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1 Introduction

A wooden board is stuck into the soil of a new, smartly designed concrete 
flowerbed. The board transforms the flowerbed into a grave, and this was 
clearly the intention of its creator. Scrawled in red paint, the epitaph reads 
“HACKNEY WICK R.I.P” (see figure 1.1). What does this urban interven-
tion represent? The angry voice of a displaced artist, no longer able to pay 
her rent? A political response to oncoming gentrification, lamenting the 
bygone ‘community’ of the area, symbolically killed by Olympic-led regen-
eration? A sign of the neighbourhood’s vibrant artistic ‘culture’? Or can 
we interpret it as the embodiment of bottom-up localism, vandalism, or 
NIMBYism? Perhaps all of the above. 

Speculating on the origins and meanings of this small-scale urban 
intrusion provokes many possible stories but, whatever narratives we may 
imagine, the intervention tells us something about the ambiguity and 
tensions between urban regeneration as a policy and how it is experienced 
within neighbourhoods1. The newly installed street furniture into which 
the wooden intervention is planted represents the ‘new face’ of regener-

1 | Throughout the book I refer to practices, interactions and negotiations in the 

neighbourhood context. I use this formulation to make a point about the scale at 

which I am referring to, rather than as a way to assert ‘this is real’ or suggest that 

‘the local’ provides evidence of truth. Thomas F. Gieryn (2006) has highlighted 

some of the contentions associated with proximity-as-evidence. In reference to 

the Chicago School of urban studies (1918 -1932), Gieryn argues that by concep-

tualising the city as a laboratory, field-site and consequently a “truth-spot” – 

‘place’ is used to legitimise scientific claims and ‘being there’ becomes part of 

claiming authority (Gieryn 2006: 6). My reference to neighbourhood, street, and 

even city should therefore be understood within the context of critical analyses of 

‘place’ in relation to empirical credibility.
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ated Hackney Wick Fish Island: the flowerbed and adjoining seat were 
conceived by public realm specialists muf architecture/art and funded 
by the government quango London Legacy Development Corporation 
(LLDC). The playful reconstruction of space was intended to encourage 
a new perception and use of space, catalysed by London 2012 Olympic 
investment, but evidently at least one voice remained critical.

Figure 1.1 “Hackney Wick R.I.P.” Sign planted into a 
flowerbed, Hackney Wick Fish Island, August 2012

There are similar signs of discontent in Germany’s capital, Berlin: red 
letters sprayed onto a wooden board. At a demonstration against the Medi-
aspree developments along the River Spree, a woman holds a placard that 
reads “NEE, NEE, NEE…MEDIASPREE” (“No, No, No…Mediaspree”, see 
figure 1.2). In contrast to the anonymous Hackney Wick sign, the author 
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makes herself known, the subject of the protest is named, and the sign 
is one of many within an organised demonstration. But there are also 
many unknowns. The sign could represent a critique of Mediaspree for 
a wide variety of reasons, including the architectural style of new build-
ings, lack of public space along the river, or the displacement of subcul-
tures. However, fundamentally, the placard can be analysed as a symbol 
of a wider discourse against Mediaspree-led regeneration, which is trans-
forming brownfield land along the River Spree. Therefore, despite obvious 
differences, there are important parallels between the interventions in 
London and Berlin: both interventions, read as symbols of discontent, 
challenge the normative conception that urban space is being ‘revitalised’ 
or ‘regenerated’ – being given new life.

Figure 1.2 “NEE, NEE, NEE…MEDIASPREE” (“NO, NO, NO…
MEDIASPREE”), sign displayed during a demonstration against the 
Mediaspree developments along the River Spree, Berlin, July 2013 
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Urban regeneration is represented in urban policy as salvation for indi-
viduals and their communities – ultimately creating “a city of the future 
for all” (Thomas and Imrie 1999: 106, italics added). The changes asso-
ciated with post-Fordist economic restructuring, specifically the decline 
in industries such as coal, steel and textiles, mean that industrial spaces 
such as docks and factory landscapes largely lose their original functions. 
Articulating these broad economic shifts, urban policy seeks to re-cali-
brate urban space to suit the needs of global economic activity in which 
capital is mobile. In this process investors are attracted, the knowledge 
economy is stimulated, and a new social and spatial ecology is catalysed. 
In the last thirty years or so, large-scale regeneration projects (sometimes 
referred to as ‘mega projects’) have become an increasingly popular means 
of implementing these changes and spurring economic growth (Harvey 
2008). However, the two photographs above indicate that urban regener-
ation – specifically urban regeneration via large-scale investment projects 
(in this case London 2012 and Mediaspree) – does not always represent 
salvation for individuals and their communities. The notion that urban 
regeneration brings new life remains contested. 

This inherent tension was the focus of activist and urban researcher 
Jane Jacobs (1961/1992). Jacobs provided an important critique of 1950s 
urban planning, and was perhaps the first researcher to make explicit the 
ambiguity between perceptions of the life and death of urban space. While 
urban policy focuses on a language of positive terms to characterise urban 
regeneration – life, rebirth, revival, revitalisation and renewal – for some 
individuals and groups urban restructuring means the end of previous 
uses and functions, and consequently the ‘death’ of certain places. The 
images above thus provide a starting point for insights into the complex 
relationship between neighbourhood spaces and large-scale urban change. 

This book argues that the way in which ‘urban regeneration’ is under-
stood and experienced by different people tells us for whom urban space is 
conceived and produced. 

What is Urban regener ation?

Urban regeneration is an urban policy agenda, a political discourse, a 
metaphor and a social construction. Textbooks typically define urban 
regeneration as any development or reconstruction within cities and 
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towns (Tallon 2013: 4), or in economic terms, as reinvestment in disin-
vested spaces (Porter and Shaw 2013: 241; Slater 2011; Smith 2006). It 
often includes multiple objectives, encompassing wide-ranging economic, 
physical, cultural and political spheres, and should therefore be seen as a 
set of processes; a method and practice shaped by the public and private 
sectors, or partnerships between them (PPPs). Policies often include a 
mix of housing, health services, ‘community empowerment’, economic 
restructuring, image marketing and physical infrastructure changes. 
As such, urban regeneration strategies have become a tried and tested 
strategy for central governments hoping to catalyse brownfield redevelop-
ment, re-valorise deprived inner city neighbourhoods and promote social 
cohesion (Lees 2008). The term ‘urban regeneration’ reflects the idea of 
the city as an organism, with local areas (body parts) requiring interven-
tion to be healed, repaired or re-generated. 

In the last two decades urban policy has imagined regeneration as 
the means to achieve social inclusion, with increasingly formulaic ‘off-
the-shelf ’ policies pursued in the hope of catalysing urban dynamism 
and economic profit (Porter and Shaw 2013). It is regarded as evidence of 
a commitment to social justice and sustainable progress and ultimately, 
to achieving a more equal society. Yet, urban regeneration relies on the 
construction of an ‘urban problem’, usually poverty or deprivation, that 
policy can remedy (Porter and Shaw 2013). Crucial here is the western 
European experience of economic restructuring – the transformation of 
nation states from Fordist production and industrial landscapes to post-in-
dustrial spaces of the service sector. Factories and warehouses that once 
served as productive industrial spaces fell into disrepair, with the physical 
and social impacts highly visible. Unemployment, poor infrastructure 
and disused sites justify the focus of policy interventions on “poor people, 
poor places” (Furbey 1999: 440). 

Some, by now classic, urban sociology texts have analysed the influ-
ence of business over urban policy (Friedland 1982), and displacement of 
marginalised residents and small businesses from neighbourhoods (Gans 
1962). More recently, scholars from varying disciplines have highlighted 
the ‘dark side’ of regeneration by analysing its intersection with gentrifi-
cation and social exclusion (Bader and Bialluch 2013; Lees 2008; Porter 
and Shaw 2013; Slater 2006; Smith 2002). They have not only illuminated 
the everyday experiences of marginalised groups within spaces of regen-
eration (Bernstock 2014; Kennelly and Watt 2012), but also the struggles 
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against regeneration policies (Colomb 2009) and the ways that art prac-
tices can challenge the production of top-down consensus (Powell and 
Marrero-Guillamón 2012). Critical urban scholars demonstrate that urban 
regeneration is not “for all” if government policies focus on the creation of 
competitive cities, attracting investment and middle-class populations to 
inner-city areas, rather than tackling structural inequality (Weber-Newth 
et al. 2017). In this sense, urban regeneration policies that serve the inter-
ests of more affluent and highly educated populations challenge the “right 
to the city” of low-income residents (Lefebvre 1974/1991). 

The negative consequences of urban regeneration, including increased 
land values, displacement and social exclusion mean that urban regen-
eration can be analysed as a euphemism for gentrification (see Lees et 
al. 2013 for a detailed discussion of gentrification as the leading edge of 
neoliberal urbanism). While attracting middle-class and ‘creative’ popula-
tions to the city is often seen as a valuable (economic) strategy for ‘saving’ 
neglected areas (Florida 2005), Loretta Lees argues that there is a “poor 
evidence base for positive gentrification”, suggesting instead that “gen-
trification is part of an aggressive, revanchist ideology designed to take 
the inner city for the middle classes” (Lees 2008: 2457). While critical 
scholars do not dispute that re-investment, jobs and infrastructure are 
needed in these areas, many question the agenda on which the policies 
of regeneration are founded, since inner-city poverty and deprivation are 
also significant barriers to a global city status. According to this perspec-
tive urban regeneration is embedded in political ideological visions, which 
are masked by narratives of ‘inclusion’, ‘community’ and ‘participation’. 
Put simply, while state intervention aims to catalyse market reinvestment, 
the consumption-orientated ‘remedies’ do not necessarily help those most 
in need2. Along these lines Mark Featherstone describes regeneration as 

2 | It is important to note the contextual and cultural disparities between 

discourses of gentrification in the UK and Germany. Gentrification is a much-de-

bated topic in Berlin, with both policy makers and academics engaging in lively 

public debates about the dangers of displacement (Bernt et al. 2013; Häusser-

mann and Kapphan 2000; Holm 2006; Krätke and Borst 2000; Mayer 2003). The 

value of tenant rights (Mietrecht) in Berlin is a sign that while gentrification may 

be an unstoppable force, there are some mechanisms that prevent its use as state 

policy. In London “super-gentrification” processes are underway (Lees 2003: 

2487) whereby gentrification is a normative process, promoted by policymakers. 
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a “‘language game of post-Thatcherite hyper rational utopianism’ which 
constructs the de-industrialised city as a business to be saved through the 
advance of market principles” (2013: 181). This is an important analysis, 
particularly because narratives of derelict post-industrial wastelands are at 
the heart of both the Berlin and London case studies explored in this book. 
This book sits within a tradition of critical accounts of urban regeneration 
asking the fundamental (if not always overt) question: urban regenera-
tion for whom? A starting point is an understanding of urban regeneration 
as produced (Lefebvre 1974/1991) by what John Mollenkopf (1981) calls the 
‘pro-growth coalition’ of investors, developers, businesspeople and policy 
makers as well as by activists, academics and local residents. To contextu-
alise the London and Berlin case studies, it is important to consider urban 
regeneration as typically planned and practiced via planning paradigms, 
and these are the focus of the next section.

contemPor ary Urban Pl anning Par adigms

There are three contemporary urban planning paradigms, which are par-
ticularly valuable in framing the analysis in this book: the mega-project, 
the tourist city and the creative city. In European cities, mega-projects (also 
referred to as ‘large-scale urban development projects’) can be seen as 
a strategy to defy global competition. Their defining features are their 
scale, development for a mix of uses, combination of public and private 
financing, and primary goal of economic development (Lehrer and Laidley 
2008; Moulaert and Sekia 2003). Although contemporary mega-projects 
are inheritors of the large-scale projects of the 1950s and 60s, the ‘new’ 
mega-projects of the last 10 years display distinct differences to their mod-
ernist forefathers (Diaz Orueta and Fainstein 2008), often with a more 
sensitive approach regarding community displacement and environ-
mental impacts. Nevertheless, critiques of contemporary mega-projects 
(such as highways, airports or Olympic sites) focus on the fact that they are 
initiated top-down, tend to displace existing residents and primarily serve 
business interests. Some critics suggest that the mega-project planning 
paradigm is so ingrained – an inevitable new urban reality – that discus-
sion of alternative planning practices is rare. Erik Swyngedouw’s notion 
of ‘post-political’ urban governance (2007) provides one perspective on 
why this could be the case. Large-scale regeneration can be seen a com-
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ponent of neoliberal urban politics, which does not come under political 
scrutiny, precisely because it is intrinsically part of an agenda that crosses 
party allegiance. Large-scale regeneration is therefore a ‘taken for granted’ 
model of urban growth that need not be challenged, at least at the deci-
sion-making level. 

Mega-projects are typically conceptualised within the frame of tour-
ist-led regeneration, thus spanning the circle between tourism, culture 
and regeneration. The tourist city is imagined by planners as a stage for 
consumption and pleasure “saturated with signs and images to the extent 
that anything can become represented, thematised and made an object of 
interest” (Featherstone 1991: 101). City authorities aim to attract visitors to 
an area, catalyse local economies and attract further business and real-es-
tate investment. This involves re-constructing land use so that short-term 
visitors have an attractive, unique and locally distinctive city to visit, with 
all the necessary amenities: accommodation, restaurants, leisure activities 
and ‘authentic’ cultural activities (see Füller and Michel 2014 on ‘new urban 
tourism’ in Berlin-Kreuzberg). This relies on a strong city identity or brand, 
which the tourist industry can sell to a national or international market, 
often based on cultural heritage (such as markets, museums or cafés) and 
physical structures (such as churches or museums as architectural sites 
of interest). However, research shows that attempts to produce a city for 
tourists often sanitises a city’s identity and the messy realities of its citizens 
(Porter and Shaw 2013: 245). Neil Smith argues that “gentrification proceeds 
in a tense affinity with tourism” (1996: 36), describing this shift in the polit-
ical economy as “the new urban frontier” in the “revanchist city”. 

Overlapping with the logic of the tourist city, culture-led regenera-
tion endorsed via the creative city relies on the marketing of place and city 
branding, focused on drawing out the symbolic capital of culture in cities. 
Concretely, this can involve historical preservation, museum refurbish-
ment and the promotion of art galleries, but can also include promoting 
café and market culture. Fundamentally, culture and ‘creativity’ are 
favoured as tools for urban regeneration due to the equation that money 
follows culture. The creative city has thus been presented by policymakers 
as a key to solving the ‘urban crisis’ (Florida 2002, 2005; Krätke 2004), by 
spurring local economic development (Kunzmann 2004) and catalysing 
investment. While the creative city agenda was deemed innovative in the 
mid-1990s, culture-led regeneration has now become a popular policy 
strategy and global planning initiative. However, there has been sustained 
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critique of the creative city agenda. Culture-led policies primarily serve 
the real estate industry, fundamentally translating the value of culture 
into an economic asset. Richard Florida (2002) has been a key figure in 
promoting the idea of the measurable economic value of creativity and 
culture, epitomised by his ‘creativity index’. The index demonstrates how 
easily the symbolic capital of culture in cities can be instrumentalised, 
reduced to evaluation (Campbell et al. 2017), and how this can lead to the 
rating and ranking urban environments; a “powerful means of controlling 
cities” (Zukin 1995: 1). 

The paradox of marketing the creative industries as part of a regen-
eration strategy is not only that these industries commodify culture and 
catalyse neighbourhood gentrification (including their own displacement) 
but also that regeneration projects, which claim distinctiveness because 
of artists or ‘creatives’ living in the neighbourhood, “become a parody 
of the unique” (Zukin 1982: 190). How exactly the ‘creative class’ are 
defined, and by whom, are urgent questions, especially when talking about 
a ‘creative class’ frames a target group for urban planners (Rosler 2010). 
Luc Boltanski and Ève Chiapello (1999/2005) argue that the notion of ‘cre-
ativity’ represents the harnessing of artistic critique by capitalism, thereby 
neutralising the subversive potential of the aesthetic strategies and ethos 
of counterculture, transforming them into new forms of control (this is 
an important feature of consumer culture, see for example Arnould and 
Thompson 2005 for an overview of consumer culture theory).

This analysis and critique is important when considering the seduc-
tiveness of ‘creativity’ strategies within prevailing neoliberal development 
fixes: “Creativity strategies presume, work with, and subtly re-make the 
neoliberalized terrain of urban politics, placing commodified assets like 
the arts and street culture into the sphere of interurban competition” 
(Peck 2007: 11). The approach to ‘solving’ urban decline by creating 
‘creative quarters’ not only displaces artists and subcultural groups but 
also overlooks those who are not characterised as ‘creative’ at all: often 
former factory workers, whose workplaces are the sites of the leisure activ-
ities of the ‘creatives’. Therefore people with the least socio-economic and 
‘creative’ capital (Krätke 2012) have the most to lose in the cycle of rapid 
reinvestment after disinvestment. This tension between attracting new 
cultures (often media and IT professionals) and building on the cultures 
already present (local artists and existing working class residents) is an 
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ambiguity explored extensively in the empirical discussion, with a focus 
on how urban policy-makers deal with these paradoxes. 

The three contemporary planning paradigms discussed here provide 
a fundamental basis for the analysis of the case studies in chapters four 
and five. Both London 2012 and Mediaspree in Berlin were conceived 
as mega-projects, aiming to catalyse local investment. In London, the 
Olympic Games as a ‘mega event’ aimed to attract international attention 
(Roche 2006); the wider goal was to bring Stratford and the East End into 
the (tourist and investor) imagination as part of wider London, particu-
larly by marketing the area as a place to consume. Westfield shopping 
centre is a sign that the area is symbolically ‘safe’ for visitors. This involved 
‘de-risking’ East London (Smith 2014), for example with the security and 
surveillance infrastructure built for 2012, much of which has remained 
(Fussey et al. 2011). In Berlin ‘staging the city’ through tourism-led mar-
keting and regeneration (Colomb 2012b) was especially relevant post-1989 
in bolstering the image of the new capital city of Germany. Aligning with 
this, Mediaspree developments were initially conceptualised as a mega-
project, planned between public and private partners and following the 
formula of privatising land and providing subsidies for developers. 

In both the London and Berlin case studies, disinvested spaces were 
appropriated by alternative cultures, which flourished in post-wall Berlin 
and edge-land Hackney Wick Fish Island. In both cases the spaces of 
former industrial production were reimagined as spaces of freedom for 
alternative cultural expressions, although not always free from the pro-
duction of economic capital. In London and Berlin these existing (lucra-
tive and ‘cool’) cultures were to some extent marketed to create an identity 
(or brand) for the neighbourhoods, a means to attract investment and 
catalyse urban development. In Hackney Wick Fish Island former indus-
trial buildings had been attracting artists since the 1990s, which became 
relevant and interesting for those working on the spatial planning around 
the London 2012 Olympic site. In Berlin, which is often promoted as the 
“creative capital” of Germany (Colomb 2012a), Regionalmanagement 
Mediaspree branded the existing alternative cultures along the River 
Spree to catalyse investment for waterfront real estate (see also Krätke 
2012: 163 for a detailed discussion of the cultural economy in Berlin). 
However, while planning professionals work with guiding principles for 
urban change, these are not always accepted at neighbourhood level – this 
is the focus of the next section. 



1 Introduction 25

resistance to Urban regener ation

Protest and resistance to urban regeneration signal dissatisfaction with 
the agenda and practices of urban planning, and often demand citizen 
inclusion in the process (see Castells 1983 or Mayer 2013 for a detailed 
discussion on the history and development of ‘urban social movements’). 
Contemporary urban struggles often challenge neoliberal urbanism 
(Novy and Colomb 2013: 3), specifically neoliberal planning paradigms 
such as the mega-project, tourist-city or creative city. While ‘participation’, 
‘democracy’ and ‘transparency’ are typical demands in resistance against 
urban regeneration – political, economic and cultural context plays a sig-
nificant role in the different national expressions of resistance. 

In Berlin there is currently a lively debate concerning the future 
of the city and the potential of informal, bottom-up interventions in 
Berlin’s urban development. Three examples demonstrate the potential 
of activism on the city’s urban policy and planning. The first example is 
the tenant initiative Kotti & Co., a protest group that has not only gained 
attention from the media but also drawn wide support from politicians 
and academics. Kotti & Co. set up a ‘gecekondu’ protest camp in Berlin’s 
Kreuzberg district in May 2012. The camp was open 24 hours per day and 
made a statement against the Berlin Senate’s 2011 policy of uncapped rent 
increases for privately-owned subsidised housing (social housing). While 
the political demands of the group are specific, the wider political message 
concerns displacement, gentrification, new forms of segregation, and the 
role of migration in the future of Berlin (Kotti & Co. 2014). 

A second urban planning debate centres on Tempelhofer Feld, the 
former airport that was opened as a park in 2008 and has since become the 
temporary home of various ‘pioneer’ projects organised by the Senate. A 
referendum in May 2014 decided whether the park should remain entirely 
free from development, or whether the 386-hectare inner-city space can 
afford Randbebauung (developments on its borders) as a means to alleviate 
housing pressure in Berlin. With 65 percent of voters deciding to keep 
the park 100 per cent free from development (in line with demands from 
the citizen initiative 100% Tempelhofer Feld), the debates have frequently 
raised questions around what kind of community is able to appropriate 
the space, now and in the future. One of the interpretations offered on 
the referendum is that citizens used their vote not merely to counter the 
specific development plans for Tempelhof but also as a more general form 
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of protest against the top-down tendencies of the Senate’s urban develop-
ment policy (Haben und Brauchen 2014). 

A third debate in Berlin focuses on the policies of Berlin’s Liegenschafts-
fond, the company whose task it is to sell publicly-owned real estate. Since 
2011, the citizen initiative Stadt Neudenken (Rethink the City) has pushed 
the Senate to reconsider its policy of selling state-owned land (often in the 
city centre) to the highest bidder, demanding that the development and 
allocation of publicly-owned real estate be used as an instrument to foster 
social and cultural diversity. More recently, the citizen initiative Stadt von 
Unten (City from Below) increased this pressure on the city, specifically 
promoting affordable housing and increased participation. Since 2015, the 
state-owned real estate company (Berliner Immobilienmanagement GmbH) 
has taken over the management and sale of state-owned land, with the 
aim of improving transparency. While it remains questionable whether 
this signals a new (more socially-orientated) politics concerning real 
estate, in two cases – Haus der Statistik and Dragoner-Areal – the sale of 
state-owned land/property to a private investor was prevented or reversed. 

These mobilisations suggest a convergence: “Berlin is currently expe-
riencing a remarkable rise of protests and social movements struggling 
for the ‘Right to the City’ across many different arenas” (Bernt et al. 2013: 
206). However, a particular cause for concern for scholars and activists 
in Berlin is the role of ‘creatives’ within protest groups, specifically the 
instrumentalisation and co-option of subcultural milieus, integrated into 
city marketing discourses. Johannes Novy and Claire Colomb (2013) have 
been critical of ‘The Right to the City’ slogan in its use by artists and 
so-called ‘creatives’. They suggest this struggle reflects the fight for their 
corner of city space rather than a collective struggle for public good. 

The protest coalition formed in opposition to the Mediaspree scheme – 
Mediaspree Versenken (Sink Mediaspree) – demands a fundamental change 
in the direction of planning policy, a communicative and participative 
approach, and in the past has used creative methods to demonstrate for 
“bottom-up urban planning” (Initiativkreis Mediaspree Versenken 2018). 
The initiative should be considered both within this “new wave of urban 
policy disputes” (Holm and Kuhn 2011: 656) and problematised within 
critical accounts of ‘creative’ struggles.

In London there is a different landscape of protest against urban 
planning. While there are inner-city spatial struggles concerning pro-
cesses of displacement and state-led gentrification (for example, debates 
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over the gentrification of Brixton market), the struggles must be contex-
tualised within London’s “super-gentrification” (Butler and Lees 2006). 
In London, citizen resistance has mobilised against one of the largest 
urban regeneration infrastructure projects in the UK: the development 
of a High Speed Rail (HS2) between London and Birmingham. STOP 
HS2 is a campaign group that is active in protesting against what they call 
a ‘white elephant’ project, primarily focusing on the cost of the project 
for taxpayers and the environmental damage the new train line would 
cause. However, rather than necessarily focusing the campaign against 
top-down or neoliberal urbanism, the focus of the anti-HS2 mobilisation 
is specifically against the development of London’s commuter belt into 
the so-called ‘green belt’. Founded on environmental concerns, the HS2 
resistance is therefore a discourse on sustainability rather than socio-eco-
nomic disparity. 

While an environmental consciousness is also of high importance 
for Berlin (particularly in protests against the BER airport development), 
the contrast with Berlin is evident: while the government strategy of 
(economic) growth in the Berlin cases is fundamentally challenged by 
protesters, in the UK case growth is presented as the desirable option, a 
strategy the protesters would support. Colomb comes to the conclusion 
that there is “(small) room for manoeuvre in contemporary London for 
local actors to mobilise and regain control over the impacts of gentrifi-
cation on their neighbourhood and work towards more equitable urban 
redevelopment outcomes” (2009: 158).

After London won the bid to host the 2012 Olympics in July 2005, 
the space for dissent and activism was narrow given the global political 
and economic mechanisms underscoring the Olympic movement and the 
IOC. While the Olympic Charter regulations refer primarily to a time-
frame leading up to and including the month of ‘games time’, they also 
have significant implications on wider processes, including the mecha-
nisms of how land was acquired (Compulsory Purchase Orders), the way 
that space was regulated in the seven years leading up to the Games, and 
the Olympic-led urban regeneration (eviction and gentrification) pro-
cesses. The extra-governmental legal frameworks and militarisation of 
space for the Olympics has led some scholars to describe the situation as 
a ‘State of Exception’ (Marrero-Guillamón 2012a). Security, surveillance 
and branding were so tightly controlled that the status quo laws of Britain 
were overruled with the new regulations of the ‘host city contract’ in the 
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Olympic Charter. Crucially, one clause bans “any event that could have 
an impact on the successful staging of the Games taking place” within a 
3 kilometre radius of the Olympic site, which essentially amounts to the 
temporary outlawing of protest. This indicates that protest mobilisation 
within the London 2012 context had very little (legal) space in which to 
manoeuvre.

Resistance and direct-action protests against Olympic-led urban regen-
eration were largely fragmented: they typically related to local issues, and 
received only sporadic media and academic attention. Protests ranged 
from early struggles against the Compulsory Purchase Order (CPO) of 
the Clays Lane Housing Cooperative and a separate struggle against the 
eviction and demolition of the Manor Garden Allotments. The Counter 
Olympic Network (CON) organised a demonstration against the commer-
cialisation of the Games (July 2012) and various local groups protested 
against the loss of local public land (for example, the Lammas Lands 
Defence Committee). Similar to the protests against Mediaspree develop-
ments, an interesting facet of London 2012 dissent was the artistic inter-
ventions, particularly those originating in the case study neighbourhood 
Hackney Wick Fish Island. 

The message from this brief overview is that Berlin and London have 
similar tendencies but also different cultures of citizen-action; histor-
ical context has shaped the current nature and form of activism against 
urban planning. The relationship between the city (or national-level) 
and borough-level administration differs in the two contexts, and this 
shapes the negotiating power of grassroots protest. In both contexts it is 
important to consider that while there are moments of possible disruption 
and manoeuvring within the process or game of urban regeneration, its 
rules are largely defined by neoliberal urbanism and a competitive growth 
agenda. As Susan Fainstein points out, within a competitive global system 
lower-income communities “can achieve positive results from specific 
projects, but they rarely can define the types of projects developed” (2010: 
123). The empirical chapters four and five will bear this out, while showing 
that there are ways of refining these claims – particularly in terms of the 
specific way neoliberal agendas are expressed and negotiated in Berlin 
and London. The next section gives an overview of the way this book 
approaches cities and urban change.
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Ways of seeing Urban regener ation 

Cities are ‘laboratories’ for policy formation, strategic nodes of global 
finance, labour and communication (Zukin 1982; Arnstein 1969; Saunders 
1979/2007). Yet cities are also the sites where these global processes 
spring to life through the lived experiences of urbanites. Consequently, the 
aim of this book is to reveal both generalised insights of the global process 
‘urban development’ (macro theory), while unravelling exactly how these 
processes are experienced subjectively and shaped within the neighbour-
hood context (micro insights). Both of these frames – macro and micro – 
are needed in order to make sense of what urban regeneration is and what 
it does. This book takes a qualitative approach.

A qualitative way of seeing has implications for the role of the researcher 
within the research process. As Clifford Geertz states: “What we call our 
data are really our own constructions of other people’s constructions of 
what they and their compatriots are up to” (1973: 9). With this in mind, a 
researcher plays an interpretative role, not merely reporting or describing 
the views of participants but also integrating and interpreting these views 
in relation to what they have observed and read. The data produced for 
this book, collected primarily during fieldwork between 2012 and 2014, 
expresses different ways of understanding the ambiguities of the social 
world: through recordings, written text, observations and images. This 
palette of different ways of seeing is crucial, but considering who is heard 
and understood is paramount. This book aims to bring to the fore perspec-
tives that are often excluded, something that the discipline of sociology 
has long championed (see Hammersley 2000 for a full discussion on par-
tisanship and bias in social research). 

Following this perspective, this book is an investigative enquiry that 
takes a critical, interpretative approach, unpicking power dynamics within 
the process of urban regeneration, assuming that ‘reality’ is produced by 
unequal social relations. My attentiveness towards power dynamics devel-
oped in the course of, and via the research process. I entered the field in an 
inductive tradition (Gray 2014: 17), without any preconceived theoretical 
frame in mind. However, while listening, observing and recording the 
experiences of urban regeneration in London and Berlin, I increasingly 
found that the empirical material made sense when framed by theories 
that read social life as constituted by competitive power struggles, par-
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ticularly those that see power intersecting with language and discourse 
(Fairclough 2013; Jacobs 2006; Wodak 1999).

Eminent contemporary social theorists have demonstrated that 
language is a reflection of power (Foucault 1972; Habermas 1987). These 
theorists problematise the idea of straightforward meaning, revealing 
that language practices interact with other social practices; language con-
stitutes and produces the concepts and categories we use to make sense 
of the world (Hastings 1999: 10). While these critical theories provide a 
basis for the research, I found Pierre Bourdieu’s analysis of human action, 
competition and domination, and use of the ‘game’ metaphor (1980/1990) 
the most valuable way of making sense of the empirical data, because it 
provides a theory of practice including both action and agency. 

The work of Pierre Bourdieu is central to this book, and ‘speaking Bour-
dieuse’ (Wacquant 2014) has guided where this book goes. Urban scholars 
have drawn on Bourdieusian theory – not only in terms of language and 
power, but also the concepts of ‘capital’ and ‘distinction’ – to recharge 
debates on gentrification and social inequality (Allen 2008; Butler and 
Watt 2007; Savage 2011; Wacquant 2008; Watt 2008). Cautious not to fall 
into the trap that Loïc Wacquant describes as “empty Bourdieubabble” 
(2018: 100), I employed what can be called a ‘Bourdieusian methodology’; 
not only did I employ Bourdieu’s theories in a final stage of analysis, but 
during fieldwork I had already begun to see and understand the dynamics 
of urban regeneration in terms of a ‘war of words’. Language is deployed 
and manipulated by individual actors for strategic purposes within the 
‘game’ of urban regeneration. 

Bourdieu makes a fundamental point about the power of rhetorical 
constructions. Words – or more specifically, the use of words as tools 
for ideological manipulation – can determine the course of individuals’ 
everyday lives. Bourdieu makes this point by taking the concept ‘the 
people’ as a lens. Bourdieu shows why claims to speak about, on behalf 
of and for ‘the people’ are political: the ambiguities of the noun ‘people’ 
allows for rhetorical play, often for the purpose of legitimising one’s 
political ends (Bourdieu 1990/2007: 152). The vulnerability of the word 
‘people’ to endless manipulation, to shifting and self-serving interpreta-
tions, can be translated to other concepts as a way to explain mutations of 
power: who is going up and who is going down. This fundamental idea of 
words as strategic tools for power lays the basis for this book, translating 
into the discussion of different actors’ understandings of “culture” and 
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“community”3. By discussing constructions of Culture and Community 
as linguistic practices linked to power via ‘habitus’ and ‘capital’, Bour-
dieu’s theories provide a common link throughout this study. 

This book brings two cities, Berlin and London, into conversation 
through a comparative methodology. Comparative urbanism is defined 
as developing knowledge, understanding and generalisation beyond the 
case of one city (Nijman 2007: 1). My understanding of ‘comparative’ is as 
exploratory rather than exhaustive: replicability is not a central concern, 
however external validity (or generalisability) is crucial, as analysis of 
similarities and differences between two cities (cases) makes it possible 
to recognise spatial processes (elements of convergence) and judge their 
relevance. Comparative approaches are especially useful in linking cities 
together through spatial flows (Robinson 2011). A central idea of the book 
is to analyse mega-project development like any other growth-orientated 
urban development scheme (Raco 2012), as a way of preventing policy-
makers from depoliticising (and consequently rationalising) Olympic-led 
development. The comparison is a way to challenge the fetishisation of 
Olympic development as unique, and consequently opens up space for 
analysis that focuses on common mechanisms (process and structures) 
within urban regeneration.

The location of the case studies in London and Berlin is crucial. 
There is a common conceptualisation of London as a “global city” (Sassen 
1991/2001) and hearth of neoliberalism (Massey 2007: xiii). In contrast, 
Berlin is often perceived as a city recovering from its socialist past, finan-
cially unstable and lacking the economic drive that defines London (Bernt 
et al. 2013). This deep, substantive difference provides rich ground to ask: 
is there a common experience in processes of urban regeneration despite 
these divergent contexts? There is political intent not only in choosing to 
compare Olympic and non-Olympic development but also in comparing 
London and Berlin. Understanding Berlin as a city comparable to others 
cities – despite its particularly turbulent history of division and reunifica-

3 | When I use the terms “culture” and “community” I describe the way various 

social actors imagine and use the concepts: I see these as shif ting categories 

with contested meanings and do not intend to reify the terms. However, in the 

proceeding chapters I will omit the inverted commas so as not to distract the 

reader, but capitalise when referring to Community and Culture specifically as 

concepts, as opposed to how actors describe them.
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tion – reinforces the point: a tale of two cities (and cases) typically deemed 
‘incomparable’ is valuable precisely because it questions the existence of 
symbolic barriers that shield the object from scrutiny. 

The case study approach was chosen because it allows the intensive 
examination of a social phenomenon – urban regeneration – within a 
social system or systems (Swanborn 2010: 13). The social systems or 
‘cases’ are two neighbourhoods: Hackney Wick Fish Island in London and 
Rudolfkiez in Berlin. Focussing on two cities in two different countries, 
this book takes a multiple, cross-cultural perspective. The specific choice 
of neighbourhoods provides an insight into the everyday ‘backstage’ reality 
of large-scale urban development schemes. Importantly, the London and 
Berlin case studies do not ‘represent’ urban regeneration, and I do not 
claim that the case studies are a (quantitative) ‘sample’ of two. However, 
the cases produce narrative thickness and context-dependant knowledge 
from which we can learn something about the process of urban regener-
ation and its ambiguity (Flyvberg 2006). By highlighting the common-
alities between Olympic-led and ‘ordinary’ urban development, the case 
study method is not only exploratory and descriptive, but also explanatory.

While developing the research design it became increasingly clear that 
a comparative case study approach towards regeneration spaces, using 
the bounded neighbourhoods Hackney Wick and Rudolfkiez, would not 
suffice if taking seriously a relational sociology (Lefebvre 1974/1991; Massey 
2005). Current comparative urbanism understands cities as relational 
(Dear 2005; Lees 2012; Ward 2008) rather than fixed and bounded spaces 
or discrete units (McFarlane and Robinson 2012: 770). Consequently, I 
shifted my understanding of ‘case study’ to include spaces outside the 
bureaucratic boundaries of Rudolfkiez and Hackney Wick Fish Island. 
In doing so, a more valuable comparative analysis can be made between 
regeneration processes in Berlin and London.

The emphasis on processes, rather than a comparison as such, means 
that the similarities and differences between the cases are secondary to 
mechanisms and dynamics. Nevertheless, the substantive difference 
between the cases provides the rationale for the research: comprehensive 
Olympic-led development in London had a tight timescale and vast public 
investment, while in Berlin the Mediaspree development can be described 
as ‘typical’ fragmented private investment with an extended-timeframe. 
The similarities between Hackney Wick Fish Island and Rudolfkiez are 
that both neighbourhoods are affected by deindustrialisation and were 
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once seen as the borderlands of the city, geographically and economically 
separate from London and Berlin’s inner-city experiences. Both neigh-
bourhoods have a high percentage of working-class residents, many of 
whom have lived and worked in the areas during the time when industry 
was booming. In spatial terms the two neighbourhoods are also similar: 
despite being well-connected by public transport, both neighbourhoods 
remain isolated ‘islands’, cut off from surrounding areas by infrastruc-
ture. 

case stUdies

The two case study neighbourhoods – Hackney Wick Fish Island in London 
and Rudolfkiez in Berlin – offer a way of seeing urban regeneration pro-
cesses, sites for analysing the negotiation of urban regeneration policy. 
They provide a way of understanding what Culture and Community mean 
for different stakeholders, and how this produces settings of power and 
violence. In the following, key characteristics of each neighbourhood are 
outlined, with emphasis on infrastructure, historical development, and 
recent changes catalysed by the adjacent large-scale regeneration projects 
London 2012 and Mediaspree.

Hackney Wick Fish Island, London

Hackney Wick Fish Island (HWFI) is located in East London (see figure 
1.3), adjacent to the London 2012 Olympic site (see figure 1.4). The neigh-
bourhood is wedged like an island between the Lea Navigation canal 
(see figure 1.5) and the busy A11 dual carriageway, cutting it off from 
surrounding areas – Old Ford, Bow and Victoria Park – and giving it an 
island feel. Nevertheless, the area is well-connected to central London via 
the Overground (see figure 1.6), but other infrastructure such as a post 
office, supermarket or bank are absent. The neighbourhood is bisected 
by the Hertford Union Canal: its northern half is Hackney Wick (London 
Borough of Hackney) and its southern part is Fish Island (Tower Hamlets).
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Figure 1.3 Map of London 

Map data ©2018 GooGle

Figure 1.4 Map of Hackney Wick Fish Island and the London 2012 
Olympic site 

Map data ©2018 GooGle
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While Olympic planners described the area as a “gritty industrial edge-
land” (Design for London and London Legacy Development Corporation 
2013: 43), the area has a mix of low-rise 1990s social housing (see figure 
1.7), warehouse structures built around 1900, and new high-rise residen-
tial developments (see figure 1.8). Census data (Greater London Authority 
2011b) scores Wick ward and Bow East ward – of which Hackney Wick and 
Fish Island are part – as two of the most deprived in London (40.8% and 
47.5% of dependent children live in out-of-work households respectively, 
compared with a national average of 18.1%). Over half of the households 
in the neighbourhood live in social housing and health indicators score 
the residents of Hackney Wick ward as worse than the borough average 
(London Borough of Hackney Policy and Partnerships 2014: 4). 

Figure 1.5 (left) Lea navigation canal with The White Building 
on the left, May 2018
Figure 1.6 (right) Hackney Wick Overground station, tip of Canary Wharf in 
the background, May 2018
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Figure 1.7 (left) Wick Village, low-rise social housing in Hackney Wick, 
February 2013
Figure 1.8 (right) Wallis Road, new residential housing block on left, May 
2018

Historically, poverty has defined the development of Hackney Wick, the 
northern half of the neighbourhood. This is evident in Charles Booth’s 
East End poverty maps (Survey into Life and Labour in London 1889), in 
which many of the residential streets in Hackney Wick are classified as 
dark blue, representing inhabitants who are “very poor” with “chronic 
want”. These terraced streets were demolished after WWII bomb damage 
and replaced by the Trowbridge Estate, comprised of low-rise bungalows 
and, most strikingly, seven twenty-one-storey tower blocks. The towers 
were built by London County Council (LCC) in the late 1960s, who envi-
sioned working-class community lived out in ‘streets in the sky’. In the 
1980s and 90s (as little as 20 years after they had been constructed), the 
flats were perceived as high-rise slums and were demolished, replaced by 
low-rise housing. This demonstrates that urban professionals have been 
concerned about poverty (and moral disorder) in the neighbourhood since 
the 1880s, in each phase hoping that urban planning could remedy the sit-
uation. Crucially, this history also indicates the recurring problematisation 
of (working-class) culture and community in the neighbourhood by urban 
planners, a theme that is reflected in current development discourse.

Currently HWFI sits in an ambiguous space. While some claim the 
area remains a deprived and grim East London backwater, others see the 
area as the cutting-edge of East End ‘cool’, spurred by the buzz of artists 
and new cafés. Tellingly, fashion magazine Vogue promoted HWFI in their 
culture section as the next ‘hotspot’ (Vogue 2011). The current socio-spatial 
form of HWFI is the result of several processes. From the mid 1800s until 



1 Introduction 37

the 1970s HWFI was a thriving industrial area known for manufacturing 
dyestuffs, plastics, and petrol. Industrial decline resulted in these heavy 
industries being replaced by light industries such as printing, giving the 
neighbourhood the nickname Printers Paradise (muf architecture/art 
2009). In the 1990s much of this light industry was displaced, resulting 
in many of the former factory structures gradually being used for other 
purposes. The availability of affordable ex-industrial spaces in the 1980s 
and 1990s, physical isolation, and lack of public and private investment 
provided an unregulated space, attractive to many (Marrero-Guillamón 
2012b: 11). Collectives took on leases in former warehouses, allowing them 
to design and self-build so-called ‘live-work’ spaces (Brown 2012). 

While fine artists, photographers and designers have a visible presence 
in the area, the neighbourhood can be socially and spatially divided 
between working-class communities and cultures in the northern half 
(represented by the social housing estates Trowbridge Estate and Wick 
Village) and ‘creative’ communities and cultures in the southern part 
(largely based in warehouses, many now re-functioned as live-work 
studios). This mix of different cultures and use of space is most stark 
in Fish Island where Omega Works, a luxury canal-side development, 
sits 200 metres apart from a poultry abattoir. The relationship between 
the different social worlds in Hackney Wick and Fish Island – and their 
respective roles within urban regeneration policy – is a key part of the 
discussions in the chapters that follow.

Given its location directly adjacent to the London 2012 Olympic site, 
Hackney Wick Fish Island is part of the so-called Olympic Fringe. The 
implications of being part of the Olympic Fringe are spatial, social and 
economic; far beyond investment in re-paving roads, laying new pave-
ments and installing street furniture. When London won the Olympic 
bid in 2005, the idea was to demolish many of the existing warehouses 
and industrial structures in the area. The neighbourhood was planned to 
house a mix of dense high-rise blocks, mainly residential units that could 
be marketed as high-end waterside living, a typical marker of property 
speculation. At this stage there was little concern for existing commu-
nities or architectural structures. However, in 2008 there was a U-turn 
in policy when the Creative Potential report (muf architecture/art 2009) 
commissioned by the LLDC showed that the neighbourhood was not in 
fact the lifeless, dead-end place initially presumed. The researchers found 
thriving businesses in the warehouses, as well as over 600 art studios 
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housing “the highest concentration of (art) studios in Europe” (Budish et 
al. 2010). Since the publication of the Creative Potential report, the area has 
been newly conceptualised as a ‘creative quarter’ (London Legacy Develop-
ment Corporation 2014: 3) with urban planners holding back on the plans 
for demolition, instead focusing on retaining art studios and “valuing what 
is there” (Design for London and London Legacy Development Corpora-
tion 2013: 18). The aim is to ‘open up’ the community and make its artistic 
cultures visible. Given the increased interest in the area as a cultural hub, 
many residents were fearful of a surge in private development, especially 
post-Olympics, yet ‘regeneration’ as such has remained piecemeal.

The role of public planning and investment has significantly increased 
since the Olympic Games in 2012. Since September 2012 HWFI has been 
under the planning control of the LLDC, which brings the northern and 
southern areas under one set of planning regulations (together with the 
Olympic Park). Olympic planners conceive of the communities in the 
Olympic Fringe spilling into the Queen Elizabeth Park. The idea of ‘con-
nectivity’ between the Fringe and the Olympic site is embodied in the con-
struction of bridges across the canal as a means to support an integrated 
development between existing communities and new developments 
(London Legacy Development Corporation 2014: 15). 

Rudolfkiez, Berlin 

Rudolfkiez, similarly to Hackney Wick Fish Island, is located directly in 
the shadow of a large-scale regeneration scheme. Rudolfkiez, which is 
part of the borough Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg, lies north of the former 
East Docks (Osthafen), next to the Mediaspree developments (see maps, 
figures 1.9 and 1.10). Similar to HWFI, Rudolfkiez lies between various 
infrastructural barriers, also giving the impression that it is a socially 
and spatially bounded island. On the neighbourhood’s southern border 
is the four-lane road Stralauer Allee, with the remaining three sides 
enclosed by railway lines: the city’s circular line (Ringbahn) and under-
ground (U-bahn). The neighbourhood (also known as Stralauerkiez, Stra-
lauer Viertel, and Quartier Rudolfplatz) is often described as a village 
in the middle of the city (Friedrichshain-Magazin 2012), particularly in 
contrast to surrounding neighbourhoods such as the Boxhagener Kiez, 
which has become well-known for its bars and nightlife. The word ‘kiez’ 
in the compound Rudolfkiez can be translated as ‘neighbourhood’, but 
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also reflects a specifically Berlin concept of dense tenement blocks char-
acterised by a mix of uses, the spatial practice of inhabitants, and a strong 
social and cultural life (Colomb 2012b: 247). 

Figure 1.9 Map of Berlin

Map data ©2018 GooGle

Figure 1.10 Map of Rudolfkiez and Mediaspree development area

Map data ©2018 GooGle
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Comparable to HWFI, Rudolfkiez has been characterised by its “rather 
difficult social-structural conditions and significant deficits in urban 
planning” (SPD Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg 2008: 1). The child poverty of 
Stralauerkiez falls within the broad range that is defined as ‘average’ for 
Berlin, between 9.72 - 52.07% (Senatsverwaltung für Gesundheit und 
Soziales 2013). This indicates that while the neighbourhood is seen as a 
‘problem’ area, the ‘problem’ is related to unemployment and poverty in 
an ageing population (Bezirksamt Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg 2012: 20), 
connected with post-Wall restructuring. Unlike HWFI, there are only a 
few artists’ studios in the area.

While the developmental history of HWFI has been shaped by the 
issue of poverty and fear of moral decline, what makes the case study 
Rudolfkiez particularly interesting – and relevant for current debate on 
planning and ‘regeneration’ – is that during the Cold War the neighbour-
hood belonged to East Berlin. This historical (socio-spatial) context still 
shapes the Kiez today. Between 1961 and 1989 the neighbourhood found 
itself immediately behind the Berlin Wall, forming a buffer-zone behind 
the industrial Osthafen of the GDR. During this time the East Dock was 
the ‘workshop’ for building the East German capital: building materials 
for the construction of Alexanderplatz entered the city via the East Dock. 
This strategic importance meant that it was hermetically sealed off from 
public access. Consequently, the biggest change to the area in recent 
history was the fall of the Berlin Wall in November 1989.

The fall of the Wall signalled the end of an identity-shaping institution 
at the heart of the neighbourhood: the OSRAM/NARVA light-bulb man-
ufacturing plant (Glühlampenwerk). The factory had an imposing spatial 
effect on the neighbourhood, comprising a vast red-brick complex of five 
interconnected blocks. However, most significant was the social value of 
the factory to the neighbourhood’s residents. In the 1950s the factory ran 
its own housing cooperative, which also provided employees with health-
care and social activities. Rudolfkiez was, and still is, fondly known by 
insiders as the Lightbulb City (Lampenstadt).

When the plant finally closed in 1993, a victim of the effects of re-uni-
fication, over 5,000 employees were instantly unemployed (Wiebel 2009: 
17). Many of these employees were residents of Rudolfkiez, and many 
came from families with several generations of light bulb factory workers 
(Friedrichshain-Magazin 2012). Its closure therefore had an immediate 
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impact not only on the economic base of the neighbourhood but also on 
its social vitality, the effects of which can still be felt today. 

The RuDi Kiezladen (literally translated as ‘RuDi neighbourhood shop’) 
was a bottom-up community initiative that helped unemployed residents 
return to work and provided legal advice for those receiving, or hoping to 
receive, government benefits. There were also top-down measures to try 
to stimulate local social and economic activities. An example is URBAN 
II, an EU programme that funded the building restoration for the now 
fully established RuDi Community Centre (RuDi Nachtbarschaftszentrum, 
see figure 1.11), which now largely caters for senior citizens. The industrial 
context of Rudolfkiez and its relationship with current urban regeneration 
visions are a crucial part of the discussion in the empirical chapters that 
follow.

In recent years Rudolfkiez has seen private investment (see figure 
1.12) and various initiatives aimed at upgrading the area and bringing 
in a new, younger population. The residential housing block Lautizia (a 
pilot project for ecological building, see figure 1.13) has been presented 
as the future of the area, bringing young families to the neighbourhood. 
In addition, the state agency lokal.leben has tried to stimulate economic 
vitality in the neighbourhood through an initiative to match empty com-
mercial premises with potential new businesses. However, Stralauer 
Allee, the busy dual-carriageway, still separates Rudolfkiez from Berlin’s 
Osthafen (see figure 1.14), meaning that the infrastructural barriers of the 
Cold War period (and the notion that the East Dock is a ‘no-go’ area) are 
still tangible, rather than dissolved in the collective memory of many resi-
dents, particularly the senior citizens.
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Figure 1.11 (Top left) RuDi community centre, June 2018
Figure 1.12 (Top right) Renovated block next to the Zwingli church, June 2018
Figure 1.13 (Bottom left) Lautizia housing block, June 2018
Figure 1.14 (Bottom right) Stralauer Allee with Coca Cola headquarters on 
the right, June 2018

Rudolfkiez is located directly behind a key section of the Mediaspree 
waterfront development scheme. Mediaspree was initially an economic 
consortium contracted by the Berlin Senate. Established in order to market 
a waterfront area as a media cluster in post-unification Berlin, it stretches 
3.7 kilometres on both sides of the River Spree, encompassing both eastern 
and western parts of the city. The consortium was composed not just of 
businesspeople and entrepreneurs, but also the Borough Councils and the 
Land Berlin who collaboratively thought about how to promote jobs and 
stimulate economic prosperity in a deprived area. Part of the Mediaspree 
strategy was to flag up the ‘cool’ cultural grassroots structures that had 
established along the River Spree in late 1990s (including small techno 
labels and clubs) as a way to brand the Mediaspree scheme as cutting 
edge. Because many of these alternative cultural sites were illegal, using 
them to brand the space could be done without (formal) accusations of 
displacement. 
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What makes Mediaspree a crucial part of Berlin’s development story is 
that it was planned as the largest development project since reunification: 
at around 450 acres it is eight times larger than the Potsdamer Platz devel-
opment. Mediaspree’s anchor projects are O2 World and the Osthafen. The 
latter is now home to the headquarters of MTV Central Europe and Uni-
versal Music Germany. 

The earliest development plans for the area (Rahmenplan Haupt-
bahnhof/Spreeufer, Hemprich and Tophof 1994), which can be analysed as 
the starting point for the Mediaspree idea, were conceived in the years 
after the fall of the Wall and focus on the need to bridge the gap between 
East and West Berlin. However, given the fragmented and private-devel-
oper-led nature of the Mediaspree scheme, investors and developers did 
not conceptualise neighbourhoods surrounding the Spree as part of their 
remit. Without an overarching masterplan for the Mediaspree scheme, 
the infrastructural boundary of Stralauer Allee remains a significant 
barrier cutting the neighbourhood off from the River Spree, reinforcing 
decades-long historic division. This provides a stark contrast to the LLDC 
concern for bridges over the Lea Navigation canal in East London and 
‘connectivity’ between existing structures and new developments. While 
Mediaspree developments since the mid-2000s – such as the nhow hotel, 
Coca Cola headquarters and Universal Music – make the former East 
Dock more attractive for pedestrians, the village-like Kiez remains largely 
separated from the waterside developments, with little attempt by state 
planners or private investors to loosen the boundaries between the two 
social worlds. The Mediaspree development with the biggest potential to 
loosen these boundaries was Oberbaum City, which can be considered – at 
least geographically – as part of Rudolfkiez.

The global financial crisis and protests against Mediaspree in 2008 
resulted in negative press and slowed investor interest in buying and devel-
oping along the Spree. However, in recent years waterside development 
is back on the agenda for private investors, symbolised by the amount 
of cranes active along the river. Among these are projects that evidently 
follow the Mediaspree logic of upgrading the area with high-rise structures 
for the media industry and offices for the service sector – for example, the 
construction of a tower-block that houses the new Mercedes-Benz head-
quarters and construction of Living Levels, a luxury residential high-rise. 
There are, however, developments along the Spree (both planned and 
existing) that have positioned themselves strongly against the ‘outdated’ 
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ideals of Mediaspree. Two of these projects, the Spreefeld housing coop-
erative and Holzmarkt scheme, are discussed in the empirical chapters. 

aims and strUctUre of the book

What are the mechanisms that produce the winners and losers of urban 
regeneration? This was the question that drove the research. This book 
argues that urban regeneration can be analysed as a ‘game’. In the game of 
urban regeneration, neoliberal norms provide the logic for winning, and 
those who do not adhere to the rules suffer. The subtleties and nuances of 
the game are explored in this book via the lenses of Culture and Commu-
nity. Alongside economic vitality, Culture and Community are perceived 
within policy as indicators (and even evidence) of the successful regenera-
tion of space, especially in the context of large-scale regeneration schemes. 
They are used to show that ‘regeneration’ is being created on a human 
scale, for ‘the people’ (Bourdieu 1980/1990: 150). In the game, Culture 
and Community are not just important pillars within policy documents 
and political rhetoric, but also within the language of activists and res-
idents. Identifying which of these constructions are included in formal 
policy, which are dominant, and which are marginal(ised), reveals which 
individuals and groups benefit and which lose out in urban development. 
The definitions of Culture and Community are always in flux, with actors 
employing different strategies over time. Each definition is about including 
some groups and excluding others. The game of regeneration changes as 
new players and new paradigms enter, and as rules are (re)negotiated. 

The book is divided into six chapters. Chapter two outlines the context 
of the research, showing that while Germany and the UK have divergent 
histories, politics and urban policies, they share economic and political 
ambitions. Chapter three demonstrates why Bourdieu’s field theory is a 
valuable device for understanding the underlying power dynamics of the 
process of urban regeneration. Bourdieu’s key concepts are introduced, 
laying the foundations for analysing urban regeneration as a game, 
with players who ‘make moves’. The two conceptual lenses Culture and 
Community then give the empirical discussion its bifurcated structure. 
Chapter four documents how different actors play with definitions and 
uses of Culture in strategic ways, and how these constructions define the 
winners and losers of the game. Chapter five mirrors this, cataloguing 
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how different actors use different rhetorical constructions of Community 
within the field of urban regeneration, and shows the effect of this instru-
mentalisation. In both empirical chapters Bourdieu’s language provides 
the theoretical thread that ties the discussion around the central concepts 
of ‘habitus’ and ‘capital’. Chapter six offers concluding thoughts; both pre-
dictable patterns that reproduce dominance and cracks in the system that 
define the game of urban regeneration.




