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CLIMATE PLACES: FLOATING UNIVERSITY BERLIN
Jeremy Till/MOULD[footnoteRef:1] [1:  The arguments in this essay were developed together with the research collective MOULD whose members are: Sarah Bovelett, Anthony Powis, Christina Serifi, Tatjana Schneider, Jeremy Till and Becca Voelcker. MOULD’s project Architecture is Climate was funded by the AHRC and DFG.] 

This chapter starts with a short description of a place in Berlin that, in all its fragility, is representative of the way that climate breakdown renders everyone and every place vulnerable. The chapter argues that a reading of place is an important starting point for bringing out how climate is manifested socially, spatially, environmentally and materially. The essay develops Peter Blundell Jones’s approach of applying a deep reading to place by expanding beyond the social to address climate breakdown. Blundell Jones’s work (2016) was important in releasing the social dimensions of place, bringing mute stones to life through his interpretation of ritual and behaviours.[footnoteRef:2] Through his methods, architecture became more than a discourse around form, function, taste and aesthetics: it was embedded in the lifeworld. The ravages of climate now disrupt that world, and it is necessary to bring readings of climate together with those of the social. It is only through an engagement with the broader geopolitical forces that have caused the ecological crisis that meaningful action can be taken. Climate Places are read as crucibles of social, ecological and political forces that first manifest the causes and effects of climate breakdown and then provide the resources and resourcefulness to face it. [2:  Peter Blundell Jones, Architecture and Ritual: How Buildings Shape Society (Bloomsbury Academic, 2016).] 



The entrance into this place is not obvious. Down an abandoned Berlin street lined with battered vans and cars that may or may not have people living in them. One does not like to look too closely. There is a gate, partially hidden in a hedge. It is difficult to find unless you know it is there. Over a raised metal walkway to the top of a staircase that rings out every step that you take down it. [Figure 1.1] As you descend, the extent of the site opens up in front of you. The whole sequence is knowingly counter-institutional, which is appropriate for a place that called itself a university before being called out by officialdom for such impudence. A line was put through the title. This is ‘Floating University Berlin’.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  For the full details of Floating University Berlin see their informative website: https://floating-berlin.org/.] 

Discovered and founded by the architectural group raumlabor, Floating occupies the water retention tank from the former Tempelhof Airport. No: occupies is too territorial a term. Floating is a guest of the tank. In 2014 there was a citywide referendum that voted against any redevelopment of the Tempelhof site. The tank was still necessary as a functioning technical infrastructure, to deal with the rainwater that drains off the airport and and its sealed surface. The tank was therefore retained, but no use was assigned to it. raumlabor proposed plans for it to be used as a cultural space, and in 2018 they were granted a temporary license. Their stated mission for the site is ‘to open, soften, maintain, and take care of this unique public urban infrastructure, its human culture and its multi-species overlayers while bringing non-disciplinary, radical, and collaborative programs to the public’. A collective organises a programme of events at Floating in the summer months. These events are run on non-hierarchical principles and are always connected to the spirit of the place. Over the years a series of provisional structures has evolved, lightly touching the bottom of the tank and connected with walkways and terraces. [Figure 1.2] As the toxicity of the runoff from the former airport has reduced, biodiversity has increased, and the site hosts a wide variety of more-than-human life.
A feeling of fragility and provisionality pervades Floating. It is uncertain of its own future (its licence to stay is under continual review), and it also provokes a collective uncertainty about our futures in the face of climate breakdown. Water comes and goes. The buildings are little more than shelters, with wind and temperature blowing through. The wildlife looks fragile against the urban backdrop. [Figure 1.3] In this way, Floating as a place is paradigmatic of many places in the face of climate breakdown because it induces a sense of vulnerability.
A defining property of climate breakdown is that it renders everything – humans, more-than-humans, ecologies, states, institutions, ideologies, professions – vulnerable. At an individual level, vulnerability is often translated into a feeling of helplessness in the face of devastating forces. At a collective level, vulnerability is commonly responded to in terms of the design and implementation of protective measures. In terms of policy, vulnerability to climate is addressed through various risk management strategies. At a broader level, nation-states are left utterly vulnerable to the physical effects of climate, from rising sea levels to desertification. Species are vulnerable on a spectrum from displacement to extinction. Natural ecologies are dynamically vulnerable, exposed to the swirling disruptions of climate collapse. Nothing escapes the effects of climate and how it generates vulnerability, though all these vulnerabilities are experienced unevenly depending on demographics, context, privilege and location.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  'Undeniably universal, human vulnerability is also particular: it is experienced uniquely by each of us, and this experience is greatly influenced by the quality and quantity of resources we possess or can command.' Martha Albertson Fineman, ‘The vulnerable subject: Anchoring equality in the human condition’, Yale Journal of Law and Feminism, 20, 1 (2008), 8–9.] 

Location, as understood within feminist theories, is not merely a geographical or physical construct but a profound expression of one’s sociopolitical, sociocultural and sociohistorical situatedness. Donna Haraway (1988) notes that location is intricately linked to vulnerability.[footnoteRef:5]
Such a vulnerability stems from recognising and acknowledging the limits of one’s perspective, rejecting a singular absolute truth. This entails a deliberate embrace of the partial, the situated and the specific – all conditions found in a reading of place. [5:  Donna Haraway, ‘Situated knowledges: The science question in feminism and the privilege of partial perspective’, Feminist Studies, 14, 3 (1988), 590.] 

The standard way of dealing with the vulnerability of place in relation to climate breakdown is to batten down the hatches through various coping strategies. ‘Accordingly, the idea of vulnerability frequently gets saddled with a double,’ writes Estelle Ferrarese (2016), ‘which varies depending upon the discipline: named coping, or resilience, the capacity to avoid a possible wrong, withstand it or offset it, is simply construed as another name for vulnerability.’[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Estelle Ferrarese, ‘Vulnerability and critical theory’, Critical Theory, 1, 2 (2016), 8.] 

Words like sustainability, resilience and adaptation come to the fore in architecture and landscape. Places are treated as problematic objects to which technocratic ‘solutions’ must be applied. Levees are raised; barriers are built; shading is fitted; insulation is added; cooling is installed. ‘Predominant paradigms of sustainability, including those within architecture, employ a managerial sense of distance,’ argues Stacy Alaimo (2016), ‘aiming to construct technical fixes to environmental problems. The human in this scenario is an expert, a problem solver, an engineer, a rational, calculating entity who is not vulnerable.’[footnoteRef:7] Architects and designers here become detached from the social and environmental conditions of a given place, treating each problem with a supposedly dispassionate eye and, at the same time, pushing away their own human vulnerability. Although often well intentioned, these ‘sustainable’ approaches in dealing only with the surface symptoms leave the underlying causes of climate breakdown untouched. They are, at best, temporary band-aids patching over deep wounds and, at worst, disingenuous greenwash. [7:  Stacy Alaimo, Exposed: Environmental Politics and Pleasures in Posthuman Times (University of Minnesota Press, 2016), 32.] 

Climate breakdown introduces a very particular understanding to place. Where place is often defined through its specificity (as in Peter Blundell Jones’s work), climate brings places together under a cloud of disruption. Climate does not respect geographic or social boundaries; its effects are pervasive, though its impact is experienced differently in each context. The way that the ubiquity of climate breakdown plays out against the specificity of place is instructive as to how to face the crisis. It is necessary both to look outwards to address the causes of the crisis and to look inwards to understand the particularity of the impacts on a specific place.
The causes of ecological collapse are multiple, but they are mainly located at a geopolitical scale due to the forces of capitalist exploitation and extraction. The entrenchment and power of these forces feel overwhelming, paralysing the agency of individuals to take meaningful action. However, interpreting the way that climate intersects with the particularity of place allows a more immediate and tangible engagement with the issues.
Readings of architecture in relation to climate tend to be framed technically. Carbon is to be reduced, both before construction through measures of embodied carbon in materials, and afterwards through minimising energy in use. All this is absolutely necessary but, as described above, only deals with the symptoms in attempting to reduce the amount of CO2 released through the construction and use of the built environment. As MOULD argue in Architecture is Climate (2025), the most productive interventions in relation to climate are those that directly address the causes of the breakdown rather than pick off its symptoms and apply marginal ‘solutions’.[footnoteRef:8] MOULD interpret these causes through eight ‘sites’. These are not sites as physically and materially described but sites that are understood through the various sociopolitical conditions in which both architecture and climate are produced. By first revealing how each of these conditions is spatially, materially, environmentally and socially realised in the particulars of place, one can grasp the nature of the forces that must be faced. Each of the eight sites becomes a lens through which to view place and its relation to climate breakdown. By revealing the predicament's formations, it is possible to imagine productive ways through it. Once an awareness of the damaging impacts of climate breakdown at a local level is realised, one is in a better position to resist the systems that have produced them. [8:  MOULD, Architecture Is Climate (dpr-barcelona, 2025).] 

The first site to bring to an analysis of place is that of knowledge. By looking carefully at a particular place, it is possible to understand the dominant knowledge paradigm that has shaped it. Epistemological systems are still dominated by Eurocentric and imperial modes of modernity, which reduce the planet and its peoples to forms of logic and control. Knowledge, including that of architecture, is a guarded canon. Within this closed system, vocabularies of scientific reason exclude and devalue other ways of knowing, not least those developed in different cultures and regions. Blundell Jones’s work is important here in the way that it draws on examples far away from the received history of Western architecture. The singularity of the modern canon of knowledge is particularly impactful on place because it results in a universal approach that suppresses local and vernacular knowledge. Within these systems of epistemological power, the climate becomes another abstraction subject to human manipulation. However, the devastating ecological impact of such a limited model of thinking is now so apparent that it demands other ways of thinking and knowing, which admit to human vulnerability in contrast to the presumed authority of previous times. For place, this implies ways of thinking and acting that draw on the qualities of the local, in terms of its social and material specificities. It is exactly this approach of working with the given that is found at Floating University Berlin, with a sense of gently drawing out the latent potential of what was found there rather than imposing predetermined solutions.
The second site is that of economy. The orthodoxies and operations of the capitalist economic system are major drivers of climate breakdown. Growth, as a purely economic measure and profit for the benefit of the few, is pursued irrespective of nature’s limits and planetary boundaries. The more-than-human world is treated as a site to be economically exploited. Architecture here becomes a pawn in economic trading and, with it, architects the handservants of capital. To avoid the most devastating effects of breakdown, other diverse economic models, ignored by dominant economic theories, need to be brought to the surface. Climate justice necessitates re-evaluating what constitutes value and the introduction of other measures of growth that respect the rights of all humans and more-than-humans. Enacting distributed, shared and ethical economies engenders new social, and so spatial, formations, all of which have implications for place. This connection between different economic models and new spatial formations can be found at Floating University Berlin. The funding varies every year, coming from a changing set of sources: city funding, various institutional grants, fundraising campaigns and voluntary labour. And as the funding changes, the spatiality ebbs and flows as structures come and go. [Figures 1.4, 1.5, 1.6]
New economic models act as a profound liberatory force and collaborator for a future architecture because they bring with them new social and ecological contracts, and these in turn manifest new spatial relations. Close readings of places that have escaped the hammer of capitalism – notably those in the Global South – are instructive as to how other economic systems are linked to spatial conditions.[footnoteRef:9]
The third site is that of land. Land is fundamental to life on Earth, and yet this existential dependency is overwritten by the way that modernity treats land conceptually and operationally. Enclosed, privatised and financialised, land only serves the profit of the few. Logged, fracked and polluted, land is wounded and depleted. The colonial appropriation of Indigenous lands is closely tied to related exploitations of resources and people that contribute to climate breakdown. Against land’s abstraction and commodification, the design of place needs to engage not just with what goes onto the land but also with the conditions of land itself. Land’s political, ecological and cultural conditions shape the lives of those living on it. Understanding the ecological value of land as soil is part of more emancipatory forms of spatial practice in relation to place. Land is a register of climate: it blackens in a wildfire; it silts in a flood; it cracks in a drought. We see and feel its pain. Acknowledging land as a living being, as a vibrant entity that sustains life with rights of its own, is a precondition of working with place. At Floating University Berlin, a respect for the life of land is always evident. As one walks through the water in knee-length boots, one is acutely aware of the the fragility of the land beneath and beyond, the silt on the concrete base beginning to form its own ecology.
The fourth site is infrastructure. Infrastructures are critical support systems inseparable from climate. Infrastructures affect their surroundings, introducing physical and organisational structures that shape the operation of a society and particular places. From motorway systems to gas pipelines, infrastructures conventionally rely on technocratic approaches, usually using carbon-intensive means to ‘fix’ individual situations and places, overlooking the integrated nature of problems by isolating them in closed systems. Too often, various infrastructures are overlaid on each other in a wasteful and non-relational manner, or new ones endlessly replace older ones in a cycle of obsolescence. Instead, infrastructures need to be understood as processes with profound impacts on humans and more-than-humans. Such an understanding combines the material with the immaterial and brings together the physical, social and digital; new forms of infrastructure need to be dynamic, complex, ambiguous and situated. In the face of climate breakdown, it is crucial to recognise and recover infrastructures as support systems that work with the world rather than from above. At Floating University Berlin, the infrastructure is both gently material (the bare minimum of stuff to make the site work) and immaterial in the way the site is programmed.
The fifth site is that of resources – what a place is made from and with. Architecture and design have long relied on an extractivist regime in relation to resources. The over-intensive extraction of resources and the polluting effects of their consumption and waste vastly contribute to climate breakdown. Resources are placed into networks of economic exchange rather than being seen as part of an ecological system. Respecting planetary boundaries is paramount in altering this unsustainable and unjust cycle. Keeping resources in the ground and using what is already available in circular systems enables a form of resourcefulness attuned to planetary boundaries and multispecies’ wellbeing. The structures at Floating University Berlin are made from biomaterials using regenerative principles. Such change requires rejecting alienated supply chains and creating transparent and accountable distributed systems. This would mean a shift to the local and what is at hand in a given place. Implementing appropriate technologies (including methods often considered ancient and traditional) is also essential for using resources in ways that respect ecosystems and planetary health.
The sixth site is that of work and labour. Climate breakdown is bound to the over-intensive extraction of the Earth’s resources, the associated carbon-intensive processing of materials, mass consumption and accompanying waste. Such intensity often relies on the exploitation of labour and labourers. Labour is not an abstract form but a human condition. Addressing labour injustices, therefore, also acknowledges critical planetary boundaries. Rethinking hierarchies, building alliances of solidarity, and recognising and introducing ethical labour practices are important steps in re-imagining the relationship of place and climate. At Floating University Berlin, the various elements are planned by the ‘Space Group’, which has initiated both design and construction phases, bringing together construction experts and volunteers. The space group is ‘composed of members with diverse backgrounds who are catalysts for the visions of the association’. As with the rest of Floating, the design and construction of the site is done in a non-hierarchical and collaborative manner, drawing together a range of skills and expertises.
The seventh site is policy. Policies at a national, regional and local level frame, and thus determine, action in relation to climate. Policies are also a significant factor in the shaping of place, with statutes determined at a distance being played out across a wide range of contexts with little concern for local characteristics. Policies are criticised for their narrow focus on single issues and tendency to reinforce the status quo through risk management approaches. Climate and place-related policies are more effective as relational devices that cut across disciplinary, political, and conceptual boundaries. This suggests policies informed by activism, a concern for Gaia (as an understanding of the Earth as a set of interconnected human and more-than-human systems), and the rights of nature. Bringing policies back to their original roots in citizenship as a means for collective betterment is crucial, particularly given that the lack of effective climate action is tied to democratic deficits. Policy here becomes an important agent in understanding how places have been formed, and equally how they might be changed.
The final site is culture. Dominant cultural attitudes are implicated in the production of climate breakdown and limit potential ways of facing it. Assumptions around the primacy of progress, growth, reason and order suppress or ignore other cultural approaches. Against this, climate breakdown requires relational and diverse ways of thinking and acting. Culture becomes a shared realm, not the domain of the privileged few. The whole ethos of Floating University Berlin is one of solidarity between human and more-than-human worlds, as noted on their website: ‘talking with association members, observing trees and polluted water levels, discussing with political actors as well as neighbours, kids, grown-ups or nesting birds’.[footnoteRef:10] The embracing of broader cultural perspectives is, at heart, an act of imagination, allowing the possibility of thinking otherwise about different scenarios for future living. As Amitav Ghosh (2016) argues: ‘the climate crisis is also a crisis of culture, and thus of the imagination’.[footnoteRef:11] Climate breakdown demands that we imagine other ways of living together with a ravaged planet. Rather than speculating in an ungrounded manner, it is best to project imagination onto a given place as an act of rethinking and reforming it. [10:  https://floating-berlin.org/site/spatial-experiments/2020-2/.]  [11:  Amitav Ghosh, The Great Derangement. Climate Change and the Unthinkable (University of Chicago Press, 2016), 9.] 

When taken together, these eight sites are a rich means for interpreting a given place for the scars of climate breakdown and its various causes. As Blundell Jones’s work shows, the specificity of a given place materialises and spatialises the cultural conditions that have produced it and that, in turn, it shapes. By extending his arguments more directly into climate, place becomes a register of climate, recording its causes and impact in a way that is particular to the context. Through this evidence, it is then possible to know how and where it is best to intervene to face the predicament. Some of these levers for change will necessarily be at a higher level in attempting to catalyse systemic reordering through collective action. But other actions will be most effectively thought through and enacted at the level of place, using the resources and resourcefulness of the local. Because the scale of place is graspable and not overwhelming, action can be direct and be seen to have immediate effect. Climate Places are therefore crucibles of hope in the face of a world full of despair.
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