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1. Sociologists and social scientists in general seem mobilized to interpret 
the social and political impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. Is 
sociological theory up to the challenge of understanding and explaining 
the phenomenon?  

As sociologists we need to ask what the Covid-19 pandemic implies for 
society as a whole, now and in the future. The current situation is obviously 
linked to issues of space and refiguration. In order to overcome the 
(linguistic and) national limits of public discourse currently in place, 
sociology is well prepared to present spatial-related theory to describe and 
explain the phenomena. 

The social dimension of the pandemic is not only fundamentally spatial in 
nature. Like a magnifying glass, the crisis also reveals a tension typical of 
late modern societies, a tension between two spatial logics – in this case the 
tension between global spread and national closure. Pushing the tension to 
the extreme, the basic dynamics of the refiguration of spaces as we 
understand them are laid bare. In our view, refiguration of the social results 
precisely from the tension between two spatial logics. On the one hand, we 
have territorial closure. Countries, residential areas and homes are treated 
as “cont{iners” th{t cont{in the uirus or h{ue to re isol{teq {g{inst it. On 
the other hand, we see the uncontained, global spread of bodies infected 
with the virus, the densification of digital networking and a massive 
opening up of communication networks fulfilling new functions in the  
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crisis. The same tension between two basic spatial logics is expressed in the 
figuration of the centralized territorial state on the one hand and 
globalization across borders on the other, and in the sharp top-down 
hierarchies and logical-conceptual analyses versus flat network formation 
or ‘rhizome’ {nq ontologic{l met{phors. 

 

2. How can your research area contribute to examining different 
dimensions of the phenomenon? 

My research area is sociology of space. Sociology of space can contribute to 
pandemic research by analyzing the underlying logic of spaces. Territorial 
spaces follow the logic of placing and arranging with clearly drawn 
boundaries (externally) and restrictions on diversity (internally). As a rule, 
they are perceived as static. In contrast, network spaces follow the logic of 
relationizing the heterogeneous. In network spaces, distant elements are 
put into relation and differences between elements are the basic 
characteristic. 

The tension between territorial and network logics, between hierarchy and 
heterarchy, between limitation and delimitation, and between 
homogeneity and heterogeneity, is particularly acute in the corona crisis. 
For one thing, we are dealing with a spatially unbounded pandemic. On the 
other hand, the virus poses a deadly risk, fatal for others who might die a 
miserable death suffocating. 

The virus has become a global risk. Travelling around the world in seven-
league boots, it is spread through tourists, business travelers and other 
forms and systems of circulation, condensing at places where people have 
fun and enjoy themselves: in fancy food eateries and markets in Wuhan, 
ski resorts in the Alps, or at  'Corona parties' celebrated in urban techno 
clubs. In this context, it is remarkable that the global expansion has not 
been met with a global response. Instead unilateral, lonely decisions to close 
national borders were made. Borders, for decades neither controlled nor 
fortified, were closed without prior notice or consultations between states, 
see for instance France and Germany. And not only have national 
territories been closed off, also stranded national citizens outside the 
country vere suickly "rrought home" in unpreceqenteq “rep{tri{tion” 
actions. 
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3. Is the pandemic provoking deep social, political and cultural changes? 
Or is it speeding up trends of change already underway? If so, is it 
possible to glimpse the contours of post-pandemic societies? 

The corona epidemic is not merely a product of the first modernity. It is as 
much a consequence of the second modernity, high degree of digitalization, 
mass tourism across the world and an economy mainly networked via 
global supply chains. Corona is a result of changes not the beginning. 

I expect that post-pandemic societies stay hyper-compressed in terms of 
space, the digital world will partially compensate for public encounters, 
where groups meet, music is played and sporting activities are exercised. 
The boost for digital mediatization apparent in most sectors now, is 
ambiguous. The implications for government information policies remain 
to be seen. As we benefit from (state-subsidized) infrastructures when 
working from home, giants such as DHL and Amazon etc. do so, too. A fact 
that casts more than a shadow on the ongoing refiguration of spaces. Also, 
the huge, and hugely shared (scientific) knowledge about the virus will 
probably change our social understanding of physical closeness forever, 
with transformations to be expected on all scales and levels of the social 
world, including an increased perception of people breathing or coughing, 
the management of inner-city shops and public events, and the continuity 
of the European Union, the Euro {nq the glor{l "vorlq orqer" {s ve’ue 
known it. 

Vulnerability and the fear of death, isolation and quarantine are genuine 
crisis experiences – illness and death mean serious individual and 
collective hardships. But the threatening social transformations are a vital 
part of the crisis experience. We may assume that the emergency order will 
be only short-termed, not permanent. The escalating corona crisis has 
made the dynamics resulting from growing spatial tensions absolutely 
clear. And this tension will definitely remain an issue because it will not 
disappear when the pandemic is contained. Corona only brought it to the 
fore. 

 

4. What work(s) of Sociology or Social Sciences can help us to 
comprehend and dialogue about the challenges underway? 

Social theory, spatial theory, risk research, body-related research, 
globalization and post-colonial theory, research on state regulation etc. 
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