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Abstract

This article explores the (re-)figuration of the queer landscape in Berlin. Beginning with the
role of the Schwules Museum (SMU) in Berlin as a space where queer subjectivities are both
represented and contested, we broaden our perspective by drawing on interviews and round-
table discussions with key members of Berlin’s LGBTQIA+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender,
queer, intersex and asexual) community conducted in 2023 and 2024. We examine the tensions
that have emerged over the past two decades between former gay and lesbian groups and
increasingly pluralized subgroups within the queer community. Based on empirical materials,
we demonstrate how spaces are refigured to maintain the openness of institutionalized queer
spaces through volunteering and commoning practices, amid internal and external contestations.
This case exemplifies the broader struggle faced by bottom-up, community-driven cultural
institutions that have initiated permeable and flexible spaces for a growing queer community.
At the same time, to establish their cultural, social and political institutionalization process,
such institutions have created fixed, territorialized spaces — such as archives and museums — to
assert their societal and political relevance over time. By shedding light on the (re-)figuration
processes in the queer context of Berlin, we show how social relations both produce and
contest new subjectivities, particularly through commoning practices. These refiguring dynamics
create new agonistic tensions that we aim to unpack. While the museum seeks to provide a
stable, safe space for queer identity and community building, its institutionalized stability often
clashes with the fluidity of queer subjectivities, which resist fixed definitions.
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Introduction

Research Angle and Objectives

Based on the concept of (re-)figuration (Gang et al., 2024; Low & Knoblauch, 2021), our analy-
sis focuses on the constitution of ‘communities of remembering’ in Berlin’s queer landscape. We
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explore how GLAMs (galleries, libraries, archives and museums) foster new forms of social
belonging (Lijster et al., 2022; Volont et al., 2022). We narrow our focus on GLAMs as com-
monly organized cultural institutions in the queer context of Berlin that have initiated various
types of stable institutions in the last decades, mainly based on volunteering, unpaid participatory
contributions and public funding. Using the theoretical framework of (re-)figuration (Low &
Knoblauch, 2021), we will empirically be able to demonstrate that around the stable cultural
institutions, different types of rather fluid, ephemeral and transitory spatial practices can be deci-
phered. Their relationality (re-)figures, as we aim to show, the queer landscape of Berlin.

With a focused perspective on this research field, we approach the wide and heterogenous
queer landscape of Berlin to understand how socio-political scenes have been constituted as com-
munities giving rise to various organizations and institutions over time. Queer scenes and their
cultural articulations (museums, exhibitions and archives) have largely been shaped by free,
independent and voluntary contributions within communities of shared meanings, worldviews
and sexual identities. As such, commoning practices are viewed as a key component in the social
figuration of these queer spaces. By grounding our approach in these commoning constitutive
practices, we investigate how these communities have co-managed accessibility and inclusive-
ness from a spatial lens over time. Furthermore, we examine how commoning practices have
been employed to cope with the increasing social heterogeneity and plural identities within
Berlin’s rapidly expanding queer landscape.

Since there is a large body of research on community development, we shed light on how vari-
ous types of spatial practices have been able to (re-)figure ‘queer Berlin’. Recent contributions
on community concepts in post-traditional societies have highlighted the role of space and spati-
ality as an analytical category to better understand the figurations of commons and commoning
practices (Volont et al., 2022). We deploy the concept of ‘refiguration’, in contrast to ‘figuration’
or ‘figuration processes’. This allows us to shed light not only on the repetition of a figuration,
but also, and more importantly, on the re-figuration and counter-figuration within the context of
queerness in Berlin. In contrast to theories of social change, social transition or transformation,
re-figuration allows us to capture the significant agonistic moments in relation to their turning
points or moves towards a turning point (Etz et al., 2024). So far, scholars from sociology and
geography (Dannemann, 2023; Domann, 2024; Elias, 1978; Low & Knoblauch, 2021; Schiller-
Merkens, 2022) have applied this concept in a different context. Part of our contribution in this
article is to apply ‘agonism’ as introduced by Mouffe (2013) as part of wider and more nuanced
understanding of ‘social change’. Building on the concept of re-figuration, this allows us to
describe phases of social change in which conflicting logics of interdependent practice both chal-
lenge and reinforce each other. In the case of queerness in Berlin, we shed light on various time
phases in which like-minded communities have shared common interests, mutually reinforcing
each other in such a way that the quality of the social is re-figured by gaining social acceptance
and legitimacy. Their internal re-figuration, as we will show, takes place against the backdrop of
external oppression, raising anti-liberal power relations and social exclusion. The concept of re-
figuration thus refers to a process that takes place at the level of knowledge, communicative
action, practices and institution-forming processes (Low & Knoblauch, 2021).

Following this line of thinking, we address commoning practices with a special attention
to the role of remembrance (Andersson, 2023; Zebracki et al., 2024) that so far is only mar-
ginally conceptually and empirically developed to introduce into a space-sensitive analysis of
post-traditional community figuring process in the case of queer Berlin. In doing so, we pres-
ent three empirical points in the article: (a) dynamics of community-forming social contexts,
(b) the move from informal to institutional spaces and (c) and finally, the internationalization
of queer scene aiming at highlighting the role of various types of variable and shifting spatial
practices (either permanent, institutionalized, every day, lived, forgotten, remembered,
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politicized and imaginative) for the formation, figuration and sustenance of collectives bound
together by shared notions of collective identities in the context of a ‘queer landscape’
(Andersson, 2023; Zebracki et al., 2024). We perceive the spatial dimension as an essential
element in communal remembering, emphasizing that spatial practices are constantly (re-)
figured and actively involved in ‘doing memory’, that is, remembering. Places actively par-
ticipate in memory processes, evoking and structuring the recollections associated with them.
Thus, remembering becomes an embodied social experience, deeply intertwined with spatial
practices.

Research Question and the Plan of the Article

The aim of this article is to explore the role of commoning-based practices in the queer landscape
of Berlin, focusing on the constitution of ‘communities of remembering’ within GLAM institu-
tions. We seek to understand how queer communities in Berlin have formed, evolved and sus-
tained themselves over time through voluntary contributions, public funding and participatory
engagement, while highlighting the interplay of memory, trauma and spatial practices in shaping
collective queer identity.

We aim to provide a deeper understanding of the socio-spatial dimensions of queer communi-
ties by examining the role of memory, trauma and commoning practices in the creation of spaces
within cultural institutions. Specifically, we analyse how these communities, through their
engagement with space and memory, contribute to the (re-)figuration of queer identity, with a
particular focus on institutions like the Schwules Museum (SMU) and other queer-related spaces.

More concretely, we address the following research questions:

Research Question 1: How have commoning-based practices within GLAM institutions con-
tributed to the formation and sustainability of queer communities in Berlin?

Research Question 2: What role does memory and trauma play in shaping collective queer
identity in Berlin’s queer landscape?

Research Question 3: How do spatial practices within queer cultural institutions like the
SMU influence community dynamics and the (re-)figuration of queer identity?

Research Question 4: How have queer communities in Berlin navigated increasing social
heterogeneity and plural identities through spatially sensitive practices?

Finally, we aim to contribute to the theoretical body of (re-)figuration theory by integrating
the concepts of community, memory and spatial practices into the understanding of queer identity
and social change.

The methodological approach of this study is based on a spatial-practice perspective to under-
stand the formation and figuration of queer landscapes, focusing on both historical and contem-
porary dimensions. We began by mapping key historical sites within queer Berlin to anchor our
analysis in established territorial and place-based references. To explore the dynamic nature of
commoning spaces and their role in fostering a sense of community, we conducted 10 interviews
and four round-table discussions with experts closely connected to Berlin’s queer lifeworld. We
employed a reconstruction of first-order concepts from transcribed interviews and discussions, as
proposed by Miles and Hubermann (1994), to analyse the social ‘facts’ expressed by participants.
These first-order concepts, grounded in participants’ everyday theorizations, were then analysed
using semantic content analysis to uncover the underlying meanings and narratives of practice.
These narratives, which reveal both similarities and contradictions, were further abstracted into
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second-order concepts by confronting them with theoretical categories such as identity, situated-
ness and affiliation. This process facilitated the integration of practice theories and positionality
theories to generate broader insights into social trends and the evolving queer landscape. Our
investigation follows a step-by-step process: (1) reconstructing first-order concepts through case-
by-case analysis of individual actors’ paths and community dynamics; (2) synthesizing these
concepts into broader second-order abstractions related to belonging and flexible social figura-
tions and (3) critically discussing the tensions between causal claims in first-order concepts and
the more generalized principles of formation in second-order concepts.

Our article is guided by the following research question: What commoning-based spatial prac-
tices allow for a better understanding of ‘communities of remembering’ in the queer context of
Berlin and how does a viewpoint on spatial practices contribute to the debate on (re-)figuration
in the cultural fields of Berlin and self-organized commonly run archives, galleries, libraries and
museums?

We argue that understanding of these shifting communities since the post-war period until
today requires a closer attention to memory and trauma, to grasp their socio-spatial dimensions
from a post-traditional community standpoint (Koopman, 2024; Schmid et al., 2021; van Melik
et al., 2024). Through an empirical case study, particularly involving the SMU as a key nucleus
of the queer landscapes of Berlin and beyond, as well as other queer institutions in Berlin, we
analyse how various spatial practices influence collective memory and community identity, and
how different spatial figurations of queerness have emerged in the last decades in Berlin.

With our article, we shed light on commoning practices by commoners constituting variable
spatial practices in the heterogeneous Berlin queer landscape. We contribute to the ongoing dis-
cussion about how specific socio-spatial practices intersect with different physical infrastructures
such as the SMU in Berlin (and also other queer-related institutions) and how they have config-
ured the landscape of queer Berlin. From a relational perspective, we aim to understand how
communities of commoners represent a social condition that is both locally embedded and glob-
ally extended. Furthermore, we ask what added value does a conceptually informed term of
‘communities of remembering’ provide for the debate on the constitution of queerness, based on
an empirical case study.

The article and its empirical sections add two decoupled strands of thought to the theoretical
body of the (re-)figuration theory as introduced by Low and Kulz in this issue (Low & Kulz,
2025): the non-essentialist peer group-based formation for building up communities on one hand
(Neal et al., 2018; Schmid et al., 2021; Stavrides, 2022) and the role of memory and trauma as
co-constituting identity and space in agonistic post-traditional community figuration, on the
other (Kelly et al., 2020; Landau-Donnelly et al., 2023).

We demonstrate the growing importance of considering trauma, mourning and grief in spa-
tially sensitive community formation and social movements, an area that has remained underex-
plored. Examining the (re-)figuration of dynamic spatial practices in Berlin, we shed light on the
role of physical and social environments in the formation and sustenance of collective memory.
The spatial dimension plays a critical role in communal remembering and is actively involved in
the processes of ‘doing memory’. Space actively participates in memory processes, evoking and
structuring recollections. It evokes emotions and organizes experiences, making memory an
embodied act that connects individuals to it. Through interactions with these spaces, remember-
ing becomes a lived experience, rooted in both the physicality of the place and the social prac-
tices that occur within it.

Research Phases on Queerness and Space

Historians have analysed collective trauma among gay men focusing on two distinct historical
periods in the German context: One is the criminalization of homosexuality, which reaches a
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peak during the Nazi era and also persists after it; The other, more global and several decades
later, is the AIDS crisis in the 1980s (Andersson, 2023; Andrea et al., 2023; Evans & Cook, 2014;
Gammerl, 2023; Landau-Donnelly et al., 2023; Zebracki et al., 2024). These events have had
lasting psychological and socio-political impacts not only on gay men, but also to all individuals
and communities that identify as ‘LGBTQIA+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, inter-
sex and asexual) (Bohleber, 2007; Hirschberger, 2018; Pfefferbaum et al., 2006).

During the Nazi regime, homosexuality was persecuted under the guise of protecting Aryan
supremacy and traditional family values. Homosexual acts were criminalized through the expan-
sion of Paragraph 175 of the German Penal Code, leading to severe penalties, including impris-
onment and forced sterilization (Grau, 1995). Homosexual men were interned in concentration
camps where they faced brutal treatment and were often identified by a pink triangle badge,
marking them for persecution. This symbol later became a poignant emblem of LGBTQIA+
resistance and remembrance. The legacy of this persecution continued into the post-war period,
with Paragraph 175 remaining in effect until the late 1960s. It was not until 2002 that the German
government formally acknowledged and apologized for these atrocities, offering compensation
to survivors (Jellonnek & Lautmann, 2002).

The collective trauma of the later labelled ‘LGBTQIA+’ community was further exacer-
bated during the AIDS epidemic in the 1980s and 1990s. The epidemic was characterized by
widespread stigma and misinformation, contributing to the marginalization and isolation of
individuals with HIV/AIDS (Shilts, 1987). The high-mortality rates and lack of effective treat-
ments created a profound sense of helplessness and despair among affected communities
(Watney, 1987). The impact of AIDS extended beyond individual suffering, affecting entire
communities and exacerbating existing social inequalities, particularly among marginalized
groups (Farmer, 2006).

The AIDS crisis also led to the loss of a generation of activists, artists, and community leaders,
deepening the collective grief and trauma experienced by the LGBTQIA+ community (Crimp,
1988). Despite advances in treatment and a decrease in AIDS-related deaths in recent years, the
psychological and emotional scars remain, continuing to influence the experiences of those who
lived through the epidemic (Herek & Glunt, 1988). The collective traumas of the criminalization
of homosexuality and the AIDS epidemic have significantly shaped the social dynamics, identity
and political activism within the LGBTQIA+ community in Germany. These events underscore
the importance of addressing historical injustices and the ongoing need for social justice and
equality in health care.

Reflecting these circumstances, Hartal and Misgav (2021) develop the concept of ‘queer
urban trauma’ through an analysis of traumatic events and their aftermath in the context of urban
and spatial activism (Hartal & Misgav, 2021). The authors define queer urban trauma as stem-
ming from violent incidents that significantly affect the LGBTQIA+ community and discuss
how such trauma is processed and transformed through spatial politics and activism. They explain
that ‘trauma, as we use the term in this paper, is a psychological effect of violence’ and further
extend this by discussing how ‘traumatic events taking place within urban contexts affect the
spatial politics of LGBT and queer urban movements’ (Hartal & Misgav, 2021, p. 1464).

The authors argue that the spatial politics of trauma are constructed differently in distinct
urban settings, which in turn influences the nuances of urban activism and politics. The analy-
sis focuses on two key incidents in Israel — the 2009 shooting at a youth club in Tel Aviv and
the 2015 stabbing at the Jerusalem Pride Parade. These events highlight how urban context,
and cultural perceptions shape the political responses and activism strategies of the LGBTQIA +
community. ‘We argue that the politics of trauma are constructed differently in these two urban
settings, producing important nuances of urban activism and politics’ (Hartal and Misgav
2021, 1464).
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Regarding how traumatic events within urban contexts influence the spatial politics of
LGBTQIA+ and queer urban activism, Hartal and Misgav (2021) describe the differing responses
in Tel Aviv and Jerusalem as reflective of each city’s political and cultural climate. In Tel Aviv,
viewed as a liberal hub, the community’s response involved significant public mobilization and
visibility. In contrast, Jerusalem, with its conservative backdrop, presented more challenging
conditions for public LGBT activism, leading to different forms of spatial engagement and public
visibility. The authors highlight how these traumatic events not only invoke immediate responses
but also lead to long-term strategies in community organizing and spatial claiming, deeply influ-
encing the broader discourse of queer urban activism.

Theoretical Cornerstones

The Role of Trauma and Memory for the (Re-)Figuration of Queer Communities

Memory and trauma are foundational elements in the process of queer co-community-building,
serving not only to foster collective identity and unity but also to facilitate social cohesion and
resilience among individuals (Andersson, 2023; Andrea et al., 2023; Evans & Cook, 2014;
Klapeer & Schonpflug, 2015). This relationship between memory, trauma and community
dynamics is increasingly recognized in sociological and psychological research, reflecting the
complex interplay between past experiences and current community structures (Bohleber,
2007). Memory serves a dual function in community formation (Bohleber, 2007): it is both a
repository of shared narratives and a dynamic catalyst for community identity. Through the
construction of shared narratives, memory encapsulates a community’s history, values and
experiences, creating bonds of solidarity rooted in collective recollection (Misztal, 2003).
These shared memories of past struggles and triumphs are not merely reflective; they actively
shape the community’s self-conception and foster a sense of belonging among members
(Halbwachs, 1980).

Moreover, memory is instrumental in transmitting cultural heritage, which reinforces both
individual and collective identities. By ensuring the continuity of communal narratives, memory
fosters trust among community members and shapes their shared understandings and mutual sup-
port systems (Assmann, 2011). This continuous interaction between memory and identity through
lived social practices, organized political statements, archival work and open dialogues not only
contributes to the maintenance of cultural continuity but also enables communities to adapt and
integrate new experiences into their historical narrative.

Trauma co-constitutes identity and space within communities. Traumatic events often become
central elements of collective memory, significantly impacting community identity and influenc-
ing the direction of collective action. The shared experience of trauma can lead to heightened
empathy and solidarity, prompting communities to develop coping mechanisms, such as rituals
and commemorative ceremonies that aid in the processing of collective grief and the fostering of
resilience (Maddrell, 2016).

The constitution of what today is considered ‘queerness’ can be understood — among other
explanatory concepts — as a community forming process to deal with various types of experi-
enced traumata. In line with Eyermann (2001), the role of trauma in community dynamics
extends beyond immediate reactions to include long-term influences on community structure and
social capital. Generally speaking, communities often mobilize in response to trauma, using the
collective memory of past adversities as a foundation for social change and advocacy for justice
(Eyerman, 2001). This mobilization can be particularly transformative, leading to the establish-
ment of support networks and organizations aimed at addressing the consequences of trauma and
preventing future occurrences.
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Communities exhibit resilience by drawing strength from their collective resources, cultural
traditions and established social networks. The process of community recovery is often facili-
tated by the collective memory of overcoming past adversities, which serves as a blueprint for
current resilience strategies (Pfefferbaum et al., 2006). By fostering an environment of inclusiv-
ity and support, communities can empower their members to participate actively in recovery
efforts and to contribute to the community’s overall resilience.

All the above shows the role of memory and trauma in the construction and maintenance of
space-sensitive community identity, cohesion and resilience. The relationship between these ele-
ments highlights the importance of understanding community dynamics through a lens that
appreciates the profound impact of shared past experiences. However, extant literature often
adopts either an essentialist or normative approach, conceptualizing communities as pre-existing
entities independent of distinct memories and their traumas. These perspectives overlook the
critical ways in which memory itself actively constitutes the formation of social communities
over time. The role of memory and trauma in forming and shaping community identities remains
insufficiently explored and under-theorized, calling for a deeper investigation into how commu-
nal memories contribute to the ongoing construction and redefinition of community boundaries
and senses of belonging. Before we continue, however, we need an exercise in disambiguation,
and, as we will show, we will also need to adapt our terminology.

Variable Spaces of (Re-)Figuration and the Role of Shifting Boundaries for the
Trauma-Driven Community Formation

Memory, trauma and their effects on community formation can be analysed through spatial rep-
resentation, focusing on formal and informal spatial practices for collective action (Pettas et al.,
2022). Perceiving the tremendous role of trauma for community building, various social bound-
ary processes are of importance to demarcate safe spaces of belonging against social others.
From the point of re-figuration theory, internal social belonging requires an active border-making
to mark new figurations that do not replace old ones but allows us to understand how new social
constellations emerge from the relationship between established figuration and elements of the
newly crystallizing figurations. In this respect, boundaries are not just seen as fixed territorial
lines, but rather as dynamic and socially constructed entities that reflect and influence social rela-
tions, identities, and power structures (Keating, 2021; Tronto, 1993). Those boundary-formation
practices are seen as essential for understanding the spatial re-figuration of the constitution of
social categories such as community (Lamont & Molnar, 2002) and thus queerness. Those social
and permeable, but symbolically checked boundaries organize various spaces as well as the influ-
ences of these social relations. In a social and cultural geography perspective, the relationship
between boundaries, bordering, and processes of social ordering is a long-standing conceptual
and theoretical field. Scholars such as Moisio and Paasi (2013) and Schroer (2006) define bound-
aries as physical and symbolic demarcations that separate different territories, communities or
social groups.

A more critical perspective emphasizes the power dynamics involved in the creation and
maintenance of boundaries and the role of geographical knowledge either on the level of state-
craft or in the dimension of the formation of institutions. Since boundaries are not fixed but
dynamic, a relational understanding of space is shaped by social practices and interactions
(Massey, 2005). Furthermore, socially erected boundaries intersect with various social catego-
ries, such as race, gender and class, influencing the experiences and identities of individuals
(Lamont & Molnar, 2002). Bordering, the process of creating and maintaining boundaries,
involves activities from legal to everyday practices. It actively defines, enforces and sometimes
resists distinctions between groups or spaces. Social ordering, the mechanisms through which
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communities organize themselves, involve categorizing people, establishing norms, and creating
roles and identities.

Boundaries play a central role in this process by defining inclusion and exclusion, which
affects access to resources, rights and status. They can reinforce power structures, where those in
power control movement and resources, marginalizing certain groups and reinforcing inequali-
ties. Bordering processes are dynamic and subject to change through migration, social move-
ments and identity politics. These contestations shape social orders, justice and inclusion. In
identity politics, boundaries create social identities and foster group solidarity, often excluding
others. Spatial practices and materialized spaces, such as archives and exhibitions, are also cru-
cial in maintaining cohesion within groups while justifying exclusion.

Boundaries are key in organizing these spatial practices and shaping social order.
Understanding how boundaries shape power, identity and spatial practices is essential for ana-
lysing how social orders are constructed. Social practices of bordering, such as language,
social ties and space control, reinforce boundaries by defining group membership and access
to resources. Institutional policies, cultural practices and visible markers (e.g. clothing) also
maintain boundaries.

As an interim summary, spatial practices play a critical role in structuring memory by serv-
ing as cues that trigger and shape collective recollections and commoning processes. This
perspective is vital for understanding how communities remember within shifting spatial con-
texts, where the environment provides a tangible link to the past, anchoring memories in
specific places. The spatial dimension thus becomes an essential element in communal
remembering, highlighting the role of spatial practices while ‘doing memory’ and collective
remembering. As per the phenomenological tradition, remembering is both experiential and
sensory. Places are active participants in doing memory, evoking and structuring the recollec-
tions associated with them. Remembering becomes an embodied experience, deeply inter-
twined with spatial practices.

The Relationship Between Queerness and Spatial Practices — a
First Overview of Spaces and Places of ‘Queer Memory’ in Berlin

The following examples of institutionalized places of queer history of remembrance in Berlin
(see Table 1) are presented as a starting point (Andersson, 2023; Gammerl, 2023). The history is
characterized by queer bars, pubs and clubs, as well as official associations and institutions. The
timeline should not merely be seen as an exhaustive list, but rather as an initial overview of
known places of remembrance.

This phasing of relevant queer spaces from the 1920s onward demonstrates that places for
queer encountering were initially pubs, dancing events and cultural venues and also notable
medical (health-related) places. After the Nazi regime, both in East and West-Berlin, few accepted
and tolerated places served as meeting hubs with politically motivated actions and self-represen-
tations (to a lesser extent in East-Berlin). After the political unification of Berlin, politicized
actions increased enormously and thus expanded into the cultural sector (publishers, fashion, art,
libraries and other cultural industry-related subsectors), medical spheres (health, information and
AIDS-related medical help), political spheres (institution building, political representation, self-
organization and foundation of public libraries) and cultural support policies. Building on these
historical moments, Gammerl (2023) highlights key moments and movements in queer history,
such as the gay liberation movement, the influence of feminism, the impact of the AIDS crisis
and the ongoing struggle for equal rights and acceptance. He addresses the intersection of queer
identity with other aspects of identity, including gender, class and race, illustrating the diverse
experiences within the LGBTQIA + community.
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Methodological Approach and Data Organization

Since our research interest is a broader spatial-practice-based view on the formation and figura-
tion of queer landscapes, we first build up our results through existing territorial and place-based
cornerstones that stem from established historical references. First, we mapped relevant histori-
cal places of queer Berlin. Second, to grasp the flexibility, variability and shifting valuations of
commoning spaces for the purpose of belonging to a community, we conducted nine interviews
and three round-table discussions with different experts closely connected to the queer lifeworld
of Berlin.

Methodologically, we have used the reconstruction of so-called first-order concepts from tran-
scribed interview texts and round-table discussions as an analytical method for determining such
multiple structuring logics. Miles and Hubermann (1994) distinguish between first-order con-
cepts as an expression of social ‘facts’, which are reconstructed as closely as possible to their
source of articulation (here: the interview texts), and second-order concepts, which arise from the
researcher’s organizing interpretation of these facts. However, second-order concepts are not
only the result of reflection, systematization and simplification; they always also contain ele-
ments of conceptually narrow perspectives, prejudices and essentializations. In the interest of
finding empirical relevance within the framework of qualitative causality, according to Miles and
Hubermann (1994), it is therefore necessary to approach the starting points of the articulation of
everyday concepts as closely as possible. These starting points are always locally bound (e.g. to
actors in their concrete situational context). They are also linked to a temporal sequence of events,
and to a network or system of interconnected events. They are also linked to narratives about
temporal sequences and the respective directions of the events. Causalities are therefore funda-
mentally complex, variable depending on the point of view and dependent on a variety of inter-
pretations and narratives.

Our reconstruction of first-order concepts in the context of the queer landscape initially treats
the identified narratives as representations of underlying practice semantics, each of which
reveals details and particularities of the landscape. With the help of a semantic content analysis
(Mayring, 2008), the conceptual abstractions used in the interview texts were first worked out.
These, in turn, were understood as expressions of the everyday theorizations of the lifeworld in
their local area made by the actors involved. After the first case interpretations (see below), it
became clear that both similar and contradictory courses of action and structuring paths existed.
They were represented by linguistic forms that originated from a context-dependent social prac-
tice (i.e. sharpened or specialized terms, linguistic images, metaphors and idioms).

The thematic categories that emerge are components of complex and heterogeneous descrip-
tions of practice. They provide important clues as to which terms and assumptions about direc-
tions of action can be used to make initial analytical abstractions.

The reconstructed first-order concept (consisting of inductively gained assumptions about the
emergence, nature and relationality) is then transformed into a second-order concept by confront-
ing it with theoretically informed external categories (e.g. identity, situatedness and affiliation).
These categories open up conceptual bridges to connectable social theories (e.g. practice theo-
ries) and positionality theories. From the confrontation of such concepts with the categories that
were gained in the examination of the semantic structuring terms of practice, starting points for
the validation of generalizations and conclusions on larger social development trends can be
drawn. Thus, we pursue a description of the histories of development, characteristics and effects
of scenic affiliations that are regarded as valid by the actors in the field, which can be addressed
as paths of structuring emergence.

The individual steps of the investigation consist of:
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Table 2. Participants in Interviews and Round Tables.

Interviewee (acronym) Sex Social status Age (grouped)
SMU | He/him Activist (freelancer) 25-35
SMU 2 She/her Employee 3040
SMU 3 She/her Volunteer (retired) 60-70
SMU 4 He/him Volunteer (retired) 60-70
SMU 5 She/her Student (volunteer) 18-25
MHG | He/him Academic (retired) 60-70
MHG 2 He/him Academic (retired) 60-70
ART | She/her Artist (freelancer) 3040
ART 2 She/her Academic (retired) 60-70

1. The case-by-case reconstruction of central first-order concepts: options are (a) the actors
describe their individual path and the processes and structures of the local area affected
by it or (b) the actors describe general processes of organizing (in the sense of establish-
ing and temporarily fixing relations between memories, practices and community effects).

2. The compilation of second-order concepts: first-order concepts are more strongly
abstracted and condensed into more general statements; in doing so, they are also brought
together on a case-by-case basis with assumptions about flexible figurations, social
belonging and the significance of cross-situational and cross-border values.

3. The critical discussion of the tension between the assertions of causality and the associ-
ated relational flow logic of events expressed in the first-order concepts and the more
abstracted principles of formation (e.g. flexibility and belonging) that have already been
reconstructed under the influence of second-order concepts.

4. The mapping of queer spaces, as a broad-brush representation rather than a tool for locat-
ing precise addresses. Its function is to provide a zonal perspective of queer spaces, offer-
ing a broader understanding of ‘mapping’ rather than a detailed geographical analysis.
Consequently, it is not designed for fine-grained, address-level information, but rather to
illustrate general patterns and trends in the distribution of queer spaces over time.

Empirical Findings

The following section analyses a small series of three round-table encounters with persons in
long-term connection to the SMU, the institution of what is called today the “Magnus Hirschfeld-
Society .V’ as well as practitioners and knowledgeable persons of the queer landscape in Berlin
(Table 2).

Building on the theoretical fundament of (re-)figuration as introduced in the beginning, the
following interview sequences have been chosen to systematically demonstrate the following
spatial (re-)figurations: First, between the allocation of archival artefacts, on one hand, and the
organization of outreach to the community and beyond on the other. Second, the exhibition of
queerness to demonstrate societal conflicts on one hand and the requirement to organize com-
moning collectives as a reaction to trauma experiences on the other. Third, phases of institution-
alization (internal closing) with necessities to relocate (opening towards other contexts). Fourth,
the shaping of queer spaces in Berlin on one hand and its various counterforces (politics, real
estate market and gentrification) on the other over the last decade in a more and more globally
known ‘queer Berlin’. Finally, the effects on commoning, institution-building and the forming of
political subjectivities over time by grounding and defining them on the use of historical memo-
ries and their cultural and historical artefacts on the other. The following interpretation is
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organized in three subchapters: (1) the role of places for shaping spatial context, (2) ‘Doing
places in Berlin’ versus ephemeral, shifting, temporal and fluid social spaces and (3) global-local
relations and new emerging social nodes, hubs and network spaces.

The Role of Places in Shaping Spatial Context

Self-positioning in the queer context of Berlin is associated with distinct places. Those places,
regardless of decade, served as a commoning spaces that meet the purpose of community forma-
tion and are considered community-forming social contexts. Various places are mentioned in the
round table with long-term importance. Those places serve as a stabilizing social node in a rap-
idly changing urban, economic and political environment. Furthermore, distinct places are key
starting points to narrate the beginning of various figuration processes shaping queer collectives.
The outer context is perceived as the agonistic of missing, suppressed, neglected or xenophobic
social figures and fosters the internal figuration:

The ‘Prinzknecht” has existed since the 90s. The ‘AHA’ (Allgemeine Homosexuelle Arbeitsgemeinschaft)
is also very important. They are located on the ‘Rote Insel’ and run a café and bar where shows take
place. This institution has been around since the 1970s. (SMU1)

Of these queer-forming attempts, starting at distinct places, various media and publications
emerge to safeguard connectivity and options of social belonging. The same can be applied to
key scene journals that guide people over time:

Yes, there’s ‘Siegessdule’ and ‘L.MAG’. And then of course various bars and their history. For example,
“Tom’s Bar’, recently had to close or has become part of a Spanish chain. (SMU1)

Parallel to the initiation of these ‘infrastructures’, either magazines or places, they are under
constant pressure due to external forces, either due to global financial investments and gentrifica-
tion or due to changes from analogue formats to digital. Apart from the everyday activities (cafés
as meeting spots and journals) several places serve as spaces to collect queer memories over
time:

Interviewee: Yes, ‘Spinnboden’, the lesbian archive. Then there’s the ‘Lili-Elbe-Gesellschaft’, which is
a trans archive. And Martin Liicke’s research group at the Free University of Berlin. Then there’s the
group ‘LAZ-Reloaded’ (Lesbian Action Center West Berlin).” (SMU1)

The attempt to stabilize a rather fluid social scene by building up meeting places is an expression
of constant opposing threads by the global financial and real estate industries. Many relevant
places are connected to the increasing club scene that has (re-)figured Berlin as a place to party,
to dance and to experience oneself. The clubbing context represents an essential though less sta-
bilized social context because it is mainly defined by its drifting through the nights in only tem-
porally social figurations apart from the usual social routines:

‘Café Berio’ could also be mentioned. Then there’s the ‘Mdbel Olfe’. The ‘Raststitte’ was the original
location of Mdbel Olfe in the 90s. ‘Siidblock’ has also become an institution. Then the ‘SchwuZ’, of
course. Then there’s the whole chain of institutions that now exist as ‘Berghain’. From the first parties
in the ‘Bunker’ to the current form. What comes next is very strange, but still very important: the ‘Bull
Bar’, which is a gay sex bar that is open 24/7, 365 days a year. The bar has been open since the 1980s.
Before Bull, there was also an important gay coffee shop, which then developed into the bar in the 1990s.
(SMU2)
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As an interim synthesis (‘second order’), queer scenes rely on informal and multicoded spaces.
Those spaces and places allow them to practice various forms of social belonging in — more or
less — safe places, where ‘knowing about’ on one hand and ‘being curious about’ like-minded
people on the other configure ‘their’ spaces on the grounds of common and shared values. Those
informal spaces are by nature relatively unstable and fragile, and are increasingly subjugated to
gentrifying real estate projects, global financial investments or cultural appropriation (e.g. global
brands). To cope with these threads towards scene-based commoning, the first attempt can be
detected by scene members as a means of finding ways to stabilize a relatively informal, fragile
and unstable social architecture.

‘Doing Places in Berlin’ Versus Ephemeral, Shifting, Temporal and Fluid Social
Spaces

A strong self-understanding of post-war (mainly West-)Berlin was its attempt to remember vari-
ous social groups that have been suppressed, murdered and killed during the Nazi period. As a
requirement, archives, artefacts and printed or visual documents have been tied together for
reasons of systematization, documentation and archiving. Practically, appropriate spaces to host
these materials on one hand, and to make them available to the public on the other, had to be
organized:

We started in 1982/1983 in West Berlin. It was a small group of people from the gay movement who
wanted to communicate with each other about commemorative events in preparation for the 50th
anniversary of the handover of power to the fascists. At this time, there were plans for a larger
commemorative event in West Berlin that did not include a whole series of victims of the Nazis. Not
homosexual men and women, not the Sinti and Roma, not the so-called asocials, and of course not the
evil communists in West Berlin. (MHG1)

Other than the contact of everyday encounters at bars, clubs and cultural events, other protago-
nists aim at positioning gays and lesbians in the early days in the context of various memorial
narratives. The need to raise their voice towards politicians, academics and civic society not to
forget and to keep the past accessible and thus alive leads to building up archival work, collec-
tions and systematized historical work:

The Rosa Winkel publisher also commemorates the persecution with the Rosa Winkel. So, there is a
parallel. In the early 1980s, there was a historical awareness in the gay movement. The Hirschfeld
Society was a mainstay, as was the Schwules Museum and the Rosa Winkel publisher. It was dedicated
to raising awareness of this forgotten literature from the 1920s and even earlier. (MHG2)

Those sequences demonstrate archival work and its relation to the figuration of a knowledgeable,
but spatially fluid and flexibly-oriented queer community:

There were still a few survivors in the 80s that we were able to interview. Sometimes it was a bit difficult
to interview them because we knew so little. Which is why we sometimes couldn’t ask people the right
questions. | had a very nice conversation with the old actor Michael Rittermann. It must have been
around 1984/85. Michael Rittermann had his first engagement at the Renaissance Theater in Berlin in
1929 as a young actor and was one of Karl Giese’s friends at the Institute at the time. And we spent one
afternoon with him and asked him about the people who had something to do with the Institute. (MHG1)

The same applies to East-Berlin:
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I had carte blanche to invite guests to a series of gay and lesbian events at the Karl Marx University in
Leipzig. | had given poetry and song recitals. And in this context, I invited N.N. to introduce the Magnus
Hirschfeld Society. Ralf came to Leipzig, and we got in touch. Not knowing, of course, that one day the
Wall would fall, and the Hirschfeld Society would become an all-German event or organization. (MHG!)

As a sound cultural and basis of identification for queer people, many remembering practices
refer to the rather liberal situation of Berlin in the 1920s. More than 100 years later, this formerly
open-minded context as a cultural capital serves as a cultural-historical potential for the forma-
tion of various cultural networks and subsequent thematic representations nowadays. Many ini-
tiatives in the 1970s and 1980s refer to the 1920s as a thematic resource to initiate institutional
structures, voices, access points and policies to allow legitimacy and wider acceptance. These
attempts must be seen in the light of an enormous precarity, fragility and the ongoing disregard
of the early and nowadays queer scenes:

I doubt whether there has been constant institutionalisation in the last 50 years. Because there aren’t
many institutions that have developed or expanded. So many of the institutions are still as small and
informal as they were 20 years ago. The Schwules Museum is in fact independent. (MHG2)

As an interim synthesis (‘second order’), queer scenes aim to transform informal temporary
places into institutional spaces that allow for community formation over time. Those multilay-
ered offers allow community-forming social contexts. Many of the places mentioned in the inter-
views and the round tables have initiated multifunctional usage as archive, publishing house,
cultural centre or exhibition venue. This infrastructure marks a significant moment in a different
type of space that prioritizes open everydayness with its rather informal spaces:

We have set up a research centre, a research centre on the history of sexual science. It functioned via the
secondary labour market, but it meant an incredible boost in professionalisation for the Hirschfeld
Society. And now systematic research has been carried out by going into the archives. In other words, we
systematically searched through publications, researched publications and archives and were ultimately
able to systematically create an archive. A separate photo archive, a document archive, an archive of
estates that could complement the publications. In other words, ‘all history’. We recorded interviews so
that we now have various pillars of historical material that we can fall back on and build up our
publication. (MHG2)

When informal spaces transition to institutional spaces — as archive, club, library, café, health care
centre or other — many initiatives refer to the 1920s as a cultural resource for building up a poten-
tial narrative with their exhibitions, small conferences, venues or others. The reference to a liberal
past is tied into the legitimacy policies to address a rising — and long neglected queer landscape —
to official institutions in the early 1980s. As part of an increasing attempt to establish social accep-
tance and legitimacy, many protagonists and activists have built up institutional spaces for
collecting historical artefacts, systemizing them as an archive and making those artefacts acces-
sible as a library. These practices require a different quality of space, other than the previous analy-
sis detect informal everydayness: Here, the allocated artefacts require physical infrastructures
(later also digital infrastructures) to make the past visible, interpretable and thus a knowledge
resource that various queer and interested social groups can profit from as a common good.

Global-Local Relations and New Emerging Social Nodes, Hubs and Network
Spaces

A third component (‘second order’) is the recent internationalization of the queer landscape of
Berlin. It follows the fundamental form of, first, informal spaces of encounter, then, second,
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attempts to initiate common-based institutions aiming to safeguard social, cultural, and political
legitimacy. Various sequences in the interviews and the round tables expressed the sped-up social
multilayering by queer people of non-European nationalities, perceiving Berlin as a shared space
of safe, liberal, open-minded context as well as a place where — due to previous attempts to
memorialize the past — access to queerness is possible:

It has experienced an incredible dynamic. In the early days of the Hirschfeld Society, even in the late 80s
and early 90s, few people were interested. Today, the Hirschfeld Society, I don’t want to say overrun, but
the trans community is very interested. We almost always have people doing historical research on trans
and intersex at the Hirschfeld Society. That didn’t play a role. So, what we understand as queer today,
i.e. the whole variability of gender and sexual diversity, found a home back then. And this diversity is
being accepted and researched again today. And back in the 90s, hardly anyone was interested in it.
(MHG1)

and:

What has taken place is a nationalisation of the movement. We have become dependent on the state. And
that’s different in Germany than in France. It’s similar in the Netherlands and it’s very different in the
USA and the UK. Above all, this has to do with the history of AIDS and the history of remembrance.
Imagine you are a well-paid man in England or the USA, it’s 1984 and HIV is coming. But the state does
nothing, no help, no support. You must organize with others to do something against the state. In
Germany it was completely different, a state aid facility was set up as soon as HIV arrived. This made
the community a recognized minority group. And this nationalization has progressed much faster in
Germany and the Netherlands than in other countries. (SMU3)

and:

When we gave a Hirschfeld lecture, there were 10 people who knew about it. If someone talks about
Hirschfeld today, you can fill a lecture hall. I can only report on my lectures, but there is a great deal of
interest. Precisely in this opening up of not reducing homosexuality. Both in research and in public
perception. On May 14, our gay commissioner/queer commissioner of Berlin is declaring a Hirschfeld
Day. That would have been unthinkable 20 years ago. And today Hirschfeld is so en vogue and on
everyone’s lips that it has a completely different publicity than it did back then. (MHG?2)

The initial historical resource allocations in the 1970s and 1980s were built up by people from
the cultural sectors, intellectuals, and academics. The more than ‘gay man’-perspective of the
legacy of Magnus Hirschfeld is rediscovered the more it attracts younger generations
worldwide.

The quote summarizes the national supportive context since the 1980s to allow a queer con-
text to grow and to be accepted in a national health system. As part of the health support, knowl-
edge resources have been collected, systematized and made available for the public in common
infrastructures (such as universities and hospitals):

And if you visit us, you will see that we now have a huge library. So, we got the library of the Institute
for Sexual Science in Frankfurt am Main from Volkmar Sigusch, which was systematically purchased
through Jan Phillip Reemtsma. That alone has almost doubled our institute holdings, our library holdings.
It has become huge. In the meantime, we have become an organisation that can no longer be ignored. In
other words, we have become an institution. This small Hirschfeld Society has become a large Hirschfeld
Society. (MHG2)

The following quote demonstrates the recent changes in the last 15 to 20 years: Migrants from all
over the world perceive the informal queer spaces (‘underground’) as an important reason to
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come to Berlin on a permanent or temporary basis. As demonstrated in the above subchapter (2),
a growing international community considers the young institutional queer infrastructures (in
this quote ‘political events’) as a magnet of Berlin:

And on the other hand, of which I am also a part: since around 2008 there has been a completely different
queer Berlin, namely a non-German queer Berlin. In other words, a more English-speaking queer Berlin.
For example, the whole Italian community that came to Berlin and organized big events and parties here.
So, the whole Italian gay underground has come to Berlin. Then the whole Turkish community.
‘GAYHANE’, an important party in Berlin since the 90s at ‘SO36’. And we, as a group, have our own
institutional forms and activist groups. We founded our own CSD. Among others also the Israelis and
Jews, because we are more pro-Palestine and do not accept the exclusion of Palestinian positions at
German protests. That’s why we founded our own CSD — ‘Internationalist Queer Pride Berlin’. This is a
CSD with up to 10,000 people and not a single German participant. These people also don’t cruise in
Tiergarten, but in Hasenheide. (SMU2)

These sequences show how Berlin becomes a globally renowned location for queerness and how
international queer spatial practices develop, for example, the prime cruising zone of a large
public green space, the Hasenheide in the district of Kreuzberg and Neu, that attracts a different
international migrant queer community that the formerly well-established cruising zone of the
Tiergarten (p. 18) in the district of Mitte. Taking the theoretical framework of ration, it becomes
obvious how the recent influx of queer migrants has led to the formation of an international queer
culture that has subsequently led to shifting habits and its required spatial practices. In addition
to the rather informal cruising, clubbing, and partying habits outside the formal and visible urban
fabrics, the quotes also make clear that there is a confluence between the state-supported institu-
tionalization of queer practices such as an internationalized Christopher Street Day (CSD) that
supports queerness due to the arrival of queer migrants from Europe, Asia, Latin America and
Africa.

As an interim synthesis (‘second order’), the quotes demonstrate how various traumas serve
as key moments to initiate wider forms of network, collectivization, institution building to safe-
guard and guarantee on one hand medical, social and cultural help. On the other, it allows for
collective sense-making as a political entity (albeit its internal social fragmentation and hetero-
geneity) as well as everyday related forms shaping belonging, encountering, and connecting.
Over time, these (re-)figurations become grounded on at least to constant social and conflicting
tension: First, the growing internal heterogeneity of queer communities regarding age, sex, iden-
tity concepts and cultural belonging provide constant though productive tensed reason to assure
relatedness. Second, the ongoing though often unexpected and surprisingly abrupt inflow of
international queer migrants re-figures new spaces and spatial practices of figuration (e.g. the
international CSD). These agonistic tensions are framed institutionally by medical, social, and
cultural support infrastructures by the state of Berlin and various administrative districts and the
state of Germany. This has led to an increased acceptance and respect for the urgent need of vul-
nerable queer groups from non-German, and non-Berlin context.

It becomes obvious that Berlin offers at least multifolded and thus constantly (re-)figured
spatial, knowledge, and cultural infrastructures to queer communities. First, informal everyday
spaces for independent encounters; second, cultural infrastructures such as clubs, parties, events
and cultural industries and third, various institutionalized knowledge infrastructures. These
evolving expressions of queerness are best understood in relation to shifting historical contexts:
the repressive climate of the 1930s to 1940s, the prolonged social and political intolerance that
persisted until the 1980s, the gradual expansion of acceptance through the 2010s and the recent
resurgence of right-wing and intolerant opposition across social, political and cultural spheres.

In doing so, the traumatized historical past of what is today known as ‘queer culture’ has been
transformed into accessible and open spaces. Those spaces demonstrate agonistic processes: On
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Map I. Relevant Places for the Formation of a Queer Landscape in Berlin.

one hand, these spaces are — and must be — flexible, variable and shifting over time. On the other,
institutionalized spaces such as health centres, libraries, archives and documentation centres
serve as entry places for a new queer generation that builds its presence on the foundation of the
systematized and less-traumatized documented historical past. Various archives, libraries and
cultural spaces serve as cultural basis to guarantee a solid ground for the dissemination of the
historical artefacts, and the political and social positions into new emerging queer subcommuni-
ties. Remembrance events serve as a potential catalyst for the formulation of historical materials,
clustering of dispersed materials, photographs, artefacts, starting in the late 1970s and early
1980s in West-Berlin. The expansion of queer communities, triggered by refugees, incoming
migrants, and less accepted and respected queer people in their home countries perceive ‘Berlin’
as a tolerant suitable urban context for their living.

The empirical articulations provided insights into the spatial re-figuration for queer lives in
Berlin. They revealed how various spatial figures such as flexible, fluid and opaque spatial prac-
tices are essential, as well as fully stable, institutionalized and safe spaces (such as libraries,
archives and exhibition spaces). These multisited geographies of queerness are a key finding. It
is at least its dual character that might serve as a blueprint for open living spaces in an increas-
ingly segregated and socially divided urban society. The empirical findings show insights into the
constitutive dimension of places and spaces for queer lives in Berlin. Shedding light on queer
spatial practices of Berlin contingent spaces demonstrate that ongoing internal and external ten-
sions (gentrification), societal conflicts (real estate dynamics) and recent right-wing to fascistic
counteractions force queerness to constantly (re-) figure their ‘Berlin’ according to changing
circumstances. The following map 1 therefore is a view on a short time snap (2023-2024) and
synthesizes the aforementioned places and spaces in various empirical materials, documents and
references. It synthesizes various spatial conditions and contexts.
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(Re-)Figurations of Queer Spaces in Berlin

Since the 2010s, forms of social representation of the pluralised queer communities have
increased, followed by issues of queer politics, activist positions and social movements, mainly
in the aftermath of the AIDS trauma. In recent years, the role of spaces and places — that is, the
geographies of queerness — has increased due to the financialization of the retail sector, which has
erased many relevant queer spaces and forced the community to reappropriate new formal and
informal spaces.

Informed by the theoretical framework of (re-)figuration we were able to demonstrate agonis-
tic phases of internal institutionalization and external influences that have led to shifting figura-
tions and subsequent re-figuration of queerness in Berlin. Based on a sensitive view of the various
time phases — starting in the early 1920s — we were able to provide an additional analytical per-
spective on institutional and community figuration over time and space. We expanded the scope
around the ‘Schwules Museum’ to also integrate other relevant queer associations and like-
minded institutions, whether place-based or less spatially fixed zones of encounter, reflecting
spatially sensitive practices of ‘doing community’ over time.

The various spatialities of these multipurpose subcommunities have not only expanded enor-
mously in the last two to three decades due to incoming international queer communities, but
they also stretch far beyond the geographical address and core commoners of core places such as
the ‘Schwules Museum’. Various clusters have emerged, consisting of spatially fixed institutions
such as health, service, art, cultural and knowledge institutions, along with support services (pub-
lishers, bookshops, event agencies, writers, gallerists, photographers, etc.). In addition to that,
ongoing transgression by the first community founding members (gay/lesbian) as well as their
places takes place by expanding into what is considered LGBTQIA + subcommunities with their
spatial practices and spatial options to connect and integrate according to individual needs and
expectations for socializing, politicizing and collectivizing.

A key finding of this study is that the geographies of queerness are inherently multidimen-
sional, shaped by intersecting social factors such as age, income, education, social class, ethnic
background, race, gender identity and sexual identity. These spaces are characterized by ongoing
internal negotiations, as subcommunities continuously calibrate practices of belonging, inclusion
and collective action. The resulting complexity indicates that the adaptive strategies developed
within queer spaces may serve as a model for navigating social heterogeneity and enabling access
to diverse forms of urban life.
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