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Abstract
This article is about the relevance of social class within emotional geography. Based on life 
history interviews with former metalworkers in Bavaria, it analyses their identity-related sense 
of place and the feelings of loss they experience when encountering their former places of work. 
By concentrating on the perspective of those who have worked on industrial sites, and their 
encounters with those sites, now transformed, this article focuses on a specific identity-related 
emotion experienced by working-class people, which is often underestimated. Recollections of 
common experiences linked to the workplace may seem haunting in the form of memories of 
body routines within a place ballet, or of former buildings and walls. Workers describe how, 
when they visit their former workplace, they have to confront this haunting from the past; and 
it is through these haunting experiences that their class identity takes on a new but often painful 
existence.
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Introduction

On the 22nd September 2002, in the Maxhütte in Sulzbach-Rosenberg, approximately 800 workers 
poured hot liquid steel into the blast furnace and took the cooled product to the rolling mill for the 
last time. Following the shutdown of the Maxhütte,1 the last steel works with a blast furnace in 
Bavaria Germany, most of the rolling mill was scrapped, and the casting machine sold to China. 
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Today there is little left of the Maxhütte. Just a large – and contaminated – slag heap, gutted build-
ings, and the remains of the blast furnace on a 60 hectare industrial area. But even though nearly 
everything to do with the former steel work is gone, former workers sometimes climb a nearby hill 
called the Schlossberg for another look at what was once their workplace.

Sixty-six-year-old Karl2 who worked as an engine driver for 26 years at the Maxhütte, describes 
a regular occurrence at the Schlossberg:

People arrive at six o'clock in the morning – as if the blast-furnace was still there. Many come every day 
to the Maxhütte, just to look. And these are often people who are already getting their pension. What a 
picture of misery. Yes it is a picture of misery. The closure of the steelworks was the kind of life event that 
you never forget. It’s different if a company doesn’t have any particular importance for you. If you can say 
‘well, I was just a number in the company’. Then that’s okay for you. But this was my company, and that’s 
what everybody who worked there said about it. ‘It was my company.’ (Karl, 66 years, former engine 
driver)

Industrial ruins are metaphors of transition and change,3 as well as material structures that were, 
in former times, suitable to a specific regime of accumulation4 as ‘an inevitable result of capitalist 
development’.5 Sites and ruins transformed by time hold information about change in political-
economic and social structures. The focus of this paper is on the memories of those who have 
experienced such transformations within their working life. As Karl remembers in the sequence 
above, transformed workplaces continue to attract former workers and awaken strong emotions. 
The ex-workers, now pensioned, are drawn to their former workplaces, even if those places are 

Figure 1. The Maxhütte seen from the Schlossberg, taken by Lars Meier in June 2012.
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now in a different shape, and have lost their former purpose. In the former workers’ memories, that 
which is absent today is reincarnated in a haunting sense. What form this takes, however, depends 
on who is remembering.

As with studies on the politics of memory, which focus on official memory sites, this article 
examines the subject from a new angle. Those studies contain powerful official representations of 
landscapes as texts,6 containing interviews, for example, with owners of memory sites,7 the way in 
which these sites are represented in museums, and heritage structures under scrutiny.8 Because the 
Maxhütte is also an official memory site, it could be considered as a subject for this kind of research. 
There is an ongoing public debate about which industrial monuments and icons of a former indus-
trial age should be saved from these ruins, for tourism purposes. In the nearby town of Sulzbach-
Rosenberg there is a museum that tells the history of the Maxhütte. The slag heap has been 
refurbished for possible tourism use, and the area is sometimes used for a 24-hour long mountain 
bike race – a world cup event.

But this is not what attracts former workers. They visit the Maxhütte because of their personal 
memories of the time they worked there. For them, the Maxhütte is a personal memory site. That 
which is missing in their lives today looms hauntingly in their memories of former times. These 
memories, which may well be emotional experiences, are triggered by an encounter with a former 
place of work, and by narrating lengthy descriptions of these former times in the context of a life 
history interview situation. An encounter with the Maxhütte today gives rise to vivid memories and 
strong emotions.

In this paper, people who worked at a particular place for a very long time, describe their 
recollections of their past work locations. Their memories of the place as it was and the realiza-
tion of it as it is now, can be a highly emotional experience.9 They frequently have souvenirs 
that they display in their living rooms, such as a photograph of the factory. These bear witness 
to a deep emotional connection with their former place of work.

This paper considers class with reference to the work of Pierre Bourdieu within the context of 
practices and as an everyday experience that is embodied in peoples’ history;10 and on the basis  
of interviews with former metalworkers in North-Bavaria, about the transformation or ruination of 
workplaces, it shows the relevance of class identity to be palpable. Class is not always expressed 
as a collective awareness of the shared social position and resulting collective interests. The ‘class 
in itself’ does not necessarily become self-aware as a ‘class for itself’.11 By analysing the workers’ 
place-related emotions, the distinction between a set of objective conditions that define class, the 
experience of being employed as a worker, and the subjective consciousness of one’s own class 
position, is investigated. This article demonstrates the political aspect of supposedly very personal 
cultural characteristics within emotions and experiences.

Absence and haunting of former times in biographic narrations

Absence is a relative concept with a temporal dimension. What is absent today is absent from an 
identity-related perspective, which is fed by the specific experiences of the workers interviewed. 
This historical dimension is expressed in the memories within the life history interviews.12 This 
article is mainly based on such interviews, usually lasting between three and seven hours, and 
focus group interviews with groups of manual workers,13 in which a common relationship of social 
identity becomes especially palpable. This article refers to selected life history narrations of male 
and female former manual workers, over 60 years old, who have worked for some decades in 
Nuremberg (Bavaria). The interviewees were contacted with the help of the industrial workers 
union, traditional workers’ sports clubs or by using addresses gained during previous expert 



470 cultural geographies 20(4)

interviews. After an initial phase of interviews others were contacted using the snowball system. 
Beginning with a general request to tell their life stories from the very beginning, the interviewees 
started doing exactly that. This relative openness allowed the narrators to create a meaningful story 
from their own lives. After this initial phase, the researcher used open questions to refer to the 
former narrative, and develop specific questions.

Narrations and lived experiences are an integrated issue.14 Within narrated biographic memo-
ries, identity is reconstructed by creating meaning from memories, and making one’s own life 
into a story.15 However, these biographic narratives do not give objective or ‘true’ data of per-
sonal history and are not simply about lived experiences. They are also about today’s constructed 
views and considerations of such experiences. Using such life histories, it can be seen how 
people make sense of their past and how they relate their individual lives within a transforming 
broader social context, and also a region or place.16 It is within the context of these life history 
interviews that a place is considered, not only in its actual representation but also as a former 
experience. In the workers’ memories, absence is created by the relationship between what is 
encountered today and what is remembered from former experiences at the place of work, before 
the transformation occurred. The workers’ sense of place and the emotions connected to their 
former workplace are especially strong during narrations of an imagined encounter, suggested 
by the interviewer, with the former workplace as it is today.

The formerly present structures, which are now absent, come alive in these memories – as 
hauntings, which are, in effect, present absences. The metaphor of spectral haunting has featured 
prominently since the end of the 1990s,17 with references to the work of Derrida.18 Against the 
background that the present exists only with respect to the past, he has developed the metaphor 
of haunting as something that folds time and unsettles the linear sense of time as it is represented. 
A haunting evokes a sense of injustice and triggers emotion. A haunting brings the past into the 
present, because what was there is remembered and given a relationship to the present by the 
ex-workers. As Gordon puts it, ‘haunting is a very particular way of knowing what has happened 
or is happening. Being haunted draws us effectively, sometimes against our will and always a bit 
magically, into the structure of feeling of a reality we come to experience, not as cold knowl-
edge, but as transformative recognition’.19

Broader transformations and their impact on the individual life can be seen from this metaphor. 
Because haunting is ‘a process that links an institution and an individual, a social structure and a 
subject, a history and a biography’.20 By referring to haunting, that which the workers have lost in 
the past becomes palpable here. Using this metaphor, the past becomes what is experienced and 
seen by the workers today. The haunting appears in conjunction with the workers visiting their 
former workplaces and it involuntarily creeps into their biographic interviews. It wells up inside 
their narratives and during encounters with the site – without them wanting this to happen in an 
explicit way. The haunting also has a repetitive character as it comes into being involuntarily, again 
and again.

Since this article is on haunting as perceived by those with former experiences of these places, 
it differs from the perspective of considering a ghost as a representation – or the traces of a repre-
sentation of those who have gone long before, and who are now seen by others such as visitors to 
the site, or ghost hunters. In this article, the metaphor of haunting is considered from an identity 
specific perspective, with regard to the workers memories and experiences at their former places 
of work. The notion of haunting takes the workers back to times past. Today, from the top of the 
Schlossberg they see not only the remains of their former workplace but also structures and events 
from the past. What, for others, is hidden under the layers of the current site, is visible for the for-
mer workers. A place contains traces of former times and its previous life, structures, atmospheres, 
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people and experiences. But these traces cannot be seen by everyone, only by those with experi-
ences of the place. When encountering their workplaces today, the workers are haunted by former 
walls, machines or movements, which are seen and experienced exclusively by them. Those reliv-
ing their own experiences at their former place of work are haunted in such a way, proving that 
everyday geographies and identities are not without a past.

Class matters in an emotional geography, and in the context of 
a sense of place

Memories are not only an individual issue; the former manual workers come together at the 
Schlossberg to relate their memories and experience a shared sense of place as a class-related issue. 
This article demonstrates that those who worked at these now transformed places for a long period 
of time have a particular sense of place, related to class. Class is considered as a dynamic process 
here.21 This is because differences between classes are produced and reproduced through the daily 
practices and experiences of the individuals involved. It is this background of considering class in 
the context of daily practices and experiences that allows class and place to come together in this 
article. This is not only because the workplace was experienced by the workers on a daily basis, but 
also because the workers make their daily practices fit into the specific rules and structures of the 
workplace and its community.

The concept of a sense of place integrates an objective place and a subjective sense.22 Using this 
concept, objective transformations of places and landscapes and individual responses to these 
transformed landscapes are seen in relation to each other. It is about whatever makes a place special 
for a person. Place specific emotions are not only the result of objective qualities but also devel-
oped by the individual’s subjective experiences there. From a phenomenological standpoint, imme-
diate embodied experiences are integrated into the cultural rules and meanings that colour the way 
people behave, and how they perceive their surroundings.23 Landscape from this perspective is a 
lifeworld, a milieu of engagement and of involvement. It is ‘a world to live in and not a scene to 
view’.24

By putting its focus on the narrated experiences and emotions of former workers, this article is 
not about experience landscapes and absence with a phenomenological background, from a per-
sonal and emotional viewpoint by a subjective self-reflexive researcher.25 Against such a back-
ground, one strand of research gives its attention to analysing the attraction of degradation and 
decay of cultural artefacts and ruins.26

The specific attraction of transformed or ruined places, for those who worked there before the 
transformation occurred, is considered in this paper to be class related. Memories and emotions are 
considered specific, as they are charged with being related to the social identity of class. From such 
a perspective, this paper aims to fill the gap of a social identity-related emotional geography. 
Emotional geography27 is worked out mainly on the basis of personal identities and experiences. 
And when emotional geography is considered as a social identity-related issue, it is usually worked 
out using the example of gender identity.28

Memory is not only central to self, but also a social activity. This is because it can be a collective 
matter, an expression and binding force of a social group identity.29 Biographic memories are there-
fore involved in the relationship between individual and social, as well as between past and pres-
ent. Central elements within the biographic memories of the workers are related to family, relatives, 
work and home. These memories are spatially bound30 by places and landscapes, which are, in 
effect, ‘storehouses’ of social and personal memories,31 and are bound up with processes of emo-
tional attachment.32 For the workers, the strong emotional attachment to the workplace remains, 
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even if it is transformed and they are of pensionable age. Bernd, a former Grundig worker, has such 
strong emotional attachments that he experiences them in his dreams:

Lars: ‘How do you feel when you drive past the Grundig site. What do you think?’
Bernd:  ‘There is still a feeling of coming home . . . It's just that I liked it to be there. The worst 

thing is that I still dream of that time . . . Of the work, really, I dream of the division. 
In my dreams I sometimes go in and can’t ever find my way out. Or sometimes I drive 
in, and put my car in my parking spot, and when I want to go home I can’t find my car. 
(both laughing) Totally crazy.’

Lars: ‘That means you can't get away, then?’
Bernd: ‘Yes’ (12)
Lars: ‘And what do you think it is that won’t let you go?’
Bernd:  ‘I don't know. I don't know. The longing for home or (I: Yes) I don't know. (11) A few 

times I dreamt that I was going there – towards Grundig, Langwasser. But I can't find 
the way. It’s very strange.’

This emotional attachment to a place is made clear by an accompanying narration that articu-
lates identity. The interviewees do not set their life narratives and experiences in a direct relation-
ship to a class position. Their narratives are the constructions of individuality. It may be argued that 
this is because any inference of lifestyle, behaviour or interests resulting from class membership, 
casts doubt on individuality. Class is in constant contradiction to a powerful social discourse that 
propagates individual freedom and self-fulfilment.33

Figure 2. Former main entrance of the Grundig plant, taken by Lars Meier in June 2012.
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The way in which we see and experience places is identity related. People define themselves 
through places. The memories of ex-workers are connected to specific sites and communities – when 
their fellow workers occupied the landscape in question, for example. A sense of place, or a place 
identity is explained by psychologists as very personal – ‘a component of personal identity, a pro-
cess by which, through interaction with places, people describe themselves in terms of belonging 
to a specific place’.34 But a sense of place is not entirely the result of individual experiences, emo-
tions and meanings.35 The workers’ memories are not only an issue of a personal identity but also 
of their social class identity. Emotional relationships and feelings of affiliation to the workplace 
develop over a long period of time,36 through everyday experiences at its structure, rhythm and 
atmosphere and in a place-related worker community. A sense of place is an emotional link to a 
place, which has developed out of former experiences. Fleeting placements of moving material 
and people leave their mark in both the geography and also in the memory. By considering class 
identity by practices and experiences, the sense of place is seen here as one that is class related. 
By recalling former encounters with other workers and consequently remembering the integration 
of self and the body into everyday work routines and rhythms at the workplace their class identity 
is indirectly reflected in their memories. It comes as no surprise that the place of work has a central 
role in the interviewees’ biographic narratives, and is indirectly related to their identities as 
workers.

These encounters with former workplaces give rise to strong emotions in those who worked 
there for an extended period of time. Their memories of the daily routines that took place there, as 
well as their past integration into a community, change their perception of the place. It becomes, 
for the interviewees, a home, and an ‘irreplaceable centre of significance’.37 Inclusion into a work-
place and its community brings about a shift in the individual’s emotional relationship to it. The 
development of a class-related sense of place can be seen in the narrated memories of the workers. 
Gerda, a former warehouse clerk born in 1952, who worked for 36 years in the AEG plant in 
Nuremberg – closed in 2006 – remembers a change in her personal perception, which is associated 
with the development of a sense of belonging to the workplace.

When I was a child my parents and I frequently passed the AEG plant, and I would look at it and always 
think, ‘What an ugly building. I never want to work there’ . . . But time went by, and I did work at the plant 
and it didn’t seem to be ugly anymore. (Laughs) And eventually, it became like a second family to me. For 
15 years, I looked forward to going to work. I would rather have let someone cut off my head than believe 
that the AEG plant would close. I never thought it would happen. It was a shock for me. (Gerda)

With the integration of the individual as a working person into a workplace, the work process 
and the community, their emotional relationship to a place alters. For Gerda, the AEG plant was 
transformed from an ugly building to become ‘like a second family’. Her inclusion as a worker, 
into the entire and rounded work process, made her feel like an integral part of the place, which 
then – for her, was not ugly anymore. This kind of close contact inevitably brings about a devel-
opment of a sense of place, which in turn means that the worker’s identity alters and becomes 
closely connected to the workplace, its community and the work processes. With the closure of 
the factory, this inclusion as an integral part of the workplace and its community is lost. But this 
does not leave feelings of emotional indifference towards the building once regarded as ugly. In 
the same way that Gerda’s sense of place was once before dramatically changed by her integra-
tion into the plant that ‘became like a second family’, the closure for her was a huge shock. And 
the emotions she experienced were similar to Karl’s, described in the narration above as ‘this 
was my company, and that’s what everybody who worked there said about it’. Karl further 
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describes his relationship to his former workplace when he explains that he never felt like ‘just 
a number’.

These former workers consider their position as being much more than ‘just a number’, in an 
industrial plant that was – and is – seen by them as ‘a second family’ or as ‘my company’. Within 
these interviews it becomes obvious that the workers did not see their positions in the workplace as 
a purely functional arrangement of capitalist labour. That labour is a commodity, and that the aim 
of the management and the owner of the plant was to accumulate capital out of gaining the surplus 
from their labour, doesn’t feature in their view of their roles as workers within the former plant.

With the closure of the plant, the feelings of inclusion into the place and also the place-related 
identity are dramatically affected. As the plant – the ‘second family’ or ‘my company’ – is closed, 
place bound integration into a working community – seen as a family structure – is dissolved. 
When encountering the closed plant today, the former workers’ belief that they were not just num-
bers and that the plant and its community was like their ‘second family’, (Gerda) is shattered. In 
encountering what is left of the plant today, it becomes obvious to them that the work and produc-
tion process they were included in, through their role and function as a worker, ultimately meant 
that each was in fact a number and part of a working body. The belief that each was a member of a 
‘second family’ is destroyed. The encounter with the transformed or ruined workplace today is a 
shock for them, because it is now clear that they were in the production process just workers who, 
unlike the owners of the plant, had no say in decisions on its development.

A nostalgic haunting of former good times and horrific emotions

Places and landscapes are the products of human activity and labour, and accordingly, are always in 
the process of becoming.38 Features such as materiality, atmosphere, rhythm, and people, may be 

Figure 3. The AEG sign, which was highly visible on the top of the AEG main office building, now, after the 
closure, stands besides the building. Taken by Lars Meier in June 2012.
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altered and rearranged, but still their former structures have some resilience. It is this durability of 
meaning and of materialities that show the transformation of what was there before and is now 
absent. In heritage buildings and monuments, these traces are rearranged as visible and powerful 
memory structures for the public.39 However, within these solid structures there are also traces that 
are visible only to those who have specific memories of their own experiences at the corresponding 
place, and invisible to all others. These traces of former times can be fairly easily discerned, and are 
visible, for example, in a steel framework, as explained by Karl in the following interview excerpt:

I visited the Maxhütte with some former colleagues; or rather I visited what is left of the Maxhütte today. 
It brought tears to my eyes, because now you can only see the steel framework. I said to myself: ‘This was 
my workplace, I worked there.’ The blast furnace was there, the roller mill was there, and and the steel mill 
was there. And now there are only naked steel frameworks. Nothing works anymore. For me this is . . . (he 
takes a deep breath) like looking at a dead person. I look from above the plant, from the Schlossberg, as 
it’s called, directly down onto the Maxhütte. And I say, ‘no, it’s not possible. Once eight or nine thousand 
people worked there – and now it’s all over’ . . . Today Sulzbach-Rosenberg is like a city of the dead. 
Before, there was life, there was action and and . . . now there is nothing . . . And if you saw the people – 60, 
65 years old – crying like small children as the plant went down the drain. ‘My company is dying’, they 
said. That was their Maxhütte. (Karl, 66 years, former engine driver)

When he looks at what is left of the Maxhütte, Karl perceives more than simply the visible 
traces, such as the ‘naked steel frameworks’. His experiences as a worker at the Maxhütte have a 
keen influence on what he sees today. When he sees it from the Schlossberg his memories come 
alive. He looks at the material traces remaining, and he remembers that ‘there was life’. His awak-
ening memories, while viewing the plant from the Schlossberg, make his encounter with the 
Maxhütte an emotional experience. In Karl’s narrative, he describes how his former workplace 
now appears as a ‘dead person’ with ‘naked steel frameworks’ where ‘nothing works anymore’. 
The scene becomes filled with absences for Karl, as a result of seeing it in the context of remem-
bered experiences from former times. If he encounters these ‘naked steel frameworks’ today, Karl 
can see what is today not there for the others – but is still, because of his memories, there for him.

Karl remembers and sees, in his mind’s eye, that ‘the blast furnace was there, the roller mill was 
there, and and the steel mill was there’, and he cannot separate this knowledge from the scene in 
front of him. When he encounters the Maxhütte today, Karl’s perception of the area and his experi-
ences there are, in effect, led by what is now absent for him but which still haunts him – making it 
for him, at any rate, still there. The former Maxhütte, its blast furnace, roller mill and steel mill are, 
to Karl, spectres from the past that continue to haunt him. Maddern and Adey write that ‘the figure 
of the ghost is often used as a means of apprehending that which we cannot explain, do not expect, 
understand, or struggle to represent’.40 Karl also says that he ‘cannot believe this’ and has no rea-
sonable explanation of what has occurred. He says,

It makes my heart ache. It’s so hard to believe. I was there for 26 years, it was my company, and seeing it 
ruined like this, for no reason, is very hard for me to take in. Now it is like a dying giant. (Karl, 66 years, 
former engine driver)

The strong emotions evoked by encounters with former workplaces, now shut down or com-
pletely transformed, can be compared to a grieving process. Karl is expressing a feeling of shock 
combined with a denial of loss in his explanation that his ‘heart aches’ if he drives by the Maxhütte 
today. Other interviewees express great sorrow when they are confronted with their former work-
places – plants, such as Grundig, AEG or MAN, for instance. Lydia, a former worker in the closed 
Grundig plant in Nuremberg, describes how she feels when she drives past the former plant:
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Sometimes I start crying. I had some very good times there. Bad times too – but it was like my apartment 
– like my home . . . It’s where I grew up, right? That's where I grew up. I was 18 years old when I started 
work there [1984]. It's not easy. I'm really sorry that a well known company like that closed down . . . I had 
a few colleagues, who actually became ill after the company closed down. Physically ill. Thirty years of 
work and then finished. Just like that. It's not easy. (Lydia)

When Gerda drives past the former AEG building today, she feels very emotional:

I look the other way (laughs) . . . Yes, with a sad glance, actually. Because a) it's not very often that I drive 
past it, and b) because it still hurts when I think about it or when I see what happened to AEG. What they 
did to the company. They totally cut it into pieces, right? It's no longer the AEG company I know. So of 
course it hurts when I look at it. (Gerda)

For the members of the focus group, encountering the industrial area of the MAN is an emotion-
ally demanding task. And driving past it automatically gives rise to strong feelings.

Lars:  ‘How do you feel when you drive by these buildings, which are being used so 
differently now?’

Manfred:  ‘Well, it hurts. It hurts, when you drive by them, when you've worked there a 
whole lifetime.’

Christian: ‘Yes, it definitely brings back memories.’
Manfred: ‘Of course.’ . . .

Ex-workers encountering their former working place today find that it involves the energy sap-
ping process of mourning a loss. Driving to his former workplace, Karl confronts his loss and 
considers what he remembers about it – and the haunts that are for him, still there. He says,

Figure 4. Former AEG building seen from the Fürther Strasse. This area is now used for various purposes. 
Taken by Lars Meier in June 2012.
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Sometimes I find myself stopping by Sulzbach-Rosenberg. Then I go up to the Schlossberg and look down 
and I think: ‘Hey, Karl, you worked there, in the shunting operation, then you drove there in a locomotive. 
You picked up the train there, and you fuelled the blast-furnace with coke, there.’ And now there is nothing 
left. (Karl, 66 years, former engine driver)

In confronting the Maxhütte, Karl imagines the routes he used to take, every day across the site. 
Karl remembers these movements as inextricably connected to the functioning of the entire indus-
trial work and production process of the Maxhütte. But when he visits the Maxhütte, his memories 
aren’t only of his own everyday working routines and movements. Because he sees his role as an 
integral part of the industrial area – which in turn was such a large part of the entire production 
process of, as Karl puts it ‘my company’, he references that role as being a vital part of the whole 
work and production process in the Maxhütte.

Karl’s routine body movements as an individual worker were part of an environment where 
such individual time-spaces and body routines commingled in a larger dynamic of interactions 
between several such individual time-space and body routines. David Seamon41 conceptualized 
this as place ballet42 a process where communal exchanges and actions occur. Karl’s memories 
are of his ‘body ballet’ performance – his body moves and its time-space activities, fitting per-
fectly within the whole organization of the work processes, is an integral part of a place ballet at 
the Maxhütte. Today, an encounter with the Maxhütte means that this ‘ballet’ comes back to haunt 
Karl without his volition. While others see only today’s remaining and transformed material 
structures, he sees the ‘ballet’ movements within the area. This is due to his own experiences as a 
worker there.

Class is a social identity that is based on common experiences, practices and memories. In focus 
group interviews with a number of workers, a class-related sense of place became especially obvi-
ous. This is because within a group of workers with similar experiences a common sense of place 
is developed within the narratives, as the memories of each worker provoke additional memories 
from the others. Within the interviews, a common narrative of the group develops and memories of 
common experiences and practices in the former workplace (which, with reference to Bourdieu, 
are considered here as class related) are generated. Five ex-MAN workers, all over 60, consider the 
transformation of the factory site as a place where a sense of absence is evoked. In swapping 
memories of the past, they express a shared relationship to the plant area and its former condition. 
By remembering its exact former appearance and what is now lost, they express their common 
emotional relationship to the plant:

Paul:  ‘Of course the site has changed substantially. After all much has been sold.’
Oliver:  ‘To clarify what has changed – today, if you go out onto Vogelweiherstraße and 

straight on and then turn right, there is a short length of wall close to Gugelstraße 
that has been knocked down. But back then, the wall was intact, all the way up 
to . . . Frankenstraße, and to Katzwangerstraße.’

Paul: ‘Up to the administrative building, right?’
Oliver:  ‘And where there is no wall anymore, all that used to be part of the site. It all 

belonged to MAN – and now it's all gone . . . The place where the administration 
for the entire MAN company in Nuremberg used to be – that’s all been sold, every-
thing is gone. Everything’s gone. There, where the Frankencampus is, all that used 
to be the MAN administrative building.’

Manfred: ‘For the entire MAN company in Nuremberg.’
Christian:  ‘And the old administrative building – the front building, doesn’t exist anymore. 

There’s only the Klett left. The entire brick building is gone.’
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By sharing their common memories within their conversation, together they awake the haunts 
of walls and buildings. The now absent former structure is born again through the common mem-
ory of the former workers. And these memories also trigger recollections of social relationships 
within the workplace, former working routines and everyday body movements, all of which are 
expressed in the interviews.

By also conceptualizing class as a specific kind of experience that is expressed in personal 
histories, it is clear that the former workers are aware of their class identity, when confronted with 
their former workplace, and when they consider what is now absent. Karl’s strong emotional rela-
tionship to the Maxhütte and his feeling that this was his company, articulates Karl’s sense that he 
was not just a number or a working body. That this view of his role in the company was an illusion, 
or a false consciousness of his class situation,43 became obvious for the former worker, during the 
encounter with the destroyed or heavily transformed factory, which happened without his approval.

For the former workers, their everyday experiences at the workplace were not those of a num-
ber, or simply of a working body. They look back on their integration into a community where, as 
well as being a worker, each was an individual and not just an anonymous number. During encoun-
ters with the workplace today, the haunting of such yesterday’s everyday experiences appears – 
involuntary and painful. They are nostalgic hauntings of a former better and harmonious time, 
which effectively hides the logic of a capitalist production mode. But this is in sharp contrast to the 
manager’s decision to close the plant and dismiss the workers, at which point it became obvious to 
them that they were also simply numbers in a capitalist economic logic.

Some argue that work has lost its relevance to identity in late capitalism. Ulrich Beck has used 
this argument to see class as a ‘zombie category’, which though still alive in theory,44 is dead 

Figure 5. The statue of Mr Cramer Klett, now in front of the newly erected Frankencampus. Taken by Lars 
Meier in October 2009.
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within the reality of individuals in flexible and insecure labour markets. But Karl remembers 
common experiences of work – demonstrated also by his inclusion into the place ballet and still 
vivid in his memory – which demonstrate the opposite; namely, that work is essential for the 
development of class identity via shared labour experiences. Against the thesis that work has lost 
relevance for identity, which is criticized as data free, the continuing relevance of class to income 
or health, and to everyday experiences as well as the concept of the self, is demonstrated in 
diverse studies, as in this article. MacKenzie et al.45 have shown that it is particularly those work-
ers who have especially demanding and dangerous jobs – steelworkers for instance – who develop 
an emotional attachment to their work. This often goes hand in hand with a need to take risks as 
part of their masculine identity, and is a fundamental part of certain jobs for men.46 In Karl’s 
memories these common work experiences are located at a specific place, the Maxhütte, where 
work experiences were also place experiences – inclusion into the place ballet for instance, and 
an actual sense of place.

Conclusion

Avery Gordon writes that: ‘Haunting is a frightening experience. It always registers the harm 
inflicted or the loss sustained by a social violence done in the past or in the present.’47 It is such a 
loss sustained by a social violence that has befallen these workers, with the closure and tearing 
down of their workplaces. For them, this violence comes to life once again today, through the 
haunting of what was there before and the emergence of a painful contrast between the former and 
current state of their workplaces. Using the metaphor of haunting, the loss and the social violence 
experienced by the workers upon the closure of their companies becomes palpable. The term social 
violence is used because these people had no say in the transformation of their workplaces and 
were treated purely as functioning workers within the companies. They once believed, with grave 
misapprehension, that they were more than that, but again and again, the haunting spectres of today 
make it clear that this was not the case. This situation lays bare the former workers’ belief that they 
were not just numbers in the production process.

It is a common practice of workers today to encounter a haunting of former times, together with 
former colleagues; either at the former workplace, or by narrating individual but similar memories. 
The emotions expressed in the workers’ narratives are a product of a specifically class-related 
sense of place. In their memories, class relates to a specific working place, or, more precisely, to 
what was there before the place was transformed. The haunting from former times, encountered by 
workers today as they remember their working lives and visit what is left of the former workplace, 
brings back memories of a better past. The workers’ mourning for the loss of what was there before 
and is now absent is an emotional expression of class. Confronting the haunting today is therefore 
also a productive process. Engineering a direct confrontation with the transformed place is a strat-
egy devised by the workers, not only to cope with their loss, but also to ensure their own identities 
as members of a workers’ class with an emotional experience.

The haunting has specific characteristics. It is painful, arrives involuntarily and is repetitive, as 
it haunts again and again. But the haunting in this article is also seen as class-related as it does not 
haunt everyone. It affects only those with a specific, class-related experience and sense of place. 
This article has explored the role of social class in shaping a sense of place. Far from considering 
the workplace as solely economically driven, it shows that this is where a worker’s class-based 
sense of place can be seen. The workers’ own experiences at these places, and their inclusion into 
a community, have brought about the development of a sense of place. For the worker, the work-
place became their friend, or a second family. With the help of life history interviews, a sense of 
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place normally hidden within the strictly economically determined narrations of working-class life 
becomes visible here.

In this article, places have been analysed as experiences and not as representations. But against 
the background of the article something on the subject of representations can be learned: the work-
ers sense of place, rarely considered in official representations of transformed working places, 
might be useful for improving social justice. On that note, the workers’ memories of their work-
places, and the feelings and experiences that feed their sense of place, should be used to help docu-
ment and demonstrate the consequences of transformations. This might also encourage social and 
geographical research to make more of an effort to view the workplace as somewhere that is expe-
rienced in everyday life and to which workers have emotional connections that are expressed 
within their sense of place. Everyday geographies, places and identities are not without a past, and 
it is through the haunting experienced by workers that this past and the social violence that may 
have happened can be seen and remembered.
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