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Introduction: The Vulnerable Middle Class? Strategies of Housing
in Prospering Cities
Simone Egger/Johannes Moser

the soft swoosh at the back of your head

you’ve got something to lose

the ghost that climbs the tower

you have the option to choose and falsely choose
Get well soon: (How to Stay) Middle Class

Konstantin Gropper, one of the most interesting independent musicians of the last dec-
ade, sings about the fears of the middle class of insecurity and social decline on the lat-
est album by his band Get Well Soon, tellingly titled “Horror”. This goes to show that
the “crisis of the middle class” is no longer an exclusive topic of academic discourse
but has arrived in the arts sections of leading media, in the arts in general as well as
in many other contexts. This volume originates from the panel “The vulnerable Middle
Class? Strategies of housing in a prospering city” which was organized by the two edi-
tors at the 13th congress of the Societé Internationale d’Ethnologie et de Folklore 2017,

«q

titled “Ways of Dwelling. Crisis — Craft — Creativity®,, in Géttingen. In ten presenta-
tions, seven of which are published in this volume, it addressed the question of how
the rapidly rising cost of living in prospering cities affects the everyday life and life
plans of the middle class. Particularly the depths of focus of a cultural anthropologi-
cal, ethnographic view of the lived everyday life of people thus facilitates insight and
understanding which is missing in certain macro perspectives in the social sciences.

Therefore, in the following contributions which are based on examples from Ger-
many and Sweden, colleagues will discuss the question of how members of the mid-
dle class deal with residing and living in today’s postmodern city, which tactics they
develop and which strategies become apparent before the background of the processes
sketched above. In her contribution “Dwelling in Postmodern Cities. Middle Class and
Social Responsibility”, Simone Eggers takes a cultural anthropological approach to the
question of which status the middle class currently occupies in the city. Before the
backdrop of political, economic and social processes which can be observed world-
wide, she focuses on specific practices and discourses in Munich, also using the exam-
ple of artistic involvement with these. Social and cultural anthropologist Stefan Groth
examines the middle class using the example of the Rathenauviertel in Cologne in

1 Societé Internationale d’Ethnologie et de Folklore (SIEF). 2017. “SIEF2017 13th Congress: Géttingen,
Germany. 26-30 March 2017. October 16, 2017”. Accessed November 10, 2018. Available at: https://
www.siefhome.org/congresses/sief2017/index.shtml.



his article. Based on the term class, he asks about the lifestyles and aesthetics of the
middle to which imaginations of a good life can be attached. European ethnologist
and cultural anthropologist Laura Gozzer looks at coalitions which can be observed
in Munich as well as in other large cities. Life in a cooperative as a social and spatial
organization of society offers a way of opting out of the financial jungle of the urban
real estate market, yet at the same time is to be seen in an ambivalent manner because
of its exclusivity. Architect Max Ott, in his contribution “Help yourself, but build the
right thing. A collaborative housing project in growing Berlin” also deals with the
ambivalence of collaboratively designed housing projects. On the one hand, these are
about self fulfilment and achieving one’s dream of a good life, on the other, such con-
cepts are indeed intended to offer impulses for a better society. European ethnologist
and cultural anthropologist Libuse Hannah Vepiek examines the “Stattpark OLGA:
An alternative way of dwelling as a critique of the (rental) housing logic” and asks in
which ways an alternative style of living can be established in an economized city such
as Munich and which shifts in meaning go along with such a self-chosen life design at
the margins of the city. Cultural anthropologist Susanna Rolfsdotter Eliasson pursues
“Strategies for achieving the good life” and focuses on a new generation of Swedes who
come to own summer cottages in her text. The limited possibilities in the city can be
compensated via the extended space in the country, and inheritance is also a central
factor for the social middle class in Stockholm. Based on interviews, European ethnol-
ogist Sanda Hubana asks “Who’s the master of the plan?” and discusses what it means
when an inner urban area such as the Tempelhof field in Berlin is not built on because
citizens have voted against it.

On a final note, we would like to point out that this volume is published in a limited

print version and simultaneously as an open access publication.



Dwelling in Postmodern Cities:
Middle Class and Social Responsibility

Simone Egger
Abstract

This article deals with increasing rents and their effects on middle-class inhabitants
of cities. Munich, the capital of the German housing market crisis, serves as an exam-
ple for developments which can also be observed in many other agglomeration areas.
The focus of the research presented here is on practices which aim at access to hous-
ing space and, consequently, are linked with representations which repeatedly take
recourse to imaginations of a good life. The home plays a central role in the lifeworlds
of not only individuals, groups and communities, but also societies which, in turn,
form themselves as social structures. Individual living is always to be understood as
a piece of a widely cast net and is connected primarily to the living of others, is inte-
grated into policies, and dense urban housing particularly is always connected with
questions about capital and habitus, about the design of the collective, about belong-
ing, and the negotiation of difference and indifference. Social differences must be con-
sidered to arrive at sustainable solutions to the issue of the housing problem and the
discussion around participation, however, at the same time, one needs to think beyond
classes.

Keywords: arts, racism, social segregation, solidarity, collaboration, responsibility
Changing Games. Changing Players

“Joanna Warsza is the curator of Public Art Munich 2018” (Kiippers 2018: Foreword),
a three-month festival that explores both performative art in the city and the city
through performative art. Public Art Munich (PAM) is a biennial art project held by
the state capital Munich which takes place in public spaces from May to July and was
held under the slogan “game changers” in 2018. Hans-Georg Kiippers, director of the
department of arts and culture, City of Munich, stated in the Foreward to the program:

[PAM 2018] will carry out an artistic examination of the immense changes currently tak-
ing place in politics, economics, and society with particular reference to Munich’s past
and present. Joanna Warsza has responded to situations and personalities in Munich who
attempted to “change the game” by questioning established routines of thought and action

and presenting alternatives (Kiippers 2018: Foreword).
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The series of performances began in the area of the 1972 Munich Olympic Games with
a procession from the East-West Peace Church to the Olympic Stadium, initiated by
Anna McCarthy and Gabi Blum, on April 30, 2018. The two female artists conceptual-
ized a “Parade of the W(e/a)k” that invited the audience to participate in the complaint
that “[i]n a city like Munich, where housing prices have skyrocketed over the past few
years, it has become increasingly difficult for people with modest incomes to subsist”
(PAM 2018: Opening Procession). Several hundred people associated with large parts
of the city’s art and culture scene took part in the procession. It consisted of actors
in dystopic costumes, was equipped with elements of stage sets which were reminis-
cent of urban buildings and spaces, was accompanied by musicians who superimposed
an equally dystopic atmosphere over the scene and was led by the artists themselves
who were at the head of the parade, proclaiming their propositions by megaphone.
The announcement of this happening stated: “Inspired by ideas about the rejuvenation
of space, McCarthy and Blum aim to honor and propagate Viaterchen Timofei’s and
Natascha’s pride in a procession of the empowered or (so-called) ‘weak’ and ‘outsiders’
of Munich as an appeal to citizens to take matters into their own hands” (PAM 2018:
Opening Procession).

Timofei and Natascha are two figures from Munich “city lore”. After the end of the Sec-
ond World War, these two refugees from Eastern Europe settled not far from a large
urban mountain of rubble on the Oberwiesenfeld. Using debris and a variety of other
objects collected on the streets of Munich, the couple erected several Schwarzbauten
(illegal constructions), among them a small church (Egger 2012). When the entire
area was to be redesigned in preparation for the Olympic Games in 1972, Timofei
and Natascha succeeded in fighting the plans by the responsible politicians and were
able to keep their garden in the South of the park. This conflict was accompanied by
a reinterpretation. Marginalized city dwellers became highly regarded members of a
diverse cityscape under the eyes of an Olympic world public (Egger 2012). The thought
of appropriation and a recapture of spaces, of becoming active and not passively wait-
ing, was taken up by Anna McCarthy and Gabi Blum as a starting point for their per-
formance. They aimed to achieve the symbolic occupation of the Olympic stadium with
people and flowers, a space which hitherto had not been connected with the question
of housing, as was pointed out in a contribution to the cultural magazine Cappriccio
on Bavarian television. In it, Anna McCarthy could also be heard as she welcomed the
visitors to “our new home” in the Olympic Stadium, asking them to lie down, make
themselves at ease and stay a while (Cappricio 2018).
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Circles

Urban housing in the early 21st century has become one of the sites in the global
postmodern world where the fight for the distribution of capital and sociopolitical
participation is being fought. As architect Bettina G6tz states, cities shrink or grow
depending on the demographic developments and the political circumstances in the
world (2017: 55). In the United States, the financial crisis has primarily manifested
outside the abstract space of speculation in a tangible real estate crisis, and in Spain,
housing is equally tightly linked with a downturn of the markets — which means pre-
dominantly the loss of property. Living space in both countries is usually bought and
not rented. For a long time, this constituted the basis of a business which, at its core,
revolved around material things — real estate — and, simultaneously, combines local
credit approval with investments in hedge funds around the globe. In 2006, the US real
estate bubble burst and shook the financial sectors throughout the world. Journalist
Nikolaus Piper describes that for years, prices on US homes had been rising and many
low-income families took part in the boom. Mortgage companies financed their family
homes - which they could actually not afford — with mortgages that, because of the
borrowers’ low credit rating, were particularly expensive for them (Piper 2017: 26).
As Piper further discusses in the Siddeutsche Zeitung on the occasion of the ten-year
anniversary of the financial crisis, these “subprime loans” were sold on, bundled into
packages and traded worldwide. German banks and their investors also participated in
housing as a business on a grand scale.

As soon as the prices for economic capital rose and the debtors could no longer repay
the money they borrowed, the entire model burst like a soap bubble and the collapse
of the structure created high waves far beyond the limits of the actual finance market.
The transnational dimension of the business caused effects that were felt around the
globe. Not only in Germany did banks encounter existential trouble; the system col-
lapsed, even more people lost their jobs, could no longer service their loans and, thus,
were unable to keep their houses. Piper sums up that the finance crisis and the suc-
ceeding general world economic crisis have brought a lasting economic, political and
social change (Piper 2017: 26). Billions of Euros were shifted from other areas, such as
education, to save banks as a matter of course. At the same time, the numbers appear
so fictitious that the question about opportunities wasted remains abstract. The loss of
a house or an apartment, however, has not been simply abstract for most people, and
neither can it be understood as a transaction gone wrong. The loss is harder and can
be felt immediately. The home plays a central role in the lifeworlds of not only indi-
viduals, groups and communities, but also societies which, in turn, form themselves
as social structures. Individual living is always to be understood as a piece of a widely
cast net and is primarily connected to the living of others, is integrated into policies,
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and dense urban housing particularly is always connected with questions about capital
and habitus, about the design of the collective, about belonging, and the negotiation of
difference and indifference. The practice of living here permits an everyday life which
should not only be understood in a rational manner, but which is also connected with
emotional ties and questions of aesthetics. Neighbors come to visit where we live, and
it is often where friends and family are; one’s own four walls, be they rented or bought,
permit a private life and, at the same time, also public life; they keep memories and
serve as storage also in a material sense; they are the starting point for the course of
everyday life; they provide stability and, in the best case, facilitate “a good life”.

Resources

At the same time, the rhythm of the city is characterized by being dynamic. Constella-
tions change through movement, a continuously rewritten order of the urban, through
constantly growing mobility determined by the economy. Social, cultural, political and
economic actions and discourses have a particularly strong effect on coexistence in
urban spaces which are often highly diverse by design. Today, most economically suc-
cessful cities of all sizes are increasingly crowded. The prosperity of the cities forces
them to deal with several challenges: People need infrastructure and space, first of all,
for housing. In the face of the rising rates of influx, there is currently often not enough
living space in relation to the number of people who seek housing. At the same time,
urban properties have become a field of contest and speculation. The price of housing
is growing disproportionately to the level of income. Furthermore, it is often luxury
properties or apartments in the upper price segment that result from renovations and
are usually offered in large numbers. It is predominantly the local councils which are
tasked with providing affordable housing — and, at present, they often cannot keep up
with construction in the face of the challenges, even more so since the construction of
housing space by the public and private sector in the past few decades has successively
decreased and, by now, the space required for it has often become scarce (Holm 2014).
The “middle class” - and this refers to quite a large segment - is, in fact, not served at
all any more. This imbalance is not only problematic for individual residents, but also
has an effect on the city as a social structure overall.

“Scarcity”, however, is always a construct, as economic sociologist Reinhold Hedtke
illustrates by referring to Max Weber, who defined it as the relation between one or
more needs and the subjective evaluation of the actor that the means and opportunities
for action available are scarce (Hedtke 2014: 16). At the same time, Max Weber con-
ceives of economies as the opportunity of choosing between aims and needs and not
only selecting different means. Reinhold Hedtke writes that behaviors are deduced and
subjectively perceived from the scarcity constructed in this way and are focused on
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providing for the future (2014: 16—17). In the 2000s, and particularly after the turbulent
times of the economic crisis, real estate has become a particular focus of investment
both in Germany and elsewhere; the so-called “concrete gold” is seen as one of the saf-
est investment options. In contrast to the US, however, in Germany, it is not possible
to take out a loan without equity, a fact which, while it supports the system, causes a
further increase in the rapid price rise of the all too scarce good. As long as the World
Bank interest rates remain low, this business model pays off. Similarly, government
regulation in the real estate sector has been increasingly phased out in recent dec-
ades, while listed corporations, for example, are expanding and advertise the quality
of life in the cities where their headquarters are located — but do not create housing
for their employees. Classic company apartments or housing for trainees is no longer
constructed; “ordinary” housing has become a task for the private sector. Living space
has, thus, become a commodity that is fought for with all kinds of capital. Readers fre-
quently find listings such as the following in the real estate listings of the Siiddeutsche
Zeitung: “Family of academics is looking for 4-5 room apartment. Civil servant in the
higher service, fully qualified lawyer and two sons (2 and 6) are looking for 4-5 room
apartment with balcony, centrally located up to approx. 2000 € warm”. Further adver-
tisements are from a “quiet musician”, “a congenial medical student”, a “well-to-do
retired couple”, a “solvent marketing manager”, etc., etc. (2016).

Good Life City

The panel at the SIEF conference in Gottingen 2017 had its starting point in a DFG
research group on “urban ethics”, in which one project, for instance, deals with the
housing problem in Munich.! This city, the capital of the German “housing market cri-
sis”, serves as an example for developments which can also be observed in many other
agglomeration areas. The focus of the research is on practices which aim at access to
housing space and, consequently, are linked with representations which repeatedly
take recourse to imaginations of “a good life”.

Munich is attractive and popular. The population is growing and the demand for housing is

high. Apartment hunters and tenants have to live with a short supply and high rental and

1 DFG research group “Urban Ethics” at the Ludwig-Maximilians-Universitdt Munich (2015-2018).
Accessed July 1, 2018. Available at: https://www.en.urbane-ethiken.uni-muenchen.de/research
-group/munich/index.html.
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real estate prices. Supplying affordable housing is one of the central challenges of the city

and the Munich real estate market.?

The department of urban planning and building regulations in the state capital Munich
showed an exhibition titled “Miinchen: einfach wohnen? Wohnraum schaffen - Spiel-
raume nutzen (Munich: living simply? Creating housing space - using room to maneu-
ver)” as part of the series “Zukunft findet Stadt 2012” at the start of the same year.?
Architecture and social models for a sustainable coexistence in the urban space were
presented in the town hall gallery. Individual needs were translated into contemporary
urban living. The exhibition by the majority Social Democratic city government closed
with an ethical debate around sustainability and quality of life in which citizens could
take an active role and were intended to participate.

What should Munich look like in ten, twenty or even thirty years? How can we live, reside
and work well now, and in the future? What influence do economic, political and soci-
etal developments have on life in Munich? The urban development concept PERSPEKTIVE
MUNCHEN addresses precisely these questions. It shows perspectives for the economic,

social, spatial and regional development of the city.*

Cities have been interfaces to which people have been moving in large numbers since
the 19th century, because they have decided to live, work and make their fortune there,
to escape restrictions, be free and pursue the attractions of the urban in all its assem-
bled diversity. Currently, with the development of metropoles, the city is not the place
in which one was primarily born, but rather the place in which belonging can also be
possible beyond familial ties. Urban researcher Edeltraud Haselsteiner explains that

2 “Minchen ist attraktiv und beliebt. Die Bevolkerung wichst und die Wohnungsnachfrage ist hoch.
Wohnungssuchende und Mieterinnen und Mieter miissen mit einem knappen Angebot und mit ho-
hen Miet- und Immobilienpreisen leben. Die Versorgung mit bezahlbarem Wohnraum gehort zu den
zentralen Herausforderungen der Stadt und des Miinchner Wohnungsmarkts.” Ausstellung ,,Zukun-
ft findet Stadt®. Accessed February 19, 2012. Available at: http://www.zukunft-findet-stadt.de/zuku-
nft/standderdinge.html.

3 Ausstellung ,Zukunft findet Stadt”. Accessed February 19, 2012. Available at: http://www.zukunft
-findet-stadt.de/zukunft/standderdinge.html.

4 “Wie soll Minchen in zehn, zwanzig oder gar dreifig Jahren aussehen? Wie kénnen wir heute,
aber auch in Zukunft gut leben, wohnen und arbeiten? Welchen Einfluss haben wirtschaftliche,
politische und gesellschaftliche Entwicklungen auf das Leben in Miinchen? Die Stadtentwicklung-
skonzeption PERSPEKTIVE MUNCHEN setzt genau an diesen Fragen an. Sie zeigt Perspektiven fiir
die wirtschaftliche, soziale, raumliche und regionale Entwicklung der Stadt” Perspektive Miinchen.
Accessed April 28, 2012. Available at: http://www.muenchen.de/rathaus/Stadtverwaltung/Refer-
at-fuer-Stadtplanung-und-Bauordnung/Stadtentwick-lung /Perspektive-Muenchen html.
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the differentiation of living from the “whole house” as a self-sufficient supply unit
in which all day-to-day living took place in one household to “modern living” in the
nuclear family occurred as a slow and steady process (2003: 11). Contemporaneously,
agrarian societies changed because of the orientation towards industrial production
and lifeworlds began to increasingly follow the rhythm of Fordist labor, which was
often linked with mobility from the country to the city. Haselsteiner writes that den-
sified forms of living and the development of a “housing market” had become a neces-
sity in the course of industrialization (2003: 11). Before this background, cities could
always also be understood as places of transformation, as journalist Doug Saunders
(2011) illustrates in his volume Arrival City. Establishing one’s own position in the het-
erogeneous urban fabric did not only make survival possible, but could also mean an
advancement based on social, economic and cultural achievements that could extend
over generations (Saunders 2011). The location in the city through real estate manifests
this arrival in space and society, and “home” also becomes a fluid concept in the view of
urban lifeworlds - all the more so in the “liquid modernity” (Bauman 2003).

Middle Class

Fordist labor occurs alongside post-Fordist labor in contemporary urban spaces. Doug
Saunders points out that, particularly in the last decade, prospering cities and global
agglomeration centers have attracted people across all borders who expect “a good
life” through possibilities for education or a societal position through economic suc-
cess (2011). Historically speaking, this movement is not a novelty; however, the real
estate market has developed in a way over the past 150 years that has led to housing
in the urban space becoming an almost insolvable problem in itself. Seeking and find-
ing accommodation, thus, becomes a bottleneck which lets the urban real estate mar-
ket become a site of history which reflects political processes, is interwoven with dis-
courses, prompts immanent social questions and, through its practice, itself becomes
an actor on the field of societal developments. The rising cost of living as well as exis-
tential trouble in access to housing has a tangible effect on life contexts. The Munich
city administration, for example, is constantly looking for a large number of teachers
for its kindergartens and créches, but their low income is not enough for either accom-
modation or the cost of living in the major city. Back in 2007, Munich police officer
Peter Steininger sued for an “agglomeration bonus” and took his claim all the way to
the Federal Constitutional Court where his lawsuit ultimately failed. As the German
press agency dpa reported, the Bavarian civil servant had argued that he was able to
afford substantially less in the state capital than in his home town in the Bayreuth
area. However, the judges in Karlsruhe ruled that while the legislator was free to make
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adjustments to the remuneration based on the local price level, this was not an obliga-
tion (dpa March 6, 2007).

Roughly ten years after the lawsuit, the problem of the “affordability” of a good life
in the city increasingly also affects other segments of society. Rising rental prices in
flourishing cities all over the world are not only a problem of the poor, but also of the
middle class. One specific entry in the guest book to the exhibition mentioned above
illustrates this problematic situation:

In Munich, there are by now almost only social housing/funded apartments/Munich model

and expensive rental and owner-occupied apartments, “normal wage earners” should move
that?’

Social theorist Géran Therborn points out that, from a global perspective, the societal
middle has been growing all over the world since the 1990s, while workers and their
political goals have increasingly disappeared from view (2016: 297). Therborn speaks
of “middle-class societies” which have become a symbol of an alternative future (2016:
299). This societal class defines itself primarily through consumption, the purchase of
cars and real estate as well as investment in travel and electronic, respectively, digi-
tal gadgets. Therborn says that the consumer behavior of the middle class also has the
great advantage of leaving the privileges of the rich untouched, while, at the same
time, offering a reassuring horizon for the ambitions of the lower classes. However,
the dark sides of this dream, according to him, are the mechanisms of social exclusion
inherent in it (Therborn 2016: 299). Following this logic, those who cannot consume
are not only not a member of the middle class, but also a “loser” in general, because
“the good life” refers primarily to economic wealth. Alternative lifestyles with other
contents or values do not play a role in this context. In spite of all municipal efforts,
living in the city and being part of society have been reduced to a question of economic
capital.

Middle-class people are still privileged, while, simultaneously, becoming more vulner-
able, as sociologist Heinz Bude states when he writes that the mood of being defen-
sive, reserved and pragmatic matches the insight that the global situation is charac-
terized by a constellation with new focal points and new relationships of dependence.
In his words, societal inequality becomes a topic because it who is in front is always

5 “In Miinchen gibt es inzwischen fast nur Sozialwohnungen/gef[érderte] Wohnungen/Mii[nchen]
Modell u. teure Miet- u. Eigentumswohnungen, ‘Normalverdiener’ sollen an den Stadtrand zie-
hen!!! (...) Fiir die Mittelschicht wird so gut wie nichts getan! Was fiir eine Politik ist das?” Entry
in the guest book of the exhibition “Miinchen: einfach wohnen?” in the Munich town hall gallery,
January 16, 2012.
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on the line (Bude 2014). In the face of these processes and the symptoms connected to
them, people are forced to act and often out of a state of distress; they initially follow
personal motivations and look for individual solutions. Our interest focuses on the
reactions of the middle class to these developments. We have been observing a rise of
ethical debates in this field as well as aspects of shame and (in)visibility when people
try to handle these situations. Which discourses are led around housing? How far do
practices and ideas correspond, where are differences discernible and where do con-
flicts erupt? When do people act beyond their individual problematic situation? We ask
about ways of activism or collaboration, civil engagement, strategies and tactics, fol-
lowing Michel de Certeau (1984). We search for examples by analyzing transformations
and their effects on the middle class in prospering cities.

Distribution

An ad was posted in the Facebook group “Wohnen trotz Miinchen” (Living despite
Munich) in the summer of 2017:

Top furnished apartment in the center of Munich. Furnished luxury apartment for rent
from November 1. Rent warm 910 €. Top location. As new. 28 square meters. With beautiful
terrace. Concierge service, laundromat and small gym available. Top furniture and Bang &

Olufsen television and stereo. PN for inspection. Warm rent 910 €. Cheers.°®

This social media site originated a few years ago in the environment of the city mag-
azine MUCBOOK and was intended to help people help themselves. The main con-
troversy consists in that while “the good life” in the city of the many is permanently
invoked, in reality there is a division between actors who have a powerful voice and
are relatively privileged and those who are silent but equipped with positions and,
most importantly, with financial assets. Upon closer inspection, connections become
evident which illustrate that access to urban living space is fought for with no holds
barred. This asymmetry is particularly visible in the example of the inner urban areas.
The societal middle, which, in parts, still has enormous economic capital at its dis-
posal, be it through salaries from the private economy or the inheritance factor, partic-
ipates in the increase in value in real estate which is not only intended to be a home,

6  “Top Mdblierte Wohnung im Zentrum von Miinchen. Mébliertes Luxusappartment zum 1.11. zu
vermieten. Miete Warm 910 €. Top Lage. Wie neu. 28 qm grof3. Mit wunderschoner Terrasse. Con-
cierge Service, Waschsalon und kleines Fitness Studio vorhanden. Top Mébel und Bang&Olufsen
Fernseher und Musik Anlage. Fiir die Besichtigung einfach PN. Warmmiete 910 €. Gruf3.” Facebook-
gruppe “Wohnen trotz Miinchen®. Accessed August 6, 2017. Available at: https://www.facebook.
com/groups/wohnentrotzmuenchen/?fref=nf.
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but also promises security in the sense of an investment of capital. Philosopher Julian
Nida-Riimelin points out that contemporary philosophy differentiates between moral-
ity (with a universal claim to validity) and ethics (tied to particular lifestyles) due
to the plurality of lifestyles in the face of the developments of modernity (2013: 59).
Such a separation of spheres, which nevertheless remain closely linked, is also becom-
ing discernible when transferred to postmodern urban society. Everyone can share in
speaking about the “good city” and the “good society”, but the interpretation of what
is meant by this is linked to thoroughly diverging actions. Julian Nida-Riimelin (2013)
speaks of a fragmentation and, looking at the markets, also continues to consider ques-
tions of social justice. If one follows the practices of the actors in the urban real estate
economy empirically and shines a light on their activities to get access to living space,
the discrepancy between the discourse around “the good life” and the lived everyday

life becomes strikingly obvious.
Tactics’

Starting from Michel de Certeau’s considerations on the “Practice of Everyday Life”
(1984), it is apparent in contemporary Munich in a particularly exposed manner what
is meant by “tactics and strategies”. Art historian Gabriela Muri explains, with a view
to the urban space, that strategies enable the subjects to have a certain measure of
their “own” at their disposal, while tactics can only serve to appropriate the space of
the other (2016: 373). While strategies organize space and are, thus, linked with power
through discipline (2016: 107), de Certeau thinks of tactics, as Gabriella Muri puts it,
as the resistant practices of ordinary people to subvert the premises of the world. The
gaze is first directed at the tactics with which individuals - single people, housemates,
couples or families — attempt to finance expensive housing space. A survey published
in the Siiddeutsche Zeitung showed the following distribution for tenants with new
rental contracts (in which the term of rent had begun in the last four years and in
which the rent had not yet been increased): 52 percent had found their apartment via
an internet platform, 31.8 percent through friends, acquaintances or colleagues and
the rest via real estate agents, classified ads or other avenues (Hoben, 2017). The Siid-
deutsche Zeitung further reported in the summer of 2017 that many apartments did not
go on the market at all. This means that those without a corresponding network will
find it very hard to become part of urban society.

The urban real estate market is at least two-tiered regarding different population
groups. Using the example of Munich, even with all the strategic positioning car-

ried out by local politics and the city administration in terms of heterogeneity in the

7  This section is taken from Egger (2018).
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different quarters, there is an implicit borderline between territories on which the
efforts of members of wealthy actors concentrate primarily and which is clearly articu-
lated on real estate sites, in classified ads by apartment seekers or in shopping guides.
These never mention real estate in Milbertshofen, at the Diilferstrafle subway stop or
in the Hasenbergl. The tactics of residents with little economic capital can be observed
other city spaces and function mainly via social networks and a tie to municipal fund-
ing strategies. The connection between social, cultural and economic capital which is
employed in the search for an apartment or the financing of housing space is specific
to the middle class. A vast amount of individual creativity is used to position oneself in
and, most importantly, to be able to hold on to the urban space. The loopholes through
which it becomes possible to find something in certain parts of the city despite sky-
rocketing prices are systematically sounded out and employed in this way by the soci-
etal middle. This occupation of spaces, however, must be seen in an ambivalent way
and will, in the long run, amount to a significant threat to the social balance of the city.
A society which is constituted in this way produces exclusion. According to a 2017
study, the categories “race”, “class” and “gender” play a significant role in this. Chris-
tine Liiders, head of the federal anti-discrimination agency, says that the more tense
the housing market, the higher the risk of discrimination. She stated in an interview
with the weekly German newspaper Die Zeit that her agency also sees a trend towards
certain groups, nationalities or asylum seekers being excluded in classifieds from
the outset (Die Zeit, July 1, 2017). Discrimination against applicants with children or
migrants is obvious (Brehm 2017). Gender and ethnic ascription are less virulent with
a corresponding income. The category “stranger” is, thus, produced indirectly via the
housing market even if such exclusions are not legally permissible. It appears that
only those who can rely on a social network may participate. Individual action, thus,
always has an influence on a collective context, even if this effect is not intended. Soci-
ologist Oliver Nachtwey comments that today’s middle classes have contributed to the
finance market’s strong increase through share purchases and investments, but they
are now themselves tangled in their own volatilities, for better or for worse (2016: 82).
The effects of these developments, however, characterize the situation on the urban
housing market fundamentally. In the face of such examples, it becomes apparent that
housing is a complex field of problems and politics for which there can be neither sim-
ple explanations nor simple solutions because of the different interests in the face of
developments which have preceded the current state of affairs beyond the question of
real estate.



20

Perception

Political scientist Margit Mayer (1999) discusses boundaries and inequalities between
urban movements from the 1970s and 1980s as well as activist networks in the city of
the late 20th century. She identifies various groups with diverse interests who coex-
ist in the same urban environment. While initiatives founded in the aftermath of the
1960s “were part of a broader social mobilization”, contemporary “urban movements,
by contrast, are far more heterogeneous, fragmented, and even polarized, and they
increasingly play contradictory roles” in urban development (Mayer 1999: 209). Cities
in Germany, the United States and all over the world have changed from modern to
postmodern urbanity in the last decades because of shifting terms in politics and the
economy. Once again, it is the changing economy that the political scientist points to
as an instigator. First of all, industrial production has been replaced by several sorts
of services. Post-Fordist variety replaced Fordist organization and, due to fundamen-
tal change, converting processes started all over the social and even physical features
of the cities. Additionally, economic activity in urban everyday life is expressed in the
tertiary sector; a “creative class” creates its locations of working and networking, rein-
terprets the framework of Fordist labor, and factory floors become co-working spaces.
Even though there have been far-reaching developments on the side of planning and
a critical debate on the manner in which construction was able to develop, know-
ledge about past struggles no longer seems to be realized, while other concepts are
“well intended” but are so far removed from the everyday needs of the target groups
that the discussions and the actual lifeworlds do not even touch. The PERSPEKTIVE
MUNCHEN mentioned above also needs to be mentioned here, with its imaginations
of a good life which rests upon participation. A few years after its appearance in 2012,
the ideas of the city, which can be directly linked to the social movements of the 1970s,
appear almost impossible to implement in the face of the realities — meaning, in 2018,
an unleashed housing market. Another example are the numerous planning ideas for
refugee accommodation in 2016 and 2017 of which only a few were implemented, and
then, all too often not thinking of or with potential residents but undertaken over their
heads.

A significant aspect of the entire subject matter are the nested logics and complex
interrelationships which make housing a highly complex task. First and foremost, this
means legislation at the federal and state levels which has an immediate effect on
municipalities. Political interests are simultaneously negotiated in a contrary manner
when different parties make decisions from their individual perspectives. As has been
evident not least in the example of the global economic crisis, which is a real estate cri-
sis at its core, the problem can no longer be thought of in a national or exclusively local
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manner. Living in the city has, thus, to be conceived of ‘paradigmatically’ as a task for

the future in which many questions converge.
Creativity and collaborations

“The Human Scale” is the title of a 2013 documentary. For this film project, Danish city
planner Jan Gehl asks about the relationship between human beings and the urban:
“50 % of the world’s population lives in urban areas. By 2050, this will increase to 80 %.
Life in a mega city is both enchanting and problematic. Today we face peak oil, climate
change, loneliness and severe health issues due to our way of life. But why?” (Trailer
2013). What will become significant in the global present and future can be deduced
from the condition of cities. The degree of urban density is affected by contemporane-
ity and points to the state of society in a wider sense. Political scientist Margit Mayer
writes: “the struggle for a democratic, sustainable, and social city crucially requires
forging coalitions among different strands of urban movements. This struggle will be
successful only if the newly available avenues are not used defensively or protect indi-
vidual privileges” (Mayer 1999: 231). It is not a simple antagonism between local soci-
eties and global capitalism, understood as a fight between two poles.

Viewing local movements as “innocent and good” vis-a-vis distant forces of domination and
power would have been problematic for the 1960s and 1970s, when the majority of urban
movements still were part of a larger social struggle against broadening forms of domina-
tion. Today’s urban movements certainly cannot be seen, in their entirety, as part of emanci-
patory struggles. They are contradictory and complex agents in the shaping of post-Fordist
cities (Mayer 1999: 231).

Actors from various movements have to join and match their different resources to
achieve conversion in general. “Only if these movements interact, politicize the social
polarization inherent in the Post-Fordist city, and build on the mobilizing potential of
the new inequalities will the struggle for socially just, environmentally sustainable,
and democratic cities have a chance” (Mayer 1999: 231).

The alliance “Bezahlbares Wohnen” (Affordable Living) is a loose association of more
than 32 tenant associations and neighborhood associations in Munich which was
founded in 2012.2 It is concerned with the preservation of affordable housing, and ten-
ants who have been evicted from their apartments are supported through networking
with each other. In the summer of 2017, Maximilian Heisler, the head of the initiative

8  Biindnis bezahlbares Wohnen. Parteipolitisch und finanziell unabhéngig. Accessed July 12, 2018.
Available at: https://www.bezahlbares-wohnen.de/.
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and very well-known Munich tenant activist, reported on current topics the alliance is
dealing with in an interview with the city magazine MUCBOOK. He said that, on the
one hand, they were concerned with the unspeakable actions by the SOS Children’s
Village in Untergiesing, where the organization, which is generally recognized as a
social association, inherited a house at Hans-Mielich-Strafle 1a and then approached
the existing tenants with rental increases of up to 300 Euro per month. Heisler reported
that pressure was exerted on the tenants and that Wachter, the last butcher in the quar-
ter, was based in this house and now threatened. In his opinion, SOS Children’s Vil-
lage had here acted more aggressively than any real estate shark they had encountered
over the past seven years. On the other hand, Heisler’s association looked after almost
a hundred tenants in the so-called Hans-Mielich-Carree, also located in Untergiesing.
He described how the tenants had been fearing for a while that they would no longer
be able to afford the apartments after the next sale of the residential complex of almost
260 units, but that, in this case, the new owner turned out to be an actor ready to com-
promise (Weitmann August 18, 2017).

As far as can be discerned, the marginalized, of whom we spoke in the context of the
initially sketched “Parade of the W(e/ak)”, are not defined more closely. There are many
people moving on the fringes of society in a city such as Munich and, furthermore, in
a rich city, even if the local social net is tightly knit. Biilent Kullukcu and Karnik Gre-
gorian, Munich artists and directors who also work transnationally, have pointed to
the situation of several hundred Bulgarian residents of the city with “Tagasyl”, a social
performance in the area around the train station in May 2018. An information pam-
phlet which visitors received as part of the perceptual walk through the lifeworlds of
the Bulgarians stated:

We, the homeless EU migrants, demand accommodation all year round for all (involun-
tary) homeless people with places to stay in all day and privacy, the possibility of registra-
tion under the address of their accommodation, the opportunity to register with the city of
Munich as a homeless person living in Munich, an all-day place to stay in the shelter against
the cold, [and] that the admission for the cold shelter be valid all year round’ (Kullukcu and
Gregorian 2018).

9  “Wir, die obdachlosen EU-Migrant*innen fordern — Ganzjihrige Unterbringung aller (unfreiwillig)
Obdachlosen mit ganztigiger Aufenthaltsméglichkeit und Privatsphére, — Moglichkeit der Anmel-
dung unter der Adresse der Unterkunft, - Die Moglichkeit, sich als in Miinchen lebende obdachlose
Person in Miinchen anzumelden, — Ganztigige Aufenthaltsmoglichkeit in der Kalteschutzeinrich-
tung, - Die Einweisung fir die Kalteschutzeinrichtung soll fiir die gesamte Winterperiode giiltig
sein” Kullukcu, Biilent, and Karnik Gregorian (Theatre Collective). 2018. Tagasyl. Social Perfor-
mance. Miinchen.
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Because of the tense state of the real estate market and because of racism, people might
find work but no apartment, no accommodation; they are forced to look for places to
sleep in public spaces and camp in parks. Their conditions are catastrophic, not only
from a hygiene point of view. Having no place in the city, however, does not mean not
participating; homelessness makes social segregation visible. The walk through the
streets as part of “Tagasyl”, led by a Bulgarian accordion player, was not part of PAM
2018, the Public Art Festival of the city. The question to ask here is what makes the
initially quoted “game changer”/s? Thinking from the periphery of urban society, the
perspectives on urban life and its problems shift through the engagement with the Bul-
garians and their everyday life. One can indeed speak of change under the tree in the
Nuflbaumpark at Sendlinger Tor which serves as a sleeping place for many.

What is becoming increasingly obvious in the course of dealing with the problem of
housing space is particularly the limited perspective from which the city is viewed in
parts rather than as a whole by most actors. The contribution by the cultural magazine
Capriccio about the opening of PAM 2018, for instance, pointed out that the Munich
Olympic Stadium is not usually connected to the topic of “housing”. Most city dwellers
will not realize that for several months in 2015/16, refugees were housed on the prem-
ises of the sporting ground because of a shortage of accommodation. The public who
participated in the parade at Olympic Park and who can, for the most part, be counted
as members of the middle class themselves is facing the problem that they can no
longer find access to the housing market. In terms of their economic capital, many of
the artists and culture professionals are no longer part of a spectrum which would be
required to even be considered when applying for an apartment. If something changes
and owners of an apartment or a house sue for owner occupation, by now, many peo-
ple who can still be counted as part of the societal middle face the challenge of finding
anything at all. A name which might sound “exotic” because of its composition in the
arts context may, thus, become a disqualifier for remaining in the city.

A note that read “Looking for an apartment in Schwabing/Maxvorstadt” was fixed to a
traffic light in an inner urban area in June 2018. It continued:

I, Munich resident, with a good income, no children, no instrument, no negative entries on
the credit report, am looking for: from 40 square meters, up to 1000 warm, from June/July/
August. Built in kitchen and balcony would be nice to have but are not a must. Reward:

750 € for successful brokerage of the apartment!"

10 “Ich, Miinchener, mit gutem Einkommen, keine Kinder, kein Instrument, kein Schufaeintrag, suche
fur mich: ab 40 qm?, bis 1000 warm, ab Juni/Juli/August. EBK und Balkon wiren wiinschenswert,
aber kein Muss. Belohnung: 750 € fiir die erfolgreiche Vermittlung der Wohnung!” Note at
Schleilheimerstrafle corner to Hef3strafle, June 2, 2018.
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All these tactical considerations, the positioning of one’s own interests which is often
so highly necessary and the incredible inflexibility of the urban space which is con-
nected with it, the impossibility of change or even developing something like a sense
of belonging at all, paralyze urban society within the innumerable open construction
sites which, at the same time, have been characterizing the image and the rhythm of
the city for years. Hans-Georg Kiippers, Director of the Department of Arts and Cul-
ture, City of Munich, resumes: “Game Changers manifests the meaning of art in public
space as we understand it with our program in Munich in exemplary form: As a sensi-
tive indicator of the openness of this city and its commitment to a democratic and free
urban society” (Foreword 2018).

Strategies

Urban housing shows that current planning is falling short. The development of a strat-
egy which understands city and society as dependent on the economy and politics as
a holistic task will be indispensable to be able to even approach the complexity of the
problem. In the face of the enormous dimensions of these strategic considerations, the
urban space can, however, also deliver tangible impulses, for instance, in terms of fea-
sibility. A central aspect to consider here is that the city is often a construct shaped by
power, starting with the rights of individual tenants via urban specifics up to state and
federal law, such as the Moderniersierungsumlage (modernization levy) which is let-
ting the price for living skyrocket in Munich. The translation between the “discourses
around the good life” and the “practice of a good life” is one of the central challenges
of the future. Another point is the reach of strategies. The question of how the hous-
ing problem and, thus, the discussion around participation can be tackled must look at

social differences and, at the same time, think beyond classes:

In the ideal democratic city, the walls have fallen. Across the divides of difference, people
connect; they agree to differ. Collective memory is organized into a then and now that cel-
ebrates the present as a collective achievement. The vision is one of tolerance and diversity,
shared values and complexity — not all for one, but the many for the all (Beauregard and
Body-Gendrot 1999: 14).

Urban economist Robert A. Beauregard and political scientist Sophie Body-Gendrot
describe their vision of urbanity “where collective life and differences mutually coex-
ist” (Beauregard and Body-Gendrot 1999: 14). Based on their understanding of democ-
racy, citizenship not only means consuming what the government has provided, but
also engagement in social activism for a civil society. For Beauregard and Body-Gen-

drot, this is the way to overcome injustice, oppression or socioeconomic divide. “In this
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imagined city, frictions are not dispelled, failures are frequent, and disagreements are
impassioned. The city of our imagination is not utopia” (Beauregard and Body-Gendrot
1999: 15). The readiness to take on and, simultaneously, hand over responsibility seems
fundamental for such a strategy. An attitude of solidarity does not have to grow from
an affective mood or moral considerations in this but can also start out from the insight
that a good individual life is only possible depending on a good life for all or, at least,
for as many as possible and, thus, based on social balance.
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Of Good Averages and Happy Mediums:
Orientations towards an Average in Urban Housing
Stefan Groth

Abstract

The paper focusses on the relation between references to an “average” and urban devel-
opments of crowding or increases in rents. The occurrence of normative orientations
towards an “average” in diverse fields — such as debates on work-life balance and
medium achievements in the workplace or goals to keep up with average performances
in leisure sport — serves as a starting point to investigate the role of the “average” in
urban housing. Based on qualitative interviews, discourse analysis and fieldwork in the
Rathenauviertel and other districts in Cologne, it asks how ideas of an “average” feature
discursively in urban housing and how they are connected to other fields. The paper
starts by outlining the prevalence of orientations towards the middle in different fields
and specifically in the realm of housing. It proceeds by highlighting how notions of
the middle are conveyed in advertisements, how they are tied to normative presuppo-
sitions and what impact they have on esthetics and materializations. The paper shows
how perceptions of public space change with shifts in urban housing and conditions
of appropriateness are adjusted. It concludes by arguing that orientations towards the
middle in urban housing can be understood as an interplay between external pressures,
normative orientations and justifications.

Keywords: housing, average, normativity, Cologne, esthetics, public space
Introduction

Modalities of urban housing are mostly restricted by physical, financial and structural
factors. The choice of residential districts, the size of accommodations or forms of
cohabitation are contingent on rent price, income, infrastructure or space, even more
so in the face of urban developments of crowding or increasing rents. In addition to
economic and infrastructural factors, lifestyle, social relationships or the appeal of dis-
tricts have an influence on housing decisions. How much you earn, where your friends
live, how easy or hard it is to find a flat and how much you like a certain district - all
these are important factors of choosing or being content with the location of a flat.
Furthermore, political stances or ideas of a “good life” feature in housing choices: Soci-
opolitical attitudes or normative orientations and preferences for a specific milieu and
lifestyle are influential for the selection of location, flat size or preferred building types
as well.
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Perceptions of “good averages” or “happy mediums” feature increasingly in such
debates, specifically when housing choices are rationalized: The modalities of urban
housing are framed as a balance between rent and size as well as the “right” amount of
space and the “appropriate” amount of rent — both situated neither at the top nor at the
bottom of the spectrum of rent price or square meter size. The “middle” as a rhetoric
and social comparative plays a role when tenants of relatively small flats in attractive
districts argue that they do not need more space or that the location’s benefits out-
weigh high rents. This is especially the case for urban trend districts with high rents,
a competitive housing market and predominantly smaller flats. My research on one of
these trend districts, the Rathenauviertel in Cologne, has shown that spatial constric-
tions and financial costs are put in relation to concepts of moderation; references to
perceptions of the “middle” are used to justify external pressures and partly reframe
them as positive. Living in small spaces in central urban areas is portrayed as having
advantages and being suitable to an ethical lifestyle, however, demarcations are drawn
both against rents which are too expensive or overly luxurious flats as well as against
dwellings which are too small and low quality. It is about finding the right amount,
the “good average” and “happy medium” in relation to the specific lifeworlds of social
groups in trend districts.

While processes of crowding and increasing rents are factors contributing to such ref-
erences, this paper is interested in the specific constellation in which they are voiced,
ranging from claims by tenants in the district, the presence of concepts of the “middle”
in advertisements, normative perceptions, esthetics, materializations and planning log-
ics. The occurrence of normative orientations towards an “average” in diverse fields -
such as debates on work-life balance and medium achievements in the workplace or
goals to keep up with average performances in leisure sport — serves as a starting
point to investigate the role of the “average” in urban housing.' The paper is about the
relation between references to an “average” and urban developments of crowding or
increases in rents. Based on qualitative interviews, discourse analysis and fieldwork in
the Rathenauviertel and other districts in Cologne, it asks how ideas of an “average”
feature discursively in urban housing and how they are connected to other fields. In
the course of the paper, I will shed light on some developments contributing to this
theme and highlight some pertinent dimensions of interest to a cultural analysis of
this topic. By bringing them together, I claim neither causality nor their belonging to

1 The paper on “good averages” and “happy mediums” in urban housing is part of a bigger project
on the “middle” and perceptions of an average as a positive point for orientation in diverse fields of
practice. The project takes its departure from the observation that orientations towards the middle
are common in fields such as work, leisure and housing. It is based on qualitative interviews, mainly
in the fields of work, recreational sport and housing and, furthermore, includes historical perspec-
tives on the emergence of the middle as a point of reference for social comparisons.
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a well-delineated trend but aim to outline different aspects of a specific constellation
which applies to a specific group or groups in districts such as the Rathenauviertel.
However, I argue that orientations towards the middle can also be found in other fields
and contexts and that it is a powerful concept, structuring perceptions, expectations
and practices in the realm of housing and other areas.

The paper starts by outlining the prevalence of orientations towards the middle in dif-
ferent fields and specifically in a trend district in Cologne. It proceeds by highlight-
ing how notions of the middle are conveyed in advertisements and are tied to norma-
tive presuppositions and what impact they have on esthetics and materializations. The
paper shows how perceptions of public space change with shifts in urban housing and
conditions of appropriateness are adjusted. It concludes by arguing that orientations
towards the middle in urban housing can be understood as an interplay between exter-

nal pressures, normative orientations and justifications.
Mediocrity, Medium, Average

Orientations towards the middle are a form of social comparative (Nullmeier 2016), a
form of orientation that both draws a line against the bottom and against the top. In
contrast to competitions, such orientations do not seek the best, but rather a medium
position, a “good average” or a “happy medium” with which one is content (or claims
to be content). They are socially constructed and gain traction through their relation to
relevant social categories: Instead of being defined by objective or neutral factors, such
as mathematical medians or statistic evidence, they are placed in reference to situated
criteria. Friends, family or colleagues serve as points of reference rather than objective
scales. What is understood as the “middle” is dynamically constructed and is contin-
gent on personal living conditions. An average income to one person means something
different to another; similarly, a sport performance can be perceived of by an indi-
vidual as more than average at the point of its execution, but after two years of hard
training, it can be deemed too low and not appropriate. Expectations and perceptions
of the “middle” change over time and with shifting social conditions. The “middle” is
flexible as it compares positions — in terms of income, housing situation, performance
and other criteria — to the specific social context.

“Keeping up” with the midfield, achieving middle incomes or belonging to the middle
class are increasingly powerful models for socioeconomic behavior and imaginaries.
This is mirrored in recent sociological studies where the “civil normal biography” is
preferred over “excessive luxury” (Calmbach et al. 2016) or where “conformity” with
the middle class (Koppetsch 2013) is highlighted as a favorable goal. But how are
notions of the “middle” and “mediocrity” — not as analytic terms but as terms and con-
cepts prevalent in lifeworlds - referenced in diverse fields of practice? How does the
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usually negatively connoted notion of “mediocrity” experience a reinterpretation to
more positive images of balance, virtues of modesty, moderation in face of discussions
on degrowth, wastefulness, sustainability, slowing down or work-life balance?

While the fields in which notions of “happy mediums” and “good averages” are refer-
enced are very diverse and connected to diverging logics of practice, interpretations
and structural specificities, the notions themselves stem from similar debates and dis-
courses and share many commonalities. The “middle” is a powerful concept to struc-
ture action and perceptions. Orientations towards the middle in diverse fields merit
deeper scrutiny to show how they are constituted in specific settings and constel-
lations, which discourses they reference, how they relate to debates on competition
and performance or how they are referenced to make sense of economic and social
conditions.

Examples of the prevalence of the middle as a guiding concept are the sphere of work
where sabbaticals, part-time work and home office schemes as well as the aforemen-
tioned work-life balance have become increasingly common. This is mirrored in inter-
view statements from my project, arguing that the professional career is perceived of
as less important than a happy and balanced life. While this is, in the first place, a vol-
untary limitation leading to less income and slimmer career chances, it is also argued
as a positive choice leading to a happier life and less pressure from work. In the sphere
of leisure, for example, in recreational road cycling as a sport, this orientation towards
the middle, towards averages and, thus, also to some extent normalized performances
is prevalent as well: Hobby cyclists argue that their motivation is not to win a race or
to be the best, but to achieve good performances relative to friends, their age group
or their own performance in previous years (Groth 2014). Belonging to the midfield is
argued as an achievement of its own and framed as desirable; overly extensive training
durations and aspirations are, in this context, seen in a negative way, as much as bad
performances are. There is an interplay both in the sphere of work and in the sphere
of leisure, between voluntary self-limitation — being content to belong to the middle —
and external constrictions — not being able to achieve more than the middle due to eco-
nomic or social pressure and constraints. Work and sports are two exemplary fields in
which orientations towards the middle can be observed. However, developments and
shifts towards a “new modesty” also play a big role in the sphere of housing, both in
interviews I conduct and in diverse publications, events, social movements, materiali-
zations and esthetic dimensions. A common theme in these diverse sources is a focus
on notions of mediocrity, averages or mediums. The middle, as a concept which struc-

tures actions and interpretations, is prevalent in making sense of housing situations.
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Cologne: Rathenauviertel

My research on housing and notions of good averages and happy mediums focuses on
Cologne, more specifically on the district of Rathenauviertel. Cologne, with roughly
1 million inhabitants, is Germany’s fourth biggest city. Crowding and ongoing pro-
cesses of urbanization shape Cologne as the number of inhabitants grows continually,
whereas the number of newly built flats does not suffice or keep up. Rents are increas-
ing in Cologne, where people pay 30 percent more than the German average (Wag-
ner 2016). This is especially the case for trend districts: The Rathenauviertel has the
highest rents in Cologne (12.50 EUR per square meter on average, with significantly
higher rents for restored buildings). It has seen a percent increase in rents over the
last two years, and there is a tendency towards smaller flats, with flat sizes an average
of eight square meters smaller compared to developments in other parts of Germany
(CityNEWS 2014). With its rising rents, a highly competitive housing market, resto-
ration, relatively small apartments and a strong appeal for young families and sin-
gles, the district is a typical example of a trend district in an inner-city area. In spite
of criticism against “luxury restorations” (Risse 2013) and gentrification, this is partly
described as a positive development towards an attractive district and a valorization
of the neighborhood.

Cologne has a highly differentiated neighborhood structure, the so-called Veedel (ver-
nacular for Viertel, district), featuring different supply structures regarding shops, cafés
and restaurants. The building styles of districts differ significantly with occurrences of
appealing historic buildings spread thinly in a city where most neighborhoods were
destroyed during WW II. The distribution of green spaces and parks also has an influ-
ence on the attractiveness of districts, and the Rathenauviertel offers both many attrac-
tive pre-WW II residential buildings and access to green spaces in the direct vicinity.
It adds to the attractiveness of this district that the emergence and presence of trend
districts affects social relations: They serve as meeting places and attract other tenants.
The decision to move to a different district does not only depend on infrastructure,
architectural features or leisure facilities, but also on whether friends and members of
similar social groups are already living there.

My research on urban housing in Cologne’s Rathenauviertel and, more generally, on
developments in urban housing shows the prevalence of notions of the middle or aver-
age in making sense of and legitimizing housing conditions: Smaller flats, increasing
rents and confined possibilities for urban housing are core aspects of living in the dis-
trict, especially so for younger families, couples and singles moving into the district
in recent years. References to perceptions of the middle or the average are tangible in
different ways in conversations and interviews with inhabitants of the Rathenauviertel.
One instance are arguments that living in small apartments can outweigh excessive
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square meter sizes and plenty of rooms when they are not too small and when their
quality is not too low. Here, the notion of a good average takes effect in the form
of a demarcation against both too much and too little, sketching out a zone which
is deemed an appropriate compromise between these two poles. Similarly, practical
ground plans, good room divisions and reflections on sustainability are referenced to
argue against flats which are too big and wasteful. Again, negative aspects of big apart-
ments are highlighted as long as other factors — such as quality, practicality and loca-
tion — can be framed to be in favor of small apartments. Big apartments are unattaina-
ble to many in districts like the Rathenauviertel, both regarding general availability and
affordability. However, they feature in conversations, interviews and publications as a
reference against which notions of averages or mediums in housing are constructed.
This can be understood partly as a reaction to increased rents and less space. In times
of crowding, an extremely competitive market for flats in inner-city areas and diffi-
culties in the search for bigger flats, orientations towards the middle are one way to
make sense of one’s situation in the realm of housing. It is a form of sweet-talking
unaffordability and socioeconomic problems of a relatively privileged group of young
families, couples and singles who want to live in the inner-city trend districts. Further-
more, it is one way in which such social groups under pressure make sense of a crisis
in urban housing. However, it should not be understood as a unidirectional causality
between a difficult situation in housing and resulting (re-)orientations towards the
middle. Rather, it is worth scrutinizing the constellation of the current housing situa-
tion in districts like the Rathenauviertel. In addition to infrastructural factors, it con-
sists of imaginaries, materializations, esthetic dimensions and normative presupposi-
tions connected to references to the middle and mediocrity. Which expressions of them
exist in such a constellation? What debates and trends contribute to the importance of
the middle in it? And what are some of the effects of orientations towards the middle?
In the following, this paper will present some aspects of this constellation, ranging
from advertisements to interior design and the use of public space, where the middle is
positioned as a form of leitmotif by some actors in the field of urban housing.

Advertising and Consuming Normativity

In an advertisement on furniture and interior design accessories, Tchibo — a large
German retailer - featured the slogan: “Less is more — more and more people are of
this opinion” (Tchibo 2016). Two things are of interest regarding this slogan: Firstly, it
is a normative claim with — albeit rather implicit — references to debates on minimal-
ism, sustainability and critical consumerism. In the context of furniture and interior
design, it is not only the esthetic principle made famous by modern architect Ludwig
Mies van der Rohe, advocating for open spaces, clear lines and against superfluous
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ornamentation (Johnson 1947). It is, furthermore, both a rejection of excessive or indis-
criminate consumption and unsustainable lifestyles coupled with the promise that this
can have positive effects and “is more”: Decluttering, reduction and consuming the
right “things”, following the logic of the text accompanying the advertisement on Tchi-
bo’s website, lead to happier lives. Secondly, the slogan and the advertisement text
frame the orientation of “less is more” as a social trend which is shared by “more and
more people”. It hints that it is not only an individual orientation, but, if not consensus,
the shared view of a growing group of people and that it has a fundamentally social
dimension. In the advertisement, Tchibo makes clear that two reasons for the trend of
“less is more” are “increasing rents” and “urban crowding”. As external forces, they
apply pressure on occupants to adjust to smaller spaces. While they are referenced at
the beginning, the rest of the text takes a different tone and speaks about “opening up
new possibilities™ Creativity and decluttering, the conscious selection of furnishings
and sharing things and space with others are portrayed as positive aspects rather than
negative constrictions.

Tchibo is not alone with their reference to reduction and minimalism in the realm of
interior design. Indeed, “less is more” and a focus on essentials are an ongoing trend.
At the IMM Cologne 2017, the international furniture fair, the so-called flagship house -
a format featuring a concept house as a model vision for future living — was called the
“Sustenance” or “Elementarist House” — not excessive in layout or furnishings, but
modest, of high quality and “reducing the elements to their essential” (Todd Bracher
Studio n.d.). Designed by American, Todd Bracher, the “Haus” was a convergence of
esthetic and normative dimensions: Housing is tied to a way of life subscribing to
ecological principles of sustainability, mirrored in furnishings and floor plans. At the
2018 edition of the IMM 2018, Czech designer Lucie Koldova was in charge of the con-
cept house, again presenting a minimalist design (IMM Spotlight 2017) with a focus
on “dematerialization” and an understanding of “light as a feel-good factor and source
of life” which results in needing “fewer other things” (Scharnigg 2018). Both concept
houses reflect a tendency towards minimalist interior design lacking excessive orna-
mentation and connecting esthetic with emotive and normative dimensions. Both IMM
2017 and 2018 showed a generally strong trend towards minimalism and reduction. A
focus on living in small spaces was tangible throughout the fair — and most notably so
in the high-price segment.? This was described in a German newspaper report on the
IMM 2018 as a move to “clarity” and a “detox for the home” (Scharnigg 2018). Apart

2 Author’s fieldnotes from IMM 2017 (January 2017) and IMM 2018 (January 2018). As one ventured
further through the trade fair and towards the lower price segment in the halls at the far end of the
trade fair site, however, reduction and minimalism were no longer the guiding motives. Particularly
in the lower price segments, minimalism and reduction were not guiding motives.
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from the IMM, there are numerous examples in blogs, books, magazines and advertise-
ments featuring this move to modesty, reduction, living in smaller spaces, and sustain-
able and high quality furniture.

A relatively young trend, framing modesty in interior design and other areas as a Scan-
dinavian virtue is related. The big furniture retailer IKEA dedicates an extensive sub-
site on their homepage to illustrate the concept:

Lagom:1It’s a simple Swedish philosophy on everyday life that means “just the right amount”.
An idea that we can strike a healthy balance with the world around us without having to
make extreme changes, and without denying ourselves anything. With Lagom in mind, we
think you can live a more sustainable, healthy and cost-conscious life at home, without any
dramatic upheaval (IKEA n.d.).

In this advertisement campaign, there is also a normative thrust positing that con-
sumption choices are tied to normative issues of sustainability, a healthy lifestyle or
conscious consumption. Furniture and interior design are not limited to functionality
or esthetics but are portrayed as enabling or mirroring virtues. In a series of video
clips featured on IKEA’s Lagom website, sixteen people tell how they apply the con-
cept to their lives: From saving energy and space to recycling, gardening and volunteer
work — all with IKEA furniture in the background. The middle plays a central role in
this conception, as it is about preventing excess and waste as much as it is about liv-
ing comfortably and with not too few resources. It is about finding a balance without
“denying ourselves anything” and with a strong normative conviction that the “right”
patterns of consumption and the “right” way of living and housing are also ethically
good - “sustainable, healthy and cost-conscious”. The Lagom trend is currently very
strong and can be found in numerous publications and contexts. This and other “less is
more” trends entail implicit and explicit references to notions of adequacy, moderation,
mediocrity and middle. They promise to contribute to a better life in different areas by
setting the boundaries against too much consumption, things or waste. However, they
also draw a line of demarcation from too little: The lifestyle that is alluded to involves
comfort, balance and well-being; it is not precarious or characterized by scarcity and
getting by. It is about finding the right measure and amount of furnishings, belongings
and consumption. While it includes conscious spending and economizing, the concept
of moderation entailed in it is related more to “good averages” and “happy mediums”
than to dearth and abstinence.

The different publications and advertisements — with and without the catchy Lagom
label - do not generally foreground external constrictions leading to the necessity to
reduce or declutter. While crowding and increasing rents are alluded to and portrayed
as influencing variables, they are not the main focus. Instead, positive aspects are put
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on center stage, such as the functionality of interior design solutions or furniture. Yet,
these positive aspects are not limited to functional or practical benefits of the furniture
or styles advertised. They, furthermore, stretch to ethical issues, as the conceptions in
advertisements, trade fairs and publications are coupled with issues of sustainability,
environmental protection, health and creativity. Advertisements including ethical pre-
suppositions, for example, for organic food or renewable energy, work with assump-
tions of the “value-base of the audience” (Fenwick and Wharton 2013: 45). Similar to
the marketing of fair trade products (Quaas 2015; Winterberg 2017), parts of the fur-
niture industry, including manufacturers, retailers and designers, pick up values in
their campaigns and representations to cater to the expectation of their audience. As
normatively laden imaginaries, they are connected — most directly — not only to dis-
cussions on the benefits of living in small spaces, but also, more generally, to debates
on post-growth or degrowth, on ethical consumption and sustainability as well as to
discussions on “minimalism”, “decluttering” and so forth. They stretch from advertise-
ments by large retailers like Tchibo or IKEA to magazines and the high price segment of
furniture displayed at furniture fairs and smaller stores in Cologne. The consumption
of specific styles promises to be not only esthetically pleasing, but also ethically just.

Esthetics of Minimalism and Modesty

References to the middle, to mediocrity or to Lagom in the field of housing are closely
connected to esthetic dimensions. Trends such as references to Japanese interior
design and minimalism feature strongly in advertisements and publications — con-
scious spending has an esthetic dimension.* “Trend consultant” Gudy Herder identi-
fied “Refined Raw” as one of the upcoming trends in interior design in a review of IMM
2017: “In a world ruled by accumulation including fast fashion, this consumer has a
deep desire for going back to the simple and most essential. It’s all about consuming
less but better” (Herder 2016).

The slogan “less but better” was also used as a design principle by product designer
Dieter Rams (1995), who focused on high quality, functional products. It is not con-
stricted to quantity or to the build quality of furniture or accessories but entails a dis-
tinct esthetic dimension. “Better” describes not only material and workmanship, but
also design principles and style. There is a clear trend in interior design towards small,
functional and high quality furniture adhering to these principles and styles. This trend
is also visible in the supply of furniture stores in and next to the Rathenauviertel in

3 The number of books on living in small spaces on the German market has increased drastically over
the last couple of years. Most of them share explicit references to the positive aspects of smaller
flats, minimal design and general moderation in life.
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Cologne; it is shared not only in the respective publications, shops and professional
discourses, but also in the furnishings of my interviewees which are following these
trends. With reference to Rolf Linder and Lutzer Musner’s notion of “landscapes of
taste and consumption”, trend districts such as the Rathenauviertel feature form lan-
guage in shop windows and the interior design of cafes (Lindner and Musner 2005).
This has tangible influences on the production of furniture. The Association of the Ger-
man Furniture Industry (Verband der Deutschen Mobelindustrie), highlights that sofas
today take up 30 percent less space than six years ago without compromising com-
fort, IKEA increases the production of smaller beds, and producers of kitchen cabinets
reintroduce sliding door designs from the 1960s in an effort to supply space saving
designs (Haimann 2016). This can be understood primarily as a result of a develop-
ment towards smaller flats and rooms, particularly in bigger cities where crowding
and increasing rents are a problem. Furniture producers and retailers react to develop-
ments on the housing market, be it directly by surveying the market or indirectly by
responding to their clients’ demands for smaller furniture. Such production shifts take
into account esthetic trends, so that smaller and more functional furniture fit, in use of
forms and design. This is, of course, not the case for all producers, types of furniture
and price segments: “Less but better” and minimalist approaches are selective trends
among a myriad of other developments. However, orientations towards the “middle”
have an influence on esthetics and their materializations. They impact the production
of a segment of furniture and shape esthetic perceptions of “good” design which is not
wasteful or too much. Among certain social groups, they have an increasing appeal,
as mirrored in the representation of this esthetic in publications, trade fairs, furniture
shops, shop windows and flats. Vice versa, current esthetic trends of modesty and their
materializations have an influence on orientations towards the middle: The supply of
furniture styles and their prevalence in furniture shops which are in vogue have the
ability to bolster the orientations attached to it. The rhetoric surrounding esthetics of
minimalism and modesty is quite explicit: Lagom and other arguments for moderation
are posited as promises for a happier and healthier life without waste and excessive
consumption. The values of the audience are assumed by advertising normative con-
sumption patterns; at the same time, the representation of norms also leads to their
diffusion to audiences not necessarily ascribing to them.* There is an interdependence
between the esthetics of minimalism and moderation, on the one hand, and orienta-
tions towards the middle, on the other.

Furnishings are not constricted to functionality, their esthetic content not to appear-
ance. What Maria Schwertl describes for specific objects such as images, flags or

4 Ttis, however, difficult to assess to what extent this diffusion of norms by advertisements or publi-
cations is pertinent and stable, cf. Leach and Liu (1998).
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religious artefacts in the flats of first- and second-generation immigrants from Turkey
holds true for furnishings in general as well: They have the potential to be “objects
of identification” (Schwertl 2010: 14 f.), carrying meaning and hinting at social val-
ues and perceptions. The preference for or the prevalence of specific esthetics hints at
social meanings. Daniel Miller argues that every day “things” can be an expression of
social meaning (Miller 2010), a perspective that is also present in the notion of Dingbe-
deutsamkeit (“remarkableness of a thing”, Kramer 1995), highlighting the social and
meaningful relations of things and their social embeddedness. Much like things allow
analytic access to their social meaning and to the meaning of things for the social
(Groth 2015: 60), I would argue that this is also the case for the esthetic dimension of
things. It can be understood as both having an impact on perceptions of happy medi-
ums or good averages and being an expression of them. Elisabeth Katschnig-Fasch
has made the case that “perceptions of life, norms and belief” are manifest in housing
modalities of individuals (Katschnig-Fasch 1998: 10) - esthetic dimensions are part of
these modalities.

Housing and Public Spaces

Orientations in urban housing towards to the middle are not constricted to private
spaces, they also stretch to public spaces. In the case of the Rathenauviertel and other
trend districts, modalities of housing include not only buildings and flats, but also the
surroundings in the form of public infrastructure, parks, cafés and bars. While the
attractiveness of buildings in districts is an important factor, the appeal of trend dis-
tricts such as the Rathenauviertel is argued mostly with reference to public life and its

possibilities:

During the day, the Rathenauplatz [the central park in the district] is an attractive meeting
place for families and inhabitants of the district. Boule players toss their boules balls and
parents enjoy a freshly drafted beer in the open-air pub while the kids rollick about in the
playground. On mild summer evenings, the district gets crowded, the seats get scant and
mostly younger people meet in the meadows. Here, too, people touch glasses, but cozily
with drinks from the kiosk (koeln.de n.d.).

Here and in other publications, the social life of the district is highlighted to illustrate
its attractiveness. To some extent, such a description is common for most districts.
However, in the case of the Rathenauviertel and other trend districts, the possibility
to use the public space for leisure activities differs from the enumeration of a dis-
trict’s advantages, such as the vicinity to supermarkets, schools and transportation.

The promise entailed in such descriptions is that parks and other public infrastructure
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provide extra space in the direct environment to spend time with friends and family.
The neighborhood is marketed as a space which has the potential to bridge the gap
between public and private space. A local magazine from Cologne described this rela-
tion between the private and the public regarding the development towards smaller
flats as follows: “We will live in/on smaller spaces: The rural flight continues and high
rents in large cities pushes us into smaller flats. In the process, the formerly public
space of the city becomes more private” (CityNEWS 2016).

With the trend towards smaller apartments, due to the force of circumstances and con-
scious decisions to live in specific districts, an orientation towards public spaces in the
city can be observed. Rhetorically, the appeal of the Rathenauviertel is coupled with the
possibility to use the public space, in the form of parks and playgrounds, as quasi-pri-
vate spaces. The shift to public spaces constitutes a distinct politics of space, claiming
public spaces and their interpretation from a privileged position. Public spaces play a
big role in the appeal of the district in interviews with inhabitants of the Rathenau-
viertel. Here, the possibility of using public space in this way influences perceptions
of living conditions and of the size of apartments: They are referred to as alternative
spaces which can be used in addition to private spaces of flats and commercial spaces
such as cafés and bar.

This relation between public and private spaces in which the public space is enhanced
in its status from a privileged position is worth closer scrutiny. Sharing some of the
presuppositions, it is in contrast to efforts to “reclaim the city”, for example, by the
British social center movement (Hodkinson and Chatterton 2007), by developments
stemming from the “right to the city” concept (Harvey 2008; Lefebvre 1968) and crea-
tive initiatives to rethink modes of participation in the city (Huber 2018). While such
processes position themselves against the commodification of private spaces (Boja-
dzijev 2016) or increased efforts of policing (Eisch-Angus 2011a, 2011b), the appropria-
tion of public space as private in trend districts is not per se or explicitly connected to
normative claims. It is focused mainly on the existing possibility to use and consume
space, not on claims to extend it or strengthen participatory processes. With its pos-
itive attitude towards public space as a given commodity and the related position to
use it, it is harnessed by city marketing, local businesses and developers as a competi-
tive advantage. Much as historic conservation and heritage programs are increasingly
used as justification for urban gentrification processes (Collins 2008; Franquesa 2013;
Herzfeld 2010), perceptions of public spaces are altered: They are seen as something
of high social value in times of changes in urban housing and are translated into eco-
nomic value. Orientations towards the middle in housing are accordingly not con-
stricted to the private spaces of flats but have an influence on the use and interpre-
tation of public spaces as well: As attractive districts, potential for development and
spaces of consumption.
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Negotiating Appropriateness as Social Practice

Debates on modesty and mediocrity, their medial occurrence and the use of public
space alter conditions of appropriateness for urban housing. They have an influence on
what is deemed appropriate in terms of size, rent, number of rooms, furnishings and
location. Prices of 12.50 EUR or higher per square meter and small apartments would
be considered to be too expensive or too small in other districts or cities. In trend dis-
tricts like the Rathenauviertel, however, rents and sizes like this are accepted because
of the advantages offered by the location. Conditions of appropriateness apply to rent
prices and to the size of flats. Concepts of “good averages” and “happy mediums” come
into play as the relation between minimal requirements and available space is negoti-
ated. Here, too, flats are expected to be adequate in size and price, not too expensive
and not too small, but in relation to their location in a relatively expensive district. The
demarcation is made both against too little and too much, defining a space of appro-
priate conditions. The combination of factors, such as crowding, a competitive hous-
ing market in attractive districts and their appeal to specific social groups, establish
perceptions of appropriate and - to some extent — also normalized conditions of living
for these groups.

The negotiation of appropriateness is situated and flexible (Groth 2015: 75 f.). It is
contingent on social relations, the characteristics of urban living, income, personal
requirements, such as the possibility to commute to work, or to fulfill other infra-
structural needs (e.g. shopping, education). As my research on the Rathenauviertel and
representations in advertisements, magazines, blogs and interior design have shown,
it uses references to “less is more”, “less is better”, concepts like Lagom and other ori-
entations towards the middle to locate levels of appropriateness in urban housing. Fur-
thermore, conditions of appropriateness entail ethical aspects. They make reference to
debates on sustainability and minimalism (Derwanz 2015), post- or degrowth (Groth
2015; Poehls 2014, 2016) or ethical consumption (Carrier and Luetchford 2012; Luetch-
ford 2016) to make sense of and rationalize such orientations towards “good averages”
and “happy mediums” as good and ethically just. Thus, appropriateness as a normative
concept (Merker et al. 1998) is constructed in interviews and publications with refer-
ence to multiple strains of discourse, ranging from personal needs and ethical claims
to social relations and infrastructural factors.

Despite this flexibility and situatedness, perceptions and assumptions of appropriate-
ness have specific materializations. They have an impact on the size of furniture, on
design trends and on their representation in publications. As they are materialized in
such form, they gain stability and influence. However, new and modified perceptions
of appropriateness are not limited to tenants, magazine writers, bloggers or designers;
they stretch to financial logics and planning processes as well. Real estate investors and
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developers refer to mobile and flexible lifestyles and the benefits of smaller units when
they rationalize the development of smaller, high quality units (Maneco n.d.). Crowd-
ing in urban areas and high rents are argued to be the main factors for an increasing
demand for smaller flats. However, this is portrayed partly as a positive development
with reference to arguments such as sustainability, functionality or the appeal of a
combined kitchen and living room (Psotta 2014). However flexible or ephemeral refer-
ences to the middle in urban housing by inhabitants in trend districts or in publications
are, they are taken up and gain traction in political and economic processes, justifying
and altering shifts in the perception of appropriate housing.’

Conclusion

There is an interplay between several aspects in references to the middle and neigh-
boring terms such as modesty, Lagom or averages. For one, a form of sweet-talking of
the pressures which the social groups in highly attractive trend districts experience
can be observed. Tenants of small apartments in the Rathenauviertel justify their living
modalities with perceptions of the middle, taking up normative frames ranging from
moderation to issues of sustainability and critical consumption.® Such justifications are
constituted communicatively and give insight into their normative foundations (Berg-
mann and Luckmann 2013),” which are not necessarily stable and systematized, but can
be spontaneously invoked and altered.®* While negative effects such as crowding, high
rents and spatial constrictions are, in principle, acknowledged, they are backgrounded,
as positive aspects are highlighted as a form of justification. These are further tied to
new and changing esthetics and design trends, emphasizing minimalism or modesty
and - either implicitly or explicitly - related to debates on degrowth and sustainability.

5  This is, of course, not only the case for urban housing in trend districts. Perceptions of appropriate
housing conditions in terms of cost and size are contingent upon political processes and economic
pressures, particularly in precarious housing situations. While tenants in trend districts can afford
the rent, but voluntarily limit themselves to smaller flats on order to live in attractive inner-city ar-
eas, the low-income sector is faced by harder restrictions, cf. Rétzer (2010).

6 A further worthwhile strand of inquiry would be to probe into the different orders of justification
on which these references are based and to analyze their interplay, i.e. to scrutinize when and how
they are referred to and how differences between them are made sense of (cf. Boltanski and Thev-
enot 2007).

7 The project aims to show, in a further step, how such justifications are integrated into biographical
narratives to make sense of performances and choices in different fields of practice, such as hous-
ing, work and leisure (Lehmann 1980).

8  See Lambek (2010, 2015) on the discussion on “ordinary ethics,” which takes up the question wheth-
er the evocation of ethical rules is based on complex value systems or rather embodied in and as
practice.
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Moreover, they are connected to shifting perceptions of public spaces and alter condi-
tions of appropriateness.

While this case study on urban housing and references to the middle is limited to a
specific social group of inhabitants of trend districts, perceptions of “good averages”
and “happy mediums” are prevalent beyond this field. The occurrence of the “middle”
in diverse fields of practice hints at a pervasive social comparative towards the mid-
dle as a competitive form. It aims at not too much but, at the same time, tries to avoid
too little. It creates dimensions for comparison which require effort and are hard to
achieve, albeit less hard than reaching the top or belonging to the group of top earn-
ers: Here, the metaphoric aim in a competition is not to win, but to belong to a social
group oriented towards notions of the middle. Occurrences of the middle are embedded
in constellations of questions of taste, virtue, economics and urban conditions. Orien-
tations towards the middle as a specific form of social comparative introduce new cri-
teria of appropriateness for housing and for what is deemed as adequate and accept-
able regarding the size, design and location of flats. They mediate between questions
of taste, virtue, economics and urban conditions and constitute a discursive interplay
between elements of justification and legitimation, on the one hand, and of virtues and
social values, on the other hand. The middle is a powerful concept, structuring per-
ceptions, expectations and practices in the realm of housing as well as in other areas.
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New Housing Cooperatives in Munich:
Two Scenarios for an Ethnographical Class Analysis
Laura Gozzer

Abstract

This paper focuses on practices of positioning by founders and residents of newly
established housing cooperatives in the German city of Munich. It takes the percep-
tions of founders and residents regarding their own socioeconomic position as a start-
ing point: They reflect their own privileged status compared to others in precarious
situations, and, at the same time, show their insecurity regarding rising housing prices
in their home city. The paper conceptualizes this in-between position regarding ethi-
cal claims of new housing cooperatives towards commonly owned housing space and
ideals of neighborhood. With the concept of (middle) class the paper sheds light on
the relations between socioeconomic conditions and ethical subjectifications. After
two introductory parts on the model of young housing cooperatives in Munich and
approaches of class analysis in cultural anthropology and sociology, the main part of
the article focuses on two case studies: The author interprets reflections and practices
of a cooperative founder and a resident by using two different concepts of class as
1) position(ality) and 2) praxis.

Keywords: class, housing cooperatives, urban ethics

“People who cannot make it on their own get together. It’s as easy as that”,' says one
expert during an information evening for potential founders of new housing cooper-
atives in Munich. He presents simple solidarity as the main principle: Residents who
cannot afford to buy individual housing space or feel endangered by rental prices
increasing fast get together as a group to establish commonly owned housing space.
More and more housing cooperatives have recently come into being in Munich, one of
the most expensive cities in Germany. Apart from representing an exclusionary model
of self-help, the newly established cooperatives claim to establish an alternative to the
financialization of urban dwelling — a process that is widely problematized in current
public discourses in Germany and especially in Munich. Here, where the average rent
is 1.65 Euros per square foot plus utilities,” young families and retirees especially per-
ceive commonly owned housing space as a promising model that offers stable rents, a

1 Fieldnote Mitbauzentrale Miinchen, LG, January 25, 2017.

2 This figure refers to new leases in the first quarter of 2017 and was calculated by Statista GmbH, a
statistics company that operates an online portal (Statista GmbH 2017).
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lifelong rental right and supportive neighborhood communities. Newspaper journal-
ists celebrate the recently established cooperatives as a “light on the rather dark hori-
zon” (Kastner 2016: 3), and Munich’s city administration is also putting a great deal of
faith in the cooperatives as flagships for an alternative city development (LH Miinchen
Referat fur Stadtplanung und Bauordnung 2017: 91-92).

Most founders emphasize that they are not only interested in securing their own hous-
ing situation, but also aim to change the social, architectural and economic fabric of
Munich for the — normatively defined — “better”. They refer to visions of good urban
dwelling compared to anonymous neighborhoods and an excluding housing economy.
Therefore, cooperative projects operate with ethical arguments and suggest answers to
the question of “how one should live in the city” (Diirr et al. 2018: 5).

Based on these preliminary thoughts, I posit the ethnographic research on newly estab-
lished housing cooperatives in Munich in the realm of the interdisciplinary research
group Urban Ethics that is interested in normative frames, ethical concepts and sub-
jectifications in eight different cities. My ethnographic research on housing and hous-
ing politics in Munich focuses on different groups of actors and asks how they for-
mulate ethical positions regarding housing economies and urban politics. Following
these concepts, I understand new housing cooperatives in Munich as specific “urban
ethical projects” (Diirr et al. 2018: 5). This leads to questions, such as: How do actors
constitute themselves as ethical subjects (Foucault 1990) within these projects? Which
techniques of government and which exclusionary processes are constitutive for these
subjectifications?

During my research,* founders and residents constantly highlighted and discussed their
own socioeconomic position regarding housing. Many of them described an in-be-
tween position: They reflected on their own privileged status compared to, for exam-
ple, homeless people, and, simultaneously, showed their insecurity regarding rising
housing prices in their home city. How can we conceptualize this in-between position
regarding ethical claims of the initiatives towards commonly owned housing space? In
this article, I use the concept of (middle) class to understand possible relations between

3 This approach to ethics draws on Andrew Lakoff and Stephen J. Collier’s philosophically inspired
concept of a “regime of living” They write: “Ethics, in this sense, involves a certain idea of prac-
tice (‘how’), a notion of the subject of ethical reflection (‘one’), and questions of norms and values
(‘should’) related to a certain form of life in a given domain of living” (Lakoff and Collier 2004: 420).

4 Idraw on ethnographic material that I depicted during 2017. I visited information evenings for po-
tential new founders and participated in tours through already existing buildings; to date, I have
conducted six in-depth interviews with three inhabitants of cooperative projects, one person who
was about to found a cooperative, and two board members and instigators. The main part of my eth-
nographic material stems from ongoing participant observation in a cooperative that is currently
planning its first house.
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socioeconomic conditions and ethical subjectifications better. I emphasize the socioec-
onomic contexts of the urban-ethical projects I studied by using class as an analytic
perspective.

This paper starts with two introductory parts: Firstly, I present the model of young
housing cooperatives in Munich and, secondly, I briefly sketch approaches of class
analysis in cultural anthropology and sociology. In the main part of the article, I inter-
pret the reflections and practices of one cooperative founder and one resident with two
different concepts of class as 1) position(ality) and 2) praxis. I conclude with first ideas
concerning my main questions: a) Why and how to use class as analytical tool in cul-
tural analysis? b) How does class help in understanding current urban-ethical debates?

Young Housing Cooperatives in Munich

From a legal point of view, housing cooperatives are nonprofit enterprises; their mem-
bers own the property and assets commonly. This means that the residents do not actu-
ally own their flats, as they do in the case of joint housing ventures.’ Rather, coopera-
tive residents acquire lifelong rental rights and a guarantee of relatively stable monthly
rents. Therefore, they need to pay a membership fee and a deposit. The key principles
of self-organization and -responsibility go back to the mid-nineteenth century when
the first European housing cooperatives were established in several industrializing cit-
ies (Crome 2007: 212). Current cooperatives rely on this tradition and declare that the
members’ interests should be the basis and the goal for all decisions and practices of
the enterprise (Crome 2007: 211).

Based on the model of common ownership, current housing cooperatives position
themselves explicitly in opposition to the profit-oriented financialization of housing
space (Mitbauzentrale Miinchen 2017). They own around 40,000 flats in Munich with
its 1.4 million inhabitants, which correspond to five percent of the total housing stock.
Most of these flats belong to so-called old housing cooperatives that focus on admin-
istering their housing stock and - until recently - have not shown much interest in
providing new housing space. The founding of three new cooperatives, WOGENO in
1993, Frauenwohnen in 1998 and Wagnis in 2000, marks the beginning of a new gener-
ation. These young cooperatives distance themselves from their predecessors in two
crucial respects: Firstly, they aim to reinvest their members’ money constantly, to
obtain more and more housing space. Secondly, most of them prohibit their members
from passing on their rental rights to relatives to avoid improper allocations between

5  While joint housing ventures (Baugruppen) aim to acquire private housing spaces and are, thus, of-
ten criticized for their exclusionary effects, housing cooperatives stand for a communal property
system.
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family members and keep the projects open to possible new members (Mitbauzentrale
Miinchen 2017). Since their establishment, WOGENO, Frauenwohnen and Wagnis have
bought existing housing stock and built new houses in developing areas of the city
with often similar architectural characteristics: Inner courtyards, community rooms
on the ground floor levels, shared balconies and bigger corridors, with the official aim
of increasing communication between neighbors. No further cooperatives were estab-
lished until 2015, but since then, eleven new housing cooperatives have come into
being with names such as PROGENO, Kooperative Grof3stadt and Biirgerbauverein.
Different experts attribute the reasons for this “boom” (Kastner 2016: 3) or “renais-
sance” (Anfang 2015) to a dramatic increase in housing prices since the financial crisis
of 2007. Consequently, it became almost impossible to get a flat in one of the cooper-
atives that existed already. Munich’s municipal administration supports self-initiated
housing groups, for example, by establishing the institution Mitbauzentrale Miinchen
that has been providing administrative support for new housing cooperatives and joint
housing ventures since 2014 (LH Minchen Referat fiir Stadtplanung und Bauordnung
2017: 95). Apart from that, the city administration reserves a certain amount of com-
munal building land for self-initiated housing groups® and cooperatives can buy these
communal lots at reduced prices. In return, they must incorporate a certain amount
of social housing in their projects and follow a tight financing plan for the building.
As mentioned before, prices for shares and rents of such city-financed projects vary
according to the total costs of the real estate project, the size of the flat rented and addi-
tional individual funding from the state or city. I use the calculations for an impending
project as an example. The initial membership fee is 1,600 Euros and the reservation
fee 4,000 Euros. The residents need to pay 71,500 Euros as deposit and a monthly rent
of 920 Euros for an apartment of 807 square feet for two people.

Considering these main characteristics - common ownership, reduced rents, lifelong
rental rights — together with the ideals that many current cooperatives represent,
such as closer neighborhood relations and lively quarters, we already get a hint of the
financial and ideological elements that constitute the field of cooperative housing in
Munich, with its inherent exclusions, power relations and expectations towards res-
idents. One of the most important questions in current debates around new housing
space is “For whom?”. To live in — let alone establish — a housing cooperative requires
money, time and commitment. Many of the (future) residents and founders that I met
perceive themselves as arriving at a biographical turning point. Whether it is a man
who is planning to retire in a few years, a couple who is confronted with higher rents
or a woman who has just got divorced, all of them are seeking to gain control and

6  The administration has increased the amount of reserved land recently up to 20-40 percent for the
years from 2017 to 2022 (LH Miinchen Referat fir Stadtplanung und Bauordnung 2017: 15).
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security regarding their housing situation, which is perceived as potentially under
threat.

The model of cooperative housing seems most attractive to people who are holding on
to their ideal of a stable housing situation, even though their economic capital is no
longer sufficient for homeownership (at least in Munich). Even though current coop-
eratives implement subsidized flats and often include housing groups or projects from
social organizations, they are far from providing housing space for the urban poor and
homeless on a larger scale. Rather, they present models of self-help for relatively privi-
leged, stability-orientated and long-term residents of Munich. Consequently, the city’s
administrative and financial assistance presents a form of support for urban middle-in-
come groups, especially for young families and well-established retirees.

When we follow this line of interest, we arrive at discussions of the positionality of
the actors involved, their resources, aims and ethical claims. Where do we get to if we
declare that housing cooperatives are middle-class projects aimed at securing privi-
leges and stabilizing an increasingly destabilized situation? It seems to leave us with
a rather descriptive term that names people with more or less the same resources in
society, but if we use class as a rather analytical concept, we can interpret more: The
struggles in society, in this case about housing, and how collectives potentially form in
specific temporal-spatial contexts.

The return of class in cultural analysis?

Since the 1980s, social and cultural scientists have widely abandoned class as a con-
cept when analyzing social and cultural processes in Western societies and cities. Per-
ceived as being too simplistic regarding the complex mechanisms in capitalist and
post-capitalist societies, many scholars substituted it with notions such as lifestyle,
milieu and the focus on autonomous individuals and their personal decisions.” Follow-
ing Don Kalb regarding the anthropological discipline, most work has been stuck in a
so-called “inward turn” (Kalb 2015: 10) since the rise of culturalism, a subjective and
discursive turn in the 1980s, even though he names the Manchester School or British
Cultural Studies as foundations to build on when thinking about class. Anthropologist
Henrike Donner outlines a boom of the “middle class” concept in research concern-
ing urban residents in “non-Western” contexts, for example, India, Turkey or Papua
New Guinea (Donner 2017). Donner connects this rise to the fact that people adopt a

7 While most sociological literature was influenced by notions of the fragmentation and differenti-
ation of social groups, Pierre Bourdieu’s works — amongst others — represent a “sharp break with
the older postmodernism and poststructuralism and their concern with cultural expression” (Kalb
2015: 7).
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concept of “middle class” for themselves and engage in practices of being or becoming
middle class in “non-Western” countries, while in “Western” countries, people do not
identify as class members. It remains questionable whether the increasing scientific
focus on class in “non-Western” contexts also reveals a Eurocentric view that reduces
“non-Western” urban residents to simply climbing up or down a ladder. While schol-
ars capture them easily by the generalizing term class, the concept seems too narrow
to describe “Western” urban residents that scholars prefer to represent in light of their
diverse lifestyles.

Still, there is some academic discussion concerning classes in European societies and
also in Germany. Current sociological studies describe the German middle class in a
rather diagnostic fashion, for example, as increasingly afraid regarding their (poten-
tial) loss of power, stability and privilege (Nachtwey 2016), as panicking regarding cur-
rent political, economic and societal disruption (Bude 2011), or as tending towards a
“new conformity” (Koppetsch 2013). In addition, sociologists use the concept of class to
describe and, therefore, generalize rising social groups, such as financial class, business
class, creative class or “new urban middle class”, that follow the ideal of singularity
(Reckwitz 2017). Interestingly, the concept of class seems easier to apply to rising and
successful members of society who use the term themselves (Kalb 2015: 16).

In the discipline of European Ethnology, Cultural Anthropology and Cultural Analysis,
an increasing interest in economy?® and recent ethnographic studies on social inequal-
ities and precarization, such as Stefan Wellgraf’s (2012) study about institutional clas-
sism in schools, Ove Sutter’s (2013) research on the academic precariat or Moritz Ege’s
(2013) work on classifications and cultural figures, show a slight shift in the discipline’s
perspectives. Referring to these studies, the research field of inner-city housing seems
to be another entrance point to follow a perspective on class in Cultural Analysis.
When we turn to the topic at stake — inner-city housing — we deal with an increasingly
politicized issue in German media and politics. The so-called “housing question”, a
term referring to Friedrich Engel’s observations in 1872 (Engels 1974 [1872]), presents
one of the most urgent social questions in the country. Rising rental and real estate
prices affect people’s lives significantly and divide homeowners from tenants and the
homeless. Therefore, a cultural analysis of the processes and modalities of inner-city
housing connects inseparably to notions of socioeconomic embeddedness of urban res-
idents regarding the financialization of housing space in most Western European cit-
ies. Studies on housing issues in Germany have addressed the middle class’s attempt to
separate from the poor and their role in gentrification processes (Frank 2013) and their
activism in, for example, “right to the city” movements (Holm 2011) or other rather
artistic groups (Moser 2017).

8  See the topic of the discipline’s congress in 2017: “Economies/economic practices”.
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In this article, I experiment to see how concepts of class lead to a better understanding
of housing practices, in this case — cooperative housing in Munich. Therefore, I aim to
use class as an analytical perspective instead of applying it as a rather vague descrip-
tive term for people who inherit a diverse but still similar range of socioeconomic posi-
tions. I am interested in the ways in which class relates to the urban-ethical framing
of cooperative housing. I interpret the cases of two cooperative actors by using two
different class-analytical approaches: Firstly, I focus on the narratives and practices of
a founder by applying Pierre Bourdieu’s (1985) terms of capital accumulation, probable
class and social fields. Secondly, I shed light on the case of a resident by using a class
concept recently suggested by Gavin Smith. He argues against an approach of “class-
ing the population” (Smith 2015: 72), because it reproduces class structure. Instead, he
suggests focusing on the transformative potential of class formation in the concept of

“collective praxis”.’

Planning and securing — class as position and sense of “one’s own place”

Classes, in Bourdieu’s words, are “sets of agents who occupy similar positions and who,
being placed in similar conditions and subjected to similar conditionings, have every
likelihood of having similar dispositions and interests and therefore of producing sim-
ilar practices and adopting similar stances” (Bourdieu 1985: 725). He emphasizes the
differences between this “class on paper” and “an actual class, in the sense of a group,
a group mobilized for struggle” (Bourdieu 1985: 725).!° The positions occupied depend
on the accumulation of social, cultural and, therefore, symbolic capital, as well as on
the specific logics of each power field in society, in our example — housing in Munich.
Michael, a twenty-nine-year-old engineer, is founding a new cooperative with his col-
leagues. One of them spread a call for participation via email and by the time of the

interview, around twenty people form a group that is meeting regularly to prepare the

9  To use a class concept that entails the idea of transformative potential of suppressed groups for in-
terpreting practices of relatively privileged urban residents might seem politically questionable, but
I dare to see where it leads.

10 Bourdieu’s concept of “class on paper” inspired researchers to classify people regarding their accu-
mulation of different sorts of capital depending on power relations and logics in the specific fields
(for Germany, Vester 2005). Quantitative surveys use Bourdieu’s capital theory to map whole na-
tional societies (see in Germany: The SINUS Institute publishes yearly overviews of different na-
tional milieus). The disciplinary subfield of stratification sociology (Devine et al. 2005) approach-
es class, i.e. milieus, by referring to Bourdieu and suggesting a broader understanding of capital.
Bourdieu’s main interest in the logic of fields is, therefore, often underrepresented, not only in
quantitative analysis, but also in ethnographic works that do not go further than carefully classify-
ing actors in specific fields regarding their position without trying to understand the logics of each
field and how it is connected to others on a larger scale.
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procedure to found the cooperative."" Michael is currently living with his girlfriend in
a two-room apartment provided by his employer. Even though he describes this apart-
ment with a relatively low rent and situated in the popular student area in the center
of Munich as “perfect”,' he is considering his options for moving into a bigger apart-
ment sooner or later. He is already thinking ahead to possible future needs related to
his plan to start a family in the years to come. While most of his friends have already
bought or built houses in less expensive cities or villages and had children, Michael
wants to keep living in Munich, even though he does not see himself as capable of
owning real estate here.

In Bourdieu’s terms, Michael (in addition to many others) is confronted with the logic
of the field of housing in Munich. In this arena, the amount of economic capital is
crucial and divides homeowners from tenants, a division many associate with either
stability and independence or potential insecurity and dependency on the good will
of the property owner. Confronted with the housing prices, on the one hand, and his
aspirations for the future: family, stability and comfort, on the other hand, Michael has
to ask himself: Should I take on debts and buy, or should I stay in my current tenancy
and wait? What are the alternatives open to me and what suits me (i.e. the position I
inherit) best? Within this process of reflection, Michael has developed a “sense of the
position” (Bourdieu 1985: 728) he occupies in the field of housing in Munich as one sig-
nificant part of the social space in general.

Michael wants to take care of his and his girlfriend’s housing situation before the cou-
ple is actually in need.” Therefore, he reflects on their possibilities. In the following
passage, he refers to the initial membership fee of 1,000 to 1,500 Euros people need to
pay to become a member of a cooperative and to have the option of joining a building
project:

The housing market is tense and when you think about it, people pay around 2,000 Euros to
a real estate agent when they search for a flat. Or even more. [...] Then maybe 1,500 Euros
for the option of perhaps someday having a flat that is nice and affordable. [...] And you
would get the money back if you decided not to move a few years later. Maybe that’s enough

reason for people to say, okay, I'll take the risk or [...] I'll do that. At least it’s one option.

11 One year after our meeting, the cooperative Michael co-founded is already in the process of apply-
ing for communal ground and accepting new members.

12 Interview with Michael, LG, October 5, 2016: 22.

13 Analysis of Michael’s reflections regarding gender aspects shows that he represents the manager of
the couple’s future situation. For Michael, this responsibility does not seem to be a burden but more
a challenge that he is motivated to face.
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There are not many of them, so that’s actually ... If you want to keep living in Munich, that’s

pretty much the only option you have for getting an affordable flat.*

Michael now connects a broader rational argumentation with his own needs. By artic-
ulating these arguments in a generalized form (using the pronoun “you”), he connects
his perception of his own position to that of many people facing the same problem. He
refers to an unspecified, but in his mind, present crowd with the same worries. Michael
considers three aspects in this part of the conversation. Firstly, paying the membership
fee is a rationally wise investment compared to paying a real estate agent. Secondly,
the investment is risky but necessary for him, because, thirdly, cooperative hous-
ing represents in his eyes — more or less — the only way out of expensive tenancies.
Michael links practices of risk-taking with the desire for stability, on the one hand, and
flexibility, on the other hand: The idea of getting the caution back in case he changes
his mind is crucial. Therefore, the cooperative model seems to fit his ambivalent needs.
Michael is dealing with the relatively limited options he sees to satisfy his desire to
secure the couple’s long-term housing situation - even if they are perfectly content
at the moment. Sociologist Uwe Schimank describes proactive thinking about pos-
sibilities, options and alternatives, and thorough systematic decision-making as the
core elements of the imperative of planning “one of the cornerstones of the middle
classes’ conduct of life” in the national context of Germany (Schimank 2015: 8, 14).
Following his generalization, members of “the” German middle class aim at an “ambi-
tious conduct of life with regard to rationality and sustainability of biographical deci-
sions” (Schimank 2015: 8). This means, first of all, taking one’s fate into one’s own
hands rather than remaining dependent on others, and secondly, making decisions in
a rational and considered way instead of just following spontaneous or intuitive ideas
(Schimank 2015: 13). Michael’s narrative “fits” into these schemes: He tries to stay in
control of his own life. While Schimank concludes that the routines of planning are
less and less possible for members of the middle class due to new insecurities in their
personal and professional lives, social and economic disruption, and political insta-
bility, Michael’s actions are about staying in charge. His longing for predictability is
evident when he tells me that he quit his job at university, because — even though he
enjoyed his work — he no longer wanted to stay in insecure positions with short-term
contracts.”

If we follow this interpretation, we end up at a rather deterministic view of the “middle
classes’ conduct of life” that is under threat. Cooperative housing would be one strat-
egy in which the goals of stability and control can be upheld despite the financialization

14 Interview with Michael, LG, October 5, 2016: 8-9.
15 Interview with Michael, LG, October 5, 2016: 15.
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of housing. This does not explain why only a few people react in the same way as
Michael. Therefore, let us go back to Bourdieu, who suggests the notion of a “proba-
ble class, inasmuch as it is a set of agents that will present fewer hindrances to efforts
at mobilization than any other set of agents” (Bourdieu 1985: 725). The same objective
structures do not necessarily lead to the same practices, dispositions and interests; this
is obvious for the example of cooperative housing: A lot of people deal with the same
questions as Michael and inherit similar positions but still do not decide to establish
a cooperative. Most of them arrange themselves in tenancies, others leave the city or
take out mortgages and buy real estate, as Susanne Frank describes in her study on
inner-city suburbanization of the urban middle classes (Frank 2013). Therefore, the
decisions to join or establish cooperatives present one possible act of social positioning
in the highly competitive and contested field of inner-city housing in Munich.

Using Bourdieu’s theory of capital accumulation, we can emphasize the fact that
money is not the only decisive factor regarding cooperative housing. A board mem-
ber of one cooperative thinks that people who have recently moved to Munich are less
likely to join cooperatives. In her opinion, most of the members know the city well and
are part of specific networks — the only way they get to know of the existence of the
cooperatives.' Apart from that, habitual dispositions greatly influence the decisions
to join or indeed found a cooperative. Who perceives conversation cafés in the com-
munity rooms, exchange cabinets on the hallways, common gardening, shared balco-
nies and monthly group meetings as something nice? Who likes the idea of common
ownership and is ready and able to invest in it? Cooperative housing is accessible to a
limited group of people dependent not only on their financial capital, but also on sta-
tus, knowledge and social networks. Therefore, it produces new forms of exclusions
and hierarchies.

To conclude: Michael’s case represents a good example of the diagnosis of a “vul-
nerable middle class”. Consequently, we could interpret his ambitions about founding
a cooperative as coping strategies that follow a rather rational calculation. Michael
inherits a medium position in the field of housing in Munich, and he tries by found-
ing a cooperative to fulfill his ideal of a stable future housing situation in the city. In
this regard, he follows a rather conservative approach in the light of current fragmen-
tations of personal and professional biographies of young, well-educated urban resi-
dents. Even though his financial means are not enough for homeownership, he follows
an ideal of housing stability.

16 Expert Interview, anonymous, LG, October 7, 2016.
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From autonomous practices to collective praxis — cooperatives against
speculation

A group of Marxist-inspired anthropologists (Carrier and Kalb 2015) recently aimed to
reconceptualize class not as positioning in social fields regarding capital accumulation,
but rather as inherent in social relations and actual practice. Gavin Smith (2015) sug-
gests a political concept of class as an “emergent phenomenon arising from the refusal
to accept this [given] social order” (Smith 2015: 73). Therefore, he does not under-
stand subjects “in terms of being” but as “inseparable from social practice” and con-
tinues: “Subjectivity is inherently a process of becoming” (Smith 2015: 73)."” An eth-
nographically inspired class analysis in Smith’s sense explores “the conditions of class
that allow opportunities for praxis” (Smith 2015: 73). Consequently, instead of classi-
fying, an anthropologist’s task is to “uncover the possible ways in which the autono-
mous practices of the self could be transformed into the collective agency of historical
praxis” (Smith 2015: 74).

Flora is thirty-five years old and has been living for six months with her husband and
their two children in one of the newly established housing cooperative buildings. She
is an architect and currently working part-time in an office. Flora describes her situa-
tion in the years before she moved into the newly built cooperative house as a “precar-
ious constellation”.”® She had been commuting between different cities for years due to
limited contracts and changing job positions. She describes the instability and insecu-
rity regarding work and housing as a burden. Additionally, the owner of the building
where her partner had been living changed and their home became an “object of specu-
lation™."” She remembers that more and more people moved out of the house and found
other solutions. One neighboring couple decided to build a house in a smaller city
with less expensive housing prices. Flora compares the situation of the neighbors with
their own and continues: “Taking our personal situation into consideration, somehow
we didn’t have any prospect of homeownership whatsoever.”® Prompted by a family
member, Flora and her partner joined a subgroup of a cooperative that was already in
the process of setting up a housing project. They became members and reserved a four-
room apartment in the future house. A few years later, they were able to move into the

17 Consequently, Smith is opposed to the notion of “class consciousness”: “There is no such thing as
an a-historical, a-social individual (or collective) who is endowed with consciousness and engages
in some kind of agency. Rather, the subject is constituted from the start through practice, which is
always interactive and always shaped by the historical and social position of those who engage in
it” (Smith 2015: 87).

18 Interview with Flora, LG, October 12, 2016: 1.
19 Interview with Flora, LG, October 12, 2016: 3.
20 Interview with Flora, LG, October 12, 2016: 4.
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apartment they had opted for - with financial support from the city.! To finance the
shares, the couple invested 77 Euros per square foot, a “whole lot of money” that they
could only afford because of an inheritance.

Flora has orientated her life toward stability and security by quitting her job in another
city, starting a family and investing her inheritance in shares in the cooperative. She
describes these decisions and the move into cooperative housing as a “moment of
Spiefligkeit” (smugness).?” Flora associates her longing for stability and security with a
petit bourgeois and rather narrow-minded approach to life. She presents cooperative
housing as a sign of conservativism with which she has problems identifying, as her
amused tone shows. At the same time, Flora also perceives her moving to a cooperative
project as a political act against speculation. She emphasizes the idea of establishing an
alternative economic model of housing apart from privatization and capitalistic prof-
it-making. She has been active in groups dealing with public space in another German
city for the last few years and, therefore, is familiar with the topics and questions sur-
rounding urban space. It is crucial for Flora to “withdraw housing space from specula-
tion” and “to sensitize yourself, to commit yourself and engage, to dedicate yourself to
something you really want to do”.*®

We see the variety of meanings Flora ascribes to her commitment to the housing coop-
erative. The couple thinks initially about buying private housing space, however, they
later get to know about the cooperative via social contacts. Flora invests an increasing
amount of time and effort into the cooperative and becomes one of the main actors
organizing neighborhood activities. Smith’s suggestion of seeing class when “autono-
mous practices of the subject” turn to “collective praxis of history” seems interesting
here. If we generalize Flora’s practices and reflections on a larger scale, we can see
a mobilizing aspect in her actions. On the one hand, the intellectual transformation
“from dense ethnographic narrative to the tendencies and processes of more broadly
applicable theory” accompanies such a generalization and, on the other hand, we see
the political transformation “from the isolated and situated practices of the person
toward the praxis of the collective subject” (Smith 2015: 74).

Cooperative housing becomes part of Flora’s political world view, aiming at alternative
models of housing economies and city life, two aspects that she perceives as insepara-
bly connected, as this quote shows:

21 Regarding the size of the apartment, they played “poker”, as Flora puts it, because the financial
support from the city limits this in relation to the future number of inhabitants. However, by the
time the project was finalized, Flora was pregnant with their second child. This process of reserv-
ing flats years before moving in shows the importance of anticipating the future for residents of
cooperatives.

22 Interview with Flora, LG, October 12, 2016: 20.
23 Interview with Flora, LG, October 12, 2016: 17.
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Actually, my impression is that this form of city, of life, of neighborhood and society ... for
a long time everybody had the impression that this is just something that you can buy with

money. Especially in Munich ... And that simply isn’t the case any longer.**

Other forms of capital besides the economic rationale are placed in the foreground in
cooperative housing: Investment in common ownership and commitment to ideals of
sharing and neighborhood community. Actors collectivize, not often in harmony as
my research material shows, but rather in constant struggle and conflict over personal
priorities and group interests, over power relations and hierarchies. Nevertheless,
the group stays relatively stable because the cooperative is also a financially defined
collective.

Smith’s distinction between autonomous practices and historical praxis remains vague.
To which extent is investing shares in a housing cooperative an autonomous practice,
dependent on personal ambitions, calculations and possibilities, and to which extent is
it part of a collective praxis that might change current housing economies? Instead of
looking at the sudden emergence of class, Smith directs our attention to “the conjunc-
tural features of the relevant social formation” (Smith 2015: 73) to understand what the
catalysts for praxis and its outcome are. The analysis should be about tracing “the link
between the contradictions that arise in the unfolding reproduction or transformation
of different forms of capitalism, on the one hand, and, on the other, cooperative and
conflictual forms and practices. This allows us to explore the conditions of class that
allow opportunities for praxis” (Smith 2015: 73).

The current increasing moral problematization of market-orientated financialization of
housing space (Gozzer 2017; Heeg 2013) seems to be an integral part of the social for-
mation that influences the newly established housing cooperatives in Munich. Housing
here becomes a question of social inequalities that is not only limited to the working
class and poor but has already included academics and employees or small entrepre-
neurs with medium incomes. If we follow this line of argumentation, housing cooper-
atively presents a “collective praxis” that, on the one hand, requests housing space for
the few but, on the other hand, also questions the notion of private housing property
in general.”® Class in cooperative housing does not “supposedly arise,” while other peo-
ple “appear to be fragmented into isolated individuals” (Smith 2015: 82). Moreover, on
a different scale, we can look at

24 Interview with Flora, LG, October 12, 2016: 17.

25 The political element of the cooperatives researched materialized when leading actors in the field
co-founded a political initiative that pleads for a revision of the so-called Bodenrecht (land rights)
on a national level.
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those moments of crisis, disturbance and the like, in which practice can go forward only by
destroying not just the immediacy of the present (the undernourished sheep that has to be
pastured, the shoe that has to be soled) but also by destroying the very social configuration
that is responsible for the conditions of that present (the conditions of pasturage or of shoe
production) (Smith 2015: 82).%

Not to be mistaken, this is not an optimistic, romanticizing view of a historical praxis
of relatively privileged members of society. I would suggest an alternative approach
to ideologies and hierarchies produced in such times of possible transformation. If we
follow the hypothesis that housing cooperatives in Munich could be part of a histori-
cal praxis leading towards common ownership and sharing economies in the adminis-
tration of housing space, the discipline of European Ethnology and Cultural Analysis
can ask what exclusions, stigmatizations and new power hierarchies accompany such
a shift. When legitimacies shift, who will become more powerful and who will lose

power? How do new ethical subjects arise in practices?
Conclusion

I used two understandings of class as analytical tools to attempt to find out where they
lead us. Some conclusions are too narrow or generalizing regarding the research mate-
rial and leave alternative interpretations aside. However, what I aim to show in this
text is that the choice of analytical lenses dictates what we can see in our empirical
data and what we cannot. The confrontation with current housing economics, politics
and, therefore, prices leads some residents of Munich with specific capacities regarding
finances, social and cultural resources, and habitual dispositions to connect their own
potentially endangered situation and a more general critique of German housing econ-
omy, the development of Munich and social relations in the urban in general. Founding
housing cooperatives with support from city municipalities is one possible outcome of
this reflected connection.

Looking at this empirical phenomenon with the first analytical lens - class as posi-
tion — we can see residents who long for a stable housing situation (and sometimes
also closer neighborhood relations) to secure their own resources and position. Con-
sequently, we could understand cooperative projects as strategies to reproduce social
order and uphold privileges by referring to a common good. Regarding the notion of

26 However, housing cooperatives present a minor development on the housing market in Munich.
That is why many housing activists do not ascribe much meaning to them regarding substantial
changes. Moreover, quantity is a difficult parameter for cultural analysts to decide about relevance,
even though the concept “transformation” entails far-reaching developments, a “historical” element
in Smith’s words. My arguments in this direction are hypothetical.
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habitual dispositions, we can emphasize exclusionary elements of housing coopera-
tives and take a clearer view of who is more likely to commit to one of the projects
concerning the concept of “probable class’.

Looking at cooperative housing through the second lens would take their political
effects on economic modalities seriously. Cooperatives withdraw housing space from
speculation; they receive building ground that is off the free market. The founders
become housing space owners, together with others. They become something new, as
Smith would put it: “The unfolding of our potential, the development of what we might
be against the reality of what we currently are, is a struggle against the conditions that
exist in the present, in order to make them into new possibilities” (Smith 2015: 81-82).
We can outline that cooperative housing is a transformative praxis by those who are
not content with their current situation or, even stronger, with their anticipated future.
They act in a time of a perceived crisis of the increasingly problematized market-ori-
entated economy and find a way to become others: Co-owners of commonly owned
space.

A conception of class as social position highlights the motifs of preserving one’s priv-
ileged social status via financial security, unlimited and comfortable housing, and
intensified social ties in the neighborhood. An understanding of class as immanent in
social relations and in light of its transformative potentials highlights the political and
ethical ambitions of the actors to change the housing economy as well as modalities,
such as architecture, neighborhood communities or quarter livelihood. Going back to
the empirical data, a clear analytical decision on either reproduction or transformation
seems impossible. Joining and founding cooperatives present simultaneously an option
to secure lifestyles of stability in a place where this seems impossible and a political
move, a collectivizing project, maybe even a historical praxis in Smith’s sense. It is
often both, also dependent on the specific contexts to which the members are attached,
as we can already see when comparing Flora’s and Michael’s narratives.

How does class help us to understand ethical subjectifications and processes of social
creativity better? Smith’s class concept shows similarities to David Graeber’s (2008)
notion of social creativity: Both are interested in conditions and contexts that open
windows for practices that change sociocultural orders. The combination of an interest
in the establishment of new social relations and institutional arrangements with the
idea of a class struggle that lies at the core of practices of change seems fruitful here.
Social creativity in ethical framing intertwines with class as praxis and positionality.
The rather idealized image of middle class in terms of self-reflected and value-com-
mitted and voluntaristic urban citizens constitutes a basis for ethical subjectification
processes. I do not assume that (somehow defined) members of the urban middle class
tend to articulate problems and ideals generally in ethical terms. In urban-ethical per-
spectives though, some of the characteristics associated with being middle class in
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historical and national contexts connect to the articulation of political matters in ethi-
cal terms. People position themselves as good citizens who commit to certain ideas of
a good life in the city for everyone, not just for their own sake. They establish ideas of
a common good. The resources available to relatively privileged actors adds up to that
point. Those who are dominant in the field of housing cooperatives in Munich have
the resources to make themselves heard. That is also how they are easily accessible for
us as researchers, who strengthen their position to some extent by researching their
urban-ethical activities.

Looking at housing cooperatives through the lens of class instead of focusing on neigh-
borhood relations, architectural materializations or group finding processes inside the
houses opens up a perspective on potential political effects, even though (or better:
because) they present models of self-help. These are quite large steps, from the micro-
scopic view of interview material to thoughts about a class of people aiming at chang-
ing city life through a different concept of ownership. However, perhaps that is the
challenge European Ethnologists should face from time to time. Studies on housing
cooperatives are often focused either on the ideals and practices of the groups, whereas
some support and celebrate the initiatives (Helfrich and Heinrich-Boll-Stiftung 2012),
or on social conflicts and hierarchies inside the communities and houses. These are
interesting points for analysis, indeed. Nevertheless, in the light of the current housing
situation in Munich (and elsewhere) and an increasing number of people suggesting
and working on alternatives to marketization and financialization, the notion of class
leads ethnographers to central aspects on a larger scale: Questions of inequality, con-
flict and change (Carrier 2015: 37-39) that need ethnographic clarifications:

Because capitalism changes rapidly, the specific forms that classes take in capitalist societies
will vary markedly. They will vary over the course of time, as capitalism changes, and they
will vary across space, as different places occupy different positions in the larger economic
system. This fluidity means that careful ethnographic research is especially important for
describing and understanding classes as they exist in the specific place and time of fieldwork
(Carrier 2015: 32-33).

In this argument, I see the chances for microscopic ethnographies that can shed light
on class praxis or positions in small-scale fields but can and should - to a certain
point — generalize on a larger scale.
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Help Yourself, but Build the Right Thing:
A Collaborative Housing Project in Growing Berlin
Max Ott

Abstract

Collaborative housing can be understood as a self-initiated and collective planning
approach, where members of the urban middle-class gain access to housing. In ref-
erence to an ongoing spatial transformation in Berlin since the city’s reunification, it
has been described and defined in many different ways: As a revival of participatory
design and its enacting qualities; as a contribution to an inclusive architecture based
on the ideal of communality; as the outcome of a normative call for self-responsibility;
and as a driver of gentrification processes. Against this backdrop, I argue that the eth-
ics of collaborative urban dwelling are gaining a double meaning. Co-housing archi-
tecture is, on the one hand, informed by its members’ ideals of how to live in the city
and their attempts to give them shape. On the other hand, ethics should be considered
as both a discursive resource to legitimize a particular interest and a mode of negoti-
ating appropriations of urban space. The article illustrates this by using the example
of a co-housing project which is currently under construction. It aims to show how
this “architecture in the making” is shaped by ideas of communality and diversity and
draws on theories of social creativity to point out how a participatory planning pro-
cess and a concrete architectural structure enable and stabilize notions of becoming a

« s _
diverse community”.

Keywords: collaborative housing, self-responsibility/responsibility, urban ethics,
social creativity, socio-material assemblages

Co-housing in the making

I meet Jenny outside a bar where the water of the Landwehrkanal separates the Ber-
lin districts of Kreuzberg and Neukélln. Jenny, who is in her mid-forties and works
self-employed as a visual designer with a focus on books and magazines, arrives by
bike. She has her studio nearby in a former factory building at Képenicker Strafle — a
place once highly industrialized before the “Berlin Wall” had transformed it into an
inner-city periphery. Nowadays it is exactly this area that has become a “center of
attraction”. It not only provides still affordable spaces for people like Jenny, working
in the so-called creative industries, but the specific atmosphere of a culturally diverse,
multifaceted, dense and fragmented urban area is also appealing to new residents and
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visitors from abroad. The area around the Landwehrkanal and Kottbusser Damm is
packed on a warm Friday evening in August like this.

I got to know Jenny at a construction site in Kreuzberg’s Siidliche Friedrichstadt
neighborhood more than one year previously. Here, on the opposite side of the Jewish
Museum, a former flower market is in the process of being converted into a mixed-use
area. Once completed, a spatial fabric created by three large-scale multistory buildings
will be the result of a participatory planning process that had been initiated by a net-
work of stakeholders in the neighborhood at the end of the 2000s. They wanted to pre-
vent the Berlin state from selling the property at the highest possible price, proposed
an alternative approach and were able to convince the city government. Not the high-
est bid but only the projects that handed in the “best concept” were able to purchase
property on the former market area. The invitation to bid had asked for propositions
based not only on a mixture of different functions, a variety of housing typologies, and
affordable spaces for artists and creatives, but also of social infrastructure in response
to a neighborhood with a high unemployment rate. One initiator of this “concept pro-
cedure” explains its desired outcome: A real estate economy based on the expectation
of financial profits and without awareness of the needs of the neighborhood should not
build here, but people who are interested in a long-term development of an area with
which they identify, as Kreuzberg is already or will soon become their everyday home.*
I participated in a design workshop in May 2015. It had caught my interest as someone
doing research on self-initiated architecture and as an architect because it provided the
possibility to collectively construct a small temporary building between a park and the
construction site of the former flower market. This ephemeral architecture materializes
discussions between the district’s government and the initiators of the “concept pro-
cedure” concerning a “best concept” practice. It should serve as a spatial interface dur-
ing the construction period where residents of Siidliche Friedrichstadt and their soon-
to-be neighbors could meet, talk and get to know each other better. The three projects
winning the competition are not only contributing financially to the operation of this
building. The workshop itself had already been meant as a technique of actively cre-
ating new neighborhood relations by a hands-on engagement of both people who are
living and working in the area and the future residents. About 40 people were taking
part — children from an adjacent school, employees from a kindergarten, an initiative
working with teenagers in the neighborhood, journalists from the leftist newspaper
taz as well as architects and members from the building projects. Among the latter was

1 Interview with FS (September 29, 2015).
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also Jenny. She will move into the building of the collaborative housing initiative IBeB?
when it is finished in autumn 2017.

Now, as we are sitting next to the Landwehrkanal, Jenny and I speak only a little about
the original reason for our appointment, which is an upcoming summer party at the
construction site at the end of September. Instead, Jenny tells me about IBeB’s archi-
tecture. Only a couple of days ago, the building had its topping out ceremony and the
members of the co-housing project are now getting an increasingly precise impression
of its three-dimensional structure, as they are able to walk through the whole con-
crete framing of their future home. This is exactly the moment when her anticipation
of moving into a new place is once again rising notably, Jenny says. She grabs a pen
and a paper and starts to sketch while taking me on a both virtual and fragmented
sightseeing tour through a building in the making. Jenny is looking forward most of
all to a large collective roof terrace. She imagines that it could work like a courtyard,
where the residents would meet and sit together, but also as a quiet and hidden place
where she could practice Qi Gong at sunrise. Jenny believes that from what she calls
a “social-scientific” perspective, the roof of the building will be the most interesting
part of the house: It will not only provide space for the terrace, but also for a range of
smaller studio apartments, and Jenny says that she is already curious how the thresh-
olds between semipublic spaces and private housing units will function in the near
future. In her view, it is important that the small room adjoining the terrace space will
also become communal and not a private apartment — this would potentially raise con-
flicts resulting from a direct proximity of different needs. But it is not sure yet whether
enough members of the co-housing initiative are willing to finance the construction
and maintenance costs of this room or whether it has to be privatized for exactly that
reason.

While Jenny is drawing the floor plan of the rooflevel, I have the opportunity to watch
someone who is used to working with quick sketches to visualize thoughts and ideas.
However, with a closer look at the precise proportions of her sketches and the fine
balance between abstraction and detail in her illustration of IBeB’s building, I also get
the feeling that Jenny must have already seen a lot of visual representations of this
co-housing architecture and that she might have taken part in many meetings con-
cerning the planning process of the project. Indeed, Jenny is one of the first members
of IBeB. She began to take part about three years ago and still remembers the initial
steps from a first predesign of the building to an increasingly detailed construction
documentation, a process that also sometimes involved controversial discussions about

money and rising costs. Jenny believes that about 50 percent of the members of the

2 The abbreviation “IBeB” stands for ‘Integratives Bauprojekt am ehemaligen Blumengrofimarkt”,
which means “inclusive building project at the former flower market”.
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co-housing initiative would reach their “absolute limit” by investing their own money
in the design, planning and construction of their future residency. She herself finances
her apartment and a studio space with a bank loan that is secured by her parents’ cap-
ital, who — a couple of years ago - sold their house to move into a smaller apartment
in Berlin. It was also her parents, she says, who had been asking her for several years
to think about gaining home ownership, an idea she never really felt comfortable with.
An individual condominium in an already existing building did not seem to be simul-
taneously affordable and fitting her needs. Her understanding of co-housing projects
had always been that of small groups of about 15 people, where everyone knows each
other from the very beginning and is probably about the same age. This is not what
she wants. Only when her friend Anne - a photographer - told her about the co-hous-
ing initiative IBeB did she begin to change her mind: It was the particular size of the
housing project and the large group of more than 100 members that interested her. On
the one hand, this promised a certain degree of anonymity, which is, in Jenny’s view,
an important quality of living in an urban environment. On the other hand, she saw a
higher probability to get to know people who might be different from herself, some-
thing that also plays a significant role for her when she thinks about how she actually
wants to dwell. So far, her expectations did not remain unfulfilled: There are people of
different ages in the group - older ones, who would often, as Jenny thinks, very con-
sciously decide to spend the last stages of their lives in a community; a lot of families
with young children, sometimes forming a group of its own; and people of her own age
who also work creatively by profession. Some of the people Jenny now knows, some
of them she does not, and some were friends before. But for her, one thing is sure: She
would not have got to know a person like Georg, a social worker and about 15 years
older than herself, if she had not joined the co-housing initiative IBeB.

(Self-)Responsible neighbors

Jenny is one member of a co-housing initiative in contemporary Berlin. Through her
words and sketches, I could get a first insight into a specific project in the making,
learn something about how she relates to it and about some of her expectations and
wishes regarding living in a new urban home. But how can recent collaborative hous-
ing in Berlin and its stakeholders be described from a more general perspective? There
are different answers to this question beyond the very basic definition that co-hous-
ing means a planning approach where several individuals form a group to gain access
to housing. Without doubt, co-housing initiatives found their spatial preconditions in
Berlin’s division by this infamous “architecture” (Koolhaas 1995) of the “Berlin Wall”,
a period that created huge inner-city peripheries, badly connected and not very attrac-
tive for a private real estate investment without the support of broader state funding
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(Bodenschatz and Polinna 2010). Even more than a decade after the city’s reunification,
former border territories in districts such as Mitte, Prenzlauer Berg, Friedrichshain or
Kreuzberg were still shaped by empty plots, urban voids, abandoned industrial areas or
gap sites. However, it was most of all the concurrence of this high number of potential
construction sites with a specific economic condition that created the breeding ground
for new self-initiated collaborative building projects in Berlin’s “new” inner city areas.
The financial situation of Berlin at the beginning of the 2000s was very critical and
public spending reduced significantly (Colomb 2012; Kratke 2013). The city’s popu-
lation did not grow, in fact, it rather seemed likely to shrink. Nobody was speaking
about a “housing question” and rents in various inner-city districts and property prices
were still low (Holm 2014). Looking back at this period, different architects tell similar
stories: Their order situation was bad, but there was enough space and time for design
experiments with relatively little financial risk. If someone was interested in a plot of
land, long-term reservations without paying much were often possible. The challenge
was most of all to find people who were interested in collectively financing an archi-
tectural project (K6hl 2011). This particular situation seemed to trigger a specific form
of creativity and entrepreneurship. As one architect who participates in the conversion
of the former flower market in Stidliche Friedrichstadt explains: “Nobody gave us work
to do. So we just started to initiate and organize our own projects and became at once
architects, developers and sometimes even clients.”

From this first perspective, many co-housing initiatives in Berlin can be seen as both a
pragmatic approach to gain property ownership and a practice of self-help by, at times,
almost unoccupied architects. Furthermore, it is exactly within this profession that a
discourse about the possibility of urban-spatial innovations resulting from collabora-
tive and participatory planning is established. The German Journal for Architecture and
Urban Design Arch+ published two articles in the middle of the 2000s which focused
on co-housing and contextualized it with changing paradigms of urban planning and
modes of urban governance.

Giinther Uhlig, both theorist and veteran of self-organized planning, considers the pri-
vate initiative of co-housing groups to be an example of “social urban design” (Uhlig
2006). For him, collaborative architecture indicates a planning paradigm that has over-
come the regulatory logic of the Fordist welfare system with its “top down” approach
to the distribution of spatial infrastructure, such as urban housing. Uhlig refers to
Michel Foucault’s notion of a “neoliberal governmentality”, a rationality that draws on
peoples’ ability to think and act as self-reliant subjects in project-oriented and entre-
preneurial ways (Foucault 2008), which shapes contemporary techniques of urban gov-

ernance. Uhlig aims to show why co-housing initiatives might provide chances for a

3 Interview with BJ (September 10, 2015).
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more inclusive urban spatial development, as they could use exactly those spaces for
negotiation that a “mobilization towards self-initiative” (Uhlig 2006: 100) opens up. On
the one hand, he identifies a “revival of participatory planning”: Co-housing projects
would show how the once passive objects of planning processes could become active
subjects by gaining a specific expertise in modes of “rational calculating and acting”
that comply with their “ethical ambitions and care for emotive values” (Uhlig 2006:
101). In contrast to their predecessors in the 1970s and 1980s, who were still struggling
with the opposing political rationality of “administered subjects” (Uhlig 2006: 101), the
participants in contemporary self-initiated planning processes would now increasingly
interact with city administrations which were willing to cooperate and even learn from
“bottom up” initiatives. On the other hand, Uhlig underlines the specific contribution
of many co-housing architectures to a mixed, diverse and integrating urban environ-
ment which is no longer based on the modernist paradigm of zoning and functional
segregation. Here, the combination of different functions would not only meet the
requirements of those who do not see “work (as) the enemy of leisure” (Uhlig 2006:
100). Moreover, it would be carried out by people who care about their neighborhood,
“offer service facilities, open up spaces for communication” (Uhlig 2006: 103), invest in
the surrounding public infrastructures of their own building and, therefore, increase
the livability especially in neglected city areas.

Jesko Fezer and Mathias Heyden investigate self-initiated and participatory architec-
ture from a perspective that is both academic and based on practical experiences (Fezer
and Heyden 2007b; Heyden 2008; ifau and Fezer 2011). They also identify qualities
that would result from self-determined and community-oriented processes of spatial
design, planning and appropriation. At the same time and in contrast to Uhlig, they
question the techniques of neoliberal urban governance and a certain exclusiveness
of co-housing projects much more (Fezer and Heyden 2007a). The authors focus on
Berlin and relate co-housing initiatives to the governmental logic “of” and the city’s
marketing “as” a Creative City. From this perspective, this “cultural-economic self-or-
ganization” would present a “privileged option” (Fezer and Heyden 2007a: 92) for Ber-
lin’s government to highlight a kind of collective creativity and, at the same time, shift
responsibilities in times of austerity politics, such as the privatization of communal
properties and the exit from the subsidization system of social housing (Colomb 2012:
223-226). Fezer and Heyden emphasize that this form of governance does not only per-
mit or promote “self-reliant reasoning and acting” - in fact it “calls for it” (Fezer and
Heyden 2007a: 93). Thus, they point to the significance of “do it yourself” for the city’s
planning administration (Ring and SenStadt 2013; SenStadt 2007, 2011) that makes this
practice so ambivalent: In a city that is marketed as creative, “do it yourself” might be,
simultaneously, an ethical value and a normative expectation. Therefore, Fezer and
Heyden address the question of who can participate and who cannot. They state that
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the lack of “economical” as well as “cultural capital” would still be a limiting factor for
participation (Fezer and Heyden 2007a: 93) and that it would need more supporting
strategies to make self-initiated architectural projects accessible for a diversity of peo-
ple and, hence, lay the foundations for a real “social urban design” (Fezer and Heyden
2007a: 95).

While Gunther Uhlig believes strongly in the enacting power of collaborative and par-
ticipatory planning when he describes co-housing initiatives as contributing to a more
inclusive urban spatial development that might enable a flow of social capital even
on the bigger scale of urban neighborhoods (2006: 104f.) and when he gets something
positive out of “neoliberal governmentality”, Jesko Fezer and Mathias Heyden take up
a more ambivalent position that points out the chances but also the specific risks and
limits whenever ideals of a politically implemented model of creative self-responsi-
bility and the “bottom-up” processes of an appropriation of urban spaces intertwine.
However, there is yet another perspective on co-housing initiatives and here they do
not seem to support inclusive, diverse and mixed neighborhoods but, on the contrary,
to threaten their existence.

In the summer of 2010, a co-housing initiative in the former border territory of East
Berlin’s district Alt-Treptow awarded itself a “gentrification certificate”, claiming
explicitly that their project does not contribute to such processes of valorization and
segregation in the particular area. The certificate states that a newly constructed build-
ing would not harm or replace any local residents, instead, it would improve the living
conditions in the neighborhood by transforming a once run-down empty lot in a lively
place with new green spaces. The new residents would be “new community members”,
willing to integrate themselves into the existent neighborhood and open to discussing
different points of view on their project as long as their own way of living would be
accepted: “We are not big earners and not the ones who intentionally gentrify a given
social environment” (BAWAMM GmbH 2010). This announcement, made visible on the
construction site of the project, produced harsh reactions from both activist and aca-
demic positions. The arguments of a network of radical leftist groups point in the direc-
tion of what has been called in political theory and critical urban studies a “postpoliti-
cal condition” (Mouffe 2005, 2017; Swyngedouw 2007): No matter if a “mostly academic
middle-class” was referring to the ethics of community as essentials for a “good dwell-
ing in the city” and was reasoning about how their participatory projects would be ori-
ented towards “common good” and not speculation and individual financial profit — it
would, nonetheless, just have its own good in mind. In fact, members of co-housing
groups would often just claim the existence of universal values and an unquestion-
able “common” interest and, simultaneously, reject any substantial critique against
their privatizing access to urban space by calling opposing arguments just an expres-
sion of “particular interests”. They would, therefore, deny that nearly every interest is
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particular and, thus, obscure both the structural antagonisms in society that define “the
political” (Mouffe 2005) and their own role as privileged “small investors for exclusive
private property” (Mietenstopp 2009) who act within the logic of a market-based, com-
petitive political economy. Urban sociologist Andrej Holm eventually argues similarly
and replies to the “gentrification certificate” by suggesting that co-housing initiatives
are more probably a “gentrification guarantee”: No matter whether they like it or not,
with their exclusive property rights and their cultural capital, they would always val-
orize a neighborhood and raise its attraction for a speculative real estate economy
(Holm 2010a).

This debate about co-housing and its influence on social segregation does more than
just give an example of the increasing significance of the topic “gentrification” in a city
that is, in contrast to the early 2000s, under enormous pressure of growth (Helbrecht
2016; Holm 2010b, 2013). It also shows how a contestation of understandings of self-re-
sponsible and responsible acting as well as its implications begins to influence the
mindset of urban middle-class dwellers. Reflecting shifting relations between gentrifi-
cation and “new middle classes”, sociologist Susanne Frank observes a specific “unease”
(Frank 2013, 2017):* On the one hand, more of its members would start to reflect their
role as privileged “drivers” of gentrification, who contribute to the transformation of a
residential environment according to their own demands (e.g. in the field of education)
and their consumer behavior (Frank 2013: 41). On the other hand, they would mostly
feel uncomfortable with the consequences of social segregation, as this contradicts
their ideal of living in mixed neighborhoods that consist of “residents from different
countries, a diversity of lifestyles and manifold cultural attractions” (Frank 2013: 41). In
addition to that, they would see themselves as potentially threatened by urban trans-
formation processes and far-reaching neoliberal policies. Both the “commodification”
of housing on an international scale with its effect of rising rents and accommodation
costs in prospering cities and the privatization of the German pension system helped
create — as urban geographer Susanne Heeg argues — a mode of “responsibilization”
(Heeg 2013): Members of the urban middle class would now feel more or less forced to
purchase private property on the housing market as a sustainable economic coverage
for their own future.

A contradictory situation like this exemplifies what recent social and cultural anthro-
pological studies on ethics and neoliberalism call “competing responsibilities” (Trnka
and Trundle 2014, 2017): Being a member of a co-housing project in contemporary

4 Frank defines the “new” middle classes as a heterogeneous group emerging from the structural
transformation from an industrial to a service society. Its members often work in the cultural or
creative industries and, most of all, pursue a way of life that is oriented towards living in inner-city
areas and involves the rising significance of urban dwelling as a distinctive marker for identity con-
ceptions (Frank 2017: 88 f.).
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Berlin might mean that you are both conceptualized and understand yourself in some
way as a self-reliant, community-oriented subject who feels responsible for a creative
and collaborative “SelfMade City” (Ring and SenStadt 2013) and contributes to new
“social” housing (Uhlig 2006), rather “affordable” than speculative (Démer, Drexler,
and Schultz-Granberg 2016). It might also mean that you are troubled about your fam-
ily’s future in an urban neighborhood with rapidly rising rents and take care of this by
investing in home ownership, maybe with the help of your caring parents. Or it means
that you will discover graffiti one day on the facade of the building you have just
moved in and you will find yourself blamed for being responsible for the replacement
of poorer residents in the neighborhood.

Shaping ethics of urban dwelling

Against this backdrop, it might not be a surprise when an appropriation of spatial
resources by co-housing initiatives is increasingly accompanied by ways of reason-
ing in which “urban ethics” have a crucial and double meaning. On the one hand,
co-housing is always informed by its members’ ideals of how to live in the city and
their attempts to give them shape, and Jenny’s statements at the beginning of this arti-
cle indicate this. As outlined on the preceding pages, the participants in such projects
might comprehend their understanding of a particular urban life as something that is
both threatened and, simultaneously, criticized in light of the contradictions of urban
change. It is in this context that they develop their architectural projects and against
this backdrop that their “ethics of dwelling” (Zigon 2014) are explicitly argued. This
means, on the other hand, and not at last because of a potential intertwining of an
“activating” urban governance, “self-responsible” subjects and the practice of “self-in-
itiated” design, that ethics also gain a strategic dimension. They become a discursive
resource to help legitimize a particular interest whenever questions of responsibility
are in focus. They should be considered as a mode of negotiating the conditions and the
outcome of spatial transformation.

This becomes visible on the construction site on the former flower market in Stidliche
Friedrichstadt in late September 2016, a couple of weeks after my appointment with
Jenny. When Monika Hermann, district mayor of Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg, speaks
the opening words of the summer party that the projects winning the competition
for the “best concept” procedure have organized, she praises an urban development
where “content” and not “money” would be central. She also reminds the members of
the co-housing initiatives on-site that they are the lucky ones who have the resources
to finance and build their own home. Therefore, they should feel obliged to preserve a
mixed neighborhood and support its further existence actively. As one of these projects,
Jenny’s initiative IBeB introduces itself to the neighborhood that day by organizing a
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crafting workshop for kids where they can build their “houses of dreams” and a map-
ping project for the grown-ups that asks how residents in the area perceive urban
space. Next to these activities, the initiative has placed a bulletin board where the
members have collected their motivations, objectives and wishes in an overall picture.
They address the combination of autonomy and communality as an important matter,
while looking for both possibilities for collaborative creation and more independence
from the volatile housing market. They wish for a mixed inner-city living environment
combined with an overcoming of anonymity. The group points to its own diversity in
terms of age, profession and nationality. Some comments express their desire to stay in
Kreuzberg. They emphasize affection to the particular area as a “diverse” neighborhood
that has “normal structures” and not “trendy or posh”.

Of course, it was not IBeB’s willingness to organize parties which allowed the co-hous-
ing initiative to acquire and develop land on the former market area. It was their con-
cept for the large building that is currently under construction. What, then, are its prin-
ciples and how is it shaped in a participatory planning process? Which spatial struc-
ture does a co-housing group, claiming communality and autonomy, urban mixture
and diversity to be their values of living in the city, design? How is it “attuned” (Zigon
2014: 760) to such aspirations? David, one of the initiators of the project, remembers
the formation of a core group who bought the property in 2013.° First of all, the ques-
tion of how to finance the whole project had to be answered. It is easy to say: “concept
outbids cash” when a strategy is presented that will overcome the usual procedure of
favoring only the highest financial bid.® But that does not mean that IBeB’s building
project is not about money: Overall, it costs more than 20 million Euro.” When the
announcement of a concept-based procedure of developing the former flower mar-
ket area was made public, there were two local actors responding, David explains. He
is an active member of a small housing cooperative and has been living “around the
corner” in one of the cooperative’s buildings for 20 years. Together with two architec-
tural offices, which are then just about to finish a co-housing project named R50 in the
neighborhood, David has already started a brainstorming process for a bigger project
when the invitation to bid for property is launched in 2011. At this particular time, the
team also benefits from an already existing network: There are many people who could
not get apartments in R50, therefore, the cooperative and the architects are quickly

5 Interview with David (October 19, 2015).

6  “Concept outbids cash” is the slogan that present the urban development of the former flower
market public events (http://makecity.berlin/10630/concept-outbids-cash/?lang=en. Accessed Au-
gust 31, 2017).

7  Participant observation of IBeB’s 44th general meeting. (Field note from September 22, 2016.)
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able to round up about 25 interested members willing to invest money and time in the
project.

The concept winning the competition that then creates the basis of IBeB’s further plan-
ning process provides a functional mixture of different housing typologies, commu-
nal spaces, artist’s studios and commercial units. However, when I ask David what he
thinks is exceptional about the project, at first, he does not discuss this combination of
different uses. Neither does he mention the particular “bigness” of the building, which
is five-stories high, ninety-five meters long and twenty-three meters deep, creates
space for about 150 residents and, thus, inspires one of IBeB’s architects to call it a “city
within the city”.? Instead, David points out the emergence of a “social process” between
the future inhabitants and its “incredible complexity”. It would be “very special” to
have a co-housing project that integrates both people who will gain privately owned
apartments and members of a housing cooperative who will live in rented accommo-
dations once the building is finished. Not to mention the third group of participants:
a non-profit organization that will provide shared apartments for blind people. The
group did not only constantly grow during the many meetings and discussions. In
David’s recollection, its members also “got to know each other better, learned to talk to
each other, to make decisions, to respect each other and to stand controversies” when,
for example, the design changed or the project costs increased. This — as he calls it -
practice of becoming a group would have also been supported by a decisive element
that the initiators of IBeB conceived, the concept of “solidary cross-financing”: The
future apartment owners pay 310 Euro more per square meter and, thus, guarantee a
fixed rent limit of approximately 9.50 Euro per square meter for the apartments of their
cooperative housemates. In David’s eyes, this has positive qualities and effects that
interrelate. It allows the integration of “relatively affordable” apartments in a co-hous-
ing project and provides a “different value” in an area with rising property prices. As
the cooperative’s share cannot be sold privately and is withdrawn from the speculative
real estate market, a “social mix in the city, consisting of people who can pay more and
those with less money” would be sustained. This was the main reason why the Berlin
state decided to sell its property to the co-housing initiative for a preferential price
below market value. And this agreement again was crucial for the willingness among
the many members of the group not to question the system of cross-financing, David
assumes. It would be all the more reasonable for the future home owners in the initi-
ative to support the cooperative financially as they know they were only able to get
access to that form of inner-city co-housing because of an institutional arrangement
that is based on ideas of urban mixture and reciprocal help and responsibility.

8 Interview with TH and SH (September 24, 2015).
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The architects developed a complex spatial structure of different typologies for the
co-housing initiative until the beginning of the construction work in September 2015.
The participatory process is organized in monthly meetings with the members of the
group and shaped by various steps of adjusting, remodeling and determining floor
plans and building standards. The outcome is a design that combines not less than
30 different types of floor plans to 66 apartments, 21 studios or commercial units and
2 communal spaces. The apartments vary in size between 24 and 160 square meters and
have between one and six rooms. There are small studio flats, different maisonettes and
family apartments extending from one facade to the other.

On the afternoon of the summer party in September 2016, I walk through the building
which results from this volumetric composition of a diversity of formats for dwelling.
I accompany Jenny, Emma and Tom, who want to show each other their future apart-
ments and wish to have a look at the roof terrace. The installation of the first windows
has just begun in the past few weeks and the insulation has not yet been attached to
the building. It consists, for the most part, only of its primary material — bare concrete
floors, ceilings and walls. At first, we visit Tom and Emma’s apartments at the western
end of the house. In Tom’s apartment, which is so far only a single space, structured
by just one load-bearing pillar, the three of them start a conversation about different
possibilities of organizing the apartment with partition walls and whether it would be
better to plaster the walls or to keep the concrete surface visible, as is Tom’s intention.
As we enter Emma’s apartment on the fourth floor, where a ceiling-high window pro-
vides a great view over the surrounding neighborhood, Jenny smiles, pretends a sigh
and asks, why is it not her who is going to live in this flat. Emma plans to build in a
gallery later to gain additional space in her studio, an option which the ceiling height
of 3.60 meters will allow. Emma’s apartment is on the same level as the collective roof
terrace on the opposite side of the house. A pathway stretches from the western stair-
case to the terrace, covering almost the whole long axis of the building. We walk in
the open air now and pass a cubic arrangement of small studio apartments and con-
crete railings of small courtyards. These square courtyards reach from here to the first
floor and provide daylight on different levels in the depth of the building for circula-
tion spaces and the inner zones of the apartments. When we have reached the terrace,
Jenny, Emma and Tom start talking about how to use this space once they have moved
in. Jenny repeats her idea of practicing Qi Gong and an open-air cinema or playing
squash are added to their virtual list of possible future activities. All agree, half joking,
on one particular quality: In the evening, everyone can stay on the terrace as long as
he or she wants, as it is never far away from home.

Jenny and I leave the roof and reach the last stop of our tour as we arrive at her stu-
dio apartment on the first floor. It is located at an inner corridor that provides access
to the units on this level of the building and - by several open staircases — to eight
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apartments on the second floor. The architects hope that not only the roof terrace,
but also the complete circulation of the house and, therefore, this corridor will gain a
communal character once the new inhabitants have started to physically appropriate
their new homes. The corridor could serve as a place of a short encounter when resi-
dents pass it on the way to their apartments.” The courtyards, which I spotted on the
roof level, will contribute to this idea. They not only bring daylight down to the inner
corridor. They also create a remarkable spatial quality, because it is possible to have a
look at the sky from the very inside of the building. While we are standing in Jenny’s
apartment, I can see from a window next to her entrance door, which is facing another
window on the opposite side of the courtyard, that they also allow insights from one
apartment into another. Jenny explains that just recently, when this became really visi-
ble for the first time after the concrete framing of the building had been finished, some
people in the co-housing initiative started to complain about this immediate materiali-
zation of the idea of proximity. Jenny seems to be more relaxed: “Time will tell us how
this works out”, she says and adds that she likes this connection to the corridor and
actually looks forward to waving at her friend and future neighbor Anne while stand-
ing at the window. She is not sure yet when she will connect her apartment with her
subjacent small studio space on the ground floor level by opening a designated part of
the floor and integrating a single-flight staircase. Neither when she will start to use this
studio as a working space. First of all, she wants to get used to living in her new home.
Later on, and “also depending on my financial situation”, she will decide whether to
give up her rented studio at Képenickerstraf3e, whether to live or to work in the new
studio space or whether to let it on a lease for a time and to keep “being at home” and
“being at work” more strongly separated.

Diverse community: Assembled future prospects

Based on his studies on moral values, the cultural anthropologist David Graeber devel-
oped a theory of “social creativity”. He focuses on processes of creating quasi-con-
tractual arrangements and highlights the significance of a tangible materialization of
new social relationships (Graeber 2001, 2005). Graeber argues that this materialization
would be the result of collective efforts of people to come to an agreement on which
values they share (2005: 411). At the same time, he is convinced of a mutual related-
ness between such an objectification and the subjects who bring it into the world: “Our
actions and creations do have power over us. This is simply true” (Graeber 2005: 431).
Another point is of particular interest to Graeber. He states that physical creations gain

their value and meaning most of all while being created. They become “gods in the

9 Interview with TH and SH (September 24, 2015).
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process of creation” (Graeber 2005: 431), in a transformative situation that stimulates
a power of imagination among its participants (Graeber 2005: 432). Bruno Latour and
Albena Yaneva address the idea of a reciprocal and processual relationship between
materiality and sociality regarding architectural design (Latour and Yaneva 2008). They
argue that it would be short-sighted to consider a building in the making as “a static
object” — in fact it should be understood as “a moving project” (Latour and Yaneva
2008: 80). It would both be shaped in a continuous process by shared ideas and con-
cepts, divergent interests, unforeseen changes, conflicts or contradictions (Latour and
Yaneva 2008: 81 f.) and, at the same time, shape wishes, expectations and imaginations
of what it can possibly become and what it might enable among those who are produc-
ing it (Latour and Yaneva 2008: 84). Latour and Yaneva hence suggest leaving behind an
overly strict “divide between the ‘subjective’ and ‘objective’ dimensions” (Latour and
Yaneva 2008: 85) in favor of investigating them as assembled.

How can theories of “social creativity” and “a moving project” help to better under-
stand the particular co-housing architecture “in the making” that is the subject of this
article? Which reflections on the empirical material, thoughts and observations that I
have presented on the previous pages do they enable?

If we take into consideration the description of the model of “solidary cross-financing”
that helped to form a group of different participants and come to an arrangement with
the Berlin state that has the quality of a contract, we can certainly understand [BeB’s
building as the physical result of a process of social creativity. If we are aware of how
the functional mix and the combination of diverse typologies of apartments with col-
lective spaces for interaction and encounter define concrete architectural qualities, it
is also arguable to understand them as a materialization of shared ideas of autonomy,
diversity and communality. However, on these last pages, I will approach the co-hous-
ing project from the other angle that Graeber, Latour and Yaneva’s reflections empha-
size. I will try to illustrate how the participatory design process and the building itself
influence an idea of becoming what I propose to call a “diverse community” that offers
both stability and the possibility of change. I consider this to be notable, especially
in the light of depictions and critiques of co-housing and the values, privileges and
“unease” of “new middle classes” (Frank 2013, 2017), which I introduced in the second
chapter of my article.

When David speaks about the combination of rented and indi