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The case of Boddinplatz/Berlin-Neukölln
– the social logic
behind a small town
square in a rapidly
changing neighborhood

things’ who move to this part of the city to carry
out their ‘creative Berlin lifestyle’. Instead, groups
of people –some of them most probably homeless– are present here most of the time. A seemingly peaceful co-existence with local neighbors
and passers-by can be observed, although Boddinplatz does neither resemble a neglected space
nor it appears to be a place of fear or a no-go
area for others. Too often, attractive squares are
spaces that do not allow the presence of socioeconomically weaker groups.
So how much is Boddinplatz then a public space
that is worthy of this name, providing a place to
comfortably stay, meet and spend the time for
homeless and others that are normally spatially
discriminated in an overly commercialized city?

Starting point for this written work is the seminar
“Social Conditions of Urban Design” at TU Berlin
that dealt with the multiple ways in which spatial
and social relations interact in the urban context.
Analyzing different locations across Berlin, the
class looked at social dimensions that influence
identity but that are also potential sources of discrimination: class, gender, sexuality, race, ethnicity, nationality, religion, age and ability.

What class means today, why
the theme might be relevant
beyond this square
Currently, a shift in thinking about the economically
disadvantaged parts of society and about homeless in particular can be observed internationally
– but in North America and Europe specifically. Instead of trying to find structural explanations for
certain economic developments, individuals are
personally “blamed […] for their poverty” (Haylett
2003:61), for their “individual disorder” (Mitchell
1997: 316; Smith 1996). A criminalization of poverty can be seen as closely related to an economy
that is shifting over the last decades and to “blue
collar work disappear[ing]” (Mitchell 1997:314).
Following this argument, classes –or at least the
formerly more clearly defined classes– do play a
decisive role when looking at the phenomenon of
the poor in our society, in this case looking at poor
in public space.

This work will focus on the dimension of social
class with a particular emphasis on homelessness. Its aim is a twofold one: On the one hand, it
is the ambition to apply and extend the methodologies of the seminar when looking at the choosen
space – Boddinplatz in Berlin-Neukölln. On the
other hand, it aims at connecting the observations
and analysis to theory to come to a deeper understanding of the space and its users and how these
two potentially mutually influence and reproduce
themselves.

Hypothesis
The chosen subject Boddinplatz is a quiet town
square in the middle of Berlin’s northern Neukölln
area which is becoming more and more popular since several years. Nevertheless, the square
does not seem to be dominated by new arrivers to
the area, neither by the growing number of middle
class families nor by international ‘twenty-some-

It is worth remarking that according to Haylett
(2003), the aspect of social class herby is substantially different for example to the dimensions
gender, sexuality or ethnicity as class is product of
the economic system, of the current “late capitalism” (Haylett 2003:59); class differences can been
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seen as resembling socio-economic inequality
(Haylett 2003); which thereby offers a virtual translation for ‘class’ that is to be applied in the practical part of this work: While homelessness clearly
represents the most extreme version of inequality
(or at least, half of the picture of economic inequality), Kleniewski (2002:238) calls it “the bottom of
the barrel”. Homeless are those that are most vulnerable in public space and “maybe the strongest
symbol of disenfranchisement in the city” (Warren
1994:104). By the same time, these people are
most in need of an inclusive public space.

sadly, pretty well defines their status), it is clear
that the members of society at the lower end of
the economic scale are much more threatened by
the loss of their home and thus, homelessness is
a bigger topic here than elsewhere.
Looking at local property ownership, a contrast
becomes clear: On the one hand, big parts of the
surrounding buildings are owned by cooperatives
(Beamtenwohnungsverein and Wohnungsgenossenschaft Neukölln) whereby their non-profit-orientation reduces the commercial pressure onto
the apartment blocks to bring maximum profit. On
the other hand, one tenement house at the south
corner “is owned by some Swedish landlord”
(Helfen 2014) and thus mirrors a development that
is already more present in other parts of northern
Neukölln area (in particular nearby Reuterkiez and
Schillerkiez) – great interest of big external investors and speculators and therefore, extremely fast
rising rents and property prizes (Pfeil 2012, Helfen
2014).

The local socioeconomic context
As the context and environment of Boddinplatz influences who visits, uses or passes by the square,
it is worth looking at the neighborhood, at spatial
and socio-economic aspects but also looking at
functions to better understand the space in focus
and the representations of class here.

While the whole neighborhood is surrounded by
three major traffic arteries (Hermannstraße approximately 200 meters to the west, Flughafenstraße 100 meters to the north and Karl-MarxStraße approximately 400 meters to the east), this
is the reason that is still a little bit off the radar of
investors and at least some dwellers searching for
a flat (Helfen 2014). Nevertheless, within the direct neighborhood, Boddinplatz is one of the most
popular parts and already in 2010 displayed the
highest rents of the neighborhood (ibid.); one-way
streets frame three of the four sides of the square.
Many pedestrians seem to use parallel Boddinstraße as calmer alternative to the mentioned
Flughafenstraße when passing through the neighborhood.

The neighborhood of Boddinplatz –home to nearly
10,000 inhabitants– is called ‘Area Flughafenstraße’ (which is also the area taken care of by a
publically funded Quartiersmanagement, a local
district management). The 2013 municipal report
‘Soziale Stadt’ rates the social status of the neighborhood ‘low’ (which is the third-highest of four
categories), among others based on high levels
of unemployment and child poverty (SenStadtUm
2013a; Pohl et al 2014). By the same time, the fact
that social dynamic is graded “positive” illustrates
current economic changes. While today, 25% of
the population is recipient of public social care, this
share is enormously higher for under-15-year-olds:
Nearly 67% are depended on social care payments
(SenStadtUm 2013b). Without that the term itself
(and its implications) can be discussed at this point
in more detail – more than 40% of the residents
of Neukölln region have a “migrant background”
(SenStadtUm 2013c:1). Looking at children and
teenagers, this ‘minority group‘ makes even more
than two thirds of the population (ibid.).
While no statistics about homeless exist (what

In a radius of just 200 meters, an elementary school
is to be found as well as a public adult education
center (Volkshochschule) and the public employment agency of the Neukölln district (Jobcenter)
– the latter being an institution with “70,000 ‘clients’ that at least once a year have to attend here”
(Helfen 2014).
Additionally, a former brewery (Kindlbrauerei) –its
building being heritage-protected– is to be found
3
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Physical and functional
analysis (what is planned)

next door and spatially marks a relevant historic
milestone: In 2005, this formerly big employer
ceased production here (Hühn 2010). Today, the
old facilities host cultural events, other temporary
uses and an LGBT music club. Bordering Mainzer
Straße and thus, closest to the Boddinplatz, a new
dialysis center started in the last years and a vacant plot (that until recently hosted a flee market)
is now a construction site for a luxury residential
project, 120 privately owned condominiums directly opposite the Jobcenter (Ziegert Immobilien
2014).
Functions hosted by the surrounding buildings are
completely dominated by dwelling; the buildings’
front barely host any commercial uses, the only
non-residential ground floor activities are a playground, a café, a medical practice and two small
offices (see map 01).

The space is a small town square that is designed
to host different functions. The two main uses are
to facilitate people passing by (crossing it) and to
serve as a public space, thus as a space for relaxation and meeting with others. In addition, outdoor
exercise equipment can be found in one corner,
and Mainzer Straße side in the west offers some
functionalities like a bottle bank, a public (but to be
paid-for) toilet and a mailbox (see map 01 & 02).
As shown in map 02, the ‘public space part’
of Boddinplatz is dominated by two triangularshaped green spaces and an open ‘plaza area‘.
This spatial ensemble is framed by paved walkways all around, but additionally, it is surrounded
by streets with cobblestone pavement. On three
of the four sides, traffic is one-directional. At
least as important for the spatial atmosphere as
the streets are the Gründerzeit apartment blocks
around; they –as the square itself– derive from
around 1910 and their special feature is a clear
separation between private and public (Pirstinger
2012): Around Boddinplatz, the facades set a
clear frame to the square without that for example
backyard access is offered to passers-by.
While the northern side is more open due to the
wider street but also as the fringe is not as clearly
defined and frayed out, in the south and east, the
street is narrower and the square feels cozy as it
kind of leans onto the buildings. It is here where
benches (facing the middle of the square) are situated under high leaf trees, which are to be found on
these two edges. Four two-sided benches, both
looking onto the green and onto the ‘plaza’ (depending on where one sits) are next to the green.
When in 2011, Boddinplatz was re-designed, a
chess table with four chairs attached to it as well
as the outdoor exercise area was established – “as
this is something that many of the migrant population know from their countries” (Helfen 2014) as
the local district manager states. In addition, the
pathway cutting the two green grass areas was
then paved and thereby formalized.

How are these contextual factors relating to the
‘class question’? The close proximity to the public employment agency but also the free (respectively cheap) offers of the educational institutions
are attracting people to come to the neighborhood for non-commercial activities (thus different to consuming, shopping, working/producing).
On the one hand, the area dynamically changes
with investors acquiring apartment houses or just
building new ones in a luxurious finish; these players represent economically powerful individuals
or corporations, the capital. On the other hand,
many of the neighborhood’s residents are simply
poor. The closing down of the brewery can be
seen as a local illustration of the economic shifts
that people of the lower class (but not only them)
–Haylett (2003) calls them working class– had to
go through. At the moment, socio-economically
disadvantaged persons might have powerful advocates with the two local housing cooperatives
present. Just, this might not help homeless as no
powerful advocate for their position is in sight.
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Map 01 – Physical / functional
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Map 02 – Subspaces, planned
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The design and materials can be evaluated to
be at least partially discriminating potential users
of the space. If the fitness area is initially not designed for children (as a playground and a soccer
field is across the street) – who would make use of
this facility if not those persons that cannot afford
a fitness club membership? Anyways, it is clear
that everyone who uses the machines exhibits
oneself at this open intersection to observers from
all sides. Also and maybe because of this, in the
timespan of this research, the machines were only
used very seldomly if at all.
Both the exercise equipment and the main green
spaces are fenced. Although the reason for fencing
is probably the ‘threat’ of dogs and their leftovers,
a fence of over one meter height at the fitness area
and even the 0.2-meter steel barrier around the
open green space communicate a clear message.
On whole Boddinplatz no wooden materials are
used – but benches, bins and fences are made
from stainless steel; all furniture properly fixed to
the ground. This might reflect the district’s wish for
low maintenance intensity and by the same time
makes any adjustment or DIY-configurations of
the space impossible.

and “stationary activities” (Gehl, Svarre 2013:25)
have been documented; map 03 captures movements, modes and people staying within 15 minutes on a weekday’s afternoon.
This observation shows specifically, what a great
number of people –mostly pedestrians– passes
and crosses the square, while several persons
are staying at certain parts of the area over a longer period of time (in this case, most of them at
least over this 15 minutes). Within the observation phase, only few pedestrians are stopping
by a bench or come to visit one of the groups of
‘stayers’ at Boddinplatz.
Pedestrians observed in the ‘counting exercise’
illustrated by map 03 covered a variety of ages,
from small children –in a buggy, walking at their
parent’s hand or on themselves– to elderly. Also, it
seemed to be about equal shares of women and
men; also, among those passing were persons
with different ethnic origins, some wearing as clear
religious symbols as a hijab.
What was most remarkable about the people
staying at Boddinplatz was their activities –
and that (combining it with all other observation
events) the exact same two groups were present
at the exact same areas of the square at almost all
observations (see table 01). Not one single time,
‘their subspaces’ were used or occupied by any
other person or group, nor did the groups exchange their localities.

Observing users of
the space and activities
(what is happening)
“Please look closely at real cities. While you are
looking, you might as well also listen, linger and
think about what you see.”
Jane Jacobs (1961:unpaginated)
As Boddinplatz is in direct neighborhood to the author’s home, it was possible to observe the place
frequently over a couple of weeks. Nevertheless,
the method of observation and thus its validity can
be criticized – and to get a more complete picture,
it would for sure be interesting to continue this
analysis over the winter months as well as under
other conditions (times of the day; weather) that
are not covered yet.
Following an observational framework suggested
by Gehl & Svarre (2013), both “pedestrian flow”
7
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Map 03 – Capturing public life
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While this detailed counting was a one-time-only
activity, table 01 gives an overview about other
occasions in which observations of Boddinplatz
were undertaken. The findings outlined in the following have been observed by the author many
times over several months, whereas the table just
summarizes the situations which were documented detailed enough with their exact day and time
(through photos, sketches and notes). As the focus of this research is to better understand Boddinplatz as a public space and as such, as a place
to be (in contrast to its role as a pathway) observations concentrate on persons staying.

It is remarkable, that in the observation phase underlying map 03, the paved parts of the urban design ensemble were not left once (the green was
not touched, exercise equipment was not used);
sarcastically, one could argue that the fences did
their job. Both facts seem to be generally true for
most of the time; table 01 supports this assumption.

Table 01 – Observations at Boddinplatz
Day

Time

Conditions

Ppl. at
exercise
machines

Number of
ppl. ‘living
room 1’

Number of
ppl. ‘living
room 2’

Number
of others
sitting in
other
locations

Wednesday,
17.08.2014

10 am

cloudy

-

-

-

-

Saturday,
30.08.2014

5 pm

bright
(partly
cloudy)

-

2

9

2

Sunday,
31.08.2014

3 am

bright
(partly
cloudy)

-

-

4

-

Friday,
05.09.2014

6 pm

sunny

-

2

4

5

Saturday,
06.09.2014

9 am

sunny

2 (kids)

-

-

1

Sunday,
07.09.2014

10 am

sunny

-

-

-

1

Tuesday,
09.09.2014

5 pm

sunny

-

2

6

6

Wednesday,
10.09.2014

4 pm

sunny

-

7

4

3

Saturday,
13.09.2014

9 pm

cloudy,
light rain

-

3

5

-

Monday,
01.09.2014

4 pm

bright
(partly
cloudy)

-

5

5

3
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Subspaces, their users and
what they do (and the attempt
to interpret it)

The group of ‘living room 2’ (see map 04) is centered around the chess table; they exclusively consist of young men; the family roots of most of them
seem be in the Arab or Maghreb region. They play
cards, talk –with each other or on the phone– and
welcome others that join or just shortly visit.
Their way of appropriating the space is to sometimes fill the chess table with plastic bottles or food;
one summer night (around three in the morning),
they were still sitting together around an electric
lantern. If their group is bigger than four, those not
sitting either stand around the table or occupy the
nearby benches.
Whilst in the other group (that of ‘living room 1’)
no hierarchy or structure could be identified, at
the chess table, occasionally the oldest one –the
only one wearing a coat– looked as if he was the
group’s dominant part. As the only person, he
was then sitting on the backrest of his chess table
chair, while he had chosen to sit on the chair that
enabled him to overlook the whole square.
From observations only, one cannot know for sure
about each individual’s employment and dwelling status, but as both groups clearly seem to be
present in their respective zone every (!) single day
(apparently, from late morning until night time), it
becomes obvious that the motivation to stay is
most probably not purely for pleasure. Gehl (1968)
provides a scheme to analyze behaviors in public:
While on one pole, he identifies optional activities
that only take place under good external conditions, the other pole is necessary activities – which
(have to) take place under all conditions. The first
category includes ‘strolling around’ and ‘sitting to
enjoy the sunshine’, whereas necessities include
‘sitting to take a rest’, ‘waiting for someone’ and
‘performing a job’ – these activities would than
force someone to be present in public life, in this
case to stay at Boddinplatz. The possibility that a
person just does not have another place to be is
not part of Gehl’s framework.

Firstly, it is significant, that two subspaces of the
square appear to have invisible walls so that no
other individual or group occupies them (even in
early mornings when the respective group is not
present). What underlines their character as outdoor ‘rooms’ even more is the regular occupation
by the same people as well as the way in which
they are used.
The group belonging to the space marked as ‘living room 1’ in map 04 is mostly men; the size of
the group differs. They drink beer, often standing
instead of sitting and often carry plastic bags filled
with belongings, normally these are positioned
next to their favorite bench. Even though the form
is only temporary and not architectural – it can be
read as another sign of appropriation of space
when benches are filled with jackets on warmer
days. Sometimes, a dog lying on the ground completes the scene.
A (single) female was only observed within the
group twice. Normally, this group sits or stands
together talking calmly; sometimes more of their
peer group join, others leave. The design characteristics of the square –the furniture in particular–
clearly disadvantages these people’s gatherings
as no benches (or other possibilities to sit) face
each other; one bench can comfortably host a
maximum of three persons.
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Map 04 – Subspaces, actual
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How to interpret the spatial behavior and the situation of these people of Boddinplatz? Although
these two groups are clearly different, they have
many commonalities that become clear when analyzing their behaviors in and interactions with the
space.

“Cities have the capability of providing something for everybody, only because, and only
when, they are created by everybody.”
Jane Jacobs (1961:238)
Despite a participation process –which is the
theoretical possibility to co-create and influence–
being upheld when the square was redesigned in
2011 (Helfen 2014), it targeted local landlords and
residents – but not these users of the space.

Both groups are ‘roomless’ and obviously belong
to the lowest class. Their all-day-presence illustrates the lack for another room to meet and stay
(even if some might have a place to go to at night)
and shows also, that they are not integrated into
the job market.
Looking at migrants in Germany, Sen (1998) identifies both political discrimination and social exclusion – even for those persons settled in the country for a long time; combining this assessment with
neighborhood’s current statistics (stated above), it
seems very probable that the ‘group of living room
2’ are not only in an economically very weak position but they can also be assigned as victims of
systemic discrimination.
Likewise,this is valid for people that are homeless
– what in a capitalist society means not having a
place to call your own (Waldron 1991). While today, homeless are criminalized (e.g. Mitchell 1997)
and thus, “der öffentliche Raum [..] für Arme und
Obdachlose immer mehr zur verbotenen Zone
[wird]” (Hilbert, Roesner 2013), Boddinplatz luckily
still resembles a place to go for these individuals
what furthermore increases the importance of the
space. In too many other locations –even on public ground – authorities apply different measures to
dispel them: while it is classical music at Hamburg
central train station (Der Spiegel 2000), it is steel
spikes and fences in other places (The Guardian
2014, Zeit Online 2011).

A third clear pattern that can be identified is that
both groups display a reasonably high degree of
conformity: Their respective ‘living rooms’ are generally clean and the noise level is mostly low. While
this behavior is not be criticized and itself is an enabler to the co-existence in this residential area, it
is worth looking at the forces behind. Adapting as
good as possible to the public code of conduct
and trying to be as invisible as possible becomes
a survival strategy: “Wenn Armut nicht auffällt, ist
sie geduldet” (Hilbert, Roesner 2013). This can be
challenging to those homeless as the dominant
code of conduct, they have to subordinate to even
in open public space, is built on a logic in which
a personal private space exists. Private space
and public space are seen as complements (not
substitutes) – each with a different set of activities
that is perceived as norm (Waldron 1991). As soon
as someone does not have this private space for
sleeping, sitting or standing around, drinking a beer
and so on –but has to perform this in public space–
this person will possibly attract attention, and has
to carefully watch out not to cross a border so that
is police called evicting them from the space.

Although they come here daily, the regular users of
Boddinplatz are not able to make the space really
theirs.
Activities are strictly regulated by an inflexible urban design that does not allow more than temporary appropriation; even a slight re-arrangement of
the physical elements is impossible.

Critique
This research can be criticized on several levels
– but at the same time could serve as a starting
point for further (and deeper) analysis. In addition
to weaknesses in the observation method and its
incompleteness (mentioned above), it has to be
noted that the observations became a sort of ‘embedded research’ – in which the own presence
probably influenced the situation that was to be
observed.
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Furthermore, an emphasis on the interrelations of
the ‘class’ dimension with the aspects of ethnicity,
culture and gender was not possible in the scope
of this work – but would for sure have been desirable and promises interesting insights.

“The look and feel of cities reflect decisions
about what –and who– should be visible and
what should not, on concepts of order and
disorder, and on uses of aesthetic power.”
Zukin (1995:7)
Public spaces that are worthy of this name do still
exist today and in general, it can be said that the
observed Boddinplatz is one of these; despite all
inherent sources of discrimination and the design
aspects that of course could need improvement.
But as of today, equal and just public spaces are
under attack – what becomes clear at the latest
when looking through the eyes of homeless. In my
opinion, the use of public space should be voluntarily – as it only completely unfolds its possibilities
if people are not forced to be here (because of not
having another space to go). Of course, homeless and poor should have the greatest right to be
here and should be those most welcomed. But
along with more generally counter-acting the economic exploitation that leads to more homelessness in the first place, we as urban designers and
researchers should be aware of processes happening. At the moment, it often is the denial of
the city life’s complexity and of urban messiness:
It is a trend of contemporary cities that instead of
creating and nurturing public spaces –as places
where civil rights are exercised and cherished– the
privatization of public space increases and ‘urban
landscapes’ are fabricated. An urban landscape
is a visual image to replace “the (often uncomfortable and troublesome) heterogeneous interactions of urban life” [sic] (Mitchell 1997:327) – but
which then has lost its former value, as it “no
longer represent[s] a political domain” (Sennett
1994:347).

A conclusion?
So, what to take from this? Is the space in the
center of this work an inclusive, equal space that
embraces the socially weak instead of discriminating them? Is there a lesson to be learned from this
case for urban design in general?
A first insight is that this small square –when observed closely enough– reveals many stories about
equality and class but also about individuals and
their lives. Thus, how “normal” a space appears,
might depend on the depth of your analysis.
The geographical location of this “at first glance
rather normal residential-area town square” definitely is an advantage for the poor and homeless.
Only because Boddinplatz is neither in a downtown area nor in a neighborhood where current
investments of the city concentrate, it can still
serve as refuge area. By the same time, economic
developments have the potential to challenge this
status quo. A higher commercial pressure would
possibly reveal the aspect of economic exploitation: Then, the built environment would –according to Harvey (1982)– simply take a “commodity
form” (Harvey 1982:233). This would make those
disappear, that are not of economic use (anymore)
and ban persons that are blamed to discourage
new investments (Mitchell 1997). A simple calculation offered by Harvey helps to ‘read’ the bigger
picture of Boddinplatz and in similar situations:
If the (economic, capitalist) exchange value of a
space is threatened by the (human, individual) use
value, then economic forces normally react by
fighting the people’s use value of that space (Harvey 1982) – which can either mean adjusting the
spatial conditions accordingly or directly banning
those ‘disturbing’.

This vision is one not to follow uncritically – as it ultimately creates the “antithesis of what [real] public
space could be” (Mitchell 1997:327).
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Appendix: Photos of Boddinplatz
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