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1 Introduction

Spatial conflicts and conflictual spaces!

in the age of refiguration—Current
research perspectives

Hubert Knoblauch, Vivien Sommer,
and Barbara Pfetsch

Refiguration and conflicts

“The Re-Figuration of Spaces” is the title of a Collaborative Research
Center and at the same time its main hypothesis. This volume and a num-
ber of the contributions in this issue are the result of projects and collabo-
rations within the Research Center as well as of other researchers studying
conflicts in space. With the concept of refiguration, we want to address,
first, how contemporary social changes, and the conflicts, crises, and un-
certainties they entail, affect people’s relationship to spaces, their spatial
practices and knowledge, institutions, and structures; second, how people
communicate, negotiate, and powerfully construct spatial orders; and
third, how changes in spatial actions and formations affect the social or-
der and its transformations. These three questions presuppose some basic
reflections on social theory and the communicative construction of space,
which we have also elaborated elsewhere (Low [2001] 2016; Knoblauch
2020; Christmann, Knoblauch, and Low 2022). In our introduction to
this volume, we attempt to articulate the basic theses that emerge from our
reflections on refiguration, space, and conflict.

One of our main theses is that space is the medium in which the
refiguration of any society takes place (Knoblauch and Low 2020). We
assume that what is social always takes on spatial forms. While this view
has become generally accepted in scientific discourses following the so-
called “spatial turn” (Soja 1989; Low [2001] 2016; Waldherr, Klinger,
and Pfetsch 2021), it still overlooks a crucial point: that the current crises,
conflicts, and insecurities are also inherently spatial. They affect the rela-
tionship between people and spaces, influence spatial practices, and shape
how people negotiate and construct spatial orders. That is, they do not just
happen in space, they are also spatial. It is the idea of refiguration of space
that is meant to describe the conflictual dynamics between these inter-
twined elements and dimensions that underlie this societal transformation.

DOI: 10.4324/9781003542810-1
This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY 4.0 license.
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2 Spatial Conflicts and Conflictual Spaces

Before reviewing the state of the art and empirical studies on conflict
and space, we first seek to clarify how we understand the sociality of space
in general. We do this by drawing on Martina Low’s (2016; first pub-
lished in 2001) relational theory of space. Her approach to a sociology of
space is based on the idea that spatial structures or “arrangements” are
constructed in the objectifying social actions of individuals, which in turn
affect the subjects’ knowledge, imagination, and “sense of space.” Low
understands space as a “relational arrangement of living beings and social
goods” (Low [2001] 2016, ix). Space emerges in human action—that is,
in the arrangement of things—and is at the same time a spatial order that
precedes action. According to Low, spatial orders are formed primarily
through the development and institutional consolidation of routine ac-
tions. With regard to space, Low makes an analytical distinction between
two different aspects of spatial formation, which are empirically interde-
pendent: “spacing” and the “operation of synthesis” (Low [2001] 2016,
135). Spacing means erecting, setting up, or positioning social goods and
living beings (including oneself) in places. Social goods are then the re-
sult of material and symbolic actions. They can be divided into primarily
symbolic goods (such as songs, values, and rules) and primarily material
goods (such as houses, tables, and chairs), with both components being
empirically combined in almost all cases. Low argues, however, that an
arrangement created through acts of spacing only becomes effective as a
space when the person actively fuses the arranged elements into spaces
through processes of perception, imagination, or memory. Low calls this
the operation of synthesis, that is, “goods and people are amalgamated
to spaces by way of processes of perception, imagination, and memory”
(Low [2001] 2016, 135).

This notion of space provides the background for most of the empirical
studies in this volume. Apart from their focus on conflict, to which we turn
in the following, the empirical studies of most of the contributions to this
volume are oriented toward this general framework of “refiguration”. This
approach aims to address the still unresolved question and research gap of
whether and how we can understand the current transformation of society,
as well as social change in general, as a process of refiguration that fundamen-
tally emerges from the spatiality of the social (Knoblauch and Low 2017).
With this question in mind, we want to challenge theories of social change
in general, but also for the diagnosis of contemporary societies we consider
the theory of refiguration as a valid alternative, especially for theories of glo-
balization as well as the opposing theories of de-globalization (Boatcd 2020).

For a long time, the globalization of the economy, politics, and infor-
mation was seen as an unstoppable social development (Robertson 1992;
Knoblauch and Low 2024). In recent years, however, we have witnessed
a resurgence of geopolitical thinking and spatial conflicts, for example,
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around issues of borders, national territories, and sovereignty (Meunier
and Nicolaidis 2019). The conflict between Russia and Ukraine, which
had a strong impact at the time of writing this introduction, is a clear ex-
ample of this trend, attracting international attention and raising concerns
about the stability of established borders (Mau 2022). This conflict, based
on historical, ethnic, and political factors, has intensified and reinforced
pre-existing debates about the sanctity of national borders, the principles
of self-determination, and the potential consequences for regional and
global security (Starr 1991).

While the empirical analysis of such a conflict is addressed by conflict-
ual spaces, it is this social “logic” of spatial figures underlying conflictual
situations that we want to address with the term spatial conflicts. Spatial
conflicts as well as conflictual spaces constitute the main dynamics of the
social change we call refiguration in general and of the kind of refiguration
we are currently witnessing. Before explaining these basic concepts, which
are at the heart of this volume, we situate the studies within some relevant
strands of social science research. Given the enormous complexity of social
conflicts and the richness of studies on the issue, we cannot address im-
portant aspects, such as power, interests, or resources, satisfactorily in this
short introduction, but will focus throughout on their relation to space.

Refiguration and conflict in space

As a diagnosis of contemporary social change, the idea of refiguration
space seeks to integrate the various processes described above, especially
when it comes to conflict and space. Instead of a reduction to territorial-
ity, as in geopolitics, it allows for different spatial logics that can come
into conflict. However, by suggesting at least four spatial logics, it avoids
the opposition between globalization and de-globalization, or, as Brenner
(1999, 42), Swyngedouw (2004), or Harvey (2005) call it, between ter-
ritorialization and (networked) de-territorialization. On the one hand, the
“territorial-geopolitical logic” of nation-states tends to violently stabilize,
defend, or increase their power against a background of global economic
dependency, conflict, and fragmentation. On the other hand, the capitalist
logic is oriented toward an ever-increasing globalization of production,
consumption, and value accumulation.

The notion of refiguration is relational, building on Elias’s (1982) con-
cept of figuration. Elias defined figurations as connections of interdepend-
ence that exhibit more or less unstable balances of power. In addition to
their relationality, an important feature of figurations is their transscalar-
ity. Accordingly, refiguration encompasses what are often assumed to be
separate scales, ranging from territorial, centralized nation-states to sub-
jects, their bodies, and affects (Knoblauch and Low 2020). For example,



4 Spatial Conflicts and Conflictual Spaces

in his historical studies of pre-modern societies, Elias (1982) shows how
the disciplining of subjects is related to the way power is territorially cen-
tralized as the modern state. With its increasingly rationalist—-bureaucratic
organization, the modern state territorializes as “violence directed at
space” (Lefebvre [1974] 1991, 280) to control relations between subjects
and institutions. This control over individuals is an example of the per-
sistence of hierarchy, which Ferguson (2017) sees as historically at odds
with the creative principle of networks, as exemplified by the networks
of the Enlightenment or modern science. In this way, with the concept of
refiguration, we can also see how conflicts related to bodily regimes or lo-
cal environments (e.g., urban spaces) are connected to conflicts in national
environments (i.e., borders) as well as to transnational relations (as in the
EU, TTIP, etc.) and thus to the global.

Since Elias did not clarify how the processuality of figurations comes
about, we understand their constitutive “interdependencies” to result
from embodied, relational, communicative actions that are objectified not
only by signs and symbols, but also by institutions, objects, and socio-
material spatial arrangements such as infrastructures (Knoblauch 2020).
Through objectivations, social actions become communicative; they are
temporally ordered, and as embodied social actions and practices, they
construct space to which they are subjectively oriented (Low [2001] 2016;
Knoblauch and Steets 2022). Based on this combination of relational so-
cial action theory and space theory, we propose to distinguish four typical
spatial figures that guide the orientations of social actions and practices:
place, territory, trajectory, and network. The figures define, on the one
hand, the logics of spatial actions and spatial knowledge and, on the other
hand, the institutionalized and objectified figurations they constitute.

As a process driven by different logics of spatial action, refiguration can
result from negotiations, adjustments, and tensions and conflicts. One ex-
ample is the tension between the above-mentioned tendency toward flat,
networked, and egalitarian social relations, institutions, and institutional
orders and the territorial logic exemplified by hierarchical and centralized
nation-states. While the latter characterizes modernization, the former
tendency is associated with the opening up and transgression of “global
spaces” that become “placeless, distanceless, and borderless” (Scholte
1996). While globalization theories have assumed the decline, erosion, or
disempowerment of the territorial state (Brenner 1999, 61), we have also
found a renewed emphasis on national and regional borders and identi-
ties, which Harvey (2005) or Mau (2022) identify as a dialectical process.
These tensions certainly allow us to understand some of the conflicts we
are addressing; yet, the concept of refiguration extends the model beyond
two logics and underscores the simultaneity of different spatial figurations
at different scales, out of which interconnections or mixtures as well as
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tensions and conflicts unfold. Refiguration accounts for social change based
on the logic of spatial figures and figurations and how they relate to each
other, and it is this relation that not only causes conflicts but also their con-
tainment. Before discussing the four spatial figures in more detail, we will
outline the concepts of conflict and containment proposed for this volume.

Studies of conflicts in space

Across the different research fields, conflicts are considered as social phe-
nomena: verbal arguments, discursive disputes, legal proceedings, strikes
and demonstrations, economic competition, physical confrontations, and
military warfare. To touch on some of the research areas represented in
this volume, there is a range of studies focusing on planning conflicts (see
de Satgé and Watson 2018) or, more specifically, on the conflictual tension
between planning and the environment (see Kumnig, Rosol, and Exner
2017; Berr and Jenal 2019). In another set of studies, economic aspects
dominate (cf. Meier, Steets, and Frers 2018, 55), for example, in empirical
studies on rental and housing issues (Alami 2017) or on questions of dis-
tribution in (urban) space in general (see Hiittermann 2018). In the fields
of economic geography and sociology, there is a strong focus on territo-
rial conflicts, especially between the Global North and the Global South
(Reiher and Sippel 2015). However, we also see studies on how potential
conflicts in urban housing are algorithmically managed by digital plat-
forms (Kirchner and Pohl in this volume).

One focus of research on conflict over and in communication is the
study of social movements and their communication (e.g., Kniipfer, Hoff-
mann, and Voskresenskii 2020; Stoltenberg et al. in this volume) and con-
flictual forms of public communication such as hate speech in social media
(e.g., Paasch-Colberg et al. 2021). The concept of conflict also plays an
important role in theoretical considerations of public communication. For
example, for Neuberger (2014), conflict is one of three central modes of
interaction in Internet-based communication. Communication between
information infrastructures and people’s social structures is extended to
material and technological systems that are connected in real time and
also connect virtual and physically defined space. This connection enables
communication through signs as well as the control of technical systems
or the production and spatial circulation of goods (e.g., in Industry 4.0,
autonomous vehicles) and infrastructure in logistics. These connections
can form tension-filled “megastructures” (Bratton 2015), while systems of
network communication also raise the question of boundaries and regula-
tory regimes (Somnez and Knoblauch in this volume).

In public sphere theory, (political) conflict is seen as a central condi-
tion for deliberation (Friess and Eilders 2015, 325), all the more so as
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digitalization undermines the separation of private and public spheres
(Habermas 2022) and leads to increased tensions and dissonances in pub-
lic debate (Pfetsch 2018). The incongruity between transnational public
spheres emerging from digital networks and political territories is also the
subject of these studies (Fraser 2007; Volkmer 2014): The entangled net-
work patterns of global communication encounter legal boundaries (e.g.,
EU legislation vs. Facebook) or boundaries drawn by authoritarian con-
trolled territories (e.g., China, Turkey, Russia), leading to violations, bor-
der crossings, and violent conflicts in digital communication (Couldry and
Hepp 2023; Sonmez and Knoblauch in this volume). The expansion of
the logic of networks (Castells 2009, 2013) has challenged the hegemony
of territoriality on the one hand, and the economic and technical data
monopolization of network communication by quasi-monopolistic com-
panies, the expansion of their infrastructures and their data colonialism on
the other (Mejias and Couldry 2019).

Historically, war and the military have been closely linked to geography
and space. Thus, in peace and conflict studies, as well as in violence and
war studies, space has long been understood primarily as the territory of a
state, as “geopolitical” conflicts between states have been a primary focus
of research (Flint et al. 2009). Alternatively, space has been equated with
the place where conflicts manifest themselves, e.g., in research on domestic
violence or neighborhood violence (for a summary, see Bretschneider et al.
2020). Chojnacki and Engels (2016, 32) criticize conflict studies for often
referring to spatial categories without a theoretical analysis of space, and
focusing on material conditions such as natural resources as natural trig-
gers for social action and conflict.

Many studies have focused on particular spatial units, such as cities,
to examine the regional dynamics of war and peace (Oldenburg 2010;
Doevenspeck 2013). In recent years, the focus has shifted from the link
between territorial space, violence, and conflict (see Kirby and Ward
1987; Starr 1991) to a multidimensional perspective on space and vio-
lent conflict (Korf and Schetter 2015). For example, Gregory (2011) de-
scribes how the “war on terror” is socially constructed across territorial
spaces, and Gleditsch (2020) discusses the role of quantitative data on
war casualties in building models of conflict, its temporal dynamics, and
its spatial distribution. The spatial construction of gender roles in times
of war is analyzed by Dowler (2005) as ideologically constructed spaces
of difference for men and women in relation to nationalism and armed
conflict. The spatial construction of memory is discussed also in the study
by Gencal, Brahm, and Kubiak (in this volume), who emphasize that the
spatial expression of coping with racist incidents depends on sociopoliti-
cal legacies and discourses. Space as an analytical category also allows to
focus on the production of violent conflict as well as in peace processes
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(see Kobayashi 2009; McConnell, Megoran, and Williams 2014). For
conflicts between human actors, Koloma Beck proposes the category of
“space of violence” to highlight the pre-reflective, embodied, and habitual
structures (Koloma Beck 2020, 343) that are constitutive of the everyday
experience of violence.

Conlflicts can be spontaneous or highly institutionalized, they can take
different social forms, and they occur at all levels, fields, and dimensions
of sociality. Theoretically, Marxist dialectical theories constitute one of
the main references to explain conflict in space. For example, Lefebvre
(1972) and Harvey (2013) have developed sophisticated approaches to
explain social class conflicts over (mostly urban) space. Many studies in
this volume also draw on Simmel (2009), who emphasized that conflict
should not be seen as destructive or even “asocial”; rather, conflict can be
seen as an agonistic form of social interaction (“Wechselwirkung”) that is
highly productive, as is also the case with, for example, sporting or eco-
nomic competition. While Simmel saw competition as a peculiar form of
social interaction among others (imitation, hierarchy, division of labor),
there is a long tradition in social philosophy as well as in social theory
which sees conflict and even war as the very basis of any form of sociality.
This position was famously taken by Hobbes (1651), who assumed that
in the absence of a common power (such as the state), everyone would be
“perpetually” at war with everyone else. Later, this assumption was prom-
inently shared by philosophers such as Nietzsche and right-wing political
scientists such as Schmitt, but also forms the basis of influential social
theories such as Foucault’s work. He sees war as an embodiment of the
dynamics of power that govern social relations, discourses, and knowledge
(Foucault 2003). While Foucault focused more on the role of power, the
idea of conflict as a major dynamic of social change has been elaborated
in sociological theory. Against the view that societies can be seen as so-
cial systems oriented toward stability and “homeostasis,” authors such as
Coser and Dahrendorf developed the view that social systems need conflict
in order to change (Coser 1957), or even more, that society is conflict
and sociological theory is conflict theory. Dahrendorf (1959) argues that
the economic conflict between social classes has been transformed into a
conflict over power and authority.

Globalization and de-globalization

While Dahrendorf argued that these conflicts occur and are institutionally
resolved mostly at the national level, globalization theories argue for the
declining relevance of nation-states, but also of spatiality in general. Thus,
globalization theories claimed a “compression of the world” (Robertson
1992, 8), as well as an increasing “deterritorialization” (Featherstone 1990;
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Appadurai 1996), the death of distance (Luhmann 2012, 2013), and “time-
space compression” (Harvey 1989). More specifically, in terms of space,
globalization tends to overemphasize a single spatial scale, the global
scale. However, even if concepts such as “globality” (Beck 2000; Kiihn-
hardt 2019) assumed that globalization would transcend political or eco-
nomic processes through the expansion of worldwide communication, it
early exhibited a tension captured by the term “glocalization.” “The local/
global opposition has not been conceptually resolved. In various forms—
local/global, national/global—it continues to structure both debate and re-
search” (Connell 2007, 374). These tensions have been increasing recently.
Especially, Stein Rokkan’s historical analysis of conflicts between local,
regional, and national levels within national territories (Mjoset 2000) has
shown that international, transnational, and global conflict lines (“cleav-
ages”) are increasing. In this vein, Piketty (2020) argues that globalization,
in terms of the expansion of neoliberal capitalism, has led to increased
socio-economic inequality based on a massive redistribution of wealth. On
these grounds, globalization results in a political paradox: The new political
potentials of “winners” and “losers” created by the process of denationali-
zation are most likely to be articulated and dealt with at the national level
(Kriesi and Grande 2012). Despite the establishment of powerful suprana-
tional, transnational, and international political institutions, the number of
territorial nation-states has doubled from 1950 to 2010 and they continue
to exert a strong influence on such processes. Kriesi and Grande (2012)
stress that globalization’s “losers” are more likely to resort to forms of ac-
tion closely linked to the national container and that global conflicts are
likely to be filtered through national contexts and “internalized” or “do-
mesticated” by actors’ strategies (Della Porta and Tarrow 2005).

The resulting “backlash” against globalization has been accompanied
by increasing political polarization. As Piketty (2020) has shown, ideo-
logical and legitimating principles are changing or rather reversing at the
global level. While political parties that represented the working classes
tend to represent the new knowledge classes, formerly conservative parties
turn to “nativist” ideologies that enforce territoriality-based identities. It is
probably on this basis that Mouffe (2013) proposes to understand the new
conflict between these positions as “agonism.” In contrast to antagonism,
which presupposes some common ground, agonism is a conflict between
hegemonic projects that do not allow for the creation of a consensus, as in
Dahrendorf’s (1988) model.

Against the backdrop of theories that posited advancing globalization
and the declining relevance of space, these tendencies have been labeled de-
globalization (Walter 2021). On the one hand, de-globalization refers to
what Butollo and Staritz (2022) call a “reconfiguration” of the expansion
and intensification of globally distributed production and consumption
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into nationally and regionally bounded units. This more economic notion
of de-globalization has recently been supported by world systems analysis,
which suggests that in addition to economic interactions, transnational
commodity chains, and other forms of “connectivities,” other levels of
“structural globalization” are also affected: including the political level,
communication, social relations (intermarriage), and mobilities (migra-
tion) (Urry 2007; Chase-Dunn, Alvarez, and Liao 2023).

As a result of the renewed emphasis on the nation-state as an actor
and on the restriction of territories against migration, geopolitics has once
again become ubiquitous. This shift contrasts with earlier debates on glo-
balization, where geopolitics was almost anathema (Osterhammel and
Petersson 2005). Despite its Darwinist origins, essentializing tendencies,
and prominent ideological role in Nazism, geopolitics is now re-entering
social theory as a major analytical category. It is probably the return of
modern forms of warfare that has contributed to the “geopoliticization”
(Meunier and Nicolaidis 2019), namely, the revival of “geopolitics.” The
concept is also used to address the sphere “where states exist in a geo-
graphical space and face have security economic and domestic dilemmas
arising from interactions in multiple spheres between states and non-state
actors in this space.” It is certainly an advantage of this approach that it
addresses the materialities of space, for example, “where oil and gas are
physically located” (Thompson 2021, 86). However, although they con-
sider the materiality of space (usually in essentialist terms), geopolitical
approaches tend to reduce it to a clearly bounded territorial container,
linked to utilitarian rationality and political competition between territo-
ries, which always seems to include the possibility of war. On this basis,
Miinkler (2023), for example, sees the neoliberal wave of globalization
as leading to a unipolar hegemony of the USA. Because of its “costs,” he
argues, this unipolar world is giving way to a multipolar order tending
toward three or five poles (USA, China, Russia, Europe, India).

Multipolarity in this context can refer to a territorially based politi-
cal system (ten Brinke and Bartill 2019), but it has also been proposed in
a broader sense by postcolonial thinkers to refer to the consequences of
the cultural, political, and economic “decentering” of the West. Mignolo
(2018), for example, identifies the centrifugal tendency of former periph-
eries and semi-peripheries to become global centers, and with it the move
away “from states of governance, from the economy of accumulation,
and from the ego-centered personalities that both enacted and reproduced
Westernization” (Mignolo 2018, 14). In his view, therefore, the progres-
sivist understanding of globalization depends on a “geopolitical” Western
standpoint of knowledge. It is the affirmation of “non-Western” stand-
points that leads to the decentering of the West and to global multipolar-
ity. At the same time, Mignolo seems to exaggerate and even essentialize
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the difference between cultural macroregions and to underestimate the
extent to which they are the result of the relational kind of processes that
Randeria (2009) calls “entanglement.”

Spatial conflicts and conflictual spaces

Spatial conflicts can be found at different scales. They range from inter-
actional conflicts between embodied actors to mid-level urban conflicts or
conflicts between individual actors about space. They also include con-
flicts that occur at national, international, and transnational levels and
are concerned with the delineation of space and its meaning. The term
(re)figuration highlights the trans-scalar nature of many social conflicts,
which are significantly amplified by digital mediatization (Knoblauch and
Low 2020). These conflicts may concern specific systems or globalized
spheres, but they also tend to cut across functional systems.

In the classical, socio-economic representation, spatial conflicts include
conflicts over ownership and, based on this, the symbolic, economic, and
cultural representation of spaces (Dorre 2023; see also Baran and Pfetsch
in this volume). Conflicts over land, housing, protection, or the naming of
places can be examples of this type which often relate to struggles over space
as a resource. They can occur in a variety of ways along the lines of conflict
between groups of social actors such as landowners vs. renters, and they
can also be limited to specific fields of conflict, such as territorial, economic,
or discursive issues. It is important to note that spatial conflicts can also be
symbolic when the definition of what is a relevant space is disputed or who
should have power over space (see Baran and Pfetsch in this volume).

Conlflictual spaces arise when certain spaces become the sites of con-
tentious encounters between different social actors. The form of conflict
can also vary, ranging from arguments in conversations to street fights,
disputes in mediated discourses or cyberwarfare, and violent attacks on
material infrastructure. Correspondingly, the spatial form may differ, e.g.,
between groups of people settled in neighboring regions, between mobile
people trespassing through territories, or between people technically con-
nected via the Internet (as in Twitter, see Stoltenberg et al. in this vol-
ume). One can think of city centers, squares, or other public spaces where
vigils and protests are held and counter-protests are organized. Conflict-
ual spaces can also be related to issues of environmental sovereignty and
claims-making (Schad and Sommer in this volume): If spatial disputes are
the reason for movements and counter-movements.

Spatial conflicts as well as conflictual spaces exist in both latent and
manifest forms. Especially, in the case of direct confrontation between
groups with opposing demands about spaces, the spatial conflict is mani-
fest. When spaces are underlying social differences or tensions without
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open confrontation (although the potential is almost always there), the
conflict is a potentiality, hence latent.

Conlflictual spaces are spatially marked sites of contention within which
spatial or other forms of social conflicts are enacted. As Baran and Pfetsch
(in this volume) argue, social and institutional arrangements—both spatial
and non-spatial—are often about developing tools to “contain” and “man-
age” conflict. Conflict containment means that conflicts are not manifest;
rather, they seem to be frozen by latent conflicts. Thus, the spatial conflicts
may be indirect or hidden, meaning that they remain invisible over a long
period of time or it is the case that spatial claims do not contradict each
other openly, but coexist in tension.

Spatial conflicts may imply the clash of the logics of spatial figures
which then drives the refiguration in different ways. When individual or
collective actors orient themselves to different or overlapping spatialities
with their different logics—such as a territory, a trajectory, a network,
or a place—this can lead to conflicts, but it can also lead to new spatial
figurations through and with these conflicts. For example, pipeline pro-
jects, where the logic of trajectory clashes with the logic of territory (or
the logic of place), or migration regimes, where two competing territorial
logics (nation-states vs. transnational, regional bodies clash (see Perko and
Anong in this volume), are good examples of the second manifestation of
spatial conflicts. Spatial conflicts can also arise when nation-states seek
to exercise their power over local communities, where the logic of terri-
tory and place (as an emotionally and practically attached entity) prevails;
or when places are destroyed for routes, roads, highways, pipelines (see
Kohrs, Hering, and Shadrack in this volume).

As mentioned above, different spatial logics do not necessarily lead to
conflict. Although the spatial figures guiding the dynamics of social change
are different, they can escape the dialectical logic of two opposing, con-
tradictory, antagonistic, or agonistic elements that is at the core of con-
flict theories of stricto sensu (Mouffe 2013). Indeed, contradictions play
a crucial role in conflict theories that see conflict as a fundamental driver
of social dynamics. At the beginning of our research on refiguration, we
assumed a logic of conflict between two basic social figures. Parallel to the
historical study by Ferguson (2017), who analyzed historical cases of con-
flict between hierarchical and networked social orders, we had assumed
that the conflict between network (as a spatial figure) and territory would
be one of the driving forces of refiguration (Knoblauch and Low 2017).

Spatial figures and the refiguration of conflict

Territorial spaces, for example, follow a logic of placing and arranging,
resulting in clear external boundaries and internal restrictions on diversity
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(Middell 2019, 14; Mau 2022, 142). By framing territorial space through
borders, differentiations are provided in terms of the construction of one
or more “other” or outside spaces (Low and Weidenhaus 2017). Mau
(2022) shows how spaces are refigured by borders. On the one hand, this
refiguration manifests itself quantitatively, in that borders have multiplied;
on the other hand, it also manifests itself qualitatively, in that circulations
are prevented or regulated through the diversification of border regimes.
The latter has become most explicit in the recent turn to geopolitical think-
ing (Genz et al. 2021; Thompson 2021). As much as this line of thinking is
mostly implemented by authoritarian regimes, the opposing tendencies to
maintain a globalized order suggest that geopolitics consists rather in the
attempt to theoretically and practically reduce spatial logics to territorial-
ity and thereby (re)impose this logic on other forms of spatial logics, such
as networks.

In contrast, network spaces place radically heterogeneous elements into
a materialized figuration. Rau (2017) therefore defines network space as
“space with a topological structure” (151, own translation). Unlike ter-
ritorial space, which clusters elements tightly with boundaries, network
spaces relate distant elements and distinguish them from one another
(Mol and Law 1994, 643). Just as the figuration of the network is associ-
ated with a flat, heterarchical social space, the figuration of connectivity
follows a logic of interconnectedness of heterogeneous elements. At the
same time, networks are inherently fluid and unstable, as they connect and
disconnect at any moment.

Unlike networks, places are spatial figures that are relevant as inher-
ently stable entities marked by a particular spatial and social identity. The
globalization debate, but also the relevance of networks in social science
and humanities research, has increased attention to places that derive their
relevance from their position as a central node in the network (for exam-
ple, an airport that serves primarily as a transfer point). Here, the focus of
analysis is not on the quality of uniqueness, but on the possibility of creat-
ing punctual condensations generated by the logic of the network. Nodes
in networks can have a homogenizing effect, but at the same time, they can
generate conflicts, as is the case with competing data centers.

Finally, trajectorial spaces (in German “Bahnenraum,” i.e., space of
“routes”) are not usually counted among the relevant spatial figures,
although few phenomena of modernity can be understood without the
spatial figure of the trajectory (Low 2020). While railroads, streams, and
rivers are often thought of as channels in networks, urban analysis draws
attention to the autonomy of the figure of trajectory space. In the con-
struction of a trajectory, all actions are subject to the logic of origin and
destination. The trajectory space is the route along which the construction
of a surface space (even an empty perceptible one) is possible.
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Trajectorial spaces, though less discussed, are crucial for understand-
ing modern phenomena. Often thought of as channels in networks, urban
planning analysis highlights their autonomy, where actions are driven by
the logic of starting points and destinations (de Satgé and Watson 2018).
This space allows for the construction of a perceivable surface space along
its path. Trajectories are inherently divisive and, as such, have the poten-
tial to generate conflict or provoke conflictual situations (see Kohrs, Her-
ing, and Shadrack in this volume).

Shifting to the subjective perspective of the actors reveals a complex
challenge in everyday life. The growing diversity of spatial constitutions,
under conditions of heterogeneous and tension-filled spatial figurations,
complicates everyday actions. This challenge is as significant as the in-
creased complexity caused by the acceleration of time (Rosa 2013). Here,
spatial knowledge can be guided by different figures depending on the
life situation. A possible pattern according to which subjectively relevant
spaces are arranged can be described as a network. Different place-spaces
are made relevant at the same time and are constantly compared with each
other, without being able to place one place above the other. In order to
be able to live in different places, biographies can depend on trajectory
spaces. For their lives, however, neither a central place nor a trajectory is
perceived as an independent space, but rather the solidified network space.

This experience is in no way shared by people who are very place-bound
(Weidenhaus and Korte 2022).

Conflict containment

Looking at space through the concept of refiguration reveals how differ-
ent logics of spatial figures can account for tensions, conflicts, and social
change. Because the demarcation of conflicts always carries the potential
for eruption, many political and economic systems develop strategies to
contain or de-mark these conflicts. Baran and Pfetsch (in this volume) pro-
pose this notion thereby drawing on the work of Dahrendorf (1986), who
argues that social conflicts are hardly resolved, but instead are settled by
institutional arrangements. Conflict containment can work through the in-
stitutionalization of conflict management which can take the form of “hid-
ing” one of the actors or groups in order to avoid potentially conflictual
interactions. For example, making an undesirable group invisible can be
a conflict containment strategy, especially in contexts where containment
is not institutionalized. For example, Baur and Kuhlke (in this volume)
show how migrant domestic workers are literally rendered socially invis-
ible by living in backstage storerooms. While class and ethnic differences
are visible in the public sphere, those between citizens and specific migrant
groups are contained in this way.
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The containment of conflicts is possible because the “logic” of spatial
figures is neither exclusively contradictory nor dialectical. For example, as
economic complexity increased in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, the constitution of the nation-state territorial space simultane-
ously strengthened global networking and promoted the formation of a
network space that was considered global. The special economic zone is
also a new form of territorial space, effective because it serves as a plat-
form for international circulation. However, as soon as the fear of global
networking becomes more pronounced, for example, among groups with
a lower level of education and older age than other social groups, the
figure of the closed territory can be built up into a dominant major figura-
tion (de Vries and Hoffmann 2016). Network and territorial space share
the feature that they can homogenize processes and events—typically in
modernity—but they differ decisively in the position that difference oc-
cupies in the figure. While territorial space is constructed in such a way
that difference is outsourced (e.g., to other countries) or sometimes encap-
sulated in an insular way (in individual cities, but not in the countryside),
network space is based on the connection of different elements/places/
locations. These nodes are not necessarily (perhaps even rarely) addressed
as different in circulation, and the boundary is undecided and constantly
shifting.

The empirical observations in the studies of this volume suggest that
a theory of conflict based on mostly binary contradictions is too nar-
row to understand and explain the multiple spatial processes observed
in the projects. There are good reasons to assume that various forms of
interplay are the driving forces behind the refiguration of conflict. The
logic of spatial figures can lead to new spatial forms and orders, even to
a material “rearrangement” of social spaces. The logic of spatial action
is not only the cause of conflicts, but can also synthesize in spatial rear-
rangement (Knoblauch and Low 2024). Various examples are provided
in this book, such as the merging of network and territorial logics into
“centralized networks” (Sonmez and Knoblauch in this volume) or the
digital platform as a new form of organization (Kirchner, Dittmar, and
Ziegler 2022). A similar refiguration can be seen in the relationship be-
tween global migration and national borders. Focusing on borders, Zoe
Perko and Dorothea Biback Anong (in this volume) show that the conflict
between territorial figures and networked migration leads to the fragmen-
tation of macroterritories. Another example is provided by Indra Praba-
haryaka and Ignacio Farias (in this volume): Conflicts over fresh air in the
city of Stuttgart, Germany, are manifested in protest movements, legal
disputes, and public discursive controversies as a result of the conflict
between a densifying car-centric city and the movement of the breeze.
In terms of spatial figures, the conflict between the topological figures of
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territory and route results in a form of trajectory constructed as an “air
corridor.” Place can also lead to new forms. When the identity of place
is strongly emphasized, it can come into conflict with the circulations of
networks or territorial spaces, or it can merge into a constant flow of
trajectorial space. Based on sensual, bodily, affective, and communica-
tive actions, places are those spatial figures that have an immediate ex-
periential effect, as they are intertwined with subjective feelings such as
anxiety and fear. The study of Castillo et al. (in this volume) about the
movements of youth in Berlin and their perception of the subway space
illustrates this tension vividly.

Fields of conflicts in refiguration and the structure
of the contributions to this volume

The contributions of his volume have been written in the course of an in-
tensive process of communication which included an Authors’ Conference
and reviews. Previously, the editors were engaged in ongoing conversa-
tions with the researchers of the individual projects and conducted what
we call Sensitizing Visits (see Pfetsch and Baran in this volume). This close
contact has been facilitated by the fact that most of the authors have been
engaged in the Collaborative Research Center 1265. This research envi-
ronment allowed to work on and overcome the differences in perspective
between disciplines, methodological traditions, theoretical orientations,
and other aspects of the “epistemic cultures” (Knorr 1999).

In the writing up of their studies, the researchers were guided by the
conceptual frame of the book which had been sketched in the beginning
in a way to sensitize the analysis of the empirical data (Blumer 1954). At
the same time, the conceptual frame has also been adapted, corrected, and
extended (e.g., by the concept of containment) in the face of the various
empirical findings. In this reiterative process of (theoretically informed)
grounded theory (Charmaz 2017), the editors could establish how the
concepts of our sensitizing theoretical frame (conflictual space, spatial
conflicts, containment, spatial figures) resonate with the findings of the
various research projects. The process of resonance between empirical
analysis and theory construction is built on the idea of reflexive methodol-
ogy and the empirical theory of science (Knoblauch 2021).

The mutual focus on the question of conflicts about space, in space and
through space also allowed to carve out some commonalities between the
projects which had not been anticipated in the initial discussions in the
CRC. These commonalities are not geared toward general social theory
but rather concern particular cleavages or problem areas in the analysis of
contemporary societies (Knoblauch 2020). The common focus as to how
space and conflict are approached in the empirical studies is expressed in
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the clustering of the studies in five parts of this volume. The titles of these
parts therefore are not accidental, but hint at the main fields of conflicts
in refiguration. The contributions in the first part demonstrate that re-
figuration affects regions struggling with the political and social conse-
quences of macroregimes or postcolonial cultural heritage (Part I). Thus,
fundamental rights such as free movement of people and individual self-
expression are precarious in conflictual spaces. The refiguration approach
underscores the resilience of the spatial figure of territoriality, countering
the once-dominant neoliberal economic notion of transnational globali-
zation. This conflict also affects the imaginations, the governance and
the sociomateriality of infrastructures, particularly of digital mediati-
zation. Despite of their tendency towards network spaces, they get in
permanent tensions to other spatial figures, most prominently territories
and places (Part II). This territorial persistence concerns, of course, most
directly legal, political, and social struggles over land rights and urban
development, especially in the Global South (Part III). Another perspec-
tive related to conflicts in and about territory takes a social and cultural
dimension and is deeply engrained in the spatial knowledge of individuals
and collectives (Part IV). The studies in this part of the volume show that
conflict-ridden territories and places are controlled and pacified to avoid
open controversy about issues typically related to pluralist societies. So-
cial inequality and exclusion are closely linked to spatial structures that
shape social relations and guide behaviors. Finally, it is the ecological
transformation which points to the tensions among the physical, geo-
logical, biological, and political notions of nature and the exploitation of
the material resources of land such as oil, gas, and water for economic
purposes (Part V).

After all, the studies collected in this volume demonstrate that the prin-
ciple of territoriality yields new forms of spatial conflicts, and even wars
which appear so unexpected if one followed the line of globalization theo-
ries (Knoblauch and Low 2024). This book therefore underlines that the
tension between the transgressing principle of the globalizing network and
the boundedness of territoriality leaves its marks on the social structure, its
forms of social inequality in the liberal self-affirmation of globalized world
views and the exclusionist tendencies of territorially which defines social
groups and their identities.

Topics of the individual chapters

In a conceptual introduction, Zozan Baran and Barbara Pfetsch pro-
vide an overview of conflict research, spanning multiple disciplines,
methodologies, and focuses. A model based on the refiguration of
space approach is introduced to integrate these diverse perspectives and
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demonstrate how conflicts are shaped by, and in turn shape, spatial struc-
tures. The chapter identifies “conflictual spaces,” where conflict is inher-
ently embedded in space, and “spatial conflicts,” where space and its logic
are directly contested. Additionally, it discusses how various arrangements
aim to manage and contain conflict.

Part I Macroregimes and spatial conflicts

The chapters in Part [ explore spatial expressions of conflict linked to mac-
roeconomic development and mediatized modernities across regions like
West Africa, South America, and the European Union. They investigate
how cultural and political values shape conflict-prone spaces.

Z.0é Perko and Dorothea Biaback Anong examine how regional frame-
works for free movement in ECOWAS, the EU, and Mercosur generate
spatial conflicts, framing borders as contested spaces marked by tensions
across different spatial scales. By focusing on security and economic con-
cerns, they highlight diverse conflict dynamics and note the uneven asser-
tion of state territorial logic. They further illustrate how macroterritories
are disrupted by the movement of marginalized citizens, resulting in frag-
mentation and discontinuity in supranational regions.

Séverine Marguin and Daddy Dibinga analyze West African soap ope-
ras in the context of a conflictual duality between modernity and tradition.
Using healthcare as a central theme in postcolonial series, they identify
several translocal cultural frameworks: one driven by the French state, a
local-regional identity framework shaped by regional production firms,
and a globalizing influence shaped by multinational corporations. Their
study demonstrates a negotiation process between African modernities,
African traditions, and Western modernities. The diverse portrayals of
spatial narratives reveal the often agonistic or conflictual coexistence of
these various modernities and their ongoing transformation.

Part II Tensions in digital spaces

The authors of the studies in Part II deal with tensions in digital spaces.
The first example is the study of Sezgin Sénmez and Hubert Knoblauch
who investigate the Russian internet as a case of potential discrepancies
between the governance of the network space of the web and the con-
straints provided by the territorial demarcation set by the Russian Ukrain-
ian war. The researchers find that the war resonates as a conflict between
the openness of the network and the territorial demarcation of the Russian
internet. They find however that despite tendencies toward a fragmenta-
tion of the internet, the figures of the territory and the network remain
autonomous since the openness of the internet is preserved.
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Nicolas Zehner, Ingo Schulz-Schaeffer, Daniel Gronefeld, and Philip
Baumbach explore in their study how location-based technologies shape
the experience and constitution of queer urban space, thereby account-
ing for the complex cyber-physical constellations of conflictual spaces.
Based on comparative empirical research of the use of the dating app
Grindr in Cape Town and Berlin, the authors argue that increasing digi-
tal mediatization changes existing understandings of safe(r) space. With
their particular focus on conflictual space as the potential clash of logics
inscribed in different spatial figures, they highlight three safe(r) spacing
practices that showcase prevailing logics of digitally mediated spatial
conflict. However, these different logics may also complement each other
and result in new arrangements of safe(r) space indicating a shift from
“safe(r) space” to “safe(r) spacing.”

The network pattern of the internet is also subject to the study by
Stefan Kirchner and Simon C. Pohl who highlight how digitally enabled
network spaces stir up conflicts in places, forcing authorities to bal-
ance different spatial logics to uphold territory as their domain. Con-
flicts differ significantly due to algorithmic regulation between European
cities such as Amsterdam, Berlin, and London and US—American places
such as New York and San Francisco. Analyzing the supply of Airbnb
listings, the researchers find that cities with algorithmic regulation in a
confrontative approach prove most effective, yet algorithmic enforce-
ment intertwines the territory as a domain with the logic of the network
space. With respect to conflictual spaces, the study highlights how va-
rieties of refiguration arise from the arrival of a platform’s centralized
digital network space, which introduces a globalizing, capitalist logic to
different places.

Part III Land rights and conflictual spaces

In many countries, the right and legislation of land as a material resource
belongs to the most conflictual issues in society. The studies in Part III
highlight different constellations in the contention about territory and its
multiple implications. Makau Kitata and Jochen Kibel demonstrate this
vividly in their study of two neighborhoods in Nairobi which exhibit dif-
ferent figurations in terms of their legal, socio-economic, and cultural as-
pects and even in their material layout. Starting from the legal framework
that creates conflicts over space to start with, they consider the intricacies
of legal, economic, material, and cultural aspects which eventually turn
the neighborhoods into conflictual spaces. At the core of these controver-
sies are different socio-spatial logics that impose on the relation between
the dwellers and their material spaces and eventually refigure the urban
landscape of Nairobi.
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In another study located in the capital of Kenya Alexander Kohrs,
Linda Hering and John K. Shadrack focus on inequality in urban space.
They investigate the peripheral informal settlement of Gituamba which
despite significant investments in infrastructure and urban development
remains marginalized. The researchers thus highlight the stark contrast
between wealthy neighborhoods and informal settlements and explores
the “transversal logics” used by the urban poor to navigate and reshape
their space. The findings portray Gituamba as a conflictual space and re-
veal refiguration of urban spaces amidst growing socio-spatial inequalities.

Spatial tensions and conflicts arising from the interaction between for-
cibly displaced populations and urban environments in Lagos, Nigeria,
and Amman, Jordan, are the focus of the study by Qusay Amer, Rebecca
Enobong Roberts, and Francesca Ceola. They investigate how refugees
and internally displaced persons (IDPs) create and navigate spaces amidst
techno-managerial norms governing their lives. Using the spatial figures of
territory, place, network, and trajectory, the study analyzes how spatial
practices and conflicts shape urban landscapes and the experiences of dis-
placed individuals. In Lagos, the focus is on neoliberal urbanism’s impact
on space and resource conflicts, while in Amman, it examines institution-
alized conflict containment and spatial negotiations.

Part IV Social exclusion and spatial knowledge

The studies in Part IV deal with spatial implications of social cohesion,
mainly in form of social exclusion and how it is internalized in spatial
knowledge and practices of individuals and collectives. Social inequality
is a central theme in the contribution by Nina Baur and Elmar Kulke,
who explore how Singapore, one of the wealthiest countries in the world,
has enforced social mixing through the architecture and design of urban
spaces. Their study shows how potential conflicts between class and eth-
nicity are managed by regulating spaces to minimize markers of inequal-
ity. While class differences remain visible in public spaces, other social
distinctions, such as those between citizens and migrant groups, are made
invisible. Recently, conflicts have been contained within housing, food,
consumption practices, and public spaces. Singapore exemplifies a society
that has transformed violent social and ethnic conflicts into nonviolent
resolutions through spatial containment.

The chapter by Ignacio Castillo Ulloa, Anna Juliane Heinrich, Angela
Million, and Ludovica Tomarchio examines how young people incorpo-
rate conflicts encountered in their daily spaces into their spatial knowledge.
Drawing on case studies in Berlin and Lima, it explores how adult-im-
posed control and regulation shape their experiences in public and pri-
vate spaces, often restricting their autonomy and opportunities. The study
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reveals that while some young people develop coping mechanisms, others
struggle to navigate these controlled environments, limiting their ability to
internalize and spatialize conflicts. The authors argue for a need to foster
more conflict-prone and inventive spatial knowledge, enabling young peo-
ple to envision and create alternative realities in their urban environments.

Kiibra Gencal, Emma Luna Brahm, and Daniel Kubiak explore how
commemoration practices unfold in two German cities marked by racist
violence. Tensions arise as groups debate the construction of memorials
and the organization of public events, with different meanings attached
to these sites. Over the past thirty years, new memorials have reshaped
the urban landscape, but competing narratives create conflicts over their
significance. In both Solingen and Rostock, various groups have distinct
relationships with these spaces and the power dynamics among political
actors, civil society, and affected communities shape what is remembered
and how it is memorialized.

Part V Struggles over ecology and space

The studies in Part V address conflicts inherent in the transformation of
the ecological sector in response to the global challenge of climate change.
The chapter by Miriam Schad and Bernd Sommer illustrates the range of
social conflicts that arise from organized efforts to achieve climate and
environmental goals. Their analysis of the conflictual potential within the
social-ecological transformation reveals how spatially defined areas of
conflict—such as energy, housing, and food—are deeply intertwined with
social tensions. Consequently, spatial conflicts intersect with prevalent so-
cietal divisions, including class, age, gender, social and political values, and
the disparities between the Global North and Global South.

Climate change exemplifies the complex spatial patterns of contempo-
rary social issues as it spans across scales from global to local, is unevenly
distributed regarding responsibilities and impacts, and connects hetero-
geneous actors. Daniela Stoltenberg, Barbara Pfetsch, Zozan Baran, and
Annie Waldherr discuss how climate justice highlights these uneven spati-
alities. Their study argues, first, that local climate justice conflicts can be
interpreted as spatial conflicts arising from the tensions between different
spatial figures. It also shows that spatial dimensions shape solidarity and
conflict in climate justice movements. The authors propose a conceptual
model of the actor and issue spaces of climate justice movements.

The study of Indrawan Prabaharyaka and Ignacio Farias examines con-
flicts surrounding climate adaptation in Stuttgart, Germany, as a key pro-
cess in the contemporary refiguration of urban spaces. They illuminate the
figurational politics of climate adaptation which involves three types of
spatial conflicts in the controversy over the fresh air corridors in Stuttgart:



Introduction 21

demonstrations, litigations, and controversies. Despite differences among
these conflict types, they are conflictual spaces revolving around a com-
mon opposition between two modes of figuring urban space: One figures
the city as a compact, bounded territory with internal homogeneity, while
the other figures it as a zone intersected by various trajectories and flows
that connect the urban core with spaces beyond its boundaries.

Note

1 The text is based on theoretical and empirical work developed since 2018 in
the Collaborative Research Center (CRC) 1265 “Re-Figuration of Spaces,”
funded by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG, German Research
Foundation)—project number 290045248—SFB 1265. It is supported by the
Open-Access-Fund of the Technische Universitit Berlin.
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2 Containing or acting on
conflict through space

A heuristic of conflict—space interplay

Zozan Baran and Barbara Pfetsch

Introduction

Many Western university campuses witnessed a wave of radical student
mobilization in the spring of 2024, materializing through encampments
and campus occupations. The demonstrations against the war in Gaza
at Berlin universities in May 2024 exemplified the spatial dimensions of
conflict and political action. On the one hand, the protests echoed the
long-standing spatial conflict over land rights between Israel and the Pal-
estinians. On the other hand, the war in Gaza has sparked a series of
protests on university campuses, which in Berlin took the form of building
occupations and encampments. On May 7, 2024, Freie Universitat Berlin
became a conflictual space where interpretations of the situation in Gaza,
political identities, and the moral obligations of the intellectual and aca-
demic community were negotiated. As demonstrators physically blocked
yards, hallways, and seminar rooms in their protests, a new spatial conflict
emerged. The university, asserting its jurisdiction over the premises, called
the police to dismantle the occupation, while the students defended their
right to protest on-site.

The clashes on the campus of Freie Universitit epitomize different con-
stellations that emerge when social or political conflicts is expressed in,
over, or through space. In this chapter, we explore these patterns in their
variations and social contexts, drawing on empirical observations from
the research context of the Collaborative Research Center “Refiguration
of Space” (CRC 1265). Collaborative research centers are interdiscipli-
nary and transdisciplinary research units in the German academic system,
where various subprojects work within the same conceptual framework
theoretically and empirically. Using the records and reconstructions of
space from the different subprojects of the CRC 1265 framework (see
Knoblauch, Sommer, and Pfetsch for more details in the Introduction to
this volume), our objective in this chapter is to carve out the constellations
of the interplay between conflicts and space in different social, cultural,
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and political contexts and to develop a heuristic that allows us to sort out
typical features of spatial patterns in conjunction with conflict.

In our inquiry into the interplay between space and conflict, we started
with differentiating spatial conflict and conflictual spaces. Spatial conflict,
as we define it, refers to conflicts over space, focusing on how space be-
comes the object of conflictual interaction. We analyzed and reconstructed
the patterns of these interactions as they developed along different lines of
conflict. Conflictual spaces were recorded in constellations when social,
political, or cultural conflicts were playing out in particular spaces and in
the process transforming the space itself through antagonistic relations.
For both dimensions, we asked whether the conflicts were manifest—
explicitly expressed through actors’ actions—or latent, where the potential
for conflict was recognized but had not yet led to confrontation between
opposing parties.

The crucial insight of our study is that the twofold heuristic distin-
guishing spatial conflicts from conflictual spaces, as depicted in Table 2.1,
does not fully encompass all the constellations observed in our empirical
cases. As we organized the patterns from various empirical studies, a third
dimension of the conflict-space interplay emerged: Space is not always
employed to mark or manifest conflict; sometimes spatial arrangements
serve to “contain” conflict by separating antagonistic actors or demar-
cating the boundaries of conflict. Moreover, containment is not solely
achieved through spatial boundaries or physical limitations—conflicts can
also be enclosed through institutional, legal, or cultural frameworks. In
our analysis, we concede that the constellation of conflict and space is
highly dynamic and depends on the subject position and point of view of
the researcher.

This chapter is structured in three parts. First, we revisit theoretical
approaches to conflict in social science to clarify the nature of social
struggle and relate them to space and spatial figurations. As the spatial
theories of conflict are discussed in more detail elsewhere (see Knoblauch,
Sommer, and Pfetsch in this volume), we focus only on the particular
dimensions that guide the development of our heuristics. In the second

Table 2.1 Constellations of the space/conflict interaction

Conflict/Space Spatial Conflict Conflictual Space
Latent Conflict Type A Conflict Type B
Manifest Conflict Type C Conflict Type D

Source: Own representation.
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part of the chapter, we discuss the empirical case studies from the CRC
projects, detailing how we conducted the “sensitizing visits” and engaged
with the researchers to assess their findings in light of the categories of
conflict and space. In the third part, we present our heuristic on spatial
conflicts and conflictual spaces, emphasizing the newly identified dimen-
sion of conflict containment. We illustrate the different types of conflict—
space interaction by drawing on the findings from CRC research projects
and insights from field researchers. The chapter concludes with reflec-
tions on the broader applicability of our heuristic beyond the specific case
studies of the CRC.

Theoretical framework: Approaches to conflict in social science

Three trajectories to conflict

Contflict is one of the central concepts in sociology that spans a wide range
of social and political meanings, depending on the theoretical background
within which it unfolds. Here, we review the major trends and strands of
research on conflict. First, we examine traditional theories that relate con-
flict to struggles over socioeconomic status and power. Second, we explore
theories that underline the symbolic dimension of conflict and address the
recognition of social groups. Third, we discuss conflict within the process
of interaction and communicative exchange. Each of these approaches
sheds light on different objects of social contention (material, symbolic,
and processual struggles) and therefore allows us to capture conflict as a
multidimensional category that can appear in many different expressions
and relate to a broad range of spatial relations.

In classical theories, conflict revolves around Marxist and Weberian
frameworks, whereas conflict in empirical studies describes clashes of in-
terest ranging from interpersonal disputes between individuals on the mi-
crolevel to situations of war and civil war on the macrolevel of analysis (cf.
Turner 2015, 956-958). Although Weberian and Marxist theories have
been serving as “meta-narratives,” modern conflict theories range from
analytical (Turner 2015, 956) or non-Marxist structuralism of Dahren-
dorf (Siregar and Zulkarnain 2022) to comparative-historical perspectives
such as Theda Skocpol’s (1979) and structural social movement theories
(Tilly 1978) and microlevel analysis of Randall Collins (2008). Also, the
concept of conflict has been used in the various disciplines of social and be-
havioral sciences (Wieviorka 2013), such as psychology, political science,
and human geography. Conflict here is a category for empirical research
into situations of tension, interest collisions, and outbreaks of violence,
such as wars, civil wars, and intergroup violence (Sanderson 2007, 665),
urban social movements (Harvey 1996; Soja 2011), territorial clashes
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between nation-states (Miller 2024), or intergroup disputes, delinquency,
and criminality.

In sociology, Marxian and Weberian theories, and some combinations
of these two, are the forefront of conflict studies and the theorization of
conflicts (Turner 2015, 956). Scholars such as Dahrendorf and Simmel
(Turner 2015, 956) relate to these trajectories of thought to some degree.
Weberian sociology and Marxian approaches are also utilized to explain
gender- and race-related conflicts, often in combination with other dimen-
sions of social struggle (Turner 2015, 956).

In contrast to Marxist theories, which focus on class conflict, Weberian
theories place conflict in the political sphere, highlighting multiple conflicts
related to class and status within the framework of the modern state, which
is viewed as autonomous from the economy (Sanderson 2007, 663). Dah-
rendorf (1961) identifies authority and its inequitable distribution as the
basic sources of conflicts and locates the resolution of conflict in the politi-
cal sphere rather than the economic one. In this regard, Dahrendorf’s and
Weberian approaches share a common emphasis on political power and
authority (Dahrendorf 1961). Relatedly, conflict theories differ with regard
to whether they see conflict as a positive or negative force with respect
to social change (Wieviorka 2013, 698). Weberian and Dahrendorf’s con-
flict theories link it to the institutional management of conflict (Dahrendorf
1961; Hayward 2015, 590-591); hence, “containment” of conflict becomes
a positive coping mechanism. In Marxist analysis, the structures leading to
conflict must be acted upon in order to achieve positive social change.

For our analysis, structural conflicts are relevant when spatial figura-
tion is linked to contention about political and social power and social
status. Whether the conflict is acted upon or managed becomes particu-
larly relevant when we lay out the management of conflict as containment
of conflict.

The second trajectory in conflict studies focuses on the cultural or sym-
bolic aspects of conflict, as opposed to struggles over political or economic
power. These theories emphasize the focus on rights and recognition-based
approaches (Honneth 1994). Honneth (1994) explains social conflicts as
reactions to the denial of recognition in three dimensions: the use of vio-
lence (attack on physical integrity), disenfranchisement (negation of social
integrity), and degradation (disregard for self-esteem). From this theoreti-
cal perspective, social conflicts appear as moral struggles, and they can
provoke social resistance movements (Honneth 1994). From a feminist
theory perspective, the aspect of recognition is further developed. For in-
stance, Nancy Fraser (2013) proposes a model that integrates both the
demand for recognition (identity-based politics) and redistribution (class-
based politics). In relation to the interplay between conflict and space,
these theories suggest that space or spatial configurations may feature
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symbolic struggles. Social recognition may be symbolically expressed
through claims over spaces, or struggles for recognition may be tied to or
enacted within particular spaces.

The third trajectory of conflict theories relates to the literature on symbolic
interactionism. It emphasizes the processes of microlevel meaning-making
that come to the fore in conflict (see Carter and Fuller 2016). It contrasts
with the functionalist and structuralist interpretations and maintains that
individual meaning-making processes do not necessarily reflect the struc-
tural positions of actors. Instead, this perspective (Stryker 1980) highlights
autonomy at the individual level (see Blumer 1969). Knoblauch (2017) em-
phasizes the communicative and interactive (or relational) aspects of this
meaning-making process, suggesting that social reality is shaped through
continuous communicative acts. Approaches to conflict-based symbolic in-
teractionism consider conflict as a permanent aspect of the social world that
is engrained in individual meaning-making processes and communicative
action and exchange. With respect to the relation of conflict and space, the
subject position of actors becomes relevant in emphasizing the relationality
of conflict: individual interpretations and expressions of identity.

The outlined approaches to conflict help us sort the objects and nature
of conflict that are addressed in empirical case studies. Thus, conflicts may
evolve around issues of power and social status, the moral recognition of
social groups and identities, as well as clashes that evolve in processes of
communication and meaning-making of individuals. These objects and is-
sues of conflict may be linked in various ways to space and spatial figures,
as we will establish in our case studies.

Intensity and forms of conflict

In empirical research on conflict, violent situations on various levels, from
individual delinquency to intergroup struggles and situations of war, are
objects of study. However, while research highlights the actual conflict-
ual situations, it tends to exhibit an observational bias. Questions such
as where a conflict begins and ends, as well as the degrees of conflict, are
often overlooked. The exact beginning and end of conflict is a conceptual
problem of conflict research. While we know a conflictual situation when
we see one, we do not always know what a non-conflictual situation looks
like or how it evolves. Even though many studies in social science concen-
trate on open situations of coercion, the intensity and forms of conflicts
vary and therefore prevent us from seeing conflict as a clear-cut social
category. For our analysis, two points are significant.

First, we note that conflicts are not always open situations of intended
action but can be unrecognized imputations of coercion. In classic functional
sociological theory, Merton (1949) differentiates between manifest and
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latent functions of social action, which can also be applied to conflict. Thus,
conflictual situations are not necessarily open. Even though the distinction
between the latent function of behavior versus recognized social action is
not easy to draw (Campbell 1982), we note that conflicts vary in their inten-
tionality and manifestation from open situations of physical clashes to social
action underlying tensions of grievances. For the analysis of the relation of
space and conlflict, it is important whether the conflict is acted upon or not.

Wieviorka (2013, 699) stresses the relational character of conflicts,
suggesting that conflict describes the antagonistic relationship between
two or more actors, which can be distinguished from a crisis, “a situ-
ation in which individuals and groups react.” He advocates examining
different stages of conflict to understand how conflict evolves from rela-
tional, yet antagonistic, claims-making to a complete breakdown of con-
sensus. A similar approach has been applied in social movement research
by McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly (2001), who suggest that various forms of
contentious politics and similar mechanisms and processes can be at play
and yet create different outcomes of protest (from institutional change to
revolution). Thus, we can view these periods of contentious action as a
continuum rather than as completely different situations. Moreover, this
continuity can manifest as a temporal shift in tactics by actors, the involve-
ment of new actors, or a change in the arena of conflict. In addition to
recognizing the temporal dynamics of conflicts, it is important to set them
apart from neighboring concepts such as crisis and persisting violence.

Against this backdrop, we acknowledge that conflicts and non-conflict-
ual situations are not binary social realities but exist on a continuum with
potential for both. However, for analytical purposes, we suggest differen-
tiating between two broadly defined categories: manifest, namely, visible
conflicts, and latent, namely, hidden conflicts for two reasons. On the one
hand, we classify situations in which the potential for conflict is recognized
but not acted upon as latent conflicts. On the other hand, we describe
conflicts as manifest when they are expressed through deliberate intended
actions, such as protests, legal disputes, or violent encounters. Thus, for
our purposes to relate conflict and space, we link the latency of conflicts to
their visibility in space, through space or of space.

The approaches and qualities of conflict discussed so far deal with on-
going and visible antagonisms in various degrees, which are acted upon in
one way or another, and in their expression can be linked to space. In our
reading of the literature, we recognize that some conflicts in society are
so deeply ingrained in the social structure, history, and demography of a
society that they are frozen in the structure and institutions of a given so-
ciety. Hence, within the paradigm of a given social structure, they cannot
be solved but need to be managed. This approach reveals that the manage-
ment of conflicts through institutions also bears spatial dimensions.
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Cleavages and the institutionalization of conflict

The institutionalized conflict lines relate to the concept of cleavages. In clas-
sical sociological theories, it is understood that some conflicts are deeply
rooted in the social structure and demography of society. Usually, these
conflicts evolve around the long historical and structural divisions of socie-
ties. In modern societies, these cleavages can be viewed as political reflec-
tions of class and socioeconomic divisions (Zuckerman 1982). Cleavages
as conflict lines can appear not only along class or social status dimensions
but also along gender, religion, center vs. periphery, or regions (Rokkan
1970). Dahrendorf (1961), in his conflict sociology, maintains that mod-
ern societies cope with these structural conflicts by enclosure, meaning
that society develops mechanisms through which such deep-rooted con-
flicts are managed and contained within specific institutional frameworks.
To contain and regulate conflicts, societies institutionalize conflicts within
specific arenas such as legal systems, political institutions, labor unions,
or civil society organizations or movements. These institutions provide
structured channels for expressing grievances and negotiating solutions,
reducing the likelihood of conflicts antagonizing society.

However, not all conflictual situations emerge in these institutionalized
settings and on long-lasting cleavage lines. In some cases, new cleavage
lines might emerge, which in turn can lead to wider societal clashes until
they are integrated into the institutional settings. The anti-nuclear power
movement, which eventually merged into the Green party, comes as an
example here. In other cases, it might be difficult for the socially weaker
parties in the conflictual interaction to put forward their demands or pro-
tect their interests when no legal or institutional means are available to
them, and they feel too weak for a conflictual confrontation through mo-
bilization or violent confrontation. In these situations, these parties might
seek ways to become invisible to avoid conflictual encounters. Such situa-
tions bear a significant spatial aspect, such as invisibilization, which can,
in most cases, mean spatial demarcation. We will detail these situations
below in our discussion of conflict containment.

The recognition of space in conflict studies

The recognition of space in so-called conflict studies has been a quite recent
phenomenon over the last 20 years. The field is characterized by empirical
studies in different academic disciplines (Chojnacki and Engels 2016, 25)
rather than by theoretical work. The bulk of this literature concentrates
on war and political violence and relates predominantly to territorial space
(Nnabuihe 2020) with the nation-state-dominating research as a core
unit of analysis (Chojnacki and Engels 2016, 26-29). However, recent
work on the “spatial turn” in conflict studies emphasizes the processes of
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deterritorialization in peace and conflict research. In this context, research
opens up to a broader spectrum of spatial figures, such as places and net-
works (Bjorkdahl and Buckley-Zistel 2016, 5-6).

Literature in conflict studies also emphasizes the relational and social
character of space (Bjorkdahl and Buckley-Zistel 2016, 6). Chojnacki and
Engels (2016) call for overcoming narrow perspectives that focus on ma-
terialistic and physical conditions of space and conflict, e.g., whether is-
sues of natural disasters or weather conditions such as heavy rainfalls or
draughts cause conflict between social groups or states. As conflict studies
recognize space as an important social category based on Lefebvre (1991),
they argue that the social reproduction of space is about controlling re-
sources and people; hence, it is marked by inequalities and is a conflict-
ridden process (Soja 2011; Chojnacki and Engels 2016, 32).

From this perspective, conflict studies share with the refiguration of
space approach a relational and communicative understanding of space
(see Low 2016; Knoblauch 2017): Spatial construction and production
are inherently conflict-ridden processes, as social actors involved in these
processes have potentially diverging and clashing interests, and the more
powerful ones are able to push these processes according to their own de-
sires (Bjorkdahl and Buckley-Zistel 2016, 4). Moreover, the refiguration of
space has been suggested as a conflict-laden process (Low and Knoblauch
2019). The different aspects of the refiguration approach will be covered
in various chapters in this volume, and the underlying theoretical struc-
tures will be carved out in another chapter (cf. Knoblauch, Sommer, and
Pfetsch in this volume). In this chapter, we use the perspective of refigura-
tion and the theoretical approaches to conflict to review empirical cases
of “space—conflict” interaction and develop a heuristic that allows us to
conceptualize the typical constellations of how conflicts are enacted over,
in, and through space. As a third option, we recognize that the contain-
ment of conflict can be achieved through the management and regulation
of space.

Conclusion of the theoretical framework

Building on the literature on conflict in social sciences and the refigura-
tion of space approach, we aim to develop a model that can account for
different dimensions of space—conflict interplay. As a baseline, we concur
with Wieviorka’s (2013, 696—697) definition of conflict as an antagonistic
relationship between two or more actors. This antagonistic relationship is
built when three principles are met. First, a shared sphere of action must
exist, where actors relate to each other, albeit antagonistically. Second, the
parties should also define themselves and their interests first to identify the
antagonistic aspect. Third, for a situation to be conflictual, the actors must
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above all define their interest in opposition to one or several other groups
(Wieviorka 2013, 699-700).

In our conception of space, we work with Low’s relational approach
(2016, 135), which sees space as constituted through two processes of
spacing and operation of synthesis. Bringing together these two strands
of thought, we argue that conflict and space shape and reshape each other
through two mechanisms: On the one hand, spatial processes of synthesis
and spacing can take an antagonistic character, which in turn creates con-
flictual spaces. On the other hand, through the conflictual characteristics
of refiguration, tensions may emerge between actors with diverging spatial
and social logics and demands. This would then lead to spatial conflicts.

Sensitizing visits as an empirical approach of meta-analysis

Interdisciplinary research is key to overcoming the long-standing divides
between disciplines. However, it also presents challenges, particularly in
bridging theoretical, methodological, and disciplinary differences, both
across and within fields, and across diverse cases. Collaborative research
centers (CRCs) represent one such interdisciplinary structure in the Ger-
man academic landscape (cf. Marguin and Knoblauch 2021). These
centers are organized around interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary col-
laboration, integrating subprojects from various disciplines and epistemo-
logical approaches. They also include cross-sectional groups that bring
together subprojects with similar topical focuses. CRCs adopt a theoreti-
cal and conceptual meta-framework, which in our case is the refiguration
of space approach, fostering dialogue between the overarching theoretical
framework and the subprojects (Low and Knoblauch 2019; see also Kno-
blauch, Sommer, and Pfetsch in this volume for more detail). The research
conducted in CRC 12635 critically examines theories of social transforma-
tion through the lens of refiguration (see the Introduction in this volume
for more details).

The fundamental principle of CRCs is to apply central theoretical con-
cepts within subprojects, while their findings contribute to the advance-
ment of the overarching meta-theory. One effective tool for this process
is sensitizing visits, which aim to facilitate dialogue between foundational
theoretical concepts and mid-range theories, that is, the epistemological
and methodological approaches employed by the various subprojects (for
a more detailed discussion of sensitizing visits, see Marguin and Knoblauch
2021). This chapter is based on such visits to the subprojects of CRC
1265, conducted between spring 2023 and winter 2023/2024, following
the initial data collection phase of each project. This stage is particularly
conducive to fostering dialogue between the central themes and the sub-
projects, as the initial conceptualization of the interplay between conflict
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and space can be re-examined in light of empirical findings. Methodo-
logically, these visits integrate both deductive and inductive approaches:
deductive in applying the refiguration of space theory to analyze conflict—
space interactions within subprojects, and inductive in revisiting theoreti-
cal assumptions based on empirical observations. To this end, we posed
the following questions:

® When, how, and under what conditions do space and conflict appear in
the study, and how are they interrelated?

¢ How do space and conflict shape each other through interaction, and
what different constellations emerge from this relationship?

The visits were transcribed, and the authors initially discussed emerg-
ing themes and constellations of space and conflict. Early formulations
of spatial conflicts and conflictual spaces were reviewed within the con-
text of each subproject and subsequently revised. Simultaneously, we
observed that some empirical cases did not align with the original con-
cepts but instead introduced a new constellation—containment. This was
incorporated into the space—conflict constellations. To further analyze
these constellations, the authors examined the transcripts through three
dimensions:

¢ How is conflict embedded or enacted in space?
® How does space delineate or mark conflict?
® How does space contain, organize, or manage conflicts?

These dimensions were then discussed in terms of their specific mani-
festations and intensities. We distinguished between manifest and latent
conflictual spaces and spatial conflicts, drawing on Merton’s (1949)
framework. In the case of containment, we differentiated between spatial
strategies and cultural/institutional strategies.

The visits revealed key commonalities and differences across the pro-
jects, as well as between the subprojects and the central concepts of the
CRC. At the same time, they provided opportunities to bridge these dif-
ferences and refine the CRC’s concepts and approaches. The resulting
heuristic aims to generalize spatial dimensions within conflict studies be-
yond the CRC 1265 framework. However, the empirical cases highlight
the context-dependent nature of the space—conflict interaction. Therefore,
we recommend that researchers remain attuned to the specific constraints
of their cases and the positionality of both the researchers and the social
actors involved. For detailed discussions of the individual CRC 1265 sub-
projects, readers should refer to the relevant chapters in this volume and
other publications.!



Containing or Acting on Conflict through Space 37

Conlflict in refiguration of space: Toward a heuristic
of conflict—space relations

Space—conflict interaction relates to how space shapes/marks conflict and
how conflict in return shapes and marks the space. It is important that
this interaction can go both ways; hence, we have conflictual spaces where
conflicts are spatially marked, and spatial conflicts where spatial logic is
marked as conflictual. Moreover, the interaction of space with conflict
does not always create constellations in which conflict is expressed in
action. On the contrary, as we find out in the empirical case studies—
reported in the next sections—spatial and cultural/institutional strategies
are often about developing tools to “contain” and “manage” the conflict.
Therefore, space—conflict interaction can lead to conflict containment as a
distinct constellation and a new dimension of analysis.

In developing the heuristics, we proceed in two steps. First, we use em-
pirical cases to illustrate the conflict—space interaction, starting with spa-
tial conflicts and moving to conflictual spaces and conflict containment.
Here, we can only provide a synopsis and a single example for each di-
mension due to the restriction of space. Second, we conceptualize these
empirically developed dimensions with a refiguration of space approach.
Third, we conclude by sorting out the theoretical constellation from the
categories that evolve from our theoretical framework.

Spatial conflicts

Two projects are selected to illustrate spatial conflicts in their latent and
manifest forms. The first case stems from one of the CRC subprojects that
investigates the spatiality of digital infrastructures? as many stakeholders
such as states, regional institutions, civil society, and market actors with
different goals are involved in controlling and (de)regulating the internet.
This multistakeholder environment also marks different spatial logics, a
network of users and market actors for whom the internet should be pro-
tected from the power and territorial logic of nation-states as well as re-
gional actors who envision a controlled digital environment. This leads to
a latent spatial conflict around the ownership of material infrastructure,
influencing decisions about where cables and server infrastructure are lo-
cated and how the network is utilized in different places and for various
purposes. This spatial conflict is also related to economic and political
cleavages around the ownership of digital space and infrastructure. How-
ever, it remains latent, as it is mostly negotiated through formalized and
institutionalized channels with industry professionals. Other dimensions
of the space—conflict interaction of this project are elaborated elsewhere in
this volume (see Somnez and Knoblauch in this volume).
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Conlflicts around ownership or control of space do not always remain la-
tent. On the contrary, spatial conflicts such as land rights often give way to
manifest conflictual encounters, such as wars, or intergroup violence. One
such situation emerges in the home-making practices of the middle classes
in Kenya.’> Home-making is closely related to land and ownership, hence
conflicts in land ownership. In Kenya, land ownership is complicated by
the clash between customary law and state law, each of which provides dif-
ferent rules for ownership. This clash, coupled with overlapping claims to
the same piece of land—often resulting from corruption and inconsisten-
cies in state bureaucracy—Ileads to frequent land disputes. These disputes
are solved through court trials, but as this process is not always effective or
is not accepted, it often leads to the employment of violence against other
parties. Such conflicts have both ethnic and social cleavage dimensions, as
they can be between different tribes or ethnic groups as well (for a more
detailed discussion of the case, see Kitata and Kibel in this volume).

The two cases indicate refiguration processes marked by clashes be-
tween different spatial and social logics (Knoblauch and Low 2020).
Moreover, they also demonstrate that conflicts can stem from the spatiality
of the social arrangements, where spaces are marked as conflictual. In both
cases, clashes of sociospatial logics and tensions emerging from sociospa-
tial arrangements are defined as spatial conflicts. In this vein, spatial con-
flicts can be identified in two distinct forms. In the classical socioeconomic
sense, spatial conflicts refer to conflicts over the ownership and symbolic,
economic, and cultural representation of spaces. Land conflicts, accom-
modation, sheltering, or the naming of places—issues explored in CRC
subprojects—exemplify this type of spatial conflict, which often manifests
as struggles over space as a valuable resource.

Yet, what is specifically relevant within the refiguration framework is
that the cases illustrate how spatial conflicts can arise from the clash of
logics associated with spatial figures or figurations. This indicates that
conflicts emerge from sociospatial logics related to the evolution of (post)
modern society (Low and Knoblauch 2021; Knoblauch, Sommer, and
Pfetsch in this volume). In addition to this meta-process, spatial conflicts
can also result from concrete clashes of spatial figures, such as an encoun-
ter between network logic and place-based considerations.

When the same spatiality is constructed by social actors as territory,
trajectory, network, or place, these actors take up different logics of ac-
tions, which can give rise to conflictual interactions. Pipeline projects
where trajectory logic clashes with territory logic (or place) or migration
regimes when two competing territorial logics (nation-states vs. transna-
tional, regional bodies) clash are good examples of the second manifesta-
tion of spatial conflicts (see Perko and Biaback in this volume). Spatial
conflicts can also emerge when nation-states want to exert their power on
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local communities, where the logic of territory and place prevails (as an
entity attached emotionally and practically), or when places are being de-
molished for routes, roads, autobahns, pipelines, or coal mining sites (see
Stoltenberg et al. in this volume).

In spatial conflicts, the relationship between space and conflict is most
evident when conflict arises directly from spatial arrangements. However,
these conflicts do not always manifest openly. Many spatial conflicts are
indirect or hidden, meaning that they remain latent over a long period of
time. Often, the claims related to space do not openly contradict each other
but coexist in tension, as suggested by refiguration processes. Moreover,
these conflicts can relate to different kinds of cleavages, such as class or
race. The boundaries between latent and manifest conflicts are best ob-
served empirically, as each case may differ in how the conflict develops.
Theoretically, latent conflicts become manifest when actors decide to act
upon them in a confrontative manner, taking forms of violence, legal bat-
tles, or contentious actions such as protests.

Conflictual spaces

Projects relating to young adults’ spatial practices and informal settle-
ments in Nairobi illustrate conflictual spaces in latent and manifest forms.
One of the CRC subprojects focuses on how young adults navigate spatial
practices by building spatial knowledge in Berlin and Lima.* Such prac-
tices are informed by young adults’ evaluations of encountering conflictual
situations, hence avoiding these spaces. Young adults in Berlin experienced
particular urban areas—such as the subway, which they use daily on their
way to school—as potentially conflictual spaces since they encounter di-
verse identities and social classes that they perceive as threatening (home-
less, sick, etc.). Such perceptions shape their spatial knowledge and at the
same time mark the public transport of Berlin as a potentially conflictual
space where socially heterogeneous passengers may engage in violent situ-
ations at any time (For other dimensions of conflict-space interaction in
this case study, see Castillo et al. in this volume).

Another subproject examines the everyday practices of queer people in
Seoul at the intersection of contestation and the renegotiation of sexual
identity.’ Since 2015, the annual celebration of Pride in Seoul Plaza—a
central plaza of the city with historical and cultural significance—marks an
important occasion for queer people to go public. However, Christian and
other anti-LGBTQ groups protest the pride simultaneously, meaning that
Seoul Plaza is divided spatially through police barricades and politically
via pride on the one side and the counter-protest on the other. These prac-
tices of contestation and confrontation mark Seoul Plaza as a manifestly
conflictual space where queer politics and rights are negotiated on-site.



40 Spatial Conflicts and Conflictual Spaces

Conlflict-space interplay is not always about clashing spatial logics
turning into conflicts. It can also be that the spatiality of social relations
takes a conflictual character. As stated above, Low (2016) defines spatial-
ity through two processes: spacing and synthesizing. Conflictual spaces
then emerge when these two processes are marked by antagonistic claim-
making. Social, political, economic, cultural, or symbolic conflicts can
turn spatial figures, where this antagonistic relationality is expressed, into
conflictual spaces. As Low (2016, 106) suggests, spatial figures, but not
space, can be empirically investigated. Similarly, conflictual spaces can be
observed and analyzed through concrete spatial figures in conflictual en-
counters. Therefore, in this constellation, we attempt to understand how
different forms of conflicts are managed, or marked spatially.

More specifically, conflictual spaces emerge when certain spaces be-
come an arena of encounters between different social actors, especially
when some of these actors demand actions that are perceived as damaging
to other actors, or when they contradict other actors’ demanded actions.
One can think of city centers, plazas, or other public places where vigils
and protests are held and counter-protests are organized.

Conlflictual spaces can emerge when spatial precautions, such as segre-
gation, are taken to ensure the perceived and demanded safety and well-
being of one group at the expense of another. In these situations, the spatial
separation is not intended to ensure containment of the conflict, as we will
explain below. On the contrary, the separation becomes a direct expression
of the conflict—as in the case of barricades on Seoul Plaza—and often also
marks one or more groups that are segregated as “problematic.” One can
think of ghettos, racially segregated neighborhoods, poorly funded work-
ing-class, or migrant neighborhoods with inadequate social infrastructures
as conflictual spaces (Kohrs, Hering, Shadrack in this volume; Uitermark,
Nicholls, and Loopmans 2012). Cities are marked as contested spaces as
they host groups with different identities, and identity-based expectations
and conflicts (Soja 2011; Bjorkdahl and Buckley-Zistel 2016, 10).

As demonstrated, conflictual spaces can exist in latent and manifest
forms. When spaces underline social differences without open confronta-
tion (although the potential is almost always there), the conflict remains
a potentiality and is therefore latent. However, especially in the case of
confrontation of groups with conflicting demands, conflictual spaces are
clearly manifested as conflictual.

Conflict containment

Unlike spatial conflicts and conflictual spaces, conflict containment can-
not be conceptualized as manifest or latent; by definition, it means that it
is about being less visible. Instead, we think of it as spatial and cultural/
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institutional conflict containment, as we demonstrate below. Although
we started the sensitizing visits with the aim of highlighting how conflict
is manifested through space—among other things—experiences from re-
searchers made it clear that what often happened was not a manifesta-
tion of the conflict but a containment of it. During the visit to the CRC
subproject on urban asylum architecture,® we were confronted with this
fact. The researchers observed in Lagos, Nigeria, that internally displaced
people (IDPs) actively sought to become spatially invisible. They did this
by crowding into small, overlooked spaces and relocating from the city
center to areas where they could find acceptance. Their homes were often
constructed from temporary, easily movable materials, further contribut-
ing to their invisibility in the eyes of city planners and government of-
ficials. This strategic invisibility helped them avoid unwanted attention
and interference from the authorities. Hence, IDPs often spatially arrange
their existence in the city to avoid being visible and confronted with hostile
attitudes and to be ready to leave when they do (for other dimensions of
space—conflict interaction, see Amer, Roberts, and Ceola in this volume).

The concept of containing conflict is essential for understanding various
sociospatial and cultural contexts. During our visit to the CRC subproject,
where anthropological approaches to micro-climatic heat adaptations are
investigated,” the researchers emphasized this aspect by challenging our
very notion of conflict and referring to linguistic and legal means to “dis-
sipate conflict” in Japan. Notably, they pointed out that the Japanese lan-
guage lacks a specific word for the kinds of social conflicts typically studied
in European sociology. Instead, it has numerous terms for situations that
Western sociological thinking would classify as conflict. We understand
this as a linguistic strategy to contain conflict as a social phenomenon.

Does spatiality always signify conflict? We claim that, quite often, spa-
tial arrangements can be used to contain the conflict. This is, however, not
a discussion over whether the social world is always conflictual. Rather,
we are addressing conflictual social realities where the potential for con-
flict is contained. In the literature (cf. Hayward 2015; Turner 2015), it
is stated that conflict emerges—potentially—when relations are marked
by inequality or imbalances of power. Given that most, if not all, social
relations in the contemporary world exhibit such imbalances, it may seem
surprising that conflicts are not constantly present. We argue that strate-
gies such as conflict containment might be the reason for this. Because
the demarcation of conflicts always bears in it the potential for outbursts,
many political and economic systems develop strategies to contain or de-
mark these conflicts. Dahrendorf (1961) explicates institutional strategies
of this sort. Here, we claim that spatial containment is a crucial and under-
studied strategy. Therefore, the space—conflict interaction can also mean
that space is utilized to avoid the outburst of violence.
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A differentiation between containing a conflict and marking a conflict
should be made first. Similar to conflictual space constellations, in the case
of conflict containment, too, conflicts are spatially managed. As stated
above, conflicts emerge from power imbalances and inequalities. When
these imbalances are enforced in one direction by powerful actors upon
less powerful ones—such as in cases of racial segregation or institutional-
ized dominance by labor groups, racial groups, or genders—this marks the
imbalance and, consequently, the conflict. When imbalances are managed
or accounted for, conflicts are contained. Dahrendorf (1961) gives the ex-
ample of unions, a compromise solution between labor and capital, where
labor gains certain power to push for its demands. Spatially, one can think
of situations where underprivileged groups would work on ways to in-
visibilize themselves when the threat of repercussion emerges. We should
pay attention to the fact that this is a process enforced by the “oppressed”
group itself; hence, the subject position must be essential to the strategies
of containment vis-a-vis segregation.

However, it can be further scrutinized—theoretically and empirically—
whether spatial containment is more at work where it is not yet institution-
alized. In our empirical examples, in welfare regimes, conflict containment
is often part of a “democratic compromise.” Political and economic rights
and resources are distributed across diverse groups in order to decrease
the level of discontent and the potential for conflict (Dahrendorf 1961).
However, this can also work spatially when, for example, spatial infra-
structures are distributed among the poor or migrant neighborhoods in a
way that alleviates their grievances. Containment can be a self-protection
strategy for vulnerable groups. In the context of hostility toward queer
people, for example, some queer people might avoid going to visibly queer
places or dating “queer bodies” or “looking queer” (see BO3 publications).
As illustrated above, when a group of citizens are equalized with problems
or violence, they might prefer to move away from city centers in order to
avoid visibilities. Conflict containment might require that these groups are
ready to move and hence are always in a semi-mobile state; once conflict
emerges, they are ready to “disappear.”

Synthesis and conclusion

Based on the empirical investigation of the subprojects through sensitizing
visits, we identified six distinct conflict—space constellations. These con-
stellations reflect how space—conflict interactions can reshape and refigure
both spatial and social phenomena. When spatial processes of synthesiz-
ing and spacing social relations take on antagonistic forms, spatial figures
delineate conflictual spaces. Moreover, the refiguration process inherently
carries conflictual dynamics, as differing sociospatial logics and demands
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Table 2.2 Constellations of the space/conflict interaction—Revisited

Conflict/ Spatial Conflictual Containment

Space Conflict Space

Latent Conflict Conflict Conflict Spatial
Type A Type B Type E

Manifest Conflict Conflict Cultural/
Type C Type F Institutional

Source: Own representation.

coexist in the contemporary world. This coexistence often leads to the
emergence and intensification of spatial conflicts. Perhaps most impor-
tantly, the empirical investigation we carried out revealed many spatial
and cultural/institutional processes in which societies attempt to contain,
manage, and hinder conflicts. We put forward some initial ideas about
how this process looks in the context of CRC subprojects. We believe
seeing space—conflict interaction through the conceptual lenses of conflict
containment can sensibilize researchers in recognizing how crucial spatial-
ity is indeed for social phenomena and processes.

The heuristic depicted in Table 2.2 is an ideal type that helps outline
typical constellations of conflict—space relations, while acknowledging
that these representations may vary in social reality. This social reality is
highly context dependent in at least two ways. First, the interpretation of
the conflict—space interaction as we present it here depends on subject po-
sitions in two ways. On the one hand, conflict can only emerge as a social
phenomenon if actors recognize their counterpart as a legitimate, albeit
antagonistic, party in the interaction. This proposition emphasizes conflict
as a highly subjective phenomenon, which is in many cases informed by
a subject’s social position or perception of identity. On the other hand,
subject position also matters on the side of the observer, which influences
whether the same conflictual situation is perceived as spatial conflict or
conflictual space in latent or manifest representations.

Particularly, in the case of conflict containment, the subject position
is highly relevant. This is particularly so because where we draw the line
between containing a conflict and marking a conflict (segregating) through
spatial demarcation also depends on the subject’s position. Moreover, the
conflict itself can relate to power, moral recognition of identities, or pro-
cessual interaction of meaning-making. For example, when actors with
fewer resources and in danger of violence and discrimination isolate them-
selves spatially, we may interpret this behavior as conflict containment.
However, when conflict is marked through separating two groups and the
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powerful one succeeds in pushing through its interests, this would be con-
sidered as marking the conflict.

Second, the context dependency of conflict refers to how the nature, inten-
sity, and resolution of conflicts are influenced by the specific circumstances
of the social world in which they occur. Factors such as cultural background,
historical relationships, socioeconomic conditions, and individual personali-
ties play crucial roles here. For instance, disagreements in spatial conflicts or
antagonist claims about land ownership might be exacerbated by differing
communication styles and cultural norms, while the same issue in a more
homogeneous setting might be resolved quickly by legal arrangements.

Finally, power dynamics and the presence of external constraints, such
as economic instability or political tension, can significantly affect the
escalation and outcome of conflicts and consequentially also affect the
expression in space or through space. Understanding the context within
which a conflict arises is essential for interpreting conflict—space relations
and for sorting out the constellations in our heuristics.

Notes

1 Information on projects and the publications lists can be found here: https:/
sfb1265.de/en/projects/subprojects/

2 https://sfb1265.de/en/subprojects/control-space-the-spatiality-of-digital-infra-
structures-in-contextures-maps-and-discourses/

3 https://sfb1265.de/en/subprojects/being-home-living-spaces-and-self-images-
of-the-kenyan-middle-class/

4 https://sfb1265.de/en/subprojects/the-spatial-knowledge-of-young-adults-the-
constitution-of-online-offline-and-hybrid-spaces/

5 https://sfb1265.de/en/subprojects/smart-people-queer-everyday-life-in-digital-
ized-spaces/

6 https://sfb1265.de/en/subprojects/architectures-of-asylum-ii-circulation-of-
governance-approaches-planning-knowledge-design-practices-and-materiali-
ties/

7 https://stb1265.de/en/subprojects/urban-microclimate-planning-regimes-the-
constitution-of-spaces-and-infrastructures-of-heat/
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Ongoing spatial conflicts between
macroterritorial and national levels—

A case study of ECOWAS, the EU,
and Mercosur

Z0é Perko and Dorothea Biaback Anong

Introduction

Various supranational regions' worldwide engage in the creation of
common spaces to achieve shared objectives related to economic pros-
perity, political integration, and the cultivation of a common identity,
often through mechanisms such as customs unions or common markets.
This integration process involves member states relinquishing aspects
of their sovereignty in favor of supranational goals, aiming to facilitate
the movement of people and goods within the common territorial space
(Nita 2017, vii). This phenomenon is described as macroterritorialization,
which is defined as the creation of territorial spaces with unified mobil-
ity regulations spanning multiple national territories (Mau 2021, 122).
Consequently, regional mobility, migration, and border governance are
not solely under the purview of nation-states but are also subject to re-
gional agreements, indicating a global trend marked by the regional clus-
tering of mobility rights (Mau et al. 2015; Giilzau, Mau, and Zaun 2016).
Thus, it is increasingly apparent that nation-state borders must be under-
stood internationally and polycontextually.

One prevalent mechanism within regional integration projects is the
implementation of free movement frameworks, granting regional citizens’
rights pertaining to entry, residency, and establishment, while forbidding
discrimination based on nationality. Despite shared objectives pursued by
member states, the establishment of a macroterritory through such frame-
works is subject to spatial conflicts, tension, and regress. This chapter
explores, from a sociological perspective, the spatial conflicts that arise
in regional free movement, focusing on how these conflicts manifest at
internal borders through the mobility of regional citizens within the mac-
roterritorial space. It examines borders as conflictual spaces and illustrates
how these conflicts stem from the ongoing latent tensions between differ-
ent spatial scales.
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To investigate spatial conflicts and their manifestation in regional free
movement frameworks, three regional integration projects were selected
based on geographical diversity and advanced frameworks: the Economic
Community of West African States (ECOWAS), the European Union (EU),
and the Southern Common Market (Mercosur) in South America. While
the EU, with its free movement framework and border opening measures
through the Schengen agreements, is one of the most famous examples
of free movement, such frameworks can be found in different world re-
gions. Each region, along with three illustrative member states per region,
was thoroughly examined through document analysis and 96 interviews
involving 104 stakeholders from regional and national institutions, civil
society organizations, and academia (Table 3.1).

The EU, created in 1951 through the Coal and Steel Treaty, which
forbids discrimination against coal and steel workers from other mem-
ber states, has evolved its free movement framework over time. Directive

Table 3.1 List of cited interview partners

Region Interview  Country Stakeholder
Mercosur 11.1 Argentina Governmental Institution
11.2 Argentina Policy Advisor
13 Argentina Governmental Institution/policy
actor
I5 Argentina Frente Social Migrante (FSM)
16 Argentina Commission for Refugees and
Migrants (CAREF)
I8 Argentina/ Ministry of the Interior/Specialized
Mercosur level Migration Forum (FEM)
110 Regional/Uruguay =~ Mercosur Social and Labor
Commission/Ministry of Labor
117 Brazil International Migration
Observatory, University of
Brasilia (OBMigra)
118 Brazil Federal Police of Brazil
119 Brazil Governmental institution/policy
actor
120 Mercosur level/ Working Subgroup Nr° 18
Brazil (SGT N° 18)/Ministry of
Foreign Affairs
125 Argentina Ministry of Labor
(online)
ECOWAS 127 Ghana (online) Academic
128 Nigeria Centre for Youths Integrated

Development (CYID)

(Continued)
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Region Interview  Country Stakeholder
130 Nigeria National Commission for Refugees,
Migrants and IDPs (NCFRMI)
131 Nigeria Confederation of Ghanaian
Organizations in Nigeria
133 Nigeria Federal Ministry of Labour and
Employment
135 ECOWAS Level/ National Agency for the
Nigeria Prohibition of Trafficking in
Persons (NAPTIP)
136 Nigeria Civil Society Network on
Migration and Development
(CSOnetMADE)
139 Nigeria National Association of Nigerian
Traders
143 Ghana Ministry of Employment and
Labour Relations
146 Ghana Trade Union Congress (TUC)
153 Senegal Migration and Development
Network (REMIDEV)
154 Senegal Forum Social Sénégalais (FSS)
EU 159.1 EU Level Directorate General, Justice and
Consumers, Unit C4
(Democracy, Union Citizenship
and Free Movement)
160 EU Level Directorate General Migration and
Home Affairs, EU Commission
162 EU Level Directorate General Employment,
Social Affairs and Inclusion, EU
Commission
165 EU Level European Network Against
Racism (ENAR)
166 Belgium Federal Migration Center (Myria)
167 EU Level European Citizen Advice Service
(ECAS)
170 EU Level European Parliament 2
171 EU Level European Council
172 EU Level European Trade Union Congress
(ETUC)
174 EU Level BuisnessEurope
176 Netherlands European Studies Department,
University of Amsterdam
182 Belgium State Secretariat for Asylum &
Migration
186 Germany AmaroForo
91 Germany Minor Projektkontor fiir Bildung

und Forschung
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2004/38 is the key legal text governing the free movement of EU citizens,
ensuring rights such as healthcare, education, and family reunification.
The Schengen Agreement further facilitates the unhindered circulation of
citizens by eliminating border controls between signatory states.

The ECOWAS, comprising 15 member states in West Africa,? is com-
mitted to facilitating intraregional mobility to create a “borderless region”
(ECOWAS 2010, 24). Its free movement protocol grants rights of entry,
residence, and establishment, aiming to integrate its market and to restore
a united precolonial space with fluid mobility patterns undisrupted by ar-
bitrary colonial borders (Adepoju 2007; Awumbila et al. 2015). Thus, the
ECOWAS is only one of the many building blocks of the Pan-African inte-
gration project approached by the African Union.

Mercosur, consisting of full members Uruguay, Argentina, Brazil,
Bolivia, and Paraguay, along with six associated members, initially fo-
cused on economic integration but has shifted toward a human rights-
oriented approach to mobility and migration since the 2000s (Herndndez
Granja and del Carmen Villarreal Villamar 2017, 68; Brumat and Acosta
2019, 58). The Residence Agreement of 2002 grants temporary residence
to citizens of member states with a clean criminal record, along with rights
to civil equality, family reunification, social security, and education access.
Border integration measures have further facilitated the circulation of re-
gional citizens and migrants with residency rights in any Mercosur state.

Regional free movement: An ongoing spatial conflict between
macroterritorial and national levels

In the Westphalian model, nation-states asserted political authority “based
on territory, mutual recognition, autonomy, and control,” exercised au-
thority over defined geographic spaces, and regulated movements across
borders and within their territories (Krasner 2001, 18). Yet, in the process
of macroterritorialization, nation-states are required to cede parts of their
sovereignty. Necessitating deregulation and the facilitation of free circula-
tion, the formation of economic and political unions like the European
Union challenges traditional sovereignty arrangements by establishing
supranational authority structures (Mattli 2000, 149). Such develop-
ments are facilitated through “sovereignty bargains,” where states accept
limitations in exchange for specific benefits, reshaping norms of sover-
eignty (Litfin 1997, 170), often motivated by anticipated economic gains
(Mattli 2000, 150). Consequently, member states’ autonomy is partially
constrained through imposed obligations, leading to a transformation of
classic sovereignty (Sassen 1996, 18-19).

However, institutional frameworks within macroterritories afford na-
tion-states partial power to counteract regional projects. This dynamic is
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observed both in intergovernmental integration projects, where states re-
tain decision-making authority, often requiring unanimity, and in supra-
national integration projects, where common institutions possess binding
authority over individual states. The process of macroterritorialization
thus exhibits a nonlinear trajectory, characterized by a latent tension be-
tween the territorial, sovereign understanding of nation-states, and net-
worked, regional entities with their associated border regimes, resulting
in a continual refiguration of spaces. Thus, control over member states’
territories, including the regulation of trajectorial movement across in-
ternal borders, as well as access to residency, labor markets, and social
rights of regional citizens within the macroterritorial space, remains a
conflictual aspect. Protectionist measures, which are partly unlawful and
are aimed at asserting control over space and mobility, contribute to the
fragmentation of supranational regions, undermining the macroterritori-
alization process and impeding the trajectories of mobile citizens.

These conflicts are organized, as we argue, along primary conflict
lines. Several scholars have identified central conflict lines or “dilem-
mas” driving discourses, policymaking, and governance practices around
migration. Four main conflict lines around human mobility have been
identified: security (or “danger”), economy (or “markets”), culture and
identity, and rights (Bauder 2006, 2008; Hollifield 2004, 2021). While all
four dimensions also come into play in negotiations around regional free
movement, in this article, we focus on economy and security for several
reasons.

First, the integration process in regional economic communities is typi-
cally driven by the aim of economic integration to boost national and
regional economies through trade liberalization within the network.
Other aspects of integration, such as free movement rights, often follow
as trickle-down effects of trade and economic liberalization, with the hu-
man labor force as an important factor of production that is supposed to
flow freely within an integrated market (see, e.g., Panke 2017). From a
rationalist and utilitarian perspective, states aim for more integration to
maximize economic benefits through the reduction of economic barriers
in the creation of a common market. Regionalization and restructuring
into macroregions then compensate for governments’ weaker control over
the forces of the market (Pellerin and Overbeek 2001). The regional inte-
gration project then economically follows a network logic of association,
relating nation-states and their markets to each other and creating intense
connectivity between labor markets.

However, various free movement frameworks continue to attract criti-
cism for prioritizing economic goals over the social dimension and ac-
cess to rights regarding human mobility (for Mercosur, see, e.g., Grimson
2012; for the EU, see Hansen and Hager 2010). Even though economic
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interests are a clear driver of integration and the implementation of free
movement frameworks, cost—benefit considerations can also lead to na-
tional protectionism, conflicting with free movement. As Bauder (2008)
notes, “economic utility” or “market considerations” in migration policy
debates can both support and oppose immigration. These considerations
include expected costs, such as dependency on the welfare state and po-
tential labor market competition (Bauder 2008; Paul 2015). While most
analyses focus on migration policymaking outside free movement agree-
ments, for example, governing the migration of extra-regional migrants,
this article shows that anticipated economic costs also play a key role in
conflicts between national closure interests and the regional aim of inte-
gration and the promotion of free movement rights for citizens of member
states.

Second, from a security perspective, various regional integration pro-
jects have cooperated in regard to external and internal security, address-
ing issues such as domestic political stability, terrorism, human trafficking,
and migration (Borzel 2016). Similar to economic developments, the region
adopts a network logic, associating different nation-states that previously
followed a territorial, sovereign logic.

However, regarding security and migration beyond free movement
frameworks, the dominant rationale in migration policies is usually to
minimize entry and maximize control of migrants, except when economic,
civil, or tourism interests intervene. This approach is not in line with free
movement measures, which advocate for unrestricted mobility (except un-
der specific circumstances) within the macroterritory (Mau 2021, 78). In
regional integration and macroterritorialization processes, nation-states
have to delegate border control, impacting their capacity to independently
protect their territories from potential threats and changing the ability
of nation-states to control and secure their territorial boundaries (see
Sassen 1996). Therefore, most regions introduce safeguard measures in
free movement agreements, which ultimately can hinder the trajectory of
regional citizens within their own macroterritory. These articles serve as
ambiguous mechanisms through which member states can ensure national
security interests within their respective territories while participating in
regional frameworks promoting free movement in the macroterritory.
However, the discretionary powers retained by nation-states set the stage
for the prioritization of national security considerations over the objec-
tives outlined in free movement agreements, underscoring the tension be-
tween overarching regional aspirations and the exercise of discretionary
powers by member states.

Therefore, we will focus on “security” and “economy” as the main
conflict lines regarding regional free movement, followed by an empirical
analysis showing their manifestation at intraregional borders.
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Borders as conflictual spaces: Evidence from three
regional integration projects

The latent spatial conflict between regional and national levels of mobil-
ity governance in the context of regional free movement manifests into
conflicts at nation-states’ borders as conflictual spaces. In the process of
regional integration, nation-states delegate parts of their sovereign power
to control and manage mobility at their territorial borders to the macro-
territorial level. This process involves negotiations of competencies and
conflicts of interest, using national borders as their reference points.

In this chapter, we draw on Guild’s (2001) border considerations for
Europe, viewing “borders as regards their function as a line of differentia-
tion for the movement of persons.” Borders serve as places where con-
trols are exercised, with access to territory “controlled by a network of
bureaucracies” that operate through cross-recognition of decisions (1-2).
This conceptualization allows borders to be understood legally beyond
their physical aspects (67). Similarly, Newman (2003, 17) emphasizes that
borders are not only cartographic lines but “also the rules and regulations
which determine the existence of difference.”

Borders, in this context, are understood as places of control and demar-
cation. National regulations and institutions exercise selective practices of
inclusion and exclusion that transcend territorial lines and extend across
national territories. Specifically, regarding free movement, borders—
viewed from a functionalist perspective—refer to practices by which na-
tional laws and institutions control or grant access to entry, residency,
and/or establishment rights to noncitizens on their territory. For instance,
a national border still fulfills its function in regard to access to social rights
or labor markets.

In the following section, we analyze how the spatial conflict between
the macroterritorial and national levels manifests at national borders
along the conlflict lines of economy and security.

Economic conflicts: Asymmetries and protectionism

The economy, a key driver of regional integration, presents a conflictual
aspect regarding intraregional mobility. Despite the aspiration for an in-
terconnected economic network, the following section will demonstrate
that this conflict extends to regional integration and free movement.

ECOWAS

The ECOWAS, established to promote economic prosperity among its
member states, faces challenges in realizing its goals due to significant
economic disparities. Despite the free movement protocol designed to
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facilitate seamless mobility, national economic interests and protectionist
measures hinder regional aspirations. Examples of such hindrances include
expulsions, labor market protectionism, and border closures. These issues
are exacerbated by high unemployment rates in some member countries,
perpetuating a long-standing tradition of regional mobility as individuals
pursue “greener pastures” (e.g., 130, I35).

In this context, migrantsMigrants, in this context, are frequently held
responsible for job displacement and the economic downturn experienced
by specific nation-states (I127), as illustrated by the Ghanaian Ministry of
Employment and Labour Relations:

There is that competitiveness, I mean, coming to our country and
coming to take our jobs at times brings a challenge.

(Interview 43, Ministry of Employment and

Labour Relations, Ghana)

Consequently, economically advanced countries within ECOWAS, like
Ghana, prioritize their citizens’ employment through a “national-workers-
first-mentality” (e.g., 133, 139). However, this protectionist stance restricts
migrants’ access to job opportunities or the ability to establish businesses
(e.g., 136, 153). This complex interaction between economic factors and
protectionist policies highlights the ECOWAS region’s challenge in rec-
onciling national interests with regional integration and free movement
objectives.

A significant example of challenges is the longstanding “cold war”
between Nigeria and Ghana, marked by historical conflicts, including
episodes of mass expulsions, cultural rivalry, and trade competition. For
instance, the 1983 “Ghana Must Go” program led to the deportation of
approximately one million Ghanaians from Nigeria (Childs Daly 2023).
This measure was ostensibly in response to allegations of Ghanaians dis-
placing Nigerian jobs, which contradicted the principles of ECOWAS free
movement (e.g., 131, I46). Currently, Nigerians also face significant bar-
riers in the Ghanaian labor market. The high costs of business registra-
tion in Ghana force many to operate without official certification, making
them vulnerable to government-led shutdowns (I31). Additionally, certain
sectors, such as retail and small-scale mining, are reserved exclusively for
Ghanaian citizens (127).

Moreover, member states have resorted to protectionist measures,
including border closures, often linked to extensive informal work and
smuggling activities in the macroterritory. For example, Nigeria closed its
borders with Benin and Niger in 2019 for approximately two years to curb
smuggling and increase revenue from agricultural goods (Omalea, Olo-
runfemib, and Aiyegbajejec 2020, 3-5). The Nigerian president contended
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that neighboring countries had inadequately policed their borders (Me-
houenou 2019, in Igwe, Ochinanwata, and Madichie 2021). However,
unilateral border closures undermine the ECOWAS free movement proto-
col by restricting both the movement of persons and economic activities.
Furthermore, such closures challenge the traditional practices of citizens
accustomed to moving and trading across borders, as highlighted by Igwe,
Ochinanwata, and Madichie (2021). In response, the ECOWAS appealed
to the Nigerian government to reopen its borders in 2020, leading Presi-
dent Buhari to order the immediate reopening of four critical land borders
on December 16 (Nan 2020).

EU

Since its inception in 1951, the role and content of national economic in-
terests in the EU have evolved significantly, leading to potential conflicts.
Initially, the freedom of movement for coal and steel workers in 1951,
and later for all workers with the Treaty of Rome in 1957, addressed
labor shortages in the Northern member states, while benefiting Italy as
a surplus labor force country serving both the Italian labor market needs
and the Northern destination countries. This period saw minimal conflict
regarding labor market considerations until the early 2000s, marked by
the Eastern Enlargement. The accession of eight Middle and Eastern Euro-
pean countries, along with Cyprus and Malta, raised concerns about the
high inflows of migrant workers. Therefore, with the exception of Sweden,
Ireland, and the UK, temporary labor market restrictions were imposed on
the new member states—and mirrored a few years later with the accession
of Romania and Bulgaria. This enlargement coincided with record-high
unemployment rates in countries like Germany since World War II (Statis-
tisches Bundesamt 2024).

Currently, the discourse surrounding free movement and national labor
markets has shifted, with concerns now focusing on labor and skill short-
ages in most member states (162, 170, 174). In this context, free movement
is seen as aligning with the labor market needs of member states rather
than conflicting with them. However, limited intra-EU labor mobility is
being problematized (EU 2021). Nevertheless, the persistent labor short-
age in Eastern European countries, coupled with significant East—West
mobility within the EU, has raised concerns about brain drain in sending
states (172, 174). This situation can lead to friction with EU free movement
regulations, particularly when national programs aimed at retaining or
reintegrating skilled workers clash with the principle of nondiscrimination
of EU mobile workers in national labor markets (see 162).

Conlflicts over potential labor market competition by EU mobile work-
ers have largely dissipated, with another conflict emerging as the primary
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concern regarding the free movement in the EU: EU migrants’ access to
national welfare systems. The Treaty of Maastricht of 1992 introduced
the concept of EU citizenship and extended free movement rights to all
citizens, not just workers. The Citizenship Directive of 2004 consolidated
these fragmented rights, establishing a framework for free movement.
Directive 2004/38 highlighted the fundamental tension between EU free
movement and national welfare systems. While EU citizens enjoy uncon-
ditional free movement for three months, their rights thereafter are con-
ditional on being economically active and not posing an “unreasonable
burden” on national welfare states for up to five years of legal residence.
Access to national welfare thus results in being the central conflict sur-
rounding EU free movement, including related issues such as coordi-
nation and responsibility for contributory social security benefits (e.g.,
unemployment benefits) and especially access to noncontributory social
assistance.

The tension and fear around free movement and welfare were high-
lighted by a senior EU commission official responsible for free movement
policy in 2024:

If the Commission were to come up with a proposal to get rid of con-
ditions for the stay between three months and five years, I fear that
you could forget Free Movement. [...] It would be suicidal to open it.

(Interview 59.1, DG Just of the EU Commission, EU Level)

Interviewed civil society organizations at the EU level, as well as coun-
seling institutions in Germany and Belgium, unanimously confirmed
access to welfare benefits for EU citizens and the potential loss of legal
residency upon claiming social assistance as a central barrier to free move-
ment rights (182, 186, 191). Within a regional legal framework that has
largely eliminated nation-states’ ability to control intraregional movement
through control and established equal treatment in the labor market, wel-
fare institutions remain the last means of control to restrict economically
noncontributing EU mobility.

Mercosur

In Mercosur, instances of conflict between the economic interests of mem-
ber states and regional free movement are rare. Initially, the inclusion of
the free movement of people in the Mercosur framework was part of the
free circulation of “means of production,” without specific social rights
attached to human mobility within the region; established rights remained
limited to the freedom of services (Mercosur 1991). However, with the
2002 Residence Agreement, extensive rights for regional citizens were
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established, including the right to work, engage in legal activities, and re-
ceive equal treatment in social security benefits (Mercosur 2002).

Despite the comprehensive rights to work and establishment, including
exemption from work permits for regional migrants, the inclusion of re-
gional migrants into national labor markets did not lead to major conflicts
or national protectionist reactions, except for some complications in Brazil
due to high formal standards in certain sectors (110, I19). Instead, member
states face high levels of informality in their national labor markets, involv-
ing both national and nonnational workers, and the Mercosur free move-
ment framework is seen as part of a broader strategy to formalize national
labor markets (I1.2, 13, 125), as noted by an Argentinian policy advisor:

That is the spirit of the residence agreement. It establishes the nation-
ality criterion, so that a person can have a temporary or permanent
residence without proving the status as a worker. Afterwards, the
person will obviously work to survive. [...] Now, the state must cre-
ate the conditions for a migrant worker to be employed legally, this
is the struggle for the whole economy.

(Interview I1.2, Policy Advisor, Argentina)

Unlike the EU, the Mercosur Agreement does not require proof of work
or sufficient financial means as a precondition for legal residency. While
such proof may be required for permanent residency, countries such as
Argentina and Uruguay have completely waived such requirements. The
condition of being a net contributor in terms of work or financial means
for mobile citizens in the region is therefore not a significant source of
conflict regarding legal residency. This may be due to several factors: the
prioritization or regularization of informal markets, the fact that access
to noncontributory welfare benefits and social protection for nonworkers
remains under national legislation, and the Mercosur agreement on social
security, which primarily covers the portability of social security contribu-
tions (Mercosur 1999). Additionally, the general understanding of migra-
tion as a human right in the region may further reduce potential conflicts
over residency requirements.’

However, Mercosur does not establish a general right to entry for re-
gional citizens; it only provides visa waivers for tourists from member
states, which reinforces national territorial borders as separation lines
with a specific economic function. Regional migrants can be rejected at
the border if border agents suspect that they are not tourists, for example,
due to a lack of financial means. This is particularly evident in Argentina,
where a specific regulation was passed in 2014 to refuse entry to “pseudo-
tourists” (Baiadera 2018). This law has led to discrimination against Bo-
livians and Paraguayans, who enjoy free movement and equal treatment
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rights as regional citizens but face rejections based on suspicions of being
poor and thus not qualifying as tourists (I3, I6).

Comparison of regions

Research on the macroterritorialization processes of ECOWAS, Mercosur,
and the EU reveals the ambivalent role of economic goals in the liberaliza-
tion of human mobility under their respective free movement frameworks.
The regional aim of achieving economic interconnectedness and devel-
opment through the network logic of free movement of regional citizens
within their macroterritory, thereby partially relinquishing territorial log-
ics of demarcation, is partly undermined by national protectionist meas-
ures. These measures manifest as territorial closure against specific citizens,
filtering, controlling, and demarcating economically “unwanted” mobile
citizens either in terms of labor markets or welfare states. Economic asym-
metries across member states in all three regions, with differing wage levels
and labor market opportunities defining the destination and sending coun-
tries of mobile citizens within the regions, further complicate the liberali-
zation of the free movement of people. These heterogeneous references of
actions reveal the polycontextural conditions encompassing regional free
movement, while also revealing subregional cleavages of different states or
national clusters within the macroterritory.

In ECOWAS and, to some extent, Mercosur, the territorial land border
remains a focal point where the conflict between national economic interests
and the free movement of people crystallizes. This is evident through the ac-
tual border closures to prevent traders from entering the country, as seen in
Nigeria, or through the rejection of regional migrants based on a suspected
lack of means in Mercosur. In ECOWAS, the most conflictual issue regarding
free movement is labor market competition, with conflicts between national
and migrant workers or traders, as well as restrictive national labor codes
conflicting with the regional aim of freedom of work and establishment. In
the EU, however, the free movement of workers aligns with the labor force
needs of most EU countries and is not a source of conflict. Additionally, the
general right to entry and the deconstruction of border infrastructure inhibit
the mobility control of economically “undesirable” migrants by member
states. The latent conflict between national economic interests and regional
free movement rights in the EU manifests at the legal borders of national
welfare states, where EU citizens may lose their right to residence and be-
come deportable upon applying for social assistance.

Security conflicts: Addressing national security threats

As described above, security is a contested issue between nation-states and
regional bodies, particularly at territorial borders. Nation-states regularly
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introduce sovereign measures—even at internal borders of the macroterri-
tory—to secure their national territories against perceived threats, which
will be illustrated in the following section.

ECOWAS

The impetus behind ECOWAS aspiring to achieve a borderless region
stems from a historical tradition of unrestricted movement predating col-
onization, coupled with economic ambitions. However, the region faces
demanding security challenges, particularly in the Sahel region. States
such as Nigeria and Cote d’Ivoire have grappled with armed extremist
groups such as Boko Haram and the Islamic State of West African Prov-
ince (ISWAP). Additionally, the pervasive insurgence of trafficking and
the smuggling of goods and humans within the region further shape the
landscape of regional free movement. These security and socioeconomic
challenges highlight the complex dynamics involved in pursuing borderless
aspirations within the ECOWAS framework and significantly influence de-
cisions surrounding regional free movement.

These challenges extend to specific national territories, leading member
states within the region to adopt defensive measures, despite the impera-
tive for collaborative regional solutions (153, 154). ECOWAS incorporates
a provision in Article 4 of the 1979 Free Movement Protocol, granting
member states the authority to deny entry to regional citizens deemed in-
admissible under domestic legal frameworks. Therefore, extensive border
controls and screening practices are implemented to identify suspicious
individuals (e.g., I35). These measures conflict with regional free move-
ment objectives, as they can be disproportionate and excessive (e.g., 128).

A member of the Ghanaian Ministry of Employment and Labor Rela-
tions illustrates this tension:

Sometimes it is difficult to manage your borders in relation to the

protocol (...) because you are seeing other countries having terrorist

activities and so then so you ask yourself: should we continue enforc-
ing the protocol by letting people come in?

(Interview 43, Ministry of Employment and

Labour Relations, Ghana)

On the other hand, these measures are strongly influenced by exter-
nal pressures from the EU, which employs extraterritorial border control
strategies (e.g., Bisong 2019; Mukhtar 2020; Zanker, Arhin-Sam, and Je-
gen 2020). The EU seeks to impede the mobility of individuals from West
Africa with potential routes to Europe, despite only 19% of West African
migrants actually going to Europe (United Nations 2020). Motivated by a
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combination of positive and negative incentives dictated by the EU, certain
nation-states such as Senegal (and Niger*) institute new policies and meas-
ures, funded by the EU, including the reinforcement of border infrastruc-
ture, personnel, and technological capabilities. However, these initiatives
often align more closely with European interests, impinging upon the free
movement rights of approximately regional migrants, who constitute 85%
of the movements (Bisong 2019). An example of such an initiative is the
“Migration Information and Data Analysis System” (MIDAS). Despite its
intention to provide member states with the capacity to collect, process,
analyze, and share biometric traveler information, the faulty implemen-
tation of biometrical identity documents within ECOWAS has impaired
regional movements (136).

EU

The EU aims to deinstitutionalize internal borders to facilitate free move-
ment for regional citizens across member states, with the condition of
external borders being strictly controlled. However, this model has been
challenged by recent phenomena.

After temporary border controls were reinstalled because of terrorist
attacks in 2015 in France and 2016 in Belgium, as well as in Germany and
Austria (Trauth 2018), the main reason shifted to the strong pressure felt
by national authorities regarding the effectiveness of external Schengen
borders since 2015 (e.g., I71, I76). As a result, many countries have rein-
stated internal border controls to hinder the movement of third-country
nationals (TCNs), while simultaneously hindering internal movements.
These controls are often justified as a security measure, with the narrative
framing migratory movements as a potential risk to internal security. This
has normalized prolonged internal border controls, becoming “the new
normal” rather than an exceptional and proportional last resort (Giilzau
2021). Although temporary border controls are legally limited to certain
periods,” many countries have extended them beyond the legal timeframe.
For example, Austria installed a temporary border check and a 3.7-km
fence at its border with Slovenia from 2016 until it was deemed unlaw-
ful in 2022 by the European Court of Justice (Quell 2022). Despite their
widespread use, these controls are not considered effective and are often
symbolic gestures or even “scapegoats” (171) by nation-states to reassure
citizens about border control and sovereignty, while compensating for the
shortcomings at the EU level (176, 160).

Furthermore, other forms of internal border control (160, 166, 171,176),
such as random identity checks by police officials, have also been rein-
stated in certain areas, for instance, at the border between the Netherlands
and Belgium, as well as Germany. In these zones, Dutch authorities have
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the authority to request identification and resident permits within a 20-km
area beyond the border, while German authorities can do so within a 30-
km zone (Van der Woude 2019).

Moreover, numerous cases of racial profiling at internal border checks
have been reported to various citizens’ services. Mainly TCNs with fam-
ily reunification rights, People of Color, Roma, and other marginalized
groups are targeted by authorities while affecting the movements and fam-
ily reunification of EU movers (165, 167, 176), highlighting a selective re-
gime that leaves the majority of cross-border traffic unaffected (Casella
Colombeau 2019, 2269). This tendency strongly contradicts Schengen
regulations, as it creates security regimes shaped by notions of social order
and belonging, leading to the exclusion of perceived nonmembers within
the territory (Van der Woude 2019, 125-126).

Summarizing these recent tendencies, a member of the European
Network Against Racism (ENAR) stated in an interview:

Even outside of the legal parameters, we’ve already seen a practice of
excessive control of borders, and especially on racialized migrants.
(Interview 65, ENAR, EU level)

Mercosur

Mercosur also faces security concerns, albeit to a lesser degree, compared
to the ECOWAS and the EU. For instance, the triple frontier between Ar-
gentina, Brazil, and Paraguay has been characterized as a “place of global
concern” (Grimson 2012, 202) and one of the largest “illegal economies
in the Western hemisphere” (Devia-Garzén and Ortega-Avellaneda 2019,
11). This characterization is attributed to various illicit activities, includ-
ing terrorism, drug trafficking, and smuggling, emanating from its stra-
tegic geographical location. While organized crime is acknowledged as
a significant issue within Mercosur and relevant agreements also incor-
porate security provisions, the approach to addressing it differs from the
other regions. Insights from stakeholder interviews reveal three principal
reasons for this discrepancy.

First, the challenge is recognized as a collective issue demanding a re-
gional approach, reflecting mutual trust among member states, wherein
security concerns are taken as an incentive for greater (for instance, po-
lice) cooperation and regional integration (I1.1, I17). Second, a realistic
assessment of border control capacities is considered, with the expansive
length and geographical intricacies of the borders—often characterized by
oceans, dense vegetation, and sparsely populated areas—making control
inherently challenging or even impossible (I8, I18). Consequently, institu-
tions do not focus on the impossible task of controlling these borders, but
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rather on the regularization of movements within the region (Acosta and
Freier 2023, 603). Third, Mercosur institutions are committed to miti-
gating security concerns without impeding the free movement of regional
citizens, emphasizing the avoidance of hindrances to mobility (120).

When asked about the way security is approached in regard to intrare-
gional mobility, a member of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Brazil, as
well as of Subgroup 18 of Mercosur working on border integration in the
region, answered in a surprised way:

Security? It is not our main focus, our main focus is the issue of facili-
tation, integration [...]. It is an issue [...] we have dealt with it a few
times [...] there is violence associated with illicit activities, that is,
smuggling, drug trafficking mainly, (...) but it is not the main topic
of the working subgroup. We deal with it mainly from the point of
view of [...] finding ways so that it does not impede the facilitation
work that we try to do there. (...] It is a matter of finding a balance
point so that the efforts to combat illicit activities do not imply the
creation of more obstacles, either to trade or to the border circula-

tion of neighbors or tourists.
(Interview 20, Working Subgroup Nr° 18 (SGT N° 18)/Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, Mercosur Level/Brazil)

Hence, security concerns generally do not conflict with free movement
within the Mercosur framework. However, certain nation-states within
the bloc present exceptions to this trend. A notable instance is evident
during the legislative period of Mauricio Macri in Argentina from 2015 to
2019 (Andolina 2021). His administration declared a public security state
of emergency, accompanied by the militarization of counter-terrorism ef-
forts and proposals for heightened border surveillance. Two years later,
immigrants were identified as a security risk, leading to expanded depor-
tation criteria focusing on individuals from Bolivia, Paraguay, and Peru.°

Comparison of regions

The empirical findings highlight the complexity of the security conflict
line within the regional free movement. Despite partial delegation, nation-
states remain tied to their sovereignty by persistent security concerns. This
tension is evident across all three regions, where free movement agree-
ments include provisions to safeguard national security interests, and dif-
ferent national clusters isolate themselves from potential threats within
the macroterritory. Particularly within the ECOWAS and the EU, security
measures often disproportionately hinder free movement, driven by chal-
lenges such as terrorism, trafficking, and smuggling. It becomes apparent
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that practices at internal borders must be understood polycontexturally.
In contrast, Mercosur adopts a distinct approach, emphasizing a collective
strategy that acknowledges the impracticality of effective border control.
Despite occasional opposition from certain member states, the regional
approach remains robust and integrated, ensuring that security measures
do not undermine free movement. Mercosur distinguishes itself as the sole
regional case adhering mostly to a network-based paradigm of integra-
tion with respect to borders and security, in contrast to traditional ter-
ritorial logics, which emphasize border demarcation. Conversely, in the
remaining two cases, the prevailing logic remains territorial, national, and
sovereignty-centric.

Discussion and conclusion

In conclusion, the regional integration process toward macroterritories
with their own mobility regimes has resulted in member states delegating
aspects of their sovereignty and territorial control concerning mobility.
This process signifies a transition toward common supranational goals,
where nation-states extend their objectives to a macroterritorial level, fol-
lowing a logic of association, collaboration, and interconnectedness that
partially diminishes national territorial demarcations. However, in an on-
going power struggle between the supranational level and member states,
the latter seek to reaffirm their national interests and sovereignty.

This chapter has examined three regional integration projects—
ECOWAS, the EU, and Mercosur—through document analysis and
stakeholder interviews, revealing a latent spatial conflict between the mac-
roterritorial level and member states regarding regional free movement.
Thus, Mercosur stands out by following a networked and integrated ap-
proach at the macroterritorial level, with punctual exceptions. This shift
can be attributed to several factors: the commitment of stakeholders to
deeper macroterritorialization, the limited impact of usual conflict lines on
regional goals, the pragmatic approach to the uncontrollability of borders
by employing regularization as a control mechanism, and the robust hu-
man rights framework concerning migration. In contrast, in the EU and
ECOWAS, economic and security conflicts hinder the realization of re-
gional free movement frameworks within the respective regions, manifest-
ing at territorial border demarcations and beyond, where the belonging of
regional citizens is contested.

The spatial conflict materializes at intraregional borders, conceptualized
as networks of bureaucracies that control, differentiate, and demarcate
migrant trajectories. Nation-states regularly display restrictive tendencies
at these borders, seeking to regulate and sometimes impede migrant tra-
jectories within their regional integration projects by imposing territorial
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demarcations within macroterritories, contrary to regional free movement
agreements.

Economic asymmetries leading to labor market or welfare protection-
ism, coupled with security concerns, contribute the most to these ten-
dencies. Therefore, a territorial logic is not uniformly asserted across all
regions, both in terms of areas and the intensity of restrictiveness. How-
ever, network macroterritories are disrupted by territorial logics prompted
by the trajectories of unwanted citizens, causing fragmentation and discon-
tinuity of the supranational space. The process of macroterritorialization
is thus polycontextual, referring to diverse and simultaneous references
to different spaces with different logics. It is nonlinear, with spaces con-
tinually refigured, giving rise to spatial conflicts on different scales instead
of straightforward progress toward an integrated union. Thus, depend-
ing on the specific conflictual topic, different constellations of subregional
clusters of states emerge, revealing not only a discontinuous integration
and macroterritorialization process of the supranational territories but
also the necessity to contemplate different scales to gain a comprehensive
understanding of the dynamics of spatial conflicts within the regional free
movement.

Notes

1 In this article, by referring to regions, we mean supranational regions encom-
passing several countries. According to Nye (1968, vii), regions can be un-
derstood as a group of states connected by independence and geographical
proximity. In the realm of this article, “regional” is mostly used in the context
of regional integration projects.

2 On January 28, 2024, Niger, Mali, and Burkina Faso declared their immedi-
ate withdrawal from ECOWAS due to the alleged lack of support of nation-
states in their fight against terrorism and sanctions by the regional integration
project, as well as the influence of foreign powers such as France leasing the
community to have betrayed their founding principles (Broll 2024; Diallo et al.
2024). The withdrawal still has to be accepted by the ECOWAS. In the mean-
time, the countries are faced with suspension and sanctions. These develop-
ments could potentially have significant impact on regional free movement;
however, the specific trends are not yet foreseeable.

3 In Argentina, for example, migration being a human right is enshrined in the
constitution.

4 Most of the tensions between EU policies and free movement in the ECOWAS
have been registered in Niger (e.g., Bisong 2020). Yet, the country is not the
focus of this article because it has declared its withdrawal from ECOWAS.

5 The Schengen Borders Code (SBC) (EU 2016) affords EU member states the
prerogative, under exceptional circumstances, to reintroduce border control
measures at internal borders in instances where there exists a threat to public
policy or internal security. The measures, however, should not jeopardize the
principle of the free movement of persons within the Schengen Area according
to the commission.
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6 The recent election of Milei as Argentina’s president in November 2023, with
his promise to withdraw from Mercosur, further creates uncertainty about the
future trajectory of free movement within the Mercosur bloc (I71).
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4 Conflicts of modernities

The spaces of health care in
French-speaking West African
popular culture

Séverine Marguin and Daddy Dibinga

Introduction

In our research project, we investigate the production of spatial stories in
West African popular culture using the example of streaming series. Over
the past few decades, television series have emerged as influential mass me-
dia, boasting a wide range of products from vibrant new industries in the
subregion (Jedlowski 2019; Sawadogo 2023). These series tell us stories
about, in, and through the world, thereby contributing to the creation of
collective spatial stories and offering their own interpretations of current
spatial changes worldwide.

In this project, we investigate West African soap operas that stage eve-
ryday stories of families and thematize current social, political, and social
issues in the narratives of the main characters. As shown elsewhere, the
main controversy in what are known as “Afronovelas” is the negotiations
between modernities and traditions as competing sets of dominant val-
ues in the intrigues (Dibinga and Marguin forthcoming). Following an
interdisciplinary approach between film studies and sociology, we embed
filmic analysis in an analysis of the economic, cultural, and social con-
ditions of the production (Banks, Conor, and Mayer 2016). Since the
2010s, audiovisual productions in French-speaking West Africa—which
have been historically closely linked to the French cinematographic sector
(Ndoye 2019)—have become increasingly diverse through the emergence
of a postcolonial series landscape, within which various production rep-
ertoires coexist: (a) a translocal civilizational repertoire dominated by the
French state, (b) a local-regional identitarian repertoire shaped by local
production firms, and (c) a global standardizing repertoire shaped by
global corporatist firms (Marguin and Dibinga forthcoming).

In this paper, our aim is to highlight variations in spatial stories about
the same context, specifically in West African spaces of health care, accord-
ing to different production repertoires. Focusing on health care allows us
to concretely address not only the conflictual duality between modernities
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and traditions but also their actual shift. Therefore, we ask the following
questions: Which kinds of spaces of health care are shown in these soaps,
and what are their social-spatial qualities? How are they constructed
through the scenario and materially staged on the film set? What do they
tell us about the refiguration of modernities in French-speaking Africa?
The sociological film analysis reveals conflictual spatialities of health care
(spatial juxtaposition, spatial segmentation, and spatial uprooting) de-
pending on the respective production repertoire. Caught in a renegotiation
among African modernities, African traditions, and Western modernities,
these differentiated stagings of spatial stories tell us much about the un-
derstanding of modernities, especially regarding their agonistic or much
more conflictual coexistence. To do so, we use spatial analysis of “staged”
moral conflicts (Honneth 1994), which helps contribute to the analysis of
multiple spatialities (Knoblauch 2022).

We begin with a short introduction to the topic of modernity in West
Africa, before clarifying why we are working empirically with series ma-
terial. After a discussion on our sociospatial approach, in which we also
present our sample, we present the comparative analysis of the three con-
sidered series and the findings, which show the conflictual coexistence of
different spatial articulations between modernity and tradition. We end the
paper with some reflections on the questions regarding multiple spatialities.

Popular stories about modernities in West Africa

In this paper, we reflect on how modernities are an object of ongoing po-
larized debate in West Africa by focusing on the narrative dimension of
these discourses. Through the analysis of Afronovelas, we aim to make
visible which narratives of African modernities are conveyed within this
mass medium.

Multiple modernities in African bumanities

The question of modernity in Africa is a widely debated subject in the
humanities—particularly in and between the disciplines of philosophy,
history, anthropology, and sociology. A consensus holds that this is a
problematic debate, as modernity as a watchword anchored in the values
of Western civilization has been at the heart of colonialism. In the coun-
tercurrent to theories of Eurocentric diffusionism, discourses based on a
cultural theory approach emphasize the situated (Diagne 1992) character
of African modernities, which has unfolded in relation to and entangle-
ment with other modernities, first and foremost Western modernity, and
“opens up the possibility for polycentric modernities and modernisms at
different points of time and in different locations” (Friedman 2006, 426)."
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In his central essay “The Future of Tradition,” Senegalese philosopher
Souleymane Bachir Diagne (1992) points to the constructed nature of val-
ues as a function of the sociocultural dynamics at the heart of the con-
cept of modernity. His identification of the main conceptual pairs in West
African discourse on modernity—notably, rootedness/openness, tradition/
modernity, and authenticity/alienation (Diagne 1992, 281)—<clarifies for
this context the conflicting lines that structure the debate on multiple African
modernities. In these discourses, different dimensions are recurrently high-
lighted in the process of reinterpreting West African modernities—whether
this concerns challenging scientific-technical progress (Aron 1969), which
has already been denounced by proponents of negritude as dehumaniza-
tion who have instead argued for the reconciliation of technical innovation
and life (Senghor [1948] 2015), or whether it regards the supremacy of
the written word, which has been said to be constitutive of modernity but
weighed in the balance by the culture of African orality (Diagne 2005) and
currently reinterpreted in the light of the more figurative dimensions of
communication (Descola 2021).

Following the thinking of Senegalese philosopher Felwine Sarr (2016)
in Afrotopia and that of Cameroonian philosopher Achille Mbembé
(2005) in “Afropolitanisme,” questions of plurality and syncretism form
the essence of African modernities. By engaging with issues of “cultural
reappropriation, deconstruction of the modernist narrative and the im-
agination of a new relational anthropology” (Arnold 2021, 25), Sarr and
Mbembé emphasize dispersed continuities rather than ruptures with the
past. In contrast to the miserabilistic visions of Africa as a “world apart”
or “beyond the world” conveyed by the West (Mbembé and Sarr 2017, 8),
the authors think of Africa as a plural, open, flexible body that contributes
to “an expanded definition of the world” (12).

Sarr (2016) theorizes plurality in terms of syncretism as the main char-
acteristic of African modernity. He defines Africanity in terms of its “ca-
pacity for intermingling [capacité de brassage]” (Sarr 2016, 136), which is
based on the practice of synthesizing, recycling, and remodeling different
systems of thought that are epistemologically mutually exclusive (notably
a rational-logical system of thought, a system of thought based on the
religion of the book, and an animist system of thought) but coexist or even
overlap in their everyday performance. Mbembé (2013) calls for Africa’s
identity to be rethought in terms of multiple circulation. This underpins
the essential character of Afropolitanism—“broad-mindedness”—which
enables creative and critical thinking with relevance for local and global
contexts. He claims that people on the African continent always have
mixed elements of different cultures, beliefs, and ways of being. For him,
this refers to the “capacity of Africans to inhabit several worlds” (Mbembé
2013, 151), echoing Sarr’s idea of syncretism (2016). Mbembé (2021)
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insists that movements (to, from, and across the continent) are constitutive
of the African identity, which is a planetary project. These theories argue
in favor of decentering and recentering, and deconstructing and refound-
ing the idea of modernity, which takes “hybrid or cosmopolitan forms in
life, politics, culture” (Mbembé 2021, 3).

Stories and series

Following Garnier and Tomiche (2009), we argue that the conflictual
understandings of multiple modernities are the object of powerful narra-
tives. Thus, series seem to be relevant material for decrypting these current
narratives. As fictionalizations of everyday life, Afronovelas raise moral
societal issues through the staging of familial sagas that evoke domestic
conflicts, work-life balance, family’s reconfiguration, or actual forms of
romances—which are all spheres of life caught in the shifting dialectics be-
tween tradition and modernity. These series orchestrate conflicts, doubts,
and emotions regarding the life aspirations of West African subjects in a
refiguring world (Weidenhaus and Korte 2022; Mock and Weidenhaus
2022).

We see the as-yet undiscovered potential in this cultural mass medium as
a complement to the ambitious program of philosophers such as Mbembé
and Sarr, who have argued that the arts, aesthetics, and literature play a
special role in societal transformations and the recognition of the multi-
plicity of modernity. While, over the past years, both have focused primar-
ily on the role of museums (in the frame of the restitution debate for Sarr
and the idea of antimuseum for Mbembé), we believe that series, with their
broad democratic distribution across all strata of the population, have an
unrivaled power to tell stories.

Indeed, in recent years, series have emerged in sub-Saharan franco-
phone Africa. Once dominated by films and series from elsewhere, French-
speaking Africa saw, toward the end of the 1990s, a shift in television
programming with the promotion of local sitcom productions, such as A
Nous la Vie by Dani Kouyate (1998), Kady Jolie by Idrissa Ouedraogo
(1999), and Ma Famille by Akissi Delta (2002) (Sawadogo 2023). In the
course of the digitalization of the West African audiovisual sector (Jed-
lowski 2018), these sitcoms were soon followed by an explosion of pro-
ductions at the beginning of the 2010s, especially in Cote d’Ivoire and
Senegal. Broadcasted in prime time on the main TV channels and digital
platforms throughout the whole (French-speaking) subregion, these series
have been hits. Inspired by highly topical social phenomena, these series
are seen as mirrors of a future-oriented African society. Against the back-
drop of the often-decried miserabilist (Sarr 2016) and nostalgic (Lache-
nal and Mbodj-Pouye 2014) perspectives on the “past futures” of African
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independence or declining African cities, these series show an idealized
version of the everyday life of the inhabitants of a West African metropo-
lis, with resources and capital of all kinds, which has proven thrilling for
understanding the current negotiations of desirable values.

Carrying a strong decolonial vision (Dibinga 2024), these series offer a
vision of a renewed Africa through the formulation of an “Afrocontem-
porary aesthetic” (Sarr 2016, 136). Of course, this aporia of the series
certainly should not mask the heterogeneity of the discourses they convey,
as this is what makes them a fascinating and relevant object of research for
understanding the representations negotiated around the various moral
conflicts (Honneth 1994) that run through the portrayed West African
societies.

Health care and sorcery in West Africa: Moral issues

We argue that a topical focus on the staging of health care within series
can reveal the conceptions of African modernities conveyed within the
stories. Depending on the definition and practices of healing, different sets
of values embedded in sociocultural dynamics are mobilized. The topic of
health, healing, and illness in the African context is obviously a very broad
field of research. It has been structured over the past century as the herit-
age of colonization, along with the strong uneven duality between Western
modern medicine and African traditional healing. However, how should
healing practices be conceived beyond the solely civilizational injunctions
of others (Sarr 2016, 40) or without following the legacy of the “colonial
library” (Mudimbe 1988) that still shapes the vision and imaginaries as-
sociated with (West) Africa?

In the historical and anthropological literature on African health care,
the legacy and permanence of the duality? between Western modern medi-
cine and African traditional healing has been widely questioned over the
past few decades. Malowany (1997) and Lee (2021) both investigate the
concept of medical pluralism: “In most African communities several kinds
of healers work side by side: physicians or medical assistants, specialists
in sorcery or spirit possession, Christian or Muslim religious healers, and
others” (Feierman 1985, 73). Multiple authorities coexist alongside each
other. On the one hand is Western modern medicine, based on medical
models focusing on the diagnosis and treatment of specific health con-
ditions using pharmaceuticals and medical procedures, and on the other
hand is African traditional healing as a holistic approach that considers
the social, psychological, and spiritual aspects of health and illness. The
traditional African approach often includes the use of traditional herbs,
rituals, and community support to promote health and wellness (Dzoyem,
Tshikalange, and Kuete 2013).
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In more recent discourse, authors have discussed medical syncretism
(Moshabela, Zuma, and Gaede 2016) as a further step toward grasp-
ing the coexistence in a more entangled way. In the summer of 2023, the
World Health Organization (WHO) organized the first Traditional Medi-
cine Global Summit to decide on an evidence-based framework to inte-
grate the benefits of traditional medicine into universal health care. Efforts
have indeed been made to develop new regulations and policies around
traditional, complementary, and integrative medicine. This includes reflec-
tions about the need for jurisprudence regarding nonconventional medi-
cine to deal with the increased number of charlatans roaming the towns
(Kamgoui Kuitche 2017).

Closely linked to the issue of health care is the question of sorcery, as
the “marabout” is a central figure in specific traditional healing practices.
A marabout is an important spiritual figure in West African societies and
is a common term for a spiritual guide® and priest, as well as for a wise
man, judge, educator, guardian, storyteller, and transmitter of myths, tra-
ditions, and knowledge, such as herbal medicine, the making of magic
potions, the use of medicinal plants, and alternative medicines. In anthro-
pological literature, there has been an interesting debate for the past few
decades about the relationship between sorcery and modernity, with au-
thors showing that sorcery is “not only contiguous with, but constitutive
of modernity” (Moore and Sanders 2001, 12).* As summarized by Henry
and Tall, there is a new paradigm in which “authors such as Meyer (1999)
and Comaroff and Comaroff (2000) see the use of witchcraft as a local
response to the imperialism of international capitalism and globalization”
(Henry and Tall 2008, 15, own translation). This debate is inseparable
from the debate on health care practices and therefore needs to be consid-
ered from an entangled perspective in order to understand the fractures
created by the colonialist project of Western modernity and the epistemo-
logical framework within which the renaissance of an African modernity
or modernities is taking place.

The sociospatial approach to refiguration

Following a sociospatial approach (Jessop, Brenner, and Jones 2008;
Christmann and Ibert 2012; Baxter et al. 2021; Marguin and Pelger 2022),
we look at the constitution of space to understand the social. To do this, we
borrow a relational approach to space (Low [2001] 2016), which allows us
to take into account its materiality, its performativity in social action, and
its imaginative dimensions. We are convinced that the spatial lens sheds rel-
evant light on current shifting conflicting phenomena and allows for con-
sidering complex entanglements in the analysis, as stated by the theoretical
framework of the refiguration of spaces (Low and Knoblauch 2022).
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Investigating spatial stories

Deciphering the mise en intrigue of spaces (especially spaces of health
care) helps us understand the ways in which current West African socie-
ties, especially Senegalese, are told and culturally constructed in a series.
In doing so, we are part of the topographical (Bohme 2004) or spatial
(Buschmann and Miiller 2009; Hallet and Neumann 2009; Gajdis and
Manczyk-Krygiel 2016) turns in literary studies since the late 2000s, in
which narrated spaces are theoretically considered both as representations
of culturally dominant spatial orders and as constitutions of (new) cultural
orders (Hallet and Neumann 2009, 16). Michel de Certeau’s (1988, 345)
concept of spatial stories offers a useful heuristic for this, because spatial
stories, as narrations of space, not only describe space but also produce
it. In this approach to the dynamization of space, like Jorg Diinne (2009),
we pursue a topological and topographical analysis of spatial narratives
in which the relationship between subjects and objects in narratives is de-
scribed as constitutive constellations of space or the world and in which
the mediality and materiality of these spatializations are considered. Based
on the literature of Madhu Krishnan (2018, 3), we want to ask, “How
does [series production], as a material artefact comprising part of a far
wider system, contribute to the production and performance of space
across time?”

Following Dunne’s (2014) approach, we look at what he calls the “sce-
nario of spaces”—the coherent and intentional assembly of all the spatial
stories told in a series. The consequence of this is that a particular spatial
story (e.g., the spaces of health care inhabited and performed by the char-
acters) is always inscribed in a relationship (whether one of distinction,
resemblance, comparison, etc.) with the other spaces of health care pre-
sented in the fiction. The scenario of space is the result of a coordinated
intention; it is not just the result of the inspired gesture of the director but
rather the result of collective work that follows a process of alignment
with the spatial knowledge of the production team members. The particu-
larity of our approach is that it deeply focuses on the orchestration of the
spatiality—that is, how space is materially “staged” (Baxter and Marguin
2024)—and reconstructs the process of staging through our ethnographic
data.

Corpus of three Senegalese series for different perspectives on health

The originality of our approach lies in its combination of film analysis
and an approach that investigates the sociology of cultural production
by deconstructing the production processes at work (Mayer, Banks, and
Caldwell 2009; Banks, Conor, and Mayer 2016). While the phenomenon
of West African series is still relatively unexplored, there is a long-standing
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discourse on francophone cinema in West Africa (Forest 2018; Ndoye
2019; Caillé and Forest 2019). Nguéa and Bell Yembel (2020) and
Jedlowski (2018, 2019) even more explicitly discuss the shift to video for-
mats and the resulting digitization as a mode of production and reception
that is spreading rapidly. Within the upcoming industry, we have distin-
guished three competing production repertoires (Marguin and Dibinga
forthcoming) that differ according to the degree of the translocation of
the production teams’ composition, the financial participation of private
and public production capital, and the distribution possibilities (national
television channels, online platforms, YouTube):

1 The civilizational translocal production repertoire is subject to the ex-
clusive technical and financial tutelage of France through public support
for cultural cooperation, and functions as a relic of the colonial era.

2 The identitarian local production repertoire is based on the emergence
of an intraregional private audiovisual production sector, along the
lines of Nollywood (Haynes 2007), in which West African fiction is
produced by West African production companies for West African au-
diences, following a regionalization dynamic.

3 The standardizing global production repertoire highlights the involve-
ment of large private Western media groups (notably online platforms)
seeking to reach a global audience through translocal coproductions of
African fictions.

The research design of our project is therefore based on a comparative
case study of the West African series—that is, a series whose narrative is
inspired by West African reality and in which West Africans participate in
the production. As the production regimes are intended to be contrasted,
the other dimensions should, as far as possible, be homogeneous, particu-
larly with regard to the genre of the series (soap opera), taking place in a
major West African city (in this paper, Dakar), and being successful over
several seasons. Based on these criteria, we chose the following three series
to be included in the study: C’est la Vie!, Karma, and Yaay 2.0 (Figure
4.1a—c and Table 4.1).

Combinatorial methods of film analysis and ethnographic investigation

This project adopted a multimodal qualitative approach consisting of two
integrated work modules: a film analysis and an ethnographic investiga-
tion of the film set of the series. In the first work module, the audiovisual
product was analyzed qualitatively to highlight spatial narratives. As a
qualitative hermeneutic method, the sociological analysis of films aims to
interpret the formation of meaning in films or series while including the
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Table 4.1 Three series under study

C’est la Vie!: This series, which falls under the
production regime of French tutelage, has
been produced since 2014 by the Franco-
Senegalese production company Keewu
Productions and is cofinanced by French
subsidies and nongovernmental organizations
(notably Rias) in the field of health.

-
marodi.fv

RATTRAPEZ LE TEMPS PEROUI

Karma: This series has been produced since
2020 by Marodi TV, the leading Senegalese
production company in the West African series
sector, representing the local production
regime.

=20

EPISODE 1

KA
LIS

29MAI 3 YouTube

TA PRODUCTI

Yaay 2.0: This series has been produced since
2021 by Kalista Productions, an up-and-
coming production company in Dakar
founded by Kalista Sy, a script writer and
producer of Afrofeminist series.

historical and cultural contexts (Reichertz and Englert 2011; Peltzer and
Keppler 2015; Mikos 2018). We carried out a focused film analysis, pri-
marily concentrating on the spatial dimension. To this end, we produced
mappings of the filmic spaces (see below in the analysis) that reconstructed
the spaces of health care in the series.
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The second module consisted of an ethnographic study of the process of
constructing fictional filmic spaces. During a field trip lasting several weeks
in Dakar, we were able to observe the construction of filmic spaces by the
teams from the Keewu and Marodi production companies. Shooting and
editing require a process of spatial translation of the mise-en-scéne, the set
dressing, and the reconstitution of certain locations on the set. We con-
ducted expert interviews (Thierbach 2021) with the series teams, including
those responsible for the story (e.g., the scriptwriters), those responsible
for the physical and material contexts of the fictional spaces (e.g., the set
designers or location scouts), those responsible for the visual translation of
the profilmic space into the represented space (e.g., the cameramen or the
director of photography), and, of course, the directors as the conductors
of the entire shoot.

Staged moral conflicts regarding African modernities

In the third part of this paper, we present the results of our empirical in-
vestigation of spatial stories from Afronovelas. First, we reconstructed the
spatial qualities of these specific spaces through the visual film analysis of
the chosen sequences. Second, we put this spatial constitution into per-
spective by embedding it into their context of production to understand
the meaning-making intended by the production team. With this research
design, we aimed to take into consideration and bring together the dif-
ferent perspectives, depending on the context of the production of the
series—that is, depending on their position within the production regime
of Afronovelas in West Africa. The comparison of the different spatial
stories allowed us to work out the multiple spatialities orchestrated in the
series—that is, the entanglements of the various modernities—through the
analysis of their spatialization (Knoblauch 2022, 107).

Spatial juxtaposition in C’est la Vie!: The secularization of health care

The series C’est la Vie! stages the everyday life of a health center in a fic-
tive West African town called Ratanga. It presents the personal stories
of the employees and their extended families. For this paper, we chose a
sequence (see Figure 4.2) staging a conflict involving a midwife, Tiada,
who is employed at the medical center. In this scene, Tiada unofficially
provides traditional healing care for men suffering from impotence. She
welcomes them into her consultation space, where she normally treats
the women, and this leads to many men waiting in front of her room. She
conceals her herbs in a drawer in her desk. Her practice, so far tolerated
by the leader of the health center, is challenged by the arrival of her col-
leagues, Assitan and Korsa, who practice conventional Western medicine
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Figure 4.3 Mapping of the midwife’s
consultation room using
traditional plants in the
westernized health center
in the series C’est la Vie!.

Figure 4.2 Collection of stills as data
basis for the interpreta-
tional mapping of health
care scenes in the series Source: Drawing by research team members
C’est la Viel. Inés Gartlinger and Séverine Marguin.

Source: Stills from C’est la Vie!, Season 3,
Episode 2, accessed on YouTube.’

and are shocked by the coexistence of the two approaches in the very
same consultation room.

The spatial analysis (see Figure 4.3) of this sequence shows a spatial
juxtaposition of two medicinal approaches performed alongside each
other. The “polycontextural” dimension of the situation (Knoblauch et al.
2021), represented as the simultaneous overlapping of the logic of West-
ern medicine and that of traditional African healing practices, leads to
conflicts between the employees of the health center. This shows how the
opposition between the two healing practices is an object of negotiation.

Produced by the French production firm Keewu Production and founded
by the nongovernmental organization Reis, active in the domain of health
sensibilization, the series conveys the paradigm of medical pluralism, in
which multiple authorities coexist. The series shows how this paradigm
is a source of conflict among the employees of the center, even if there is a
consensus among different generations—as shown by the portrayed men
outside the door waiting for the consultation. This is coherent with the po-
sitioning of the WHO on the African continent and its plea for accelerating
the registration and circulation of standardized African traditional medi-
cines within the WHO African Region, based on the criteria of pharmaceu-
tical quality, safety of use, and therapeutic efficacy (WHO 2010).
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In the C’est la Vie! series, which is produced within the civilizational
repertoire, the opposition between Western medicine and traditional heal-
ing practices is emptied of any spiritual substance—there is a clear sepa-
ration of the medical spheres from the religious/spiritual sphere. In this
sense, the use of plants to regulate male impotence is itself rationalized
on the basis of the plants’ active agents for the intended treatment. In
this way, the series offers a secularized version of the moral conflict over
what medicine should be used in modern society. In this sense, the series
is the bearer of Eurocentric diffusionism, reinforcing the epistemological
primacy of Western modernity. This correlates with the way Keewu’s pro-
ducer states the framing of C’est la Vie! as an attempt to “topicalize”
good recipes used in French series toward the West African audience (from
an interview with the Keewu producer in Dakar, December 2022). This
spatial juxtaposition is derived from a Westernized take on the tension be-
tween a modern Western understanding of health care and African healing
traditions and drives this opposition within the series.

Spatial segmentation in Karma: The syncretic understanding of health care

The Karma series depicts the tribulations of several families facing daily
difficulties in the metropolis of Dakar. For this paper, we chose a sequence
staging a conflict revolving around a sick baby. The baby was born with
a heart defect, which requires surgery. How the child should be cared
for sparks a conflict between the different generations of caregivers in the
extended family—and, as we learn, this is not the first case of a child’s
heart defect in the extended family. The young parents plead for a heart
operation, following the precepts of Western medicine, whereas the grand-
parents are heavily against it, as they want to seek the help of the family
marabout to cure the child. The conflict evolves dramatically, with the
grandfather kidnapping the child just before the operation and bringing
him secretly to their village of origin, Bakel, to see the marabout. Here, the
scenario takes an interesting twist. On the one hand, the child is cured by
the marabout; on the other hand, the heart disease is revealed to have been
caused by ingesting a potion made from traditional herbs that pregnant
women in the family are accustomed to drinking (Figures 4.4 and 4.5).
The spatial analysis of the sequence shows a spatial segmentation of
the two conflictual medicinal approaches. The visits to the doctor for
the child’s heart disease take place at a modern hospital, situated in the
center of the metropole Dakar. It is staged as an anonymous, labyrinthine,
and vast space. The doctor’s consultation room is structured around his
desk, which creates a barrier between the two parents, who are desper-
ate and emotional, and the doctor, who is cold and stiff. The marabout
is shown in the family’s native village, more than 600 km from Dakar,
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Figure 4.5 Mapping of the relations
between health care situa-
tions in the series Karma.

Source: Drawing by research team members
Figure 4.4 Collection of stills as data  Inés Gartlinger and Séverine Marguin.
basis for the interpreta-
tional mapping of health
care scenes in the series
Karma.

Source: Stills from Karma, Season 3, Epi-
sode 0 and 6-8, accessed on YouTube.¢

in the Tambacounda region in the far east of Senegal on the border with
Mauritania. The grandfather meets the marabout under the village tree,
surrounded by members of his extended family. The people are seated close
together, gathered around the marabout, who exudes a warm nobility. In
this polarized spatial mise-en-scene, dividing lines emerge, notably between
the urban and the rural and between the foreign and the familiar. This rep-
resentation of the opposition between modernity and tradition runs pre-
cisely along the conceptual couples defined by S.B. Diagne (1992, 3)—such
as openness and rootedness, or alienation and authenticity. In this sense,
the production of the series follows the same patterns as popular African
literary works, which expose tradition and modernity (Garnier 2009, 34).

Karma is produced by the local production firm Marodi Production,
whose producer, Mass Ndour, is keen to produce stories that sound like his
people—in other words, stories that are “authentically” Senegalese (from
an interview with the Marodi producer in Dakar, December 2022). Karma
puts forward the idea of medical syncretism. It is not about choosing sides
but about navigating these different worlds inhabited in everyday life.
However, the orchestration is not without criticism of both approaches.
For example, the hospital is staged as impersonal and dehumanizing, and
even though the marabout is the one who saves the child, the series still
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addresses sharp criticism of the treatment of pregnant women with toxic
traditional remedies. This mirrors the existing criticism of charlatans who
abuse people and their families, while also making the child’s rescue by
the marabout’s spiritual force credible. Indeed, the marabout draws on his
charismatic power through his positioning toward the extended family. It
is a tale of “integrative sorcery,” which “as part of the symbolic logic that
organizes power relationships is rooted in lineage structures and expresses
gender and generational relationships” (Henry and Tall 2008, 24). This
nuance between marabout and charlatan shows the constant negotiation
and reinvention of traditions (Meinhof 2012) and their projection into the
future through the implication of the new generation. The Karma series,
produced within the identitarian repertoire, conveys a strong sense of syn-
cretism in which the medical spheres coexist with the religious and spir-
itual spheres. In this sense, the series bears an African modernity, rooted
in tradition (i.e., rooted in the family).

Spatial uprooting in Yaay 2.0: The syncretic understanding of
urbanized health care

The series Yaay 2.0 depicts the tribulations of several women as they be-
come mothers (Yaay means “mother” in Wolof). For this paper, we chose
a sequence staging a conflict around the infertility of two couples. Both
couples are desperate to have children, but despite all the measures taken,
especially by the women, both remain childless. The series shows how the
parents-in-law interfere in the couples’ lives and give advice after advice to
the young women. The mothers and mothers-in-law in particular provide
them with beverages and amulets to help them procreate. The two women
are more or less receptive to these methods. However, one of the women
rejects the mother-in-law’s help, and on the advice of her gynecologist, who
offers a Western medical follow-up, she insists that her husband be tested—
a taboo in Senegalese society. This scene presents a feminist critique through
the breaking of this taboo. The other woman decides to go by herself to the
marabout to receive counsel and answers (Figures 4.6 and 4.7).

The spatial analysis of this sequence shows a spatial uprooting. As
in Karma, Yaay 2.0 presents a segmentation between a more Western-
orientated medicine and the healing practices of the marabout—and yet,
the orchestration of this segmentation has a refiguring quality. The gy-
necologist’s practice is built on a human scale, which allows for more
intimate interactions than at the Karma hospital, for example. The care
personnel are shown as empathic and engaging with caring gestures toward
the women and especially the men. Even more interesting is how the mara-
bout is staged. The sequence opens with an indoor view of what looks like
a tent, arranged around a carpet with the same objects and artifacts one
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Figure 4.7 Mapping of the relations
between health care situa-
tions in the series Yaay 2.0.

Figure 4.6 Collection of stills as data Source: Drawing by research team members

basis for tl_le interpreta- Inés Gartlinger and Séverine Marguin.
tional mapping of health

care scenes in the series
Yaay 2.0.

Source: Stills from Yaay 2.0, Season 1, Epi-
sode 1 and 5, accessed on YouTube.”

would find under the tree where a marabout traditionally meets those seek-
ing their help. The marabout is young and not that charismatic, and above
all, he has no ties to the people coming. They do not know each other; the
marabout is a stranger—which is shown by the husband’s rejection of what
he calls a “charlatan.” The next view is striking, as it becomes clear that
the “tent” is pitched in the middle of Dakar, surrounded by tall buildings.

Yaay 2.0 is produced by the local production firm Kalista Productions,
whose producer, Kalista Sy, is an emblematic figure in the series scene.
Describing herself as “Afrofeminist,” she is concerned with showing the
complexities of the women’s situation and being caught between traditions
and modernities. In Yaay 2.0, as in Karma, the series recounts a medical
syncretism and stages the new problematics in a way that leads to a re-
figuration of this coexistence of different belief systems. This concerns the
processes of urbanization and family nuclearization. The staging of the
marabout in his isolated tent, drowned in the Dakar metropolis, represents
its uprooting from the lineage structures of the village. This is reinforced
by the fact that the couple is visiting him alone without any other fam-
ily members. Researchers in the humanities describe this phenomenon as
“sorcery on the loose” that is no longer integrative within a fixed commu-
nity (Henry and Tall 2008, 24). As in Karma, the Yaay 2.0 series, produced
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within the identitarian repertoire, conveys a strong sense of syncretism in
which the medical spheres coexist with the religious and spiritual spheres
and shows the radical transformations due to the rural exodus, urbaniza-
tion, and family transformation that Senegalese society is undergoing. It
makes a plea to reflect on the articulation between traditions and moderni-
ties in societies in full transformation.

Conclusion: Multiple spatialities of health care in Afronovelas

Comparing the spatial stories of health care in the three considered
Afronovelas shows the conflictual coexistence of various spatial figura-
tions about modernities and traditions. The first series, C’est la Vie!, whose
production follows a translocal civilizational production repertoire, stages
the oppositional duality between traditional African medicine and West-
ern medicine, which is resolved through spatial juxtaposition. This means
that the two ways of healing can share the same space but are in clear
subordination to one another. Western medicine is considered the official
practice and has the power to “tolerate” African healing medicines if they
are hidden. The plain hierarchical spatial juxtaposition is a manifestation
of medical pluralism through the recognition of the virtues of plants but
only in a secularized way.

The second and third series, Karma and Yaay 2.0, whose production
follows a local identitarian production repertoire, instead plead for a
medical syncretism by staging the coexistence of various healing practices
as spatial segmentation in different coexisting worlds. The characters cir-
culate very freely, although not without conflict, between these worlds,
which show the same degree of ontological legitimacy. For example, in
Yaay 2.0, there is no spatial hierarchy between the marabout’s tent and
the gynecologist’s office. In contrast, in Karma, this segmentation follows
the duality between city and countryside by spatially grounding the power
of each healing practice within a specific spatial setting (the urbanized
context of the hospital for Western medicine practices versus the rural
context of the marabout’s family tree for traditional ones). In Yaay 2.0,
the classical duality between city and countryside is overcome, and the
staging of modernities and traditions becomes more complex as the seg-
mentation turns into a spatial uprooting; that is, the spatial arrangement
of the gynecologist is humanized, almost familiar, while the one staging the
marabout is looser and estranged. In this spatial refiguration of familiar-
ity/strangeness, we see a renegotiation of the dualities (e.g., rootedness/
openness and authenticity/alienation) that, for S.B. Diagne (1992, 281),
grounds the very core of the futures of African traditions. This shows, with
great accuracy, how Afronovelas, through their meticulous staging, the-
matize and perform these complex struggles over modernities (Table 4.2).



Table 4.2 Comparative analysis of the spatial stories of health care in the three considered Afronovelas.

C’est la Vie!

Karma

Yaay 2.0

Production
repertoire

Understandings
of health care

Spatialities

Understanding
of modernities

Translocal civilizational repertoire

Oppositional duality between
traditional African medicine and
Western medicine; no marabout

Spatial juxtaposition
Western modernity

Local identitarian repertoire

Syncretism: marabout, Western
medicine, religion

Spatial segmentation

African modernity, following
syncretism and pluralism

Local identitarian repertoire

Syncretism: ambivalent
relationship between marabout
and Western medicine

Spatial uprooting

Refigured African modernity,
following syncretism and
pluralism from an Afrofeminist
perspective
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Comparing the entangled translocal and local cultural productions al-
lows for an analysis of the power relations and dominance at stake in
the production and the circulation of such spatialities. Following Edward
Said (1978, 49), the construction and dissemination of the “imaginative
geographies” of colonialism, especially regarding the understanding of
modernity, is and has been a central aspect of the West’s control of the for-
mer colonized world. By investigating the construction of the imaginative
spaces as a “geoaesthetic category” (Mbembé 2021, 221), we reveal the
struggle and conflicts between different actors of the audiovisual produc-
tion regime over the controversial and coveted influence of the series on
the construction of spatial imaginaries of health care in West Africa. The
three different spatialities (spatial juxtaposition, spatial segmentation, and
spatial uprooting) that emerge from the analysis convey a respective varia-
tion on this tension between African traditions and modernities.

This detailed analysis of the spatial stories about health care in Afronove-
las reveals the virulence of “staged” moral conflicts (Honneth 1994) within
this industry and reflects the struggles within Senegalese society—from an
enforced universalist modernity by the colonial power, through a legiti-
mate syncretism at the foundation of African modernity, to a syncretism
refigured in the course of urbanization and family change. In line with
refiguration theory, these conceptions are clearly shown to coexist and be
in moral conflict with each other. Moreover, these multiple modernities
can be analyzed spatially because they are manifest in multiple spatialities.

Notes

1 As such, this echoes the theories of multiple (Eisenstadt 2000; Wohlrab-Sahr
and Burchardt 2012) and alternative (Gaonkar 2001) modernities.

2 1 use the words traditional and traditions here not as substantializations (for
something that has always existed), but because this is how the debate is con-
ducted by different scholars. As such, the word tradition is much more com-
mon than before modernity, or precolonial, because it stresses the continuity
of traditions in modernities (Diagne 1992).

3 Not to be confused with the Muslim marabout, which refers to a Sufi religious
leader.

4 This is similar to the “reinvention of tradition” in light of modernity (Meinhof
2012).

5 C’est la Viel, Season 3, Episode 2: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fFn
WCGBJkwU&t=2s

6 Karma, Season 3, Episode 0: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hqCdHTY
cna8&t=3142s; Karma, Season 3, Episode 6: https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=pizOe88sppg&t=702s; Karma, Season 3, Episode 7: https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=It6 YhWVqhKc; Karma, Season 3, Episode 8: https://www.you-
tube.com/watch?v=hO_wZn7rZpA.

7 Yaay 2.0, Season 1, Episode 1: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T33-XxI-
UIR8; Yaay 2.0, Season 1, Episode 5: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8Mzp
T-HW-ro.
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5 Borders on the internet? The RIPE
debate about the internet in the
wake of the war in Ukraine!

Sezgin Sonmez and Hubert Knoblauch

Introduction

The Russian invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022, caused global
outrage and led to extensive international sanctions against the Russian
Federation. Alongside economic and political sanctions, a debate emerged
in the months that followed on whether and to what extent parts of Rus-
sia’s internet infrastructure could be sanctioned. Once again, the ques-
tion of territorial demarcation of the internet was explicitly raised and
discussed.

This discourse event is part of the ongoing debate about the fragmen-
tation, territorialization, and instrumentalization of cyberspace that has
been happening for several years. It weaves through the short but eventful
history of the internet in a way that is particularly interesting for examin-
ing the refiguration of spaces. The internet serves as a prime example of
what is referred to in this context as a “network.” The idea of capping
parts of the internet also brings into question the “logic” of spatial figures.
Despite the internet being traditionally seen as “spaceless,” potential sanc-
tions on the internet highlight the materiality of its infrastructure, which is
deeply rooted in technical and spatial structures.

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine had widespread consequences for the war-
ring parties, the international security order, and the global economy. The
ongoing war in Europe has resulted in thousands of deaths and millions
of displaced persons. From the perspective of the West, Russia has tran-
sitioned from an autocracy to a dictatorship, leading to unprecedented
economic sanctions imposed by the international community. Politically,
Ukraine has finally moved closer to the West and Europe and is receiving
extensive economic and military support from numerous countries. On the
battlefield, the Russian war of aggression does not stop at Ukraine’s criti-
cal infrastructure. Power lines, power plants, gas pipelines, and bridges
are considered legitimate targets and are systematically destroyed. In ad-
dition, the internet, as essential communications infrastructure, has also
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been significantly affected by the war. Stas Prybytko, a representative of
the Ukrainian Ministry of Digital Transformation, has described the situa-
tion in the occupied territories as follows (Bergengruen 2022):

The first thing that the Russians do when they occupy these ter-
ritories is cut off the networks, [...] Then the people living there
don’t know what’s happening in Ukraine, they can’t call family to
describe the situation, they don’t know whether their relatives are
alive or not.

In the course of the war, Russia has captured or destroyed over 4,000
base stations of Ukrainian telecommunications operators and over 60,000
km of fiber optic cable (Bergengruen 2022). The website “TOP10VPN,”
which gathers data on digital rights violations in Ukraine, has documented
the following damage and outages, among others:

Internet Infrastructure Damage

e Ukrainian internet has shrunk by at least 16% nationwide

e Accessible IP addresses in Kherson have reduced by 81%, 59% in
Donetsk and 56% in Luhansk since the invasion

® 17% of all network-connected devices previously detectable via
internet scans appear to have been lost

Internet Outages

e There have been as many as 276 internet disruptions in Ukraine
of varying severity, totaling almost 19,000 hours

e At least 45 severe outages lasting over 3,800 hours have affected
the country

¢ Kherson has suffered the longest period of the most severe out-
ages, with almost 1,500 hours in total

Digital Censorship

e 13 digital censorship initiatives have occurred in the occupied
regions, including the blocking of Google, YouTube, and Viber

¢ 17 measures aimed at taking control of Ukrainian telecommuni-
cations infrastructure have occurred (Woodhams and Migliano
2022)




Borders on the Internet? 99

Ukrainian telecommunication providers are working diligently to re-
pair the damage to infrastructure as quickly as possible by fixing fiber
optic cables, rebuilding base stations, and setting up temporary Wi-Fi
spots. However, in areas occupied by Russia, Ukrainian internet providers
are facing systematic attacks. Connections to the rest of Ukraine are fre-
quently severed rapidly, and instead, a connection to the Russian network
is established. The strategic spatial control of fiber optic cables and access
to internet infrastructure are therefore central focuses of the armed conflict
between the warring parties.

Fragmentation, “weaponization,” and the reconfiguration
of the internet

The refiguration of spaces is a process that we fundamentally associate
with the digital mediatization of communicative action (Low and Kno-
blauch 2021). While mediatization characterizes the spatial mediation of
actions, the knowledge that guides them and the resulting institutions and
objectifications, digitalization, which began in the 1960s (initially as “in-
formatization™), has now permeated all areas, systems, and fields of ac-
tion. It is essentially based on a technical infrastructure that has now been
developed across large parts of the world, enabling new forms of global
communication. This infrastructure and the communication it supports
were primarily seen as a new form of global networking. More recently,
however, massively opposing processes have become apparent, which also
have to do with the fact that the infrastructures of the internet are not
only network-like. These tensions form the core of the concept of the re-
figuration of spaces, for example, between the open, unbounded, and de-
centralized (global) figuration of the network and the limited, centralized,
and access-controlled figuration of the (national) territory, as in the case
discussed here. The internet itself seems to have been central to the dis-
semination of the network figure, which was closely linked to neoliberal
globalization and associated with globally active corporations. However,
the idealized nature of these ideas about the internet as a network brings
up the question of how they are actually put into practice.

In order to understand the “network” as more than just a “neoliberal
ideology” (Bory 2020), as critical media theory does, it is necessary to
examine its materiality. This materiality is characterized by cables, serv-
ers, routers, nodes, and other complex technical systems and devices. As-
sociated with this materiality is the spatiality of the internet, which has
often been overlooked. Although the internet, like networks in general,
has been viewed as something “virtual,” where physical space loses im-
portance or does not have a distinct “place” (Lambach 2020, 489), the
infrastructures are spatial in a very clear sense. They unfold underground,
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on the earth, and even in space. The intercontinental submarine cables
that run through the oceans, for example, can be compared to railroads,
as Starosielski (2015) demonstrates, following well established highly sedi-
mented, historical maritime trade routes. There are local spaces, such as
small and large data centers and internet exchange points, that are highly
localized in specific locations but interconnected like nodes. In addition,
their connection to the end devices of internet users highlights the inter-
net’s strong network characteristics, which are increasingly mobile and
dynamic due to the proliferation of portable computers and cell phones.
Through these end devices, the material space of the internet is conceived
as a network that always includes the social actors connected to it, as well
as the institutions linked to the infrastructure, technological regulation,
and services offered within it. Along with these social actors, another space
comes into play, often referred to as virtual, which consists of primar-
ily two-dimensional surfaces of visual, linguistic, and other signs through
which the users communicate (which are also located in physical space,
along with the devices used for communication). Their communication
can be described as “digitally mediatized,” as physically localized actors
connect with each other and with the technology through communication
technologies across different spaces. Following Voelsen’s (2019) sugges-
tion, we can distinguish at least four levels of digital infrastructure:

1 End Devices and their Users (smartphones, laptops, individuals, and
institutions);

2 Internet Services (everyday applications, digital platforms, and soft-
ware services);

3 Logical Infrastructures (standardized protocols for the transmission of
data between the different layers); and

4 Physical Infrastructures (cable connections, routers, servers, and data
centers).

Even though technical descriptions of infrastructures differentiate be-
tween multiple layers, collectively referred to as the internet’s protocol
stack, it is crucial from a social science perspective to understand how
social institutions influence and modify this stack materially and spatially.
For example, the physical infrastructure of cables, transmitters, and both
older and newer satellites is owned primarily by large private and par-
tially state-owned companies, such as global telecommunications services
that have arisen from privatization processes. The fact that large operators
of internet services have recently created physical infrastructures (AWS,
Google, etc.) or even new infrastructure systems (Starlink) demonstrates
that the four levels are not clearly separable and are in a constant state of
flux.
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The social aspect of material infrastructure is also reflected in the fact
that technical regulations are always linked to social norms. For exam-
ple, the normative demand for openness and accessibility is technically
implemented by the fact that the use of the internet is, in principle, open
to everyone and that everyone can participate in technical developments
(Deibert and Crete-Nishihata 2012, 342). Several organizations have been
formed over the past two decades to ensure these regulations. In polit-
ical science terms, they are usually referred to as part of a global field
of “internet governance,” as they have the power to decide on technical
standards and the distribution of network resources. The connection of
such organizations to the normative network concept becomes clear in the
special form known as nefworked governance (Stoker 2006; Cowhey and
Mueller 2009; Kahler 2011; Hollstein et al. 2017; Kapucu and Hu 2020).
This form of governance is not organized hierarchically, does not require
formal membership, has no prerequisites for participation, and makes
decisions based on consensual communicative actions (Mueller, Schmidt,
and Kuerbis 2013). Therefore, it follows a “multistakeholder” model as
opposed to “multilateral” organizations, in which nation-states hold more
dominance.

Both types of political control play a role in our case, which deals with
the access of individual end devices to the entire network. The main issue
is the regulation of what we know in digitalized everyday life as an “IP
address.” IP addresses are based on the technical assignment of a series
of numbers, including a network address and a host address, which can
control access (DeNardis 2009).

The task of assigning IP address blocks and subnet numbers (autono-
mous system numbers or ASNs), known as Internet Assigned Numbers
Authority (IANA) functions, was initially managed by a single person from
1972. This person was the internet pioneer Jon Postel, who at that time
still kept a handwritten list of the internet’s port numbers in his office. Jon
Postel was employed at the Information Sciences Institute at the University
of California, which was one of the founding institutions of NSFNET? and
was funded by the US Department of Defense until the 1980s. During the
transition from ARPANET to the internet in 1988, the term IANA was
first mentioned in the document RFC 1083.° Joyce Reynolds was named
as the responsible contact person, with Postel as Deputy Internet Architect
(IETF 1988). For a long time, addresses were allocated according to the
egalitarian first-come, first-served principle. Finally, the Internet Corpora-
tion for Assigned Names and Numbers (ICANN) was created in 1998. As
a civilian non-profit organization, it was entrusted by the US Department
of Commerce with the allocation of domain names and address resources,
thus taking over the IANA functions but remaining under the control of
the US government. This changed, at the latest, in the aftermath of the
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Snowden scandal, which had far-reaching consequences for the public per-
ception of US-dominated internet governance (Flonk, Jachtenfuchs, and
Obendiek 2020, 380). ICANN was finally released from the control of the
Department of Commerce in 2014,* and the management of IANA func-
tions was handed over entirely to the global multistakeholder community.

The mass surveillance of internet data by state intelligence agencies
such as the NSA revealed by Snowden ultimately made the public aware
of what Ortiz Freuler (2023) refers to as the weaponization of the internet,
that is, the strategic instrumentalization of internet infrastructure data by
state bodies. The resulting conflict between state actors and the internet is
reflected in the uneven spatial distribution of internet addresses. In 1989,
for example, there were already 159,000 hosts with over 600 million ad-
dresses, with Stanford University having more addresses than the People’s
Republic of China. The explosive expansion of the internet soon led to
another problem, as the 32-bit system of the first IP address version (IPv4)
was limited to 4.3 billion addresses, less than the growing world popula-
tion. This led to a conflict regarding the switch to the 128-bit number
sequence, the “IPv6” solution. The introduction of IPv6 was preceded by a
long dispute, mainly driven by China, over whether these addresses should
be assigned by ICANN. Some countries believed that the ITU, which is
strongly shaped by a nation-state governance model, should be responsible
for this. Founded in the 19th century to regulate telegraph communication,
the supranational ITU is still one of the classic multilateral telecommuni-
cations organizations. The dispute was finally settled in 2003, and ICANN
was able to continue managing address allocation, relying in particular on
its regional internet registries (RIRs) responsible for the individual regions
of the world (including RIPE, which is responsible for Europe, Russia, and
the Middle East and which is discussed below).

This conflict over the political management of the internet was not the
only one at the time. In 1995, during the G7 summit, a “Global Society of
Information” was announced, while Russia and China had already been
advocating for a ban on “information aggression” at the UN since the
late 1990s. They also launched an initiative against what they referred
to as “information terrorism” coming from the West (Deibert and Crete-
Nishihata 2012, 346). As a result, a series of developments can be observed
that describes a reterritorialization of the internet, which refers to the con-
finement of the internet within territories controlled by states or territo-
rial states. One example of this is the Chinese “Great Firewall,” through
which China has been asserting sovereignty over the Chinese internet us-
ing its own standards since 2015. Another example is Russia’s Sovereign
Internet Bill, which has established national control over Russia’s inter-
net infrastructure since 2019. These boundary measures are not excep-
tions. According to the OpenNet initiative, more than 40 countries were
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already filtering access to the internet within their territorial borders in
2011 (Deibert and Crete-Nishihata 2012, 343).

As the introduction of borders on the internet is not limited to nation-
states, there is talk of a fragmentation of the internet. For example, many
private companies and corporations engage in “border management by
defining the level of access other corporations have to their territories,
data, and users” (Lambach 2020, 498). This also includes so-called walled
gardens, digital ecosystems, password-protected intranets, clouds, metav-
erses, and ubiquitous digital platforms. In addition, fragmentation is ex-
acerbated by the development of proprietary infrastructures (such as cable
and satellite) by major internet service providers.

Pohle and Voelsen (2022) challenge the idea of fragmentation by argu-
ing that the perception of disintegration only occurs when we consider
a liberal market order of the internet that is primarily controlled by the
United States. Instead, they propose that from a more pluralistic viewpoint
we are witnessing a “disruptive reconfiguration of a culturally highly dif-
ferentiated network at the application level” (Pohle and Voelsen 2022,
481). The potential separation of the Russian internet serves as a relevant
case study to test this concept of refiguration.’

ICANN, RIPE, and the discourse surrounding the shutdown of
the Russian internet

Four days after the Russian attack, on February 28, 2022, Mykhailo
Fedorov, the Deputy Prime Minister of Ukraine (and Minister for Dig-
ital Transformation), sent a letter to ICANN requesting the temporary
or permanent revocation of the Russian domain addresses “.ru,” “.p¢,”
and “.su” along with the associated SSL certificates. He also called for
the deactivation of two DNS root servers in Moscow and St. Petersburg.
Fedorov justified this request by citing the violation of Article 2.4 of the
UN Charter (which guarantees the territorial integrity of nations) and the
Russian attacks on Ukraine’s civilian infrastructure, which he argued con-
stituted a violation of the Geneva Convention. Two days later, a letter
was sent to the RIPE Network Coordination Centre (NCC) with almost
identical wording, except that a fourth request was added, namely the
withdrawal of the right to use IPv4 and IPv6 addresses from all Russian
RIPE members. Both letters were published a few days later by both or-
ganizations on their homepages.

As the role of ICANN has already been briefly outlined, it is necessary
to explain at this point what RIPE stands for in order to understand the
further course of the discussion. RIPE is one of the five global Regional In-
ternet Registries mentioned above, which are responsible for the allocation
of IP address blocks in a specific supranational territory. Since 1992, RIPE
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has been responsible for a geographically defined area of the internet that
includes Europe, the Middle East, Ukraine, and Russia. The organization
is based in the Netherlands and is therefore subject to both Dutch and EU
jurisdiction. RIPE follows the multistakeholder model already mentioned,
which was developed in the context of the UN in the 1990s and estab-
lished within internet governance at the World Summit on the Information
Society (WSIS) in 2005.° Deliberative forms of communication, in which
decisions are made with the involvement of all stakeholders, are essential
for multistakeholder organizations of internet governance. Within internet
governance organizations, working groups and mailing lists play a cen-
tral role, in which proposals on specific topics are introduced, discussed,
checked, and reviewed. Using various (online) voting procedures, propos-
als are then either rejected or, if a so-called rough consensus is reached,
accepted, and recorded in writing as a standard or guideline. Perhaps even
more important, however, are the numerous conferences and regional
meetings of the various internet governance organizations. In addition,
meetings and workshops open to the public are held regularly at various
locations, organized by these organizations, at which topics, problems,
and projects related to the internet are presented and discussed.

It was within this organizational context that the Ukrainian Deputy
Prime Minister’s appeal to shut down parts of the Russian internet was
made. His call sparked a series of discussions at ICANN and RIPE, both
of which are responsible for the region, and we would like to analyze it as
a discursive event.”

Just one day after Fedorov sent his letter to ICANN, to initiate this
discussion, the Executive Board of the RIPE NCC published a general
resolution guaranteeing the provision of critical internet services to all its
members (RIPE NCC 2022):8

The RIPE NCC provides critical services to its membership spread

across a diverse geographical and political region [...] The RIPE
NCC will publicly document all its efforts to ensure that the registry

is not negatively affected by laws, regulations or political develop-
ments. It is crucial that the RIPE NCC remains neutral and does not
take positions with regard to domestic political disputes, interna-
tional conflicts or war [...] It also means that the information and
data provided by the RIPE NCC can be trusted as authoritative and
free from bias or political influence. Failure to adhere to this ap-
proach would jeopardize the very model that has been key to the
development of the Internet in our service region.

This resolution makes RIPE’s self-positioning clear: The organization
sees itself as a meutral actor that makes its services available to all its
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members (including those from Russia and Ukraine).” Neutrality here re-
fers to a supranationality that defines national legislation and regulations
as negative influences and to an impartiality that is understood as being
free from (geo)political influences. This neutrality appears here as a central
basis for legitimizing RIPE’s authoritative power. Any deviation from this
approach would jeopardize the basis for the development of the internet
in this region.

On March 2, 2022, Goran Marby, president and CEO of ICANN,
responded to Fedorov’s letter and published it on the ICANN home-
page. After expressing his condolences and sympathy for the attack on
Ukraine, Marby addressed ICANN’s self-positioning as follows (Marby
2022):

ICANN is an independent technical organization that manages the
Internet’s unique identifiers. ICANN is a facilitator of the security,
stability, and resiliency of these identifiers with the objective of a
single, global, interoperable Internet. In our role as the technical
coordinator of unique identifiers for the Internet, we take actions
to ensure that the workings of the Internet are not politicized, and
we have no sanction-levying authority. Essentially, ICANN has been
built to ensure that the Internet works, not for its coordination role
to be used to stop it from working.

In addition to the self-determination as a neutral or independent or-
ganization already postulated in the RIPE NCC resolution, an additional
positioning is added here: ICANN sees itself as a fechnical organization
whose goal is to keep the internet running. The term “technical” is used
here to distinguish it from the political sphere. The internet itself is under-
stood as a technical system, ideally defined as uniform, interoperable, and
global. The role of ICANN is defined in terms of technical mediation and
support. Furthermore, it is pointed out that ICANN as an organization
has no sanctioning power, but is merely responsible for the functioning of
the internet. In the following paragraph, Marby expands on his explana-
tions of the internet (Marby 2022):

As you know, the Internet is a decentralized system. No one actor
has the ability to control it or shut it down. ICANN’s primary role
[...] is to ensure the consistent and unique assignment of Internet
identifiers in line with global policies. These policies were developed
by a multistakeholder community [...] It is a model that has allowed
the Internet to flourish over decades, and this broad and inclusive

approach to decision-making fosters the global public interest and
makes the Internet resilient against unilateral decision-making.”
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He now adds another dimension to the description of the internet,
which he sees as a decentralized system that cannot be controlled by indi-
vidual players. He then goes on to discuss ICANN?s field of activity, which
includes the allocation of internet identifiers and is iz line with global pol-
icy. This global policy is legitimized by him through the multistakebolder
process, which includes various groups of people in society who try to
solve the technical and political challenges in a collaborative and consen-
sus-oriented manner. This model is described as a successful approach that
promotes global political interest and prevents unilateral decisions. This
already reveals an initial tension between self-determination as a technical
or apolitical organization on the one hand and the simultaneous political
representation of a global public interest legitimized by the multistake-
holder process on the other.

In the following part of the letter, Marby addresses Fedorov’s three de-
mands point by point and rejects them. The request to block the Russian
domain names is rejected, as ICANN is responsible only for validating do-
main names, not revoking them. The request to deactivate the two DNS
root servers (where the names and addresses of all top-level domains are
stored and queried by name servers) could not be fulfilled either. This is
due to the root server system being comprised of many geographically dis-
persed points managed by independent network operators. Lastly, the last
request regarding SSL certificates — which securely bind the domain names
to organizational identities and enhance data security — was denied on the
grounds that ICANN does not have the authority to revoke them. SSL cer-
tificates are issued by third-party providers and ICANN is not involved in
their issuance.

The RIPE NCC replied to Fedorov’s letter on March 10, 2022. Manag-
ing Director Hans Petter Holen also expressed his condolences and sym-
pathy. He rejected RIPE’s request for the withdrawal of IPv4 and IPvé6
addresses in the following terms (Holen 2022):

We regret to inform you that we cannot comply with this request. We
do not have a mandate to take such actions, and as an organization
governed by community-developed policy and Dutch law, we cannot
take such action unilaterally. We further believe that Internet num-
ber resource registrations should not be used as a means to enforce
political outcomes, and that doing so would have serious implica-
tions for the Internet, not just in the Russian Federation but also for
the rest of the world.

In contrast to ICANN’s more technically based rejections, Ho-
len argued more strongly on the basis of political and legal concepts.
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However, he also made a value-rational argument when he wrote that
internet registries should not be misused as a political tool. This aligns
with the risk assessment that unilateral sanctions would endanger the
global internet. Following this rejection, Holen described his view of
the function of RIPE within the field of internet governance (Holen
2022):

We are the authoritative source of information on who holds the
right to registration of IP addresses and ASNs in our service region.
Internet operators use this registry to make their own decisions on
how to route Internet traffic, resulting in an open Internet in which
everyone can connect on their own terms. Blocking or withdrawing
resources from our registry would be unlikely to have immediate im-
pact on interconnection or traffic in Russia, but it could have unpre-
dictable consequences in terms of harming the global coordination
that is necessary for stable Internet operations.

RIPE is positioned as an information authority, serving as a public
register that does not assign the rights to use IP addresses, but simply
publishes them. The decision-making power for routing data traffic lies
with internet operators, who network on their own terms. Blocking or
withdrawing resources would violate the conditions of global internet co-
ordination and jeopardize the openness of the internet. Openness, in this
context, refers primarily to the accessibility of the network, as well as the
absence of binding specifications.

Fedorov’s two letters to ICANN and RIPE, but above all the public
replies from the two directors, illustrate several aspects of internet gov-
ernance: Fedorov ascribes authoritative or organizational power to both
organizations, which, in his view, potentially allows them to sanction parts
of the Russian internet infrastructure. ICANN and RIPE both declare their
solidarity with Ukraine but reject Fedorov’s demands with similar state-
ments. Their self-definitions as neutral (or technical) organizations, which
must fundamentally reject certain processes of political appropriation
to protect the openness of the internet, serve as a basis of legitimacy for
their refusal of Fedorov’s demands. At the same time, both organizations
are located in the field of internet governance and are politically legiti-
mized through the multistakeholder process. The question now arises as to
whether Marby’s and Holen’s statements are based on a general consensus
within the respective communities or whether there are voices within the
field that question these interpretations. In this context, we now turn to
two further statement events that took place immediately after Marby’s
and Holen’s responses.
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Classificatory patterns of ICANN’s and RIPE’s self-positioning
and othering in Fedorov’s letters:

Problem definition: sanctions, political instrumentalization, loss
of trust, compromising of public control possibilities regarding
research and monitoring of the internet

Problem handling: none (as not responsible for the problem at hand)

Self-positioning: neutral, technical-apolitical, community-oriented,
multistakeholder-oriented, supranational, impartial, mediating,
supportive, public, free, transparent, scientific

Othering: political, closed, controlling, centralizing, censoring,
blocking (but legitimized at the level of internet providers)

Interpretation patterns of cyberspace: openness, uniformity, decen-
trality, interoperability, globality, (systemic-technical) health,
freedom

On March 10, 2022 (the same day as RIPE’s reply to Fedorov), two
multistakeholder petitions were published online dealing with the issue of
potential internet sanctions against Russia. The first petition is a letter to
US President Joe Biden signed by a total of 41 human rights and digital
policy organizations.'? In it, the organizations call on the US government
to keep an eye on the possible consequences of internet sanctions against

Russia for Russian civil society and the Russian opposition (Access Now
et al. 2022):

However, we write to express our concerns about growing calls to
interfere with the Russian people’s access to the internet, which we
fear will hurt individuals attempting to organize in opposition to
the war, report openly and honestly on events in Russia, and access
information about what is happening in Ukraine and abroad. These
measures could also unnecessarily facilitate further repression by the
Russian government.

The letter also warns of the unintended consequences of sanctions,
which must always be in line with international human rights (Access
Now et al. 2022):

We urge all actors considering steps that would limit internet ac-
cess in the Russian Federation to carefully consider the full impact
of such measures and their possible unintended consequences, and

to act in a targeted, open, and strategic manner, consistent with
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international human rights principles of legality, legitimacy, neces-
sity and proportionality.

In order to ensure the free flow of information for Russian civil soci-
ety, the signatory organizations call for the granting of a general license
for the use of internet services in the context of individual internet com-
munication. The letter also mentions the reason for the recommenda-
tion: In the wake of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, Cogent, one of the
world’s largest providers of fiber optic capacity, suspended its services
within Russia on March 4, citing the Russian invasion and US sanctions.
Lumen, another major internet carrier, followed suit on March 8, also
citing US sanctions. The actors behind the petition therefore suspect
over-compliance with sanctions, which should be directed only against
restricted state targets and national institutions and should not include
civilian communication. The organizations refer to a public interest that
explicitly excludes access to communication technologies from potential
future sanctions.

In order to contextualize this petition in relation to the demands of
the Ukrainian government, it is important to consider the positions of the
organizations and recipients of this demand. This petition is from civil
society organizations and directed toward the US government (and like-
minded governments), advocating for the interests of Russian civil society
in the light of the potential, unintended consequences of government sanc-
tions. The authority to impose sanctions is therefore attributed solely to
governments. They are called upon to collaborate with civil society actors
and technology companies to comprehend the implications of potential
sanctions and to implement them in a targeted manner and in accord-
ance with human rights principles. This necessitates a transparent and co-
ordinated approach with civil society that reduces the repercussions of
poorly thought-out sanctions and offers ISPs a clear understanding of the
objectives of sanctions to minimize the effect on civil communications in-
frastructure, which is deemed a human right. From this perspective, the
primary threat to the internet seems to originate from the US government
and its allies.

The second petition, also published on March 10, was signed by a
group of 37 individuals (along with their institutional affiliations). These
include members of the European Parliament, ICANN, RIPE, DE-CIX, IT
security companies, and research institutions. The summary of the petition
reads as follows (ten Oever et al. 2022):

The invasion of Ukraine poses a new challenge for multistakeholder
Internet infrastructure governance. In this statement, we discuss pos-
sible sanctions and their ramifications, lay out principles that we
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believe should guide Internet sanctions, and propose a_multistake-
holder governance mechanism to facilitate decision-making and
implementation.

The letter is therefore not addressed to a specific organization or gov-
ernment, but rather to the public or the field of internet governance. In
contrast to the first petition, the letter presents very specific and technical
arguments, directly referencing the demands made by Fedorov and evalu-
ating the effectiveness of the sanctions requested. The measures demanded
by Fedorov are all deemed ineffective as sanctions.

As in the first letter, it is made clear that the civilian population of a
sanctioned state should not be a legitimate target of sanctions and that
sanctions measures must be carried out in accordance with multistake-
holder governance. What is new, however, is the fundamental openness to-
ward targeted, focused, and precise sanctions. For the first time, potential
legitimate targets of internet sanctions are now mentioned (“military and
propaganda agencies”). The challenge would therefore be to create a new
(sub-)political sanction mechanism that would have to adapt the transna-
tionality of the internet and the multistakeholder system - still considered
deficient in this field — to the new challenges of war. The letter refers to
blocklisting as the only efficient sanction measure, which is already being
used to combat spam and phishing attacks (ten Oever et al. 2022):

Our conclusion is that blocklisting of IP addresses, Autonomous
Systems, and domain names upon which the multistakeholder com-
munity can establish consensus is effective and carries no inherent
danger of being over-broad. Once decided upon, it is easily invoked-
and equally easily rolled back once the problem is resolved. Most
important, it carries no significant costs or risks and is aligned with

the Internet’s multistakeholder governance values and principles.

The discursive realization of an already established and legitimized pro-
cedure for restricting internet communication, which is commonplace in
the field of cybersecurity, is of interest here: the blocking of IP addresses
and networks that are considered fraudulent or criminal, which are then
filtered out of data traffic as part of regularly updated lists. This is espe-
cially relevant since the signatories of this petition include individuals who
professionally deal with IT security as part of their business activities, for
whom managing restrictions on data traffic is a daily task. In contrast to
the first petition, this demonstrates a more pragmatic approach to the issue
of sanctions and their implementation in the context of technical control
and regulation of data flows.
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Classificatory patterns of self-positioning and othering of
the two civil society petitions:

Problem definition: restriction of internet access, unintended conse-
quences for civilian population, collateral damage, unilateral ac-
tions, ineffective sanctions, increase in repression by the Russian
government, over-compliance, censorship of Russian opposition
media, difficulty in documenting human rights violations, unde-
sirable legal precedents

Problem handling: general licenses for civilian internet services, con-
sultation with civil society and technical organizations, targeted/
open/strategic/focused sanctions, transparent and clear formulation
of sanctions, blocklisting of military targets and propaganda sites

Self-positioning: civil society, individual, human rights-based, inter-
net governance community, deliberative

Othering: governmental, military, propagating, sanctioning, violat-
ing, suppressing, cutting off/dividing, revoking, inefficient

Interpretation patterns of cyberspace: free flow of information,
transnational, multistakeholder-governed, personal communication
infrastructure, unprecedented, modern, source of information, vital

Following the two petitions, several experts within the RIPE commu-
nity commented on the topic, putting forward their perspectives on the
internet sanctions debate. These individual positions do not necessarily
reflect the opinion of the RIPE NCC. As experts, they represent their own
positions and thematic focuses and argue from different and sometimes
ambiguous field roles.

On March 16, Farzaneh Badiei published an article on the online forum
RIPE Labs and on the homepage of the Digital Medusa initiative. At the
beginning of her contribution, she addresses another public request from Fe-
dorov'! to AWS and Cloudflare, in which he asked the companies to suspend
their services in Russia. Badiei then addresses the role of content delivery
networks (CDNs), which improve the performance of websites or streaming
providers by storing content and data on servers close to the respective us-
ers. Here, Badiei addresses the geoblocking (the regional blocking of certain
content by various internet providers) that is already taking place, simulta-
neously warning of the consequences of potential sanctions (Badiei 2022a):

CDNs allow their customers to decide ‘what content’ is served to
‘which users’ [...] Often, this is used to enforce various content
licenses or to conform to distribution restrictions, such as when a
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video is available in one country but not another. Sometimes, how-
ever, site operators use geoblocking so as not to serve any content to
users in sanctioned countries. It’s a blanket compliance with sanc-
tions that is probably not even required by law [...] Website opera-
tors have already been discriminating based on geographical location
for years, including against users in Russia.

Here too, geoblocking initially appears to be a standard procedure that
is commonly used in the context of copyright issues, for example. How-
ever, the problem arises when companies apply sanctions too broadly in
a blanket over-compliance of sanctions, resulting in a complete refusal to
provide data in certain countries where it is not legally required. This is
viewed as a discriminatory practice that companies internally justify, as
providing content in sanctioned countries could pose a legal risk. Compa-
nies fear prosecution if they violate state sanctions, so they tend to over-
comply and unlawfully exclude users in certain countries (Badiei 2022a):

When it comes to compliance with sanctions, many industries over
comply [...] But over compliance with sanctions at the Internet in-
frastructure level can have a devastating effect on ordinary people’s
access to the Internet while not having the optimal deterrent outcome
on States and their decision-makers. Perhaps we need to rethink the

sanction regime for the Internet to keep the Internet global and open,
facilitate free flow of information and discuss meaningful remedies

during wars and conflicts.

Badiei calls for a rethinking of past internet sanction mechanisms, such
as those used in Cuba, Iran, and Syria. She emphasizes the importance of
maintaining a global and open internet, ensuring the free flow of informa-
tion even during times of war and crisis.

The subsequent solutions proposed by Badiei (2022b) reveal several
issues with the global internet infrastructure. These include a lack of clar-
ity and transparency regarding how RIRs and internet service providers
can comply with sanctions, which specific services and transactions are
affected by sanctions, and which services are exceptions to sanctions (li-
censes). Badiei suggests better coordination within the industry, a change
in internet governance structures, and improved political communication
about the critical need for internet infrastructure.

Chris Buckridge, long-time member and advisor to the RIPE NCC,
also published an article on RIPE Labs on March 22, 2022. He begins
his text with a quote from Jon Postel (Buckridge 2022): “Be conservative
in what you do, be liberal in what you accept from others.” He then goes
on to discuss the technical characteristics of the internet and the tasks of
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the technical internet community, including ICANN and RIPE, emphasiz-
ing what he regards as a special technical characteristic of the internet,
namely, its connectivity, which has enabled its rapid growth. The aim of
the technical community should be to promote new connections, reduce
friction, and integrate approaches, platforms and technologies. With re-
gard to Postel’s quote, he warns against individual and dogmatic solo ef-
forts that could jeopardize the network’s connectivity (Buckridge 2022):

The robustness principle has served as an important normative frame-
work in all this; but it also serves as a warning about the fragility of
connection. It warns that a careless attitude to your own actions, or a
dogmatic rigidity in what you’re willing to accept from others, jeop-
ardizes the very mechanisms that facilitate interconnection. That’s
true of technical standards and protocols, but it can apply equally to
the structures and processes that we have developed to govern and
administer connection.

The danger of unilateral action is connected to both the process of de-
veloping technical standards and protocols and governance of intercon-
nectivity. Such recklessness jeopardizes the connectivity of the network,
which is described as a fragile relationship. In this sense, Postel’s quote can
be understood as an appeal for more cooperation, which is crucial in the
development of internet standards. Finally, he addresses the Russian inva-
sion of Ukraine, warning the reader of the potential political lever or vec-
tor of aggression that poses a major risk to the network (Buckridge 2022):

But at the root of each decision is a larger reality, which is that
politically-driven changes to the Internet’s core registries (such as the
RIRs or the DNS) present a significant risk to the global Internet
itself - even if the underlying political positions have very broad sup-
port. This is an argument that the RIPE NCC has been making for
some time now in a slightly different context: that of state-imposed
sanctions.

Here, too, politically motivated change is seen as a major source of dan-
ger for the global internet. The danger relates above all to a shift in the func-
tions of the RIRs, which are located as functional-technical cores within
cyberspace. The solution to these political dangers is a focused multistake-
holder process that enables clear and coherent policy recommendations and
can help governments achieve their goals without compromising the core
function of the network. Buckridge ultimately argues in favor of Postel’s
conservative approach to the sanctions discourse and warns against making
rash decisions in the midst of moral outrage during the conflict.
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Classificatory patterns of self-positioning and othering by
Farzaneh Badiei and Chris Buckridge

Problem definition: over-compliance, sanctions complicate inter-
RIR transfer of IP addresses and finance/software services/mem-
berships, outsourcing of due diligence obligations, de-peering,
politically motivated changes to the core structures of the Internet

Problem handling: mediation, transparency, industry networking,
change in governance structures, public advocacy for an open
Internet, focused multistakeholder process, connectivity

Self-positioning: scientific-analytical, technical/global community,
protective, robust, clear, legal-judicial

Othering: historical, ruthless, dogmatic, blunt (sanctions), moral,
levering

Interpretation patterns of cyberspace: access, connections, connec-
tivity, unparalleled growth, fragile, global, core functions of the
internet, network of networks

Conclusion: The refiguration of the internet

The sanctions debate that unfolded within the RIPE and ICANN com-
munity shortly after the Russian attack clearly highlights the problem
definitions and interpretation patterns of the actors involved. They always
legitimize their arguments and perspectives using a normative logic of the
network as an idealized space. This clearly demonstrates that the quali-
ties of the internet as an interpretation pattern are positioned against the
“othered” positionings of territoriality and fragmentation and instrumen-
talization of the internet. These spatial semantics structure the discourse
on sanctions with precision. The classificatory terms can be condensed
into a more general interpretive framework of the internet that is essential
for the political actors involved in the discourse. This framework empha-
sizes and publicly legitimizes the central social value of the internet as an
open, decentralized, global, and neutral space. By using spatial semantics
and concepts of internet infrastructure, the sanctions debate also refers to
broader socio-political conflicts about the spatial refiguration of the inter-
net. This is especially evident in the overlapping of opposing spatial logics
and figures. While territorial spaces tend to adhere to a logic of centralized
placement and arrangement, clearly demarcated and fostering forms of
homogenization within, network spaces are characterized by a configura-
tion of largely heterogeneous and distanced elements that are intercon-
nected (Low and Knoblauch 2021, 36). In this discussion, the spatiality of
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the network and the spatiality of state actions are argued to be in opposi-
tion, yet they also reflect current global shifts in the political organization
of internet infrastructure by state, economic, and civil society actors.

The analyzed discourse on the shutdown of the Russian internet takes
place against the backdrop of developments described as fragmentation,
reterritorialization, and weaponization of the internet’s infrastructure. We
have provided clear indications above of the demarcations in the internet
and its fragmentation, which is also reflected in the institutional frame-
work in which this discourse was conducted. RIPE itself is only respon-
sible for a territorial section of the global network. The importance of
territoriality is further emphasized by the central question of the discourse.
It is not about shutting down an abstract state, but a territorially delimit-
able sub-network of the internet. In the context of Russia’s recent military
invasion of Ukraine, the request for a shutdown in the sense of weaponiz-
ing the internet can be seen as contributing to the fragmentation and reter-
ritorialization of the internet. However, the case examined here also shows
opposing tendencies to these processes of spatial closure. The notion of
the internet as a global, open network accessible to all remains crucial. It
forms the central interpretive framework that ultimately leads to the deci-
sion of the responsible organizations not to shut down the Russian inter-
net. There are three aspects of this decision that are relevant to our topic.

First, we are dealing with an “imaginary” concept when it comes to the
internet, which shapes the discussion as an interpretive framework shared
in the discourse. This imagination should not be seen solely as tool to le-
gitimize the “data imperialism” of states and corporations, as highlighted
by critical media theory (Musso 2016). While this function can hardly be
refuted, the interpretive framework allows for a consensus that can be
considered normatively binding within the organization. These powerful
legitimizations of actions and decisions within internet governance are a
crucial aspect of the processes of change and conflicts surrounding the
internet.

A second important aspect of this form of consensus-building should
be highlighted. The discourse being analyzed should not be seen as a mere
expression of statements without a clear subject. Instead, as the data in-
dicate, it resembles a discourse in the Habermasian sense; specifically a
discussion rather than a practical discourse in which various parties share
their opinions to reach agreement on the correctness of norms and even
fundamental values such as openness and equality. The nature of this dis-
course, more accurately described as a discussion, as outlined by Haber-
mas, is further supported by its communicative structure based on the
multistakeholder model. In principle, participation is open to all interested
parties, who simply need to align themselves with a stakeholder group to
join the discussion. The contributions are presented as opinions and are
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open for discussion, following special rules that allow for complex stra-
tegic forms of communicative action. This highlights a characteristic that
we have already emphasized. Just like the territory, the network is not
merely a material spatial figure but has socio-spatial dimensions through
the communicative actions it constitutes, both in terms of interaction and
organization.

Third, when discussing discourses, it is important to note that these
discourses should not be viewed as separate from the material processes
of change at the infrastructure level. Public-oriented and egalitarian dis-
cussions take place within the framework of a formal organization that
ultimately makes key decisions regarding the structure and form of the
internet. While these decisions may manifest as “communications” in
Luhmann’s (1996) sense, providing binary answers to questions in a posi-
tive or negative manner, it is crucial to recognize that they are more than
mere “processes of meaning.” The key point is that these organizations are
directly responsible for the political and technical management of parts
of the internet. Discussing the internet (on the internet) is closely con-
nected — just a click away — to the physical reality of the internet and its
infrastructure.

The reconstructed decision is highly consequential for internet infra-
structure. This is because the discussion led by the network imaginary
prevents the decision to separate parts of the Russian internet. The deci-
sion against such a separation and its material, technological, and social
consequences make it clear that there are also opposing tendencies to-
ward fragmentation that are oriented toward the model of the network
and subsequently realize it. The opening of the network and its closure
are processes that can be observed simultaneously. We have referred to the
simultaneity of these opposing developments with the concept of refigura-
tion (Low and Knoblauch 2021). In fact, the case under investigation is a
prime example of the tension between the spatial figure of the network and
that of the territory. We recognize its social dimension, its embeddedness
in communicative action, and its cross-scale significance. This significance
operates from individual speech contributions to the global internet infra-
structure and its maintenance of openness.

However, we are not dealing with a historically new refiguration pro-
cess here. Even though the internet may have been characterized by the
underlying tension between these two figures since its foundation as a
“network” within the framework of the militarily and centrally organ-
ized US program ARPA, it has since undergone massive changes. These
changes have been reflected in its technological materiality in a way that
cannot simply be altered within the framework of situational negotiations.
The expansion of demarcated sub-networks driven by corporations and
nation-states, the relocation of data to local data centers, the clouds they
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enable (with 5G), or the planning of new “digital railroad” spaces (such
as China’s Silk Road project and the EU’s Global Gateway strategy) can
be seen as further, ongoing processes of refiguration. The concept of re-
figuration extends not only to forms of subjective knowledge, communi-
cative actions, or institutional orders, but also to spatial sedimentation
processes that are realized and consolidated through technological and
material forms. The retention of the network model demonstrated in this
case, along with simultaneous processes of territorial and socio-technical
closure, supports the thesis of a refiguration of the internet.

Notes

1

We would like to thank Silke Steets and René Tuma, who contributed to the
development of the analysis and arguments of this text, as well as Lucie Bern-
roider, Nina Elsemann, and Martina Low for important information and com-
ments. An earlier version of this article has been published in German (Sonmez
and Knoblauch 2023).

The early internet of the National Science Foundation (NSF) connected aca-
demic research institutions in the USA from 1985 to 1995. The NSFNET can
be regarded as the successor to the military-oriented ARPANET and the fore-
runner of the World Wide Web.

Request for Comments (RFC) is an important digital publication format in the
field of internet governance, which is used today primarily by the Internet En-
gineering Task Force (IETF) and the Internet Architecture Board (IAB). Each
RFC is assigned a fixed number and cannot be changed or adapted retrospec-
tively. The document is discussed in the network community via a public peer
review process and can then be revised or withdrawn by the authors as a new
document. The first RFC (RFC 1) goes back to Steve Crooker and was pub-
lished in 1969 in the context of ARPANET.

At the same time, however, law enforcement agencies (LEAs) joined ICANN
and the RIRs, which influenced the search for domain names, resulting in legal
regulations such as the Registrar Accreditation Agreement and thus increasing
politicization (Deibert and Crete-Nishihata 2012, 347).

The term “reconfiguration” is not explained by Pohle and Voelsen but can be
understood as refiguration (Low and Knoblauch 2021), with an additional
emphasis being placed on the socio-technical infrastructures, as elaborated by
Suchman (2012), for example.

Initially, a distinction was drawn between three stakeholder groups: govern-
ments, the private sector, and civil society. Over the years, two further stake-
holder groups were added, namely, the technical community and academia.
Recently, however, a debate about their legitimacy has emerged at the bodies
of the UN (Gleckman 2023).

The publicly available data used in this analysis were collected as part of the
field research at RIPE and selected from a corpus of public online documents.
We also conducted interviews with several people in the field. The data were
analyzed as a discourse using Reiner Keller’s Sociology of Knowledge Ap-
proach to Discourse (2007). Florin Keuneke, Nadine Schabét, and René Tuma
were also involved in the survey and analysis, and we would like to take this
opportunity to thank them as well.
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8 The underlining in this section and in the following sections was added by the
authors and is intended to emphasize the formulations and terms relevant to
our analysis.

9 While China and Chinese internet service providers are still present within the
various internet governance organizations, players from Russia appear to have
largely withdrawn from these fields of internet governance, even before the
war in Ukraine.

10 These include, among others: Access Now, the Electronic Frontier Foundation
(EFF), the Center for Democracy & Technology, Freedom House, the Human
Rights Foundation, the Internet Society, the Wikimedia Foundation, and the
World Wide Web Foundation.

11 This public request was made via Fedorov’s Twitter account. We do not know
whether specific requests were also made to the respective companies or
whether they responded.
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6 From safe(r) space to safe(r)
spacing

Queer spatial conflict in Cape
Town and Berlin

Nicolas Zebner, Ingo Schulz-Schaeffer,
Daniel Gronefeld, and Philip Baumbach

Introduction

Urban sociality is increasingly shaped by the strong interleaving of the
digital and the physical. Notions such as “hybrid space” (De Souza e Silva
2006) and “hybridization” (Miles 2021) pay tribute to the collapsing and
overlayering of digital and physical realities and challenge existing under-
standings of spatiality. One empirical phenomenon that epitomizes the
increasing digital mediatization of urban life constitutes what is now re-
ferred to as “locative media.” This term denotes mobile apps that access
the geolocation features of smartphones to locate their users in physical
space and display web content tailored to their current location. Locative
media come in different shapes and forms. Examples include recommenda-
tion apps (e.g., Foursquare), augmented reality games (e.g., Pokémon Go),
or dating apps (e.g., Tinder and Grindr).

In this chapter, we explore how location-based technologies shape the
experience and constitution of queer urban spaces. Zooming in on the use
of Grindr, the world’s largest social networking app for LGBTQ+ peo-
ple,' we investigate the effects of the routinization of locative media on
spatial realities constituted by spatial knowledge and its impact on every-
day actions. We conducted 27 semi-structured qualitative interviews with
queer dating app users in Cape Town and Berlin. Arguably, one of the
most important issues when performing queer identity is safety (Blackwell,
Birnholtz, and Abbott 2015; Corriero and Tong 2016). In what follows,
we adopt the concept of “safe(r) space” (Hartal 2017; Hilger 2023b) as
an analytical starting point to interrogate how Grindr shapes “conflictual
spaces” (see Knoblauch, Sommer, and Pfetsch in the Introduction to this
volume).

Based on comparative empirical research in Cape Town and Berlin, we
argue that increasing digital mediatization changes existing understand-
ings of safe(r) space. Rather than constituting a static and spatially fixed
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category, safe(r) space must be conceptualized as a spatial practice. Grasp-
ing the relationship between queer urban dating and safety through the
notion of “safe(r) spacing” allows us to better understand social conflict
as a phenomenon that fundamentally emerges from the spatiality of the
social.

Advancing this line of argumentation, we make three analytical moves.
First, we engage with existing accounts in sociology, queer, and media
studies that explore the relationship between locative media and queer
(safe) spaces. Doing so, we challenge two dominant empirical claims and
argue for adopting a spatial perspective on queer urban dating. Second, we
suggest a shift from “safe(r) space” to “safe(r) spacing,” thereby account-
ing for the complex cyber-physical constellations of conflictual spaces. We
then substantiate this claim by illustrating three safe(r) spacing practices
that showcase the prevailing logics of digitally mediated spatial conflict.

Literature review

This chapter builds on existing research in sociology, media studies, and
queer studies that investigates the “hybridization of space” (De Souza e
Silva 2006), the emergence and diffusion of locative media in relation to
(queer) dating (Bumgarner 2013; Ghaziani 2014; Blackwell, Birnholtz,
and Abbott 2015; Stempfhuber and Liegl 2016; Licoppe, Riviére, and
Morel 2017; Renninger 2018; van den Akker 2018; Miles 2021), and the
constitution of queer safe spaces (Hanhardt 2013; Roestone Collective
2014; Pascar et al. 2022; Hilger 2023a, 2023b; Mader 2023).

De Souza e Silva’s (2006) concept of “hybrid space” reflects the obser-
vation that the use of cell phones in the public space as “social devices”
dissolves boundaries between the physical and digital spaces. This is due to
the fact that social networks previously located within the “fixed internet”
are now finding their ways into the physical space. Thus, locative media,
represented by mobile phones, enable targeted networking with other users
in the same location. The particular forms of urban sociality that charac-
terize these hybrid social networks have received great academic interest
(Sutko and De Souza e Silva 2011; Licoppe and Inada 2012; De Souza e
Silva and Gordon 2014; Frith 2015). While De Souza e Silva’s early work
is primarily concerned with mobile games, hybrid usage practices can now
be found in various areas of life. Focusing on the case of Foursquare as a
prominent location-based social network, Lettkemann and Schulz-Schaeffer
(2022) and van den Akker (2018) point to a restructuring of users’ spatial
perceptions that consists of two shifts. On the one hand, perceptual aware-
ness is enhanced to the extent that places and users can appear in users’
consciousness, even if they are not within reach of users’ bodily senses. On
the other hand, locative media draw attention to either already known or
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at least familiar places and people. According to Crawford (2008), this ef-
fect undermines what she describes as the core characteristic of urban life:
the enriching experience of being confronted with different lifestyles.

Similar observations have also been made in the context of queer online
dating. In this context, Grindr has received particular academic interest.
Grindr represents a queer dating app with a specifically strong locative
structure, as other users are ordered in a catalog-style interface based on
their current proximity by displaying their real-time distance in meters.
The characteristic spatiotemporal synchronicity is mainly deployed for the
search for quick and ephemeral connections (Race 2015). The ease with
which interested flirting partners can be identified in the immediate vicin-
ity via Grindr and similar apps has led to the emergence of two promi-
nent empirical hypotheses. One claim often put forward is that Grindr can
transform any bar into a queer bar or any place into a queer space (Stemp-
thuber and Liegl 2016; Koch and Miles 2021). However, whether and how
this redefinition of space succeeds in practice has so far remained empiri-
cally underexplored. The second thesis is directly related to the empirical
observation that traditional queer bars and neighborhoods are in a state of
decline. Research about this phenomenon has given rise to the claim that
queer places have not been simply dissolved by Grindr but rather decen-
tralized (Ghaziani 2014; Blackwell, Birnholtz, and Abbott 2015; van den
Akker 2018; Renninger 2018). Challenging these claims, we argue that
queer safe(r) spaces are not simply spatially rearranged but rather form
part of spatial practices.

The existing literature tends to treat safe(r) spaces as (perceived) safety
for marginalized groups associated with a particular fortified place. For
example, Hassan et al. (2018) explored the experiences of queer men in
Cape Town who visit health care centers located in townships. They argue
that “failure to secure a private and stable venue for MSM [men seeking
sex with men] to gather poses serious challenges in relation to their safety,
sense of belonging, and the development of cohesive queer communities”
(Hassan et al. 2018, 98). Hartal (2017) puts a similar emphasis on the im-
portance of fixed places when she describes measures used by a queer com-
munity center in Jerusalem to shield itself from queer-hostile environments.
Both accounts assume that the creation of safe(r) spaces is typically achieved
through materially solidified spatial structures. In doing so, Hartal’s (2017)
empirical analysis remains rooted in what she refers to as the common un-
derstanding of safe spaces, namely, protected and inclusive places.

Methods

We conducted 27 in-depth interviews with queer dating app users from
Cape Town and Berlin. Almost all of the Berlin interviews were conducted
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via video conferencing during the COVID-19 pandemic. In contrast, the
interviews we conducted in Cape Town in November 2023 were mostly
face-to-face interviews. A majority of the Cape Town participants were
bachelor students, with some older participants who were graduate stu-
dents or were working. A majority of the Berlin participants were graduate
students or were working. Important to our study, the interviewees cov-
ered a broad spectrum of gender identities. In this chapter, we will focus
(although not exclusively) on the 13 interviewees who use Grindr. The
interviews were conducted as problem-centered interviews (Witzel 2000)
based on a semi-structured questionnaire and iteratively coded without
using a predetermined code set. The interview study was accompanied by
participatory observations, area walks, and interviews with bar operators.
These additional data proved indispensable as contextualization during
our analysis of the interviews with app users.

From “safe(r) space” to “safe(r) spacing”

We suggest moving beyond static understandings of safe(r) space by con-
ceptualizing it as a spatial practice. By shifting and extending the analyti-
cal focus from physical places, such as gay bars, to locative media, such as
Grindr, we arrive at practices of safe(r) spacing, thereby accounting for the
multiplicity, fluidity, and simultaneity of queer urban dating.

The existing academic literature largely conceptualizes safe(r) spaces
around notions of place. Hartal’s (2017, 4) definition of safe space serves
as a helpful example:

A safe space is supposed to be a protected place, facilitating a sense
of security and recreating discourses of inclusion and diversity. It is
a metaphor for the ability to be honest, take risks, share opinions,
or reveal one’s sexual identity (Hartal, David, & Pascar, 2014) [cita-
tion from original source]. Safety in this sense is not merely physical
safety but psychological, social, and emotional safety as well.

Zooming in on LGBTQ+ individuals in Jerusalem, Hartal (2017) iden-
tifies five dominant framings of queer safe space: fortification, anonymity,
inclusivity, separation, and control. While adding much-needed nuance to
the diversity of safe spaces and their meanings for queer individuals, her
analytical focus remains confined to location and place as the dominant
spatial figures of conflict. In similar fashion, Hanhardt’s (2013) study on
the history of gay neighborhoods in New York and San Francisco traces
the interdependent relationship between LGBT activism, urban develop-
ment, and US policy responses to poverty and crime predominantly in rela-
tion to place. This finding is also in line with Hilger’s (2023b) account on
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safe spaces as an inherently context-specific, historicized, and multilayered
phenomenon.

One important exception in existing academic accounts on safe(r)
spaces is the Roestone Collective’s (2014) call to reconceptualize safe
spaces as “relational work.” Rather than treating safe(r) spaces as static
and acontextual, the authors advance an understanding of safe(r) spaces as
inherently uncertain, imperfect, paradoxical, and more-than-human. Cru-
cially, they recognize safe spaces as “simultaneously safety from and safety
for” (The Roestone Collective 2014, 1361). This qualification points to
the emancipatory potential lurking in notions such as safe(r) space.

In what follows, we build on these contributions and additionally draw
on the concept of refiguration of spaces (Knoblauch and Low 2020). The
concept emphasizes the reordering of spaces as a result of tensions be-
tween different spatial figures (place, trajectory, network, and territory).
It emphasizes that digital mediatization constitutes both a driving force
of the current refiguration of space and, in turn, takes on specific spatial
forms. Thus, locative media, such as Grindr, do not simply shape the con-
struction of safe(r) space but also impact the ways in which individuals
move in, with and through space.

Developing the notion of safe(r) spacing, we need to engage with the
following overarching research questions: What constitutes safe(r) spacing
as a spatial practice? How does safe(r) spacing differ across local contexts?
What are the ways in which Grindr and similar applications shape safe(r)
spacing practices? We zoom in on three safe(r) spacing practices show-
casing digitally mediated spatial tensions and conflicts: (1) eventization,
(2) location sharing, and (3) territorialization.

Eventization

One empirical phenomenon that became apparent from talking to queer
individuals in both Cape Town and Berlin can be summarized as “even-
tization of queer space.” Eventization constitutes the practice of creat-
ing and using events as temporary locations for the queer community. To
understand the role of these event-based places, one has to relate them to
two other kinds of queer meeting places: queer places and queer-inclusive
places. The differences between these three kinds of places were more pro-
nounced in Cape Town than in Berlin. One of our interviewees described
the situation in Cape Town as follows:

There’s a couple of queer-designated places. So, usually places would
be like Pink Candy, which is a queer nightclub. Cafe Manhattan,
which is like a queer restaurant. And then usually, there’s not really
a lot of queer places, but there’s queer events that happen at places.
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So, like, Evol will have a Pink Party, which is very much like a queer
event. Then you’ll have, what was it, Death of Glitter, which is also
another queer event that happens at different clubs. They always do
it at different venues. Botanik is also another queer event [...] But
there’s a lot of queer events that happen, which is quite nice.

(I4: 117-118, CT 2023)?

Most of our interviewees from Cape Town said that they prefer queer-
inclusive places and events over designated queer places. The two most
important reasons for this were related to two opposing realities of the
social context of living as a queer person in Cape Town.

On the one hand, South Africa was one of the first countries in the world
to grant same-sex couples the right to marry (Tucker 2009). It is more lib-
eral than all other sub-Saharan countries, some of which still penalize ho-
mosexuality today. Additionally, Cape Town, being the most liberal and
cosmopolitan city in South Africa, is considered the most queer-friendly
city in South Africa. On the other hand, homophobia rooted in a culture of
heteronormativity is still prevalent in South Africa, as in all of sub-Saharan
Africa (Mkhize and Mthembu 2023, 379). The daily realities of many
queer South Africans—especially black queer individuals—are still steeped
in marginalization and violence (Tucker 2009).

There are neighborhoods and districts of Cape Town, such as Stellen-
bosch or the Townships, with a more conservative or even homophobic
population. At the same time, there are very cosmopolitan neighborhoods
in districts such as Green Point, Gardens, or Observatory. Consequently,
there were two opposing views on Cape Town from the perspective of
our interviewees: Cape Town as a queer-friendly city and Cape Town as a
city where you have to be careful not to fall victim to hate crimes. These
opposing perceptions translate in different ways into preferences for queer-
inclusive places and events over designated queer places.

From the perspective of Cape Town as a queer-friendly city, designated
queer places are not so important compared to meeting places for the queer
community since there are many other cafés, restaurants, clubs, and public
places where queer people can go. Several of our interviewees shared this view.
One of them, a person who moved to Cape Town from a sub-Saharan country
where same-sex sexual activities are punished by law, expressed it most clearly:

There are queer spaces in Cape Town. I generally don’t really go to
them because I don’t really feel like I have to in Cape Town. Like, I
came to Cape Town from [a sub-Saharan country] because [this coun-
try| prosecutes queer people. Like, they are very violent against queer
people. So, I'm here for my own safety. So, I thought when I came
here, I would go to every gay bar and try to be as queer as possible.
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But I never really felt that I have to in Cape Town. So, I don’t really
go to queer places. I just go to Modular [a queer-inclusive club] and
other. I just go to places. Yeah. Queer people are everywhere in Cape
Town. So, I don’t really feel I have to go to a queer place.

(I1: 88, CT 2023)

This view of Cape Town as a queer-friendly and diversity-embracing
city where there is no need for safe spaces provided by designated queer
places is similar to how our interviewees from Berlin perceived their city.
In the following quote, the interviewee explains the decreasing importance
of safe(r) spaces with how the queer lifestyle has developed into an integral
part of urban life in Berlin. They point out that this is a development that
affects younger queer people more than older queer people:

I rather have the feeling that this scene [the queer community] is
fraying a bit, because this standard life of the gay lifestyle, which
is shaped as a contrary lifestyle to another, is slowly disintegrating
a bit. It’s growing more and more socially into everything else in
various points. And that’s why my feeling is that this safe space,
[the gay bar], which seems important to many people who are older
than me and who I know from the scene [...] that they also need this
safe space for themselves and their life development and that this is
particularly relevant for them. This is something I notice less in my
case. And I notice it even less with people who are younger than me.
So, these gay and lesbian life stories that then take place in such safe
spaces, I think they become less the younger people are.

(I12: 299, B 2023, own translation)

From the perspective of Cape Town as a city where you have to be
careful not to fall victim to hate crimes, the main reason that queer people
prefer other places over designated queer places is that they consider des-
ignated queer places not to be safe—in contrast to queer events:

We get, like, within the queer community, we get like cautionary tales
of certain places. [...] We always hear about cases of, like, people trying
to prey on, like using, like going to those specific areas [De Waterkant]
and knowing that they’re going to find queer people either to exploit
them or like try to prey on them. So, yeah, I feel like that is why we
go to, like, queer events more than, like, queer specific places because
then it’s also, like, a part of safety, I guess, because people wouldn’t
like assume that: “Oh, that building is like filled with like just like a
bunch of gay people.” [...]. But with a queer event, it’s like a place
where typically anyone might go. But, like, it’s an event. Obviously,
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not everyone is going to know about the event. If it’s a queer event,
only queer people will probably know about it. And there’s kind of
like a little bit of, like, safety in that kind of secrecy and, like, us being
able to occupy different spaces as a community than just like sticking
to one place, because that can get like pretty dangerous.

(I2: 56, CT 2023)

Most of our interviewees from Cape Town are affected by both of the two
opposing realities of queer life in Cape Town. Even those who value Cape
Town as a queer-friendly city are aware of the existence of homophobic peo-
ple and of neighborhoods, which they would want to avoid. Even those who
feel the need to always be cautious acknowledged that Cape Town provides
a much safer environment than most other places in sub-Saharan Africa. In
everyday encounters, there is always a certain risk that they will come across
homophobic people in Cape Town. Those queer people who do not conform
to heteronormative expectations in a more visible way are also more exposed
to harassment in everyday life. This may explain why interviewees from
Cape Town who identify themselves as trans persons particularly empha-
sized the need to be cautious. In contrast, the perspective of Cape Town as
a queer-friendly city was predominantly taken by interviewees who describe
their gender expression as compatible with heteronormative expectations.

The eventization of queer space reflects these two opposing realities
of queer life in Cape Town. Queer-inclusive places are of crucial impor-
tance in both respects. Many queer events our interviewees told us about
take place at venues that they described as queer inclusive—for example,
Modular Club, Waiting Room, Evol, or Botanik Social House, to name
just the clubs already been mentioned above. The queer-inclusive clubs,
restaurants, and cafés are located in neighborhoods that our interviewees
also described as queer inclusive:

I also do feel that young Capetonians have a very queer culture
though, anyways, because a lot of the spaces feel queer, even though
they aren’t designated queer spaces. So Kloof Street [located in Gar-
dens], the street that I was talking about, is kind of like the street that
everyone goes to for drinks. [...] And there’s a place called Blondie
there—that’s a really big bar that everyone goes to—and I think
those spaces are very, yeah, that street is in general. Like the fashion,
and the way that people present themselves, and queer couples are
really open on that street. I think, yeah, it definitely feels a lot more
integrated into that culture than just that’s a space for queer people,
you know? Definitely find a lot of the straight people in those spaces
also just like have no issue with queer people.

(I4: 37, CT 2023)
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Queer-inclusive places and neighborhoods facilitate the eventization
of queer spaces, to the extent that queer life becomes integrated into
the culture of urban life in these neighborhoods, and at these clubs, res-
taurants, and cafés, queer events become integrated as well. It follows
that queer events do not differ significantly from other events aimed at
specific urban milieus or subcultures. This is the case not only with pri-
vately owned clubs or cafés but also with public places, such as Kloof
Street or public parks. Two of our interviewees, for instance, mentioned
a monthly picnic at Company’s Gardens, an urban park adjacent to the
Gardens district:

There’s, like, a picnic for, like, trans people. And then that’s, like,
um, an event that, like, I used to go to a lot. Um, so it would be, like,
meet-and-greet events, where you just, like, you just go, you just
hang out. It’s just, like, it’s like a safe-space event, basically. You just
go there to, like, be queer with other queer people. And just, like,
escape a bit from, like, other people.

(I7: 43, CT 2023; see also 12: 42, CT 2023)

As queer life is an integral part of a diversity-embracing cosmopolitan
urban culture, queer events do not stand out at the queer-inclusive places
and neighborhoods of Cape Town. This is different at the designated queer
places located in De Waterkant, which stands out on its own. De Water-
kant is South Africa’s first gay village (Visser 2003, 130). It came into
being in the 1990s and soon became an internationally renowned leisure
space for wealthy white gay men. Over the years, De Waterkant has be-
come more diverse and less white. However, it is still an enclave, although
a queer enclave rather than the gay enclave of earlier days (Rink 2016,
21-22). Being the most visible and well-known queer space in Cape Town
(and far beyond) is what makes De Waterkant and what makes the desig-
nated queer locations there dangerous in the view of our interviewees who
perceive Cape Town as a city where queer people should watch out for
harassment. In this context, the eventization of queer spaces is a way to
become less visible for possible offenders.

The eventization of queer spaces thus constitutes a “temporary queer-
ing” of urban spaces. Rather than sticking to one physical place, for in-
stance, a gay bar, the queer space becomes fluid by only briefly stabilizing
in specific locations. This temporary queering presupposes the integration
of queer life into urban culture and the emergence of queer-friendly loca-
tions and neighborhoods. It thus builds on a development that already has
made designated queer places become less important for the queer com-
munity and reinforces this development. Eventization thereby contributes
to a paradoxical reshuffling of visibility. Queer life becomes, at the same
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time, more visible and less visible—more visible to insiders and less vis-
ible to outsiders. To be more precise, it becomes more visible to insiders
and regulars and less visible to tourists and strangers. We refer here to a
distinction introduced by Unruh (1980, 281-282) between different de-
grees of involvement in social worlds, a distinction that also applies to the
places where a social world’s activities take place (Lettkemann and Schulz-
Schaeffer 2021, 40-42).

For regular participants in cosmopolitan urban life in Cape Town,
queer life becomes more visible since it constitutes an integral part of the
city. To insiders, that is, members of the queer community, queer life be-
comes more visible because eventization needs and uses personal or digi-
tally mediated networks as information infrastructures to make the times
and locations of the events known. These information networks, in turn,
amplify the visibility of the queer community to its members. The follow-
ing interview quote illustrates this dynamic:

Q: How do you know about these events? [...]

A: Yeah, so I’ got quite a lot of queer friends. So, either I'll get told by
them, or on Instagram, there’ll just be a post. If you go to one event, usu-
ally that event will advertise other events. So, my first-ever event was Pink
Party, went to Pink Party. And then from there, I met people, got their
Instagram and all that. And then from there, they were advertising another
queer event, which was Death of Glitter. So, then I went to Death of Glit-
ter, met people there. And from Death of Glitter, they’ll be like, “Okay,
cool, now there’s this other place called Botanik.” (15: 119-120, CT 2023)

To tourists, queer life becomes less visible since it is predominantly as-
sociated with the existence of De Waterkant. Moving away from the queer
enclave and dispersing into queer-friendly cosmopolitan urban areas and
places makes the queer community less visible to this group. Tourists can
be described as “irregular visitors of social worlds who may acquire superfi-
cial knowledge” (Lettkemann and Schulz-Schaeffer 2021, 40). Accordingly,
the visibility of the queer community to this group depends on the kind of
superficial knowledge that this group acquires. Thus, for Capetonians or
visitors of the city interested in the cosmopolitan urban life and its places,
the queer community may become more visible, while it may become less
visible to visitors who are focused on Cape Town’s main tourist attractions.

Eventization thus points to the amalgamation of at l