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Richard Florida, the author of The Rise of the Creative Class, calls Berlin an "international creative powerhouse … at eye level with other global meccas like New York and London". But cities such as Dublin, Stockholm and Amsterdam could soon outrank Berlin in the international competition for the best minds.

These minds, Florida says, "do not choose the abstract entities we call nation states to live in - they look for cities, even suburbs. The vibrancy on the streets, in a suburb is what makes a place attractive to outsiders and creates a space for the residents to try out their creative, entrepreneurial and economic abilities."

Nowhere is the decay of the social security and finance systems more visible than in Berlin; nowhere is the absence of traditional industry clearer. At the same time, arguably, nowhere in Germany are there more young, curious people from all over the world who surge into the city, searching for solutions, for a socially relevant expansion of their own actions, and this is after the euphoria of post-reunification times has died away - or it is precisely because of that.

Berlin is poor. The city has a debt of €60 billion ($95 billion). The unemployment rate is about 17 per cent. But Berlin is rich. Forty per cent of its inhabitants - 1.4 million people - are under 35. The city is rich in young, creative people.

More than 140,000 university students have chosen to study in the Berlin-Brandenburg region. Berlin has the highest density of independent artists in Germany, at 5.8 per cent. Their numbers have risen by more than 40 per cent since 2000.

There is much wrong with Berlin, but it permits contradictions and opens spaces of possibility to the imagination. It is so much more heterogeneous, dirtier, poorer and more squalid than all other German metropolises.

Berlin is at the same time poor and rich, with lots of research and not much industry, with a lot of art but not much of a market, with young people and old-boy networks, with open urban spaces and affordable rents.

Berlin is in constant transition. It has experienced phases of agony as well as euphoria, of being politically over-strained and intellectually under-challenged, of too much as well as too little historic awareness and self-assurance.

It knows just how close victory and decline really are. Both east and west have gone through the intellectual and physical experience of being divided, of losing their bourgeoisie and of depletion through the annihilation of Jewish and intellectual life.

Notorious sceptics of Germany adjust their image of the republic as a whole via the detour of a reunified Berlin, and it is not just American writers such as Susan Sontag and Jonathan Safran Foer who draw parallels between New York and Berlin, precisely because they are so atypical, so unfinished. And so wounded, one would like to add. It is precisely that which makes Berlin so interesting as a place of possibility, as a projection space within Germany as well as abroad.

In the '80s, the metropolises of Germany were characterised by squatting actions. Houses were seized, saved from decay and speculation, and alternative forms of living and existence were reclaimed. Following pressure from below, 300 houses in Berlin have been subsidised for housing projects during the past 20 years.

Berlin is a pioneer in self-help projects, be they collective or multi-generation housing - mostly with high ecological standards and anticipating something that has finally captured the interest of urban planning as well: how do people actually want to live?

The philosopher Theodor Adorno wrote that "little distinguishes the intellectual lifestyle so deeply from the bourgeois as the fact that the former does not acknowledge the alternative between work and pleasure". This distinctive feature has now liquefied and expanded to other social classes.

As impressive as the numbers are which officially document the strengthening of Berlin's creative industries, it is equally visible to the naked eye that there isn't and won't be enough paid work in this city to counter the jobless rate. For some years now, this shortage has forced mainly jobless artists and academics into new forms of working and living that arise from a lack of money and a simultaneous surplus of ideas.

The enemy of any creative development of society is to think in standard and eternal solutions, to think along the political power lines of separate, rigid portfolios and to base political action on jurisdictions and not on responsibility for the community.

The most productive developments occur precisely between political portfolios and often enough end up in a responsibility gap.
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