Social Diversity, Precarity and Migration 

within the Squatting Movements in Berlin
azozomox 2014
Squatting as a political phenomenon in Berlin emerged in the early seventies and can be seen as a fundamental critique of capitalism and the state, but also, among other goals, as a way to create alternatives ways of living together and developing self-organized autonomous free spaces of solidarity, mutual help, but also resistance to all kinds of power structures. 
Social Diversity:

There is a great diversity of political and social tendencies and backgrounds in the composition of squatters. This is expressed through their visibility, activities and social reception. There is a broad diversity within the frame of the anti-authoritarian andemancipatory ideas and politics of the squatters, which reflects the influence and interrelation with other social, cultural and political movements (azozomox 2014)]. Above all, the diversity of the squatters composition, despite all differences and conflicts, can be seen as the strength of the squatting movements and this understanding became a popular slogan of the movements themselves (amantine 2012). However it is not the diversity in itself, but rather the opportunities opened up by a broader and more diverse movement, which consists of and is linked with many social movements, making it possible to create larger alliances, coalitions and networks within society in order to confront a capitalist housing policy that is more interested in profits than in the needs of the people; to realize dreams of an utopian life (at least on a small scale); and finally challenge and resist together the harsh repression by the state (if necessary).    
As a brief overview of the squatters we find people with different class backgrounds and political tendencies (anarchists, anti-authoritarians, anti-imperialists, autonomous, anti-fascists, environmentalists) as well as people of color, migrants, inter- and trans-nationalists, refugees, creative artists, workers and more, but also, autonomist wimmin
 and dykes, radical queer and trans people, gays and drag queens/kings (azozomox 2014). 

Some significant examples can be presented: 
From the first major squatting wave in 1980/81, when a total of more than 200 houses were occupied, until 2014, around 20 houses in West-Berlin and Berlin have been squatted by woman-lesbian-gay-queers-trans people. Among others: The "Houses of Witches" in Liegnitzerstraße 5 was the first on January 5th 1981, with a feminist women’s health centre. It was followed by the "Marianne Devils" in Mariannenstraße 97, the Naunynstraße 58, the Womencafe in Jagowstraße 12, the Kottbusser Straße 8 (the only occupation by migrant women:7 turkish, one german woman and 5 children), the Winterfeldstraße 37, the Danckelmannstraße 15 with the FFBIZ (Women, Investigation, Information- and Education centre), the sex-worker squat (with the self-organized group Hydra) in Potsdamer Straße 139 and the womens-centre chocolate factory in Mariannenstraße 6. More squats followed in the eighties (the first women´s-wagonplace next to Georg-von-Rauch-Haus in 1984) and during the second wave of squatting in 1989/90, especially in East-Berlin. Some were quickly evicted, such as: the Mariannenstraße 9-10 (after one day in 1989), Erkel (1990), Dieffenbachstraße 33 (1990), the womens-house in the Mainzer Str. 3 and the Tuntenhaus (drag queen-house) in Mainzer Str. 4, while other spaces still exist in 2013: the wimmin-lesbian-trans-house in Brunnenstraße 7, the queer-anarcha-feminist house project in Liebigstraße 34, the womens back-yard house in Grünbergerstraße 73 and the queer wagon community Schwarzer Kanal. Since December 2012 another space can be added to this list: the "International Womens Space" in the occupied Refugee Strike House in Ohlauerstraße 12 (amantine 2011).
In December 2012 the Irving Zola Haus at Ohlauer Straße 12 was occupied, and a new social and political center was created
 which set a precedent as a space with access for disabled people. In most social centres and former-squats, in Berlin as well as eslewhere in Germany, there is an incredible lack of accessibility for people with disabilities. Through naming the space afterUS-American Irving Zola, a former member of the Society of Disability Studies and editor of Disability Studies Quarterly, a squatted house in Germany makes reference for the first time to an activist of the Disability Rights Movement. 

It is probable that the oldest squatters in Berlin were the old-age pensioners of Stille Straße 10 – a group of pensioners (300 retirees all together) aged 67 to 96 who, in July 2012, squatted their senior centre, which would no longer be financed by the local municipality of Pankow due to budget cuts. Theystruggled not only for their own demands but also against a thoroughly capitalist, commercialised world as they stated in the following press statement:
“We don't want to leave behind a country in which a child´s music lesson, a visit to the library, or a gymnastics lesson for the elderly have become commodities, and in which everything is only valued in terms of money and in which people who can no longer afford something are simply turned into a cost factor.“
After more than 111 day of squatting and several activities and widespread support, the politicians gave in and signed a rental contract with a long term option for the pensioners. Their struggle against closure was thus a success (azozomox 2014).
In addition to the diversity of people,very diverse concepts of social existence and communal life have been developed. One of these new revolutionary ideas emerged in the demand of the 1980/81 movement, where more than 180 houses have been squatted:  "Sharing a house together, living together and working together". 

It became part of the everyday philosophy and some workingcollectives, cooperatives where people could finally make aliving from, were created and existed for many years, some of which are still in existence today. Working and living were not separated and this waspropagated as one of the utopian ways to create a new and free, self-organized society without hierachies and control by others (Willi Schwarz, RGW Beratungsbüro Berlin, 2012).
The Regenbogenfabrik (Rainbow Factory) in Lausitzer Straße in Kreuzberg became a focal point of craft(wo)manship, cultural and social project groups and working collectives and therefore can be considered as an important reference for DIY (Do - It - Yourself) community-services. Since 1980, for example, there exists the bicycle and wood workshops as well as a café and bar and the Regenbogenkino (Rainbow Cinema). 

Besides several living spaces, the focus of the occupation was and still is today,  the implementation of collective economy in diverse forms. A further example is the Ufa-Fabrik, in the district of Tempelhof, where for decades dreams were recorded on celluloid on the grounds of the former UFA-Film Copy Center, which was then occupied in 1979.. An International Center for Culture and Ecology emerged with dozens of projects: a guest house, an organic bakery, the café olé (with the "Sandino-coffee" from Nicaragua after the revolution in 1979), the ufa-circus, the children´s circus school,the Neighborhood and Self-Help Center (NUSZ), the children´s farm and so on. 

The Aactivities of the 30 residents and over 160 co-workers are today located in the factory based on the vision of a meaningful integration of the areas of living and working with culture, creativity and community.
  

The Kerngehäuse, in Cuvrystraße in Kreuzberg SO36, an old factory building from 19th Century, accommodate also at least 17 different projects and working collectives since their occupation in 1980
: Printing presses are rattling, circular saws are howling, cabbies from their taxi-cooperative solder their mercedes, and the ones with thirst for knowledge, can learn languages in the autonomous school Babylonia.

The KuKuCK (Centre of Art- and Culture) in Anhalter Straße, where the Berlin squatters council had their meetings, was maybe the most famous cultural and political center of collective and living experiments in the 1980/81 squatting-wave, a colourfull diversity of fields, continuities(?), ideas, adventures and intentions. But in 1984 it was evicted. 

Besides many other examples of cooperatives established both during period and later, such as during the second big wave of the squatting movement in 1989/1990 (for example KGB, Lipro, Cafe Morgenrot, Tante Horst, etc.), the overall quantity of people, actually working in and living from cooperatives , remains small and is still absolutely minor relative to the wider capitalist economy. 

Wagon communities and other adventures on unbuilt land:
„Wagonplätze“- or sites with caravans, trucks and trailers arose at the beginning of the eighties and spread when the wall came down and many spaces were establishedon the former „death strip“ and alongside the wall.  The size of wagon communities can range from some hundred to several thousand square metres and their legal status is often very precarious. Some face the constant threat of eviction, others have verbal agreements, toleration with tacit or official permission, time-limited or long-term contracts or leases, while others haveeven bought their piece of land. 

But general speaking, no other group of squatters has been so heavily subjugated bycity-planning than the wagonplaces with their uncertain situations.  Some spaces, like the Schwarze Kanal, has had to move several times from one place to another. 

The first wagonplace was started in Berlin in 1981 in Köthener Straße in Kreuzberg, then later followed by other spaces, for example 1984 the womens-wagonplace next to the Georg-von-Rauch-Haus or the wagonplace on the animal farm in Adalbertstraße. In Berlin today there are between 16 and 20 wagonplaces (but not all occupied-some have negotiated contracts). On the sites Wagendorf Wuhlheide and Wagendorf Karow »Pankgräfin« live each around 100 people. 

Many have been evicted, especially when they were situated in the immediate vicinity of the former wall or even on the former death strip, like the places »Rollheimer Dorf«, »Waldeburg«, »East-Side«, »Wagenplatz an der Schillingbrücke« (all evicted or relocated). Only the wagonplace »Lohmühle« between the districts of Kreuzberg and Treptow survived.Only one year after  the unification, of the two Germanys and two Berlins, in 1991, the new coalition of CDU (Christian Democratic Union of Germany) and SPD (Socialdemocratic Party of Germany) decided not to tolerate any wagonplace in the central inner-city locations anymore (Dzeik 1995).

The wagonplace »East-Side«, behind the wall and alongside the river Spree was actually one of the biggest of it´s kind in Germany, with almost 200 people. Itwas evicted in 1997. The eviction went ahead and was prececed by an unprecedented media hate campaign. 

But the chairman of the CDU in Berlin at the time, Klaus-Rüdiger Landowsky, surpassed everybody, when, in the context of a debate about wagonplaces in the berlin parliament on february 27th 1997, he publically declared:
»I am also grateful, that the Senate (the Berlin government)is now taking intensive action against the urban decay in Berlin, against graffiti, garbage and dilapidation of public fountains. It is a fact, that, where there is trash, there are rats and that, where there is neglect, there is riff-raff/rabble. And this has to be eliminated” 

This was just the tip of the iceberg. Discriminating stereotypes about the wagonplaces have been constantly portayed not only through the mainstream media:

"Dirt, disgrace, skull-flag, car-wrecks, burned/extingished trucks, annoyed neighbours, slums in the best slice of the city, rampaging punks, a lot of noise (aaaargh), alcohol- and drug excesses, amply dogs and insufficient hygiene" are just a few of those nice examples of defamations, vilifications and stereotyped thinking, which has been raised against the wagon-place inhabitants for many years (Dzeik 1995).  

On the other hand, through public counter-campaigns and neighbourhood-work this picture could partly be corrected and has changed to help to dismantle prejudices (amantine 2012). 

Besides wagonplaces, some community-gardens were squatted, a horse-stable(?), a piece of the forest, some tent-cities on public squares or parks were erected temporaliy, and even an animal farm was established on unbuilt and then squatted land.  

While the wagon-places became an obstacle for politicians, city-planners and investors in the inner-city, where they had already rebuilt Potsdamer Platz, a site of major redevelopment projects after the unification, or are still in the process of constructing their new projects like Mediaspree, which is one of the largest property investment projects in Berlin; the luxurious Villa-squatters of 1981 in the wealthy neibourhood-areas of Zehlendorf, Dahlem and Wannsee became a real nightmare for the speculators, house-builder, landlords, politicians and bankers. 

All of a sudden, during the squatting movement 1980/81, at least ten abandoned buildings were occupied,  in "the belly of the beast", in the neighbourhoods inhabited by those individuals responsible for the housing policies, land speculation, increase of rents, the capitalist market in its entirety, and finally the politicians responsible for the state oppression directed at the squatters. The squatters, mostly rebellious youth from those areas, had a marvellous life at least for some months, in their new homes with swimming pools, electric windows, big gardens, green lawns (not mowed of course) and innumerable toilets. But the strategy of distracting the enemy from the inside failed in the end - all the squats were evicted in a period of one year by 1982. But nevertheless, besides the wonderfull experience of green lawns, the powerfull, rich and worried neigbours for sure hadsome bad/sleepless nights to get over. 

This little episode prooves how far-reaching and wide-spread the diverse squatting movement could finally get.     
Precarity:
To squat, exclusively out of precarity or economic reasons, was probably not the main motive, but of course contributed to a varietyof motives.

And it is certainly true, that in the first years, when squatting emerged in the early seventies, many of the squatters came from working-class backround, were run-aways or lived in deprived situations. For example, in one of the first squats, the Georg von Rauch - Haus (occupied in 1971) lived primarily students, young workers, trainees and runaways. Their house contained for some time one floor only of trainees and another one only for runaways. 

In this house existed the self-organization of working class youth: while some woke up the pupils and working-crew, others made the breakfast every morning between 6 and 7 in the big communal kitchen. In there, where no students or barely no high school student were allowed to live, to avoid privileged positions, worked periodically up to 10 people in large companies like AEG (General electricity company) in order to be in contact with workers, discuss and debate with them for revolutionary change. This was actually a wide-spread approach in the seventies, to believe that change can only be made by participating in the process of production, of course with the aim to take-over the means of production one day. The occupants did apprenticeships or worked as toolmakers, machinists, welders, bricklayers etc. There existed for a while even a certain pressure to go to work, to school or to the programms of trainees. Not participating or "just hanging around" could lead to fierce debates inside the squat and could end in an exclusion from the collective. Well - in the meanwhile after 40 years the composition of the people has changed, and the debates and the discourses  as well (Rauch-Haus Kollektiv 1977). 

Also, to name another examples of the early years, the Putte and the Tommy-Weissbecker-Haus, which came out of an occupation in 1973, were composed of many run-aways and workingclass kids. In the eighties and nineties some occupations by homeless-activists took place, such as by the homeless-theatre group Unter Druck (Under Pressure), but actually it was a very small amount of people who came from the streets and occupied out of the nessesity for housing. Either way, the majority of squatters today are white and middleclass.  It is interesting to note however, that in recent years,in the heart of economic power in europe, in Germany, once again more and more homeless people or activists without homes, alongside migrants from other parts of the world, including the Southern Europe, are occupying houses, factories and even unbuilt land, primarily out of economic reasons. This was the case of the Eisfabrik, occupied by homeless people from Bulgaria (evicted in December 2013), or the Tee Pee and Cuvry Brache, still occupied (since 2012/13) tent-cities by homeless people and migrants/foreigners. 
Migrants, Refugees , People of Color:
Immigrants and people of color have always been, although an absolute minority, part of the squatters, but in the eighties, for the first time they squatted houses on their own. 

In 1981 7 woman with Turkish background and their children and one German supporter squattedthe Kottbusser Straße 8, after having experienced racist/sexist discrimination in finding a new flat. 

Especially young woman who seperated from their husbandssuffered severe difficulties - the housing shortage among those woman were immense. 

Already in November 1980 several turkish families moved into two squats in Forster Straße 16 and 17 (which had been occupied by supporters), after living in a  house with bad conditions with up to ten people living in one room. 

32 years later in December 2012, a group of refugees and some supporters occupied an almost vacant school in Ohlauer Straße 12 and named it Refugee Strike House. One floor of the occupied school was converted into a refugee womens-only space providing "a free place where refugee women can meet to exchange knowledge and experiences, where they can get to discuss their rights, organise themselves and fight together against the isolation of the Lagers (refugee homes, often isolated in hardly-populated areas in Germany, without adequate public transportion) "
 (azozomox 2014). 
Those refugee-squatters had, in October 2012, also occupieda public square in Kreuzberg (Oranienplatz), called it Refugee Protest Camp, lived and organized in tents and wooden huts to protest against racist german laws about inmigration and asylum. The camp drew a wide public and media attention to issues such as racism, fortress europe, the situation in Lampedusa (Italy) and the continuity of colonist policies, which for example is manifested in the german law of Residenzpflicht 
. The square was then evicted in april 2014, when one part of the group of refugees agreed to move to other facilities, provided by the authorities. This agreement however created an internal conflict amongst the refugees about the proper way to combine their struggle against racist laws with the need for housing and legal status - which was perfectly used by the authorities to split and weaken the anti-racist movement.

Since may 2012, one part of the public square Kottbusser Tor in Kreuzberg has also been squatted: the Protest Camp Kotti und Co., organized by migrant tenants from Turkey, their friends and families, who are not willing and able to pay the steady increase of the rent anymore. Instead, the tenants demand a fixed rate of 4 Euro per square meter for their apartments. They have put up a small wooden house/wood-pavilion, which they call Gecekondu (house built over night), and in the meanwhile they have expanded their space with a container, and organize meetings, talks and public events.
 So far this camp is still tolerated.  
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�	 Feminist spelling of woman, as an expression of a repudiation of traditions that define females by reference to a male norm. 


�	in the meanwhile it became part of the Refugee Strike House 


�	http://www.ufafabrik.de/en/nav.php?pid=44


�	http://www.kerngehaeuse.de/


�	 transcript of the parliament session


�	 (http://asylstrikeberlin.wordpress.com/refugee-women/).


�	Residenzpflicht (mandatory residence) is a legal requirement affecting specifically applicants for refugee status or those who have been given a temporary stay of deportation. Those affected are required to live within certain boundaries defined by the applicants' local foreigners' office. Residenzpflicht does only exist in Germany within Europe and several immigrant and refugee advocacy organisations oppose the Residenzpflicht as a violation of fundamental human rights.


�	http://kottiundco.net/english/






