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Abstract

Migration is predominantly directed towards cities that have been facing a highly competitive global environment within
the last 30 years of globalisation. Against the background of economic restructuring, cities are looking for new forms
of city branding. In this process, ethno-cultural diversity is increasingly regarded as an asset, leading to the branding
of migrant neighbourhoods, especially those characterised by migrant economies. These agglomerations of shops,
cafés and restaurants provide places of leisure and consumption for cosmopolitan urbanites. This paper shows how
Berlin’s municipal politicians failed in staging ‘Chinatowns’ and ‘Asiatowns’ as ethnically branded commercial districts
and argues that the Vietnamese migrants who are primarily addressed by these projects are not readily marketable by
a city-branding approach. The assumed common identity of Asian migrants in Berlin and the city’s top-down municipal
approach contradict the structures of the heterogeneous group of Vietnamese residents. This paper traces Berlin’s
transition from a reactive to a proactive approach in the marketing of ethno-cultural diversity. My approach is to embed
the Dong Xuan Centre in Berlin-Lichtenberg, a Vietnamese-run wholesale centre that was founded through Vietnamese
agency, in the local discourse on Asia- and Chinatowns. The study shows that the centre’s management appears to be
an active agent in the branding process of the project, modelling itself after the global brand of ‘Chinatown’. However,
the centre’s vision of a place of cultural life and trade contradicts German planning laws, a conflict that has led to
ongoing negotiations between the centre’s management and the district government, thereby hindering its branding.
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Introduction

When looking to major North American metropoles
such as New York, San Francisco and Toronto, as
well as to Berlin’s European neighbours London,
Paris and Amsterdam, Berlin’s aspirations to estab-
lish a ‘Chinatown’ can be understood as part of a
global competition. In this competition for tourism,
creative and knowledge workers, and ethno-cultural
diversity, new city-branding strategies are sought
and developed. As will be shown in this paper, Berlin

has an interest in developing a Chinatown. I argue
that the applied planning approaches and the super-
diversity of the targeted group of Asian migrants in
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Berlin contradict a clear image of ‘Chinatown’. The
term ‘super-diversity’ goes beyond defining diver-
sity in terms of ethnicity, but suggests considering a
multiplicity of interacting variables, which include
immigration status, age, gender, religion, identity,
language, occupation, education, locality and degree
of transnational engagement (Vertovec, 2007: 1044).

The development of migrant districts into con-
spicuous attractions, as attempted in Berlin, has been
studied in cities around the globe (McClinchey,
2008; Novy, 2012b; Rath, 2005; Shaw, 2011; Shaw
et al., 2004; Young et al., 2006; Zukin, 1996). By
referring to this literature, I show that the branding
of ethno-cultural diversity is a process that is only
applied to certain ethnic groups. I thereby address
the research gap regarding the question of why cer-
tain ethnic groups are more ‘valuable’ for branding
than others. In this light, I argue that the differing
marketability of ethno-cultural groups influences
political practice in neoliberal urban development.

These entrepreneurial urban policies are inspired
by neoliberal thinkers such as Richard Florida,
whose ‘three T cites tolerance, talent and technol-
ogy as premises for success in city competition.
According to Florida, ethno-cultural diversity con-
tributes to an open and tolerant climate in which
innovation and creativity can flourish, and thus pro-
vides a basis for economic success. Critics of
Florida’s ideas address his reductionist interpretation
of culture that provides a tool by which the contribu-
tions of culture to economy can be measured and
used as a basis for neoliberal urban policies (Gibson
and Kong, 2005: 545). Critics further address his
neglect of social inequality and increasing social
polarisation as outcomes of creative city strategies
(Musterd and Murie, 2010: 4).

As shown in the German context, new proactive
policies replaced the former reactive approaches that
addressed problems and challenges facing migrant
integration in terms of the labour market, education
and housing (Puetz and Rodatz, 2013). Responsible
policy-making shifted from the integration divisions
of German municipal governments to the tourism
and economic development divisions. This new pro-
active approach is embedded in international neolib-
eral discourse, which stresses the opportunities
presented by ethno-cultural diversity to revalue the

image of declining neighbourhoods and capitalise on
city branding through migrants’ economic and cul-
tural activities (Aytar and Rath, 2012; Rath, 2005;
Shaw, 2011). In this process, the stage of neoliberal
restructuring of each city influences migrants and
their locations in urban economies, culture and
politics.

At the same time, migrants themselves contribute
to the struggles of repositioning these cities within
the national and global hierarchy. As shopkeepers,
citizens or migrant organisation members, they
become active agents in the cultural representation
of their city and thereby facilitate neoliberal govern-
ance (Glick Schiller and Caglar, 2009: 189). Therein,
their degree of community organisation and ability
to mobilise community resources (such as a shared
ethnic identity) determines their prospective influ-
ence on urban development processes. For example,
this strategic use of ethnic identity is demonstrated
by a variety of ethnic groups through Berlin’s
Carnival of Cultures and Toronto’s annual Canadian
Hispanic Day Parade. By the Hispanics’ strategy of
‘strategic spatial essentialism’, defined as the pro-
duction of locally grounded identities to gain politi-
cal influence, they gain a spatial representation
(Veronis, 2007: 466). These forms of identity-
building and spatial representation form an impor-
tant precondition for the marketing of ethnic places.
Migrant shops also contribute to the revaluation of
urban neighbourhoods by revitalising commercial
infrastructure and by providing space for social
interaction (Nuissl and Schmiz, 2015; Puetz and
Rodatz, 2013: 174).

Considering this issue, this paper focuses on the
economic activities of Vietnamese migrants and
their spatial representation in Berlin. By analysing a
Vietnamese wholesale centre, which is currently
being developed into an ‘Asiatown’, and by con-
trasting it with other China- and Asiatown projects in
Berlin, local urban development strategies are ques-
tioned. The naming of the mainly Vietnamese site as
‘Chinatown’ and later on as ‘Asiatown’ is just one of
the conflicts that emerge from the urban develop-
ment of a super-diverse migrant population. As the
empirical material shows, Vietnamese culture per se
is not the target of marketing initiatives; rather,
Vietnamese communities are included as strategic
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partners in plans for Chinatown projects. Despite the
interest in the visibility of Asian culture in the city,
Berlin does not consider Vietnamese economic
activities marketable simply because there is no role
model for a ‘Vietnamtown’.

Rethinking migration in urban
development

Metropolitan stakeholders and urban planners increas-
ingly recognise migrants and their ethno-cultural
diversity as a resource for the promotion of cities as
‘world cities’ (Boudreau et al., 2009: 95; Brantz et al.,
2012: 21; Hannerz, 1996: 127ff.). In the perception
and handling of this form of diversity, different factors
play a role at the communal level, such as immigra-
tion traditions, local history and total and relative
numbers of migrants (Glick Schiller and Caglar,
2009). Against the background of neoliberal eco-
nomic restructuring, certain ‘marketable’ traditions
and images from migrants’ countries of origin have
become an asset for entrepreneurial cities that are now
looking for new, all-encompassing methods to pro-
mote themselves as globally unique brands to enforce
market-oriented economic growth (Boudreau et al.,
2009; Brenner and Theodore, 2002; Colomb, 2012:
11; Hospers, 2008; Mayer, 2007: 91; Peck and Tickell,
2002). These processes, which have been labelled as
‘city marketing’ since the 1980s, can be traced back to
the 19th century (Biskup and Schalenberg, 2008;
Ward, 1998). Likewise, slumming or ‘rubbernecking’
in Chinatown became fashionable for middle-class
New Yorkers in the 1880s (Rath, 2005: 246).

In the period between 1970 and 2000, once highly
sought-after migrant workers in the cities of the
Global North increasingly looked for new income-
generating possibilities in the growing service-ori-
ented urban markets as doormen or cleaning staff
(Sassen, 1991; Savitch and Kantor, 2002: 20f.). In
the German context, many migrants took ownership
of traditional corner stores in declining neighbour-
hoods or opened up new stores and restaurants in
sectors with low entry barriers. Today, such agglom-
erations of migrant-owned shops, cafés and restau-
rants provide marketable ‘places of leisure and
consumption’ (Aytar and Rath, 2012). Their metro-
politan flair is branded to attract investors, locals and

tourists, as well as workers from the knowledge
economy and creative industry.

This process of urban branding is defined as the
attribution of characteristics to a city and an ongoing
testing of those attributes (Donald et al., 2008: 7). By
reimaging a city, constructing place-based identities
and controlling consumer impressions of a certain
locale, branding ‘aims to create a clear, singular, and
consumer-oriented version of the urban imaginary’,
thereby exceeding the goal of city marketing
(Gotham, 2007: 828). Urban branding is a highly
contested process whose strategic, concerted and
rational logic may cause social insecurity and exclu-
sion and may threaten local culture (Gotham, 2007).
Examples of such branding campaigns are cultural
parades, world-music festivals, sports events, food
festivals and ethnicised neighbourhoods (Gotham,
2007; McClinchey, 2008; Veronis, 2006). On the one
hand, branding is a process of homogenisation and
standardisation. On the other hand, it reveals a pro-
cess of diversification and differentiation that pro-
duces sites to attract consumers and investment to a
particular locale (Gotham, 2007: 827).

Not only major gateway cities at the top of the
global hierarchy are affected by the consequences of
the restructuring of labour markets and resulting reor-
ientation of many migrants in entrepreneurship and
services (Marcuse and van Kempen, 2000). Global
brands such as ‘Chinatown’ or ‘Little Italy’ are estab-
lished in the public consciousness and thus are more
readily sold. The image and appeal of ‘Chinatowns’
has let them become export products that are now uti-
lised by European cities (Rath, 2005: 239), while they
are criticised as homogenisation of heterogeneous
migrant groups into bounded entities (Barth, 1969;
Young et al., 2006: 1690). Corresponding branding
processes of migrant-related assets often take place in
inner-city neighbourhoods, which were once associ-
ated with migrant poverty and decline but have now
been re-imaged to provide the culinary experiences of
migrants’ countries of origin (Shaw, 2011: 381).

Although there is some consensus in the literature
that the desirability and marketability of migrant
groups differs according to the use of ethno-cultural
diversity for branding purposes (e.g. Kaltmeier, 2011:
14£.), it is not clear what exactly leads to the com-
modification of some ethnic groups in ‘neo-liberal
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and entrepreneurial forms of urban governance’
(Young et al.,, 2006: 1690). This paper seeks to
address the reason for the different marketability of
‘cultures’ and to close this gap in the literature.

As the literature has already shown, immigration
traditions, local history and total and relative num-
bers of migrants play a role in urban migrant policies
(Glick Schiller and Caglar, 2009). But how do these
factors influence marketability? What role do visi-
bility and image play? Why is it easier to adapt glob-
ally established brands to a new locale than
establishing a new brand, such as a Vietnamtown?
The existing branding literature has not addressed
the spatial dispersion of ethnic groups within a city
and their labour market integration; nor has it
addressed the ability of an ethnic group to engage
actively in local governance or how this ability influ-
ences its marketability.

The urban governance of migration reflects the
great differences between cities set in liberal and
restrictive immigration regimes. German cities such
as Frankfurt and Berlin increasingly look to entre-
preneurial cities like London, New York and Toronto
as role models for the promotion of cultural diver-
sity. This commodification of diversity is targeted
towards the consumption of a cosmopolitan, mobile
elite (Donald et al., 2008). Smaller German cities
have started to recognise migration as an asset for
urban development but still lack a political agenda of
implementation.

Branding the diverse Berlin

Despite being considered ‘a site of highly intensified
ethnic, social and cultural diversity’ (Reif, 2012: 33)
and a strong engagement in the policies described
above (Colomb, 2012; Kosnick, 2008), Berlin nei-
ther fits into the definition of a global city (Sassen,
1991) nor does its weak economic position suffice to
function as a major migrant reception area within the
German context. Tourism, however, has played a
central role in the city’s neoliberal restructuring over
the last two decades.

Since the end of the 1990s, Berlin’s ‘urban mean-
ing’ (Castells, 1983: 301 ff.) of “poor, but sexy’ pro-
motes the creative and subcultural city (Lanz, 2007:
188 ff.). Ethno-cultural diversity and cosmopolitanism

further played a role in the ‘urban meanings’ of the
‘metropolis of culture’, the ‘liveable city’ and the ‘cre-
ative city’ (Lanz, 2007: 185). The latter integrated
Berlin’s demographic multiculturalism and tolerance
as ‘unique selling points’ (Colomb, 2012: 233) and
still influences its branding strategies. As part of the
‘metropolis of culture’, the Carnival of Cultures, a fes-
tival that emerged from the impetus of migrant self-
organisations to show Berlin’s cultural diversity
(Colomb, 2012: 230; Lanz, 2007: 193f.), was officially
marketed. Organised as a bottom-up, migrant-driven
community initiative, it developed into the most-
visited annual event in Berlin, with more than a mil-
lion visitors. It increasingly came under criticism as
Berlin began a sorting-out of ‘marketable’ cultures
(Lanz, 2007: 192). Marketing campaigns continued
with the promotion of Berlin’s ‘cosmopolitan’ charac-
ter and its mobile elite that brought in economic and
cultural capital.

At the turn of the millennium, the marketing logic
changed under the social-democratic-socialist coali-
tion (2002-2011), with its open attitude towards
issues of migration, ethnicity and integration (Colomb,
2012: 248). This change is reflected in the ‘be Berlin’
campaign with the slogan ‘the place to be’, which
declares Berlin a diverse, colourful and tolerant city
since 2009 (Berlin Partner GmbH, 2015a). The cam-
paign shows the adoption of Florida’s ideas and termi-
nology into Berlin’s official development plans
(Florida, 2002; Senatsverwaltung fuer Wirtschaft,
Technologie und Forschung, 2012: 2).

From 2000 onwards, the newly applied creative
city strategy re-labelled areas previously thought
of as urban voids and wastelands as innovative
playgrounds for cultural production and touristic
consumption. This process led to a portrayal of
Berlin’s socially and ethnically mixed neighbour-
hoods and their ‘authentic’ and counter-cultural
life as tourist attractions (Colomb, 2012: 230,
239). The sub-campaign ‘Cities of Opportunities’
(‘Stadt der Chancen’) in 2013 and 2014 high-
lighted Berlin’s subculture, its hipness and its cos-
mopolitanism (Berlin Partner GmbH, 2015b).
Once again using Florida’s terminology, the cam-
paign ‘Cosmopolitan City’ (‘Weltoffene Stadt’)
stresses the high potential of the colourful mix of
talents and cultures that live together in harmony
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(Berlin Partner fiir Wirtschaft und Technologie
GmbH, 2015).

As tourism did not play a role in the top tourist
destinations in the city centre any longer, unplanned,
less central areas, which provide subcultural attrac-
tions, a vibrant cultural scene and ethnic diversity,
have been rebranded (Novy, 2012a: 68) and high-
lighted in the 2004 tourism plan (Colomb, 2012: 247;
Novy, 2012a: 76). The public—private partnership
(PPP) Berlin Tourismus & Kongress GmbH, with its
brand ‘Visit Berlin’, is responsible for the develop-
ment and branding of tourist attractions. Although
shedding some light on the hip subculture, the com-
pany concentrates its promotional activities in
Berlin’s central areas, where most of its shareholders
are located (Novy, 2012a: 77). The shareholders’ eco-
nomic interests thus limit ambitions of bringing tour-
ists to peripheral neighbourhoods (Novy and Huning,
2009) that are poor but not yet ‘sexy’. Further, the
partial privatisation of the tourism promotion com-
pany and the connected switch to an entrepreneurial
approach support this development. This spatial
dimension of touristic commodification is thwarted
in Lichtenberg, which has recently been titled as the
new booming hipster destination (Heier and Metzger,
2015) after decades of not being ‘sexy’.

Berlin’s new approach boosters the bounding of
‘useful’ cultures, as perpetuated by more recent urban
initiatives in Berlin. For example, the 2012 ‘City of
Diversity’ exhibition (Senatsverwaltung fiir Arbeit,
Integration und Frauen, n.d. 2015) promoted diver-
sity as a resource and, similar to the ‘Cosmopolitan
City’ campaign, stages Berlin as a multicultural city.
This is in contrast to the actual situation, since Berlin
never reached the status of a gateway city, although it
can look back historically on a high percentage of
foreign-born people, with a 50 per cent peak in 1864
(Lanz, 2007: 29f.; Diilmen et al, 2012). Although
ranking highest in absolute numbers of migrants
(861,000), Berlin ranks only 12th in its relative share
of migrants (25%) after cities like Frankfurt am Main
(43%), Stuttgart (38%), Nuremberg (37%) and
Munich (36%) (Bundeszentrale fiir politische
Bildung, 2012). For the purpose of branding, many
migrant groups in Berlin either lack image-related
requirements or spatial concentration. Nevertheless,
projects like the ‘City of Diversity’ exhibition or the

‘Carnival of Cultures’ clearly show Berlin’s changing
perspective on diversity as an asset. Although Berlin
does not command an official policy on the develop-
ment of a Chinatown, repeated ideas for the develop-
ment of projects — be they top-down or bottom-up
— show the city’s interest.

Methods

This paper is methodologically based on a qualita-
tive, multi-method triangulation. This approach can
best cover the multi-faceted and highly dynamic
cases that have not yet been addressed by academic
publications and are hardly quantifiable. It draws on
the author’s broad knowledge of Vietnamese com-
munities in Berlin, gained through an in-depth quali-
tative study on Vietnamese entrepreneurship, with
data collected between 2007 and 2010. This study,
consisting of 91 semi-structured interviews, was
conducted with field visits that were continued until
2014 on a regular basis. Structured, partially partici-
patory observations on the development of the site
were documented through field notes. Insights of
these field visits are integrated in the paper.

The reconstruction of three Chinatown projects in
the early 2000s was examined through a media anal-
ysis of local! and national®> newspapers. 1 selected
newspaper articles through a web search using the
keywords ‘Chinatown Berlin’, ‘Asiatown Berlin’
and ‘Dong Xuan Center’. Further, I studied websites
of the project initiators and the Dong Xuan Center
(DXC), and conducted a qualitative content analysis
of newspaper articles and websites. Several quota-
tions from media articles were translated by the
author and inserted in the text.

Six semi-structured, qualitative interviews were
conducted between 2011 and 2014. The interviews
also helped to contextualise material from the media
analysis and the observations. I interviewed a variety
of players (including two politicians of Berlin’s dis-
trict of Lichtenberg, a journalist, and managers of the
DXC), to compare and contrast experiences, under-
standings and backgrounds of the described cases.
The translated interview quotations are indicated in
the text with ‘#’ and the attribution of the interviewee.
The interviews focused on the formal and informal
processes of decision-making, the collaboration of
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the different stakeholders and development plans and
strategies for the analysed area. A semi-structured
interview guideline was used to learn about inten-
tions, motivations and constraints of the different
parties. This approach allowed the interviewees to
elaborate on certain points, while it enabled me to
clarify processes through different perspectives. All
interviews were recorded, transcribed and systemati-
cally analysed based on the principles of qualitative
content analysis (Mayring, 2007).

Branding Asian entrepreneurship
in Berlin

As a response to the increasing recognition of
migrant economies as an asset for city branding,
Berlin’s local politicians repeatedly tried to establish
both Asia- and Chinatowns as a blueprint of globally
spread Chinatowns.

One project idea, which was pushed by Green
Party member Claudia Himmerling in 2002, was for
an Asiatown in the district of Prenzlauer Berg.
According to her idea, the area could serve as a rep-
resentational place for the Asian communities in
Berlin and strengthen their identity in spatial prox-
imity to their residential hubs. It could further be a
vehicle to win investors for the redevelopment of an
abandoned slaughterhouse into a place for Berlin’s
young, creative and ‘cosmopolitan’ knowledge
workers and tourists. The initiative was supported by
Karin Hopfmann, deputy of the socialist party (Die
Linke), who was known for her interest in integrat-
ing Vietnamese entrepreneurs:

For economic and political integration reasons, policy-
makers have the responsibility to take a lead in
discussing a locality for Asian business. (Karin
Hopfmann, cited in Mai, 2002)

This example highlights the transition of Berlin’s
political approach towards migration from a reactive
approach to the more proactive political direction of
the socialist-social democratic coalition.

The area’s rebranding was also motivated by a
reassessment of the image of Vietnamese migrants.
Fed by prejudices in the former German Democratic
Republic (GDR) society, Vietnamese contract

workers were socially excluded before the German
reunification (Bui, 2003: 210). In the 1990s, the
community had been unfavourably portrayed in a
series of media reports on illegal cigarette traffic
(Mai, 2002). Human trafficking, administrative
offences and criminalised acts supported the nega-
tive headlines about the Vietnamese. Although
mostly crimes were committed by former contract
workers and asylum seekers, these criminal acts
smeared the image of all Vietnamese migrants in
Germany.

Hence, the Asiatown project provided a chance
for the Vietnamese community to become visible
after a long period of ‘partial masking’, a term that
refers to the disguising of Vietnamese identity,
mainly in the restaurant business, as Chinese, Thai,
Japanese or just ‘Asian’ (Bui, 2003: 204). In the
early 2000s, the “‘unmasked’, traditional Vietnamese
cuisine became highly popular, which resulted in a
spreading of the restaurant business to Berlin’s main
touristic spots such as Mitte and Kreuzberg. The
strong economic performance led to high visibility
and increased awareness of Vietnamese culture in
Berlin, and enabled new cultural events, such as the
‘Dong Xuan Festival’ that took place in 2010.

The number of Vietnamese people living in Berlin
at the end of 2014 was 14,825 (Amt flir Statistik
Berlin-Brandenburg, 2015), plus 7,000 naturalised
compatriots. Due to political, educational and his-
torical immigration reasons, Vietnamese migrants in
Berlin can be categorised into four main subgroups:
(1) refugees (so-called ‘Boat-People’) who fled
Vietnam in the 1970s and 1980s; (2) former contract
workers and their unified families; (3) students; and
(4) others, which are composed of more recently
arrived asylum seekers and undocumented persons.

This paper focuses on the predominantly self-
employed group that evolved from the 69,000
Vietnamese contract workers who came to work in
the GDR between 1980 and 1990. They and their
unified families still form the largest share of
Vietnamese migrants in Berlin. Their migration orig-
inated with a bilateral contract between the GDR and
Vietnam, which included professional training that
decreased tremendously after 1987 due to a sharp
increase in recruitment numbers. Late cohorts were
deployed for simple tasks on assembly lines or
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punching machines, neither of which required edu-
cational achievements or special working skills.

German reunification affected the contract work-
ers severely, as they lost both their jobs and their
legal status (Gruner-Domic, 2008: 1078). Many of
them got an exceptional leave to remain in the reuni-
fied country and dabbled as self-employed street
vendors. Only in 1997 did the Vietnamese become
eligible to apply for permanent residence. Holding
an insecure residence status for most of the 1990s is
one of the main reasons the former contract workers
did not manage to enter the primary labour market
but were mainly self-employed in small textile,
flower and variety stores as well as restaurants and
fast food outlets.

In the mid-1990s, the first Vietnamese wholesale
centres opened in Berlin through Vietnamese entre-
preneur initiatives (#DXGmbH). Tenant-landlord
relations were established via social networks on the
basis of reciprocity (Schmiz, 2011b). More than two
decades of self-employment among Vietnamese
migrants in Berlin led to a diversification in the
branches and dimensions of businesses. Today,
mobile, retail and wholesale trade in solo-self-
employed and family business reflect the socio-eco-
nomic spectrum of Vietnamese entrepreneurship in
Berlin. Wholesale centres remain in Vietnamese
management but have become increasingly diversi-
fied in their ethno-cultural composition.

Several efforts to create a Chinatown in the area
of Halensee in the district of Wilmersdorf, which is
traditionally home to a small Chinese business com-
munity, were made in 2002 by locally engaged
German entrepreneurs in the area, with the goal of
creating a positive image for the surrounding neigh-
bourhood and to decrease shop vacancies (Dobberke,
2002; Fuchs, 2002). Although the given structure
was too weak to be developed as a Chinatown, this
plan was built on an existing Chinese business com-
munity. The nearby Kantstrasse, a Western Berlin
street traditionally used for entertainment busi-
nesses, can look back on a century-long history of
Chinese restaurants and institutions. Although it is
the densest agglomeration of Chinese, Japanese,
Thai and Vietnamese businesses in Berlin, it lacks
the density and vibrancy found in other Chinatowns
and thus provides obstacles for branding.

I argue that the failure of the envisioned China-
and Asiatowns originated in the marketability-led
approach, which lacks sensitivity for ethno-cultural
particularities and knowledge of the super-diverse
communities. Further, cooperation with business
associations and other key persons in the different
Asian communities did not exist. Municipal politi-
cians and other stakeholders in the planning process
of the commercial areas critically reflected that
future users were not involved in the top-down plan-
ning process. Respecting those stakeholders, as well
as residents and local communities, is seen as a key
component of success in the branding literature, as
this approach is both ethical and develops the brand
from the grassroots (Ooi, 2011: 58). Berlin’s first
integration minister noted this lack of consideration
for the target group:

One had to clarify if there is an existing interest within
the ethnic target groups and if they would invest capital.
(Barbara John, cited in Mai, 2002)

Even some of the initialising stakeholders later
critically reflected that the projects failed to recog-
nise the requirements of the target groups:

It would be the wrong way to include Asian art,
culture, restaurants, shops, trade or technology centres
into an urban development concept that is influenced
by Asian stylistic elements. (Hiammerling, 2011,
author’s translation)

The critique of ethnic essentialism is reflected in
the work of Anderson (1991), who argues that
Chinatowns are a Western construction and repre-
sent Western cultural domination — not least because
they often arose from discriminatory laws imposing
ethnic segregation (Sales et al., 2008: 47). These
policies of spatial segregation were not applied in
Germany, nor did historical colonial relations lead to
intense Chinese immigration.

However, the synthetic building of a Chinatown is
missing a spatial, socio-cultural and temporal compo-
nent. Concerning spatiality, traditional Chinatowns
started in rundown downtown neighbourhoods and
successively grew in complex relation to the real
estate market, large urban development projects and
ethnic networks, while keeping a disordered charm.
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As such, New York’s Little Italy was partly taken over
by Chinatown while Chinatown Spadina in Toronto
took over a former Jewish neighbourhood after its dis-
placement by the new City Hall. In a socio-cultural
dimension, Chinatowns are places of complex social
relations, where new immigrants are often stranded
while established residents move to more affluent
neighbourhoods. Traditionally, Chinatowns have been
places of refuge, business and residence for newcom-
ers from several Asian countries (Tan, 2010: 133) and
thus were never exclusively Chinese. The temporal is
given relevance as Chinatowns, representing places of
culture and trade, developed over the course of his-
tory, often originating with late-19th-century Chinese
immigration. This lack of history in Berlin was one of
the major doubts articulated by experts in the plan-
ning phase (Seith, n.d.).

The competing or complementing relationship
between the newly developed China- and Asiatown
projects and already established Vietnamese and
Chinese wholesale centres has never been publicly
discussed. The self-evident but unconsidered lack of
a common Asian identity contradicted the structures
of the multi-layered Vietnamese and Chinese com-
munities. The 6,000 socially and economically well-
integrated Chinese citizens belong to a diverse group
of ethnic Chinese from different nation-states
(Bregel, 2003). Like the Vietnamese, they form a
heterogeneous group of Asian immigrants that shows
neither an interest to live in nor to conduct trade
within the proposed structures (Mai, 2007). The
absent interest can also be explained by a lack of
trust due to missing networks between municipal
stakeholders and the super-diverse Asian commu-
nity. An expert expresses her doubts about the
planned Vietnamese-Chinese mosaic:

In the Vietnamese trade centre, Chinese and Pakistani
people do their business as well, everybody on their
own, on a small scale — and I think it has to develop
endogenously. It won’t work if somebody comes from
outside to enforce a multicultural diversity. Instead,
they have to initiate this among themselves. Chinese
business behaviour is totally different from the
Vietnamese one. (#DXGmbH)

A lack of networks and trust between these com-
munities stalled the planning processes. A quote

from a stakeholder of the Asia-Pacific Forum sup-
ports the findings of this analysis:

I would be surprised if something like this would work in
Berlin. The groups of Chinese and Vietnamese are socially
and ethnically extremely inhomogeneous, different from
Paris or so. (Rainer Seider, cited from Mai, 2002)

This quote refers to the constellation in which
Vietnamese migrants from the ‘Boat People’ group
live in many Western cities. Being ethnically Chinese,
they opened their businesses or took over businesses
in Chinese neighbourhoods. Top-down branding ini-
tiatives fail to address the heterogeneous ethnic and
social structures of the different Asian communities
in Berlin, and the spatial separation of Vietnamese
communities in residence and trade.

Branding through migrant agency

In contrast to the cases described above, the DXC in
Berlin provides an example of an Asian commercial
site developed from the bottom up. The DXC is
Berlin’s largest and best-known Asian trade centre
and is located on a former industrial wasteland in
Berlin’s district of Lichtenberg. The manager of the
DXC is a member of the Vietnamese contract-worker
community who used his stable social networks to
unite business people from his community at a com-
mon site. The existing element of mutual trust among
management and entrepreneurs provides a solid base
for high-risk wholesale trade. Tenants, who are organ-
ised in business associations and other interest groups,
articulate their ideas to the management and thereby
actively participate in the continuing development of
the centre (#DXGmbH). Through this engagement,
the entrepreneurs become active agents in the cultural
representation of their city (see also Glick Schiller and
Caglar, 2009: 189). This action supports identity-
building and the development of a spatial representa-
tion, which forms an important precondition for the
marketing of ethnic places (Puetz and Rodatz, 2013:
174). This identity-building is especially important in
the case of the Vietnamese, as they cannot profit from
an established ‘Vietnamtown’ brand. Inspired by the
‘Dong Xuan’ market in the ancient part of Hanoi, the
DXC management highlighted the representative
function of the centre to the community.
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Today, 65—70 per cent of the approximately 420
tenants are of Vietnamese origin. Two thirds of them
are engaged in wholesale trade (#DXGmbH), com-
plemented by service companies such as consultants,
travel agencies and money-transfer operators. Also
known as °‘Little Hanoi’, the centre obviously
appears as a Vietnamese site. Customers of the DXC
visit not only to purchase wholesale goods but also
for haircuts, nail designs, celebrations, karaoke and
dining. Like many large Chinese malls that serve as
sites of recreational and cultural activities (Lo, 2006:
89f.), the centre functions as a social microcosm,
combining a social with a representative function for
the Vietnamese community. I argue that the space of
the DXC is significant for the construction of a com-
mon identity for this super-diverse community (see
also Isin and Siemiatycki, 1999: 10f.), and thereby
lays the groundwork for future branding. Through
their strategy of ‘strategic spatial essentialism’
(Veronis, 2007: 466) they gain not only spatial repre-
sentation, but also political recognition.

In the last few years, the DXC has received grow-
ing attention from the media, local authorities, cus-
tomers, tourists and artists, and thereby contributes
to a revalorisation of multicultural city spaces (Rath,
2005; Shaw et al., 2004). The DX GmbH aims to
complement the area with a pagoda, a Traditional
Chinese Medicine Centre, a hotel and a guesthouse.
Through the combination of cultural, leisure, health
and educational facilities, the manager wants to
develop the centre into a place of social life and
trade, with more than 1000 additional jobs. For this
marketing as Asiatown, the management itself takes
its idea from the global brand ‘Chinatown’, as
declared on the centre’s former website:

They belong to the worlds’ capitals — the economically
flourishing Chinatowns. Hence, they function as a role
model for the further extension of the DXC, the Asian
centre for trade, culture and tourism in Berlin. (Dong
Xuan GmbH, 2013, author’s translation)

With the new ‘Asiatown’ wording, which repre-
sents the diverse tenant structure of the centre, a cul-
turally sensitive termreplaced the catchy ‘Chinatown’
brand. This contradicts a major requirement of
branding — a clear and single image that often causes
homogenisation (Gotham, 2007). While the quote

directly addresses tourism, it is in conflict with the
district’s zoning regulations, which stipulate that
retail and catering services are only allowed to a
maximum of five per cent of all business in areas
zoned for economic activity. These regulations exist
for the protection of retail trade in stated urban cen-
tres (‘Zentrenschutz’), a German planning instru-
ment connected to the urban concept of the ‘European
City’ (‘Zentrenschutz’, Kasten et al., 2011). Because
of the centre’s legal status, retail trade and services
such as gastronomy and hair salons are officially
operated as services for wholesalers. One of the dis-
trict’s former political stakeholders describes the
situation as follows:

Berlin is stuck in a dilemma. It can‘t advertise illegal
uses in official documents and then state that touristic
visits of the centre are illegal. Thus, the centre does not
appear in official tourist guides or websites of the city.
(Former politician of Berlin-Lichtenberg)

Preussenpark, also known as ‘Thaipark’, is
another Asian space in Berlin that has been reined in
by district zoning regulations. Situated in Western
Berlin’s Charlottenburg-Wilmersdorf district, the
site’s touristic potential has been hindered by the
municipality, which restricts the informal practice of
barbecuing and selling food due to conflicts over use
with neighbouring residents (Ha, 2015: 230ff.; Haid,
2013).

In the case of the DXC, stakeholders at the dis-
trict and municipal levels generally share the objec-
tive on the further development of the centre. Both
administrative levels are aware of the DXC’s eco-
nomic potential for creating approximately 1,000
jobs (#DXGmbH) and tolerate the current situation
out of respect for the general challenges of migrant
labour market integration. At the same time, they do
not accept the development plans of the centre’s
management, because broadening the regulations
connected to areas dedicated to commercial and
industrial use causes new problems. As Isin and
Siemiatycki (1999: 10 and 12) show, land-use con-
flicts have become issues of tension for diverse
migrant groups in global cities.

Summing up, although the city of Berlin recog-
nises the touristic potential of the centre, it does not
consider the DXC as a branding target largely
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because of legal issues, which hinder the marketing
of the centre on municipal tourist portals, guides and
websites. Consequently, the centre markets itself
through its own website and is marketed informally,
but prominently, through various Berlin lifestyle
blogs, Instagram and websites such as Yelp and
TripAdvisor. In its current condition, the DXC does
not address a broad group of tourists, but rather a
specific group that is interested in Vietnamese cul-
ture or is in search of an ‘authentic’ Asian market-
place. Although the aforementioned practices in the
centre limit possibilities for official branding, the
city of Berlin wants to promote its ethno-cultural
diversity through spatial representation of its Asian
communities. With a ‘Chinatown’, Berlin hopes to
develop an image that lifts itself into the league of
‘world cities’.

Further, I argue that the DXC does not brand
itself with Vietnamese per se, because the Vietnamese
culture is not connected to a certain brand yet. There
are no hip and fancy Vietnamese products that are
valued as marketable for a broader public, nor does a
role model for a successful Vietnamese economic
quarter in a Western metropolis exist. The hesitating
interest by the city of Berlin can also be interpreted
in connection to Vietnam’s economic development,
which operates on a lower scale in terms of capital
investments in Berlin than China. Moreover, even
though there is a huge initiative within the DX
GmbH concerning the development and branding of
the centre that stretches given zoning laws, the lack
of a network of Vietnamese business people with a
spokesperson connected to the Berlin senate limits
the group’s agency. This limited agency also deter-
minates the weak influence on the current municipal
discussion about a loosening of ‘Zentrenschutz’ as
the zoning law.

Conclusion

The paper at hand shows that the rethinking of ethno-
cultural diversity as an asset for city branding is
influenced by neoliberal city politics. In particular, it
addresses the gap in the literature on the question of
why certain ethnic groups are more ‘valuable’ for
branding than others. I argue that the marketability
of various ethno-cultural groups differs, and thereby

differently influences political practise. In doing so,
this paper shows that Berlin is transitioning from a
reactive to a proactive approach to ethno-cultural
diversity.

Firstly, a reactive approach that is aimed at the hur-
dles and challenges in the integration process could be
extracted from the examples. Political goals within
this perspective include economic, social and cultural
integration for all of the discussed cases. This support
is regarded as highly relevant as shown by the DXC,
which may function as a representative place for the
Vietnamese. As such, the Vietnamese microcosm
might initiate processes of spatial identification and
thereby serve as a promoter for integration.

Secondly, a proactive rethinking of municipal
stakeholders towards a stronger consideration for
local, cultural and social specificities of the targeted
cultural groups can be identified after the failure of
the addressed Asiatown project. Although the projects
were developed at almost the same time (between
2000 and 2007), the quotes and reflections on the pro-
jects show a learning process of the stakeholders
involved in city branding concerning questions of
knowledge, representation and identification.

Concerning the knowledge of the cultural group,
I showed that some stakeholders already perceive
Vietnamese migrants in Berlin as a super-diverse
group. Lacking in trust and ethnic networks,
Vietnamese citizens in Berlin could not be culturally
mainstreamed as Asian or Chinese. A deeper under-
standing of the heterogeneity and cultural diversity
of Vietnamese migrants in Berlin is a necessary pre-
condition for future planning.

Migrant agency results in greater consideration
for the community in the branding process. As such,
the success of the Vietnamese-run DXC might indi-
cate that Asian trade centres profit from the network-
based trust within the community, and that this trust
is a precondition for a sustainable economic struc-
ture (Schmiz, 2011a: 157). Within this centre,
tenant—landlord relationships can be traced back to a
common ethnic background and are maintained by
the participative structure of the centre’s internal
governance. The DXC is dependent on an embedded
local community, adequate accessibility and opening
hours. It has developed into the largest, most fre-
quented and economically powerful Vietnamese
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place in Berlin. Through its important social and
economic function, it has become a highly represent-
ative and symbolic place for many Vietnamese citi-
zens in Berlin. Being a place of intensified network
activity, it provides a base of agency in the negotia-
tions within the municipality.

In its current condition, the DXC contradicts the
vision held by Berlin’s urban stakeholders, whose
PPP structure concentrates its branding initiatives
on its geographic centre and is influenced by the
marketability of cultures. According to municipal
stakeholders, further legalisation is needed to pro-
vide a basis for the centre’s marketing. The empiri-
cal material shows further evidence that the missing
marketability of the Vietnamese is another major
reason for the city’s adherence to Asia- and
Chinatown projects.

The higher marketability of Chinese relative to
Vietnamese places originates not only from the
absence of a Vietnamese role model for urban brand-
ing, but also from the Vietnamese image, its low visi-
bility and its immigration history. Although the
Vietnamese culture will not be marketable as hip and
trendy overnight, several indicators for a transition of
the image of Vietnamese migrants in Berlin were ren-
dered. These changes might trigger a further image
upgrading for the group, providing a basis for their
marketability. I further argue that the centre fits into
Berlin’s latest branding strategy, in which areas previ-
ously thought of as urban voids and wastelands are
commodified for consumption. Within this proactive
approach, the DXC has the potential to be commodi-
fied as an ‘authentic’ Vietnamese place ‘off the beaten
track’. However, my findings show that to date, nei-
ther the municipality, with its constituent districts, nor
the PPPs in charge have a programme for the handling
of ethno-cultural diversity in urban development.

Migrant resources have become increasingly
important in the local restructuring process of a
growing number of cities worldwide. Thereby, the
ethno-cultural diversity that they bring is one of
the key location factors for urban development.
This proactive, resource-oriented perspective
aims to use migrants’ potential and their visibility
for urban marketing purposes. The approach tar-
gets migrant economies and especially the cater-
ing sector as service providers and creators of a

cosmopolitan urban image for the young urban
elites of the knowledge economy and the creative
industry. Since this proactive approach also runs
the risk of silencing problems related to migra-
tion, the question of profit arises from the market-
ing of migrant diversity. Cui bono? While migrants
need economic and integration support, such as
consulting for and promotion of their economic
activities, they could also profit from city brand-
ing efforts — if they are implemented in a group-
sensitive manner.

In the paper at hand, I reason that both the reac-
tive and the proactive perspectives with the emanat-
ing programmes mentioned above are of political
relevance. As such, the transition from a reactive to a
proactive approach could also be a chance to com-
bine the lessons learned for a more comprehensive
approach. These two approaches are not mutually
exclusive, but can complement each other if they are
developed in dialogue with the involved parties.
Such a participatory approach in local migration and
diversity policies increases political enforceability.
Therein, migrant networks provide an important
resource for a closer municipal cooperation with
migrant communities.
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