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On the Entanglement between Sociology  
and Architecture in Spatial Research

Séverine Marguin

Editorial Summary: Coming from a background of sociology, but taking part in the interdisci-

plinary research network »Re-figuration of Space«, Séverine Marguin describes the »design 

turn« as a driving force for new directions in the humanities and natural sciences as well as a 

starting point for new formats and procedures in scientific investigation. She emphasizes the 

potential of cross-disciplinary research for either discipline involved, as it fosters new insights 

beyond disciplinary framings. »On the entanglement between sociology and architecture in the 

field of spatial research« highlights the »design turn« in social sciences as a catalyst for the 

incorporation of design-based procedures into the humanities, opening new possibilities to 

reconfigure the thematic field, its methodologies, and its forms of research. [Katharina Voigt]
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A Broad Interdisciplinarity between Sociology and Architecture

Interdisciplinarity is experienced in various forms. Following Julie 
Thompson Klein’s typologies, different patterns of consensus and debate 
can be identified – stemming from the first major classification scheme in 
1970 to recent taxonomies. Klein »compares similarities and differences in 
a framework of multidisciplinary juxtaposition and alignment of discip-
lines, interdisciplinary integration and collaboration, and transdisciplinary 
synthesis and trans-sector problem solving« (Klein 2017: 23). This research 
project addresses a specific form of interdisciplinarity between design and 
sociology and, in particular, between architects, planners, and sociologists. 
It is a broad interdisciplinarity, in which the disciplinary integration proves 
to be complex, inasmuch as it concerns »disciplines with little or no compa-
tibility such as sciences and humanities [which] have different epistemolo-
gical paradigms and methodologies« (Klein 2017: 34). Is such an integration 
even possible? What form (whether multidisciplinary, interdisciplinary or 
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transdisciplinary) is needed in everyday research practice? And what conse-
quences can such interdisciplinary encounters have for the respective disci-
plinary understandings and epistemic cultures (Knorr-Cetina 2001; Keller/
Pofferl 2018)? 

In order to open the debate, I would like to begin with a small narra-
tion about a personal interdisciplinary experience between sociology and 
architecture, in order to show the complexity it involves. In 2019 I worked 
as a scientific ethnographer and developed a design-based, experimental re- 
search design in collaboration with an architect and an interaction designer 
to analyze the effect of space on the research practices of our colleagues in a 
so-called Cluster of Excellence (Marguin/Rabe/Schmidgall 2019). Originally, 
the project was conceived by the designers together with a spokesperson 
from the cultural studies department with the aim of finding spatial solu-
tions to increase the productivity of the researchers in the excellence cluster. 
We were to design spatial settings, test them with quantitative tracking 
measurements and finally evaluate them. The project functioned as a 
»showcase«-project of the cluster and received a lot of visitors (e.g. from the 
field of university and research politics). After forming our team, we decided 
as project staff to reorient the project and to push it more in the direction 
of a qualitative experimental basic research project, for which we interfered 
with irritations as well as optimizations across the 18 different settings. 
This »problematization« was welcomed by the supervisors – but only up 
until the time of the new proposal for the next Cluster of Excellence, when 
they urgently asked us for concrete and proved solutions. In contrast, our 
methodological as well as theoretical and empirical contribution to spatial 
research did not appear to count or be of value. One year later and outside of 
the already completed cluster, we published our project publication as a team 
and devised five concrete statements at the end of our detailed book, which 
were specifically addressed to the designers of research spaces (Marguin/
Rabe/Schmidgall 2019: 186–188). 

This anecdote exemplifies how the recipient and the purpose of inter-
disciplinary research, which oscillate between different logics, can remain 
ambivalent right up to the end for both the participants and more gene-
rally for such a design-focused research project within the framework of a 
Cluster of Excellence, funded by the German Research Foundation (DFG). 
This anecdote – in its complexity – allows me to develop a space to ref lect on 
polycontextural knowledge production at the interface between design and 
sociology (Marguin 2021). 
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Scientification of Architecture and Creativization of Sociology 

The integration of design disciplines (such as art, design, architecture) into 
the classical (so far mainly natural and humanities) sciences has become 
an increasingly important topic in the literature on the history of science 
and cultural studies. Schäffner (2010) and Mareis (2010) welcome this as a 
desirable development and assign design an »integrative strength (Kraft) 
for the different scientific disciplines« (Schäffner 2010: 33). Although increa-
singly occurring, such a development has not yet been investigated – not for 
the social sciences nor for architecture. 

Based on historical analysis, I claim that the design turn leads to new 
forms of interdisciplinary collaborations and, in my case especially, the refe-
rencing between the disciplines of architecture and sociology. In a first step 
of the research, I outlined the different forms of historical referencing and 
collaborations between architects and sociologists since their respective 
disciplinary foundations. In doing so, I addressed the respective positions 
held by architectural research in sociology and by sociology in architectural 
research, both at the level of the disciplinary object itself (»architecture« 
and »society«) and at that of the disciplines themselves (do architectural re- 
searchers work with sociological knowledge or even sociologists and vice-
versa?). The result of this literature research conveys that despite repeated 
attempts at rapprochement, collaborations did not become sustainable until 
the early 2000s, when, in the course of the so-called »design turn«, funda-
mental new aspects could be observed, pointing to an integrative quality of 
both disciplines (Marguin 2021). 

This new integration as a bold collaboration massively challenges our 
respective understanding of knowledge and its relationship to society and 
even more fundamentally to reality. How do we want to generate knowledge? 
For whom? For what purpose? There is a disciplinary divide of viewpoints. It 
is what makes current integrative collaboration so difficult but also so exci-
ting and relevant. These are precisely the normative questions of scientific 
theory that I am now empirically exploring and whose complex entangle-
ment I would like to address in the sense of an empirical theory of science 
(Knoblauch 2018). For this multiscale investigation, I pursue a mixed- 
method approach, consisting of a micro-sociological ethnographical 
part at the CRC 1265 »Re-Figuration of Spaces« (TU Berlin) and a macro- 
sociological component at the field level. Within the ethnographic inves-
tigation at the CRC, I observe the everyday interdisciplinary collaboration 
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between sociologists, planners, and architects and analyze the challenges 
they face, whether as obstacles or productive frictions (Marguin/Knoblauch 
2021). These challenges unfold on practical, methodological, scientific and 
institutional levels. On a macro-sociological level, the research project aims 
to illustrate the structure of the relational field of architectural research and 
identify potential linkages to social-science approaches as well as to other 
actors (i.e. to practitioners). To this end, I conduct interviews with experts 
on one hand and create different databases on architectural researchers, 
and on research projects in the field of architectural research in the German-
speaking academic field on the other. 

The first observation that emerges from my research, both at the Cluster 
of Excellence and at the CRC 1265, is that there are two parallel converging 
tendencies: the scientification of architecture and the creativization of socio-
logy. These two tendencies are both somehow explanations and facilitators 
of such interdisciplinary cooperation. 

The debate about the scientification of architecture is by no means a new 
phenomenon. Rather, it has marked the academicization of the discipline 
since the 16th century and especially since architecture was integrated into 
the technical universities from the second half of the 19th century onwards. 
It has been recurrent throughout the 20th century – whether in the design 
methods movements in Ulm, or in the 1970s’ student movements, or in the 
digitalization of design in the 1990s. The ambivalence between a free, arti-
stic, and subjective design practice and the longing for systematization is 
an important component of the epistemic culture of architects and archi-
tectural researchers. Following Kurath (2015), two modes of researching in 
the academic field of architecture can be observed: The first mode is aligned 
with the validity criteria and scientific understanding established in other 
disciplines – whether philosophical, sociological, historical or from the field 
of engineering sciences. Within our CRC, this mode is quite visible in the 
great interest of the architects in developing a methodological discourse 
that follows more sociological rules. This also has an institutional backg-
round; architects have to defend their position, especially within the faculty, 
thereby needing doctoral theses, acquisition of third-party funds, and 
peer-reviewed articles to remain competitive. An opposite tendency is the 
legitimization of design research as a concept encompassing design practice 
as a research practice. However, in German-speaking countries – unlike in 
English-speaking countries, for example – it is extremely controversial and 
characterized by a heterogeneity of positions.
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At the same time, I would like to put forward the thesis of a creativiza-
tion of sociology, following Reckwitz’s social diagnosis of the »dispositif of 
creativity« (2012, 2016). In our CRC 1265, sociologists hope to develop new, 
innovative methods of spatial research from the interdisciplinary work by 
integrating visual-mapping methods from architecture and planning into 
sociology among other things (Baxter et al. 2021). Beyond the boundaries 
of the CRC, there are an increasing number of initiatives in the German-
speaking field that are interested in integrating artistic and design methods 
into social research – whether in the field of sociology or anthropology 
(Wildner 2015; Fariàs/Criado 2019; Estalella/Criado 2019). This shift of socio-
logy toward design can be interpreted as an »expansion of its innovation 
zone« (Rammert et al. 2016). In fact, this notion of creativity is thought of 
as a means of innovation for social research: The hope is that something new 
will emerge from the collectively and strategically provoked dissonances. It 
seems important, here, following Rammert, to critically question whether 
the creativization process in sociology can be regarded as »an imperial 
expansion of economic innovation criteria or [rather] a liberal extension to 
social innovations« (Rammert et al. 2016: 4). Or more simply formulated: why 
should sociology become more creative? At this stage of my investigation it 
remains unclear whether this imperative of the renewal of sociology around 
the »practice and semantics of creativity« (Hutter et al. 2016: 28) is rather, 
in the Bourdieusian sense, field-internally driven, or if it responds to field- 
external factors. 

I present both tendencies equally here, despite the unbalanced tendency, 
which favors sociology over the design. The scientificiation of architecture is 
a common tendency, while the creativization of sociology only exists in its 
initial stages and at the periphery. 

A Design Turn for the Social Sciences 

In terms of contemporary diagnosis, such converging developments largely 
tie in with the need for a »transformative science« (Schneidwind/Singer-
Brodowski 2014), understood as the function of science to restructure social 
areas of life, including changing people’s behavior. For this challenge of 
science’s transformative performativity, the design disciplines are relatively 
highly valued because they include the competency to consider potential 
changes and ref lect on the performativity of their own knowledge produc-
tion into society. But what does it mean and imply for sociology and its 
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potential to become more creative? And for architecture to become more 
scientific? In other words, what kind of challenges do such mutual integra-
tive adjustments bring? The pitfalls of such cooperation between design and 
social science become visible in the interdisciplinary everyday collaboration. 
The empirical investigation shows that the attempt to appropriate the struc-
tural logics of the other field leads to a seemingly inevitable conf lict, insofar 
as the respective logics of the academic fields contradict each other. 

In the ethnographical investigation, scholars address their feeling of alie-
nation from their field-specific practice. Designers clearly convey that their 
participation in a basic research project is not sufficient or remains irrele-
vant to their peers, if it is not followed by an operative and projective trans-
lation into society. The inconsequence, or rather the absence of the project’s 
finality, acts as an insurmountable disadvantage for recognition in their 
community. For the sociologists, however, it creates the opposite unease: The 
need for action is perceived as an external compulsion that implies a loss of 
autonomy. Embedded in its structural logic, the sociologists link it directly 
to the current debates on the new relationship or »contract between social 
sciences and society« (Weingart 2008), which should no longer be charac-
terized by disinterest and independence but rather be guided by socially 
relevant political or economic mandates. This highlights the heteronorma-
tization tendencies at work and points to the controversial debate on the 
so-called »Mode 2« or triple helix of knowledge production (Gibbons et al. 
1994), which suggests an intertwining of scientific epistemology, entrepre-
neurial application orientation, and efficiency-based strategies of problem 
solving – and clearly endangers the basic scientific orientation of the social 
sciences (Gingras/Heilbron 2015). Conf licting polarities are identified during 
the investigation: practice vs. theory; action or application research vs. basic 
research; synthetic vs. analytical science. Terms such as action, application, 
practice, and mission will be almost equated. The amalgam gives the (decep-
tive) impression of a clear duality as well as an irreconcilable discrepancy 
between the disciplines. 

However, this schematic, polarizing duality is not satisfactory. As the 
aforementioned anecdote demonstrated in an exemplary way, the posi-
tions of the researchers, whether sociologists or designers, are much more 
complex. Therefore, I suggest breaking the polarity shown above and 
complexifying it. From the analysis of the disciplinary structural logics, the 
following two axes become clear: in the sociological field, it is primarily a 
question of the autonomy/heteronomy of the social sciences, while in the 
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field of architectural research, it is more a question of the compatibility of 
research and design. The relation of these different elements enables the 
expansion from the one-dimensional restricted polarity to a two-dimensi-
onal space of interdisciplinary spatial research (see fig. on following page).

This gives rise to four different understandings of interdisciplinary 
research: autonomous with design; autonomous without design; heterono-
mous with design; heteronomous without design. This spatial modeling is 
not intended to show ideal types but rather a continuum of research under-
standings that are relatively more autonomous or heteronomous, or contain 
relatively or no design aspects. This notion enables thinking about a re- 
search practice with design aspects that, despite its dimensions of applica-
tion, practice or action, would nevertheless take on autonomous traits in its 
orientation and execution (see the red square on the diagram). A preliminary 
placement of representatives from the interdisciplinary field of urban and 
spatial research was realized on the diagram to illustrate the differentiated 
positioning. It should not be overlooked, however, that a strong imbalance 
of power is at work here, insofar as the field of sociology has considerably 
more power in a scientific or academic context than the field of architectural 
research, which is still in its infancy. In fact, the Design Turn is still at its 
very beginning and, although very promising, has to contend with greater 
disadvantage in the classical sciences, especially in the social sciences. 

Conclusion

In this paper, I present the initial results of an empirical investigation that I 
am currently conducting on the relationship between design and the social 
sciences on the basis of an ethnographic inquiry of the cooperation between 
architects, planners, and sociologists. I first discuss the current favorable 
tendencies of approximation between these disciplines, namely a scientifica-
tion of architecture and a certain creativization of sociology before tackling 
the main challenges of such cooperation concerning the divergent under-
standing of knowledge and science.

In order to go beyond the common but deceptive duality between design 
vs. science; practice vs. theory; action or application research vs. basic  
research; synthetic vs. analytical science, I have proposed to break down 
the polarity and complexify it, thereby relating the structural logics to both 
fields. Such a spatial-visual modeling, which creates the possibility of auto-
nomous creative-social-scientific research, however, raises many questions. 
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The first is the question of autonomy. If I have so far dealt exclusively with 
the autonomy of the (social) sciences (Bourdieu 1975, 1997, 2001; Bernhard/
Schmidt-Wellenburg 2012a, b), the autonomy of architecture must also be 
considered. Based on the work of Biau (1998) and Aigner (2007), field theory 
does indeed lend itself well to the analysis of architecture, insofar as it can 
be understood as a cultural asset. Can one therefore speak of a parallelism 
between the understandings of autonomy in the social sciences and in archi-
tecture? The second question concerns the career possibilities of such hybrid 
knowledge producers and the risk of their marginalization: in fact, the inves-
tigation provides many indications that disciplinary logics continue to be of 
a strange importance in career formation. A deviation from the disciplinary 
rules of the game may lead to a dead end, also because what has been learned 
from interdisciplinary cooperation can no longer be sealed off. The only solu-
tion for hybrid knowledge producers is therefore to inf luence the rules of 
the game in their own field in order to increase the acceptance of alternative 
approaches.
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