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Abstract 
 

After decades of stigmatization, the historically working class and immigrant neighbourhood of 

Wilhelmsburg, in Hamburg, Germany, is experiencing a flurry of planning and development 

attention from the city-state. The city evaluates neighbourhood change mainly by tracking 

demographics, and in particular the attraction of the white, German middle class to the island. 

Little is known about the qualitative experiences of long-time residents, however, and even less 

about the experiences of racialized people. This is consistent with the pattern of inattention to 

racialization in German urban research, which has led Black scholars and scholars of colour to 

call for more scholarship that takes seriously the role of structural and systemic racism in the 

production of urban space. A public ethnography informed by an intersectional, anti-racist 

methodology, this study responds to this call by exploring the perspectives of racialized long-

time residents of Wilhelmsburg on recent developments on the island and investigating how 

racialized people figure in local planning. Through ethnographic interviews with nineteen 

residents and eight planners and politicians, as well as archival research, photography and 

participant sensing, the study illuminates a complex picture of development in Wilhelmsburg 

past and present. This dissertation draws on and extends theories of racial capitalism, the legacies 

of colonialism in Hamburg, racism and migration in Germany, and social mix planning and 

gentrification. It finds that Wilhelmsburg has a long history of devaluation as a space associated 

with waste and migrant labour. In contrast, the interviewed racialized residents value the island 

differently, as a Heimat: a place of warmth and belonging in a context that otherwise excludes 

them. It further finds that the cityôs recent social mix policies and projects in Wilhelmsburg rely 

upon treatment of racialized people as more displaceable under the law, and that the cityôs 

planning strategies represent a threat to racialized belonging in the neighbourhood as a result.  
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The interviewed residents challenge the dominant planning narrative with their assessments of 

the effects of advancing gentrification on the neighbourhoodôs most vulnerable, and contest the 

meaning of ñmixò with interpretations that value the islandôs longstanding diversity and support 

their hopes for a more convivial future.  
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Introduction  
 

Locating Wilhelmsburg 

Hamburg-Wilhelmsburg has seen some major new developments over the past 15 years. The 

historically working class and immigrant neighbourhood in the south of the city-state of 

Hamburg, Germany, had struggled for decades with intense stigmatization.  Headlines about the 

island as anything other than a space of ñpoverty, unemployment, and foreignersò (Gipp, 2001, 

translation by author) had been few and far between for quite some time. In recent years, the 

image has diversified somewhat, so that alongside stories about poverty, unemployment, and 

foreigners, there is news of music festivals, environmental organizing, basketball games at the 

new arena, and debate about the transformation of old factories into centres for artistic 

production (cf. Binde, 2019; Riebe & Röer, 2019). Where Wilhelmsburg had barely been on 

Hamburgôs map, both literally and figuratively (Schultz & Sieweke, 2008), it now features in 

tourist guidebooks as a place that is well worth a visit. 

 This shift has been both feared and celebrated as a process of gentrification, as has also 

been reflected by the headlines. Articles in local and national media outlets have asked whether 

gentrification is taking place in Wilhelmsburg and have debated whether it is good or bad for the 

island (cf. Greven, 2014, 2015; Yenirce, 2017a). The media flurry has been accompanied by a 

deluge of scholarly research on the neighbourhood, authored by students and professors 

seemingly from every possible academic discipline including architecture, geography, sociology, 

social work, urban studies, planning, and design (cf. Birke, 2013; Christmann, 2013; Dörfler, 

2014; Eckardt, 2017; Hohenstatt, 2017; Rinn, 2018; Schaefer, 2013b; Schlünzen & Linde, 2014; 

Schmidt, 2012; Vogelpohl & Buchholz, 2017; Wildner & Holtz, 2015). 
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 When I first visited Wilhelmsburg in 2011, I did not know that I would contribute to the 

deluge. As part of a group of Canadian graduate students on a study tour of Hamburg, I noticed 

that the island was a hot topic. Two massive redevelopment projects cum events had already 

broken ground at that time, the International Building Exhibition and International Garden Show, 

and we were treated to walking tours and presentations in and about Wilhelmsburg. What struck 

me most was how, in a talk about Hamburgôs urban development and renewal strategy and 

priorities, the then head of planning, Oberbaudirektor Jörn Walter, told our study group that in 

order to solve Wilhelmsburgôs problems, the population needed to be transformed. I walked 

away wondering ñwho precisely is this ópopulationô? And why did they need to be 

ótransformedô?ò I then walked into a month-long internship at a community organization in 

Wilhelmsburg, and there began to find unsettling answers to my questions.  

 I found that the racialization of Wilhelmsburg and its residents, which is to say the 

production of its residents as racial ñothers,ò and the naturalization of the island as their place, 

were central to how they were depicted and problematized, particularly by the biggest 

redevelopment project at the time, the IBA Hamburg. In my masterôs study, I used Foucauldian 

discourse analysis to analyze IBA Hamburgôs books, websites, pamphlets, and videos, looking at 

how the space and its residents were represented. I argued that the racialization of people and 

place, and the framing of them as in need of integration into the metropolis of the future, 

provided a basis on which to legitimize development interventions (Chamberlain, 2012, 2013). I 

later also looked more closely at how the island was framed as a ñlaboratoryò and the IBA 

Hamburg as an ñexperimentò to justify a planning strategy that represents a risk specifically to 

racialized residents (Chamberlain, 2020). That research remains, to my knowledge, the only 
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research that addresses, directly and in detail, the role of racism in the redevelopment of 

Wilhelmsburg. 

While the image of Hamburg as Germanyôs so-called ñGateway to the Worldò is one of 

cosmopolitanism and openness, the image obscures how racism and the control of racialized 

people are part of Hamburgôs landscape past and present (Della et al., 2018; Schepers, 2018). 

Hamburg is the countryôs second-largest city and its most significant port, and the structuring of 

the city around the production of wealth from the arrival and departure of goods and people has 

been central to Hamburg for essentially as long as it has existed (MacFarlane, 2019; Meyer-

Lenz, 2016, 2018). The oft-celebrated diversity of Hamburg as a port city is long-standing, but 

has always involved differential rights, and to greater or lesser extents the control of racialized 

ñothersò in and through city space (MacFarlane & Mitchell, 2019). 

Black and People of Colour scholars and activists in Hamburg have argued for decades 

that this is the case, and that the cityôs cosmopolitan image obscures the colonial logics and 

legacies that continue to shape urban space and development in the city-state. Profits from 

colonial extraction, colonial violence, and slavery enabled Hamburgôs growth into the wealthiest 

city in Germany, with its highest per capita income and greatest number of millionaires by 

income (Handelskammer Hamburg, n.d.; Seukwa and Della, in Schepers, 2018). The central 

logic of colonialism, which ñstands fundamentally for some people being worth more than 

others,ò continues to be reflected in city space through monuments and naming practices, and 

through the treatment of racialized people by the state and its institutions (Adjei, in Della et al., 

2018, translation by author; Afrika-Hamburg.de, n.d.; Hengari et al., 2018; Mancheno, 2016). 

This has also been noted by Black German scholars and German scholars of Colour writing 

about Berlin, Amsterdam, Paris, and other European cities, and has led to a call to take 
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colonialism and racism seriously in urban research (El-Tayeb, 2011, 2012; N. Ha, 2014a, 2017; 

Haritaworn, 2015).  

Recent events on Wilhelmsburgôs doorstep illustrate the urgency of this call. In 

December 2017 a neo-Nazi placed a bomb in a shopping bag filled with screws on the platform 

of Veddel S-Bahn station. The station is a busy gateway both to Wilhelmsburg and to Veddel, its 

similarly racialized and stigmatized neighbour. It was sheer luck that just one person was injured 

in the bombing and that no one else was close by enough be killed or seriously injured 

(Prozessbeobachtung zum rechten Terroranschlag auf der Veddel, 2018). Police and media 

coverage trivialized the attack, however, as ñjust a small explosionò that had nothing to do with 

the specific location where it happened (Kirsche, 2018, translation by author). The attacker, who 

had been convicted in the 1990s of killing a man for insulting Hitler, was characterized as a 

former neo-Nazi and a ñdrinkerò with no apparent political motives (Hamburger Abendblatt, 

2017). Not until he was convicted of attempted murder and bodily harm was the attack 

characterized in more serious terms as likely ñxenophobicò and committed by ña fervent 

supporter of Hitlerò (Prozessbeobachtung zum rechten Terroranschlag auf der Veddel, 2018, 

translation by author). 

Direct, violent attacks committed by neo-Nazis have long been the only form of racism 

that were legible as such in Germany (Barskanmaz, 2011, 2012). Yet this attack was still 

trivialized and minimized, in a prime example of the willful logical acrobatics used by the state 

and by mainstream media to avoid connecting the dots when it comes to racist violence in the 

supposedly progressive city of Hamburg (Mobiles Beratungsteams gegen Rechstextremismus, 

2018). While this kind of attack is relatively rare in Hamburg in comparison to the country as a 

whole, which is seeing an explosion of racist and anti-migrant violence and failing to adequately 
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address it (Amnesty International, 2016), it raises disturbing and urgent questions for the city and 

thus for this dissertation. As the flyer for a demonstration that was held by local anti-fascist and 

anti-racist organizers shortly after the Veddel bombing asked: ñHavenôt you learned anything?!ò 

(see Figure 1 below). If a convicted neo-Nazi sets off a bomb in a well-known immigrant 

neighbourhood and it is not understood as a racist attack, what hope is there that the state and 

media are substantially engaged in identifying and dismantling the more insidious, everyday, 

structural, and systemic forms of racism that undermine the well-being of racialized people in the 

city?  

The global and local events that have unfolded as I prepared to defend this dissertation in 

early 2020 have further increased the urgency of these questions. In February 2020, a mass 

shooter targeted racialized people in two shisha bars in Hanau, Germany, killing nine, plus 

himself and his mother. From the killerôs writing as well as the targets, the racist motivation of 

the mass murder was made abundantly clear, and even the Chancellor was moved to call out ñthe 

poison of racismò in Germany (Connolly & Oltermann, 2020; Sanyal, 2020). In April, a man 

who attacked a synagogue in Halle during Yom Kippur in 2019 was charged with double murder 

and the attempted murder of 68 people (Deutsche Welle, 2020a). In the same time period, the 

COVID-19 pandemic has pushed deep inequalities into the spotlight, illuminating how 

vulnerability to surveillance, infection, and death is shaped by how people are differentially 

valued and positioned in societal structures and systems. High rates of Coronavirus infection in 

Germanyôs slaughterhouses and meat packing factories, for example, have illuminated the 

miserable, exploitative working and living conditions faced by the mainly Eastern European 

workers in the industry, leading to outcry and promises of reform (Deutsche Welle, 2020b; Nack, 

2020). Yet they have also highlighted the quickness with which the public will associate 
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ñlooking like an outsiderò with a risk to their health, and that local officials knew about the 

unsafe housing and working conditions for years and took no action (Soric, 2020).  

During the Coronavirus pandemic, widespread uprising against systemic anti-Black 

racism also arose in the United States and has echoed around the world. Sparked by the murder 

of George Floyd by a police officer in Minneapolis, protests against racist police violence and 

systemic inaction in the face of persistent racial discrimination and oppression grew and 

multiplied. Germany has seen massive demonstrations held in solidarity with Black people in the 

US, and in protest of institutionalized anti-Black racism and police violence in Germany. Both in 

Hamburg and Berlin, Black and People of Colour protestors reported being targeted by police, 

and harassed and detained immediately after demonstrations (Black Lives Matter Berlin, 2020; 

Neuber, 2020). In Hamburg, bystanders described how the police attacked en masse without 

warning, kettling protesters and taking 36 young people into custody. ñThe Hamburg police 

justified the operation based on violations of the distancing rules that apply during the Corona 

pandemic. Observers and those affected speak of racist police violence: all detainees had a 

ómigration backgroundôò (Neuber, 2020, translation by author). Activists against racial profiling 

in the city have noted that police profiling tactics overlap with COVID-19 regulations to 

intensify the targeting and sanction of Black and racialized people in public space (Copwatch 

HH, n.d.). In June 2020, a non-profit coalition also published a list of the 159 known cases in 

which racialized people have died in police custody in Germany over the last 20 years 

(Weiermann, 2020). Systemic racism and institutional racist violence are thus prominent in 

public debate as I prepare this dissertation for publication. 

 The dissertation takes its cue from the scholarship and activism of Black people and 

People of Colour in Hamburg and in Germany, and picks up where my masterôs research left off, 
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to ask what the effects of planning that is steeped in the logic of racialization are for the residents 

of Wilhelmsburg. I have framed the study as an intersectional and anti-racist public ethnography, 

with the explicit goal of challenging racism in its various forms while investigating and 

communicating the typically marginalized perspectives of racialized people to academic and 

non-academic audiences (Bailey, 2013; Crenshaw, 1991; Dei, 2005; Hunting, n.d.; Tedlock, 

2005). From 2016-2018 I conducted a qualitative study in Wilhelmsburg, using semi-structured 

interviews, participant sensing, and photography to explore how racialized residents of 

Wilhelmsburg experienced and engaged with recent planning and development interventions by 

the city-state, and how those residents figured in local plannersô and politiciansô decision-

making. To produce this dissertation, I brought together the resulting textual, visual, and sensory 

data with extensive readings of local historical, government, and media archives. 

 At times I have thought of this study as a qualitative evaluation of city-state planning 

where none was planned by the city-state itself. In response to public outcry about the prospect 

of gentrification, consultants conducted an annual ñstructural monitoringò in the last years of the 

IBA Hamburg, but that ended in 2013 (see Analyse & Konzepte, 2013). Today the only form of 

evaluation comes through the reading of census data and the city-wide ósocial monitoringô report 

that Hamburg produces with the help of researchers at Hafen City University. I have come to 

understand, and this dissertation will demonstrate, that the city is intent on ñmixingò the 

population of Wilhelmsburg as the central spatial solution to social and economic problems, and 

from that perspective it suffices to track demographics as the sole measure of neighbourhood 

change.  
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Wilhelmsburgers, in contrast, often framed my study as a snapshot of a moment in time ï 

a moment in which, from their perspectives, a change had undoubtedly begun, but in which it 

was not yet clear where it would lead, and what it would ultimately mean for the lives of long-

time residents. The fundamental changes would play out over a period of decades rather than 

years, and thus it was suggested to me more than once that this should be a series of studies, and 

that I should come back to the island in another five, 10, or 20 years, to see what had happened. 

Goals of the dissertation 

The contribution that I aim to make with this dissertation is to the body of knowledge 

about Wilhelmsburg, about development and planning in German cities, and about how 

racialization and racism function and affect the people that they target in this present moment. I 

see four main parts to this contribution. Firstly, I analyze the development of Hamburg-

Figure 1: ñHavenôt you learned anything?! Fight right-wing terror and institutional racism!ò 

In this flyer for a demonstration at S-Bahn Veddel local activists name what police and media 

failed to (found item, translation by author, 2018). 
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Wilhelmsburg within the framework of racial capitalism as it connects in particular to 

Hamburgôs colonial past and present and has produced racialized devaluation and environmental 

racism in Wilhelmsburg. This conceptual framework, which emerged from Cedric Robinsonôs 

(1983) work Black Marxism and from Black and People of Colour environmental justice 

organizing and scholarship (Bullard, 2018; Gosine & Teelucksingh, 2008), and which has been 

elaborated by critical race (Melamed, 2015) and geography scholars (Pulido, 2016, 2017) is 

uncommon to the German urban literature (for a partial exception, see Raddatz & Mennis, 2013). 

I offer an articulation of the local specificity of particular racializations and racisms, as Stuart 

Hall (1986) advocated, and connect them to broader patterns and systems that span the globe 

(Roy, 2018). I respond to the shortage of race-critical work in urban research about Germany, 

and write in solidarity with the struggles of racialized people and migrants in Germany for self-

definition in the context of racialized citizenship.   

Secondly, the dissertation contributes an analysis of the city-stateôs planning policies and 

development projects in Wilhelmsburg as driven by the racial common sense of social mixing. 

This provides a critical addition to the local research and activism that often acknowledges 

differential targeting for displacement over time, but misses the specifics of how that 

displaceability is produced. I bring analysis of racialization in Germany together with local 

research, residentsô experiences, and the better- and lesser-known aspects of city-state 

interventions on the island, to demonstrate the centrality of the racialization of ñmigrantsò to 

mixing and thus how ñdisplaceabilityò (Yiftachel, n.d.) is racialized in this context. This also 

contributes to the ongoing scholarly critique of the logic of social mix in German planning.  

This dissertation also contributes a complex picture of how racialized people who are 

made displaceable by the logic of social mix conceptualize and rearticulate mix as an illusion 
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and as a potentially useful tool for the community. The residents I interviewed viewed social mix 

in ways that both challenged and accepted hegemonic understandings of it, notably making space 

within the notion to advocate for the (re)integration of white Germans into spaces that they have 

fled and avoided. These are the ómixed feelingsô to which the title of the chapter refers: 

conflicting emotions and feelings in which residents support the prevailing notion of mixing, 

while also rejecting many of the premises on which it is based. The title draws from Jin 

Haritawornôs (2012) use of the phrase in Biopolitics of Mixing, in which they approach mixing 

and feelings about it from the perspectives of people with part-Thai heritage in Britain and 

Germany. Their work informs my understanding of social mix, and of the tension in 

Wilhelmsburgersô analyses, in which the problems with which they are most concerned are not 

perceptibly solved by the logic of mix, but rather are exacerbated by it. I argue that this presents 

a challenge to residents and resident activism. The dissertation offers a potential point for critical 

reflection both for Wilhelmsburg residents and for politicians and planners in Hamburg beyond. 

It asks why planned mixing is not only tolerated but embraced, when the evidence on it is 

conflicting and debated, and when it plays upon exactly the kind of discrimination to which 

Wilhelmsburgers object in other aspects of their lives.  

Finally, the dissertation documents and communicates counter-narratives about 

Wilhelmsburg and contributes a valuation of the space and its residents that is different from and 

that subverts the dominant discourse. For research participants, this was one of the main things 

that my study could offer the neighbourhood, in the spirit of reciprocity that I will describe in 

Chapter Two. I aim to tell stories and perspectives that are normally missing or marginalized in 

urban planning and in urban research. Residents painted a powerful picture of a close-knit 

neighbourhood that accepts people who are excluded from Germanness and that offers a deep 
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sense of belonging and well-being for long-time residents. This valuation both resists and has 

been forged by the racism that has defined Wilhelmsburg as a ñghettoò and as a ñproblem 

neighbourhoodò for as long as many people can remember. This represents a strength and 

potential basis for resident organizing, in the context of ongoing neighbourhood change. 

 

Overview of dissertation 

The organization of this dissertation reflects what racialized Wilhelmsburgers told me were the 

most important themes and developments in the neighbourhood. It flows according to the 

priorities as residents identified them, in particular narrativizing the history of the island 

according to their analysis rather than simply reproducing the dominant story about óhow it came 

to be how it is.ô As a result, the historical and development context are located in both Chapter 

Three and Chapter Five, both of which draw extensively on my archival research as well as on 

Figure 2: Looking westward to Wilhelmsburg from the platform at Veddel station, with the Spreehafen 

and the port in the distance (photo by author, 2019). 



 

 

12 

 

my interviews in the neighbourhood, findings from which are woven throughout the dissertation. 

This results in an unconventional structure to the dissertation, as I ask the reader to first consider 

the meaning of the neighbourhood to long-time residents before I introduce the policies and 

developments that drew my attention to Wilhelmsburg in the first place. With this organizational 

choice I assert, as residents did, that the former is important context for understanding the latter.  

The dissertation is organized as follows. In Chapter One, I outline the theoretical and 

conceptual framework that guided the study and the dissertation. I anchor the anti-racist 

commitment that I have touched on in this introduction in a citational practice that centres the 

work of Black German scholars and German scholars of Colour. Starting from the insight that 

cities are produced by and themselves reproduce the structures and relations of which they are a 

part, I sketch out key discourses and structures of ñraceò and racism in the German context. I 

outline how I understand racialization and what I see as key concepts for understanding my study 

and its findings, including the notions of migration background, migrantization and 

externalization, and integration. I then define racial capitalism as a global system that has local 

significance in devaluation of racialized people; I link racial capitalism to environmental racism 

and white supremacy. I argue that there are various spatializations of race and racism that prove 

relevant to Hamburg-Wilhelmsburg, including segregation, ñthe ghetto,ò racialized 

displaceability, and social mixing. These spatializations share in common an interest in the 

control of racialized people in and through urban space, whether through containment or 

dispersal.  

In Chapter Two, I describe in more detail how I came to the project, answering a local 

journalistôs question about how a Canadian ended up researching Wilhelmsburg. I describe how 

I, as a straight, white cis-woman who was born and raised in Toronto became aware of and 
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uncomfortable with how Wilhelmsburg was talked about in Hamburgôs planning and politics. By 

starting from how I came to the research, I situate the study as an anti-racist, intersectional public 

ethnography that explores racialized residentsô experiences and analyses of recent developments 

in Hamburg-Wilhelmsburg, and how racialized people figure in local planning. I articulate the 

study as the production of knowledge through my embodied experience as an outsider researcher 

(ethnography), starting from an explicit critique with the intention to reach multiple audiences 

(public). I describe how anti-racist and intersectional methodologies inform the projectôs 

structure and goals, and how my methods and research practices, particularly of accountability, 

reciprocity, and disrupting relations of power and authority within the research itself, reflect 

these methodologies. I conclude by describing the methods that I used: ethnographic interviews, 

participant sensing, and photography, complemented by an interim report to participants and a 

community event that used visual and textual tools to prompt discussion. I outline who I spoke to 

in particular, and reflect on some of the opportunities and challenges that my methods presented. 

This is followed by four data-based chapters. In Chapter Three I trace out the negative 

image that has been so central to recent attempts to redevelop and revalue Wilhelmsburg, 

drawing on the full breadth of data from this study, including government documents, secondary 

historical sources, participant sensing and photography, as well as interviews with residents, 

planners and politicians. Wilhelmsburgers trace the islandôs ñbad reputationò to a combination of 

racist discourse about the presence of migrants and material conditions in which people of low 

socio-economic status were deliberately concentrated on the island. I argue that Wilhelmsburg 

has long been approached from the outside as not-quite-Germany, in keeping with ghetto 

discourse and the racialization of space. The long-term process of devaluation of the island, 

underscored by the planning of it as a space for work and waste, is consistent with the normal 
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functioning of racial capitalism and its production of environmental racism. Chapter Three 

explores this history within the context of Hamburg as a colonial metropolis, and thus as a city 

with long-standing investments in racialized devaluations. 

Chapter Four focuses on Wilhelmsburgersô perceptions of their island home and in 

particular their appreciation of it as a space of beauty, warmth, and acceptance in the context of 

societal exclusion and racism. Drawing primarily on interviews with residents, I explore a side of 

the neighbourhood that Wilhelmsburgers argue is rarely perceived from the outside, including 

residentsô assessments of it as a space of conviviality, where cohabitation and engagement across 

difference makes multiculture a part of ordinary life. Racialized residents specifically call 

Wilhelmsburg Heimat, a concept that links belonging, identity, and space. I sketch out a 

genealogy of the concept of Heimat as fraught and contested in the German-language context, 

where it has often been taken up in racist and exclusive ways, and where German scholars and 

journalists of Colour have argued for reshaping or abandoning the concept. Wilhelmsburgers use 

Heimat to assert a sense of being at home in the neighbourhood as immigrants and racialized 

people. Residentsô sense of belonging and attachment demonstrates that there are multiple, 

alternate valuations of Wilhelmsburg in the context of racial capitalism.  

I see these valuations as threatened by the logic of ñsocial mixingò that prevails in the 

city-stateôs strategies to redevelop the island. In Chapter Five I build on the context established 

thus far to explore the recent planning interventions that research participants suggested had been 

most important and impactful in Wilhelmsburg. Drawing mainly on government archives, I 

outline a subsidy for student housing, social mix policy in public housing, and twin event-

projects ï the International Garden Show and International Building Exhibition ï that Hamburg 

has implemented since 2005. The strategies share a central goal of social mixing, through a shift 
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in outside perceptions of Wilhelmsburg, attraction of middle class (white) Germans to the island 

and restriction of access to housing for racialized people. The content of the strategies 

demonstrates that the common sense of social mixing is race- as well as class-based, though this 

has been largely missed in research on the island to date. I draw on the work of local scholars 

and activists, media archives, interviews, and participant sensing to highlight protest and debate 

and in particular the critique of the event-projects as tools of state-led gentrification in 

Wilhelmsburg. I find that the analytical frame of gentrification does not fully capture the 

racialization of displaceability in this instance, where racialized people and their attachment to 

Wilhelmsburg as Heimat is devalued. The policies of Hamburg city-state, underpinned by white 

supremacy that is built into an exception to German equality laws, threaten the processes of 

emplacement, attachment, and spatialized identification of racialized Wilhelmsburgers, putting 

them at particular risk of un-homing.  

Yet the Wilhelmsburgers I interviewed were hopeful about the prospects for continued 

and increased conviviality through the mixing of more white Germans into the neighbourhood. 

From their perspectives, mixing is desirable if it challenges the long-standing stigmatization and 

marginalization of the island and produces greater conviviality and connection across difference. 

In Chapter Six I draw on interviews, participant sensing, and media archives to explore these 

perspectives as being in tension and conflictual, even as they open space around the common 

sense of mixing to see it another way. I demonstrate that many of the recent changes that 

residents describe in the neighbourhood are creating hardship and increased vulnerability 

specifically for racialized people and people with low incomes. Housing has become more 

expensive, scarce, and less accessible for people with ñmigrant-sounding names,ò which traces 

back to the planning and development strategies that I describe in Chapter Five. Residentsô 
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accounts of space-related tensions and contestations between different groups on the island also 

underscore that mix is not necessarily leading to the kind of close living-together rather than 

alongside one another that some Wilhelmsburgers said they long for. In the Conclusion, I 

identify some of the questions that remain open from this study, particularly around the future of 

conviviality in the changing neighbourhood. I summarize the ground that the dissertation 

covered and identify several areas for future research. 
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Figure 3: Map of Hamburg showing  Wilhelmsburg and other parts of the city that are mentioned in the dissertation (© OpenStreetMap contributors, 

under Open Database License, with additional tags by author, 2020). 
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Figure 4: Map of Wilhelmsburg (© OpenStreetMap contributors, under Open Database License, with 

additional tags by author, 2020). 

Added points mentioned in dissertation: 

 Reiherstiegviertel/Old Wilhelmsburg  Bahnhofsviertel   S-Bahn Veddel Station    Spreewald   

  Flak/Energy Bunker   Ministry of Urban Development and Housing         Veringstrasse 
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Chapter One: Theoretical Framework 
 

Introduction  

In this dissertation, I take an interdisciplinary approach to the investigation of racialized 

residentsô experiences of development in Wilhelmsburg, drawing on scholarship from critical 

race and ethnic studies, urban studies, geography, sociology, and cultural studies. Two main 

threads weave throughout the dissertation: an analysis of how racialization functions specifically 

in the German context, and of the articulation of racialization and racism in and through urban 

planning and urban space.  

 My approach is informed by the notion that cities exist in a symbiotic relationship with 

the systems of which they are a part (King, 1990). They are embedded in social, economic, and 

political structures and relations, and they also help to produce and reproduce those structures 

and relations (King, 1990; Tomiak, 2011). In this chapter, I will establish that racialization and 

racism are crucial structures and relations in the German context, as the very notion of 

Germanness in dominant discourse and practice is dependent upon racialization and 

externalization of Others. This, in turn, is spatialized in cities through forms of segregation and 

containment, and through the production of racialized displaceability, which reproduce dominant 

ideas of who belongs in the city and in the nation. I theorize these through the lens of racial 

capitalism, a concept that describes the devaluation of racialized people as central to the 

prevailing economic system (Robinson, 1983), and racism thus as systematic, institutional and 

interpersonal in nature and manifestation (Pulido, 2016, 2017). 

Black German scholars and German scholars of Colour have demonstrated that European 

cities are spaces of colonial encounter that are invested in the control of racialized bodies in and 
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through city space (N. Ha, 2014a, 2017), and have identified European cities, as spaces with 

visible racialized populations, as an important ñbattlegroundò for struggles over belonging, 

culture, and values (El-Tayeb, 2011, 2012). Yet the body of urban scholarship that takes racism 

in Germany seriously, and that directly addresses the role of race in the city, remains relatively 

small and comprised almost entirely of the work of scholars who are Black and People of Colour 

(El-Tayeb, 2011; K. N. Ha, 2005; N. Ha, 2014a, 2014b, 2016; Haritaworn, 2015; Mancheno, 

2016; Tsianos, 2013; MacFarlane & Mitchell, 2019). The dominant tendency in urban 

scholarship in the German context is the migrantization of racialized urban residents and spaces, 

which is to say the labelling of people and communities as migrants, regardless of whether they 

are or not. I will demonstrate that this is consistent with how racism functions in Germany in 

general (El-Tayeb, 2016; Sow, 2018). In this context even critical urban research often respects 

the long-standing taboo around mentioning ñrace,ò and thus struggles to make sense of the 

experiences of marginalized and stigmatized people and neighbourhoods. This avoidance of 

racism reproduces and naturalizes racism as a part of everyday German life and limits the 

analytical potential of urban scholarship. 

As part of my anti-racist methodology, which I describe in detail in the following chapter, 

my theoretical framework draws first on the work of Black German and German People of 

Colour scholars, and puts that literature in conversation with work that has emerged from other, 

related contexts, again privileging the work of Black, Indigenous, and People of Colour scholars. 

On the one hand, this is practical given the gap in race-critical German urban literature. Anti-

racist methodology aims to ñidentify, challenge, and change the values, structures, and 

behaviours that perpetuate systemic racism and other forms of societal oppressionò in all aspects 

of research, including who and what is considered authoritative theory (Dei, 2005, p. 3). The 



 

 

21 

 

citational politics (Ahmed, 2013) of this dissertation thus privilege critical, intersectional anti-

racist theory and knowledge that has been produced by racialized people not only as experts on 

lived experience, but as authoritative theorizers and interpreters of the relevant issues and 

structures. One of the aims of this dissertation is to resist the marginalization that takes place in 

ongoing attempts to reproduce academia as a white, male, colonial domain (see Ahmed, 2013; 

El-Tayeb, 2016).  

In this sense it is also informed by Ananya Royôs (2018) argument for the production of 

urban research that keeps histories of colonialism, enslavement, and imperialism in view. Roy 

advocates for theorizing cities ñfrom the South,ò where the South is not a location, but ña 

structural relation of space, power and knowledge, produced and maintained in the crucible of 

racial capitalism on a global scaleò (Roy, 2018). To see from the South is to see European cities 

differently, to be able to pinpoint how ñdifference produced and spatialized in the context of 

colonialisms is constitutive of urban political economyò (Roy, 2018).  

I begin by exploring the locally specific characteristics of ñraceò and racism in Germany. 

Stuart Hall (1986) argued that there are multiple, context-specific racisms that are just as 

important to attend to as are global systems. In this chapter I discuss both, starting from the 

supposed taboo around talking about race in Germany, the racisms that are framed in cultural and 

religious terms, and the notion of ñmigration background.ò I draw centrally on the work of 

Fatima El-Tayeb, which illuminates how German identity and citizenship are dependent upon 

racialization. In the second section, I define racial capitalism as a global system that requires 

racialization for the production of value, and then discuss key urban spatializations of race 

including manifestations of the racialization of space, and the production of racialized 

displaceability. These apparently oppositional processes ï one tending towards containment, and 



 

 

22 

 

the other towards dispersal of racialized people ï demonstrate the multiplicity and flexibility of 

ways that racism is spatialized. At the core of both, however, is the logic of control of racialized 

people in and through urban space; as a dominant ñmythò and ñmantraò of German urban 

planning (Holm, 2009; Münch, 2014), social mix maintains this pattern while claiming to disrupt 

it.  

Racialization and racism in Germany 

Until recently, talking about ñraceò and racism was taboo in the German context. For many years 

there was a dominant illusion that since post-war ñdenazification,ò Germany had moved on to 

being ñpost-raceò (Chin et al., 2009; Goldberg, 2008). As German author Mithu Sanyal puts it, 

there was ñno racism in Germanyò when she was growing up. ñIn the 1980s every child learned 

at school that race was a construct that fascists used to justify segregating and killing people. So, 

if race didnôt exist, it naturally followed that racism didnôt either. If you wanted to talk about it 

people looked at you as if you were the Naziò (Sanyal, 2019b). When Black Germans and 

German People of Colour spoke out about racism, concepts like Fremdenfeindlichkeit and 

Ausländerfeindlichkeit (xenophobia, or fear of foreigners) were introduced as alternatives, which 

reproduced a dominant notion that the ñothersò of Germany were not racialized others but 

foreigners (Barskanmaz, 2012; El-Tayeb, 2016; Sanyal, 2019b). This represented a barrier to 

anti-racist action, but was also a crucial way in which racism in Germany was entrenched 

through the dismissal of the perspectives of people who experienced racism in their everyday 

life. 

What pervaded for some time was what Cengiz Barskanmaz (2012) has called ñGerman 

exceptionalism:ò a provincial notion of racism in Germany as exclusively the most vicious, 

exceptional, and incomparable forms of racism. This exceptionalism dramatically limited the 
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possibility for Germans, re-inscribed as always white through the special definition of ñourò kind 

of racism, to perceive and address racisms in their various and structural forms as actually 

experienced by racialized people in the country (Barskanmaz, 2012). According to the logic of 

exceptionalism, only the most explicit, direct, and violent interpersonal racism was legible as 

racism. 

My experience conducting this study suggests that this exceptionalism is still a 

substantial current in the thinking of white Germans. I was told more than once that racism in 

Germany was not the kinds of discrimination that I described in relation to my research in 

Wilhelmsburg, but something different. There is still an avoidance of the word racism and an 

official preference for referring to right-wing extremism and right-wing terror (see for example 

the comments of the Interior Minister after the recent shooting in Halle, in Hill, 2019). This is 

also related to Machtvermeidung, the evasion of power and particularly of race that Haritaworn 

(2005, p. 33) conceptualized in their work on whiteness in queer theory. Through race evasion, 

ñrelatively dominant people abdicate responsibility for their dominance,ò including in what are 

positioned as relatively progressive and critical contexts by using the socially constructed nature 

of ñraceò to deny the existence of racism (Haritaworn, 2005, p. 33, note 1, translation by author).  

Yet some suggest that there has recently been a shift in the public discourse and that it is 

now ñOK to be German and talk about raceò (Sanyal, 2019b). Sanyal puts this down to the rise 

of the Alternative für Deutschland  (ñAlternative for Germanyò or AfD) in recent years, whose 

often very explicitly racial and racist agenda has itself broken the taboo (Sanyal, 2019b), while 

also unleashing an increase in everyday racism (Ardal et al., n.d.). A growing body of research 

on racism has also made it harder to ignore or mis-characterize racism at official levels (Institut 

für Migrations- und Rassismusforschung Hamburg, 2011), and the frequency of racist attacks has 
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made the taboo ï and the denial wrapped up with it ï unsustainable. This was demonstrated by 

Chancellor Angela Merkelôs naming of the February 2020 mass shooting in Hanau as 

specifically motivated by racism (Connolly & Oltermann, 2020; Sanyal, 2020). Yet at the same 

time, there is also an active movement to remove the word ñraceò from the German constitution, 

an idea that has reared its head multiple times in recent history as a supposedly anti-racist step 

for the country (cf. Barskanmaz, 2011). Critical race legal scholars have strongly argued that this 

would be a step backwards, into treating the social construct and lived reality of race as 

unspeakable, at a moment when German institutions are just beginning to debate what anti-racist 

practice might look like (Barskanmaz & Samour, 2020). 

 In this dissertation, I use German scholar Fatima El-Tayebôs definition of racialization to 

inform my analysis. In general, racialization refers to the process through which ñraceò is 

produced (Ahmed, 2002) as a socially constructed category that ñonce fixed, renders groups of 

people as inferior, thereby justifying their marginalization and exploitationò (Mirchandani et al., 

2011, p. 120). Writing about the German context, El-Tayeb defines racialization more 

specifically as ñthe attribution of collective quasi-biological and or/cultural qualities that allow 

the perception of certain groups as not belonging, even when they are already part of societyò 

(El-Tayeb, 2016, p. 34, translation by author). The externalization of ñothersò who have been 

part of German and European society for a long time, including Roma and Sinti,1 Muslims and 

Jews, Black Germans, and ñpeople with migration background,ò is central to this process (El-

Tayeb, 2001, 2005, 2011, 2016). These externalizations are framed in cultural, ethnic, and 

religious terms, yet the differences that are attributed are imagined to be immutable and passed 

 
1 The Sinti are one of Germanyôs few officially recognized minorities; they are Roma people who have lived in the 

country for over 600 years (Sinti-Verein Hamburg e. V., 2015). 
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down between generations, which marks them as racial rather than truly cultural or religious 

categories (see also Ahmed, 2002; Razack, 2008).  

The notion of ñmigration backgroundò (Migrationshintergrund) bears particular attention 

as it emerges in the following chapters as important to Wilhelmsburgersô experiences and central 

to the logic of the city-state of Hamburgôs development of the island. The concept came into use 

in the 2005 national micro-census, and refers to people who have citizenship other than German, 

people who immigrated after 1950, naturalized citizens, and children who have a parent who 

falls into one of those categories (BAMF, 2017; Behörde für Stadtentwicklung und Umwelt et 

al., 2010; Destatis, 2018). Migration background is a racializing concept because it marks some 

people as unaligned with the nation, even though they are part of it (Ahmed, 2002). As my 

interviews with Wilhelmsburg residents will illustrate, particularly in Chapter Four, one can be 

German born, a German citizen, self-identify as German, and yet be classified as distinct by the 

state based on migration background. Due to the vagaries of the German citizenship regime, this 

can be the case even three or more generations removed from any actual immigration, which El-

Tayeb cites as an example of the often glaringly obvious contradictions that are produced by 

structures of racism, and which become commonplace and taken for granted (El-Tayeb, 2016). 

The concept was introduced after changes to German citizenship law meant that the distinctions 

that the state had previously drawn between ñGermansò and ñforeignersò became less useful as 

statistical instruments (Ahyoud et al., 2018; Destatis, 2018). Some people who had been so-

called ñguest workers,ò for example, which I discuss in Chapter Three, became eligible for 

German citizenship and thus were no longer marked as statistical ñothers.ò ñMigration 

backgroundò filled this gap and created a new categorization that now labels 22.5% of 

Germanyôs population, roughly half of whom are German citizens (Ahyoud et al., 2018).  
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The categorization is highly contested, especially by the people labelled with it, as this 

dissertation will also demonstrate. While the state claims that it is intended to identify people 

who may be disadvantaged, scholars and activists who prefer to call themselves German People 

of Colour, Black Germans, New Germans, GermanPlus, or indeed simply German (cf. Neue 

Deutsche Organisationen, n.d.; Sanyal, 2019b), argue that only collecting equality data that 

focuses on structures of discrimination would achieve that aim (Ahyoud et al., 2018; Tank, 

2017). Migration background migrantizes ï labels some people as ñmigrantsò who are not (El-

Tayeb, 2016; Sow, 2018) ï and continues the measurement of ñGermannessò according to 

notions of German blood and ancestry (Institut für Migrations- und Rassismusforschung 

Hamburg, 2011; Sanyal, 2019a). In the everyday use of the concept, as well, it is often used 

simply to refer to someone who is not white (Sanyal, 2019a; Sow, 2018). Mithu Sanyal refers to 

the results as the ñ3-H Formulaò of Germanness. The first two Hs ï hair colour and skin colour 

(Haarfarbe and Hautfarbe) ï determine whether one is perceived as a person with migration 

background in everyday life. The third H ï hemoglobin ï determines whether one is considered a 

full citizen of Germany based on the persistent logic of belonging based on descent (Sanyal, 

2019a). 

The notion of migration background is one of the current manifestations of the long-

standing production of dominant German identity in contrast to racialized others (El-Tayeb, 

2016). Racialization is ñone of the constants through which German identity stabilizes itself, 

through the exclusion of different variations of 'un-German'ò (El-Tayeb, 2016, p. 35, translation 

by author). El-Tayebôs earlier work on the history of public attitudes towards Black Germans 

corroborates this, demonstrating that the dominant assumption is that Black people cannot be 

German and Germans are not Black, which reproduces the idea of Germanness as synonymous 
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with whiteness (El-Tayeb, 2001, 2005). Other scholars have demonstrated that despite 60 years 

of history in Germany, communities with roots in and ties to Turkey also continue to be seen as 

outsiders (¢alēĸkan, 2011; Hinze, 2013). Today the terms of exclusion are often religious rather 

than cultural, through a conflation of ñTurkishò with ñMuslimò and ñforeignò (Ramm, 2010; 

Yildiz, 2009). Islamophobia and anti-Muslim racism are both widespread and institutionally 

embedded in Germany and in Europe more broadly (Arani, 2015), such that the assertion of a 

German ñusò versus a ñthemò that is Muslim or perceived to be Muslim is typically framed not 

as racism but as a justified and necessary defence of the nation (Attia & Popal, 2016). This again 

is part of a racialization process that externalizes Muslims (and Black people and Turkish 

people) from belonging in Germany, though they are already part of the national community. 

The continuity of this racialization and the power relations that it defines with the 

colonial history of Germany and Europe is made evident through scholarship that resists what 

German postcolonial scholar Kien Nghi Ha calls a ñsocietal praxis of dehistoricizationò (2003, p. 

58, translation by author). Many of the attitudes that racialize, dehumanize, objectify, and 

externalize ñothersò from Germany today trace back to colonialism (El-Tayeb, 2005; K. N. Ha, 

2003). German colonialism in Africa was informed and shaped by the racist ideology of Social 

Darwinism, which defined Germans as inherent rulers and Africans as closer to nature, savagery, 

and the animal (El-Tayeb, 2001, 2005). This legitimized colonialism for the German public, and 

justified brutal violence as a means of offering German development to the underdeveloped and 

civilization to the barbarian (El-Tayeb, 2005). In the same period, German companies imported 

and exploited migrant workers on a massive scale, based on discourse and policy that 

constructed Polish-speakers, for example, as less intelligent than Germans and as naturally suited 

to manual labour (K. N. Ha, 2007b). Their exploitation in dangerous, precarious, and low-paid 
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work was framed as appropriate to the development of distinct peoples who were simply 

differently located on the racial hierarchy (K. N. Ha, 2003, 2007b). In Chapter Three I will 

discuss in more detail and in relation to Wilhelmsburg how the underlying assumptions continue 

into the present day. 

To make sense of anti-Muslim racism in Germany, critical race and diversity scholar 

Iman Attia and postcolonial scholar Mariam Popal also look to colonialism. They emphasize the 

role that religion played in the legitimation of colonial violence and in the production of a self-

image for Europe against the ñothersò who had the ñwrong religionò (Attia & Popal, 2016). 

Ruling according to a logic of Europe as an enlightened, white, and Christian power depended 

upon the ongoing definition of Europe in those terms (Attia & Popal, 2016), and thus on Europe 

as what Edward Said (1979, p. 54) called an ñimaginative geography:ò  a mental landscape that 

constitutes an ñusò and a ñthemò and boundaries between ñourò territory and ñtheirò territory that 

take on material significance. The ñmodernò version of Europe is an imagined geography that 

ñhas constantly, at different times, in different ways, and in relation to different óothers,ô tried to 

establish what it is ï its identity ï by symbolically marking its difference from óthemôò (Hall, 

2002, p. 60). In this way, ñEuropeanò is no different than ñGerman,ò it is defined in terms of 

what it is not. While the discourse about Muslims as non-European has intensified since 9/11 

(Ramm, 2010; Razack, 2008) and since the 2000 citizenship changes made Muslims a permanent 

fixture in Germany (Yildiz, 2009), the boundary-making ideas themselves trace much further 

back in time. 

One of the prominent ways in which German- and Europeanness continues to be 

produced and maintained against an imagined, essentialized ñIslamò is through the supposed 

failure of Muslims to embody values of tolerance and equality, imagined as core European 



 

 

29 

 

values (El-Tayeb, 2012; Haritaworn, 2015). El-Tayeb (2012) demonstrates this in their work on 

the positionality of queers of colour in Amsterdam, as does Haritaworn (2015) in their 

theorization of the ñqueer regenerationsò of racialized spaces in Berlin. Underscoring how 

racialization does not operate independently, but rather in ñcomplex and shifting interactionsò 

with other systems of oppression (El-Tayeb, 2011, p. 125), the focus of anti-Muslim discourse 

and practice is often particularly on Muslim men as threats to women and LGBTQ people. The 

former is often symbolized by the figure of a woman in a headscarf as the embodiment of 

patriarchal vulnerability (Yildiz, 2009). This too is an old move, as ñEurope has long pointed to 

the inferior position of óOriental womenô in Muslim societies as a way of asserting its own 

civilisational superiorityò (Yildiz, 2009, p. 471; drawing on Yeĵenoĵlu, 1998). This dissertation 

illuminates some of the effects of this assertion on Muslim women and girls, particularly through 

their exclusion from employment and educational opportunities in the name of German values 

(see Chapter Four in particular). As Kimberlé Crenshaw established with the concept of 

intersectionality, peopleôs lived experiences are wrapped up in ñmultiple grounds of identityò 

and numerous axes of oppression that include race, gender, class, ability, sexuality, and 

immigration status (Crenshaw, 1991, p. 1245).  

While the woman in headscarf is made hyper visible through the dominant anti-Muslim 

discourse, El-Tayeb (2012) argues that LGBTQ Muslims disappear or are framed as impossibly 

exotic and too oppressed to speak for themselves. The assumption is that Muslim equates with 

homophobia, and thus with a threat to the safety and security of LGBTQ people (El-Tayeb, 

2012; Haritaworn, 2015; Petzen, 2009; Tsianos, 2013). The framing of tolerance and equality as 

essential European values at the same time obscures homophobia and gender-based oppression 

that is perpetrated by the dominant (white German) population (El-Tayeb, 2012; Haritaworn, 
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2015). It also ignores and justifies increasing intolerance towards racialized people, immigrants, 

and people perceived to be Muslims (El-Tayeb, 2012), and justifies growing numbers of anti-

Muslim and anti-immigrant attacks in Germany (Amnesty International, 2016; Arani, 2015; Pro 

Asyl, 2017).  

In this context, the notion of integration is a powerful fiction that serves to discipline 

immigrants and racialized people through its unattainability. Integration requires ña national 

culture and universal values (possessed automatically by all óoriginal citizensô) in which 

newcomers must be instructedò (Razack, 2008, pp. 129ï130), and thus reproduces the definition 

and boundaries of the dominant society, while subjugating people to the authority of that society 

(K. N. Ha, 2007a). Since 2005, language and cultural instruction have been required for migrants 

coming from outside the European Union, which reinforces the notion that non-Europeans are 

fundamentally different from Europeans, and need integration education as a form of 

ñdevelopment aidò (see Ramm, 2010), or civilizing mission (K. N. Ha, 2007a). The terms are set 

by the dominant population, however, which is invested in the reproduction of racialized people 

as always out of place and out of time (El-Tayeb, 2016).  

Racialized scholars and activists in Germany have thus identified integration as a losing 

game and an impossibility, as I also demonstrate in Chapters Three and Four based on my 

interviews with Wilhelmsburgers. Muslim German scholar Lamya Kaddor (2010) argues for 

example that her roots and religion will always be made an issue of, no matter what she does. 

Referencing stereotypes of German culture, she says that even if she ñ[ate] sauerkraut with pork 

knuckles, or put on lederhosen, [sat herself] down at the bar with a glass of Weissbier and 

philosophized about the long-lost Spielkultur of the national football teamò (Kaddor, 2010, pp. 

105ï106, translation by author), she would still continuously have to explain and defend her 
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ñoriginsò and her religion. As a result, she advocates for a complete reimagining of the notion of 

integration and of belonging in Germany. 

The picture that this scholarship and activism in Germany paints is one in which 

racialization is consistent and persistent, but also variable in its specifics. This echoes the broader 

conceptualization of racialization as changeable and flexible over time and place (El-Tayeb, 

2016; Mirchandani et al., 2011). A key aspect of this changeability is illustrated in how some 

groups of people, once racialized, are later incorporated into the nation (Pulido, 2006). 

Geographer Laura Pulido (2006, p. 24) calls for an analysis of ñdifferential racializationò to 

understand the ñsubtle and not-so-subtle differencesò between how groups are racialized in 

relation to specific histories, geographies, inclusions, and exclusions. Racialized people cannot 

be approached as a homogenous group who all face the same experiences and conditions, argues 

Pulido (2006, p. 25), as differential racialization ñaffects how each group is treated legally, 

socially, and economically and can even determine life and death.ò 

Racism, then, is not just about ñothering,ò it is about access to rights and resources and 

basic forms of well-being (Sanyal, 2019a). It is critical to the capitalist economic system (El-

Tayeb, 2016) and creates the conditions for forms of externalization, exclusion, and devaluation 

that fundamentally affect racialized peopleôs well-being and life chances (Gilmore, 2002). 

Further, racialization and racism are implicated in the production of urban space, as cities are 

both the products and reproducers of the structures and processes in which they are embedded 

(King, 1990). In the following section I present several concepts that are central to my analysis 

of the development of Wilhelmsburg and of racialized residentsô experiences in the 

neighbourhood, as situated within structures and processes that are locally articulated but reach 

far beyond the local context. I discuss my understanding of racial capitalism, environmental 
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racism, and white supremacy, which I base on critical race and geography scholarship that draws 

on the Black Radical Tradition and particularly on the work of Cedric Robinson. Bringing this 

scholarship together with the analyses of the German context in particular enables a view of 

Hamburg and Wilhelmsburg as embedded in global processes to which racism and racialization 

are central. I highlight key concepts including segregation and the ghetto, as well as their related 

ñopposite,ò racialized displaceability. In the latter concept I include the discourse and practice of 

social mix, which depends upon racialized devaluation to function. Bringing global processes 

together with international and German scholarship on the racialization of urban space and 

production of racialized displaceability counters the innocence in relation to colonialism and 

slavery that is often implicitly claimed by German urban research.  

Race, racial capitalism, and the city 

Racial capitalism is a concept that was introduced by Cedric Robinson (1983) in Black Marxism 

to characterize how racism is crucial to the basic functioning of the economic system. Arguing 

that ñracialismò pre-dated capitalism in the justification of labour exploitation and slavery in 

European history, Robinson asserted that capitalism has always been systemically racial. This is 

fundamentally distinct from a view of race and racism as ñadditiveò to other forms of oppression 

and to the economic system (Pulido, 2016). An analysis of racial capitalism requires attention to 

the origins of power to notice how we are still living with the legacies of colonialism, 

imperialism, and enslavement as systems that have produced and maintained capitalist wealth 

and unequal patterns of development (Pulido, 2016, 2017; Roy, 2018). 

Contemporary theorists of racial capitalism have elaborated on how it devalues people 

and spaces to produce value. Critical race scholar Jodi Melamed (2015) explains that in order for 

capital to accumulate, it must move through relations of severe inequality among humans. 
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ñRacism enshrines the inequalities that capitalism requires é displacing the uneven life chances 

that are inescapably part of capitalist social relations onto fictions of differing human capacities, 

historically raceò (Melamed, 2015, p. 77). An analysis of racial capitalism thus requires attention 

to how those fictions of different capacities are produced through processes of racialization.  

Laura Pulido further elaborates that the required inequality and thus devaluation of 

racialized bodies is produced in two principal ways: through racialized systems of labour that 

sort bodies and produce some that are surplus, and through the appropriation and control of 

access to land (Pulido, 2017). These devaluations create ña landscape of differential value which 

can be harnessed in diverse ways to facilitate the accumulation of more power and profit than 

would otherwise be possibleò (Pulido, 2016, p. 1). One of the ways this takes place is through the 

production of environmental racism, which Pulido theorizes as part of the normal, everyday 

functioning of racial capitalism (Pulido, 2016, 2017). Environmental racism means that historical 

processes have led to people who are seen as undesirable ï racialized people, immigrants, people 

with low incomes ï carrying a disproportionate amount of environmental risk and burden 

(Bullard, 2018). Gosine and Teelucksingh (2008, p. 45) have also defined environmental racism 

more broadly as the convergence of undesirable people and undesirable land uses. Situating 

environmental racism within racial capitalism suggests that ñundesirabilityò and thus devaluation 

are in fact produced together, as a constituent aspect of the production of value (Pulido, 2017).  

One of the forms of racism that enables this co-production of devaluation is white 

supremacy. Pulido (2015) theorizes white supremacy in relation to the long-term persistence of 

environmental racism, in order to make sense of the apparent failures of the state and 

corporations to protect the well-being of racialized and poor communities. Using the example of 

Exide Technologies, a battery-recycling plant in Vernon, California, Pulido identifies three 
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aspects of white supremacy, while noting that there are likely others: awareness that people of 

colour are being harmed, taking from people of colour, for example by displacing the cost of 

doing business onto them, and racial superiority, as manifested for example in the apparent 

belief that those being harmed are expendable (Pulido, 2015). Through this analysis Pulido 

illuminates that there are limits to the notion that environmental racism harms racialized people 

unintentionally, and she advocates for attention to the specific forms of racism at play in a given 

situation (Pulido, 2015). In Pulidoôs assessment, the state is not an ally in the struggle for racial 

and environmental justice, but rather is implicated in the maintenance of injustice and inequality 

(Pulido, 2015).  

Pulidoôs work has been at the forefront of a recent flourishing of scholarship that explores 

the specific interconnections of racial capitalism and cities of the global North. The framework 

encourages analysis beyond national borders to understand the production of urban space in 

relation to patterns of racial hierarchization, expropriation, and exploitation (Dorries et al., 2019; 

McCreary & Milligan, 2018; Roy, 2018). Approaching urban space through racial capitalism 

invites an analysis of ñwho can claim home and landò in the city (Roy, 2018) and who, in 

contrast, is treated as though their lives do not matter (Ranganathan, 2016). Scholars have 

centrally implicated liberalism in the making and maintenance of this distinction (Lowe, 2015; 

McCreary & Milligan, 2018; Ranganathan, 2016). Writing on the ñslow poisoningò of Flint, 

Michigan, and in conversation with Pulidoôs discussion of environmental racism, Malini 

Ranganathan argues that liberalism, as a system of political thought, centres a white, male, 

individual in contrast to others who are seen as ñunfamiliar and unrulyò (Ranganathan, 2016, p. 

6). Liberalism contains exclusion within it, and yet in discourse and practice tends to obscure 

how race is foundational to the economic and political order (Ranganathan, 2016). As a result, 
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liberal forms of recognition of inequality, for example in urban environmental governance, tend 

to treat race as simply a marker of ñvulnerabilityò and not as part of a system that urban 

governance, politics and planning themselves reproduce and perpetuate (McCreary & Milligan, 

2018; Roy, 2018). 

Recent analyses of cities through racial capitalism have addressed the ongoing 

significance of colonialism, imperialism, and slavery, to the production of urban space both in 

settler colonial cities and colonial metropoles. Dorries, Hugill and Tomiak (2019) analyze the 

roles of racial capitalism and colonialism together in the example of the city of Winnipeg, to 

argue that the systems share property regimes that are shaped by racial hierarchies, 

dehumanization, and expropriation. The lens of racial capitalism draws particular attention to 

how, when, and where ñracialized accumulations of property and advantageò have been 

naturalized (Dorries et al., 2019, p. 6). In a distinct but related analysis, Ida Danewid (2019) 

makes sense of the Grenfell Tower fire in London through racial capitalism, and emphasizes how 

the city has prospered through accumulation by dispossession, and as a site through which 

colonialism and imperialism have been financed and managed. Danewid argues that cities of the 

global North continue to be ñplaces where racialized forms of dispossession and expropriation 

are orchestrated and reproduced,ò devaluing certain people and places in a devastating and 

deadly fashion (Danewid, 2019, p. 16). 

The differences between and among cities are interpreted in this literature through racial 

capitalism as ña dynamic mode of organizing the world that articulates in particular ways in 

different contextsò (Dorries et al., 2019, p. 2). Racial capitalism was first conceptualized in 

relation to Europe, and is now taken up to theorize a range of distinct and interrelated 

geographies. Hamburgôs location within racial capitalism will necessarily be distinct from that of 
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Winnipeg, London, Flint, or even Berlin. I will demonstrate in Chapter Three that colonialism 

and slavery play crucial roles in that location as they do in other cities. While never the capital of 

Germany, Hamburg has been called the countryôs ñnumber one colonial metropolisò (Zimmerer, 

in Norddeutscher Rundfunk, 2018, translation by author) because of its long-standing 

investments in the kinds of financing and orchestration of colonial trade and governance to 

which Danewid points. Profits from German colonialism and European colonialism more 

broadly, including from related processes and structures of slavery, extraction, and expropriation, 

have made Hamburg the city it is today (Seukwa, in Schepers, 2018). Recent scholarship on the 

cityôs ñcolonial legacy,ò and its official and everyday ñamnesiaò in relation to this legacy, 

demonstrates that the cityôs colonial foundations are most visible in its relationship to its 

ñothers,ò which is defined by the colonial logic of ñsome people being worth more than othersò 

(Adjei, in Della et al., 2018, translation by author). The lens of racial capitalism draws our 

attention to how this is both an old and ongoing dynamic that continues to play out in and on 

urban space. Colonialism is a structure rather than an event, as Patrick Wolfe (2006) has argued 

in the settler colonial context, and which is reflected in the analyses of Hamburg I will further 

present in Chapter 3. The value of particular people and spaces are defined through racial 

categories that are continually in the (re)making through racialization (McCreary & Milligan, 

2018). These are reproduced and operationalized in urban space to create surplus and power, 

sometimes in ways that even exceed the desires of capital itself (Pulido, 2017). Such is the 

dynamic nature of racial capitalism. 

Racial capitalism informs the control of material resources, including the basic 

necessities of life, access to wealth, housing, and the distribution of environmental risks and 

benefits through what Sherene Razack (2002, p. 6) calls ñthe spatiality of the racial order in 
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which we live.ò This spatiality includes the racialization of space, which I discuss in the 

following section, with a focus on segregation and ñthe ghettoò as examples that are relevant to 

Germany and to Hamburg. I then turn to spatializations of race and racism that involve dispersal 

and displacement of racialized people. Though the spatial strategies are distinct, the logic of 

control of racialized people in and through space is consistent.  

 Racialization of space: Segregation and the ghetto 

Racialization of space is perhaps the most widely recognized urban spatiality of the racial order, 

and proves to be critical to understanding the past development of Wilhelmsburg from residentsô 

perspectives. The racialization of space means that certain spaces come to be associated with 

particular ñracesò and naturalized as the correct place for those racialized bodies (James, 2012; 

Razack, 2002). Racialized spaces are thus examples of the imaginative geographies that I 

touched on above in the section on racialization in Germany: mental boundaries between ñusò 

and ñthem,ò and ñourò territory and ñtheirò territory, that originate in the mind but take on 

material significance (Said, 1979). Rather than a simple spatial distinction between natural, pre-

existing groups, imaginative geographies are part of the very constitution of an us and a them 

(Said, 1979). The racialization of space and of bodies is thus a dialectical relationship (Razack, 

2002) that communicates racial meaning, while also producing it. 

ñThe ghettoò might be considered a quintessential racialized urban space. The concept of 

the ghetto has historically signified that part of the city to which racialized people are confined 

(Stehle, 2006). It has a symbolic and material connection to segregation, which Carl Nightingale 

(2012) defines as the compulsory and unequal separation of groups in city space, in service of 

elite accumulation of power and wealth. Segregation has been practiced in Europe since at least 

the Middle Ages (Nightingale, 2012), and as a concept, the ghetto travelled from Europe to the 
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United States and back again, maintaining its core meaning although the specific discourses 

about racial segregation changed and shifted over time and space (Stehle, 2006). 

In recent years, ñthe ghettoò has been taken up in Europe as a cautionary racist discourse 

about the need to control racialized people in urban space and particularly through the 

neighbourhoods in which they live (Stehle, 2006). Drawing on its tropes of violence, lawlessness 

and social decay, references to the ghetto communicate fear and a sense of threat. In its travels 

the concept has picked up a particular association with Black people in the United States and 

with the ñAmerican-style ghetto,ò and anti-Black racism ensures that that association is 

popularly read as negative and dangerous (Rodatz, 2012; Stehle, 2006). Labelling places as 

ghettos is thus a powerful way of signifying race and assigning racist meaning to them, without 

necessarily having to say the words. At the same time, the travels of the ghetto to the U.S. and 

back again contribute to the myth that is present in German-language literature about the 

European city: that race and racialized spaces are exclusively American problems (cf. 

HªuÇermann, 2001). The ghetto is thus ñconstructed as a patriarchal, violent, and non-European 

space in the centre of Europe é. a space that is óa problemô that óweô need to deal withò (Stehle, 

2006, p. 61). 

The racialization of space reproduces social, economic, and spatial injustices while 

treating local conditions as though they are produced by the presence of racialized bodies 

themselves (James, 2012). Often moral panics figure prominently in the discourse around 

racialized spaces, for example in relation to violence, drugs, or sex work (Anderson, 1991; 

James, 2012). Moral panics produce a mandate for state action (Tsianos, 2013). They justify 

policing of bodies in the space and draw attention away from similar ñimmoralitiesò in whiter 

and wealthier communities (Haritaworn, 2015). The scrutiny and policing encouraged by moral 
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panics fuels additional panic, scrutiny, and stigmatization, which further masks and justifies 

distributional and environmental injustices (James, 2012). 

Discourses and fears about ñself-segregationò and ñself-ghettoizationò are central to the 

interlocking of racialization and space in Germany (El-Tayeb, 2012; Haritaworn, 2015; Stehle, 

2006). The dominant narrative is often about people ñisolating themselvesò (Drever, 2004; 

Hinze, 2013; MacDougall, 2011), particularly into so-called ñparallel societiesò 

(Parallelgesellschaften) that are imagined as within Germany but somehow beyond the control 

of the state (¢aĵlar, 2001). The ñparallel societyò is a concept that was introduced by sociologist 

Wilhelm Heitmeyer in 1997 and has since been widely used to demonize racialized people for 

their connections to one another and for their concentration in particular spaces (Tsianos, 2013; 

Rodatz, 2012).The implications go against the evidence about the extent and causes of 

segregation in Germany, which is in fact very minimal and caused mainly by exclusion that is 

perpetrated by the dominant white, German population (Harlander, 2012; Münch, 2009, 2014; 

Tsianos, 2013). Yet the discourses of self-segregation and self-ghettoization stoke fear of 

racialized communities and spaces, ignoring or concealing the discrimination in housing, work, 

and education that shapes communitiesô lives and opportunities and suggesting that ñmigrants,ò 

particularly people with roots in Turkey and people perceived to be Muslim, choose to segregate 

themselves rather than ñintegrateò with the dominant population (El-Tayeb, 2012; N. Ha, 2014b; 

Münch, 2009). 

Vassilis Tsianos (2013) calls this the Integration-Ghetto-Complex. Drawing on research 

about the St. Georg district of Hamburg, Tsianos argues that racism is not typically addressed in 

urban research and policy, and that segregation and dis-integration are treated as the same thing. 

The state pays little to no attention to structural and institutional factors that produce so-called 
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ñproblem neighbourhoodsò (Tsianos, 2013); instead, the urban spatialization of race is treated as 

evidence of the ongoing failure of the ñmigrant Otherò to integrate, and thus as the basis for 

continued racialization and exclusion, as well as state intervention (see also Chamberlain, 2012, 

2013; MacDougall, 2011). The concept of the problem neighbourhood has thus been criticized as 

a product of ñurban Orientalism,ò which  ï similar to the Ghetto ï imagines the culture of an 

ñotherò that does not fit with the values of the bourgeois city, and thus evokes a non-European 

space (Lanz, 2002). The ñproblem neighbourhoodò is thus also a mechanism through which a 

racialized ghetto discourse is mobilized into concrete planning and policy in the German context 

(Keller, 2015; Tsianos, 2013). It shares its central tropes with the ghetto, and thus the implication 

of a space that is ñóa problemô that óweô need to deal withò (Stehle, 2006, p. 61).  

The Integration-Ghetto-Complex and the racialization of space more generally obscure 

the actual complexity, diversity, and strengths that are present in neighbourhoods labelled as so-

called problem neighbourhoods (Keller, 2015; Tsianos, 2013). Spaces of exclusion can be sites 

where notions of integration, belonging, and identity are contested, not to mention sites of 

community, solidarity, resistance, and thriving economy (¢aĵlar, 1995, 2001; ¢aĵlar & Schiller, 

2018; El-Tayeb, 2011; Haritaworn, 2015; Hinze, 2013; Schiller & ¢aĵlar, 2013). Indeed for 

people who are excluded from the dominant definition of German, the city or the neighbourhood 

can be the site of meaningful identification and belonging, as research has found for example in 

Berlin (¢aĵlar, 2001; ¢alēĸkan, 2011; Hinze, 2013). Canadian sociologist Gulhanim ¢alēĸkanôs 

(2011) study with people she calls ñGerman-born Turkish Ausländer (foreigners)ò ï a framing 

that highlights one of the absurdities created by the yoking of racialization and German identity ï 

found that her interviewees identified fondly with the city of Berlin or with the neighbourhood of 
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Kreuzberg, and through that identification challenged the established notion of who belongs in 

Germany.  

One of the concepts that emerged from my interviews with Wilhelmsburgers to 

characterize their identification with the stigmatized neighbourhood is Heimat. Heimat is a 

common word in German, but does not translate directly into English; depending on the context 

it can be translated as home, homeland, hometown, birthplace, or as other related English terms. 

Because of this untranslatability into English, I have elected to leave the word in German and to 

italicize it throughout the dissertation. As a spatial concept of identity and belonging (Blickle, 

2002; Boa & Palfreyman, 2000; Eigler & Kugele, 2012), Heimat is a kind of imagined 

geography, but in a slightly different sense than after Said. Heimat references a subjective 

sensory and feeling relationship to space (Römhild, 2018) and is often associated with nostalgia 

for a place and time that is idealized and may have never really existed (Blickle, 2002; Costadura 

et al., 2019). It can be used to create and reproduce boundaries of ñour spaceò versus ñtheir 

space,ò which is how it was used under National Socialism and is often mobilized by the racist 

right-wing today. As a result, the concept is currently highly contested (cf. Ataman, 2018a, 

2018b; Aydemir & Yaghoobifarah, 2019). Yet this dissertation will demonstrate a non-

hegemonic use of the term by racialized Wilhelmsburgers, who use it to claim home in an 

inclusive and open fashion.  

Alongside the racialization of space, which involves the fixing of bodies in place 

(Razack, 2002), urban spatializations of race as eviction, exclusion, and dispersal through 

policies and practices of ñsocial mixingò also emerged as central to residentsô analyses of 

neighbourhood change in Wilhelmsburg. In the following section I discuss these spatializations, 

framing them in terms of a racialized production of displaceability (Yiftachel, n.d.). 
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Racialized displaceability and exclusion  

Geographer and urban planner Oren Yiftachel (n.d.) argues for an analytical shift away from 

displacement as an act, to displaceability as a systemic condition, in order to approach both as 

differential. Displaceability refers to ñthe susceptibility of people, groups and developments to be 

removed, expelled or prevented from exercising their right to the city.ò Emerging from what 

Yiftachel calls a Southeastern perspective, a perspective that emerges from the global South and 

East in contrast to the dominance of urban theory from the global North and West, the concept 

acknowledges that urban residents face different ñdepthsò and ñthreatsò of displaceability in 

relation to their legal, political, social, and economic status (Yiftachel, n.d.). Writing from Israel, 

Yiftachel argues that a Southeastern perspective takes ñidentity regimesò particularly seriously, 

as a ñsphere of power where the status, resources and visibility of groups are determined, 

negotiated and challengedò (Yiftachel, n.d.). In this sense it is compatible with the theoretical 

lens I have presented thus far, in which race and racism are central to urban political economy 

and to the production of space. 

This dissertation is informed by the identification of multiple forms of racialized 

displaceability in the critical race urban literature. Urban sociologist Christopher Mele (2015), 

who writes about how race and exclusion are structured in American cities, argues for example 

that the privatization of previously public spaces in the neoliberal city contributes to the 

exclusion of immigrant and racialized communities from public space. The exclusivity of 

consumption-based spaces demands certain economic capacity to gain access and to belong, and 

immigrant and racialized communities are systematically denied this economic capacity (Mele, 

2015). Neoliberal urban development nonetheless ensures the creation of ever more spaces that 

are defined in this way (Mele, 2015).  
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Markers of economic status are also at times used as cover for racial discrimination in 

urban space (May, 2014). In the anti-Muslim urbanism that Tsianos (2013) identifies in 

Hamburg, the city targeted certain kinds of businesses for systematic expulsion from the 

neighbourhood of St. Georg, in an attempt to reduce and control the Muslim and low-income 

population. The city encouraged restaurants to create outdoor eating areas as a means of 

controlling the streets and squares, and selectively restricted what kinds of businesses to which 

building owners could rent, in order to exclude those perceived as catering to the racialized and 

Muslim community (Tsianos, 2013). In this way, ñolder racial orders are reshaped and 

revitalizedò (Razack, 2002, p. 16) in neoliberal terms that are superficially about the capacity to 

consume. While displacement may take place on the basis of failure to ñachieve consumer-

citizen status,ò as El-Tayeb (2012, p. 81) puts it, racialization is central to the displaceability of 

certain people over others.  

Urban racialized displaceability is further manifested through racial profiling in policing. 

Racial profiling, particularly of Black men and people perceived as ñTurkish,ò ñArabò or 

ñMuslimò has been identified as an ongoing problem in Hamburg (Popp & Gezer, 2013; taz, 

2018) and across Germany (UN Human Rights Council, 2010, 2017). Urban sociologist Noa Ha 

(2014a) has identified it as a manifestation of the persistence of colonial logics of control in 

European cities. Racial profiling represents a moment of colonial encounter, Ha argues, wherein 

the colonizer (white, German police power) and colonized (racialized ñothersò) come into 

contact, and control of racialized bodies is attempted and contested (N. Ha, 2014a). In Hamburg, 

the city has officially labeled particular areas as ñdangerous placesò in order to facilitate 

surveillance, control, and expulsion by police. Locals to those areas, which currently include 

parts of St. Pauli and St. Georg, argue that the status is tied directly to practices of stopping, 
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IDing, and dispersing racialized people (Kampagne für die Grundrechte, 2013; MacFarlane & 

Mitchell, 2019).  

The manifestation of racialized displaceability that is most central to this dissertation is 

that of ñsocial mix.ò Social mix refers to the planned pursuit of a mix of urban residents at the 

level of neighbourhood, block, or building, typically according to income, housing tenure, and/or 

ñethnicity.ò It also refers to the discourse that such a mix is desirable. Social mix policies are 

implemented in many different ways. Typical strategies include subsidies to encourage the 

moving-in of particular kinds of tenant, as well as housing diversification, to attract people with 

various incomes and interests in buying or renting housing (Bolt, 2009). The ñmix of thirdsò 

(Drittelmix) that has been introduced in Hamburg in recent years, is an example of the latter. It 

requires that of any new housing built in the city, a third of the units should be owner-occupied, a 

third market rental, and a third publicly subsidized rental units (Freie und Hansestadt Hamburg, 

Senatskanzlei, n.d.). The restriction of housing allocation has also been a common strategy of 

social mix, particularly in Germany. German cities have, for example, used bans and quotas to 

restrict where people of certain ñethnicò backgrounds are allowed to live. While bans have fallen 

out of fashion, quotas remain common (Harlander, 2012; MacDougall, 2011; Münch, 2009), as I 

will discuss in particular in Chapter Five.  

Prevailing theories of what social mix might accomplish in a neighbourhood are so 

extensive and varied that German sociologist Andrej Holm (2009) argues that there is no other 

concept so laden with meanings and motives in the German urban planning context. In a review 

of international social mix literature, geographers Bolt, Phillips, and van Kempen (2010) identify 

three main logics that comprise the discourse and justify the practice. They include providing 

housing ñcareersò for residents, wherein the planned creation of an income and tenure mix is 
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thought to offer residents housing options within a neighbourhood; social contacts, wherein 

mixed districts increase cohesion among urban dwellers with different incomes, class, and 

ñethnicities;ò and social capital and social mobility, in which it is thought that mixed 

neighbourhoods create ñproductive contactò between residents and discourage what are 

considered to be problematic bonds that limit social mobility (Bolt et al., 2010). Gentrification 

scholar Loretta Lees also identifies two more logics: the ñmoney go roundò logic, in which 

middle-class residents are central to the neighbourhood economy, and the neighbourhood 

defence logic, in which they are powerful advocates and thus key ingredients to any 

neighbourhood (Lees, 2008, drawing on Schoon, 2001). Lastly, the theory of neighbourhood 

effects often plays an important part in the underlying logic, as we will see is the case in 

Hamburg. The idea of neighbourhood effects is that ñdeprived neighbourhoods have an 

additional and independent negative effect on the well-being of their residentsò (van Ham, in 

Housing Europe, 2015). If that is the case, then the logic asserts that mixing ñdeprivedò 

neighbourhoods will improve conditions and thus the lives of all residents. 

Social mix has achieved the status of common sense in German urban planning, with the 

discourse so ubiquitous that the desirability of mix is assumed, often without explanation (Holm, 

2009; Münch, 2009, 2014). The practice has been around since at least 1863, when Hobrechtôs 

designs for Berlin neighbourhoods centred an ideal of mixing the working and middle classes in 

each complex (Holm, 2009). Public housing allocation has also been informed by the ideal to 

greater and lesser extents for at least 100 years (Münch, 2009). Two key themes have been 

consistent in German social-mix discourse and practice in this time: the primacy of a bourgeois 

ideal of the urban resident, and the notion of breaking up and discouraging the development of 

ñuncontrollableò neighbourhoods through mix (Holm, in Bayer et al., 2014; Holm, 2009).  
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These themes are consistent with Justus Uitermarkôs (2014) analysis of social mix as a 

form of social control and governmentality after Michel Foucault. Governmentality, according to 

Foucault, refers to the governance of populations directly and indirectly through institutions, 

procedures, and analyses, with techniques of which the population is not always aware (Foucault, 

1991). Reading social mix through a governmentality lens, Uitermark argues that social mixing 

extends state governance into urban neighbourhoods in the person of middle class (white, 

German) families and civil society actors who ñembody respect for the state,ò and on whom the 

state relies for support of the dominant order (Uitermark, 2014, p. 1430). In a context where, as 

this dissertation demonstrates, social mix is often mobilized specifically in relation to 

ñmigrants,ò this form of governmentality is closely tied to the Integration-Ghetto-Complex. 

Social mix operates as a technique for the ñintegrationò of ñothersò in urban space (Uitermark, 

2014). As I noted above, however, the definition of Germanness through the 3-H Formula 

forecloses integration as a real possibility. Social mix as a form of social control thus also serves 

to discipline the population regardless of whether its claims are fully realized, which critical 

reviews of social mix policy and practice indicate is rarely, if ever, the case (Arthurson, 2012; 

Bolt, 2009; Bolt et al., 2010; Ruiz-Tagle, 2016; Saville-Smith et al., 2015). 

Social-mix policies have been referred to as ñmythò (Holm, 2009) and as ñfaith-based 

policies,ò because they are not well supported by evidence that they actually do what they claim 

(Cheshire et al., 2008). The underlying logics and assumptions of social mix do not pan out in 

practice. Living in a mixed neighbourhood does not necessarily produce interaction, cohesion or 

respect; instead mix has often been associated with increased conflict (Arthurson, 2012) and with 

interactions that are marked by fear, distrust, and avoidance (Ruiz-Tagle, 2016). Further, middle-

class people do not necessarily share their social capital or make opportunities accessible to low-
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income and racialized others (Nast & Blokland, 2014). Rather, Wehrheim suggests that middle-

class people tend to appropriate space, shape it in their own image, and isolate themselves from 

low-income neighbours (Wehrheim, 2018). As a result, social-mix experts argue that there is ñno 

solid evidence that mixing actually benefits the original population of deprived neighbourhoodsò 

(van Ham, in Housing Europe, 2015). Instead it can break up communities, decrease diversity, 

increase social isolation, decrease localsô chances of staying in the neighbourhood, undermine 

immigrant reception, and constrain housing choice  (Bolt, 2009; Bolt et al., 2010; de Koning, 

2015; Lees, 2008).  

As a result, social mix has been called a mask for gentrification (Lees, 2008), or indeed a 

form of gentrification itself (Davidson, 2008), where gentrification is understood as the 

production of space for progressively more affluent users (Hackworth, 2002), causing the 

eventual displacement of all or most of the pre-existing low-income residents (Bridge et al., 

2012). However, this reading of mix tends not to fully capture how ñdifference produced and 

spatialized in the context of colonialismsò (Roy, 2018) plays a central role in the discourse and 

practice and in the production of displaceability on which it depends. As a planning common 

sense, social mix is actually a nonsense. It not only fails to do what it claims, it also claims to 

solve a problem that is not actually a problem in German cities (i.e., ethnic segregation) 

(Harlander, 2012; Münch, 2009). Here I am in conversation with and echoing the formulation of 

Sara Ahmedôs (2004) characterization of anti-racism as non-performative: as she puts it, some 

declarations do not do what they say. I do not mean to suggest, however, that social mix is 

posited as performative: the power of it is ultimately in the doing rather than in the saying of 

ñmix,ò though the latter enables the former. Rather, the taken-for-granted basis for the discourse 
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and practice of social mix is fundamentally faulty, and thus exemplifies the kind of obvious 

contradiction that El-Tayeb (2016, p. 40) argues make the deep structures of racism visible. 

As a result I approach social mix in this dissertation as a ñracialized technique of 

recasting relations of domination,ò as Kipfer and Goonewardena (2014, p. 203) put it in their 

research about Toronto and Paris. The contradiction and the racialized displaceability that social 

mix requires is anchored in national law, through an exception to the General Act on Equal 

Treatment, which establishes that discrimination in housing is permissible when ñneighbourhood 

balanceò (i.e. mix or a lack thereof) is a concern (Bundesministerium der Justiz und für 

Verbraucherschutz, 2006; N. Ha, 2014b). Sybille Münch (2009), a public policy scholar in 

Germany, argues that the myth of mix is enabled by the taboo around conducting real research 

into discrimination in Germany. In the absence of discrimination research, social mix 

masquerades as a strategy against segregation, isolation, and social exclusion, though it deflects 

attention away from the actual causes of urban spatial inequality (Bolt et al., 2010; Lees, 2008) 

and obscures the needs of vulnerable people (Saville-Smith et al., 2015).  

Conclusion  

In this chapter, I have outlined the main theoretical and conceptual threads that weave 

throughout this dissertation, in order to frame the chapters that follow. I began by naming my 

citational practice, through which I centre and aim to amplify the work of Black German scholars 

and German scholars of Colour that comprises the pathfinding critical race urban scholarship in 

and about Germany. In a context where some of the dominant modes of racialization and 

boundary-making around German identity involve the externalization of racialized ñothersò from 

Germany and from Europe, a long-standing taboo around race and racism has not only created a 

gap in research, it has contributed to the migrantization of many people who are at home in the 
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country. I outlined Fatima El-Tayebôs definition and analysis of racialization in the German 

context, which I draw on extensively in this dissertation, and sketched out the importance of 

ñmigration backgroundò and anti-Muslim racism as locally specific currents. I also touched upon 

integration as an influential impossibility in a context where racialized people are considered to 

be fundamentally out of place. 

I then defined racial capitalism as an important concept and system in my analysis of 

development in Wilhelmsburg. I will pick up this thread again in Chapter Three, where I explore 

Wilhelmsburgôs history of stigmatization through this lens. Drawing particularly on the work of 

geographer Laura Pulido, I have linked racial capitalism to two key concepts, environmental 

racism and white supremacy, which are, respectively, by-products of racial capitalism and forms 

of racism that produce devaluation. I argued that these systems and processes produce and are 

reproduced by urban space and identified several spatializations that are key to this dissertation. 

The racialization of space, segregation, and the ghetto depend upon notions of control of 

racialized people through containment in urban space. In contrast, racialized displaceability 

underpins the attempted control of racialized people through dispersal and exclusion. To 

conclude this chapter, I focused in on the discourse and practice of social mix, as an urban 

planning common sense in Germany that depends upon racialized displaceability to function. In 

the following chapters, social mix will emerge as a crucial planning technique in Hamburg-

Wilhelmsburg, but also as a conflicted basis for hope from the perspective of residents. The 

disciplining notion of integration is always just under the surface of social mix in this context ï 

however, racialized Wilhelmsburgers question who needs to integrate with whom. 

Before moving to what I found in Wilhelmsburg, I discuss how I came to be there in the 

first place. In the following chapter, I establish my study as an anti-racist intersectional public 
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ethnography. I describe my research methods and the scope of the study, in which my own 

presence and reflexivity as a researcher was crucial. The project was not without challenges and 

tensions, created in part by the very context of racialization that I have established in this 

chapter. I explain how I handled the opportunities and challenges of the study before I dive into 

racialized residentsô analyses of development and change in Hamburg-Wilhelmsburg. 
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Chapter Two: Methodology and Methods 
 

Introduction: A Canadian in Wilhelmsburg  

I sat down for a beer in Stübenplatz with local newspaper reporter Hannes Lintschnig in July 

2018, shortly before returning home to Toronto. Perched on concrete planters in the busy hub of 

transit, shopping, and hanging around, we smiled at the appropriateness of getting together where 

much of Wilhelmsburg meets, and chatted about my research. The article that Hannes proposed 

was not about my research, however. Instead he said: ñWhat people here will really want to 

know is how does a Canadian end up doing her doctorate in Wilhelmsburg?!ò2  

How I came to this project was indeed the most-frequently asked question when I was out 

and about during my research. I would usually explain it as happenstance: I had long studied 

German, and in the middle of my masterôs studies I was part of a study tour of Hamburg with 

eleven other students from Canada. As soon as we arrived, we began to hear about 

Wilhelmsburg; the islandôs development and re-development was a hot topic for the city. 

Because I was studying education and had worked in immigrant-serving organizations, a short 

internship was organized for me at the Haus der Jugend Wilhelmsburg, a centre for kids and 

youth. The rest, as they say, is history. 

Yet as I briefly mentioned in the Introduction to this dissertation, this project was not the 

product of happenstance, or simply of my privileged mobility: it was one specific thing that I 

heard in Hamburg that eventually led me to this precise research. In a talk about Hamburgôs 

urban development and renewal strategy and priorities, the then head of planning, 

Oberbaudirektor Jörn Walter, told our study group that in order to solve Wilhelmsburgôs 

 
2 See Lintschnig (2018) for the article. 
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problems, the population needed to be transformed. I marvelled at talking about people and 

neighbourhoods in such a way, and I wondered: ñWhat precisely is this ñpopulationò of which he 

speaks? And why do they need to be ñtransformedò?ò  

I spent most of my time in the Reiherstieg area, the northwest part of the island that is 

sometimes called Old Wilhelmsburg, observing and having long conversations with the generous 

staff and volunteers at the Haus der Jugend Wilhelmsburg, which is a neighbourhood centre for 

children and youth. Wilhelmsburg-Reiherstieg was covered in beautiful old buildings in need of 

a facelift. A burnt-out car sat on a corner for the entire time I was there. I smelled the 

neighbourhoodôs distinct, acrid smells of industry and pollution as I rode my bike each day, and 

commuting from the other side of the river where I was staying, I compared the island to 

downtown Hamburg, and to other parts of the city. When I returned home to Toronto, it was with 

a nascent critical analysis of how Wilhelmsburg was talked about by people in positions of state 

power and by the media.  

Figure 5: Self-portrait on the Veddel S-Bahn platform, with Wilhelmsburg and the cranes of the port in 

the background (photo by author, 2019). 
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 The masterôs thesis I then conducted was a precursor to this study. Whereas that research 

focused on the notion of the ñpopulationò in the statement ñthe population must be transformed,ò 

this doctoral thesis focuses on the notion of ótransformationô and on what these developments ï 

IBA Hamburg and others ï do, particularly for the racialized ñpopulation.ò In this chapter I will 

describe the projectôs research questions, methodology and methods. 

Research objectives and research questions 

The research questions for this doctoral study were: 

1. How do racialized3 residents of Wilhelmsburg experience and engage with the recent 

interventions in their neighbourhood?  

2.  How do racialized people figure in local plannersô and politiciansô decision-making? 

In practice, the first question receives more focus in this dissertation than does the second. This 

is a result of the breadth and depth of findings on residentsô experiences, which overflowed the 

limits of my questions as I initially  understood them. In keeping with the anti-racist critique that 

frames the research, I have given this data centre stage, with the data on the second question 

playing an important supporting role. 

To match the research process to the anti-racist critique embedded in the research 

questions, I planned a project based in anti-racist and intersectional public ethnography 

methodologies. In these methodologies, which I will describe in the following section, researcher 

reflexivity and positionality are considered to be crucial aspects of knowledge production. 

Researcher subjectivity is not to be denied or avoided; the researcher is called upon to reflect 

upon their presence in every aspect of the research, making their choices, challenges, and 

analysis explicit and transparent.  

 
3 See the previous chapter for a detailed definition and discussion of how I understand racialization in general and in 

the German context. 
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 This imperative to be reflexive and transparent is why I chose to open this chapter by 

narrating how I came to this research. From the outset, this has been outsider research. I am a 

straight, white cis-woman born and raised in Toronto, which is in the Dish with One Spoon 

Territory, on the traditional territory of the Anishinaabe, the Haudenosaunee, the Huron-Wendat 

and Petun First Nations, and most recently the Mississaugas of Credit River. My family are 

Anglo-European settlers on Indigenous land, and have moved within what is now called Canada, 

but we are many generations removed from the experience of international migration. I come 

from an upper middle-class background, the child of university-educated professionals. I am a 

native English speaker and I speak German very well, mostly (I am told) without an accent. As 

will become clear in the following chapters, many of these aspects of my identity and experience 

position me as an outsider to Wilhelmsburg and to the community with whom I conducted this 

research. I chose a methodology and methods that would put this outsider status to use and not 

shy away from the issues attached to it, as I will discuss in more detail below. First, I will 

describe the methodological principles and assumptions embedded in an anti-racist, 

intersectional public ethnography. 

 

Methodology: An anti-racist, intersectional public ethnography 

Anti-racism has been integral to my research motivation and critique since my earlier work on 

IBA Hamburg. Anti-racism aims to ñidentify, challenge, and change the values, structures, and 

behaviours that perpetuate systemic racism and other forms of societal oppressionò (Dei, 2005, p. 

3). Anti-racism research methodology begins from the assumption that research is not neutral, 

but always has interests embedded in it, and seeks to integrate anti-racist principles into all 

aspects of the research process. According to George Deiôs (2005, 2015) conceptualization, in 

practice this means troubling every aspect of research, beginning from what kinds of questions 
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are to be posed, by whom and why, to who is allowed to speak and produce knowledge that is 

considered valid, authoritative, and empirical. 

I see this as an anti-racist research project because, consistent with Deiôs (2005, p. 11) 

definition, it centrally asks about racial domination and social oppression, ñwith an objective of 

providing local subjects with an opportunity to speak about their experiences within the broader 

contexts of structural and institutional forces of society.ò However, the first question I 

considered when planning the project was whether I should do it at all. There is a long history of 

exploitation and extraction of racialized communities in the name of knowledge production (L. 

T. Smith, 2012; Stewart-Harawira, 2013; Sudbury, 2007). Dominant research tends to 

pathologize and stigmatize communities that are already marginalized (Dei, 2005). Even critical 

research often fails to show communities in their full complexity (Pulido, 2008), and reproduces 

categories of difference in dominant terms (see for example Arslan, 2015 review of Hinze, 

2013).  

As a result, the principles of anti-racist research include challenging power relations, 

negotiating power, control and interpretive authority, transparency, accountability, relationality, 

and treating theorizing as something that happens in and with community (Dei, 2005). To this I 

add the compatible value of reciprocity, which Laura Pulido (2008) describes as a defining 

feature of activist scholarship. Intersectionality-informed research methodology adds an explicit 

focus on investigating and acting on the multi-dimensional nature of peopleôs lived experiences, 

based on the a concept of intersectionality as developed by Kimberlé Crenshaw (1991). 

Crenshaw (1991, p. 1245) argues that peoplesô lived experiences are wrapped up in ñmultiple 

grounds of identityò and numerous axes of oppression including sexuality, gender, ability, class, 

race, and immigration status. Attending to peopleôs actual experiences of the social world along 
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these multiple grounds increases the likelihood of comprehending oppression in a nuanced way, 

and thus being able to take appropriate action (Crenshaw, 1991). 

Intersectionality-informed research assumes that peopleôs interpretations and navigation 

of everyday life and power relations are shaped by multiple social categories, oppressions, and 

privileges. Authority on what problems and axes of identity are important lies with participants 

themselves (Hunting, n.d.). The researcherôs role is to build intersectional analysis into each step 

of the research process, asking questions that allow people to discuss their experiences in their 

own terms (Bowleg, 2008). As Billies (2010) demonstrates, the researcher plays an active role, 

making an analytical and conceptual contribution to the relationship.  

The first conceptual contribution that I make is in trying to formulate and realize the 

project in such a way that it resists the objectification of racialized people. To do this I 

emphasize two things: Firstly, racialized people are producers of analysis, not just ñaffectednessò 

(El-Tayeb, 2016, p. 22, translation by author). Fatima El-Tayeb (2016) argues that racialized 

peopleôs perspectives ï where they are valued at all in academia ï tend to be invited exclusively 

to report upon lived experiences of a particular issue (affectedness), and not interpretation of the 

issue. This echoes Julia Chinyere Oparahôs (formerly Sudbury, 2007) insight that knowledge 

industries produce two distinct kinds of subjects: one the authoritative expert (researcher) and the 

other the raw materials (participants, interviewees, etc.). Anti-racism in research requires seeing 

people as creating and living theory (Dei, 2005). As a result, in this study I approach 

Wilhelmsburgers as authoritative thinkers and analysts. Secondly, and following a similar logic, 

I highlight practices of resisting and speaking back to discourses and structures of domination 

(Dei, 2005). In this way I consider racialized people to be actors who have agency in their 

neighbourhood, city and beyond. 
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I also articulate the fundamental concerns of the project as being about the discourses and 

practices of planning and governance, and thus situate it as a form of domination studies (Dei, 

2005), rather than a study of racialized people per se. An illustration of this is that I have often 

been introduced in academic settings during my work in Hamburg as, ñJulie, she does research 

on migrant communities.ò When this would occur, I would say, ñNo, I do research about the 

effects of racism in urban planning and development on people who live in stigmatized 

neighbourhoods.ò I understand this distinction as an important one that resists slippage into the 

dominant realm of research about marginalized communities as objects. Certainly, the lives of 

racialized Wilhelmsburgers are central to this project, but as people who know and produce 

knowledge on a pressing research topic. My hope is that this distinction is significant, 

productive, and of interest to multiple audiences.  

I see this research as an example of public ethnography. What makes an ethnography 

public, is that it has an explicit critique that aims to challenge social injustice and speak to an 

audience that is not solely academic (Bailey, 2013; Tedlock, 2005). There is anti-racist critique 

embedded in the research questions and focus of the project. My hope is that the findings will 

reach politicians and planners in Hamburg, Wilhelmsburg residents, as well as a scholarly 

audience and that, as Henderson (2016) suggests, the ethnographic methods used will help to 

make the research accessible to an urban planning audience. 

Ethnography, according to Sarah Pink (2007, p. 22), is not a method of data collection as 

it has historically been understood, but rather ña process of creating and representing knowledge 

(about society, culture and individuals) that is based on ethnographersô own experiences.ò It is a 

reflexive methodology; the researcher does not claim to report objective truth through research, 

but rather aims through reflection on power, relationality, and representation to offer versions of 
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their experiences that are as faithful as possible to ñthe context, negotiations and 

intersubjectivities through which the knowledge was producedò (Pink, 2007, p. 22). A researcher 

may use the ñtraditionalò ethnographic methods of interviews and observation, producing textual 

and written data, but also objects, images, sensory and immaterial experiences are part of 

ethnographic knowledge production (Pink, 2007, 2008).  

Ethnography according to this definition is highly compatible with the principles of anti-

racist and intersectional research. It assumes that the researcher has a social location and a way 

of viewing the world that need to be reflected upon and illuminated in the research. In the 

following sections I describe in detail the methods used and discuss some of the methodological 

issues that arose in the process. 

 

Methods 

This research was conducted from 2016-2018, with 10 months in Hamburg-Wilhelmsburg and 

the rest in Toronto. In the summer of 2016, I conducted two weeks of exploratory research to 

gauge the feasibility of the project idea. I reconnected with people I knew in Wilhelmsburg from 

my time there in 2011, and reached out to a few prominent activist organizations. I met mainly 

white-dominated organizations at that time, so I did not shape my dissertation proposal based on 

their agendas, but rather took their questions about how I would undertake the research and their 

interests in learning more about the diversity of experiences in Wilhelmsburg and brought those 

together with the existing empirical and theoretical literature by Black German scholars and 

German scholars of Colour. This became the basis of my research proposal, which I treated as 

provisional until I returned to Wilhelmsburg the following year and concluded based on the 

interest I encountered from potential participants that the topic was indeed of some relevance.   
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The methods I used in this project included ethnographic interviews, participant sensing, 

photography, and archival research. Ethnographic interviews are a mainly oral method of data 

collection, in which the researcher listens and asks questions of someone to produce verbal 

descriptions and theories (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). Participant sensing is a multi-sensory 

expansion of the ethnographic method of participant observation, in which a researcher collects 

data by being present somewhere, taking part in events and activities, and reflecting on those 

experiences (Pink, 2009). Photography in this study was a researcher-driven form of reflecting 

visually on the materiality of Wilhelmsburg through the lens of my research questions (Pink, 

2007). I initially planned to conduct walking interviews and ask participants to direct me to take 

photos; however, I quickly found that participants needed to meet on their lunch breaks or in 

between other responsibilities. In keeping with the anti-racist research principle of 

responsiveness to the needs and priorities of research participants, I let the idea go, and instead 

conducted more traditionally structured interviews and took photos myself throughout the 

research process.  

Archival research 

My archival work was conducted from 2016-2019 through in-person and online searches of 

materials of possible relevance to Wilhelmsburgôs history and development. This included many 

visits to the cityôs public library at the University of Hamburg and to Wilhelmsburgôs local 

organization for historical documentation and education, Geschichtswerkstatt Wilhelmsburg & 

Hafen. There I was helped extensively by Margret Markert, who dug up and sent me dozens of 

documents and referred me to books and films. I also made regular trips to the local bookstore in 

Wilhelmsburg, Lüdemann, which carries a large collection about the island and always features 

the newest publications.  
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At the same time, I carried out archival research online via a number of key sites, where I 

used systematic searches about Wilhelmsburg as well as targeted, subject-focused searches to 

identify relevant materials. Key online sources included the city of Hamburg repository for 

legislative documents, the Ministry of Urban Development and Housing website, the 

Hamburg.de history portal, and the IBA Hamburg website. I also searched the online archives of 

the Hamburger Abendblatt, Tageszeitung, die Welt, and Der Spiegel for media reports on 

Wilhelmsburg. Throughout the project I maintained a regular search of the Hamburger 

Abendblatt, and read the Wilhelmsburg local newspaper, the Wilhelmsburger Insel Rundblick. 

Interviews with Wilhelmsburg residents  

From May to August 2017, I conducted ethnographic interviews with 19 Wilhelmsburg residents 

who have lived and worked in Wilhelmsburg from 14 to over 50 years. Ethnographic interviews 

can take many forms; in this study they were generally solicited, loosely planned and therefore 

somewhat formal, and semi-structured.  Eight of the participants identified as women, and eleven 

as men. They ranged in age from 24 to over 50 years old, and have a variety of paid and unpaid 

occupations: I interviewed one lawyer, one orthodontist, two people who work for Hamburg 

waste services, three full-time mothers, one person on disability, two students, one small 

business manager, one small business owner, one office worker, one retail worker, two social 

services workers, one employee of city transit services, two pastors, one elder-care worker, and a 

teacher. 

 Five participants were born in Hamburg to immigrant parents, and 14 immigrated to 

Germany either as children or as adults. Participants told me about family and personal 

connections to Turkey (14), Bulgaria (1), Ghana (1), Nigeria (1), Palestine (1), Spain (1), and 

Portugal (1). Two of the participants with roots in Turkey were Kurdish. Two participants self-
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identified as Christian, one as Alevi, and eight as Muslim; another eight participants did not 

disclose their religion, if any.  

The interviews lasted between 45 minutes and two hours, with the majority around 75 

minutes. Interviews took place wherever was convenient for the participant, mainly at their 

workplaces and in cafés. I conducted seventeen interviews in German, and two in English. I was 

prepared to work with an interpreter for other languages as necessary, but found that the 

inclusionary criteria of 10+ years in Wilhelmsburg meant that most potential participants spoke 

German. Indeed, when I first arrived, the Turkish-speaking Wilhelmsburgers who gave me 

advice on recruitment strategy rolled their eyes at the mention of interpreters. My assumption 

that one might be needed spoke to them of the stereotype of ñfailed integrationò in Wilhelmsburg 

that had little to do with their daily reality. Based on their guidance I resolved to see how it went 

with German; I stopped at nineteen interviews simply because of the limits of my capacity as a 

solo researcher.  

I recruited most participants through community organizations, followed by snowball 

sampling. My first two interviewees were found through spontaneous conversations, however, at 

a convenience store and at a printshop; I mentioned that I was a researcher visiting from Canada, 

and upon hearing the topic the shopkeeper and owner respectively said, ñYou can interview me!ò 

There were two inclusionary criteria: 1) that they had lived on the island for more than 10 years 

(and had therefore lived through the recent large interventions), and 2) that they related in some 

way, however conflictual, with the concept of Migrationshintergrund. In practice, I stretched the 

first criteria to include one person who had recently moved to Wilhelmsburg, and one who had 

recently moved away. This stretch made sense because both had done neighbourhood-engaged 
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work in Wilhelmsburg for decades, one working as a counsellor serving migrants and low-

income people, the other growing up in and around their parentsô local small business.  

The inclusion criteria of relating to Migrationshintergrund was fraught with tensions 

because of the labelôs status as a racializing concept. A census category and common term in 

German public discourse, it labels certain people as distinct from the imagined normal 

mainstream, based on a family experience of migration but regardless of whether they 

themselves have immigrated (Institut für Migrations- und Rassismusforschung Hamburg, 2011). 

More often than not it is used simply to distinguish ñothersò from people considered to be white, 

and for German-born children or grandchildren of immigrants, it tends to evict them from their 

own country (see Sow, 2018 for a plain language explanation). I discussed 

Migrationshintergrund in detail in the previous chapter, as it is an important feature of racism in 

Germany, but it bears brief discussion here because it was a challenging aspect of recruitment. 

Sara Ahmed (2007, pp. 149ï150), writing about whiteness, suggests that we might expect that 

ñany project that aims to dismantle or challenge the categories that are made invisible through 

privilege is bound to participate in the object of its critique.ò I often had Ahmedôs observation in 

mind during recruitment of participants. I used the word Migrationshintergrund in my outreach, 

while attempting to unsettle it either by referring to it as ñso-calledò or by putting air-quotes 

around it. My written outreach documents also included other terms that have been embraced by 

some communities, such as People of Colour, Black Germans, and migrants; these terms have a 

different political tone because they have been taken up as terms of resistance and self-definition, 

but are less common (see again Sow, 2018). 

Where people self-identified as potential participants it was relatively unproblematic, as 

Migrationshintergrund is a common term and I knew that there would be space within the 
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interviews to disrupt the label and talk about self-identity. It was more troubling when I asked 

people and organizations to suggest possible participants, in effect asking them to identify other 

people with this label. I reached out to organizations that explicitly identify as working with 

residents who are migrants, or who are racialized in the German context, such as the local 

Turkish parentsô association and ñintegrationò service providers. Others, such as churches and 

youth centres, work with residents of various backgrounds. A single contact also opened some 

doors for me: a retired local doctor and long-time activist in Wilhelmsburg introduced me to 

several people who I then interviewed and who suggested further contacts. It was often possible 

to draw attention to the problematic nature of Migrationshintergrund in conversation, and thus to 

disrupt the way the category worked in the moment. Yet the normalization of the concept, its 

reach, and the challenges presented when rejecting it are precisely symptomatic of the ubiquity 

of race and racialization in the German context. 

I focused my energies on ensuring that a disruption of power relations and of dominant 

discourse was present in the interviews. The overall topic of the interviews meant that 

participants often narrated starkly non-hegemonic analyses of conditions in Wilhelmsburg from 

the outset. For example, participants would often say things like, ñWilhelmsburg isnôt like they 

say it is,ò early in the interview, so that very quickly we were talking about discourse and power, 

and about a ñtheyò versus a ñweò with different perspectives, interests and knowledges. Critical 

conversations were thus often underway before I could even turn on my voice recorder. 

Oppression, inequity, and privilege were talked about quite directly in all of the interviews.  

I aimed to interview residents who roughly represented the diversity collapsed within the 

category of Migrationshintergrund in Wilhelmsburg. I particularly had diversity in terms of 

birthplace, religion, gender, class, and sexuality in mind during recruitment. Based on the 
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concept of intersectionality I anticipated that Wilhelmsburgers would be variously situated in 

relation to the changing neighbourhood, and indeed participants talked about religion, gender, 

and class-specific experiences that are quite striking and illuminating. Racialization does not 

operate independently, but rather in ñcomplex and shifting interactionsò with other systems of 

oppression (El-Tayeb, 2011, p. 125). It was important to reflect this understanding from the 

outset. 

I found that Wilhelmsburgers in fact pushed me towards a participant sample that 

reflected some of the history and diversity of the island. People with roots in Turkey are the 

largest racialized group in Wilhelmsburg, but they are not the only one (Bezirkamt Hamburg-

Mitte, 2015). Wilhelmsburgers often asked me who I had talked to so far and urged me not to 

forget particular communities such as ñthe Portugueseò and ñWest Africans.ò As I will discuss in 

the following chapters, I saw this as resisting the conflation of ñmigration backgroundò with 

Turkish and Muslim and asserting an oppositional version of Wilhelmsburg, which has a 

diversity of which residents are proud. The demographic that I reached most quickly was 

Turkish-speaking and mainly men, so I began doing purposive outreach to diversify the sample, 

contacting, for example, womenôs organizations, churches attended largely by African and Black 

German residents, the Hamburg branch of the organization of Black people in Germany, and 

Hamburg-wide LGBTQ organizations. 

While this study involved just a small sample of Wilhelmsburg residents, and thus cannot 

be considered representative in general, one of the particular limitations is the lack of 

participants who self-identified (to me) as LGBTQ. This is unfortunate because the literature on 

German cities demonstrates that racialized LGBTQ people are often treated as not existing in 

urban space (or at all) (El-Tayeb, 2012; Petzen, 2009), and that white homonationalism can play 
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a significant role in the gentrification of racialized neighbourhoods (Haritaworn, 2015). I draw 

on this rich literature to address this gap where it arises in the following chapters. I found that the 

recruitment strategies I used in general did not work when it came to LGBTQ residents. I could 

not find any LGBTQ organizations in Wilhelmsburg, snowball sampling did not yield any 

results, and by the time I was in touch with a city-wide organization, my limited time in 

Hamburg proved a barrier to setting up a meeting. I am also not certain that I created the 

conditions in interviews wherein LGBTQ residents would have self-identified to me, as after the 

first few interviews I was reluctant to ask about aspects of identity that participants did not first 

raise themselves. At first, I was asking directly about how people self-identified in a number of 

ways, but I experienced the results as awkward and taking away from the conversation. 

Language was likely a factor, as I was not confident about how best to phrase these questions, 

but I also had a strong feeling that it was best to simply let people tell me what they wanted to 

about themselves. While letting participants tell me what axes of identity were important is 

consistent with intersectionality-informed research (Hunting, n.d.), upon reflection I think the 

line between my methodological choice and my own (straight, white, WASPy) sensitivities was 

a bit blurred, as gut feeling was a key driver of the choices I made within interviews. There are 

multiple factors that inform the choices that researchers make at any given time, related to 

questions and methodologies, personal history and interests (Pink, 2007), yet because I do not 

identify as LGBTQ myself, I wonder about the source of my gut feelings here. Next time, I 

would start outreach to city-wide organizations earlier, giving contacting, scheduling, and 

relationship-building more time.  

Other challenges in this phase of the research included my language skills ï when I listen 

to the recordings, I notice a real difference in my fluency between the first interview and the last, 
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particularly in my phrasing of spontaneous questions in response to what participants said. The 

interviewees were very generous with me. With the exception of one person who did not want to 

be recorded, all interviews were audio-recorded for later transcription, and I also took notes. To 

thank people for their time I gave them a 10 ú gift certificate to a nearby market, pharmacy, or 

café. Interestingly this seemed at first to offend participants, who then wanted to make it clear to 

me that it was not necessary or expected. I tried explaining where I was coming from, that I 

offered a small token because I was taught that it was respectful research practice. That seemed 

to be appreciated and interesting rather than offensive, so I continued doing it. People 

participated in interviews either because they liked what I was doing, or because someone they 

trusted introduced me, so I think I had inadvertently offended the relational basis of the 

encounter with the early participants. When I situated the token of thanks in relation to me as a 

researcher, the gift certificate seemed to take on a different, acceptable, meaning.  

I discussed anonymity, confidentiality, and how the participantsô words would be used at 

the beginning and the end of each interview. The majority of participants did not want to remain 

anonymous: of nineteen interviewees, just five preferred not to be named. Most of the names in 

the text are therefore participantsô real first names, and I indicate where I have assigned a 

pseudonym at the participantôs request. 

Photography and participant sensing 

I used the methods of participant observation and photography throughout the study. Alongside 

interviewing, participant observation is considered a ñclassicò ethnographic method, and is based 

on the premise that ñbeing thereò in a particular context can produce knowledge (Pink, 2009). 

The definition of participant observation that I worked with was in fact Sarah Pinkôs (2009) re-

conceptualization of it as participant sensing, which is a multi-sensory and reflexive method of 
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learning through embodied emplacement. In participant sensing, a researcher lives the unplanned 

experiences of everyday life in a particular place, and seeks out ways of sharing other peopleôs 

experiences by purposefully joining in on activities and events. The expectation is neither of 

distanced, objective observation, nor of sharing the ñauthenticò experiences of others, but rather 

of having oneôs own engaged embodied and emplaced experiences in an environment that one 

wishes to know better (Pink, 2009). 

I lived in Wilhelmsburg for four months in 2017 and six months in 2018, in Reiherstieg, 

which is one of the more densely populated parts of the island. I lived in a room facing 

northwards towards the port lands and city centre, with a view of the Spreehafen, Ernst-August 

Canal, and the trucks barreling along the road into the port. This was my base from which I had 

my daily life, as well as purposeful effort to participate in anything to do with planning and 

development in Wilhelmsburg. I attended, for example, three consultation events hosted by IBA 

Hamburg, which is now a municipal corporation responsible for project development. In 2017 

and 2018 there were numerous meetings about the development of the ñSpreehafenviertel,ò a 

large redevelopment across from my apartment, and I attended all those to experience the events 

and collect the maps and reports produced through the process. I also went on two IBA Hamburg 

tours: one focused on projects completed in 2013, led by an IBA-recommended guide, and one 

focused on works in progress, led by IBA staff during the 2017 national conference on urban 

development policy. These opportunities to experience IBA Hamburgôs perspective on 

development in action were so rich that I did not find it necessary to also interview a 

representative. I also participated in a community forum about the forest slated for development 

into the ñSpreehafenviertel,ò a church service where people spoke about living conditions in 

Wilhelmsburg, an open meeting held by elected politicians on the topic of development, and 
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countless other events, celebrations, concerts, bike tours, organizing meetings, and more. I took 

notes about these experiences either during or after.  

 In between these activities and the work of interviewing, daily life unfolded. I shopped at 

the market on Wednesdays and Saturdays, went to local cafes, sat outside in the good weather 

and hid away in the rain. I joined a local gym, and a local choir, with self-care in mind, and 

found that it enriched my life and my research. I learned an enormous amount through this 

embodied everyday life in Wilhelmsburg, as will come up frequently in the coming pages. A 

reflexive awareness of my sensory experiences allowed me to note and eventually incorporate 

sounds, odours, feelings, and sights into my analysis.   

 While living in Wilhelmsburg I carried a camera with me virtually at all times. The 

camera on my mobile phone produces good quality images, so long as they are not enlarged 

much. Using it had the advantage of drawing little attention to myself, because of the ubiquity of 

mobile phones and cameras. At times I also carried a digital SLR camera, particularly to 

photograph places that residents told me about, and on regular bike rides around the island. The 

digital SLR produces much higher resolution images that then allow for enlargement, but it is 

also a much larger camera that draws attention to me as a photographer. This was not necessarily 

a bad thing, as I was not trying to photograph covertly; it was more an issue of my own comfort 

with feeling highly visible at any given time. 

I approached photography within this research as a practice of paying attention to and 

making visual note of the materiality of Wilhelmsburg. The gaze was of course my own (Pink, 

2007), rooted in my research questions, which I loosened to think in terms of key words such as 

change, development, racialized people, impact, and planning in Wilhelmsburg. I photographed 

what caught my eye, as well as what I knew to be physical artifacts of the processes I wished to 
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question, such as IBA Hamburgôs developments, new student residences, new cafes, and a 

disappeared refugee camp.  

Interviews with residents shifted how I thought of the role of photography in the project, 

and introduced a collaborative component. I began taking photos of the specific places that 

participants told me about in interviews. This often took me to places that were new to me, or 

that I had visited and not photographed, bringing together my gaze with participantsô knowledge 

and experiences. I was also so often told in interviews that Wilhelmsburg had been 

misunderstood and mischaracterized that I began to ask myself each time I lifted my camera: 

ñWhat version of Wilhelmsburg will this image reflect?ò Participants were anxious that I should 

communicate that Wilhelmsburg is more than its ñbad imageò and stigmatization, and I 

wondered how to reflect complexity and critical analysis through my photography.  

One of the challenges was that ñraceò operates as a visual technology. As Jennifer A. 

Gonz§lez (2008) discusses in her work on the disruption of ñraceò in installation art, ñraceò 

produces ñeconomies of visibilityò (p. 5) in which race is marked on bodies ï and, as Sherene 

Razack (2002) and others also note, spaces. Given this visual character, and given that images 

have no fixed meanings, but simply allow for interpretation of what is visible (Pink, 2007), a 

major ethical risk seemed to be producing images that would serve the dominant discourses 

about Wilhelmsburg. Further, visual ethnographic methods have often been used to objectify 

racialized and colonized people, including in the name of producing knowledge and ñevidenceò 

(Pink, 2007). My own gaze as a white, outsider researcher was part of this challenge, as 

photographers produce images not only out of their explicit intentions, but out of their most basic 

ways of thinking and perceiving, which are socially produced, culturally ingrained, and imbued 

with the structures of power (Pink, 2007, drawing on Bourdieu).  
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Yet because racial discourse often depends on visual discourse, visual methods can be a 

useful tool for disruption and revision (González, 2008). The strategy that I decided to adopt, 

alongside the methodological demands for reflexivity, transparency, accountability and so forth, 

was being selective in what and where I photographed and situating the images within (my and 

participantsô) critique and analysis. I took no portraits of people without their consent. As I was 

generally interested in spaces, buildings, and infrastructure to complement the individual and 

specific narratives of interviewees, this was not terribly difficult; it was in public spaces, in 

contexts where there would be an expectation of being seen and observed, that my photos at 

times included people. I also focused on the direction of resident participants, as I describe 

above. Finally, I contextualized and continue to contextualize the images when I display them by 

accompanying them with text. Pink (2007) notes that this dampens the viewerôs creativity and 

the range of possible interpretations they might have. While this would be considered negative in 

some contexts, here it is helpful; I wish to guide the interpretation of images in this dissertation 

just as I guide the interpretation of participantsô words and my own sensory experiences. 

A vivid conversation with a research participant illustrates how these strategies work 

together. To prepare the layout of posters for a closing event, described in the following section, 

Özden and I sat together looking at quotes from racialized Wilhelmsburg residents that I had 

grouped under the heading ñthe change isnôt happening for the people who live here.ò4 Özden, 

who is a graphic designer and owns a printing business, opened and enlarged a photo taken from 

my apartment window, of four men in a park on a sunny day. Three of the men appeared to be 

sleeping, and one looked towards a canal with the cityôs skyline in the background. I had taken 

the photo because I thought it illustrated something I frequently heard about: Eastern Europeans, 

 
4 My translation of a participantôs words. 
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particularly Bulgarians, who faced intense exploitation and housing precarity in Wilhelmsburg, 

and who lived largely outside during the summer, in parks like the one on my doorstep. After 

looking at the photo for a moment, Özden burst out laughing. I was taken aback, and for a 

moment just watched as he enlarged the image so that it formed the backdrop for the quotes. ñItôs 

perfect!ò he said, ñLook at them! This is exactly how it is!ò I was surprised by the laughter and 

said so, and he told me: ñItôs perfect ï the image, the title, what people say in the text here, it all 

goes together. I love this, I love this poster: the message cannot get lost!ò5 

The purpose of using photography and participant-sensing methods for this project was 

that they should complement and fit together with the interview methods I also used. In the final 

section, I discuss the second set of interviews, with planning professionals and politicians, and 

describe the community event I hosted at the end of the data collection phase. 

Interviews with politicians and planning professionals  

The final phase of the research in Wilhelmsburg was conducted from February to August 2018 

and comprised of reporting back to resident interviewees, interviews with politicians and 

planning professionals, and a closing event to present my preliminary findings. In the winter I 

prepared a two-page summary about interviews with residents. I anticipated holding a focus 

group in which we would discuss and collectively analyze text from the previous yearôs 

interviews. However, though many participants responded to the summary, no one expressed a 

desire to meet and add to, correct, or elaborate on it. I had imagined the focus group playing a 

key role in the anti-racist methodological imperative to disrupt dominant researcher/researched 

relations, and in the location of interpretive authority within the community, so this felt like a 

methodological misstep. However, participants contributed their time, energy, and analysis to the 

 
5 See Figure 6. 
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project when they participated in interviews, and flexibility is also an important principle of anti-

racist research. Further, my analysis is the greater part of what I contribute to the reciprocal 

relationship with participants, considering that the main thing people asked me for during the 

course of the project was to report back about what I learned and to have a community event at 

the end. The sharing of the summary document turned out to be an interim step in that report-

back.  

From March through June 2018 I conducted eight interviews with politicians and people 

involved in the planning process in a professional capacity. These included two elected 

representatives for Wilhelmsburg in the governing party at the national and city-state levels: 

Metin Hakverdi (Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands6 [hereafter SPD], member of the 

German Bundestag for Hamburg-Bergedorf-Harburg) and Michael Weinreich (SPD, member of 

Hamburg Parliament for Billstedt-Wilhelmsburg-Finkenwerder). Both were born and raised in 

Wilhelmsburg and continue to live there, Mr. Hakverdi dividing his time with Berlin. It further 

included a representative of Wilhelmsburg at the district level, Bayram Inan (Bündis 90/Die 

Grünen7 [hereafter Die Grünen] member of the district assembly for Hamburg-Mitte), who has 

lived in Wilhelmsburg since he came from Turkey in 1973 as a so-called guest worker. 

Chairperson of the Wilhelmsburg Council for Local Development, Lutz Cassel, has lived in 

Wilhelmsburg since roughly 2006. I also spoke with Heike Sudmann (Die Linke8, member of 

Hamburg Parliament, responsible for urban development, housing and transit), who often speaks 

for and about the island because of her portfolio. At the ministry of urban development and 

environment I spoke with Michael Rink (Office of Regional Planning and Urban Development, 

 
6 Social Democratic Party of Germany 
7 Alliance 90/The Greens 
8 The Left 
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Project Group Leap Across the Elbe), and informally with a colleague of his who was born and 

raised on Veddel, which is directly next to Wilhelmsburg, and who preferred to remain 

anonymous. Finally, I interviewed Sören Schaefer from Perspektiven!, which is a project of the 

Wilhelmsburg Bürgerhaus that organizes all of the development-related consultations required 

by local law. Schaefer is also a resident of the island.  

In this phase I engaged in targeted recruitment, contacting specific people who I had 

already identified as potential participants. It was largely clear from the time I had already spent 

in Wilhelmsburg who the elected representatives were, and what bodies were responsible for 

development, and I therefore had a list of people with whom I wanted to speak. However, 

Hamburg has a multi-tiered and proportional system of representative government, which means 

that there are quite a few people elected by Wilhelmsburgers to sit on various assemblies and 

committees. As time did not permit me to interview all of them, I asked participants and other 

relations in the neighbourhood who I should talk to. The consensus was to prioritize those in the 

governing parties (the SPD and Die Grünen in Hamburg). Speaking to politicians on the more 

conservative end of the spectrum would have also been interesting, but given my focus on 

current planning and decision-making and my limited resources it was not a top priority to seek 

out those not currently making policy. There is also plenty to be gleaned from attention to the 

discourse and policy at the national level, where the ideologies of the Christian Democratic 

Union of Germany (CDU), Christian Social Union in Bavaria (CSU) and the Alternative for 

Germany (AfD) are highly visible and influential.  

The format of the eight interviews was semi-structured, similar to my interviews with 

residents. However, between the oratory confidence of politicians and greater time pressure 

(most had less than an hour to speak to me) I found that asking effective spontaneous follow-up 
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questions was more difficult. The first interviews strayed hardly at all from the dominant, 

economic narrative about the problems and solutions in Wilhelmsburg, skirting around the role 

of racism in past planning. To equip myself to get in more critical questions, I went back to my 

anti-racist, intersectional public ethnography methodology and prepared questions based on what 

I had heard from residents. Interviews took place at cafés and at participantsô offices; I met Mr. 

Weinreich at home as he was recovering from knee surgery. I audio recorded all but two 

interviews and took notes for the others. These participants were not compensated for their time 

as they were speaking in their professional capacities.  

Community event at close of data collection 

Several research participants requested that I host a community event before I had to go back to 

Toronto, so that there would be an opportunity to discuss publicly and hear what other people 

had said. I planned the event for Saturday, June 30, 2018, shortly before the start of summer 

vacation, and held it in the event room of Don Matteo, which is a local family-run restaurant 

with several decades of history in the neighbourhood. All research participants were invited, as 

well as about a dozen Wilhelmsburgers who had supported and shown interest in the research in 

various ways. Fifteen people attended, mostly long-time residents engaged in community 

organizations and activism. Two were research participants; while several other research 

participants planned to attend, family responsibilities came up and took precedence. I titled the 

event Mixed Feelings: Perspectives on living alongside and with each other in Wilhelmsburg.9 

The afternoon was a very fruitful discussion based on key themes from my interviews 

with racialized residents and informed by other experiences and interviews in Wilhelmsburg.  

 
9 In German: Gemischte Gefühle: Meinungen zum Leben neben- und miteinander in Wilhelmsburg. Bericht zu einer 

Doktorarbeit 
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With ¥zdenôs help, I had made eight posters that presented what I saw as key points of analysis, 

using quotes from interviews with residents and photos I had taken around the island (see Figure 

6). People had a chance to look at the posters and then I made a short presentation about the 

theoretical basis for the project and what I thought I would emphasize in this dissertation. That 

was followed by two hours of rich and lively discussion, which I moderated while taking notes 

and fielding questions. 



 

 

76 

 

 

Figure 6: ñThe change isnôt happening for the people who live here:ò One of eight posters displayed 

at the community event. 
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The discussion provided an opportunity for me to clarify my ideas, and participants also 

raised points that have made their way into this dissertation. In particular, I have the attendees to 

thank for drawing my attention to the long history of Wilhelmsburg as an immigrant 

neighbourhood as it illuminates the ever-shifting terrain of racialization; the question of who 

defines and sets the terms and goals of ñtransformation;ò and the problem of a lack of political 

will to fundamentally challenge the conditions of exploitation and deprivation faced by many of 

the newest migrants to the neighbourhood (in particular, ñthe Bulgarians,ò a category that 

attendees also productively unsettled, and that I will discuss in detail elsewhere). Attendees also 

expressed concern that the in-movement of more people who do not face structural oppression in 

terms of race, class, or immigration status might negatively affect practices of solidarity for 

which Wilhelmsburg has a reputation.  

The event was an outlet for dissemination of my preliminary findings to a broadly 

sympathetic local audience, and the findings were overwhelmingly well received. This was 

interesting in and of itself, as attendees primarily represented the dominant, white organizations 

on the island, and the posters and my presentation amplified voices that tend to be marginalized 

and lack representation in those organizations. As a result, while the event was motivated by 

accountability to racialized participants in my research, it also played a role in living up to the 

demands of my methodology by reaching a particular non-academic audience and using my 

privileged position to amplify local anti-racist analysis.  

 

Conclusion  

This dissertation is an anti-racist, intersectional public ethnography that explores racialized 

residentsô experiences and analyses of recent developments in Hamburg-Wilhelmsburg, and how 

racialized people figure in local planning. In this chapter I have described how a disturbing 
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statement about transforming Wilhelmsburgôs population in order to solve its problems brought 

me to this research. Informed by my masterôs thesis about how the IBA Hamburg project 

produced Wilhelmsburg as racialized and problematic, I aim in this dissertation to address 

serious issues and gaps in how the neighbourhoodôs ñtransformationò is understood and 

evaluated.  

I have positioned this study as the production of knowledge through my embodied 

experience as an outsider researcher (ethnography), and as a study with an explicit critique and 

the intention to reach multiple audiences (public). Anti-racist and intersectional methodologies 

inform the projectôs structure and goals, integrating anti-racist principles into all aspects of the 

project and approaching peoplesô lived experiences as wrapped up in multiple grounds of 

identity and oppression. In this chapter I have described how my methods and research practices, 

particularly of accountability, reciprocity, and disrupting relations of power and authority within 

the research itself, reflect the demands of these methodologies. 

I have also outlined the specific methods that I used: ethnographic interviews, participant 

sensing, and photography, complemented by an interim report to participants and a community 

event that used visual and textual tools to prompt discussion. I have described who I spoke to and 

why, and reflected on some of the possibilities and challenges that my methods presented. In 

particular, I reflected on the risk of reproducing what I wished to challenge through the use of the 

concept of Migrationshintergrund and the use of photography to communicate about the 

materiality of a space that has been racialized and stigmatized.  

In the following chapter I analyze the production of Wilhelmsburg as a racialized and 

devalued space within the context of racial capitalism. Until recently, Wilhelmsburg had a 

distinctly negative image; it was labelled ñthe Bronx of the North,ò ñthe Balkans of the North,ò a 
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ñproblem neighbourhood,ò and a ñneighbourhood in crisis.ò The dominant narrative is that 

Wilhelmsburgôs status emerged from an unfortunate but basically natural process of 

disinvestment by the city after a deadly flood in 1962. After the flood, a period of planning 

indecision ensued, followed by several decades in which Wilhelmsburg was treated simply as the 

cityôs ñbackyard.ò Residents argue, however, that the islandôs ñbad reputation,ò as they often 

called it in interviews, hinged on the kind of people who were thought to live there: racialized 

people, low-income people and immigrants. In the next chapter I follow residentsô insights and 

draw from the full breadth of data from this study, including government documents, secondary 

historical sources, media archives,  participant sensing and photography in the neighbourhood, as 

well as interviews with residents, planners and politicians. Bringing these sources together with 

recent work by Black and People of Colour activists and scholars in Hamburg that illuminates 

the ongoing importance of colonialism to the cityôs accumulation of wealth through the 

differential valuation of people and land, I explore how Wilhelmsburg has been constructed in 

discourse and practice as an ñother,ò non-European space, and thus as less valuable than other 

parts of the city.  
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Chapter Three: Producing the ñProblem Neighbourhood:ò 

Development of Hamburg-Wilhelmsburg in Racial 

Capitalism 
 

Introduction  

Hamburg-Wilhelmsburg is an expansive and complex place. The 35 square kilometre island is 

the largest of the Elbe islands, the largest river island in Europe, and home to 55,000 people 

(Statistisches Amt für Hamburg und Schleswig-Holstein, 2018). The island has been called ña 

patchwork of oppositesò (Keesenberg, 1989, translation by author): it has agriculture, industry, 

and residential neighbourhoods in equal measure (Eckardt, 2017). The southeast of the island is 

dominated by bucolic farmersô fields and old farmhouses, punctuated by a cluster of high-rise 

apartment buildings (Figure 8). At the centre of Wilhelmsburg you find the mall, more high rises, 

single-family homes, and allotment gardens. To the northwest is the workerôs row housing of 

Reiherstieg, or Old Wilhelmsburg, and beyond it lie container yards, heavy industry, and the port 

lands (Figure 7). The landscape and built forms of Wilhelmsburg are tremendously varied; the 

island is loud and dirty, green and peaceful, nowhere is it just one thing. 

The islandôs population is also tremendously heterogeneous (Hohenstatt & Rinn, 2013). 

In Wilhelmsburg, people with different languages, passports, religions, and to some extent socio-

economic statuses, all live alongside each other with what residents characterize as a great deal 

of success. Wilhelmsburg has, for example, a cluster of houses in Georgswerder that is the cityôs 

only officially settled Sinti community (Journalisten der Henri-Nannen-Schule, 2015; Wehnelt, 

2010). The statistics about Wilhelmsburg also reflect that many racialized people10 live here and 

 
10 Here I mean people labelled with ñmigration backgrounds;ò see the previous chapter for discussion. 
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many immigrants, as well as significant proportion who are counted simply as German citizens. 

In the most recent statistics, 34% of Wilhelmsburgers are listed as ñforeignersò (with a passport 

other than German), and 60.4% are counted as people with ñmigration backgrounds.ò For youth 

under 18 years of age, the percentage with migration backgrounds is 78.9% (Statistisches Amt 

für Hamburg und Schleswig-Holstein, 2018). Income in Wilhelmsburg is on the lower end of the 

city average ï not one of the lowest-income neighbourhoods, but just one step above 

(Statistisches Amt für Hamburg und Schleswig-Holstein, 2017). Wilhelmsburgers also live in a 

range of housing forms: single-family homes, apartments, subsidized housing; the mix is more 

varied than in other parts of the city (Statistisches Amt für Hamburg und Schleswig-Holstein, 

2018, pp. 48ï49). As Umut, who grew up around his parentsô business in Old Wilhelmsburg put 

it: ñItôs what really makes Wilhelmsburg, that there are people who live side by side and who do 

not understand each other ï not only linguistically, even culturally ï but live together peacefully, 

and also live side by sideò (Umut, interview, 2017). 

Yet until recently, Wilhelmsburg had a very simplified image, and it was a negative one. 

It had been labelled ñthe Bronx of the North,ò ñthe Balkans of the North,ò a ñproblem 

neighbourhood,ò a ñneighbourhood in crisis,ò and a ñsocial hotspotò(cf. Adanalē, 2013; Barth, 

2000; Brinkbäumer, 2000; Hamburger Abendblatt, 2000; Hohenstatt & Rinn, 2013; Twickel, 

2011). 
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Figure 7: The high rises of Kirchdorf-Süd seen from across the horse pasture to the south (photo by 

author, 2017). 

Figure 8: Workers row housing of Reiherstieg, recently renovated, with container yard, industry and coal 

power plant in the background (photo by author, 2017). 
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For decades, media headlines and government policy documents reflected perceptions of the 

island as a problem and reproduced its stigmatization. Often people from other parts of Hamburg 

had never set foot in Wilhelmsburg, despite the islandôs location a mere two S-Bahn stops away 

from the central station. Hamburgers ñjumped three steps backward in horrorò (Kopf, 2012, p. 

102, translation by author) when they met someone who actually lived in Wilhelmsburg. It had a 

bad reputation: ña really bad reputationò (Casim, interview, 2017). 

This bad reputation, over time, has led to Wilhelmsburg being the subject of strategic and 

targeted urban-planning strategies on the part of Hamburg city-state, particularly in the past 

fifteen years. The dominant narrative is that Wilhelmsburgôs status as a ñproblem areaò emerged 

from an unfortunate but basically natural process of disinvestment by the city after a deadly 

flood in 1962. After the flood, a period of planning indecision ensued, followed by several 

decades in which Wilhelmsburg was treated simply as the cityôs ñbackyard.ò Garbage was 

dumped there, dirty industry was dumped there, a high-rise complex was built there, and the 

population of immigrants and ñsocially weakò residents rose as Wilhelmsburg became one of the 

cheaper places to live in the city. Eventually, the island reached a tipping point, and the city was 

pushed by resident activism and national media attention to address the conditions that it had 

produced in Wilhelmsburg. As I will discuss in the following chapters, it does this today through 

strategies of ñsocial mixingò that aim to re-balance the population by attracting the (white) 

German middle class. 

Wilhelmsburgôs ñbad reputationò hinges fundamentally on the kind of people who are 

imagined to live there ï immigrants, low-income people, the unemployed, people on social 

assistance ï in short, people who are stigmatized and devalued in Hamburg and in German 

society. The residents I interviewed argued that the reputation is important to understanding 
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current events, and traced it to a combination of factors that included actual conditions in which 

people of low socio-economic status were deliberately concentrated on the island, and racist 

discourse about the presence of migrants. This perspective does not contradict the dominant 

narrative, but rather connects the dots within it. It draws attention to the many steps in the 

process of devaluation of Wilhelmsburg, illuminating the assumptions about the value of who 

lives there that are required to treat Wilhelmsburg the way it has been treated by the city-state 

over the past decades. Crucially, the development of the bad reputation initiated long before the 

flood; the process of devaluation of the island dates back to the beginnings of industrialization, 

with the long history of Wilhelmsburg as an immigrant neighbourhood. 

Following residentsô insights, my objective in this chapter is to present a history of 

Wilhelmsburg that contextualizes recent developments and residentsô experiences with them, but 

that also complicates the dominant narrative. To do this I draw from the full breadth of data from 

this study, including government documents, secondary historical sources, participant sensing 

and photography in the neighbourhood, as well as interviews with residents, planners and 

politicians. First, I present the dominant narrative in more detail, which offers one version of 

how and why Wilhelmsburg has historically been treated as a space of work and for waste. I 

focus on the details of this narrative, especially that the state continued to settle immigrants on 

the island after it was declared unfit for habitation, to argue that conditions of environmental 

racism were deliberately produced. Second, I draw on interviews with racialized residents to 

discuss the content of Wilhelmsburgôs long-standing ñbad reputation,ò and thus its devaluation in 

discourse and practice. Residents describe how the labels and images attached to Wilhelmsburg 

turn on, on the one hand, conditions of marginalization that are spatialized by the state (and, I 

argue, inherent to racial capitalism). On the other hand, racist discourses about migrant danger 
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and inflated representations of crime contribute to views of Wilhelmsburg as not-quite-Germany, 

a pattern which I analyze in relation to the above-reviewed theories of the racialization of space, 

ghetto discourse, and anti-Muslim racism.  

In section three I present a history of Hamburg in which Wilhelmsburgôs bad reputation 

can be understood. Hamburg is a city thatôs wealth has been accumulated through the differential 

valuation of people and land in colonialism and in ongoing racial capitalism. Black and People of 

Colour activists and scholars in Hamburg have recently succeeded in putting the cityôs colonial 

legacy on the public agenda; I follow their insights to note how Hamburgôs relationship to its 

ñothers,ò including ñotherò spaces like Wilhelmsburg, continues to be shaped by assumptions 

about ñsome people being worth more than othersò (Adjei, in Della et al., 2018, translation by 

author). Finally, I trace the devaluation of Wilhelmsburg further back in history, to racialized 

labour migration that stretches back to the 19th century and to the earliest choices by politicians 

and planners to dedicate the island as a space of work and waste. For over 150 years, racialized 

people have been recruited to come to Wilhelmsburg to do devalued work under inequitable 

conditions. This is, I argue, part of the normal functioning of racial capitalism. As I noted in 

Chapter One, Cedric Robinson originated the concept of racial capitalism to capture the role that 

race and racism play in the production of value. I revisit this concept, drawing particularly on 

Laura Pulidoôs elaborations and applications of it, to argue that racial capitalism is a foundational 

structure on which Wilhelmsburg has been developed to date. Wilhelmsburgôs bad reputation, 

and thus the context for current developments there, is based in this devaluation of the people 

who live there. The following chapter, in contrast, turns to residentsô own valuations of the island 

as a place of beauty, warmth and connection. 
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Figure 9: Colourful container yard on Industry Street, the infrastructure of the harbour on land (photo by 

author, 2017). 

Figure 10: The view from my window facing north from Reiherstieg towards the Spreehafen and the city 

shows some of Wilhelmsburgôs heterogeneity.  The frame is full of the beautiful green of spring, and 

sheep graze on the dike, performing their crucial maintenance role. In the middle of the image is one of 

the many transport trucks that fly by during the day on the way to and from the port; the dust and noise 

make it uncomfortable to keep the windows open (photo by author, 2017). 
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The bad reputation: How Wilhelmsburg became a ñproblemò 

 

ñHere on the former peasant islands of the marsh, Hamburg built its harbour, the economic 

heart of the metropolis. In immediate proximity to the sheds and quays, the shipyards and 

refineries, the steel and smelting, the storage, combing and roasting, working-class living space 

emergedò (Zukunftskonferenz Wilhelmsburg, 2002, p. 5, translation by author). 

 

The dominant narrative about where Wilhelmsburgôs negative image comes from, and thus why 

and how it requires planning intervention, comprises two main themes: the island as a space for 

work, and the island as a space for waste. The first part is the assertion that the city of Hamburg 

and its planners had not historically thought of Wilhelmsburg as somewhere people lived. 

Hamburg has been strongly influenced by Fritz Schumacher, who was an architect and the Head 

Figure 11: The market at Stübenplatz, a hub of activity in Reiherstieg. Twice weekly, the market features 

an extensive selection of inexpensive clothing as well as fruit and vegetable stands, fish, meat, cheese, and 

a bakery (photo by author, 2017). 
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of Urban Planning for the city from 1909 to 1933. In 1920, not long before Wilhelmsburg 

became administratively part of Hamburg, Schumacher famously said that ñGeest land is for 

living, and marshland is for workingò (quoted in Zukunftskonferenz Wilhelmsburg, 2002, p. 5, 

translation by author). With this declaration he argued, in effect, that residential development in 

Hamburg should concentrate on the high ground to the north of the river Elbe, while the 

marshland that included the Elbe islands was best suited to labour; that is to industrial and 

harbour-related land uses. This framework is often referenced to explain the consolidation of 

Wilhelmsburgôs image over time (cf. Behºrde f¿r Stadtentwicklung und Umwelt, 2005; Schultz 

& Sieweke, 2008; Zukunftskonferenz Wilhelmsburg, 2002); Schumacherôs thinking remained 

influential long past the end of his tenure. 

The second piece of the dominant narrative is that the deadly flood of 1962 was a turning 

point beyond which the city treated Wilhelmsburg as nothing more than a backyard dump (cf. 

IBA Hamburg, 2011b; Schultz & Sieweke, 2008). In February 1962, a storm surge from the 

North Sea broke through dikes at several points in northern Germany, including Wilhelmsburg. 

There was serious flooding in the middle of the night and 300 people were killed, 200 of them in 

Wilhelmsburg. Most of the Wilhelmsburgers who died were living in makeshift housing in a 

low-lying area, in fact, just in front of where I lived in Reiherstieg in a spot that is now slated for 

redevelopment. Much of Wilhelmsburg was destroyed by bombing during World War Two, and 

those who lost their lives were largely those still without permanent housing 17 years later 

(Paech, 2008). The 1962 flood was a major emergency in Hamburg and beyond, and famously 

cemented the reputation of Helmut Schmidt, then Hamburgôs interior minister, who would 

eventually become Chancellor of Germany. The emergency was marked by Schmidtôs quick 

action to rescue and re-house people, which violated the German constitution at the time by 
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deploying military personnel within German borders (Paech, 2008). The flood is a trauma that 

remains within living memory. These photos show the signs of memorialization of the flood on 

its anniversary in 2018. In Figure 12, in the forest across the canal from my apartment, bright 

blue cardboard teardrops hang in the trees, hung by activists who are protesting the 

redevelopment of the forest into the óSpreehafenviertelô (see IBA Hamburg, n.d.-c; Waldretter, 

2019). The teardrops reproduce the forest as a place of mourning, which has lain fallow since the 

event in 1962. It is still a place where vulnerable people live, as I will discuss in the following 

chapters. 

The flood is frequently depicted by media and planning publications as the beginning of a 

downward spiral for Wilhelmsburg (cf. Behörde für Stadtentwicklung und Umwelt, 2005; IBA 

Hamburg, 2011b; Rowe, 2015; Schultz & Sieweke, 2008). After the flood, Hamburg moved to 

abandon housing in the northern part of the island, and was stopped only by extensive and 

Figure 12: Teardrops in the óSpreewaldô on the 56th anniversary of the flood (photo by author, 2018). 
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successful protest by residents who wanted to stay (IBA Hamburg, 2011b). This remains an 

important part of Wilhelmsburgôs activist history and self-image for some residents (cf. Zukunft 

Elbinsel Wilhelmsburg, 2012; Zukunftskonferenz Wilhelmsburg, 2002). Parts of the island were 

nonetheless declared unfit for anything but industrial and manufacturing uses, and the city later 

called an official halt to all renovation and investment in housing (Paech, 2008). 

After the flood, as many as 10,000 people did move away, or as one planner puts it: 

ñeverybody who could afford to do soðonly the low-income people stayedò  (Kai Dietrich, 

quoted in Rowe, 2015, p. 40). Those who stayed experienced an acceleration in the siting of 

ñundesirable elements from the city of Hamburgò (Schultz & Sieweke, 2008, p. 139), that over 

time included space-eating logistic centres and container yards, expanded highways cutting 

through the landscape, a sewage treatment plant and a toxic waste dump (Hellweg, 2010; 

Humburg & Rothschuh, 2018). What resulted has been called a ñspatial and social cacophonyò 

that gave outsiders an impression of Wilhelmsburg as a dirty, noisy, and unpleasant place 

(Schultz & Sieweke, 2008). 
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Figure 13: At the top of Veringstrasse, a tear drop from the flood memorial has fallen onto the 

sidewalk; in the background, my neighbour (photo by author, 2018). 
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What followed the flood was the deliberate production of environmental racism in 

Wilhelmsburg; that is, the siting of undesirable city functions alongside people who were also 

considered undesirable (Gosine & Teelucksingh, 2008). Though the process of abandonment by 

the city tends to be depicted as unfortunate but natural under the circumstances, when the city of 

Hamburg renewed its planning of Wilhelmsburg as a space for work and waste, it continued to 

allocate housing to immigrants who were arriving to the city (Paech, 2008), thereby 

demonstrating that they were not valued the same as other Hamburg residents. From the 1970s it 

also concentrated social housing on Wilhelmsburg (Eckardt, 2017). Together these fit even the 

narrowest definition of environmental racism and inequity (Bullard, 1996; Gosine & 

Teelucksingh, 2008).11 

As local researcher Zeynep Adanalē argues (2013, p. 123), ñthe city itself created the 

ósocial hotspotô of Wilhelmsburg.ò ñSocial hotspotò (sozialer Brennpunkt) is one of the many 

stigmatizing labels that the island has accumulated in the past decades (problem neighbourhood, 

Bronx), which refer above all to the kind of people who live in the neighbourhood. Residents 

themselves at times used the term ñsocial hotspot,ò and I asked Arzu, who was born and raised in 

Wilhelmsburg, what it meant: 

Arzu: Wilhelmsburg is a social hotspot. And it has been for the last 50 years or so. But 

this part of the city was also given zero support é 

 

Julie: What does ósocial hotspotô mean, to your mind? 

 

Arzu: The underclass was settled here ï knowingly, I think ï so that people with fewer 

prospects simply accumulated, lived here. They call that a ósocial hotspotô because then 

of course many people donôt work, or become criminal, or things like that. As it became 

prospect-less, as they stuck more and more of the underclass here, the neighbourhood 

became known for aggression, for criminality, and as the number of foreigners rose, and 

 
11 Though environmental inequity is under-researched in Hamburg, one recent study concluded that it is indeed 

present in the city, and that the percentage of ñforeignersò in a neighbourhood (i.e. people without a German 

passport) was the greatest predictor of proximity to toxic emissions (Raddatz & Mennis, 2013). 
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the underclass ï I donôt just mean people who donôt earn much money, but also really the 

unemployed, the alcoholics, the drug addicted ï so everything that sort of didnôt have 

much prospect ï was placed here. é That was done, in my opinion, knowingly, 

controlled that way for years, decades, and now theyôre trying to shake it all up with this 

gentrification (Interview, 2017). 

 

The creation of Wilhelmsburg as a social hotspot, a space where the undervalued in society are 

concentrated, is thus intentional in Arzuôs view (it was done ñknowinglyò), structural (it is 

shaped by socio-economic hierarchy) and systematic (ñit was controlled that way for yearsò). 

Wilhelmsburgôs negative image flows from this, from the material conditions that are 

deliberately produced by the city-state. This, I will demonstrate in the following section, is the 

nature of racial capitalism: it depends upon such devaluation to create power and profit (Pulido, 

2017). Arzuôs analysis agrees with Adanalēôs (2013): the city produced a situation that it now 

aims to ñshake up;ò not, however, by addressing the actual needs of the Wilhelmsburgers who, 

she indicates, are marginalized within a socio-economic order that is ableist, classist, and 

oriented towards paid employment as the measure of oneôs worth.  Arzu instead argues that the 

changes that are happening in Wilhelmsburg are not for the benefit of those who already live 

there, as I will discuss in more detail in Chapter Six.  

 Analysis like this about the position of many Wilhelmsburgers within the prevailing 

social and economic order points to the fact that Wilhelmsburg has real issues that residents 

would like to see addressed. In the past, the island has also had some widely publicized issues 

that continue to affect how it is viewed from the outside. Yücel and Mohammed, who are both 

men who grew up in the neighbourhood (Yücel from the time he was 10), both told me in 

particular about a period in the 1980s when gangs developed that became quite notorious.  

There was a big gang called the Wilhelmsburger Türken Boys. Yeah, that was a group of 

200 boys, youth, they met up regularly and fought with some Nazi group or another. 

They also did lots of criminal stuff, of course. They once attacked the police station here. 

That was really, really heavy. That was 30 years ago, they disbanded three years later, but 
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it was all ï in principle it still has this impact on Wilhelmsburgôs reputation. Its 

reputation was simply completely damaged. It was also really bad. As a foreigner in 

Wilhelmsburg it was totally relaxed, but as a German in Wilhelmsburg it was not so 

relaxed (Mohammed, interview, 2017). 

Though the brief rise of youth gangs in Wilhelmsburg was over three decades ago, and at least 

20 years before the state targeted Wilhelmsburg for an image makeover, Yücel argued that it was 

understandable if people of a certain age still looked at Wilhelmsburg ñskeptically.ò  

 At the same time, Yücel and Mohammedôs descriptions of that period in Wilhelmsburg 

demonstrate that it was devastating for young, racialized men and for the community more 

broadly. Since I had not heard about gangs as a current concern in the neighbourhood, I asked 

Yücel what had changed. He told me, ñYeah, it had to changeé. Because many from [my] 

generation were deported, and many are dead, deceased, from one thing or another, from drugs 

and such, and many landed in jail. That was mainly Turkish youth, but also other nationalities. 

Deported, dead, or in jail. And that was é that generation didnôt survive itò (Y¿cel, interview, 

2017). What he describes strikes me as a human catastrophe that is likely connected to the 

impression of ñzero supportò being given the neighbourhood, as Arzu mentioned above. The 

generation of young people that ñdidnôt surviveò would have largely been kids who had come to 

join their parents who had immigrated in the so-called ñguest workerò program, which I will 

discuss below. They arrived into a hostile country that notoriously provided minimal support for 

ñintegration.ò The results were intimately understandable to those who had grown up in 

Wilhelmsburg themselves. ñNot to excuse it,ò said Mohammed, ñbut some of them probably felt 

like I feel [a rejection from German society and exclusion from belonging], maybe worse, and 

had no prospects.ò He imagined that they probably thought: ñóFine, if you donôt want us, then 

weôll fight backôò (Mohammed, interview, 2017). 



 

 

95 

 

 While some Wilhelmsburgers thus argued that there were real conditions that informed 

the islandôs image in Hamburg, others argued that its bad reputation has often exceeded the real 

issues. This is, in particular, due to dominant discourses and representation of ñmigrantsò (actual 

immigrants and people who are imagined to be immigrants) as problematic, criminal, and 

dangerous. Bringing us a decade closer to the present, Serdar, who has lived in Wilhelmsburg for 

20 years, and is the head of a small local non-profit, remembers that: 

It used to be that this neighbourhood had a very bad image in the ô90s. There were also a 

lot of foreigners here. I mean, historically there were a lot of foreigners here, and in the 

ô90s many, many young Germans left or sent their kids to other schools, to other parts of 

town. And more migrants came. This majority, or this trend, was portrayed differently by 

the press and politically, though it wasnôt correct. Many always spoke negatively about 

Wilhelmsburg, though it isnôt the real situation (Serdar, interview, 2017). 

In Serdarôs estimation, media and political representations of Wilhelmsburg incorrectly 

suggested that migrants were segregating themselves and producing a ñbadò neighbourhood, 

when the reality was that white, middle-class Germans were fleeing the island, as I will discuss 

in Chapter 5. When I pressed him to say more about what the gap was between the negative 

image and the real situation, he argued that the media and politicians tended to give the island a 

hard time, only seeing a small slice of life there and exaggerating dramatically. ñFor example,ò 

Serdar said, ñwhen a crime takes place here in Wilhelmsburg, it is headlines. It is always 

headlines.ò G¿lhan, a counsellor who was born and raised in Wilhelmsburg, likewise argued that 

Hamburgers who otherwise had no experience of the island tended to pick up their opinions from 

the news. These often mobilized the worst of racializing and anti-immigrant representations: 

They see that this neighbourhood has a lot of migrants. And then there is also criminality, 

and unemployment, and that tends to be pinned on migrants. Migrants suffer because of 

that, although I donôt have the feeling that in other neighbourhoods, I donôt know, 

Dammtor12 or whatever, certainly also has the same thing, but because fewer migrants 

 
12 An area of central Hamburg where the main University of Hamburg campus is located (see Figure 3). 
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live there, itôs not shown that wayé. In the newspaper, when something happens, skin 

colour is immediately mentioned, and then migrants, and then underlined  (Gülhan, 

interview, 2017). 

This kind of representation, which is part and parcel of the criminalization of migrants and 

racialized others, tended to adhere to the neighbourhood in general, leading to a racialization of 

space. Racialization of space means that certain spaces come to be associated with particular 

racialized groups ï in this case with a migrantized other ï and naturalized as the correct place for 

those racialized bodies (James, 2012; Razack, 2002; Teelucksingh, 2007). Racialized spaces are 

examples of what Edward Said (1979, p. 54) called ñimaginative geographies:ò mental 

boundaries between ñusò and ñthem,ò and ñourò territory and ñtheirò territory, that originate in 

the mind but take on material significance. As Said suggests, rather than a simple spatial 

distinction between natural, pre-existing groups, imaginative geographies are part of the very 

constitution of an ñusò and a ñthem.ò The racialization of space and of bodies is thus a dialectical 

relationship (Razack, 2002) that communicates racial meaning while also producing it. 

 An analysis of the various labels that have been pinned on Wilhelmsburg over the past 

decades supports residentsô argument that the negative image has a life of its own. ñProblem 

neighbourhood,ò ñBronx of the North,ò ñsocial hotspot:ò these are all stigmatizing concepts that 

depend centrally on notions of the ñforeignness,ò danger, and problematic nature of residents. 

ñThe Bronx of the Northò depends upon the concept of ñthe ghettoò for its power. As I discussed 

in Chapter One, the ghetto has historically signified a part of the city to which racialized people 

are confined. The concept has travelled from Europe to the United States and back again, and 

today is taken up as a cautionary racist discourse about the supposed danger of immigrant self-

segregation (Stehle, 2006). Drawing on its tropes of violence, lawlessness and social decay, 
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references to the ghetto communicate fear and desire to control racialized people in and through 

the neighbourhoods in which they live (Stehle, 2006). 

The ñproblem neighbourhoodò (Problemviertel) discourse that has been applied to 

Wilhelmsburg functions in a similar way, as I also noted in Chapter One. The ghetto and the 

problem neighbourhood are frequent companions (Tsianos, 2013), mobilized from outside a 

neighbourhood, and producing a shorthand for people who do not live there. Its use obscures 

differences within the neighbourhood as well as actual experiences of living there; a problem 

neighbourhood is simply ñwicked, dangerous, and foreignò (Keller, 2015). Neighbourhoods 

acquire the label ñproblem neighbourhoodò based on the presence of poverty, racialization, and 

low-quality housing (Keller, 2015), or simply on the arrival of immigrants and departure of 

German families from the neighbourhood (Tsianos, 2013). Both concepts reflect the tendency to 

blame marginalized people themselves for conditions that are structural, as I will discuss in depth 

in the following chapters. Wilhelmsburgôs bad reputation would thus focus on the threatening 

history of a Turkish gang, not on the existence of Nazi groups, not on discrimination in work, 

school and housing, but on ñweaknessesò framed as cultural. 

 This is the case in Wilhelmsburg, where the perceived departure of ñGermanò families 

(which Serdar flagged, and to which I will return in the following chapters) alongside the 

impossibility of many families ñwith migration backgroundsò ever becoming properly German, 

eventually sparked recent state policies and projects. In Wilhelmsburg it is also evident that the 

labels attached to the neighbourhood, and the neighbourhoodôs outwardly bad reputation overall 

both depends upon and reproduces a sense of it as non-German space. A story that Özden related 

illuminates how this is the case. When Özden worked at the airport, a colleague of his was 
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invited to visit someone on the island but expressed trepidation about whether as a German he 

could safely travel there:  

He said: ñCan I go to Wilhelmsburg? Can I drive there?ò I said: ñWhat do you mean by 

that?ò ñYeah, is it dangerous?ò Look: a German didnôt want to go to Wilhelmsburg at 

that time, Iôm talking about early 2001, 2002. Not so long ago. He was afraid to go to 

Wilhelmsburg... So I practically died laughing, then I said: ñWilhelmsburg is still part of 

Germany, and there are German police in droves. If something happens, you can get help, 

you donôt need to worryò (¥zden, interview, 2017). 

For ¥zden, his workmateôs fear was both comical and ridiculous. It reflected the probable source 

of the manôs knowledge about the neighbourhood: the local and national media. This anecdote 

took place in the years directly after the ñBronx of the Northò discourse took off in relation to 

Wilhelmsburg, after several widely reported violent crimes in summer 2000 put the 

neighbourhood on the national map in a spectacularly negative fashion.13 The national magazine 

Der Spiegel ran multiple stories about Wilhelmsburg that year for example, in which the island 

was characterized as a nightmarish, hopeless place full of guest workers and refugees. In one 

Spiegel article, journalist Klaus Brinkbäumer (2000) gave a brief history of ñthe ghetto,ò 

reproducing what I have identified as the dominant narrative about the islandôs devaluation: 

Wilhelmsburg is the Bronx of the North. The history of the ghetto began in 1962, when 

the great flood killed 207 people here. At that time a lot of Wilhelmsburgers moved 

away, and guest workers were put into their dilapidated houses. When new guest workers 

arrived, the concrete towers were built. Today, 46,000 people live in the backyard of the 

Hanseatic city; they live between industrial areas, dioxin-contaminated garbage 

mountains and highways; they live in high-rises without hope, because the atmosphere in 

Wilhelmsburg breaks everyone down (Brinkbäumer, 2000, translation by author). 

A few months later an article by journalist Ariane Barth (2000) followed, again in Der Spiegel, 

which called Wilhelmsburg the Balkans of the North, a reference to the presence of refugees 

from the war in the former Yugoslavia. In the article Barth profiled various Wilhelmsburgers, to 

 
13 The crime rate in Wilhelmsburg was in fact lower than in Hamburg in general (Zukunftskonferenz Wilhelmsburg, 

2002, p. 2), illustrating that the production of racial fear has a tenuous relationship to facts (cf. Hall et al., 1978). 
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some extent capturing its diversity in sections starting with ñWilhelmsburg iséò Yet the article 

centred on the threat of a non-German (particularly Turkish) ñparallel societyò resulting from the 

perceived characteristics of Wilhelmsburgers with roots in Turkey. At every turn Barthôs (2000, 

translation by author) interviewees claim to have ñnothing against Turks,ò yet bemoan a 

dwindling ñGermanò population and the isolation of white German children who are the ñonly 

onesò in their classrooms. The weekly market is described as an ñOriental bazar,ò and the 

practices of Turkish-owned businesses and their customers are portrayed as fundamentally 

contrary to German standards and normal uses of space. With such characterizations of 

Wilhelmsburg in wide circulation, it was easy for Hamburgers like ¥zdenôs workmate to have 

never been to Wilhelmsburg and yet already perceive it as distinct, and particularly as non-

German and hostile to Germans. ¥zdenôs response reflects his own analysis of how 

Wilhelmsburgers tend to be excluded from Germanness, particularly on the basis of religion. 

The perception of Wilhelmsburg as non-German has for decades been specifically 

wrapped up with the eviction of Muslims from Europeanness that picked up in the 1990s in 

Germany and consolidated after September 11, 2001 (Ramm, 2010; Razack, 2008). The 

conflation of the categories of immigrant, Turkish, and Muslim came to dominate German 

discourse in the early 2000s, and informed perceptions of the neighbourhood (Ramm, 2010; 

Yildiz, 2009). The tendency to conflate ñimmigrantò and ñTurkishò to begin with reflects the 

ongoing treatment of people with a background in Turkey as outsiders within, despite their 60-

year history in German cities (¢alēĸkan, 2011; Hinze, 2013). ñTurkishò itself often also appears 

as a unitary category, flattening out significant differences among people with roots in Turkey, 

and thus produces a homogenous group in contradistinction to the ñGermanò (¢alēĸkan, 2011). 

Added to this was Islamophobia, which characterizes ñthe Muslimò in terms of apparently 
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universal and inherent qualities (Razack, 2008). Though it has never factually been the case that 

all immigrants and migrantized people in Wilhelmsburg were Muslim,14 Wilhelmsburgôs ñbad 

reputationò often seemed to suggest this, in keeping with the dominant anti-Muslim, racist 

discourse. The discourse in post-9/11 Europe of the Muslim as terrorist also took on a particular 

valence in Wilhelmsburg, as Mohammed Atta briefly lived on the island before he flew a plane 

into the north tower of the World Trade Center (Lauterbach, 2011; McDermott, 2002). I find that 

his name still comes up, particularly in relation to the perceived need for vigilance regarding the 

threat of (Islamic) radicalization. 

In the dominant discourse ñthe Muslimò (a figure rather than a real person) is imagined as 

fundamentally outside of European civilization (Ramm, 2010), and as living in neighbourhoods 

fashioned into archaic and anti-modern societies (El-Tayeb, 2016). This racist and Islamophobic 

narrative fuels what has been called a ñmoral panicò (Haritaworn, 2015; M¿nch, 2009) or an 

ñurban panicò (Tsianos, 2013) in relation to the supposed self-segregation of thus stigmatized 

communities. Vassilis Tsianos (2013), writing about St. Georg, another racialized and 

stigmatized neighbourhood in central Hamburg, suggests that this fuels ñanti-Muslim urbanism.ò 

In anti-Muslim urbanism, discrimination against Muslims and against people perceived to be 

Muslims, gets justified through references to the unique threat that the Muslim ï read as male, 

straight, and cis-gender ï is thought to pose to women and to LGBTQ people in urban space. 

This is a narrative that has been thoroughly deconstructed by Tsianos (2013) in Hamburg, and by 

queer of colour and critical race feminist urban scholarship on Northern European cities 

including Berlin, Amsterdam, Paris, and London (Bacchetta et al., 2015; El-Tayeb, 2012; 

Haritaworn, 2015; Razack, 2008; Yildiz, 2009). 

 
14 A 2002 report suggests that of 15,700 ñforeignersò in Wilhelmsburg, 9,700 were Muslim, but the source for these 

numbers is not cited (Zukunftskonferenz Wilhelmsburg, 2002, p. 130). 
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Anti-Muslim urbanism, the racialization of space, and the racialized stigmatization of 

Wilhelmsburg through media discourse intertwine with the intentional, structural, and systematic 

processes of devaluation through planning to create and reproduce material effects on the island. 

Wilhelmsburgôs bad reputation, its status as a racialized ñproblem,ò played a major role in its 

targeting for recent policies and projects. I will introduce these interventions in Chapter Five and 

give examples of how the city-state has taken up the problem neighbourhood, ghettoization, and 

moral panic to justify its plans. In this section, I have introduced the dominant narratives about 

how Wilhelmsburg came to have a negative image that required state attention. I added to the 

narratives by highlighting post-flood disinvestment, identifying it as environmental racism and 

injustice and the deliberate production of a space for waste and work. I then demonstrated how 

the racialized residents I interviewed saw the neighbourhoodôs bad reputation as fundamentally 

based in who lives there and how they are viewed in the prevailing socio-economic order. In the 

following section I will discuss this order as racial capitalism, before then tracing the 

racialization of the island further back in time. Residents argued that Wilhelmsburgôs bad 

reputation is critical to its current story, but shifted the state version of it as natural and 

accidental. I situated residentsô analyses within theories about the racialization of Muslims and 

the ghetto discourse as the definition of non-European, non-German urban space.  

In the following section I situate the racialized devaluation of Wilhelmsburg within the 

city of Hamburg and its historical investments in the production of some people as worth less 

than others, as a city enriched and shaped by colonialism (Adjei, in Della et al., 2018). The 

production of differential value is a core process in racial capitalism, which requires the 

racialization and devaluation of some land and labour for the production of value, and produces 

environmental racism as one of its everyday by-products (Pulido, 2017). The objective of this 
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section is thus an historicization of Hamburg as a city shaped by the logics of racial capitalism, 

particularly through the dominance of its port, and its influence on the definition of the city. In 

the final section I will conclude with a brief history of Wilhelmsburg as a space of racialized 

devaluation, which dates back much farther than the flood narrative would suggest. The history 

specifically of devalued migrant labour dates back over 150 years to the earliest choices by 

Hamburgôs powerful to treat Wilhelmsburg as a space of waste and work.  

 

ñGermanyôs number one colonial metropolis:ò Contextualizing Wilhelmsburg 

within Hamburg  
 

ñFor Hanseatic people this was never the place to live. This is where money was madeò 

(Zukunftskonferenz Wilhelmsburg, 2002, p. 5, translation by author). 

 

When in 1920 Fritz Schumacher declared the Elbe Islands a space for work rather than for living, 

33,000 people were in fact already living in Wilhelmsburg (Behörde für Schule und 

Berufsbildung, n.d.). The population was almost exactly the same proportion of the cityôs total as 

it is today. However, Wilhelmsburg had by that time already become a significant immigrant 

neighbourhood in Hamburg, comprised largely of workers who were not considered to be 

citizens of Germany, let alone the proper subjects of urban planning. As the site of industrial and 

port-related work, performing a crucial function in the life of the city as a whole and in the 

production of wealth for a certain segment of the population, Wilhelmsburg was devalued in 

order to produce profit and power within racial capitalism.  

In Black Marxism, Cedric Robinson (1983) argued that, put simply, capitalism is racial 

capitalism. In order for capital to accumulate, it must move through relations of severe inequality 

among humans (Melamed, 2015). Capitalism thus requires disposability and unequal 

differentiation of human value to produce profit. As Melamed argues, ñracism enshrines the 
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inequalities that capitalism requiresé displacing the uneven life chances that are inescapably 

part of capitalist social relations onto fictions of differing human capacities, historically raceò 

(Melamed, 2015, p. 77). As Jodi Melamed (2015, p. 82) puts it in her exploration of the 

conceptôs use to name and analyze the production of social separateness, ñwhere capital accrual 

exists, the diminishment of social well-being through partition, dispossession, and appropriation 

has already happened.ò The concept of racial capitalism thus advocates attention to the origins of 

capitalist wealth, and to the role played by colonialism, imperialism, and enslavement in these 

origins. Racial capitalism demonstrates that we are still living with the legacy of these processes 

(Melamed, 2015; Pulido, 2017).  

 In an application of Robinsonôs concept, geographer Laura Pulido (2017) further argues 

that racial capitalism produces environmental racism as part of its normal, everyday functioning. 

The devaluation of racialized bodies that capitalism requires is produced through the 

appropriation of land and control of access to land, and through racialized systems of labour that 

sort bodies and produce some that are surplus (Pulido, 2017). Out of this devaluation and 

extraction of value comes industrial pollution and the restructuring of nature; people who are 

racialized as non-white disproportionately bear the burden. Pulido asserts that this is not due to 

regulatory failure, but to devaluation by the state (Pulido, 2017).  

 I take the presence of environmental racism in Wilhelmsburg as evidence that the 

processes of racial capitalism are significant to how Wilhelmsburg is structured and viewed. 

Wilhelmsburg has been defined as a space of racialized labour since the late 1800s, and thus has 

a devalued but crucial role in the production of profit, particularly for people to the north of the 

Elbe river (and beyond). This role in capitalist production was consistent with Hamburgôs 

driving interests as a colonial metropolis. The coloniality of Hamburg has been under-recognized 
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in urban research and history of Hamburg until recently, when Black and People of Colour 

organizing and scholarship in the city achieved some attention to its colonial legacy. Together 

with the long history of immigration in Wilhelmsburg, to which a number of Wilhelmsburgers 

encouraged me to attend in my research, this suggests to me the centrality of racial capitalism to 

the islandôs development. 

Hamburg: Gateway to the world 

Hamburg is a city of great wealth, the historical foundations of which are dramatically illustrated 

in its city hall. Built in 1895 at the culmination of several decades of port expansion to 

accommodate overseas shipping, the Rathaus building physically and symbolically combines 

political and economic power that had long been intertwined in practice; it houses the seat of 

government, chamber of commerce, and stock exchange under one roof (Meyer-Lenz, 2016). 

Each room in the city hall is decorated more elaborately than the last, displaying the riches and 

access to materials accumulated by Hamburgôs powerful through maritime trade. Multi-coloured 

marble, wood inlay, stamped and painted wallpaper, and intricately worked metals; the 

decoration of the city hall makes a statement about the power of Hamburg in general, and 

especially of its merchants. In the hallôs reception rooms, paintings and sculpture depict the 

cityôs port history and its treasured trading relationships (Figures 14-16). These photos show for 

example the opulence of the resources extracted from all over the world, and also a depiction of 

the continent of North America.  

 As the photo of the colonial and masculinist personification of the ñCowboy and Indianò 

in sculpture suggests, many of Hamburgôs trade relationships were deeply unequal and shaped by 

the colonial logic of some people being worth more than others (Adjei, in Della et al., 2018). 

Hamburg has been called Germanyôs ñnumber one colonial metropolisò (Zimmerer, in 

Norddeutscher Rundfunk, 2018, translation by author) because its investments in colonial trade 
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and governance are long-standing, not only in relation to German colonialism, but to the 

colonialism of other European powers. These investments made Hamburg the city it is today in 

terms of wealth and in terms of its relationship to its ñothersò (Della, in Della et al., 2018; 

Seukwa, in Schepers, 2018). Black and People of Colour activists and scholars in Hamburg have 

been arguing for decades that the city has a colonial legacy, which is present in the space and 

everyday life of the city, and which it must confront (Della, in Della et al., 2018). This activism 

has had some significant successes in recent years, leading to the official acknowledgment that 

there is a colonial legacy, and dedication of resources to producing knowledge about colonial 

Hamburg, particularly in relation to Germanyôs former colonies (cf. Arbeitskreis Hamburg 

Postkolonial, n.d.; Behörde für Kultur und Medien, n.d.; Forschungsstelle Hamburgs (post-) 

koloniales Erbe/ Hamburg und die frühe Globalisierung, n.d.).  

The history of Hamburgôs port particularly embodies the cityôs long-standing investments 

in racial capitalism and colonialism. Though Hamburgôs colonial legacy is rooted in various 

institutions, the port is central to the cityôs identity and to its urban planning priorities, and is 

considered the economic foundation of Hamburg (von Beust, 2005). Indeed, historians argue that 

for centuries urban development and port development were fundamentally the same thing in 

Hamburg; the city-state always tried to anticipate and respond to the needs of the port (Meyer-

Lenz, 2016). In the face of the interests of merchants, ship owners, local exchanges, insurance 

companies, and other key port-driven industries, other interests tended to be sidelined (Meyer-

Lenz, 2016). As former mayor Ole von Beust (2005, p. 13, translation by author) put it in a 

speech about new development strategies in Wilhelmsburg: ñTo date, the philosophy of urban 

development has been that the port area is a kind of shrine, the óeighth district.ô Hamburg is 
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divided into seven districts, and the vast port area is the eighth district because port and economy 

have always been priorities. After all, Hamburg lives very well with and from its harbour.ò 

 

  

 
Figure 14 and Figure 15 (large images): Details from inside Hamburg City Hall, with various marbles and 

gold leaf. Figure 16: (inset): óNorth Americaô depicted as óCowboy and Indian:ô The white, male figure 

dominates at the top of the tableau, subduing a buffalo and holding a gun aloft; the óIndianô is bare-chested, 

in a feathered headdress, holding a shield and a small axe at his side. North America is imagined as both 

exotic and essentialized. (Photos by author, 2018). 
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In an illuminating variation on the idea of the port as ñsacred,ò I several times heard the 

port referred to by Wilhelmsburg activists as the cityôs ñgolden calf.ò From this I gathered that 

the rule of development in Hamburg was that the port is always the top priority, and, at 

minimum, no development can disrupt or be perceived to undermine the port. In an interview, a 

local planner described the Hamburg Port Authority to me as the most powerful actor in 

Hamburg, ñlike a state within the stateò (interview, June 6, 2018). The photo below (Figure 17) 

was taken at dusk in 2011 on my daily bike ride between St. Pauli and Wilhelmsburg, on which I 

passed through part of the port lands and through the Old Elbe Tunnel to the other side of the 

river. The photo shows ñThe Golden Calfò by Elisabeth Richnow, which was installed from 

2008-2013 on a pillar rented from the Hamburg Port Authority, at a spot where residential 

Wilhelmsburg ends and the port lands begin. As Richnow describes it: ñthe golden calf is a quote 

from Christian mythology, Mosesô brother and his followers pray to it. For me it stands for the 

dance around something false, the worship of wealth and poweréWill all these planning 

projects, that so much money is being pumped into, make people live happily ever after in the 

city?ò (Richnow, quoted in Maeck, 2009, translation by author).  

At a moment when new planning policies and projects were being implemented in 

Wilhelmsburg, as I will describe in Chapter Five, Richnow uses the Biblical symbolism of the 

worship of a false idol to enquire about what that development will do, and whose interests it 

will serve. She strategically locates this question at a juncture between the port and other land 

uses. I was struck by the installation when I saw it, but only returned to the photo when someone 

used the term ñgolden calfò years later and my memory was jogged. What I notice when I look at 

the photo now is that the golden calf is perfectly framed by port infrastructure: roads and bridges 
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on which containers are carried in and out of the port lands; the stop for the ferry that takes 

workers to and from work; and in the distance, the cranes that load and unload container ships. 

The effects of the ñsacrednessò of the port have historically been differential. One 

illustrative example is in the construction of the Speicherstadt, the worldôs largest warehouse 

district, which began in 1883 and was ultimately completed in 1920. It was constructed within a 

customs-free zone (the Freihafen) that Hamburg had demanded as a condition of joining the 

German nation-state (Arbeitskreis Hamburg Postkolonial, 2018; HafenCity Hamburg GmbH, 

n.d.-b). To enable the construction, the city of Hamburg evicted 20,000 people and demolished 

their housing, based on the aspirations of capital and government; in an ñexercise in national 

Figure 17: ñThe Golden Calfò by Elisabeth Richnow illuminated at dusk, Wilhelmsburg. (Photo by 

author, 2011). 
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imaginationò they were hoping for a dramatic expansion of overseas trade that would require 

more warehousing capacity (Mancheno, in Hengari et al., 2018). Thus part of the city core was 

emptied of people and rebuilt ñnot for people but for goodsò (Mancheno, in Hengari et al., 2018). 

Its symbolism remains today, as the Speicherstadt has become a shrine of a different kind; 

obsolete since the containerization of the port, the district is now a UNESCO World Heritage 

Site and one of the cityôs top tourist attractions (Freie und Hansestadt Hamburg, n.d.-b).  

The aspiration that fueled the construction of the Speicherstadt was informed by 

Hamburgôs colonial profits up to that time and by the hope that they would imminently expand 

and be secured through German colonialism. Hamburg merchants, ship owners, and industrialists 

had been extracting profit from colonized lands for centuries, through the shipping, trade, and 

processing of products such as rubber, palm oil, cocoa, and enslaved people (Zimmerer, quoted 

in Norddeutscher Rundfunk, 2018). Though on paper they were barred for many years from 

trading at all with the colonies of other European powers, Hamburg companies found many ways 

to work around this (Todzi, 2018). They sent ships and representatives to register in nearby 

Altona, which at the time was a Danish city and is now part of Hamburg. In this way they used 

the port as a stopover for slave ships between West Africa and the Caribbean and profited 

directly from the abduction and enslavement of people. At the end of the 18th century, Hamburg 

was also the European centre for sugar cane processing and cotton finishing, having taken on a 

different ï yet central ï role in trade they were barred from doing with Hamburg ships (Todzi, 

2018). From the mid-19th century, some Hamburg merchants operated plantations in Africa 

themselves, using slave labour to produce raw materials for trade (Norddeutscher Rundfunk, 

2018).  
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Prominent Hamburg merchants and ship-owners were thus a major force in the push for 

establishment of German colonies in Africa after unification in 1871 (Norddeutscher Rundfunk, 

2018; Todzi, 2017). In 1883 the Hamburg Chamber of Commerce sent a memorandum to the 

government of the German Reich requesting that it establish ñprotectoratesò in West Africa 

based on the motto ñthe flag follows the tradeò (Todzi, 2017). The recommendation was that the 

state should protect German trade interests through the creation of chartered companies and by 

force when needed. That push was eventually successful; after the ñBerlin Conferenceò in 1884 

Germany ñacquired protected areasò in Africa, Asia, and the South Pacific (for a map, see Todzi, 

2017). 

This period of Germanyôs colonial career was brief compared with that of other European 

powers, and is said to have ultimately cost the German state financially (Della, in Schepers, 

2018). Hamburg, however, turned significant profits, not only from the export of raw materials, 

but from the provision of ships and supplies that the German military required to get to Africa 

and enforce German rule (Schepers, 2018). This enforcement was devastating from the outset; in 

1884 the Duala in Cameroon refused to recognize German rule and warships were sent to 

ñconvinceò them (Todzi, 2017). In 1904-1905, the Herero and the Nama in what was called 

German Southwest Africa (now Namibia) fought back against dispossession and theft by 

German colonizers. What followed was genocide, in which German troops systematically killed 

100,000 people over four years by forcing them into the desert, poisoning their water sources, 

confining them to camps, and shooting them on sight. Eighty per cent of the Herero population 

and 70% of Nama were killed (I. Transnational Congress on the Ovaherero and Nama Genocide, 

2016; Norddeutscher Rundfunk, 2018). 
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As a result of the activism of descendants of the victims of the genocide, and of Black 

people and People of Colour in Hamburg, the city has been forced to face its role as a transport 

centre for the tools of genocide. Crucial supplies in the systematic effort to destroy Herero and 

Nama people, including troops, weapons, horses, and poison to contaminate water sources, were 

all shipped from Hamburg to the colonial authority in German Southwest Africa (Hengari, in 

Hengari et al., 2018). Some Hamburg companies, such as the Woermann shipping company, 

share direct responsibility for the genocide, as without their services it could not have happened. 

Many other companies and individuals profited less directly but nonetheless significantly, such 

as suppliers and outfitters of the ships themselves (Zimmerer, in Schepers, 2018). In 2018, 

Carsten Brosda, the Hamburg Senator for Culture and Media, apologized to attendees of the 

Second Ovaherero and Nama Conference in Hamburg for the cityôs role in the genocide (Brosda, 

2018). The apology was received by at least some descendants as a genuine and respectful step 

in the right direction (Kamauka, in Della et al., 2018; Hengari, in Hengari et al., 2018). 

Yet the material and discursive vestiges of colonialism are still very much present in 

Hamburg. They are visible in the cityscape, in monuments and buildings that honour colonial 

criminals and that idealize colonial relations. These are not exclusively old traces, as in the case 

of the likeness of Lothar von Trotha that was built into and still stands on the front of the army 

barracks in Hamburg-Jenfeld.15  Descendants of genocide victims have specific suggestions 

about how to address these (cf. OvaHerero, Mbanderu and Nama Genocides Institute, 2018).  

There are also multiple recent examples of the attempted restoration of colonial monuments that 

have been questioned and rethought as a result of the activism of Hamburgôs Black and African 

 
15 Von Trotha was the commander who gave the order to ñdestroyò the Herero and Nama, and who famously wrote 

that he would crush their resistance ñwith rivers of blood and rivers of moneyò (cf. Schepers, 2018). 
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community. These include so-called Tanzania Park, in which reliefs depicting African soldiers 

and bearers in ñGerman East Africaò were restored and remounted with public funds but without 

appropriate, critical contextualization (Afrika-Hamburg.de, n.d.; Arbeitskreis Hamburg 

Postkolonial, n.d.; Schepers, 2018). Herero scholar and activist Ngondi Kamauka argues that 

these are evidence of the cityôs willingness to cause pain to descendants of the victims of 

colonial crimes, and that it does not yet hold itself fully accountable for its role in those crimes 

(Kamauka, in Della et al., 2018; The Association of the Ovaherero Genocide in the USA, 2017).  

At the same time the city produces new monuments to colonialism that reflect a similar 

willingness on the part of the city. HafenCity is a recent redevelopment of former port lands into 

an entirely new neighbourhood mainly for the rich (see HafenCity Hamburg GmbH, n.d.-a). 

There are new buildings, squares, and bridges that are named after plantations, colonial products, 

and European ñexplorersò and colonizers (Mancheno, 2016). The naming is meant, not unlike the 

decoration of the Rathaus, to evoke the historical and present day ñoverseasò connections of 

Hamburg, and to strike a worldly tone for Hamburgôs urban development. A monument to coffee 

in a public square, for example, evokes images of HafenCity dwellers as civilized and 

cosmopolitan through the consumption of colonial products (Arbeitskreis Hamburg Postkolonial, 

2018). But the naming choices depend upon what has been called Hamburgôs ñcolonial 

amnesia:ò inattention to how those worldly references are signs and symbols of death, 

displacement, and dispossession (Kellermann, 2019, drawing on Mancheno; Mancheno, 2016). 

Colonialism does not explicitly feature at all in HafenCityôs account of the ñhistorical groundò 

on which it stands (HafenCity Hamburg GmbH, n.d.-b), and the result is what local scholar 

Tania Mancheno calls an ñecho that is based on colonial power, and that does not remotely 

consider the racism that was justified by its adoptionò (quoted in Kellermann, 2019). This ñechoò 
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is possible because the structures of colonialism live on in Hamburg through racial capitalism, 

and through how some people are respected and valued more than others along racial lines  

(Adjei, in Della et al., 2018; Choukri, Gläser & Prinzleve, in Forschungsstelle Hamburgs (post-) 

koloniales Erbe, 2018). Such echoes contribute to the reproduction of the city as belonging to 

some and not to others, in keeping with the coloniality of the European city in general, which is 

built from colonial extraction and exploitation and which persists in the colonial control of 

people from the global South (N. Ha, 2014a). As Mbakumua Hengari (in Hengari et al., 2018) 

puts it, colonialism is like a mega-project: the infrastructure built for it persists well beyond the 

nominal ñendò of the project, and the benefits and the costs continue to accrue. The organizing of 

Black and People of Colour Hamburgers against the cityôs colonial amnesia chips away at this 

infrastructure and seeks to redistribute the benefits and the costs (cf. Afrika-Hamburg.de, n.d.; 

Colonial Amnesia, n.d.). 

The focus of current critical scholarship and activism is mainly on the traces of 

Hamburgôs overseas colonial ties, as a result of the cityôs specific maritime history and the 

urgency of challenging the exceptionalism that had long situated Germanyôs colonialism as less 

important than that of other European powers. Yet Germany also has a history of colonial 

expansion in Europe, and I will demonstrate in the following section that the racialization of 

people from what is now Poland, and themes of anti-Slavic racism, have played important roles 

in Wilhelmsburgôs history. German national formation in the 19th century, and invasion of 

neighbouring countries in the 20th century, were pursued in often overtly colonial terms that 

framed people and spaces as under-developed and thus in need of German settlement and 

governance (Kopp, 2010). As I write, Hamburg residents are debating the current refurbishment 

of the massive, prominent statue of Otto von Bismarck in St. Pauli. The city has promised a 
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community discussion of some kind in fall 2020, based on concerns that have been raised about 

continuing to dramatically valorize the originator of the Berlin Conference at which European 

powers carved up the map of Africa (Hentschel, 2020; Iken, 2020). Bismarck also pursued a 

campaign of what was called ñinner colonizationò of Prussia, moving ñethnic Germansò into 

Polish-speaking areas to secure German control in racial terms. This expansion would later be 

revisited under National Socialism as a reclamation of ñGerman soilò (Kulturboden) decaying 

under ñSlavicò control, and as a move to ñdefendò Germany from the uncivilized and threatening 

East (Kopp, 2010). 

At the core of this colonial history is again the structure in which some people are worth 

less than others, which is used to justify colonization, exploitation, and enslavement, often in the 

name of ñcivilization.ò Black and POC scholars and activists in Hamburg have centred this logic, 

in order to analyze how the vestiges of colonialism continue to play out in the city, not only for 

the descendants of those formerly colonized by Germany, but for a range of people who are 

differentially racialized according to interconnected logics. 

 Racialized inequality in the city is one striking vestige. Currently, Hamburg has the 

highest per capita income in Germany and the most millionaires per capita (Handelskammer 

Hamburg, n.d.). In 2017, 867 Hamburgers had an income of a million euros or more 

(Statistisches Amt für Hamburg und Schleswig-Holstein, 2017). In 2018 the city saw record 

sums change hands for residential real estate, with houses going for as much as ú7.5 million in 

the wealthiest neighbourhoods (Preißler, 2019). Yet it is also a city of racialized economic 

inequality; there is a major income gap between the richest and the poorest, which is expressed 

in dramatic concentrations of wealth and poverty across the city. Hamburg frequently ranks 

highest in Germany in levels of economic segregation, and low-income households are generally 
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being pushed out of the inner city (G¿ntner, 2013). The average income of the cityôs poorest 

neighbourhood is less than 11% of the richest, and the poorest neighbourhoods tend also to be 

those with the highest percentage of racialized residents (see Statistisches Amt für Hamburg und 

Schleswig-Holstein, 2017, p. 5, together with 2018, p. 12). This situation has to be read across 

statistical reports, however, as the identification of racialization and racism as factors shaping 

Hamburg neighbourhoods is very rare in the local context except among Black and People of 

Colour scholars. Instead the focus tends mainly to be income and class stratification and 

polarization, with occasional acknowledgement that the presence of poverty and immigrants 

and/or ñpeople with migration backgroundsò overlaps. 

However, as Sherene Razack argues, ñwhen affluent areas of the city are all white and 

poorer areas are mostly of colour, we experience the spatiality of the racial order in which we 

live,ò (Razack, 2002, p. 6). In the following section I continue to explore the racial order as it 

manifests in Wilhelmsburg in particular, specifically in the islandôs long history of immigration. 

A century before the 1962 flood Wilhelmsburg was already being produced as a racialized space 

through the deliberate location of devalued people and devalued city functions on the island. The 

island has a deep history not only of immigration in general, but of labour migration in which 

workers were recruited specifically because they could be treated differentially: paid less and 

provided poorer working conditions than the state was willing to allow for its citizens. What I 

have demonstrated in this section, through a short history of Hamburgôs colonial entanglements, 

is that this treatment of racialized others is consistent with Hamburgôs history, rooted in the 

cityôs investment in colonial production of profit and wealth, which has depended upon the 

racialization, devaluation and indeed murder and enslavement of people constructed as ñothers.ò 

To the extent that Hamburg is a port city and a city with a colonial legacy, the wealth that shapes 
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and influences it is based on assumptions about inequality in the production of value. In 

Wilhelmsburg this has been reflected in long-standing environmental racism, as well as the 

recruitment and differential treatment of various immigrant groups.   

 

ñThe ultimate immigrant machine:ò Wilhelmsburgôs long history of 

immigration  

Wilhelmsburgôs immigrant population grew alongside industrialization and expansion of 

Hamburgôs port.  The island itself was born in something resembling todayôs form when it was 

diked out of smaller islands in the 17th century, and named after the then Duke of Lüneburg-

Celle, Georg-Wilhelm (Geschichtswerkstatt Wilhelmsburg und Hafen, n.d.-a). Until the mid-19th 

century, the island was exclusively farmland, and it had a very small population that produced 

fruit, vegetables and dairy for the local market (Geschichtswerkstatt Wilhelmsburg und Hafen, 

2018). The local Sinti community dates its presence on the island to around this time (Wehnelt, 

2010). In the late 19th century, the island drew the attention of land speculators in Hamburg as 

the city anticipated desire for industrial development and found in Wilhelmsburg the space that it 

would demand (Geschichtswerkstatt Wilhelmsburg und Hafen, n.d.-b). At the same time, 

Hamburg was engaged in its aspirational expansion of overseas trade, including a customs-free 

area (Freihafen) that the city-state demanded as a condition of joining the German customs union 

(Meyer-Lenz, 2016; Spiegel Online, 2012). The Speicherstadt, whose development I described 

above, was built within this zone. As the port expanded, so did shipbuilding and oil industries in 

Wilhelmsburg, and by 1891 prominent Prussian officials were calling Wilhelmsburg the ñmost 

ideal industrial area in the German Empire!ò (Geschichtswerkstatt Wilhelmsburg und Hafen, 

2008, p. 2, translation by author). 
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The devaluation of racialized labour was a defining feature of industry and thus of life in 

Wilhelmsburg from those earliest years. Hamburg businessmen actively recruited Polish-

speaking peasants in Prussian-occupied Posen, and the people who came were driven by deep 

poverty, marginalization, and unemployment in what is now Poland (Geschichtswerkstatt 

Wilhelmsburg und Hafen, 2008, 2018). Kien Nghi Ha (2007a, p. 66, translation by author) has 

called this a kind of ñinverted colonial expansionò or ñinternal colonization,ò as people were 

brought to work in western Germany while German subjects were encouraged to settle in the 

Polish-speaking east.  Once in Wilhelmsburg Polish-speakers faced dire conditions, as they were 

recruited to do the most difficult and dangerous work for starvation wages. This was often skilled 

work that was devalued as menial or as ñwomenôs workò (Geschichtswerkstatt Wilhelmsburg 

und Hafen, 2018).  

The racialization of Polish-speaking workers at the time is evident both in the local 

historical record and in the labour migration policy of the German Reich. ñMost 

Wilhelmsburgers [looked] down on themò (Geschichtswerkstatt Wilhelmsburg und Hafen, 2018, 

p. 27, translation by author), and complained in the local newspapers about Polish-speakers 

being thieves and alcoholics. They were considered fundamentally different because of their 

language, religion (Catholicism), and lack of education (Geschichtswerkstatt Wilhelmsburg und 

Hafen, 2008). This was the case beyond Wilhelmsburg as well, as at the time Polish workers 

were generally racialized as inherently less intelligent than Germans and as natural manual 

labourers (K. N. Ha, 2007b). This racialization was reflected in German labour policy, which 

claimed that the country recruited foreign workers to do what Germans were ñtoo culturally 

advancedò to be interested in, and that this was a healthy and ñhygienicò means of in fact 

developing inherently different peoples (Geschichtswerkstatt Wilhelmsburg und Hafen, 2008, p. 



 

 

118 

 

4). Yet labour migration policy was also explicitly planned to maximize German profits by 

developing a workforce so precarious that it would be flexible to the whims of German industry. 

In contrast to a workforce of citizens, who might make demands if they were unemployed and 

hungry, foreign workers ñcould simply be discardedò in the case of any industrial decline 

(Prussian ministry of trade, quoted in Geschichtswerkstatt Wilhelmsburg und Hafen, 2008, p. 5, 

translation by author). Around the turn of the century 30% of workers in Wilhelmsburg were 

considered disposable in this way, because they were not German citizens, because they were 

racialized, or both.16  

The wool-processing factory, meticulously documented by local historians, provides a 

stark example of how this functioned in Wilhelmsburg. Founded in 1889, the factory employed 

2,000 people, most of them women, and almost exclusively Polish immigrants. The work of the 

factory was to process raw wool that was brought off ships in huge rolls, probably from Australia 

and New Zealand (M. Markert, personal communication, December 19, 2018). Twelve-hour 

shifts were worked in deafeningly loud conditions, with a 15-minute break, and wages were the 

worst in all of Wilhelmsburg, despite the risk of injury. Workers struck for better wages in 1906, 

but were successful mainly in building solidarity amongst workers in Wilhelmsburg. When 

workers went home at the end of the day it was to extremely small, dark, damp, and cold 

apartments that were hastily constructed by their employer and tied to their work contracts: If 

you left or lost one, you also lost the other (Geschichtswerkstatt Wilhelmsburg und Hafen, 2008, 

2018). 

The history of Polish-speaking people in Wilhelmsburg remains part of the social and 

spatial fabric of the island today, which I believe is a reason why I encountered more than one 

 
16 Some Polish speakers were technically citizens of the German Reich though nonetheless racialized, while others 

were not. 
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Wilhelmsburger who urged me to attend to the long history of Wilhelmsburg as an immigrant 

neighbourhood. The early industries are reflected in street names such as Bei der Wollkämmerei, 

and at the base of Veringstrasse you can still attend Bonifatiuskirche, a Catholic church that was 

built by the Polish community in 1895. Racialization shifts and changes over time (cf. Allen, 

2012), and Germanyôs relationship to what is now Poland also shifted and changed, while the 

colonial discourse of ñunder-developmentò and the German as a ñcivilizingò force continued to 

appear (Kopp, 2010). In the 20th century, Germany invaded and occupied Poland twice, the 

second time aiming to eradicate Slavic people and cultures and create ñLebensraumò for 

Germans, turning Poland into a ñslave colony,ò and ultimately killing 20% of its population 

(Kauffman, 2015; Niewyk & Nicosia, 2012). Yet the Wilhelmsburg History Workshop suggests 

that over time Polish-speakers were no longer judged to be outsiders on the island, and today 

their descendants consider themselves Wilhelmsburgôs ñnativesò (Geschichtswerkstatt 

Wilhelmsburg und Hafen, 2018). 

 

From ñforeign workersò to ñguest workersò 

The long history of immigration to Wilhelmsburg, and the specific devaluation and exploitation 

of racialized workers who came to identify as Wilhelmsburgers is important to understanding the 

island and its stigmatization because it is part of a pattern. The descriptions of working and 

living conditions for immigrants and the logic of German labour-migration policy could easily 

have been written 70 years later, about the migration of the so-called ñguest workers.ò The 

ñguest worker programò was a German immigration and labour policy from 1955 to 1973. 

Through agreements with countries in Southern Europe, West Asia, and North Africa, migrant 

workers were recruited, particularly from impoverished areas, to do dangerous and dirty work in 

German industries (Chin, 2007, 2009). There was, again, a lot of this work in Wilhelmsburgôs 
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factories and in the neighbouring portlands (Dietz, 2008; Geschichtswerkstatt Wilhelmsburg und 

Hafen, 2008). Half of the Wilhelmsburg residents I interviewed were personally connected to 

this migration, as the children, grandchildren, or in-laws of former ñguest workers.ò With the 

exception of Paula, whose parents are from Spain and Portugal, most of these residents are 

Turkish speakers, which reflects the fact that the largest group of workers came to Germany from 

Turkey between 1961 and 1973. Wilhelmsburgôs demographics also reflect this today; according 

to a recent district report, Turkey is at the top of the list of ñcountries of originò for 

Wilhelmsburgers (22.4%), after Germany (43%), and followed distantly by Poland (4.75%) 

(Bezirksamt Hamburg-Mitte, 2015). 

The devaluation of racialized workers was again evident when it came to migrant 

workers from Southern Europe, North Africa, and West Asia, as racialization and objectification 

continued to be built right into German immigration and labour policies (K. N. Ha, 2003, 2007b). 

Much of what was considered unacceptable for the average German in terms of work, pay, 

safety, and housing, was treated as sufficient for so-called guest workers. In Wilhelmsburg, 

workers were often housed in low-quality, company-built housing, including in barracks (Dietz, 

2008). Though the ñforeignò populations changed, the fundamental logic of the regime remained 

consistent: increase profits for German companies by decreasing costs, by bringing in workers 

who are considered ñcheap and willingò (Chin, 2009) and easily disposed of (Chin, 2007, 2009; 

K. N. Ha, 2003, 2007b). The status of ñguestò was tied to real practices of legal and political 

separation from the German population, subjection to separate laws and employment standards, 

and lower wage entitlements (Chin, 2009).  

This differential status is emblematic of how racial capitalism functions. In order to 

produce profit, here generally for the owners of German companies, certain bodies are racialized 
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and positioned as not as valuable as Germans and thus not entitled to the pay, protections, living 

conditions and so on, that equality demands, but that would constrain profits. The devaluation of 

racialized workers produces power for the state, and again for German companies at the same 

time, which are afforded increased control over all workers through the pressure that racialized 

exploitation puts on wages, working conditions, housing and so on. ñGuest workerò policy also 

illuminates, however, how racism can exceed the desires of capital within racial capitalism. 

National policy was to avoid recruitment treaties with non-European countries (Turkey was 

considered a part of Europe at the time), and to actively prevent employers from recruiting 

workers from Africa and Asia (Schönwälder, 2004). Despite pressure and protest from 

employers, embassies, and the foreign office, federal ministries aimed to especially stop African 

and Asian men from settling in the country on the basis of their supposed cultural unsuitability 

(Schönwälder, 2004). A differential racialization is thus noticeable in the policy, wherein the 

labour of Southern Europeans, Africans, and Asians was all devalued, but through a calculus of 

the likelihood of workers returning whence they came, and of culturalized and gendered ñriskò to 

Germany. 

In between the two periods I detail here, Germany attempted to ñeradicate its minoritiesò 

(Chin, 2007, p. 10) including precisely through work. The labour of prisoners of war, prisoners 

from concentration camps, people deported from Eastern Europe, and people who were 

imprisoned locally, was used by many companies in Hamburg during World War Two, including 

in Wilhelmsburg (Landeszentrale für Politische Bildung Hamburg, 2007). Emil Weiss, head of 

the Wilhelmsburg Sinti community until he passed away in 2018, was as a 13 year-old forced to 

work in a factory in nearby Harburg (Journalisten der Henri-Nannen-Schule, 2015). Detailed 

interactive maps produced by researchers at the former main concentration camp in Hamburg, 
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KZ-Neuengamme, illustrate where labour took place in particular in war production and how 

many people were enslaved where. The map shows that among perhaps one hundred sites of 

forced labour in Wilhelmsburg, 173 people were enslaved at the wool processing factory in 

Wilhelmsburg, for example, and 102 at the tin factory; closest to where I lived in Old 

Wilhelmsburg was a camp with 118 ñOstarbeiterò (ñEastern workersò) at the railway, the 

Deutsche Reichsbahn (Landeszentrale für Politische Bildung Hamburg, 2007). The Langer 

Morgen ñWork Education Campò was also located on the outskirts of Wilhelmsburg from 1943-

1945. The purpose of the camp was to punish and ñretrainò defiant or uncooperative enslaved 

people, as well as people who were considered anti-social, ñwork-shy,ò criminals, quitters, or sex 

workers. Eighty per cent of the people imprisoned there were non-Germans, and most were from 

the east (Frank, 1997). 

The devaluation of racialized labour continues today. In fact, one of the recent ñchangesò 

that I often heard about in Wilhelmsburg was the recent arrival of ñthe Bulgariansò to the island. 

ñThe Bulgariansò refers to actual Bulgarians, as well as Romanians, who began to migrate to 

Germany after the countries joined the European Union in 2007. Many but not all of ñthe 

Bulgariansò are Roma, and many are also part of a Turkish-speaking minority. The latter makes 

Wilhelmsburg a particularly attractive place to land, as in Wilhelmsburg one can get most basic 

needs met in Turkish. This can be a major boon for newcomers, as Ayĸe, a 20-year resident of 

Wilhelmsburg put it to me: ñA Turkish shop, Turkish doctor, and Turkish ï for example at [the 

supermarket or drugstore] there is Turkish staff. Turkish baker. It is a disadvantage [if you are 

trying to learn German], but if I donôt speak German: advantageò (Ayĸe, interview, 2017). 

Eastern Europeans are encountering conditions in Wilhelmsburg that again sound like 

historical descriptions of what Polish-speakers faced in the late 1800s. Low wages, unhealthy 
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and dangerous work, and terrible living conditions are the typical state of affairs (Lintschnig & 

Schultz, 2018). What has changed from a century ago is the precise structure of exploitation, 

which now assumes a neoliberal form, in which workers rarely have employment contracts and 

are instead nominally ñself-employed.ò According to local laws and practices, without an official 

work contract one cannot get a legal apartment; without an apartment one cannot register with 

the authorities; and without registration, your kids cannot go to school. The effects of this bind 

are often blamed upon ñthe Bulgariansò themselves, who are derided as alcoholics, fighters, 

thieves, and beggars: precisely the same terms that were used for Polish-speakers a century ago 

(cf. Geschichtswerkstatt Wilhelmsburg und Hafen, 2008). In particular, this group of labour 

migrants is criticized for their use of public space, which clashes with bourgeois values regarding 

how and when one should be in a park, for example. Differences are at times framed by other 

Wilhelmsburgers as ñculturalò qualities belonging to ñthe Bulgarians,ò a move which fixes 

difference (Hall, 1997), and which several of the residents I spoke to flagged as an example of 

racism among racialized people.17 I will discuss this in more detail in following chapters, in view 

of the particular social, economic, and political conditions that inform differential racialization 

(Pulido, 2006) here. 

The system through which labour migrants in Wilhelmsburg are exploited is one from 

which German companies and consumers profit massively (Lintschnig & Schultz, 2018). This 

profit and power do not, however, generally accrue to Wilhelmsburgers themselves. I heard some 

indications in the neighbourhood that there are a few local landlords who are taking advantage of 

 
17 I am grateful to the working group Sasedi Wilhelmsburg, who were conducting their own research while I was 

there into the issues Bulgarians face in Wilhelmsburg. My host and colleague Michael Rothschuh invited me to sit in 

on group meetings, which I was able to do for several months; as a result I was exposed to many first-hand accounts 

of the issues from local service providers and from interview transcripts, which enriched and clarified what I heard 

in my own interviews. 
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the vulnerability and precarity of newcomers to the neighbourhood by renting spaces not 

designated for housing, such as cellars, attics, and warehouses, or by renting single rooms to 

many people for well above market rent. There are also a few local employers who are similarly 

extracting profit from the extreme devaluation of Bulgarian labour (Lintschnig & Schultz, 2018).  

In general, however, Wilhelmsburg is predominately a working-class and low-income 

neighbourhood and has historically been a bastion of leftist, communist, and social democratic 

politics. This is a way in which its heterogeneity has long had a distinct character within 

Hamburg. The island was hit hard by the containerization of the port and by deindustrialization 

and thousands of jobs disappeared (Zukunftskonferenz Wilhelmsburg, 2002). According to 

Wilhelmsburgôs representative in German Parliament, Metin Hakverdi (SPD) (interview, 2018), 

the islandôs residents have never fully recovered from this ñrestructuring;ò the kinds of jobs for 

which people were trained, recruited, and indeed for which many immigrated, simply 

disappeared and never returned. Today, Wilhelmsburg has rates of unemployment that are twice 

as high as the city-wide average, particularly among residents 55-65 years of age and 22.5% of 

Wilhelmsburgers rely on social assistance to make ends meet, compared with 10.3% city-wide 

(Statistisches Amt für Hamburg und Schleswig-Holstein, 2018, p. 48), and the average income is 

among the lowest in the city (Statistisches Amt für Hamburg und Schleswig-Holstein, 2017, 

2018).  

This is not simply an accident of planning to be corrected by ñmix.ò Rather, 

Wilhelmsburg has been produced deliberately as a space of devalued work for over a century, 

and the dominant narratives tend not to capture that. If, however, one approaches the devaluation 

of Wilhelmsburg as being consistent with the economic and social order, which the city-state has 

no intention of deeply challenging, then a question arises about what is to be achieved with 
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ñmixingò for people who are devalued within that order. What are the recent planning 

interventions imagined and intended to achieve and what might they actually do for 

Wilhelmsburgers? It is to these and related questions that I turn to in Chapters 5 & 6. 

Conclusion 
In this chapter I have traced how Wilhelmsburgôs ñbad reputationò hinges fundamentally on the 

kind of people who are imagined to live there ï immigrants, low-income people, the 

unemployed, people on social assistance ï in short, people who are stigmatized and devalued in 

Hamburg and in German society. The residents I interviewed argued that the reputation is 

important to understanding current events, and attributed it to a combination of factors that 

included actual conditions in which people of low socio-economic status were deliberately 

concentrated on the island, and racist discourse about the (ñdangerous,ò ñcriminalò) presence of 

migrants. This perspective does not contradict the dominant narrative, but rather connects the 

dots within it, drawing attention to the many steps in the process of devaluation of 

Wilhelmsburg. Situating this devaluation within the cityôs investments in colonialism and racial 

capitalism illuminates how particular assumptions about the value of who lives there have been 

integral to the islandôs development and reputation since long before the flood that is typically 

cited as a problematic turning point.  

 The racialized residents I interviewed see Wilhelmsburg not as a problem neighbourhood, 

however, but largely as a warm, welcoming, and beautiful place, and I turn to discussion of these 

perspectives in the following chapter. The past and present of racial capitalism has also produced 

conviviality in the neighbourhood, and Wilhelmsburg is Heimat for many of its long-time 

residents, a place of belonging and comfort where racialized people and migrants feel at home, in 

contrast to the exclusions that they experience as racialized people in Germany.  
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Chapter Four: Heimat Wilhelmsburg: Belonging and 

Familiarity in the Context of Devaluation 
 

It is true that racism is about a lot more than just Othering. It is above all about rights and 

resources. But with Heimat, it is about this fluid, hard to grasp zone of narratives that create the 

frame for how we can live together as a society (Sanyal, 2019a, ñZuhause,ò in Aydemir & 

Yaghoobifarah (Eds.) Eure Heimat ist unser Albtraum, translation by author). 

 

I want to say óyes, I am a Hamburger, though with a migrant backgroundô ï but Wilhelmsburgôs 

identity is open: I can say óI am a Wilhelmsburger,ô and Iôm happy to say it (Serdar, interview, 

2017). 

 

Introduction  

Wilhelmsburgers love their island. While I met the occasional resident who said they would 

consider moving elsewhere if it were not for a job or children or other practical concerns tying 

them to the neighbourhood, most of the Wilhelmsburgers I interviewed and those I met during  

everyday life were strikingly fond of where they live. At first, I wondered whether this was a 

manifestation of selection bias, wherein the people who were interested in talking to me about 

Wilhelmsburg were those who were passionate about it. When I shared this observation, 

however, and asked other residents whether they noticed this too, I was often met with smiles 

and laughter. Yes, long-time residents have a special bond to this place.  

Through the perspectives of racialized residents, Wilhelmsburg appears to be quite a 

different place than the supposed ñproblem neighbourhoodò that I explored in the previous 

chapter. It emerges as a warm, welcoming, diverse, and beautiful place, full of strengths not in 

spite of, but because of, its long-time devaluation and production as a racialized and migrant 

space. Conviviality ï processes of cohabitation and interaction that have made multiculture an 

ordinary part of life (Gilroy, 2004) ï emerged from the islandôs history over time. This 

Wilhelmsburg is Heimat for many of its long-time residents, a place of belonging and comfort 
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where racialized people and migrants feel at home, in contrast to the everyday and structural 

exclusions that they experience as racialized people in Germany.  

By exploring these themes and focusing on what racialized residents wanted people to 

know about their home, this chapter thus fills a gap in knowledge about Wilhelmsburg and 

contextualizes the ñsocial mixingò planning interventions that I introduce in the following 

chapter. Based on my in-depth, semi-structured interviews with long-time residents, I sketch out 

what Wilhelmsburgers love about the island, from its green and beautiful landscape, to its 

village-like quality and the warmth and friendliness that they experience with neighbours. 

Wilhelmsburg, residents argue, is not an urban neighbourhood in which people are anonymous, it 

is a place where you know each other and are recognized. It is also a place that is diverse, where 

people with various backgrounds and socio-economic statuses live together. Wilhelmsburgers 

associate this with the neighbourhoodôs long history as an immigrant neighbourhood, and with 

its bad reputation. Over time it has become Heimat, the place where they feel comfortable, where 

racialized people and migrants are accepted and reflected in everyday life, and where important 

symbols of spatial belonging have been achieved in the face of racism and discrimination.  

To understand these perspectives, I open with a genealogy of the concept of Heimat as a 

spatial concept of identity and belonging (Blickle, 2002; Boa & Palfreyman, 2000; Eigler & 

Kugele, 2012) that is commonplace in the German language but untranslatable to English. In the 

midst of what has been called its ñrenaissanceò (Costadura et al., 2019), Heimat is currently hotly 

debated and contested in Germany as an exclusive concept with a racist history that has recently 

been evoked on the national stage (Ataman, 2018a, 2018b; Aydemir & Yaghoobifarah, 2019). 

Wilhelmsburgers take up Heimat in its broadest and most open sense, in keeping with their 

appreciation of conviviality on the island, to indicate it as a place where they belong and feel safe 
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and secure both as individuals and as racialized people. The genealogy of Heimat underscores 

the significance of long-time residentsô attachments and affection for Wilhelmsburg in a context 

where migrant and racialized belonging in general, and the belonging of racialized 

Wilhelmsburgers in particular, is continuously challenged and questioned.    

Locating Heimat 

Heimat does not translate neatly into English, though it is a very common word in German.18 

Depending on the context, it might mean home, homeland, homestead, birthplace, hometown or 

many other similarly related but distinct concepts in English. Generally Heimat refers to a place 

where one feels a sense of security and belonging that is connected to the human need for safety 

and for connection to land and place (Boa & Palfreyman, 2000; Costadura et al., 2019; Räthzel, 

1994).  

 
18 Because of its untranslatability into English, I have elected not to translate Heimat and to italicize it throughout, as 

I do other German words.  

Figure 18: A big, old tree on what looks like an abandoned lot, Rotenhäuser Damm (photo by author, 

2019). 
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According to scholars of the concept and discourse of Heimat and its uses in literature, 

film, and philosophy, Heimat dates back at least to the early 1800s when it described a single 

place to which one had a legal relationship as a resident (Rºmhild, 2018). The conceptôs 

development into one that is emotional and subjective (Blickle, 2002), and that references a 

sensory and feeling relationship to space (Römhild, 2018), took place in the context of 

industrialization and urbanization, when it began to be used as a reference point for identification 

in the midst of societal changes (Boa & Palfreyman, 2000; Eigler, 2014; Eigler & Kugele, 2012). 

Heimat became a nostalgic concept, temporal as well as spatial, as it expressed a longing for a 

time and place outside of modernity (Eigler, 2014; Eigler & Kugele, 2012), and for a life that 

was imagined as simpler, slower, and closer to nature (Blickle, 2002; Clausen, 2008). Heimat is 

often called an anxious concept because it tends to be mobilized in conditions of insecurity and 

uncertainty, and this nostalgia is always for a place/time that to some extent never really existed, 

but rather is imagined and idealized (Blickle, 2002; Costadura et al., 2019).  

  Because it represents an emotional nexus of identity, belonging, and space, Heimat can 

be a highly problematic concept, despite also being a ubiquitous word in the German language 

(Blickle, 2002). During National Socialism, Heimat became synonymous with the nation, and 

was part of the concept of the ideology of blood, nation, and land (Räthzel, 1994). Many 

theorizations of the concept note that it has been instrumentalized for racist purposes, but they 

lack a race analysis. Some like Boa and Palfreyman (2000) assert that Heimat has no inherent 

racial content. Yet the subject of Heimat, as a concept born in the German-speaking world at the 

height of European colonialism, must be the modern, Western, apparently universal subject that 

is constituted through race (Silva, 2007). As a specifically German subject, it is doubly 
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constituted in distinction to its racialized others (El-Tayeb, 2016). As a result, Heimat can only 

be seen as neutral if the whiteness of Germanness is ignored along with the colonial context.  

Heimat is front and centre in political debate in Germany at the moment, and Costadura 

et al. (2019) argue that the concept is currently having a general ñrenaissance.ò This is both 

evidenced by and a result of the announcement in 2018 of the addition of a new ñMinistry of 

Heimatò (Heimatsministerium) to Germanyôs Interior Ministry. In the current context of anti-

Muslim racism and anti-refugee discourse and policy in Germany some commentators ï 

particularly racialized German scholars and journalists ï interpreted the introduction of the 

ministry as an appeal to the racist right-wing for which Heimat often appears in narratives about 

defence and recovery. The AfD, for example, styles itself as Heimatpartei (Sanyal, 2019a). 

Interior Minister Horst Seehofer claimed that Heimat should be understood as referring 

particularly to rural Germany and not to a nationalist past, but he undermined his own claims by 

making a statement shortly thereafter that ñIslam does not belong to Germanyò (ñDer Islam 

gehört nicht zu Deutschlandò), and thus drawing a rather clear line regarding the subjects of 

German Heimat (Ataman, 2018a, 2018b; Aydemir & Yaghoobifarah, 2019). 

A key to the debate about Heimat is whether one considers it an inherently exclusive 

concept or one which carries historical baggage that can be jettisoned to oneôs own purposes. 

Writing on the Heimat movement (Heimatbewegung) in Wilhelmsburg in the early 20th century, 

Sigrun Clausen (2008) emphasizes the historical nature of the Heimat concept, which emerged 

from particular values and interests and was cultivated by elite men. Clausen writes in part in 

explanation of the 2006 decision by the Heimatkundeverein to change its name and the name of 

its Heimatmuseum, which she reports involved rather intense and emotional debate within the 

association (Clausen, 2008). The Heimat movement in Wilhelmsburg was organized around 
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historical preservation and museumization of the islandôs past in a time and place where 

industrialization and urbanization was rapid and intense (Clausen, 2008), as was the rise in 

immigration, as I discussed in the previous chapter. In what Clausen calls one of the paradoxes 

of the Heimat movement, the leaders of it had never lived the dairy farming life they wished to 

archive, but rather were city-dwelling men of the local elite, teachers and newspaper publishers 

who were likely disturbed by the rise of a new financial and industrial elite (Clausen, 2008). To 

Clausen it is thus no surprise that Heimat discourse is often patriarchal, turning on a construction 

of home and safety that is maintained by mothers and wives (see also Blickle, 2002; Boa & 

Palfreyman, 2000). Heimat is an imagined past that reflects particular peopleôs desires for 

something they do not have (Räthzel, 1994).    

An explicit race analysis of Heimat demands not only awareness of how the concept has 

been mobilized in Germanyôs (Nazi) past, but also that the concept has built-in troubles, because 

ñit contains within itself its negative and otherò (Boa & Palfreyman, 2000, p. 28). As a place 

with which one identifies, it depends upon a notion of ñOtherò people and places with which one 

does not identify and does not feel at home. In particular, it aligns with a definition of ñOthersò ï 

migrants, foreigners ï as antithetical to home (see Boccagni, 2016). Racialized German authors 

and scholars are thus taking multiple approaches to the conceptôs ñrenaissance,ò arguing 

variously for extreme caution with it (Ataman, 2018a, 2018b), its transformation into something 

that is explicitly plural and inclusive (Lamya Kaddor, quoted in Sanyal, 2019a), and its 

abandonment altogether to its right-wing, racist career (Aydemir & Yaghoobifarah, in Lichtblau, 

2019). In the introduction to a volume of essays entitled Your Heimat is our Nightmare (Eure 

Heimat ist unser Albtraum) Fatma Aydemir and Hengameh Yaghoobifarah (2019) argue that 

Heimat must always be understood as connected to racist and fascist ideology, violence, and 
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genocide. Heimat is ñalways a longing for an ideal, a homogenous, white, Christian society, in 

which men have the say, women mainly take care of having children, and other lived realities 

simply do not appearò (Aydemir & Yaghoobifarah, 2019, translation by author).19 This reading 

aligns in many ways with feminist sociologist Nora Rªthzelôs (1994) earlier findings on how 

people in Germany and Switzerland conceptualize Heimat and Ausländer, which I have 

translated as ñforeigner,ò but which she argues means much more literally ñpeople who belong 

outside the countryò (p. 86). Räthzel argues that ñthe term [Heimat] is only meant for those 

whom the dominant powers and 'common sense' understandings define as belonging to the 

nation. Those who do not belong can merely claim to feel at home but are not allowed to use the 

emphatic term Heimat that evokes the idea of roots, of having been there foreverò (Räthzel, 

1994, p. 89).  

Beautiful, green, island village: What residents value about Wilhelmsburg 

Wilhelmsburg has not, historically, been known as a green and beautiful neighbourhood. Instead, 

as the previous chapter described, the island has a long history of association with the dirty and 

loud functions of the city, and its relationship to the rest of the city has been defined by this 

association. Yet when I asked Wilhelmsburgers about the island and about what it was like to 

live there, residentsô perceptions of the island as a green and beautiful place often took centre 

stage. The islandôs landscape emerged as a powerful anchor that connects residents to the 

neighbourhood. Bayram Inan (interview, 2018) told me for example that ñWilhelmsburg is 

actually a very beautiful, green island. That is wonderful. So thatôs why I always say I canôt 

imagine living anywhere else.ò Inan has been a resident of Wilhelmsburg since he arrived as a 

 
19 In a disturbing recent development, Heimatminister Seehofer recently announced ï and then withdrew ï a 

criminal complaint against journalist Hengameh Yaghoobifarah, arguing that they had written ñunspeakableò things 

about the police in a column about abolition (Eydlin & AFP, 2020). 
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so-called guest worker in 1973, the final year of the ñguest workerò program. Today he is an 

engineer and a politician with Die Grünen who represents Wilhelmsburg at the district level.  

Inan was not alone in feeling that anywhere else would pale in comparison to 

Wilhelmsburgôs green. In fact, Arzu and her husband, both born and raised on the island, 

considered moving to a different central and in-demand part of the city, but thought better of it:  

It is incredibly green here; it is really greaté. At one point we planned to move to 

Hamburg, to Altona or Eppendorf or something, but then we looked at apartments there. 

We looked at the locations, and we didnôt like it, we simply didnôt like it, because it is 

just a more beautiful landscape here. And we found that what we could get there, in terms 

of apartments and quality, we would have had to pay double or triple the amount. It just 

didnôt make sense ï because we thought, we get a much more beautiful neighbourhood, 

in terms of the space, right, and we get a better apartment for half the price ï why in 

Godôs name would we move away?! (Arzu, interview, 2017) 

Wilhelmsburgôs beauty ï and cost ï won out, though as a double-income professional household 

the family could afford to move to a higher status neighbourhood. Arzu found value in the ability 

to go out oneôs front door and find a quiet, green spot within minutes, something that residents 

suggested is just is not the same in other parts of Hamburg. Mostafa, who has been a self-

described ñIslanderò since 1981, felt similarly and also made a comparison to supposedly more 

desirable parts of the city.  

Mostafa: I would never trade Wilhelmsburg, not even for Blankenese [one of the richest 

neighbourhoods in Hamburg]. Because one is at home here, this is our home. 

Julie: What makes it home, do you think? 

Mostafa: Nature! The nature! é It is incredibly beautiful. My in-laws [who were 

recently visiting from Turkey] didnôt want to leave. Early mornings, shortly 

before six, Iôm already up and I go walking here. An hour, sometimes two hours. 

In Wilhelmsburg it is so gorgeous; one canôt even express it with words. 

As we talked, Mostafa led me along leafy paths to the lush growth around the Dove-Elbe, a small 

branch of the Elbe River. We passed small houses and gardens and some of the old farmhouses 
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on the island. Mostafa used the landscape to demonstrate the beauty of the island and his 

affection for it, at every turn pointing out another delight.  

 

Figure 19: The diverse forms of Wilhelmsburg: The rooves of sheds on allotment gardens peek through 

greenery, while a highrise overlooks (photo by author, 2017). 

Figure 20: The Dove Elbe, Mostafaôs favourite spot on the island (photo by author, 2017). 
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Along with the islandôs green landscape the people of Wilhelmsburg themselves make 

the island special, according to the residents I interviewed. In stark contrast to how it has 

historically been portrayed in the media, they argued that Wilhelmsburg is a warm and familiar 

place. Gülhan, for example, has lived in Wilhelmsburg for over 25 years and works at a local 

social service organization. She was keenly aware of how Wilhelmsburgers have been racialized 

and criminalized in the media, as I noted in the previous chapter. What bothered her in particular 

about this, and about how the neighbourhood tended to be looked down upon from the other side 

of the Elbe, was that it was so contradictory to her own experiences. To Gülhan, Wilhelmsburg 

ñis a very friendly neighbourhood, people are really welcoming. And yes, I think more should 

really have been built here, and the people upstairs should have paid attention to peopleôs needs. 

We are really a cozy, sweet neighbourhood that really is not like is reported in the mediaò 

Figure 21: Mare and foal on a farm near Finkenriek (photo by author, 2017). 






















































































































































































































































































































