39@31Ln0Y

3

A Ciritical Concept for the Social Sciences

EDITED BY DOMINIK BARTMANSKI, HENNING FULLER,
JOHANNA HOERNING AND GUNTER WEIDENHAUS

THE REFIGURATION OF SPACE



‘Mixing conceptual exploration and case illustration, this lively volume will
make its readers think again and anew about the role of space in social theory

and social life.’
—Loic Wacquant, Professor of Sociology, University of California Berkeley,
USA, author of Bourdieu in the City: Challenging Urban Theory

‘The idea that space is socially constructed has long been accepted, but it has
proved harder to make the case that the social is spatially constructed. This
book relishes this challenge, providing new conceptual tools, epistemological
advances and empirical evidence. It does so much more than this, though. It
provokes us to think about the relationship between socially constructed space
and the spatially constructed social. This is a profoundly political task, as this
book provides new paths, new opportunities, new affordances for thinking about

the current conjuncture, the crisis of crises.’
—Steve Pile, Professor of Human Geography, The Open University, UK,
author of Bodies, Affects, Politics: The Clash of Bodily Regimes

‘There is a thoroughgoing “spatial turn” taking place in the social sciences right
now, one that pervades “applied” as much as “theoretical” work... This book
excels at bringing to bear the tools of critical reflection onto fundamental spatial
concepts and the representational logics on which such concepts are often based.
The range of empirical examples is admirable, showing that space ought to be
central to theory of social life, not incidental. This collection is of an excellent

standard, and its writing first rate.’
—Eduardo de la Fuente, Adjunct Senior Lecturer in Sociology, University of
South Australia, co-editor of Aesthetic Capitalism and author of Twentieth
Century Music and the Question of Modernity



Taylor & Francis
Taylor & Francis Group

http://taylorandfrancis.com


https://taylorandfrancis.com

Considering Space

Considering Space demonstrates what has changed in the perception of space
within the social sciences and how useful — indeed indispensable — this category
is today.

While the seemingly deterritorializing effects of digitalization might suggest that
space is a secondary consideration, this book proves such a presumption wrong,
with territories, borders, distances, proximity, geographical ecologies, land use,
physical infrastructures — as well as concepts of space — all being shown still to
matter, perhaps more than ever before.

Seeking to show how society can and should be perceived as spatial, it will
appeal to scholars of sociology, geography, architecture and urban studies.

Dominik Bartmanski is a professor of cultural sociology at Humboldt-Universitét
zu Berlin.

Henning Fiiller is a researcher at the Department of Geography, Humboldt-
Universitit zu Berlin.

Johanna Hoerning is a professor of sociology at Technical University Berlin.

Gunter Weidenhaus worked as a guest professor of sociology at the Technical
University Berlin.



The Refiguration of Space

Series Editors

Hubert Knoblauch is a Professor of Sociology at Technische Universitdt Berlin,
Germany.

Martina Low is a Professor of the Sociology of Planning and Architecture at the
Technische Universitdt Berlin, Germany.

Based on the premise that what is social always takes on a spatial form, this
series explores the changes wrought in the relations of human beings to spaces
and their spatial practices by current social transformations, conflicts, crises and
uncertainties. Welcoming studies from disciplines across the social sciences,
such as sociology, geography and urban studies, books in the series consider the
ways in which people (re-)negotiate and (re-)construct special orders according
to a common pattern of “refiguration”, a process that often involves conflict and
is frequently shaped by phenomena such as mediatization, translocalization and
polycontexturalization.

Titles in the Series

Communicative Constructions and the Refiguration of Spaces
Theoretical Approaches and Empirical Studies
Gabriela Christmann, Hubert Knoblauch and Martina Low

Matters of Revolution
Urban Spaces and Symbolic Politics in Berlin and Warsaw After 1989
Dominik Bartmanski

The Evolving Spatial Knowledge of Children and Young People
Ignacio Castillo Ulloa, Anna Julianne Heinrich, Angela Million and
Jona Schwerer

Considering Space

A Critical Concept for the Social Sciences

Edited by Dominik Bartmanski, Henning Fiiller, Johanna Hoerning and
Gunter Weidenhaus

For more information about this series, please visit: https://www.routledge.com/The-Refiguration-
of-Space/book-series/ROS


https://www.routledge.com/The-RefigurationofSpace/book-series/ROS
https://www.routledge.com/The-RefigurationofSpace/book-series/ROS

Considering Space
A Critical Concept for the Social Sciences

Edited by
Dominik Bartmanski, Henning Fiiller,
Johanna Hoerning and Gunter Weidenhaus

=
£ ¥ Routledge

% Taylor & Francis Group
LONDON AND NEW YORK



Cover image: ©Dominik Bartmanski

First published 2024
by Routledge
4 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN

and by Routledge
605 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10158

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

© 2024 selection and editorial matter, Dominik Bartmanski, Henning Fiiller,
Johanna Hoerning and Gunter Weidenhaus; individual chapters,
the contributors

The right of Dominik Bartmanski, Henning Fiiller, Johanna Hoerning and
Gunter Weidenhaus to be identified as the authors of the editorial material,
and of the authors for their individual chapters, has been asserted in
accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents
Act 1988.

The Open Access version of this book, available at www.taylorfrancis
.com, has been made available under a Creative Commons Attribution-
Non Commercial-No Derivatives 4.0 license. Funded by the Deutsche
Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG, German Research Foundation) —
Projektnummer 290045248 — SFB 1265.

Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or
registered trademarks, and are used only for identification and explanation
without intent to infringe.

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Bartmanski, Dominik, 1978— editor. | Fiiller, Henning, 1977— editor.
| Hoerning, Johanna, editor. | Weidenhaus, Gunter, editor.

Title: Considering space : a critical concept for the social sciences /

edited by Dominik Bartmanski, Henning Fiiller, Johanna Hoerning,

Gunter Weidenhaus.

Description: Abingdon, Oxon ; New York, NY : Routledge, 2023. |

Series: The refiguration of space | Includes bibliographical references and index. |
Identifiers: LCCN 2023010991 (print) | LCCN 2023010992 (ebook) |

ISBN 9781032420882 (hardback) | ISBN 9781032420899 (paperback) |
ISBN 9781003361152 (ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Space perception. | Social sciences—Study and teaching.
Classification: LCC BF469 .C67 2023 (print) | LCC BF469 (ebook) |

DDC 153.7/52—dc23/eng/20230321

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2023010991

LC ebook record available at https://Iccn.loc.gov/2023010992

ISBN: 978-1-032-42088-2 (hbk)
ISBN: 978-1-032-42089-9 (pbk)
ISBN: 978-1-003-36115-2 (ebk)

DOI: 10.4324/9781003361152

Typeset in Times New Roman
by codeMantra


http://www.taylorfrancis.com
http://www.taylorfrancis.com
https://lccn.loc.gov
https://lccn.loc.gov
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003361152

Contents

1

List of illustrations
List of contributors

Introduction: An Invitation to Spatial Theorizing
DOMINIK BARTMANSKI AND HENNING FULLER

PART I
Considering Space in Social Theory

2

Understanding Social Change: Refiguration
MARTINA LOW

Space in the Theory of Reflexive Modernization: The
Location of Subjects from a Cosmopolitan Perspective
ANGELIKA POFERL

Wittgenstein’s House: From Philosophy to
Architecture to Philosophy
NANA LAST

Mapping Assemblages: Analytical Benefits of Thinking with Space
HENNING FULLER

The Invention of the Global: Constitutions of Space in
Theories of Globalization
GUNTER WEIDENHAUS

X1

17

19

34

59

73

90



viii  Contents

PART 11
Considering Space in Global Epistemologies 111
7 Dividing the ‘World’: Spatial Binaries in Global Perspective 113

JOHANNA HOERNING

8 European Elsewheres: Global Sociologies of Space and Europe 136
FABIO SANTOS AND MANUELA BOATCA

9 The Refiguration of the Social and the Re-Configuration of
the Communal 159
WALTER D. MIGNOLO

10 Caste, Class and Space: Inequalities in India 186
SANJANA KRISHNAN

PART II1
Considering Space in Meaning Making 203

11 A Dangerous Liaison? Space and the Field of Cultural
Production 205
DOMINIK BARTMANSKI

12 Object Affordances, Space, and Meaning: The Case of Real
Estate Staging 231
KELCIE VERCEL AND TERENCE E. McDONNELL

13 Like a Child in a Supermarket: Locational Meanings and
Locational Socialisation Revisited 244
PAVEL POSPECH

14 Placing Performance into a Distressed Space: The Case of
San Berillo 256

LETTERIA G. FASSARI

15 Epilogue 270
JOHANNA HOERNING AND GUNTER WEIDENHAUS

Index 277



Illustrations

Figures
6.1 The core-periphery model around 2000
6.2 Own representation of the finance, entertainment, and high-tech
industries
6.3 Regions at risk in the wake of climate change
8.1 Map of outermost regions of the European Union, showing EU
borders in South America, the Caribbean, the Atlantic Ocean,
and the Indian Ocean
8.2 Map of overseas countries and territories association of the
European Union (post-Brexit) across the world’s oceans, 2021
9.1 The four cardinal directions in Mesoamerican cosmology
9.2 The signs of the days
9.3 The veintena
9.4 The deep-rooted interrelations (not a separation, like in Western
cosmology) between the animal human organism and the cosmos
11.1  The four-sphere scheme as a heuristic for scene analysis
Table
6.1 Characteristics of smooth and striated space

93
103
106
143
144
166
170
172

174
219

100



Taylor & Francis
Taylor & Francis Group

http://taylorandfrancis.com


https://taylorandfrancis.com

Contributors

Dominik Bartmanski is a cultural sociologist, a Heisenberg Fellow of German
Research Foundation at Humboldt University in Berlin and Visiting Professor
of Cultural Sociology there, as well as a Faculty Fellow at the Yale Center
for Cultural Sociology. He is the author of Matters of Revolution (Routledge,
2022) and co-author of Vinyl: The Analog Record in the Digital Age (2015)
and Labels: Making Independent Music (2020). He co-edited the volume Iconic
Power (2012) with Jeffrey Alexander and Bernhard Giesen, and has published
articles in peer-reviewed journals such as Urban Studies, European Journal of
Social Theory, Journal of Consumer Culture, American Journal of Cultural
Sociology, Acta Sociologica, etc.

Manuela Boatca is a Professor of Sociology and Head of School of the Global
Studies Programme at the University of Freiburg, Germany. Previously, she was
a Visiting Professor at [IUPERJ, Brazil, and Professor of Sociology of Global
Inequalities at the Latin American Institute, Freie Universitdt Berlin. She has
published widely on world-systems analysis, decolonial perspectives on global
inequalities, gender and citizenship in modernity/coloniality, and the geopoli-
tics of knowledge in Eastern Europe, Latin America, and the Caribbean. She
authored Global Inequalities beyond Occidentalism, Routledge 2016, and co-
authored (with Anca Parvulescu) Creolizing the Modern. Transylvania across
Empires, 2022.

Letteria G. Fassari is an Associate Professor at Sapienza University in Rome
at the Department of Social Sciences and Economics. Her research interests
focus on cultural sociology, social aesthetics, space and performance. She is the
founder of the Social Aesthetics Research Unit in Sapienza. Her most recent
article (with Gioia Pompili) is Performing Muslimness: The Case of Italian
Muslim Women (forthcoming).

Henning Fiiller is working as a Researcher at the Geography Department,
Humboldt-Universitét zu Berlin. His research engages with the performativity
of socio-technical infrastructures and geographies of health. A recent project
focused on the role of technologies in governing futures, employing a relational
and spatial epistemology.



xii  Contributors

Johanna Hoerning is a Professor of Sociology at University of Technology
Berlin, Germany. Previously, she held a visiting professorship (urban sociology)
at HafenCity University Hamburg, Germany, and a visiting professorship
(political sociology, inequalities and space) at TU Berlin. She has published
on social theory of space, on urban developments in Brazil and Germany, and
on decolonial urban theory and combines political sociology, the sociology of
inequality, social theory of space and urban theory in her work.

Sanjana Krishnan received her PhD in political science at the University
of Hyderabad, India. Her areas of interest include Indian society, rural—
urban linkages, caste in India, caste in academia, social exclusion, agrarian
communities, ecological, social and economic regeneration and community
conservation practices. She has been a fellow of the Alexander von Humboldt
Foundation, Germany, and Erasmus in 2019 and 2017, respectively. She is
currently working in India.

Nana Last is a Professor of Architecture at University of Virginia, USA. Her work
constructs theory-based intersections between architecture, art, science and
culture in modern and contemporary society. She is the author of Wittgenstein’s
House: Language, Space and Architecture, (2008). She has published arti-
cles in journals such as Harvard Design Magazine and Spaces and Flows: An
International Journal of Urban and ExtraUrban Studies.

Martina Low is a Professor of Sociology at the Technische Universitdt Berlin,
Germany. Her areas of specialization and research are sociological theory, urban
sociology, space theory and cultural sociology. From 2011 to 2013, she was the
President of the German Sociological Association. Currently, she is the Head
of the Collaborative Research Centre “Re-Figuration of Spaces” (DFG). Main
publications are, e.g.: The Sociology of Space (2016) by Palgrave Macmillan
and Communicative Constructions and the Refiguration of Spaces (2022) by
Routledge (ed. With Gabriela Christmann and Hubert Knoblauch).

Terence E. McDonnell is a cultural sociologist and Associate Professor of
Sociology at the University of Notre Dame, USA. His research explores how
objects shape belief and behavior through materiality, resonance and creativity,
ultimately leading to social change. His work has examined HIV/AIDS media
campaigns, art installations, protest art and awareness ribbons, and his two
current projects examine embodied simulations like virtual reality and empathy
suits and junk drawers. He is the author of two books, Best Laid Plans and
Measuring Culture, and has published in esteemed sociology journals such as
the American Journal of Sociology, Sociological Theory, Theory & Society,
Annual Review of Sociology, Poetics, Social Problems and Sociological Forum.

Walter D. Mignolo is William H. Wannamaker Distinguished Professor and
Director of the Center for Global Studies and the Humanities at Duke University.
He was an associated researcher at Universidad Andina Simén Bolivar, Quito,
2002-2020, and an Honorary Research Associate for CISA (Center for Indian



Contributors  xiii

Studies in South Africa), Wits University, at Johannesburg (2014-2020). He is a
Senior Advisor of DOC (Dialogue of Civilizations) Research Institute, based in
Berlin and received a Doctor Honoris Causa Degree from the University National
of Buenos Aires, Argentina, and an Honorary Degree from the University of
London, Goldsmith. Among his books related to the topic are: The Darker Side
of the Renaissance. Literacy, Territoriality and Colonization (1995, Chinese and
Spanish translation 2015); Delinking: The Rhetoric of Modernity, the Logic of
Coloniality and the Grammar of Decoloniality, 2007, translated into German,
French, Swedish, Rumanian and Spanish; Local Histories/Global Designs:
Coloniality, Subaltern Knowledges and Border Thinking (2000, translated into
Spanish, Portuguese and Korean, Turk); and The Idea of Latin America, 2006,
translated into Spanish, Korean and Italian. Forthcoming: On Decoloniality:
Concepts, Analysis, Praxis, co-authored with Catherine Walsh, 2018, translated
into Italian, and The Politics of Decolonial Investigations, 2021.

Angelika Poferl, Dr. Phil., first studied theater and communication studies and
then sociology at the Ludwig-Maximilians-University Munich. She worked
as a research assistant at the Munich Social Research Project Group e.V.,
was a research assistant of Prof. Dr. Ulrich Beck and a Junior Professor for
Qualitative Methods of Social Research at the Faculty of Social Sciences at
Ludwig-Maximilians-University Munich. In 2010, she was appointed Professor
in Sociology and Globalisation at Fulda University of Applied Sciences. Since
2016, she has held the Chair of General Sociology at the TU Dortmund University.
Main areas of research are social theory, qualitative methods of social research,
sociology of knowledge, sociology of human rights, social inequalities, gen-
der and nature. Recently published: Cosmopolitan Entitlements. Human Rights
and the Constitution of Human Beings as Human Rights Subjects. Transnational
Social Review 8 (1), 2018, pp. 79-92; Multiple Gender Cultures, Sociology,
and Plural Modernities. London, New York: Routledge, 2021 (edited together
with Heidemarie Winkel); Handbuch Soziologische Ethnographie, 2022 (edited
together with Norbert Schroer).

Pavel Pospéch is an Associate Professor of Sociology at the Masaryk University
in Brno, Czech Republic, and Faculty Fellow at the Yale Center for Cultural
Sociology. He does research in urban and rural sociology and is particularly
interested in the role of cultural factors in contemporary societal transforma-
tions. His works have appeared in European Journal of Social Theory, American
Journal of Cultural Sociology, Journal of Rural Studies and other outlets. He is
the Editor-in-Chief of the journal Socialni studia/Social Studies.

Fabio Santos is Visiting Scholar at the University of California, Berkeley, and is
on leave from his position as Postdoctoral Researcher at the Institute for Latin
American Studies, Freie Universitit Berlin. He earned his PhD in 2019 from the
same institution upon completion of his sociological dissertation about entangled
inequalities in the French-Brazilian borderland. Moreover, he held two visit-
ing professorships at the University of Vienna (International Development) and



xiv  Contributors

Aarhus University (Global Studies). A cultural and historical sociologist com-
bining ethnographic and (counter)archival methods, he currently teaches and
writes about unequal mobilities, memories of violence and the global history
of sociology.

Kelcie Vercel is an Assistant Professor of Sociology at Augustana University in
Sioux Falls, South Dakota, in the United States. She conducts research at the
intersections of material culture, identity and the home. Her recent research on
cultural dimensions of the home buying process can be found in Consumption
Markets & Culture and Continuum: Journal of Media & Cultural Studies.

Gunter Weidenhaus, has been working since 2018 at the Collaborative Research
Centre CRC 1265 “Re-Figuration of Spaces” at the TU Berlin. His main areas
of research are social theory, sociology of space, sociology of time and biog-
raphy research. Currently he is working on a book called Spaces of the World.
He recently published: Borders that relate: Conceptualizing boundaries in re-
lational space, in: Current Sociology, Volume: 65, Issue: 4, 2017 (together with
Martina Low).



1 Introduction

An Invitation to Spatial Theorizing

Dominik Bartmanski and Henning Fiiller

Finding Space

When we look for a suitable apartment, an increasingly arduous task these days, we
inevitably run into a variety of questions about space. ‘Where is it?” ‘How big is it?’
The implied spatial concepts such as size and location seem inescapable. Indeed,
they constitute necessary knowledge. But to understand how they help give rise to
our sense of the homely, the domestic or the private, we must go beyond reified,
static notions of standardized measurements. We must theorize the spatial in much
‘thicker’, multidimensional and dynamic ways. Yet everyday life is saturated with
these seemingly self-evident, reductive habits of perception and evaluation. The
British word ‘flat” or the German term /mmobilie (real estate) hints at this ‘thin’
static perception: they symptomatically single out specific characteristics of space,
concealing a whole gamut of other spatial meanings. To develop new ‘thicker’
descriptions of the spatiality of social life, one needs to avoid both ‘flat’ materialism
and rarified constructivism of major social scientific traditions and to unpack rela-
tional, emergent significance of space. Acknowledging the “thrown togetherness”
of place, its formation out of a “particular constellation of relations, articulated
together at a particular locus”, Massey (1993: 66) underlines this problem and
points to irreducible relationality of space. The move towards relational thinking is
a move away from discursive idealism as well as essentialist reductionism.

One of the reasons why we start our introduction by invoking a flat to live in
can be stated simply: it is a remarkably concrete but multifaceted heuristic object in
which to anchor our project of thinking the social out of the spatial. It is a decisively
modest but by the same token more relatable strategy to drive home new points
about what Homi Bhabha (1994) famously called the ‘location of culture’. While
the metaphoric potential of spatial vocabulary has been extensively rehearsed in
that work (and the social theory it inspired), the actual spatiality of social life was
not. Yet it is precisely because “the recesses of the domestic space become sites for
history’s most intricate invasions” (Bhabha 1994: 13) that such a turn towards space
can prove fruitful. The gist of this observation is not a novelty to sociologists. In
his ‘Outline of a Theory of Practice’, Pierre Bourdieu (2012: 89) made a crucially
important point that “inhabited space — and above all the house — is the principal
locus for the objectification of the generative schemes”. It’s just that when he wrote
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it he was more preoccupied with the schemes themselves than with the reciprocal
conditionalities that emerge between the spatial and the social.

So revisiting such spatial entities as private flats or public venues helps bring
to light not only the importance of space as a ‘room of one’s own’, but — even
more significantly — it helps reconsider the under-developed nature of our socio-
spatial consciousness. For example, as Kelcie Vercel and Terence McDonnell show
in their contribution to this volume, apartments provide a useful testing ground
for researching these issues sociologically. Looking at how commercial stagers
of apartments influence potential buyers’ perception of a given real estate, they
shed light on the salient definition of space as the arrangement of affordances
and therefore reveal space to be a kind of environment comprising ‘ecologies of
objects, spaces, and bodies’. They emphasize that while the so-defined space has its
multiple identifiable phenomenological parameters, it is not as rigidly pre-signified
as one might think; instead, it is open to interpretation and imaginative remaking
within the limits of its relationally established and mutually elaborative properties,
references and settings.

Exploring these potentialities and limits in concrete sociological settings proved
transformative. For one thing, looking at how spatial design not only conventionally
reflects human values but also variably performs them has inspired a variety of
practical and theoretical domains. From the old architectural conception of ‘private
spaces’ of Adolf Loos (Parcerisas 2017) to the new heavily surveilled apartment
complexes of smart cities built from scratch one hundred years later (Bartmanski
et al. 2022), apartments encapsulate and stage the predominant forms of our indi-
vidual existence and our collective imaginaries. They are the stuff of our everyday
life, equally so for their banal and sacred moments. And yet, their very spatiality
has not been foregrounded; rather, it is subject to repeated trivializing reification
which permeates also many other forms and objects of analysis, regardless of scale
and time.

In short, palpable spatial actualities such as apartments are propitious
springboards for much broader conversations about the relational meaning of
space. They are both concrete and open-ended: finite as actual places of human life
and potentially infinite as spaces of sense and meaning-making; they are concrete
as built environments that we can feel sensuously, and open-ended as experiential
spheres of possible meanings that we can contemplate intellectually. Approached
in this spirit, such spaces can be shown to have more socio-cultural efficacy than
typically assumed. As Nana Last (2008) demonstrated in her book ‘Wittgenstein’s
House: Language, Space and Architecture’, there exists a mutually constitutive set
of relations between even the loftiest of philosophical ideas and seemingly most
banal aspects of dwelling and house design. The experience of designing a house for
his family member in Vienna gave Ludwig Wittgenstein an impulse to reconsider
and then change his entire philosophical thinking. Some relevant aspects of this
fascinating story are presented below in Nana Last’s contribution to this volume.

Again, this line of reasoning is not entirely new, although it seems somewhat
overshadowed today. In his famous yet singularly topical book ‘The Poetics of
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Space’, Gaston Bachelard (2014) invites us to consider homes, flats and houses —
no matter how humble — as repositories of crucial personal and social meanings.
Bachelard — not unlike another Frenchman before him, Henri Bergson — bemoaned
the conceptual restrictions of what he saw as the overly rationalistic twentieth-
century positivist mindset. He attempted to expand social imagination by rejecting
rigid traditional dichotomies of subject and object, mind and matter, active and
passive, trying instead to use a new phenomenological analysis of homely spaces.
His goal was to illuminate a more holistic perspective on human life. Once such a
more multidimensional view was adopted, he could appreciate — for instance — the
fact that we are both made by “material images” of spaces and that “we remake
them in our turn” (Kearney 2014: xix). Similarly, in her analysis of the iconic
modern work of Adolf Loos, especially his theory of architecture as clothing, Pilar
Parcerisas (2017: 21) writes that to Loos “the interior is like casing, a dress that
protects the individual and resolves the split between the individual being and the
social being”. Here another dualism was undone. When one recalls in this context
Daniel Miller’s (2010: 12) insistence that clothing is “not superficial” but — on
the contrary — something anthropologically crucial, a set of productive conceptual
connections emerges. We argue that foregrounding the notion of space makes them
more palpable. The present volume aims to explore as many of them as possible
within the confines of a single book.

This kind of reflexivity had not been commonplace in social scientific prac-
tice in the twentieth century. With a notable exception of geography, space for a
long time remained a peripheral, residual category of analysis. Many social sci-
entists who thematized and prioritized questions of nation, state, housing, archi-
tecture or urbanity would typically take ‘space’ for granted or hold a “static, the
so-called ‘container’ view of space, something that remains unmapped because
it does not have to undergo such representational transformation. And yet, “it is
the unmapped and unmoored that allows for new moorings and mappings. Place,
like the subject, is the site of becoming, the opening for politics” (Gibson-Graham
2006: xxxiii).

Considering material and social objects as entities separated from space seems
now untenable. While this had been well understood by modern avant-garde sculp-
tors who, like Katarzyna Kobro (2019: 19), saw their work as the relational ‘shap-
ing of space’, classic social theory lagged behind art and architecture. Hence the
challenge at hand — to find a right headspace for considering space anew, to account
for the spatiality of social figurations. So, what exactly is to be done?

Space in Social Science

One must remember that talking about space is still a kind of provocation for many
social scientists. As a fundamental aspect of being in the world, space appears as
something immutable and given, and therefore, it has been left out of the scope
of systematic research. The chief preoccupation was with time — social processes
and dynamics — while space was seen as the rather unproblematic surface: a stable
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sphere wherein a multiplicity of discrete things is dispersed. The spatial qualities of
phenomena did not seem empirically problematic or theoretically fruitful for social
science. For a long time, space had not been an integral part of what C. Wright Mills
famously called ‘the sociological imagination’, nor was it systematically included
in the critical theorizations of cognate disciplines such as anthropology. It was
symptomatic that in his book, Bachelard criticized social scientific perspectives of
his time for their rather tightly circumscribed imagination and saw his philosophy
of space as a step towards redressing this problem.

This has arguably changed or began to change around 1989 when social reality
seemed somewhat ahead of sociological imagination. At that time, several major
disciplinary revaluations took place. As a result, the implicit everyday idea of space
as a singular and pre-given background has received a more detailed critique and
consideration in social and cultural sciences. New scientific journals featuring a
spatial focus have been created. The ‘spatial turn’ is a common denominator for
this shifting of interest towards the social construction of space, and as such, it
has been included in the wave of ‘cultural turns’ that marked social sciences at the
turn of centuries — among them the performative, the postcolonial and the iconic
(Bachmann-Medick 2007). While spatiality does receive increasing attention
now, especially as a contingent part of the social, and something to be under-
stood relationally, it did not yet penetrate social scientific disciplines in a way that
would be commensurate with its fundamental and multifaceted nature. Spaces are
acknowledged as socially configured — as shaped, structured and invested with
meaning. Space can be, and increasingly is, used to indicate the social — from
dynamics of power to structures of everyday meaning-making. But there is less
understanding about the reverse causal directionality, i.e. about how spatial forms
shape our forms of life. As social scientists, we need to recognize that there is
more to space than its indexical capacity; space is socially implicative through
its affordances and constitutive relations. In addition to the social configuration
of space, we need to ask questions about the spatiality of the social, especially
how space anchors, frames, enables and constrains certain classes of action and
order. This is one of the motivations behind this volume. In many significant
contemporary theorizations of the social, space still tends to appear as a taken-for-
granted and passive background rather than a composite consequential condition
of life. Considering social change, space is mostly seen as an immobile unitary
background where social and historical processes get inscribed, a screen for cul-
tural projection. In his argument for a more reflective approach, Rob Shields (2017:
536) describes the typical sociological imagination of space: “[A] spatialization in
which a three-dimensional, lived reality is permeated, skewered, by determining
social forces that are abstract and one-dimensional, that is, temporal and historical”.

An invitation to the spatial theory that we have in mind presupposes that it is
productive to question this constrained traditional understanding. What if space
is considered more seriously and multidimensionally, not only as something that
‘expresses’ social processes but as a central condition that ‘impresses’ itself on
social life? Such a systematically developed and widely applicable conceptual turn
towards space in social theory is yet to be accomplished. “Spaces are seen as social,
but society is not perceived as spatial”, as Martina Low and Hubert Knoblauch
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point out (2020: 264). This very gap motivates the collection of essays brought
together in this volume. But our collective effort is not merely about closing this
gap. It is about interrogating the origins of the problem and explaining the signifi-
cance of potential solutions. For one thing, space helps revisit several fundamental
issues, from the operations of political power as described by Foucault (Soja 1994)
to the phenomenology of perception and the meaning of the body (Merleau-Ponty
2012; Johnson 2007).

An early and prominent example of taking space more systematically into
account is Henri Lefebvre’s (1996: 196) project of a ‘science of the production of
space’. Lefebvre underlined the inherent spatiality of the social and criticized the
existing, compartmentalized approach in social sciences, where each subfield and
discipline only engages with a specific, narrowly circumscribed aspect of the spa-
tial. This divisional approach hinders an understanding of space as a sociological
analytic category. In his critique, “science disperses itself in divisions and repre-
sentations of space, without ever discovering [...] the principles of understanding”
(Lefebvre 1996: 196). Instead, the spatial should be acknowledged as an independ-
ent condition of the social, as a way of approaching and understanding our social
world which could allow us to eschew usual binaries of the Western metaphysics,
e.g. between a materialist fixation on structures and an idealist focus on subjective
experiences (Schmid 2008). Because the late-modern social condition is defined by
an essential rupture between experience and scientific knowledge, this appears even
more important. “The thread is torn, between the Real and the Symbolic, between
the existential experience of everyday spaces and their representation in ideology,
science and culture” (Prigge 1991: 103, trans. HF). Lefebvre’s proposal to rely on
space as a way out of this dilemma is unique, unfinished and still appealing.

Another significant early proponent of a similar claim was the geographer
Doreen Massey. She vigorously argued for a shift away from just seeing spaces as
mere projections and expressions of social constructions. Instead, there is a dormant
analytical potential in ‘turning the coin’, so to speak, and approaching the relation
of space and the social from the other side: to understand the spatiality of the social
construction. If the social is necessarily organized spatially, space is not only viable
as an expression or an ‘outcome’ of social processes. The spatial organization of the
social needs to be understood also as a vital factor in social development and cul-
tural change. “In other words, and in its broadest formulation, society is necessarily
constructed spatially, and that fact — the spatial organization of society — makes a
difference to how it works” (Massey 1992: 70). Once we accept this formulation,
a series of questions immediately arise. What difference does space make? What
is the relation between space and other categories of social sciences? How could
the ‘spatial organization of the social” inform social theory? What exactly is to be
gained from understanding the social with and through space? Or, to put it more
concretely, does acknowledging the spatial construction of society allow for a better
understanding of the social? How can this become operative in empirically observ-
able situations where such categories as power or state are investigated? Insofar as
Foucault was right to insist both on the ‘power/knowledge’ contraction and on the
importance of space, then it is vital to ask questions about the ‘power/space’ con-
traction and see how they change our understanding of social construction.
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Benefits to Consider the Spatiality of the Social

Each contribution in this volume aims to provide a range of answers to these
questions. Our objective is not to reintroduce a new kind of conceptual hierarchy
topped by space. Rather, it is about offering a series of more comprehensive
perspectives that complement the already existing ones. It is an invitation to step
back, to refresh the perception and to make more space for space in social theory
and research. For example, sociologists have tended to assume that any issue or
problem traditionally placed within their discipline stems ‘out of the social’. Social
outcomes could be traced back to a confluence of specific social variables. Things
were declared to not be knowable ‘in themselves’. They have been claimed to
be always ‘socially constructed’, the ‘surface signs’ referring to the immaterial
‘social depth’, or a ‘deep play’ of culture. While this perspective offered some
transformative insights, it was not the last word of social science. As we shall
indicate, new forms of both constructivist and non-representational analysis have
emerged. We nowadays witness strong calls to “explore human inhabitation — how
humans inhabit their ‘ecological niches’ — and examine a number of conceptual
developments that ‘deconstruct’ the binary distinction between organism and
environment” (Rose, Birk, Manning 2021). New epistemologies have been tested,
new social critiques articulated, and ontologies pluralized. The idea behind our
volume is to make a decisive step towards collating a multiplicity of such voices,
connecting the dots of extant space-related analysis and taking stock of our growing
but still fragmented and dissipated spatial knowledge. In the remaining part of the
introduction, before sketching out the structure of the volume, we want to under-
line a few benefits of the proposal ‘to think the social out of the spatial’.

Benefit I — Questioning Assumptions and Concepts

The first benefit to consider space more explicitly for social theory is related to
the fundamental status of concept as an intellectual tool. The ways in which we
form and legitimize knowledge and the ways we access the empirical world, both
concretely and abstractly, are invariably organized spatially. The power of spatial
thinking is expressed for example in the ubiquity of spatial metaphors in language.
But the naive ‘taken-for-granted’ understanding of space can get in the way if it is
put to work as a lens for analysing the social. When trying to figure out how space
is made relevant in society, we must be careful not to reify or essentialize our own
presumptions. Furthermore, a careful dissection of several meanings is especially
needed with this over-determined concept. The usage of a common term ‘space’ for
a range of different aspects of the social implies a connection between them with-
out being able to define it. Territorializing parts of the planet or investing places
with meaning are two spatial expressions of the social, but it is not clear if and how
those expressions are related. If there is a quality of its own, undergirding some of
the manifold spatial expressions of the social, this must be carefully delineated.
Cautious analysis is advisable regarding the historical and social contingency of an
often-presumed universality of the category of ‘space’ and regarding the slippages
of meaning when applying the same concept to a range of social phenomena.
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Asking the question of what space ‘as such’ is often does lead away from finding
precise and relevant answers. Too much remains presupposed and ‘black boxed’
here. Broad and over-determined concepts such as space generally need to be care-
fully operationalized and related to an analytical purpose rather than investigated
abstractly. What difference does space make for a specific relation, process or
phenomenon (e.g. practices of territorialization, exercise of state power, military
action, qualities of belonging and place-making, conceptions of geographical
imaginations)? With the enigmatic work of Henri Lefebvre, we have a singular but
powerful example for the opposing claim. Differentiating space according to its
function has led to a “compartmentalization of the specialized sciences” (Lefebvre
1996: 196) but has left open the possibility to “recognize in the infinite mass of
details the principles of understanding which prevail in a field” (ibid.). Could there
be a benefit of (re)formulating our knowledge of the production of space rather
than following several discretionary ‘sciences of space’, as Lefebvre suggests?

Rob Shields, for example, has recently reaffirmed this argument. He concretizes
Lefebvre’s expectation to take space as a means for a critical understanding of
hegemony and the encompassing second nature of capitalist social relations.
Instead of using space as a universal concept in analysis, the conception of space
as such should be put into question. Given the fundamental importance of space in
maintaining our epistemological categories, in order to think beyond the totality of
the social condition, Lefebvre suggests considering the struggles “over the organi-
zation and meaning of space” (Shields 2013: 19). “Is not the near hegemony of the
‘absolutist’ view of social space only one possible stance among many?” (ibid.)
Does not this implicit idea of a Cartesian, a priori and ineffable ‘social space’
provide an important but unacknowledged disposition for power and alienation?
Similarly, David Graeber (2007) sensitizes us in his text ‘There Never Was a West’
to the intellectual liabilities and insidious politicization of such widely reproduced
hegemonic categories as the ‘Western’ culture. Showing that the irresolvable
contradictions of this term are not just a matter of misplaced linguistic traditions
and misguided discursive strategies, he rightly argues — not unlike Bhabha — that
“we need an entirely new set of categories” (Graeber 2007: 17), including ‘emer-
gence’ of socio-spatial systems and zones of cultural contact and hybridity that
continually define and redefine human conditions.

In this sense, fundamentally engaging with space can be fruitful for a critical
social theory. Sketching out those opposing expectations towards space as a concept
in social theory hints at an unresolved and productive ambiguity. Considering the
conception of space is viable for social theory: to gain more precise tools for social
analysis against the danger of letting the everyday concept of space slip into our ana-
lytical repertoire. But an engagement with the concept of space may be even viable in
social theory: to use the production of space itself as a key for social understanding —
following Lefebvre’s idea of taking space to reflect our totalizing social condition.

Benefit Il — Acknowledging Emergent Qualities

The second benefit of a spatial approach in social theory is the invitation to allow
the material and the non-human to be part of the constitution of the social. One
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general guiding definition of space offered by Martina Low, which serves as the
sociological reference point here, states that space is a distribution of material
and symbolic phenomena that we could jointly call ‘social goods’. Conceiving
of space as an arrangement of affordances as we stated above or as a distribution
of objects and material relations is practical because it moves away from abstract
notions of space and towards more synthetic complex ones, whereby body, objects,
environments, ecologies and meanings can be conjoined. Of course, materiality
and the relationships of the human to non-human have been extensively theorized
in disciplines concerned with the socially ‘constructed’ nature of reality (e.g. Miller
2005; Latour 2007; Elder-Vass 2012; Hodder 2012). Space offers a new conceptual
plane of systematically relating to each other these heterogenous, often divergent
social theories of materiality. One important consideration that we foreground here,
however, is how to use space in a productively synthetic rather than analytically
divisive way. We invite researchers to ask how we should reinscribe ‘spatiality’
into perennial questions of social sciences. That is to say, how to reconsider ‘space’
theoretically, so that it is neither essentialized as an ‘inert background’, nor reduced
to a dependent disembodied and delocalized variable. How to avoid the pitfalls
of materialistic reification as well as pernicious forms of structuralist idealism in
which space is but a screen of our seemingly arbitrary cultural projections?

Sceptics could still argue that we should apply Occam’s razor and just stick
to words like distribution, constellations, configuration, objects, relations, assem-
blages, materiality, etc. There are at least three reasons why keeping ‘spatiality’ in
our dictionary may be worthwhile, though. First, there is linguistic efficiency and
communicative convenience to it: one word instead of several. Behind this effi-
ciency is the intuitive utility of such everyday life concepts as ‘space’ or ‘place’ or
‘site’, as well as the distinctive scientific utility of derivative concepts. Second, it is
sociologically essential to distinguish between perceptual and ontological levels of
reality. Objects appear separate to us, but they can be aggregated into groups and
they are also parts of greater wholes — a plant is part of an ecosystem, ecosystems
form environments, environments form a biosphere, biosphere makes the planet
‘alive’, etc. At one end of this spectrum are our most general concepts. Space is
one of them. Third, and perhaps most abstract, there are emergent phenomena asso-
ciated with complex entwinement and aggregations of things: the qualities that
are not reducible to a simple sum of ingredients, much less to any one element
of the whole. There are collective multidimensional phenomena, such as human
language, which are not reducible to what appears to be their constitutive parts or
individual users. They are relational phenomena that can be said to ‘supervene’ on
a variety of embedded connections or to ‘emerge out’ of a set of observable rela-
tionships. Space in our conception is such an entity.

These emergent entities are reducible neither to the form of discrete palpable
‘objects’ nor to purely mental ‘constructs’ or psychological ‘contents’. There are
not many viable templates to consider the so-conceived phenomenon of emergence.
Yet it is this very in-betweenness where emergence is presumed to ‘take place’
and where its meaningfulness resides. For example, D.W. Winnicott’s prominent
psychoanalytical conception of the “location of cultural experience” sees it as
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emerging in what he calls the “potential space” or “third space” (Winnicott 2005:
135). Cultural sociologists working within the material turn noticed and tested
this conception in explanations of various patterns of cultural consumption and
production. lan Woodward (2011: 366) showed that Winnicott’s approach “usefully
suggests pathways for developing a model of consumption which neither reduces
person—object exchanges to the psyche and assemblages of practices, or to the dead
hand of social-structural forces”. While the study does not talk about space as such,
but only about object relations, this sociological application is compatible with one
strand of our considerations regarding space as the relational arrangement of social
goods with emergent effects. Space understood sociologically as relational distri-
bution of clusters of affordances or as the array of material ecologies that ‘nest’ cul-
tural experiences can also be considered along those theoretical lines. Like ‘class’,
‘society’, ‘modernity’ or ‘structure’, space in social sciences is a general composite
term that has no simple ostensive definition but is nevertheless knowable through
its correlative effects and affordances: distances, perspectives, relations, dimen-
sions, positionalities, sites, effects, figurations, atmospheres, etc. It points to an
aggregated level of the entwinements between objects of various kinds and scales.

From this point of view, space consists of a multiplicity of arrangements and
relational configurations that permeate each other and yet can and should be
analytically distinguished. Such a modern sociological understanding is expand-
able to and potentially combinable with other traditional ideas. For example, Jane
Bennett evokes the idea of the Shi, prominent in Chinese philosophy, to make
graspable this specific quality bound to spatiotemporal configurations.

‘Shi is the style, energy, propensity, trajectory, or élan inherent to a specific
arrangement of things. Originally a word used in military strategy — a good
general must be able to read and then ride the shi of a configuration of moods,
winds, historical trends, and armaments — shi names the dynamic force ema-
nating from a spatiotemporal configuration rather than from any element
within it.”

(Bennett 2005: 461)

Similarly, the Japanese concept of ma — the space in between — comes to mind
in this context. As Arata Isozaki writes,

‘ma is all the following: a slit, a distance, a crack, a difference, a split, a
disposition, a boundary, a pause, a dispersion, a blank, a vacuum. One can
say that its function is infinitely close to Derrida’s espacement = becoming
of space’.

(Isozaki and Asada 2010: 5)

There are, of course, more examples of this mode of spatial thinking in con-
temporary social sciences, for example the concept of ‘urban interstices’ as sites of
social critique (Brighenti 2013). The task is to connect the dots and raise awareness
regarding the implicit and explicit roles that space does and can play in our thinking.
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Benefit 111 — Current Urgency

In addition to these conceptual considerations, a spatial approach may also be
fruitful given the most recent empirical reorientations. Such a shift seems even
more urgent now as social reality is getting transformed many times over as we
speak, quite literally so. Among the key processes of transformation today we
recognize the ever-deeper mediatization and accelerated trans-localization of social
life. Augmented by the new ontologies of the virtual, the actual physical sites of
social life are being profoundly reconstituted, whereby space, time and society are
brought to a radically new conjunction, pushing ‘late modernity’ to its limits. This
is, of course, not new. Already in the 1990s, Anthony Giddens (1994) observed that
“analyzing the conjunctions of time, space and modernity requires conceptual as
well as substantive reorientation in social thought and research”. We concur. Many
societies have been at such a crossroads for quite some time now. Thus, a collective
effort to codify the relevant formulations is in order — a ‘refiguration’ of social
thought that dovetails the diagnosis of a ‘refiguration’ of social life.

When 27 years later Anthony Giddens gave a lecture from London to the
members of our research centre in Berlin via Zoom in May 2021, we could not help
reflecting that this occasion underlined yet another newly refigured conjunction of
time, space and modernity. We were reflecting on the fact that if you can do your job
from anywhere, this means your peers from anywhere may do it; we were ponder-
ing the challenges of ‘globotics’ — the fusion of globalization and robotics — and its
potential to displace service workers en masse around the world; we were discussing
the effects of the lockdown measures in the time of pandemic; we were consider-
ing massive geographical and social changes implicated in climate changes. It was
clear that all those phenomena have significant spatial dimensions and non-trivial
spatial ramifications. Suddenly, space seemed more urgent a consideration than it
had been only a decade ago, when the spatial turn already sensitized researchers to
the topic. Spatiality of social life, and spatiality of life generally, seems now insep-
arable from major problems of our time such as climate change, wars, state-backed
settlers movements, military occupation of contested territories, surveillance
capitalism and global biopolitical challenges such as worldwide pandemics.
From relatively old critical themes to relatively fresh problems, space re-enters
explanatory efforts as an indispensable factor. The seemingly de-territorializing
effects of digitalization are clearly in need of new systematic clarification. As the
development of smart cities indicates, localizing new digitalities and datafying new
spatialities are among the key ways of reproducing social structures, reframing
inequities and fabricating new forms of power (Bartmanski et al. 2022). In short,
space is an urgent matter, both theoretically and empirically.

Structure of the Volume

Given those conceptual considerations, the specific ontological qualities of the
spatial and the rapid transformation of the scales of current socio-political issues, the
following collection brings together a set of essays that reflect on the multifaceted
character of space in social life and aim at fleshing out new research vocabularies. In
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short, we wish to offer a new discursive space for a transdisciplinary investigation
of the spatiality of the social. As insisted repeatedly above, we share the Lefebvrian
scepticism regarding the attempt to develop a systematic ‘science of space’. There
are good reasons to refrain from searching for a clear-cut or comprehensive the-
matization of space as a separate field. Instead, the contributions in this volume
illustrate a range of analytical and synthetic benefits of thinking the social out of
the spatial through a variety of examples. The broad bracket of ‘considering space’
that is binding the following collection of essays together, is surprisingly functional
in this regard. The divergence of understandings and perspectives, an indispensable
part of edited volumes and the way their production is organized, is a welcomed
feature this time. There are three central conversations around which the structure
of the volume is organized — hence the book’s division into three substantive parts.

The first section — Considering Space in Social Theory — presents several sug-
gestions on how to engage the spatial as a heuristic in theorizing and understand-
ing the social. In the first contribution to this section, Martina Low asks what it
takes to understand space as a sociological phenomenon. She goes back to the
Weberian category of ‘Verstehen’ (interpretive understanding) and recalls the core
premise for the research agenda of ‘Refiguration of Space’ which is also one of the
assumptions behind this volume: examining the current social condition through
the lens of its spatial formations yields a uniquely valuable sociological angle. As
Low argues the concept of refiguration can serve as a particularly useful heuristic,
especially if understood in a multidimensional relational way. She explains why
social theory proved unable or unwilling to consider space as a systematic part
of its explanations and points to some key benefits of relational thinking about
space. The subsequent contributions in this section follow the stipulation to take
the spatial as a point of departure for understanding the social. Each demonstrates
the potential of this approach for refining and rethinking several strands of social
theory.

Foregrounding space and refigurations of space allow Angelika Poferl to
rethink Ulrich Beck’s theory of reflexive modernization. To come to terms with
a globalizing social condition demands a departure from categorical abstractions
and instead a more situational, local approach and to acknowledge the manifold
embeddedness of subjects. Strengthening space as an underdeveloped category
in reflexive modernization theory allows Poferl to formulate her own proposal
of a ‘cosmopolitics of the social’, illustrating the relationship between space and
gender. Space can also be a tool for refining an understanding of the conceptual
development of philosophical thought as Nana Last demonstrates. Her innova-
tive explanation of how and why Wittgenstein radically shifted his views is rooted
in the interpretation of the significance of his one-time architectural endeavour.
Architectural conceptions, spatial experiences and his work on interior design
provide additional doorways into Wittgenstein’s ‘second’ philosophical edifice.
Henning Fiiller adds another angle to this use of space as a heuristic for rethinking
social theory. A specific quality of the spatial is the aspect of topology, i.e. the
structural quality of connections and shapes. This quality of space can be taken as
helpful guidance to enhance current proposals to assume a relational ontology of



12 Dominik Bartmanski and Henning Fiiller

the social world. Current assemblage theories or similar attempts to formulate less
dualistic conceptions of human and non-human in social theory could be made
more context-aware and power-oriented through a topological approach. Giinter
Weidenhaus both closes the circle of the first section and establishes the bridge to
the following section. He again engages with current theories of globalization and
details how different assumptions of the spatial constitution of the global are at
play. A territorial differentiated world has been first replaced with the imagination
of a ‘smooth’ and homogenous space of globalization in such theories, and this
image is increasingly fragmented along differing lines again.

Epistemological considerations are underlying the volume as a whole and are
made explicit in several of its contributions. The second section — Considering
Space in Global Epistemologies — emphasizes the problem of the historical
contingencies of conceptions of space itself. Far from being a universal part of
the ‘world of ideas’, especially when used in social theory, the concept is strongly
influenced by cultural settings and historical contexts. Johanna Hoerning invites us
to consider the often-unquestioned bifurcated spatial divisions. Dividing North vs.
South or Urban vs. Rural — quasi-second nature in our approach to space — entails
a powerful bias in its epistemological framework. Manuela Boatca and Fabio
Santos bring this sensitivity to the example of Europe. Common depictions of
Europe do unwillingly entail a universalizing gesture, propagating an essentialist
and occidental view of the world. Walter Mignolo sustains the scepticism regard-
ing space as a neutral or universal concept with a fundamental argument. Like
‘time’ and ‘society’, ‘space’ also must be seen in its deep connection to specific
traditions of semiotic world-making that becomes coded in specific languages and
eventually forms a specific cosmology. Spatial categories show a double face here.
On the one hand, spatialization often is a mode of hiding inequalities. The fre-
quently taken-for-granted spatializations of Europe — e.g. ‘East’ and ‘West’ — as
well as various similar spatializations of the world bear hidden forms of power and
colonial thought. On the other hand, space can also inform critical social analysis
and help to point out inequalities. The example of the caste system in India allows
Sanjana Krishnan to point out this benefit of adding a spatial sensorium in social
research.

The third section — Considering Space in Meaning Making — takes up the
under-represented issue of the entwinement of spatiality and materiality and their
joint efficacy in shaping social processes of meaning-making. As such, it expands
epistemological considerations of the previous part by asking: What do we mean
exactly when we say that space is influenced by ‘cultural settings’ and ‘historical
contexts’? Is relational experiential space a part of those very ‘settings’ and ‘con-
texts’, and if yes, then what’s their mutual interdependence? What’s the impact
of the relationally understood spatial regimes on significatory practices and vice
versa? If ‘space’ is culture- and time-dependent and subject to epistemological
distortions and symbolic violence, then we must thematize the issue of how our
sense of space gets constituted and refigured — both as a scientific category and an
aspect of social life. How does ‘meaning’ as a central human phenomenon enter the
equation of ‘thinking the social out of the spatial’? Working with such foundational
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questions, this section aims to explore new ways in which cultural sociologists
could re-connect epistemological and ontological considerations. By reflect-
ing on how spatiality and cultural meaning are implicated in each other, this
section aims to trace a series of pathways of their reciprocal conditioning in
everyday life.

In his chapter, Dominik Bartmanski investigates the interdependence between a
relational conception of space and non-representational aspects of meaning-making
in practices of cultural production. The relationship between space and culture
may have seemed to be a kind of ‘dangerous liaison’ as far as the language-based,
constructivist social theories were concerned, but there are productive ways out
of the perceived impasse. Bartmanski revisits the long-neglected yet vibrant phe-
nomenological foundations of cultural and spatial analysis, especially Merleau-
Ponty’s conception of body in space, and applies a new understanding of space to
the phenomenon of the ‘music scene’. Reducible neither to the ‘built environment’
and objects considered as props of action, nor to the intentionality of its individual
human members, any music scene worth its name — and any consolidated ‘art
world’ more generally — can be better grasped in its meaningful potential as a
space of cultural experience. Such a space is a conjuncture of motivated expe-
riential potentialities rather than linear material determinisms, an ecology of the
“distribution of the sensible” (Ranciere 2013), not just the arbitrary attribution
of signification. Kelcie Vercel and Terence McDonnell develop a similar theme
when they adopt a cultural sociological perspective to further elucidate the role of
settings, object affordances and space in meaning-making. They argue that space
understood as the arrangement of objects in an environment is not reducible to
mere situational ‘cues’ for human action. Rather, it enables sociological inter-
pretations of the possible when it comes to the ecologies of objects and bodies.
Pavel Pospech thematizes ‘locational meanings’ as a neglected aspect of cultural
socialization and explains the benefits of re-introducing this conception to cultural
analysis, thereby providing a fresh sociological perspective on what ‘location of
culture’ can mean. In particular, he shows that the variability of meaning-making
cannot be understood without reference to the question of how place structures
human sociability. Finally, Letteria Fasari brings together a cultural sociological
performance theory and a notion of space, aiming to reveal how meanings of loss
and social disruption are at once inscribed in and shaped by spatial conditions.
Here, loss of space can be construed as a constitutive negative of the social. She
frames this issue as one in which space is a kind of ‘pre-condition’ of meaning-
making, a fertile ground of interpretive appropriation rather than simply a screen
onto which social values are projected.

Berlin, February 2022
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2 Understanding Social Change
Refiguration

Martina Low

Introduction

Understanding is a key category of qualitative social science today. Insofar as the
traditionally defined delineation of causal mechanisms is replaced by interpretative
analysis in post-positivist human sciences, understanding the ‘reasons’, ‘mean-
ings’ and ‘sense’ of social phenomena is now among the main goals. In contempo-
rary sociology, the cultural and interpretive fields have come to shape the cutting
edge of the discipline. The so-called meaning-centred research is present in a wide
range of substantive and theoretical fields. Of course, at least since Max Weber
the interpretation of sense (Sinn) of human action had been explicitly emphasized.
But it was not widely adopted and only relatively recently managed to permeate
sociology as a strongly elaborated epistemological perspective.

The category of ‘Verstehen’ (understanding) introduced by Max Weber
implies “an understanding of the contexts of meaning and interpretation, and
an understanding of the meaningful interrelationships of different elements
and influencing variables” (Schmidt-Lux et al. 2016, my translation). It is thus
an operation in which the cultural phenomena characterized by precisely these
contexts can be meaningfully understood. Drawing on Weber again, we could say
that only if we understand the meaning contexts and interrelations of a specific
constellation can we explain how they led to a particular outcome (Schmidt-
Lux et al. 2016: 43, my translation). In this view, interpretive understanding not
only implies the competence of comprehending and communicating the implicit
meaning of cultural phenomena of any kind; it also means that the specific mean-
ing is created by a set of interrelated but diverse contexts and elements (see
Przyborski/Wohlrab-Sahr 2008: 323). Alfred Schiitz notes that context is “a
universe of meaning” (2004: 163), albeit based on objective realities. The “mean-
ingful interrelationships of different elements and influencing variables” always
refer to shared experiences and practices (Wohlrab-Sahr 2015: 13) and as such to
the “physical accomplishments” (Knoblauch 2020: 104). As Silke Steets explains
in her sociological work on architecture, this perspective can be extended to and
explained by material objectivations in relationally organized arrangements of the
built environment (Steets 2015). Today a broad discursive plain referred to as “cul-
tural sociologies of architecture” has become visible (Jones 2016), and the focus on
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object affordances and material settings is gaining analytic purchase (see Vercel/
McDonnell in this volume). “Understanding material culture” has been codified as
a field (Woodward 2007). As meaningful entities, objectivations may well ‘share’
intersubjective meanings, since the meaning is always constructed in discourse and
legitimated by narrative and/or argumentative strategies.

The area of sociology focusing on interpretation and meaningful understanding
looks back upon a long track record of various seminal texts (e.g. by Max Weber,
George Herbert Mead, Alfred Schiitz, Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann, among
many others). It is currently gaining new momentum for researchers in cultural
sociology like Monika Wohlrab-Sahr (2015) and in fresh approaches to commu-
nicative constructivism (e.g. Keller et al. 2012; Knoblauch 2020). The strength
of interpretive sociology lies in focusing on the (re)construction of the intended
meaning of the actors to explain social entities (Weber 1980 [1922]: 4ff.), which
implies an understanding of actors’ “orientation towards the behaviour of others”
(Knoblauch 2020: 14) and an emphasis on the relational aspects of social action.
At the same time, interpretive analyses have the potential to offer explanations for
the relative stability of the social order created in the process. The objectivation,
institutionalization and legitimation of routines but also their iterative nature
(Berger/Luckmann 1966; Giddens 1984) are the basis for an explanation of this
stability. As individuals are born into the structures of their lifeworld (Schiitz/
Luckmann 1979, 1984), in other words, as they have accepted a cultural inheritance
(Vinken 2021), understanding must be directed towards action and communication
and find stability in objectifications (e.g. in a bodily expression) and objectivations
(e.g. in material products of action, see Knoblauch 2020: 99ft.), in social institutions
(ranging from the family to a greeting formula) and their legitimations. “We won’t
find intersubjectivity in the inner stream of our consciousness and in reflective acts,
as Husserl suggested, but only out there, in the din and noise of a pre-conceived,
pre-constructed world that precedes us; we are constantly reminded of this primacy
by the many varied forms of objectified voices of others who were (already) there
before us” (Wilke 2022: 58f., my translation). In his body-oriented phenomenology
of perception, Maurice Merleau-Ponty (2012) developed precisely this observation
into a sociologically relevant perspective (see Bartmanski in this volume).

Perhaps it is the dynamics of a theory concentrating on the formative pre-existing
structures of the lifeworld and the stability of the social order with a focus on
communication that has side-lined issues of social change within the sociological
interpretive paradigm organized around the problem of understanding. There are,
of course, numerous empirical studies focusing on changing social practices (e.g.
Wohlrab-Sahr 2006) and on changes in the way people communicate. These works
mention the importance to understand “the changeability and transformability of
cultures” (Schmidt-Lux et al. 2016: 20, my translation). Theoretically, however, the
main focus of these studies is on the development of explanatory models accounting
for the stability of the social order rather than social change. Having said this,
interpretive social research that investigates social change frequently incorporates
the spatial structure of social realities. Also, it is rarely disputed that we are expe-
riencing a phase of social change classified as late or post-modernity. This phase
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is open-ended as modernity’s fundamental values such as democracy, scientific
reasoning and rationality are challenged. An important question linking up with this,
and the one my chapter will be concerned with, is the question of how to come to
a deeper understanding (in Weber’s sense of ‘Verstehen”) of the changing meaning
contexts of and interrelations within the globality of much of contemporary social
life. This question is not intended to imply a diagnostic predefinition as it does
not refer to any aggregated characteristics of empirical findings on social change.
Neither is it supposed to mean a methodical precept, although the worldwide scope
and the sheer multitude of different elements and influencing variables operative
in this immensely complex meaning context will present a major challenge for any
methodology. Rather, the question is conceived, for now, as a conceptual strategy
to find out which forces are at work and which relations must be brought into view
to understand current processes of social change.

By not specifying or limiting the geographic reach in the inquiry, I certainly do
not wish to reintroduce Western master narratives of the past — quite the opposite:
this ‘omission’ takes into account the fact that it was modernity and its correlates of
colonialism, internationalism, globalization and, more recently, digitalization that
have created a situation in which it is no longer possible to define today’s societies
as enclosed, isolated and distinct entities (Weifl 2021). The term ‘entanglements’
(Randeria 2009; Therborn 2003) describes and emphasizes these manifold, inex-
tricable interconnections and ties between far-away places, events and processes.
Social change, in this light, is an interactive process, not a national issue. So how
can contemporary social change be better understood? To provide answers, I
want to, first, identify the kinds of processes of change that we are witnessing at
present and look into what they have in common. Building on this, I will briefly
illustrate two new conceptions of social change developed in the interpretive
sociology paradigm (Verstehenssoziologie), both of which take into account spatial
constitution aspects in systematic ways. In the last step, I will introduce the notion
of “refiguration” inherent in these conceptions as a promising candidate for a better
frame of understanding of current social changes.

Social Change Since the Long 1960s

The history of modernity is the story of territorial space as the central — and
prevalent — form of spatial organization. Three social practices — topographic
measuring, statistic and cartographic mapping (Gugerli/Speich 2002; Landwehr
2007) — have facilitated this development, along with the conviction (originating
in Enlightenment) that territoriality can be generated by the nation-state (Balibar/
Wallerstein 1991; Giinzel/Nowak 2012; Jureit 2012: 22; Osterhammel 2000;
Raffestin 1980). With cartography evolving into the defining medium of spatial
representation, it also gradually permeated into everyday notions of space, spatial
orientation practices and perceptions of space (Mignolo 2000; Shields 2013: 64).
Hitherto diverse layers of power spheres and sovereignties were increasingly
homogenized and centralized within the territory (Elias 1976 [1939]). The radical
transformation of multi-ethnic imperial regimes into “the model of the homogenizing
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nation-state since the 1860s” (von Hirschhausen/Leonhard 2011: 402) was coupled
with the increasingly prevailing — and exclusive — notion of nation-state territory
as a hegemonic model and it reinforced the tendency to homogenize space as
modernity progressed (Harvey 1982, 1991: 155). The territory as a dominant
structural principle is not limited to political space but also extends to urban space
as reflected, for instance, in the development of homogenous zones in cities, such
as playgrounds, pedestrian precincts, historic districts, recreational zones and many
more. It is also reflected in familiar ideas about space as “container-like” enclosed
entities (LOow 2018). The historian Charles S. Maier takes the view that territorial-
izing practices are the twentieth century’s most defining characteristics, “namely
the emergence, ascendancy, and subsequent crisis of what is best labeled ‘territo-
riality”” (Maier 2000: 807). He identifies the end of the territoriality (and related
identity politics) period to lie around 1970. Here, Maier implicitly refers to the
outset of radical social changes that continue into the present, which have resulted
in the conspicuous pluralization of key spatial figures (Low/Knoblauch 2021).
These changes were caused by realignments, reframing and reorientation processes
in the political, economic and media spheres. In some countries, the time of the
Vietnam War functioned on the level of politics as the symbolic centre describing
a period of upheaval also known as ‘1968, the year when totalitarian patterns
of action and behaviour, linear narratives and homogenizing large-scale formats
(like territories, containers and master plans) were beginning to lose legitimacy.
Substantial evidence from many different societies points to the fact that besides
the spatial figure of ‘territorial space’, new other figures like ‘network space’ and
‘place’ are increasingly gaining in importance (Low 2020). Network space, which
operates under the logic of association rather than closure and boundedness, has
been topical since the 1970s, gaining significance in the process of globalization as
a description for the substantial increase in networking and multilateral exchange
processes worldwide. This includes an intensification of transnational relations and
ties on the one hand and a massive increase in migration movements on the other
(Faist 2000; Faist/Ette 2007), and both developments emphasize the particular rel-
evance of multiple networked spaces. New digital technologies and media not only
facilitate communication, but also simplify transfer payments or money transfers to
the country of origin and allow for political and cultural participation in the country
of origin, despite having migrated. At the same time, they enabled unprecedented
forms of surveillance, social control and commodification of life with all its atten-
dant anxieties. In the first half of the twentieth century, all this would have been
unimaginable. As Pries (2008) shows new transnational practices of permanent,
ongoing communication across the most diverse geographical places have become
the standard. Manuel Castells (1996) famously argued that the radical changes in
the field of media technologies have ushered in what he termed the ‘information
age’. Since the 1980s, he maintains, social change has correlated with the preva-
lence of a “space of flows”, which radically changed communication structures and
led to an enormous increase in the complexity of social relations.

With ever-growing numbers of trans- and multinational corporations (Barry
2006; Lash/Urry 1994), international interconnections, network-coordinated pro-
duction schemes and commodity chains (Bathelt et al. 2004), we observe, at the same
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time, a strengthening of locally specific logics and concentrations and of distinctive
constellations of local institutions, (economic) practices and infrastructures that
developed over time. But since corporate activities are no longer, as Liithi et al.
(2013) show, adherent to the model of “spatially nested hierarchies” (ibid.: 284f.),
the new corporate organizational principle seems more appropriately defined as
a set of overlapping, trans-scalar networks that have local spatial concentrations
(ibid.: 291).

In those modern societies for which the year ‘1968’ signified a phase of socio-
political upheaval (Cuba included), a growing relevance of the spatial figure of
‘place’ (besides territorial space) articulated itself not merely through political state-
ments such as ‘the private is political’ or the declaration of even the narrowest of
spaces as ‘nuclear-free zones’ by anti-nuclear movements across the globe, thereby
interweaving global threat and local action in previously unknown ways (Schregel
2011). The 1970s also witnessed a deep crisis of modern urban planning due to the
debates on how much diversity and/or specificity was wanted for urban spaces in
order for them to be perceived and experienced as attractive (Noller/Ronneberger
1995: 40). The impact of these discussions is still felt in many countries today
(including Brazil and South Africa, less in China and North Korea), reflected in a
fierce competition among cities to (re-)create themselves as a characteristic place
apart from others, charged with its own identity and singularity, often symbolized
by ‘star architecture’ (Alaily-Mattar et al. 2018; Berking/Low 2008; Reckwitz
2017). Also, there is growing evidence that people’s own homes as a ‘special’ place
are becoming newly relevant. Studies corroborate the interpretation that this could,
for the most part, be read as a strategy of ‘hedging’ against deep-seated uncertain-
ties and the aforementioned anxieties that current social changes bring (Pohl u.a.
2022; Weidenhaus/Korte 2021).

However, social change is not a unidirectional process. It always implies and
includes simultaneity and feedback effects as well as manifold forms of cultural
and political backlash that counter and resist transformation, as reflected in a wide
range of movements and tendencies, from Occupy Movement to political develop-
ments such as ‘Brexit’, or in the fact that the world has never seen more fortified
borders as we have today (Mau 2021). Militarization and imperialism are not things
of the past. History has not ended in 1989, contradicting Fukuyama’s notorious
phrase. Quite the opposite, as the Russian invasion of Ukraine has indicated impe-
rial figurations continue to have profound global implications. Across the globe,
the Corona pandemic has shown how quickly territorial closure as a political meas-
ure gets reactivated if deemed desirable by state and international agencies. The
crucial feature of current social change is thus not the fact that territorial space has
made an exit from the global stage to be replaced by another spatial figure. Rather,
it is the concurrence and simultaneous relevance of various spatial figures (includ-
ing the figure of ‘trajectorial space’ as a structuring element of urban, air and water
spaces alike, in the form of marked-out paths, routes and lines), each with their own
inherent logics and conducive to a poly-contextualization of social actions.

Needless to say, the description of the ongoing social changes could also focus
on different aspects and perspectives than the ones mentioned here. What seems
clear, however, is that space and spatial processes are important anchor points from



24 Martina Low

which to proceed in the quest for a better understanding of the meanings and rela-
tional contexts of social change. There is hardly any other social phenomenon that
would typically encompass relational constellations based on the placing (in the
broadest sense) of heterogeneous elements in need of their meaningful synthesis as
space. There certainly have always been forms of spatial placing and spatial arrange-
ments which defied territorial figurations in everyday practice. But now approaches
to and reflection upon space are changing (“the spatial turn”), extending to the way
how spaces are imagined (e.g. changes on the level of spatial orientation through
the prevalence of digital navigation systems which replace older systems like geo-
graphical maps on paper), as well as the valorization and exploitation of spaces
(economically and politically through the creation and growth of special economic
zones, and the growing relevance of platform economies). Even social conflicts
between, for instance, supporters and opponents of immigration, or advocates and
opponents of lockdown measures, have a spatial grounding, although this is hardly
ever made explicit. All this seems to call for a sociological re-conceptualization of
social change in which space is systematically taken into account. In the following
section, I will show that pioneering work in this direction has already been done,
notably in the context of the interpretive paradigm of sociology.

Social Change and the Paradigm of Interpretive Sociology

Theories of social change often went hand in hand with a macro-sociological or
structural-functional perspective (Parsons 1969 [1961]; Zapf 1969, 1994), which
has never failed to raise criticism for lacking “an adequate micro-sociological
basis” (Miiller/Schmid 2016: 23). The crucial question is, however, which socio-
logical authors and texts are considered relevant to be included in the body of
sociological literature on social change (and why Max Weber, for one, is seldom or
never considered, see Mommsen 1986) and whether research on social change has
evolved over time to incorporate a more relational, action- and process-oriented
perspective. In the field of sociological action and communication theory, two
major approaches to social change can be distinguished. One proceeded from a
(more or less) stable social order to explore social change as a persistently present,
yet secondary, counter-dynamic force, with Anthony Giddens as one of the key
proponents. The second line of thinking, pursued for example by Bernhard Giesen
(2016), assumed the reverse, namely that social change is the rule, and social order
must be created and maintained under conditions of permanent change.

Starting with Giddens’s works, it quickly becomes evident that while the
dynamics of structural reproduction and routine are at the core of his theory,
social change is operationalized as a concomitant process (see Miiller/Schmidt
2016: 39). Giddens rejects the idea that social change is primarily a tempo-
ral phenomenon. He argues that the temporality of agency implies that spatial
aspects of action must also be taken into account. His analytical interest is thus
focused on localizing social action. Spaces, in this perspective, are contexts of
action capable of structuring action, e.g. through a division into different functional
zones (Giddens 1984). Everyday life is conceptualized as essentially consisting of
routines and recursive actions. Social order is created by constantly reiterating and
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repeating arrangements, paths, configurations and lifestyles, thus providing a sense
of “ontological security”, as Giddens (1979: 219) writes with reference to Ronald
David Laing. Nonetheless, we are constantly faced with deroutinization phenom-
ena, and here Giddens introduces his idea of social change: “By ‘deroutinisation’ I
refer to any influence that acts to counter the grip of the taken-for-granted character
of day-to-day interaction. Routine is closely linked to tradition in the sense that
tradition ‘underwrites’ the continuity of practices in the elapsing of time. Any
influences which corrode or place in question traditional practices carry with them
the likelihood of accelerating change” (Giddens 1979: 220). As social practices are
changing (also in a spatial perspective) and interpretations are shifting, the result is a
reconstruction of traditional values — or their loss. In Giddens’s theory, social order
is the norm and change represents the disruption of routines. Although he conceives
of change as interaction, he still draws on a macro-sociological methodological
grid. He suggests (1) taking into account the fact that societies and nation-states are
connected, to complement the aspect of territoriality of nation-states which allows
distinguishing between internal and external change, (2) paying attention to dis-
parities in the development of different systems and regions (here, Giddens’s focus
is on differences in spatiotemporal paths with regard to class, ethnic background
or territorial claims, (3) putting special emphasis on the critical stages of change
and (4) recognizing that some societies could take a leading role as a result of the
change, though in the long term this could turn into a disadvantage (for a more
detailed account see Giddens 1979: 225ff.). Although these insights touch upon
phenomena that remain relevant, especially in the form of the renewed critical
evaluation of extreme inequalities (e.g. Piketty 2020), they have since received
profound elaborations filtered through the subsequent interpretive ‘turns’ in social
sciences (e.g. performative and material, see Bachmann-Medick 2007). Similarly,
a turn towards acknowledging agency, vitality and entanglements of materiality
reworked and fused the traditional categories of action and order in new ways.
Unlike Giddens, the German cultural sociologist Bernhard Giesen holds the
view that “change is not a temporary disturbance of the social order, a mere turbu-
lence on the way to establishing the structures of an ideal society, but a constant
force and the standard case from which any analysis must proceed” (Giesen 2016:
229, my translation). Giesen’s methodology draws on the distinction between code,
situation and process. Codes are “systems of signs used to construct a model of
the social world” (ibid.: 230). Language, utopias and myths are cited as exam-
ples. Codes are neither spatially nor temporally bound, as opposed to processes,
whose structure is temporal and situations, whose structure is spatial. If processes
are stalled, social change cannot take place, which is the case when codes are too
rigid, or in a ‘dominant’ situation, which also encompasses, according to Giesen,
the dominance of place. “The tension between the historical process and its factual
constraint is inherent in the concept of ‘social change’ (ibid.: 236). Given the
many ways in which processes can be coupled with situations and codes, there’s
no way of knowing which code will prevail when and where, as Giesen concludes.
Coming back to my initial argument that social change increasingly articu-
lates itself in, around and in terms of social space(s), the works of Giddens and
Giesen are exemplary illustrations of the limits of action-oriented approaches to
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space. In both theories, space is conceptualized as a pre-existing entity, as the local
condition of action. Through our actions, spaces are structured and restructured
under conditions of change, to create territories, regions, zones, et cetera. By
conceiving space strictly within a network of always already localized actions,
Giddens excludes the possibility of conceptualizing space and spatial constitution
in relational terms. The idea that in one and the same place more spaces than one
can emerge or that several spatial figures are being made relevant at the same time
seems inconceivable in this perspective. As a consequence, it is also impossible for
Giddens to conceive of space and place as relational constructs, as spatial figures
that are in a relationship with other spatial figures. The same is true for Giesen’s
approach. Here again, the spatial aspects of the situation are framed as place-
boundedness. Space, it seems, is basically a cipher allowing for a more nuanced
description of change, to distinguish the ‘here’ from the ‘there’. As a result, social
change becomes contingent. Neither Giddens nor Giesen seems to consider the
possibility that changes in spatial arrangements may trigger social change (instead
of merely being an expression of it). Most importantly, however, the difference
between place and space remains rather vague in both theories.

The reason why I go back here to these two theorists is to reveal them as
exemplary of the broader tendency present in both German and Anglophone
sociological theory up until the end of the twentieth century, namely treating space
as a residual category and resorting to ‘contingency’ whenever explanations of
change encountered problems. I would like to suggest that it is precisely because
space was not accorded the status of an explanans that sociology remained unable to
capture important dynamics of change. Moreover, it is the relational understanding
of space which thematizes the mutually constitutive character of structure and
practice, and discourses and materialities (see e.g. Reckwitz 2002) that allows us
to re-inscribe spatiality of social life in sociological theory in a non-reductive and
non-linear way.

Refiguration

The order bias in sociological research has often been criticized, mainly because
it does not take into consideration “that which is external to order, that which
evades it, that on which order can’t get a hold, that which disturbs or destroys,
subverts or transcends it” (Brockling et al. 2018: 264). The explicit focus on social
change (as in Giesen’s approach) might indicate a slight relaxation of the rigorous
methodology here, yet at the cost of not only sacrificing its predictive potential but
also losing the ability to analytically capture the practical accomplishment of social
order through action.

What remains to be done is to set out on the intellectually tantalizing journey
of looking at the problem from a relational point of view and focus on the sets of
relationships and web of connections between order and change. This would —
in the long term — even allow us to historically and geographically identify and
distinguish phases and places defined by order(liness) from those undergoing
change and, at the same time, show how they relate to one another in their manifold
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ways. In terms of space, the past two decades could be seen as a phase of radical
change. At the same time, the relational view on order and change implies that
change cannot be understood by solely focusing on that which is changing, as even
in change order shows through and “the changing Becoming achieves coexistence
with the more stable Being” (Boehm 2007: 34, my translation). In this light,
globalization is not a matter of increasingly dissolving borders and boundaries, nor
merely a paraphrase for the (unilateral) deterioration of the territorial nation-state
(Sassen 2008). Rather, social change is pervaded by contradictions between spatial
figures.

Within the Berlin Collaborative Research Centre, we are working with (and
seeking to concretize) the rather open-ended concept of refiguration to analyse
and explain contemporary social changes. We expressly renounce the more
specific notion of transformation, which implies a transition from one state of
affairs into another (Knoblauch/Léw 2020; Low/Knoblauch 2021). Figuration is
derived from the Latin verb fingere (to shape, form and build), which is the root
of the semantically more condensed noun figura connoting plasticity and move-
ment. As opposed to form or forma, figura does not refer to static entities, but
is “flexible, more resonating” (Auerbach 1967: 57). In dance theory, a figure not
only designates a specific body posture or shape, but also at the same time refers
to the unity of movements and their combinatory rules — and, beyond that, to the
unity of interpretation and figure-ground-relations (Brandstetter 1997: 599). An
arabesque in dance, for instance, is a code, more precisely a body-and-movement
code. The figure itself, though, is an abstraction, since it only exists through and in
the performance and interpretation of the dancers, in the act of “rewriting it in the
process of moving” (Brandstetter 2007: 13). An arabesque is thus “a figuration of
movements in space”, as Gabriele Brandstetter notes (ibid.: 15). In the context of
pathos formulas which are capable of “reshaping our conventions of expression”,
she even uses the term “re-figuration of expressive gestures” to describe the actual
reworking process (Brandstetter 2004: 51).

Dealing with a different subject, yet pointing to the same direction is the work
of Norbert Elias who defined the concept of figuration as an ever-shifting network
of interdependencies (1978: 15). He sees the central task of sociology in the
continual development and enhancement of concepts to describe the social and
cultural dimensions of action without recurring to magical-mythical thinking or
scientism. These concepts should, he argues, connote or encompass movement and
change whenever possible, although, he at once concedes, most Western languages
are constructed in such a way that subjects and objects have the character of an
isolated thing at rest, and it is only by adding a verb, this some-thing is being
‘mobilised’: “ We say, ‘The wind is blowing’, as if the wind were actually a thing
at rest which, at a given point in time, begins to move and blow” (Elias 1978: 112).
The same, as he critically remarks, goes for sociological research with the typical
line of thought starting from steady states as the standard case and then goes on
to describing movement and change as the particular case (Elias 1978: 115). Elias
makes use of the connotation of mobility in the term figura to refer to the incessant
processual interweaving of people’s actions in a web of interconnections in flux.



28 Martina Low

Interweaving here serves to stress the fundamental interdependences of human
beings and social actions that build this web of connections. Figurations, in Elias’s
thinking, are essentially a “lattice-work of tensions” (Elias 1978: 130), a kind of
fluctuating balance of power; and he conceptualized figurations as relational and
spatial phenomena throughout his work (Hiittermann 2018: 15).

Elias’s main interest lies in the description of long-term social change and the
relationship between changes in the level of personality structure and changes in
the social figurations, which interdependently acting human beings create (Elias
1976: X). He also focuses on the intertwining, fluid ties of interdependence between
different nation-states and societies, albeit with a narrow focus on Europe. While
the emphasis is on tendencies and counter-tendencies, on tensions and unequal
developments in and during change, the idea of a slowly unfolding, flowing process
of change is challenged. Taking a pragmatic stance, Elias prefers to speak instead
of “developments” (Elias 1976, VII) to refer to the broad lines of social change.

‘Figura’s connotations of plasticity and mobility, and the tensile nature implied
in ‘figuration’ (with the latter describing both social power structures and the
concurrency of subjective-affective and structural-institutional articulations) are
quite fruitful in designing a more complex and spatially based model of social
change in relation to social order. The concept of refiguration as the incessantly
dynamic flux of changing figurations and counter-figurations allows for “more
autonomous ways for thinking and speaking” (Elias 1978: 18) about social change
in its relational, spatial and contradictory aspects. Drawing on refiguration to inves-
tigate social change under current conditions of increasing interconnections and
interdependencies (viz. globalization, digitization), we also postulate the need to
include the spatial dimensions of communicative actions and their aggregations
and institutionalizations in the sociological analysis. The global scope of change
calls for a greater focus on simultaneities and the conflictual nature of unequal
developments in the unfolding of events, which are to be compared internation-
ally and locally. There are basic figures to which people and their actions regularly
relate in the social world as in dance. In sociological refiguration research, we
therefore focus on spatial figures as codes of spatial organization. We gather and
systematize empirically grounded generalizations derived from the heterogeneity
of possible relational placements and synthesizing processes. Identifying and
distinguishing relevant spatial figures also allows us to discover differences in
the logic of their arrangement. As noted earlier, it is precisely the pluralization of
spatial figures that are simultaneously relevant which is the central characteristic of
contemporary social change. Besides actors’ orientation towards territorial space,
also network space, trajectorial space and place are politically and economically
relevant constructions used to make sense of the social world (on spatial figures see
also Low 2020; Low/Knoblauch 2021). It is not unlikely that, at a later stage, even
more and different spatial figures may be identified as a result of further empiri-
cal investigations. Each spatial figure correlates with its specific inherent logic of
distribution, integration, exclusion and relevance. In some contexts, spatial figures
intertwine and mesh harmoniously, e.g. when special economic zones become cir-
culation platforms (Bach (2011) or when commodity chains depend on sequential
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spatial figures (see Baur et al. 2021; Hering/Fiilling 2021). In most situations,
however, the pluralization of simultaneously relevant spatial figures leads to
structural tensions, conflicts and contradictions (Bartmanski et al. 2022; Fasari in
this volume). And it is precisely these tensions between different spatial figures
and different spatial logics that give social change direction and intelligible form —
this is the central hypothesis in sociological refiguration research (Léw/Knoblauch
2021). Moreover, and aside from tensions (and conflicts) between different spatial
figures, refigurations also find their articulation in the complex ways the figures’
intrinsic logics of action are interwoven.

In other words, as a processual analytical concept, refiguration is directed
against the simplistic idea that social change manifests itself in social spaces.
Instead, the characteristic dynamics of movement and embodied action embedded
in the concept of refiguration are closely linked with the exploratory movement
seeking to find out how social world changes in and through spatial entanglements
and spatial conflicts. Or, to refer back to the definition of Schmidt-Lux, Wohlrab-
Sahr and Leistner, only if we understand the contexts, the sets of relationships
and connections between spatial constellations and figurations, can we explain the
nature and meaning of the social change that is currently taking place. The idea to
foreground relations and relationality in sociological understanding is in itself not
new in the discipline; in fact, it goes all the way back to founding figures of human-
istic sociology such as Znaniecki and the Chicago School. However, the notion of
refiguration enables us to more precisely elaborate the reciprocal conditionality
of different figurations and explain what we mean when we today say that social
changes exhibit non-linear patterns and simultaneity of effects. Figuration and
refiguration have been used too, but the spatiality of these phenomena has never
been granted the explanatory autonomy that it should have and without which we
run a risk of overlooking or misunderstanding social change.
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3 Space in the Theory of Reflexive
Modernization

The Location of Subjects from a
Cosmopolitan Perspective

Angelika Poferl

Introduction

The theory of reflexive modernization, developed significantly by Ulrich Beck in
the 1980s, is centrally associated with the concept of the “risk” or “world risk
society” (Beck 1986, 2007 [1999]) and, in its later continuations, with the concept
of a “methodological cosmopolitanism” or “cosmopolitan vision”."! The subtitles
of the (partly German-, partly English-language) publications hint at programmatic
problems and questions. With the development of the concept of risk society, Beck
turns “toward a new modernity” (1986; engl. 1992); the preoccupation with world
risk society focuses on the “search for lost security” (dt. 2007; engl. 1999, no
subtitle). The “cosmopolitan view” irritates with the statement “War is peace” (dt.
2004a; engl. 2006, no subtitle) — by which is meant not the confusion of empirical
phenomena, but the blurring of boundaries and categories related to them, categories
that are supposed to be order-founding but have long since lost their significance.
This is for a reason that is as simple as it is momentous: social relations in the age
of planetary interdependencies have changed and burst the established routines of
perceiving, thinking, and acting, all the way to the conceptual schemes of scientific
analysis; they are characterized by transformations that (not only, but especially
also) break through the territorial, nation-state ordering structure; the world itself
has undergone a “metamorphosis” (Beck 2017 [2016]). With this latter concept of
metamorphosis, Beck aims to radicalize his work’s thesis of the transformation of
modernity under the sign of structural reflexivity toward a metamorphosis of the
world. The work on this has remained incomplete.>

The theory of reflexive modernization,® including its cosmopolitan turn, offers
valuable suggestions for a spatial re-figuration theory of the social that will be
explored. It is focused on the description of a globally interwoven, de-bounded
fundamental change [Gestaltwandel] of modernity, as expressed, for example, in
the concept of the “world risk society” and the “metamorphosis”. Further points
of contact result from the criticism of “methodological nationalism” (Beck 1998:
115-121; transl. A.P.; Wimmer/Glick Schiller 2002) and of a “container theory of
society”, which — according to Beck — is followed by “sociology as an intellectual
power of order” (Beck 1998: 49-55; transl. A.P.). This is opposed by the program
of a cosmopolitan sociology. Instructive is not least the idea of a “post-socictal”
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theory of society (Beck/Grande 2004: 175; transl. A.P.), which shows unmistakable
features of a dynamically and constructivistically conceived concept of sociality. In
the frame of reference of reflexive modernization, the category of space does not
primarily come into play in terms of spatial sociology, but rather in terms of social
theory and social diagnosis.

The paper elaborates the spatial theoretical implications of the theory of
reflexive modernization and further proposes the concept of a symbolically and
spatially mediated cosmopolitics of the social. This concept implies an understand-
ing of spatial structures and spatial cultures based on the inclusion of the hitherto
excluded and the suspension and reconfiguration of established distinctions relevant
to spatial knowledge. First, social and cultural science research on globalization as
well as the relationship between globality and locality will be discussed, which
forms a thematic background for this (1). Subsequently, selected argumentations
of the theory of reflexive modernization are examined with regard to world risk
society, border politics, metamorphosis, methodological cosmopolitanism, dia-
logical imagination, and the idea of the “post-societal social” (2). The perspective
of a cosmopolitan location of the subject in the context of multiple socialization,
multiple world relations, and multiple horizons of relevance, condensed in the
concept of the cosmopolitics of the social, is finally developed as a possible bridge
between reflexive modernization and re-figuration and illustrated by the example
of the relation between gender and space (3).

The “with Beck beyond Beck” thesis is that social and spatial transformations
cannot be separated. This is the aim of the concept of cosmopolitics of the social
as understood here; it refers to a dialectic of inclusion and exclusion, of equality
and difference, which has political, social, cultural, and spatial dimensions. While
equality is to be established politically (e.g., via human and civil rights), difference
is expressed in socially and culturally produced, institutionally underpinned differ-
ences that are often asymmetrical in character. This dialectic of inclusion and exclu-
sion also essentially makes itself felt in social and symbolic forms of the spatial.
Re-figuration in this context means the interplay of sociality, visibility, vulnerability,
and legitimacy in the context of multiple socialization [Vergesellschaftung], mul-
tiple world relations, and multiple horizons of relevance, which, according to the
reasoning here, is to be thought from the subject and its (self-)location.

Notes on Globalization Theory and Research: Cross—border
Interdependencies and ,De-spatialized “Spaces™*

Inthe 2017 essay by Hubert Knoblauch and Martina L6w on the spatial re-figuration
of the social world, it is pointed out in the introduction that there are studies on
the social dimension of space, but conversely the spatial dimension of sociality —
despite the spatial turn — is still underexposed (Knoblauch/Léw 2017: 2; see also
Low/Sturm 2019; Low et al. 2021). This initially seems somewhat surprising as
a diagnosis of the state of the discipline. Trying to understand the social without
reference to space is conceivable as a theoretical idea (the theory of functional
differentiation, for example, can do without reference to space), but it is alien to
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the world and to reality with regard to the lifeworld-material and thus inevitably
also spatial embedding of the social. Constitutive reasons, i.e., reasons aiming at
the nature of the social itself, speak in favor of including the spatial dimension in
the consideration of sociality. In this respect, and as intended in the Collaborative
Research Centre CRC 1265 “Re-Figuration of Spaces”, it also makes sense not to
leave the question of the spatial re-figuration to individual “hyphen sociologies”
but to take a more comprehensive approach in terms of social theory in order to
open up a space for theory building and research.

However, if one looks at general social theory as well as current contemporary
diagnoses, it is indeed striking that the question of space, the spatial grounding,
shaping, and changing of the social is hardly dealt with systematically (or only
in approaches that are decidedly designated as spatial theory/spatial sociology).
This is also true for a large part of globalization theory and research, although it
is precisely this research that — one might expect — should primarily deal with the
category of space, the spatial dimension of social structure formation, social action,
social ways of life, and modes of existence.

From the perspective of globalization theory and research, the spatial reference
comes into view primarily through the discussion of global and local dimensions
of the social. The issues of globality and locality, however, do not only concern
globalization research, which is explicitly flagged as such. On the contrary, it
affects every analysis of social reality that does not limit itself from the outset to
phenomena that are supposedly or actually only locally relevant and wants to make
a virtue out of this limitation. In international literature, globalization has been a
topic of theory and research since the 1960s and increasingly since the 1980s and
1990s. Initial approaches, for example through the work of Marshall McLuhan,
John Naisbitt, Theodor Levitt, and others, were particularly interested in media and
economic developments. Political science approaches as well as those interested in
a political geography took up the topic from the perspective of the bifurcation of
politically relevant worlds and a critical discussion about the “state-centeredness”
or “state-forgetfulness” of globalization research (e.g., Rosenau 1990, 2003;
Brenner 1999). As the debates have evolved, systematic social and cultural science
theorizing and research have emerged that seeks to open up the issue of globalization
to the question of social change. Increasingly, the social and cultural dimensions as
well as the multifaceted nature of globalization have been emphasized.’

The international discussion of globalization has been and continues to be
dominated by contributions from the Anglo-Saxon world and other world regions.
Sociology in the German-speaking world was comparatively late in opening up to
globalization as a relevant subject area of social analysis and — with a few exceptions
(e.g.,Beck 1998; Berking 1998, 2006) — often only hesitantly (this also has to do with
the normative and ideological overloading of the topic — globalization functioned
predominantly as a buzzword for “neoliberalism”, from which the serious scien-
tific approach initially had to free itself). In addition, linguistic-spatial, conceptual-
historical, and theoretical-linguistic ramifications were already indicated early on.
Theorizing and research explicitly related to “globalization” is not necessarily syn-
onymous with social theoretical approaches that refer to the emergence of global
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structural and communicative contexts. For example, world systems theory accord-
ing to Immanuel Wallerstein (2010 [1983]) and others, which is in the Marxist
tradition and was developed and refined during the 1970s, has gone its own way.
Partly it is included in the globalization discussion, partly not, which is also true for
Leslie Sklair’s (1991) world system concept. Niklas Luhmann’s concept of world
society (1975) was hardly received internationally from the 1970s to the 1990s.
In German-speaking sociology, however, the world society concept of system-
theoretical provenance has become strong in the following years (Stichweh 2000),
although this seems to be persistently barely touching Anglo-Saxon globalization
research. At the same time, a reception of world society concepts from macro-
and international development sociology around Peter Heintz (1980) and from the
neo-institutionalist school around John Meyer (2005) has been taking place in the
German-speaking world since the 1970s and the 1990s, which now form close
links with approaches based on differentiation and integration theory.

Both in the Anglo-Saxon world and in the German-language literature,
theoretical inadequacies of the globalization debate have been criticized, but also
the theoretical, empirical, and methodological challenges associated with the topic
have been made known. Since the 1990s, the research object of globalization
has been broken down into more specific questions and problems. This is con-
nected with conceptual differentiations (e.g., globalism, globalization, globality,
transnationalization, transculturality, translocality, etc.). Thus, the question of the
constitution of “the global” comes to the fore. Furthermore, the relationship between
locality and globality is increasingly discussed and still needs to be clarified.

The distinction between the global and the local does not refer to substantial
properties of circumstances or objects. Neither should the two be confused with
universality and particularity — a pair of terms that is on a completely different level
and either refers to social, cultural, and ideological differences (resp. particularities)
or to commonalities in the sense of normative generalities (resp. universalities). To
speak of globality and locality is rather a question of spatial perspectivization, that
is, of the respective setting of the perspective and the associated contouring of the
subject area. Here, both theoretical and methodological aspects become relevant.

In order to determine the relationship between the global and the local, four
interpretive directions can be roughly identified in the widely ramified social and
cultural science discussion: First, global developments overform the local: this
often, but not always, results in assumptions of homogenization and standardiza-
tion. The central reference is usually George Ritzer (2006) and his popularized
concept of the cultural imperialist “McDonaldization”. Second, global things (e.g.,
global norms, cultural practices, and ways of life) are appropriated locally and
thereby modified. Here, the heterogenization and pluralization of social worlds
are in the foreground, which arises precisely through the intertwining of global
influences and local contexts and is further increased (see, for example, Watson
2006). Third, the local is increasingly itself a product of global developments. In
the Anglo-Saxon literature, Roland Robertson (1992) has pointed this out since
the early 1980s, referring to conceptualizations such as “glocalization” and “glo-
cality”. Robertson understood this not merely as global-local blending, but above
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all as the global creation of the local (an example of this would be the invention
of local traditions, the cultivation of homeland and tourist folklore, which can be
observed globally and are actively promoted and pursued by governmental and
non-governmental organizations; sporting events or social movements are also
often “glocal” in nature). A separate, fourth strand is formed by approaches fed
in particular by the postcolonial discussion, which critically address spatial, i.e.,
primarily national and territorial, determinations of culture and cultural repre-
sentation and emphasize processes of mixing and transgression, hybridity or
hybridization, the existence of “interstices” and a “third space” (Bhabha 2004
[1994], 1996), and develop various non-essentialist concepts of culture and iden-
tity. In the spectrum of social and cultural sciences, concepts of the global and the
local have been spelled out differently against this background since the 1990s.
They refer, for example, to the localization of culture (Bhabha 2004 [1994]), the
presence of the global in the local (Prazniak/ Dirlik 2001), the production of local-
ity (Appadurai 1996, 2001), and the emergence of a global “mélange” (Nederveen
Pieterse 2009).”

But what does this mean for an understanding of spaces grounded in contempo-
rary diagnosis and social theory?

UlrichBeckhasapproachedthetopic ofglobalization fromamodernity-theoretical
perspective. He, in turn, conceives of globalization as living “in a world society,
in the sense that notions of closed spaces become fictitious” (Beck 1998: 27-28).
Central here is the principal unenclosability of spaces. A concept of space used in this
way is not fixed to territoriality, but can also refer metaphorically to the description
of socially, culturally, and institutionally more or less clearly delimited contexts of
experience, knowledge, and action. If one understands — perhaps the lowest com-
mon denominator — globalization as the development of a “real-existing interde-
pendence context” (Beck 2004a: 19; transl. A.P.), then the question of the nature
of interdependence and the emergence of new kinds of formations and entities —
understandable as re-figuration? — beyond the narrow focus on the “global” or the
“local” breaks open. Similar problems are addressed in the discussion of “multiple
modernities” (Eisenstadt 2000, 2002), of “entangled modernities” (Randeria 1999,
2005), the various “routes” into and through modernity (Therborn 1995), in the
context of postcolonial theorizing,® and also the “varieties” of reflexive modernity
(Beck/Grande 2010). For its part, global history, which has been revitalized in
recent years, draws attention to the fact that the unfolding of modernity does not
precede global developments but, conversely, has emerged on the basis of far-
reaching global interconnections through colonialism, trade, empire-building, and
cultural exchange (Conrad/Eckert/Freitag 2007).

Reflexive Modernization as Re-figuration?

As the previous remarks show, the category of space almost always plays a certain
role in the general discussion of globalization, but for research-related reasons,
attention often shifts to other more specific issues and concepts — such as the
capitalization of geographic space in David Harvey (2006), the emergence and
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proliferation of networks in Manuel Castells (2003), questions of social inequality
in Zygmunt Bauman (1998) or the development of translocal community life in
Aihwa Ong (1999), and so on. To a large extent, this also applies to the theory of
reflexive modernization, which has so far remained underexposed to spatial theory.
Beck has become an inspiring author in the international globalization discussion
since the mid-1990s.? His work on the foundations of reflexive modernization as
well as on more issue-specific problems and the programmatic nature of a cosmo-
politan sociology have contributed to this.

Can we speak of spatial theoretical implications of the theory of reflexive
modernization in a narrower sense? And if so, how can this be related to the spatial
re-figuration of the social? The connecting points are intertwined and shine through
at various points in the theoretical material — like an underlying “fabric” that needs
to be uncovered and reconstructed. In this respect, the following remarks also
require some bold cuts in the subject matter. They start with the concept of “reflex-
ive modernization” and “(world) risk society”, move on to reflexive modernization
as “border politics” and “metamorphosis”, illuminate the perspective of a
“methodological cosmopolitanism” and “dialogical imagination”, and take up the
idea of a “post-societal theory of society” (see also Poferl 2015a, 2019b).

The Theory of Reflexive Modernization: From a Risk Society
to a World Risk Society

The theory of reflexive modernity (also called Second Modernity in contrast to
classical First Modernity) sees its object in a “modernization of modernity”
(Beck/Bonf3 2001; transl. A.P.) that strikes back at the dominant categorical and
institutional foundations of the classical model of modernity and undermines
hitherto valid, stably held guiding ideas, distinctions, and coordinates of action.
Reflexive modernization thus results from processes of progressive, radicalized
modernization that initiate a “meta-change” of modernity (Beck/Bonf3/Lau 2001:
12, emphasis in the original; transl. A.P.). What is meant by this is a change that
affects not only individual areas of modern societies but fundamental premises of
modernity — a modernity that in the common (also sociological) understanding has
been defined primarily in Western-influenced, national, industrial-societal, andro-,
ethno- and anthropocentric categories.

Of central importance for the claimed fundamental change [Gestaltwandel]
is the theorem of non-intended side effects [Nebenfolgen] on which it rests.
Thus, the transformations of modernity are neither due to intentional action nor
to aggregation effects nor to reflection in the sense of increased knowledge. The
concept of reflexive modernity rather means that principles and institutions, which
have emerged in and with modernity, have a retroactive effect on the functioning
and legitimation of modernity itself and make established structures of order
fragile and their contradictions, limits, and fictions visible. The logic of change is
determined by developments of uncertainty, ambiguity, and insecurity that have
become problematic, which in principle permeate all areas of social action and,
as “side effects [Nebenfolgen] of the second order [...] call social institutions into
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question from within” (Beck/Bonf/Lau 2001: 32, emphasis in the original; transl.
A.P.). The question of social and global inequality, nature-society relations, the
change of the gender order, and many other processes of the transformation of
modernity are examples of this. In contrast to simply unintended consequences of
action (or side effects [Nebenfolgen] of the “first order”),'° which can be managed
in the conventional institutional mode, fundamental institutional functional crises,
as well as crises of legitimation, occur in the course of technical-economic or
cultural-political developments. The concrete manifestations of these crises, as
well as the ways in which society deals with them, provide information about the
sometimes gradual, sometimes rapid change in previous structural conditions,
orientations of action, and societal patterns.

The concept of reflexive modernization thus draws attention to structural
transformation processes that become culturally significant and call the
understanding of modernity itself into question. Major, ideologically charged
themes such as the notion of progress, enlightenment, rationality, freedom, and
equality belong here just as much as the transformation of political culture, the
emergence of sub-political public spheres and forms of power, and finally the ques-
tion of the transformation of ways of life, lifestyles, everyday lifeworlds, milieus,
identities, subjectivities, and their respective institutional, discursive, and cultural
specifications down to the smallest ramifications of existence. While the concept
of risk society, developed in the 1980s, focuses primarily on technical industrially
induced risks as well as changes in social inequalities, changes in gainful employ-
ment, and shifts in gender relations in the course of individualization, the concept
of world risk society (2007[1999], also Beck 2010, 2017 [2016]) brings the global
dimension of civilizational hazards into view. The main topic is climate change,
economic developments such as global financial crises, and the omnipresent threat
of a globally acting fundamentalist terror are also taken into account. The main
thesis is: A world-societal, reflexive modernity is emerging, which can no longer be
pushed back into the old paths and orders and appears as a “world danger community”
(Beck 2007: 27; transl. A.P.). Central to the concept of risk here is — and remains —
the idea of decision dependency [Entscheidungsabhingigkeit], power of definition
[Definitionsmacht] and definitional relationships [Definitionsverhiltnisse] that are
in flux (on this already Beck 1986 as well as e.g., Beck/Adam/Loon 2000). This
concerns questions of interpretation and the attribution of interpretive power, of
the legitimation and delegitimation of modes of action, which break open in the
face of previously unimagined problems: “Where modernization risks are once,
recognized” [...], “they develop an unprecedented political dynamic. They forfeit
everything: their latency, their appeasing ,side-effect structure, their inevitability.
Suddenly the problems stand there without justification and as a pure, explosive
call to action” (Beck 1986: 103; transl. A.P.).

Furthermore, the concept of the world risk society points out that, in the face
of global risks, there is no longer a nationally excludable “Other”. Therein lies
the conditio humana of the present and a cosmopolitan moment that reaches from
that of a macroethics of planetary responsibility to the microlevel of everyday
life: “Global risks confront us with the seemingly excluded Other. They tear down
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national borders and mix the local with the foreign. The distant Other becomes the
internal Other — not as a result of migration, but as a result of global risks. Everyday
life becomes cosmopolitan: people must give meaning to their lives in exchange
with others and no longer in the encounter with their own kind” (Beck 2007: 40;
transl. A.P.).

This can also provoke opposing reactions of renationalization and xenophobia.
Structurally, however, “everyone sits in a common danger space — without an
exit” (Beck 2002b: 111; transl. A.P.). Having to relate to and act with one another
becomes a pragmatically imposed constraint.

Reflexive Modernization as Border Politics, the Critique of “Methodological
Nationalism”, and the Notion of Metamorphosis

The epistemological and research interest of the theory of reflexive modernization
is focused on the emergence of the new. It is concerned with the analysis of a new
kind of rule structure, a new grammar of the social and political, although later
versions of the theory (Beck/Bonf3 2001; Beck/Lau 2005; Beck/Mulsow 2014)
emphasize rather the interweaving of continuities and discontinuities instead of a
historical structural break.

The argument focuses on both factual, temporal, and spatial phenomena of
dissolution of boundaries, as well as on their multiplication and incongruity. Beck and
others, however, resolutely oppose the “postmodern” notion of a complete dissolu-
tion of dualisms and definable social spheres. Rather, they assume a “transnational
force field” of boundary dissolutions, decision constraints, border constructions,
and border politics: “Boundary dissolution [Entgrenzung] enforces decision: the
more boundary dissolution [Entgrenzung], the more decision constraints, the more
provisional-moral border constructions, that is, border politics” (Beck/Bonf3/Lau
2004: 15, emphasis in the original; transl. A.P.).

Against this background, it is not de-structuring but re-structuring, and here
above all the “politics of the border in de-marcated modernity” (Beck/Bonf3/Lau
2004: 15, emphasis in the original; transl. A.P.), that becomes a guiding concern of
sociological clarification. Such a politics requires the development of an institutional
logic that “no longer follows the principle of ‘either-or’ but ‘both-as well’” (Beck/
Bonfl/Lau 2004: 16; transl. A.P.). Constitutive frameworks of thought and action of
the nation-state -based, Western industrial society, which have become the epitome
of modernity, but which for their part have already coagulated into “tradition”, are
thereby suspended and replaced: “Western modernity becomes itself an issue and a
problem; its basic principles, basic distinctions, and key institutions dissolve from
within in the course of radicalized modernization; the project of modernity must be
renegotiated, revised, restructured” (Beck/Bonf3/Lau 2004: 11; transl. A.P.).

The social sciences also have to take this into account. They are challenged to
rearrange their frames of reference and conceptualizations, which is not only to
be understood reactively but projectively: The task and challenge is to develop
a new way of thinking beyond established structures of knowledge and beyond
historically bound ways of looking at things. Only this makes it possible to
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recognize the changes and upheavals taking place. The formula of “both/and” —
deployed as a theoretical and as a methodological principle — is meant to help
overcome false dichotomies and to grasp historical change more precisely, which
also entails an “epistemological break” (Beck/Bonf3/Lau 2004: 50; transl. A.P.)
with the outdated frames of reference of a sociology that is wedded to the First
Modernity. The (partly latent, partly manifest) notion of a shaping character of
modernity as well as of its fundamental change (in its best and worst forms, cf.
Beck/Sznaider 2011) runs through the writings like a red thread and is applied to
the analysis of empirically observable social conditions as well as to the scientific
vocabulary and the development of perspectives of description and observation.
The theory of reflexive modernization thus draws — in more ways than one — “a
picture that thinks of the relations of modernity as contingent, ambivalent, and
(involuntarily) capable of being shaped politically. [...] The cage of modernity
opens” (Beck 1999: 319). Here, the word “cage” itself becomes a strong metaphor
for a practically and conceptually institutionalized space that cannot (any longer)
remain closed.

The critique of “methodological nationalism” (Beck 1998: 115-121),!"
developed within the frame of reference of the theory of reflexive moderniza-
tion, which has characterized Beck’s work since the mid-1990s, argues that the
categorization of society along national lines preserves the national gaze and thus
excludes all other social realities beyond and across the national. This does not at all
mean that nation-states as political organizations and as “imagined communities”
(Anderson 1983) have become unimportant. They are and remain a powerful entity
(Beck2002b, 2011b)—but just one of manifold existing, varying, and interconnected
contexts of action, which is very connectable to the term “polycontexturalization”
used in the Berlin Collaborative Research Center (Knoblauch/Loéw 2017: 3). The
methodological and epistemological consequences are obvious: The question of
the sociological units of investigation, which always has to be clarified anew —
and under conditions of globalization more than ever — cannot be answered via
tacitly assumed, national framings. Society (despite all its institutionalizations) is
not a firmly established entity and also not a closed “container”, which is why both
concepts of substance and of territorial or nation-state fixations are unsuitable. The
critique of methodological nationalism is — rather latently — also conceived as a
critique of a collectivism of concepts, that is, of collective categories. When Beck
distances himself from a national “we-sociology”, it is not a matter of negating
affiliations, collective interests, or identities. However, their significance can at best
be proven empirically and must not be presupposed as an unquestioned premise of
the social. It further follows that the study of collectivities must conversely be
measured against a demanding concept of (institutionalized) individualization (cf.
Beck/Beck-Gernsheim 2002; Poferl 2015a; Poferl 2019¢) as well as against the
question of the relationship between collectivization and individualization.

The term metamorphosis (Beck 2017 [2016]) radicalizes the analysis by
focusing on the reference to “world”, “worldviews”, and to each individual’s own
understanding of the world. Spatial and temporal notions of “reconfiguration” are
here densely interwoven: “The metamorphosis of the world is more and something
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different than an evolution from the closed to the open, namely: an epochal change
of worldviews, a reconfiguration of the national-centered worldview. However,
this change is not brought about by wars, violence, or imperial aggression, but by
the side-effects of successfully completed modernization steps — for example, by
digitalization or the prediction of a man-made climate catastrophe. The nationally
and internationally institutionalized Weltbild* on the basis of which people
understand the world has faded. ‘Weltbild’ means that for every cosmos there is an
associated nomos, in which empirical and normative certainties combine to form a
picture of what constitutes the respective world, past and future” (Beck 2017: 18,
emphasis in the orig.; transl. A.P'?).

Methodological Cosmopolitanism and Dialogical Imagination

Similar to the critique of methodological nationalism, the concept of
“methodological cosmopolitanism” proposed by Beck (Beck 2000, 2002a: 19;
2004a, b) is also analytically consequential. The term cosmopolitanization, often
used synonymously (which, unlike a philosophical cosmopolitanism, explicitly
sets itself apart from normative conceptions), has a double meaning. On the one
hand, it follows the descriptive view that “reality itself has become cosmopolitan”
(Beck 2004a: 8; transl. A.P.). Processes of globalization and transnationalization
have given rise to cross-border linkages and interdependencies that a nationally
oriented approach (including the selection of relevant units of inquiry in each
case, the formulation of questions, etc.) tends to conceal rather than reveal. The
analysis of this changed world reality thus requires, on the other hand, an episte-
mological and methodological conversion. This is what the “cosmopolitan vision”
(Beck 2004a, b) stands for, without which the upheavals and transformations
can neither be recognized nor “confirmed” or falsified; they elude analysis
and remain systematically irrelevant (Poferl 2015a, 2019b). Accordingly, the
theoretical-political claim to “enlightenment” also presupposes the cosmopolitan
gaze in the form of a “conceptual restructuring of perception” (Beck 2004a: §;
transl. A.P.).

In this context, the notion of a recognition of the “otherness of the other” (Beck
2002a: 18), which is by no means essentialistically but relationally conceived,
acquires decisive importance. It stands for the logic of “inclusive oppositions
(including nature into society etc.)” (Beck 2002a: 19, emphasis in the original) and
thus, in other words, for the other side of the distinction, the “non-identical”, which
is imposed on thinking, living and acting under conditions of reflexive modernity.'?
In the conception of an empirical-analytical, methodological cosmopolitanism
developed as a counter-program to methodological nationalism, the way of think-
ing of a sociology of the “both/and”, which is central to the theory of reflexive
modernization, again comes to bear. Under the sign of the “internalized other”
(Beck 2002a: 18, emphasis in the original), there is no longer a privileged starting
point of cognition. The cosmopolitan imagination is — in contrast to the national
monologue — a “dialogic imagination” (Beck 2002a: 18, emphasis in the original).
It requires the art of translation and the interplay of perspectives — in the reality of
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society and in science alike: “The national perspective is a monologic imagination,
which excludes the otherness of the other. The cosmopolitan perspective is an
alternative imagination, an imagination of alternative ways of life and rationalities
which includes the otherness of the other. It puts the negotiation of contradictory
cultural experiences into the centre of activities: in the political, the economic, the
scientific, and the social” (Beck 2002a: 18).

The concept of cosmopolitanization also shows that the theory of reflexive
modernization is explicitly not to be regarded as a theory of a “better”, “more
reflective” modernity (this would be a misunderstanding, which, however, has
always stubbornly followed it). Thus, Beck resolutely warns against a naive
“cosmopolitan myth” (Beck 2004b: 154, emphasis in the original) of all-round
sympathy and friendly openness. The “positive”, normative recognition of the
Other as equal and different is only one of several possible variants. At the same
time, both can be thought of together — otherness is difference and therein equality
at the same time: “This indicates a world in which it has become a necessity to
understand, reflect and criticize the otherness of others, and thereby confirm oneself
and others as different and therefore of equal value” (Beck 2004b: 153, emphasis
in the original).

Beck emphasizes the importance of processes of perception, interpretation, and
evaluation, among other things, by using the example of global social inequalities
and social (civil and human rights) norms of equality. The fading out of cross-
border social inequality, as is usual from a national perspective, is thus broken
up by the spread of equality norms and the standards linked to them. These make
visible and comparable what previously could remain unrecognized and incompa-
rable, and in this way contribute to the de-legitimization of social inequality in a
global context (see also Beck/Poferl 2010): “The more norms of equality spread
around the world, the more global inequality is deprived of the legitimizing basis
of institutionalized looking away” (Beck 2008: 15; transl. A.P.).

The Outline of a Post-societal Social Theory

In their reflections on a “cosmopolitan Europe”, Ulrich Beck and Edgar Grande
formulate a plea for a“post-societal social theory of Europeanization” (Beck/Grande
2004: 175, emphasis in the original; transl. A.P.). This is first of all a neologism
directed against the convention of equating nation-state and society. It wants to
follow an exogenous, “world-historical change of perspective[s] of globalized
modernity” (Beck/Grande 2004: 175; transl. A.P.) and at the same time develop
a “new concept of integration and identity” (Beck/Grande 2004: 28; transl. A.P.),
“that enables, affirms, living together across borders without having to sacrifice
idiosyncrasy and difference on the altar of assumed (national) sameness. ‘Identity’
and ‘integration’ are then no longer just other words for hegemony over the other
or others, of the majority over minorities” (Beck/Grande 2004: 28; transl. A.P.).
Based on the criticism of sociology’s “Europablindheit” and a “state -fixation”
of European studies (Beck/Grande 2004: 147; transl. A.P.) and alongside proposals
for a “horizontal”, i.e., transnationally oriented empirical analysis (Beck/Grande
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2004: 143-174; transl. A.P.), the draft aims at decoding European society as
interdependence, as mobility, as civil society, as civilization, as memory,"* as meta-
power play, as inequality dynamics,” and as regional world risk society (Beck/
Grande 2004: 175-206, emphasis in the original; transl. A.P.). This decisively
changes the background foil of social analysis, its theoretical-methodological
frame of reference, and the constitution of the object: not a nationally oriented
understanding of society, but globality and global, historical, and contemporary
entanglements form the starting point, in the logic of which Europeanization as a
“specific inside-outside variability” and as a “contradictory border politics” (Beck/
Grande 2004: 180; transl. A.P.) becomes the object of social science research. The
possible applications of such a European “post-societal theory” range from the
sphere of established politics to the lowlands of everyday life, touching on questions
of autonomy, loyalty, identity, social coherence, and cohesion in their respective
specific European expressions. The experience of Europeanization thus rests not
on society, but on the experience of “sociality” (Beck/Grande 2004: 180, empha-
sis in the original; transl. A.P.). The idea of a Europe in the making, of a Europe
as process and project, experiences its cosmopolitan turn with such a concept of
society in a “constructivist spirit” (Beck/Grande 2004: 181; transl. A.P.).

Locating the Subject: Multiple Socialization, Multiple World
Relations, Multiple Horizons of Relevance

Descriptively, methodologically, and epistemologically, the argumentations
presented can be further developed beyond Beck’s work. Moreover, they can be
extended to a theory of multiple socialization [Vergesellschaftung], multiple world
relations, and multiple horizons of relevance — a consideration that can only be hinted
at here in conclusion. The perspective of a cosmopolitan location of the subject
offers a possible bridge between reflexive modernization and the re-figuration of
spaces. This is exemplified by the relationship between gender and space.

The theory of reflexive modernization is not a sociology of space that is
interested in social theory, but a social theory that is open to questions of space
out of a critique of a territorially bound concept of society. It is primarily directed
against national confinements of the social and has thus contributed signifi-
cantly to opening the theoretical and methodological “space” for an analysis of
society that avoids the often under-questioned presuppositions of (supposedly
or actually) specific social structures and cultures. Only in this way can global
and local contexts “transverse” to national frames of reference come into view.
Nevertheless, the previously reconstructed connecting points alone are not suf-
ficient to arrive at a social-theoretical as well as a methodologically sensitive
approach to the meaning of spaces. The concept of the cosmopolitics of the social
(Poferl 2018, 2021), which follows the theory of reflexive modernization but also
goes beyond it, is proposed as a starting point for this. Initially developed in
the context of dealing with a sociology of knowledge and human rights, (and
here in particular with a view to gender orders and gender cultures of modernity)
the concept starts from the analytically fundamental dynamics of inclusion and
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exclusion, equality and difference, which concretize differently in space-time:
it tries to grasp the inclusion of the hitherto excluded in the respective “own”
space of experience and action, as well as the suspension and reconfiguration
of established distinctions guiding thought, perception, and action. Such a cos-
mopolitics of the social —used as a theory-forming “sensitizing concept” (Blumer
1954: 7) — concerns the boundaries of the social, the empirically produced inter-
nal and external differentiations and their readjustment within the sphere of
the human (the distinction between the human and the non-human shall not be
mentioned here). With regard to scientific constructions of the “second degree”
(Schiitz 2004 [1953]), the cosmopolitan approach implies — methodologically —
the development of an observation perspective that allows us fo imagine the
respective other, the excluded, and to draw on it as a possibility of re-constructing
and re-interpreting. This opens the view to a structure-forming mode of multiple
socialization [Vergesellschaftung], which depends on sensitive, fine-grained
captures of multiple world relations, multiple forms of problematization and
multiple horizons of relevance.

Re-figuration in such a context can theoretically and methodologically mean
to think the “post-societal” not only from a critique of nation-state and territorial
settings but consistently from the subject: starting from its localization and self-
localization, from its “view of the world”, from its knowledge and experience of
the world and of itself. In terms of social theory, this can hardly be separated from
intersubjectivity and sociality.'® Conversely, this also means: from its presence and
its visibility in social contexts, its vulnerability, its legitimacy — i.e., the question
of which “place” the subject, conceived here as a person, is able to occupy; when,
where, how and under which circumstances such a “place” it is denied to it; or
which “risks” and restrictions of access to which spaces it is subject to.

In this respect, the worldwide discussions on the human rights of women and
girls bear witness to profound, historically, politically, socially, and culturally
conditioned differences between world regions as well as to striking similarities.
Thematically, for example, the worldwide phenomenon of gender-based violence
points to the outstanding importance of the disposal of one’s own body, which
represents an existential element of female vulnerability and is spatially
dimensioned."” Sexual and domestic violence, rape as a means of war, sexual
abuse, assault, a lack of security in public and private spaces are signs that in
the real social world, it is far from being possible to assume gender-generalized
humanity and an actually realized “right” to presence and integrity. The mere attri-
bution of formal legal subjectivity does not change this, even though it is an indis-
pensable institutional prerequisite for sanctioning in the case of violations of the
law (cf. Merry 2006). In addition to the physical and psychological integrity of
the body, the problem of space and the intertwining of sociality, visibility, vulner-
ability, and legitimacy concerns another central aspect: the availability of one’s
own money, i.e., the possibility of securing one’s own existence economically and
of appearing as an economic subject (e.g., in the field of gainful employment and
professional work, in organizations, companies, on markets). This touches ele-
mentary questions of social justice, social participation, economic independence,
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and survival (cf. Degener/Rosenzweig 2020; more specifically on global poverty
Rodenberg 2003), which also have a spatial component. Furthermore, one'’s own
political action is socially, symbolically, and spatially interwoven in equal meas-
ure. Acting in the sphere of the political public sphere, participating in political
processes, and engaging as a citizen, as a citoyenne, have not been historically
cradled for women in bourgeois modernity; on the contrary. They had and still have
to fight for rights of economic, social, and political participation and involvement
in a lengthy, laborious way and often against tough opposition. In the conceptions
of legitimacy of the bourgeois-modern gender order (Fraisse 1995), women were
not intended from the outset to be equal members of society. This also applies in
varying specific ways to other regions of the world (cf. Agosin 2001; Winkel/Poferl
2021). In addition to the disposal of one’s own body, of one’s own money, and of
one’s own political agency, and “overarching” these, as it were, the disposal or
non-disposal of space per se in the physical and psychic, material, social, and sym-
bolic senses is one of the most gender-differentiated preconditions of female exist-
ence. This is instructively pointed out not least by the existing spatial sociological
research on the connection between space or spatial orders, spatial structures, and
gender (cf. e.g., Beebeejaun 2017; Ruhne 2019).'8

Global problems of gender inequality and gender difference, as the debates of
Black Feminism (Kelly 2019), feminist standpoint theories (Harding 2004), and
the (science-oriented) concept of “situated knowledge” (Haraway 1988) illustrate,
manifest themselves in very different ways depending on social context and
situatedness. From the point of view of the plurality of modernities, gender relations
present themselves not as unity but as diversity (Winkel/Poferl 2021). Nevertheless,
the global struggles for women’s and girls’ rights suggest that sociality, visibility,
vulnerability, and legitimacy must be thought together. From a gender-related per-
spective, the dynamics of inclusion and exclusion, of equality ascribed and differ-
ence asserted as “real”, can hardly be traced and comprehended otherwise — not
in their institutional sharpness, nor in the often blurred contours that characterize
gender relations and gender constructions in the symbolic garb of gendered notions
of essence, roles, and identity, as well as their ideological exaggeration. The “world
risk society” still presents differently for women and girls in many respects. It is
not only about the global major risks of societal transformations, but about risks of
an everyday world that has gender-typical colorations — in the “private”, in social
communities as well as in the public sphere.

All dimensions of social participation and involvement addressed here —
physical and psychic, economic, political, spatial — are both socially and
symbolically overformed materialities and expressions of entitlement. They
belong, so the assertion, to the common (female) materialities and entitlements
of a human rights-defined being-in-the-world for women and also for girls — for
example, in the Women’s Global Charter for Humanity from 2005,' which went
rather unnoticed by the world public (cf. Dackweiler 2020), all this was made an
issue together. These common materialities and entitlements form constitutive
conditions of female ways of life and modes of existence.?’ They liberate women
and girls from dependence on uncontrollable power, from being dependent on
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arbitrariness — be it of the husband or partner, be it of the family and kinship
in the narrower and broader sense. At the same time, spacing and synthesis pro-
cesses of spatial constitution in material, social, and symbolic respects come into
view, which in many cases allows direct connections to a relational theory of space
(Low 2000; Low/Sturm 2019). Gender cultures are always (also) “spatial cultures”
(Low/Knoblauch 2021) — literally and figuratively. Gender knowledge is always
spatial knowledge — including the knowledge of who can move where, when, and
how, which kind of moving, of staying in space is socially and symbolically “pos-
sible” and which is not. They regulate access to social spaces, the time spent in
them, located action, placements and modes of arrangement, possibilities of use,
mechanisms of domination and power, control and sanction procedures from the
level of negotiated social orders and the complexity of situations (cf. conceptu-
ally Strauss 1978; Clarke 2005) through situational definitions (cf. Thomas 2018
[1923]) down to the finest capillaries of the (also) spatially situated and structured
order of interaction (cf. Goffman 1994).

The exemplarily used relation of gender and space suggests it: Starting with a
subject-oriented and micrological approach is not a renunciation of broader social
analysis, nor is it a renunciation of macrosociological epistemological interests.
The distinction between “micro” and “macro” simply does not hold water; it is
at best a makeshift and may serve as a reminder to proceed neither subsumption-
logically nor “inductivistically”. To approach the location of the subject and to
renounce national, territorial, or otherwise classifying, collectivizing preconcep-
tions, requires to align oneself with fundamental dimensions of the social, which
undeniably include space and spatiality. Appropriate access to globally asserting
structures and local specifics cannot be gained “automatically” through international
comparisons. Rather, the question of the respective units of investigation as well as
their methodological development is posed anew.

The outlined debates about globality and locality, about interdependencies and
“de-spatialized” spaces as well as the foundations and further developments of the
theory of reflexive modernization offer numerous suggestions for the concept of
a cosmopolitics of the social. The perspective of a cosmopolitan location of the
subject takes up the “thread” of a post-societal theory of society and weaves it into
the everyday, ordinary of a non-elitist, rooted “vernacular cosmopolitanism” (cf.
Bhabha 2004 [1994]; Werbner 2006). How can this be done?

Ethnographic research methods are likely to be methodologically instructive and
useful for further development. Ethnography starts with the empirical investigation
of' social action, lifeworlds, practices, institutional contexts and cultural orientations
through observation, co-presence, longer-term participation, and involvement in the
field under investigation. The attention of sociological ethnography is not directed
to the analysis of a culture considered as a unity, but to social and cultural differ-
entiations. It turns to cultural suborientations, small social lifeworlds, processes of
institutionalization, specific practices, and ways of acting “in one’s own” — that is,
in one’s own, supposedly familiar society. The term ethnography stands for research
methods that are oriented towards participatory observation in the broad understand-
ing of a context-sensitive, methodologically plural research strategy. While it was
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already at the end of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries that processes of social
modernization and change promoted the development of ethnographic research in
the course of industrialization, urbanization, and migration, in the second half of
the twentieth century and in the still young twenty-first century ethnography finds
its objects in a world that corresponds less and less to what is apparently known,
to what is traditional, “normal” and has become self-evident — although this is in
any case historically and culturally relative. The pluralization and heterogenization
of life situations and lifestyles, of forms of living and of milieus, increasing func-
tional differentiation and specialization, but also processes of globalization and
transnationalization give rise more than ever to foreignness in one’s “own” culture
and, conversely, to a certain degree of familiarity in and with the foreign. Even
the distinctions that have been practiced prove to be methodologically not very
meaningful and orderly. What counts as “known” and “foreign” is changeable and
fragile. The development of methodologies and methods, of concepts and theories
is not unaffected by this (cf. Poferl/Schréer 2022).

According to the considerations developed here, a next step, which may seem
self-evident for ethnography (and by far not always so for globalization research),
is to distance oneself from foundational categorical abstractions (concepts such as
“globalization”, “society”, or “modernity” are nothing else) and to proceed /ocally,
situationally, and focused, that is: To start at the level of concrete localities and
situations and from there to fan out the relevant relations, processes, and contexts
for social action, interactions, identity and subjectivity, not least also for the
formation of institutions and structures. This is explicitly not a plea for “smallness”
in the sense of a limitation of perspectives but for a microscopically precise glo-
balization research. Moreover, “focused” does not mean disregarding relations —
on the contrary, the social is relationally woven; this is inscribed in the term, and
it would make no sense without relations (neither socially nor in societal theory).
But there must be a methodological starting point from which the reconstruction of
relations and interactions unfolds.?!

Against this background, thirdly, it would furthermore appear to make sense
to start at the double meaning of the concept of the world as globus and as mun-
dus and its “categorial difference” (Badura 2006: 12; transl. A.P.; Poferl 2015b).
A version of the world as globus refers to planetary space and its extent. This is
quite relevant for the analysis of social phenomena and processes: Through global
interconnections and infrastructures, the world has become potentially accessible
in its globality — it is larger and smaller at the same time, wider and more open
than the restriction to a specific territory. This structures possible ranges of a global
unfolding of socialities — in a historically unprecedented way. The world, however,
is always and simultaneously present as mundus; i.e., as a human and cultural
world “made” by human beings, as the elementary background of human world-
experience, of the construction of human world-relations and of world-relations
emerging from it, as lifeworld (Schiitz/Luckmann 1973) and finally in the shape
of plural constituted social worlds (cf. B. Luckmann 1970; Strauss 1978). This
is the classical, albeit theoretically differently spelled out area of sociological
ethnography.
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From this follows: If one takes globus and mundus together, then “the world”
presents itself in the global whole as a material, social and symbolic space,
beyond which only the extraterrestrial dwells, and within which we (thanks to
communication, material infrastructures, formal memberships, and memory)
are no longer completely excluded, as long as social addressings take effect.?
Nevertheless — and this breaks open the perspective of a “total inclusion” — people
can be socially, symbolically, and spatially invisible and get lost — if there is no
(more) perception by others that can be concretely experienced in everyday life
and the lifeworld, no memory, no resonance, no recognition, no space of inter-
action, of intersubjectivity and of anchoring in the world filled with meaning.
Here, globality is not to be confused with universality. While the former remains
spatially-materially connoted (and would have to be examined, e.g., with regard to
an actual “worldwide” validity of norms), the latter refers to symbolic mediations
(e.g., of a claim to validity such as that of human rights, which in principle is
supposed to apply to all people, but is de facto characterized by social and cultural
selectivities and asymmetries; gender relations are an example of this).

To draw the bow from the world as globus to the world as mundus requires
to develop an art of scaling, of perspectivization, of translation as well as a
methodology of permanent change of perspectives. The “world-society” is
of complicated materiality, its “webs of significance” (Geertz 1973: 5) are
sophisticated. They consist of spatiality, matter, and body, but also of individuality,
subjectivity, and sociality. Crude classifications and schematizing attributions of
categories (for instance according to class, “race”, and gender) are not sufficient to
capture this. The highest “quality criterion” of ethnographic research is to find out
something about the world that one does not know or does not know yet, in order
to understand more of the world (as globus and mundus). Ultimately, it is a matter
of opening up specific world relations and horizons of relevance, i.e., horizons of
what is significant in each case as well as of things that matter (including their flip
side of the insignificant and trivial) in their multiplicity and multiformity.

“Globalization, I want to suggest, always begins at home” — this statement
(Bhabha 2004 [1994: X V] unmistakably reminds us that the local does not dissolve.
It is much more likely that under the conditions of globalization, the concrete
places, the environments, and spaces in their material, social and symbolic dimen-
sions, the respective local impositions and, in addition to the cognitive, also the
sensual and affective, i.e., aesthetic and spiritual experience of the world become
increasingly important — for reasons of the constitution and construction of the
social because only the interplay of all this gives the subject contour in its sociality,
anchors, and shapes existence. The spatial re-figuration of the social would have to
show up wherever people are and things happen. In other words: The social cannot
exist without space.

Notes

1 See Beck (2000, 2002a, 2003, 2004a, 2004b, 2011a); Beck/Sznaider (2006).

2 Ulrich Beck passed away on January 1, 2015. Until his death, he was Emeritus Professor
of Sociology at the Ludwig-Maximilian-University of Munich (LMU). Previously, he
held the Chair of Sociology and Social Structure Analysis at the Institute of Sociology
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there from 1992 to 2014, following professorships in Miinster (1979 to 1981) and
Bamberg (1981 to 1992). Beck has held positions including Distinguished Research
Professor at the University of Wales College of Cardiff (1995 to 1998), British Journal
of Sociology Visiting Centennial Professor at the London School of Economics and
Political Science (LSE) (1997 to 2014), and Professor at the Fondation Maison des
Sciences de ’Homme, Paris (2011 to 2014). From 1999 to 2009, Beck was spokesperson
for the German Research Foundation (DFG)-funded Collaborative Research Center 536:
“Reflexive Modernization. Analyses of the Transformation of Industrial Modernity”,
from 2013 to 2014 Principal Investigator of the European Research Council (ERC)
project ,,Methodological Cosmopolitanism — In the Laboratory of Climate Change®.
Information on his biography as well as a compilation of publications and projects can
be found in the web archive Ulrich Beck of the University Archive of LMU Munich,
which contains information on the life and work of the scientist: https://www.soziologie.
uni-muenchen.de/forschung/beck-archiv-link/index.html (last accessed 30.03.2021).

In general, Beck/Giddens/Lash (1996); Beck/Bonf3 (2001); Beck/Bonfi/Lau (2003);
Beck/Lau (2005).

The following remarks are based in part on Working Paper No. 3 of SFB 1265, Poferl
(2019a).

See, for example, Featherstone (1990); Giddens (1990); Lash/Urry (1994); Friedmann
(1994); Featherstone/Lash/Robertson (1995); Albrow (1996); Hannerz (1996); Bauman
(1998); Tomlinson (1999); Berger/Huntington (2002); cf. also Diirrschmidt (2002).

Cf. the contributions in Heintz/Miinch/Tyrell (2005); for a critique of the world society
concept, Holzinger (2018).

How the local and the global can be related to each other is, of course, also a topic
of more specialized fields, such as the sociology of development, the sociology of
space and cities, the sociology of migration, the sociology of religion, the sociology of
inequality, gender studies, the sociology of human rights, family studies, the sociology
of work and organization, and others.

The interdisciplinary discourse is now wide—ranging; see, by way of example as well as
with particular reference to colonial foundations of modernity: Said (1979); Mohanty
(1984); Spivak (1988); Hall/Grieben (1992); Gilroy (1993); Dirlik (1994); Randeria
(1999, 2005); Mignolo (2000); Costa (2007); Chakrabarty (2010).

One of the contributing factors was an (endowed) professorship at the London School
of Economics, which Beck held from 1997 until his death. At the LSE, intellectual
debates of the rapidly developing globalization theory and research had been bundled.
With respect to Beck‘s work, there has been a remarkable skewing of German and
international reception since the 1990s.

The authors distinguish the concept of ,,second—order side effects [Nebenfolgen]“ here
from ,,side effects [Nebenfolgen] in general“ (Beck/Bonf3/Lau 2001: 32, emphasis in the
original, transl. A.P.).

Beck sets himself apart from Smith (1995) with this critique.

The asterisk located in the original text indicates that the term “Weltbild* [worldview]
was used in German in the original English version of the book manuscript.

Beck speaks of both the otherness of the others and the otherness of the Other, although
the references are not always clear. This can be associated with either persons or social
groups (e.g., members of other cultural groups) or other, even non-human, entities or
abstracts. The use of the plural usually means persons or groups. The singular, on the
other hand, refers to the ,other* side of distinctions, which may involve the taxonomy
of a wide variety of social phenomena, up to and including the boundaries of the social
itself. For the cosmopolitanization approach, both usages are relevant.

See also Beck/Levy/Sznaider (2004); Beck/Levy (2013).

See also Beck (2008); Beck/Poferl (2010).

Already the constitutive, proto-sociologically graspable constellation of ego and alter
ego refers to the basic intersubjective structure of proto-identity and proto-morality
(Luckmann 2000).


https://www.soziologie.uni-muenchen.de
https://www.soziologie.uni-muenchen.de

52 Angelika Poferl

17 Cf. Agosin (2001); Merry (2006); Butler et al. (2016); Koloma Beck (2017) and the
chapters by Hagemann-White, Briickner und Goéttsche in Rendtorff/Riegraf/Mahs
(2014).

18 On socio-spatial inclusion and exclusion in general Kronauer/HauB3ermann (2019).

19 The charter emerged from the globalization-critical feminist action network ,,Women’s
World March against Poverty and Violence and the two Women’s World Marches in
2000 and 2005.

20 On the concept of mode of existence, cf. systematically Maihofer (1995).

21 Instructive are, in very different ways, e.g., the works of Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing
(2004), Karin Knorr Cetina and Urs Briigger (2005), approaches of global ethnography
(Burawoy 2000) and multi-sited ethnography (Marcus 1995; Falzon 2009) as well
as existing discussions and reflections on ethnographic research under conditions of
globalization (Lachenmann/Dannecker 2008; Nieswand 2008). Lifeworld analytic
ethnography, primarily developed by Anne Honer (on this Honer/Hitzler 2022; Hitzler/
Eisewicht 2020), also offers a fruitful starting point. The perspective of a focused
ethnography was introduced by Knoblauch (2001).

22 Neo-institutionalist and differentiation-theoretical concepts of world society, for
example, have also drawn attention to this.
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4 Wittgenstein’s House

From Philosophy to Architecture
to Philosophy

Nana Last

Between 1926 and 1928, the Austrian philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein designed
and built a house in Vienna for his sister, Margarethe Stonborough-Wittgenstein.'
Designed as it is by a philosopher of language, the house in Vienna has long
presented itself as a series of questions; central among these questions is what
relation, if any, exists between Wittgenstein’s philosophy and his architecture. How
we address this question is critical. Too often, the concern with how architecture
and philosophy relate to one another has implicitly suggested the existence of a gap
separating Wittgenstein’s house from his philosophy, one differing fundamentally
from any similar separation between works in the same medium by the same author.
Addressing this question, the premise of this essay is that Wittgenstein’s grappling
with physical, habitable space in the design of the Stonborough-Wittgenstein house,
contested the implicit restricted spatial logic that underlay his early philosophy of
language. This way, the practice of architecture had a transformative impact on
his philosophy. By providing a concrete site in which to simultaneously engage
with space and spatial constructs, the design of the house served as an active
place of interchange between philosophical, visual, spatial, temporal and material
constructs, and conditions. Enacted through spatio-linguistic concepts on the one
hand and sites of philosophical investigation on the other, the practice of architec-
ture laid the groundwork for his later philosophy’s understanding of language as
a practice-based, “spatial and temporal phenomenon” (PI §108). Beginning with
the opening sections devoted to the builders, architectural and spatial constructs
emerge at crucial junctures in the later philosophy and continue throughout with his
understanding of language as a practice of language-games, his concern with the
complex functioning of boundaries, the definitive construct of family resemblance,
and his use of spatial and architectural examples as models of linguistic meaning.
As Wittgenstein designed the Stonborough-Wittgenstein house during the final
two years of his ten-year abandonment of philosophy—a period dividing his early
philosophy as given in the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (1922) from his late
Philosophical Investigations (1953)—any examination of the relations between
Wittgenstein’s philosophy and architecture must contend with not just one but two
pertinent breaks or gaps of interest. Furthermore, as the distinction between early
and late work denotes a decided philosophical shift (both historically and concep-
tually), two issues emerge in and around the history of the house’s production:

DOI: 10.4324/9781003361152-5
This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND license.


https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003361152-5

60 Nana Last

relations between the house and philosophy on the one hand and those between his
early and late philosophies on the other. While the first emanates from differences
in media, the second builds on the long-debated concern with a connection between
Wittgenstein’s early and late philosophies.

This essay proposes that these temporally overlapping relations are not merely
coincidental, however, but inextricably associated. As such, any lacunae seen
to separate architecture from philosophy, and early from late, do not divide but
rather /ink the pairs of relations one to the other. The philosophy/philosophy and
architecture/philosophy distinctions in Wittgenstein’s work would thus, while not
sharing the same problem, share a “solution.”

The “solution” I am proposing entails examining the philosophy/architecture
association’s role in evolving Wittgenstein’s philosophy. Specifically, I posit the
ways in which the Stonborough-Wittgenstein house does not separate early from
late philosophy but entwines the two phases through a compilation of concepts and
constructs unique to neither philosophy nor architecture. This approach rethinks
the initial question by reimagining Wittgenstein not as a philosopher who designed
a house, but rather as one whose philosophy was always deeply concerned with
and indebted to inherently spatial constructs that cross media from philosophy
to _architecture to philosophy. The crux of the issue—the key to understanding
the architecture/philosophy association—Ilies in detailing the evolution from
the Tractatus’s philosophy to that of the Investigations not around but through
Wittgenstein’s practice of architecture.

The core of this theory is the belief that Wittgenstein’s early and late
philosophical positions form oppositional (and unacknowledged) spatio-linguistic
suppositions underlying each phase of production. Supplanting both media-based
and phase-based distinctions as its operative framework, the spatio-linguistic
logics that separate the two stages of philosophy from one another become sutured
together by way of the house. The Tractatus’s approach to philosophy forms what
I call the view from outside and above language. Its hallmark is a flattened and
restrictive understanding of the space of language that, although concerned with
spatial constructs such as limits, attempts to maintain itself outside of both space
and time. By contrast, the Investigations develops what I call the view from within
language. Indicative of this change in perspective, Wittgenstein declares in his
later philosophy that he is “talking about the spatial and temporal phenomenon
of language, not about some non-spatial, non-temporal phantasm” (PI §108).?
Interceding between the two perspectives is the Stonborough-Wittgenstein house.

The View from Without

Beginning with its opening proposition, the Tractatus posits a series of coincident
spatial limits that bracket the text and define relations between subjectivity, the
world, language, and logic.

| The world is all that is the case.
5.6 The limits of my language mean the limits of my world.



Wittgenstein's House 61

5.61 Logic pervades the world: the limits of the world are also its limits. So, we

cannot say in logic, “The world has this in it, and this, but not that.”
5.632  The subject does not belong to the world; rather, it is a limit of the world.
7 What we cannot speak about we must pass over in silence. (TLP)?

The propositions designating these neatly aligned limits are the products of the
Tractatus’s demarcation of language into distinct realms that separate logically
determinate language, declared meaningful, from logically indeterminate language,
pronounced nonsense—or what language can meaningfully say from what it can
only show. If one asks how these propositions come to be known, a corridor of
thinking opens up, leading to the question: from where are such limits visible?
Following this direction, the Tractatus’s ability to locate limits to language, the
subject, and the world suggests it has both a complete and clear view of language,
as if it were viewed from above and without.

The view from above constructs the Tractatus’s conception of language, literally
described as the “picture theory.” According to the picture theory, a proposition
mirrors the things for which it stands. This yields a series of correlations between
language and the world, linguistic propositions and states of affairs, representation
and that which is represented, and logical pictures and spatial ones. Each correlation
entails a specific—though unacknowledged—spatial component that, in effect, fixes
subject and view, instilling a static relationship between language and the world.

There is a motive behind this stance. In lieu of engaging with ordinary language,
the Tractatus’s view from without oversees it. Situated as it is, the view subtends
clearly discernible relations among language, logic, and philosophy, proposing that
all three share a coincident series of boundaries. In varying ways, the text draws
these same limits again and again, tracing and retracing them, separating meaning
from nonsense—distinguishing what language is able to say sensibly from what
it can only show, all in accordance with the logical requirement that meaning be
definitive. The aim of this is to produce a circumscribed realm deemed capable of
diagnosing and solving philosophical problems.

The ability to capture language’s limits in its sights lends the view from without
its sense of being comprehensive. Yet, on inspection, the view from without is as
restrictive as it is seemingly omniscient. The view constrains language as much as
it does vision. In the reinscribing of these divisions, language and vision (philoso-
phy and view) are bound together in mutual formation. View and limits go hand
in hand, so that the Tractatus, in attempting to define the limits of the thinkable, is
itself unthinkable outside of this severely restricted conception of space. The impli-
cations of this become undeniable in the text’s closing lines. At the very moment
the text tries vainly to see itself, it must acknowledge the picture theory’s limita-
tions that leave no place within language for self-reflection.

6.54 My propositions serve as elucidations in the following way: anyone who
understands me eventually recognizes them as nonsensical, when he has
used them—as steps—to climb up beyond them. (He must, so to speak,
throw away the ladder after he has climbed up it.) (TLP)
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In defining the limits of language and the world, the Tractatus paradoxically
tries to say what it has claimed can only be shown, thereby violating its primary
dictum to set limits to what can be sensibly said. Once the text recognizes this
unresolvable conflict, there is no place for it to go, leaving Wittgenstein to conclude
that the propositions must be transcended to “see the world aright” (TLP 6.54).
The Tractatus’s fixed view, however, can only sustain silence beyond its prescribed
limits. Within the text, transgression is not fully enacted, stalling at its edges without
venturing from the ladder’s perch. It is only in the post-practice of architecture (in
the Investigations) when transgression proves productive in generating the inhabited
view that transgression is fully enacted. This shift not only reimagines philosophy
but also alters its attitude toward the philosophy/architecture relation. Consequently,
whereas the early philosophy implies an epistemological schism existing between
the modes of architecture and philosophy, the late philosophy denies it.

Enabling this philosophical transformation, Wittgenstein’s practice of
architecture provided a literal forum for spatio-linguistic constructs central to both
early and late philosophy, including rule-following, boundaries, limits, practice,
and resemblance. Manifested as an array of temporo-spatial formations, these
constructs challenged the continued maintenance of the static, ideal, and restricted
engagement with space imparted by the Tractatus’s view from above.

Without to Within

If the view from without characterizes the Tractatus’s engagement with language,
the view from within it defines the Investigations. While the Tractatus sought
definitive limits for sensible language, the Investigations turns its vision to the
myriad ways everyday language functions. Against the Tractatus’s suggested
comprehensiveness holding the limits of language in sight, the view from within
results from a multiplicity of ambiguous, and at times conflicting, views, leaving
it determinedly partial, incomplete, active, engaged, and subject-laden. Rather
than following the Tractatus’s thinking and positing definitive and hierarchically
ordered propositions, the Investigations unfolds dialectically, beginning with its
twofold opening that couples—not accidentally—the division between early and
late philosophy with that between philosophy and architecture. It effectuates this
duality by conjoining a look back to the Tractatus with a constructive and open-
ended response emanating from architectural practice.

The book opens with a quote from Augustine’s Confessions, which Wittgenstein
characterizes as offering “a particular picture of the essence of human language”
(PT §1). Although Augustine’s description lacks the Tractatus’s basis in logic,
Wittgenstein uses the quote as a proxy for the Tractatus’s picture theory, as it
evinces a comparably narrow description of language. To show, rather than tell, the
description’s implications, Wittgenstein subjects it to a practical test. He transposes
Augustine’s characterization into an everyday interchange between a shopper and
shopkeeper in a manner that simultaneously fulfills Augustine’s description while
exaggerating the gulf between it and language’s everyday operations. The resulting
example demonstrates a shopkeeper responding to a shopper’s requesting “five,”
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“red,” and “apples,” not naturally but by consulting tables that directly relate words
to meanings. The shopkeeper’s actions, in fulfilling the Tractatus’s requirement
that sensible language be logically definitive, yield a stilted exchange, clearly
incommensurate with the everyday practices we call language.

In the second component of this dual opening, Wittgenstein introduces an alter-
nate model—that of the builders.

“Let us imagine a language for which the description given by Augustine is
right. The language is meant to serve for communication between builder A and an
assistant B. A is building with building-stones: there are blocks, pillars, slabs and
beams. B has to pass the stones, and that in the order in which A needs them. For
this purpose, they use a language consisting of the words “block,” “pillar,” “slab,”
“beam.” A calls them out; - B brings the stone which he has learnt to bring at such-
and -such a call.- Conceive this as a complete primitive language.” (PI §2)

If the shopkeeper’s enacting Augustine’s description aimed to showcase
its restricted nature, the builders’ example is deployed to demonstrate a word’s
ability to exceed itself. Making this opposition explicit, Wittgenstein contrasts
the narrowness of the Augustine example to the inherently expansive nature of
building. Augustine, we might say, does describe a system of communication, only
not everything that we call language is this system. And one has to say this in many
cases where the question arises, “Is this an appropriate description or not?” The
answer is: “Yes, it is appropriate, but only for this narrowly circumscribed region,
not for the whole of what you are claiming to describe” (PI §3).

Unlike the shopkeeper example, the builders’ words—*“slab,” “pillar,” etc.—do
expressly more than designating objects in a one-to-one correspondence. Serving
as shorthand calls for the phrases “bring me a pillar” or “bring me a slab,” the
words elude the bounds of the shopkeeper’s chart of word—meaning correlations.
While both sets of words are object-nouns, the shopkeeper’s usage removes them
from everyday practice, while the builders’ usage arises from their practice of
building with building stones. Drawing from its origin in a constructive practice,
this initially limited language-game is not static but evolves over the subsequent
passages and pages of the text. This comparison between the shopkeeper’s and
builder’s languages proves to be just the first of the text’s significant and strategic
couplings of the architecture/language and Tractatus/Investigations relations.

The text periodically returns, directly and indirectly, to the builders’ language,
considering how it and other language-games expand in scope and meaning as
they encounter new needs, problems, tools, and purposes. Paralleling this, the
Investigations rapidly expands from discussing the builder’s four words to positing
an amazing list of some of the endless “kinds of sentence” (PI §23). These span
from the commonplace “assertion, question, and command” to “countless kinds”
including specifically architectural examples—“[d]escribing the appearance of an
object, or giving its measurements” and “[c]onstructing an object from a descrip-
tion (a drawing)” (ibid.)—culminating in Wittgenstein’s juxtaposing language’s/
architecture’s inherent multiplicity and expansiveness to the Tractatus’s/logic’s
narrow one. It is interesting to compare the multiplicity of the tools in language
and of the ways they are used, the multiplicity of kinds of word and sentence, with
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what logicians have said about the structure of language. (Including the author of
the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus.) (ibid.)

The constructive logic of the builder’s language-game leads the Investigations
to grasp language as a socio-temporo-spatial practice. If the shopkeeper/Tractatus
example presupposed a distinction between the needs of philosophical and ordinary
language in its recourse to the chart/logic, introducing language as a practice unites,
rather than divides, philosophical with everyday language. The text’s instantiation
of the view from within language thus discloses itself to be the view from within
everyday linguistic practices, one whose entanglement of language and subject
disallows the absolute clarity suggested from without. This thoroughgoing trans-
formation leads Wittgenstein to reimagine not just language but the entire aims and
workings of philosophy.

The repositioning of language-user/philosopher to within language is nowhere
more evident than in the Investigations’ rejection of the Tractatus’s logical method,
which strives to rid language of ambiguity and contradictions in order to resolve
(or really dissolve) philosophical problems. The Tractatus thought everyday
language’s ambiguous surface obscured its underlying logical form. This lack of
clarity was not just seen as insufficient for the tasks of philosophy; the Tractatus
held the more extreme view that philosophical problems are in effect linguistic
chimera resulting from a proposition’s logical form being hidden. This led to the
determination that language needs to be logically clarified to function meaningfully.
To achieve this aim, the Tractatus split philosophical language from everyday lan-
guage along the line of precision, expelling everything deemed insufficiently defin-
itive. In response, the Investigations aims to bridge this divide and return meaning
to the everyday language-games that are its home. With this move, Wittgenstein
replaces the aerial view of the Tractatus with the view from the streets that later
emerges as de Certeau’s notion of the “every day.”

Turning the Tractatus’s method around, the Investigations supplants the belief
that philosophy needs to eradicate contradictions as a way of seeing, and thus
solving, philosophical problems with a radically different proposition: philosophy
need not resolve contradictions but instead understand their social status.

“It is the business of philosophy, not to resolve a contradiction by means of a
mathematical or logico-mathematical discovery but to make it possible for us to get
a clear view of the state of mathematics that troubles us: the state of affairs before
the contradiction is resolved. (And this does not mean that one is sidestepping a
difficulty.) The fundamental fact here is that we lay down rules, a technique, for a
game, and that when we follow the rules, things do not turn out as we had assumed.
That we are therefore as it were entangled in our own rules. This entanglement in
our rules is what we want to understand (i.e., get a clear view of). It throws light
on our concept of meaning something. For in those cases, things turn out otherwise
than we had meant, foreseen. That is just what we say when, for example, a contra-
diction appears: “I didn’t mean it like that.” The civil status of a contradiction, or
its status in civil life: there is the philosophical problem.” (PI §125)

With this aim, a major task of the Investigations is to demonstrate how the
Tractatus’s limiting of sensible language to the realm of logic does not present
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language itself but rather a circumscribed view of it. To demonstrate this, the
Investigations must both confront and dismantle the 7ractatus’s singular, fixed
image and build a new approach. This strategy has three main components:
recognizing the narrowness of the Tractatus’s view, getting out of its grip, and
surveying the wider realm of language that becomes visible as a result. This process
of dismantling, rejecting, and surveying reappears in passages throughout the text.
Example after example first recognizes the Tractatus’s imposed, idealized view of
language, removes that imposition, and then turns to examples of ordinary linguis-
tic practices to provide an alternate model of how language yields meaning. Two
critical passages succinctly describe the moment in which the Tractatus’s literal
circumscription of a singular, fixed, and narrow picture of language is discerned.

“The ideal, as we think of it, is unshakable. Where does this idea come from? It
is like a pair of glasses on our nose through which we see whatever we look at. It
never occurs to us to take them off.”(PI §103)

“A picture held us captive. And we could not get outside it, for it lay in our
language, and language seemed to repeat it to us inexorably.” (PI §115)

These and other passages are, in effect, counterparts to the Tractatus’s list of
reinscribed limits. However, rather than imposing limits, they identify and remove
them. Conceding the glasses is the watershed moment wherein the Investigations
declares the Tractatus’s view of language to literally be a view. Following this, the
text accelerates the process of prying apart ordinary, unaided vision from logic’s
(the glasses) “improved” one.

“These concepts: proposition, language, thought, world, stand in line one behind
the other, each equivalent to each. (But what are these words to be used for now?
The language-game in which they are to be applied is missing.)” (PI §96)

Identifying the glasses engenders an ironic reversal: what was thought to
aid vision is shown to have usurped it. If the Tractatus sought a hidden clarity
beneath language’s ambiguous surface, the Investigations reverses this method
and diagnoses the distorting agent to be the Tractatus’s requirement that language
behave as logic. Ramifications follow this revelation, one after another. As the
Investigations systematically undoes the view from above (the Tractatus’s primary
undertaking), logical clarity, completeness, sharp boundaries, absolute distinctions,
and the general form of a proposition all fall by the wayside as the arbiters of the
entirety of language’s workings. In lieu of the coherence the Tractatus’s overview
afforded, the Investigations’ view from within must, then, of necessity, develop
new measures for linguistic sense. Wittgenstein explores these by studying
visuospatial-practical examples, famously encapsulated in his demand that the
reader not think but look.

“Consider for example the proceedings that we call “games.” I mean board-
games, card—ames, ball—games, Olympic games, and so on. What is common
to them all? Don’t say: “There must be something common, or they would not be
called ‘games’”—but look and see whether there is anything common to all. -For
if you look at them, you will not see something that is common to a//, but similari-
ties, relationships, and a whole series of them at that. To repeat: don’t think, but
look!” (PI §66)
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Instances of Wittgenstein’s survey of everyday language-games populate the
text, culminating in the central concept of family resemblance and its refutation of
the assumption that all usages of a word share some aspect. Family resemblance,
instead, proposes that no one gauge of perspicuity either needs or can pertain to
language’s myriad modes. From this determination, a cascade of language-games
streams forth, equally at home in philosophical and spatial arenas. These include
boundaries, methods of viewing, forms of representation, visualizations of rules,
and guiding paths. The importance of Wittgenstein’s choice of examples cannot be
overstated, as they time and again employ architecture/language associations to
mediate the primary relation between the Tractatus and the Investigations.

Against the Tractatus’s instantiation of limits and boundaries as logical
functions, the later philosophy insists that boundaries are spatial phenomena,
leading the Investigations to rethink the criteria for clarity and the functioning of
boundaries as interdependent determinations. As Wittgenstein recruits examples
of spatial practices to delaminate the Tractatus’s reified insistence on static
limits, the text unleashes an array of behaviors, practices, modes of resemblance,
spectrums of precision, and—perhaps most critically—posits a rethinking of how
boundaries function. In this process, spatial boundaries supplant logic as the means
of determining what measure of exactitude meaningful language—philosophical
or otherwise—requires. In the course of the text’s explorations, the discussion
seamlessly migrates from spatial boundaries to rule-following and linguistic cases,
a method (as with the notion of family resemblance) that sutures these realms
together without requiring them to adhere to a single operative model.

“If I tell someone “Stand roughly here”—may not this explanation work perfectly?
And cannot every other one fail too?

Butisn’t it an exact explanation? _Yes; why shouldn’t we call it “inexact?”” Only
let us understand what “inexact” means. For it does not mean “unusable.” And let
us consider what we call an “exact” explanation in contrast with this one. Perhaps
something like drawing a chalk line round an area? Here it strikes us at once that
the line has breadth. So, a colour-edge would be more exact. But has this exactness
still got a function here: Isn’t the engine idling?? . . .

Thus the point here is what we call “the goal.” Am I inexact when I do not give
our distance from the sun to the nearest foot or tell a joiner the width of a table to
the nearest thousandth of an inch?

“No single ideal of exactness has been laid down.... But you will find it difficult

to hit upon such a convention; at least any that satisfies you.” (PI §88)
Although by this point in the text it is apparent that neither games, boundaries, nor
rules need to be logically ideal to be meaningful, the question remains whether
the use of words like “game,” “boundary,” or “rule” behaves similarly. Does the
same realm of thinking apply to words as it does to practices, language, and space?
By transposing the spatial consideration of boundaries to those of sense, the text
clearly answers “yes.” With that, it severs linguistic meaning from the grip of
logical determinacy. Space plays a role in this achievement in two predominant
ways: in the exploration of boundaries and through a spatial rotation that changes
where and how we look.
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“We see that what we call “sentence” and “language” has not the formal unity
that I imagined but is the family of structures more or less related to one another.
But what becomes of logic now? Its rigor seems to be giving way here. But in
that case doesn’t logic altogether disappear? For how can it lose its rigour? Of
course, not by our bargaining any of its rigour out of it. - The preconceived idea of
crystalline purity can only be removed by turning our whole examination round.
(One might say: the axis of reference of our examination must be rotated, but about
the fixed point of our real need.)” (PI §108)

The rotation about our real need culminates in Wittgenstein’s resounding
conclusion that “[w]e are talking about the spatial and temporal phenomenon
of language, not about some non-spatial, non-temporal phantasm” (ibid.). This
ongoing spatio-temporal reformation has correlative material implications.
Whereas the Tractatus sought to wrench philosophical problems from their material
and practical substrates in order to see their logical core, the Investigations reverses
this to return philosophical problems to the material and practical firmaments in
which we encounter them.

The practice of architecture acted as such a site. For Wittgenstein, engaging in
the design of the house meant working within habitable space and spatial constructs
at odds with the Tractatus’s thinking. This generated a series of conflicts and
responses evident in the design of the house. In effect, the house provided a means
by which one might /ook at the spatio-linguistic concepts forming the core of the
Investigations’ development of a practice-based, spatial grasp of -language. We
see this in the text’s repetitive turning to this shared territory between architecture
and philosophy as a primary site of philosophical investigation. Central to this,
the house’s interworking of vision, space, and movement enacts dynamic inter-
changes, conditions, and conflicts among philosophical, spatial, and material
constructs. These consolidate a collection of what Wittgenstein later defines as
language-games: venues or instances of language’s practice-based functioning. In
the Stonborough-Wittgenstein house, these include its situated perspectives, use of
various degrees of transparency, and competing centers that defy singular logics or
rules. Many of these appear in and around what is, without doubt, the quintessential
space of the Stonborough-Wittgenstein house: its central hall.

From without, the Stonborough-Wittgenstein house’ presents an unadorned,
white, modernist, asymmetric cubic building with a main central section and a
largely regular grid of vertical windows that bestow on the house its particular
character. To enter the house, visitors first pass through a pair of glass doors and
enter a small vestibule, then proceed through a second pair of glass doors, and
ascend dark stone stairs into the brightly lit U-shaped space of the central hall. The
central hall acts as a counterpart to the Investigations’ twofold opening. Connecting
inside to out and orchestrating relations between rooms and outdoor spaces on the
main floor, it is the paramount locus of the house’s interworkings, the generator of
complex spatial and visual interactions that consolidate many of the spatial issues
later emerging in the Investigations.

While the central hall connects the rooms and terraces on the main floor,
including the salon, a library, a dining room, a breakfast room, and Margarethe



68 Nana Last

Stonborough’s private rooms, it is also a main space in its own right.° Engulfed
by eight pairs of glass and steel doors on six different surfaces and three sides, the
central hall is luminous. Looking to the left from the stairs, a glass wall and doors
lead to the southwest terrace. On the right, paired metal doors open to the main
salon. Straight ahead, the wall directly opposite the entry boasts two sets of paired
translucent glass doors. Those on the left open to the dining room while the right
pair access a hallway. Turning around 180 degrees to face the entry, four sets of
glass doors become visible: the two center pairs through which the visitor passed,
a left-hand pair leading to the library, and doors to the right leading to the breakfast
room.

The makeup and disposition of the doors in the central hall serve as an amal-
gam of the spatio-philosophico-linguistic issues Wittgenstein contends with
throughout his philosophy. Specifically, their complex unfolding lays the ground
for many of the discussions of rule-following, boundaries, precision, and clarity
later posed in the Investigations. Neither these concerns nor the doors them-
selves, however, can be comprehended in isolation. The doors are always part of a
multifaceted spatial configuration. Set into both a solid wall and a glass plane, the
glass doors are tall and structured by thin metal frames with one vertical division
in each glass panel and no horizontal divisions. One exception to this is the pair
of doors connecting the vestibule and the hall in which the glass is not subdivided
but admits an unobstructed view of the entry beyond. Importantly, the doors,
however, do not exactly repeat but subtly transform from one instance to the next.
This yields an array of related cases, which enact and presage Wittgenstein’s
subsequent formulation of perhaps the most central construct of the later philoso-
phy: family resemblance. The subject in “family” resemblance resonates here, as
movement through space jeopardizes the maintenance of fixed relations between
subject and language sought in the 7ractatus. Spatial and temporal bodies (as
those of the builders) are incommensurable with fixed views, similar to how the
description of a single category of games is insufficient to encompass all practices
we call games.

Across the space of the central hall, the doors’ continual changes, relocations,
recalibrations of light, transparency, opacity, proportion, and spatial and social
roles offer sites of encounter by looking at them—the interrelated concerns of
boundary, clarity, and rule-following. Occurring in pairs, or really as quartets,
the doors create complex boundaries between one another and the spaces they
link. Because of the climate, double exterior windows were common in Austria.
Wittgenstein extended this doubling to the interior. With the exception of the
doors to the breakfast room and those connecting the vestibule and the hall, all of
the glass and steel doors in the interior are bi-paneled, double doors that always
open out into the rooms they join in both directions. While the doors along the
exterior are transparent glass on both sides, the interior doors vary. Those linking
the living room and the hall are clear glass on both sides; those between the din-
ing room and the central hall or the staircase and central hall are transparent on
the hall side and translucent glass on the other. Displaying a range of boundary
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conditions, the differences in opacity allow for degrees of separation and privacy
dependent upon not only which panels are open or closed but where the viewer
is located and which way they look. The unfolding multiplicity emanates jointly
from the variability in the doors coupled with the inhabitants’ spatial positions.
The combination disallows a full understanding of the doors from any single
viewpoint.

Matters surrounding rules and rule-following play a substantial role in both
the house and the Investigations, where repeated use of visual and spatial cases
to apprehend linguistic ones underscores how the philosophical, spatial, and
linguistic aspects are not distinct. The disposition of the doors in the central hall
actively produces such relations by creating sites where linear rules (more akin to
the Tractatus’s logical requirements) must navigate embedded spatial challenges.
In each instance in the hall where two degrees of transparency are brought together,
the less transparent material is placed on the more private side of the doors and
the more transparent material on the more public side. This would seem to form
a rather straightforward approach, perhaps even constituting a rule. Yet, with the
house’s use of transparent or translucent glass, what initially seems to be simple
declarative principles confront spatial juxtapositions that disrupt the direct imple-
mentation of preset, fixed rules. In the dining room, the glass doors to the hall
share a wall with three similar exterior pairs that open to the southwest terrace.
The situation creates a dilemma: Should the dining room-to-hall doors match the
others along the same wall, as they do in size and detail, or should they also mark
what is on their other side? In this spatial setting, the question that emerges is
not about one-to-one correlation (as in the shopkeeper’s word—meaning chart), but
about more multifaceted, spatio-linguistic interdependencies: To which room and
which wall do the doors belong? What spaces do they define? And what operations
do the boundaries enact?

A similar situation to that in the dining room/terrace/central hall connec-
tion occurs with the double doors leading from the salon to Margarethe’s pri-
vate living room. As all of the salon’s interior doors are metal, its doors do not
combine two types of glass to create the transparent/translucent pairing, but
rather glass and metal to form a transparent/opaque combination. As with the
dining room, the doors share a wall bearing pairs of exterior doors opening out
to a terrace. The choice of material becomes even more significant in the salon,
as it is the sole room with metal doors. The connection between the salon and
Margarethe’s private living room thus navigates a series of three rules that gen-
erate spatially induced conflicts: the continuation of the glass doors along the
exterior wall, the placing of the opaquer material on the private side, and the
continued association of metal with the salon. All of these could not be satisfied
at once. Ultimately, Wittgenstein opted to place metal on the salon side and clear
glass on Margarethe’s private living room side. This allowed the metal doors to
remain solely associated with the salon, but it disrupted the series of glass doors
along the same wall and left the private living space designated by the more
transparent material.
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In these and other cases, it is not a question of what design decision is correct
but of how the problem comes to be defined—of what spatial situations need to be
navigated. Returning to the dining room, Wittgenstein chose to place translucent
glass on the dining room side and clear glass on the hall side. This decision dis-
tinguishes the two spaces even as it links them. In so doing, the doors present
distinct faces when approached from opposite sides. The situation is echoed in the
Investigations, when it describes philosophical confusion as spatially induced.

A philosophical problem has the form: “I don’t know my way about” (PI §123).

Language is a labyrinth of paths. You approach from one side and know your
way about; you approach the same place from another side and no longer know
your way about. (PI §203)

Similarly, identical parenthetical comments at the end of two passages again
emphasize the role of spatial location in comprehending language: “A multitude
of familiar paths lead off from these words in every direction” (PI §525; PI §534).
In PI §426, we find the related notion that spatial terrains form the basis of the
contrast between the Tractatus’s ideal views with ordinary ones: “In the actual use
of expressions we make detours, we go by side-roads. We see the straight high-
way before us, but of course we cannot use it, because it is permanently closed”
(PI §420).

The continual transformation or mutation of the glass doors produces what will
emerge as amajor theme of the Investigations: the repeated locating and relocating of
an element as a way of knowing a word or practice. By examining such instances in
arange of positions and in a variety of places, Wittgenstein focuses on the activities
he later associates with the formation of a perspicuous representation, one that acts
by “seeing connexions” and the “finding and inventing [of] intermediate cases” (P1
§122). The central hall of the Stonborough-Wittgenstein house—as a distributor
of space and spatial concepts—generates an unfolding series of such intermediary
connections and cases later defined in the Investigations as the activity necessary
for philosophy to achieve clarity. The repeated differentiation and specification of
the doors play a crucial role here, yielding an array of compound situations whose
conflicts add as much to the defining of the nature of the boundaries they produce
as any fixed rule.

In these and other design decisions throughout the house—from floor joints to
window and column placement—what initially suggests a singular and repeated
image gives way to a multitude of possibilities arising from the specifics of the site
and the complex demands of use and occupation. What the analysis of the doors
on the main floor points to is how the space of the central hall disallows the stasis
of a single view associated with the exact repetition of elements and the execu-
tion of singular prescribed rules. Rather than limiting possible views, the spatial
complexity of the hall instead multiplies effects and situations and in so doing
enacts many of the philosophical concerns (manifest in visual and spatial concepts)
found throughout Wittgenstein’s philosophy of language.

The practice of architecture proved thereby transformative for Wittgenstein,
as it introduced a field of interactions through which the Tractatus’s narrow and
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restricted characterization of language repeatedly confronted fully wrought spatio-
philosophical issues. In that interchange, fixed images and idealized conditions
repeatedly give way to commonplace vicissitudes of movement, space, and
inhabitation. Absolute and clear limits, as sought by the Tractatus’s picture theory,
dissolve in the face of spatial practices that approach matters such as limits, bound-
aries, rule-following correspondence, and so on from many points. The migration
of the spatialized boundaries of the house into the spatial and visual examples in
the Investigations underscores how spatial concepts cannot simultaneously be dis-
carded and leave philosophical problems intact.

The practice of architecture served an inextricable role in metamorphosing
Wittgenstein’s philosophy of language from the logic-based approach advanced
in the Tractatus to the practice-based method indicative of the Investigations. In
undertaking his design of the house, Wittgenstein’s movement outside philosophy
into architecture ultimately formed the basis for both his re-engagement with
and re-conceptualization of the discipline. Wittgenstein’s practice of architecture
was therefore impactful not because it introduced visuality and spatiality into his
understanding of language but precisely because his thinking was a/ready occupied
with and indebted to spatial constructs. The movement from the Tractatus to the
Investigations was thus not to the spatial, but rather to a transformed conception
and enacting of language’s relation to space, on the one hand, and the subject,
on the other. Designing the Vienna house played a significant role in this as an
arena in which the constrained spatial logic of the Tractatus contended with
architecture’s spatio-temporo-material one. In its literalization, manifestation, and
materialization of the architectural process, the Tractatus’s delimited realm of sense
was challenged, following which it emerged in the Investigations transformed.

Notes

1 The story of Wittgenstein’s involvement in the design of his sister’s house is well known.
While his sister Margarethe Stonborough-Wittgenstein wanted her brother involved in
its design from the start, she began the project by engaging architect Paul Engelmann. In
the spring of 1926, Engelmann outlined the massing of the building and the basic layout
of the rooms on the ground floor. Over time, Wittgenstein became increasingly involved
in the process, first officially becoming co-architect for the house by September of that
year and then taking control over the project completely. Wittgenstein was thus the sole
architect during the later stages of the house’s conception, during which he designed
the house’s interiors, windows, and finishes and made all final determinations on the
house’s massing.

2 All references to the Philosophical Investigations will be denoted “PI” followed by their
associated section number (if not explicitly delineated in the main text).

3 All references to the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus will be denoted “TLP” followed
by their associated decimal reference number (if not explicitly delineated in the main
text).

4 See de Certeau (1984).

5 For a more in-depth discussion of many of these issues, see Last (2008, 2012).

6 The upper floors comprised of the private rooms for other family members and house-
hold workers are connected lineally.
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S Mapping Assemblages

Analytical Benefits of Thinking
with Space

Henning Fiiller

Introduction

At the end of his conversation with French geographers — editors of the journal
Hérodote — Michel Foucault famously confessed: “geography must indeed
necessarily lie at the heart of my concerns” (Foucault, 1991: 182). He probably
does not want to express a disciplinary preference here, but he wants to stress
a certain reconsideration. A spatial awareness must indeed necessarily lie at the
heart of his concerns. Having been repeatedly asked to reflect on his use of spatial
categories throughout the conversation, Foucault realizes how those categories are
both fundamental for his work as they remain implicit. It can be fruitful to be more
explicit and more aware of the spatiality of one’s project — this is how Foucault
concludes this conversation.

I take this confession as a starting point and orientation in the following. More
specifically, I want to suggest a strong epistemological reading of this stated need
“to put geography at the heart of understanding the social”. As an existential quality
of our being in the world, as an important bearer of meaning and way of ordering
the world and as an assemblage of placed entities, space is fundamental for under-
standing the social in very different regards. This overdetermination of the concept
also demands to be precise about what exactly is put into view when speaking of
space and related concepts.

On the one hand, the social is always constituted spatially. Space is not simply
‘there’, but the result of a social construction. How we order the world with and
through spatial concepts is historically contingent and as such an expression of
power relations. Therefore, social change can be — and often has been — captured
as a spatial phenomenon (Léw and Knoblauch, 2020). For some time now, and
accelerated with the so-called spatial turn, everyday spaces such as home and the
city but also abstract spaces such as the global or the nation-state are understood
and analysed in this way — as more or less material social constructs and expressions
of social change. Spatial qualities here serve as something to be understood in the
social world and to think about.

This thinking about space is fruitful and established in social theory. Less
considered is the second — epistemological — use of space for social theory. While
the social is constituted spatially, the process of constitution itself is driven by
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underlying tensions, structural predeterminations or a complex interplay of
power relations. Those forces shaping the social are not spread out evenly but
are interwoven and related. There is a spatiality to those drivers of social change,
too. Considering space for social theory can and should also include thinking
with space about the social to better understand such processes. Martina Léw and
Hubert Knoblauch point out a deficit in theorizing the social by making use of this
angle of view: “Spaces are seen as social, but society is not perceived as spatial”
(Low and Knoblauch, 2020: 264).

In the following, I argue to make use of space in such a way: on an epistemological
level, as a helpful orientation to sharpen the tools we use to think about the social.
Referring to space serves to improve the precision of the analytical toolset here:
spatial qualities not as the object of analysis, but a spatial approach in theorizing
the social.

The argument takes a recent empirical project as an example. The object of
analysis in this project was a current innovation in public health monitoring —
an automatized big data approach of pattern recognition that is making use of a
continuously gathered collection of broad, unspecific near-real-time data. One
version of this innovation has been employed in the US Public Health System
under the label syndromic surveillance (Fiiller, 2022). The aim of my project was to
consider the technopolitics of the installed technical system, i.e. to give credit to the
active role of the tools in bringing forth certain practices and in establishing certain
knowledge. Summarizing a fruitful position in Science and Technology Studies,
Sheila Jasanoff underlines this perspective on the co-production of knowledge and
tools. “Scientific knowledge [...] both embeds and is embedded in social practices,
identities, norms, conventions, discourses, instruments, and institutions — in short,
in all the building blocks of what we term the social” (Jasanoff, 2002: 3). My
approach intended to follow this and to allow an active role for the technical system
of health monitoring in forming the way public health is conceived and eventually
politically influenced and shaped.

But in following this stipulation to accept distributed agency in socio-technical
systems, there is a danger of losing sight of structural frames, existing hierarchies
and power relations. Pars pro toto for a broad group of critics, Lucas Bessire and
David Bond warn against the unmoored form of speculative futurism that often
characterizes such approaches (Bessire and Bond, 2014: 441). Neglecting structural
aspects of the social is one of the central concerns of current assemblage thinking.
This is not easily solved, as this neglection of structures, or pre-existing contexts, is
exactly one of the features of such approaches that engage with the socio-technical
in a more horizontal fashion as assemblages or thick descriptions of socio-material
practices (Tsing, 2010). How can fruitful engagement with technopolitics and dis-
tributed agency still be moored in existing hierarchical social relations and pre-
structured configurations of power and dominance?

Drawing back on the example of innovation in public health monitoring in the
following, I argue for a spatial approach as a heuristic to mitigate this conceptual
problem. Specifically, a topological approach allows for an enriched and more
power-aware reading of technopolitics.
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The chapter is structured as follows:

First, I want to detail this proposal of spatial sensitivity. Michel Foucault’s
conception of power is an orientation here. He both provided an early proposal
for a radical relational understanding of the social and also hinted at a topological
approach as an analytical consequence. Both invitations are well known but are
still not considered explicitly. Going back to Foucault’s ideas on power allows me
to clarify the specific way of engaging space as a heuristic for social analysis that I
am proposing in this contribution.

Second, the benefit of this heuristic is shown. Especially given the recent
impulses to understand social construction in a more foundational, ontological
fashion in social theory, the heuristic of a spatial analysis may provide a welcomed
foundation for otherwise ‘unmoored’ speculations.

Third, this conceptual position and its proposed benefits are exemplified by
drawing back on the specific case study example. Own research on the implications
of a technological innovation in public health monitoring has been based on this
spatial heuristic. The example allows to illustrate some of the benefits suggested
before.

Topology of Relations

The first step is to clarify the specific epistemological proposal to make use of the
concept of space I want to put forward here. The starting point is the suggestion
cited in the conversation above: to put geography at the core of a concern to
analyse power relations. I understand this suggestion as a claim for a topological
perspective in analysing the social. In the following part, I want to flesh out what
this could mean as a general guideline for making sense of the proposition of
relational ontologies.

Postfoundational Social Theory — Power as Relational

A relational understanding of power is well established today. The fundamental
shift of Foucault’s proposal is broadly accepted and followed, namely to free
power from being a resource and something to be possessed and instead reserve
the term for the effects of strategic situations in society. “Foucault shows that
power [...] is less a property than a strategy, and its effects cannot be attributed to
an appropriation but to dispositions, maneuvers, tactics, techniques, functioning”
(Deleuze, 1988: 25).

Importantly, those strategic situations should not be understood as arrangements
of powerful things that may generate certain effects. Instead, Foucault suggests
a ‘productive’ concept of power. This is often understood as him stressing the
enabling aspect of power — something that has been categorized as power in an
Arendtschen tradition (in contrast to power over stressing power’s forbidding
aspect, see Gohler (2009)).

But Foucault can also be read as more radical in his relational approach
following Oliver Marchart, I suggest seeing Foucault as an early proponent of
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a ‘radical relationism’ in current postfoundational social thought (Marchart,
2013: 52). Relations are not understood as the result of things being connected
in this thinking, but connections and relations instead are conceived as ontologi-
cal preconditions for the things themselves. Marcus Doel clarified the difference
in his reading of the works of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari. According to
Doel, Deleuze/Guattari have influentially shown the constraints of thinking fix-
ated on the essence of things (what is). A more fruitful approach would be to bet-
ter understand the fixative, that is the conditions allowing phenomena to emerge
and to receive their essential qualities. “Indeed, so obsessed are we with [...]:
What is ...? — that we fail to inquire into the nature of the fixative which produces
something or someone that can be given over for bonding and bondage in the first
place.” (Doel, 1996: 424)

Such relational conceptions regarding the foundation of being have been
fundamental for several recent proposals to understand social phenomena. A
growing interest here is to give more credit to non-human participants in shaping
and influencing our social being in the world. There is a common thread in recent
approaches to acknowledge agency as distributed among several human and
non-human participants. Claims of a vital (Bennett, 2010) or ‘new materialism’
(Anderson and Wylie, 2009; Coole and Frost, 2010), conceptions of assemblages
(DeLanda, 2006) and intra-actions (Barad, 2007) — all those approaches see assem-
bled bundles of humans, non-humans, issues and things as foundational. The urge
to unpack apparent permanencies and stabilities and the notion to show how the
competencies and capacities of things are not intrinsic but derive from association
(Bakker and Bridge, 2006: 16) are common traits here. An ontological conception
of an emerging and contingent world essentially constituted out of relations is a
common denominator of recent proposals in social theory.

Coming back to Foucault, his work can very well be read as an attempt to
theorize this fixative with a conceptual toolset reaching from the subject to the arts
of government. Power relations can be seen as productive in a literal sense, as pro-
cedural constellations of establishing their very objects — our subjectivities, things
in the world and the way we conceive them (Lemke, 2015). In one of his lectures,
Foucault describes several de-centrings that have been central to his approach. One
such de-centring involved refusing to give oneself a ready-made object, be it men-
tal illness, delinquency or sexuality. It involved not seeking to measure institutions,
practices and knowledge in terms of the criteria and norms of an already given
object. Instead, it involved grasping the movement by which a field of truth with
objects of knowledge was constituted through these mobile technologies (Foucault,
2007: 118).

Underlining Foucault’s radical relationism allows us to see how this conception
of the social inherently invites the use of spatial sensitivity in the resulting
analytical approach. The proposal asks for a ‘cartography’ of power, as Foucault
once suggested. “I am a dealer in instruments, a recipe maker, [...] a cartographer”
(Ezine, 1985: 14). “[P]roblems of geography [are] crucial ones for me” (Foucault,
1991: 182). But what exactly is meant by ‘problems of geography’ here? In the
conversation with French geographers, Foucault expands a little on this. He insists
on a spatial perspective as a helpful heuristic to prescind oneself from a substantial
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conception of discourse and power. Focusing on a phenomenon and its iterations in
a vocabulary of time and development implicitly suggests considering it as some-
thing substantial. The focus is on change through time which assumes a certain
substance to be modified and transformed. A spatial approach, in contrast, focuses
not on the changing contents of, for example, a certain discourse or formation of
knowledge, but specifically on the relations of formation themselves. “Endeavoring
[...] to decipher discourse through the use of spatial, strategic metaphors enables
one to grasp precisely the points at which discourses are transformed in, through
and on the basis of relations of power” (Foucault, 1991: 177).

Understanding the social according to dominant ideologies, shifting types of
consciousness or a periodization of different historical phases often falls short of a
precise understanding of power relations. Instead of such a time-based approach to
periodization, a space-based approach of deciphering relations, ruptures and resist-
ances is more advisable.

The longer I continue, the more it seems to me that the formation of dis-
courses and the genealogy of knowledge need to be analyzed, not in terms
of types of consciousness, modes of perception and forms of ideology, but
in terms of tactics and strategies of power. Tactics and strategies deployed
through implantations, distributions, demarcations, control of territories and
organizations of domains.

(Foucault, 1991: 182)

Spatiality is used as a heuristic to help to employ the abstract idea of a relational
understanding of power for analytical purposes. The proposal is to employ a
topological perspective towards social phenomena. Foucault is therefore less a
‘new historian’ and more a ‘new cartographer’, drawing out points, relations and
topologies (Thacker, 2005: 2).

Topology

Social analysis today is often sensitive to power/knowledge relations and follows
the basic premise to understand the state and other institutions not as the source
but as the effect of such relations. This interest in the constitution of ‘fields of
truth’ via relations and technologies of power calls for an analytical strategy that is
basically spatial in its approach. While the proposal of a relational understanding
of power is broadly accepted, the complementing topological perspective is regu-
larly left implicit or is simply stated (for an exception, see Collier (2009)). With
this contribution, I claim to reach back to space as an epistemological heuristic to
improve the precision of radical relational approaches. Considering explicitly and
more in detail how those relational approaches can be formulated as topological
approaches could especially allow to moore such analysis in existing hierarchies
and structures of domination.

The phrase topology already has inspired the social imaginary to some extent
recently (Lash, 2012; Lury, 2013; Shields, 2012). In this recent ‘topological turn’,
the promise has been to take insights from mathematics as inspiration for analysing
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current society and culture. Partly inspired by the work of Alain Badiou (2005),
fundamental laws of how geometric objects retain certain properties through trans-
formation and deformation are taken to rethink social ontologies and the political
possible. Topology serves as a systematic bridge between mathematical truths and
cultural analysis in those proposals. Several difficulties in such a seamless transfer
of concepts have been shown (Phillips, 2013). My proposal here does follow the
idea to make the topological quality of space a core tool for understanding the
social. But topology in my suggestions only serves as a heuristic for understanding.
The concept is used only to inform, orient and sharpen a certain assumption of
social reality based on relations of power. In contrast to some of the recent referrals
to topology, a loose, more metaphorical sense is propagated in the following. Still,
also as such a heuristic, the idea of topology can be helpful in orienting an under-
standing of the social. Topology allows us to apply a spatial sensitivity not only to
the way space is socially constructed but to provide better access to the relational
ontology of the social as such.

The conceptual debate surrounding topology most importantly allows a
distinction between a topographical and a topological perspective in dealing with
spatial phenomena. Topology describes a specific concern here, abstracting spatial
phenomena towards their rules of formation rather than describing and measuring
their actual shape and form. The famous problem of the seven bridges of Konigsburg
may be helpful to clarify those distinct perspectives. The example eventually
allowed Leonhard Euler to establish topology as a perspective in mathematics. In
the eighteenth century, the task of finding a specific path to stroll through the city
of Konigsburg had been a popular pastime among noblemen. The stipulation was
to find a way to cross each of its then seven bridges once and only once. Eventually,
Leonhard Euler reduced this task to a formal mathematical problem, and he also
managed to solve it with his own proof. His solution — and the famous introduction
of topological thinking — consisted in an abstraction towards the mere spatiality of
the problem. The problem of the seven bridges and its solution was not geometrical
(topographical) at all, Euler concluded, but about the ‘geometriae situs’ (Euler,
1752 [1741]), about the spatial form or topology of the problem.

Detailing this distinction, Scott Lash underlines the topological focus as an
interest in the distribution of relations. The topological object is a process, a space
of figuration (Lash, 2012: 265), while the topographical pertains to the actual results
of those distributions. This is an important insight for the following. The spatiality
of a phenomenon can be fruitfully split into two aspects. On the one hand, phenom-
ena are spatial as they have a certain spatial expression, that is, being geometrically
located or moved in space. But on the other hand, phenomena are spatial as they
have a certain spatiality, that is, the spatial structure of their relational configuration.
Topological objects are not located in space at all. Topological objects are spaces
(Lash, 2012: 265).

Geometrical objects are studied topologically regarding those of their features
that remain consistent through projections or deformations. If one acknowledges
a relational constitution of the social, there is then necessarily also a spatial
quality involved that can be put into focus. A rich understanding of relations does
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acknowledge differences in strength. It would demand a pale concept of relational
ontology to allow just one type of relation. Also, relations have to be at least tempo-
rarily fixed and established in order to have a relevant and noticeable effect. Those
two qualities, a temporarily stabilized set of relations of differentiated strengths
do already establish a spatial formation. There is a spatiality of relations that can
be analysed regarding its rules of formation. As I will show in the following, this
possible focus can beneficially supplement and orient social theory then.

Illustration — Technopolitics of Public Health Monitoring

To sum up the argument in the first part, returning to the general debate on power as
relational, the first part reconsidered the claim of postfoundational social thought.
The assumption of a relational ontology also allows to include the spatial form as
one of the features of those assumed relations in an analysis. Such use of space as
part of the conceptual tools (thinking with) is already implied in versions of this
relational perspective but rarely explicitly considered. To do so, a discussion of
topology and the differentiation between topographical and topological quality can
be helpful.

The following second part now aims to exemplify the benefit of introducing
such spatial awareness at the level of analytically supposed relations. A recent
project engaging with the technopolitics of public health monitoring will serve as
an example here. Drawing on this example, some of the reorientations provided by
considering the spatial form of relations in a supposedly relational ontology can be
underlined.

The argument is twofold. A possible gain from a topological approach is first
an additional proposal to integrate context into a generally context-avoiding rela-
tional conception of the social. Second, topology provides concrete directions to
orient such an analytical strategy. The inside/outside and concentration/dispersion
dichotomy can provide a useful heuristic to improve scope and precision.

Technopolitics as ‘Unmoored Speculation’?

An important part of recent postfoundational conceptions of the social is the scepti-
cism towards structural assumptions. This scepticism is defining and name-giving
for poststructuralist thought but has been reinvigorated by recent conceptual pro-
posals. The claim to be more sensitive towards the broad range of human and non-
human actors formulated at first mainly in science and technology studies has been
taken as a fruitful inspiration in several versions of so-called assemblage thinking
recently. A new sensitivity for the minuscule intra-actions can be acquired only
if one restrains from evoking contexts, so the argument goes. Reaching back to
context would rather distract from the always emergent processes of ‘truth-in-the-
making’. “To stabilize the frame as the one proper frame [...] is always artificial”
(Tsing, 2010: 64). The market, the nation and the global could be such explanatory
frames that need to be avoided. The traditional opposition of agency/structure is
slightly shifted towards the opposition of pattern-seeking and pattern-avoiding
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positions here. A strong undertone in current postfoundational positions is directed
against a strategy to rely on context in order to reduce complexity. Relational
ontologies allow us to conceptualize those world-making interactions of the human
and non-human much better without being constrained by additional frames. “In
this project, context gets in the way: context identifies the actors in advance,
making it impossible to attend to how they make themselves through networks”
(Tsing, 2010: 47, emphasis in the original).

Instead of having an explanatory frame as a guiding principle, the relations
themselves should be allowed to guide an analysis. Michele Lacione and Colin
McFarlane point out this attention to the immanent in current ‘assemblage thinking’.
“Explanation [locates] less in pre-given claims [...] or macrological frameworks
[...], but instead focuses on practices through which humans and non-humans are
brought together or cast apart” (Lancione and McFarlane, 2016: 45).

But this sensitivity to the immanence of multiple ‘truths-in-the-making’ is paid
with a lost orientation and guidance. A relational ontology may open the perspective
for the otherwise missed agency of non-human participants in relational world-
making. Doing so may open up new understandings and the possibility for another
politics. But the necessary context-avoidance of radical relational conceptions
can easily neglect established structures of dominance or biased prefigurations.
As Lucas Bessire and David Bond underline, “an ontological turn replaces an
ethnography of the actual with a sociology of the possible [...] diverting attention
away from the actually existing politics” (Bessire and Bond, 2014: 449), possibly
missing existing structures of subordination and contestation. Relational ontology
seems to tell only half the story: it reveals “motley assemblages (rather than things
with essences) with rare clarity, yet says very little about how or why such assem-
blages are put together and is often silent about the tensions and contradictions that
make the connections so precarious” (Bakker and Bridge, 2006: 17).

What is at stake here is another iteration of one of the fundamental biases in
social theory — to either privilege agency or structure as the independent variable in
explaining social processes. This time, the tension is framed as context-avoidance
and context-seeking. The turn towards topology does not claim to solve this tension
but to provide an additional orientation.

Any kind of social constructionism has to deal with the ‘duality of structure’,
as Anthony Giddens famously termed the underlying problem. The task is to come
to terms with the structure-building quality of social agency that at the same time
is based on and made possible through those very structures. Structuralism dealt
with this dilemma by introducing the level of the symbolic as something between
the imaginary and the real and irreducible to either of those (Deleuze, 2004).
The heuristic of topology provides a similar solution here while avoiding the
structuralist implication of an overarching, encompassing single logic. Topology
orients towards this very level of the symbolic 