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Moralization - concerning especially questions of symbolic recognition, material redistribution, 
public order and security - plays an increasingly important role in processes of political 
polarization of urban publics across the globe. More recently, we could observe the link between 
moralization and political polarization for instance in the cases of protests against anti-Covid 
measures, debates on the reception of migrants and refugees, the decolonize movement, the 
black life matters protests, the #me-too-movement or the Friday-for-Future demonstrations. 
Drawing on different theoretical sources, including Luc Boltanski, Veena Das, Norbert Elias, Arlie 
Hochschild, Axel Honneth, Niklas Luhmann, Didier Fassin, Andrew Sayer, or Miriam Ticktin, this 
panel invites to explore the analytical potential of more recent neo-pragmatist and praxeological 
approaches to moral sociology. Understanding moralization as a modulative intervention in how 
issues of public concern are negotiated, imagined and debated, we propose to comparatively 
think about the operational logics of different forms of moralization and their effects on urban 
publics in different world regions. Sociological research indicates that dynamics of moralization 
of the public sphere can have diverse effect. It can increase the social costs for dissent and 
deviance if a particular morality becomes hegemonic (Elias and Scotson 2002[1965]) but it can 
also stimulate more antagonistic dynamics that tends towards polarization of urban publics (Joller 
2019; Sutterlüty 2010; Luhmann 1991). It seems that moralization above all increases emotional 
involvement and reduces the space for indifference and ambiguity (Haidt 2012; Nieswand 2021). 
As such processes of moralization are also linked to power. While in the critical European tradition 
of moral philosophy or Critical Theory morality was considered as means of Christian (Nietzsche 
1988) or class (Horkheimer 1933) domination to be overcome, more recent research shows that 
moralization, including stirring moral resentment, can also be a weapon of those who are or 
represent themselves as ‘the weak’ against who are or whom they consider as ‘the powerful’ or 
‘the elite’ (Ege und Moser 2020; Weißgerber 2019; Junge 2003).  

It is in particular the ambiguity of morality between being a means of domination, providing a 
base for compromise beyond political divisions and stimulating conflictual dynamics what makes 
it sociologically interesting to engage with. Moreover, if we consider academic knowledge 
production as being situated within (and not outside) a morally structured social space, the 
relationship between moralization and sociological knowledge production can also be addressed 
reflexively. In can be asked how the sociological will to know about urban life in general and urban 
conflict in particular is entangled in the moral agendas that are studied and what is an appropriate 
methodological and theoretical way of dealing with the apparent inevitability of moral 
involvement in issues of broader public and political concern. One of the important ambiguities 
of moralization in social scientific research lies between rationalization and emotionalization. 
While scientific knowledge and philosophical considerations can play an important role in 
generalizing and underpinning moral claims, often moral dynamics are initiated and stirred by 
concrete images, experiences and imaginations, which imply a more intuitive and emotional 
appeal to position oneself on the ‘right side’. Examples of the latter are the image of the corpse 



   
 

   
 

of the five-year-old drowned Aylan Kurdi, the New Year’s Eve events of Cologne 2015/2016 or the 
Capitol riots in Washington 2021. 

This panel invites research and researchers from different parts of the world into a dialogue that 
develops a more global perspective on urban moral economies and moral grammars of protest 
and polarization. The participants are kindly requested to engage with the suggested questions 
and rethink the relation of morality, polarization and conflict through the lenses of their particular 
fields of study and expertise.  

Abstract of approx. 300 words can be sent by email to Boris Nieswand (boris.nieswand@uni-
tuebingen.de) by the 15.04.2022. 
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