille Duldung. Sometimes there is a point when 
you need a contract, and then you need an institutional body, an 
organisation, which officially represents the teepeeland. This as-
sociation has 8 members, most of them teepeelanders, but not 
all, who pay a little fee every month. So we have a little fundus, 
with some money, but we do not get any government assistance. 
Building material, we make it up as we go along, a lot of things 
you actually find on the street if you look out for it. Sometimes the 
association provides a little money. We also have someone for 
example who works at a sozial kaufhaus, people donate things 
and they are sold in the shop and then the money they make is 
given to poor people, who can also come in and take things with 
them. This man who runs the shop comes here and brings some 
interesting stuff, a ladder, tools. 

What is the name of the association?

The Teepeeland Kultur und Nachbarschafts Verein.

How is the relationship between you and the bezirke, 
or the city?

We are handled at the lowest level, at the bezirke. They knew from 
early on that we were here. But if you don’t give them too much 
trouble and if there are not big commercial interests at hand, it is 

ok. I think they saw that we were an asset to the neighbourhood 
and that we bring tourists into the district. Lets put it like this, 
places like this have essentially got two types of mechanisms to 
ensure their survival: the confrontational model, there are some 
militant squats which basically saw, ok, you can come in and try 
to clear us, but there will be resistance and the local anarchist 
scene will come and help us. That is the kind of militant, confron-
tational survival strategy. Then there are places like teepeeland, 
we use the other idea, we are part of the neighbourhood, we 
think we are an asset not just to the neighbourhood, but also to 
the Bezirk, and the city as a whole. The city of Berlin also in its 
advertising puts across this alternative theme, and that is us for 
example. We use the peaceful strategy rather and say we con-
tribute to the city. 

Have you spoken with the bezirk?

Of course, over the years  we have spoken to a number of politi-
cians, we have a few allies, a few contacts, which is also impor-
tant for whenever we feel threatened, we can send a quick email 
to a certain local politician and say hey, what’s happening, do you 
know anything about this. These contacts are important. Some-
times you meet people at a gathering, or you have an informal 
email contact. A little network is necessary. 

Do you only make informal contact or do you write di-
rectly to the bezirk?

Both at a formal and informal level. On the formal, there is a be-
troffenen vertretung, every few weeks, which hosts the locals 
here. It’s a kind of meeting every 3 weeks, a mix of local officials, 
but also people from civil society, Misha is always there to rep-
resent the Teepeeland. So this is the kind of regular, but informal 
gathering, to detect early on problematic issues. An early warning 
system. There are some topics which are too small to be handled 
by the local government but too big to be handled in the streets, 
so you need these meeting places where such things can be 
articulated. 

Could you share some of these contacts with us, now 
or by email in the future so we can also reach out to 
them?

We tend to be a little discrete about our contacts, I don’t want 
to mention names. There are maybe two or three people but one 
name I can give to you is Frank Bertermann, he is from the local 
green party. He has always been very helpful. 

We were wondering about the temporary vs permanent 
status of Teepeeland. Is it necessary to feel temporary 
for you or would you prefer to be permanent?

Because we have been here for such a long time now. With eight 
years we are a veteran informal settlement. In Berlin at the mo-
ment you have maybe 13 or 15 informal settlements and among 
them there is a group of survivors. Some of them, like the Lohm-
ühle, have been around for ages, the Køpi. We are not as old as 
that, but we have also been here for quite a while. Also if you look 
at the architecture here, the structures, the whole set up, you can 
see it’s quite a complex structure already, so it has a feeling of 
permanence. We are lucky, of course, that there are plans to build 
a future foot path here, which would incorporate us, or go around 
us. We have also been given a certain assurance that we can be 
here for a certain time. Of course, we do not have a contract and 
that of course, would be our ultimate aim, to be fully legalized. 
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But, having witnessed what happened at the Cuvry and many 
other places like the Rummelsburger Bucht, where they have also 
got these squats that have just been cleared, I think we can count 
ourselves lucky, but you never know what the future will bring. 

Is this your reason for existing?

I think it comes as it comes, but you’ve always got different 
groups here. I, as a bourgeois upper middle class person, may 
have a different perspective than some of our young wild men in 
their 20s and so on, who think that you shouldnt cooperate with 
the state at all. I am part, perhaps, of the more conservative fac-
tion who say, well, we would like a contract at some point, but it 
should be the right contract to legalize us. But a place like this, 
even if it’s a small place like Teepeeland, is never homogenic, and 
you’ve got different strands of opinion. So here you can see two 
groups; oldies like me and the young people who have not been 
here for so long and they have a different take on the situation. It’s 
a generation thing. 

What is your relationship like with the Baugruppe near-
by and the neighbours? 

Basically, the only neighbours we have are the Spreefeld Bau-
gruppe. That works quite well, they provide us with water for free 
and also electricity, which we pay for, but they provide it for us. 
There are also co-operations, like – one and half years ago I or-
ganized a little conference on homelessness in Berlin, that’s one 
of the topics I am working on in my job. We thought it  would be a 
good place to host it here, but if it rained it wouldn’t have been so 
good. So we rented one of their rooms (Spreefeld). So if we need 
spaces, also this boat bunker for the comedy night. So there are 
certain strains of cooperation existing there. 

So you do things together?

Yes, sometimes there can be things, like cooperational garden-
ing, or two weeks ago they hosted an event here, which involved 
showing some documentaries about shaping the city, gentrifica-
tion, things like that. One of them was a documentary about Tee-
peeland, so it was shown on stage and then there was a discus-
sion. There are certains types of cooperation, both informal and 
formal. 

And with the other neighbours?

Not from the other side of the river…  There was once, some years 
ago, one project, people from Radialsystem, but that’s about it. At 
the end of the day, we don’t have so many neighbours.

What is happening over there? (construction near the 
wall border of Teepeeland)

They are dismantling the ice factory. As far as we know, a medical 
think tank is coming in there. 
They will have to reconstruct the old facade because it’s a pro-
tected building. They will dismantle the inside though and change 
everything. 
There is not much communication. Just over there, 50 yards, 
there is a crane, there is a second project and they are building 
here shops, offices and maybe a few flats. It’s a company called 
Trockland.  
Fortunately, the main focus is not on flats. Otherwise there could 
be problems.  

Do you receive any complaints about noise?

On the whole, it works very well. Of course, sometimes it can 
happen that someone comes here and uses the path and thinks 
it is dirty, but we don’t have trouble on a regular basis with the 
neighbourhood. 

We were discussing it before, wondering what the main 
purpose of the project is. Is it about finding an alterna-
tive way to live? Or this idea of cultural, inclusive space 
providing access to the river? Or something else? 

I would say there are maybe three or four different meanings. For 
some of the people, it’s a place where they live. It’s home. For 
some people who come here, who don’t have much money or 
are from marginalized groups of society, it’s a little retreat. You can 
be here as gay, lesbian, transgender, black, white and it doesn’t 
matter, because in a way all of us our outsiders in our group, of 
some kind. So it’s like a refuge, a retreat. You can also see it as 
one of the last bastions against gentrification. My personal idea is 
that if you go back to when these things started, in the mid six-
ties, in the USA, with the hippie communes, where people were 
experimenting with alternative, eco-friendly lifestyles. You even 
had the first vegans there. So, I would like to see this place in 
such a tradition. Having said that, I am not here full time, so this 
is an ideal which I would have. You could also say that we think 
everybody in society could live like this, which is what it was like 
in the US in the sixties. Or you could say we see our place as a 
place of learning. Where people can pick up certain things, like 
the idea that you can have a more environmentally friendly life-
style, we have the free box here, so there is a strong ecological 
focus on second hand things. There are four or five different levels 
you could look at. 

And  its openness, this accessibility?

Yes, that is very important. Because a lot of these squats are 
closed places, who can also be quite hostile to outsiders. I re-
member, when I was here the first time, before I discovered Tee-
peeland. I was there with my girlfriend and often they wouldn’t 
even talk to us, because they thought we looked like tourists or 
middle class whatever. So the idea here was always that it should 
be an open place. It’s also a path which leads from one place to 
another. This was not to be an isolated enclave, an alternative 
fortress which does its own thing. 

Do you deal with people coming from outside who are 
not welcome?

It is a problem because sometimes you have got people who mis-
understand the concept of freedom. They think they can come 
here and do all the things which they cannot do at home. I re-
member someone who came a few years ago, he had already 
had a few drinks, it was in the afternoon and he sat down (on the 
stage) and started playing the guitar and singing very loudly, La 
Bamba. Between the songs, you could hear him drinking more 
and then start up again even louder. At a certain point my friend 
told him to shut up. Sometimes we also have people, who would 
like to do what people here are doing, but they don’t have the 
courage. They behave in a strange way, reacting in an aggressive 
manner. 

What about tourists? How is the relationship with them? 
Is there a sense that people come here to gawk? Is that 
welcome?
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Sometimes you get people who would like to see a little zoo and 
start taking pictures of people without asking them and so on. I 
don’t know whether to use the word voyeuristic, but it’s this intru-
sive behaviour. But that is really the minority, most of the people 
are like interested or alternative tourists, or people who just went 
for a stroll down the riverbank and sometimes they stand there at 
the entrance and ask if they can come in and whether the path 
goes through. I would say on the whole it’s positive, but some-
times there are people who come here late at night, you know, 
drunk, and they want to sleep here and we have to say - we are 
really sorry, but we are full. You can’t just crash here, because if 
two people crash here the next day it will be five, then six and if 
you say please go, then one of them says - well, who are you?
You need an early warning system to tell people in a polite but 
determined manner that they have to go. 

As I said, this is an open place and we want to maintain it that 
way, but you always have to keep people away because, as you 
know, in Berlin there are people who are a little bit crazy. You have 
got sometimes people who have severe mental disturbances and 
they come from the little places in Germany, little villages or towns 
where such behaviour is sanctioned in a very strong way. So they 
come to Berlin because here you can live it out more, which is 
a good thing, but sometimes if you are dealing with people who 
have this kind of psychosis, it’s not easy. 

Do you need the tourists in some way?

We like them, because they bring a little bit of the outside world. 
It’s nice to see them at the bar. Normally you’ve got an inner circle 
here, the close inner circle of 15-20 people, then another circle 
around them, 20 regulars, so it’s always nice when I come here 
with my girlfriend in the evening, then we will know most of the 
people, but it’s also nice when there are guests here, people who 
have just discovered this place. 

Maybe the tourists and visitors offer some sense of pro-
tection from the Bezirk as well?  

Yes, I think it helps if you’ve got a lot of friends. This is what I also 
like about this place, we have a very broad mixture of people 
here. We have got some really old freaks, relics of the 1970s, 
but also people who are here working in social jobs. One new 
regular visitor is a nurse, then there is the person from the Sozial 
Kaufhaus, musicians obviously, poets. It’s a broad mix, also a 
little training that you are able to deal with people from many dif-
ferent walks of life. For me it has been a good training of social 
competence. 

Can we ask what your job is?

My main job is in adult education, in a little branch of German 
education which is called political education. 
The institution I work for organizes one week seminars about Ber-
lin history and politics for people who come from other parts of 
Germany, who live in our house, and we take them to places like 
this, to give them perspective on Berlin. I also work as a freelance 
tour guide and as a writer. 

Is the public program an essential part of the commu-
nity? To have the bar, the stage, the bunker?

I think it’s very much seen as an important part, not something 
that has been added on, but something which has been there 

since the very beginning. In a place like Berlin, when you are crea-
tive, it is difficult to rent an atelier for your art. Unless you’re a 
famous person, you don’t have a space for your art, so if you 
want to start off with something, this is a good place to do that. 
We also have artistic people in the community. It’s always been 
very much interwoven. 

In the Cuvry you always had the problem that there were these 
very much engaged activists from the outside, who were not re-
ally part of the community. This can become a problem when you 
claim to speak on behalf of other people but you are not part of 
their community. 

Can you tell us your hopes for the future of Teepeeland?

As I said, it would be great if in the future this place were to be 
fully legalized. I hope that we can also expand the cultural activi-
ties. My personal project is that in two years it will be ten years 
Teepeeland, so I would like to write a second book about Teepee-
land. And of course, we also hope for the wellbeing of the people 
who live here. 
If you were to ask the others, one problem in places like this is 
always internal conflicts. We had some bad days three or four 
years ago, when there were massive internal conflicts. One thing 
we therefore always hope for is that peace will stay and everyone 
will get along with one another. 

We were wondering if the community has changed?

We got more peaceful. In the early days when I came here, there 
were one or two people who were very problematic. I was actually 
a little afraid of them but now they are all gone. For the moment, 
it is much more peaceful than it’s ever been, but having said that, 
a community like this always needs a certain kind of social man-
agement. That’s in every human relationship.

Do you have any official rights to this place because 
you’ve been occupying it for so long? 

Yes, this Duldung, Gewohnheitsrecht - a few politicians have 
also mentioned us by name, which is good because it’s like an 
official acknowledgement. These are semi-rights, not on paper, 
there is no contract, but this helps us with our position, as do our 
contacts within politicians and the backing of the community. It 
would be different if all our neighbours were complaining. Some 
of them may not like us, which is ok…
These are all informal, semi-legal things, but they help. 

Is there anything that you would like to see changed, 
something that took a different route than you expect-
ed? That is being discussed?

In a place like this, expect nothing. You always deal with the unex-
pected. At the moment my main complaint, or what I would like to 
see changed, is that not everyone here is contributing the same 
amount  of work to the community. This is a topic which recurs. 

Is Flieger happy? 

I think that when you come here, whether you set it up like Flieg-
er, or come later like me, it’s a certain learning process. In a place 
like this, you cannot have things the way you want it.  When I 
became part of the plenum, I am this typical protestant German, 
who wanted to do a proper protocol, and then you archive it. 
Nowadays, when I have the plenum, I do it, but I don’t expect 
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others to do it. You learn a certain amount of tolerance here, that 
you may have certain ideas about how to do something, but the 
other people may want to do it differently. 
For Flieger it’s important that the mistakes of the Cuvry are not 
being repeated, so we don’t have this chaos again. 

23.03.2022, Stattbau office
Interviewers: Lorenza Manfredi

Original in German, translated by the author

Interviewed: Uwe Preißler, Stattbau (Stadtentwicklungsge-
sellschaft mbH)

Main areas of work: Real estate law, urban planning law, 
legal department, project management

Let’s start with today’s situation: negotiations are under-
way to conclude a regular contract for the Teepeeland 
squatted settlement. What is the current status and who 
are the decision makers? And what is the role of Statt-
bau in the project? Stattbau is the fiduciary redevelop-
ment agency for the state of Berlin, is this correct and 
what does this mean exactly?

Yes, we are this so-called fiduciary redevelopment agency. It is 
a figure, so to speak, a construct from the building code. The 
background is that according to the German building code there 
are urban redevelopment areas – Sanierungsgebiete –  (and 
there are a few other types of such special areas) characterized 
by the fact that there are more or less massive urban develop-
ment problems, ‘urban deplorable conditions’ is the legal term. 
And if the city has recognized this, then it will do something to 
remedy these urban development problems, i.e. to bring up a 
district that no longer functions well or is rather poor in terms of 
its building fabric. That is, to rebuild it better, so that it can fulfill 
its function in the urban fabric and for the residents and all those 
who are there, so that the city can equip the area better than it 
currently does, or that the building fabric is improved. The causes 
for assigning an urban redevelopment area are that the buildings 
have poor fabric or are at risk of collapse or there’s a high vacancy 
rate, things like that. If you have such a redevelopment area, then 
there is a certain special law, that defines large or extensive ap-
proval obligations for the property owners, and that means that 
they need an approbation by the city for basically everything they 
want to do to the land and buildings, as it is called in the Building 
Code. Those are usually complex urban development problem 
situations that also require a complex solution approach with a 
variety of individual measures. For example, the public space is 
improved, thermal insulation for facades and roofs of the hous-
es is today of course a big issue,and other things that can be 
brought in order. The affected people, the residents, are cared 
for in an intensified way, so there is also a bit of social work done 
there. The tenants, the people who live there, most of whom rent 
and are not necessarily owners, should not be displaced by the 
fact that the entire area is being upgraded. This may also have 
to be managed, and so it is that in an entire area a large number 
of individual measures are taking place – this requires capacity 
from the administration, from the municipality, in order to be able 
to control these processes. These are partly planning processes, 
partly participation processes, and then they have to be built. In 
order to do this, there are service providers who help the munici-
pality, since the municipality is usually not so well staffed. Those 
are complex and extensive tasks that can’t be done alone, it is 

something that comes in addition to the normal administrative 
activities. The most pronounced service provider there is just this 
‘redevelopment agency’ and the name says it already: it is basi-
cally an organization that carries out the redevelopment in the 
area as a whole and makes the essential procedural steps. It is a 
fiduciary, and in addition it can get its own assets. The municipal-
ity equips it with money and with land. That is the basic model of 
the redevelopment agency and then the agency itself is able, for 
example, to acquire buildings that are broken, to repair them with 
its own money and then to sell them again. 
Our task in the Berlin redevelopment areas (of which there are 
currently 11, there used to be more, but then they end at some 
point and new ones come along) is a little different. Stattbau is 
tasked with acquiring land primarily for public infrastructure pro-
jects in these redevelopment areas. That is often green spaces, 
playgrounds, daycare centers, school properties, also public in-
frastructure or for culture, wherever there is a plan, there exists a 
wish or need to do something, but the city lacks the area. When 
the city needs access to the land, then that’s our job. The public 
infrastructure that we’re talking about here in this context is the 
Spreeufer, the public Spreeufer path, which exists in this form 
somehow, but not in such a way that it can really be used by the 
general public. And this is an ancient planning and our task was 
originally only to buy the land that the state of Berlin is still missing 
to be able to realize this riverside path.
Teepeeland sits exclusively on land that has belonged to the city 
of Berlin or the state of Berlin for a very long time. Because of this 
planning, the Spreeufer is largely kept free of development and in-
deed since the Gründerzeit. If you have looked at it from the Jan-
nowitzbrücke, towards the east, the houses are somehow 15-20 
meters away from the bank, because a riverside road was always 
supposed to be built there. That’s the historical background and 
the city of Berlin never managed to realize that. Then there’s the 
Mitte power plant, which goes right up to the water and also has 
a small harbor facility - and that’s why you can’t get through there 
so easily. (...) 
The fiduciary redevelopment agency has money from the munici-
pality and it can act within its own framework as a fiduciary - that’s 
a legal figure – i.e. we act as Stattbau, but we do it on account, 
that is, with the money of the State of Berlin. And so we have 
corresponding funds available and can acquire these properties, 
that’s our job here. And with the Spreeufer project, the land ac-
quisition, so the acquisition of all the land is largely completed, so 
you can build now,. But the actual bearer of this task, namely to 
create a public riverside path, is the Roads and Parks Depart-
ment of the Mitte district, the Straßen- und Grünflächenamt. But 
they don’t have enough capacity, not enough employees and not 
enough administrative power to build such a demanding project, 
even though it is interesting. 
Why is the project demanding? Because there is a surface where 
the public shoreline walkway is going to be with accompanying 
greenery and things like that and in front is the water. There are 
embankment walls and these embankment walls are mostly in a 
structurally poor condition and need to be renewed. So before I 
make a big investment on the surface, so to speak, I actually have 
to treat the banks.
That’s an endemic problem in Berlin, that the riverside walls are in 
bad condition. Here, everything was done in the GDR, and since 
then nothing more has been done, because other things were 
more important. This leads to a complex situation, a complex 
topic that has to be dealt with, and the road and green space 
office said goodbye and said: we can’t continue with the plan-
ning, we can’t implement it either. This led to the consideration 
of whether the Senate could take over this task, that is, the main 
administration and not the district. And the Senate Department 
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for the Environment and Consumer Protection, Transport and 
Climate, which is responsible for the urban green, among other 
things, they said we would imagine to do that – it must have an 
urban significance so that it comes under the responsibility of 
the Senate. The importance for the whole city could be justified, 
because a path along the Spree in this section is used by tourists 
and other (all kinds of) people and is therefore important, but they 
also have no capacity. No one has been found to do anything 
there now. 
The way out is that we have proposed, that we have proposed 
an interim intervention, to build a temporary riverside path there. 
That’s a project of Stattbau now. Without touching these bank 
walls we have a width of 15 - 20 meters available and then we 
build the path inland, on the land side, and not directly on the wa-
ter and then the bank walls can first remain as they are and must 
be built later. And when they are built at some point, the bank 
construction measures will also encroach more or less deeply 
into the bank. At that point, a final design will be made and this 
can then be implemented. Section by section, because building 
a bank takes a while, it’s a lengthy undertaking. And in the mean-
time, we have to offer something to the public. There are also 
legal reasons for that. The redevelopment area, which is a special 
legal area, with permit requirements for the owners and various 
other restrictions, that’s only legally permissible if I have urban 
development goals. And this public riverside path is actually the 
most important urban development goal in the entire redevelop-
ment area. If this goal is not realized, then the justification for this 
encroachment on the property of the owners falls away.
And that would not be good legally. Therefore we proposed to put 
a shoreline trail that will work for the next few years. We have a 
problem there, people want to go along there, there are all kinds 
of more or less positive conditions, we have trash there at the 
site, there’s pressure of use, there’s the Teepeeland, that is there 
and nobody has taken care of for many years. What are we going 
to do with it? That’s why we were able to convince the parties 
involved, i.e. the senate administration and the district office, and 
then also the district politicians... We were able to convince them 
by saying that we are making plans for a temporary riverside path 
that will last for a few years and can be used, but it is not the final 
design of this bank. You can now imagine all kinds of things, a 
boardwalk, a riverside park, whatever works. And the goal from 
the very beginning was always to hold a competition at some 
point, an open space planning competition, that would include 
the entire riverbank between Jannowitzbrücke and Schilling-
brücke. That’s two sections: Jannowitzbrücke to Michaelbrücke, 
where the Mitte power plant is, and then the other section that 
we have here now, Holzuferblock, this section between Michael-
brücke and Schillingbrücke should be completely produced with 
a uniform design at some point. There has already been a large 
participation process in 2015, with stakeholders of all kinds, 
especially with the people who also live there and are involved. 
This includes the Teepeeland and the Spreefeldgenossenschaft, 
which is there; workshops were held with all kinds of authorities 
from the redevelopment area, design guidelines and ideas were 
developed and needs were clarified, and at the moment this can-
not yet be finally implemented because of the riverbank construc-
tion problem. That’s why a provisional riverside path was sought, 
and then someone was sought who could then also do this as 
a developer, and since the responsible authorities (the district’s 
street and green space office or the Senate Department for Urban 
Green Space) said we don’t, so there has to be someone else. 
GrünBerlin, the state-owned company for special gardens and 
green projects, was considered, but that didn’t work out for vari-
ous reasons. And the only service provider that was there in the 
end that could have been used was the redevelopment agency 

and that’s us, the fiduciary redevelopment agency. 

You were initially commissioned by the district to take 
care of the redevelopment area?

No, it’s more complicated than that, unfortunately. There is some-
one who is supposed to take care of the redevelopment area, 
but that’s a ‘Berlin speciality’. There is the redevelopment officer, 
that’s also an office, they’re called KoSP [KoSP GmbH, Koordina-
tionsbüro für Stadtentwicklung und Projektmanagement]. These 
are the people who actually take care of everything in the rede-
velopment area. As the redevelopment agency we’re additionally 
on the road. It is a bit of a duplication, but on behalf of the Sen-
ate Administration. We are commissioned by the Senate Depart-
ment for Urban Development only to make this land acquisition. 
Only to buy the land, that is our real job, for which we also have 
money from the Senate. The district is happy because the money 
comes from the Senate and not from him. The district has the 
service provider, but the service comes from the Senate. That is 
this weird intermediate position we have. 

Stattbau acquired the land and then said – this is where 
the waterfront could be redesigned. Then you came 
back to the senate and the district and asked who was 
going to take this further. 

The result was that a feasibility study was prepared, the provision-
al Spreeuferweg in the Holzuferblock area, which is basically part 
urban planning expertise and part planning. We have investigated 
what additional land is needed, what the availability is and how a 
path could actually be. 
(...) 
[Shows on map].
There are also concrete plans how the path could run in the Mitte 
district, on the southern side of the Spree river.
You can always see the path on the landward boundary of the 
river bank. Here you see the houses of the Spreefeld, here the 
boathouse. That is from the border troops of the GDR and really 
belonged to the border regime. That was no fun at that time, be-
cause we are here in the area of the Berlin Wall already. 

Is the boathouse public or belongs to the Bau- und 
Wohngenossenschaft Spreefeld Berlin eG?

We acquired that, also not long ago, maybe a year ago. And here 
you can see in detail how we plan to pass with the new path 
behind the boathouse. Here it basically already starts the area 
where Teepeeland is. 

My second question is about the location. It has 
changed radically in the last 30 years and there are a 
lot of construction sites, there is Trockland real estate 
agency restoring the ice factory plot. I worked on some 
maps that show how this process of urban change is 
common to the whole area. What is the role of this spe-
cific location, and when has it been defined as a rede-
velopment area and why?

The redevelopment area was defined in 2011. At the time I wasn’t 
able to follow these things more closely because I wasn’t working 
in Berlin (but elsewhere). It was determined that the whole block 
along the Spree, especially the area between Michaelkirchstraße 
and Schillingbrücke, the whole Holzuferblock [points on the map]. 
It has been noticed that especially in this area (Holzuferblock) very 
much pressure on buildings has happened. In the meantime – 
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[points on map] here is still a fallow land that we also own, but the 
rest has now already been built up. Trockland and Spreefeld built 
houses in the area, and many other things have happened. Here 
on Michaelkirchstrasse, directly on Michaelbrücke, a large con-
struction project is now also being realized. And we have seen 
that this is largely unorganized in terms of urban development. 
First point: we have to do something, we have to put a street in 
here, for example, that is now the Wilhelmine-Gemberg-Weg: it 
is a result of the redevelopment area, that a new public develop-
ment has been built to divide this block and to open it up to the 
inside, because there are several building plots here. After the fall 
of the Berlin Wall, in the 1990s, the large construction company 
Hochtief somehow acquired extensive areas here (however) and 
then started to break them up and sell them, so that develop-
ment pressure arose and that had to be ordered in terms of urban 
development. 
The second point was that there was the idea for a new, public 
waterfront and it is possible to do that only by using this instru-
ment of the redevelopment area, because the redevelopment 
area is also connected with money from the federal government, 
the urban development funding. 
The goal is actually to completely redesign the waterfront starting 
from the Märkische Ufer – all the way to the Schillingbrücke. That 
was the second main reason for establishing the entire redevel-
opment area here. The front block is not included in the redevel-
opment area at all, but only the riverbank zone that belongs to the 
scope of the redevelopment area.
(...) 
The thing today is that there have been some really big changes. 
In the 1990s, the Berlin club scene was active there, in that wa-
terfront area. There were discos and clubs that also did some-
thing in the outdoor area. Teepeeland ends at the remains of the 
Berlin Wall, which is the hinterland security wall (not the actual 
wall, but the one behind it that secured the wall strip). 
If you continue, directly on the water, there is a section where 
there are lots of planks made of wood. You can walk along the 
planks, which date back to the time when the area was used as 
a club. That was further ahead, as the Spreefeld and the boat 
house also do. So, there was the famous club culture that made 
Berlin famous in the 1990s, where many people from all over the 
world wanted to come to Berlin, because you could party here 
particularly well, without great restrictions, very improvised. A wild 
time back then. It was possible because a lot of state structures 
and economic structures were struggling after the collapse of the 
GDR and free spaces were created as a result. Public spaces, 
buildings that were empty because the economy was out of there 
and also legal free spaces, because the administration was re-
built. A new legal system came and no one was there who could 
have implemented it, that only grew again over the course of 
many years and there were free spaces that the Berlin club scene 
then used. Niko Rollmann probably told you more about that. 

Yes, I’ve worked on this topic, in the first part of my 
doctoral thesis, and I’m trying to understand exactly 
what has remained of these interim uses – in a city that 
is now so very different. For me the question is really, 
so much has changed, are all these spaces just going 
to disappear or are there solutions? Does the city want 
them to stay at all – and why exactly? I understand that 
the Holzuferblock has gotten the very strong pressure of 
densification and yet with the redevelopment area you 
also try that a little bit of open space also remains and 
maybe Teepeeland also remains. 

The redevelopment area has led to the fact that certain urban 

development standards could be met, that the city had opportu-
nities to have a say in the design of these areas, also in the de-
velopment of these large areas that were there.It is not the case 
that all ideas can be implemented. The ice factory now owned by 
Trockland was supposed to be a cultural location, and finally is 
going to accomodate a bank (Trade Republic). A start-up, but it is 
actually an investment bank. This doesn’t have much to do with 
the original planning goals at that point anymore, except that it’s 
“modern and chic”. That’s money management, not culture. Also 
the ice factory itself, the monument. It was saved by the current 
owner with an extremely large amount of money and is being 
rebuilt and will be a fascinating building in the end. But finally the 
owner is also an entrepreneur, who manufactures placemaking as 
one of the world market leaders. It will have a business building 
there, which is certainly also very representative and interesting 
and will probably also be partially experienced by the public, but 
it is also not a cultural use.
Something was found, the monument was saved, that’s great, 
it was collapsing. The façade of the ice factory, which faces the 
water, sagged and they completely demolished the façade, sta-
bilized the building around it and then re-founded it because the 
foundation was not stable. They then made a new foundation for 
the building. After they rebuilt the façade facing the Spree, new, 
stone by stone, in accordance with the preservation order. That’s 
pretty crazy. 

(...) 

That was a big effort, very very expensive and that could only be 
done by someone who has money to spare and that’s exactly 
where the conflict comes from now: namely this owner is not will-
ing to give us a strip of his land which is where the teepee land 
is and the consequence of that is that we have to interfere with 
theTeepeeland now with the boardwalk. Teepeeland has to be-
come smaller. The stage has to be moved from where it is now, 
it’s still on the ice factory’s private property right now. 
(...) 
Let’s look further on the map: here is the ice factory, you can 
see the new building project, the path should run next to it, here 
we have the wall relict, this Hinterland security wall, which is a 
listed building, which is also good. However, we have to make a 
breakthrough at one point and have to go through here. The plan 
was to go straight through on this property line with the shoreline 
trail, here’s Trockland, there’s going to be a public trail across their 
property, between the ice factory and Trockland. And the ice fac-
tory property, the ice factory is actually a trapped property, that 
has pretty much no outdoor space, that’s all owned by Trockland 
around here, it’s just the building and the only open space they 
have goes (towards Teepeeland). 
(...) 
The ice factory property goes all the way around here (to Tee-
peeland). We want to go along this border with the riverside path 
– it is public land, belongs to the state of Berlin – we want to go 
straight through here and also to this part that belongs to the ice 
factory. We talked with them and it was clear that they would 
make this area available to us. If that was the case, we would 
make about a 6.5 meters path and the stage of Teepeeland could 
stay there. That was the plan. We can’t do that now because the 
ice factory now says that they are keeping their lot.

Is there no funding from the redevelopment area meas-
ures to acquire the property?

We can’t enforce that against their will right now. There is, after all, 
according to German building law, the development plan, but it 
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is not yet finished and not yet in force. If you had a legally binding 
development plan, you could expropriate. This area is designated 
in the development plan (...) with the number 1-32 AA ... 
(...) Of course, it would have to pay compensation, the owner 
would get the value of this strip of land, but it is not worth much, 
because is an area you cannot build on, it is only open space. 
That could then be enforced in court. 

What are the time perspectives, is there already a hy-
pothetical date for the development plan to become 
operational? 

This development plan has already been in the process for 10 
years, it should have been finished long ago, but it is not finished. 
It’s been set back again and we’re looking at another two years 
or so from now. 

 And why isn’t it ready yet, what’s the problem? Is that a 
problem with the administration?

That’s a problem of the administration, the development plan is 
made by the district, by the city planning office, but it has to be 
checked again by the senate and during this check a lot of defi-
ciencies have been found, legal deficiencies. They look for errors 
and of course find some, then they gave the plan back to the 
district and asked to eliminate these errors. 
In the meantime, we, Stattbau, have acquired this area next to 
Spreefeld. And this area now looks a bit different. Around the 
boathouse there is now a different plot layout. It was clear that 
now that something has changed, then the development plan 
there must be adjusted again. And this change, according to 
German building law, is considered so serious that the B-plan 
[Bebauungsplan] must be reset again for two years and various 
procedural steps must be repeated, and this is going on now. 
It’s very unfortunate because we can’t get to the property in this 
way. We are dependent on the goodwill of the owner here and 
we don’t have this goodwill because the owner is now using the 
project of the shore path to have the Teepeeland gone. 

Even though Trockland advertises the ice plant site on 
their website and shows Teepeeland among others as 
immediate neighbors (described as a small dropout 
settlement by the river on public land, according to the 
description among the other ‘attractions’ in the area/
location). I thought that was very funny, advertising the 
‘colorful’ Berlin as a neighbor among leading and newly 
constructed architecture and building projects.

Whereas Trockland, we have the impression at the moment, is 
not very hostile to Teepeeland. Trockland is the owner and Trade 
Republic is the tenant. They’re moving in soon, there’s someone 
running around, an advisor who used to be a building senator in 
Berlin, Mr. Strieder. 
He calls us every now and then and says – Can’t you do some-
thing to get Teepeeland out of there? Then we say – no, because 
our mission is different. Our mission is, at least for the time when 
the temporary shore path exists, that Teepeeland can stay in any 
case. It is not there yet, we want to build it in the fall and then it 
will exist for a few years. 

So, the preliminary design is on its way.

We sat together with Niko Rollmann and the others from Tee-
peeland last Monday and talked about it (...) the question is still, 
where do we go through the wall? The wall is divided into seg-

ments, we may have to go through the 4th segment instead of 
the 3rd segment so there is no corner there. Otherwise, since the 
property is protruding into the path, then there will be an obstacle 
and that will be too narrow for bicycles and pedestrians at the 
same time.
Now you can already see that if the path is about 3 m wide, then 
a piece is omitted. Then we go back again a piece, because 
we can build the path here normally, because of the property of 
Trockland. And then you can see that it’s going to be very narrow 
for the Teepeeland. The solution that we have now is that the 
stage, the toilet and the bar come away or are moved to other 
areas. That will be cramped, one to three teepees will probably 
disappear or move to another place, although it has to be said 
that Teepeeland has already become very crowded. We still want 
to work towards it becoming a bit more airy again, a bit looser 
in some places. But it’s clear that in this area, that as we said it 
has to do with the monument protection (for the hinterland Wall), 
the historical remains could be experienced and perceived better. 
We have a kind of public square there [points on the map], the 
path becomes even wider there, to over 4 meters wide. So that 
one can experience this part of the Berlin Wall better, from both 
sides it becomes free. We still have the fence here, which also 
borders the Teepeeland in the back, a fence that belongs to the 
border installation and is also under monument protection and 
behind it comes a steep and very disorderly embankment, where 
quite a lot of trees and shrubs are. That means that Teepeeland 
can’t move closer to the water, then there is the end. 

They also can’t move to the side because of the Spree-
feld plot and the wall remains. 

You can’t go anywhere, the fence can’t be taken out because it’s 
also a listed building and it’s clear that there’s not enough space. 
And that’s why it will be so – I think – that these teepees that are 
in the particular, protected, inner area will stay. They also still have 
a narrow path and you can still make some distance green be-
tween the public path and the teepees. But the stage and the bar, 
they will have to go. That’s the stand where we’re at right now.

And what did Nico Rollmann and the others from Tee-
peeland say about it?

They’re not thrilled, but they get a use agreement from us on 
the other side. We are now the ones, i.e. Stattbau, who cur-
rently have the legal disposal over the areas. The district office 
has transferred them to us, not for ownership, but we manage 
it all. And we will conclude a usage contract with Teepeeland, 
which will last maybe three years initially and then be extended. 
The idea and the resolution taken in the Bezirksverordnenden-
versammlung (BVV) was that Teepeeland should get a contract, 
that this is secured in the long term, until a final design with the 
riverbank construction takes place.

The idea seems to not involve them forever, but for this 
temporary, provisional time. 

Yes, my personal expectation is: we’re going to plan this tem-
porary path there now and then build. It will be, let’s say, solidly 
planned and executed, and it will last a few years. And there is 
a German saying: “Nothing lasts longer than the provisional so-
lution”. So, let’s see. That can – I’m not saying it officially – but 
I’m going to assume that this temporary shoreline path will exist 
for the next eight or ten years, officially let’s say five years. As 
long as that’s the case, the Teepeeland will stay there. Unless 
they change on their own. There will be changes as public traffic 
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comes. A lot more pedestrians and also cyclists, you’ll see: it’ll 
be a bit more uncomfortable, maybe. But perhaps this is also 
an opportunity for Teepeeland. You have to see how it develops. 

I wonder what is the Senate’s interest in keeping Tee-
peeland and securing it for the next few years? What are 
the pros and cons of a possible legalization? 
I’ve seen in my research that spaces for minorities are 
an important part for Berlin and this is understood, and 
sometimes misused also by the administration. But at 
the same time keeping Teepeeland might not meet the 
needs of the majority. It is almost a philosophical (ethi-
cal) issue. What are the conflicts that come up when the 
city actively keeps those small initiatives?

One is the legal system, but you are absolutely right, the term 
‘philosophical’ popped into my head as well. We are indeed in a 
very fundamental conflict there. The issue of what our mission is, 
and that is to produce a public infrastructure.
I myself come from Potsdam and live in an area where the strug-
gle for a riverside path, which already existed there, went on for 
many years and is still not over. (...)  And because the city failed to 
do certain things, for example, to establish a development plan, 
the owners of the villas along the river managed, with a lot of 
money for expensive and good lawyers, to enforce in court that 
this riverbank path must be closed, so that they can use their 
private properties right down to the water. 
A huge loss for the public, also for me personally, because I can’t 
walk there anymore. There you can see: Private benefit against 
common good, quite terrible. In this respect, I am (personally) 
a very strong advocate of these common good interests, at this 
point. (...)
Now we have the chance to implement this project along the river 
in Berlin and my goal is to be ready in the summer of next year, 
that at least the section Spreefeld - Wilhelmine-Gemberg-Weg 
will be ready by then. We can’t do it in front yet because there’s 
this huge construction site at Michaelbrücke. But there is a very 
strong interest in Berlin to enforce this public riverside path in this 
section. 
If you stand at Jannowitzbrücke, at the corner where this river-
bank starts, it is publicly accessible and you can get quite far 
along the river, but only as far as the Mitte power plant. (...) 
There’s an insane need [to go through], it’s like a gap and that’s 
just missing. That on one side. That’s our interest to make this 
waterfront trail. That’s an interest where a company like Stattbau 
is in the public interest to do that.
Teepeeland is interesting, but it’s ultimately a private event, of 
course. People went there and have such an open space, which 
has been there because the street and green space office has 
not taken care of. And the private owners, who were also on 
the property of the ice factory and Trockland before, those were 
once other owners – TLG was their name, that is a remnant of a 
Treuhandanstalt of the GDR, a liquidation company. The property 
company remained, the TLG, which was then later sold by the 
Federal Republic of Germany (the state, to which it belonged), 
to an owner in Austria for quite a lot of money. There were many 
properties and TLG has then sold it on to two: Trockland on the 
one hand and the AEF company, the ice factory, on the other. 
Teepeeland was on this land. In the course of the construction 
activity, the new owners cleaned up (the areas) and pushed the 
Teepeeland further out, not yet completely, because they are still 
a bit on their private property. They’ve sort of occupied, taken a 
piece of land and developed this alternative way of life there. This 
has something of social romanticism, I don’t know if you know 
Christiania in Copenhagen? That still exists after about 60 years. 

Is now maybe a different kind of philistinism or something, but it’s 
private in the end. Also Teepeeland, if it would get a contract for 
the next 50 years, is still a privately organized use. Yes, they offer 
public access, are continuous and want people to come along 
here – that’s true and that’s fine, but it’s not the public water-
front trail. It’s something very special, something particular and a 
privately supported initiative. It is possible to like that, I also find 
that nice and there are quite a few people who find that nice. For 
example, councilman Grote also likes them because he sees the 
social mix, Berlin mix, something inclusive – that’s also a strong 
element and I think that’s why it’s also okay that they can stay 
there for a while. 
Nevertheless, in the long run, I think it’s more important for the 
city as a whole that this niche, even because it’s maybe a bit 
small, won’t stay there in the end anymore, so as to create a more 
attractive shore there. The fence that’s still standing here from 
the border installation, that’s now a monument... if you imagine 
the Teepeeland would be gone and what would be there instead 
– and that’s how the ice factory imagines it, by the way – green, 
then the path, pedestrians and cyclists, not too many trees and 
shrubs but rather meadows and lawns and in between it stand 
these wall relics. The hinterland wall made of concrete, with graf-
fiti on it, then comes the fence and then you see the staircases, 
also built from the border troops. And then there are boards, or 
something interactive, where you can explain how it was with the 
border regime, where people were killed, refugees who tried to 
cross. Then you could also make this history of the Berlin Wall 
very clear at this point. And if we want to have that, in pure cul-
ture, then that disturbs Teepeeland.

It is a question of what kind of culture and what kind 
of social space is chosen and favored. What are the 
reasons why Teepeeland would be needed or protected 
by the city?

To legalize it for everybody, unlimited, I think – that’s my feeling – 
it’s not big enough. It doesn’t have enough weight. It’s ultimately 
only a few activists who run the whole thing. The structures are, 
as far as I know, personnel-wise. In the end, there are seven or 
eight people who have their refuge there and indulge in their way 
of life. But is that enough to say, in the long run – you can stay 
there, it’s yours now and you don’t have to pay any money for it 
and you can just use it because it belongs to you? Difficult. 

I feel like if they were bigger, then they would be even 
more scary for the surrounding context. Perhaps it was 
an advantage for them to be so small and quiet. They 
do not trouble so much and also because of this they 
have been tolerated for so long.

Yeah, they’re not a nuisance in that sense. It can be, but I do think 
that if there were a few more, (...) I don’t mean that just in terms 
of the number, but also if the area were larger we could come 
through somewhere with our path. An area large enough would 
have allowed a mutual-supporting mechanism. 

Allowing more things to happen at the same time, with-
out displacing other uses because of the existence of 
Teepeeland.

There would then be another question: namely, how could you 
actually legalize this, legally. 
The contract that we give, it is one thing. That’s just the level: 
here’s an area and you’re allowed to use it. But there is a building 
law question, an urban planning question, and above all a build-
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Appendix

ing law question: The teepees themselves are – I am a lawyer and 
somewhat cautious – actually not buildings. They don’t need a 
building permit. Every building that is intended for human habita-
tion and has the quality of a building – that’s defined in the law, in 
the Berlin building code – needs a building permit. The individual 
teepees don’t need a building permit for themselves, but as a 
whole it’s a so-called overall facility. It’s like a carriage house or a 
campground. The individual mobile home, tent or camping trailer 
doesn’t need a building permit, but if there are twenty, fifty or a 
hundred of them in one area, plus toilets (or a stage) and eve-
rything else that goes with it… Then all of a sudden it’s a whole 
facility and it has an urban development weight and it also has 
certain needs: you have to be able to get there somehow, you 
need – according to German law – a public road, we don’t have 
that here. It is not developed. You can only get there ‘somehow’. 
Now via our riverside path, but that’s not a development in the 
real sense and there’s also no regulated so-called media develop-
ment: water, sewage, electricity, garbage. All these things are not 
there. How to do that with the German building law, that regu-
lates everything? The German thoroughness, so to speak, the 
so-called “healthy living conditions” – who needs that? People 
voluntarily live the way they do. But in terms of building law, that’s 
not really possible. That is the question, if one wanted to have 
that in the long run, then one would have to think about how to 
regulate that. You’d have to put in sewers, you’d have to make 
water connections, all that kind of thing.

They are already an association, maybe they could 
regulate themselves following the terms of a cultural as-
sociation, and less as a settlement. Maybe that would 
allow some kind of ground lease, I would think – as not 
being a lawyer.

You would have to do a lot of things to really get to the build-
ing code. You would have to provide an area in the development 
plan, you would have to write this use in, and then you would 
really have to make sure that electricity, water and sewage are 
there. Then it would work. Otherwise it wouldn’t work. 
And then, again: this is a public waterfront path, a waterfront 
park, there is this monument substance that we still want to show 
in 50 years. It is hard to notice it now, because the teepees are in 
front of it. Even if, of course, the Teepeeland Association claims 
to support the preservation of the monuments. That’s clear, but 
will it still be the same in 50 years? That is difficult. That’s why I 
personally believe that it’s good to secure the Teepeeland now, to 
reduce it somewhat – there’s no other way now – but in any case 
it will remain. How it is in five or eight or ten years has to be seen. 

My last question was in fact about the future. How will 
the coming touristification through the new path and ac-
cessibility to the area change the character of Teepee-
land? And, could this solution with the temporary use 
contract be a model for other initiatives? 

I think that depends very much on the people. How is the project 
organized internally. Who are the people who have the power, are 
new people coming in? is there change? is there turnover? Which 
ones leave, others do come in, is it permeable and transparent? 
Rather not, I would say. At any rate, you can’t perceive it that way 
from the outside. We don’t even know which people belong to it 
at all. We know Niko Rollmann, but he doesn’t live there himself, 
and we know Micha, who manages things on site. Then there’s 
someone called “der Flieger”, who I haven’t met personally yet, 
and then there are a few others – but we don’t know them all. It’s 
very intransparent. If it’s supposed to have a long-term perspec-

tive, it’s difficult. There would have to be more openness and per-
meability, I also don’t know how it is there with ownership issues: 
They each have their teepee there, does the teepee belong as 
property? The material, the construction work that goes into it? 
Does that belong to the respective resident or does it belong to 
the project? Certainly not to the association.

Yes, they’re also dropouts (Aussteiger), or that is how 
they define themselves. 
Because if the dropouts find a rule that’s too narrow, 
then that loses its own meaning. 

That’s what I just meant, that I don’t think it’s big enough overall to 
form its own community that is then viable for decades to come.

But is there such a community in Berlin, an autono-
mous project that has somehow secured its place in 
the long run? Because with the Holzmarkt, they bought 
the property and have thereby also lost their charac-
ter somewhat, because now they have to pay back the 
money. And with the RAW site, they are negotiating with 
the owner, and there also the environment around it will 
change a lot and the project is also only secured for 15 
years. I don’t know of any example ...

We have here in Neukölln, on Hermannstraße, there are cemeter-
ies (...) If you go all the way to the back there is a Wagenburg 
there, but it has to be removed at some point. Potsdamer Platz 
was still being rebuilt during the Wall era (Sony Center and so 
on). It was a peripheral location, when the Berlin Wall was still 
standing. (...) And people had spread out there with vehicles and 
caravans and they had to leave – therefore they were accommo-
dated in the cemetery in Neukölln. That was at the beginning of 
the 1990s, maybe in 1991 or 1992, and they’ve been there ever 
since. That’s 40 years now.

So it’s always about location. Finding a location that no-
body else can use or wants to use. 

That’s always favorable when there’s free space, where such 
initiatives can take place more or less illegally or then legalized. 
Berlin has a long tradition of squatting in Kreuzberg, where even 
today there are still projects that were legalized at some point 
and formed property. At that time, it was more about the fact 
that the beautiful old Wilhelminian style houses should be torn 
down for expensive or ugly new buildings. Parts of the left-wing 
scene did not play along and occupied the houses and also as-
serted themselves and then this was (at some point) positively 
accompanied by politics and then they got money to renovate the 
houses. In the end they are now also private owners and more 
or less alternative projects. That’s just what’s left after one or two 
generations. 
Something like that always works when there are fallow areas, 
open spaces, rooms that nobody uses. The development that 
we’ve had in Berlin for 10 years is extremely contrary. We have 
endless pressure of use, we have exploding real estate prices and 
land prices, we have endless speculation, which is not so much 
driven by forces from the city, but quasi worldwide via the real 
estate market. The real estate market, I don’t have much of an 
idea about the big picture, but I think it’s ultimately also related to 
monetary policy. There is too much money in circulation, money 
that the owners want to invest, not in shares, but in something 
real. Then they buy land and houses and this money pushes in 
from all over the world to Berlin.
The housing shortage adds to that. External factors and a few 
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internal ones and thereby the pressure on all surfaces is in the 
meantime so strong that one finds nothing more. Housing con-
struction is looking for space, on the other hand, cemeteries, for 
example, are noticing this. There we are exactly in the center of 
the conflict. The cemetery owner would like to develop cemetery 
areas – that he no longer needs, because people are no longer 
buried in coffins, but only with urns – into building land, in order 
to get money for it, to compensate for its economic deficits. On 
the other hand, the city doesn’t want any more building land, the 
cemeteries are green spaces and open spaces. The more people 
come to the city and the more building takes place, the more we 
need such spaces. That’s a problem. 

The shore park has priority as a public use, over Teepeeland that 
is yet somehow private use, can we move Teepeeland some-
where else? Where do they not interfere and where do I have an 
area available at all? This is the same problem with the commu-
nity gardens. Something like Prinzessinnengarten, there are many 
initiatives in the field of urban gardening – we as Stattbau are also 
a bit involved in that. The problem is: If they have to leave some-
where because the contract expires after 10 or 20 years, or the 
owner wants to build a house after all or has sold it, where to go? 
In the end, you only have available public green spaces, which all 
have already different functions. Green space, playground, … and 
that is where we do community garden projects.

Less opportunity for open space.

So that’s a conflict for which there is no optimal solution. 

That’s a contradiction of our cities. 

Yeah exactly. Where I say, if you don’t do A or B and everybody’s 
happy, then maybe the truth is in stretching it out over time. In 
the process. Then we just do what we can do now, we try to 
secure Teepeeland with the restrictions that have come now un-
fortunately. We secure it for the next years. The people who are 
there have a perspective. They get a contract, which is more than 
they have now, now they have nothing. And then you have to see 
how the further development goes. Maybe some tendencies will 
change again, we will see. We’ll see what happens in five years, 
we don’t know it yet. (...) 
Maybe this whole land speculation will collapse for completely 
different reasons and suddenly houses will be empty again. The 
story is not continuous, there are breaks. Ultimately, these are all 
things that stem from the collapse of the GDR, the first interim 
uses, the club culture is then gone… but then they came and 
maybe they last for 20 years, but at some point everything has 
saturated or developed further and then they are in another place, 
or something new arises again. 

A very nice conclusion, thank you very much for the in-
terview and your work. 





Systematized or 
networked, these 
disruptions build 
an infrastructure 
of plurality and 
diversity that 
today’s neoliberal 
city really needs.


