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Another sociology for IR?
An analysis of Niklas Luhmann’s conceptualisation of power

STEFANO GUZZINI

Abstract

In the context of the present sociological turn in International Relations, this paper
aims at relating theoretical discussions in International Relations to Niklas Luh-
mann’s socia theory. It proposes a dialogue through the analysis of power in
Luhmann’s theory, a concept which is often considered central in IR theorising.
Given the frequently tautological use of power in social theory (and in particular in
IR), many socia theorists have tried to circumscribe the role of power in their
theories. But Niklas Luhmann isone of the few non-individualist theoreticianswho
ends up having a very reduced role for power in his socia theory.

Thismarginalisation of power in Luhmann’ stheory, sotheargument of the paper,
is the result of two theoretical decisions made together in his move to autopoiesis.
First, Luhmann links power to oneand only onesocial systam, politics. Second, the
political systemsisconsidered equal to others, and hence thetheory allowsforavery
different conceptualisation of hierarchy or stratification, onein which power as such
playslittlerole.

Such a marginalisation is, however, not innocent. Wheress there are ample
examples in IR of how one can fruitfully use his communicative concept, his
autopoietic theory displays a perhaps unnecessarily technocratic and conservative
bias. For the concept of power functions as an indicator of ‘the art of the possible’
and of responsibility. By defining power and politics as narrowly as he does, by its
radical anti-* humanism’, Luhmann’ stheory definesissuesout of the reach of agency
and politics and, by the same token, de-legitimates many attempts to question the
status quo. A sketchy comparison with other post-structuralist social theories
(Foucault and Bourdieu) sketches alternatives to such an approach.

Introduction

Given the recent sociological turnin International Rdations (IR) theory,
usually labelled ‘constructivism’, it is hardly surprising, if also more
seemingly remote theories are joining the gage. And Niklas Luhmann’s
system theory might seem far-fetched in many respects. The theory is
coming out of afunctionalist tradition not exactly en vogue in the social



2 STEFANO GUZZINI

sciences or in IR in particular. Its radical anti-individualism is hardly
mainstream. At the same time, however, Luhmann’s theory has attracted
an ever wider audience across sociological traditions — and not only in
Germany, whereit issimply something no social theoretician can afford to
ignore. Hence, that it took so long for Luhmann to be discovered in IR has
perhaps more to do with the rather difficult language and the sheer
complexity of the theory than with aforegone judgment of its usefulness.

For there are good prima facie reasons for IR theoreticdans to have a
closer look at L uhmann’ stheory. First, L uhmann’ stheory very consciously
and fundamentally deals with the question of reflexivity, crucial for
constructivists (Guzzini 2000), but not only. Histheory is based on opera-
tionally open, but self-referring social systems. As such, his theorising of
self-referenceand ‘reflexivity’ cutsacrossnearly all histheory in an extent
unparalleled by another social theory. Second and relatedly, Luhmann
insistsin aparallel treatment of psychic and social systems. Hence, when
analysing science, his theory will necessarily include a parallel treatment
of knowledge and knowledge production, a sociological epistemology
besides analysing how science has become, and functions as, a social
system. His theory is perhaps the most extreme version of a sociological
turn in social theory, thereis.

Y et the enormous formalism of the theory hampers an easy access by
the outsider. That makes it difficult to devise a strategy for a dialogue
between Luhmann and IR. One way consistsin looking at those passages
where Luhmann explicitly relateshiswork to the‘international’. Sincethis
has aready been done elsewhere (Albert 1999), | will follow a different,
though complementary, strategy.

The paper proposesto look at Luhmann’s social theory by concentrat-
ing on one particular concept crucial for IR, namely power. Power has been
chosen, since it is a concept considered fundamental in IR or dassica
political science — more so than for Luhmann — and yet still allows a
manageable access to some of the potentialsand limits of hissocial theory
for IR theories Hence, the following will try to unravel the content
Luhmann gives to ‘power’ in his theory by linking it up with some
conceptual discussionsin IR. A caveat is due. Since the paper triesto read
Luhmannthroughtheeyesof an IR audience, referring —whether explicitly
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or implicitly — to the present debatesin IR, it is necessarily different, and
perhapsinferior, to apurely hermeneutic re-reading of Luhmanninhis own
terms. As said, the purpose of this paper is another. It isnot yet more of a
starting point for establishing atheoretical dialogue.

The choice of Luhmann for analysing power isinterestinginsofar ashe
is perhaps the one social theorist who most radically reacted againg the
tautological use of power (in fact particularly frequent in IR!) and its
ubiquity, by tightly circumscribing its role in histheory. This strategy is
more common among individualist sodal theorists (Dowding 1991; 1996),
whereas holists tend to look for amore encompassing power concept, or
play with a series of relaed concepts like power and authority (see the
discussionin Lukes 1979). Luhmannisthe one holistwho cuts power done
like individualists.

Hence, the following analysis will be done in two steps. First, my
argument will be to demonstrate the way Luhmann’s social theory
deliberately underplays the phenomenon of power. Thiswill be shown by
analysing the shifts in Luhmann’s general theory which do not leave the
concept of power untouched. Indeed, there are three concepts of power in
Luhmann. The last reserves a very limited place to power. Thisis avery
Interesting theoretical choice, one which will meet the profound sympathy
of many who ever tried to get agrip on the concept of power, | am sure. It
isachoicethat can, yet also needsto, bejustified. A second part will try to
argue that the theoretical justifications in Luhmann’s theory do not seem
so compelling. Inasketchy comparison with other social theoriesthat share
many of Luhmann’s generd premises — | will mention Foucault’s theory
of power and Bourdieu’ sfield theory —in hisfinal concept of power seems
less appealing to thisreader than hisown intermediate communicative one.

|. Power asamedium of communication, or: how to eventually
tie power to one system

It is not easy to summarise Luhmann’s approach to power. For the major
book, Macht, which was (little) revised inits second edition in 1988 (no
preface, nonew literature after 1975), isheir of aliteraturein social science



4 STEFANO GUZZINI

heavily influenced by approaches which arein tension to his functionalism
and his later autopoietic system theory. Whether or not this indicates a
radical shift in histheorising, reading the revised edition of 1988 seemsto
show that starting from his earlier writings, Luhmann could have gone also
in a different direction than his Social Systems. It is on the basis of this
internal tension that the article wantsto problematise theoretical choices
made by Luhmann in comparison with other social scientists who have
faced somewhat similar theoretical problems.

But how can | say that Luhmann’s theory underplays the phenomenon
of power when hewrote awhole book, hisfirst, about it (Luhmann 1975)?
As| will argue, thismove is the result of two theoretical decisions. First,
Luhmann defines power as a medium of communication which, in his
theoretical shift towards autopoiesis, is increasingly tied to one and only
one social system, namely politics. Second, he moves away from classical
stratification theories in sociology by levelling all social systems the
political system isremoved from its prior or superordinate place.

None of these moves alone would diminish the importance of power,
only both together. To the contrary, keeping only one of thetwo theoretical
decisionswould potentidly increase therole of power in (and for) social
theory. Hence, Luhmann’s first move does not exclude a ‘structural
coupling’ (seebelow) which privilegesthe converdon of power into other
media (as actually discussed in Luhmann 1975: 101ff.). Also, hissecond
move, if donealone, wouldresultin something similar to Foucault’ sdiffuse
conceptualisation of power. Also this concept tries to cgpture the idea of
‘power without the king' (Foucault 1977), but, as a result, tends to find
power ubiquitous and exactly not tied to one system.

The two moves are played out in the three stages of his theorising of
power which is throughout understood as a medium of communication —
just that the theory in which it is embedded changes, and hence also the
meaning of the concept. Such aconception is, of course, in thetradition of
Talcott Parson’s functionalism. And indeed, in a first phase Luhmann
mixes functionalism with some ideas from the social exchange and
community power literaturein the US. A second, somewhat intermediate,
phase then shiftsto a purer communicative understanding of power, before
the turn to an autopoietic system theory revisesit again.



An analysis of Luhmann’s conceptualisation of power for IR 5

1. Theinteractionist-functionalist root of Luhmann’searly concept of
power

L uhmann bases his understanding of power mainly onthe social exchange

and community power literature, which was prominent then intheUS (and
to which he gives a communicative twist, see bdow). Thisis intereging,
since this type of literature has an individualist understanding of social
interaction and is therefore meta-theoretically incompatible with Luh-
mann’ s functionalist goproach.

The basic inspiration of this literature is Max Weber’s definition of
power as getting somebody elseto do something against his or herwill. As
a result, this literature defines power as a causal concept, but not of the
earlier mechanic versgon (ase.g. Russell 1960[1938]). Luhmann explicitly
followsDahl (1968) in taking ‘will’ or preferencesseriously and hencethis
conceptualisation of power needs to refer to both individual and interactive
preference rankings and foregone alternatives, i.e. sanctions and cost
analysis. Moreover, power is also a multidimensional concept insofar as
resources in one domain might be of little use in another. Moreover, Dahl
would insist that power is arelational, not to be confused with arelative,
concept.! In other words, power does not reside in capabilities or resources
— which are just this: re-sources — but in the effect those can have in the
relationship between actors. We can talk about power only if intention has
been affected — in the extreme case: will has been broken —in arelation-
ship. As such, power is, finally, a counterfactual concept, sinceit means
that action has been affected which would have been different otherwise.

Dahl’s concept has been fundamental for the so-called community
power literature which isin many points at odds with functionalism ala
Luhmann. This literature had been written as an open attack against elitist
approaches, insisting on the empirical verificability of power claims(Dahl
1958), something afunctionalist approach would have difficultiesto meet.
Therefore, empirical studies had to be carried outin clearly delineating the
Issue areas where power would obtain — analyses which took the form of
(empirically careful) decision-making studies (Dahl 1961; Polsby 1980).

! The locus classicusis Blau 1964. For IR, see Baldwin (1978; 1989 [1971]).
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Also, this literature is self-consciously methodologically individualist,
again something functionalism wants to break with.

But thisisnotthe sole inspiration for Luhmann. So does he al so accept
that power not only residesin those instancesin which avisible ‘will’ has
been broken, something Peter Morriss (1987: 15) has called later the
empiricist ‘exercisefallacy’ of power , sotypical for the Dahlian approach.
For him, it exists also where particular wills are never formed in the first
place, something which has become famous as the ‘third dimension of
power’ (Lukes1974). And clearly, he seems more interested in the idea of
asocial exchange underlying power relations.

Hence, the relational and causal concept of power, combined with a
stress on social exchange and a resistence to an empiricist understanding
of science, allows Luhmann to somewhat uneasily embed his early
functionalism. For hedefinespower asamediumof communication, which
IS, of course, ‘part and parsons’ of structural functionalism.

Media of communication, like power or money, are seen to have
developed as a response to the rising complexity of modern societies. As
in his entire theorising, Luhmann is interesed in the ways systems have
been ableto copewith (and,in turn, generate) increasing complexity. With
the development of written communication and its accrued distance
between information, understanding and acceptance/refusal, symbolically
generated media of communication become necessary for their function of
reducing complexity. They create motivations for the acceptance of
communication, in order to avoid that this distance is perceived as making
communication too complicated, or even impossible (thisview is constant
throughout, see Luhmann 1990: 179).

These media are hence a supplementary institution of language. They
represent a ‘ code of generalised symbols' that steer communication and,
through this, the transmission of ‘selection impulses'. In our case, for
instance, does power affect alter's selection of alternatives through the
implicit or explicit threat of negative sanctions. For communication exists
only if ego or alter (Luhmann uses this still in 1975!) is affected in its
‘selections’ — what an individualist would perhaps call ‘choices or
‘decisions’ but which lack the conscious or explicit component of thelatter
two concepts. Other media of communication, like money, truth and love,
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also affect sdections, but on the basis of something else.

In aneo-weberian van, power isa symbolically generated medium of
communication which presupposes that both partners see alternatives
whose realisation they want to avoid. Theinitial Weberian formulationiis,
however, recast into the conceptual framework of functionalism. The
realisation of power (Machtausiibung) arises, when therel ation of thecom-
munication partners to their alternatives to be avoided (Ver-
meidungsalter nativen) issuch that ego wantsto avoid them relatively more
than alter. In amoreindividualist framework, that would sound very close
to Keohane and Nye's (1977) concept of power through asymmetrical
interdependence. Power as a medium links up one combination of
alternatives to be avoided with another, yet preferred one. It ensures that
thisbevisible to thecommunication partners. For Luhmann (1975: 22), the
code of power communicates an asymmetrical reation, a causal relation-
ship, and motivates the transmisson of selections of action from the more
powerful to the less powerful one. Itis based on the control of accessto
negative sanctions (Luhmann 1990 [1981]: 157).2

Power isindeed inextricably connected to negative sanctions (L uhmann
1975: 23). Two further notes are, however, needed with regard to the
relationship between power and sanctions. L uhmann doesnot want to equal
negative and positive sanctions, the latter not being part of power. He can
see how a positive sanction can be turned into an instrument of power by
changing the preferences of another actor such that he/she perceivesthe
foregoing of the reward as a threat (something Thomas Schelling later
would call a ‘throffer’). In all other cases, Luhmann thinks that the
inclusionof positive sanction (the offer of areward) would mak eitimposs-
ible to distinguish between power and other media of communication like
money — or love.’

Despite the prominentrole of negative sanctions, it isalso important to
stress that Luhmann follows Talcott Parsons’ view that power and con-

2 Muddling theories again, Luhmann repeatedly refers to negative sanction as
sources of power. See Luhmann (1990 [1981]: 158).

% Here, Luhmann explicitly refers to Baldwin's analysis (1971) sharing the
assessment of the difference, yet disagreang with Baldwin’s idea of keeping both
under acommon heading.
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straint (Zwang), which in the last resort means physical violence, are
antithetic.” Let’s mention again that a medium of communication has the
role to ensurethat alter and ego are not asked every singletimeto negotiate
their relation, to play out all the alternatives they might have. Hence, com-
munication ensures that some alternativesdo not arise, asitwere, in order
to stabilise expectations about the relationship. Communication must
ensure an affect on alter’ saction without ego acting itself. By substituting
ego’ s action for the communicated threat of it, physical violence replaces
communicationitself. Therefore, it cannot be power assuch.Y et, according
to Luhmann, it represents the extreme form of a power-constitutive
alternative that actors would prefer to avoid (Luhmann 1975: 64).

Hence, in his book on power from 1975 we have a hybrid approach
where power is (1) merely seen as a reduction of contingency (indeed
double contingency since we have to think of both alter and ego) which
sounds straightforward interactionist, and (2) itsvery character as medium
of communication is embedded in afunctionalist (small) theory of history
(or at least of modernisation). M oreover, Luhmann (1975: 11) explicitly
accepts Dahl’s theory-driving analogy to causality (‘die theorieleitende
Kausalvorstellung’), even though he wantsto useit inamore abstract way.

This somewhat mixed solution is inherently unstable. It is hardly sur-
prising that Luhmann looked for ways to fix it.

2. Thepurely communicative concept - and examplesof itsfruitful use
in IR

It is probably exaggerated to talk about a second phase in Luhmann’s
theory before the autopoietic shift. Yet, in hiswritingswell after theinitial
Macht, Luhmann did tease out the communicative potential that remained
more buried earlier. Hence, themes became more visible, and indeed his

*Thisis also similar to Hannah Arendt’s (1969) position. The differenceisthat
Arendt’ santinomy isbased on theideathat power isinextricably linked to consensus
or legitimacy, whereas, according to her, violenceisnot. Luhmann does not want to
refer to legitimacy in this context (Luhmann 1975: 68f.).
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earlier writings retrospectively more coherent. | call this, inlack of a better
word, his purely communicative phase. | would argue that thisis the one
closest to social condructivism in IR today.

The communicative twist occursthroughasmall, but heuristically very
conseguential move: power does not (only) ensureasymmetrical coordina-
tion of action, but (also) regulates the communicatively generated
attribution of causality. ‘ Thuspower is present only when the participants
define their behaviour in correspondence to a corresponding medium of
communication’ (Luhmann 1990[1981]:157, my translation). Power isnot
only permitting a certain type of communication, but is itself in fact
socially constructed through communicaion.® Still more constructivist,
Luhmann (1990 [1981]: 163) argues that the process of the causal
attribution of power, in turn, has an effect on the actual rdationships of
power.® In other words, despite the apparently technical functionalism,
Luhmann’ sinterest in communicative theory leads him to deve op astrong
vision of the social construction of reality, at |east for awhile. Only that the
‘social’ referent here is not an individualist mind, but intersubjective
communication systems and media.

Such aresolute ‘re-entry’ of pow er into power-steered communication,
producesvery interesting research avenueswhich | would liketo exemplify
with two examples in IR. First, | would like to demonstrae how Luh-
mann’ s discussion of ‘power substitutes’ seems to mak e obvious sense to
IR scholars. Moreover, | would liketo useLuhmann’s resolutely communi-
cativeturn asacritique of Luhmann’sown conception of physcial violence
asthe ultimate power-consti tuti ng negati vesanction—exemplified through
a discussion of the Copenhagen School of security.

The substitution of power
If power issimply an attribution of causality in the communication, then it
becomes ex post very plausibly to look at symbols which become a

> This has been an important theme in the move to more structural/impersonal
power debatesin IR. See, for instance Friedrich Kratochwil (1988, in particular 272)
and Richard Little (1989). For a discussion, see Guzzini (1993).

® Whether it makes sense to talk about power relations when power isamedium
of communication isanother point.
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shorthand for the symbol power, itself a shorthand to allow interaction.
Sincethe exact weighing of alternativesin arelational concept of power is
hardly possible for the problem of double contingency, communication
devel ops substitutes for the medium (with the same function of stabilising
expectations) which, in turn, become a symbolically generated code of
power. There are substitutes in the form of reductions like hierarchies
(presupposing already aranking); history (attributing power through past
events), related to this: prestige/status and the example of previous
significant events; finally, rules deriving from contracts. In all these cases
the direct communicativ e recourse to power isreplaced by areference to
symbols, that oblige normatively all parties and take account of the
presupposed power ranking.

In IR, this idea of substitutes for power has been the daily bread of
much good IR theorising. So did Hedley Bull (1977) refer to the ‘great
powers (that isto hierarchy) as an institution for ordering the anarchical
society. Vertzberger (1986) has made much work on the role of history in
decision-makingincludingitssubstitutefor actual power realisations. More
constructivistinclined schol arsrefer to the di scurs veconstruction of power
through the mobilisation of collective memory. Reputation has been an
important ingredient of deterrence theories and has been revisited more
recently (Mercer 1996). I ndeed the Cold War obsession of domino theories
and ‘ keeping commitments’ sovisiblein thedifficult USdisengagementin
Vietnam (Kissinger 1979; 1983) makes only sense with the concern about
power substitutes which actudly cannot be divorced from power as such.

In the very classical understanding of the role of diplomacy, realpolitik
diplomats, i.e. those who orient their action according to the balance of
power, need substitutes that account for power, such as to avoid that its
measurement be each time found out, and fought out, on the battlefield.’
Many of the classical realists have been concerned about the very absence
of such aconsensus on the practical level. Kissinger, for instance, deplores

"1t isan interestign question whether or not also the battlefield is no more than
asubstitute. It is certainy a bordercase for a constructivist, since the battlefield has
an effect for two reasons. because it is accepted to have such an effect (war as an
institution of international society), and because it physically constrains.
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that with the advent of nudear weapons the relationship between power
and politics has been loosened, and that power has become both more
awesome and more ‘ abstract, intangible, elusive’ (Kissnger 1969: 61). In
his eyes, it was crucial that diplomats came to a shared understanding of
power, independent of its actual use. To make the traditional balance-of-
power politicsand diplomacy work, thecentral coordinates, referencesand
symbols, such as national interest or power, must have a translatable
meaning. For compensations cannot be used to ease tensionsif their value
is deeply contested; nor can badancing diplomacy have its effect of
moderating conflict, if there is no common understanding of the point of
equilibrium (for a longer discussion, see Guzzini 1998: chapter 7 and
231ff.).

Therefore, during the Cold War, some IR scholars have understood
their responsibility in contributingto find commonly acceptable substitutes
for power. Daniel Frei (1969) urged his peersin his inaugural lecture to
help politicians to come up with agenerally (i.e. socially or communica-
tively) accepted measure of power. Such a measure, which implicitly
acknowledges a constructed nature of power, would help to stabilise
diplomacy in the Cold War.

Spinning the argument further, L uhmann (1975: 10-11) claims that,
would scienceev er becomeable not only to propose substitutesbut actually
measure power , thiswould destroy these substitutesand hence affect reality
itself. He feels confident, however, that whatever scientists would comeup
with, it would be just another set of substitutes and not a red measure of
power — and that politics would blissfully ignore it anyway.

Physical violence and power revisited

Another part which would be of interest here is that this somewhat meta
communicational move undermines Luhmann’s very idea of the relation-
ship between power and violence. As mentioned above, L uhmann argues
that violence isthe ultimate power constituting action alternative, although
not power itself. This assumes that violence isaways that action, which
power-inferior actors (or systems) would most prefer to avoid. This is,
however, rather implausible since it presupposes a militaristic vision of
negative sanctions in which the organised form of physical violence is
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necessarily the most threatening action across all domains.

Let me explain why | disagree with the idea that physical violenceis
necessarily to be seen as the ultimate threat with reference to the under-
standing of détente policy in the Copenhagen School of security studies
(Buzan, Weever et al. 1998). Basic for thisschool aretw o ideas: security is
to some extent sectored (military, economic, etc.), and security is neither
to be found in objective indicators, nor only in subjective perception: itis
discursively constructed. Hence, security analysis focuses on the way
issuesarediscurdvely ‘elevated’ into concerns of national security, on the
way they are ‘securitised’ (Waever 1995) — or its opposite. The basic idea
isthat whenissuesare‘securitised’, that is, turned into concerns of national
security, certain extraordinary measuresbecome | egitimate (hence, ‘ secur-
itisation’ is also about power, in fact). Ole Waever has used this approach
to show that the Western détente policy was conceived as ‘desecurtising’
certain types of East-West relations, such as economic exchange, free
movement of people, classically conceived as‘high politics’ by communi st
governments.

The implication of this argument is that for some actors, it might be
preferableto keep power mainly defined intermsof physical violence, but
it does not need to be the more powerful one. Indeed, as wary Soviet
governments have shown with regard to the ouvertures (considered offen-
sives) of the Carter administration, they preferred to keep a military
definition of their relationship. They resisted the attempt that * the attribu-
tion of causality’ be donein economic terms, afield in which it would look
less well. The more the US was the military threat it used to be, the more
it stabilised expectations. Inversely, for the West, the threat of physical
violence was not the ultimate power-constituting factor.

Onecouldreply that theroleof other factorsthan physical violence was
parasitic on the existence of mutually assured destruction. But thissimply
reinforces the argument. If MAD had indeed the effect of ruling the ulti-
mate use of force out, then physical violence is only an ultimate threat
under certain conditions, namely aprimarily military communication. It is
not all that difficult to imagine several power relations, in which the
ultimate threat of physical violence would simply be inefficient: nuclear
warheads might not be the right means to influence interest rates. Thisis
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what the literature calls the lacking fungibility of power (as compared to
money).® Since Luhmann uses the analogy of power and money, he is
forced to overstress the homogeneity of negative sanctions in which, at
least in principle physical violence can substitute any other form.

3. Power in an autopoietic system theory

In his mature phase, Luhmann bases his system theory on the idea of
autopoiesis. Thisisusually considered avery consequent and also conse-
guential move in histheory. Hence, before | will explore the implications
for the concept of power, | need first to give arather brief introduction into
the basic idea of Luhmann’s late system theory.

Luhmann social theory is a theory of systems. He distinguishes
physical, psychic and social systems. Systems have an internal sideand an
environment, made up mainly by other systems. Between some social
systems there can be special relationships, which Luhmann’stheory calls
‘structural coupling’, such as for instance between the sysems of politics
and of law. For all their differences, psychic and social systems are
conceptualisedin anisomorphic way. Systems cometo existwhen (1) they
reproduce themselves, by (2) following an internal logic driven by a
system-specific binary code. Forinstance, the social system sciencewhich
has become autonomous in well differentiated societies, functions
accordingto the code‘ true/untrue’ . The system builds up certain expecta-
tionsabout itsenvironment which it then sees confirmed or not, in abinary
way. This quite ingenious conceptualisation allows Luhmann to have the
cake and eat it, too. On the one hand, it permits an inner logic through an
operational closure, sincethereisonebinary codewhich steers‘ understand-
ing’ from inside the sysem. On the other hand, the system is open and not
deterministic, sincethe feedback from the environment, deciphered in the
binary way of the code, influences its reproduction.

® The classical statement on the power- money analogy in IR can be found in
Arnold Wolfers (1962). For a critique of the fungibility assumption, see Raymond
Aron (1962: 97-102), and then in particular David Baldwin (1985; 1989).
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It is perhgps important to add, tha L uhmann proposes a rather unique
and very radical constructivist epistemology here which still allows a
minimal realist ontology. The environment is not a neutral ground upon
which different visions are tested. It is an amorphous thing of whom we
only ‘know’ what the system in its reproduction expects from it. The
feedback cannot belikened to a correspondence theory of truth, but corres-
ponds simply as an external check which tells the system scence whether
its expectations were confirmed or not. Hence, Luhmann claims to have a
constructivist position which differsboth fromarealist version of acorres-
pondence theory of truth and from an ideali st position whose epistemology
gives up any reference to reality (see respectively Luhmann 1990: 260ff.
and 92f.).

With thisgeneral background inmind, | would liketo demonstrate how
the concept, and indeed what hewould havereferred to asthe phenomenon
of power, increasingly disappears from the picture. Luhmann’s concept of
power wasto be heavily reduced in its reach by combining two theoretical
decisions. Luhmannties power increasingly to one system, politics, which,
in turn, is no longer given prominence among the subsystems of society. |
cannot judge what move came first, but the turn to his biology-inspired
autopoiesis, and not a kind of hermeneutic reproduction, might require
both.

In 1975, Luhmann started with a very wide concept of power, which,
asall symbolically generated mediaof communication, is‘omnipresent’ in
society. Sincethis isfar lessthe case in his later writings, it might warrant
acentral (and lengthy) quote. Opening achapter on the ‘social relevance
of power’, Luhmann writes

Like language, symbolically generated media of communication have one
necessary systemic reference: society. They pertain to problemsof thewhole
society, and regulate constellations, which are possible at any time and
anywherein society. They cannotberestrained and i sol ated into sub-systems,
in the sense, for instance, that truth would play a role only in science, or
power only in politics. There are constellations in conmection with doubly
contingent selectivity, which cannot be eliminated out of the ‘horizon of
possibilities’ (Mdglichkeitsharizont) of humaninteraction. Wherever humans
communicate with each other, there exists the probability of a transfer of
selection patternsin one form or another. (A different assumption would be



An analysis of Luhmann’s conceptualisation of power for IR 15

agood sociological definition of entropy.) Whereve human communicae
with each other, there is the probability that they orientate themselves by
taking the possibility of a mutual harming into account, thereby having
influence on each other. Power is a life-world based universal of social
existence (Luhmann 1975: 90, my tranglation).

The move to autopoiesis as a central concept of systems implied for
Luhmann, that every reference to humans had to be replaced by physical,
psychic or social systems. Thatmovewhichis perfectly coherent withinhis
theory has, however, rather profound consequences for the conceptuali-
sation of the media of communication. In particular, it does exactly what
Luhmann admonishes in this early quote: it ties specific media closer to
‘their’ sub-systems. Thisresults, fird, fromthe need to have acode-steered
autopoiesis which occurs in operative dosure. This code, in turn, is a
binary expression of the media of communication. The two concepts have
been inextricably connected (Luhmann 1990 [1981]: 196). Second,
dissolving the human behind systems means that the link from one
subsystemto another can nolonger be made by communicativeinteractions
which might carry several media of communication at the same time
(power and money, for instance). It must be done through a new concept,
“structural coupling’, which is again a system-internal representaion of a
certain part of the environment. This reinforces the ‘inner logic’ of the
code. All agency is transferred to the systems.®

The central place of autopoiesis also undermines any way of under-
standing communication as a hermeneutic process for which language is
crucial —and which might haveresolved some of the apparent paradoxes
with which L uhmannjustifies hisapproach. Let me giveasan example his
argument with regard to pluralism in his chapter on world society (Luh-
mann 1997). He argues that different culturally defined systems in the
world cannot be understood by observerswho accept this pluralism. Since
the observer cannot have aview from somew here, no Archimedian point,

® This might sound strange, for many IR scholars use agency and individuals or
persons interchangeably. But this confuses a level of analysis and the origins of
action. Inpurely structuralist theories, thereis, of course, alink totheindividual level
of analysis; agency, however, is to be located at the systemic levd of analysis:
structures act through people.
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independent of any of these cultures, pluralism must accept an ‘in-the-
world’ observation which is at the sametime ‘ out-of-theworld’ and hence
becomes self-contradictory. But this argument only follows when
understanding is conceived in a non-hermeneutic manner. In this, the
argument recalls the classical rebuttal by Bernstein (1983) that Kuhn’s
(1970[1962]) incommensurability thesis (and its related holistic theory of
meaning) is not, or less of, a problem for those who conceive of the
observer as tranglator, both in and out of the language (see also Kuhn
1970)."° Similarly, German sociology in the tradition of Schutz (1962) has
tried to conceptualise the observer as stranger, as opposed to a foreigner,
defined by being both in and outside of the community.** There is no a
priori to believe that the paradox is better resolved though time (observa-
tion of observation...), as Luhmann repeatedly proposes.

In any way, once power istied to the political system and the latter is
given an equal, but mutually autonomous place in Luhmann’'s social
theory, little isleft of power’s omnipresence in practice. This produces a
series of debatable implicaions for his social theory, and indeed our
general underganding of politics, as the next section will try to show.

I1. Costly choices for power: was there no alternative?

Thereissomething to be said in favour of avoiding omnipresent concepts.
The risk is great that this presence comes at the expense of any positive
heuristic. Hence, Luhmann is probably right to insist in differentiating
power from truth, money, love or other media which can be connected to
causal asymmetries. So does, for instance, the ‘ capacity to effect’ (Morriss
1987), or ‘to bring about significant consequences’ (Lukes1974), not much
todistinguish‘power’ from*love’ . Nor areother conceptsmorecompelling

19 Since Luhmann criticisesthe ethics of pluralism (refrainingfrom proposing his
own vision), aso this conception of trandation might make the latter more
acceptable.

" For arecent discussion, see Pizzorno (1994 [1993]). Thisis, roughly, where
some post-structuralists tend to put their own position, since strangers are at the
border, the ‘margins, bothin and out of acommunity/soci ety.
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such as, for instance, that ‘ [power’ s| widest meaning is’, looking from the
power bidder’ s view, ‘that of a potentid for change’ (Boulding 1989: 10)
or, from the recipient’ sone, the ‘ ability not to have to change, to adjust to
change or to tolerate change’ (Burton 1965: 8). It isall the greater as the
underlying power concept was meant to be causal. Omnipresent causes
produce tautologies. Also, simply deducing power backwardsfrom effects
will necessarily produce explanatory circles.* As this section will argue,
however, there are some peculiarities about the concept of power which
need to be taken into account when making theoreticd choices—or at |east,
its implications be spelled out.

The following will be a conceptual critique, more precisely both an
internal and external critique. Especially thelatter isno obvious enterprise.
For conceptual analysis allowsthe critique of concepts mainly in terms of
internal coherence. Since analytical concepts arebasically theory-depend-
ent, i.e. their meaning derivesfrom the way they areembedded in atheory,
it makes only limited senseto criticise theoreticians for using the ‘wrong’
concept, except if it can be shown to be incoherent within the theory.
Hence, in principle, conceptual critiqueisinternal.

Besidestheinternal concept-theory coherence check, thereis, however,
also another external critique. Thisderives from the idea that the meaning
of conceptsisin their use. Put more strongly, conceptual analysis is not
only interested in what concepts mean, but what they do.

This sectionwill first show that the choice of certain power conceptsis
not innocent, in that power is a concept which fulfills certain purposesin
our political language.®® This amounts to an external critiqueof L uhmann.
This is followed by a more internal critique which, in acomparison with
someideas of Foucault’ stheory of power and Bourdieu’ sfield theory, tries
to see whether on the basis of similar meta-theoretical assumptions,
alternativetheorieswould have been possiblethat would reserve adifferent
place to power.

2Oneinteresting path which | am not following hereisBarnes’, a constructivist
thinker usually quoted by Luhmann, who reminded us, that this tautology might be
all there isto the concept of power (Barnes 1988).

3 This is not necessarily a universal, but it seems to work at least in some
contexts, like the European or North American.
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1. An external critique: contexts of power and the political function of
power discour se

Peter Morriss did the first systematic gudy of the quesion: why do we
need ‘ power’ ? He distinguishesthe practical, the moral, and the evaluative
contexts (Morriss 1987: 37-42). Inthe practical context, we are interested
in power because wewant to know what thingswe can bring about. Agents
want to know their powersin order to realise their opportunities. Knowing
their abilities, they might also decide which to enhance. People are also
interestedin power, becausethey want to know what other agentscanbring
about. If we want to reach an outcome, and it is not in ours but in some
other agent’ sreach, this knowledge coul d be the beginning of getting adeal
done. The most important interest might perhaps beto avoid being harmed
by the effect of powers. We are interested in power, secondly, because
through its assessment, moral responsibility can be attached or avoided.
‘Ought’ implies ‘can’. Accused persons need to show that they could not
bring about an action, or that they could not prevent it. Finally, Morriss
finds a third context, the evaluative one. Here people are interested in
concepts of power in order to judge not individuals, but social systems.
In other words, Morriss' practical context refers to the ‘art of the
possible’, to the realm of possible action, whereas the moral and the
evaluative contexts refer to the assignment of blame and/or responsibility
for action. In exactly thisway, William Connolly had earlier argued that
there is an irremediable connection between power and responsibility

When we see the conceptual connection between the idea of power and the
ideaof responsibility we can see more clearly why those who exercise power
are not eager to acknowledge the fact, while those who take a critical
perspective of existing social relationships are eager to attribute power to
those in privileged postions. For to acknowledge power over othersis to
implicate oneself in responsibility for certain events and to put oneself in a
position where justification for the limits placed on others is expected. To
attribute power to another, then, is not ssmply to describe hisrde in some
perfectly neutral sense, but is more like accusing him of something, which
isthen to be denied or justified (Connolly 1974: 97, original emphasis).

Whereas Morriss distinguishes between three different contexts, Con-
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nolly’ sposition seemstoimply that themoral context, albeitnot alwaysthe
primary one, isnecessarily implied when we use an idea of power. Morriss
refusesthis argument because we often do not referto ‘ power’ for blaming
individuals, but for evaluating sodi eties. Furthermore, he saysthat oftenwe
want to know power to be prepared for what others can do to us. | think
that thisisright. But the argument to be discussed here is not about why we
look for power, asMorriss does, but why we call something aphenomenon
of power, as Connolly and Lukes do. This shifts the question: doesit mean
that assigning power asks for justifications, be they individual or collec-
tive? Isjudification necessarily linked to responsibility?

Here, | think L ukes and Connolly made avery important point. Aswe
have already seen, ‘ power’ usually implies an ideaof counterfactuals. The
act of attributing power redefinesthe borders of the ‘politics’ in the sense
of the ‘art of the possible’. Accepting an attribution of power might result
in particular actions. Lukes (1974) rightly noticed that Bacharach’s and
Baratz’' (1970) conceptualisation of power sought to redefine what counts
asapolitical issue Tobe'political’ meansto be potentially changeable, i.e.
not something ‘natural’, ‘God-given’, but something on which agency
could potentially have an influence. (Operational) power analysis, as all
other assignments of power, is therefore a power exercise or ‘political’
itself (For a similar point, see John Hoffmann (1988: 7-8). This does not
mean that this political potential is always taken up. Political acts can be
without any significant effect.

To refer to power, hence, opens up a debate. In this debate, the claim
that power was involved must be justified. Justificaion implies an
assessment about feasibility and thus responsibility. When ‘power’ is
analysed through its atribution, it is‘ framed less from thepoint of view of
predicting the future behaviour of recipients than form a perspective that
enables participants and investigators to locate responsibility for the
imposition of limiting conditions by linking those conditions to the
decisions people make, or could make and don’t’ (Connolly 1974: 101).

In asense, verbalising ‘power’ is hence redefining ‘political space’ in
al the three different contexts established by Morriss. In the practical
context, seeing power from the recipient side tends to look for effects
whose origins might have been unknown bef ore. We attribute power in the
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practical context to show that some harmful effects to which we are
exposed, could be avoided. This could mean that nonintended or unfore-
seen effects must now be justified as being unavoidable (or as being too
costly to change, and so forth).** Here the issue of moral responsibility is
only potentially present. The moral and evaluative context is evoked when
the power wielders keep on exercising power and/or preventing the better
social arrangement from being realised. Thus, Lukesand Connolly are not
necessarily tying all critique to a question of individual blame. Their
attempt to find an empirical referent for power structures in some elites
implies blame only, exactly as within Morriss’ approach, if the latter are
preventing change. Y et, one should be careful to note that nothing of the
just saidimpliesthatattributing ‘ power’ isnecessarily ‘radical’ or ‘ progres-
sive'. Redefining the boundariesof political issues, the*art of thepossible’,
just means this. The only implication is a questioning of the status quo.

Thisdiscussion hasadoubleimplication for Luhmann’ snarrow concept
of power. Let us, for the sake of the argument, assume that Luhmann is
right, that is, power isamedium which istied in devd oped societies to the
system of politics only. M oreover, the functional differentiation does not
necessarily hierarchise between systems. Theresult istwofold. On the one
hand, Luhmann’s evolutionary theory of history cements the divison of
subsystems as functionally necessary and basically reinforces the view of
the status quo as a necessary one. Second, the theory itself, having a
looping effect on the environment it observes (a re-entry into itself),
disempowers any attempt to question the necessity, or even the bordersof
systems which have already been differentiated.

Consequently, Luhmann has a rather negative view on attemptsto mix
up codes and media, as, most prominently perhgps, the link between the
political and economic system in present approaches in International
Political Economy. M oreover, any attempt to do so, i.e. any attempt to
politicise,isexcluded since hisconcept of power doesnot cover it: political

¥ 1n asimilar vein, Daniel Frei (1969: 647) notes that the concept of power is
fundamentally identical withthe concept of ‘the political’; to include something as
afactor of power in one’'s calculus meansto ‘politicise’ it. Thisis aso one of the
main purposes of Susan Strange’s concept of ‘structural power’ (see, for instance,
Strange 1988).
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process is reduced to technological adaptation. The problem is hence not
only that power istied to politics, but also that the range of the ‘art of the
possible’ has concomitantly be reduced to exclude as dysfunctional
basically all questions which pertain to the re-definition of the borders of
the public space. This is really not far from Thatcher’s ‘there is no
alternative’ principle For this, we getno other reason, that it has been born
out by the differentiation of society — something itself established by
Luhmann’s theory in the fird place. The circle is necessary.

To put it shortly: Luhmann’s concept of power hasa doubly limiting
effecton ‘politics’ by tacitly legitimating the limits posed to politics by the
statusquo (and hence preemptissues to be politicised) and by defining the
subject matter of that system very narrowly. Luhmann might have a
concept of the political system which is potentially global and hence
attractive to IR. But at the same time, he defines it so narrowly that it
exactly excludesthevery questionsthe globalisation literaure seesas most
challenging, like, for instance, the very subject matter of International
Political Economy or, in political theory, the question about the future of
(which) politics in a ‘post-national constellaion’ — to use the words of
Luhmann’s long-standing German counterpart Jirgen Habermas (1998).
For him, these would be technocratic questions of a successful reduction
of complexity.

2. An internal critique: decentralised subjects and diffused, yet
hierarchical power

As we have seen, Luhmann decided to abandon the idea that media of
communication are trans-systemic and locked them into one system. | will
not discuss whether system theory needs to make such a move. Since his
earlier work could do without, there are at least some doubts allowed.
Instead, this last section will simply look at other social theorieswho faced
similar problems, yet did not go asfar in abandoning the role of power both
on the level of action and of observation. For this, one has to choose
theories which have a certain family resemblance. They are not many and
hence the comparisonisnot only limited in number but also in scope. Still,
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| think it allows to highlight some important points.

| have chosen Foucault' streatment of power which isquite well known
now in IR and Pierre Bourdieu’ s social theory of fields. None of them is
methodologically individualist. They do, or could be made to, espouse
constructivist meta-theoretical principles.In contrast to L uhmann, however,
they deconstruct the classcal vidon of the subject in away that it does not
disappear. Bourdieu’ sapproach, in particul ar, offersaperhapsmore coher-
ent conceptualisation of power — and, for sure, a conceptual apparatus
which is empirically more accessible. Via a demonstration of these
conceptualisationsof power, | hopeto indicate w here one doesnot need to
follow the Luhmannian path.

A micro-sociology of power (Foucault)

One of the basic intuitions of Luhmann’s theory is its extreme anti-
‘humanist’ vision of the way social theory has to be conceived. The
individual is openly exposed as the reification itisin our common under-
standing. Luhmann dissolvesthe individual behind the different systems
there are, including psychic and social systems. This implies that agency
is done only within those systems, not by what we usually refer to as
individual ‘agents’. In radically constructivist manner, it is ascribed to
persons constructed in communication.

Such an understanding bears some similarities with another post-
structuralist theoretician who becamefamousfor having declared (at some
point) the ‘death of the subject . Y et, whereas L uhmann disposes of the
individual behind system communications, Foucault startsaradical move
to amicro-sociology of the body. In Foucault the subject disappears under
the weight of its conditioning. Hence, it is, paradoxically, forcefully
restated: |'assujettissement focuses on the subject as (empiricd) locus
where empow ering and disempowering relations meet. As such, it is not
necessarily an anti-humanist concept, although it questions the autonomy
of modern (wo)man. In Luhmann, the subject isapureascriptionand hence
disappears behind the social system of communication, being cut into a
cognitive, physical, and social system. In other words, whereas Foucault
tendsto (perhaps: over)socialise the subject, looking at theway theidentity
and even the very body are assujetti, Luhmann systematically defines it
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away.

L uhmann would certainly not have debated that there are other waysto
deal with the difficult topic of subjectivity in contemporary social theory.
The question is, rather, whether there is anything won through having a
Foucauldian conception. Her e, it seemsto me, that a discursiveunderstand-
ing has the additional advantage to open up studiesin the sedimentation of
language which are less important for Luhmann (here the debate with his
Bielefeld colleague Kosdleck comesto mind) and which comes under the
label of genealogy in Foucaultian inspired studies. Now, whereas
L uhmann seemstoreify the historical devd opment of functional differenti-
ation, thisde-constructing approachwould try to unveil the power rel ations
inherentin thefixed meanings of some central conceptsand issues (see, for
instance, Jens Bartelson 1995).

Field theory (Bourdieu)

Similarly, thereisno logical deduction fromthe ideathat subsystems have
become more equal to the idea that hierarchy, or social stratification, isa
concept to be heaped on the dustbin of history. The basic intuition of
Luhmann (1997: 157) isthat functional differentiation hasturnedtheworld
‘acentrical’ and ‘heterarchic’ . But this still leaves many possibilities to
conceiveof power and functional differentiation without acircular reifica-
tion of thestatus quo.

Luhmann seems to assume that if the political system is no longer
hierarchically superposed over the others, hierarchy itself diminishes (I
might be wrong here. | proceed asif | were not). Luhmann explicitly says
that principles of inclusion/exclusion have become more important than
classical stratification principles. Thisisinlinewith hisevolutionary vision
moving from stratified to functionally differentiated societies. But |
wonder, whether this critique is not simply based on naming things
differently.

Recent power research specifically in IPE is trying to come to grips
with an international society which is increasingly stratified, exactly

5|t istrue that in princi ple Luhmann’ s theory, being intrinsically reflexive, can
make this ‘blind spot’ visible by a higher order observation.
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because of the prindples of inclusion/ exclusion. Similarly to Luhmann,
there is much literature on the diffuson, if not evaporation of power
(Strange 1996), if by that is meant a control or steering capacity, an
assessment akin to, among others, Luhmann’svision.

Although it is somewhat far-fetched to compare the conceptual
intuitionsof Susan Strangewith Luhmann’ sthorough social theory, it gives
me afoil to indicate some of the peculiarities of Luhmann’s theory when
appliedtoIR. Inasomewhat more ol d-fashioned functionalist manner, here
similar to Ernst-Otto Czempiel (1981), Strange argues that classical state
functionsare taken over by others than thepolitical system, by mafias and
multinational enterprises. In other words, she depicts a world in which
power has been ‘privatised’.

There are two conceptual tensions with Luhmann’s approach which
might be worthwhile highlighting. On the one hand, Susan Strange would
de-link the analysis of particular functions from the sub-systemsto which
there might have been attached before: political (and not only those)
functionscan be taken over by economic and societal networks, and, why
not, transsocietal epistemic communities. Asaresult, even on the classical
political functions, territoriality playslessof arole. Using an older termin-
ology, one could say, that on the input functions, national institutions are
the main part of what thereis— democratic representation beinga pure, but
special case — but on the output functions, thisis no longer the case. This
means, that whereas functional differentiation still applies, the organisa-
tional or institutional setting can no longer be taken for granted. In times
of change, this becomes actually an empirical question.

Thesecondtension concernsthefactthat for Strange, thereisindividual
agency and that hence she can conceive of someactors or networks to be
perfectly present and influential in many of the heterarchic systems. This
would be achieved, not through theconvertibility of mediaof communica-
tion (or the fungibility of power resources), but because some actors
control different types of capital which, inthe now more fluent boundaries,
they can ‘cash in’. But thiswould, again, mean that we need some concept
at hand with which we can link different sources of power to different
systems. Then, we would be ableto see tha the very existence of such a
heterarchy could be analysed as part of a hierarchical system since it
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systematically reproduces inclusion and exclusion.

There are social theories around which have handled these matters. | do
not dwell on one social theory which seems an obvious candidate, namely
Manuel Castell's massive goproach to the information society (Castells
1996). It offers a theory of society which focuses, as Luhmann does, on
communication/culture and economy as globalising sub-sysems in a
wealth of conceptual innovation and empirical analysis.Onemight likethis
or not, but there is a strong, both theoretically and empirically based
competitor, already out there. The final view is both a diffusion of power
which, however, is not horizontally organised.

Another possible inspiration is Bourdieu’ sfield theory. For the present
argument, Bourdieu isperhapsthe best comparison since histheory comes
In many regards closest to Luhmann’'s. This applies in particular to his
theory of fields which have a similar role as socia systems have in
Luhmann

A field stands both for a patterned set of practices which suggests
competent action in conformity with rulesand roles, and for the playing (or
battle) field in which agents, endowed with certain field-relevant or
irrelevent capital, try to advance their position. This social subsystem is,
however, not mainly defined by itsfunctionality as compared to the entire
system, but relies intringcally on ahistorically derived system of shared
meaningswhich defineagency and make actionintelligible. Itsboundaries
arean empiricd question. Being historical, fieldsare open and change over
time. Buttheirinertia, their habitus(field-specific shared disposition), their
internal (open) logic, what Bourdieu calls the sens referring both to
meaningand direction, producesaninward | ooking reproductionwhich can
take over many of the features of Luhmann’s autopoiesis.

The practices of agentsin these fields areinspired by taken for granted
beliefs, the so-called doxa, which Bourdieu defines also as the very
presuppositions of the field. Doxa refers to the quasi-perfect correspon-
dence of asocially constructed, yet objectified order (structure and fields)
and the subjective prindples of its organizationsthat agents share. It isin
this spontaneous sharing of the common-sense in which the natural, but
also the social world appears as self-evident (Bourdieu 1977: 164). This
concept ishisempirically narrower translation of the German Lebenswelt.
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Such an analysis relies heavily on the study of field-specific sets of
dispositions, called the habitus. Bourdieu definesthe habitus as a product
of history which in itself (through effecting certain practices) produces
history. It guarantees the active presence of past experiences through
providing schemes of perception, thought and action which tend to
reproduce practicesin conformity with thefield throughout time (Bourdieu
1980: 91) The habitus functions like the materialisation of collective
memory. It is the obvious link to amore constructivist theory both at the
level of action, and, since the scientific field worksin asimilar way, at the
level of observation.

The logic of the fidd also implies that the dispositions are not them-
selves perceived asthe result of aparticular higory; they are, as Bourdieu
says, the ‘forgetting of history that history produces', or, in other words,
collective memory that appears as the ‘natural’ way of doing, perceiving
and thinking things. Dispositions lead to the smooth reproduction of
exactly those assumptions that define the autonomy of the field. This is
Bourdieu’ s sens pratiquewhich means both meaning/sense (of action and
practices) and drive/direction (of the open reproduction of fields). It is
important to note that this ‘reproduction’ is neither closed nor
mechanistic.'®

Whereas the theory of fields is not dissimilar to Luhmann’s vision of
social systems, thisisislessthe case for Bourdieu’ stheory of straification
based on his theory of capitd. Here isperhaps the biggest difference with
L uhmann, because these forms of cagpital both link up different fields, and
set them apart, since their role and efficacy are different from one to
another. Bourdieu distinguishes between economic, social, and cultural
capital (symbolic capital being a fourth but slightly different notion).
Agents are endowed with different amounts of these capitals. Conversely,
their capital has not always the same efficacy depending on the context in
whichitisused. Having lotsof economic capital might not be of much use
in being well positioned as an artist, although it certainly influences the
way the artistic field is structured. Indeed, to someextent the very identity

16 For a more detdled discussion in IR, see Guzzini (2000), and in IPE, see
L eander (2000).
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of these fields/subsysemsis closely connected to the particular mix of the
there relevant capital.

Such a theoretical framework has several advantages. First, the non-
strictly materialist definition of capital allowsfor field-specificanalysisand
for linking up fields. For this, however, Bourdieu gill keeps a concept of
an agent, even if individualists might find it over-socialised. M oreover, it
also allows for an understanding of hierarchy within and across fields
which can coexist with a diffusion of centers of power. Heterarchy is no
contradiction to hierarchy. For the effective control over outcomes might
diminish unequally among different fields and respective agents. Related
to this, it allows to see power relations in every singly field, without,
however, reducing all relationsto them. Finally, thisdlowsto have amore
contingent theory of fields/subsygsems which is not deduced from a
teleology of complexity.

L et me concludethis section with a further advantage illustrated by an
example. In hisearlier book on power, reputation is seen as a substitute for
themedium power. In hisstudy of science, reputationis used asa substitute
of truth. Whereas Luhmann triesto keep theimplications of that similarity
at bay (coming to sometimes rather naive statements about the working of
science), Bourdieu would spell them out. On the international level,
Bourdieu’s approach would make it obvious to study the fields of non-
territorially bound communities, such as for instance, Susan Strange’'s
‘international business civilisation’ (Strange 1989).In other words, his
approach has been used in extensive, and empirically very detailed studies
of different fields. It offers a conceptual apparatus which is perhaps
empirically more fruitful than Luhmann’s which might beatick too high
on the ‘ladder of abstraction’ (Sartori, ).

Conclusion

This paper has tried to initiate a dialogue between IR theory and Niklas
Luhmann’s system theory, on the basis of a conceptual analysis of power.
It attempted to show that Luhmann’s concept hasbeen detrimentally affect-
ed by his last move to autopoiesis, although it is not clear whether these
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theoretical choices were necessary. Instead of developing on his rich
communicative understanding of power, Luhmann ties power to one
system, politics, and endsup having avery limited of politics, itself. For the
theory tends to reify the status quo in terms of a functional necessity. In a
comparison with theories who bear a family resemblance, Foucault and
Bourdieu, the paper tried to show that there are alternative waysto have a
non-individualist social theory which do not theorise political agency away.

The paper wants to show that some parts of Luhmann’s theorising
warrant amuch more thorough attention than hitherto paid in IR. By using
examplesfrom IR literature, | hope to have shown that thisis not at all as
difficultasit is generally believed to be.
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