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Introduction
Squatting and Autonomous Action in Europe, 1980–2012
Bart van der Steen, Ask Katzeff, and Leendert van Hoogenhuijze1

In recent times, urban revolts and radical movements have become a frequent 
topic of discussion.2 Since December 2010, people have occupied spaces, made 
political demands, and clashed with the authorities in major cities across the 
globe: from Tahrir Square in Cairo to Zuccotti Park in New York, and from the 
capitol building in Madison, Wisconsin, to the Puerta del Sol square in Madrid. 
Their demands have above all focused on democratic rights. For most of those 
involved, democracy is not solely defined as the right to vote but more funda-
mentally as the possibility to take control of one’s own life and community and 
to truly participate in society and decision-making processes.

The first spectacular wave has by now passed. Its consequences are still 
being felt, however, not only in the Middle East, where the revolts have made 
way for long-drawn, arduous, and at times violent struggles for democracy 
and social justice that have encountered considerable setbacks, but also in the 
United States and Europe, where the Occupy movement has fanned out into 
a multitude of movements struggling against austerity politics and repression.

Even though these protests are taking place simultaneously, the protests 
and revolts in the United States, the Middle East, and Europe are not directly 
connected. Although the Occupy movement did refer explicitly to the Cairo 
movement as an example, and the protesters on the Tahrir Square proclaimed 
their solidarity with those in Madison, the contexts in which these movements 
are active are very different.3 The symbolic power of a shared form of struggle 
is strong, but intensive political bonds between these different movements have 
not developed. 

Europe, too, has witnessed a series of intense social conflicts the last 
few years. Most of these unfolded in an urban setting and involved large 
numbers of youths who clashed with the authorities. Examples are the ri-
ots in the Paris banlieues (2005), the December revolt in Athens (2008), the 
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London riots (2011), the 12 March Movement in Portugal (2011) and the 
M15 movement in Spain (2011).4 Some of these protests in France involved 
mainly ‘second generation immigrant’ youths who responded to their under-
privileged position and police brutality. Initially, this was the impression in 
London as well, but studies have shown the involved ‘feral underclass,’ as the 
secretary of justice called them, to be of a more ‘mixed’ nature. Both events 
were widely denounced in the mainstream press as apolitical and destructive. 
Other conflicts, such as the protests in Greece, Portugal, and Spain, explicitly 
attacked the austerity politics of their respective governments that had been 
forced upon them by external bodies like the EU and the IMF and triggered 
by the financial crisis. These protests were initiated by university students and 
were to some degree promoted as being unaligned to political parties or even 
apolitical. The student protests in London in 2010, now completely overshad-
owed by the 2011 riots, can be seen in a similar light. In yet others, youths 
resisted commercialisation and exclusionary urban politics and demanded a 
‘right to the city’ for all. Such movements unfolded, for example, during the 
struggle for the Youth House in Copenhagen and the Gängeviertel complex 
in Hamburg.5

These urban conflicts and the political issues they touch upon are remi-
niscent of the wave of urban revolts of 1980. In St Pauls, Bristol, predominantly 
black youth clashed with the police after a police raid on a popular café. Also in 
1980, youths in Zurich, Amsterdam, and Berlin occupied buildings and public 
spaces and clashed with the police.6 The latter wave of occupations soon spread 
to others cities and countries and heralded a new cycle of protest in which the 
urban, youth culture and public space played a central role.7 In 1981, riots broke 
out in both France and Britain, starting with the Brixton Riots, all in response 
to police brutality and racism.

A significant actor in these revolts was the squatter movement: a radical 
libertarian youth movement in which radical politics merged with underground 
culture. Squatters organised occupations, demonstrations, and often also clan-
destine sabotage actions. In cities such as Amsterdam and Berlin, the move-
ment grew rapidly. In 1981, J.W. van der Raad counted more than 206 squatted 
buildings in Amsterdam, housing more than 1,300 activists. Around the same 
time, West Berlin counted 284 squats.8 But squatting also spread to other cities 
and smaller towns.

Because of the movement’s focus on squatted houses and autono-
mous social centres, youth culture, alternative ways of living, and radical poli-
tics were from the start directly interlinked. Large squatted complexes often 
housed punks, runaway youths, artists, and political activists. In squatted so-
cial centres, political meetings were organised next to punk shows and alter-
native art exhibitions. Squatting was a political practice, a way of living, and 
also part of a youth subculture.

Previous page spread: Amsterdam squatting poster, 1980. Courtesy of Interference Archive.
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Most political activists, however, did not limit themselves to the oc-
cupation, running, and defence of buildings. Rather, squatted houses often 
served as an infrastructure from which other political actions were organised. 
As squatter activists began participating in the struggle against nuclear weapons 
and power plants, large infrastructural projects, neo-Nazi groups, and govern-
ment cuts, the term ‘autonomous movement’ came to replace the initial ‘squatter 
movement.’ ‘Autonomous’ also made explicit the links with radical movements 
of the 1970s, such as the Italian Autonomia movement.9

In Germany, for example, the terms Hausbesetzer (squatter) and 
Instandbesetzer (a combination of the terms Hausbesetzer and Instandsetzer, that 
is, renovator) were soon replaced by the term Autonom. This happened as early 
as 1982, when the massive wave of squatting in West Berlin came to an end. The 
term signalled the movement’s broadening field of action.

In Spain, too, the term ‘squatter’ preceded the term ‘autonomous.’ In 
fact, the first squatter group in Barcelona used the English term: it was called 
Colectivo Squat de Barcelona. After that, the term okupa became standard, 
while later autonomous became more common.

In Denmark, the term besætter (occupier) remained dominant through-
out the 1980s, with the abbreviation BZ referring to the movement as a whole. 
In the 1990s, however, it became more common to refer to the movement as 
autonomous, partly because opportunities and possibilities for squatting had 
changed drastically and squatting became less prominent in the movement’s 
action repertoire. 

In the Netherlands, the term kraaker (squatter) always remained domi-
nant. The term ‘autonomous’ was used from 1980 onwards, but only inciden-
tally and by a specific faction of the movement. The term ‘kraaker’ refers to 
the Second World War period, during which resistance groups used the term 
(previously referring to burglary) to refer to illegal sabotage actions and break-
ins. Most probably because of the associations it thus triggered, it soon pushed 
aside the activists’ previous name: ‘housing pirates.’

There were also cities where the term ‘squatter’ or ‘autonomous’ never 
became common. In Athens, for example, the movement first referred to itself 
as ‘wild youth’ and later claimed the term ‘anarchist.’ Even so, in their way of 
organising, their action repertoire, and ideology, they remained very similar to 
the previously mentioned movements.

The squatter/autonomous movement of the 1980s has received some 
attention from journalists, social scientists, and historians. There are contem-
porary studies, often commissioned by governments, that try to analyse social 
composition and demands of these movements, often with the goal of as-
sessing the extent to which they (will keep on) threaten(ing) public order.10 
Furthermore, there are social science studies that mainly focus on the in-
ner dynamics of these movements, such as an examination of their interac-
tion with the media and the authorities, or of processes of radicalisation.11 



Pro-squatting graffiti in Barcelona, 2009. Photo: Josh MacPhee.
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Authors close to the movement have also aimed to reconstruct the move-
ment’s histories.12

The historiography that has thus come into being is scattered and un-
balanced. First, the available literature tends to focus on a specific number of 
cities, known for their ‘spectacular’ movement histories. These cities include 
Berlin, Amsterdam, Zurich, and Copenhagen.13 Other cities are often ignored, 
especially in English-language publications. Accordingly, little information is 
available on squatter/autonomous movements in Vienna, Barcelona, or Poland. 
The problem does not seem to be based on language alone: the British city of 
Brighton, for example, has a vivid movement and movement history that have 
still not received much attention.

Additionally, the cities deemed central in movement histories are all set 
in Northwestern Europe. Historian George Katsiaficas, for example, wrote the 
only truly wide-reaching history of European autonomous movements. While 
starting his story in the industrialised cities of Northern Italy and devoting 
some time to Zurich, he focuses mainly on Amsterdam, Copenhagen, and es-
pecially Berlin.14 This has led some scholars to view autonomous movements 
as mainly a Northwestern European phenomenon. Most of these link their 
inception and development directly to the specific political systems and welfare 
regimes in this region.15

Finally, most studies limit their time frame and focus to the 1970s 
and 1980s. London has been an exception, with most studies focusing on the 
1960s and 1970s,16 but these too have understood the autonomous movement 
as something of the past.

Limiting the focus to a period of ten years and one specific region of 
Europe leads to a distorted image of the movement’s history, neglecting almost 
twenty years of more recent movement history and leaving out the experiences 
of activists in many other cities. The resulting image of these movements is thus 
distorted, important factors influencing their development are obscured, as well 
as the effects they can have. To get a clearer view of what these movements are, 
how they develop, and what influence they (can) have, it is important to see the 
whole movement: not only in Northwestern Europe during the 1980s, but in 
the whole of Europe over the last thirty years.

This collection aims to expand the historiography both geographi-
cally and with regard to the time frame. It includes studies on the squatter/
autonomous movements in Vienna, Poznań (Poland), and Barcelona, cities 
that have so far received only little attention in English-language publica-
tions. The case studies also cover a time span of thirty years or more, from 
the early 1980s or earlier to the 2010s, while also discussing the movements’ 
possible futures. By doing so, they provide not only a more complete, clearer 
image of these movements, but an overview of the movement’s history, with 
an eye to the future.
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Explaining the Focus on 1980s Northwestern Europe

There is a strong current in the present historiography that focuses (1) on au-
tonomous movements in Northwestern Europe, and (2) on the 1980s. How can 
this be explained and how has it affected the literature? In part, the focus on this 
region can be explained by the fact that the centre of the youth revolts of 1980 
indeed lay in cities in Germany, Switzerland, the Netherlands, and Denmark. In 
Italy, the youth revolt of the 1970s had been effectively repressed by 1980, with 
a great number of activists either imprisoned or exiled, leading to the ‘Italian 
winter’ of the 1980s after the ‘hot autumn’ of the 1970s.17 In other Southern 
European countries, such as Spain and Greece, social movements were only 
just recovering from the dictatorial regimes and the democratisation struggles 
of the 1970s. This was the case in cities such as Barcelona and Athens. These 
movements were not yet connected to movements in the Northern and Eastern 
Europe, still in the grip of communist dictatorship.

The protest wave of 1980 in Northwestern Europe has also been ex-
plained by structural sociopolitical factors. Social scientist Hans Peter Kriesi 
and his colleagues have done so in their impressive research project, based on 
systematic newspaper analysis, through which they constructed a data set of 
social movement actions in Germany, France, the Netherlands, and Switzerland 
from 1968 to 1989.18

According to Kriesi et al., there were more political opportunities for 
new social movements such as the squatter movement in Northwestern Europe 
than in Southern Europe, because the conflicts between labour and capital had 
been pacified in the North through a corporatist economic system.19 This dif-
fused the conflict lines between traditional left and conservative parties, and 
opened up space for new social movements and movement parties such as the 
Greens. In Southern Europe on the other hand, the political lines of conflict be-
tween labour and capital remained much more antagonistic, thus tying the pub-
lic to the traditional left and right parties. Here, the previously mentioned new 
social movements thus had much less influence. According to this framework, 
the influence and size of new social movements such as the autonomous move-
ment are thus linked to a specific sociopolitical system and welfare regime.20

New Developments and Old Narratives

The research of Kriesi and his team encompasses the thirty years from 1968 to 
1989. Though large in scope, it also leaves out a number of European countries, 
especially those in Southern Europe and the United Kingdom. Furthermore, it 
does not cover the 1990s and after. Were social movements as marginal outside 
of Northwestern Europe?

The case of Italy, ‘the only country where the [1968 youth] rebellion 
turned into a workers’ revolt,’ seems to disprove this point.21 Here, the 1970s saw 
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massive radical youth and social movements, which reached the peak of their 
strength in 1977.22 There were active squatting and radical action movements 
in Southern Europe and in Britain in the 1980s as narrated by the chapters on 
Barcelona, Athens, and Brighton in this collection. In his chapter on squatting 
in Poland, Grzegorz Piotrowski additionally speaks of squatted houses in 1980s 
East Berlin and Hungary.23 

Especially in the 1990s, squatting again took a leap in Italy with the 
social centre movement: houses were squatted or rented with the aim of giving 
them a public function as a centre for both local residents and activists.24 Not 
long after, Britain followed suit.25 At the same time, squatting spread to Eastern 
Europe: not only to East German cities such as East Berlin and Leipzig but 
also to Poland and Slovenia (the Metelkova City Autonomous Cultural Centre 
in Ljubljana). Thus, squatting is a practice that can clearly take root and flourish 
in very different political settings and regional constellations.26

 Interestingly, the new cycle of occupations in the early 1990s in 
Southern and Eastern Europe coincided with a deeply felt crisis among older 
activists in the Netherlands and former West Germany, the earlier hot spots of 
autonomous action. In these years, a part of their infrastructure disintegrated. 
In Amsterdam, for example, the important squatter weekly Bluf! was discon-
tinued (1988) and an intense conflict within the movement led to the hospi-
talisation of a number of activists (1987).27 The movements seemed to be losing 
activists, strength, and know-how. Important squats were evicted. This crisis 
experience was voiced in a number of, occasionally controversial, texts.28 The 
German writer Geronimo, for example, who had gained fame for his first his-
tory of the autonomous movement in Germany in the 1980s, Fire and Flames, 
dubbed his second book, covering the first years of the 1990s, Glow and Ashes.29 

The coinciding of squatting waves in some parts of Europe and crises 
in others signify that the protest cycles were not yet synchronised. This would 
happen later, with the rise of the alterglobalisation movement at the end of 
the 1990s. But most importantly, it showed that squatting and autonomous 
movements were not limited to a specific region or era, or to a specific socio-
political system.30

The post–Cold War practices of squatting in Great Britain and 
Southern and Eastern Europe offer possibilities to expand the narrative of 
1980s Northwestern European autonomous movements. In her work, Nazima 
Kadir shows that, at least for Amsterdam, this has not yet been the case. Rather, 
the movement there seems caught in a linear narrative, focusing on one spe-
cific protest cycle that covers the years 1979–1988, which influences not only 
research but also the expectations and imaginations of activists.31 The 1980s 
movement is idealised and projected unto the imaginations and desires of ac-
tivists who envision the perfect movement as massive, militant, and capable of 
spectacular occupations and street fights. The image of the movement has thus 
become static, blind to the movement’s evolution, and the cause of many of the 
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current activists’ experience of a ‘schizophrenic’ world, in which the real move-
ment and its myth continuously clash.

This mythic movement also idealises a specific vision of militancy. 
According to this vision, radical movements in the 1980s were able to beat po-
lice forces during street fights and ward off evictions by barricading houses and 
sometimes even entire streets. Major examples are the Vondelstraat barricades in 
Amsterdam in February–March 1980, the Ryesgade blockade in Copenhagen 
in September 1986, the Barrikaden-Tage in Hamburg in November 1987, and 
the eviction of the Mainzer Strasse houses in Berlin in November 1990.32 In all 
these cases, the barricades lasted several days. The movement has often been pro-
nounced dead because it would no longer be able to pull off such actions.33 But 
this perspective both overestimates the strength of the movements of the 1980s 
and underestimates the subversive potential of the movements that came after. 
It is based on a far too limited understanding of what militant politics could be.

To extend the field of research and to broaden our vision to include 
movements from other regions and from more recent times, we need to move 
away from the classic linear grand narrative and the myths surrounding the 
autonomous movement of the 1980s. Instead, we need to acknowledge that this 
movement represented only one specific protest cycle after which many have 
followed and will follow in the future.

Continuities and Change

Since 1968, Europe has witnessed a continuity of radical urban youth move-
ments in which radical politics merge with underground culture, libertarian 
principles prevail, and direct action is preferred.34 This collection focuses on the 
development of autonomous movements after 1980, taking into account expe-
riences from different European cities. When we compare the case studies in 
this collection, what similarities and differences can be observed? What are the 
main continuities and changes? What are the effects of these movements and 
what factors influence its development?

One continuity we see is the libertarian way of organising. In general, 
parties, trade unions, or other forms of institutional politics are dismissed in 
favour of small and local groups. Direct, participatory democracy is central and 
often political affinities and personal friendships overlap. This has been the case 
not only in ‘traditional’ movement cities such as Amsterdam or Copenhagen 
but also in ‘new’ places such as Poznań. This, however, does not mean that there 
are no leaders. Rather, there are informal hierarchies, as is shown in the chapters 
on Amsterdam and Poznań. 

A second constant is the link between radical politics and subculture. 
The emphasis on specific political issues may shift from urban restructuring 
to anti-fascism. The form of organising may change from networks of squat-
ted houses to an emphasis on rented social centres. The dominant music styles 
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and subcultures of activism may change from punk to hardcore in the 1980s 
to acidtechno and freetekno 1990s to drum and bass and dub soundsystems in 
the 2000s. But the focus on the urban, on emancipatory politics, on youth and 
alternative lifestyles remains a constant. The Poznań squat, for example, started 
with a punk concert. The most recent protest wave in Copenhagen was trig-
gered by the eviction of the Youth House that, along with others, functioned as 
an important scene for alternative music. 

A third continuity is the localism of these movements, centering on 
urban development and a city for all. Squatting, therefore, is a central action 
method: it claims houses and social centres for public goals. But localism goes 
further. The movement in Vienna, for example, started with the Burggarten 
movement of 1979, which lifted the ban on walking on the grass in public parks. 
In Barcelona, squatters supported the construction of a local park and helped 
protect it against plans to build a sport complex. Similar protests also unfolded 
in Athens. In Brighton, a store in the city centre was squatted to protest high 
rent prices and gentrification.

The same goes, finally, for direct activism, and militancy. Autonomous 
movements tend to verge on the boundary between civil disobedience and con-
frontational politics. Here too, emphases may shift; for example from street 
fight militancy to more symbolic forms of confrontation. In Copenhagen, for 
example, autonomous activists refrained from engaging in violent confronta-
tions for a while after a large eviction wave in 1990. Instead, they focused on 
forging alliances and peaceful demonstrations. However, after an anti-EEC 
demonstration met with brutal police force in May 1993, the movement again 
started to engage in intense confrontations with the state. Thus, while the 
movement acts more militantly at some moments than others, the goal remains 
to subvert traditional hierarchies and to question state authority. 

Three Decades of Autonomous Movements

As the case studies in this collection show, some general lines of development 
can be observed in the movement culture from 1968 onwards. Compared to the 
social movements of ‘1968,’ the youth revolts of the 1980s seemed more pes-
simistic and dystopian. Instead of pacifist 1960s flower children or radical ac-
tivists fighting for a certain victory, disenchanted and disillusioned youths with 
‘no future’ rose up, seemingly less organised and theoretical but more militant 
and embittered than their 1960s counterparts. The revolting youth seemed to 
have lost faith in society: in the welfare state, political parties, the economy, the 
trade unions, popular culture, etc. They denounced grand political programs and 
the idea of (workers’) revolution and instead sought to establish small, liberated 
islands for experiments with autonomy and self-management.

Even though our collection takes the 1980 youth revolt as its starting 
point, the movements that emerged that year did not appear out of nowhere. 
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Rather, they built upon movements and experiences from the 1970s. Cities 
such as Amsterdam, Copenhagen, London, Berlin, and Frankfurt had seen 
the rise of radical urban and squatter movements in the early 1970s. The first 
documented squatter action in Germany took place in the run-down Westend 
neighbourhood of Frankfurt on September 19, 1970.35 The first squatter action 
in Amsterdam had already taken place five years earlier: in January 1965.36 As 
these movements picked up speed in the early 1970s, the foundations were laid 
for the movement that would fully develop from the 1980s onwards. The move-
ments of the 1980s built upon previous experiences, networks, and knowledge. 
Furthermore, many characteristics such as the action repertoire, the merging 
of radical politics and underground culture, and the focus on direct action and 
anti-parliamentarism can be traced back to the 1970s and even earlier. It is thus 
not surprising that many of the contributions in this collection take the 1970s 
as their point of departure.

Even so, some significant shifts can be observed from 1980 onwards. 
In contrast to the movements of the 1970s, the squatters of the 1980s were 
not only more pessimistic, they also seemed younger and less theoretically in-
clined. One could even say that anti-theoretical attitudes were dominant in 
the movements of the 1980s. This was influenced by several factors, to start 
with, the fact that the activists were younger and often more proletarian than 
their forerunners of the 1968 student movement.37 The movement also built 
upon radical feminist approaches that aimed at overcoming the divide be-
tween leftist theory and practice.38 As a result, actions became more important 
than their theoretical underpinning. Furthermore, a revaluation of romanticist 
sentiments played a role. Most importantly because the squatters’ movement 
resisted plans and governments that were still very much influenced by tech-
nocratic and rationalist ideas.39

But the anti-theoretical stance was in part also a reaction to the de-
cline of the radical movements of the 1970s. Both those in Marxist-Leninist 
groups, groups supporting armed struggle, and radical student leaders of that 
era wrote long and often overly theoretical texts. By the end of the 1970s, 
however, these seemed to be written to draw attention away from the move-
ment’s trajectory towards insignificance or increasing moderation, rather than 
to prove a point. The frustration of younger activists with radical intellectu-
als was voiced, for example, in an influential song by the German punk band 
Slime, ‘linke Spießer’: ‘Always critical and political / Marx and Lenin on the 
bedside table / But you’ve got something against clashes / And you happily 
make room for the police. . . . And when we become aggressive / You are all 
suddenly conservative.’40

The lyrics of Slime seem to convey the aggression and lust for con-
frontation that was characteristic for the punk subculture and nourished by the 
1980s squatter movement. This militant stance was also conveyed through the 

Left: Graffiti on the former site of the Youth House/Ungdomshuset in Copenhagen—‘69’ references the 
street address of the squat, 2007. Photo: Josh MacPhee.
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movement’s posters and publications, which often showed lone street fighters 
with balaclavas facing large crowds of riot police.41

In comparison to the ‘dark’ and confrontational 1980s, the 1990s move-
ment on the other hand seemed driven by new optimism. It has often been claimed 
that social movements suffered from the end of the Cold War. The Copenhagen 
movement, for example, felt driven under attack because ‘everything that smacked 
of socialism and collectivist politics was on the defensive.’ It does not appear so 
for Vienna. As Robert Foltin states, ‘Rather, the fall of the so called “Iron Curtain” 
was followed by a flourishing of new social movements in Austria and Vienna.’ 
Thus, the influence of the fall of the Berlin Wall seems rather mixed. In several 
places, the early 1990s witnessed a new wave of squats, while in other places such 
as East Berlin and Poznań, squatting became possible for the first time.

Punk and hardcore music remained important, but squats proved nour-
ishing environments for experimentation. Electronic avant-garde music trans-
formed into acid house and techno and in several places, the movement’s infra-
structure proved vital to the inception of new party scenes. In the summer of 
1988, Britain’s youth culture was hit by a sudden wave of illegal rave parties, in 
which ecstasy was widely available and used. This ‘second summer of love,’ refer-
encing the first of 1967, soon resonated through to the rest of Europe and more 
hippie-like values counterbalanced the aggression and partly anti-social stance 
of punk.42 Writing on the situation in Brighton, the Needle Collective and the 
Bash Street Kids even observe a current gaining influence in the movement 
called ‘fluffiness.’ This ‘mystical belief in the transforming power of “positive 
energy”’ was explained by one youth: ‘It can’t happen as a confrontational revo-
lution, [but] a consciousness revolution. . . . If people can change the way they 
think, all these problems would suddenly lift.’43 Even so, punk-like mentalities 
never fully disappeared, but rather found new ways of expression in darker more 
monotone music styles like tekno and hardcore.

This relative shift towards more pacifist values was also reflected in 
changing drug consumption. The 1980s had seen a steep rise of use of stimu-
lants such as speed and cocaine among youths. In the squatter movement, speed 
had been more prevalent because of its price. Some youth cultures, such as punk 
and techno, explicitly flaunted the use of drugs. In Britain, an important 1980s 
punk magazine was called Sniffin’ Glue. The 1990s on the other hand witnessed 
a tendency towards ‘party drugs’ such as ecstasy and in some circles LSD, both 
of which became very popular in the techno scene.44

In the 1990s, both gender relations and militant politics changed. In 
the 1980s, images of militant politics had traditionally focused on physical 
street confrontations that forced the police to retreat. This stimulated a mascu-
line image of the ultimate street fighter. In the 1990s, this image changed, partly 
because of the growing influence of feminism and queer politics in the move-
ment.45 Already during the 1980s, radical women, lesbians, and gays had played 
a significant role in the movement and challenged traditional gender roles.46 
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Punk played an important role among others because of its dress codes: as 
male punks started wearing heavy make-up and leggings while women started 
wearing leather jackets, this tended to obfuscate the differences between male 
and female punks.47 But in the 1990s, the influence of queer politics caused 
the movement to become more receptive to understanding homosexuality, 
transgender issues, and gender-based violence. In several places gender politics 
became a central issue within autonomous scenes.

A second factor influencing the changing form of militancy was the 
growing strength of the police apparatus that often made the 1980s tactics seem 
obsolete. It became less common, and more difficult, to carry helmets or other 
‘riot gear’ to demonstrations. In several countries, even balaclavas were forbidden. 
The inflow of new activists in the 1990s through the alterglobalisation protests 
also influenced the tactics of the movement. In their chapter on Copenhagen, 
Flemming Mikkelsen and René Karpantchof show that letting go of the original 
militant attitudes was a prerequisite to forging links to this new movement. More 
recently, the same happened when Athens anarchists allied themselves with activ-
ists from the indignados movement. This only became possible after the first ac-
cepted the latter’s emphasis on nonviolence. Even so, the black bloc has remained 
a central part of the autonomous movement and the black clothing style of many 
autonomous scenes still conveys a decisive militant stance.48

The 2000s witnessed a number of other significant developments. As the 
alterglobalisation movement and the rise of anti-summit protests led to stronger 
links between local movements. Grand international networks were fostered 
through international anti-summit mobilisations, social forums, and no-border 
camps. For relatively isolated movements such as the one in Poznań, these in-
ternational contacts and gatherings were of great importance, stimulating global 
exchange of information and tactics. The political trends of 1990s developed 
further, as movements and scenes opened to strengthen already existing alliances 
and forge new ones with other social movements and organisations. This was 
in part due to the shrinking size of the movement in several places. As move-
ments lost the power to mobilise independently, it became both easier and more 
necessary to cooperate. Again, this often influenced the militant stances of these 
movements. But the changing political climate in many European countries, 
showing a sharp shift to the right, also furthered this development.

Radical Politics, Lifestyle, and Subculture

In autonomous movements, radical politics and youth subcultures are inextri-
cably linked, though not always easily so. The range of possibilities for over-
lap were made visible again recently in the urban conflicts in Paris, London, 
Portugal, Spain, and Greece.

During the first two conflicts, no explicit political demands were made. 
This, of course, does not make these revolts unpolitical, as they are direct reactions 
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to the underprivileged position of migrants and migrant youth and more gener-
ally an underclass in both countries. Many politicians and observers, however, 
have denounced these clashes as expressions of plain hooliganism and anti-social 
behaviour.49 Often the responses were openly racist. When in the UK a large 
section of the looters and rioters turned out to be native British or ‘white,’ reality 
was conveniently reinterpreted by one historian on BBC Newsnight to match the 
nation’s prejudice by exclaiming ‘the whites have become black.’50

Other movements, such as those in Greece, Portugal, and Spain, have 
taken a more openly political stance, in both cases against governmental auster-
ity measures. The political character of these movements could be one explana-
tion for the movements’ longer periods of activity, in comparison, for example, 
to riots in London and Paris, which subsided after a few weeks. But even here, 
‘non-political’ youth cultures played an important role. In Greece, for example, 
football hooligans took part in clashes with the police.51 In Spain, political pro-
test was linked to alternative party scenes.

The link with youth cultures thus does not render these movements less 
political. Rather, a strong connection with youth subcultures is essential for politi-
cal movements to move from a small group to a large movement. The 1980 Zurich 
movement, for example, started only after political activists, demanding an auton-
omous youth centre, mixed with youths coming from a Bob Marley concert.52 In 
Amsterdam, punks played an essential role in the squatter movement’s shift from 
pacifism to militant politics.53 Autonomous and social centres consciously cater to 
both youth cultures by hosting or organising concerts and practice rooms and by 
organising political meetings, debates, workshops, and so on.

But these links can also cause tensions, because youth subcultures can 
be essentially apolitical and don’t necessarily conform to the politics and norms 
of political activists. Most youth cultures have a ‘political’ wing as can be ob-
served with punk, hardcore, and techno, as well as football subcultures.54 In 
the 1980s, punks would go to demonstrations and activists to punk concerts. 
But all the aforementioned youth cultures also have more ‘hedonist’ wings, in 
which drug use, deliberately posing as political incorrect, machismo, and sexism 
can play a role. This leads to conflicts in which activists attack others for their 
unreflected attitudes, sexism, and anti-social behaviour, while the other party 
denounces the politically influenced social norms of the activists as killjoys and 
detrimental to the ‘everything goes’ and spontaneous nature of their subculture. 
These conflicts happen time and again and are as old as the radical youth move-
ments themselves and demand continuous engagement.

Historically, both radical movements and youth cultures have taken al-
most diabolical pleasure in appropriating dismissive terms assigned to them 
by conservative journalists and politicians. The words ‘punk’ and ‘queer,’ for 
example, have these origins. In a similar manner, German squatters dubbed 
themselves as ‘the people our parents always warned us about.’ In more recent 
times however, movements seem to aim more at presenting themselves as sta-
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ble, politically conscious and worthy. Again, the stronger links with other, more 
moderate parties may have played a role in this.

Political Opportunities and Urban Development

The development of squatter and autonomous movements is influenced by 
several factors, such as legitimacy crises of governments that emerge out of 
financial scandals or political controversies. In West Berlin, for example, the 
city government lost its authority with regard to housing policy because of a 
fraud case in December 1980. The city government lost more than 125 mil-
lion Deutschmarks when the fraudulent construction entrepreneur Garski went 
bankrupt and was then arrested. This situation furthered the rise of squatting, 
which took a big leap in subsequent months.55

Disagreements among or within ruling parties, such as was the case of 
West Berlin, during which the ruling social democrats were divided over the 
question how to deal with the squatters, can also be a factor. In this instance, 
a moderate wing wanted to resolve the issue by legalising most squats and op-
posing police repression. A more conservative wing, however, wanted to evict 
all squats and uphold the rule of law. Elections were underway, with the social 
democrats being challenged both on the left (by the Greens) and on the right 
(by the Christian Democrats). Only after the latter had won the elections, and 
a clear policy was formulated and implemented, did the squatter wave subside.56

Loss of authority and inner divisions among the governing can thus cre-
ate space for political actors from below. Legal standings also play an important 
role, such as can be seen in the Netherlands. The importance of squatter law for 
movements is further explained by Lucy Finchett-Maddock in her chapter on 
the United Kingdom, in which she demonstrates that there is a gap between the 
law itself and how it is enforced ‘on the ground’ and that movements are often 
intensely occupied with the law, as squatter collectives offer legal advice and write 
handbooks on how to deal with the forces of law. Further, squatter groups often 
lobby to change laws already in place, block or change proposed laws, or lobby to 
change the way they are enforced. While Finchett-Maddock focuses her chapter 
on initiatives in London, similar cases can be observed in other cities.

The issue of ownership also plays an important role, as can be seen in 
Poznań, and the lack of clarity around the ownership of the squatted paint fac-
tory now called Rozbrat. A similar situation unfolded in East Berlin after the 
fall of the Berlin Wall, when the ownership of many buildings was unclear. In 
other cities too, ownership is important. In most cities, preferred sites of oc-
cupation are complexes belonging to large (international) firms or the (local) 
government, since both can be pressured with bad publicity. This provides activ-
ists with a stronger negotiating position.

Urban development also influences the opportunities and limits of 
squatting and autonomous movements. When squatters moved to the city cen-
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tres in the late 1970s, cities across Western Europe had been in the midst of 
a prolonged crisis, struggling with a long list of socioeconomic ills, since the 
end of the 1960s. Industry and a substantial part of the middle class were leav-
ing the city because of transportation difficulties and living conditions. As de-
investment led to decay and depopulation, poverty and crime increased. As a 
result, large urban areas were left empty, thus forming an ideal material basis for 
squatting. Autonomous activists turned to the inner cities as an arena for exper-
imenting with autonomy and self-management. However, as squatters brought 
new life to the inner cities and deindustrialisation led to a definitive turn to 
service industries, the city centres became popular again and capital returned. 
Through the 1980s, Europe’s inner cities became ever more intensely commodi-
fied, resulting in the often violent displacement of everything and everybody 
that did not produce a profit or fit the city brand.57 As a result, in many cities, 
squatting moved from the city centres to the outskirts.

But not only external factors influence a movement’s development, as 
the strength of a movement also lies in its capability to mobilise support and 
convince others of the rightfulness of their claims and demands. To be success-
ful, movements must be able to form alliances with other political actors.

Significance and Yields

Radical youth movements have been a constant political factor in European 
cities since at least the 1970s. What has been their significance? What have 
they achieved? Traditionally, squatter movements have influenced urban de-
velopment by their resistance to large urban restructuring plans. They have also 
influenced the cultural climate of many cities by using social centres and squats 
as facilitators for alternative music and art galleries. They have influenced the 
local political climate, by forming often sizeable activist scenes. And, at times, 
they have even played a role in national and international politics.

With regard to the movement’s influence on urban development, the 
Dutch sociologist Hans Pruijt was one of the first to give a detailed and system-
atic account of the influence of citizen’s protest against the Amsterdam urban 
redevelopment plans of the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s. He assigns a central role to 
squatting in these protests. Initially, urban renewal plans foresaw the demolition 
of large parts of the houses in the city centre (with the exception of the man-
sions around the canals), the construction of broad roads through the city, and 
the construction of flats on the city’s edge. The protest against these plans first 
caused significant delay, and then brought about a policy shift towards renovat-
ing the existing houses and preserving the historic city centre.58 In Berlin, the 
squatters’ movement has played an equally influential role.59

A great number of squats—according to Pruijt, at least 126 houses—
were legalised in Amsterdam. In this sense, Amsterdam was exceptional. In 
most cities, the number of successful squat actions and subsequent legalisations 



 Introduction  /// 17

has been much lower. In places where the conditions for squatting have been 
exceptionally negative, activist groups have often chosen to rent places and use 
them as autonomous social centres.

These autonomous social centres have often played a significant cul-
tural role by providing performance spaces for underground bands and budding 
artists, such as the German bands Die Ärzte and Einstürzende Neubauten, and 
the British band Crass. A number of musical styles have their roots in squats 
and squatter bars, such as punk, hardcore, new wave, and various strands of 
electronic music.

In his chapter on squatting in Berlin, Alex Vasudevan raises an addi-
tional point regarding how the squatter movement has also heralded new styles 
and aesthetics of living and interior design. Characterised by functionalism, 
transparency, and do-it-yourself attitudes, both the interior and the furniture of 
squats were intentionally makeshift, ‘raw,’ and without unnecessary accessories. 
Squats were furnished with second-hand and self-made furniture and people 
painted directly on the walls rather than hanging up paintings; in this way, the 
interior (and exterior) of squatted houses and social centres gained their own 
particular style.

The K77 collective, for example, a house in former East Berlin in the 
early 1990s, aimed at creating a space with room for experimenting and con-
stantly changing interiors. As one of the activists explained: ‘New spaces were 
largely laid-out through flexible and self-built wallboards. Wall partitions were 
accordingly fitted with omissions. Light openings, room connections, or breaks 
in the wall were designed so that they can be closed and reopened at any time. 
Overall, design decisions were left to individuals.’

The squatters’ style came to influence the mainstream. Grzegorz 
Piotrowski remarks that several commercial and high-end bars and cafés in 
Berlin have taken over the style of earlier squatter bars and some styles have 
been incorporated by large furniture chains.

While squatter movements have formed an important part of local ac-
tivist scenes, at times they have also played a role in national politics through 
engagement in anti-nuclear and anti-apartheid actions in the 1980s, and the 
global justice/anti-globalisation movement in the late 1990s and 2000s. In 
Vienna, for example, left libertarian activists played an important role in the 
months-long protests against the first government with FPÖ ministers. Earlier, 
the movement was part of the alterglobalisation movement and its international 
campaigns. In a similar way, the movement has played an important role in the 
protests against austerity politics in Spain and Greece.

In sum, buildings have been saved and urban renewal projects blocked, 
delayed, or altered. Significant contributions have been made to local cultural 
life and at times the movement has played an important role in grand political 
campaigns, such as protests against apartheid, nuclear energy and arms, right-
wing politics, international summits, and austerity politics.
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There are, however, also critical voices that claim that the autonomous 
movement has unwillingly functioned as a forerunner of gentrification. Exactly 
those areas where the autonomous movement has been at its strongest have 
often become popular areas for yuppies and tourists. This goes, for example, for 
Kreuzberg in Berlin. As students, tourists, and yuppies move to these areas, both 
rents and prices rise. Or, as one observer put it, ‘First come the squatters, then 
come the cocktail bars.’60

Saving run-down neighbourhoods from demolition and improving the 
living quality thus seems to be a double-edged sword. By adding value to the 
neighbourhood, eventually squatters get driven away by higher prices. Activists 
have noticed this problem, but formulating a solution proves to be difficult. 
Recently, the German left weekly Jungle World articulated the frustration in the 
face of these developments in an article on the successful defence of the Piranha 
squat in Cologne: ‘Much praise in advance for the squatters who wish to leave 
their mark on the neighbourhood by organising workshops, artist studios and 
nonprofit cafés. But they will not be able to prevent that their mere presence 
makes the old workers’ district Kalk more attractive for students and artists.’61

One of the results of this development is that squatter and autono-
mous movements are driven out of the inner city to the city’s periphery. This 
is discussed in the case studies on Brighton and Barcelona. Activists have 
responded in different ways to this development. In Brighton, activists squat-
ted a complex in the city centre to protest the high rents in the city centre. 
In Barcelona, squatters chose to move away from the city centre to the Sierra 
de Collserola mountain range just outside Barcelona. The running of a rural 
squat close to the city can create a new dynamic that retains its link to the 
city, while not being dependant on it. How this will play out in the long run 
remains an interesting question.

The causes and dynamics of gentrification have in recent years become 
a topic of heated debate.62 Even so, the demands and action repertoire of squat-
ters and autonomous movements seem to have remained more or less unaltered: 
they respond to gentrification by demanding a right to the city for all. In doing 
so, they join hands with tenants’ groups, neighbourhood associations and oth-
ers, and form broad political coalitions with a differentiated action repertoire 
ranging from petitions and moderate forms of action to direct interventions 
such as occupations. The protests are not only directed against rent and price 
increases but also revolve around the quality of living. Thus in Barcelona in 
the early 2000s, a park was occupied to resist the construction of a parking 
garage. Similar successful campaigns were organised in Athens as well, and 
Gregor Kritidis shows that these sort of struggle go back to the mid-1980s. 
Gentrification is thus intensely debated within the left, but has not significantly 
altered its politics.
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Conclusion

A brief overview shows that squatter and autonomous movements are active 
within every larger city in Europe. Still, the existing literature is heavily influ-
enced by the idea that squatter movements are mainly a phenomenon belonging 
to 1980s Northwestern Europe. To get a real sense of the scope of these move-
ments, their evolution and potential, we must broaden the field of research both 
geographically and temporally. By doing so, local histories that have up to now 
received only scant attention are uncovered and larger comparisons can be made.

Such comparisons show a great number of continuities and similarities 
within squatter and autonomous movement history in Europe, ranging back to 
the early 1970s. They focus on the urban and demand a city for all; they organise 
informally, combine radical politics with underground youth cultures, and pre-
fer direct action over parliamentary politics. Although the form and emphasis 
of the movements may shift, their basic structures remain the same.

Squatter and autonomous movements are active all over Europe and 
lastingly influence the cultural life within cities, playing an important role in 
local protest movements and at times gaining national or international signifi-
cance. The development of these movements is influenced by political oppor-
tunities, legal situations, and capital flows, as well as how successful they are at 
mobilising sympathisers and forming alliances with other political groups.

In recent years, new protest movements have developed across Europe, 
directed against austerity measures and voicing the demand for ‘true’ democracy 
and a right to the city for all. Most of these movements are active within the 
urban landscape, and autonomous and squatter activists play an important role 
in them. This collection places these movements in their due historical contexts 
by covering the period from the 1980 protest wave to the most recent one. In 
doing so, it shows that radical protest movements are not something of the past 
or situated on the fringes of society. Rather, they are at the heart of it.
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