











Kieler Stral3e,
Neumdtinster, Germany

is, regardless of its diminishing urban pop-
ulation (83.000 to a predicted 71.605) in-
habitants by 2025%), the fourth largest city
in the state of Schleswig-Holstein. Over the
course of the last 25 years, the city has wit-
nessed a demographic shrinkage of about
7% and the highest vacancy rate in its state
(5,3%), while as a country, Germany has
seen a national population growth of ap-
proximately 4%.

3General information, statistics, demographic

trends and forecasts regarding the state of
Schleswig-Holstein were extracted from
the 2008 regional demographic report of
Projekte und Studien fiir Wirtschaft und Ge-
sellschaft in July 2018.
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Entering several of the open buildings myself, I
encounter numerous handwritten notes asking

the residents to close the doors due to the many ! i
recent burglaries. While some of the houses look
as run-down and abandoned from the inside, as
they did from outside, in others, as I remain mo-
tionless in their entrance halls and corridors, I
can hear the unexpected sounds of their inhab-
itants speaking, arguing, or listening to their ra-
dios and T'Vs.

I | ocked/barricaded structures
- Accessible/widely open structures
[ Semi-accessible structures
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The third scenario in which the opening and
closure of built structures manifested in a
highly contrasting way, presented itself in the
33.000-strong city of Itzehoe. Located within
a few minutes walking distance from the main
railway station, Holstein Center is a four-storey
shopping mall with only eighteen of the nearly
fifty retail spaces still in use. While some of its
empty stores are locked behind glass fronts or
wooden boards, others are left open, as if still in-
viting visitors into the gaping emptiness framed
by raw walls and electrical lines.

Holstein Center has two public entrances, one of
them located on the ground-floor and facing the
shopping street Feldschmiedekamp, while the oth-
er one is on the third floor, leading to the multi-
lane car road BrunnenstrafSe. As I enter the mall
from Feldschmiedekamp, I am welcomed by two
large empty retail spaces on both sides of the en-
trance, out of which one is locked behind glass
fronts, while the other one is openly accessible.
Some of the people who enter the mall with me
pass through this empty, open retail space to our
left, which, as I later learn, leads to an elevator
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Holstein Center,
ltzehoe, Germany

as the tenth largest city in the state of
Schleswig-Holstein, Itzehoe has witnessed
a steady demographic shrinkage of 4% be-
tween the 1990s and 2016, when it counted
approximately 32.000 residents. Similar to
the city, the state of Schleswig-Holstein was
predicted to undergo a shrinkage of 2,5%
between 2011 and 2025.
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in its rear end. Others, like myself, head straight
for the escalators in front of us, transit the first
and second floor, pass by the glass fronts of nu-
merous empty boutiques and arrive on the slight-
ly more lively third floor. Here we are surround-
ed by a handful of other people who stroll slowly
through the arcade, or sit down on one of the
benches. Not the sounds of music, door alarms,
coffee machines and conversations dominate the
soundscape at Holstein Center, but rather the
fragments of muted conversations and squeaky
shoes, wrapping the shopping centre in a sleepy
atmosphere.

In the initial phase of my study I perceive both,
widely open and barricaded entrances to hint at
negligence and abandonment. Contrary to my
assumptions, while some of these structures turn
out to be void indeed, others are enlivened and
used, judging by the muted radio voices sound-
ing from the backyards of publicly accessible
residential buildings, young families lingering in
the seating areas of a half-empty shopping mall
or teenagers climbing piles of debris in front of
resolving ruins.
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Intrigued by the question, why some apparent-
ly void urban structures are barricaded, while
others are widely opened, as well as why and by
whom the open structures are accessed, I won-
dered, whether these phenomena could hint at
changing social behaviors and habits in areas
with accumulated voids: Did the open house en-
trances in Neumiinster indicate that people are
more familiar with each other? Why do the res-
idents of Devolanivs’kyi Descent in Odessa do
the opposite by installing code-locks and securi-
ty guards on their half-deserted street? Similarly,
why did people still visit the half-empty shop-
ping mall in Neumiinster, walking through its
empty stores and arcades, rather than stepping
into the functional boutiques?

Seeking to investigate these contradictory phe-
nomena as potential manifestations of the im-
pact of accumulated voids on their human and
built environments, I decided to narrow down
the framework of my research to the two streets
and the shopping mall in Odessa, Neumiinster
and Itzehoe.
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5. Which impact do urban voids
have on their human and inanimate
surroundings?

5.1 Methodology

5.2 General observations

5.3 Analysis of socio-spatial references
5.3.1 Devolanivs'kyi Descent, Odessa
5.3.2 Kieler Straf3e, Neumunster
5.3.3 Holstein Center, Itzehoe

5.4 Discussion
5.4.1 Socio-spatial fragmentation
5.4.2 A tradition of resentment

5.4.3 Reinterpreting the voids
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5.1 Methodology

I conducted informal and semi-structured interviews with the res-
idents, employees and visitors of Kieler Stralle, Devolanivs’kyi De-
scent and Holstein Center. My questions involved their perception of
social and material changes within the three areas of research; their
familiarity and modes of interacting with their neighbors or custom-
ers; their feeling of safety and patterns of navigating through their ev-
eryday environments at different times of the day; and not least their
opinions on the widely opened or thoroughly barricaded structures
surrounding them.

I selected my interviewees by means of snowball sampling, a method
often deployed in the framework of qualitative research in order to
find research subjects and generate contexts and encounters through
initial contacts (Atkinson and Flint 2001). In other words, I chose this
method in order to be referred from one interview partner to the next,
determining bonds or links between my first conversation partners
and their referrals and circles of acquaintances (Berg, 1988). With an
average age of 43,7 years, my interview partners ranged in age from 17
to 75. In total, 54,3% of my interviewees were female and 45,7% male.

In order to analyze the transcribed contents of my interviews* induc-
tively, I chose Grounded Theory as a qualitative research method,
which allows working out hypotheses and concepts systematically
and in relation to the data collected during the course of the research
(Glaser and Strauss 1967), rather than verifying preexisting theories
potentially projectable to the research question. With the help of this
research method I deducted thematic codes and overarching catego-
ries and extracted in-vivo codes — specific expressions used and refer-
ences made by my interview partners — from my textual documents,
in order to get a better understanding of the words, jargons and

4 Having originally conducted interviews in Russian, German and English, I have translated
them into English myself.
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specialized vernacular underlying in their answers (Manning 2014).
Moreover, this method enabled me to recognize more overarching
commonalities and contradictions in the narratives of my interview-
ees.

In order to illustrate the numerous human and spatial references
articulated by my interviewees throughout our conversations, I pro-
duced maps and cartographic visualizations: firstly, having learned
about several people I was not able to encounter during my research,
I distinguished between the actors I had met, spoken to, or observed,
and those, who were referred to but remained invisible until the end
within these visual formats. In the framework of a second set of maps
I further visualized areas described to me as particularly safe or dan-
gerous, prestigious or troublesome during the interviews. Lastly, I de-
picted the modes in which my interview partners reportedly adapted
their movement and navigation within their everyday areas.

69 Methodology

5.2 General Observations

Before offering in-depth accounts of the social and spatial implica-
tions of voids based on the three case studies, this section provides a
brief illustration of some common themes and general observations
on the basis of my interviews in Neumiinster, Odessa and Itzehoe.

The vast majority of my conversation partners described Kieler
Stralle and Devolanyvs’kyi Descent, as well as the shopping mall
Holstein Center as disastrous environments, repeatedly using words
such as catastrophe, apocalypse, enclave and state of emergency. In
the smaller cities of Neumdiinster and Itzehoe, many described their
feeling of being forgotten, left behind and substituted by their ad-
jacent, larger neighbors Flensburg, Hamburg or Kiel. Especially in
comparison to these cities, many of my interviewees mourned not
only over the negative developments in their material surroundings,
but also over the increasing numbers of unpunished burglaries and
the diminishing numbers of visitors and cultural offerings in their
everyday environments.

On Devolanivs’kyi Descent my interviewees complained about the
devastating condition of their street as well. However, rather than ex-
plaining these processes through the comparison with other cities,
they considered the decline of their street an isolated phenomenon,
feeling like a blind spot in the fabric of the otherwise well-maintained
historic district of the city. Further, unlike my German conversation
partners who spoke in a rather disdainful manner about their cities,
Odessians seemed much more emotionally attached to their place
of residence. During our short encounters, the stories of their street
were laid out before me, involving every displaced cobblestone; every
function, assigned to a house during the last century and every city
planner, involved in the construction of Devolanivs’kyi Descent.

Regardless of how my interviewees felt about the current state of
their cities, many of my conversations were permeated by nostalgia
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for the past and the impatient anticipation of a better future:

“Every stone was laid out neatly, trees were growing everywhere and
a real waterfall was running in the park around the corner. [...] They
keep promising us to take care of our street and build a bridge behind
our house,” Nina, who was raised in house Nr. 1 on Devolanivs’kyi
Descent herself, before raising her children and grandchildren here,
told me. “They have just rebuilt one of the historic bridges,” as I fur-
ther learned from one the guards watching the private parking lots in
the neater end of this street, “and promised to renovate the pavement
next.”

Similarly, at Holstein Center in Itzehoe, many of my interviews
dwelled in their memories of the past and a hopeful vision of the
future: having eagerly visited the shopping mall when it was still
bustling with life, today Heidrun mainly comes here to park her car.
“At the time of its inauguration, fountains, water playgrounds and
restaurants were a reality at Holstein Center,” the elderly lady told
me. Pharmacist Sylvia and cleaner Simone, both employees of the
shopping center, spoke optimistically about the new investor, who is
about to start renovating the building, rent out its empty retail spaces
and advertise the commercial opportunities in Itzehoe, so that it can
return to its former glory.

However, my interviewees’ dissatisfaction with the processes in their
everyday environments seemed hardly reducible to the uncontrolled
dilapidation of their built environments: conversations about both,
the negatively perceived status quo and the vision of a desirable fu-
ture were irrevocably linked to the idea of the other. Whether investors
or city officials, immigrants, revolting teenagers, social welfare recipients,
drug addicts, alcoholics or the homeless — in the next chapter I will show
that an overwhelming majority of my interviewees closely related all
negatively perceived material, spatial and social transformations of
their surroundings with very particular actors and groups and de-
scribed their growing resentment towards these scapegoated people
emphatically.
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5.3 Analysis of socio-spatial references

5.3.1 Devolanivs’kyi Descent, Odessa

Amongst the most salient and omnipresent ac-
tors in the narratives of my interviewees on Devo-
lanivs’kyi Descent were investors, who were
assumed to buy up empty, historical buildings
protected from redevelopment and demolition
on this street. According to my conversation part-
ners, these investors let monumental buildings
run down until they lose their preservation or-
ders, eventually replacing them with more lucra-
tive high-rises. In the meantime, the empty and
unmaintained properties taint the appearance of
Devolanivs’kyi Descent over lengthy periods of
time. Unlike the investors, whose presence was
embodied only by their dilapidating buildings,
other unbeloved actors, such as city officials, gyp-
sies, alcoholics, drug addicts and homeless people
were believed to loiter or house in the most ru-
inous, openly accessible structures on the street.
“This street is empty. Only a couple of gypsies
who live in the buildings further down the road

5 The term socio-spatial is used as an agent to highlight the interdependence and interac-
tive connection between the two dimensions in the urban sphere — between inhabitants
and their social and ecological environment (Spatschek and Wolf-Ostermann 2009).
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and a few bums who occupy the ruins over there.” said Lena (7), the
member of a street cleaning initiative, pointing at the former casi-
no Chrystal Palace (5) and adding “I sometimes run into really shady
people when I walk my dog on this street.” Kolja, the beforemen-
tioned resident of house Nr. 1 (1), a worn-out building with a colorful-
ly painted entrance behind a tall metal fence, further told me: “For
the last twenty years people have lived under these conditions and
nothing has been done about it. Why don’t they renovate our street?”
Joining our conversation, Kolja’s neighbor Nina pointed at the house
on the opposite side of the road explaining that it is rented out to
gypsies (3), who, as she added reproachfully, leave their trash in the
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middle of the street and cause constant unrest in the neighborhood:
“Just the other day, the police was here because one of them killed
his wife.” As Ramazan, a young man standing in front of the
half-ruined building Nina was referring to, later told me “there are
seven or eight people living in the two rooms that didn’t fall apart yet.
I have been here only for a few days and we already had the police
over. You cannot trust people like these. Even the young boys take
drugs and drink.” From the two security guards who were watch-
ing the private parking places further southwards, I learned that the
garages belong to people, who chose not to live on this street them-
selves. “Devolanivs’kyi Descent always used to be a street of bandits
and it still is. There are drug addicts living in the former casino over
there. The building was bought up by Korean investors recently, but
they haven’t done anything in order to clean up the mess.”

Regardless of the overwhelmingly negative social references ex-
pressed by my interviewees, some of them proved to be deeply em-
bedded into small communities of people: for instance, Nina and
Kolja, inhabitants of house Nr. 1, asked each other friendly and inti-
mate questions during our conversation, emphasizing that they have
known each other closely over the course of many years. However,
as becomes visible in map o1, outside of such tightly woven in-house
communities and smaller groups of affiliates, such as the two garage
guards or the members of the street cleaning initiative, none of my
interviewees referred to any other residents or visitors of Devola-
nivs’kyi Descent positively. Rather, it seemed that within their street
scapegoated neighbors were their only thematic point of intersection.
Interestingly, while my interview partners continuously referred to
an empty street full of investors, gypsies, alcoholics and drug addicts, the
majority of these disregarded people remained invisible throughout
my visits of Devolanivs’kyi Descent. Yet, the thought of their presence
appeared to fill the uncertain insides of the dilapidated structures on
this street.
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Further, the described social insecurities and aversions seem to fuel
my interviewees’ perception of danger and safety on Devolanivs’kyi
Descent. As a result, they named areas, which they preferred over
others or considered particularly dangerous at certain times of the
day. Moreover, they repeatedly pointed out ways in which they have
adapted their everyday behaviors on the street in order to protect
themselves and their houses from unpleasant encounters and bur-
glaries: for instance, Nina and Kolja, residents of house Nr.I, ex-
plained that the processes of securing inhabited houses on their
street began in the 1990’s, when the number of break-ins started to in-
crease and even parts of Devolanivs’kyi Descent’s cobbled pavement
would disappear over night. Since that time, like many on this street
their house and backyard were locked behind an iron fence. Joining
our conversation, their neighbor Jenja added that just like at Dom
Sabrina (4), the boarding school, which was protected by a guard
parking in front of the newly renovated building, they tried not to let
strangers into their house anymore. “I never see people walking on
this street,” as Ramazan further told me, “and I do not see a reason to
leave the house myself. There are only homeless people in the ruins
over there [pointing at the former casino] anyway.”
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On the other side of the ruinous casino, both the two guards surveil-
ling the private parking spaces and street cleaner Lena told me that
they only know the area until Kotsebu Bridge, because there were only
drug addicts behind it. At night, as they further stated unanimously,
they tried not to come near Devolanivs’kyi Descent at all.

As depicted in map 02, the street can be disaggregated into four differ-
ent, highly contrasting parts, with the three bridges cutting through
Devolanivs’kyi Descent as oftentimes referred to demarcation lines.
The cartographic visualization of my interviewees’ spatial referenc-
es further elucidates a fragmentation of Devolanivs’kyi Descent on
the basis of our conversations: most of my conversation partners as-
sumed the outer, enlivened parts (A and D) to be safer. These two
external areas of the street, reaching to the port in its northern end
and the historic city center to its south, were populated more dense-
ly, more cars were parked in front of the buildings and most build-
ing entrances were thoroughly locked. In contrast, the two internal
parts were perceived as unpleasant (C) or straightaway dangerous (B).
These seemingly void areas were much more saturated with openly
accessible, ruinous structures and irregular pavements than the out-
er parts of the street.

My interviewees seemed to remain in their most familiar zones pre-
dominantly, being thus located mainly in the two outer areas of the
street, divided from each other by its ruinous central part. In this
area, my interviewees alternately assumed either void spaces, or pop-
ulations of gypsies, drug addicts and homeless people, believed to reside
in the ruins. What becomes further apparent within map o2 is the
interviewees’ tendency to limit their social and spatial references to
one or two of the four zones at most. Thus, those who lived or worked
in the southern extension of the street were more likely to make ref-
erences about the two southernmost areas and vice versa.
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5.3.2 Kieler Stral3e

As they described their frustration over the material and human
changes within the street, the residents and visitors of Kieler Stralle
in Neumiinster also eagerly referred to them — the foreigners, Bulgari-
ans, Romanians and alcoholics, who continuously appeared before the
inner eyes of my interviewees. Germans or immigrants, residents or
visitors — during my conversations it seemed as if nobody wanted to
live with them and like them, seeking to stay at a distance from their
notorious and accused neighbors.

When asked about the people residing on or visiting Kieler Strale,
Daniel (10), whom I encountered in the backyard of an open house,
told me: “I do know the people in our house, but there are many
Bulgarians, who get drunk and fight in the street,” indicating that
he knows only people who are not Bulgarian. Rosie, the owner of the
pub Stadtschdnke (13), further explained that she has witnessed this
street’s decline over the last decades and knows all those people in-
voluntarily. Gregorius, the owner of Tavern Ilios (17) on Kieler Stralle,
also complained about the Romanians, Bulgarians, Georgians and Al-
banians, who linger in the streets all day, deal with drugs, break into
basements, fill the streets with old furniture and let their children
play on the car road carelessly. The restaurant owner further told
me that while he might be one of the 30.000 immigrants living in
Neumdinster, “those foreigners are no good. I shoo them away as soon
as they come near my restaurant.”

Most of my interviewees used questions about the many openly ac-
cessible buildings on their street as a further occasion to point fin-
gers: “The doors”, as Rosie assumed, “are left open in order to air the
many moldy apartments in this area. Nobody takes care of this stink-
ing, dirty street - neither the city officials, nor the landlords.” Headed
to a friend’s place in the neighborhood, Maren (20) explained that
foreigners and alcoholics lose the keys to their apartments when they
are drunk and break the door locks in order to get back home.
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On his way to the Mosque, Mahmoud (15) also told me that it is typi-
cal of the Bulgarian and Romanian residents in this bad neighborhood to
leave doors open and pile up old furniture on the street, stating that
where he lives, the street is taken better care of and doors are always
closed. Mahmoud was one of several interviewees, using the context
of the open doors on Kieler Stra8e to point out that things are better
where they live: “The area in which I live isn’t pretty, but I cannot
complain. The houses are in better condition and it is not as loud as
here. Everything is safe and closed,” David (13), one of Rosie’s clients
at Stadtschénke added, pointing towards Wichernstrafle in the direc-
tion of Einsfeld. “They behave in the same way they did back in their
home countries,” Martin further told me, as he closed down his bar
“Bull Power,” adding that further up on Kieler Stral3e 545, where he
lives, everything is calm and in order.

Map 03 shows the social and human references made by my inter-
viewees in Neumiinster. During our conversations, many described
their narrow familiar circles, such as their children and spouses,
before proceeding to scapegoat the loutish, unkempt and criminal rest
of the neighborhood. Similar to Odessa, while positive neighborly rela-
tions and affiliations amongst the residents and visitors of Kieler Stral3e
were barely referred to, the vast majority of my interviewees had found
a common denominator in their unbeloved neighbors. As becomes
further visible in map 03, while the accused are omnipresent in the narra-
tives of my interviewees, they remained invisible for me throughout my
visits of Kieler Strale.

As illustrated in map 04, my interviewees repeatedly distinguished
between two highly contrasting areas within Kieler Strafle. The
northern, less densely populated areas above Bismarckstralle, in-
cluding the neighborhood of Einsfeld, were considered to be safer
and more livable, while the areas in its south and towards the railway
station [where I conducted the interviews] were perceived as dodgy or
dangerous by many.
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partners had reportedly changed their modes of moving through P
these areas over time. In this context, those who lived and worked o
on Kieler Stralle described to me their attempt to withdraw into the
premises of their apartments and businesses, while those who only
passed through the area tried to circumvent certain areas perceived as
particularly unsafe between Anscharstrafle and BismarckstrafSe: “It de-
pends on where exactly you are,” I learned from Monique and Sonja
(18), two teenage girls strolling on Kieler Stralle. “For instance, noth-
ing troubling ever happens in the area around the kindergarten (19).
We do, however, avoid the area around the Turkish men’s café (21).
Especially in the evening we try not to walk there,” the girls further
told me. Living in the northern parts of Kieler Strae, Hannelore (16)
stated that she picks out alternative streets parallel to Kieler Strafle
whenever she needs to get to the center of Neumdiinster. “I don't like
Kieler Stra3e at all,” agreed Maren, adding that this street is acceptable . 5 ;7 T — Bismarckstrabe
up to Anscharstralle and that she makes a turn to take a detour after
she reaches the intersection of the two streets. Unlike Hannelore and
Maren, Daniel spends most of his time in this neighborhood. Howev-
er, “because of the regular fights in front of our house,” as he stated,
“I try to go to specific, calmer places. For instance, I take my daughter
to the playground (14) next door where they rarely go.”

— . WichernstraBe

—— —  AnscharstraBBe

As becomes visible in map 04, similarly to Odessa, the perception of
insecurity related to certain groups occupying seemingly void spaces
appears to have impacted the moving patterns of my interviewees in
Neumiinster, causing them to take detours around certain parts of
Kieler Stral3e or avoid the street altogether.
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5.3.3 Holstein Center

To a certain extent the antipathy of my interviewees towards their
scapegoated neighbors in Odessa and Neumiinster was mirrored in
the attitude of the employees towards the visitors of Holstein Cen-
ter. From the shop sellers and owners, a pharmacist, a cleaning lady
and a security guard I learned that its main clientele, the wealthier
middleclass, had long withdrawn from the shopping mall. These days,
according to the interviewed employees, visitors mainly consisted
of social welfare recipients with substantially less money at their dis-
posal; rioting teenagers, who dispose of their empty beer bottles and
cigarette butts on the parking deck and turn off escalators; alcoholics,
who linger by the two entrances of Holstein Center all day long; and
immigrants, who live in the nearby high-rises and come downstairs
to occupy the benches in the arcade with their children daily. “Some
of our new fellow citizens,” as Christine (27), the owner of a tobacco
store on the third floor told me, “get drunk, team up and start fights
at the mall.” Others “sit on the benches all day long. Our security
staff struggles to restrict this. Its incredible how often we have to call
the police on them.” Security guard Karsten (28) further noted that
its visitors had earned Holstein Center the nickname Asibunker (an-
tisocial bunker), telling me that the mall predominantly attracts in-
dustrious drinkers and people with an immigration background, who only
come here to sit and kill time, like “the ladies (26) over there. This is
just a break hall for them and so they come here to babble. And if
you enter the mall from Brunnenstrale you walk over a pile of drunk-
ards. You will probably do this once and then never come back.” As
cleaner Simone (29) further stated, “this place has been turned into
a youth center. There is no purchase power in this city and nobody
comes to shop at the mall,” adding that her only job is to clean af-
ter rioting teenagers (22), who throw empty beer bottles and cigarette
butts onto the floors, turn on smoke detectors, spray the walls and
insult her verbally.”

Unlike in the two streets in Odessa and Neumiinster, at Holstein
Center I encountered not only those, who blamed others for the
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negatively perceived transformations of their everyday environments,
but also some of the accused. In contrast to the employees, who spoke
disdainfully of the mall’s new functions as a break hall, youth center,
promenade or pedestrian passage, the visitors pragmatically dubbed it a
shortcut, meeting point, parking possibility, or a place to catch ones breath
during our conversations.

Map o5 depicts the social references made by my interviewees. As
visualized, the accusing interviewees barely made any friendly or sol-
idary references to fellow employees, friends or acquaintances. Sim-
ilarly to Odessa and Neumdinster, they rather concentrated on their
anxieties and aversions towards those who they called new fellow citi-
zens, social welfare recipients, rioting teenagers and alcoholics during our
interviews, repeatedly emphasizing their reluctance to interact with,
clean after or rebuke the abovementioned actors.In contrast, the
scapegoated visitors of the mall seemed oblivious to their negative
connotation amongst the employees throughout our conversations.
Moreover, while they seemed to consider the material changes at
Holstein Center as equally unfortunate, they refrained from pointing
fingers and seeking out the guilty, rather concentrating on their new
modes of using the half-empty shopping center.
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Either way, most of the visitors I talked to and observed at Holstein
Center did not seem to have come here to shop indeed: a few Af-
ghani (26) women, surrounded by trolleys, bags and drinking bottles
cheerfully chatted with each other, while their children ran through
the arcade. My attempt to interview them remained unsuccessful, as
we did not find a common language. However, other visitors such as
Vladimir (24), a teenage boy awaiting his driving instructor, told me:
“I guess that people use the mall as a shortcut between two streets.
There’s a bus station on this side [pointing to Brunnenstralle] and
different shops, cafes and the railway station on the other one.” Not-
ing that she used to buy everything at Holstein Center, when the mall
was still filled with life, Heidrun (25) added that she only comes here
to park her car or to use the mall as a safer walkway through the city.
Security guard Karsten further spoke of the socially unprivileged
families, who live in the circumjacent high-rises and “pass through
this building only to shop at Netto [a discount food retailer on Brun-
nenstralle]. This building is rather a promenade, than a shopping
mall.” In face of the increased amounts of burglaries at Holstein Cen-
ter, pharmacist Sylvia (23) mentioned that she rarely walks through
the mall itself, rather using the rear door of the pharmacy on her way
out of the building.
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As illustrated in map 06, most of the employees at Holstein Center
were inside of their working spaces and, as some of them stated, tried
to walk as little as possible through the arcades of Holstein Center, in
which most of its visitors sat, chatted or strolled. In face of the many
empty stores, the visitors come to use the mall for other purposes
than shopping, thus barely entering even the functional ones or in-
teracting with the employees. Only the empty, accessible retail spac-
es were sometimes used as a shortcut to the elevators to get from the
first to the third floor. As a result, juxtaposed in the confined spaces of
the enlivened third floor of Holstein Center, the two groups seemed
to experience the mall in two parallel realities, which did not appear
to intersect.
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5.4 Discussion

5.4.1 Socio-spatial fragmentation
Along with growing vacancy rates and processes

of uncontrolled decay, many of my conversation
partners have witnessed changes in the mate-
rial and social qualities of their living or work-
ing environments. Furthermore, the presence,
customs and behaviors of new actors, occupy-
ing and reinterpreting adjacent voids were per-
ceived with unease by several of my interview-
ees: observing these slow material and social
transformations over longer periods of time, my
interview partners expressed a feeling of power-
lessness and of being at the mercy of these new
groups and individuals, believed to be catalysts
for the decline of their urban surroundings: in
fact, almost every person I spoke to had some-
one to blame for the negatively perceived chang-
es. Lingering in the supposedly empty areas of
the streets instead of traversing them hastily or
remaining in the seating area of the shopping ar-
cade instead of strolling through boutiques, the
disregarded groups and individuals appeared to
have established their own routines and habits
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within the assumed void areas; routes and habits which were de-
scribed as aimless, suspicious or uncanny during many of my inter-
views in Odessa, Neumdiinster and Itzehoe. In this context, all peo-
ple, who were believed to linger in the two streets and the shopping
mall with no apparent purpose, were considered to be up to no good
— poor, unemployed and with a tendency to engage in criminal ac-
tivities. Despite my efforts to familiarize with the perspectives of the
accusers and the accused, seeking out the latter proved to be difficult
in all three cities. Only in Itzehoe was I able to observe and talk to
some of the actors, reportedly misusing and tainting the appearance
of the shopping mall. Unsurprisingly, their perspectives significantly
deviated from the aforementioned unflattering characterizations im-
posed on them and while they engaged in other activities at Holstein
Center than shopping indeed, they did not make the impression of
being too poor or too drunken to do so. Rather, they expressed their
mixed feelings about the shopping mall as well, trying to grasp its
new qualities as a public space to meet, rest, or use as a shortcut.

Contrary to my initial assumption, the widely opened structures in
Neumdinster did not represent increased neighborly familiarity and
interaction. Instead, especially on Kieler Strale, the many opened
structures were perceived as a security hazard and blamed on the for-
eign, loitering and drunken neighbors. Those, who lived in houses
with constantly reopened doors complained about increased num-
bers of burglaries and about irresponsible neighbors, while those
who lived elsewhere, described their unwillingness to pass by the
open houses with the sketchy inhabitants. In contrast, on Devola-
nivs’kyi Descent most inhabited houses were locked meticulously,
while newly built structures turned their backs on the street. Not the
extreme opening, but closure and inaccessibility dominated the ap-
pearance of this half-deserted street. Yet, given Odessa’s reputation as
a city with open and inviting backyards and the ease, with which peo-
ple used to meet and connect with strangers in these hidden passages
throughout the city, it was precisely the closure that my interviewees
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void

described as a phenomenon unfamiliar to their neighborhood.
While it seemed that my conversation partners had more control over
the (in)accessibilities of their buildings in Odessa than in Neumiin-
ster, the widely opened and locked entrances indeed appeared to be
symptomatic of the changing social interactions and behaviors in
their two neighborhoods.

In light of the above, void structures appear to have a significant im-
pact on my interviewees’ social perceptions: firstly, voids appear to
be associated with insecurity and danger, allegedly emanating from
negatively connoted new groups of people. The references to a vast
variety of these actors — in combination with a substantial recourse
to xenophobic stereotypes — indicate that the negative perception of
voids has an important social dimension: in a way, citizens appear to
fill the voids with their discomfort and stereotypes towards, as well as
their desire to disentangle their identity and daily life from the other.
Moreover, void structures and their depicted social implications ap-
pear to entail changes in the usage of urban space and associated
patterns of movement. In fact, both the accusers — who aim to avoid
the perceived zones of discomfort/insecurity — and the accused -
who have established new forms and purposes of usage within and
around the voids — seem to have changed the dynamics and routines
of movement in the two streets and the shopping mall in Odes-
sa, Neumiinster and Itzehoe. Taken together, I will subsume these
processes under the term socio-spatial fragmentation, referring to
the evident fragmentation of urban space around the studied voids,
resulting from the citizens’ altering social perceptions, daily routes
and routines.
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5.4.2 A tradition of resentment

Remarkably, the widespread unacceptance of certain actors and
groups as neighbors and their reputation as catalysts for the decay
and voiding of Kieler Strale and Devolanivs’kyi Descent appear to
be well-established phenomena following a long tradition of social
devaluation and xenophobia in the two streets. In this context, my
interviewees’ alternate equation of voids and their (occasional) occu-
pants through statements like “this street is empty. Only a couple of
gypsies who live in the buildings further down the road [...]” could
imply that they have denied certain actors and groups the acknowl-
edgement as residents, neighbors and even as bodies, capable of fill-
ing the voids, over many years or even decades: for instance, accord-
ing to a study conducted by the University of Kiel, the residents of
Kieler Strafle have had a tendency to blame city officials and land-
lords for not renovating dilapidated houses and accusing foreigners
and social welfare recipients of exacerbating the critical situation by
overcrowding their apartments, drinking, fighting, making noise and
defacing the appearance of the neighborhood already back in 1992.
As the study concluded, under the guise of bemoaned disorder and
noise more profound biases and anxieties manifested themselves
throughout the interviewees’ narratives - such as the fear of losing
their jobs and apartments to their foreign neighbors. Besides the fact
that Turkish citizens have been substituted by Bulgarians and Roma-
nians by the time of my visits to Kieler Stralle, nothing seems to have
changed about the fact that people were refusing to acknowledge
certain groups as their neighbors over the course of many decades
and still refuse to do so.

Similarly, Devolanivs’kyi Descent has never enjoyed the reputation

of a pleasant neighborhood. Rather, during the last century, the street
was notoriously known (and depicted in many movies) as the home
of adventurous seamen and shady dealings. As Wladimir Chaplin,
the director of Odessa’s Museum of Jewish History told me, this street
was always notoriously known for being a fertile ground for subver-
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sive and criminal activities, “a rotting wound on the body of Odessa.”
While it seems to have lost its adventurous aftertaste over the last de-
cades, the sense of danger has lingered especially in the narratives of
its residents and visitors, who have never ceased to consider the un-
kempt and sketchy creatures in their street an exception rather than
arule.

In contrast to Neumdiinster and Odessa, it is not its past extending
into the present of Holstein Center unnoticedly, but rather the future
scenarios, promised by its managers and anticipated by its employ-
ees, which are already manifesting within the mall: In an article pub-
lished in April 2018, the three owners of Holstein Center announced
their plans to renovate and turn the shopping mall into the living
room of Itzehoe by late 2019, offering citizens and visitors a cultural
center with several gastronomic offerings and meeting points with a
quality of stay. Ironically, many of the current activities at Holstein
Center, referred to pejoratively during my interviews, are not as de-
viant from these future goals. Using it as a place to meet, eat a bite or
rest, the arcades on the third floor have already gained the character
of a living room, albeit only for those groups of people who are not
accepted as the new and anticipated users by many of my interview-
ees.

5.4.3 Reinterpreting the voids

As has become evident in the preceding chapters, the residents, employ-
ees and visitors of Devolanivs’kyi Descent, Kieler Stralle and Hol-
stein Center have all adapted their modes of moving through their
decaying and voiding surroundings. Most of the people I interviewed
demonstrated a tendency to withdraw from and limit their exposure
to their changing environments as much as possible. It was mostly
in the narratives of these interviewees that I also learned about the
groups and actors, who reportedly did the opposite by filling the
voiding surroundings with their presence and everyday activities. Be-
coming apparent even in the pejorative descriptions and references
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of most of my interviewees was that these actors had found new ways
in which to reinterpret and enliven the voids in the three areas: peo-
ple referred to as gypsies, alcoholics, drug addicts and the homeless
were believed to use the ruins on Devolanivs’kyi Descent as a habitat
and shelter. Others, described as Bulgarians, Romanians or foreign-
ers were assumed to reappropriate Kieler Stralle by spending more
time outside of their houses and assembling in groups to sit, eat,
chat, or dispose of old furniture. Lastly, the so-called welfare recip-
ients, foreigners and alcoholics at Holstein Center apparently used
the half-deserted shopping mall as a roofed space in which to meet
friends and rest in the seating areas, or through which to pass, in or-
der to avoid walking through the unmonitored and uncanny parallel
streets.

Without a doubt, the ways in which most of the abovementioned peo-
ple use and navigate through the voiding areas deviate from the ini-
tially assigned functions and established customs in the two streets
and at the shopping mall. More than that, by ignoring the commer-
cial function of Holstein Center, by residing in structures that seemed
uninhabitable on Devolanivs’kyi Descent and by using the sidewalk
and car road on Kieler Strale as an extension of their apartments,
the actors and groups make undeniably clear that several buildings
in these areas have lost their former functions and are being rein-
terpreted in formerly unknown ways by formerly unknown people.
In other words, by filling these spaces with obviously new functions
they inherently signalize a loss of the old ones.

Reinterpreting the voids
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Aiming to look beyond the surface of void structures in the urban con-
text, this study offers several insights into the notion and the social im-
plications of urban voids. In the first part, I have presented a catalogue of
different indicators of voids and their characteristics based on subjective-
ly set up categories. Within this catalogue I have labeled explicit indica-
tors, such as the ruinous remains of residential houses or unfilled retail
spaces that made unambiguously clear that the space was abandoned.
In addition, I identified other, more implicit indicators, such as broken
windows and other severe signs of weathering, hinting at voids more in-
directly. I perceived especially those implicit structures to convey an un-
canny sense of uncertainty. Remarkably, in light of the uncertainty over
the functions and occupants of these alleged voids, my feeling of discom-
fort persisted even in those cases, in which blurry movements or sudden
fragments of speech proved that the structures were inhabited.

One particularly salient implicit indicator, a reoccurring theme within
and around voids, was the juxtaposition of open and closed structures.
Against this backdrop, for the second part of this study, I have chosen
the widely opened and barricaded urban structures in juxtaposition as
lenses for the investigation of the socio-spatial implications of voids in
the three case studies in Neumitnster, Odessa and Itzehoe. Here I con-
ducted interviews in order to learn how people perceive the accumulat-
ed voids in their surroundings and whether the extremely open or closed
structures might be symptomatic for changes in their relations and inter-
actions with their human and built environments.

In my three case studies, void spaces seemed to have become projection
surfaces for anxieties, prejudices and resentments, frequently motivated
by xenophobia or the degradation of certain social groups. Due to the
sense of insecurity and danger associated with voids, as well as the de-
picted social resentments, some of my interviewees aimed to avoid per-
ceived zones of discomfort and withdraw into safer spaces.
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Others, however, established new forms and purposes of usage within
the void structures, turning them into their homes or places of abode.
Intentionally or not, through the withdrawal of some people and the
extension of others, these two groups seemed to live (and move) in im-
mediate juxtaposition and yet in clear distinction from each other.
In light of the above, this study highlights a socio-spatial fragmentation
resulting from the changed human interactions, routes and routines of
my interviewees in and around Neumiinster, Odessa and Itzehoe.

The approach taken in this study is to be broadly located within the
strand of literature that approaches the notion of urban voids from a
non-generative perspective — as self-sufficient, eventful and transforma-
tive spaces. In accordance with the work of Keller Easterling, Stephen
Cairns and Jane M. Jacobs, I aimed to investigate the already complex
dynamics within and around assumed voids, rather than suggesting ways
in which to fill them. The presented findings further add to the work of
George Kelling, James Wilson and Christine Dissmann, who investigate
the impact of decaying and voiding environments on human audiences
from a sociological perspective. However, extending beyond the grounds
covered by existing literature, I offer an in-depth, critical account of the
social and spatial dynamics and elucidate behavioral adaptations and
patterns within and around void structures.

Given the increasing numbers of cities facing deindustrialization and
economic stagnation, large accumulations of decaying and voiding built
structures, fallows and ruins will remain a relevant challenge for poli-
cy makers, academics, as well as creative and urban practitioners alike.
The findings of this study suggest that voids may not be at the root of
persisting social tensions in crisis-torn areas and that it might be nec-
essary to address the perception of urban voids not merely through
their removal and refilling. Rather, given that certain groups were al-
ready reappropriating and reshaping their dilapidated surroundings
in Odessa, Neumiinster and Itzehoe, a fruitful approach might be to
foster dialogue and exchange between them.
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While this study did not aim at shaping policy solutions, the renova-
tion or destruction of certain structures, but also smaller adaptations
and modes of reinterpreting dilapidated spaces functionally could
be turned into a communal matter between different residents and
stakeholders. In this context, the facilitation of social meeting points,
discussion rounds, workshops and initiatives for the residents of ar-
eas torn by crises and social tensions could allow them to determine
the faith of their built surroundings collectively and regain a right
to say over their immediate environments. In a nutshell, urban voids
could take up the role of spaces of encounter and interaction, rather
than that of alienation and fragmentation.

Beyond such practical approaches towards reconnecting different so-
cial groups, future research could investigate whether the tendency
of certain actors to expand into and occupy assumed voids (and of oth-
ers to withdraw from them) could be rooted in their diverse cultural
backgrounds and different modes of using public space. Further, it
could be of interest to investigate the perspectives of those actors and
groups much more thoroughly, who were so difficult to locate during
my research. Exploring their viewpoints could be conductive in order
to learn not only about the precariousness, but much rather about
the potential of voids to allow for new audiences, reinterpreted func-
tions and modes of usage.
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