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INTRODUCTION

(

May 1, 1987 began with gorgeous spring weather. It was “sunny and 
warm, resplendent with fresh green. On festively decorated Karl-Marx-
Allee a sea of radiant red carnations, banners in working-class red and the 
colors of our Republic. The mood was just as magnifi cent in the mighty 
procession of more than 650,000.”1 This was how Neues Deutschland, the 
Party newspaper, described the traditional May Day demonstration in 
East Berlin. Like every year, hundreds of thousands of people from Ber-
lin gathered in the streets of the district of Friedrichshain an d threaded 
their way in three marching columns onto Karl-Marx-Allee. They car-
ried countless fl ags and banners as they headed towards Alexanderplatz, 
where they marched past the grand VIP stand decked out in red, from 
which Erich Honecker (1912–94) reviewed and saluted them. Next to the 
head of state and the Party stood members and candidates of the SED Po-
litbüro, ranking Soviet offi  cers, guests of state from Ethiopia and Chile, as 
well as distinguished workers and veterans of the labor movement. This 
“combat demonstration,” as the May Day parade on Karl-Marx-Allee was 
called, took no less than four and a half hours and ended with a mighty 
thunderstorm. As a fi nale, factory militias from East Berlin marched past 
the platform of dignitaries in the pouring rain while “The Internationale” 
blared from the loudspeakers.2

The May Day demonstration in the capital underlined, as it had for 
decades, the SED’s claim to power as well as serving as a form of popular 
acclamation. But  May 1, 1987 was also the prelude to festivities marking 
the 750th anniversary of Berlin. The SED looked with pride at the Nikolai 
Quarter and other buildings in the center of the “Capital of the GDR” 
specially reconstructed for these events, a three-day public festival held 
throughout the whole of East Berlin. Sixty-four event stages had been set 
up between Strausberger Platz and Alexanderplatz, with cycling races 
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and fi reman shows taking place on Karl-Marx-Allee. In a nearby public 
park, Friedrichshain Volkspark, each region of the GDR presented itself to 
the public. Finally, at 10 p.m., there was a spectacular fi reworks display in 
Friedrichshain to mark the end of this Labor Day holiday in East Berlin.3

A very diff erent kind of fi reworks was going on at the same time less 
than four kilometers (2.5 miles) away in the western part of the city, on 
the other side of the Berlin Wall. Here there was a state of emergency. 
At Görlitzer Bahnhof in Kreuzberg, an entire Bolle supermarket went 
up in fl ames. Numerous stores were destroyed, fi remen were seriously 
thwarted in their eff orts to put out the fi res, and traditional May Day fes-
tivities on Lausitzer Platz escalated into street fi ghting.4 The district of 
Kreuzberg was experiencing its worst confl ict since the West Berlin squat-
ters’ movement of the early 1980s. The mood had been tense all day a  er 
West Berlin police stormed the MehringHof alternative center without a 
search warrant and confi scated numerous boyco   leafl ets from the offi  ces 
of census opponents.5 Added to this was widespread protest against the 
declared intention to abolish rent control in West Berlin, not to mention 
a sense of annoyance at all the pomp and circumstance accompanying 
the opening event of the 750th anniversary of Berlin held the night be-
fore at the International Congress Center (ICC).6 To make ma  ers worse, 
U.S. president Ronald Reagan (1911–2004) was scheduled to visit Berlin 
on June 12,7 heating the atmosphere even more on an already rather sultry 
May a  ernoon.8

West Berlin police were unprepared and wholly outnumbered at fi rst 
by demonstrators who were willing to resort to violence. A  er being 
pelted by rocks, they withdrew from Kreuzberg for a couple of hours, 
leaving the fi eld to the autonomists. As the evening wore on, more and 
more locals joined the stone-throwers.9 But not everyone was sympathetic 
to their cause. Massive plundering by ordinary citizens irritated countless 
observers of the Kreuzberg riots.10 All in all, the evening’s events took a 
disastrous toll.11 May 1, 1987 in Kreuzberg witnessed the hitherto greatest 
street riots in the history of West Berlin.

The events in Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg taking place simultane-
ously on this particular May Day could not have been more diff erent. The 
one side exhibited a well-orchestrated self-performance staged by a dic-
tatorial state power; the other an eruptive challenge to a democratically 
legitimized state’s monopoly on power. The May Day celebrations in Fried-
ri  shain were part of a state-sponsored mega event that spanned the en-
tire GDR. The May Day riots in Kreuzberg, by contrast, were a local event 
that nonetheless sent shock waves across the nation. What both demon-
strations had in common was their reference to May Day traditions. But 
how did it come to pass that Labor Day in these two neighboring dis-
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tricts transpired in such distinctly diff erent ways, that claims on the public 
sphere were asserted so diff erently?

Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg, at one time very similar, had apparently 
grown apart. Prior to 1945, both had belonged to the old proletarian east-
ern half of Berlin, forming the poorhouse of a starkly socially segregated 
Reich capital.12 Before the war more than three hundred thousand peo-
ple were crowded into each of these two districts, living in ten square 
kilometers each.13 The two neighborhoods were paradigmatic of a “Berlin 
made of stone” during the high phase of urbanization.14 Yet ever since the 
city’s political division very diff erent social conditions prevailed in Frie-
drichshain and Kreuzberg. The districts henceforth belonged to diff erent 
sides of a system confl ict playing out at the municipal, national and global 
levels. Friedrichshain was located in the Soviet sector close to downtown 
East Berlin, the capital of the GDR. Kreuzberg belonged to the American 
sector and found itself in a peculiarly peripheral position, bordering as it 
did as of 1961 two sides of the Berlin Wall. This eff ectively cut Kreuzberg 
off  from its old economic environment and led to a social situation that 
was vastly diff erent than in Friedrichshain. May 1, 1987 marked the dra-
matic culmination of this developmental divide.

Even more surprising, and in need of explanation, is how quickly Fried-
ri  shain and Kreuzberg grew back together again following the events of 
1989–90. Nowadays the two traditionally working-class districts are both 
characterized by an alternative scene that constitutes the be  er part of their 
image. The challenges they currently face are also rather similar. These in-
clude the extensive modernization of existing structures and the a  endant 
gentrifi cation of these neighborhoods. Both banks of the Spree have wit-
nessed widespread resistance to privatization and to the structural develop-
ment of public spaces by private large-scale investors. This can be seen most 
prominently in the “Sink the Mediaspree!” initiative boyco  ing the plans 
of huge media concerns to develop both banks of the Spree River, or in the 
pushback against the removal of original segments of the Berlin Wall next to 
the East Side Gallery to allow the construction of a private luxury high-rise.

In political and administrative terms as well, Friedrichshain and Kreuz-
berg have converged in recent years. In the wake of a 2001 reform they 
were merged into a common administrative district (see map on page xiii). 
The two neighborhoods now form the 84th election district, whose repre-
sentative, Hans-Christian Ströbele (b. 1939) of the Green Party, has won a 
direct mandate to the German Bundestag four times in a row since 2002, 
the electoral behavior of these once-divided boroughs now showing re-
markably li  le disagreement.15 The fusion of East and West in the form of 
the Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg district is thus a kind of microcosm for the 
overall process of healing the city’s Cold War divisions.
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As in all of Berlin, the process of reunifi cation is far from complete. 
There are still plenty of cultural diff erences and mental animosities be-
tween Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg, especially between long-established 
locals. The original occupants of Karl-Marx-Allee have li  le in common 
with the le  -wing alternative scene or the Turkish community of Kreuz-
berg. But young residents too, most of whom hail from other parts of 
Germany and elsewhere, likewise do their part to preserve—in a wholly 
diff erent way—the contrast between these two neighborhoods. Perhaps 
the most striking example are the water and vegetable fi ghts between 
Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg, in which residents of each half-district 
duke it out with squirt guns, paint bombs and ro  en tomatoes. Oberbaum 
Bridge—the only road link between Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg, and 
hence a symbol of unity serving as the fused district’s coat of arms—has 
been the theater of these occasional skirmishes. The mostly youthful par-
ticipants, who try to drive back their opponents from the bridge, view the 
fusion of these two municipal districts as a “forced merger.” Outwardly 
the event seems rather warlike, and it is always accompanied by a consid-
erable police and media presence. But it’s no comparison to the violence 
and riots on May Day witnessed since 1990 in both parts of the city. The 
water and vegetable fi ghts are neither an expression of any real confl ict 
between Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg nor an indication of the o  en-
invoked “wall in people’s heads.” It is simply a playful way of dealing 
with local urban identities that are no longer all that diff erent from each 
other. The two working-class neighborhoods have since become a com-
mon, alternative-oriented district.

The present volume is devoted to the question of how Friedrichshain 
and Kreuzberg grew apart during the period of Cold War division, devel-
oping in opposite directions. But it will also ask what continued to link 
these two parts of the city, and why the period of division meanwhile al-
most seems like a brief interlude. Examining the separate yet intertwined 
paths of these two boroughs requires a comparative method that inquires 
into commonalities, diff erences and entanglements. This integrated ap-
proach will be briefl y outlined in the following before the guiding ques-
tions are developed and concrete areas of investigation defi ned. This will 
be followed by an introduction to the sources used, to the current state of 
scholarship, and by an outline of this study.

A Divided History

Like temporarily separated twins, Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg form a 
kind of historical experiment, being almost ideally suited for a histori-
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cal comparison inquiring into similarities and diff erences. The diff er-
ences seem plain enough. Whereas dictatorship was the order of the day 
in Friedrichshain, fundamental democratic freedoms existed in Kreuz-
berg. This contrast of political systems forms the historical basis of the 
following investigation. As opposed to a conventional contrastive history 
of the two German states, however, the present study endeavors to go 
beyond a simple juxtaposition of two politically contrary districts so as 
not to merely perpetuate long-established facts and normative historical 
interpretations.16 The postwar history of Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg is 
much more than the contrast between democracy and dictatorship. The 
repressive system of rule in the East met with partial acceptance, whereas 
the democratically elected state authorities in West Berlin sometimes 
proved incapable of entering a fruitful, peaceful dialogue with the citizens 
of Kreuzberg. May 1, 1987 is one example.

A comparative investigation of Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg also 
has to inquire into the commonalities between these two districts. As old 
working-class neighborhoods in eastern Berlin they shared a similar histor-
ical starting point. Their social structure, their dilapidated housing stock, 
and a comparable degree of wartime destruction led to similar problems 
a  er 1945. The present study therefore follows a problem-history approach 
spanning the Cold War divide.17 It is as much about commonalities as it is 
about division, the postwar history of two politically divided districts, both 
of which nonetheless faced many of the same social challenges.18

The answers each society found to existing problems were not entirely 
independent of each other and did not go unnoticed by the other side. 
Even a  er Berlin was divided, Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg remained in-
terconnected—for example, by low-level cross-border traffi  c prior to 1961, 
or by the transborder consumption of media a  er the Wall was built. In 
the following I will thus inquire into selected entanglements between Frie-
drichshain and Kreuzberg, taking care though not to force autonomous 
developments into the corset of connected history. Comparative analysis 
and transfer history will not be understood as antagonistic and mutually 
exclusive approaches.19 Instead, I will seek to add an entangled-history 
perspective to the historical comparison of these two municipal districts.20

The specifi c situation in Berlin as a window on Cold War confronta-
tion21 off ers the possibility of examining entanglements in the divided 
metropolis with a specifi cally urbanistic perspective. This is why I have 
chosen to compare and contrast the directly adjacent neighborhoods of 
Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg, though not necessarily focusing on the 
“inherent urban logic”22 of self-perception and the perception of oth-
ers. In this respect the district of Prenzlauer Berg would have perhaps 
been a be  er match for comparative purposes.23 The similarities between 
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Prenzlauer Berg and Kreuzberg, however, are largely the result of a myth 
ascribed retrospectively, one which overestimates the actually rather lim-
ited opposition scene in Prenzlauer Berg.24 The fact that such ascriptions 
can nonetheless be powerful is demonstrated by the massive gentrifi ca-
tion of Prenzlauer Berg that followed in 1990, due not least of all to the 
neighborhood’s enhanced symbolic status as the home of dissident bo-
hemian artists.25 But this book does not concern itself with the myth of 
these two well-known neighborhoods; its focus is on social developments, 
parallel challenges and the tangible entanglement of these two neighbor-
ing districts.

The local perspective of this investigation using the concrete examples 
of Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg off ers the advantage that certain issues 
of German postwar history can be examined here in more detail than 
from the grand perspective of two competing German states. This applies 
in particular to specifi c protagonists, local a  empts to dissociate oneself 
from those on the other side of the Wall, and isolated transfers. And yet 
Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg are hardly small units of investigation. 
Each resembles a mid-sized German town in terms of their number of 
inhabitants.26 For the sake of a detailed investigation, the districts will not 
be described here in their entirety. I will sometimes focus on individual 
buildings, streets and neighborhoods (Kieze), adopting a microhistorical 
perspective.

This neighborhood history or Kiezgeschichte—the original title of this 
book in German—follows a narrative approach which, instead of off ering 
a strictly systematic comparative overview, tells the story of individual 
case studies and representative examples from both districts, ultimately 
linking them to each other. But it is more than a purely local history of 
these two districts, however justifi ed that approach would be given the 
lack of any such comparative study to date. Rather, the book works on 
several levels. It not only describes the history of two Berlin Kieze—two 
essentially self-contained neighborhoods with a unique identity and sense 
of belonging—but also shows how the term Kiez was reinvented in the 
1970s and 1980s in East and West alike, becoming the historicizing expres-
sion of a new urbanity and making its own history, as it were: as a new, 
powerful and appealing label for the rediscovery of historic buildings 
which in turn helped lead to their preservation.

The neighborhood history also directs a  ention to the inner diversity of 
Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg, neither of which formed a homogeneous, 
self-contained district. The large swaths of intact older buildings in the 
eastern parts of each borough exhibit a diff erent development pa  ern and 
social structure than the western parts, which were largely destroyed in 
the war and subsequently rebuilt. Moreover, Friedrichshain and Kreuz-
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berg each have to be recontextualized in terms of urban space. Modern 
urbanism inquires into the locality of a concrete urban space in the topo-
graphic framework of an overall city.27 This means that Friedrichshain and 
Kreuzberg not only have to be put in relation to each other, but also to 
the other districts in their respective urban halves. Friedrichshain, for in-
stance, cannot be properly understood without its fl uid boundaries with 
the district of Mi  e in the center of East Berlin. Kreuzberg, on the other 
hand, has to be seen in connection with the adjacent district of Neukölln, 
whose Gropiusstadt, a large-scale housing project erected in the 1960s and 
1970s, absorbed large parts of Kreuzberg’s population. Only city-wide re-
lationships reveal pa  erns of socio-spatial segregation and off er an expla-
nation for certain local characteristics in Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg.

A look at the particular in turn gives rise to overarching questions of 
German contemporary history a  er 1945. The present Kiezgeschichte of 
Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg would like to make a contribution to an 
integrated German postwar history in the form of an “asymmetrically en-
tangled parallel history” as conceived by Christoph Kleßmann.28 Using 
the example of these two Berlin boroughs divided by the Wall, I will in-
quire into how these two German subcommunities developed, which an-
swers they found to parallel problems, and to what extent East and West 
remained entwined with each other. I will hence pose larger questions by 
way of small-scale investigations.

The primary period of investigation—the era of divided Berlin, from 
1961 to 1989–90—is also geared towards these questions. Since it is the 
shared prehistory of Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg that forms the histor-
ical basis of comparison here and that likewise results in many shared 
challenges, the timeframe of this study will occasionally go back as far as 
the late nineteenth century. In this manner I aim to show, furthermore, that 
Berlin was divided even before the Cold War, especially with regard to the 
longstanding socio-spatial division between the bourgeois (middle-class) 
West and the predominantly pe  y-bourgeois (lower-middle-class) and 
proletarian (working-class) eastern part of the city, which Friedrichshain 
and Kreuzberg both belonged to. But also the two-class society within 
the Wilhelmine-era “rental barracks,” the tenement houses in these two 
working-class neighborhoods, is in many ways part of the “divided Ber-
lin” in the title of this book.

Remarkably, in the years since 1989–90, it is not only the political divi-
sion of the Cold War that has ceased to exist but also the aforementioned 
socio-spatial division that marked the city for long periods of the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries. The fi nal chapter of this book is therefore 
entitled “Perspectives” and deals with more recent contemporary history, 
describing how Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg have grown back together 
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as well as how the old socio-spatial pa  erns have tended to be reversed 
in the wake of increasing gentrifi cation in areas with older, prewar build-
ings. This long-term historical transformation can only be grasped if the 
period of investigation goes beyond the traditional historico-political wa-
tersheds. Thus, the present study sometimes focuses on the entire twen-
tieth century without, however, laying claim to being a comprehensive 
account of it. The Nazi period, for example, only plays a role here when it 
is relevant to the historical development of these neighborhoods.

The Public and Private Spheres

A comparative investigation of Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg has to be 
based on the right questions. A particularly fruitful perspective can be 
gained by focusing on historical transformation and the interrelationship 
between the public and private spheres. For one thing, the question of the 
public and private spheres off ers a new and largely untapped perspective 
on postwar German-German history.29 For another, it allows a genuine 
urban-history approach to the history of Berlin. Friedrichshain and Kreuz-
berg are then viewed as urban spaces and examined with regard to their 
urban character. The historiographical approach of this study will thus be 
expanded through the addition of an urban-sociology perspective, to be 
introduced in the following.

The fundamental terminology on the dichotomy of the public and pri-
vate spheres in the modern city was established by Gö  ingen sociologist 
Hans Paul Bahrdt (1918–94), who refers to the public and private spheres 
as the basic principles of urban association.30 Bahrdt in this case follows 
Max Weber’s (1864–1920) economic defi nition of the city as a market set-
tlement.31 The contacts at markets, fl eeting and yet always following strict 
rules, between individuals who are almost complete strangers to each 
other while at the same time potentially excluding the respective social 
fabric are for Bahrdt the earliest form of a public sphere.32 Bahrdt builds 
on this to develop a basic formula for urban life. He defi nes the city as 
such:

a se  lement in which the whole of life, everyday life included, shows a ten-
dency towards polarization, i.e., to take place either in the social aggregate of 
the public sphere or in the private sphere. A public and a private sphere are 
formed that are closely interrelated without losing their polarity. The areas of 
life that can neither be characterized as “public” nor “private” ultimately lose 
their signifi cance. The stronger the polarity and interrelationship between the 
public and private sphere, the more “urban,” sociologically speaking, the life of 
a se  lement becomes.33
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By focusing on the duality and interrelationship of the public and pri-
vate spheres, Bahrdt defi nes the city independently of its legal status and 
size. He views the imperfect social integration of city dwellers as the de-
cisive prerequisite for the development of a public sphere. In contrast to 
the perfect and prestructured social constitution of the village, the city, 
in his opinion, off ered the necessary freedom for the development of a 
public sphere. Imperfect urban integration, however, is for Bahrdt merely 
a negative precondition for the development of a public sphere. The la  er 
only develops when specifi c stylized behaviors emerge that help bridge 
the gap between inhabitants, thus allowing communication and contact 
to occur. These stylized behaviors, for Bahrdt, include representation as a 
form of self-presentation in which the subject makes himself visible, en-
abling communication and integration, for example through certain social 
behaviors, clothing styles and architecture. The public game of represen-
tations has led, accordingly, to a consciousness of various social behaviors 
and hence to an awareness of the possibility of social change. Thus, all 
progress, in Bahrdt’s opinion, stems from the city.34

This public sphere is complemented by the private one. For Bahrdt, 
the private sphere forms the necessary refuge in an imperfectly inte-
grated society. The city, in other words, awakens the need for privacy but 
is also the prerequisite for a certain form of the private sphere that does 
not exist in village society with its strict social controls. Only a developed 
private sphere can create opportunities for individual development, cul-
tivate personalities and lead to a complex emotional life, though this in-
terpersonal remove is always a ma  er of contention in need of constant 
reassertion. Much like Georg Simmel (1858–1918), Bahrdt describes the in-
habitants of cities as being both individualistic and impersonal or aloof.35 
Analogous to a developed public sphere, society draws its dynamism 
from a developed private sphere as well. The public and private spheres 
are predicated on each other. But for Bahrdt this also means that when 
the one deteriorates the other follows suit.36 He thus expounds on the 
problem of modern cities becoming “unsightly” and life becoming ever 
more technology-dependent. Streets and squares could no longer serve 
the public, he claimed, because they had degenerated into mere traffi  c 
pipelines.37

Bahrdt’s book, published in 1961, aimed to sensitize his audience to 
the diffi  culties of a functionally organized modern city in the context of a 
postwar Germany undergoing reconstruction,38 and was warmly received 
by urban planners and architects.39 He was one of the fi rst to articulate 
the discomfort people felt about the growing “inhospitality” of cities, an 
idea that would take off  in the 1960s.40 A wide range of scholarly debates 
on the idea of the public and private sphere appeared at around the same 
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time,41 responding not only to urban transformations but especially to the 
widespread mediatization of society.42 The most important and infl uen-
tial treatment of the subject was undoubtedly Jürgen Habermas’s (b. 1929) 
postdoctoral thesis The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere.43 The 
book remains the standard work and baseline for any discussion of the 
public and private spheres.44 Habermas describes the formation of a bour-
geois public sphere in the eighteenth century confronting the transformed 
public authority of the state. The modern public sphere, for Habermas, is 
part of bourgeois society, which is divided into the private sphere of the 
nuclear family and the public sphere of private, bourgeois individuals. 
The la  er form the public that, by way of reason, questions the public 
authority of the state. Habermas develops his concept historically, describ-
ing the conceptual history of the public and private spheres—Öffentlichkeit 
and Privatheit, respectively.45

In contrast to Hans Paul Bahrdt, the city fi gures only marginally in 
Habermas’s deliberations. For him it is mainly the place where the liter-
ary public of early-modern salons and coff eehouses gathered, which later 
developed into the bourgeois political public sphere.46 The two studies 
diff er in their reference to space and their avowed aims.47 And yet there 
are some striking parallels between Bahrdt and Habermas. Both sociolo-
gists argue historically and start from the assumption that the public and 
private spheres existed in an ideal state in the past. Bahrdt locates the ideal 
type in the medieval “burgher town,”48 whereas Habermas’s model is the 
public sphere of bourgeois society in the eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries.49 Both identifi ed clear symptoms of a declining public sphere in 
the present. Bahrdt counts among these the emergence of large corpora-
tions that are neither private nor public as well as the mediatization of the 
public sphere as a result of the modern nation-state becoming more bu-
reaucratic.50 Habermas, for his part, warns about the mediatization of the 
public sphere caused by the increasing dissolution of boundaries: “Ten-
dencies pointing to the collapse of the public sphere are unmistakable, for 
while its scope is expanding impressively, its function has become pro-
gressively insignifi cant.”51 Habermas mostly blames the modern “culture 
industry” for this. There are similarities here between Habermas’s le  ist 
cultural critique infl uenced by the Frankfurt School and conservative cul-
tural pessimism,52 although Habermas clearly rejects the antiliberal school 
of Carl Schmi   (1888–1985)53 just as Bahrdt vehemently argues against 
traditional critiques of the city.54 Both books are fundamental and still very 
thought-provoking investigations of the public sphere. But they also re-
fl ect a specifi c discourse prevalent during the 1960s and therefore have to 
be historicized as critical interventions based on a period-specifi c diagno-
sis of decline.
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The twentieth century was marked by an unparalleled expansion of the 
private sphere. This was accompanied on the one hand by the novel idea 
of a right to privacy, the protection of which was understood as a public 
responsibility. On the other hand, the state’s encroachment on the private 
sphere was one of the century’s most salient characteristics—sometimes 
even culminating in the total destruction of personal privacy.55 In the 
second half of the twentieth century a number of prominent sociologists 
identifi ed a tendency among people in Germany to retreat into the private 
sphere, not least as a reaction to these radical encroachments upon private 
life experienced under the Nazis. In the 1950s Helmut Schelsky (1912–84) 
described a “skeptical generation” that consciously withdrew from the 
public sphere.56 Hans Paul Bahrdt viewed this “bliss in a quiet corner” as 
a denaturation of the private sphere and a danger to the public sphere.57 
But perhaps the most prominent warning came from American sociologist 
Richard Senne   (b. 1943), who talked about a “tyranny of intimacy,” diag-
nosing a radicalization of the private and a complementary decline of the 
public sphere.58 Here, too, a cultural critique was clearly evident.

The shortcomings and omissions in the work of many social scientists 
analyzing the public and private spheres have been widely discussed in the 
literature, leading to numerous advances. Habermas, for instance, notably 
ignored the urban lower classes, prompting Oskar Negt (b. 1934) and Al-
exander Kluge (b. 1932) to develop the concept of a proletarian (counter-)
public sphere.59 Feminist theory of the 1960s and 1970s questioned the 
traditional understanding of separate public and private spheres alto-
gether, asserting instead that the private and the personal were eminently 
political.60 Nancy Fraser (b. 1947) discussed the problem of women being 
le   out of classic interpretations of the bourgeois public sphere, advocat-
ing an alternative concept of “multiple, competing publics.”61 Despite the 
explosion of literature on the topic ever since the translation of Haber-
mas’s seminal work into English,62 there has yet to be an investigation into 
how the public and private spheres continued to develop in the twentieth 
century.63

A more fundamental question is whether there was a public and pri-
vate sphere at all in the dictatorships of the twentieth century. Were they 
merely staged pseudo-public spheres?64 Did the public sphere not forfeit 
its independent creativity in the face of overpowering political construc-
tions of society?65 And did the totalitarian creative will of a dictatorial re-
gime not largely destroy the private sphere?66 With regard to the GDR, 
more specifi cally the East Berlin district of Friedrichshain under inves-
tigation here, the question is to what extent this concept of public and 
private spheres is applicable at all. In their deliberations on public spheres 
in societies of the Soviet type, Gábor T. Ri  ersporn, Jan C. Behrends and 
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Malte Rolf make the case for “productively harnessing the concept [of the 
public sphere] developed for research on Western societies by detaching it 
from its normative context and cautiously opening it to a broader seman-
tics. This perspective would enable new investigative approaches to the 
historical analysis of state socialism.”67 The authors conclude that even in 
state-socialist dictatorships a variety of diff erent public spaces and spheres 
existed. They are interested not only in an investigation of the residual 
(counter-)public spheres of a small oppositional minority,68 but especially 
in the question of a fragmented public sphere within the boundaries set 
by the regime. “In principle, every organization, structure or association 
created by the state was a kind of public sphere . . . Every place the regime 
allowed its citizens to congregate can ultimately be understood as a pub-
lic one: streets and squares, cinemas and stadiums, swimming pools and 
stores.”69 In centralized dictatorships it is precisely the regional and local 
public spheres that gain importance as spaces for social experimentation.70

The present study has chosen this local level to investigate the relation-
ship between public and private spheres in East-West comparison. This 
means abandoning any normative concept of the public sphere.71 Instead, 
I propose understanding the public sphere as a spatial category and plu-
ralizing it, as suggested by Jörg Requate,72 thus allowing for various layers 
of meaning. The public sphere is variously understood in the following 
to mean a) an inclusive space that is open to all, b) a communal or public 
(state) sphere subject to public law, and c) a communicative space, ranging 
from small sub-public spheres to public mass media. Similarly, private 
spheres are understood as a) spaces with exclusive access, b) spaces that 
are private property in the legal sense, and c) spaces that allow personal de-
velopment, intimacy and a withdrawal from the public sphere.73 These are 
all instances of contested spaces whose limits were a ma  er of contention 
between historical protagonists.

The pluralization and spatialization of the public and private spheres 
necessarily leads to a more pragmatic understanding of the term, because 
“only a suffi  ciently fl exible concept of the public sphere can remain op-
erational over time and in comparative perspective between diff erent 
states.”74 The present study neither endeavors to be a conceptual history75 
nor does it a  empt to historicize theories taken from the social sciences76 
or to form its own theory of the public and private spheres.77 The two 
categories of public and private serve rather as a hermeneutic key to the 
postwar history of Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg. For analytical purposes, 
this investigation opts for the broadest possible understanding of the pub-
lic and private sphere.

At the same time, it is necessary to distinguish between related con-
cepts that are sometimes used synonymously with the public and private 
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sphere. The Roman term “republic,” for example, originally meant “pub-
lic thing” or “public aff air.” And yet public sphere in the modern sense is 
neither equivalent to the “state” nor “democracy,” since the origins of the 
modern public sphere are more to be found in its fraught relationship to 
politics.78 In everyday language the public sphere is o  en confused with 
“society.” The la  er is a comprehensive communal system, an umbrella 
under which the entire spectrum of community relations is organized,79 
and not so much an actual space in the way public sphere is understood 
here.80 Competing concepts exist with respect to the private sphere as 
well. Historians have shown a heightened interest recently in the history 
of “subjectivity.” But the focus here is on historical protagonists and how 
they construct meaning. Richard Senne   tends to use the term “intimacy” 
as a synonym for “privacy,” but mostly only with reference to the modern 
obsession with the self and the desire to retreat into the private sphere.81 
The term “individuality” is closely linked to this.82 It overlaps in many 
respects with “privacy” but lacks the spatial dimension so decisive here 
for the urban-history approach of this book.

The binary construction of the public and private sphere has o  en been 
criticized.83 It does, however, off er the advantage that both spheres need 
to be taken into consideration when applying these categories to historical 
analysis. That said, the limits of the approach should be kept in mind. 
First, the dichotomy of public and private spheres suggests a totality that 
makes it tempting for historians to assign all of lived reality to one or the 
other. Areas of overlap tend to be overlooked, along with those areas that 
are neither public nor private in character. This is the case, for instance, 
with the border facilities at the Berlin Wall, which divided Friedrichshain 
and Kreuzberg from 1961 to 1989. Second, the sociological twin terms of the 
public and private sphere are relatively static. It is therefore all the more 
important to inquire in the present study into the historical transforma-
tion and entanglements of the public and private spheres. Third, despite 
a decidedly pluralist and spatial understanding of the public and private 
spheres, it is hard to avoid the inherent normativity of the two terms, 
tending as they do to describe an ideal social state which is pointless to 
compare with historical reality and is not the aim of this study. Normative 
pitfalls are likewise lurking in notions of an “expanding” or “declining” 
public and private sphere, though process concepts like these are indis-
pensable for analyses of historical change. This points, fourth, to the dual 
character of the public and private spheres as source and analytical terms 
that cannot always be clearly distinguished from each other. It is import-
ant, for example, to always bear in mind that the term “counter-public 
sphere” was a ba  le cry used by contemporaries even though it is just 
as indispensable for historical analysis. Fi  h, the analytical twin terms of 
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public and private sphere exhibit an inherent and fundamental asymme-
try. Whereas the public sphere literally found public expression and is 
traceable in countless sources, the private sphere is almost by defi nition 
an invisible category that o  en eludes historical analysis. This is why the 
term public sphere is much easier to operationalize than its counterpart, 
the private sphere. And yet only the two terms taken together account for 
the analytical potential of the approach chosen here.

The public and private spheres are key terms, essential to an under-
standing of urban history.84 They off er a multiperspective approach to the 
contemporary history of Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg. In this respect, 
the following questions are crucial to this investigation. What forms of 
the public and private sphere existed in Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg, 
and what did they mean to the residents of these two boroughs? What 
role did the public and private spheres play in the transformation from 
a working-class to an alternative culture, and how did the relationship 
between the public and private spheres change in a concrete urban con-
text? Have the public and private spheres in Friedrichshain and Kreuz-
berg tended to decline or expand over time? Where did the dynamics of 
the public and private spheres have a causal eff ect on urban development 
and where did they tend to result from such developments? What recipro-
cal relationships between the public and private spheres existed in Fried-
richshain and Kreuzberg, and to what extent did these tend to result from 
the overall social framework or from specifi c urbanistic conditions and 
developments? Were the public and private spheres in Friedrichshain and 
Kreuzberg more a historical exception or were they representative of more 
general tendencies?

This book investigates these questions through case studies of three dif-
ferent aspects of postwar life in Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg. The fi rst of 
these, tenement housing, will examine the core urban sphere of private life-
styles and public intervention. A second aspect is the Protestant Church as 
the driving force and protective umbrella of new counter-public spheres. 
Third, the example of entertainment in Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg will 
open up a new area of research in contemporary history, incorporating 
mass consumption as a key concept of the twentieth century. All three 
aspects concern constitutive areas of the public and private spheres, in 
which the interrelationship between the two spheres was negotiated in a 
particular way.

The housing question formed a crucial area of confl ict between private 
lifestyles and individual demands on the one hand and between public 
off erings and intervention on the other. Using the example of two streets 
and their histories—Sorauer Strasse in Kreuzberg and Strasse der Pariser 
Kommune (formerly Fruchtstrasse) in Friedrichshain—I will examine the 
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historical interrelationship between the public and private spheres on a 
concrete urbanistic level. I will subsequently look at alternative forms of 
living and alternative public spheres in both districts. Given that these 
developed in old Wilhelmine rental barracks, my focus will be on these 
older, historic tenement buildings of Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg.

In the second section I will investigate the relationship between the pub-
lic and private spheres with regard to church intervention in social aff airs. 
The two case studies in this instance are St. Martha’s parish in Kreuzberg 
and the Samaritan parish in Friedrichshain, their pastors having become 
formative fi gures in new public spheres originating in the church in the 
1970s and 1980s. St. Martha’s Church (Marthakirche) became a center of 
debate on urban-planning policy in Kreuzberg, whereas the Samaritan 
Church (Samariterkirche) in Friedrichshain served as the venue for the 
famed “blues masses,” a gathering point for opposition members. The 
present investigation focuses on the transformation of religious spaces 
originally intended for collective worship and private religious practice 
into a local, secular and politicized public sphere.

My third focus, urban entertainment culture, became an important in-
terface for public supply and private demand. Public and private spheres 
were constituted and addressed at places of urban entertainment. This is 
where urbanites picked up the mannerisms of both spheres, entertainment 
culture thus making a key contribution to “inner” urbanization. Using the 
example of taverns, I will fi rst examine traditional places of urban enter-
tainment and the historical transformation of their character and function 
before inquiring into the transformation of public entertainment in the 
second half of the twentieth century using the example of street and other 
public festivals in Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg.

My focus is necessarily limited. Other aspects of the public and private 
spheres apart from the three case studies mentioned above could have 
been addressed as well. Labor, for example, would have lent itself to an in-
vestigation of the socio-cultural transformation of these two working-class 
neighborhoods into alternative hot spots, but less so to the interaction be-
tween public and private spheres which forms the chief concern of this 
study. The welfare state as an institution would have been another worthy 
point of inquiry, given the incomparably strong infl uence it exerted on the 
relationship between the public and the private spheres during the twen-
tieth century.85 But such an investigation would have required a larger 
framework than the urban-history perspective of this study could off er, 
since the relevant social legislation was the work of state authorities de-
spite the communal organization of poor-relief and social-welfare insti-
tutions. Given the signifi cant history of migration in Kreuzberg, a view 
to migrant-related public and private spheres would have been of inter-
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est too, though admi  edly the asymmetry here between Kreuzberg and 
Fried richshain would have been too big to lend itself to a comparative 
investigation. The same applies to journalistic and parliamentary public 
spheres at the communal level, which are likewise barely discussed in this 
study, the state-socialist Eastern district and the liberal-democratic West-
ern one being constituted too diff erently in political terms, whereas a his-
torical comparison focused solely on self-evident diff erences in political 
opinion- and decision-making seemed pointless.

Sources

The historical sources this book is based on are extremely heterogeneous. 
The present work is not based on any specifi c body of sources as is the 
case with other studies devoted to the public sphere. Instead, I consult 
a large variety of diff erent sources for the purpose of a broad investiga-
tion of the postwar history of Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg, inquiring 
into various aspects of the public and private spheres. Access to these 
sources was admi  edly uneven. Whereas most of the fi les from the mu-
nicipal authorities of East Berlin and the district council of Friedrichshain 
are accessible in the Berlin State Archive up to the years 1989–90 thanks 
to the extensive opening of state fi les from the GDR, the corresponding 
fi les from Kreuzberg are generally frozen for a period of thirty years due 
to the Federal Archives Act, eff ectively limiting access to more recent 
fi les on Senate planning, squa  ing and so on. The opposite is true of the 
Kreuzberg Museum, which acquired a range of archival materials from 
the Friedrichshain Regional Museum and Archive in 2004 in the wake of 
their fusion. Unlike the Kreuzberg fi les, the Friedrichshain documents are 
only partly accessible. Added to this is Kreuzberg’s more liberal political 
constitution, which results in more sources being preserved and archived, 
particularly those of non-state actors.86

An important source alongside contemporary address books and social 
surveys are Berlin dailies and local papers. The fact that Neues Deutsch-
land, the Berliner Zeitung and Neue Zeit have meanwhile all been fully dig-
italized and are available online at the GDR Press Portal of the Berlin State 
Library turned out to be a real boon.87 This enables quantifi able inquiries 
into historical semantics, meaning I not only investigated the changes in 
meaning of certain terms in classic hermeneutic fashion but was able to 
use new computational-linguistics tools for the analysis of word frequency 
and tenses. Apart from descriptions of the city, the way it is visualized is 
just as important, since it forms a signifi cant aspect of urban-development 
processes and practices of appropriation. The photos in this book—of 
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building facades, furnished apartments, and scenes from daily life in Fried-
richshain and Kreuzberg—are not just for illustrative purposes but serve 
as historical sources and are critically analyzed here with the methods of 
visual history.88 I will also look at feature fi lms, examining issues of artis-
tic construction and historical reconstruction. The Legend of Paul and Paula 
(1973) and Berlin Chamissoplatz (1980) are not merely taken as fi ctional por-
trayals of Berlin but as public interventions in urban-planning discourses 
and artistic manifestations of individual lifestyle choices.

The built city itself is also used as a source in this study. Architectural 
ensembles are a key component of material culture comprising numerous 
levels of meaning and serving as an important historical resource.89 This 
includes representations in the form of maps, which served as a visual aid 
and helped contemporaries form an image of their city.90 The sources used 
in this study likewise include citizens’ petitions to the Communal Hous-
ing Administration (KMV) of the Friedrichshain district, which are now 
kept at the Berlin State Archive in the form of petition analyses. A fi nal 
key source are interviews with contemporary witnesses, conducted spe-
cifi cally for this book with historical protagonists from Friedrichshain and 
Kreuzberg. While most of these interviews served the purpose of collect-
ing background information, some were incorporated into the narrative.

Before moving on to a brief outline of the current state of scholarship, 
it is worth noting that the boundary between sources and research lit-
erature is o  en a fl uid one.91 Older social surveys, local histories and so 
on sometimes proved to be fundamental works on the history of these 
two districts. On the other hand, many recent accounts of the history of 
Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg were wri  en by the historical protagonists 
themselves, thus lending them the character of fi rsthand sources. In many 
cases these self-portrayals form an indispensable basis for this study given 
the lack of other sources or recent research on the history of these districts.

The State of Scholarship

The aim of this monograph is to present a small-scale integrated German 
postwar history. From an all-German perspective this is still a desider-
atum. While there may be survey works on postwar German-German his-
tory,92 none of these fulfi lls the demand programmatically formulated by 
Christoph Kleßmann and Konrad H. Jarausch for a social and entangled 
history.93 Numerous edited volumes have appeared, however, in recent 
years that develop social-historical perspectives on the “divided history”94 
of East and West Germany in a systematically comparative way or that 
employ case studies to inquire into asymmetric entanglements95 between 

At the Edge of the Wall 
Public and Private Spheres in Divided Berlin 

Hanno Hochmuth 
https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/HochmuthAt

https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/HochmuthAt


18   |   At the Edge of the Wall

the GDR and the Federal Republic. Even erstwhile skeptics have mean-
while underlined the relevance of comparative and entangled perspec-
tives on German-German postwar history.96

A comprehensive overview of the postwar history of Berlin giving 
equal consideration to East and West Berlin and their relationship to each 
other has likewise yet to materialize. The two-volume standard work on 
the history of Berlin, published in 1987 by the Berlin Historical Commis-
sion under the stewardship of Wolfgang Ribbe, contains comprehensive 
accounts of individual historical periods from political- and social-history 
perspectives but lacks suffi  cient coverage of the postwar period, not to 
mention the fact that the work was published before the watershed events 
of 1989.97 Ribbe, Bernd Stöver and Arnt Cobbers have all wri  en concise 
historical surveys of Berlin, but each of these suff ers from the same prob-
lem of having to cover the national and world-historical signifi cance of 
the German capital in the twentieth century on a limited number of pages, 
thus tending towards a political-history approach that sometimes entirely 
loses track of the urban history of Berlin.98

There are, however, a number of comparative studies addressing in-
dividual intervals and aspects of the postwar period. Michael Lemke de-
scribes divided Berlin in the period “before the Wall” as an “entangled 
society determined by culture and day-to-day politics” that developed a 
remarkable resilience, stability and fl exibility in the face of various polit-
ical infl uences and moments of heightened confl ict during the heyday of 
the Cold War.99 The 750-year anniversary of Berlin near the end of the Cold 
War is described by Krĳ n Thĳ s, who compares the celebrations of 1937 
and 1987 in East and West Berlin, making numerous cross-references.100 
A number of publications on “dual” and intertwined urban development 
in divided Berlin have also appeared of late.101 Hartmut Häußermann 
and Andreas Kapphan have compared the two halves of the city from 
an urban-sociology perspective, foregrounding questions of continuity 
vs. transformation of socio-spatial orders, with in-depth descriptions of 
historical foundations mostly serving as a backdrop to the analysis of seg-
regation processes a  er 1990.102

An increasing number of more recent accounts focus on just one half of 
the city.103 Wilfried Ro   off ers a very well-informed history of the “island” 
of West Berlin, profi ting enormously from his own personal experience 
as a resident there.104 Ro   focuses in particular on the governing mayors 
and their character traits, West Berlin corruption (“Filz”) and its structural 
causes, the city’s (high-)cultural landscape and its creative individuals, as 
well as on problems and status issues with respect to the Allied powers, the 
Federal Republic and the GDR. A special issue of Zeithistorische Forschun-
gen / Studies in Contemporary History developed social-history perspectives 
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on West Berlin, inquiring into the particular locus of this half-city as a his-
torical exception, a magnifying glass and laboratory, but also into the im-
pressive “boom” of recent exhibits and photo volumes on West Berlin.105 
The history of everyday life in West Berlin has also become the subject of 
a sometimes rather nostalgic literature of remembrance appearing in the 
decades since the city’s reunifi cation and o  en wri  en by those who lived 
it.106 There is no comparable overview to date for the eastern half of the 
city, but there are numerous studies examining individual aspects of East 
German history using East Berlin as an example.107 These works tend to 
address much more general questions about the history of the GDR than 
the local history of Berlin, however.

In contrast to other border areas along the German-German frontier108 
and/or the Berlin Wall109 there are no in-depth comparative studies of 
Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg. The newly fused district does, however, 
boast a joint Bezirkslexikon, an alphabetical reference work on the district’s 
streets and squares, its buildings and institutions, presenting the basics of 
its urban development in a detailed historical introduction.110 Also worth 
noting is Jens Dobler’s thoroughly researched history of homosexuality in 
Kreuzberg and Friedrichshain, which developed out of an exhibition at 
the Kreuzberg Museum.111 The museum’s director, Martin Düspohl, has 
published a popular historical survey of Kreuzberg with a special focus 
on the neighborhood’s long history of migration.112 Barbara Lang investi-
gates the myth of Kreuzberg from an ethnological perspective, describing 
in particular the symbolic underpinnings of present-day gentrifi cation.113 
There are numerous publications dealing with the redevelopment history 
of individual streets and squares.114 These were o  en wri  en by people 
directly involved in the process and who hoped to use their historical de-
pictions to lend authority to their own arguments in the debates on urban 
development.115

In contrast to Kreuzberg, there are considerably fewer accounts of 
the history of Friedrichshain.116 Prior to 1989 these were mostly work-
ing-class stories and autobiographies, describing the simple day-to-day 
lives of proletarian East Berlin.117 A  er German reunifi cation a number 
of detailed local histories were published, some of them addressing the 
entire district,118 others individual parts of it.119 Other studies focus on 
individual streets, such as Anne   Gröschner’s remarkably thick descrip-
tion of Friedrichshain’s Fruchtstrasse.120 Other locales are depicted in the 
context of certain historical events that took place in Friedrichshain. Also 
worth mentioning here are works by Dirk Moldt on the blues masses at 
Samaritan Church as well as the literature on the clearance of occupied 
buildings on Mainzer Strasse in 1990, both of which were fundamental for 
the present study.121
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There are hardly any comparative histories on the subject of the pub-
lic and private spheres in postwar German-German history. This is most 
likely due to the fact that a public sphere in the normative sense did not 
exist in the GDR, thus rendering comparison pointless. Jörg Requate, on 
the other hand, has proven the contrary, that it is indeed possible to in-
quire into the notion of a public sphere in the GDR.122 Using the example 
of the East German television show Prisma, Requate showed how viewers 
aired a variety of problems through their le  ers to the editor, thus giv-
ing rise to an unintended surrogate public sphere in the GDR.123 Michael 
Meyen has investigated media public spheres in the GDR and published 
an empirical study on German-German media history with its asymmetric 
entanglements.124 The literature on the public sphere in the Federal Re-
public is extensive, albeit with a focus on the media.125 The private sphere, 
on the other hand, has seldom been the focus of historical studies on post-
war Germany.126 A noteworthy exception here is Paul Be  s’ groundbreak-
ing history of private life in the GDR, ranging from Stasi surveillance in 
everyday life to private photographs.127

Adelheid von Saldern published several seminal works on the history 
of housing in the twentieth century.128 Johann Friedrich Geist and Klaus 
Kürvers edited three richly documented volumes on the history of Ber-
lin tenement houses which are still standard works in the fi eld, spanning 
the period from the eighteenth century into the 1980s.129 Sven Reichardt, 
in his highly regarded study of the le  -wing alternative scene, looked 
at alternative forms of living and squa  ing in West Berlin,130 which Bart 
van der Steen, for his part, examined from a transnational comparative 
perspective.131 Reinhild Kreis recently published a study on the so-called 
Instandbesetzung or “rehab squa  ing” of houses in West Berlin.132 An 
even more recent volume edited by Barbara and Kai Sichtermann, both 
of whom took part in the West Berlin squa  ers’ movement, contains testi-
monies by contemporary witnesses from the squa  ing scene in West Ger-
many but also addresses the phenomenon of Schwarzwohnen, or squa  ing 
in the GDR.133 Udo Grashoff , in particular, has dealt extensively with the 
la  er topic, conducting fundamental research on the history of semi-legal 
forms of housing in East Germany which the present study has been able 
to build on.134

The literature on the history of churches in the German postwar era has 
long been focused on the process of secularization a  er 1945. More recent 
interpretations, however, point to the persistence of religious beliefs and 
communities as well as to the reorientation of churches in the spirit of civil 
society.135 Frank Bösch and Lucian Hölscher have addressed the transfor-
mation of the church in the postwar era and the expanding spheres of 
activity adopted by Christian churches.136 They follow a topological ap-
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proach, inquiring into new spaces occupied or off ered by churches. The 
history of churches in Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg has been wri  en 
for the most part by the priests and pastors of individual parishes, who 
were o  en important protagonists themselves in the historical events they 
depict.137 There are also survey works on the congregations and church 
buildings of Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg.138

Unlike urban entertainment culture in Germany at the turn of the twen-
tieth century, which has been the subject of much scholarly research,139 
the history of entertainment in more recent German history has only been 
explored in a rudimentary fashion. The works of Kaspar Maase, which 
take an in-depth look at the history of popular culture in Europe, deserve 
particular mention.140 Uta G. Poiger has explored the pop-culture entan-
glements of the postwar era in German-German comparison, showing 
that both sides initially exhibited forms of resentment towards American 
pop culture rooted in their respective cultural critiques, which soon di-
minished in the West, however, as youthful consumers became an ever 
more important market segment.141 Ulrike Häußer and Marcus Merkel 
published an explorative edited volume on entertainment in the GDR, 
opening a new fi eld of investigation on the history of everyday life in East 
Germany.142 For Kreuzberg, the works of Lothar Uebel deserve particular 
mention, though focusing mainly on entertainment culture in the fi rst half 
of the twentieth century.143 Some corresponding studies for the district of 
Friedrichshain have recently been published as well.144

On the Structure of this Book

Writing an integrated German urban history is an ambitious task to say 
the least. A comparative and entangled history of two city districts would 
necessitate constantly jumping back and forth. Hence, for narrative rea-
sons it makes more sense to tell parallel histories of Friedrichshain and 
Kreuzberg using exemplary case studies rather than organizing the study 
in a strictly comparative way. To begin with, however, I will depict the gen-
eral historical foundations of urban development in Friedrichshain and 
Kreuzberg, which are crucial for an understanding of recent history. The 
fi rst part of this book will off er an in-depth discussion of the urbanization 
of eastern Berlin beginning in the second half of the nineteenth century, 
a process which lent these two historic neighborhoods their present-day 
urban structure. This will be followed by an account of the founding of 
these districts in 1920, the Weimar and Nazi periods, and their subsequent 
destruction in World War II. The main focus of this introductory chapter is 
the immediate postwar period and the reconstruction of these two neigh-
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borhoods henceforth under opposing political systems. Finally, I will dis-
cuss the erection of the Berlin Wall in 1961 and its specifi c ramifi cations for 
Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg, with a special focus on the social transfor-
mations occurring in East and West.

The bulk of this book is divided into three major parts, each with a dif-
ferent focus: housing, churches, and entertainment in Friedrichshain and 
Kreuzberg a  er 1961. All three of these aspects are constitutive areas of 
the public and private spheres, in which the interrelationship between the 
two spheres is negotiated in a special way. Each of these three sections is 
structured identically, beginning with a general overview of the respective 
interrelationship between public and private spheres in the overarching 
historical context of German history before and a  er World War II. This 
is followed by a number of local case studies focused either on Fried-
richshain or Kreuzberg.

The fi nal part, on transformation, ventures a look at the period a  er 
the fall of the Wall. The main focus here is on the shi   from transfer to 
transformation processes between Friedrichshain and Kreuzberg. Using 
the example of squa  ing on Mainzer Strasse, I will look at radical catch-up 
processes in the eastern district before briefl y sketching demographic de-
velopment and structural transformation since 1990. Finally, I will describe 
a number of current challenges facing the Friedrichshain-Kreuzberg dis-
trict a  er the fusion in 2001, with a particular emphasis on gentrifi cation 
and the privatization of public space. The book thus hopes to make a con-
tribution to understanding the historical roots of confl ict situations that 
largely revolve around the fraught relationship between the public and 
private spheres in urban spaces.
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 2. Ibid., 1–3.
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