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BERLIN 
STADT-
SCHAUM
PROCESS OF 
INFORMAL AND 
IMPROVISED 
SPATIAL 
PRACTICES 
GENERATED BY 
URBAN CRISIS

EXPLORING THE 
DEGREE OF 
PEOPLE’S 
INVOLVEMENT 
IN THE SOCIO- 
SPATIAL 
PRODUCTION 
OF URBAN 
SPACE

IN RELATION TO

THE CITY’S 
HISTORICAL-
SOCIETAL 
CONDITIONS 
OVER TIME

Do we want to live 
in the city we are 
creating today?

What city is created 
for whom?

What city do we want 
to live in?

Who is using whom?
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After World War II, Berlin is divided into West 
and East Berlin and has a peculiar political 
status within Germany. With the fall of the 
Berlin wall not only a symbol of the separation 
falls, but also 2 political systems, 2 social 
systems and 2 economic systems merge. 
This situation provides for a high density of 
spaces of uncertainty and liberty, spaces for 
experiments and play are free over night for 
new uses and appropriations of them by local 
people are the consequence.

High expectations of urban growth and 
economic progress in Berlin turn out to be false. 
After years of euphoria and high expectations 
for Berlin’s future, reality shows that Berlin is 
not growing and its economy not progressing 
as much as expected. As a heritage from the 
city’s industrial period large parts of formerly 
industrial grounds and buildings are still 
vacant. 

An increasing amount of privatizations, a 
policy of virtually putting all land owned by 
the city on the real-estate market and plans 
for commercial urban development projects 
with international real-estate investors can not 
really change the economic situation of the city 
but create a new urban condition.

For a long time, West Berlin attracts a huge 
alternative population due to the city’s preculiar 
political situation as an island city with no 
military service, low economic growth and 
strong dependency on exterior financing. In 
the 1960’ and 1970’ standardised housing 
complexes are built in West as well as East 
Berlin to respond to the high demand for flats. 
At the same time, large parts of the population 
are not satisfied with the offer of the formal 
housing market and are looking for alternative 
living conditions.

Doubled city

City of spatial resources

Neo-liberal city condition

Berlin’s urban condition Public funds are 
granted for renovations. 
Under the label of 
“Muskelhypotheken”, 
auto-construction is 
accepted as in kind 
contribution.

Squatters use self-
construction to improve 
the quality of the squatted 
buildings and their living 
conditions.

Many of the squats are 
evicted immediately, 
others since they do 
not manage to organize 
themselves. Although the occupations 

are not legal in this 
particular period of time, 
they are tolerated by the 
local politicians.

Exceptional political 
conditions allow a great 
number of social and 
spatial experiments 
to be constituted and 
organized.

Berlin’s’ various 
alternative scenes 
contribute strongly to the 
internationally well known 
image of the city.

The image of the “wild 
and free Berlin” becomes 
a key factor to attract 
especially young people.

Formalization of squatters 
and trailer communities 
via legalization and formal 
rental contracts.

Events as a new typology 
of land occupation

Alternative architectural 
practices evolve 

Leisure activities gain 
importance

Improvised and temporary 
aesthetics play a key role 
in the rivality among clubs 
and allow them to re-
define themselves.

The local club culture 
becomes famous and 
starts to attract a larger 
public from all over 
Europe.

The local club culture 
increasingly moves 
towards the mainstream 
and its remaining sub-
cultural borders are 
threatened in their very 
existence.

Clubs start operate more 
and more like commercial 
enterprises, even if they 
maintain their sub-cultural 
image and attitude.

The growing international 
recognition and the 
renown of the clubs 
attract more and more 
people to come to Berlin.

Community gardens

Intercultural gardens
Desire of independence 
from industrial food 
production 

Search for a meaningful 
activity to share with 
neighbours

Leisure of gardening in 
the city

Guerilla gardening

Garden projects as social 
business model

Commercial gardens in 
the city

Alternative legal forms 
of land co-ownership, 
such as Erbbaurecht, 
Genossenschaften, etc. 
evolve.

Organized urban pioneer 
and temporary uses of the 
former airport Tempelhof

Using successful 
alternative economic 
projects as a best practice 
examples

Urban Pioneers Study

Tempelhofer Freiheit

Using an informal 
aesthetic as a cliché of 
Berlin to attract clients

Reputation of a certain 
Berlin style

Reputation of a certain 
Berlin style

Cheap style out of need 
and as aesthetic concept

Occupy movement and 
political resistance

Bottle collecting, living out 
of containers

Recycling, do-it-yourself 
and Re-use initiatives, 
shopping communities

Image of self-organization

Support for new co-
housing projects by 
supporting networking 
events and organizations

Instant City concept

Citizen and right to the 
city movements as a 
reaction to Gentrification 
processes and top down 
urban planning.

Squatters prevent large parts of the historic 
inner city from being destructed in an endavour 
to standardize the public housing market and 
to build inner city highways by occupying the 
buildings, specially in Berlin-Kreuzberg.

Many squats are being restructured and 
transformed into co-housing projects with 
formal rental contracts. 

The strip of the former Berlin wall and 
the run-down inner city neighbourhoods 
(Prenzlauerberg, Friedrichshain, Mitte, etc.) in 
the former DDR are a huge spatial resource in 
the city for various forms of alternative lifestyles, 
such as squats and trailer communities.

Berlin’s strong leftist, autonomous groups in 
particular Punks and Hippies, actively engange 
and assume a key role in the alternative 
housing movement.

In the process of formalization numerous 
alternative projects tend to propose and offer 
cultural activities to the public to justify their 
spatial occupation and are therefore commonly 
accepted by politics and the local population.

Due to its background in the alternative scene 
and the growing impact of alternative projects 
on contemporary life, Nomadism becomes a 
core principle of Berlin’s club culture. 

With the appropriation of vacant space for 
purposes other than self-determined living, 
actors change and the local creative class 
becomes more important.

The actors become increasingly conscious of 
the economic potential of their projects and 
adapt accordingly. Economics move to the 
centre of attention.

New forms of use of vacant inner city spaces 
are explored and experienced on a 1:1 scale in 
the city’s vast spatial resources. 

A broad variety of often non-commercial 
alternative cultural practices, including the 
local techno scene as well as the so called 
“weekday bars” create a very unique local club 
culture with famous examples being the WWF 
club, the Ostgut or later the Bar 25.

As a result of the mixture between the success 
of the alternative living projects in the city 
with the increase of tourism and the growing 
economic success of the creative industries, 
the inner city districts of Berlin become a place 
of proliferating Gentrification processes. The societal structure in the neighbourhoods, 

which witnesses strong Gentrification 
changes in a very rapid way and leads to 
eviction of all those who cannot follow the 
transformation, which is happening to their 
urban environments.

After the invention of the concept of the so-
called creative class and its new economy by 
Richard Florida, and in connection to Berlin’s 
new city branding, a lot of creative minds from 
all over the world come to Berlin. They are not 
only attracted by the vibrant cultural life but 
also by the low costs of living.

Several of the former alternative cultural 
projects maintain their “informal aesthetics” in 
order to keep alive a spirit and image, which 
has long left the ideological core of the projects 
and got completely commercialized.

The “informal aesthetics”, which are associated 
with a certain “Berlin style” are reproduced in 
completely new stores and bars in the aim of 
attracting clients and to fulfilling the image of 
the “wild, free and alternative Berlin”.

With the transformation of the actors of the 
self-organized city and the changes in the 
societal conditions, the various groups of the 
autonomous scene have shrunken, yet still 
exist and are among of the city’s urban actors.

Even though it isn’t the same driving force for 
the development of the city any more, Berlin’s 
club culture remains to be an important aspect 
of the city and its identity.

More and more people question the idea of 
private land ownership in the city and start 
to develop different solutions to create self-
determined and collective housing typologies.

Besides the mainstream of urban society 
people find ways to organize themselves to 
confront the new situation of a permanent 
economic crisis and try to develop possible 
alternatives.

The strong civil society in Berlin is very well 
organized and openly demonstrates it’s 
disapproval of several urban developments 
in the city.

With the success of the city’s marketing the 
number of tourists increase and several 
millions of tourists come to Berlin every year. 
With the tourists, money streams into the city, 
which remains relatively cheap and poor in the 
national context of Germany.

The so-called “Behutsame Stadterneuerung” 
includes alternative co-housing projects, 
which saved historic houses in Kreuzberg 
from destruction, in the “Internationale Bau-
Ausstellung”.

Together with the influence of rapidly ongoing 
Gentrification processes and a growing 
tourism industry more and more parts of 
the former alternative cultural projects get 
commercialized. 

High knowledge about how to activate vacant 
space among local activists and cultural 
actors allows them to obtain the right to set up 
various forms of urban gardens with different 
backgrounds in an organized manner. 

The city starts to use the potential of alternative 
urban practices to develop urban spaces, which 
cannot be developed at the moment due to the 
lack of money and/or suiteable concepts.

“Instandbesetzungen”

Co-housing projects

Alternative ways of living

Continuity of alternative 
lifestyles

Nomadism as a principle

Shift of actors

Ideological redirection

Shift of program

Club culture

Continuity of club culture
Alternative sub-cultural 

urban practices

New models of land 
ownership

IBA 1984/1987 - Kreuzberg

Commercialization

Gentrification

Segregated city

Increase of tourism

Evolution of creative 
industries

Re-production of 
“informal aesthetics”

Conservation of “informal 
aesthetics”

Urban resistance

Alternative urban practice

Autonomous scene

Urban gardening 
initiatives

Popularize alternative 
urban practices

IBA 2020

City marketing of Berlin

Occupation of private as well as public, vacant 
flats and buildings mainly for self-organized 
alternative co-housing and working projects in 
the time frame of political acceptance between 
1979 and 1981.

Occupation of private and public, vacant 
buildings and free spaces liberated by the 
merge of two systems, for self-organized 
alternative co-housing and working projects 
as well as autonomous cultural projects in the 
time frame of political uncertainty between 
1989 and 1990. 

Important spatial resources of vacant land 
and open spaces are available in Berlin 
and stay abandoned and free from classical 
urban development and investors for years. 
People start to appropriate those spaces to 
themselves and install temporary cultural or 
other applications in them. The city turns into a 
laboratory for alternative spatial practices.

In opposition to the ongoing transformations of 
the city linked to the city’s neo-liberal paradigm 
and its’ home-made Gentrification a wide range 
of alternative urban practices evolve.

Urban development institutions become more 
interested in alternative urban practices and 
start to see them differently, driven by the 
city’s’ weak economic situation and the public 
success of lot’s of alternative projects.

Alternative urban practices created a certain 
aesthetic in the city and constributed highly to 
the image of Berlin in other countries around 
the world, but the profit from that is taken by 
other actors in the city.

Alternative urban practices and especially 
the local club culture are used by Berlin’s city 
marketing to brand the city as the “wild, free 
and alternative Berlin” in order to attract a 
global creative class.

Berlin’s urban  development institutions search 
for a constructive way to deal with the new 
forms of housing in the city.

BRANDING 
ALTERNATIVE 

URBAN 
PRACTICES

SECOND 
SQUATTING 
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FIRST 
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PHASE

TEMPORARY 
USE

NEW 
ALTERNATIVE 

URBAN 
PRACTICES

UNDER-
STANDING  

ALTERNATIVE 
URBAN 

PRACTICES

EXPLOITING 
ALTERNATIVE 

URBAN 
PRACTICES

ACCEPTING 
ALTERNATIVE 

URBAN 
PRACTICES

HOUSING CRISIS POLITICAL 
CRISIS

FINANCIAL AND 
ECONOMIC

CRISIS

CRISIS
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URBAN 
DEVELOPMENT
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