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On the Genesis of World Society: Innovations and M echanisms1

Abstract: On the Genesis of World Society: |nnovations and Mechanisms.

Theessay, firgt of dl, triesto giveavery brief historical and explanatory answer to the question: When
beginsthe history of world society? World sysemstheory (Walerstein) and systemstheory (L uhmann)
convergein locating the beginnings of world society in differentiation processes germaneto 15th/16th
century Europe. The theory of world society is the theory of the societal system emerging from this
conjuncture. The essay, furthermore, adds two argumentative steps. Firgtly, it sketchesthreestructural
innovations which are of especid relevance for the geness of world society: 1. Functiond
differentiation; 2. Organizations (especidly: multingtiond enterprises and  non-governmenta
organizations); 3. Communication technologies. There is something to be said for thisligt of sructurd
innovations being an open one to which other innovations (networks, markets, epistemic communities
etc.) may haveto beadded. Secondly, thisargument on structural innovationsis supplemented by three
mechanisms or processual mechanisms to which the dynamics of world society is supposed to be
due: 1. Globd diffuson of indtitutiond petterns; 2. Globd interrelatedness; 3. Decentraizationinfundion
sysems. What is eadily to be seen in developing this explanatory gpparatus is that there are no
convincing argumentsfor looking at world society asasystem characterized by homogenized pattemsof
socid structure and culture.

1 Earlier versions of this paper were published in Rudolf Stichweh, Die Weltgesellschaft, Frankfurt 2000, 245-267,
and Distinktion - tidsskrift for samfundsteorie 1, 2000, pp. 27-38.



Genesis of World Society

The hypothesisof world society assertsthet in the present world thereisonly onesocieta system. Inthis
smpleformulation one can dready find anumber of unsolved problemsand contested positions. Firgt of
dl it means that the title soci ety can be awarded only once. Germany, the United States, Norway or
Pakistan are no longer to be seen as societies. Even Europe is no society. Only the one, world-wide
system complies with the conditions for being caled a societal system. This demands a certain
terminologica effort. There seems not to exist a sociologist who on the one hand agrees with the
diagnosis of world society and to whom it does not happen now and then that she speaks of aFrench,
Spanish or American Society. But | never heard someone mentionthe™ society of LuxembourgA. This
revealsaconceptud problem that was awaysinherent to the concept of asociety closely alied with the
territorid State. There was a latent implication of societies having a certain spatid extenson. But one
could not judtify thisimplication in theoretica terms.

A second problem regards the question if one should continue the concept of society a al. Friedrich
Tenbruck and others argued against making any further use of the concept of society.” Their reasonwas
that they preferred asemanticsmore closely tied to classical inditutiond terms such astate, government
and organization/corporation. But thereare no plausible argumentsfor such asef-resrictionwhich only
produces a semantic conservatism unable to name and to analyze central phenomena of the socia

world. In contradigtinction to this position this essay prefersthe solution proposed by Niklas Luhmann
which defines soci ety via communi cation and communi cative attainability. That isaproposd of an
unmatched smplicity. Under its premises onewill concludethat only world society asthe only system
being operationally closed on the basis of communications is a possible candidate for being

called a societal system.®

2Cf. on this Firsching 1998.

3Luhmann 1997.



Thisimmediately leadsto athird problem or objection towards the theory of world society. Oftenitis
pointed to poverty, inequdity and income disparities in the present world as indicators of alack of

globa homogeneity. But why should one percelve society as a homogeneous system? Distributiond

inequalities obvioudy are internd differentiations of the system of world society. They just raise the
interesting question how world society produces and reproduces these inequdities. One should point
hereto thefact that Immanud Wallerstein who probably isbes des Niklas Luhmann the most influentid
theorist of world society places the phenomena of the production and reproduction of inequalitiesinto
the centre of his conceptual approach.*

If one accepts the three problem solutions just proposed - to reject aconcept of society bound to the
territorid state and its cultural premises, to base the theory of society on a communication theory, to
propose an interpretation of world society asasystemn producing and reproducing inequdities- afourth
question isimmediately at hand. When was the starting point of the history of world society?

Three very different answers are to be found in the present literature. The dominant answer which
functions more as a presupposition than it is based on research conceives of world society asa system
arisng just now which means it belongs to the world after World Wer 11 or is of even more recent
origin. The preference for the term globalization is related to this and it accentuates the processud
agpects of world society and the provisiona nature of the diagnosis. Thisinterpretation - irrespective of
its popularity - will founder on the results of historical research which demonstrates among many other
examples that the globa interrdatedness of the economy in 1900 was not inferior to its globd
interrelatedness in 1980 (referring to foreign trade and foreign direct investments).

A second representative answer is due to Immanuel Wallerstein. He favours the so-cdled ™ long

“Wallerstein 1974; 1991.

>Cf. Hirst/ Thompson 1992 and the very interesting analysis by Williamson 1996.



sixteenth centuryA (1450-1640).° Only &t this point in history trade between world regionswhich isa
very old phenomenon was complemented by patterns of divison of [abor between world regions.

Walergein combines this with the hypothesis that from this structura transformation arosea™ world
economyA which for thefirg timein human history was not embraced by a” world empireA falowing
on its hedls. In a structurd perspective the emergence of ~ the modern world- systemA then meant a
persstent divergence of the boundaries of the economic and the political system.

A third and again radicdly different answer isto befound in recent neomarxist writings from the André
Gunder Frank/Immanuel Wallerstein-tradition. Here one can observe that ever earlier dates for the
beginning of world society are proposed. It seemsto be the case that an occasiona contact between
world regions and occasiona causal interferences are for some of these writers a sufficient reason to
postulate aworld system.™ Theworld system. 500 years or 5000?A isthe characteristic title of abook
from this discussion published someyears ago. What is probably wrong with thisinterpretation isthet it
confounds the ecologica interaction between societies- i.e. societies becoming ardevant environment

for other societies - with processes of structure formation in one and the same societd system.

Which answer is given by sociological systems theory to this question of the beginnings of world
society? Firgt of dl, systems theory will concede that for thousands of years there existed severd

societd systems smultaneoudy. As most of these societd systems were triba societies one can even
speek of thousands of smultaneous societa systems. Even inthe seventeenth century, it makesno sense
to concelve of Europe and China as different parts of only one society. Of course, there were
occasiona communicationswhich were produced in one of these two systems and were understood or
- more probably - misunderstood in the other one. But these occasional communications did not have
extensve societd ramificationsin the other system, and therefore they did not change the basic fact that
these societd systemswere nearly dwaysoperationaly closed towards one another. On the other hand,

®Wallerstein 1974, Ch. 2.

"Frank/Gills 1993.



one would be able to demongrate in the case of China that in the same period the sgns of a
transformation soon to arrive were to be observed. For the Jesuit order, for example, one of the early
globd actors, placesin Chinaand placesin Europe were dready in the seventeenth century placesona
globad map on which no completely different societa systems were inscribed. Only such a world
congtruction enabled the flexible worldwide assgnment of personnd which characterized the Jesuit
order. This story could be a very interesting case study on the topic of the strategic importance of
organizations for the redization of world society.

Before giving amore precise answer to thisquestion for the beginnings of world society one more point
important for systemstheory should be emphasized. Aslong asthere are severa or even many societa
systemsintheworld thisimpliesthat one can not speak of ~ world societyAin sructurd terms. But, each
of these different societies congtitutes a world of its own which isacomplete or tota world for the
respective society. These societiesinclude whatever happensto exist in theworld in their world view or
world interpretation. They extend thisinclusveinterpretation to other societiesif they know or bdieveto
know anything about foreign societies. It issignificant that often communicative competencies are denied
to members of other societies. One callsthem barbarians or invents other namesfor themwhichimply
that these members are no human beings and are not able to spesk human languages.® From a
phenomenologicd point of view - i.e. intermsreferring to the worldview societies concelve- nearly dl
human societies seem to be world societies which implies that they do not accept other autonomous
societies of equd dignity beside them. It is an interesting empirical question how often in the history of
the world there existed societies which were able to imagine and to accept that there are other societdl
systemsbeside their own and which were even willing to describethe interrel ations between societies as
symmetricd.

From thisargument one may conclude that from the beginnings of humanity until the early modern world

(16th to 18th centuries) there dways existed in terms of socid structure many societies. Each of these

8Cf. for China and Greece Bauer 1980; Hartog 1991.



societies redlized from aphenomenologica point of view aworld view which qudifiesit with respect to
its self-description as a world society.® The singularity of the modern world society then consistsin
gructurd redlity on the one hand and phenomenologica worldview and sdlf-description on the other
hand converging. Now it happensto betruefor thefirst timein history that one societd sysemwhichin
itsworld congtructionincludesany event intheworld into its purview really isthe only societal system

on earth.

When begins the history of this world society? Is there any meaningful answer to this question? The
answver of Immanud Walerstiein was: The modern world-system begins in the sixteerth century when
tradeisno longer caused by accidentd differencesin natural resourcesand local production but induces
adivison of labor between trading regions. That is trade causes structural changes in the societies
involved.™® This answer is not wrong. But one should not accept the reduction on economic exchange.
Thereforethe proposal hasto be rephrased to alow amore genera picture. It then says. World society
begins when one of the societal systems of the world no longer acceptsthat it is only oneamong many
societd systemsintheworld. Furthermore this societal system hasto control the necessary instruments
and resources to transform this nonacceptance of difference into structurd redlity. This hgppens only
once in human higory: In the process of expansion of European-Atlantic society beginning in the
15th/16th centuries. Thisexpang onary processincorporated viacolonialism and other ways of reaching
out thewhole of the remaining world into therespective societal system. Asaresult of this processthere
is no economic action, no educationd activity, no religion and no knowledge system which could be
isolated from the effects of this world-system.

The thess of a specific expansonary potential of the Europeant Atlantic society rests on premises

regarding the control of natura resources, theavailahility of techniques (for the control of resourcesand

°Cf. Stichweh 2000a.

Oyvallerstein loc. cit.



for military purposes)™* and cultural values. It isimportant to point to this, although no extensve analysis
can be undertaken here. An interesting proposal regarding culturad vaues has been made by Td cott
Parsons some time ago. He ascribed to the Europeant Atlantic society a vaue pattern he cdled
instrumental activism.™ Thisis a pattern consisting from two main components: instrumental meansa
generd attitude towards social and materid components of the world which are conceived as being
there for the salf-redization of society and its individuas - activism means an inditutiondized vdue
somehow binding for each individud to participate in this process of sdf-redization of society. If this
diagnosis should be redidtic it could contribute something to the explanation of the singularity of the

modern world society.™

[ Innovations

Thetheory of world society isthetheory of thismodern system arising sncethe 15th/16th centuriesand
it is based among others on writing its history. In the following this paper will concentrate on two other
agpects which are centrd to the theory of world society. Firgt of dl it will identify someinnovations
which are of epecia import for structure formation inworld society (pt. 11). Theninthethird part the
argument will focus on processes/mechanisms which are deemed to be causdly relevant for the

dynamics of world society.

1. Functional differentiation: One can agree with Wallersein that the history of the world system
begins when from rdations of trade - i.e. occasona contacts between separate systems - arises a
divison of labor, that is a process of structura differentiation in one emerging system. But inthis case,

'1Cf. on this Diamond 1997.
12See for representative statements Parsons/Platt 1973, 40-45; Parsons 1973.

BCf. Stichweh 1991, Ch. VII, ~Das Wertsystem friihmoderner européischer
GesellschaftA.



too, one needs a more generd argument. It seems to be characterigtic for the emergence of world
society that thishappens as soon as communi cative interrel ations between up to now separate societies
become an effective causd factor in the processes of differentiation of function systems which are
definitdy globa systems, i.e. their communicative reech is not restricted to one of the former societa
systems.

It is possible to observe one example of such a process by looking at the differentiation of science
from the 16th to the 18th century. Thisisa process which isvery much pushed by the need to integrate
ever new pieces of knowledge arriving from the different regions of the world.** Another examplein
19th and 20th century society isthedifferentiation of modern art advanced by theincreesng diversity
of atidic artefacts from different regions of the world becoming known and being presented in
exhibitions snce the end of the nineteenth century. One can probably construct an ana ogous argument
for each of the function sysems in modern society. The conclusion from this reflection is: Functiond
differentiation establishesitsdlf asthe primary mode of internd differentiation of world society. In each
case arises via differentiation afunction sysemwhichisin its core asystern of communicationswhichis

aswdl globd in its reach as highly specific in its communicative operations.

2. Organizations. The example of the Jesuits in Chinawhich was cited above dready illustrated in an
anecdotd form the causal relevance of organizationsin the genesis of world society. It was dready true
for the corporations of late medievd and early modern Europe - one may point to universities,

ecclesagtica orders, citiesand corporations of strangers such as trade companies or student nations-

that they wereforeign bodiesin the society of estateswhich till characterized European society. But as
such bodies foreign to the main structures of European society they were of consderable innovatory
import: they incorporated the new principle of specidization on functionaly defined types of action and
communication.™ A somehow ana ogous situation arosein 19th and 20th century society with regard to

YCf. Stichweh 1984, esp. Ch. 1.

15Cf, Stichweh 1991, 1.
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free associations and forma organizations™ In al these cases we have to do with membership
organi zations to which cons derabl e globdi zati on effects can be atributed. They have some properties
respongblefor this: the comparatively unrestricted mobility of personnd interna to these organizetions,
the structurd ability to establish branches and dependencies at many placesin theworld; the easy flow
of communicetions in organizations, the comparative ease of knowledge transfers internd to
organizations. Regarding the globdlization effectswhich result from these structurd possibilitiesonewill

then haveto examineif they remain purely internd to the organization or somehow transform the societal

environment of organizations. These brief remarksaready point to theassumption that atheory of world
society dways hasto include atheory of the career of forma organizations, Snce forma organizations
are one of those innovatory structures, arisng snce medieva Europe, which enable the dynamics of

world society.’

There are especidly two new types of organizations which are responsible for redizing world society
and for the globa interconnectedness which as a matter of course includes third world countries. The
firg of thesetwo organizationd typesarethemultinationd enterprisesof the economy of which it may be
sad tha they are much more than foreign trade and internationa capitd transfers - and beside the
gructurd transformation of financid markets - the redly driving force in the globdization of the
economy. If thishypothesisistrueit would support the proposd that the globalization of theeconomy is
in its core a knowledge process. The multinationd enterprisein managing itsgloba expanson depends
primarily on knowledge and technology transfers internd to the organization. It may even be said that
this ability to internalize knowledge trandfersis the raison d>étre of the multinational enterprise.’®

18Cf. on " free associationA as principle in modern society Parsons 1971; Stichweh 2000b.

Cf. as an influential and problematical example Coleman 1990, pt. IV, who bases his
theory of modern society nearly exclusively on the distinction of corporate actors (i.e. formal
organizations) and natural persons.

18Cf, Stichweh 1999.
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The second conspicuous and new organizationa type is the so-called non-governmental organization
(NGO or INGO). This too is a remarkable invention: an interest-based organization which in its
organizational reach is no longer limited by territoriad borders. The spectrum of socia and poalitica

problems such INGOs specidize onisextremdy diverse: the carefor political prisoners; organizations
of medical doctors operating in war regions, organizations for research and politics referring to

anthropogenic climate change, activisswho areinvolved with AIDS and itsmedical treatment and mery
others. Especidly in world regions with weak state organizations to which many third world countries
bel ong the influence and penetration of these two types of organizationsisgriking. Therapid growthin
the number of multinationd enterprisesiswel known. But the sameistruefor INGOs. Evenin 1992 a
researcher counted a number of 23 000 INGOs.™

3. Communication technologies: A third centrd component of world society are communication

technologies. This hypothess nearly suggests itsdf if one defines society via the concept of
communication. And one can invert thisargument and use theincontestabl e revance of communication
technol ogiesin the devel opment of modern society asan empirical support for atheory of society based
on communication theory. Theinvention of printing wasin Europe smultaneouswith the beginning of the
expansion of the EuropeanAtlantic system of society. After theinvention of printing there wasfor four
centuries no other invention of acomparableimport in the domain of communication technologies. One
may interpret this as evidence for arather dow take-off of the system of world society. In these four
centuries between 1500 and 1900 the acceleration of communication, the penetration of space by

networks of communication waswholly dependent on the devel opment of the technol ogies of transport
which was a very dow-going process again. Communications were tranderred via the same

technologies that were used for the trangport of men, and in these technologies of trangport there were
no mgor innovations until the 19th and 20th centuries. The invention of telegraphy in the 19th century
and therapid sequence of new technol ogies of telecommunication - from thetelephone to the computer
- then meant aradicd shift in the technologicd infrastructure of human communication. A point which

¥Ghils 1992, on 4109.
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has been emphasi zed by Hermann L tibbe isthe decoupling of telecommunications on the one hand and
the technologies of trangport on the other hand.® The diffusion of communications is then no longer
dependent on making use of those technologies of trangport and those roads which were created for
transporting men and goods. This decoupling of communications from transport produces the
destruction of space which has been emphasized by historians such as John Albior?* and sociologists
such as Anthony Giddens? It is then no longer the case that condderable spatia distances are
necessarily corrdated with a loss of amultaneity. Distance becomes compatible with the globa

smultaneity of events.

[11 Mechanisms

Until now this discussion was focussed on three institutiond inventions which are of importancefor
the genesisof world society - function systems, or ganizations, tel ecommuni cation. Whoever wants
to write a history and theory of world society will have to write the history and theory of these three
inventions, too. But thisdoes not yet result in asufficiently complete picture of world society. Therefore
this essay is going to propose that we need some more assumptions to be able to understand the
dynamicsof thegeness of world society. These additiond assumptionsrefer to something onemight call

mechanismsor processes of world soci ety. Three such mechanismswill bediscussed in thefollowing.

The firgt of these mechaniams will be caled global diffusion or global diffusion of institutional
patterns. Its precondition is the frequency and intengity of reciprocd observations in the system of
modern society. If onelooksét theleve of individuds, of organizationsor other socid sysemsit dways
seemsto betruethat therelevant units observe one another with increasing frequency and intendity. This

2L {ibbe 1996.
21See John 1994,

22Giddens 1990.
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is supported by new technological posshilities for the spread of communications. Observations take
place on the level of atribution und sdf-attribution to socid categories. States observe States; central

banks observe other centrd banks; fundamentalist sects observe other fundamentdist sects, and finaly
individuals observe other human beings who submit the same clam to individudity. In sociologicd

network theories there is today often postulated a so-called anticategorical imperative, and by this
imperative is meant that the belonging to socid categories is no longer a sociologicd varidble of

explanatory power.? But there seems to be one faullt in this hypothesis. It failsto notice the leve of

socid sdf-observations on which identifications with socid categories obvioudy arise and onwhich
social comparison processes are then generated.?* It isthis mechanismwhich makesarapid diffusion of

noveltiesin the system of world society probable: Statesimitate the welfare programs, the structures of
the educationa systemn, and many other indtitutiond featuresfrom other states; and perhapsthey do this
only to be accepted as complete statesin their ownright. Individua s copy patternsof individudity. One
may percalve an inherent contradiction in this last illusiration. How could one obtain individuaity by

copying it from dsawhere? But, if the structure of socid expectations demands uniquenessor sngularity
fromindividuasand if individuas do not succeed to find thissingularity by introspection, thereisnothing
|eft to them than the recourse on asocia stock of patterns for individudity.

This mechanism of globd diffuson of inditutiond patterns has primarily been theorized in American
neoingiitutional sociology.? It alows explaining processes of homogenization in the system of world
society. In doing this it does not necessarily predict a worldwide assmilation to only one inditutiona
gandard. In processes of indtitutiona borrowing there will aways arise the need to differ in some
respects from other systems. But even for thisneed for difference formation in worldwide processes of
copying inditutional patterns, there again exists only a smal sample of patterns al of which are globd
patternsintheir turn. Insofar thetheory of world society will not predict globa standardization, but it will

2Cf. Wellman/Berkowitz 1988; Emirbayer/Goodwin 1994.
24Cf. on this Strang/Meyer 1993.

Cf. as an overview Powell/DiMaggio 1991; Brinton/Nee 1998.
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predict limitationswhich are given by arepertoire of indtitutiona possbilitieswhichisaglobd repertoire
initsdf.

The predictive power of thisthesis of rlative globa homogenization isof courselimited by the reach of
the associated theoretical modd: globa diffuson of inditutiona petterns. That isaredtriction which in
many argumentsis not sufficiently taken into cong deration from which result problematica ideasabout a
logic of world society thought to be universal. A second revant questionis: How much interaction and
reciprocal observation isnecessary for this mechanismto function effectively? Probably not very much.
As so0n as certain cultural premises are ingtitutionalized worldwide - eg. a postive vauation for
modernity - afiliated ingtitutiona models can diffusewithout much effort aslong asthey are supposed to
be prototypica for modernity.

Itisnow necessary to introduce the second mechanism hypothesi zed to be hel pful for adescription and
explanation of the dynamics of the system of world society. One could cdl this mechaniam global

interrelatedness. Its theoretica background is broader than is the case for the mechaniam of globd

diffuson. Whereasthislast one hasitstheoretica maingtay in sociologica neoinditutionaism, regarding
the mechanism of globa interrelatedness one can ook to developments in network theory, systems
theory and even to the globalization theory of Anthony Giddens. Inthe caseof globd diffusonwe have
to do with reations of mutud observation and comparison between socia unitswhich may be separated
from oneanother by considerable spatia distances. Thereisno need of direct contact between the units.
To say it in aphysica metaphor: we have to do with a theory which looks for distance effects

It iswholly different in the case of global interrelatedness®® The analytical interest isfirgt of al focussed
on theindividua communicative act or - inthelanguage of network theory - ontheindividua network-
tie in its embeddedness in other network ties. The interrelation of globality and locdity isthen locdly
redlizedintheindividual communicative event or intheindividual somewhat stableinterrelation between

%Cf. on the following Stichweh 1995; 1996.
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two network-knots. Globality is produced by the interrelations of communicative events. Taking up
once more the physica metgphor just introduced one may spesk of a theory interested in short
distance effects atheory which postulates a transmisson of globaly relevant effects, a transmisson
which aways operateslocaly.

One can explicate this short distance theory by means of two hypotheses. Both of these hypotheses
may be related to systems theory and to network theory as two sociologica paradigms which show
some conceptua Smilaritiesin the respectsinteresting here. Thefirgt hypothesiswill be caled theand-
so-on-hypothesis. By thisdesignation is meant thet for the theory of world society it isnot decisve that
the individua interaction spans enormous spatia and tempora distances. The decisive point is neither
that there is a rapidly increasing number of intercontinenta telephone talks or of intercontinental

travellers. It is nonetheless easy to show that in these respects the growth rates are remarkable.?” But
the argument here is interested in another and probably more fundamenta point. It says thet in any
individud interaction there is the presence of an and-so-on of other socid contacts of the participants.
Only this establishes the possibility of worldwide connectedness, a possibility which then becomes
rlevant in the individud interaction as a kind of knowledge of sdectivity. As such knowledge of
sectivity it intervenesin the individua interaction and changesits style. In network theory onefindsa
rdated hypothesis which is known as "smal world-hypothesis'.?® What is meant by this is a
phenomenon well known to mogt participants in society. One happens to meet a person who is a
complete stranger a first, and then one redizes tha this person is the friend of a friend, or an

acquaintance of an acquaintance. First of al surprisesariseon thisbass, and to the mereinterestinsuch
aurprisng effects one may then add a well-established sociometric research technique which looks for
acquaintances of acquaintances of acquaintances. In doing research of this type one will soon find out
that after a small number of steps there are dready millions of persons who are related by so-called
indirect ties. One of the most important pointsin theorizing upon ~ smal worldsA isthat they can only

2'See Inkeles 1975.

8See Kochen 1989 and see now very interesting Watts 1999.
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exigt if connectedness in a network is independent from an external length scale.”® A small world
may not be redtricted by physicd space, and exactly this characteristic - the annihilation of physcd

space - is ascribed to world society by numerous theoreticians.

Onthe other hand one might object that the sociological relevance of these sociometric techniquesisnot
evident. If one takes such aresearch gpproach, after ashort time most ties onefinds are indirect ties-
someone is the friend of a friend but one has never before seen him or talked to him or her. Such
indirect ties become nearly never activeties. If one would try to activate them one would often meet a
somehow baffled interaction partner who doubtsthe legitimacy of the unexpected approach. Therefore
one should have to expect many negative reactions. But to this objection may be said that it only points
to the fact that globa interconnectednessis no interactiona phenomenon and can not be transformed
into such an interactiond redity. A small world may function as the effective infrastructure of
global interconnectedness, just because it could never be established as a global interaction
system.®

What this discusson points to is that the and-so-on-hypothesis as well as the small-world-
phenomenon need a further hypothesis which formulates some conditions specific to modern society.
This hypothesis will here be cdled decontextualization-thesis. What is meant by thisisthe postulate
that the extenson of theand-so-on-chains can only be managed by interactiondly relevant abstractions
which decouple theinteraction from diffuseloca rdevancies. What kind of abstraction is suitable here?
Firg of dl one should think of functiona specification, that is of the background experience that in
present-day society the communications oneis participating in are located in aspecific function system
mogt of thetime. Thisdlowsignoring many other functiond relevanciesathough they areenmeshed with
the communicationsin aloca context. The relevance of functiond abstractionsis supplemented by the

29See Watts 1999; 1999a.

%*To the understanding of interaction systems (reciprocal response presence) presupposed
here see Goffman 1983; Luhmann 1975.



17

generaized symbols of communication media- such asmoney, truth, power etc. - which srengthenthe
background experience of communicating in a gpecific function system by the operative presence of
binary codes.

Many other phenomenaadd to this. In Anthony Giddens writings the term for decontextualization is
disembedding.®* The examples for disembedding Giddens mentions are expert systems, trust,

professions and findly symbolic tokens. Symbolic tokens is histerm for the generdized symbols of
communication media such as money and for anal ogous phenomena. Once more we haveto do with a

generdization of symbols made possible by functiona specification.

Is there in network theory an andogue to decontextualization? The network concept itsdlf can take
this position. Network obvioudy is a decontextudization-term. The concept of network takes the
position of older sociological concepts for middle range phenomena such as group and community.
The reason for thisis that the network concept takes account of the fact that relevant social contacts
which occasion repeated communicative exchanges among participants are decoupled from spetid

contiguity and interactional copresence. Thisiswell illustirated in empirica studiesby Barry Welmanon
forms of community in East Yorkers East York being a fictive name for a certain city region in

Toronto.* Wellman demondrates that on the first approach nearly al dassica indicators for urban

community are absent in Eagt Y ork: the Streets are empty; one does not change over to the neighbor;
public spaces are ether inexistent or deserted. But if onetriesto reconstruct community on the basisof
network-ties, one observesawd |- functioning pattern of symmetrical and asymmetrica exchangeamong
participants of the network who are repeatedly in contact among one another. These stable exchange
relations furthermore present a kind of functiond differentiation of types of ties. From such research
results the question if the network phenomenon (which has to be distinguished from the network
concept) should be added to the list of structura innovations characteristic of world society. The

%1Giddens 1990, 21-29.

%2\Wellman/Carrington/Hall 1988; Wellman 1992.
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concept of network would then not only point to auniversaistic method and theory in the discipline of
sociology, it would furthermore indicate a new type of structure formation in the sysem of world
society. Networks displace older types of structure formation such asgroup and community; they are
defined by certain quantitative limitations on the number of ties, and furthermore by them not being
limited by physical space. Anindicator for the vdidity of thisargument isthe current prominence of the
network concept not only as a scientific concept but as a prominent term in the salf-description of

contemporary society.®

The argument up to here probably demonsirated that a different picture results when one looks for
patterns of global interrelatednessingtead of patter nsof global diffusion. Ontheone hand thereis
aunified gructure even ininterre atedness enforced by the abstractions germane to the function systems.
On the other hand if globa socia effects progress - asit isthe case in interrel atedness - from event to
event, from communication to communication, fromtieto tie, surprisesand discontinuitiesinthesechans
of effects are to be expected. Therefore no homogenization effects are predicted by the mechanism
globd interrdatedness, in contradigtinction to the globd diffusion mechanism which predictsalimited sst
of successful models.

There isfindly - and thisis the last point in this pgper - a third mechanism in the geness of world
society. This paper proposesfor this mechanism the namedecentrali zation in function systems Once
morethe differentiation of globa function systemsis seen asacore phenomenon, and | then postulatea
process which isinternd to these function systems. Again aclassica concept of sociologica theory is
involved. In this case it is the centre/periphery-distinction.®* Whenever one spesks of centres and

%A good case study is offered by the present Microsoft antitrust case in which for the first
time in American jurisdictional history the jurisdictional theory of network effects was applied in
the findings of the judge. By network effects is meant that a monopoly results from numerous
buyers already having adopted a certain product and then other buyers being forced to do the
same because of their network interrelatedness with the first class of buyers.

33ee Shils 1961.
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peripheries one spesks of differences in relevant resources. These differences are the basis of the
formation of a socid system. And they Structure processes of interaction in such a centre/periphery-
system. Asiswell known Immanuel Walerstein conceived his world system theory onthebasisof this
distinction of centres and peripheries®

As Wadlergen was dways primarily interested in the historica recongtruction of world society, his
preference for the centre/periphery- distinction seemsto be somehow adequate. One can propose that
centre/periphery isaglobalization concept of the premodern world. It alows aconvenient description of
societiesinwhich globa interaction was dtill arare phenomenon and in which big inequdities seemed to
be necessary to motivate globd interactions. Among circumstances of this type one needs big
inequalities of power, wisdom, in religious sates of grace and in economic resources as structura

premise for individud events of globd interaction. The hypothess here proposed says that
centre/periphery-digtinctions and theimplied differencesin the control of resourcesareimportant for the
beginnings of world society because they motivate what is il improbable in the beginning: to takethe
risks of globa interaction and to accept the effort of bridging great distances.

From this it follows that the further history of world society is characterized by the eroson of those
centres characterizing the gart. Thiserosion of centresfirg of dl hagppensin the function systemsthat is
inthose systemswhich condtitute the primary differentiation of world society. But why should thisbethe
case? The hypothesis here proposed is that the interaction of this third mechanism with the other two
mechanisms analyzed above makes the demise of centres probable. Both of these other two

mechaniams- globd diffuson and globd interrd atedness- operateprincipdly laterd or horizonta. Even
when they had in ther beginnings privileged points - modes which are copied much more often or
central pogtions in networks - these privileged points are abolished by the success of imitation

processes or by the growth of networks. Both mechanisms obvioudy dissolve in their day-to-day
operation the premises of centre formation which stood at the beginnings of world society. After this

SWallerstein 1974; 1991.
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process of decentrdization in function sysems has operated for some time the probability of
homogeneity in world society diminishes again. In decentrdized function systems variation can happen
anywhere and can no longer be controlled by centres. Variation can progressvianetworksand it can be

renormdized via globd imitation. But in no way this will lead back to homogeneity.

A% Résume

The argument of this paper hastried to establish in afirs gpproximation the basic ementsof atheory
of world society. In a brief enumeration one may distinguish three such e ements: events, structures,

and processes.

1. One obvioudy needs a sufficiently precise and detailed history of world society for being able to
theorize on this system. Which are the starting points and irreversible trangtion pointsin the history of

world society? In higtoricizing the concept of world society one takes any futuristic aspect from the
concept of world society and makesit possibleto test whichever hypothesisone has againgt awedth of

historica evidence ingtead of dways having to point to probable future events. There are globdization
processesin dl of human higtory; in certain respects one can describe every human society asaworld
society; and findly thereisalong prehistory and history of the modern world society of our times. That
is an abundance of historical and comparative information is available. But pointing to this higoricd

background does not at all negate the singularity of the present world society butismoreto beseenasa
technique to enable us to see this Sngularity in sharper relief.

2. What has been described in the second part of this paper as (structura) innovations arising in the
genesisof world society can aso be described asstructur es germane to wor ld society. Inmy opinion
this conceptua search for new ways of structure formation hasto be acore component in any research
on world society. Structures such as function systems, organizations and networ ks to which abrief

exposition wasgiven in this paper are not entirely new to the modern condition. But they belong to that
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classof structureswhich arereated to world society by relations of reciprocal intensification. World
society rests on their modus operandi, and on the other hand the same world system functions as a
macro environment which privileges these structures in contradistinction to more traditiona ones.

Research on these structures and the search for other comparableinnovations (e.g. global interaction

systems) which dlow prolonging thislist will be decisve for any theory of world society.

3. Looking for processes in the system of world society is closdy rdaed to the diginction of

globality/locality, probably the maost prominent distinctionin theorizing onworld society. Regarding this
digtinction of globdity and locdity one argument should betried again which NiklasLuhmanninsstently
meade referring to autonomy/dependence asthe core ditinction of sociological differentiation theory.*
In differentiation theory it isnot either autonomy or dependence of differentiated partsbut both sides of
the digtinction areintensified. Differentiated systems combine more autonomy with more dependencies
fromaplurdity of other sysems. An andogouslogic holdsin the case of the distinction globdity/locdlity.
In globd systemsin which anincreasing number of globa interconnectionsisto be observed thereis at
the same time an intengfied articulation of loca specificities. This was aready pointed to in Georg
Smmds’ Uber socide DifferenzierungA from 1890 when Simmel argued that the”™ univer salizationA
(" VerdlgemeinerungA) of the medieva world (advanced among others by the claims of the German
empirefor” universa sovereigntyA%’) became the decisive simulus of the particul arism being observeble
ever since anong European peoples® Studying in thisway different dynamics of articulating globdlity
and locality oneis dependant on the processes of globalization or mechanisms of globalization we
discussedin our third part. Thereforethe study of processes of globalization formsthethird task for any

research undertaking aiming towards a theory of world society.

%_uhmann 1982.
¥Cf. on " universal sovereigntyA Dumont 1985; reprinted as chapter 2 in Dumont 1991.

BSimmel 1890.
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