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Financialized Berlin: The Monetary Transformation of
Housing, Architecture and Polity

Anne Kockelkorn

Delft University of Technology

ABSTRACT
A financialized real estate market is both an abstraction of global
capital flows and a localized driver of gentrification. Under this
premise, architectural form and urban design become a perform-
ance of contradicting value formations. Drawing on the methods
of urban history, geography, architectural criticism and performa-
tive writing strategies, this paper develops a theoretical perspec-
tive on the architecture of financialized rental housing based on a
relational understanding of architecture and social space. The
paper’s point of departure is the financialization of Germany’s
social rental housing stock. Recent housing projects undertaken
in the metropolitan region of Berlin by the real estate investment
companies Vonovia SE and Deutsche Wohnen SE serve as case
studies. The analysis identifies five strategies for cost-optimization
that, taken together, outline the characteristics of an ideal city of
financialization which promotes the destruction of social cohesion
in the interests of shareholders.

KEYWORDS
Financialization; architec-
tural heritage; housing
design; affordability; Berlin

Introduction

From my kitchen window, I can see the makeshift shelter of a homeless person located
underneath the balcony of a raised ground floor apartment. It forms part of the corner
building by Hinrich and Inken Baller at the Admiralsbr€ucke crossing Berlin’s
Landwehrkanal: one of the icons of the 1987 International Building Exhibition (IBA),
sited on one of the city’s most beautiful waterfront promenades. The sloping underside
of the balcony and the angled basement window—typical of the Ballers’ design lan-
guage—provide shelter from rain, and, to a limited extent, from wind. When I go
down to the street and walk fifty meters along the southern bank of the canal, to the
overpriced coffeeshop, I come across the next shelter: this time in a somewhat more
weather-protected tent that occupies a portion of the lawn separating the canal from
the sidewalk.

Admiralsbr€ucke, Landwehrkanal and the surrounding residential quarters not only
attract tourists and homeless people, the latter deriving an income from recycling the
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former’s garbage while finding refuge in the interstices of nineteenth-century urban
landscaping and the niches of IBA buildings. For over a decade, the lampposts, build-
ing entrances and pinboards of neighborhood stores have also been covered with classi-
fied ads by those seeking an apartment to rent in the area, always with the same urgent
plea for an affordable rent based on the average net salary in Germany of e2,100 per
month. However, the 1980s—when university professors and welfare recipients lived in
the same apartment buildings throughout Berlin-Kreuzberg and supported one another
by sharing skills, labor and time—are long gone. Over the last two decades, the neigh-
borhood has become something of an eye within the storm of gentrification in Berlin.
The homemade posters remind me of faded missing-pet notices, suggesting the death
of what had been sought rather than its successful retrieval. Our lease of eight euro per
square meter, signed close to twenty years ago, is now as precious as a paid-off home
loan. Where do those who are pushed to the outskirts by gentrification end up? Where
do average-income households find a place to settle in Berlin?

Since the mid 1990s, the rental housing market in Germany has undergone a process
of financialization that has, especially in the last decade, affected social cohesion in
urban centers like Berlin.1 Germany’s twentieth-century social housing stock, through
its privatization, now facilitates the upward redistribution of wealth at the expense of
social cohesion and sustainability. Since the late 2010s, stock-listed housing companies
have turned toward the construction of new apartments in pursuit of political approval
and lucrative portfolio expansion. These new housing projects are situated beyond the
S-Bahn ring or close to the train stations of the wider metropolitan region. This new
construction and its inherent logic of cost-optimization are the focus of this paper. It
explores the ways in which a cost-optimized production process inscribes itself into,
and becomes legible in, the materiality of housing. Through the investigation, I develop
three main arguments. First, that the case of Berlin evidences what the political theorist
Nancy Fraser has described as a “crisis of care” and a systemic “political crisis of capit-
alist society.” The latter relies on social reproduction, natural resources and a political
realm that guarantees smooth trade transactions while its intrinsic logic simultaneously
exploits and destabilizes all of these conditions.2 Second, I reveal how the conditions of
financialized urbanism involve a concept of urbanity that eliminates all non-
commodifiable collective space and subordinates the production of the built environ-
ment under cost-optimized economies of scale. Third, I show that architectural and
urban history should be reconsidered in terms of their involvement as tools in the pro-
duction of non-commodified urban and social space.

The arguments presented in the paper are based on empirical data collected during
site visits to current projects, an interview with a real estate developer of Deutsche
Wohnen SE and publicly available records, including national statistics, government
reports, company press releases and annual reports, planning documents and news-
paper articles.3 Methodologically, I combine feminist theories of performativity and sit-
uated writing practice with recent critical urban theory concerned with processes of
urbanization and neoliberal restructuring.4 In doing so, I adopt three authorial posi-
tions that shift throughout the paper. I write from the compromised position of an
advocate for the decommodification of housing and for the right to the city, one who
is experiencing the effects of gentrification and social polarization in her neighborhood
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while also being fortunate enough to rent from a nonprofit landlord. I also write as an
architecture critic and scholar who has studied architectural design and typology
throughout her career and who seeks to understand the role of architecture within a
process of upward redistribution.5 Finally, in the third authorial position, I adopt the
tools of urban sociology and geography to evaluate recent housing projects by finan-
cialized housing providers in the metropolitan region of Berlin, an undertaking which
is based on the current state of research on processes of financialization in Germany.6

Together, these positions allow me to analyze the complex mechanisms of financialized
housing and its deleterious effects on social reproduction and cohesion. Moreover, they
allow me to understand built form as procedural—as something that takes place within
the use-patterns of residents and the territorial governing of a population.

I begin by introducing the case of the Marienufer development in Berlin-K€openick
by Deutsche Wohnen SE, which evidences how cost-optimization strategies affect the
built environment. I then discuss the historical trajectory of the commodification of
housing in Germany and its implications for the contemporary appraisal of twentieth-
century housing design. Finally, I analyze five strategies of cost-optimization at work in
current housing projects developed by stock-listed housing providers in Berlin: densifi-
cation, the elimination of shared spaces, standardization, the shaping of public opinion
and the esthetics of place.

“Marienufer” by Deutsche Wohnen SE, or the Ideal City of
Financialization

The construction site of “Marienufer” in Berlin-K€openick is well secured with a steel
fence reinforced with spikes set into concrete foundations. Two four- and five-storey
shells of precast concrete elements rise behind it. The sign that might have provided
information about the 1,200 apartments planned for this location is a simple A4 print-
out attached to the fence with plastic fasteners (fig. 1). The information it does contain
is outdated and incomplete. Condensation and dirt suggest that the paper and its plas-
tic folder have been hanging there for quite some time. Moreover, the sign provides no
information about the urban form of the future neighborhood and its 2,000 residents,
or any indication of the name of the developer—investor, Deutsche Wohnen SE. The
number of apartments indicated in the images depicted on the sign refers to only a
fraction of the overall project, and the name of the architectural firm involved is no
longer current. Neighbors and potential critics of the project, it seems, should not have
any sense of what is happening here.

Online research gradually reveals fragmentary information about the project. A
2020 issue of Deutsche Wohnen SE’s shareholder magazine declares that 1,200 “living
spaces of tomorrow” will be built on a sixteen-hectare site in Berlin by 2026, and an
advertising brochure published in July 2021 for future commercial tenants reveals the
basic details of an urban design scheme.7 Three roads divide the site into four longitu-
dinal sections, densely packed with sixty-four building blocks that take the form of
squares and rectangles. Offices and commercial units are located along the main street,
with a childcare center in the middle of the project site and a publicly accessible plaza
along the riverside.8 From a local heritage website, I learn that the area of Marienhain
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served as the location of the Institute for Ornamental Plant Cultivation of the
Humboldt University between 1953 and 1990. After reunification, the area was
returned to the heirs of its pre-World War Two owners and was resold several times
after 2011.9 In March 2015, the district submitted a “project-related development
plan”—a planning instrument primarily designed for the swift implementation of
investor demands.10 The block perimeter scheme of this plan resembles the design pro-
posal by Deutsche Wohnen SE, especially with regard to the uniform building depth of
eighteen meters (figs. 2 and 3). The landscape design proposal published in the same
document reveals that the building depth is intended as a margin for slimmer housing
typologies. The landscape design features a central neighborhood square with collective
amenities, an urban entr�ee toward the main street and a public plaza on the waterfront.
Comparison of the two schemes shows that the proposal by Deutsche Wohnen SE not
only occupies the entire perimeter up to what is allowed by zoning laws but also mini-
mizes open spaces and social amenities: the central neighborhood square has disap-
peared and the urban entr�ee toward Wendenschlossstrasse has been turned into a
series of parking lots.

On the homepage of the software firm Probis-Expert, I find an un-dated rendering
of the project that estheticizes the scheme’s attempt to eliminate all non-commodifiable
collective space (fig. 4). The software firm specializes in the control and optimization
of financial flows for developments such as airports, banks and luxury real estate.11

The rendering depicts a densely built, white modernist city extending to the waterfront,
well beyond the building zone of the 2015 development plan. The serial variation of a
square four-storey apartment block with white plaster facade and floor-to-ceiling

Figure 1. Construction sign at the Marienufer development, October 2021. # Anne Kockelkorn, 2021.
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Figure 2. Aerial view of the construction site at Marienufer, October 2021. # euroluftbild.de/
Robert Grahn.

Figure 3. Land Development Plan “Marienhain” by the District of Berlin-K€openick, 2015. Highlights
by the author. # Bezirksamt Berlin-K€openick.
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glazing covers the entire site with low-maintenance green space depicted in between. It
is an imaginary representation of maximum densification and standardized production
that reduces non-commodifiable common spaces to the bare minimum. Alluding to
the ideal city planning of the Renaissance, I refer to this scheme as an ideal city of
financialization. However, the project will not be implemented according to this ideal
in any strict sense. The current renderings in the marketing brochure prepared by
Deutsche Wohnen SE show a vertically structured facade of beige plaster. The same
rendering can be located on the homepage of Nokera AG—a company specializing in
BIM-integrated, process-optimized prefabricated modular building technologies, based
in Switzerland and acting via German subsidiaries. One of Nokera AG’s German sub-
sidiaries, Nokera Planning GmbH, is the former Leipzig office of Fuchshuber
Architekten, whose name was listed on the construction sign at Marienufer in October
2021, even though the merger of Fuchshuber Architekten with Nokera AG had already
occurred in January 2021.12 Another subsidiary of Nokera is Stengel GmbH, a German
bath-system manufacturer specializing in the assembly line production of windowless
bathrooms for hotels, micro-apartments and cruise ships. In 2019, the firm produced
around 2,000 prefabricated bathrooms for installation as complete units, saving time
and labor cost.13 In April 2022, the website of Swiss Nokera AG had removed all back-
ground information about their CEOs and eliminated the portraits of other team mem-
bers, while the website of its German subsidiary Nokera Planning GmbH had
disappeared entirely.14 Anonymous and obscure company structures increase the agil-
ity of businesses untethered from any immediate public scrutiny and critique. This and
other cost-optimization strategies are evident in the development of Marienufer: densi-
fication, elimination of non-commodified collective spaces, standardization of building
elements, land speculation and the shaping of public opinion. Yet it is not these singu-
lar strategies of cost-optimization as such that characterize contemporary processes of
financialization in Germany’s housing sector and their repercussions for the built

Figure 4. Rendering of Marienufer for Probis Expert, undated. # Markus Gr€oteke.
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environment.15 Rather, it is the ensemble of territorial, regulatory and design strategies
that entail a fundamental transformation of social space, and an equally fundamental
transformation of the meaning of urban form and architectural esthetics.

How Rental Housing Became a Globalized Financial Product

From Marienufer, we drive back to the inner-city, to a project by Vonovia SE on the
former village green of Alt-Tempelhof, just south of the S-Bahn ring. It takes a while
until we can identify the yellow-and-white punched facade with surface-mounted rain
gutters as the project we know from renderings (figs. 5–8). The building is an
unadorned five-storey housing block, approximately sixteen meters deep and thirty-
five meters long, divided by two stairwell units. Incorporated into its depth are shared
circulation spaces and bathrooms without windows. The facade faces south and
includes a series of bolted-on steel balconies that are oriented toward a wide inner
courtyard. The simple shape, rough esthetics and cost-saving construction processes
are reminiscent of the minimum standard design of emergency shelters. This is not the
pragmatism of poverty, however. Attracting rent at twelve euro per square meter, the
apartments are precisely aligned with the local rent index and are considerably above
the six to eight euro rate for social housing. One of the most valuable German stock-
listed companies renting out low-to-medium-quality housing at a high price indicates a
business model of redistribution from tenants to shareholders. This process, in which
the profit expectations of a debt economy are redirected to other social areas is charac-
teristic of recent processes of financialization.16 In the field of housing, Manuel Aalbers
and Gerald A. Epstein have defined financialization as the increasing dominance of
housing’s asset status over its service role.17 Yet the trade and societal understanding of
housing as a financial product transcends mere commodification. More specifically, the

Figure 5. Twenty-four new apartments in Berlin-Tempelhof by Vonovia SE, 2020. Rendering:
Koschanyþ Zimmer Architekten, Essen. # Vonovia SE.
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Figure 6. Street facade of the Berlin-Tempelhof project by Vonovia SE. # Anne Kockelkorn, 2021.

Figure 7. Street entrance of the Berlin-Tempelhof project by Vonovia SE. # Anne
Kockelkorn, 2021.
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financialization of housing ties the product of real estate to the logic and mechanisms
of digitalized and globalized financial flows, creating high-profit expectations that are
more radically disconnected from the service and use aspects of housing than in other
historical periods.18 This disconnect between the financial and the use-value of housing
becomes apparent, for example, in the way information about the Marienufer project
by Deutsche Wohnen SE has been withheld from the general public and neighborhood
residents while being promoted to the company’s shareholders. Better understanding
the emergence and development of the financialized rental housing stock in contem-
porary Germany requires an analysis of the political, legal and financial conditions that
enabled it, revealing how expectations of profit generated in the domain of finance
have changed the social structure of German rental housing.

The financialization of housing is typically associated with the lending practices of
financial institutions in the US, which cheapened credit, increased debt and repackaged
it for laxly regulated secondary markets from the 1970s on, practices that culminated
in the subprime mortgage crisis and global recession of 2008. Since the early 2000s,
housing financialization via mortgage securitization has also occurred in European
countries like the Netherlands and Spain. However, Germany’s economy and housing
market have had a very different trajectory, as examined by the architectural historian
Florian Urban and the political theorist Philipp P. Metzger.19 In Germany’s bank-based
financial system, production in general is financed through banks and not, as in the
US, through shares, while a restrictive credit market does not grant easy access to
homeownership mortgages.20 Unlike in the US or the United Kingdom, there is no
subprime mortgage market in Germany and households are not exorbitantly indebted.

Figure 8. Courtyard facade of the Berlin-Tempelhof project by Vonovia SE. # Anne
Kockelkorn, 2021.
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Until the early 2000s, housing prices declined rather than increased and, as of today,
Germany’s home-ownership rate of forty-eight percent is among the lowest in
Europe.21 The high market share of rental tenure has also resulted from the long-
standing ban on individual apartment ownership by the German civil code
(B€urgerliches Gesetzbuch) between 1900 and 1951. For half a century, individuals could
only own entire apartment buildings, such that apartment rental was the norm even
for the middle to upper classes of the rapidly growing cities. This, in turn, guaranteed
public consensus for strong tenant protection in times of crisis, such as the inflation in
1923 or the dire housing shortage after World War Two.22 In the decades that followed
this policy, the political support for rental housing through strong tenancy laws and
low rents complemented the country’s export-oriented economy. The Fordist com-
promise between labor and capital entailed low rents for high-quality housing in return
for low wages, increasing the competitiveness of exported goods in global markets,
while also making it more attractive, affordable and secure to live in rental housing.23

The privatization and financialization of German housing in the 1990s affected the
formerly nonprofit rental market, arising through the en-bloc sale of entire housing
companies to transnational private equity funds. This process was enhanced by a shift
in the legal framework that transformed nonprofit-oriented housing into a globalized
financial product, replacing the Fordist provision of welfare benefits with the impos-
ition of market discipline on public and private actors. An emblematic moment of this
change was the 1990 tax reform, which repealed tax benefits for nonprofit housing
companies, thereby abolishing the notion of collective benefit in housing politics
altogether.24 Another key moment was a law on municipal debt, the so-called
Altschuldenhilfsgesetz of 1993, which forced municipalities in East Germany to privatize
fifteen percent of their public housing companies to amortize debts carried over from
the former GDR. But privatization did not occur by selling the apartments to their
existing residents, as had occurred in Great Britain in the 1980s, or in the former
Comecon countries after 1990. Because of Germany’s restrictive credit market, home-
owners’ tax benefits were not sufficient to enable lower-income groups to access mort-
gages; and for the majority of Germany’s urban population, rental housing tenure
remained a more sustainable choice than repaying a mortgage.

The subsequent privatization and commodification of former social rental housing
stock occurred through private equity funds, which are non-listed limited partnerships
that buy and restructure companies. Since the mid 1970s, private equity funds have
acted as agents of financialization, offering strategic investments and means of accumu-
lation for large sums of capital that would be much more difficult to attain through
investment in production. Profit margins of up to twenty percent result from high-risk
leveraged buyouts, the thoroughness of the restructuring process and the under-valu-
ation of the purchased company. In Germany, the appearance of private equity funds
was enhanced through tax exemptions on equity holdings issued by the first Schr€oder
Cabinet (1998–2002), governed by the social democrats and the Green Party in 2002.25

Globally, central banks’ near-zero interest rate policy since the mid 2000s rendered fast
buyouts with high-debt leverage extremely profitable. Between 1999 and 2006, the fed-
eral states and municipalities in Germany privatized approximately 730,000 former
social rental housing units previously built and financed through public subsidies.
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These units were sold primarily to private equity companies (Cerberus, Oaktree,
Fortress and Terra Firma) at heavily discounted prices of between e20,000 and e40,000
per dwelling.26 Influential politicians began to work for the private equity sector of the
financial industry after resigning from office, illustrating the private equity industry’s
increasing use of lobbying as a market strategy. Both Volker R€uhe (CDU) and Rudolf
Scharping (SPD), Ministers of Defense between 1992–98 and 1998–2002 respectively,
worked as advisors for Cerberus from 2007 onwards. Florian Gerster (SPD), Head of
the Federal Employment Agency between 2002 and 2004, began working for the private
equity firm Fortress precisely when the Agency privatized its public housing company
Gagfah, which previously owned 80,000 housing units.27 Such professional transfers
from the public to the private sector are a striking example of how financialized capit-
alism “authorizes finance capital to discipline states and publics in the immediate inter-
ests of private investors.”28

In 2016, stock-listed housing providers owned four percent of Germany’s rental
housing market. If one expands this toward the entire market segment of large-scale,
for-profit housing operators—including private equity funds, insurance companies and
other corporate entities—the figure rises to fourteen percent.29 These figures reflect a
fundamental transformation of the rental market and the power relations that underpin
it. New actors such as the DAX-listed Vonovia SE, which owned 355,000 housing units
in Germany as of 2020, have become the country’s biggest housing companies and
enjoy a dominant position in the market.30 For such companies, housing serves as a
financial product. Profits are based on an expansive model of large-scale housing stock
acquisition and the guarantee of a continuous increase in rental income over time.
Simultaneously, companies such as Vonovia SE and Deutsche Wohnen SE also influ-
ence housing policy decisions through lobbying work.31 The resulting transformation
of the housing market has affected cities like Berlin in particular, where the percentage
of rental housing units is as high as eighty-four, but also in smaller cities like Dresden,
or the former industrial belt of the Ruhrgebiet, which also have high proportions of
financialized former social housing.32

The Rise of Deutsche Wohnen SE and the Destruction of Social Cohesion

The financialization of rental housing in Germany’s major cities affected the mod-
ernist social housing stock of the short twentieth century and reversed its meaning,
societal ambitions and territorial implications.33 The sale of Berlin’s former social
housing company GSW (Gemeinn€utzige Siedlungs- und Wohnungsbaugesellschaft
Berlin mbH) and the rise of Deutsche Wohnen SE illustrates this reversal as well as
the privatization of profit and the creation of market monopolies that go along with
it. In 2004, GSW was sold to Cerberus for e405 million, including the assumption
of e1.6 billion in debt.34 This sale included GSW’s IBA buildings in Kreuzberg
together with the emblematic housing project by Hinrich and Inken Baller at
Landwehrkanal, rendering the architects’ original concept of combining affordabil-
ity with spatial generosity obsolete. After optimizing and restructuring GSW, the
buyers’ financial consortium approved a distribution of shares worth e447 million
in 2009—more than the 2004 sale price—and listed the GSW on the German stock
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market in 2010.35 In 2012, GSW estimated the value of its real estate portfolio at
e3.3 billion—around four times the 2004 sales price.36 In 2013, the company’s
shares were acquired by the real estate company Deutsche Wohnen SE, which was
founded in 1998 by Deutsche Bank.

Prior to the acquisition of GSW, Deutsche Wohnen SE had bought the Berlin-based
housing company GEHAG (Gemeinn€utzige Heimst€atten-, Spar- und Bau-
Aktiengesellschaft) in 2007, which had already been privatized through its 2003 sale to
the US hedge fund Oaktree. In 2008, four former GEHAG housing estates (now
Deutsche Wohnen SE) were listed as UNESCO World Heritage Sites: The Horseshoe
Estate (Hufeisensiedlung) in Britz (1925–33) and the housing estate (Wohnstadt) Carl
Legien in Prenzlauer Berg (1928–30), both designed by Bruno Taut; the Siemensstadt
settlement in Charlottenburg designed by Hans Scharoun (1929–31); and the “White
City” in Reinickendorf designed by Otto Salvisberg (1928–31).37 Only two other hous-
ing estates in Berlin from the 1920s received UNESCO listings in addition to the
Museum Island in the city center and the Babelsberg Palace near Potsdam. With the
takeover of GSW, Deutsche Wohnen SE had become the largest real estate company in
Berlin and the second largest real estate company in Germany. In 2015, the company’s
profit amounted to e1.2 billion. In the same year, the salaries of the executive board
increased from e2.5 to 6.5 million.38 In 2020, Deutsche Wohnen SE was recognized by
the German share index DAX as one of the most valuable stock corporations in the
country (fig. 9).

Figure 9. Timeline of the real estate portfolio of Deutsche Wohnen SE, 1998� 2021. Sources:
Deutscher Mieterbund, Deutsche Wohnen SE, Vonovia SE. Graphic Design: Monobloque.

12 KOCKELKORN



The financialization of rental apartments reverses the goals and mandates of a
housing association. The aim of a private equity fund or publicly listed housing
company is to satisfy investors’ expectations of profit, not to provide tenants with
high-quality housing at a low cost. The business strategy of private equity funds
involves restructuring and the quick resale of housing companies. As the housing
scholar Sabina Uffer has shown, the more specifically a real estate portfolio is
described in terms of location and income group, the more profitable its resale
value.39 Such strategies of social homogenization include the quick resale of attract-
ive residential buildings and the maximization of legal rent increases in central
locations. Another strategy is a company’s specialization in providing housing for
low-income tenants, a business model based on the payments made to tenants by
public social welfare offices (Sozial€amter). Other socio-spatial consequences of cost-
optimization strategies include the neglect of buildings through lack of mainten-
ance, the radical downsizing of employees, the withdrawal from labor agreements
and the reduction of below-board-level salaries.40

Following a company’s initial public offering (IPO) and transformation into a stock
corporation, the business strategy changes. The focus is no longer on the resale of hous-
ing stock, but on its long-term cost-optimized management aiming at the highest pos-
sible net present value on future dividends. The sale and resale of company shares also
remains an important generator of fictitious capital gains, further increasing market
monopolization. The most striking example of this strategy is the successful 2021 take-
over of Deutsche Wohnen SE by Vonovia SE, which resulted in the formation of an
enormous rental housing provider owning 550,000 units and dominating the German
rental market. Cost-optimization remains an important strategy, but it now occurs via
the centralization and standardization of services, as well as through the in-sourcing of
maintenance work rather than through blunt neglect. However, these strategies discour-
age renters from claiming appropriate services and create a legal framework that prevents
a transparent understanding of maintenance cost accounting.41

Perhaps the most important tool in increasing the asset value of the housing stock,
however, is to ensure a continuous increase in rents. This can be achieved through the
strategic assessment of rent-gaps, which is a core driver of gentrification, as demon-
strated by Laura Calbet i Elias.42 Continuously rising land prices and rental indexes are
not only drivers of gentrification, but also represent a favorable business environment
for the future increase of value. Another instrument for securing rental increase is the
modernization of amenities—that is, the comprehensive renovation of housing in order
to increase its energy efficiency and comfort, the costs of which, unlike maintenance,
can be passed on by raising the rent. Modernization can also be combined with
“patrimonialization,” such as the targeted renewal, staging and commodification of cul-
tural heritage, as described by the sociologists Luc Boltanski and Arnaud Esquerre.43

This approach figures among the strategies of Deutsche Wohnen SE as exemplified by
the modernization of the former railway housing estate in Elstal, fifteen kilometers
west of Berlin, in keeping with heritage requirements for the preservation of historic
monuments; or the modernization of the housing estate Onkel-Toms H€utte designed
by Bruno Taut in Zehlendorf, labeled as an “architectural jewel” on Deutsche Wohnen
SE’s website.44
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The Territorial Performance of Financialized World Heritage

The modernist Siedlungen of Berlin, dating to the interwar period, was the outcome of a
decades-long struggle to provide high-quality housing for lower-income groups. The
functional urban design was based on public ownership of land and the establishment of
cooperative housing developers committed to non-speculative modes of housing produc-
tion.45 Modern housing was understood as a social and technical infrastructure that
effectively disciplined its subjects into patriarchal family units and the routines of a mod-
ern, hygienic lifestyle.46 As a form of modern welfare provision, the urban and architec-
tural design of modern housing projects was dedicated to improving the quality of life
and the conditions of social reproduction of its residents. It is the interplay of these fea-
tures that qualify the six Berlin Siedlungen for their UNESCO World Heritage status.
They express “a broad reform of housing construction and Siedlungsbau” that combined
“esthetic research with new social and hygiene standards” and served as “guidelines for
social housing in Germany and beyond.”47 The German UNESCO webpage also empha-
sizes that two of the six Siedlungen still operate under a cooperative mode of housing
tenure, a model of human cooperation added to UNESCO’s Intangible Cultural Heritage
register in 2016. However, the website fails to mention that four of the six Siedlungen are
now owned by a financialized housing provider, constituting a reversal of their original
social purpose; the urban forms and architectural esthetics of the former Fordist com-
promise now serve as tools in the upward redistribution of capital. This reversal calls for
a reconsideration of the exclusive attribution of the Siedlungen’s urban form as constitu-
tive of World Heritage status, as opposed to recognizing them as a coherent ensemble of
urban politics, housing tenure and urban design. If a Siedlung is owned by a financialized
company, only the shareholder benefits from the value added by the expectation of
future rental income accrued as a result of the symbolic value of a World Heritage listing.
Seen as a socio-political ecology, the heritage listing thus contributes to undermining the
very conditions upon which this listing is based. These conditions include: a concept of
citizenship inseparable from the right to high-quality affordable dwellings; an art of gov-
erning that supports a nonprofit notion of collective benefit in housing policies alongside
the cooperative housing associations that implement them; and an architectural response
to housing needs, care and social reproduction, which, according to Fraser, is not only a
matter of private households, but of neighborhoods, civil society and state agencies.48

The example of the Berlin Siedlungen therefore highlights how the premise of financiali-
zation turns architectural form into a performance of contradictory types of value forma-
tion that no longer make sense as immutable attributes. Instead, architectural design and
urban form happen to take place within the territorial and regulatory settings of a certain
place and the processes of subjectivation of its users.

Cost-optimization by Design

Residents of financialized rental housing in Berlin, as elsewhere, are the unwilling sub-
jects of a regime of neoliberal austerity that includes the destabilization of employment,
the shrinking value of income and the pressure to prove creditworthiness.49 In contrast
to the financialization of mortgaged homes, the financialization of rental housing con-
tains no promise for tenants of upward social mobility or transgenerational wealth
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creation. Its inhabitants know that there is no return on any financial sacrifice made to
pay higher rents; instead, they are confronted with highly visible, large-scale actors
facilitating the upward redistribution of wealth for shareholders and private equity
stakeholders. These conditions call for resistance, especially in the midst of a shortage
of affordable homes and even more so when nineteen percent of the inhabitants of a
city are at risk of poverty, as is the case in Berlin.50 Between 2010 and 2020, the average
rent in the city almost doubled, while median apartment prices tripled—during the
same period, however, salaries increased by only twenty-four percent.51 In May 2019,
the Berlin assembly of the Green Party noted that one in six Berlin households spends
more than forty percent of its income on housing costs, while half of the city’s residents
live in fear of displacement.52 Activism against unacceptable living conditions has a
long-standing tradition in the city and, in 2011, a city-wide demonstration against
increasing rental prices took place. Seven years later, this resistance gained wider
momentum in the form of a referendum initiative to re-socialize Berlin’s financialized
housing units owned by Deutsche Wohnen SE, Vonovia SE and other investors.53 In
September 2021, the referendum succeeded: three of five Berlin voters—more than one
million people—approved of the idea.

For Vonovia SE and Deutsche Wohnen SE, which together own nearly ten percent
of Berlin’s rental housing market, this political resistance was an existential threat and
required a coherent appeasement strategy to convince politicians and the media of their
public benefit.54 A straightforward way to do so is through a commitment to build new
dwellings, which the city of Berlin urgently needs, and thereby to combine political
goals with economic benefits. Because of population growth and the lack of affordable
dwellings, the demand for new construction in Berlin is estimated at 200,000 units by
2030.55 In 2020, Deutsche Wohnen SE added new construction to its core business
activities. In September 2021, both Deutsche Wohnen SE and Vonovia SE committed
to building 13,000 new housing units in Berlin by 2026. Since 2018, both companies
have built approximately 1,100 dwellings in the metropolitan region of Berlin.56 This is
notable in that other listed housing companies in Berlin still do not invest in new con-
struction at all, but generate their profits exclusively through portfolio optimization,
purchase and sale as well as rental income.57 For Deutsche Wohnen and Vonovia SE,
however, new apartment construction has become a substantial means of profitable
portfolio expansion.58 Since land prices have risen too high to render projects in the
inner-city profitable, these new construction projects are predominantly located
beyond the S-Bahn ring or close to the train stations of the metropolitan region, such
as Elstal in the West of Berlin—famous for its 1936 Olympic village—or in Potsdam in
the Southwest. In what follows, I summarize the typical esthetic and territorial charac-
teristics of these projects, arguing that the cost-optimized logic of production has been
inscribed, like a concrete abstraction, into their materiality.59

Densification

The most apparent urban design strategy in these projects is densification under the
premise of creating as much commodifiable space as possible within the legally permit-
ted building volume. In Berlin, such a logic of densification applies to two main
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project types: the re-densification of already existing built-up plots and the develop-
ment of new zoning plans for large-scale projects. The former is mainly undertaken
by Vonovia SE and concerns the densification of two- to six-storey modernist slab
housing (Zeilenbau) from the interwar and postwar periods, including the densifi-
cation of a 1930s settlement for the German Wehrmacht in Elstal. These projects
appear to embody the lowest common denominator of building standards, cost
reduction strategies and the attempt to maximize commodifiable areas through
built form (figs. 10 and 11). The profitability of redevelopment projects is all but
guaranteed since purchasing land is not required, which, according to current land
prices, would generally amount to between fifty and seventy percent of the total
cost for new construction.60 The second type of densification is the establishment
of new zoning plans set up by municipalities for large-scale projects of up to 1,000
apartments, currently mainly projects undertaken by Deutsche Wohnen SE or the
Vonovia SE subsidiary, BUWOG. The gradual densification of the development
plan for Marienufer exemplifies the ambition to maximize the built-up volume and
rentable square meters to what is permissible. The requirements of densification
affect dwelling standards and daily routines: the new standard building depth is
sixteen to eighteen meters, and windowless bathrooms and mirrored windows
become the new normal for tenants. Densification under the premise of maximiz-
ing commodifiable space seemingly operates in the absence of imagination and
knowledge that cost-efficient construction and affordability can go along with
increased dwelling comfort. Cost-optimized design for density ignores the reality
that densification requires the co-creation of high-quality shared spaces, public
spaces and social infrastructures, not only for the residents, but also for the sur-
rounding neighborhoods.

Figure 10. Densification project by Vonovia in Elstal, Wustermark. # Anne Kockelkorn, 2021.
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Elimination or Commodification of Shared Spaces

The counterpart to densification is the elimination of non-commodifiable shared
spaces. This means, for example, that circulation spaces in the interior of an apartment
building are reduced to the bare minimum—such as granting approximately one meter
between the main entrance door of a building and the elevator door and staircase serv-
ing twenty-four apartments (fig. 12). Strategies of elimination also refer to the reduc-
tion or removal of collective spaces and the mitigation of maintenance costs. Bike
storage is necessarily located outside of the building; “a planted roof” may lend itself to
an ecological label but does not necessarily mean that it is accessible to residents.
Spaces of non-commodifiable encounters, such as generous, inviting and accessible
communal spaces for residents’ activities and gatherings are non-existent. Children’s
playgrounds are reduced to a vandalism-proof minimum, while dwellings equipped
with burglar-proof facades occupy the ground floor. Open-air parking on the street
must be paid for, while rentable co-working spaces are all that remains of urban activ-
ity in the age of online trade (figs. 13 and 14).

Standardization

Today, standardization no longer needs to mean sacrificing individuality and diversity
in mass housing. Pioneering social housing projects in Germany have recently shown
that standardization and cost-saving measures can be implemented alongside plan
diversity and dwelling comfort. “Bremer Punkt,” a project commissioned by Bremen’s

Figure 11. Entrance detail in the densification project by Vonovia in Elstal, Wustermark. # Anne
Kockelkorn, 2021.
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Figure 12. “Living by the Waterside,” entrance to a stairwell serving twenty-four apartments by
BUWOG, subsidiary of Vonovia, in Berlin-Treptow. # Anne Kockelkorn, 2021.

Figure 13. Car park in the densification project by Vonovia in Elstal, Wustermark. # Anne
Kockelkorn, 2021.

18 KOCKELKORN



municipal housing company GEWOBA and realized by LIN architects between 2011
and 2017, exemplifies this. Increasing density by introducing affordable housing to a
postwar neighborhood, LIN developed a set of twenty-two floor plan types ranging
from studios to six-room apartments that can be variously assembled into four-storey
buildings of between four and eleven dwellings with a footprint of fourteen-by-fourteen
meters. This system offers a plurality of configurations for different households and
forms of living resolved within a compact urban form; but it also offers standardized
elements of luxury and comfort, such as floor heating and sheltered loggias. Such a
notion of luxury of use value is nonexistent in financialized rental housing where
notions of plan diversity and the provision of dwelling comfort, at an affordable rental
rate, would constitute systemic errors. The densification projects undertaken by
Vonovia at Elstal and Tempelhof, rented out at the current average market rate of
twelve euros per square meter, reveal a vandalism-proof, low-maintenance standard
solution associated with the neoliberal conceptualization of social housing: just slightly
worse than necessary so that it does not become desirable for all.61 The apartments of
these new standardized projects lack diversity and flexibility in floor plan layouts and
the ways in which they can be occupied and lived in. External facade elements such as
balconies or awnings are fixed to the building from outside, allowing these modular
building elements to be transported to site and installed at a lower cost. The entire built
form follows the imperative of reduction: elements, weight, assembly time and main-
tenance costs (figs. 8 and 11). Cost-efficient economies of scale and standardization
also feature in the higher-priced segment of financialized housing, as illustrated by the
process-optimized prefabricated modular building technology of Nokera AG set to be

Figure 14. “Living by the Waterside,” 319 new apartments by BUWOG, subsidiary of Vonovia, in
Berlin-Treptow. # Anne Kockelkorn, 2021.
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used at the Marienufer development. Finally, standardization also applies to the provi-
sion of services, which are centralized (for example, through a single national call-cen-
ter for all renters’ requests) and—in relation to building maintenance—integrated into
the development company via subsidiary service providers, saving on the nineteen per-
cent VAT and avoiding tariff contracts.62

The Shaping of Public Opinion

“Sustainable,” “affordable,” “ecological,” and “high-quality dwelling space” are the
terms used in the companies’ press releases to promote the projects described above.
This terminology is irresistible to local politicians in need of new housing construction
in their district. To a certain extent the terminology is also accurate. The increased
environmental performance of CLT construction has long been widely accepted. The
solar panels that adorn its roof, in combination with charging stations on the street,
transform the building into a company-owned power station, able to provide (and sell)
electricity to residents. In some new projects, a certain percentage of apartments are
rented out at subsidized rents. On closer inspection, however, each claim, such as
Vonovia’s intention to implement a carbon-neutral housing stock by 2050, turns out to
be yet another instrument for profit maximization. The adoption of sustainable build-
ing technologies coupled with insourcing strategies ensures both public approval and
substantial tax benefits. If a certain proportion of dwellings are subsidized and hence
labeled as affordable, German social housing legislation protects the developer against
financial risk or loss.63 However, most of the new construction projects under discus-
sion here are rented either at market-rate or above, which drives up the rental price in
the surrounding neighborhoods. For-profit housing development is not problematic in
and of itself, but the ideological framework that defines continuous increases in the
value of real estate as the fundamental goal of urban development clearly is. According
to such logic, entrepreneurial profit maximization is the main condition for any other
societal goal, including the increased sustainability of development or affordability.
As a result, the upward redistribution of wealth at the expense of social cohesion and a
right to high-quality, affordable housing becomes naturalized. This conflict of interest
between dwellers and investors is captured in the contrast between the sign attached to
the construction fence at Marienufer and the promotion of the project to its sharehold-
ers. Masking this conflict in the media and political discourse requires skillful lobbying
and refined exercises in marketing.64 Language plays an important role, justifying the
removal of public open space from an urban masterplan as delivering greater
“neighborhood proximity” and promoting the reduction of non-commodifiable shared
space as providing increased “floor area efficiency” (Fl€acheneffizienz).

Esthetics of Place

As explained to me by a board member of Deutsche Wohnen Construction and
Facilities GmbH in an interview, the most important factor in the profitability of devel-
opment is land value and its potential increase, not the quality of residential space or
urban design. Indeed, the potential for increased value arising from location is directly
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tied to a site’s accessibility by public transport, which is why Deutsche Wohnen SE is
also negotiating tram connections with the respective municipality for its large
developments in K€openick and Potsdam.65 However, architectural esthetics can also
play an important role in creating value, especially when a given site evokes a spe-
cific architectural language derived from the heritage value of its immediate con-
text. The esthetics of place varies according to location. In the district of
Tempelhof-Sch€oneberg, for example, Vonovia SE adhered to a crude example of
functionalism in the housing developed on an empty plot adjacent to a historic vil-
lage green. Just one and a half kilometers farther west, on the southern edge of an
industrial quarter in the same district, Vonovia adopted the language of 1930s
cooperative housing for a luxury development in which rents are set substantially
above the local rent index (fig. 15).66 In any case, the board member continues,
for Deutsche Wohnen SE, the reputation of an architectural firm is more import-
ant than the esthetic language selected. On the one hand, “reputation” refers to a
firm’s experience and size, thus minimizing risk in the delivery of large-scale hous-
ing projects. On the other, reputation is what guarantees public approval from the
media and the municipality.

Architecture and Polity in the Ideal City of Financialization

The Berlin variant of financialized rental housing derives from a broader political crisis
in capitalist society. The pulverization of the owner into a multiplicity of entities

Figure 15. “Alboing€arten,” 432 apartments by Vonovia in Berlin-Tempelhof. # Anne
Kockelkorn, 2021.
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governed by myriad contractual relationships radically disconnects the residents of
urban housing from atomized shareholders mediated via the globally distributed net-
works of corporations. Surely it cannot be in the public interest that the profits derived
from ever-higher rental payments benefit the shareholders of financialized housing
companies. Nor can it be in the public interest to have urban and architectural design
quality eroded in pursuit of lower costs and higher returns on investment. Yet, since
the onset of financialized housing developments in Berlin around 2018, city representa-
tives have expressed their approval of such projects and delight that they are being real-
ized.67 Paradoxically, the same population that voted for the referendum to re-socialize
financialized housing providers in September 2021 also voted for the ruling Social
Democratic Party (SPD) which, as announced by its mayoral representative, Franziska
Giffey, has decided not to implement the demands of the referendum in favor of other,
less threatening means of providing what German law defines as affordable housing.
This conflict of interest between governments, corporations and individuals is specific
to the condition of financialization, as is their codependency. Citizens who want to
resist processes of commodification are likely to be entirely caught up in it themselves,
whether by contradictory voting behavior, buying shares in Deutsche Wohnen SE or
Vonovia SE, or investing in pension funds that, in turn, sponsor financialized investors.
Michel Feher has described these diverging interests as follows: “corporations [are]
determined to provide what their shareholders value, governments [are] obsessed with
the attractiveness of their policy to bond markets, and individuals [seek] to exhibit
behavior likely to be sponsored.”68 In Berlin, this conflict not only reveals the glaring
gap between the interests of shareholders in generating reliable profits and the interests
of tenants in being able to live adequately and at reasonable cost—as far as financial-
ized housing development is concerned—but it also reveals a striking absence of
imagination in questioning how people might live together that is indicative of an acute
crisis of care. This absent vision relates to the provision of long-term affordable hous-
ing and socially mixed neighborhoods, and to an idea concerning how people might
share time, labor and resources with one another in a period of increasing social polar-
ization and loneliness. An alternative sponsoring in the field of housing that would
benefit the population in these ways could operate via community land trusts and non-
profit cooperatives, the latter already figuring in UNESCO’s Intangible Cultural
Heritage listing.69

An analysis of Berlin’s famous (and now financialized) Siedlungen and other recent
housing projects highlights that financialized housing materializes the abstraction of
global capital flows and operates as a driver of gentrification.70 It also emphasizes that
social polarization is an inherent and economically profitable feature of financialized
urbanism. The materialization of financial processes invites theorists to think not only
of urbanization but also of architecture itself as a procedural performance of power
and as a process that translates territorial power relations into everyday routines.
Corresponding design strategies include standardized modular construction technol-
ogy, deep housing typologies, the re-interpretation of recognizable architectural styles
and the privatization of the ground floor combined with increased security measures.
The impact of cost-optimization on the programming of social space is even more tan-
gible, such as the blatant neglect or absence of non-commodifiable shared space, the
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shaping of public opinion and the esthetics of place. And yet, all of these strategies of
cost-optimization are not unique to financialized housing providers but have also been
used by other, and not necessarily profit-driven, developers and investors in other his-
toric constellations. In Berlin, it is the coherence, scale and systematization with which
these strategies are being deployed that reveals a new model of housing of the twenty-
first century: an ideal city of financialization which promotes the destruction of social
cohesion for the sake of shareholders’ interest. The premise of density puts public legis-
lation under pressure to expand the modernist housing slab from twelve to eighteen
meters. The elimination or commodification of shared spaces undermines or denies
socio-spatial resources of collectivity. Cost-optimized-driven standardization denies the
potential of plan diversity and dwelling comfort, while the esthetics of place instrumen-
talizes architecture to render the increase of shareholder value culturally acceptable.
Taken together, these strategies circumscribe a city of rentable minimal standard bereft
of any vision of how to live together—a city that denies the possibility of non-commo-
difiable collective life.

However, even the premise of financialization offers the possibility of alternatives.
The combined analysis of histories of finance and architectural form uncovers the per-
formative ensemble of housing tenure and the material form of housing. Moreover, it
shows how value-extraction is at work in the built environment, as well as the ways in
which densification without a concept of non-commodifiable collective life strictly lim-
its the possibility of social cohesion. In addition, it helps to highlight how histories of
plot ownership can bring tangible arguments against commodification to light. Using
the knowledge of architectural and urban history to provide intellectual tools for non-
commodified urban development means determining the value of design not only in
terms of form and esthetics, but in terms of collective benefit. In housing, collective
benefit is relational. It emerges between the individual and collective practice of social
space, architectural form and the regulatory environment governing parcellation, land
ownership and zoning. A corresponding relational understanding and valorization of
architecture establishes a basis for asserting that design should deliver the luxury of use
value and contribute to collective benefit rather than maximizing shareholder returns.
For architectural design practice this could mean, for example, aiming for both socio-
spatial and esthetic innovation by developing the appropriate form for the appropriate
budget, as Bruno Taut claimed in his Architekturlehre in 1938.71 Today, however,
appropriateness cannot aim at housing the Existenzminimum as it did during the inter-
war period. Architectural appropriateness means designing a social ecology of living-
together-across-difference.
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