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What do you think has driven this particular dynam-
ic in the East? 

I see three key developments. First, we have 
the departure of the better educated after the fall 
of communism, especially from the industrial cities 
towards the West. Second, the construction boom, 

with higher incomes moving to the suburbs. Third, 
the newly renovated city centers have an enormous 
appeal for those who can afford them. The most 
beautiful cities in the East are especially marked by 
this socio-spatial segregation. All this has led cer-
tain areas to have a massive concentration of the 
people left behind. If between 50 and 70 percent of 
all children in some prefabricated housing estates 
live in families that are on welfare, then I can no 
longer persuade the middle class that they should 
move there.

I would like to differentiate things in this 

reality exactly and not exacerbating the stigmatiza-
tion of these residential areas. In my opinion, this is 
also a major responsibility of science. There are very 
different residential areas and residential qualities 
within the housing estates, and the owners, too, are 
different. For example, the eastern part of Halle-Neu-
stadt, which lies close to the city center, is a stable 
and sought-after residential area without vacancies.

In German cities it is 

becoming increasingly rare for 

the poor and the rich to live next to each 

the headlines in 2018 and fueled public 

debate on what can be done to combat 

the growing social division of cities. 

Marcel Helbig – the author of the study – 

and urban planner Bernd Hunger discuss 

housing, the cohesion of a society, and 

the responsibility of social research to 

study this. 

Professor Hunger, in many places the socially mixed 
urban society is more a dream than reality. Did this 
result of the WZB study surprise you?

When income differences widen, they 

-
lying social developments. The social segregation of 
society is a long-term trend, so I wasn’t surprised. 
What did surprise me, however, was that the social 
divide in the East German cities is markedly greater 
than in the West.

remarkable. In the mid-1990s, studies came to the 
conclusion that there is actually no socio-spatial 
segregation in the East. Our data show that the East 
overtook the West in this regard within ten years. 
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What happens in a society when the poor and the 
rich are no longer neighbors?

To my knowledge, there are no studies on 
what this separation actually does to social cohesion 
in German cities. But when different social groups no 
longer meet and no longer understand the problems 
of others, the effect on a society cannot be positive. 

So, is housing the new social issue?
It is not housing that is the social issue, 

rather it is the growing gap between the poor and 
the rich. You can’t heal social wounds through living 
arrangements. But I agree with Marcel Helbig that it 
is bad when people do not know each other’s life-
styles. That’s why we make a case for social mixing. 
The second point involves equal opportunities. In 
certain spatial milieus many negative factors come 
together. A democratically constituted society must 
address this issue, otherwise there will be no ex-
change between people in different social situations 
and thus no basis for social consensus. It is impor-
tant to recog nize, however, that a small-scale social 
mix does not necessarily mean social peace. 

What do you mean?
The Wilhemenian city quarters, for example, 

were built in such a way that lawyers and doctors 

in the back buildings. This means that the WZB study 
would show only a slight socio-spatial division if the 
researchers were to examine the year 1910, as the 
rich and the workers lived spatially close together. 
That was the German model. In America, a socie-
ty’s social reality as manifested in the work process 
and in income has always been much more clearly 

So, the idea of achieving social peace through social 
mixing is also a very German one.

A hundred years ago, the inhabitant of the 
front building at least had a conversation with the 
worker from the back building.

Yes, that was the advantage. What is inter-
esting is that city planners in the 1920s no longer 
wanted this dichotomy of having the glamour in the 
front house and the misery in the back. They want-
ed the same living conditions – light, air, sun, and 
greenery – for everyone. The houses should look 
the same from all sides and be arranged loosely, 
with even the apartments not differing in comfort. 
Everything the large housing estates are accused 
of today, was the program of the architects of that 
time. This idea worked well for a long time as long 
as society was homogeneous. 

For me, the social question of living has two 
dimensions. First, is there enough affordable hous-
ing? Second, how are certain groups distributed 

to reconcile. 

Does social housing help in this sense?
Social housing used to have the task of both 

creating affordable housing and of achieving a social 
mix. This notion was abandoned by the 1990s at the 
latest. Social housing today is only about provid-
ing affordable housing. Not surprisingly, therefore, 
our study shows that social housing no longer has 

speaking, there is quite a lot of affordable housing 
in Eastern Germany. This fact raises the question 
of social distribution. In most West German cities, 
by contrast, there is currently a need to build social 
housing to create affordable housing. 

What solutions do you see for the problem of social 
segregation?

Build, build, and build – because there is no 
justice in a market that is too tight. In addition, the 
occupancy of the apartments can be politically in-

-
nanced; one third, heavily subsidized for the very 
needy; and one third moderately subsidized for 
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people with middle incomes. Municipalities can pre-
scribe an arrangement like this to private investors. 
Munich has been doing it for a long time. It is now 
also the case in Berlin. It’s a question of political will. 

Vienna is considered the capital of affordable living. 
What makes Vienna better? 

 The housing issue in Austria has always had 
-

struction there is also paid for from tax revenues. 
There’s a lot of other money behind it. Also, Vienna 

-
tion, as the Federal Republic of Germany did, in 1990. 
That was a big mistake. 

What do you mean?
-

companies have been favored recipients of public 
funding. This model was very successful at rapidly 
eliminating the postwar housing shortage in Ger-
many, a country that had been largely destroyed. But 
in the 1990s, the municipal housing companies be-
came limited liability companies that had to gener-

course in recent years and have revert-
ed to using their companies in 

-
forgivable and almost irreparable mistake was the 
privatization of large municipal housing stocks. 

What is your forecast for the future?
If we look at the whole of Germany, there is 

no housing problem. The majority of Germans live 
very comfortably. However, there are tight housing 
markets in the metropolitan regions and large cities. 
And it is now a question of political will to tackle the 
problems. One challenge is the balance between city 
and rural areas. The more successfully a city builds 
housing, the more people it attracts. It is therefore 
necessary not only to look at the individual city but 
also to include the region and, for example, expand 
local public transport there. 

There are many aspects to the trend of mov-
ing into the metropolises. It may not be wise to lo-
cate all public authorities, research institutes, and 
companies in the big cities. Too little thought is giv-
en to such decisions. One would have to think more 
strategically, for example, about strengthening me-
dium-sized cities. Bavaria has just moved the State 

What contribution can social research make?
The social sciences have 

not addressed the housing 
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question enough in recent years. They have under-
estimated the interest in the subject. Living is an 
existential topic not just for people, but also for the 
economy. What is not widely known, is that more 
than half of society’s total capital is invested in 
housing. 

For a long time there was simply no public-
ly accessible data with which we could investigate 
these questions. 

At the moment, social research lags behind 
reality. Social scientists must therefore think about 
developing new methods. It would be wonderful if 
the WZB could undertake research that would be 
very closely tied to practice. For me, it has always 
been interesting to plan for practical application and 
incorporate the results into accompanying research 
projects at the same time. Every planning assign-
ment in a rapidly changing society is exploratory 
research. 

Unfortunately, the publication constraints of 
science do not always match the expectations that 
society rightly has of social science.

The interview was conducted by Claudia Roth.

From the 
 archives

Finally, the same address for all:  
In the spring of 1988, the WZB 
research units, which had 
previously been spread across 
four locations in the city, moved 
to a single location, the former 
Imperial Insurance Agency, which 
British star architect James 
Stirling redesigned and expanded 
with a striking new building 
complex.

 
of former WZB presidents  

All together:  
Reichpietschufer

I N T E R V I E W

IN
 T

O
U

C
H

 –
 5

0
 Y

E
A

R
S

 W
Z

B

78


