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The Kreuzberg Office. An Anti-
Authoritarian Urban Experiment and
Its Orthodox Marxist Critique
Alessandro Toti
ABSTRACT This article traces the emergence, activity and legacy of
the “Office for Urban Rehabilitation and Social Work,” an anti-
authoritarian space opened in Kreuzberg in 1969 by a group of
architecture students to prevent tenants’ eviction and buildings’
demolition. By investigating its production of papers, newspapers
and architectural projects, the article illustrates the Office’s
theoretical and practical contributions to the debate in the late
1960s and early 1970s around architectural preservation, urban
transformation and citizens’ participation. It then analyses the
contribution of a group of the Office’s activists who later critically
reflected on its limitations and contradictions from an orthodox
Marxist perspective.

Thesis
Between 1969 and 1970, a group of architecture students from the
Technical University of West Berlin (TU Berlin) created the “Office for
Urban Rehabilitation and Social Work” (the Office). Its aim was to
organize grassroots resistance against the planned demolition of
nineteenth-century tenement blocks in the Kreuzberg district of the
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city. Despite its short duration and unsuccessful campaigns, this
undertaking contributed to post-1968 radical architectural scholarship in
at least three ways. First, the Office was possibly the earliest community
space in West Germany that focused primarily on architectural and urban
issues at a time when top-down demolition-and-reconstruction
approaches still enjoyed a significant consensus. Second, following and
developing the anti-authoritarian political mindset, it theorized a new role
for architecture students and professionals in which social and political
activism was prioritized over traditional design practice. Finally, and
perhaps most importantly, Kreuzberg’s Office displayed an approach that has
been extremely widespread since the 1970s, both in terms of architectural
and political orientation, that of grassroots urban activism. In hindsight,
however, rather than endorsing this legacy, the experience of the Office, and
the self-criticism of the activists who took part in it, constitutes an early
caution concerning the limitations of and contradictions within such urban
campaigns.

Context
In the first decades after the Second World War, West Germany had a
thriving industrial economy and a conservative cultural and political life.
On one side, the “social market economy,” merging welfare state and
free-market principles, favored economic growth and spread wealth and
optimism among large swathes of the population.1 On the other, the 1956
ban on the Communist Party and the social-democratic anti-Marxist turn
in 1959 meant the political arena lacked any real alternatives to the
political-economic status quo established after the war.2 Between 1966
and 1967, however, two events significantly altered this balance: an
economic crisis and a political uprising.

The 1966-67 economic crisis caused the first slump to hit West
Germany in the postwar period and resulted in significant social, political
and economic changes. To counter a recession, the government passed
new laws in favor of state intervention in the economy, while a reduction
in the purchasing power of the working class led to a gradual increase of
protests and strikes, almost unheard of in the early 1960s.3 In this
context, in July 1967, police shot and killed the student Benno Ohnesorg
while he was protesting against Shah Reza Pahlavi’s visit to West Berlin.
After Ohnesorg’s murder, the activities of the West German Socialist
Student Union (SDS) began to gather momentum, rapidly involving
thousands of new members and causing the SDS to stand out as the only
political group capable of advancing a leftist agenda on the national
level.4 This West German expression of the “New Left” came to be known
as the “anti-authoritarian” movement for the priority it gave to the fight
against political and educational authorities, while exploring libertarian
forms of co-habitation, organization and confrontation.5

The architecture students of TU Berlin responded promptly to the
new anti-authoritarian political environment, organizing themselves as
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part of the SDS national platform called “Critical University.”6 The first
opportunity to manifest their dissatisfaction was during a symposium
organized by Oswald Mathias Ungers to discuss architectural theory.
While the symposium was intended to explore the “most significant social
conditions, technical factors, historical experiences or formal aspects” of
architectural theory,7 nothing could have been more at odds with the
politically-charged mood among the attending students, who saw
abstruse theoretical discussions as merely serving to justify the material
requirements of the building sector – a dynamic they later labeled as
“alibi-aesthetics.”8 This is why a group of students who subsequently
claimed their allegiance to the “Critical University” invaded the lecture
theater during the final discussion and unfurled a banner that declared:
“All houses are beautiful. Stop building.”9 Through this rallying cry, they
wanted to show how learning about the various theories of architecture in
abstraction was not on their agenda. Instead, they were interested in the
relationship between theory and practice, between what was professed in
the university and realized in the city.10

This was the primary purpose of Diagnose, a large exhibition organized
in September 1968 by a around one hundred TU architecture students and
assistants exploring an anti-authoritarian approach to urban development.11

The exhibition put together a significant amount of independent research
which, while it did not provide a single and coherent point of view, was united
by a fierce critique of current West Berlin building policy – policy based on the
so-called “Urban Rehabilitation” (Sanierung) of derelict areas spared by the
WWII bombings but blighted by overcrowding and substandard sanitary
facilities and collective services.12 The Urban Rehabilitation plan proposed the
total demolition of 56,000 derelict homes in the center of Berlin, inhabited
mainly by working-class communities who would be relocated to large,
segregated, and at the time unfinished modernist estates on the outskirts of
the city.13 The TU students showed how this model of demolition and mass
relocation did not benefit tenants but only politicians, building cooperatives,
building speculators and architects who stood to gain either economically or
politically from the eviction of the working-class tenants to peripheral new
estates. As powerfully synthesized in the poster designed for the exhibition, all
four groups involved in the Urban Rehabilitation were tied up in the form of a
modern swastika oppressing the city and, in particular, its public housing
tenants (Figure 1).

Out of this exhibition emerged an image of the engaged architect
as a researcher interested in studying the socio-economic make-up of the
city rather than the conventional field of architectural design. The aim of
this understanding was not epistemological but purely political: the
knowledge produced was to be shared with the “affected communities”
(Betroffene), enlightening them on the current misdeeds of the authorities
and, if possible, persuading them to take collective action.14 A key
influence on this anti-authoritarian understanding was philosopher
J€urgen Habermas’ 1962 publication, “The Structural Transformation of the
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Figure 1
In the Diagnose exhibition poster, the handshake between the West Berlin Senate, building cooperatives, building speculators
and architects formed a swastika on the background of the M€arkisches Viertel housing estate in West Berlin. Aktion 507,
Diagnose zum Bauen in West Berlin, 1968, n.p. Exhibition poster (courtesy Klaus Brake).



Public Sphere,” in which he investigated the historical genesis of the
public sphere in bourgeois culture and the way its forms of communication –

such as parliamentary debate, editorial commentary, and rational-critical
discourse in salons and journals – had been key for the establishment of
bourgeois rule.15 For Habermas, these communicative practices were not
merely incidental but constitutive of the public sphere itself, as they enabled
the formation of collective opinion and political will. Expanding this theory, the
students set out to create a new emancipated “public counter-sphere”
(Gegen€offentlichkeit) outside traditional forms of bourgeois communication
and representation to give voice to those who were being excluded from this
channel.16 Alongside the exhibition, they organized a roundtable discussion
with the people affected by Urban Rehabilitation to talk about their problems
and potential mobilization strategies.17

After the Diagnose exhibition, which was given significant space in
national mainstream media and triggered a vigorous debate around new
housing estates, the politicization of the TU Architecture Faculty grew
sharply.18 On one side, national and international tensions – a federal bill
limiting constitutional social rights, the events of Paris 1968 and the
Vietnam War – fueled students’ desire to rebel against the establishment.19

On the other, specific conditions favored the radicalization of the
architecture students in West Berlin. In particular, thanks to the
coincidental resignation of two full-time professors (Bernhard Hermkes
and Ungers) and to the political leverage gained in the previous years,
students and assistants were able to organize the “COOP,” an independent
series of seminars aiming to provide a positive model of student-led
education while simultaneously critically exploring the relationship
between architecture and politics.20 Throughout the winter semester of
1968–1969, the student-led activities of the Faculty expanded to include
nineteen different seminars and 350 enrolled students – approximately
half of the cohort of Masters students.21 Although most of the seminars
did not produce significant material outputs, one of them did manage to
explore a new relationship between architecture and politics, the seminar
“COOP 3K Communication.”22

Theory
The foundation stone of the seminar COOP 3K was the centrality of
communication for the emancipation of the people affected by Urban
Rehabilitation. Developing the anti-authoritarian concept of a “public
counter-sphere,” the COOP 3K students set out to analyze the existing
private and public forms of communication for tenants who were about to
be evicted, and to put forward possible strategies to give them a voice.
They divided communication into two models, trivial and constructive, the
former being “decision-less, self-focused and private,” and the latter
“decision-based, collective-focused and public.”23 While constructive
communication was accessed and used by bourgeois individuals and
institutions, housing tenants were limited to trivial communication. Their
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oppression was so overwhelming that “they ha[d] no concrete forms
through which they could participate in the decision-making process [… ],
resulting in the general ignorance of those who might act politically” and
“preventing the establishment of potential fields of experimentation.”24

The roundtable discussion held during the Diagnose exhibition had
demonstrated the limits of existing public communication mechanisms,
which left no space for the emancipation of the people directly affected by
Urban Rehabilitation. Because these communities lacked the social and
cultural means of entering bourgeois discourse and making their voices
heard, the goal of the students was twofold: to criticize the official Urban
Rehabilitation approach of demolition and eviction of inhabitants to
peripheral housing estates, and to find ways of altering the acceptable
modes of public discourse. Given this dual aim, producing architectural
designs for housing, however viable and moderate, would have only
reinforced existing injustices, changing nothing in the way in which housing
is supplied; equally, authoring harsh academic attacks against the status
quo would not have been accessible to the affected public. Only by trying
to establish direct contact with the urban masses – the inhabitants of the
buildings under threat – and so concretely intervening in transforming their
material situation could politicized architects escape their own destiny of
participating in the demolition and reconstruction of the poorest areas in
West Berlin. For this reason, the TU students proposed abandoning their
faculty rooms and relocating their activity to those urban areas affected by
the demolition and reconstruction processes.25 In this way, they could
establish a sound connection with the people under threat of eviction,
simultaneously making sure that the rehabilitation plans were understood
and raising social and political awareness about how to resist their
implementation.

In West Berlin, this approach was possible in two areas, at the
two ends of the Urban Rehabilitation process. One was M€arkisches
Viertel, the largest housing estate to which the evicted population was
being moved and where it was being concentrated, in the far North of
West Berlin, hard against the Wall.26 The other was Kreuzberg, one of the
poorest areas of the city in which the demolition program was taking
place, much more central, but also in its own beleaguered enclave once
the Wall divided the city.27 The students of COOP 3K opted to move to
Kreuzberg, which they saw not only as a nineteenth-century working-
class borough where people were living in unhealthy conditions but also
as a neighborhood bearing an urban image in which were embedded
values of community and solidarity (Figures 2 and 3). Highly influenced by
the studies by Marc Fried and Herbert Gans on the dramatic social and
psychological costs of the Boston West End urban renewal of the late
1950s, the students argued that Kreuzberg’s cultural and environmental
image could become pivotal in propagating popular opposition to the
government’s version of so-called Urban Rehabilitation.28
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In the context of West Berlin in the 1960s, calls for preserving the
nineteenth-century urban fabric were not unheard of. Still, they came
mainly from the bourgeois intelligentsia, longing for the urban forms that
expressed the economic success and apparent political stability of
Prussian and imperial industrial capitalism.29 For the COOP 3K students,
the case was the opposite: Kreuzberg’s stucco and plaster represented
an antagonistic power now defeated in which “the sense of dominion is
passed into oblivion, and the affective connection of the inhabitants to

Figure 2
Exterior of nineteenth-century tenement blocks in Kreuzberg and neighboring boroughs, photographed in the 1960s. Heinrich Kuhn,
Armutszeugnisse. West-Berlin vor der Stadterneurung in den sechziger Jahren, Berlin: Braus, 2014. © Braus.



[the buildings] is now devoid of authority.”30 This was not the same in
new estates like M€arkisches Viertel, where the modern image of
standardized social housing carried with it an immediate relationship
with the existing economic and political establishment. Because of its
very obsolescence, Kreuzberg allowed “a libidinous occupation of the
building,” which in turn could lead “the inhabitants to construct an
identity with their district and, through this, with themselves.”31 This
identity, however, was potential rather than actual, as it clashed with the

Figure 3
Interior of nineteenth-century tenements blocks in Kreuzberg’s neighboring boroughs, photographed in the 1960s. Heinrich Kuhn,
Armutszeugnisse. West-Berlin vor der Stadterneurung in den sechziger Jahren, Berlin: Braus, 2014. © Braus.



much more powerful demands of modern-day consumer society, oriented
to create new needs and desires that could not be satisfied within
Kreuzberg’s environment. It was for this reason that the development of
an “affective connection of the inhabitants with their district” – i.e., “the
creation of community solidarity” – had to become itself “the goal of
political agitation.”32

The reappraisal of nineteenth-century working-class urban values
went hand in hand with reformulating another critical question of the
New Left political debate: who was the revolutionary subject? In principle,
the COOP 3K students accepted the Marxist centrality of class structure,
according to which workers were the first target of systemic exploitation
and therefore the bearers of potential emancipation.33 However, against
this principle they followed the lead of Andr�e Gorz, one of the most
prominent Mittel European New Left intellectuals, who suggested that
contemporary Western working classes were now integrated into and
compliant with the capitalist system thanks to their ever-increasing
consumer power.34 For Gorz, “poverty [was] no longer represented by the
bare economic satisfaction of biological needs [… ], but rather by the
interpersonal needs that reveal themselves in alienated activities and
instrumental duties.”35

Claus Offe, a young sociologist from the Frankfurt School, and
therefore familiar with Habermas’s arguments concerning the bourgeois
dominance of the public sphere, took the antagonism toward purely
class-based politics (a conventional feature of the anti-authoritarian
1968 New Left) a step further.36 Offe’s “disparity theory” postulated that
the most significant social conflicts no longer ran between classes but
rather between variegated groups fighting to satisfy their needs and
desires, independently of their social position. According to him, the most
effective fuel for social struggle was the “disparity” between material
conditions and psychological desires, between standardized rationality
and unbridled humanity. Overshadowing the notion of class in favor of
more variegated groups fighting for the satisfaction of their needs, Offe
not only suggested the formation of interclass groups based on urban
location, he also identified architecture and urbanism as being among the
most promising fields of social struggle. Offe went on to argue that,
because contemporary authorities were entirely absorbed in managing
economy, geopolitics, and politics, they failed to keep up with the
demands from more apparently marginal spheres of public life, such as
architecture and the city. For this reason, within the struggles centered
on architectural and urban issues, a “social subject of historical change”
capable of establishing “new forms of social interaction and new forms
of need satisfaction” could emerge.37 However, this new social subject would
not take form spontaneously but would have to be forged through the work of
a “professionalized intelligence” that, thanks to its knowledge, would be able
to offer a new definition of needs supposedly external to the constraints of
the existing capitalist system.
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Offe’s theory provided a coherent expression for the anti-
authoritarian political approach of the New Left, which posited that
political attention should be focused on the student movement and,
increasingly, on the urban question, while ignoring the potential
revolutionary power of the working class. Offe’s influence on the early
ideas of the COOP 3K students is hard to overestimate. They recognized
the revolutionary subject not in terms of class but as “the one who is
most dramatically suspended between possible gratification drives and
what society really offers to them.”38 They also identified impoverished,
neglected and about-to-be-demolished Kreuzberg as the West Berlin site
where it was best possible to intercept and radicalize this revolutionary
subject. Finally, they tacitly recognized themselves as a “professionalized
intelligence” capable of delivering to Kreuzberg’s inhabitants the
“formation and education [… ] necessary to make them aware of their
oppression.”39 For all these reasons, the students of the COOP 3K
seminar concluded that “presenting a model or a plan to the inhabitants
[… ] makes sense only if they understand its context [… ] and they
dedicate themselves to the implementation of its content.”40 In the belief
that it was only possible to change the Urban Rehabilitation process by
being in immediate connection with the population affected by it, they
abandoned the Faculty and moved their activity to Kreuzberg to engage
with direct social and political activism.

Beyond the particular political interpretation focusing, through
Offe and Gorz, on the identity of the social subject, the theoretical impact
of this choice for the agency of architecture was far-reaching. For the
COOP 3K seminar students, the power of architecture to change the world
through design was not taken for granted; rather, it was inscribed in the
historical and social relationships of the present and could effect change
only if they, too were transformed. Architecture could ameliorate certain
features of the built environment, but it could not autonomously and
unilaterally challenge the system in its most structural dimensions. Only
direct social and political work could produce change, so the COOP 3K
seminar students enthusiastically turned to it.

However, if, for COOP 3K, architecture had lost its prestigious role
of imagining and designing alternative realities, it was not entirely
sacrificed on the altar of politics. Architecture became “one medium, one
of the instruments” engaged in political mobilization and social
emancipation, an instrument that could visualize oppression and
establish demands rather than produce immediate change.41 The
students often referred to Ernst Bloch’s notion of “concrete utopias,”
which anti-authoritarian philosopher Hans Magnus Enzensberger defined
as ways of realizing “the articulation and the liberation of the needs and
desires of the oppressed masses” – something the masses who,
inasmuch as they were oppressed, were not able to do by themselves.42

For the COOP 3K students, concrete utopias were designs developed from
their theoretical knowledge together with the inhabitants’ practical
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experience of alienation and oppression, pioneering new forms of social
organization rather than architectural styles.

In this sense, the final aim of the students was best summarized
in one of their favorite quotes from Mao Tse-Tung: “Discover the truth
through practice, and again through practice verify and develop the
truth.”43 The instrument through which they would verify and develop
their truth would be the “Office for Urban Rehabilitation and Social Work”
(B€uro f€ur Stadtsanierung und soziale Arbeit) in Kreuzberg.

Practice
At the same time as the COOP 3K seminar was developing its theory, the
West German political situation was shifting toward the left. After the
events following the police killing of student Benno Ohnesorg in July 1967,
the Socialist Student Union (SDS) gained a huge number of members
among the university population.44 As Ulrike Meinhof – at that time a
well-known left-wing intellectual – phrased it, it was the moment for a
transition “from protest to resistance.”45 However, in a country that had
not known significant forms of political radicalism in the previous twenty-
five years, it was not clear how this should be accomplished. The central
question was how to spread the SDS’s success outside the university, to
include social groups other than students and intellectuals. After an
intense debate, the idea of encouraging the formation of independent
rank-and-file groups within the SDS prevailed, in the hopes that a more
flexible and open structure would permit the involvement of a rapidly
evolving social body. It would also allow for the coexistence of different
political views, which were increasingly dividing the SDS at the time.46

As a result, a series of “basis groups” (Basisgruppen) and
heterogeneous political formations spread throughout West Germany.
Although there was no unified ideology or centralized strategy, they were,
in a manner, coherent with the prevailing anti-authoritarian approach.
While the definition of the tasks and aims of the basis groups was largely
left to the interpretation of each of them, Rudi Dutschke – one of the SDS
leaders – provided a blueprint for their activity. He suggested the creation
of “clandestine groups of four or six people at most” that “every year for
four months carry out their political activity in the most crucial social
places (factories, offices, shopping centers, farms, police stations, etc.)
[… ] where new needs, hopes, desires [… ], and revolutionaries are
born.”47 Following Dutschke’s lead, most of the basis groups directed
their activity toward recruiting new members, visiting factories and
workplaces. Only a few groups – two out of twelve in West Berlin – opted
for a more urban-oriented approach, launching a series of grassroots
activities to organize tenants and workers based on their urban
position.48 Among them was the Kreuzberg Basis Group, founded at the
end of 1968 by social science students from the West Berlin Free
University, some of whom also took part in COOP 3K and established
meaningful relationships with the architecture students and assistants.49
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They named themselves “Basis Group Rehabilitation District Kreuzberg”
(Basisgruppe Sanierungsgebiet Kreuzberg), stressing from the very
beginning the political centrality of the Urban Rehabilitation process.

At the turn of 1969, when COOP 3K decided to move to Kreuzberg,
some architecture students took charge of the Basis Group activity, rented
a former shop in one of Kreuzberg’s most popular squares and opened a
community space (Figure 4). They canvased Kreuzberg’s homes and
workplaces to inquire into social, economic and domestic issues and to
raise awareness of the government’s imminent Urban Rehabilitation plans.
At the same time, they launched a series of grassroots activities inside the
Office that included a consultation service for tenants that were about to
be evicted, a street theater, a social club for building industry workers, and
recreational activities for children and families as well as open seminars
and meetings to discuss the Office’s political strategy.50 Part of this activity
was recorded in the sporadic publication of a neighborhood newspaper
called Wohn-Info (Housing-Info), a black and white single-sheet folded
paper addressing the socio-economic, material and architectural aspects
of the ongoing Urban Rehabilitation program (Figure 5).

Based on careful considerations of the broader industrial and
financial context of this urban process – and in a partial distancing from
Offe’s and COOP 3K’s focus largely on cultural issues – Wohn-Info showed
how the Urban Rehabilitation plan served the interests of West German
capitalism in at least three ways.51 First, it kept the obsolete West Berlin
building industry alive, an industry which specialized in demolishing and
replacing bombed buildings and was not suited to more complex interior
refurbishment operations. Second, the Urban Rehabilitation plan offered
a lucrative investment opportunity for financial capital that benefited
from a very generous system of economic incentives, tax deductions and
interest subsidies for financing the replacement building schemes. Third,
Wohn-Info showed how Urban Rehabilitation operated in tandem with the
so-called “White Circle” (Weißer Kreis), a policy that liberalized formerly
capped private housing rents and brought them back into the free market
economy.52 In their difference, both the White Circle and the Urban
Rehabilitation program aimed at forcibly removing affordable housing for
the working classes from the market to boost rent prices for existing
landlords and create demand for new large-scale housing estates.

Furthermore, Wohn-Info illustrated the material consequences of
the Urban Rehabilitation plan by showing how even perfectly safe
buildings that had been entirely renovated in the 1950s had been or were
about to be demolished. The newspaper also gave attention to the new
urban motorways crisscrossing Kreuzberg, highlighting both their
environmental consequences and their inevitable historical obsolescence.
The plan for Berlin’s urban motorways dated back to the early 1950s,
when cross-movement and joint development between East and West
Berlin were still possible and when vast bombed areas of Kreuzberg were
still available for lanes, ramps and roundabouts. As of 1969, because of
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Figure 4
This 1971 newspaper advert invited Kreuzberg’s population to inform themselves about the current Urban Rehabilitation. Although
the founding TU Architecture student group had already left Kreuzberg by this time, the image indicates what the Office would have
looked like in 1969. B€uro f€ur Stadtsanierung und soziale Arbeit, Kreuzberg Stadtteilzeitung 2 (1971): 22. Archive of the
Friedrichshain Kreuzberg Museum, Berlin.
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Figure 5
The cover of the newspaperWohn-Info 2, 1969, invited readers to join the protest against demolition of the Bethanien Hospital, as well
as against the land speculation and rent increase that would follow. B€uro f€ur Stadtsanierung und soziale Arbeit,Wohn-Info 2 (1969): 1.
University Archive of the Technische Universit€at Berlin (Courtesy Helga Fassbinder).



the construction of the Berlin Wall, and because Kreuzberg’s empty sites
were now largely filled, these conditions no longer existed; the motorway
project had no rational explanation other than the destruction of
affordable housing.

Finally, Wohn-Info published concrete architectural solutions to
counter the idea that demolition and reconstruction were the only way to
deal with derelict housing stock.53 For instance, since in Kreuzberg’s
nineteenth-century tenement blocks the most severe breach of sanitary
standards was the lack of toilets, the Office promoted the “Sanitary Cell”
[Sanizell], a self-sustaining toilet that could be clipped onto the building’s
rear façade and thus supply each flat with the necessary sanitary
services externally, without the need for major refurbishment (Figures 6
and 7). The implementation of this cell – whose design resonates with
contemporary projects such as the “Living Pod” of Archigram’s David
Greene (1966), or Nicholas Grimshaw’s “Service Tower” projects (1967) –
would permit cost- and time-effective updating of buildings’ sanitation,
thus avoiding the need to evict tenants and demolish buildings.54 In its
avant-gardism, the “Sanitary Cell” demonstrated how even the most
technical and apparently neutral goal – providing a toilet for every flat –
could be pursued very differently depending on the social and political
premises involved. For the West Berlin authorities, such provision involved
complete demolition and reconstruction of the building. To accomplish
the same outcomes for the sake of the tenants rather than the building
industry, other technologies were necessary and, in the case of the
“Sanitary Cell,” arguably already available.

During the first few months of the Office’s activity, the political
situation continued to shift toward the left. A wave of wild strikes
paralyzed West German industrial production in September 1969,
succeeded in obtaining a considerable pay rise for millions of workers
and gave new centrality to the conflict between capital and labor.55 This
turn in the industrial relationship was also reflected in party politics, where in
1969 the Social Democratic Party (SPD) won the federal elections for the first
time in postwar history, appealing to people’s desire for greater democracy
and equality.56 Conversely, in the extra-parliamentary arena, a series of
political defeats and the final disintegration of the SDS resulted in new forms
of organization. An increasingly significant part of the student movement
started to join newly-formed non-revisionist Marxist parties – parties that
identified with the political line of the USSR or China – confident that a more
disciplined structure based on the centrality of the working class and its
revolutionary organization would overcome the limitations of the anti-
authoritarian, less class-based approach that had dominated in the preceding
few years.57

Kreuzberg was initially marginal to this turbulent social
environment. In fact, until the end of the 1960s, there was no noticeable
dissatisfaction with the Urban Rehabilitation program, whether from
amongst Kreuzberg’s residents or from elsewhere. The first demolitions
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Figures 6 and 7
An article promoting the implementation of the Sanizell or “Sanitary Cell” as a way to maintain low rents. Urban Rehabilitation and
Social Work. B€uro f€ur Stadtsanierung und soziale Arbeit,Wohn-Info 2 (1969): 2–3. University Archive of the Technische Universit€at
Berlin (Courtesy Helga Fassbinder).
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and evictions were accomplished without any visible opposition. This was
for both general and local reasons: in West Germany, particularly in West
Berlin, a robust anti-communist feeling dominated the public discussion,
strengthening support for the existing parliamentary parties.58 In
particular, Kreuzberg was a social-democratic stronghold, with 57.6% of
voters supporting the SPD (Social-Democratic Party of Germany) in 1971,
when the rehabilitation program was at its peak.59 Moreover, in the late
1960s, Kreuzberg was not yet the migrant and student district that it
would become at the end of the 1970s, it was a working-class area with an
aging – and shrinking – population, and with a bohemian allure related to its
decaying nineteenth-century tenement blocks scheduled for demolition.60

In its first months of activity, the Office did not seek confrontation
with the authorities. Its demand was “the discussion of alternative
building plans with the communities who are affected by the [Urban
Rehabilitation] plans,” as it was these communities who had “the right to
co-decide on the issues that concern[ed] them.”61 However, Kreuzberg’s
inhabitants did not appear very interested in exercising this right. This
was manifest in December 1969 during the so-called Prinzessinnenstraße
campaign. More than one hundred tenants were suddenly delivered a
mass eviction notice without being offered any affordable alternative
accommodation. It seemed as though this situation could be the perfect
testing ground for the Office’s political strategy, since it involved a large
group of tenants who would surely be ready to protest against their own
pressing case of housing eviction.62 To raise awareness of the issue, the
Office launched a second newspaper, Neuer Kietz (New Neighborhood)
(Figure 8).63 Referring to the contemporaneous rent strike of tenants
against the GLC (Greater London Council) in London, the newspaper’s
editorial line stressed that, in order to have a say in dealing with the
authorities, tenants would have to challenge the evictions collectively,
form a union and launch a rent strike.64 It is interesting to notice how, in
this dramatic phase, the Office’s communication strategy went back to
prioritizing the affective connection between Kreuzberg and its
inhabitants rather than the economic and political features of the Urban
Rehabilitation project, drawing nearer to the first ideas exposed in the
COOP 3K seminar. Most of the articles in Neuer Kietz focused on the impact
of the Urban Rehabilitation on Kreuzberg’s cultural context, singing the
praises of its community life and painting a romanticized picture of garden
squares, public facilities and corner pubs which they set against the
alienation and the destitution of the new social housing estates.

The Office’s campaign was unsuccessful in mobilizing the tenants
against eviction. The Prinzessinnenstrasse buildings were promptly
demolished, and tenants dispersed throughout the city from the following
year. After this defeat, which came at the end of more than one year of
campaigning in Kreuzberg, the architecture students who had launched
the Office abandoned Kreuzberg and returned to university to complete



their degrees. They also reflected critically on their experience
(Figure 9).65

Criticism and Self-Criticism
From its early days, the Office attracted a mix of criticism. Among the
positive critiques, the most notable was Offe’s mention of it as the most
constructive and effective Basis Group active in West Germany.66 Some of
the most negative criticisms of the Office were raised in the TU
Architecture Faculty by other student movement groups. Among them
was the “Baukoop” (Building Cooperative) group – led by two other
members of the COOP seminars, Hartmut Frank and Bernd Jansen –

which organized an alternative seminar on Kreuzberg’s Urban
Rehabilitation, abandoning the tropes of anti-authoritarian ideology and
developing an architectural perspective more in line with the growing
Marxist sentiment.67

Unlike the Office, the Baukoop’s judgment on the physical
condition of Kreuzberg’s housing stock was overwhelmingly negative: the
area to be demolished was in fact “objectively speaking miserable, [… ]
almost a slum.”68 For the Baukoop’s members, its lack of sanitation was a
problem beyond repair. They commented that the few cultural and
esthetic qualities of the neighborhood – the prevalence of local pubs or
the beauty of historic façades – had no appeal to the working class, who
saw in the depleted status of Kreuzberg’s architecture and infrastructure
only the reminder of their material deprivation and social segregation. As
a result, wrote Baukoop, the inhabitants evidently felt a “negative
connection” with Kreuzberg. It was only bourgeois students – those not
actually exposed to the economic shortages connected with Kreuzberg’s
image – who became “victims of their own romanticism” in their belief
that it was possible to mobilize deprived tenants by appealing to their
affective connections with a dilapidated environment. 69

The Baukoop disagreed with the Office’s cultural reading and
focused on the material needs of Kreuzberg’s population. According to the
Baukoop’s analysis, the working class lived in Kreuzberg only because of
the low rent, and not for any esthetic or cultural reasons; they wanted to
live in modern bourgeois neighborhoods, provided with all private
comforts and public facilities, regardless of the architectural style of
buildings. As a result, a viable alternative model for Kreuzberg had to be
based on two essential features: low rents and high living standards.
Through a detailed comparison of all available options, the Baukoop
seminar highlighted how the only possible strategy to preserve low rents,
solve sanitary problems and, above all, render Kreuzberg as attractive as
other “high-end” neighborhoods, was to demolish the whole area and
rebuild it under public ownership. In this way, it would be possible not
only to fulfill the inhabitants’ needs and desires but also to progressively
sideline private market rents thanks to the plentiful supply of new public
flats that would be available.
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Figure 8
In its second newspaper, Neuer Kietz, the Office agitated against the mass eviction in Prinzessinnenstraße, with the
slogan “Yes to rehabilitation. No to demolition.” B€uro f€ur Stadtsanierung und soziale Arbeit, Neuer Kietz (1969): 1.
Archive of the Bibliothek der Freien, Berlin.



Reflecting a split that was increasingly dividing the left between
reformist and socialist approaches, the Baukoop rejected the focus on
cultural and environmental values that was characteristic of the Office’s
approach in order to ground their analysis on an objective and material
reading of Kreuzberg’s Urban Rehabilitation.70 This difference also
emerged in Kreuzberg’s politics where, in the autumn of 1969, some
activists who had previously been part of the Office left to set up a
branch of the Communist Party of Germany/Marxists–Leninists (KPD/ML),
one of the newly formed West German non-revisionist Marxist parties.71

Stressing the need for an overarching organization capable of developing
revolutionary politics, they proposed that the organization of tenants
opposing building demolition and that of workers fighting against the
termination or relocation of their workplaces should unite. Despite an
auspicious beginning, with a very well-attended and heated assembly of
hospital workers held in February 1970, this approach also failed to take
root in Kreuzberg’s population. In the following months it dissipated
without having produced a significant impact.72

The short-term failures of these and other experiences were
analyzed at a congress held at the University of Dortmund in October

Figure 9
The cover of a book containing historical and analytical texts produced by the Kreuzberg Office displayed a gloomy collage in which
the nineteenth-century Kreuzberg facades on the front cover seem to be inexorably swallowed up by the modernist blocks forcing
their way in from the back cover. B€uro f€ur Stadtsanierung und soziale Arbeit. Sanierung – f€ur wen? Berlin: Agit-Dr€uck, 1971 (Courtesy
Helga Fassbinder).
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1970, where non-revisionist Marxist parties’ supporters from all over West
Germany decided to draw a line between their current practices and their
previous urban activism.73 They rejected the focus on urban issues, as
they had come to believe that improving housing, services, and
infrastructure operated not against the needs of advanced industrial
capital, but in league with it. At a time of capitalist expansion, it could be
in capital’s interest to improve workers’ housing and living conditions to
increase their productivity and consequently increase profits.

Helga Fassbinder, one of the COOP 3K students who had founded
the Office, expanded and strengthened this analysis in two articles
published in the early 1970s. Here, Fassbinder produced a self-critical
account of the anti-authoritarian political ideology that had underpinned
the work of the Office, calling into question its theoretical coherence and
acknowledging the practical and structural limitations of all urban
campaigns. Fassbinder suggested that the limited interest shown by
Kreuzberg’s inhabitants was perhaps specific to their situation and that
urban campaigns would be more successful in garnering residents’
support in the future.74 However, she also argued that, even in the case
of broad and militant participation, very little could be achieved. Drawing
from the analysis of the San Francisco Mission District campaign as
presented in the US radical students’ journal Leviathan, she argued that
the problem with urban campaigns lay in the pitting of purely locally-
based organizations against international financial capital that was
pushing for investment opportunities in the urban sector.75 As theorized
in 1969 by Leviathan authors Wanny Beagle, Al Haber, and David Wellman,
urban campaigning “is at best a holding action against the overall
corporate plan,” whose “basic forces shaping the future of the area are
not within the purview of [… ] cities’ power.”76 Capitalist interests in urban
investment did not represent a one-off pressure, but rather an inherent
feature of the economic system, which constantly required opportunities to
invest accumulated capital profitably. Therefore, regardless of their local
outcome, the possibilities of urban campaigns to challenge capitalist
development were doomed from the beginning. If redevelopment went ahead,
any urban campaign against it would have only served to mitigate the plan’s
most irrational aspects, such as corruption or poor planning. Thus, the
campaign would be used to increase the efficiency and the legitimacy of the
capitalist process without challenging its nature.

Furthermore, even if an urban campaign prevented the redevelopment
of a particular area, the financial capital behind the redevelopment would not
be defeated but only diverted to seek other opportunities to invest and profit
elsewhere. In this way, by protecting one neighborhood, urban campaigns
would either transfer the redevelopment to another less politically organized
neighborhood or simply postpone it to a time when the political organization
of the local community might have exhausted itself. In short, urban campaigns
had no agency in fighting capital expansion as an overarching socio-economic
process. As Beagle, Haber and Wellman explained, “community control
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accomplishes the adjustment to the inevitable and unchangeable with less
rancor and injustice. But the right to preside over the liquidation of your
neighborhood is no triumph for democracy.”77

Fassbinder concluded that both the San Francisco Mission
District and Kreuzberg demonstrated that political groups that focused
exclusively on the urban question could not fight on equal terms against
capitalist urban redevelopments. However, this did not mean “that every
form of defensive struggle in the housing sector [was] necessarily
attached to reformist or revisionist tensions.”78 Despite being ultimately
incapable of escape from the constraints of the capitalist system, urban
campaigns constituted a moment of possible politicization for many
citizens who, once deprived of their houses or threatened in their rights,
engaged in political conversations and in solidarity and community-
building practices for the first time.

From this awareness, in the following years, Helga Fassbinder –
together with the other coeditors of the West German architecture journal
archþ, Klaus Brake and Renate Petzinger – advocated for including the
demands for better and cheaper housing in the larger industrial
struggle.79 Referring to the 1969 Italian “Hot Autumn,” in which workers
and tenants successfully organized unitary strikes and demands, they
contended that the worsening of living conditions should not be
considered as an independent issue but rather as an aspect of the
evolving relationship between labor and capital.80 The higher costs or
poorer services in the areas of housing, transportation, education, and
leisure with which workers had to contend corresponded to nothing but
the depreciation of their own labor value. Even where salaries and
working hours stayed the same, workers ended up living in more
miserable and ever larger cities. At the same time, capitalists enjoyed
higher revenues made through investments in urban redevelopments and
savings in taxes.

Fassbinder, Brake and Petzinger tried to balance the foundational
character of labor and class to Marxism with the contextual urgency to
include non-industrial forms of struggle. This more orthodox Marxist
political understanding of urban campaigns developed in reaction to the
long experience of the Office, learning from its intuitions and, above all,
its mistakes. On one side, their emphasis on contextualizing grassroots
urban activism within the labor movement – understanding housing as a
process of exploitation and oppression and therefore reframing it as an
opportunity for class struggle – shows how, rejecting both the reformist
and anarchist influences of the anti-authoritarian student movement,
they returned to a Marxism grounded in the critique of political economy.
On the other side, their lack of emphasis on the need for a revolutionary
party and a unified theory of proletarian strategy implies that their
position was not Leninist – at least not in a strict theoretical sense – and
therefore it remained outside the confines of non-revisionist Marxist
parties emerging at the time. Formulated at a moment in which the drive
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Figure 10
A poster showing some preserved nineteenth-century housing in Kreuzberg which is being swept away by an enormous
wave. The caption reads: “Cautious urban renewal and then… empty houses, demolitions, rent increases.”
B€urgerinitiative SO36, Behutsame Stadterneuerung und danach… Leerstand, Abriss, Mieterh€ohung, 1984. Archive of the
Friedrichshain Kreuzberg Museum, Berlin.



toward class struggle was being devalued, assumed to have exhausted
itself, Brake, Fassbinder and Petzinger’s proposition failed to have a
significant influence on West German architects and architecture
students.81 In the following decades, the issue of what had previously
been called Urban Rehabilitation, stripped of any connection with labor or
class – most evidently in the example of Kreuzberg itself – would be
either radicalized as the anarchist battleground between squatters and
police,82 or anesthetized as the reformist terrain for the celebration of
less brutal models of redevelopment which nevertheless did not question
its position within the process capitalist accumulation.83

Conclusions
Despite its short lifespan, the Office passed through very different
phases, originating in the 3K COOP seminar’s analysis, developing in
Kreuzberg’s anti-authoritarian grassroots urban activism, and finally
giving rise to orthodox Marxist critical analyses and proposals. Because of
this inclusion of a theoretical, a practical, and a self-critical dimension,
the history of the Kreuzberg Office offers a valuable panoramic view of
the complex intertwining of architecture and politics in West Berlin at the
turn of the 1970s.

From a more political angle, the perspective developed in the
context of the Office experience emerged simultaneously with some of
the more well-known propositions of the early 1970s New Left. These
include the argument in favor of the self-organization of small-scale
communities proposed by activists such as Jane Jacobs, which served the
objective interests of a petit bourgeoisie threatened by modernization and
standardization.84 They also encompass the suggestion that the urban
struggle should be considered independently from the industrial mode of
production, as advanced in the theory of Henri Lefebvre, a contention
which contributed to depriving workers of their most radical weapons,
that is, class organization and class struggle.85 In her critique of the
Office’s approach, Fassbinder departed from these and other similar
arguments, as she clarified not only how the city was a dependent
function of capital development, but also how any possible resistance
could emerge only in the working class capacity to fight capital
exploitation and accumulation. The urban struggle was important as one
of the many ways in which the foundational antagonism of this society,
that between labor and capital, could emerge and gain success.

From the point of view of its architectural contribution, the Office
trajectory is complex. The students of the 3K COOP already suggested a
meaningful change in the understanding of the architectural discipline.
Drawing from the context of the New Left and anti-authoritarian student
movement, they had no doubts about locating architecture firmly on the
side of the economic and political establishment. In addition to this, they
also argued that architecture does not have the power to correct
structural inequalities according to its own design and that its capacity to
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produce change was fixed within the boundaries of the status quo. To
change this condition, rather than producing visionary theories or
projects, the students argued for the necessity to return to “the people” –
and in particular to the communities affected by urban transformations –

as this was the only subject capable of fighting for a different reality, so
creating the preconditions for the emergence of a different kind of
architecture.

Architects and architecture students could have a role in this
process if they were ready to abandon their design professionalism and
employ their knowledge to materialize social and political demands in a
continuous and open dialogue with tenants who were about to be evicted.
From this perspective, the architecture students behind the Office and
other groups at TU Berlin tried to establish a new relationship between
architecture and politics at the turn of the 1970s.86 While exposing the
political implications of the architectural profession and of architectural
education, they did not, like some, disown direct political engagement to
resort to the thaumaturgic belief in the miraculous potential of new
technologies to bring about urban change, overshadowing class
contradictions and “solving” any social and material problem in a
supposedly neutral, nonpolitical way.87 Nor did they jettison their primary
architectural expertise when they embraced more immediate forms of
political activism, such as finding work in large factories to establish
direct contact with the working class. Using architecture as a critical
starting point for their critique of the status quo, they valued
architectural knowledge in its peculiarity but above all in its insufficiency,
using it as merely “one of the instruments” to raise social awareness and
political struggle.88

The Office’s experience of using architectural knowledge in this
way cannot be considered fully successful. Above all, the reference to
Claus Offe’s anti-authoritarian disparity theory – soon rejected by the
same Office’s activists – did not stand the test of time.89 In particular,
Offe’s idea that economic and political powers were disregarding the
urban environment was proved wrong by the ever more central role
this setting would play in the processes of capital reorganization
between the 1970s and 1980s and beyond.90 Also, the Office’s
insistence on the cultural and environmental hypothesis that tenants
would have an affective connection with their buildings was only
superficially correct.

This principle of affective connection would be further developed
in the 1970s and 1980s when Kreuzberg emerged at the forefront of
community participation and architectural conservation projects –

projects that entirely fit Helga Fassbinder’s 1971 criticism.91 Initiatives
like the Strategien f€ur Kreuzberg (Strategies for Kreuzberg) competition of
1977 and the IBA Altbau (“Old Building” section of the International
Building Exhibition) in 1987 both focused on the renovation of
Kreuzberg’s remaining nineteenth-century building stock, as the
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previous decade’s activism guaranteed a certain degree of protection
and experimentation to its inhabitants. But the capital pressures they
resisted were, as predicted, only moved elsewhere and postponed. The
effect of Kreuzberg’s urban campaigns were immediately felt in the rest
of West Berlin, where an increasingly large proportion of the population,
excluded geographically from of Kreuzberg’s activism, faced an ever
more acute housing crisis (Figure 10).92 Within Kreuzberg, the
postponement of the urban redevelopment meant that, as Kreuzberg’s
resistance movement weakened, it became one of the most gentrified
neighborhoods in Western Europe, entirely converted to the needs of
financial capital.93

Despite its pitfalls, the Office served as a valuable touchstone for
its architectural activists, who criticized the mistakes of their experiment
without abandoning its architectural and political ambition. In particular,
the reading developed in archþ by Brake, Fassbinder and Petzinger still
stands out for its capacity to fully articulate the legacy of the Office,
valorizing its ground-breaking capacity to address urban changes, but
also denouncing its shortcomings in terms of class and labor analyses.
Although this reading, and the approach it suggested, did not find
application in the whirlwind of 1970s West Berlin, the soundness and
completeness of its analysis still represents one of the most coherent
outcomes of the debate around architecture and politics in postwar
Western European history.
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