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23 — THE HUSTADT STORY – SO FAR 

Apolonija Šušteršic

I’m back in Hustadt. This time I’m just a visitor. Matthias is very 
proudly showing me his café, ‘HuKultur’, which he is running now with 
volunteers and the Förderverein, Hustadt’s oldest neighbourhood as-
sociation. It’s still in the colours as we designed it, together with Mari 
Rantanen, back in 2010. However, it’s now furnished with new/old 
furniture that Meike Schalk and I donated to HuKultur just recently.1

	 Faruk is here as well, sitting in front of the café and really happy 
to see me. I’m equally delighted to see him. Faiza is in the kitchen 
screaming ‘Hallo’ – I enter to give her a hand. ‘Long time no see!’ I 
love the place. It smells of fresh baklawas – walnuts and honey.
Professor Uhlig comes by and sits with us. He is a bit tired but obvi-
ously happy that his long-term project – the Förderverein – has started 
to ‘fly again’. It seems that what we dreamt about so many years ago, 
when I moved to Hustadt to work on the project, is slowly becoming a 
reality. But it is not without its problems and not without struggle.
	 We are all sitting in front of the café looking at the Community 
Pavilion on the edge of the Brunnenplatz. There is canvas stretched 
over the front frame, facing the square. It has the printed title ‘Ideen 
machten sich bezahlt!’(Ideas that pay!) … It seems the Pavilion 
was used as a site for another art project? But what a strange and 
enigmatic title, which sounds cynical or even slightly arrogant in this 
context. I got a bit worried.
	 The economic imperative forces itself on everything today, 
everything always seems to revolve around ‘the money economy’ 
and is NOT concerned with creating change for a better future. Even 
when we talk about ideas or new concepts, such ideas should ap-
parently pay for themselves. They must be visible, they must not stay 
immaterial so that they can be measured and evaluated. They must 
produce some kind of material evidence and give a visual answer that 
justifies the investment. It seems to be extremely difficult to accept 
in the framework of capitalism we experience today, and difficult to 
imagine an alternative to the market economy. An alternative to a 
situation where the investment needs to produce a surplus value, and 
eventually produce bigger and bigger profits for those who invest. It 

1	  We made this furniture during the project KAFIČ for GfZK (Galerie für Zeitgenössische Kunst) 
in Leipzig. It needs some repair and it can be used again here in Hu_ Café for some years. We are 
planning a new action in the near future!
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the art world2 and to explore the hidden agendas behind this official 
invitation. The art world of today would view this invitation as very 
uninteresting, problematic or even wrong. It would be seen as the kind 
of invitation that could jeopardize an artist’s integrity and lead to the in-
strumentalization of their work (and potentially, themselves). However, 
this is the very difficulty that makes me curious and it presents a real 
challenge. I had the idea of setting my own position as an artist work-
ing seriously in relation to a specific place. I decided I would place my 
activity as a quotidian activity, creating a new position, compared to 
other professionals dealing with the same questions. It was exciting to 
look into the process from the inside, as a resident and effect change 
on the way. However, the questions I asked myself from the beginning 
related to my own position within such a sensitive process of urban 
change. Would I be able to maintain a critical position, defend my own 
ideas (and not the ones of the public, or the politicians!) and yet still 
co-operate and discuss the process with both of them? I wanted to 
see how much ‘space for resistance’ an artist is allowed to use within 
the process of development. As an artist, I would be the only one 
who would represent an independent, and therefore possibly critical 
position. So I myself became part of an experiment!
	 The invitation from the city was clearly hoping that art would 
solve all those unnamed problems that the city itself, the social 
organization in place, or even the urban planners and architects were 
not able to resolve.
	 When I began to investigate the conditions of the area, and the 
conditions of invitation, I learnt of a number of interesting issues 
and formed the project around them. The biggest issues were those 
related to the inequitable distribution of socio-political work in public 
space.3 Thus, the project circulates around questions of publicity and 
the public realm. It focuses on and discusses distributions of power 
in public space, the role of the artist (architect) within urban regen-
eration projects, the issue of ‘spatial justice’, and the appropriation 
of public space as understood by different actors. The project also 
includes and examines several aspects of my own practice: action 

2	  Here I’m referring to the position of the artist as an independent agent. Within art contexts and 
discussions there is a lot of speculation about the artist being instrumentalized by political, or other 
institutional, powers particularly when working within the domain of public art. I am interested in the 
mechanisms of instrumentalization and whether or not as an artist I could defend an autonomous 
position.

3	  For example, who decides on the future of the place? There are politicians and planners who 
are not at all associated with or connected to the place, where the financial institutions who provide 
the funding are also distant. Within the process, there is no presence of the immediate public, who 
use this public space.

looks like no-one is happy to invest in creating better futures, better 
relations, better communities, better places, without thinking that 
this will contribute to the production of increased rents and property 
value that only a few benefit from. Not only that, investment must turn 
around quickly – money has no time to wait! This ‘economy of time’ is 
a serious issue we face today, where everything must produce fast ef-
fects and fast profits. This is in contrast to the ‘democracy project’ as 
we know it, where decision-making processes take time; time which 
is ‘lost’ in discussions that aim to give everyone a voice and the right 
to speak. At the same time, the bureaucracy in place works according 
to global laws and isn’t able to act in favour of local situations, the 
places where many initiatives originate. The questions that arise from 
such paradoxes are directed to the critique of capitalism and the 
market economy, and importantly, the opening up of other solutions 
and proposals. What would happen if we tried to ignore the time 
estimated that a specific investment needed to become profitable? 
What if we tried instead to create a faithful process of democratic 
place-making, engaging the local population who are using the place 
daily? What if we paid more attention to creating better relations 
between local populations and the place, rather then providing just 
another urban design, refurbished? The account that follows is a 
personal reflection of a project, which aimed to do just that.

THE CASE STUDY: THE HUSTADT PROJECT

The Hustadt Project emerged from an ordinary invitation from the city 
of Bochum in Germany. The commission was for a public art project 
in the central marketplace, Brunnenplatz, in the multicultural suburban 
neighbourhood called Hustadt. The art project was part of a larger 
urban regeneration programme in Hustadt, set up by the city. In this 
commission, a gap existed between the expectations of the commis-
sioners and my own, participative approach to projects, an approach 
I bring to all my work. But this lack of knowledge and understanding 
of what the implications of a genuinely participative approach are, 
actually gave me the chance to work in Hustadt.
	 My reasons for accepting this invitation concern the challenges of 
the place itself, as well as a concern to provoke certain clichés within 
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today’s changing global situation. Now the population has changed 
dramatically. The people living in Hustadt today come from all parts 
of the world, which makes Hustadt much more metropolitan than 
the main centre of Bochum itself. Today, there are approximately 
56 different nationalities living in the neighbourhood. Many different 
cultures, lifestyles, and living habits are performed every day, in close 
proximity to one another, creating a microcosm of the world for good 
and for bad.
	 There is no need to say that outside of the neighbourhood 
itself, Hustadt has a reputation as a ghetto. It has acquired a very 
bad name, which has stigmatized the area for some time. High 
unemployment, lengthy integration processes and a constantly 
changing community limit the possibility for people to begin to relate 
to the place as their home. In Hustadt, 16 per cent of the population 
changes every year, with people constantly moving in and out. This 
means that it is not only difficult to build a relationship with the place 
as home, but it is also difficult to form a stable social environment 
and neighbourhood community. Consequently, the area is not able to 
create a sustainable community that manages itself and its everyday 
life to build a better place and a better reputation, where children are 
not ashamed to say that they come from Hustadt.6

PROCESS: AKTIONSTEAM

With the Hustadt Project I was aiming to produce change but I did 
not know what kind of change would be possible when I started. I 
was very aware of my own position as an artist, invited into a regen-
eration project in a place I did not know. It seemed all wrong, and so 
I decided to move to Hustadt to observe and learn from people living 
in the place and to learn from the situation as I experienced it. For the 
first few months I observed, listened, participated in public events 
in Hustadt and discussed with the people I met in Hustadt in my 
everyday life there.
My commissioner, the city of Bochum, had expectations and projected 
them onto the work, however, my contract was open and my task 
was very much undefined, or non-prescribed. While they expected, 

6	  Namely, there was a case when the high schools in Bochum didn’t want to accept students 
who had finished elementary school in Hustadt (Querenburg), acting on the rule of the school 
vicinity. Tom Thelen, ‘Ablehnung von Grundschülern am NGB sorgt für Empörung in Bochum-
Querenburg’, WAZ, 2 March 2011, available at: /www.derwesten.de/staedte/bochum/ablehnung-
von-grundschuelern-am-ngb-sorgt-fuer-empoerung-in-bochum-querenburg-id4355167.html, Hustadt 
Episodaire, p. 2 (accessed 4 October 2011).

research; urban contexts as material to develop a project; process as 
product; and public participation as a vehicle to ‘generate’ community.
	 As an artist-researcher, I immersed myself in the life of the place. 
I shared the everyday situation with people living in Hustadt and, 
together with them, created a platform for a participatory process. 
In this case, I wasn’t interested in a virtual interaction that is used as 
a strategy to provide or improve participation for direct democracy. 
Not only is the new technology not developed enough, it isn’t widely 
available and access to it is usually limited to a specific social class. 
At the same time, I wanted to defend a direct relationship to space 
and to people; I wanted to confirm the importance of creating stimu-
lating social situations within physical space.

CONTEXT: HUSTADT

Hustadt is a suburban neighbourhood on the south-eastern edge of 
the city of Bochum, Germany. It is surrounded by woods and fields 
on one side, with offshoots of the enormous campus of the Ruhr 
University Bochum, and on the other side, further housing areas.. 
Hustadt was conceptualized in the frame of development of the Ruhr 
University area in South Bochum. The winning project by Professor 
Hanns Dustmann for this part of the city (Querenburg) proposed 
situating 6,500 housing units for about 25,000 people on 418 ha of 
land, of this, Hustadt would house 6,000 inhabitants.
	 The building process in Hustadt started in 1965, taking a few 
years to complete. The initial 500 apartments were finished by 1968 
when the first young families moved in. This is also the time when the 
first Hustadt citizens’ initiative – Aktion bessere Hustadt,4 started to 
organize itself in order to deal with everyday life situations related to, 
for example, organized childcare and general communal living, which 
had only just begun.5

	 The place was meant to be what is called Universitätsrahmen-
stadt – a dwelling area to frame the university campus and the Opel 
Werke, Bochum – the Opel car factory situated on the other side of 
the Learholds Woods. It was intended to offer professors, students, 
academics, and public employees nearby living possibilities.
	 Along the way Hustadt has met several changes as a result of 
different social, economic, and political developments related to 

4	  Aktion bessere Hustadt is the forerunner of the Förderverein that remains active today.

5	  Haarmann, Kleine Geschichte der Hustadt.
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Figure 23.1 Actions, Hustadt Project, Actions, 2008–2011, Bochum, Germany

	 Those everyday life activities communicated our future project, 
the Community Pavilion – a meeting place in Brunnenplatz (Figure 
23.2). Our actions had a direction. The actions that we performed, 
the everyday life activities were known to the public, yet were unusual 
at the same time as they were somehow ‘out of place’ or ‘unexpect-
ed’. They just popped-up without any extra official consent. We didn’t 
ask the city for permission, except when it was really necessary. For 
example, when building the temporary pavilion (Figure 23.3), we just 
informed the city authorities via email about our action and we never 
received any official building permission for it. At one point in the 
process, things were developing so fast that we didn’t have time to 
be engaged with bureaucracy. We just did it.
	 The spontaneity of our actions was beyond any official control, it 
was beyond expectations of how the project should develop and what 
could be expected at the end. It was an organic process that was 
built by reacting to previous events without much advance planning.

or hoped, I would produce a sculpture (a replaceable, non-contextual 
object) and some neighbourhood kids would help me make it, I was 
pushing for more. I organized a local team of activists and people from 
the neighbourhood (which we called AKTIONSTEAM) to work with me 
on conceptualizing the project and carry out the regeneration project 
directly. We worked together for a year on various spatial actions that 
were performed in the main square, the Brunnenplatz, where most of 
the neighbourhood would meet. Those actions became our tool for 
testing situations in space and time, and helped create arguments for 
public discussions with local politicians who were making decisions 
about the process and direction of the regeneration project.7

	 With our actions we performed everyday life activities in public 
space, which activated the public and the space. We danced, read in 
public, cooked, repaired bicycles, gardened, constructed a building, 
told stories, played music, and so on (Figure 23.1). We performed 
activities that would communicate with the public on several levels: 
bodily, culturally and socially. The language of our actions was known 
to the public and therefore easy to adopt and participate in. Through 
the actions, we managed to activate the place and define it as 
space; it became visible and present in the life of the neighbourhood. 
Following Michael de Certeau, who argues that, ‘a space exists when 
one takes into consideration vectors of direction, velocities, and time 
variables’ (1984: 117), we managed to place Brunnenplatz on the 
map of the city space. We managed to unfold a space that is com-
posed of interactions of mobile elements, a space that is actuated by 
the ensemble of movements deployed within it, a space that occurs 
as the effect produced by the operations that orient it, situate it, 
temporalize it, and make it function in a polyvalent unity of conflictual 
programmes or contractual proximities. We managed to transform the 
space into a practised place (ibid.).

7	  The whole process is described in my doctoral dissertation, completed in November 2013 at 
Lund University, Malmö Art Academy, www.lunduniversity.lu.se/lup/publication/4144448, pp. 27–80.
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Figure 23.3 Temporary pavilion in progress, Hustadt Project, Actions, 2008–2011, Bochum, Germany

It seems the process of regeneration, as imagined by the authorities 
and official politics, didn’t include the unpredictability of an art project, 
where the main focus was a participatory processes itself; a process 
where you work with people, who are not professionals in the field 
of art, architecture or urban development. They are just people with 
different motivations, who came together to work on the Hustadt 
Project. This creates a situation that is very difficult to predict and 
control. However, control and predictability are of course at the core 
of the conventional (urban) planning and in contrast to processes that 
develop gradually and involve people’s participation. With our pro-
ject – the Hustadt Project – we ignored those aspects and reacted 
according to the development of the art process.
	 Setting up a participatory process within an art project was 
meant to test limits and question participation itself. When we analyze 
such processes, we realize that there is a lot of unpredictability and 
improvisation involved. We need to be aware of the fact that perhaps 
people who would participate in the process might participate not 
only to agree but also to disagree and demand, to have questions 
and want to get answers, and to even change the proposed plan of 
the regeneration. The art project therefore became a disturbance in 

Figure 23.2 Brunnenplatz, Hustadt Project, Actions, 2008–2011, Bochum, Germany

PARTICIPATION: COMMUNITY PAVILION 
BRUNNENPLATZ 1

The Community Pavilion was not planned. It was never planned 
within the official budget of the 13 million euros that Hustadt had 
received for regeneration. While the budget did include finances 
for an art project, it did not include money to build the Community 
Pavilion; the budget was only to create an art work!8

	 The expectations of the commissioner towards the artist were 
different from how the project was actually developing. As an artist, I 
took freedom in experimenting and negotiating along the way.

8	  However, the city built the basic structure of the pavilion with the money allocated to the art 
project from the outset. It was impossible to expect that the original financial plan for the regeneration 
process in Hustadt would extend (to 13 million) in favour of an art project. In order to finish the 
Community Pavilion as we imagined, I needed to do extensive fundraising. At the same time, nobody 
questioned the costs of the urban design project that was running in parallel and included a fountain 
that cost as much as the whole pavilion.
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Figure 23.4 Community Pavilion in progress, Hustadt Project, Actions, 2008–2011, Bochum, Germany

	 The process of the art project itself generated other self-organ-
ized projects and created other opportunities like the HU_kultur Café, 
the Hustadt Cinema Workshop, it activated existing NGOs such 
as UMQ (University meets Querenburg) and the Förderverein, who 
became keepers of the pavilion and who continue to work with strong 
links to the present local population.
	 The outcome of this participatory art project has resulted in 
numerous encounters, connections and networks of relationships that 
enable people to understand what their own personal potential is, and 
how it would be possible to realize it. The art project made people 
believe in their own power. The inter-subjective situation created 
through the process of the Hustadt Project produced participants’ 
awareness, which led to action. And this action is a continuous action 
that didn’t stop when I left the project – it is still going on.
	 I started the project because of an official invitation by the city 
of Bochum as part of the institutionalized process, but ended up in a 
self-organized and independent formation. There has been a certain 
transformation within the process of developing the project that has 
by its actions produced a critique of the official system. I can confirm 
Chantal Mouffe’s suggestion that it is possible to act politically within

the larger regeneration process, a kind of trouble that it was neces-
sary to deal with.
	 It became very clear that the participatory process, as a form of 
direct democracy, contradicts the general process of development 
within capitalist societies, which is directed to fast results and a 
predictable (planned) future. There is very little space for improvisa-
tion and uncertainty, which reveal the system itself to be inflexible 
and rigid, not corresponding to or even being able to correspond to 
human needs.
	 That’s not news – democracy is in contradiction to capitalism! 
Capitalism and democracy have been locked in a contradictory yet 
interdependent relationship throughout their history. Despite popular 
conceptions, liberal democracy has emerged as a mechanism, 
which has in effect limited popular participation, and operated as a 
legitimating device to protect capitalism from more direct forms of 
democracy (Fisher, 1996). The Hustadt Project set up a platform 
for direct democracy and managed to create a situation that was 
not expected and beyond official control. Suddenly the Aktionsteam 
became the main negotiation partner with the city officials, regarding 
the regeneration process in Hustadt.
	 Our arguments for the Community Pavilion were very clear from 
the beginning: Hustadt has no place to house public meetings, it has 
no sheltered place to meet and discuss everyday life problems. There 
are spaces with religious designation, but these are not suitable to 
host the mixed public living in Hustadt.
	 The Community Pavilion was conceptualized to become a place 
for all the kinds of neighbourhood activities that were performed 
previously through our actions. It became a place for meetings, 
parties, a cinema, public readings and story telling, music and theatre 
performances, lectures, a place for children to play, to garden, draw 
and perform parts of the education programme. It is a simple struc-
ture with a roof, seating places, tables and benches, a small enclosed 
space, a poster board and a blackboard, a little herb garden, and 
anything more depends on the users’ imaginations (Figure 23.4).
	 However, the Community Pavilion is not just a building, which 
resulted from an art project, it is much more: it has connected the 
loose strings of local activism that needed a platform for their activi-
ties; it has empowered those who wanted to be empowered in order 
to get on with their struggle, to keep the place alive in its everyday 
reality; discovering the potential that exists within its inhabitants at 
this moment, and through that, opposing the powers of gentrification. 
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particularly on the inter-subjective relations in the process and the 
creation of informal situations for encounter. The key issue in creating 
participatory processes is participant motivation and desire. In my 
opinion, motivation and the desire11 to participate are part of the sub-
jective state of mind: experience and awareness. I unfold and analyze 
this statement within the specific context of the Hustadt Project.
	 In the Hustadt Project, as in my practice in general, I focus on 
a result that is not necessarily an object (that is, an architectural 
or art object that provides a physical presence within our living 
environment). Instead, I am interested in the process itself. Rather 
than a physical object, I’m interested in the process of communicative 
exchange. I’m interested in changing and affecting the established 
systems through their own production and development in order to 
provide a change.
	 However, it is important to understand the situation, the place 
where I work and who are the people living–making this space I’m 
engaged with. Therefore, I aim to embrace what Doreen Massey 
proposed to understand when working with-in space:

First, that we recognise the space as the product of interrela-
tions; as constituted through interactions, from the immensity 
of the global to the intimately tiny. Second, that we understand 
space as the sphere of the possibility of the existence of multi-
plicity in the sense of contemporaneous plurality; as the sphere 
in which distinct trajectories coexist; as the sphere therefore of 
coexisting heterogeneity. Without space no multiplicity; without 
multiplicity no space. If space is indeed the product of interrela-
tions, then it must be predicated upon the existence of plurality. 
Multiplicity and space as co-constitutive. Third, that we recognise 
space as always under construction [as a process]. Precisely 
because space on this reading is a product of relations-between, 
relations, which are necessarily embedded material practices, 
which have to be carried out, it is always in the process of being 
made. It is never finished; never closed. Perhaps we could 
imagine space as the simultaneity of stories – so-far.
(Massey, 2005: 9)

11	  I am following here Doina Petrescu’s reading of desire and participation in Deleuzian terms 
(Petrescu, 2005).

the existing system and affect its direction of change: as ‘to believe 
that existing institutions cannot become the terrain of contestation is 
to ignore the tensions that always exist within a given configuration of 
forces and the possibility of acting in a way that subverts their form of 
articulation’ (Mouffe, 2013: 100).

THE IMMATERIAL, THE RELATIONAL, 
AND THE PROCESSUAL

At the same time, I look at visual art and its relation to society today, 
particularly when it seems to be developing an interesting critique 
of capitalism but hasn’t yet managed to distance itself from it. The 
‘dematerialization of the art object’ (Lippard, 1997)9 has turned itself 
into a ‘production of value’10 that feeds the art market continuously, 
even if the art object has disappeared. On the other hand, art that is 
produced ‘outside’ of the art institution (and art market) contributes 
to the production of space and potentially changes its value as well. 
In this case I believe that by acting ethically, we can stir the process 
against the accumulation of capital exclusively producing the social 
value of space. Working within the urban context (as an artist or 
architect), one needs to be aware of who will benefit from the change, 
in order to be able to shift the spatial development processes against 
gentrification and other socially negative processes.
	 Within the production of space, through experience and 
awareness, I focus on analyzing the relationships, or the relational as 
Bourriaud (2002) put it. This approach creates an interaction with 
space that can lead to further participation and action. This finding is 
not a new one, but it connects loose strings and presents the subject 
in another light. The argument is a result of my long-term practice, and 
therefore brings some new suggestions to the subject of participation, 

9	  Lucy R. Lippard’s book, Six Years: The Dematerialization of the Art Object from 1966 to 1972, 
is a cross-referenced book of information on some aesthetic boundaries: consisting of a bibliography 
into which are inserted fragmented text, art works, documents, interviews, and symposia, arranged 
chronologically and focused on what are called conceptual or information or idea art, with mentions 
of such vaguely designated areas as minimal, anti-form, systems, earth, or process art, occurring now 
in the Americas, Europe, England, Australia, and Asia (with occasional political overtones).

10	  I’m referring here to the increasing value that is applied to art objects and art concepts 
produced for the art market, which transforms the value from the symbolic value of the artwork into 
the monetary value. Dematerialization, as a concept critical of material society and the greed of 
market capitalism, is an interesting idea. Yet as bodies we are still not dematerialized, even if the 
developments within technology nowadays suggest virtualization of the parts of our being (such 
as emotions or feelings), the physicality of our body remains. Therefore, we simply need physical 
space, and objects to relate to. The more urgent problem that I consider needs attention today is the 
production of value within the contemporary art context. That serves very well to feed the flow and 
supports the philosophy of the market-focused capitalist system.
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