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Abstract

The shock came with the Corona pandemic. The world, as we
know it, is dissolving. As the health risk increased, so did the uncer-
tainty about economic and political developments. The political ac-
tors “drive on sight”, supported by the new lead sciences of virology
and epidemiology. This strategy favours a biopolitical shortening of
an understanding of health. The extensive closure of public life (lock-
down) can be seen as the largest non-medical intervention measure
to date.

These measures have consequences for citizens’ social rela-
tions, for their emotional state, for the organization of the social body
and the symbolic order. The way the crisis is managed points beyond
the pandemic itself and continues development processes that have
been ongoing for some time. In particular, the relationship of humans
to themselves and nature is under discussion.

There is no agreement on how to assess this social process in
the current debate. The question of which interpretative concepts
will prevail cannot be thought independently of social power and dif-
ferent needs and interests. The necessity and possibility of a new
narrative thus emerge.
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The shock came with the Corona pandemic. “The world as we
know it is dissolving” [1]. While the infection initially seemed to be
limited to the distant city of Wuhan in the Chinese province of Hubei,
it soon became clear that the virus knows no borders. As it had before,
it could take advantage of the capital flows, the goods and the people,
the transport routes created by globalization and spread rapidly. As
the health risk increased, so did the uncertainty about economic and
political developments. Jiirgen Habermas summarised: “We know a
lot about what we do not know” [2].

The virus was a blank slate - it was only gradually that knowledge
of the pathways of infection and the typical symptoms and course of
the disease began to expand. Treatment options were limited so that
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symptom relief and behavioural recommendations that had proved
effective in connection with other highly infectious diseases were
chosen (keeping distance and hygiene, later also everyday masks and
increased ventilation). Given the perceived threat, it was understand-
able that the most extraordinary efforts were devoted to developing a
vaccine as quickly as possible.

In the meantime, the political actors had to react. In the knowledge
that for the time being, they could only “drive on sight”, decisions
on crisis management - at least in public presentation - were closely
coordinated with “science” and repeatedly “readjusted”. On closer
examination, it becomes clear that the scientists giving advice are
recruited primarily from the new lead sciences of virology and epi-
demiology. This selection favours a biopolitical shortening of an un-
derstanding of health. The extensive closure of public life (lockdown)
can be seen as the most considerable non-medical intervention mea-
sure to date [3], which, contrary to the presented solidarity with “the
sciences”, cannot be based on evidence to a large extent. Non-drug
measures can have side effects [4]. The British scientist McCartney
[5] calls for “We need better evidence on non-drug interventions for
covid-19”, while her British colleague Trisha Greenhalgh advocates a
paradigm shift to make the complex events describable across disci-
plines [3]. These measures have consequences for the social relations
of citizens, for their emotional state, for the organization of the social
body and the symbolic order. To put it in other words: the pandemic
is embedded in systemic crises and development processes that have
been ongoing for some time.

The Reorganization of the Social Space

“The world to come will appreciate distance again - and precisely
because of this will make connectedness more qualitative”. Autono-
my and dependence, opening and closing, will be re-balanced. The
world will be more complex and more stable at the same time. This
transformation is largely a blind evolutionary process - because the
one fails, the new, viable, prevails. First, we may feel dizzy, but then
it proves its inner meaning: “Sustainable is that which connects the
paradoxes on a new level” [1].

In his reflections on a world after Corona, formulated in March
2020, the futurologist Mathias Horx stated that what we experience as
an incursion into what appears to be a “normal” world expresses long-
term developments and announces comprehensively new forms of so-
cial interaction and organization. This will be reflected in changes in
the prevailing interpretations of reality and lead to a new narrative
[1]. Thoughts in the tradition of Norbert Elias’ sociology of figura-
tion point in a similar direction, which draw attention to the emerging
consequences of social affect structures [6]. Thus, the corona crisis
is understood as a comprehensive crisis of change in contemporary
society. The character of upheaval is expressed in condensed form in
the talk of the “corona times” [7]. So what is going on there?

In the early phase of the lockdown, there was a remarkable aware-
ness of the restructuring of the social space and the consequences for
social relations of the imperative to keep one’s distance and stay at
home. Because of the social isolation associated with the lockdown,
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Phil Langer recalls the figure of “homo clausus” described by Elias
as a result of the internalization of foreign constraints into self con-
straints in the process of civilization [8]. Could what appears epidemi-
ologically necessary in the acute situation have consequences for the
design of future social interactions beyond the end of the pandemic
and be permanently reflected in people’s psychological and affective
structure?

“Do the behavioral regulations introduced in the existentially per-
ceived crisis as a direct response and intervention change in the long
term the way we encounter each other without the need for legal reg-
ulations and the threat of punishment, and the way we perceive, think,
feel [6]7?7

The change in the rules for regulating distance is apparent in
gestures (elbow strike instead of shaking hands) and facial expres-
sions (mask instead of expression) and is also symbolically effective.
“Handshakes symbolize the internalization of both humanist-egalitar-
ian bonds between people and the collective-nationalist ties between
states [7]. Paradoxically, the mutual elbow strike presupposes a re-
duction of the distance. In the opposite direction, the sign of mutual
consideration transports the existing potential for aggression more
strongly than the handshake. Similarly, the mask covers the expres-
sion and stimulates parallel fantasies about what is covered. The real-
ization, therefore, requires a special tolerance of ambiguity.

“How is that possible: Man, who is a social being, should avoid
the social which suddenly poses existential risks for him. People with
gloves, with mouthguards, worried looks, anxious movements™ [8].

As the behaviour of individuals changes, their relationship to each
other also changes. According to Elias, societies can be described as
figurations of bodies that move according to rules. It should be em-
phasized that the bodies are to be understood simultaneously as bio-
logical beings and as communication media. “It is precisely this dual
character that viruses make use of. In order to fight them, the social
function of the body is now being extremely reduced” [9]. In other
words: the rules of movement are being changed, spaces of experi-
ence and encounter are being limited. This increases the risk of social
detachment, irrespective of infection. Division processes are the re-
sult, and the foundation of pluralistic democracy, taken for granted
in everyday social interaction, is shaky. Society is a physical - often
mute — process [9].

These changes, which structure everyday life, are accompanied by
uncertainty, and the rules that are becoming established are repeatedly
violated even by political leaders [10]. According to the Australian
sociologist Robert van Krieken, this process of change, which will
become apparent with Covid-19, must be understood in the context
of already existing social structures, dynamics and processes, some
of which are accelerated or particularly accentuated by the pandemic.
In particular, the relationship of humans to themselves and nature is
under discussion.

From Elias’s perspective, the measures that public health experts
have advocated since the 1970s, both short- and long-term, ‘stand
for’ or ‘represent’ a more generalized capacity for self-restraint. This
shaping of habitus has more to do with the structure and dynamics of
social relations more broadly - particularly our relation to the non-hu-
man world - than the ‘solution’ to a specific public health problem

[11].

There is no agreement on how to assess this social process in the
current debate. While Horx sees the virus as an evolutionary accel-
erator and raises the question of whether “the virus has changed our
lives in a direction that it wanted to change anyway” [1]? others fear
a rise in biased social control or even a kind of hygiene dictatorship
[12,13]. While Horx, given the spreading crisis, hoped that it would
lead to the creation of a new, meaningful narrative [1], Phil Langer
simultaneously stated that no orientation in the flood of information
is possible at present, as a shared narrative is missing [8]. The ques-
tion of which interpretative concepts will prevail cannot be thought
independently of social power and different needs and interests [14].
Knoblauch interprets the corona crisis as a conflict between two spa-
tial configurations: the container solution of closed spaces - current-
ly typically favoured by territorial governments and experts, which
tends to be associated with a widespread loss of publicity - and the
more bottom-up developed network structures.

“Territorial spaces follow the logic of setting and ordering, charac-
terized by drawn boundaries (outwards) and restrictions on diversity
(inwards). In contrast, network spaces follow the logic of rationaliz-
ing the heterogeneous. In network spaces, distant elements are put
into relation, and differences between the elements are the essential
characteristics [15]”.

Own and Foreign

The virus is foreign to us - we cannot even tell whether it is “life”
or not [16]. However, it can infiltrate us - and this possible crossing
of borders ties in with archaic fears [17]. This alien seems dangerous,
it can cause serious illness, and because the virus is highly infectious,
possible carriers also become a danger. Thus there are good reasons
to be afraid of the “other”, and at first, this seemed to be people (and
animals) from the foreign country. Nevertheless, the border closures
did not protect, and the virus is spreading in this country, first in
“hotspots” and now nationwide. As a result, everyone can become a
dangerous other - a basic situation that fosters mistrust and promotes
“othering” [18]. The cultural scientist Insa Hartel points out that par-
allel to this fear, especially in networked societies, there can also be
a desire for infection, a kind of longing for the blurring of boundaries
and an almost overpowering desire [19]. Against this background,
excesses, such as those observed in demonstrations directed against
government policy, can become understandable - and it is possible to
guess why attempts to influence behavior through “reasonable” argu-
mentation fail here. Klaus Theweleit had already described this figure
in detail as a maintenance mechanism in his analyses of fascism [17].
The fear of the other is not the least since we are unsure of ourselves.

It is worth rethinking here. Reinhold Gérling reminds us that hu-
mans have always lived in a community with viruses and that this
interaction can contribute to better interact with the environment. He
concludes:

“The Covid-19 virus is not outside. Something else inside us is not
good for us but cannot simply confront. We have to change ourselves,
our social behaviour, our conscious thinking, but also the knowledge
of our body” [16].

Sabine Hark adds a socio-critical dimension to the argument and
writes that the proper host of the parasite is social inequality. Solidar-
ity must therefore be redefined:

“Instead of starting from independently conceived organisms,
which reciprocally only represent environment for each other and
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against which we can immunize ourselves in each case, it makes
sense to learn to think from an always already interwoven, emergent
event. We must learn to live with the virus instead of acting against
it. As paradoxical as it may sound: we live in a community with the
virus, we must form communities with it” [20].

The necessity and possibility of a new narrative thus emerge.
What can the Corona Crisis have been good for?

In an interim review [21], Horx writes that the ideas he formulated
at the start of the lockdown about what the corona crisis might have
been good for once should have given hope. He wanted to open the
space for possible new developments, starting from thinking of a de-
sirable future. Metaphorically speaking:

“Maybe the virus was just a messenger from the future. Its drastic
message is that human civilization has become too dense, fast, and
overheated. It is racing too fast in a particular direction where there is
no future” [1].

In other words, we are currently faced with creating more and
more shelters from encroaching social demands to preserve our bi-
ological basis - our own and the environment that feeds us. To this
extent, renegotiating the relationship between proximity and distance
is on the agenda. However, this is not in the pursuit of social control
but instead of strengthening autonomy and participation. It is oriented
towards a homo integrus and inseparably linked to reducing the social
distance within and between societies.

“Such meta-civilizing processes will only be organized around ra-
tional reflection to a limited extent. In significant ways, they will be
constituted by shifts at the emotional and psychological level, in the
realm of culture and habitus, by the formation of particular ways of
being a person, and any changes at the level of social institutions and
forms will remain relatively insignificant in the absence of changes at
that level as well” [11].
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