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Crisis, (R)evolution, Reform. Paradigms of Societal Change in Theory and Practice


It is an old scientific tradition to wonder about societal change, to claim to be part of the avant garde or at least to occupy a superior vantage point if not being involved in it. At the same time this line of reasoning seems to have lost its glamour and all too often devolves into a tendency to categorise whole theories as either conservative or critical, leaving no space for interest in theoretical figures and architectures outside this dichotomy. In the current times of crises these long established semantics of societal changes haunt discourse within the halls of academia and without eerily reminiscent of the often criticized ‘zombie categories’. Financial markets collapse and in their wake the calls for reflection on and a revision of the established practices follow. The creative power of political intervention is evoked while at the same time its limits become clear. 
New modes of governance are put to the practical test within institutions and organizations, often long before their identity is determined and constrained in scientific discourse. The scientific facts of climate change seems to be beyond doubt, yet at the same time this certainty dissolves into a multitude of discourses about countermeasures, responsibilities and their implications for mankind. Each morning we learn about the changes in the world that occurred while we slept and still our coffee tends to taste like it did the day before. Even ignoring our domestic routines our reactions to change seem to rely on a rich fund of routines, guaranteeing stability. We still evoke the effectiveness of political intervention in clearly defined issues, are fully committed to reforms that have happened before and tend to draw on the familiar when confronted with the different in everyday life.

All this seems to be plausible and even a tad mundane. To ask how the alterable and the altered are constructed and identified in the first place leaves behind these self-evident securities, though, and recasts them in the light of contingency and improbability. What is new, what is revolutionary or even visionary becomes a question not of essence but societal practice. The focus then lies on the discourses, practices and contextures wherein these perspectives and approaches to the world are generated and highly relevant. How can we explain that it is neither the volition of the individual nor the comprehensive power of the nation state the current hopes for progress focus on? How can we assess the importance of the shift towards a renewed interest in institutions and organizations that appear to be the new old beacons of hope scientists and activists likewise rally around today? To look into these subjects necessitates a simultaneous look at our own practices as scientists. How does our approach and conceptualization of societal change influence our observations or even the process of change itself, how do our empirical objects irritate our theoretical frameworks? How do we apply the various existent theoretical figures transcending the simple dichotomy of change and stability in empirical research for example?

This seminar sets the stage for a wide range of approaches to the aforementioned topics. Our aim is to gain a better understanding of the practices and semantics of societal change and to trace the oscillating lines of (inevitable) change and (wonderous) stability within our objects and tools of study. Which discourses sever the mutable from the immutable? What are the consequences of our own classifications of societal phenomena as crises, reforms or even evolutionary processes and those of others? How should we approach the observation of those societal addresses that become visible and have problem solving abilities or responsibilities for what happens attributed to them? How do organizations, institutions and our own scientific expertise figure into this and in which way can we as scientists offer our own expertise to others? Our research conference focuses on new contributions and papers dealing with empirical or theoretical approaches regarding the questions asked. The goal is to formulate a framework for the observation of societal change that identifies aspects and observations common to all of the contributions. The second goal is to generate fruitful input for research into specific topics. 
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