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CHAPTER 11

Critical Urban Studies and/in ‘Right to the City’
Movements: The Politics of Form in Activist
Cultural Production

Jens Martin Gurr

Abstract

In contrast to the majority of recent scholarly engagements with “right to the city”
movements, which have tended to theorize for or about these movements, this essay
looks at self-conceptualizations of such movements; more specifically, in two case
studies, it engages with forms of activist scholarship and activist cultural production.

A first case study discusses the work of Norman M. Klein as an example of activist
scholarship and engaged cultural production: Klein’s 2003 Bleeding Through: Layers of
Los Angeles, 1920-1986 is a highly self-reflexive and radically critical multimedia docu-
mentary on twentieth-century urban development in Los Angeles, which is largely
based on Klein's own research as presented in his equally critical study The History
of Forgetting: Los Angeles and the Erasure of Memory. The second case study engages

with Christoph Schéfer’s 2010 The City is our Factory, a theoretically informed, equally
self-conscious visual essay on the “right to the city” movement in Hamburg, Germany.

Schifer is particularly lucid on what has been termed “the anti-gentrifier's dilemma.”

In conclusion, the essay suggests that what Purcell ealls “networks of equivalence [...]

counterhegemonic combinations of different but equivalent popular struggles” might
be the key organisational success factor for such movements, whereas specific forms of
artistic self-reflexivity and an awareness of its own potential commodification might
be central to the aesthetics of activist cultural production.

Keywords
Norman M. Klein — Christoph Schifer - critical urban studies — “right to the city”

movements — urban activism — activist scholarship — activist cultural production -
gentrification — self-reflexive forms
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A self-programmed factory of passions? The City is our Factory —~ under
this banner we might actually be able to finally escape the narcissist trap
of the Left, which brands itself or the subculture as the real motor of gen-
trification and consequently sinks into a protestant discourse of guilt-
ethics and self-accusation. [...] Today, the city itself has become a new
production site: not only of objects, but rather primarily of concepts, at-
titudes, passions, communicative networks. [...] For me, production and
machine are positive concepts, which stand up against the idea of the
city and the imaginary as theatre, as a stage of representation. It's about
the struggle for access ~ to let the city function as desiring machine. If we
want to develop a post-crisis urbanisation model, if we want to replace
the neoliberal model, we not only need to make the city greener or more
social, but more accessible and designable by its inhabitants. Insofar it is
no coincidence that artists play a major role in these struggles.
SCHAFER, 2010a 3001,

1 Introduction: “Critical Urban Studies,” Activist Scholarship,
Cultural Production

All those who know the term “gentrification” are part of the problem.
(user comment on Kettecars “Schrilles buntes Hamburg” video, www
.youtube.com/watch?v=rdL4sRBZ-Hk)!

There have recently been numerous publications conceptually engaging with
what appears to be a surge of anti-gentrification activities and “right to the
city” (sensu Lefebvre) movements in the “neoliberal city” and especially in the
wake of the fiscal crisis. However, while much of the scholarly werk has looked
at these movements from outside, as it were, there have been far fewer stud-
ies focusing on how these movements themselves conceptually frame their
activities. Studying what might broadly speaking be subsumed under “right
to the city” activism, we may heuristically distinguish between three forms of
commitment: 1. community activism (whether explicitly theory-conscious or
not), 2. activist, or politically committed scholarship, 3. activist cultural pro-
duction; I will here be concerned with the two latter types. As for the degree of

1 Original: “Alle, die das Wort ‘Gentrifizierung’ kennen, sind Teil des Problems.”
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explicit engagement with urban theory, we might differentiate between activ-
ism and cultural production that 1. appear to make no use of notions borrowed
from “critical urban studies,” 2. that implicitly use such notions or appear to
be indebted to them, 3, that affirmatively deploy theoretical concepts, 4. that
reflexively and critically make use of such concepts, occasionally with the
more or less explicit aim to contribute new facets to theoretical discussions.
Again, this essay largely addresses the two latter forms as arguably the more
common types: Given the demographics of many activist groups and the fre-
quently academic background of many leading members (cf. Liss 257), it is
hardly surprising that anti-gentrification and “right to the city” movements
in the u.s., Britain, Germany and elsewhere frequently appear to be highly
theory-conscious and deploy notions borrowed from Lefebvre, Castells, Har-
vey, Soja and other key thinkers in “critical urban studies.”

In a 2008 essay in the New Left Review, David Harvey captures the essence of
what I take “critical urban studies” to mean here:

The question of what kind of city we want cannot be divorced from that
of what kind of social ties, relationship to nature, lifestyles, technologies
and aesthetic values we desire. The right to the city is far more than the
individual liberty to access urban resources: it is a right to change our-
selves by changing the city. [...] The freedom to make and remake our
cities and ourselves is, [ want to argue, one of the most precious yet most
neglected of our human rights. [...] At this point in history, thishastobe a
global struggle, predominantly with finance capital, for that is the scale at
which urbanization processes now work, [...] Lefebvre was right to insist
that the revolution has to be urban, in the broadest sense of that term, or
nothing at all.

HARVEY 23—40

We can thus conceive of critical urban studies as a broadly coherent tradition
of leftist inquiry into the relations between the city and capitalism, questions
of marginalization, power structures and sociospatial developments, which
seeks to point out strategies for alternative urban communities, taking its
cues from leading exponents such as Henri Lefebvre, David Harvey, Manuel
Castells, or Peter Marcuse. In a recent essay, Neil Brenner has conveniently
identified four key principles of the tradition of “critical urban studies™ 1. it

2 For the city as a location central to the formation of social mevements and for a discus-
sion of literature on ‘urban social movements” (Lefebvre, Castells, Harvey, etc.), cf. Miller and
Nicholls 2013
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is interested in theory as such (not just as a tool for practice), 2. it is reflexive
and situationally specific in the sense that it is aware of its local and historical
positionality, 3. it is critical of merely descriptive (or even boosterist) urban
studies that “promote the maintenance and reproduction of extant urban for-
mations” (Brenner 19), 4. it is interested in the distance “between the actual
and the possible,” between what is and what might be — the “ultimate goal
being a different city as an expression of a different, just, democratic and sus-
tainable society” (19 et passim; cf. also Brenner, Marcuse, Mayer 5 ef passim
and further contributions in this volume). One can observe that many such
movements generally seeking to foster a more equitable, sustainable or demo-
cratic society, crystallize around fairly concrete issues such as activities against
gentrification, specific building projects, the privatization of public space,
“neoliberal” urban growth policies, or protests drawing attention to the issues
of foreclosure, housing crises or homelessness in the city.

It is also to be observed, however, that most scholarly work in “critical urban
studies” and on urban activism tends to theorize for and about these move-
ments, an observation one may find somewhat surprising in the context of a
movement so centrally concerned with questions of agency, voice, participa-
tion and self-directedness. Take as a representative example the recent rather
ambitious collection of essays entitled Cities for People, not for Profit, which
brings together a number of the major figures in critical urban studies. The
editors state as one of their main goals “to contribute intellectual resources
that may be useful for those institutions, movements, and actors that aim to
roll back the contemporary hypercommodification of urban life, and on this
basis to promote alternative, radically democratic, socially just, and sustain-
able forms of urbanism” (Brenner, Marcuse, and Mayer 2). In fact, in the entire
volume, Jon Liss’s essay on the nation-wide Right to the City (RTTc) Alliance
in the u.s., largely a report of the organizational efforts and strategies of this
group to move beyond traditional Alinsky-style community organizing, is
the only one by an activist rather than by a scholar. This essay is also clearly
the odd one out in the volume for being large devoid of theorizing. Address-
ing the issue of voice and agency, Liss states that the “leadership of NwcOs
[New Working Class Organizations] is primarily university-educated, ‘middle
class’ and oppressed nationality” and also comments on conflicts between
university-educated middle-class activists and members of the class they are
supposedly struggling for (Liss 257).

After a few conceptual remarks on “critical urban studies” and the intersec-
tion of scholarship, activism and cultural production, the present essay uses
two case studies to discuss selected examples of explicit engagements with
“critical urban studies” in urban activism and particularly in what might be
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termed “activist cultural production” commenting or this phenomenon. My
two case studies are Norman M. Klein's Bleeding Through: Layers of Los Ange-
les 1920-1986, a multimedia documentary radically questioning 2oth-century
urban planning in Los Angeles, and Christoph Schafer’s The City is our Fac-
tory/Die Stadt ist unsere Fabrik, an activist pictorial essay on the history of the
urban, detailing especially the “right to the city” movement in Hamburg. How
are theoretical concepts in urban studies appropriated and strategically de-
ployed in these representations? To what extent are urban activism and activ-
ist cultural production self-reflexive and aware of their own ambivalence and
potential for commodification? I will argue that some of the most theoretically
informed exponents of these movements are keenly aware of this ambivalence
and occasionally self-consciously ironize theory-inflected urban activism as to
some extent the pursuit of an internationally connected urban elite failing to
address the concerns of those groups most severely hit by gentrification and
exclusion,

With the caveat that a discussion in print without illustrations is bound to
fall short of fully doing justice to the primarily visual format both of the multi-
media DVD and of a large-format pictorial essay, I turn to my two examples of
activist cultural production of the highly theory-conscious and reflexive type.

[ =]

Case Study 1: Activist Scholarship and Cultural Production in Los
Angeles — Norman Klein's Bleeding through: Layers of Los Angeles,
192019863

An area is not a slum because the people living there are poor and black.

A community becomes a slum when the space is represented for every-

one (including those who live there) by those who don’t live there.
MARBACK 82

Norman M. Klein's 2003 multimedia docu-fiction Bleeding Through: Layers of
Los Angeles 19201986 explores the connection between genre-specific urban
imaginaries of Los Angeles, racist urban policies, greed and the concomitant
ruthless urban planning. Juxtaposing two formats, a constantly self-reflexive
37-page print novella and a multimedia documentary pvp* chronicling over

3 This section is based on the much more detailed discussion of Klein's work in Gurr “The
Politics” zonr and Gurr/Butler 2on.

4 References to the novella, where this source is ot clear, will be abbreviated as BT, references
to the DVD will be given by tier and chapter.



186 GURR

60 years of urban development around downtown L.A., Bleeding Through takes
us on a revisionist tour of twentieth-century L.A. history and points out the ex-
tent to which innumerable films set in or associated with L.A. (from film noir to
Bladerunner and beyond) have shaped perceptions of the city. It thus provides
a subversive view of hegemonic strategies of urban planning and ethnic segre-
gation and undercuts conventional representations of multi-ethnic L.A.%

Essentially building on Klein's research on twentieth-century Los Angeles in
his 1997 study The History of Forgetting: Los Angeles and the Erasure of Memory,
Bleeding Through is loosely based on the fictitious story of “Molly”, who moved
to L.A. in 1920 when she was 22 and whose life and times the narrator of the no-
vella attempts to chronicle. The work centres on a few neighbourhoods close
to downtown Los Angeles such as Bunker Hill, Boyle Heights, Chavez Ravine,
and Chinatown, which were all demolished in questionable urban develop-
ment projects in the second half of the twentieth century. The impetus of
the project is archaeological in nature in that it attempts to re-present these
erased parts of the city. Since this area is also the setting of countless screen
murders in Hollywood films and has also been the site of rampant real estate
speculation and racist eviction policies, Bleeding Through also addresses the
role genre-specific urban imaginaries of Los Angeles have played in fostering
urban policies driven by racism and greed.

The novella “Bleeding Through” has a highly self-conscious first-person
narrator who tells the story of Molly and — just as centrally ~ his attempts to
reconstruct it:

I couldn’t trust any of her stories. Not that her facts were wrong. Or that
she didn't make an effort. [But] she'd fog out dozens of key facts. When-
ever I noticed, she would blow me off, smiling, and say, “So I lose a few
years” [...] But there were seven memories in the years from 1920 to 1986
that were luminously detailed.

KLEIN, Bleeding Through 10

The first section or “Tier” of the DVD documentary, “The Phantom of a Novel:
Seven Moments” is structured around these seven key stages of Molly’s life in
L.A.; these seven chapters are dominated by historical photographs of people

5 In Klein's 1997 book The History of Forgeiting: Los Angeles and the Erasure of Memory, on
which Bleeding Through is based to a significant extent, he names as one of his key themes
“the uneven decay of an Anglo identity in Los Angeles, how the instability of white hege-
monic culture leads to bizarre overreactions in urban planning, in policing, and how these
are mystified in mass culture” (Klein 2008:17).
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and places in the neighbourhoods surrounding Bunker Hill. Making full use of
the medium’s technical possibilities, the sequence of photographs is not fixed
but rather randomly brought up from a database archive. Additionally, with
each phase of Molly’s life, there is a short narrative comment by Norman Klein
in a window in the corner — a commentary that can be opened and closed by
the user. The narrator of the novella describes this first tier as “a visual, interac-
tive radio program [...] a kind of modern novel on a screen with hundreds of
photos and Norman as narrator. You might say they are also a docu-fictional
movie” (BT 43).

Tier 2, “The Writer’s Back story,” which the narrator of the novella describes
as “more like a contextualization,” is largely made up of newspaper clippings
and establishes the context of other people and places more loosely connected
to Molly’s story. It collects clippings covering events and developments occur-
ring during Molly’s life, with references to the ban on interracial marriages in
the state of California in a 1932 article, the controversial reception of a 1941
anti-Semitic speech by Charles Lindbergh, the deportation of Japanese Ameri-
cans during World War 11, or the McCarthy era — frequently interspersed with
innumerable sensationalist clippings reporting murders in Los Angeles.

Tier 3, “Excavation: Digging behind the story and its locale,” is described in
the novella as “the aporia of media itself” (BT 43). In five sections, it offers
a wealth of furiher material, here arranged thematically rather than chrono-
logically. There is a section entitled “People Molly Never Met But Would Make
Good Characters in Her Story,” featuring randomly arranged interviews with
twelve residents (including Norman Klein) of these neighbourhoods who
comment on their experiences within the social and ethnic developments in
twentieth-century L.A., the Zoot Suit Riots, fear of violent police officers, eth-
nic festivities, or the treatment of Japanese Americans during World War 11.
Largely consisting of film and video sequences, it is 2 “vast ‘ironic index’ of
what Molly left out, forgot, couldn’t see. It samples from the back-story that
gets lost when the movie or novel is made legible” (BT 43).

Molly is herself a new-comer and an outsider when she arrives in the city
in 1920, as Klein the narrator tells us: “In 1920, Molly is 2 twenty-something
girl from a Jewish home in the Midwest, who arrives in Los Angeles to find
her husband to be” (DVD 11; cf. also BT 13). As Bénézet points out, “Through
Molly, Klein articulates a gendered and minority-oriented revision of the city's
history.” (Bénézet 2009: 69). With Molly as its protagonist, Bleeding Through
shifts attention from hegemonic white males and draws attention to the role
of minorities in L.A.'s complex history.

A central theme throughout are the drastic changes imposed by radical ur-
ban development projects in areas such as Bunker Hill. The section “Collective
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Dissolve: Bunker Hill” in film sequences from Kent McKenzie’s 1956 documen-
tary Bunker Hill and The Exiles from 1961, maps, photographs from the 18gos
to the 1g60s attempts to recreate Bunker Hill before the massive demolition
program that cleared the area for what is now regarded as “downtown L.A.".
A long sequence from McKenzie's Bunker Hill refers to the Community Rede-
velopment Agency’s major redevelopment plan to relocate 8oco residents of
the neighbourhood, to demolish all buildings and to sell the land and have
modern office and apartment complexes built {DVD 1:6). This chapter of the
pvD also displays images from 1959 and 1960 showing the large-scale demoli-
tion of Bunker Hill. A sequence from Gene Petersen’s 1949 film “.. And Ten
Thousand More” [housing units] also refers to the problem of “slums” in L.A.
and the need for urban development. This sequence is captioned “The myths
of urban blight.” Similarly, the photograph of a model ‘Redevelopment Study
for Bunker Hill, March 22, 160" is captioned “Cooking statistics to justify tear-
ing down Bunker Hill” (DvD 1:6). Indeed, statistics on the housing situation
and living conditions in Bunker Hill appear systematically to have been dis-
torted in order to win public support for the demolition of this predominantly
Mexican neighbourhood.

All in all, in keeping with The History of Forgetting and its “radical histo-
riographical agenda” (Anderson 93}, Bleeding Through shows how twentieth-
century Los Angeles, in the process of becoming increasingly multi-ethnic
demographically, continued to erase the visible traces of this diversity in
favour of a de-ethnicized all-American look and feel. This massive redevelop-
ment programme was modelled on the needs of a largely white elite and cul-
turally reinforced by representing ethnic L.a. along the lines of the paranoid
and implicitly racist aesthetic of innumerable noir murder films. I have shown
in detail elsewhere (cf. Gurr “The Politics,” 264—267) and can only sketch here
that the attempt at an open, non-hierarchical and anti-hegemonic representa-
tion of these complexities is closely tied to the non-linear and de-centred form
of the multimedia hypertext documentary: In contrast to even the most exper-
imental filmic documentaries, which still inescapably rely on the linearity of
film, Bleeding Through, makes full use of the digital medium to break linearity.
Thus, while documentaries, which — despite the importance of DVD and other
home-viewing formats — are originally meant for collective viewing, induce
forms of shared medial experience, the effect of Bleeding Through specifically
relies on a highly individual experience. The constant need to “do” something
in the process of navigating the multiple layers — all clips are very short, hardly
anything happens without being triggered by the user, who is essentially as-
signed the role of a detective in search of the truth — not only foregrounds
the mediality, narrativity and construction of the material, it also activates the
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viewer. In keeping with the promise of the medium, the non-linear presenta-
tion of the material thus precludes closure, stimulates the discovery of knowl-
edge rather than imposing it and thus fosters learning without being explicitly
didactic.

If, as Burnett has argued, “[hjypertext is rhizomorphic in all its characteris-
tics” (Burnett 28) — and Klein’s work makes full use of the hypertext medium —
Bleeding Through may be characterized as fully rhizomatic, with all the
non-totalizing and anti-hegemonic implications Deleuze and Guattari fa-
mously ascribe to rhizomatic discourses (cf. Deleuze/Guattari 7-13). Thus,
the multimedial, multivocal, multi-perspectival, interactive, non-sequential
and highly self-reflexive experience of navigating Bleeding Through brings
out “traits that are usually obscured by the enforced linearity of paper print-
ing” (Burnett 3) and, like hypertext generally, serves to undercut, liquefy and
question established and hegemonic representations with their frequently un-
questioned dichotomies and “hiérarchies violentes” (sensu Derrida). Database
fictions, in flaunting the arbitrariness of such choices and enabling users to
choose differently next time (but never exactly to retrace their steps), are po-
tentially subversive purely in their form in that they expose as a construction
and fabulation what narrative traditionally represents as a given. By making
each journey through the material necessarily a different one — and by thus
presenting what is merely material for a story as subject to change and human
intervention — these narratives also contribute to the activation and maobiliza-
tion of the user in ways that even the most advanced self-reflexive fiction —
which is still subject to the unchangeable linearity of print — cannot achieve
(cf. also Kinder 54; for literary strategies of representing urban complexity, cf.
Gurr “Literary” zom).

True to the “democratic form” of hypertext digital media, Bleeding Through
by means of its form thus already serves to deconstruct hegemonic accounts
of history by constantly drawing attention to the medial, discursive, selec-
tive nature of such conceptions. As a user, one is never allowed to forget that
this is a revisionist, anti-hegemonic, at times polemical re-construction of a
repressed, alternative Los Angeles. What makes Bleeding Through even more
directly political, however, is that it self-reflexively draws attention to the po-
litical implications of its narrative procedures and even explicitly links its own
constructedness to a history of political fabrications from the Cold War to the
Bush administration.

By juxtaposing the visions and grand designs of city planners with the voic-
es of former inhabitants of these razed neighbourhoods, Bleeding Through im-
plicitly takes up the perspective “from below;” considering the city not so much
as consisting of roads and buildings but of people, who - in the sense of de
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Certeau — tactically make use of the hegemonically imposed infrastructure of
the city in the daily pursuit of their lives.

Engaging with various forms of appropriating the city — from the most
direct version proceeding by means of bulldozers to fictionalized and medial-
ized forms in filmic urban imaginaries —, Bleeding Through is itself a form of
appropriating the city, if a mediatized rather than an immediate one (for the
category of “mediacy” in appropriations and representations of urban space,
cf. Gurr/Butler 150f.). As a documentary meta-appropriation of the city, it is
a unique form of cultural expression in an urban context, seeking to raise
awareness and potentially to influence policy-making and urban planning
by celebrating the ethnic and cultural diversity of Los Angeles in the face of
ruthless urban redevelopment based on racism and greed. However, in order
once more to highlight the centrality of agency and voice, one might ask who
speaks, and on whose behalf. Moreover, it seems plausible to argue that, while
Bleeding Through powerfully counters the memoricide induced by urban plan-
ning in L.A., it is precisely the solitary experience of navigating the documen-
tary which inherently forgoes any chance of fostering a sense of community
and which thus deprives the work of some of its assumed subversive poten-
tial. Additionally, although some of the developments have continued into the
present, Bleeding Through — despite these topical references — is largely retro-
spective in orientation and, though radically critical of recent and contempo-
rary urban development in Los Angeles, is not “activist” in the sense of being
aligned with a specific urban social movement or of campaigning for a specific
cause such as the preservation of a neighbourhood currently facing demolition
or gentrification.

3 Case Study 11: The “embedded artist” — Christoph Schifer’s The City
is our Factory and Hamburg's “Right to the City” Movement

Some succeeded in connecting their sub-cultural and art practices with
the struggles against gentrification.
SCHAFER, 20102130

Christoph Schifer is a central figure in Hamburg's “Recht auf Stadt” [“right to
the city”] movement, a network of some 25 initiatives working towards afford-
able housing, the preservation of public space and of urban green spaces, more
participation and a more democratic city. He has been called an “embedded
artist” of the movement (moderator in Schiifer, Politics of Desire), and his 2010
book The City is our Factory/Die Stadt ist unsere Fabrik, a pictorial essay in some
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160 drawings, is “a rhizomatic history of the urban’ (publisher’s blurb) from the
first cities thousands of years ago to Hamburg in 200g. In the form of explor-
atory and annotated drawings and in some 15 pages of more discursive text
densely printed in five columns per page,® it discusses issues such as the origin
and development of urban settlements, the production of space, urban an-
thropology, the connections between social and spatial developments, urban
imaginaries and identities, changing forms of work, participation and bottom-
up community organizing, gentrification, squatting and the struggle against
the privatization and commercialization of public space, city branding and
marketing, the creative class discourse, or the role of art and artists in urban
development.” Throughout, the book displays an acute theory-consciousness
and familiarity with central concepts of ‘critical urban studies’ in the sense
outlined above. Here, as well as in interviews {cf. “2010b”), Schifer very adept-
ly employs, cites and alludes to Benjamin, Heidegger’s reading of Holderlin,
Lefebvre, Foucault, Deleuze and Guattari, David Harvey, or Siqueiros and the
aesthetics and politics of Mexican muralismo as well as innumerable further
directly apposite as well as arcanely related notions and concepts. I can here
only discuss a small selection of issues and their negotiation and will do so
focusing on those which are, firstly, most prominent in “right to the city” move-
ments generally and, secondly, which best illustrate the poetics and politics of
Schifer’s approach.

The more explicitly political sections dealing with the recent Hamburg ini-
tiatives revolve around the intersecting concerns of city branding and imagi-
neering, the attempt at tailoring the city to the needs of the ‘creative class,
and the privatization and commercialization of public space: “Unnoticed at
first, something essential began to change in the cities when we started walk-
ing around with cardboard cups full of hot milk and coffee. Entire neighbour-
hoods soon gave you the feeling that you were purchasing a stay permit with
your latte.” (142).

An impressive sequence of drawings explores the connection between
neoliberal urban policies and the loss of urban memory emblematized in
the collapse of the Cologne City Archive as a result of privatized construc-
tion work on a new underground line: “Cologne, March 2009: Suddenly the
earth opened up and the entire history of the city disappeared down a hole”
(152). In an interview, Schifer commented on the collapse as “an almost

6 Like the entire book, these texts are in both English and German.

7 The five chapters are titled as follows: “Lefebvre 4 Kids” {3), “Appropriated Space” {(69), 1979:
The City is Our Factory” {n5}, “Black Holes” {151}, “Hamburg; Surrounding the ‘Expanding
City’ with Projects” (165}, “The Evening [ Would Like to Have on Film” (272).
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biblical omen for the end of the neoliberal city model” (“z010¢” 106, my
translation).

In a related vein, Schifer attacks the way in which the City of Hamburg
uncritically deployed Richard Florida’s widely debated, reductionist “creative
class” policies (cf. Florida) in its urban development strategies in order to tar-
get this ‘economically desirable’ segment of the population. In addition to
overstating the contribution of specific forms of culture to an attractive eco-
nomic milieu, which has led to a socially exclusionist latte-macchiatoization
of parts of the city, the concomitant instrumentalization of art and artists as
well as the gentrification associated with these processes have also met with
significant resistance from artists refusing to be commodified as mere loca-
tion factors conducive to the ‘bohemian index’ of a city.® The connection is
captured as follows: “In 2004, Senator of Science Dréiger hands out books by
Richard Florida in the Hamburg city senate. Florida holds lectures. Roland
Berger develops “Hamburg, City of Talent.” Artists leave the city” (174).

Arguably the central issue in this most topical and specific chapter “Ham-
burg: Surrounding the ‘Expanding City’ with Projects” (165-271) is that of
gentrification, in response to which numerous projects and initiatives have
been launched. In addition to the more conventional flyers, protests, public
lectures, performances or squatting, one of the more humorous ideas is the
“degentrification kit,” a set of items and ideas to “ruin the image of the neigh-
bourhood” so as to scare away investors: “add foreign names to your door bell
[...] dry ugly clothing outdoors [the illustration suggests the type of ribbed
undershirt popularly known as a ‘wifebeater’] [...] broken windows effect
foil® [...] hang Lidl bag out of your window [...] add satellite dish {or 2, or 3!)”
(183).1° The caveat “But watch it — don’t get too creative [where the creatives
are working, rents go up]” (183} is characteristic of the constant awareness of
the “anti-gentrifier's dilemma,” the insight that even (and especially) resistant
cultural production can be commodified.

It is not least the ongoing light-hearted reflections on this ambivalence of
activist art and the self- mockery in the awareness of a privileged form of theory
sudoku — insights which in no way trivialize the sincerity of the commitment —
that makes Schifer’s work so compelling. This is especially prominent in the
final chapter entitled “The Evening I Would Like to Have on Film”:

8 CE also the much-publicized protest of artists in Hamburg against such endeavours:
“Kunst als Protest” from 20049.

9 There is a certain irony here in the reference to Wilson/Kelling's notorious “Broken
Windows" essay in that the ‘broken windows theory' is usually vehemently attacked by
“critical urban theory™inflected urban activism and scholarship.

10 The phrases appear in a drawing, hence in no particular order; the order is mine.
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The evening I'd like to have as a movie began like this: We had arranged to
meet with the Utopia Salon & Spa Group at the McDonald's in the central
station. We drank lattes and gazed at the tracks. Only 3 people showed up.
The conversation revolved around arcades, urbanity, rambling, the prom-
ises of a by-gone age as encapsulated in architecture. After a while we left
and went on talking as we walked. The evening was dry and warm, It was
August 21, 2009, (2741

The corresponding drawing is highly allusive: three figures at a table perched
above the platforms and underneath the steel arches of the station architec-
ture reminiscent of the arches of the 19th-century Paris arcades memorialized
in Benjamin’s Passagenwerk.1?

The ambivalence of subversion and the awareness of the anti-gentrifier’s
dilemma directly tie in with the questions raised in my initial discussion of
voice, agency, privilege and the question of who, given the potential for com-
modification, ultimately benefits from such activism:

It was our most radical gestures that could best be made use of. — To in-
crease the value of real estate, to construct new neighbourhood identi-
ties. As soon as there was an illegal club somewhere, a cappuccine bar
would open next door, followed by a new media agency ... we were man-
agement consultants. ... [W]e had acquired precisely the skills that image
capitalism needs — visually literate, consumption-competent truffle pigs.
(132,134)

This is remarkably close to Mayer’s thoughts in her recent essay on some of the
key issues in “right to the city” activism:

Even though these coalitions do frequently succeed in preventing, or
at least modifying, crass neoliberal urban development projects, their
struggles often end up saving some oases and protected spaces only for
the comparatively privileged protagonists, spaces which increasingly be-
come instrumentalized in creative city branding efforts in the competitive

11 Cf also 284: “We stopped at a cellar restaurant. A place I had never been before. We got
hold of a comer sofa and on went the conversation: Lefebvre and the urban revolution,
David Harvey and the urban roots of the fiscal crisis, how a post-crisis urbanisation model
might Iook, the invention of the Bohemian and its totalisation today, the 31} printer and
Fab Lab ... Hours later we left the pub, poisoned with alcohol and nicotine” (284).

12 In the Bergermann interview, he explicitly speaks of this as "a Benjaminean situation”
(122, my translation).
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entrepreneurial urban pelicy game. The chapter thus raises the question
whether the “right to the city” movements in the global North need not
relate more directly to the struggles of groups that have been excluded
from the model of the neoliberal city.

MAYER 2012, 64, my italics

What Mayer here notes about the need to “relate” different types of urban
struggles to each other is precisely what Mark Purcell has termed a “well-
known problem for left politics ... [the need] to combine local struggles into
something larger without reducing each struggle to a homogenous unity”
(562). Here, according to Purcell, “[t]he right to the city [sensu Lefebvre] can be
useful in establishing relations of equivalence among groups in a broad coun-
terhegemonic urban alliance” (Purcell 571f.).

This need for a broad range of highly diverse urban social movements to
march under one banner and the “right to the city” as a claim with such an in-
tegrative potential are also a central and recurring subject in Schéfer’s account
of urban activism in Hamburg:

Right to the City: appropriation, social questions, counter-projects, inter-
national, tenant battles, poverty, solidarity, segregation, self-organized
spaces'? [...] Unlikely alliance [...] And there we are [...] a group of left
activists, from different ethnical and religious backgrounds [...}. To come
together and fight we use the term Right to the City.

SCHATER, 2010a 236, 190, emphasis in the original

In search of “success factors” for urban activism and activist cultural pro-
duction, in addition to such organizational issues of community organizing,
Schifer in an interview also comments on the political implications of artistic
form and the choice of media and genres:

v.8.: Your book is not poly-perspectivist, but functions in a rather linear
way from beginning to end, beginning with the history of the city of “Ur”
and ending in the urban present.
c.s.: Strictly pseudo-linear. [...] Ilike techniques that compress things.
It looks linear, fixed, pigeon-holed, but the brevity also opens up associa-
tive possibilities of jumping back and forth. Thus, even if universalism
13  The terms and concepts appear in a drawing, hence in no particular order; the order is

mine,
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has rightly been criticized, such a schematic representation allows me
to relate developments on different continents to each other — and thus
also to relativize genealogies such as Eurocentrism. My book claims, first
of all, to define fundamentally what a city is, what the urban revolution
might be and what it aims at. At the same time, the book works against
such linearity; there are constant prolepses and analepses.

SCHAFER, 2010b n1sf, my translation

Emphasizing the processuality and openness of drawing, he here speaks about
drawing as an activity in which exploratory doodling, the deliberate putting-to-
paper of an idea and the making of a product until the last moment do not have
to be mutually exclusive: “A drawing can potentially escape goal-directedness
and instrumentalization until the last second” (Schéfer, 2z010b 1n6). This un-
derstanding is developed further in response to a critical question about de-
collectivization and his potential appropriation of drawings originally from
and for a political context for his own artistic and economic self-promotion:
“I was able to give talks in ‘right to the city’ contexts with these drawings, using
them to illustrate Lefebvre’s terms in a different way, thus using them for our
exchange. There is no pure form that is entirely free of a potential commodifi-
cation” (122).

Given this constant exploration of artistic strategies of subversion, the
considerable publicity and success achieved by the Hamburg movement, and
finally Schéfer's own prominent role in it as an activist, participant observer
and embedded artist, a comment on the intersection of activism and cultural
production in an earlier section of the book might well be read as an oblique
remark on his own successful negotiation of these issues: “Some succeeded
in connecting their sub-cultural and art practices with the struggles against
gentrification.” (2010a 130).

4 Conclusion

A few tentative conclusions may be drawn based on the two case studies: Stra-
tegically speaking, it seems that a success factor in urban activism is to achieve
what Purcell calls “networks of equivalence [...] counterhegemonic combina-
tions of differentiated but equivalent popular struggles” {Purcell 562) and what
Christoph Schéfer refers to as “unlikely alliances: Letting disparities co-exist
and emphasizing difference even while acting together” (2010a 236, emphasis in
the original).
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As far as aesthetic strategies in activist cultural production are concerned,
they frequently appear to be the result of a keen awareness of “the anti-
gentrifier's dilemma” But the more theory-conscious and self-reflexive art-
ists and activists become, they also appear to be aware that their own brand
of urban activism is occasionally an activity of the privileged rather than of
those most directly affected by gentrification and social exclusion. It seems
that one of the recurring strategies in response to these dilemmas is a highly
self-conscious, extremely reflexive, media-conscious form of experimentalism
in cultural production, frequently with fairly explicit claims as to the eman-
cipatory potential of this formally experimental form of presentation. How-
ever, in the case of Klein’s activist scholarship and cultural production, one
might argue that the way in which the dynamic and non-linear multimedia
format (emphatically rot a straightforward documentary) seeks to activate
the individual user is precisely what undercuts any sort of communal activism
precisely because of the solitary nature of the reception experience. In Schafer’s
case, by contrast, we can argue that such formal strategies do work: The draw-
ings have been used in lectures at MIT and elsewhere and thus furnish material
for academic discussions, but they also work as posters, flyers, food for thought
in community workshops etc. Thus, without claiming that Schéfer’s work was
pivotal in this, the Hamburg “right to the city” initiative has had a number of
very remarkably successes; and as long as activist cultural production can thus
be tapped into at various levels — and the kind of deliberately open-ended,
exploratory process of drawing seems to lend itself to that — it does have the
potential to be instrumental in the kind of urban resistance movement we are
concerned with here.
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