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Chapter two

‘Neukölln Is Where I Live, It’s Not Where I’m From’: 
Children of Migrants Navigating Belonging in a 
Rapidly Changing Urban Space in Berlin11

Abstract
Rapid processes of gentrification in the last decades have shifted Ber-
lin-Neukölln from being a marginalized district of ‘foreigners’ to a lively 
hip neighbourhood full of young middle-class families and students. This 
shift has coincided with rising xenophobia and anti-immigrant movements 
in Germany and beyond. Based on 19 months of ethnographic research in 
a primary and a secondary school in Neukölln, this chapter describes how 
the children of migrants situate themselves between school, tight family 
networks and a distant homeland during times of rapid change. We intro-
duce the term ‘limited navigational potential’ to highlight the constraints 
that male and female students face when navigating public spaces due to 
feelings of discrimination and social control enacted by large family net-
works and within communities. We show how students contemplate and 
confront what it means to be considered and to self-identify as a ‘foreign-
er’ in Germany. Further, we demonstrate how belonging is more rooted in 
the migrant communities of Neukölln than in Berlin or greater Germany. 
Our findings reveal that migrant children’s ‘foreigner’ identities are shaped 
in opposition to German families settling in the neighbourhood and that 
migrant parents execute greater social control to ensure their children’s 
safety. Their limited navigational potential precludes a sense of belonging 
or the forming of an identity beyond their family, ethnicity and the cate-
gory of ‘foreigner’ in Germany.  

11. This chapter was originally published as C.Tize & R. Reis (2019). ‘”Neukölln is 
where I live, It’s not where I’m from”: Children of migrants navigating belonging in a 
rapidly changing urban space in Berlin’. In Refugees Welcome? Differences and Diversity 
in a Changing Germany ( J.J. Bock & S. McDonalds, Eds.). Berghahn Books. 
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Introduction

To me, Germany means: ‘A normal country like Iraq’; 
‘Where I live’; ‘Not my homeland, because my family is 
from Palestine’; ‘My place of birth, where I live’; ‘Germa-
ny is nothing for me, I hate Germany’; ‘Where I spent my 
childhood’; ‘Germany is nothing for me, only Berlin-Neu-
kölln is where I was born – my home is Lebanon’; ‘Where 
I live; my home is Bulgaria’; ‘Neukölln is where I live, but 
it’s not where I’m from’.  — Quotes from students, Ber-
lin-Neukölln, January 201512

When eighth-grade students at a comprehensive secondary school in 
Berlin were given a writing assignment to describe ‘what Germany means 
to me’, a remarkably coherent picture emerged: although Germany was 
where they were born and/or where they lived, it certainly was not what 
they described as their home – the place ‘that I’m from’. Their school is 
situated in northern Neukölln, an area shaped by three inner-city bor-
oughs that gained the German media’s attention as Berlin’s ‘end of the 
line’ (Endstation) neighbourhoods (Wensierski, 1997). The students’ par-
ents, all labelled in German statistics as possessing a ‘history of migration’, 
came as refugees or guestworkers from countries such as Bangladesh, Ro-
mania, Turkey and Iraq, as well as from Palestinian refugee camps in Leb-
anon, forming part of Neukölln’s highly diverse and vibrant multi-ethnic 
communities. Since the 1950s, people of foreign descent in Germany have 
faced challenges posed by the expectation to adapt to what some con-
servative German politicians have called ‘guiding culture’ (Leitkultur), a 
concept, critics argue, used to demand assimilation.

Research by Ehrkamp (2006), Çelik (2015) and Mannitz (2012) 
highlights how, in reaction to such exclusionary discourses, young Turk-
ish men and women have become unable, even unwilling, to take on a 
German identity. Furthermore, the tendency of immigrant populations 
to cluster in certain neighbourhoods has been framed as ‘problemat-
ic’ (Münch, 2009). Neukölln, with its high percentage of families with 
a migrant background, its prevalence of dependence on social support, 
low levels of education and social problems, was considered an example  
 
12. All translations are our own unless otherwise specified.
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of failed integration (Bezirksamt Berlin-Neukölln, 2009). Since the mid 
2000s, however, Neukölln’s image has changed: contributing effects, such 
as rising housing prices across Berlin and policy initiatives to improve 
the local quality of life and infrastructure, resulted in the district’s in-
creased popularity with young expats and German families and students. 
Previously, the diverse multi-ethnic population residing in the northern 
district had infrequently interacted with the majority German population, 
apart from some neighbours, teachers, social workers and the police. Now, 
however, such interactions in public spaces – with increasing numbers of 
neighbours and classmates and encounters representing the mainstream 
German culture – are increasingly common.

Despite educational reforms, Neukölln’s secondary schools con-
tinue to have a ‘ghetto’ reputation and suffer from what Eksner (2013) 
has identified as a devaluation of local educational capital.13 Young people 
growing up in Neukölln are confronted with stark contrasts between the 
highly diverse multi-ethnic school environment and the newly up-and-
coming gentrified neighbourhoods. These changes in the neighbourhoods 
were taking place during an insecure time of political turmoil in the Mid-
dle East and rising xenophobia across Europe. In combination, for young 
people from migrant families in Germany, these developments were mak-
ing an already tenuous sense of belonging even more ambiguous.

By focusing on how young people socially navigate their environ-
ment (Vigh, 2006, 2009), this chapter examines how everyday uncertain-
ties, such as social marginalization, actual and perceived discrimination, 
and social control, influence perceptions and actions that impact on an 

13. In 2001, Germany received what is today called the ‘PISA shock’, which was the 
revelation that, of all the member states of the Organisation for Economic Co-op-
eration and Development (OECD), Germany has the lowest level of social mobili-
ty (Quenzel & Hurrelmann, 2010). This confirmed that poverty and low educational 
achievement are transmitted across generations among lower social classes. This was 
attributed predominantly to the three-tiered school system and has had a particularly 
significant impact on young people whose (grand)parents migrated to Germany, who 
continue to have low chances of social mobility even years after school reforms and at-
tempts to bridge the divide (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2016). The regional city govern-
ment of Berlin abolished the three-tier school system to allow greater social mobility 
for those in the lower classes, especially those with a migrant background. Instead, the 
city administration introduced a two-tier school system, composed of integrated sec-
ondary schools and grammar schools (Gymnasium). Nevertheless, the German educa-
tion system continues to face criticism for failing to maximize the potential of children 
from lower classes, and children’s performance has been said to be influenced by factors 
(such as discrimination) unrelated to capability (Geissler, 2008).
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ambiguous sense of belonging to Germany. Simultaneously, we show how 
for young people, whose (grand)parents immigrated to Germany, belong-
ing is more strongly rooted in Neukölln as a multi-ethnic space rather 
than in the city of Berlin or in Germany as a nation state. Amid ambiv-
alent public spaces, we explore how the school can become a particularly 
important space, where students contemplate and confront what it means 
to be considered, as well as self-identify, as a ‘foreigner’ in Germany.

This chapter builds on the work of others (Berckmoes, 2014; de 
Martini Ugolotti & Moyer, 2016; Rosenkrantz-Lindegaard, 2009; Vigh, 
2006, 2009) to further our understanding of how young people in rapid-
ly changing environments interpret, negotiate and seize opportunities in 
order to improve their lives and reach goals (Vigh, 2009). Vigh elaborates 
on de Certeau’s (1988) theory of tactics, and thereby allows a perspective 
on how young people as agents manoeuvre amid social situations intrin-
sically shaped by power dynamics. Tactics are the short-term responses in 
a social environment – the actions of those without power to change their 
immediate environment. Tactical agency stands in contrast to strategic 
agency, which is the ability to anticipate the future and take advantage 
of those who use tactical agency (see also Utas, 2005). Using the lens of 
social navigation allows us to focus on both spatial and social dimensions 
in how ‘agents act in difficult situations, move under the influence of mul-
tiple forces or seek to escape confining structures’ (Vigh, 2009, p. 419). In 
this chapter, the focus is on how social change impacts on young people’s 
potential to move in different social environments, and their opportu-
nities to make choices and affectively employ their creative tactics. This 
approach also helps us to identify gender differences in how these rapidly 
changing environments affect young people’s navigational potential and 
how everyday social processes, such as actual or perceived discrimination 
and social control, impact on their sense of belonging to German society.

Following Antonsich (2010, p. 646), we see belonging as multi-
dimensional and intrinsically linked with identity and citizenship. As a 
result, ‘where do I belong?’ and ‘who am I?’ cannot be answered in isolation 
from one another. We also draw on Antonsich, as well as on Yuval-Davis 
(2006), in conceptualizing belonging as having two major analytical di-
mensions: the first is situated in ‘place-belongingness’ and relates to feeling 
‘at home’ and safe in a particular place. Feeling ‘at home’ can be analysed 
on multiple scales, such as the apartment, the neighbourhood, a commu-
nity or a nation. Within these multi-layered contexts, ‘home stands for a 
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symbolic space of familiarity, security and emotional attachment’ (Hooks 
2009, as cited in Antonsich, 2010, p. 646). The second dimension, the 
‘politics of belonging’, reflects on the social dimensions that separate ‘us’ 
and ‘them’ (Yuval-Davis, 2006, p. 204). Since belonging tends to become 
naturalized, the social dimension of belonging only comes to attention 
when it is threatened in some way (Yuval-Davis, 2006, p. 197). If someone 
experiences being rejected by a group or host culture, this can undermine 
a sense of belonging, both to a place and to the social groups complicit in 
the rejection. In other words, the ‘politics of belonging’ highlights forms of 
sociospatial inclusion and exclusion, thereby providing a lens for analysing 
the creative tactics (grand)children of migrants employ as they navigate 
the sociospatial divides in their environment.

The data presented here are based on nineteen months of ethno-
graphic fieldwork14 by the first author, conducted between 2013 and 2015 
at a local primary school and a comprehensive secondary school, in north-
ern Berlin-Neukölln, including participant observation and interviews 
with school students’ families. The writing assignment ‘what Germany 
means to me’ was part of the research. The focus was on the children, as 
well as grandchildren, of immigrants and on their use of tactical agen-
cy with regard to positioning themselves between the school, home and 
neighbourhood spaces. 

In order to show how forms of belonging are shaped as well as 
challenged, we start with introducing Neukölln’s migration history and 
an overview of the impact of rapid urban change in that district. We then 
focus on how young people navigate Berlin and beyond, followed by a 
look at how their navigational potential is influenced by the social forces 
in Neukölln. Finally, the school as a navigational space is explored and the  
 
14. Ethnographic fieldwork consisted of participant observation and over ninety 
semi-structured and informal interviews with students, as well as young people no 
longer in school, parents, teachers and other professionals. The first author participated 
in everyday schooling activities, such as classes and field trips, and was present during 
breaks and in the counselling office. Outside of school hours, she went with the stu-
dents to eat or explore the neighbourhood and beyond. During a photo project with 
four students, she documented their navigational paths through Neukölln, as well as 
places they liked, feared and avoided. The interviews included young men and women 
aged eleven to twenty-seven from sixteen nationalities, as well as mothers and key 
neighbourhood figures. The focus on mothers was chosen because they were more ac-
cessible and open to the first author, who is also a woman. Although interviews with 
fathers were possible, the choice to not interview them fostered trust within the circles 
of the mothers. The main research focus was on school students aged twelve to sixteen, 
in grades five to eight. 
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focus is on students of diverse ethnic backgrounds. Despite a large major-
ity following the Islamic religion, we also included non-Muslim students 
who identified as ‘foreigners’, as their experiences and navigational tactics 
reflected similarities. In our conclusion, we argue that the effects of actual 
and perceived discrimination, communal gossip and social control restrict 
these young people in their navigational potential and attempts to shape 
belonging outside of the home and in the migrant-dominated school en-
vironment.

Neukölln

Migration History 
The area that is today known as Neukölln, and prior to 1912 as Rixdorf, 
has a longstanding history of migration. Already in the eighteenth cen-
tury, Protestant refugees from the area that is now the Czech Republic 
established a historical neighbourhood known as the Böhmische Dorf 
(‘Bohemian Village’). In the nineteenth century, migration flows from the 
countryside continued, from as far as Silesia and Poland, and later, in the 
1940s, from the former East Prussia. Following the Second World War, 
Neukölln became part of the American-controlled sector. The looming 
presence of the Berlin Wall along the southern and eastern district pe-
riphery between 1961 and 1989 caused economic decline, particularly 
in the already low-income and densely populated northern parts. Many 
of the better-to-do families moved further south, into comfortable post-
war condominiums. As a result of vacant property and affordable rents, 
Neukölln’s north attracted so-called guestworkers (Gastarbeiter), who 
were recruited to fill the labour shortage in Germany’s booming post-
war economy. They came from a range of countries, including Yugoslavia, 
Italy, Spain, Greece, Tunisia, Morocco and Turkey, and settled in Neu-
kölln as well as other so-called ‘foreigner districts’ (Ausländerbezirke) of 
West Berlin. In the 1970s and 1980s, as a result of the introduction of 
permanent residence permits and family reunification, immigrant num-
bers rose further. Diversity increased with the influx of refugees from the 
Balkans, Africa and the Middle East. In 2011, between 50 and 60 per cent 
of north Neukölln residents were guestworkers or post-war immigrants 
and their descendants – in the district’s southern parts, the correspond-
ing figure was between 20 and 30 per cent (Bezirksamt Neukölln, 2012, 
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p. 14).15 Also significant is the share of young people in the north: in the 
late 2000s, 80 per cent of residents below the age of eighteen were from 
families that had migrated after the Second World War (Bezirksamt Ber-
lin-Neukölln, 2009).

These multi-ethnic communities have often been described neg-
atively as ‘parallel societies’ (Parallelgesellschaften), for whom the lack 
of assimilation is assumed to be the result of free choice – supposedly 
a cohesive community resisting integration (Gestring, 2011). In partic-
ular, Germany’s largest minority group, the Turks, has been labelled as 
inassimilable because of cultural and religious differences (Adam, 2015). 
On closer examination, however, it becomes apparent that what is often 
represented as ‘Turkish’ is in fact a highly diverse population of Turks, 
Arabs and Kurds, who have little in common apart from sharing regional 
origins and the highly diverse Islamic faith. As research by Schönwälder 
and Sohn (2009), Drever (2004) and Stolle et al. (2013) has shown, Ger-
many’s multi-ethnic boroughs are marked by significant cultural and re-
ligious internal differences, as well as by a lack of social cohesion among 
these diverse communities. In other words, they do not constitute coher-
ent parallel societies.

In Neukölln, the diverse communities do exhibit some common 
features: low education attainments and high levels of poverty (Bezirk-
samt Berlin-Neukölln, 2012). As a result, northern Neukölln has been 
considered ‘in need of special development’ and received extra funding 
because of its concentrated social problems (Gude, 2011). Growing up 
in such an environment exposes young people to the intergenerational 
transmission of social vulnerabilities, such as low levels of education, eco-
nomic marginalization and social isolation (Berkemeyer et al., 2013). In 
view of these interconnected characteristics, Neukölln came to be seen as 
one of Germany’s prime examples of failed integration, as Berlin’s most 
dangerous district (Behrendt, Lier, & Pletl, 2008) or even as an unsafe and 
unpleasant ghetto (see Eksner, 2013).

Gentrification
Gentrification is the process of upgrading urban neighbourhoods through 
renovation and initiatives to attract new and higher-income residents into 

15. This separation between northern and southern Neukölln does not include Gropi-
usstadt, with a share of 40 per cent of people with a migration background (Bezirksamt 
BerlinNeukölln, 2012, p. 14).
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run-down and low-income areas (Bernt & Holm, 2009). By highlighting 
the process of gentrification in the popular Berlin district of Prenzlauer 
Berg, Bernt and Holm point out how, for many politicians, policy-mak-
ers and real estate agents, as well as for the middle and upper classes, 
the urbanization process is seen as a means of battling dilapidation and 
decay. For the urban poor, however, the results are rising costs of living, 
the destruction of social networks and the risk of having to move to more 
peripheral and cheaper housing.

While much of Berlin had already undergone massive upgrading, 
as well as population changes, since the fall of the Berlin Wall – low-in-
come districts such as Kreuzberg have undergone gentrification since the 
early 2000s – the trend only caught noticeable attention in Neukölln in 
the wake of the closure of Tempelhof Airport in 2008. Instead of planes 
flying low above houses in the neighbourhood, the airfield became an 
attractive urban park. Berlin was also gaining in international popularity 
for its hip-and-happening vibe and was drawing new crowds of middle- 
and upper-class residents, resulting in rising housing prices particularly in 
popular areas, displacing students, artists and young families to districts 
like Neukölln, where housing was still affordable. The move to Neukölln 
was promoted by the local administration’s initiative Social City16 (Soziale 
Stadt), which aimed at reoccupying vacant shop fronts and housing.

The effects of the demographic shift through gentrification be-
came particularly evident in local schools. School administrations, as well 
as many of the teachers, described the increasing mix of students as a 
first step towards the necessary mixing of social classes and ethnicities, 
and provided greater opportunities for those who were once marginalized. 
At the same time, for some students, gentrification led to them chang-
ing schools or commuting long distances, as their families were forced 
to relocate to cheaper peripheral areas. Additionally, research has shown 
that social contacts between groups can become fleeting despite living 
in the same neighbourhoods (Drever, 2004; Stolle et al., 2013; Veldboer,  
Kleinhans, & Duyvendak, 2002). In Neukölln, divisions between ‘old’ and 
‘new’ residents found expression in social and spatial segregation through 
separate areas for commercial activities and educational spaces.

16. Social City (Soziale Stadt) has been promoted as a key mechanism to battle social 
and economic exclusion. Its effects, however, are contested. For an analysis of this ini-
tiative, see Bockmeyer (2006) or Silver (2006). 
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Whereas well-educated parents are prepared to register their chil-
dren in local primary schools, for the career-determining subsequent 
phase they usually choose private schools or secondary schools in other 
districts. As a result, at the secondary level, many local schools were still 
characterized by a high percentage of students from low-income families 
with a migration background (from 80 to over 90 per cent). 

How young people, coming of age in these secondary schools, 
confront the contrast between their low-income and migrant-dominated 
schooling environment, on the one hand, and their increasingly hip-ur-
ban-middleclass neighbourhood, on the other, will be explored in the next 
section. We now turn to the voices and experiences of the students them-
selves – how did they perceive their positions as ‘foreigners’ first beyond, 
and later within, the fast-changing urban space of northern Neukölln?

Students’ Perspectives: Being a Foreigner in Germany
For many of the students, it was uncommon to leave Neukölln. Small 
shops and markets, as well as service providers catering to local communi-
ties, were accessible within walking distance – as were friends and extended 
family. Plus, being singled out as a foreigner was something many avoided. 
‘Looking’ and ‘being’ foreign influenced where students felt they belonged 
and where they went, and hindered them from self-identifying as German 
(on such identity, see also Çelik, 2015). For Akil, a seventh-grader, being 
German was rooted in what it means to ‘look German’, as he compared 
his appearance to that of Bastian Schweinsteiger, the blond and blue-eyed 
football player: ‘I’m not German! Germans are white like Schweinsteiger, 
he’s, like, really German!’ Akil referenced an ideal type or even classical 
stereotypical Germanness with which he struggled to identify because of 
his appearance: dark skin, dark hair and dark eyes. Despite having been 
born in Germany – his parents possess permanent residence – Akil, like 
many of his peers, reasoned that his appearance and Islam were the main 
reasons for him not being willing or able to take on German identity.

For students like Akil, the term ‘foreigner’ (Ausländer) marked 
identity – used with pride and sometimes distain. An example of the lat-
ter was Alyas, who described himself as having a ‘migration background’ 
(Migrationshintergrund), the official denominator of difference, to identify 
himself as a foreigner and to explain why in some places he ‘does not feel 
good’:
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They [the Germans] look at you differently. Here, in Neu-
kölln and Kreuzberg, everything is fine, but in Charlotten-
burg, Marzahn, Mitte, and such places, I don’t feel good. 
When I’m in those kinds of places, where I’m the only one 
with a migration background, they look at me with their 
blue eyes as if they’re saying ‘eh, foreigners are not needed 
here!’ I mean places like the district administration. When 
someone does that, I look back at them without looking 
away, so that they think I can defend myself. (Alyas, fifteen)

Alyas distinguished several districts of Berlin in which he ‘does not feel 
good’, containing neighbourhoods or areas that are either middle class 
and have smaller migrant populations (i.e. Charlottenburg and Mitte) or 
have a reputation for xenophobia (i.e. Marzahn).17 Marzahn in particular, 
in former East Berlin, was almost unanimously named as a district to be 
avoided. Where Alyas went, and where he felt good, was largely defined 
by being amongst other ‘foreigners’ like himself, who similarly had a dark 
complexion; in his own words ‘black-head’ (Schwarzkopf).

Zara, a shy girl of thirteen, described herself as ‘not feeling good’ 
in Germany because of feelings of discrimination. She drew on others’ 
stories to express her fears as a young Muslim woman:

I don’t feel good in Germany at all, because almost all 
Germans have something against Islam. When you wear a 
headscarf, they look at you weirdly. A while back, my moth-
er had a similar experience: she went to the bus and they 
all stared at her because of her hijab. My mother feared a 
man sitting behind her could do something. This happened 
recently to another woman. She was wearing only black 
clothes, and two German men tried to pull off her head-
scarf !

17. In 2012, Neukölln, Charlottenburg and Mitte were among the districts with the 
highest numbers of people classified as migrants or migrant descendants, above Berlin’s 
average of 27 percent. Mitte contained the highest, at 46 percent; Neukölln was at 40 
percent; and Charlottenburg at 35 percent. However, neither Mitte nor Charlotten-
burg are popularly perceived as problematic migrant districts. Marzahn, in East Berlin, 
by contrast, only has a migration history population of around 12 percent (Bezirksamt 
Berlin-Neukölln, 2012).
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Accounts such as Zara’s, based on fears and stories of attacks on other peo-
ple, frequently circulated amongst young women as well as their mothers 
and made them feel unsafe outside of Neukölln. However, despite the fre-
quency of such stories, we did not come across any first-hand experience 
of physical aggression against either male or female informants during 
the research period. Accounts remained vague and referenced anonymous 
women who were alleged to have endured an attack. Other experiences of 
first-hand discrimination, by contrast, were more common among young 
men, women and their families. An example of such an encounter was 
witnessed by the first author while on a field trip with a grade-six class. 
Several of the girls were wearing headscarves and, as they were leaving 
the train, an elderly man stopped with a look of disapproval and said to 
the girls ‘have you looked at yourselves? Despicable! Despicable!’, and he 
turned with disgust and entered the metro.

Feelings of being uncomfortable were countered by enacting pos-
tures suggesting strength. Alyas, a leader within his class and a good stu-
dent who was interested in playing classical music, aimed to look threat-
ening when he felt vulnerable in social situations by virtue of his apparent 
migration background. He explained he would ‘stare back’ to make others 
think he could defend himself. Likewise, when he uses public transport, 
he makes sure not to travel alone in order to avoid feeling vulnerable:

I feel restricted and observed when I’m not around other 
migrants. When I’m sitting on the metro, I always make 
sure that there is another migrant on there with me. A 
black, an Arab, I don’t care! But when there is no other 
migrant, I don’t feel good.

The importance of not being the only foreigner in public spaces was em-
phasized repeatedly by Alyas and his peers. Being alone triggers feelings 
of being at risk. In order to counter such feelings, especially outside the 
foreigner spaces, they seek the company of other people they assume to 
be equal and move in groups. They are alert with regard to the urban and 
social environment as they tactically move across the city: they cautious-
ly observe their surroundings, their stance characterized by an alertness 
towards change in the form of possible acts of power and shifting social 
forces (Vigh, 2009).
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Interactions, positioning and turning oneself into a particular per-
sona in a particular place shaped how these young men were perceived 
(Rosenkrantz-Lindegaard, 2009). Fiercely staring back or moving across 
urban spaces in groups paradoxically reinforces negative encounters, as 
young people may be perceived as hostile or threatening. In public places, 
they were approached as a population in need of being controlled and 
contained (Lipsitz, 2005). The young men we spoke to reported frequent 
police checks, especially on public transport, and harassment by adults as 
they socialized and hung out in public spaces.

Such negative encounters increased after leaving high school, as 
young people had to venture beyond the familiarity of their immediate 
environment in search of employment or higher education. At a com-
munity event, the first author met a group of four young men who were 
enrolled at a university in the nearby region of Brandenburg, which has 
a reputation for xenophobia and neo-Nazi groups. They had graduated 
from the same Gymnasium, the equivalent of a state grammar school, not 
far from the integrated secondary school where our research took place. 
The four young men were in their first year of university. Their experience 
of living outside of Neukölln gave them a new perspective on the relative 
‘safety’ that the multi-ethnic district provided. Hamza, a young nineteen 
year-old, explained what consistently brought them back to Neukölln:

We come back every weekend. This is where our families 
and friends are. It’s like Nazi-land out there in Branden-
burg. We only hang out together, and we don’t really talk 
to anyone else [the other three shake their heads in agree-
ment]. Here is where the action is! As soon as I’m done, I’m 
back here [Neukölln]. We have no racism here.

Despite the rapid urban change and unsettled communities, Neukölln 
continued to draw young people back, seemingly providing a greater sense 
of belonging than other districts or cities. For these young men, the im-
portance of routine returns was explained by reference to anti-migrant 
sentiments in Brandenburg – ‘Nazi-land out there’. Compared with their 
experiences in Brandenburg, they appreciated Neukölln as a safe space 
marked by the relative absence of racism – a place where they felt a sense 
of belonging alongside others with a migration background.

Salim (nineteen), who was about to graduate from high school and 
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attend university, preferred to stay close to home and not move his social 
life outside of Neukölln: ‘I love the Arab community here, and when I’m 
not here I miss it. I want to study in Berlin or Potsdam so that I can still be 
here. In other cities I don’t feel so good.’ Listed as a model student at the 
comprehensive secondary school, Salim did not have a group of friends 
sharing the same goals, and he felt more secure being close to the Arabic 
community and his family on a daily basis. The assumed tolerance towards 
being a Schwarzkopf (black-head) or a Muslim in Neukölln prevented 
many young people from leaving the district for other parts of Berlin, let 
alone other cities in Germany.

Being a Foreigner ‘at Home’ 
In a joint interview with his classmate, Antwan (thirteen) beamed while 
exclaiming: ‘Neukölln is the bomb! It’s the foreigner district!’ His friend 
immediately agreed, with equal enthusiasm. As Antwan pointed out, 
Neukölln was at times viewed as a space that signified pride and foreigner 
ownership. While Antwan’s view was shared particularly amongst young-
er students (eleven to fourteen years old), those who were older became 
increasingly aware of social and spatial challenges, as they faced the stark 
reality of a changing neighbourhood, dirty streets and social divides.

Young men between twenty and thirty years of age recounted how, 
during their time in secondary school, they used to meet in groups on 
the streets of Neukölln to socialize. They identified specific areas or street 
corners that had been ‘theirs’, and yet respected others who passed. With 
the rapid changes towards a more diverse public in the neighbourhoods of 
northern Neukölln, the young men were irritated that gathering in public 
aroused surveillance by neighbours and the police. Likewise, a local youth 
centre was surprised at the request to make sure its guests would disappear 
quickly at closing time, rather than linger outside, to avoid intimidating 
new residents. Instead of feeling that they were able to roam freely in 
Neukölln and shape a sense of ‘place belongingness’ (Antonsich, 2010) 
in public space, these young men felt increasingly restricted in terms of 
where and how they moved around their own neighbourhoods.

With increasing diversity came unpredictability, both on the 
streets and within residential buildings. Several mothers lamented how 
they did not let their children play in the courtyard any longer, since they 
were scared of being evicted as a result of complaints from neighbours. 
As a consequence of such concerns, boys and girls were forced to spend 



chapter two -  neukölln is where i live

46

much free time in the small, crowded apartments, limiting interactions 
and movement across the neighbourhood.

Limited movement in public spaces was furthermore restricted by 
the fear of gossip within the communities and large family networks, re-
sulting in social control through behaviour monitoring. This social control 
of the young people’s movements, especially the movements of girls, was 
enacted in line with what parents or relatives deemed ‘correct’ interactions 
in and between communities, as well as with newer residents. These forms 
of social control had a significant impact on the ways in which girls and 
young women structured daily lives and social encounters. The case of 
Aleah provides an appropriate example of how girls negotiated this ten-
sion created by communal social control:

I came home and my mom was like, ‘you had fun, didn’t 
you?’ I just asked, ‘how did you know that?’ She said that 
someone had phoned and said that I was having fun and 
laughing with classmates on the metro, just to let my mom 
know what I was doing, and also with boys! Thankfully I’d 
phoned her earlier and she knew what I was up to.

Aleah’s open communication with her mother protected her from the 
family risks of gossip and social control. Girls who did not communi-
cate with their parents as openly faced greater risks of being reported 
and scolded, as well as being increasingly restricted in their movements, 
and thus experienced more caution moving around even supposedly safe 
community spaces. Young women in particular had to be wary in terms of 
whether their actions could be ‘exposed’ by relatives or gossip.

For young girls, the influence of fear and gossip reduced their free-
dom to move about and restricted social interaction. Aleah spent hours 
talking to her mother in order to convince her that it was safe and appro-
priate for her to go out with her classmates and to participate in school 
trips. Unlike her elder sisters, Aleah employed unusual tactics: she took 
her mother to school to meet her teachers, which helped her develop trust 
in, and understanding of, her daughter’s social environment. Aleah was 
able to provide her parents, who had fled Palestinian camps in Lebanon 
shortly before her birth, with new perspectives and thus reduce their fears:
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It was hard for my mother, because I was the first one in 
my family to go out and do things on my own. Following 
my final exams, we did a lot together with classmates, both 
boys and girls. We went out for dinner, for example: the 
whole class! For other parents, it took a lot of convincing, 
and some girls weren’t allowed to join. Other girlfriends of 
mine, who were a grade or two lower, could not believe it. 
They were like, ‘really? You guys can go out together? To-
gether as a class?’ For my mother, it was always important 
that I was not out too long: get back before it is dark. I’m 
not really the type who wants to go out all the time. I think 
I would have difficulties if I were that type. I like being out 
occasionally. I like to go shopping, which I often do, but it is 
not my thing to do something every day. That’s why I didn’t 
have too much difficulty and I could join my classmates for 
outings, like dinner or bowling.

Aleah was proud that she was often the only girl who was allowed to go 
out with others. Her close relationship with her mother reduced intergen-
erational conflict. Many girls asserted that at home especially, they were 
not ‘the type who always likes to go out’ anyway. As we will see in the 
next section, however, their statements were often contradicted by their 
actions. In fact, many young women often pushed boundaries when they 
were outside the family environment.

Navigating School 
The social space provided by the school interlinked friendships that 
crossed ethnic and gender boundaries. However, contact with new resi-
dents was still limited; of the high school students interviewed, few had 
German friends. In most primary school classes, German students were 
a minority, and in the secondary levels there were often none; those of 
European descent were often the children of migrants or refugees from 
Eastern European countries, especially Poland, Romania and the former 
Yugoslavian states, such as Bosnia and Serbia. Many pupils at the school 
were Muslim, and wearing a headscarf or looking like a ‘foreigner’ was 
common. Young people would frequently describe this as ‘normal’. 
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For Madu, a thirteen-year-old girl whose parents were planning 
to move to another district with a noticeably less diverse population, the 
transition was tinged with the fear of not being liked, as she described it, 
for having ‘brown skin’:

I’m afraid of going to the secondary school: it’s in a dif-
ferent district, and they are different there. In our class in 
Neukölln, everyone is either foreign or partly foreign; I’m 
worried that in my new school there are fewer foreigners 
– that there will be a majority of white students. And I’m 
worried they might not like me because I’m not white. I’m 
just different from them. I’m just used to this here, yeah?

For Madu, the appeal of the integrated secondary school where the re-
search took place lay in its high proportion of students with foreigner 
status – people that she saw as being similar to herself, despite the high 
ethnic variability amongst her classmates. Her parents migrated from 
South Asia and her dark brown skin made her stand out next to most of 
her peers. She recounted how her peers used to call her ‘chocolate’ and 
how hard that was for her when she first started at the school. As they got 
to know her and they became friends, these comments rarely came up and 
she felt increasingly excited about school.

Madu’s hesitancy in switching districts and schools lay in her fear 
of not being accepted for looking and being different from the German 
students. Interestingly, Mannitz observed a similar trend in her research 
at Berlin’s schools: pupils expressed a wish for continued segregation be-
cause of feeling ‘under pressure’ and ‘under observation’ around Germans 
(2012, p. 187). An important element observed in our research was the 
fear of being misunderstood, of ‘not being liked’ by the majority popula-
tion, and curbed desires for intermingling.

Madu further provided a contrast to the middle-class neighbour-
hood to which her parents had decided to move with the school space in 
Neukölln:

In Zehlendorf there are way fewer foreigners, yes? I don’t 
feel as good there. In Neukölln, there are a lot of dodgy 
people, but the school is a place in which I can feel good.
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At school, young people knew each other and the wider student popula-
tion, and could develop a sense of familiarity with teachers and varying 
class dynamics.7 Particularly for the girls, the migrant-dominated school 
environment was a place of relative security in comparison to the dis-
trict’s unpredictable and socially patrolled streets. The girls considered 
the school an important place for socializing, interacting and friendship 
building. However, bullying, fights and confrontations often involved in-
sults and reflections of difference along ethnic and religious grounds. The 
social control prevalent in communities also affected school interactions. 
While rumours and gossip spread through different grades, classes and 
networks, there was generally a strong effort to keep what happened at the 
school separate from what happened at home. Some cousins and siblings 
formed pacts to prevent transgressing this home–school divide.

Naima (thirteen) did not wish for her parents to be involved in her 
school experience. She considered the school ‘her space’, where she could 
interact relatively freely without family interference. A few days prior to 
the first day of school after the summer holidays, Naima explained her 
excitement for regaining the freedom of school as a space where she could 
interact freely with her peers: 

The summer was shit! Totally shit. I didn’t do anything 
and we had so much family visiting, and they were so loud! 
There was no space and I was going crazy! I’m so excited 
for school to start again. That’s where the fun and action is! 

For the young Naima, online chatting via popular smartphone apps such 
as Snapchat and WhatsApp comprised much of her social interaction 
when she was not at school. With five male siblings and a large fami-
ly network in Neukölln, she described the school holidays as stressful, 
with limited personal space and largely confined to a small, overcrowded 
apartment. The school was an enjoyable social space she could not access 
otherwise. 

This wish to separate home and school was especially actively pur-
sued by young men, who did not want to trouble their parents and feared 
reprimand by the family. Instead, the young men hoped to solve problems 
themselves. When teachers called parents at home to report misbehaviour 
or transgressions, students considered this an act of betrayal and ultimate 
punishment. The students’ desire to keep the home and the school sepa-



chapter two -  neukölln is where i live

50

rate creates distinctive social spaces between the two, which young people 
have to navigate carefully, adjusting and adapting to the distinct cultures, 
bridged by ambivalent public spaces.

Discussion and Conclusion
The ways in which students talk about ‘home’, as detailed in excerpts from 
the eighth-grade class in the introduction, show that they do not associate 
feeling ‘safe’ or being ‘at home’ with life in Germany, albeit there is more 
ambivalence about the situation in Neukölln. We maintain that young 
people’s navigational potential – that is, their capacity to feel at ease, in-
teract and socialize with others in different social spaces – impacts on 
their ability to form a sense of ‘place belongingness’ (Antonsich, 2010) in 
the public realm. We have argued that feelings of discrimination reduce 
mobility outside of migrant-dominated areas. Furthermore, the reshaping 
of the social environment through gentrification within Neukölln has, in-
stead of positively contributing to opportunities to interact with others, 
reduced young people’s movements and their sense of belonging and safe-
ty regarding their social environment. Through the arrival of members of 
mainstream German society, such as young families and international stu-
dents, feelings of being discriminated against or misunderstood are now 
associated with everyday interaction in the neighbourhood. Navigational 
potential is furthermore reduced by gossip, rumours and social control 
within communities. Given this limitation of public spaces to navigate 
within and beyond Neukölln, the space of the school is gaining greater 
significance in the development of a sense of belonging. The high propor-
tion of migrant children among school students creates a relative shield 
from the insecurity of urban public spaces in which being visible for cul-
tural difference continues to attract comments or looks.

Public spaces are the arena for constructions of similarities and 
differences (Ehrkamp, 2008), and it is there that feelings of alienation are 
produced. Research by the German Antidiscrimination Union (Uslucan 
& Yalcin, 2012) revealed that the more frequent and severe someone’s 
experience of discrimination, the more resistance he or she develops to-
wards integration. Furthermore, this research emphasized how repeated 
exposure to discrimination can lead to low self-esteem and deteriorating 
health, and can contribute to the probability of becoming a victim of, or 
even committing, violent acts. Repeated discrimination hinders integra-
tion into the work environment and prevents migrants from becoming 



chapter two -  neukölln is where i live

51

active participants in society. These findings were based on indicators re-
lating to experiences of individual migrants who were faced with discrim-
ination in Germany. Such discrimination is embedded both in structures 
(e.g. insufficient access to services, housing or employment, due to cultural 
and language barriers) and in person-to-person interactions (e.g. rejection 
and racist or discriminatory encounters, based on religion or ethnicity). 
Being a foreigner – and therefore not part of Germany – then emerges 
as a powerful and shared identity marker. In response, the clustering of 
migrant communities in specific neighbourhoods is, at least in part, a pro-
tective measure against discrimination.

While gentrification has its benefits and disadvantages, for the 
low-income or multi-ethnic residents, rapid changes have exacerbated 
feelings of alienation in their immediate environment. Ehrkamp’s (2008, 
2013) research among young Turkish and Kurdish men and women pro-
vides particularly relevant insights regarding how gendered practices 
shape these spaces. Young women’s lives are influenced in particular by 
social control, seen as ‘out of place’ in public migrant spaces; the ways in 
which they negotiate resistance with, as well as compliance to patriarchal 
practices, reveals paradoxes and tensions. At the same time, men’s spa-
tial practices of gathering or moving in groups are seen as ‘outside of the 
normal function of cities’ (Ehrkamp, 2008, p. 118) and, as we show, their 
tactics create a racialization of space and a division into ‘us’ and ‘them’. 
Ehrkamp illustrates how the use and appropriation of public space is im-
portant for Turkish and Kurdish men to form their political identities, and 
we have argued that it is also the public spaces that are vital to shaping a 
sense of belonging beyond the home, including access to public space as 
a requirement for full citizenship and civic participation (Brodie, 2000).

The need to belong is a fundamental human motivator (Baumeis-
ter & Leary, 1995) and is situated in both ‘place belongingness’ and the 
‘politics of belonging’. The young people we worked with illustrated and 
emphasized their search for belonging, which they expressed through 
their desire to feel ‘at home’ in Neukölln, while they also confronted ex-
periences of sociospatial exclusion. As a result, for the participants, this 
sense of being at ease and comfortable with one’s surroundings was pri-
marily situated in the private, or semi-private, spaces of the home and 
their ethnic or religious communities.18 As authors such as Çelik (2015)  

18. While some have noted that youth centers (Jugendclubs) are an important place for 
young people in Berlin (den Besten, 2010), for the participants of this research, these 
spaces were rarely mentioned as a place to spend time.
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have shown, tendencies to encapsulate and distance through oppositional 
or ‘reactive’ ethnicities are rather increasing among more migrant genera-
tions in Germany. It is also in the private (or semi-private) spaces and en-
counters that gossip and rumours contribute to preventing young people 
from feeling part of the larger society. Gossip and rumours play their part 
in them wishing to remain amongst others ‘like them’ in their educational 
environment, and in schools in particular. These influential dynamics in 
their everyday lives limit the seizing of opportunities and thus also prevent 
the social transition towards an increasingly diverse neighbourhood, as 
well as further integration into German society.

With the introduction of full-day schooling, students’ educational 
environments form an important space to contemplate and situate – and 
make comparisons between – each other. Schools shape a particular form 
of belonging (see Osterman, 2000), and the school climate, influenced by 
social dynamics and environmental and spatial dimensions, plays a vital 
role (Cemalcilar, 2010). In recent years, Germany’s education system has 
been facing many challenges in providing opportunities for children in 
families with a history of migration and for low-income students (Alba & 
Foner, 2015). Contributing to these challenges are findings of discrimina-
tion within the school environment, which continue to play a vital role in 
how mainstream German society is perceived by the young people por-
trayed in this chapter (Hirseland & Lüter, 2014). As Wellgraf (2013) ob-
served among Neukölln students, schools are the places in which issues of 
recognition are addressed and feelings of contempt are contemplated and 
produced. Despite its controlled as well as contested character, particularly 
for girls, the school environment is an important resource to socialize and 
breach ethnic and gender divisions, as well as to contemplate forms of 
belonging outside of the private spaces of the home. The wish to separate 
the school from the home environment expresses young people’s desire for 
forms of autonomy.

Members of the generations that succeed those who moved to 
Germany many decades ago seek recognition and belonging in Germany. 
Belonging is an active process and we have shown how infringements on 
the ability of young people to navigate socially can prevent the develop-
ment of a sense of belonging and being ‘at home’ beyond strictly private 
and semiprivate spaces. As a result of the processes that limit navigational 
potential, young people may experience a lack of acknowledgement as be-
ing an important part of the country in which they were born and raised, 
and where they desire to shape their futures.




