
Book review symposium

Urban Studies
2017, Vol. 54(1) 292–308
� Urban Studies Journal Limited 2016
Reprints and permissions:
sagepub.co.uk/journalsPermissions.nav
DOI: 10.1177/0042098016674878
usj.sagepub.com

Book review symposium

Alexander Vasudevan, Metropolitan
Preoccupations: The Spatial Politics of
Squatting in Berlin, Wiley-Blackwell:
Chichester, 2015; 256 pp.: 978-1-118-75059-9
(hbk); 978-1-118-75060-5 (pbk) £24.99

Introduction

David Featherstone, University of Glasgow,
UK

Struggles over housing have (re)-emerged as
a central political terrain of struggle in con-
temporary European cities. In a conjuncture
defined by crisis and austerity they have
become increasingly significant, as have the
diverse forms and techniques of such resis-
tances whether it be direct action against
mass evictions in Spain and Italy, occupa-
tions in the east-end of London against dis-
possession and ongoing struggles against
urban austerity in Greece. In this context
Alexander Vasudevan’s fine-grained study
of Berlin’s post-war squatting movement,
Metropolitan Preoccupations, makes a timely
and important contribution. By situating the
spatial politics of squatting as part of a
broader analysis of alternative spaces and
relations he asserts the possibility of shaping
a more equal and just urbanism. Given that
Berlin continues to be renowned as a con-
temporary site of squatting as well as being
one where the squatting movement is
increasingly seen as an important part of the
historical and cultural fabric of the city, this
is particularly significant (see also Holm and
Kuhn, 2011).

The book positions squatting as ‘a set of
tactics for how we might still come to know
and live the city differently’ using this
approach to explore ‘the relationship
between the history of squatting in Berlin
and the making of alternative urbanisms’
(p. 199, emphasis in original). The attention
he gives to the role of squatting in the pro-
duction of urban space allows us the possi-
bility of viewing and producing cities
otherwise. Through so doing, Vasudevan
makes important theoretical contributions to
how we understand and approach the urban.
Vasudevan’s re-construction of the experi-
ence of squatting from different sources and
interviews also makes an important metho-
dological contribution to the terms on which
cities are known and engaged with. Through
these concerns the book makes the following
key contributions.

First, by tracing the production of radical
urban infrastructures and by demonstrating
how these have been produced and repro-
duced it develops a key set of arguments
about the spatial politics of alternatives.
Second, through its focus on issues of hous-
ing and politics the book develops a strong
sense of the politicisation of the spaces of
everyday life. Importantly, it develops a fas-
cinating sense of the different terms on the
different ways these issues were politicised
and engaged with by political subcultures
and movements in West and East Berlin.
Third, the book develops a significant contri-
bution to understandings of the spatial poli-
tics of the New Left, particularly through



demonstrating how these political move-
ments were grounded in and shaped through
particular urban spatial practices. In this
regard the book resonates with Quinn
Slobodian’s (2012) Foreign Front which has
situated the German New Left in relation to
broader connections and political trajec-
tories. Finally, by theorising the spatial poli-
tics of occupation in ways that resonate with
political interventions such as the recent glo-
bal Occupy movement, the book makes a
significant contribution to thinking towards
more socially just and progressive urban
futures.

The contributions here approach the
book from different locations and scholarly
perspectives. Helen Wilson reads the book in
relation to recent debates on the importance
of intimacy, encounters and activism. In par-
ticular she engages with the ways in which
Vasudevan positions ‘encounters as part of a
range of performative techniques that desta-
bilised the border between politics and the
everyday, artist and audience, and activist
and non-activist’. She uses this concern to
probe the relations between activism, emo-
tions and intimacy in Vasudevan’s text. For
John Crossan it is the spectre of state vio-
lence against the squatters as a central theme
of the book to constantly remind ‘the reader
of the level of violence the state will commit
to protect private property’. Both Crossan
and Matthias Naumann explore the rela-
tions between squatting and other forms of
left political institutions such as political
parties and unions, arguing that the latter
remain something of an absence in the book.

In her contribution Romola Sanyal,
whose research has included work on squat-
ter settlements in post-partition Calcutta and
among Palestinian refugees in Beirut, posi-
tions the book in relation to global debates
about the politics of squatting. She contends
that the ‘careful study of the heterogeneity of
politics, positions, practices of the squatters’

characterises Vasudevan’s work as having
the potential to be applied in different situa-
tions and contexts. She argues that such
‘nuanced analyses are much needed in stud-
ies on similar issues in the global south to
de-homogenize the poor’. She questions on
what terms those engaged in squatting in dif-
ferent contexts such as Berlin and Mumbai
might speak to each other raising important
questions of comparison and political articu-
lation. In this regard, as Naumann makes
clear in relation to discussions of recent
squatting struggles in Berlin, this is a history
which is still being made. As Vausudevan
argues in his response the makeshift urban-
ism that he recovers here can offer new con-
cepts for living in a cities. It also emphasises
that his book is ultimately an intervention in
asserting the importance and possibilities of
hopeful radical urban politics.

Occupation, intimacy and the possibilities of

encounter

Helen F Wilson, University of Manchester,
UK

Metropolitan Preoccupations is meticulous in
its execution and brings Berlin’s multifaceted
and complex history of squatting to life.
This ‘bringing to life’ is a significant project.
As Vasudevan notes, it is all too common to
see histories of struggle stripped of their
complexities, sanitised, and then rehearsed
in ways that prioritise key events, focus on
charismatic individuals, and conceal the
planning, tactics, failures and sacrifices that
go into the assembling of alternative politics.
As is so clear in the case of Berlin, these
sanitised narratives are easily repeated and
mobilised as a strategy of place-making,
allowing cities to retell them in ways that
emphasise their creativity and alternative
culture as a distinct selling point. As this
book makes clear, this not only strips away
the politics of struggle, but also conceals the
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catastrophic cycles of accumulation by dis-
possession to which they respond. On this
basis alone, Metropolitan Preoccupations
offers a much-needed contribution and one
that offers a damning critique of the neolib-
eral city that resonates far beyond Berlin.

The scope of the book is impressive –
moving from the crises of dwelling and hous-
ing that shaped the 1860s and 1870s, through
to the insecurities faced by refugees in the
contemporary city, all the while keeping in
sharp focus the relationship between cycles
of housing precarity and the assembling of
contentious politics. It carefully documents
the emergence of the New Left in the 1960s
and 1970s and the rise of multiple social
movements, whilst also detailing the bor-
rowed repertoires and much longer histories
of struggle that laid the ground for Berlin’s
transformation into ‘a veritable theatre of
dissent, protest and resistance’ (3). The book
is particularly valuable for tracing the differ-
ent forms of illegal dwelling that occurred in
East Berlin – which is a reminder of the very
different logics, responses and needs that
fuelled the illegal occupation of space in
order to claim the right to be in the city.
These accounts are lesser documented in the
existing literature and whilst a smaller part
of the book’s narrative, these vital perspec-
tives are a reminder of just how complex
Berlin’s political landscape and history is.

Metropolitan Preoccupations then, is a
fantastic resource for understanding the
emergence of the New Left and the alterna-
tive movements for which Berlin is so well
known. Yet the book should not be limited
to those with an interest in Berlin and its his-
tory, nor should it be limited to those specif-
ically interested in occupation and the
politics of squatting. The book is about the
different ways in which the urban is assem-
bled; about the significance of urban learn-
ing (McFarlane, 2011), and the practices
and motivations that assemble the politics of

solidarity (Featherstone, 2012). It is also
about the doing of protest (Merrifield,
2013), and covers the cultural geographies of
performance, the repertoire of contentious
politics and the emotionality of political
organisation. In noting these wider contribu-
tions, I want to pull out three points for dis-
cussion. These relate to; the politics and
practice of intimacy; diversity and the
archive; and the status of hope.

(The politics of) Intimacy

Intimacy is at the core of Metropolitan
Preoccupations. On the one hand, Vasudevan
demonstrates how the purposeful ‘cultivation
of intimacies’ (p. 22) became central to a pol-
itics of occupation and habitation, noting
how intimacies of various kinds mobilised
affinities, but also acted to sustain forms of
resistance. At the same time, the book details
how squats and other spaces of political
organisation were cast as emancipatory sites
where new forms of intimacy could be
explored and shaped. The intimacies traced
are hesitant, messy, risky, violent, tender,
planned and unplanned. In attending to
small and banal acts, embodied practices,
and the ordinary spaces that formed part of
a ‘broader continuum of movements for
change’, we might see the emergence of what
Askins calls a ‘quiet politics’ (2015: 475).
Indeed, the value of the book lies in its weav-
ing together of both the spectacular and the
ordinary in a way that cuts across different
spaces, times and scales. This not only
reveals an extraordinary dedication to archi-
val research on Vasudevan’s part, but also
the very different ways in which the political
will to act was (and can be) expressed.

The focus on the intimate raises some
interesting questions about how intimacies
are translated onto the written page and in
this case, further narrated – particularly in a
historical context (Smith, 2016). Of broader
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interest is the book’s emphasis on ‘new’ and
‘alternative’ forms of intimacy, though the
book is perhaps less forthcoming about how
these intimacies are conceptualised and what
normative or ‘traditional’ (p. 106) under-
standings might be at stake. Whilst not expli-
citly signposted, I suggest that the book
makes some important contributions to
wider debates about intimate life and the sta-
tus of ‘intimacy’ in a variety of domains.
Not only does it demonstrate the value of
politicising our understandings of intimacy
(Oswin and Olund, 2010), but it further
extends those debates that have sought to
understand how intimacy exists as a set of
contingent spatial relations, practices and
modes of interaction (Berlant, 2000; Pain
and Staeheli, 2014; Wilson, 2017). In repeat-
edly demonstrating how interpersonal rela-
tions effect political change, the book reveals
what is lost when the intimate is effaced from
narratives of political struggle.

These narratives of intimacy connect to a
wider set of debates around ‘encounter’,
where encounter is taken as a site of possi-
bility, performance, rupture and boundary
crossing (Wilson, 2016). Drawing on
Kanngieser (2012: 286), Vasudevan presents
encounters as part of a range of performa-
tive techniques that destabilised the border
between politics and the everyday, artist and
audience, and activist and non-activist. This
attention to the collapsing of normative dis-
tinctions and the many different boundaries
that were at stake – personal, political, con-
ceptual and spatial – underlines the risk that
comes with encounter and thus why the
book is full of ambiguity, friction, violence,
failure and collapse. As noted elsewhere,
how risk is embraced as a necessary part of
political movements is a challenge, but in
documenting its significance, this book joins
others in developing a sensitivity to its politi-
cal role and in opening up a space for its
conceptualisation (Darling and Wilson,
2016; Halvorsen, 2015).

Pluralising histories of struggle

Early on, Vasudevan makes clear what a his-
torical account of squatting adds to our
understanding of its politics. In noting a pri-
vileging of immersive forms of data collec-
tion, whereby the researcher ‘is critically
engaged in squatting’, he calls into question
the view that ‘immediate proximity’ can be
taken as a marker of ‘understanding and
commitment’ (p. 14). There is something
fascinating to be said about the forms of
proximity that archival work of this kind
can develop and there is room to reflect
further still on what Vasudevan describes
as a ‘thinking with and alongside squatters’
(p. 14). Given the range of voices involved,
the book itself stages a variety of encounters,
and I would push the author to say a little
more about the ethical commitment that
comes with this kind of work, but perhaps
also what its limitations might be.

The book offers some essential insights
into queer geographies, sensibilities and poli-
tics. This includes the founding of Queer
Houses, the squatting of houses by LGBT
groups, and reflections on what their visibi-
lity and participation did to the politics
within houses to challenge heteronormativity
and rupture understandings of what it means
to live collectively. There is detail of the
drive to establish women-only spaces, as a
response to the patriarchy, sexual violence
and unwanted attention that constrained
and shaped so many of the squats. These
insights give space to narratives that are
often marginalised to bring into focus the
plurality of actors, interests and politics that
have shaped the histories of squatting in
Berlin, and that make it impossible to talk of
a singular movement or struggle.

The emergence of feminist movements in
the 1970s is also given due attention for
furthering the development of radical femin-
ist infrastructures, whilst the centrality of
women – and particularly working-class
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women – to the radicalisation of the housing
movement in the 1930s, is also underlined.
These women-only spaces and feminist infra-
structures connect to a much longer history
of feminist politics in the city, which rivals
those that have received so much attention
in cities elsewhere (Stratigakos, 2008). These
narratives also reveal the challenge of writ-
ing a book of this kind, which is attentive to
so many different trajectories, thoughts, pol-
itics and influences. It takes the reader in
many directions and opens up new horizons
of organisation and political interest, but is
also necessarily shaped by the difficult deci-
sions that have to be made about where the
limits of the book must lie.

There are still, unsurprisingly, some stor-
ies that remain marginal. For instance, there
are some references to the participation of
migrant workers in rent strikes along with
the racism that inflected political organisa-
tion, which are less developed. But in won-
dering about the limits of archive work, the
variety of voices that have been traced in
‘magazines, posters, films and other sources
written and recorded in the white heat of the
moment’ (p. 14), is not only remarkable, but
reveals the labour that goes into the docu-
mentation of political struggle. In this regard,
I would have liked a little more detail about
the challenges of tracing so many voices and
whether or not there were some that were
more difficult to trace than others. This
would not only engage the politics of docu-
mentation a little more explicitly, but per-
haps reflect further still on what is not there.

These questions aside, that Vasudevan
has managed to achieve both breadth and
depth of detail, and be attentive to so many
voices is unquestionably an impressive feat.

Hope?

I want to finish with a reflection on the sta-
tus of hope. Vasudevan notes early on that

if he has ‘produced an angry book of sorts,
it is based on a growing sense of indignation
at the baleful neo-liberalisation of Berlin
and a realisation that there is now little
room for the makeshift spaces produced by
squatters and the alternative urbanism that
they presumed’ (p. 23). The book thus begins
with a bleak outlook about the dwindling
possibilities that remain for an alternative
urban politics. Yet the book is also energis-
ing. It is a book filled with detailed accounts
of crippling cycles of accumulation by dis-
possession, of a constant disregard for the
less well off, of police brutality, violence,
and murder, of extreme poverty, and media
censorship. It is also a book that documents
the frequent fall-outs and collapses of
the political left. Yet set against these
often harrowing accounts, are the stories of
many people who fought, who started
again, who reorganised, who endured hard-
ship and who, in some cases, even gave their
lives. Whilst there is always a danger of
romanticising such struggle, I suggest that
the book should not be taken as one of tra-
gedy and decline, but as one that still allows
hope for new resonances and political
projects.

In closing, I am curious as to whether
these minor narratives of hope say more
about me as a reader than they do the
intentions of the author, though the book
certainly finishes with a nod to the future
and the continued struggle for an alterna-
tive Berlin. As Vasudevan writes; ‘it is with
this in mind that I offer this book – the
stories it tells, the spaces it revisits, the
people it follows, the practices it docu-
ments – as a modest reminder that the
struggle for an alternative right to the city
really matters and that this is a struggle
that continues’. I would suggest that this is
a rather modest statement. Metropolitan
Preoccupations is not just a reminder; it is
a call to do more.
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The squatter scene in Berlin: Is it witnessing a

revival or being turned into a museum?

Matthias Naumann, Freie Universität,
Berlin, Germany

In January 2016 more than 500 policemen,
including a special task force, and supported
by a helicopter, raided the former (and partly
still-) squatted house in Rigaer Straße 94 fol-
lowing a clash between one police officer and
four persons in front of the house (Kather
and Wittlich, 2016). The gigantic dimension
of this police action met not only with severe
criticism from Berlin’s politicians and the
press but also with massive protests from
local activists. More than 4000 people partici-
pated a few weeks later in a demonstration
under the slogan ‘Defending rebel structures,
establishing solidarity in the neighbourhood’
through the streets of the Berlin borough of
Friedrichshain (Hasselmann and Salmen,
2016). In July 2016 the Regional Court of
Berlin decided that the forced eviction of
squatters from the building at Rigaer Straße
was not legal. The facilities were returned to
its former residents and users. The eviction,
ordered by Berlin’s Senator of the Interior,
caused massive, partly violent protests involv-
ing several thousand people and even
German chancellor Angela Merkel commented
on events (Süddeutsche Zeitung, 2016). It seems
that more than 35 years after the first wave of
squatting in West Berlin the movement not
only attracts massive police repression but also
support from the city’s political Left.

On the other hand, various aspects of
squatting in Berlin turned into a historical as
well as an academic subject in recent years,
leading to commercial cinema movies (‘Was
tun, wenn’s brennt’ [What to do when it is
burning]), novels (Wildenhain, 1991), PhD
theses (e.g. Kuhn, 2014), journal articles (e.g.
Holm and Kuhn, 2011) and a cartographic
documentation of all houses ever squatted in
Berlin (Berlin Besetzt, 2016), also available

in English. Is Alexander Vasudevan’s com-
prehensive historical geography of squatting
in Berlin another milestone for the move-
ment moving from the streets to the
bookshelf?

Metropolitan Preoccupations is both: on
the one hand it is a very convincing proposal
for a conceptual framework to understand
the continuously changing geographies of
squatting and for attending to the geogra-
phies of the New Left in Germany. On the
other hand, the book is also able to support a
revival or, more precisely, a political reorien-
tation of the squatter movement itself. In a
dialectical sense Vasudevan’s historical work
makes squatting an ‘archive for alternative
knowledges, materials and resources’ (p. 160),
accessible to a new, increasingly English
speaking, generation of activists in Berlin.
The city has not only turned into an increas-
ingly popular tourist destination, it is also
attracting growing academic interest, filling
special sessions at international academic
conferences. For critical urban research on
Berlin, Alexander Vasudevan provides a his-
torical geography of the city as a site of politi-
cal contestation and of the various attempts
to develop alternative visions of the city. For
example,Metropolitan Preoccupation is a sub-
stantial defence of elements of urban activism
such as ‘experimentation’, ‘improvisation’ or
‘temporary uses’ which are increasingly cap-
tured by neoliberal strategies of business-
friendly urban development.

In conceptual terms, Vasudevan intro-
duces the promising approach of under-
standing squatting as ‘radical politics of
infrastructure’. Squatting can build a base
for an alternative urbanism and ‘opposi-
tional geographies’ (Matthew Hannah). An
infrastructural approach is also able to
encompass questions of material as well as
institutional infrastructures for enabling
squatting and for ‘promoting alternative
visions of the city’ (p. 135).
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Research on squatting presents a methodo-
logical challenge. Owing to the threat of police
repression and the often changeable character
of the movement, fieldwork poses major diffi-
culties. Metropolitan Preoccupations is based
on a painstaking examination of alternative
archives and documentaries. It is the book’s
great merit to draw on radical magazines such
as Agit 883, BZ (BesetzerInnenzeitung),
Interim or telegraph as sources that not only
report on the history of the New Left in
Germany but also tell a different story of the
city of Berlin. That this extensive review of
German-language sources, often forgotten,
includes several typos is unfortunate.
Alexander Vasudevan’s study relies also on
interviews with activists. However, the criteria
for selecting these activists remain, maybe for
obvious reasons, rather vague.

Metropolitan Preoccupations is a decisive
plea for squatting as it is able to ‘offer con-
ceptual tools and practical resources through
which a more radical and socially just urban-
ism may be produced’ (p. 166). While the
book successfully avoids the trap of romanti-
cism, some critical aspects of squatting
remain and could have been further devel-
oped. At least during the second wave of
squatting in East Berlin in 1990, squatters
often stuck with their subcultural habitus,
which included an unreflected relationship to
militancy. Only some squats worked as social
centres, open to everyone and providing
infrastructures for people beyond the squat-
ter scene. Owing to its subcultural character,
squatting was for many activists a short, but
nevertheless important, period in their lives.
Various generations of squatters participated
in the movement and left after a few years.

The book illustrates insightfully that the
squatter movement was most successful
when it was able to build broad coalitions.
Unfortunately, the ambivalent relationship
between squatters and left parties in Berlin is
hardly mentioned. The Alternative Liste in

West Berlin, which later became the Green
Party, was in its early years an important
ally of the squatter movement. During the
1990s within the Partei des Demokratischen
Sozialismus, which merged into Die Linke,
there even existed a platform of autonomous
groups. Placing squatters into the various
factions of the city’s political Left is espe-
cially important since over many years a
strong majority has voted for left-of-centre
parties in Berlin and between 2002 and 2011
a coalition existed between the Social
Democrats and Die Linke, which has been
heavily criticised by social movements
(Holm et al., 2011).

However, all these points exceed the scope
of the book and would provide material for
further research. Alexander Vasudevan pro-
vides a comprehensive and systematic overview
of squatting in Berlin, of its origins, its different
developments in the Western and Eastern part,
its ambivalent role in the regeneration of inner-
city neighbourhoods as well as its current pros-
pects. Despite the relative brevity of the book,
the author succeeds in uncovering the various
fractures, contradictions and internal conflicts,
namely over sexism, of urban squatters in
Berlin. Therefore, Metropolitan Preoccupations
provides an invaluable starting point for fur-
ther research on squatting as well as for acti-
vism for ‘just cities’.

In November 2015, under the slogan
‘Social Center 4 All’, a group of activists
squatted a former post office in the Berlin
borough of Neukölln in order to turn it into
a self-governed space for refugees. The occu-
pation lasted only a few hours, but as this
recent example from Berlin alongside exam-
ples from numerous other cities in the world
illustrates, evictions of tenants from apart-
ments, the transformation of rental apart-
ments into holiday lets, the closure of social
facilities and the need for a decent accom-
modation of refugees present urgent chal-
lenges for reinventing squatting.
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The Berlin squatters and the ongoing work of

enacting the city beyond the profit logic

John Crossan, University of Glasgow, UK

Squatters are not a homogenous group.
With the squatter community we find those
who squat out of necessity, such as run-
aways, as squatting ensures they have a roof
over their head. There are those who use
squatting as a form a direct action to further
campaigns for more efficient use of social
housing stock and there are those of a more
militant persuasion who view squatting as
part of a wider social and political struggle
against capital and the state. All of these
groups are represented in the Berlin squat-
ting scene. While not alone in recognising
the necessity of interdependence in urban
living squatter groups place notions of soci-
ality, mutuality and community front and
centre in the everyday spaces of urban life.
The squat is a profoundly social experiment.
The dual process of re-appropriation and
experimentation that constitutes squatting is
always political – part antagonism, part
cooperation, at times painful and at times
joyous. Alexander Vasudevan charts the his-
tory of squatting in Berlin in his book
Metropolitan Preoccupations. The following
review considers Vasudevan’s contribution
to a growing body of knowledge about
squatting in Europe and offers some
thoughts on where academics and activists
committed to reimagining the city beyond
the parallel logics of profit and property
might turn their attention.

Vasudevan’s Berlin squatters operate at
the coalface of alternative urban living.
Metropolitan Preoccupations works well in
providing the reader with knowledge and
understanding of what enacting a ‘micro-
politics of alignment, interdependency and
connection’ (Vasudevan, 2015: 106) in the
city means and involves. Of a West Berlin
squat in the 1980s an occupant comments,
‘You develop a kind of relation to it which

you could call responsibility. You know
where the cables run, as much as you know
the sounds of the environment, the people, it
is all interconnected’ (Vasudevan, 2015:
103). What Vasudevan calls a ‘radical DIY
empiricism’ – where ‘people, materials, ideas
and resources’ (Vasudevan, 2015: 103) come
together in new and often unexpected ways –
is carefully detailed throughout the book. Of
particular note is the relationship between the
public and private spheres in imagining and
enacting the squat. Resonating with the work
of anarchists and radical feminists (see
Dunbar, 1970; Hooks, 2001; Verter, 2013) the
revolutionary potential of the private sphere
as a place of caring and nurturance extends
beyond the confines of the family home into
the socially eclectic space of the squat.

For someone born and bred in an old
industrial city in the liberal capitalist West,
the book’s engagement with the East Berlin
squatting scene and the not unproblematic
coming together of the East and West Berlin
squatters post 1989 is of particular interest.
For many practitioners in the GDR, squat-
ting was not an ideologically driven call for
the co-production of new ways of living in
the city. Rather, it was a response to basic
housing needs. This did not preclude politi-
cal debate – the home, squatted or other-
wise, being one of the few locations in the
old East Germany where politically subver-
sive voices were heard – but it does place
squatting in the GDR in the private sphere.
This changed during the Wende period (i.e.
the period of reunification). One former
GDR activist recalled, ‘the idea that you can
occupy a house as a group and that [radical]
politics was no longer confined to the living
room as was the case for all those years dur-
ing the GDR – one now had the free space
to act on the outside’ (Berlin Squatter, in
Vasudevan, 2015: 135).

Referencing Arndt et al. (1992)
Vasudevan draws attention to a complex set
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of political problems faced by the residents
of the old East Germany during the Wende
period, relating to their new relationship
with the state: ‘This was the first time that
many from the East were able to openly defy
what we commonly describe as ‘‘structures’’’.
For these people ‘Any form of structure
reeked, on the one hand, of the Central
Committee and power. On the other hand,
[many] showed a certain blind naiveté
regarding the state and its intentions. They
truly believed that the authorities meant
well’. The West Berlin squatters were often
eager to highlight what they viewed as a lack
of political guile in their eastern confeder-
ates. In doing so those from the West were
perceived as ‘arrogant, know-it-all and a bit
over the top’ (Arndt et al., in Vasudevan,
2015: 144).

This illustrates the book’s capacity for
uncovering the complex relationships that
take place within the squatting scene in
Berlin. Importantly, Vasudevan neither
mythologises the squats and their residents
nor fetishises their approach as a panacea to
the impositions of state or liberal capitalism.
The author’s sympathies with squatters and
their ethos are obvious but balanced with
critical analysis. Another area where the
book does important work is in document-
ing the brutalities of state repression of
squatters in Berlin: ‘The whole neighbour-
hood was under a shroud of tear gas’,
remembers one squatter. Talking about
comrades who had been arrested the person
continues, ‘They looked battered, some were
bleeding, others had head injuries, the
wounds had not been bandaged’ (Berlin
Squatter, in Vasudevan, 2015: 140). At vari-
ous points Metropolitan Preoccupations
reminds the reader of the level of violence
the state will commit to protect private
property.

There are questions left unanswered in
the book. For example, in an interesting sec-
tion about the expansion of communes

throughout West Berlin in the 1960s the
reader is given some insight into the multi-
class alliances that were beginning to develop
between students and working-class youth.
During a squat in the abandoned Martha-
Maria-Haus in the district of Kreuzberg, the
occupants circulated a flier that demanded
‘affordable housing for apprentices’, ‘a new
model of education and welfare for local
working-class youth and runaways’ and ‘a
clinic and counseling centre’ (Vasudevan,
2015: 72). In another section Vasudevan tells
us that particular squatter groups ‘drew
inspiration’ (Vasudevan, 2015: 85) from
working class-led movements in France and
Italy such as the Autonomia Operaia. These
alliances and inspirations are critical to
understanding the ‘big’ political ideas
informing and shaping the actions of squat-
ters but the book could do more in teasing
out the dynamics of everyday exchanges
between, for example, middle-class and
working-class activists. On a similar note the
reader is left wondering what part other left-
wing institutions, such as unions and politi-
cal parties, played in the Berlin Squatter
story.

In January of this year approximately 500
police carried out a raid on Rigaer Straße
94, one of few remaining radical-left squats
in Berlin. Along with a host of other similar
episodes in recent years, one could be for-
given for thinking we are witnessing the last
days of Berlin’s squatter scene. State repres-
sion of the squatters is always distressing
and constitutes a significant setback in prac-
tical terms but in Berlin it has not come
without response. In this review symposium
Naumann draws our attention to the 4000-
people-strong march condemning the afore-
mentioned police raid and celebrating the
role of squats in shaping Berlin’s urban cul-
ture. Such events are important both as a
means of showing solidarity and countering
the rhetoric of neoliberal urbanism – which,
paradoxically, portrays the squatters as
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‘matter out of place’ (Douglass, 1966) while
appropriating much within the visual lan-
guage of the squat to market its new creative
and experimental Berlin!

Overcoming the current set of problems
facing the squatters requires new strategies
and alliances. Towards the end of the book
Vasudevan offers the reader a positive story
in this regard. The K77 House provides evi-
dence of the emergence of a more embedded
form of alternative urban living, which –
although not a squat in the traditional sense
– constitutes a ‘non-property orientated
solution to ownership’ (Vausudevan, 2015:
159). Using their knowledge and talent and
working with progressive actors and oppor-
tunities within the mainstream planning pro-
cess the K77 House group are working hard
to produce an ‘architecture of self and co-
determination [that continues to question]
the right to design and use of space’
(Vausudevan, 2015: 160). This raises a num-
ber of important questions for critical urban
theorists around issues of progressive local-
ism (Featherstone et al., 2012) that
Vasudevan begins to address. The author’s
knowledge of the wider areas of informal
and alternative urban living puts him in the
ideal position to continue asking questions
in this regard. This reviewer looks forward
to hearing what Vasudevan has to say.

Reimagining the city

Romola Sanyal, London School of
Economics, UK

Alexander Vasudevan’s Metropolitan
Preoccupations: The Spatial Politics of
Squatting in Berlin is, as the author notes, an
analysis of the cultural and political geogra-
phies of squatting in Berlin. Vasudevan is
particularly interested in drawing together
political activism, everyday geographies of
squatting and the making of an alternative
urbanism to show how political activities and
squatting practices are spatially generative.

The book, he writes, is not just a history of
squatting, but one that explores the cultural
and political constructions and imaginations
of the city through it (pp. 11–12).

The chapters take us through a history of
squatting, struggles of different squatter
groups both with each other and with oppres-
sive state tactics to remove them. Squatting
practices, as Vasudevan notes, are intimately
tied to the larger politics of imagining other
ways of living and being, and to new and pro-
gressive politics. Activists are interested in
constructing alternative living conditions, free
from oppressive conformity towards models
that encourage shared living, shared strug-
gles, and creating new and important net-
works of support. These work in tandem
with larger anti-capitalist, anti-authoritarian
struggles. This history is uneven, somewhat
fragmented and contested. In the background
lurk formidable challenges such as housing.
Housing struggles in Germany, as Vasudevan
points out, have had a long history. The dou-
ble oppressions of privileging homeowners
and the lack of affordable, usable, decent
housing have laid the foundations of many of
the struggles squatters and other activists
have undertaken.

The author does an excellent job of bring-
ing together the political activism and the
spatial struggles of the activists in this book.
In a richly detailed analysis, he creates before
us a vivid picture of how activism evolves,
the ways in which squats take place, the ima-
ginations of the squatters of their futures,
the hopes for alternate ways of living, inha-
biting in and making the city. We get a clear
sense of the heterogeneity of the squatters,
the ways in which they occupy space and
reshape buildings and fix them up for habita-
tion. We understand how the political acti-
vism shifts in West Germany and how the
practices of squatting also change in that
time. As we move into the present day, there
is a depressing sense that the political space
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to squat is narrowing, and that the history of
squatting in Berlin has been co-opted into
the brand image of the city. At the same
time, we are introduced to the activism
around refugees, and there is hope that as
certain possibilities are closing down, other
doors to opportunities are opening – to come
together in solidarity and continue to push
for progressive politics and alternate ways of
claiming rights to the city.

There is much to admire in this ambitious
work and many ways it could be taken for-
ward. In this commentary, I draw on three
points that struck me as I read the book.
The first is a question of architecture. As the
author himself notes, a critical geography of
architecture enables us to explore the micro-
politics of interdependencies, connections
and so forth through the built form (p. 114).
The work however, is limited in terms of the
exploration of the built form itself. Perhaps
this is because of lack of archival or other
material. It would however, be interesting
and useful to engage in a more in-depth
analysis of the physical spaces of these
squats. One wants to touch the walls and
know what they are made of, to know how
they were being repaired or upgraded, to
know how one would move through these
spaces, the ways in which the walls were
being used or the floors or ceilings, or the
ways in which the furniture would have been
arranged or the colours that animated these
spaces. Some of this is there in the writing,
but in scattered bits through the book for
example in the chapter on antagonism and
repair (Chapter 4) or on capture and experi-
mentation (Chapter 6). Perhaps floor plans,
elevations – the standard kind of documen-
tation used in architectural history would be
helpful in visualising these spaces. I would
imagine that a deeper engagement with the
materiality of the squats would be important
in exploring some of the micropolitics
between squatters and the ways in which all
of this might affect their larger ideologies.

Paralleling the point above are questions
about gender and sexuality that also punctu-
ate this work. Vasudevan is particularly
good at showing us the heterogeneity of the
squatting movement. Indeed, as he notes,
this work is not intended to romanticise
them, but rather to illuminate the relation-
ships between each other and with state
power more generally. To this end, he shows
us the complex interrelations between differ-
ent groups of activists, the relationships
between squatters from West Germany and
East Germany, and the gendered, patriarchal
nature of many of the squats themselves.
While each of these strands are intriguing in
their own right, and worth following, I focus
here on the questions around gender and
sexuality as an example of what could have
been unravelled further. As Vasudevan
notes, patriarchal attitudes continued to per-
sist within radical left in West Germany
much to the frustration of women squatters.
What emerged from that frustration and
from autonomous women’s movements of
the 1970s were women-only initiatives such
as the Hexenhaus (pp. 115–117). This is
picked up again in Chapter 6 on capture and
experimentation, in for example the discus-
sion of the queer anarcho-feminist collective
project Liebig 34 (p. 165) amongst others,
but these discussions remain limited. While
we are able to connect these squats to larger
politics of gender and sexuality, the richer
detail of the everyday lives of squatters and
activists, their relationships with each other
and to their surrounding communities, the
materiality and use of spaces in their squats
would have helped to better understand their
struggles and produce a more nuanced pic-
ture of their lives.

A final point is for further discussions
about the relationship between the squatters
and local communities, and other urban
inhabitants. While the book provides us with
a clear sense of the ways in which squatting
and activism was very much supported by

302 Urban Studies 54(1)



students and by left-leaning intellectuals,
and criminalised by the state and media,
there is little sense of how they are received
by other urban residents. We get a glimpse
of this as we delve into the story from East
Germany, but more on this would be useful.
It would be fascinating to see how squatters
who engage in squatting practices as part of
their social activism relate with those who
struggle with housing issues but do not
engage in similar political strategies. Here I
wonder about homeless people, migrants,
from other age groups, or different political
leanings. Some of this begins to emerge, par-
ticularly in the last chapters, but a more
engaged discussion helps place the squatters
and their activities more carefully into the
broader urban canvas.

It is fascinating to read this book as some-
one more familiar with squatting issues in
the Global South. As Vasudevan points out,
his aim is not to equate squatting in Berlin
with what happens in African cities, but to
spy connectivities between them. For me,
this work was particularly useful because it
engaged in a careful study of the heterogene-
ity of politics, positions, practices of the
squatters. It showed the dissent and disagree-
ment amongst them. Such nuanced analyses
are much needed in studies on similar issues
in the Global South to de-homogenise the
poor. This work also raised important ques-
tions about the political positions of squat-
ters – those engaging in squatting as a social
movement in Berlin and those who engage in
it in a city such as Mumbai for example for
lack of any meaningful shelter options. In
what ways do these squatting movements
speak to each other, how and when are they
legitimised, co-opted into the brand of the
city and how and when are they expunged?
What questions do these comparisons raise
for us about class, caste, race, religion or
gender, and how do these identities shape
and reshape the politics and practices and
indeed outcomes of squats in both parts of

the world? A related question is that of
voice: how do we document who speaks and
how they speak, and how we access these
voices? This is important when thinking
about gatekeeping and also about archives
and records or lack thereof that inform how
we construct narratives about people and
places. These concerns knit together the
positionality of the researcher and the poli-
tics of doing research and are important to
consider when pursuing transnational and
comparative work. Vasudevan has addressed
some of this in this book and elsewhere. As
he himself notes, this is a particularly
important project now as we see austerity,
privatisation and neoliberal urban planning
projects ravage cities and communities in
the Global North and South. Vasudevan’s
book comes at a critical time and reminds
us about the politics of possibility and I
hope he continues to offer us much more in
the future.

Response by: Alexander Vasudevan,
University of Nottingham, UK

I would like to begin by thanking the four
commentators for their bracing, generous
and thoughtful comments. These are com-
mentaries that place particular emphasis on
the making of the political and the cardinal
significance of the city as an enduring site of
political contestation. In so doing they
return to the spatial practices of squatters
that were at the heart of my book, practices
that sought not to only reclaim space but to
transform it through resistance, solidarity
and hope.

It is impossible to do full justice to these
commentaries and my own response reflects
the provisional and makeshift character of
the spaces and practices that served as my
original point of departure. It is with the rad-
ical contingency and openness of these spaces
in mind that I therefore wish to make four

Review symposium 303



specific interventions that cut across the com-
mentaries and that focus on (1) the intimacy
of radical urban politics; (2) the relationship
between institutions and infrastructures; (3)
the architecture of squatting; (4) the enduring
promise of the city as a place of care, hope-
fulness and subversion.

Intimacy and spatial politics

I would like to start by addressing the com-
ments of Wilson on the intimate nature of
the political as a set of spatial encounters,
relations and practices (see Oswin and
Olund, 2010). For many Berlin squatters,
the very question of intimacy as an opposi-
tional horizon of experience and meaning
was predicated on challenging the ‘norma-
tive practices, fantasies, institutions and
ideologies that organise people’s worlds’
(Berlant, 1998: 282). It is in this context that
I argued that the very act of squatting was
tantamount to what Sara Ahmed has else-
where described as a phenomenological
‘orientation’, an orientation that involved
different ways of extending bodies, objects
and practices into space while producing a
resolutely intimate world of ‘shared inhabi-
tance’ (Ahmed, 2007: 3).

The history of squatting in Berlin may
plausibly be seen, therefore, as the making
of an intimate form-of-life tied to particular
modes of activism, empowerment and self-
determination. At stake here was a sense of
selfhood in close connection to and contact
with others (Oswin and Olund, 2010: 60).
Berlin squatters repeatedly spoke of the need
for a new ‘warmth’ and empathy that
actively challenged, in their eyes, the aliena-
tion and anonymity of an organised, techno-
cratic society.

It is perhaps unsurprising that dreams and
desires of many squatters were shaped by
appeals to a new ‘innerness’ (Innerlichkeit)
and a commitment to the composition of

spaces that offered the prospect of ‘solidarity,
warmth and tenderness’ (Mettke, quoted in
Reichardt, 2014: 198). This was always a pre-
carious accomplishment, however, shaped by
enduring hierarchical structures and impli-
cated in fields of power both large and small.
The complex intersections of class, gender,
race and sexuality matter here and speak to
the challenges in documenting and narrating
political struggles in a manner attentive to
different trajectories, voices and influences.

In response to Wilson, more work is still
needed here, especially around the experi-
ence (historical or otherwise) of harm, vio-
lence and abuse within activist communities
including the squatting scene in Berlin. A
recent commentary by the autonomist acti-
vist Geronimo (2014) on the negative impact
of feminist politics on the Besetzerbewegung
in Germany is a stark and deeply depressing
and divisive reminder of the way in which
activist movements continue to reproduce
social relations – in this case around gender
and sexuality – that, in turn, shape how par-
ticular forms of violence and trauma are
experienced. Some voices are, in this context,
more difficult to document (if not actively
suppressed) though the question of violence
must never be overlooked. If anything, it
points to the enduring challenges that scho-
lars and activists face when confronted with
histories of struggle that are themselves
marked by their own internal conflicts, ini-
quities and injustices.

Institutions and infrastructures

Crossan, Naumann and Sanyal all raise
questions about the relationship between the
squatting movement in Berlin and wider
social and political formations in the city. It
is undoubtedly true that the various fortunes
of squatters were closely connected to the
wider geographies of engagement and soli-
darity that they were able to assemble,
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develop and sustain. These were, in turn,
geographies that were often grounded within
concrete local struggles around youth poli-
tics, homelessness and the impact of urban
regeneration.

It would, moreover, be tempting to re-trace
the long historical arc of squatting in Berlin in
terms that place it outside the purview of insti-
tutions and as a form of extra-parliamentary
organisation sensu stricto. There is much to
recommend in this view though Naumann is
right to draw attention to the ambivalent rela-
tionship between squatters and progressive
political parties in Berlin. As the recent death
of local Kreuzberg politician Werner
Orlowsky reminds us, it is impossible to
untangle the history of squatting in West
Berlin in the early 1980s from the history of
the Alternative List which later became the
Green Party. Orlowsky himself played an
instrumental role in the ‘cautious’ form of
urban renewal that was rolled out in West
Berlin during the 1980s and which represented
an attempt to mollify and institutionalise the
squatting scene through the assimilation of
self-help practices by local authorities (see
Katz and Mayer, 1985).

More work is also needed on the com-
plex relationship between Schwarzwohner
and the State in the GDR not to mention
the emergence of new leftist political fac-
tions in the wake of the fall of the Berlin
Wall. One of the main arguments in the
book is that squatting was incumbent on a
radical politics of infrastructure which
encompassed a set of practices and pro-
cesses embedded within local neighbour-
hoods and connected to broader ecologies
of protest and resistance. To the extent that
squatters were successful in building their
own ‘infrastructure space’ (see Easterling,
2014), these material geographies were ulti-
mately unthinkable outside a whole host of
institutions and organisations (citizens’
initiatives, local churches, political parties
and universities).

Architecture and the built form

Sanyal rightly highlights the need to exam-
ine the complex relationship between squat-
ting, the built form and the physical spaces
constructed by squatters in Berlin. I have
addressed this topic, in part, elsewhere (see
Vasudevan, 2011) though I am currently
exploring the role that architecture played in
the evolution of radical urban social move-
ments in Berlin since the 1960s. It was, after
all, in the spring of 1968 that a group of
young professionals met in room 507 of the
Faculty of Architecture at the Technische
Universität (TU-Berlin) in West Berlin to
challenge the planning policies that had been
adopted by the city. They formed the group
Aktion 507 which advocated for the forma-
tion of an alternative public sphere and a
participatory form of grassroots urban plan-
ning. In a major 1968 exhibition, Diagnose
zum Bauen in West Berlin, the group pains-
takingly documented the impact of displace-
ment and re-location on inner-city residents
and the socio-psychological effects of living
in newly constructed satellite estates with lit-
tle if any social infrastructure.

A focus on grassroots urban planning
also prompted many architects in West
Berlin to link up with the so-called
Basisgruppen (‘rank and file groups’) that
emerged as the student movement dissolved
in the late 1960s (Brown, 2013). These were
groups that were rooted in various West-
Berlin neighbourhoods as many young stu-
dents sought to extend their own struggles
within the university to the city at large.
They also turned to the wider repertoire of
contention (agitprop, happenings, teach-ins
and street theatre) that had accompanied
new forms of political protest in West
Germany in the 1960s.

In the West Berlin district of Kreuzberg,
a Basisgruppe made up of architects, plan-
ners and workers joined the local street the-
atre troupe to perform Komfort in günstiger
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Lage oder Die Sanierung, a play that was
conceived to raise awareness of the impact
of ‘clear-cut redevelopment’ on the neigh-
bourhood (see Kraus, 2007: 206). Others
including the architect Helga Reidemeister
turned to the medium of film and worked
closely with local residents in the Märkisches
Viertel – a larger housing estate on the out-
skirts of West Berlin – to co-produce a series
of documentaries on everyday life on the
estate.

Throughout the late 1960s and early
1970s, the Märkisches Viertel remained a
key site of activism for a number of political
groups in West Berlin, many of whom were
involved alongside residents in a series of
grassroots struggles around housing and
infrastructure (Reidemeister, 1972). Perhaps
most importantly, and as I note in the book,
it was also in the Märkisches Viertel that
Berlin’s first squat was (briefly) set up. In
response to Sanyal, it seems to me that any
further attempt to engage with the complex
materiality of squatting in Berlin must there-
fore begin with a close examination of the
constitutive role that alternative forms of
architectural practice have occupied within
the struggle for an alternative right to the
city.

The promise of a different city

Naumann begins his review by recounting a
recent January 2016 raid against Rigaer
Straße 94, a housing project and partially
squatted house in Berlin-Friedrichshain. On
22 June 2016, part of the house including the
Kadterschmiede ‘scene’ pub on the ground
floor was cleared in a brutal police operation.
The whole area around the house remained
under close police control until July 2016.

For many, the heavy-handed tactics
recently adopted by the police with respect
to Rigaer 94 – not to mention the leaking of
confidential information about the house’s

occupants to far-right groups – point to the
existential threat facing the city’s squatter
movement. This is hardly surprising given
that a number of former squats/prominent
house projects in Berlin have been cleared
by the police since 2009 including
Brunnenstraße 183, Liebig 14 and the
Kunsthaus Tacheles. Others including
Brunnenstraße 6/7, Linienstraße 206 as well
Rigaer Straße 94 remain under threat of
eviction. Are we facing, therefore, the end of
the squatter movement in Berlin and the
slow death of radical housing politics in the
city? Or, are there grounds for remaining
hopeful as Wilson suggests?

My own answer leans towards the latter
in at least two ways. First, that the kind of
‘infrastructural breakdown’ (Berlant, 2016:
394) to which Berlin squatters have always
responded has only intensified while
prompting the emergence of a new and
equally precarious form of urban politics.
The recent turn to new oppositional move-
ments in the city from struggles over refu-
gee rights to protests over gentrification,
rising rents and forced evictions, shows, if
anything, that the spaces that squatters cre-
ated and the practices they deployed still
resonate for many activists for whom a
more socially just urbanism persists as an
unfinished project.

Second, that the very practices of squat-
ters continue to point to a rather different
sense of what it means to think, research
and inhabit cities. As AbdouMaliq Simone
has reminded us, ‘it is not easy to determine
what cities are’ and that contemporary
urban theorising has attempted to ‘restore
some common sense’ by reviving a whole
series of ‘once-normative assumptions’
about the nature of shared urban life. My
own aim, in contrast, has been to develop an
empirically grounded account of the history
of the squatter movement in Berlin that
offers a different genre of urban practice – a
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makeshift urbanism – that reveals the need
for new concepts in tackling what it might
still mean to live in a city (see Simone,
2015).

It is with these thoughts that I wish to
conclude. I would like to thank again the
four commentators and David Featherstone
for organising the forum and the session at
the 2015 RGS IBG Annual Conference on
which it is based. Any faults or omissions
are, of course, my own. I do nevertheless
hope that I have been able to offer some
critical sightlines for how we might come to
understand the making of a radical urban
politics.
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