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			Preface 

			How to get the better of gentrification, even by means of—of all things—contemporary art (CA)? This book contains a collection of texts that emerged from REALTY, an ongoing, long-term curatorial effort featuring public events, commissioned artworks, university seminars, and multiple research groups, both formal and informal in nature. Curated by Tirdad Zolghadr, the program focuses on strategies to overcome CA’s complicity in processes of renewal and displacement within inner cities as well as the countryside. Within the field, the search for a response to this complicity has increasingly met with frustration and cynicism. Instead of theorizing our failures yet again, REALTY moves from the spleen of melancholia to the vulgarity of suggestion, however embarrassing. It aims to understand how the growing traction of CA can be used to maximum effect in the here and now.

			The topic is all the more relevant in the midst of the pandemic. If ever there was an opportunity to rethink CA’s relationship to land and location, it is now. The commodification of land and housing is at the heart of our most pressing concerns—concerns that are both ecological and sociopolitical in nature. Moreover, the latter-day strictures imposed by the pandemic on international mobility amount to a historic opportunity. Rarely has criticism of the artworld’s extractive logic of one-place-after-another been louder. And rarely has the valorization of local context been as promising as it is today.

			To deconstruct the dumb logic of fly in/fly out is not enough. Critique and catharsis are great, but they only really bear fruit when positioned as the first step of a larger process. Hence, the insistence in this book on workable responses, imaginative scenarios, and blue-sky thinking that goes for conditions of production within CA itself. At this point, our appetite for change still needs to be formalized by means of new support systems, protocols, and educational templates. Resistance to capitalism will remain a trite slogan so long as artists see no other choice but to do capitalism’s bidding—as smoke screens, cheap labor, or small-time developers. 

			Since 2017, REALTY has been supported in many ways by the KW Institute for Contemporary Art Berlin. It also received support from the Dutch Art Institute and Sommerakademie Paul Klee Bern. Recent writing and editorial work has been made possible by the Foundation for Arts Initiatives (FfAI). (Another upshot of the REALTY program is my third novel, HEADBANGER, which explores this book’s contents from an autofictional vantage point.) The focus on Berlin and its surroundings as a case study in this book is due both to KW and to my having lived and worked here for much of my adult life. To counterbalance this quasi-Prussian perspective, about half the contributions are from further afield.

			Though interdisciplinary in spirit, the book’s onus is unapologetically to art and the purchase it offers—one advantage of CA discourse being that it is informed by practicalities and theoretical research alike, and thus more sweeping in its mapping of references than journalistic or academic discourse often is. The challenge is to then steer this momentum toward a dialectic of falsifiable positions. By this I mean that this is a book that tries, rather loudly, to convince; and not just anyone. (The very fact that you’re reading this book suggests your membership in the privileged niche audience we had in mind.)

			The book’s first editorial essay plots key features of CA at large. KW and the urban developments which have made the venue what it is today figure as a case study. The text also offers a working definition of the term “gentrification,” describing the role of local and national governance within it. It concludes by explaining the role CA has played in creating this mess. My second contribution, however, is a taxonomy of possible road maps out of said mess, an antithetical position to the doom and gloom with which the book commences. This second editorial essay focuses on methods of redistribution, democratization, and decommodification, both as government policy and within the purview of CA itself.

			The book’s other contributions range from recent scholarship to firsthand accounts of artistic agency. Suhail Malik’s essay1 contrasts a public mandate for “anti-gentrification development” with an anti-development stance found among creative workers that he suggests is self-serving and ultimately “uses the urban poor as collateral.” Malik’s perspective sheds a helpful light on the laissez-faire liberalism that marks CA, while also helping to contextualize the growing  eco-political stance currently found among cultural workers. The contributions of de-growth and other comparable movements have been groundbreaking, but at the hands of CA’s incessant hunt for ramshackle real estate they can serve as smoke screens for a decidedly less egalitarian agenda.

			Meanwhile, Laura Calbet Elias’s essay offers an analysis of the financialization processes that currently undergird the workings of real estate development, using a small slice of Berlin Mitte as a forensic case study to demonstrate their mechanisms. Calbet Elias also maintains that critical analysis tends to focus on art’s effect on the financialization of other sectors: she argues that we must foreground the impact on art itself, as an object of financialization in its own right.

			Sabine Horlitz’s contribution points to community land trusts as a tried and tested form of collective ownership—one safely beyond the reach of market speculation. This mechanism is being deployed within a wide range of settings as we speak. Her essay also heralds the foundation of a municipal land trust in Berlin itself.

			Marco Clausen shifts the discussion to a rural setting, tracing the different histories that have contributed to shaping present-day Berlin’s environs, from the land practices of the Prussian aristocracy to the impact of international finance. He ends by pointing to other genealogies lying further afield, making a claim for a “stewardship” of natural resources rather than an ideology of property ownership.

			Katya Sander’s “Landscape Study,” meanwhile, maps the material traces of rural property regimes in Scotland and Denmark over time, culminating in a similarly poignant appeal for land stewardship as opposed to the extractive logic of ownership. Her comparative study of ante-modern agrarian models of property usage suggests new modes of custodianship and what-if scenarios.

			Simone Hain’s seminal report on the draining of the rivers Oder, Netze, and Warthe places the construction of the Prussian landscape we now take for granted within a broader historical context. (Berlin itself was largely wetlands until the eighteenth century.) Hain describes the human toll of what was at once a monumental engineering experiment and a disastrous state-led land grab. But she also offers a narrative of how a form of modernization based on enlightened technocracy emerged from the very muck of this eighteenth century catastrophe.

			This reader also features Maria Hetzer’s captivating description of communist land reform in the GDR, undertaken in the immediate aftermath of World War II. Although Hetzer’s account does not wish to offer a blueprint for the here and now (as she herself insists), it does remind us of the political possibilities a state of exception can contain—especially today, when the regime of neoliberal intimidation appears, perhaps momentarily, to be on the wane.

			A comparably dizzying sense of Red possibility marks Bahar Noorizadeh’s research on planning experiments in the early Soviet Union. Her contribution addresses the short-lived school of Disurbanism, which sought to overcome the rural-urban divide by devising radically new lines of settlement. An unabridged version of the essay published here, accessible on www.realtynow.online, also features the correspondence between Le Corbusier and the disurbanist visionary Moisei Ginzburg. This exchange epitomizes the ideological and geopolitical rifts running through the heart of the modernist movement.

			In terms of a critical engagement with the legacy of modernism as we know it, Marion Von Osten’s contribution is altogether less forgiving and more entangled.2 While von Osten’s practice as a curator, theorist, and artist unapologetically stood on modernism’s shoulders (see her formal embrace of the grid in her work, her monumental engagement with the Bauhaus, or her work on architecture and colonialism in the Maghreb and Sub-Saharan Africa), the scope and rigor of her plea for an “interspecies” approach, as well as a post-anthropocentric rethink of present-day urban planning, makes the titanic blind spots at the heart of the modernist project all too painfully obvious.

			Khaldun Bshara ties the urbanization of rural Palestine to the commodification of land in the post-Oslo era. In a sense, his contribution picks up where Von Osten leaves off, placing a Palestinian history of modernization squarely within a history of both Ottoman and European colonialism. At our KW conference in 2020, Bshara’s wry eloquence and charm allowed him to explain the Israel/Palestine conflict as directly colonial, without any Germans in the audience falling off their seats in a dead faint.

			For her part, Marwa Arsanios offers a snapshot of her persistent research in both Colombia and Kurdistan, based on the testimonies of women who have reinvented theories and practices of agriculture within militarized environments. It is in the rural heartlands of Palestine, Colombia, and Kurdistan that land grabs, in all their violent disregard for nature and human dignity alike, can be most clearly understood as instances of clear-cut colonial dispossession.

			terra0 represents the most ambitious artist project in this publication, in terms of experimental rigor and potential impact alike. The  collective offers a scenario for a fully autonomous forestscape that can be released from human intervention to tend to its own interests and growth via smart contracts alone. Although the terra0 blueprint began as a student project and will remain under development for a long time to come, once this young artist trio realized the staggering implications of their project, they decided to devote their long-term professional trajectories to addressing its technical, ecological, and financial challenges. They have begun with small-scale experiments intended as precursors to scaling up to whole ecosystems.

			The two remaining contributions address the chronic lack of support structures within CA, and the part this plays in the saga of art and gentrification. To imagine a life beyond residential capitalism, we do need more than a sheepish sense of being passively part of the problem. By means of her Tuleva initiative, curator Kristel Raesaar explains how you can ensure a pension as a freelancer, even within a fiercely challenging economic environment. Her contribution answers the question of how to develop support systems built by and for their users, with technology no more demanding than an Excel file. For her part, and in the very same spirit of redistribution, writer Penny Rafferty points to recent, ambitious experiments in redistribution within CA, particularly via quadratic voting methods and blockchain technology.

			The political economy of art and urban development is a complicated and well-trodden path and soon after embarking on it I found myself indebted to a vast number of conversation partners—kindly experts, activists, and colleagues—who all humored me along this journey. Some encounters were a give and take, others less so. The dazzling Anh Linh, editor of ARCH+, sadly examined me like a fly in his Karottensuppe. To the likes of him, this book revisits many well-known topics (1990s Berlin, Henry George, etc.); to others it might provide a valuable introduction. Personally speaking, it is exactly the kind of book I would have wished for when starting out on my research . . . a manual for the art professional to build upon. To say the least, it would have spared me many, many moments of uncertainty and exasperation, over Karrottensuppe or otherwise.

			Above all, it is to the late Marion von Osten to who I am indebted. She not only organized exhibitions in the 1990s that first drew me to CA, but it is thanks to her that I eventually understood gentrification as a dynamic process that encompasses both the urban and rural, the representational and ecological. Although the book perhaps retains a metrocentric bias, it does zoom out to contemplate the city as one fragment of a much larger biosphere. That it strives to do so at all is entirely Marion’s doing.

			I would also like to express my thanks to the following individuals, for their part in the long chain of events that led to this book. I would like to thank Tom Eccles, who introduced me to the character-building experience of full-time teaching, and my friend and colleague Suhail Malik, to whom I owe many, many things. I am equally grateful to my collaborators at Riwaq, Ramallah, although I could never bring our project fully to fruition, unfortunately. But the lessons learned are not forgotten. More recently, I owe much to Krist Gruijthuijsen, whose trust and support have been decisive. He took my 2016 polemic TRACTION at face value, offering me four years under his auspices at KW to put the book’s premises to the test. This is how the lion’s share of REALTY’s contents came together. I should also mention other KW colleagues who went out of their way to make the REALTY program happen; Duygu Örs, Katja Zeidler, Maurin Dietrich, Mason Leaver-Yap, and especially Sabrina Herrmann.

			Many other people are referenced in my two editorial essays. Others not mentioned there include: Deadline Architects Berlin, Rival Strategy London, Esra Akcan, Michael Baers, Diann Bauer, Carl Berthold, Anya Bitkina, Mathieu Blond, Stephan Blumenschein, Erik Bordeleau, Johanna Brückner, Crystal Z. Campbell, Luca Carboni, Sara Cattin, Luiza Crosman, Tashy Endres, Shahab Fotouhi, Felix Hartenstein, Jörg Heiser, Martin Heller, Dirk Herzog, Andreas Krüger, Alexandros Kyriakatos, Friederike Landau, Stephan Lanz, Maria Lind, Azar Mahmoudian, Luke Mason, Samantha McCulloch, Doreen Mende, Alexis Mitchell, Dina Mohamad, Katharina Morawek, Heather M. O’Brien, Rachel O’Reilly, Sarah Pierce, Hans Rudolf Reust, Kristien Ring, Hannah Rocchi, Rachel Rosenfelt, Natascha Sadr Haghighian, Gabrielle Schleijpen, Shirana Shahbazi, Solmaz Shahbazi, Jörg Stollmann, Eric Golo Stone, Niloufar Tajeri, Jonathan Takahashi, Leonardo Vilchis, Andreas Vogel, Ingrid Wagner, and the inimitable Oraib Toukan. 
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			screenshots on previous pages: Christopher Roth, space-time.tv: REALTY-V, online TV channels (2018-ongoing)

			

			1	First published in STATISTA: Towards a Statecraft of the Future (Zurich: Park Books, 2019).

			2	Also first published in STATISTA.

		

	
		
			Provisional Global Snapshots

			Tirdad Zolghadr

			CA 101

			A quick comparison of archetypes is sometimes helpful. When Leonardo da Vinci settled in Renaissance Venice, he worked as a military engineer, designing canal systems with a lock mechanism that is still in use today. Centuries later, deep in the asphyxiating mass of the industrial city, the historical avant-gardes were less hands-on than Da Vinci but all the more confident in theory and vision. They reimagined their towns with an arrogant hubris that Benjamin later described as a “destructive character,” one that would have appeared equally preposterous to Da Vinci as to ourselves. Though the cabin fever pathos did simmer down a bit, the hubris remained until the 1970s. Creative visitors to faraway locations were both preposterous and hands-on enough to try their hand at agriculture, infrastructure development, sniper training, literacy campaigns, and propaganda. Take those late-modern icons—the Situationist flaneurs with their dérives and New Babylons, or the 1970s cool cats lounging in the cast iron lofts of a deindustrialized lower Manhattan. Even they are far removed from contemporary art’s take on its urban environs.

			Something shifted over the last decades of the twentieth century. In its self-image, the bohemian virtue of art may live on, but in real life, contemporary art (CA) went from being an upshot of wealth to a source of wealth in its own right. Today, CA is a capillary network of formal and self-run venues which together embody a highly specialized skill set, a fiercely competitive job market, a distinct “moral economy” of indeterminacy,1 and an asset in the ongoing race between competing metropolitan “engines of growth.”2

			In terms of its politics, CA embodies a strong sense of “ontological liberalism” (I owe this term to Victoria Ivanova)—a liturgy of individual aspiration on all levels; cultural, sexual, intellectual, economic. In terms of habitus, CA no longer occupies a niche where the critical intelligentsia  consort with wealthy patrons, but is comprised, rather, of a sprawling cosmopolitan constituency mirroring the deterritorialization of art production itself. Despite these commonalities, and others besides, what is all-important to the field is its insistence that CA is not a field at all so much as a fluid assemblage of incommensurate communities of thought and action, beyond ideology or categorization.

			Unnoticed values do tend to be the more tenacious ones. Wishful thinking aside, what are the really existing effects of our artscape within the cycles described in these pages? The metaphors are many. Artists are variously described as pioneers, parasites, a type of magical ointment, stalking horses, foot soldiers, shock troops, kamikaze pilots of urban renewal, revelers enjoying a last hurrah on the deck of the Titanic. Luckily, not all the terms for artists are quite as melodramatic. “Gentrification and the Artistic Dividend,” a 2014 study published in the Journal of the American Planning Association (issue no. 80), describes the impact of the fine arts as “benign” in comparison to film and advertising. As argued by Marco Clausen, to overstate the impact of CA would indeed “culturalize” what is mainly the doing of policymakers and international finance.

			Concrete examples of the effective role of CA within a specific redevelopment cycle are discussed extensively in this reader, but CA has a problem not related to net effect. Like the housing market, it is conceptually, psychologically, and economically premised on private ownership, as Andrea Phillips has noted. The race for individual achievement and reputational value is hard-wired into CA’s DNA, and its selection processes are administered by a steep hierarchy of gifted individuals. The conditions of production within this skewed meritocracy amount to a “permanence of ongoing necessity.” Thus the very idea of “social housing as a long-term commitment to equal access to democratically decided amenities,” says Phillips, runs counter to “the psychic, cultural, and, in the end, economically organized needs of artists.”3

			Surely enough, as a field, we have learned to extract what is of interest—a topic, a story, a resource—and head for the next opportunity. Fly in, fly out (FIFO). As others have pointed out before me, once a “project” is completed, the expert moves on, whether they be artists, scholars, or investors. Which is why people mistrust the expert, and look to right-wing rootsiness instead.4 Time will tell whether the pandemic can introduce a lasting sense of restraint, but prior to COVID-19, this  rampant extractivism allowed for a worldwide expansion of the art field at breathtaking speed—in the name of no other agenda than an expansion of the self-evident value CA putatively possesses.

			The upshot of CA’s regimented wanderlust is a poverty of aspiration. It’s hard to go beyond gestures when you always have one eye on the exit. After so many blueprint opacities, is it possible to appreciate a clear-cut meat-and-potatoes position? Hardly. To invest in more grounded parameters is to risk being rooted, thus commensurable, thus predictable. Who in our field would ever want to risk cliché.

			By way of example, let’s take a hypothetical biennial commission. The artist, working from afar, might request, say, a primary school—preferably in a demographically mixed neighborhood—to serve as both film set and exhibition site. Depending on the school, international attention can do more harm than good, so this type of thing would ideally be a careful, time-consuming affair. But regrettably, time is short. Incidentally, the biennial’s outreach team may have built a relationship over time with a nearby school. But its advice may not count for much. A principle aim of biennials, after all, is realizing the exchange value of found material. Rather than community welfare, what counts is the school’s architecture, iconography, history, ambiance—its ability to fuel the work’s spatial resonance and political narrative, whether “Marxist,” “decolonialist,” or otherwise.

			Take, for instance, curator Kate Brehme’s doctoral research, which traces the increasing level of abstraction that marks the Berlin Biennale’s (BB) relationship to the city.5 At an early point in BB history, she says, off-site spaces were merely exciting “platforms.” Over time, they became “laboratories” for exhibition formats that aestheticized the spaces that hosted them. By 2014, the Berlin Biennale’s spectacle of transformation was cogent enough to redefine the very meaning and temporality of the locations it occupied, and to crown them sites of contemporaneity in and of themselves: opaque, ambivalent, indeterminate.

			It’s a given to the vast majority of my colleagues that we should stick to this kind of art, regardless of the consequences. Why exactly should this particular pursuit of happiness be so self-evident? The success rate within CA is hardly enough to explain our sense of conviction. Career benefits are meager at best, especially in Berlin—the only capital city in the EU poorer than the national average.

			At Berlin dinner parties or panel discussions where artists deplore that they are made to compete for scant resources with schoolchildren  and refugees, I shut my mouth. I prefer not to mess with angry Berliners. But I do wonder where the sense of entitlement comes from. In German parlance, you will find a clue in the untiring reference to Zweckfreiheit der Kunst, art’s freedom from purpose. The continuance of the Euro-humanist tradition valorizes culture beyond use and function, even as we make our claims for decolonization, even as we scoff at Kant & Co. In practice, we uphold this tradition worldwide, almost without reserve. It frees us from the need to explain ourselves—beyond occasional lip service to the occasional populist, whom we privately consider a bigot. As more and more policy-makers ditch the autonomy of art in favor of service to urban development and other things, we need more than arrière-garde positions to see us through.

			And CA does have more to offer. Thanks to the persistence of critique as our default attitude of choice, our recent inclusion within the corridors of power remains difficult to accept (whether in the context of international diplomacy, educational policy, city development, or otherwise). But CA is now in a better position than it likes to acknowledge. To this day, CA’s empowerment remains largely under-theorized. Throughout the recent creative city debates, I was surprised to find common ground between artists and architects. Despite the latter’s machismo, both professions like to identify both with the heroic trickster prototype, on the one hand, and the melancholic slave to capital, on the other.6 Neither of which imply a sense of accountability, let alone change. Fortunately, there are architects, artists, curators, and venues out there that do insist on the difference between what is suave and what is important: practices where the culture of systematic (self-)critique is demystified and carefully put in its place: once critique becomes a catalyst, it can be a ground that proposals can proceed from. (Proceed from—not dwell within.) As this book will argue, art does not necessarily need to be overtly critical, durational, or experimental in order to be more than CA for CA’s sake. It can be as quietist or commodified as you like. What it does need is a stated agenda, grounded over time, in really existing conditions and necessities.

			Gentrification 101

			“Art and gentrification? I can tap-dance that argument on your forehead.” The script is now a familiar one. Since the day sociologist Ruth Glass coined the term “gentrification” in 1964, CA has even learned to preempt it whenever needed. Take the Al Quoz arts district of Dubai, which leapfrogged the whole process of urban decline and renewal by  building old-school “postindustrial” warehouses from scratch. No need for manufacturing to come and go; art need not wait its turn.

			And yet, you would be surprised by the misunderstandings—starting with the eagerness to evacuate social cleansing from the term and instead discuss gentrification as a quality of life issue,7 as if it were a matter of bike lanes or flirting with the barista. To be clear, not every displacement is a case of gentrification, but every form of gentrification does, by definition, involve displacement. The very point of using the g-word is to pinpoint cases of both regeneration and displacement occurring in tandem, as a coherent two-step process of spatial transformation.

			At the outset of the whole process lies the spotting of a “rent gap,” a theory developed in 1979 by geographer Neil Smith to describe the disparity between the current rental income of a property and its potentially achievable income. An economic explanation for the process of gentrification: at its end lies an “upgrade” in demographic, material, and symbolic terms. The particular shade of upgrade discussed in this book—one that is prominent if far from universal—involves the transformation of cultural capital into real capital. To use Sharon Zukin’s formula: Real Estate + Cultural Capital = Real Cultural Capital.8

			Even within a single gentrification cycle, the “improvement” of the local population can reoccur several times, including the displacement of its earliest enablers. For their part, those departing, whether hipsters or salaried working-class families, may eventually wind up pumping up housing prices anew in the neighborhoods where they are displaced to. Recent analyses of European and US housing markets emphasize how the lower middle strata of a population becomes displaced by the upper middle ones. One can also refer to Christophe Guilluy’s work on the “politics of resentment” in France, which casts the Front National as a party of suburban commuters displaced by inner-city bourgeois bohèmes (bobos).9

			Setting aside the cost of rent, if you see old friends leaving, old stores going bust, and new ones not catering to you; if at that point you still won’t budge it is probably due to a lack of options. Displacement comes in many shapes and forms. Consider that the Berlin municipality has  counted approximately 5,000 homeless but guesstimates that ten times as many lack a regular living space of their own.

			Finally, we reach a point in the cycle when a good address is established. Much has been written about metrophobic urban villages (within the city, but not of it). According to Matthew Soules, such “ruralist” agendas in the US coincide with the economic, cultural, and political ascendancy of the military. Niklas Maak refers to this moment as “zombification”: immigration as a restaurant, urbanity as a vernissage. Even neoliberalism itself can be zombified when risk and volatility are contained by watertight inheritance rights, which are making a strong comeback these days.10

			Cycles of this kind—from rent gap to displacement to zombification—can take decades. Proprietors often “go long,” leaving areas untouched for many years on end so as to eventually maximize return on investment. Samar Kanafani has described the situation in Beirut, where if you take a picture of an abandoned ruin someone will emerge from the bushes to ask what you’re doing. The neglect is calculated.11

			The attempt to cutesify gentrification by ignoring the enforced transfer of populations would be less worrying if it didn’t serve to normalize what is historically contingent. Even when displacement is accepted as an inherent part of the equation, it is often relativized as a human condition—as natural as headaches or cantaloupes (some have argued for hunter-gatherers being the first victims of forced displacement, having been “gentrified” out of existence by agriculture some 9,000 years ago)—when the evidence suggests none of these changes are ubiquitous and never will be. In fact, most neighborhoods stay poor or wealthy at a fairly stable rate.

			So, if the process is neither universal nor a question of lifestyle, then why, you might ask, should it be of interest to CA? Four reasons. First, it’s a matter of understanding your specific environment. The places where CA does rear its head are quite often precisely the locations where the rent gap is at play and “maximum quantitative profit [must be] derived from a qualitatively restricted place” (see Wolfgang Scheppe’s “The Ground-Rent of Art and Exclusion from the City,” referenced below). Second, developers are now eager to recruit art and culture to. do their bidding. So if we remain happy with our complicity, at least we can avoid being useful idiots. Third, the commodification of land and housing increasingly pollutes everything under the sun, from the food we eat to our sense of belonging. Finally, even those of my colleagues who acknowledge gentrification as a form of class violence still intuitively share the understanding that, at the end of the day, CA is not the problem but part of the solution. Surely what’s good for art professionals must be good for those around them, too. The best-case scenario for a healthy neighborhood is a “mix” of people, one that includes a generous dose of ourselves. Better “desegregate” the place, we mutter, than allocate swathes of hard-up immigrants to the city’s margins.

			Alas, in a rent gap situation, the presence of culturati almost always leads to a slow bump in property value, and hence to an eviction effect. When it comes to a “mix” of cultured bourgeoisie, and some token subalterns, you will find no studies corroborating a “deconcentration” effect. Trickle Down wealth remains a myth. (Culturati aside, for some two centuries now poverty deconcentration has been a policy against social revolt, and for proactive plague management.12)

			Systemfrage: Primitive Accumulation

			Is development feasible without the patterns described above? Is the bad stuff a perverse effect or the system working as intended? With its emphasis on consumer choice, the “demand-side” argument casts development as a result of coalitions between state and private interests, all of them banking on the cumulative, beneficial nature of investment in a given built environment. If successful, one wave provokes the next. A convention center needs airports, which need communication infrastructures, but also hotels, which would benefit from a cultural scene, and so on. Gentrification, according to the demand-side narrative, can be benign or painful, just like development itself.

			With its focus on disinvestment and redistribution, the “supply-side” argument tends to frame development as something uneven by necessity. In this scenario, gentrification is just the fin above the water—the natural trait of a creature whose survival hinges on the incessant production of space, one location after another (a point most famously made by Henri Lefebvre). Some would argue that development is less of a shark and more of a parasite, feeding on its host to the point of death. Until then, the reification of what is nonreplicable—wildlife as monoculture, downtowns as gated communities—is a “locational seesaw” that follows Marx’s “law of uneven development,” famously revisited by geographer  Neil Smith.13 Capital is cyclically withdrawn from some places to be invested in others, with equalizing effects over here (distances disappear thanks to better roads) and differentiating effects over there (stratification according to class and race).

			As per the law of uneven development, locations fulfil different roles at different moments, by way of open-air geographies of mass incarceration, new surveillance technologies, normalized usage of institutionalized force, subcontracts for the state monopoly of violence, etc. In earlier stages of modernist urban planning, it was North Africa that was famously bestowed the honor of being an XL scale laboratory.14 Currently, unprecedented forms of land grabbing are being practiced in the West Bank and Gaza, where landscapes are not the stage but the means for managing civilian populations. At some point a “boomerang effect”15 will once again duly return to Europe, for better or for worse, and as it has before.

			Marx defines the ur-moment of any cycle of uneven development as one of “primitive accumulation.” He coined the term in the 1860s to describe the enclosures across England, where commonly farmed land was being fenced off by the gentry and made subject to cash rents, thereby creating a nonlanded class stripped of its traditional assets and rights, wholly dependent for survival on wage labor (Katya Sander’s contribution describes the process as it unfolded in the Scottish Highlands over the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries). In this light, our subject matter is less about specific hotspots or crafty villains and more about surprisingly archaic cycles.

			Marx’s theoretical picture has since been updated to make it less Eurocentric (Onur Ince16) and less specific to an epoch (David Harvey’s “accumulation by dispossession,” or Raymond Williams, who describes a process reaching back to the fifteenth century17). I borrow “theoretical pictures” from WJT Mitchell to imply the scrunching of complex “theoryscapes” into something curt, portable, punchy, contagious, and easy to remember. And Marx’s ur-instance of placemaking encapsulates many things: it is a touchstone of the colonial era, the agricultural revolution,  a removal of structures that hindered the rise of proletarian labor and private property, a trigger for the population boom and industrial expansion, a submission of nonaccumulative logics of subsistence to accumulative ones. As such, it points not only to seizure and extraction, but to the implementation of altogether new constellations.

			Hard to ignore a colonial rationale that marks the placemaking process to this day. To facilitate conquest and seizure, spaces are still cast as miserable, unhealthy, dirty, reactionary, etc., and thus in need of being complexified, securitized, saved. Rural areas of interest come to be defined as ugly or as wastelands,18 while surplus-oriented societies are defined as more worthy than (indigenously owned) subsistence ones. Some places are declared void of history and humanity altogether. See the myth of the empty land awaiting Zionist cultivation from the 1890s onwards. As Rosalyn Deutsche phrased it with regards to 1980s Manhattan, the trick is to make the narrative so malleable that the “x [which] has no history” can be arbitrarily exchanged for the “y [that] has always existed.”19 By and by, any settlement can be made to look perfectly natural, and the surrounding landscape can be reconceived accordingly.

			Importantly, Marx considered the rural enclosures both an illegitimate land grab and a case of inevitable modernization in the face of underinvestment, primitive agricultural practices, the wasteful use of space, etc. The all-important growth of the working class was contingent upon a population boom, which in turn would have been unthinkable without a drastic increase in grain production—and the modern enclosures it required.20 Only the maturity of capitalism would trigger organized struggle against it. Engels, ever snarky, summed up the dispute by arguing that, well, let’s face it, a troglodyte would never organize a Paris commune in his cave.21 Such snooty condescension marks a very rich tradition of left-wing intellectuals, from Marx himself on “the idiocy of rural life,” to Francois Lyotard on workers “desiring and enjoying dispossession,” to left-accelerationists expounding on “primitivist equilibrium” and “folk politics.” Trotsky summarized capitalism as a subjugation of town over country before himself advocating for it in the name of socialism.22.

			Say we adopted the confident machismo of old. Say we argued that, given the right circumstances, the pain of dispossession will pale in comparison to the long-term benefits of modern development. Why settle for sprawling poverty when you can have a shining city on the hill? Alas. As an engine-of-history type contraption, the limits of top-down turbo development are now plain to see. Setting aside even the thorny matter of forced displacement in the name of a higher cause, however progressive, the apocalyptic scale of biospheric degradation makes limits on growth a nonnegotiable imperative. And the reuse, refunctioning, and reappropriation of existing assets—including the refunctioning and reappropriation of age-old theoretical pictures—makes this even more the case.

			The Famous Case of Berlin

			Over the last two decades, Berlin has increasingly become an international object of attention. To this day, however, many studies are published with little exposure on the ground. Perhaps this is because international comparisons tend to generally overemphasize what is happening elsewhere already (this very essay being, arguably, a case in point). It also bears mentioning that the gulf between native speakers and anglophones is larger here, and more emotionalized than in many European metropolises. The resentment is as strong as it is mutual. I’ve heard it said that expat hipsters and Berliners deserve each other, and as a Germanophone expat worst case scenario, I agree.

			I’ll begin my own storyline with curator Marius Babias’s account of a vernissage in 1982, when Joseph Beuys opened the Nationalgalerie Berlin exhibition Beuys, Rauschenberg, Twombly, Warhol with works from the Erich Marx collection. At the time, the art collector and developer owned the Villa Schilla in Charlottenburg, that had recently been squatted—part of a broader movement throughout much of Western Europe. When tensions between Marx and the squatters intensified, Beuys justified his role in the Nationalgalerie show by saying “as long as there’s a chance to convert a capitalist, I’ll speak to him.” He also offered to stick a plaque on the Villa Schilla, to place it “under the protection of art.”23 The squatters weren’t interested, and, admittedly, the curator in me is disappointed. But the Villa enjoyed a long and happy life nonetheless—far beyond the auratic reach of Beuysian alchemy—and was eventually legalized as a co-op.

			As it is, the story is rich enough. One can only marvel at Beuys’ failure to appreciate his own role within the real estate food chain and his own. status as a “capitalist to be converted.” Such is the deictic magic of art, allowing it to pop up at the right place and the right time over and over again (location, location, location). Fourteen years later, Berlin crash-landed in another era altogether, and Erich Marx paid his tax bill with 20 tons of tallow fat, otherwise known as Beuys’ 1977 artwork Unschlitt. The work’s value was estimated at 6.5 million Deutsche Mark, but bequeathed to the city at only 3.5 million. Babias wryly remarks that the difference amounts to the surplus of the Berlin construction boom: “Die Differenz ist der Mehrwert des berliner Baubooms.”24

			West Berlin was still an insular Cold War state of exception back in 1982, braving the communist apparatchiks in polyester suits, peering grimly down from the Alexanderplatz TV tower. This sleepy oasis was home to a very different type of urban romance in the 1990s, however. On the one hand, the fall of the Wall produced an outsized gash of fallow land running straight through the city; on the other, the restitution of property expropriated by Nazis or GDR officialdom created a bureaucratic limbo that lasted a good decade. During this intermezzo, armies of cultural workers invested their blood, sweat, and tears in the unused spaces then dotting Berlin, reinventing them for a year, a month, a night, before moving on to the next site. Berlin became an exemplary zone of “spatial creativity,” a “test site,” an “adventure playground,” a “capital of temporary usage” (Zwischennutzung)—a legacy it continues to build on to this day (it is still often asserted that no other city in the world has been demolished and rebuilt as many times as Berlin). The excitement was not entirely free of those seductive colonial tropes referencing uninhabited space; “free spaces” (Freiräume) in an “inherent state of lack”, or “empty spaces, and empty positions in the very heart of the city” (as Klaus Biesenbach once put it). By the end of the 1990s, the city had not only failed to grow, it continued to shrink. This was good news for cultural workers, whose quality of life is contingent on cheap rent, empty facilities, and unemployment rates remaining slightly above average.

			My own take on Berlin, as a critical theory student with a voracious 1990s Weltbild and a nice middle-class background, also begins here. I had Grade 1 stubble for a haircut, polyester pants, neon-orange track-suit jackets, and a savvy friend who moved to Berlin with a similarly 1990s appetite. He dragged me to Tacheles, Friseur, Brasilianer, Volksbühne, even the early KW. Decades later, the city’s lost aura still haunts me: I will always consider 1990s Berlin as a home away from home, just as hundreds of thousands of other emigrants like me have. 

			As architect Robert Huber shrewdly puts it, eventually temporary cultural usage tends to “devour its own children.” “Protohipsters” like myself woke up one day to the fact that our merrymaking had become part of a bigger urban renewal plan. To what degree the process was premeditated is anyone’s guess. Fact is, the only ones to harvest the sweat equity invested over the course of that long decade spanning 1989 to 2001 were not those who made the neighborhoods safe, unique, creative, etc., but legal proprietors both old and new.

			While owners calmly anticipated their share of the surplus, few artists planned for anything beyond the heat of the moment. Even the artist association BBK elected to prioritize studio subsidies over securing its own infrastructure. Harsh judgements are easy to render retrospectively, and the collective freedom from the pressure of rent and profit motive was a historical opportunity in its own right. But 1990s insouciance came with a price tag, especially in terms of city policy at large. This was a time of rash en bloc privatization, when some 15 percent of Berlin’s public housing stock was sold at a grossly undervalued price. The Tacheles complex, an icon of city subculture, was snatched up in 1998 for the equivalent of 1.4 million euros and flipped in 2012 for 150 million.

			As 1990s sunshine segued into the dusky aughts, Berlin did not have to wait for austerity urbanism to hit a financial crisis. During the 1990s, a publicly owned bank had been gambling with public assets as security for real estate transactions. In 2001, they lost the assets wholesale. As a result, the city suffered budget cuts and austerity dictates grotesquely similar to the ones Berlin imposed on Greece a decade later. The German capital was coerced into selling off assets when they were at their cheapest, and the irony should not be lost that it was the newly elected left-wing coalition government that was forced to cut housing subsidies and accelerate the sale of municipal property. 2001 saw the privatization of 140,000 units to bidders, including Goldman Sachs. At the time of writing, over twenty million square meters have been sold, an area the size of Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg.

			This was also the moment when the hungry push to at last become a “normal” European city became more palpable. In a testament to CA’s new worldwide status, at this sensitive moment art was not sidelined but peddled at the highest levels, on an intercontinental stage, as a winning formula for an impoverished city.25 When, in 2003, an EU report underlined the importance of temporary cultural usage in urban development, the mayor was quick to declare such things a “Berlin tradition.”  Admittedly, there wasn’t much choice in the matter. Art was one of the few things the city had going for it. In 2006, 10 percent worked in the cultural sector and punched above their weight by securing 13 percent of economic output. Over 9,000 artists worked here—of which nearly 7,500 had previously stated they were in need of affordable studio space.

			From the point of view of whoever hatched this plan, it worked. The city is now growing fast and real estate is the investment of choice, buoyed by low interest rates. Even the cultural workers who put Berlin on the map have lived to tell the tale, if only barely. For now, they’re hanging in there, in a city where rent has nearly doubled since the 1990s. On the other hand, over 80 percent of all Berlin residents remain tenants, and the city still ranks highly in European social justice indexes. What’s more, things look better politically. As my second essay explains, at long last momentum is clearly in favor of the public sector retaking control of city development.

			The Famous Case of KW

			One of the easy scapegoats of this epic tale of boom and bust is a mid-size CA venue in the picturesque Scheunenviertel (“Shed Quarter”), named after the seventeenth century cattle barns once located in the area. The quarter is just south of the busy Torstraße (“Gateway Street”), which marked the city limits for much of Berlin’s history. Right outside the gateway is where cheap labor was once housed, an intimidating part of town which was famously badass, penniless, and self-policing. As late as the 1980s, the GDR government attempted a communist rent gap effort of sorts: the area was slated for demolition and renewal, and “white trash” was housed here, including a generous handful of neo-Nazis. When the GDR collapsed, squatters introduced the neighborhood’s first whiff of the international bourgeoisie.

			The squatters had 1990s turmoil on their side. It took at least six months for a property restitution demand, of which there were 24,000 at the time, to make its way through the system. Facing an urgent need for affordable real estate, the municipality handed out thousands of temporary usage licenses across East Berlin. The most prominent of these municipal clerks was Jutta Weitz of the public holdings firm WBG Mitte, who favored video rentals over dentists, project spaces over tax advisors, and even hosted networking salons in her apartment. Weitz’s number was reportedly pinned to a PS1 bulletin board in New York. To some degree, it was her conception of what constituted a creative neighborhood that made Mitte a bastion of CA and techno. Weitz stayed under the radar until the noughts, when urban regeneration qua culture became official policy, and she was feted in the mainstream press as a technocrat vanguard.26

			One fine day in the spring of 1991, Weitz handed over a disused margarine factory on Auguststraße to a loose coalition of artists formally represented by the associations B.E.A.M. and Gemeiner Kunstverein. They immediately got busy; much of what occurred over the half decade to come was documented in below papers, a zine printed on-site by artist duo Dellbrügge & DeMoll. Decades later, in 2017, the duo officially kickstarted the REALTY program with a poignant presentation of below papers on site at KW.

			Among the city slickers at the margarine factory, one member of the Gemeiner Kunstverein stood out. This was a pale, gawky, smooth-talking medical student named Klaus Biesenbach, who had a precocious aptitude for making things bigger, louder, and faster than anyone at the time cared to imagine. Young Biesenbach had surprisingly good connections for a medical student, spanning the art field and the political spectrum and including conservative CDU functionaries. By June of 1992, he had already organized 37 Rooms, a parallel event to documenta 9, where he exhibited artworks in hotel rooms, living rooms, schoolrooms, and toilets up and down Auguststraße. Neighbors already wary of urban renewal pressures watched in alarm as 25,000 stylish visitors crisscrossed the rundown street within a single week. 37 Rooms charmed the hell out of everyone, with a Berlin Senate report expressing surprise at how easily CA had found its footing in the new market economy, to the point of being in “danger of alienating the area.”27 On the 25th anniversary of KW in 2016, Der Tagesspiegel ran an article entitled “Where the Wild Artists Were,” reminiscing about how “the mix of rags and megalomania was convincing; everyone came.”28

			We will never know whether the self-run wonderland collectives could have endured without the pointed intervention of their more ambitious members. At the time, CA was the only macrovision publicly on offer. Soon, the factory was under heritage protection, acquired by the national lottery and leased to the association KW Berlin for art-cultural purposes, with Biesenbach at the helm. As the neighborhood morphed into a bougie ghetto for the first time in its history, KW obdured, becoming  a reluctant poster child for the gentrification springing up around it. To critics, the story of KW is another classic tale of opportunism and institutionalization, tracing a path from rock-n-roll to Prada. But as I’ve argued above, to scapegoat a Kunstverein is to overly culturalize the issue. Even if we assume that curatorial intention had any leeway whatsoever, within this high-stakes game of real estate acquisition, to berate KW for lacking the foresight few Berliners could muster in the 1990s is a bit unfair. But the emotional charge is obvious, and reached a climax in 2010, when BB6 was met with ad hominem attacks on team members in the shape of street posters and graffiti.

			The fact remains that KW is a rare survivor of the scramble for Mitte real estate. Even the harshest of critics must acknowledge the dazzling case of Verstetigung—using the means and methods of CA for entrenchment, digging in one’s heels, continuation in the face of adversity. As such, their example provides many lessons. Instead of yielding to yet another indoor spa, KW became one of the most visible institutions in the German artscape. If, in terms of financial clout, it remains a dwarf, in terms of sociocultural capital, KW has the ear of many a city legislator.

			KW also stands accused of laying claim to 1990s Berlin at large. The era was indeed a last glorious moment of underdocumented, offline subculture, and as such it is vulnerable to appropriation. Again, it is easy to accuse KW of a historiographic power grab, but plenty of middle-aged Berliners have only just started sorting through the fanzines and Super 8 spools lying around in their cellars. A true child of the 1990s, KW only organized its own archive after 30 years of existence.

			Then again, in terms of a future demand for a more forthright relationship to the cityscape and its history, why not give credit where it’s due? For example, what to make of the KW website’s “about”section, that still celebrates Biesenbach as a single-handed man of the hour. Even municipal websites now echo KW’s monological narrative of a genius hotshot, over and above the group creativity on the ground.

			For a more detailed case in point, when it comes to such art-institutional demands, allow me to zoom in on the blazing hot summer of 2018. This is when KW held an off-site show on Moritzplatz, using a Kreuzberg premises owned by PANDION AG, a real estate giant from Cologne. PANDION is infamous for its use of “artwashing” to soften up a given location before moving in for the kill. The previous year, the firm allowed street artists to run rampant in an empty building near the Zoological Gardens to sensational effect: 80,000 visitors queued up to view the indoor graffiti. Only then did pandion begin converting the building into luxury condominiums for a clientele from Egypt, Cyprus, Israel, the UAE, and Hong Kong.

			pandion’s Moritzplatz development is a slick, high-end office/studio complex in a working-class neighborhood perched notoriously on a gentrification tipping point. This time it was not graffiti but CA that pandion chose in order to facilitate its entrance. A host of art institutions accepted the invitation to stage exhibitions—framed by obnoxious creative city slogans—including the Weißensee Kunsthochschule, then in desperate need of a venue for its graduation show.

			When I learned only a few months before our vernissage about KW’s collaboration with pandion, I found myself caught with my pants down. I had made so many hopeful claims at that point regarding KW’s new and improved relationship to the city that I looked like a complete idiot. Or a hypocrite. Or both. Obviously, canceling KW’s contract with pandion was not an option, but canceling REALTY was. This was worse than institutional-critique-as-fig-leaf. This was a shitshow. After an initial shrill, melodramatic outburst, I was relieved to find support among the KW outreach team. But before pulling the plug on REALTY, we decided to make the rounds, consulting activists and civil servants in the vicinity of Moritzplatz so as to gauge opinion and gather suggestions. Many were proffered, including the suggestion that I go fuck myself. A public workshop ensued. Not all ideas are workable.

			Among the more fanciful scenarios, my personal favorite—well before COVID-19—was the idea of “Quarantined Art Zones” that would restrict CA to areas where no rent gap is manifest and therefore no toxic side effects would be unleashed. Three other ideas stood out. The first: REALTY played a tiny part in the founding of Kunstblock, a coalition of artist-activists who now organize anti-gentrification protests in public space (awkwardly, an early Kunstblock intervention unfolded at the KW vernissage on pandion premises). The second: members of the urban garden Prinzessinnengarten complained that hardly anyone in the Moritzplatz neighborhood knew what was going on, so we commissioned artist Larissa Fassler to produce large-scale billboards and street posters that went up all around Moritzplatz (a project entitled Emotional Blackmail), mapping out real estate developments in the area.
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