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III. Methodological Problems of the Historiography of the International System as the
Historiography of Expansion

The word system came into use in academic diction during the second half of the sixteenth century
and initially, as in works by Pierre La Ramée (Petrus Ramus), 1 Giacomo Zabarella, 2 Bartholomäus
Keckermann and others, 3 denotated hierarchical orders of parts somehow linked to one another and
to a larger whole. However, the concept of systen is far older than the appearance of the word in
academic diction and has been part of encyclopedic literature since the seventh century. 4 Since the
thirteenth century, the concept has also been behind tangible realia, such as the then emerging
mechanical clocks. 5 Since the seventeenth century, the word and the concept of system have
mallified into a fashionable colloquialism, thence losing definitional precision. System could then
stand for a lecture syllabus as well as for an established adminstrative practice 6 and could equally be
a reference to procedures of indexing and ordering books or even to an “orderly representation of
what has happened in the world visible to us” (eine ordentliche Vorstellung desjenigen, was in der
uns sichtbaren Welt geschehen ist) in the form of annals and chronicles. 7 The concept could even
shape the referent matter, with some administrative practice might be turned into a system through
the simple fact by becoming so called. From the seventeenth century, thr word, the concept and the
referent of system have not always been carefully set apart. This statement even applies to
international relations. Not only practical politics but also the theory of international relations often
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convey the impression, as if an international system had quasi tangible reality, if only the word or the
concept of system were used. For one, a “state system” (Staaten-System) could feature in the diction
of Göttingen historian Arnold Herrmann Ludwig Heeren, who could equip that “system” with “inner
freedom, that is the autonomy and mutual independence of its parts” (innere Freyheit, d. i. die
Selbständigkeit und wechselseitige Unabhängigkeit seiner Glieder). 8 Heeren’s “system” thus had its
“character” (Charakter) with “freedom” (Freyheit) as a core feature, as if the “state system” were a
living person. Heeren‘s diction was metaphorical, awarding to the “state system” features of the
living body and positioning it in the world as an object seemingly ready for description and analysis.

Furthermore, word and concept of system are not directly applicable to international relations, as it is
far from obvious what kinds of units may form parts of such a system and what kinds of hierarchies
may exist among them. To raise two questions only, is it possible to equate a state system with an
international system and, if so, who detetermines the hierarchies in it? Usually, answers to these
questions have been entrusted to historians, when matters of the past were under review. Thus, from
the beginning of the nineteenth century, scholars have sought to apply the concept of the state
system to relations among states in late medieval Europe. However, in doing so, they have not
derived their concept of system from close contemporary records but have retrospectively applied
nineteenth-century political theory by admitting only rulers and governments of states as “actors” in
the system. It has been their purpose to trace the nineteenth-century international system to what
appeared to be its late medieval roots, thereby claiming quasi tangible objective existence for that
system. Twentieth-century research has built on these efforts, even adhering to the
nineteenth-century concept of system, 9 and thus has continued to eliminate changes of perceptions
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from historiographical descriptions. Practitioners of this line of investigation and description have,
therefore, refrained from asking which models contemporaries used to the end of conceptualising
international relations. 10 However, choosing the systems model anticipates ascribing identity to the
parts and the order among them, as shall be analysed in what follows. Preferences of the use of
systems models can be specific to epochs and cultures, with the consequence that the choice of
inadequate models can obfuscate description and analysis.

1. The Foundations of General Systems Theory and the Change of Systems Models

Already Arthur Schopenhauer brought to the fore the clash between systems models, pertaining to
different epochs. In the preface to his magnus opus Die Welt als Wille und Vorstellung. He
explained the difference between the full text of a philosophical work in book form and an idea
through the analogy between an “architectural system” (architektonischen System) and an “organic
link” (organischen Zusammenhang). Accordingly, the work in book form was a “system”, forming
„“first and foremost an architectural coherence” (allemal einen architektonischen Zusammenhang),
“in which always one part supports the other” (in welchem immer ein Theil den andern trägt). By
contrast, “one single idea” (einziger Gedanke) manifests the “cohesion of these parts”
(Zusammenhang dieser Theile) as “an organic one, that is, one in which every part contains the
whole to the same degree as it is maintained by the whole” (ein organischer, das heißt ein solcher,
wo jeder Theil eben so sehr das Ganze erhält, als er vom Ganzen erhalten wird). 11 Schopenhauer
juxtaposed a large and a small unit, ascribed the same structural feature to both, namely some
connection among “parts”, and yet he used different words for both types of structure. He described
the first type additively through the model of the house, which appeared to him as the entirety of all
parts required to support the structure through a hierarchy of well arranged parts. By contrast, he
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associated the second type integratively with the model of the living body, in which the entirety of
the body was present in every “organ” and was, by consequence, larger than the sum of all its
“organs”. Both types of links or “connections” (Zusammenhänge), the entire written work as a
structural arrangement of ideas and every specific idea on its own, were, to Schopenhauer, as real as
they were abstract. He used the word “system” to denote the philosophical construct of ideas but
denied the same word to each idea, without using another word in its place. The “system” thus was
an additive sum of well-ordered units but did not an integrated superstructure absorbing its units into
its own boundaries, while he would not include a more comprehensive “organic” link or
“connection” into the meanings attachable to the word “system”. Schopenhauer was not familiar
with a word for his second type of link or connection.

Schopenhauer‘s choice of words does come along as a surprise. At the latest since the seventeenth
century, the technical model of the machine had been in use of European systems theorists, and
Schopenhauer’s model was merely a reductionist variant: a assemblage of hierarchically ordered
units within a solid frame, perceived as complete 12 and not subject to any change affecting the
structure of the system. 13 The machine, specifically the clock as its prototype, provided the model for
the world as a whole (as systema mundi), 14 for living bodies, which Hobbes classed as Automata and
likened to machines, 15 states, 16 even the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation, to which
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, son of a clockmaker, applied the machine model, 17 armies, 18 complex
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ordering systems for animate nature 19 as well as fully fledged phsilosophical ordering systems, the
study of which was entrusted to the academic discipline of “systematology”. 20

However, towards the end of the eighteenth century, the machine model encountered criticism by
theorists, who were complaining that the model could neither cope with changes internal to nor
changes of systems. For one, Johann Gottfried Herder, in 1784, classed the world as a “laboratory”
bringing forth new species, 21 and thereby suggested that he was not convinced by the salience of the
assumption that the stability of the world was divinely ordained or part of some plan of nature. In
1793, Fichte sharply rejected all hope that the political balance of power, which he described with
the machine model, could be anything else but a “chimera”, argued that the balance of power was
nothing but an invention by greedy rulers, and adduced the French Revolution as his major piece of
evidence in support of his argument. 22 In 1803, Scottish lawyer Henry Peter Lord Brougham and
Vaux followed suit and equipped “nations” with “passions”, which he deemed incalculable, and he
tasked governments of states with equalising the effects of these passions. Simultaneously, talk
about “state revolutions” took on a new meaning. Whereas the phase had encapsulated important
political decisions by rulers and governments as late as during the 1770s, 23 it began to refer to deep
changes of the state system already late in the eighteenth century. 24 Already early in the nineteenth
18
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century, political theorists began to delve into biologistical rhetoric, ascribing features of the living
body to states and nations and equipping them with the capabilities of acting as if they were living
beings. 25 Thus, even the radically conservative Swiss diplomat, Berne patrician, theorist of the state
and historian Carl Ludwig von Haller, in 1821, categorised politics as “makrobiotics of states”. 26
Schopenhauer wrote his magnum opus, before any kind of biologism entered the terminology of
systems theory and its applications, that is, before anyone described systems as if they were living
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bodies; nevertheless, he used this very model in his description of an idea. In doing so, he was
among the first to expand the meaning of the word “organ” beyond biology to intellectual and social
matters. During the remaining part of the nineteenth century, the word “organ” turned into a
colloquialism in academic diction, 27 whereas older usages, such as in musical practice 28 became
obsolete at least in some European languages. Schopenhauer thus knew the biologistic systems
model without associating the model with the word “system”.
For a long time, research in the histories of philosophy, 29 literature, 30 the sciences 31 medicine 32 and
law 33 has recognised the transformation of the systems model around 1800 as part and parcel of a
more wide-ranging change of the perception of the world, from seventeenth- and eighteenth-century
mechanicism to nineteenth- and early twentieth-century biologism. Hence, the history of systems
models has to be integrated into the broader history of perception. That principle also applies to the
social sciences, which became home to the biologistic rhetoric of “organs” during the nineteenth
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century, even forming part of its basic vocabulary. 34 Words such as “organism”, “organisation” and
their derivatives, “national body” (Volkskörper), “state organ” as well as “social body” (Socialer
Körper) turned into regular phrases of social science theoretical literature. 35 For one, Niklas
Luhmann, as late as in 1987, could, with unrestricted claim of arguing something self-evident,
maintain that it “makes little sense to say that societies were no organisms or not to distinguish, as in
the school tradition, between organic bodies (composed of interlinked parts) and societal bodies
(composed of unrelated parts)” (wenig sinnvoll zu sagen, Gesellschaften seien keine Organismen
oder
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Teilen)

und

zwischen

organischen

gesellschaftlichen

unzusammenhängenden Teilen) zu unterscheiden).

36

Körpern

Körpern

(bestehend
(bestehend

aus
aus

Luhmann thus equated what he termed

“systems”, with living bodies and, like Schopenhauer, resorted to the word “organic”, when referring
to an entirety of “interlinked parts”. However, unlike Schopenhauer, Luhmann did not have in mind
abstract ideas but appearently concrete and seemingly objective systems of all kinds, from local
“systems of elemtary interaction” established ad hoc (Systemen elementarer Interaktion) to global or
non-global world systems as the largest thinkable entities (Zusammenhängen), irrespective of their
existence in time and space. Like political scientist Karl Wolfgang Deutsch 37 before him, Luhmann
was familiar with the change of systems models, 38 but he chose to downgrade that change of a
terminology nicety: Past theorists having used the word systema since Antiquity, had, he opined,
been aware that “the whole was the totality of all parts” (das Ganze die Gesamtheit der Teile), but
had not been able to explain, how “the whole” (das Ganze) “might be highlighted at the level of its
parts” (auf der Ebene der Teile als Einheit zur Geltung gebracht werden könne). The possibility of
that explanation, he claimed, arose only “in the course of the transition to modern society” (im
Übergang zur modernen Gesellschaft), 39 that is, within the framework of the use, not of the additive,
meachnistic, but the integrative biologistic systems model. Luhmann thus unscrupulously subjected
the change of systems models to the idea of progress.

The idea of progress had taken roots in the history of perception at the turn towards the nineteenth
century and had then promoted the generation of visions of the alleged “step ladder” (Stuffenleiter)
of humankind, which were fashionable at the time around 1800. 40 Later on, around the middle of the
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nineteenth

century,

jurists

concocted

projections

of

a

future

“society
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peoples”

(Völkergesellschaft), to which humankind appeared to be progressing through the continuous
numerical enlargement of its communities and the simultaneously enhancing intensification of their
social cohesion. That “society of peoples” appeared to be accomplishable in view of the then
apparently newly established technological, economic and political networking facilities. 41 The
seemingly ever closer global networking among communities of humankind would, theorists
expected, help enforcing some “law of world communication” (Recht auf Weltverkehr), which
would at last embrace the entire world and subject it to the rule of law. 42 During the second half of
the same century, theorists pointed to the then rapidly growing number of international
“organisations”, all togerther forming the equivalent of a world government, through whose
activities the regulation of world communication would turn international politics into world
domestic politics. 43 Likewise, big technology projects appeared to induce the willingness for
cooperation among governments of sovereign states, thereby in turn boosting the establisgment of
world government. 44 This concept of the world system, constituted under the rule of law, was
represented by a number of phrases, such as “world theatre” (Welttheater), 45 “legal community”
(Rechtsgemeinschaft) 46 or “family of nations”. 47 The common feature behind these phrases was their
reference to acting persons, as if states, nations and societies were enlarged individuals. This world
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system was conceived as global, even though not all states, nations and societies were to find
admission into it. Quite on the contrary, the system was imagined as a club of states not subject to
any form of colonial rule by European governments, the US governments or the governments of
settler colonies within the British Empire, such as Australia and New Zealand. Hence, this system
excluded the majority of the world population. The system, thus conceived, appeared to have
“characteristics” as structures, which were deemed difficult to change, as if written into the system’s
body. Among these structural characteristics were, among others, the link between the system and its
units, cast into the terms of a hierarchical order, constituting the existential dependence of the units
upon the system as a whole; the type of units, which were identified solely as states or governments
of states; the modalities of interactions among the units themselves and as parts of the system,
mainly equated with the economic, military and political decisions and actions by governments of
states. Moreover, so-called “functions” supplemented the “characteristics” and consisted mainly in
tasks to be performed by the system, such as securing the boundary of the system towards its
environment, inducing the units to shape the interactions among themselves to the benefit of the
system as a whole, promoting some “differentiation” among them units andand regulating the
interactions between the system and its environment. Yet, in all such descriptions of the world
system, the question remained unanswered, what the system’s environent might be, whenever the
system was imagined as a global one. Since the early twentieth century, the dualism of “structures”
and “functions” solidified and has shaped specifically social science systems theory, with securing
the system’s boundary coming to rank as the main “function”. Thus, Friedrich Ratzel could, with
reference to the state as a system, define the border as the skin of the political body, 48 and Talcott
Parsons could claim that some “boundary-maintaining capability” was the definitional condition for
the “pattern maintenance” all sorts of social systems, including what he termed the “world political
community”. 49 And even Luhmann could postulate that “all systems” had been established through
“borders, that is, a difference between system and environment” (alle Systeme konstituierten sich
durch Grenzen, nämlich durch eine Differenz von System und Umwelt). 50.
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The social science concept of system, as shaped in general systems theory, 51 has proved rather stable
since the second half of the nineteenth century. 52 It has encompassed, as its definitional elements, the
postulates that a system have “characteristics”, as if a system was a living body with features written
into it, and that the entirety of a system should be accepted as larger than total sum of its
“functionally differentiated” units. The implication of this systems percetion has been that the the
entirety of the system can not be additively derived from the sum of its units but that, instead, the
system constitutes all units as such. Moreover, the assumption has been dominant that a system
should exist “for itself”, as if being an objectively given matter of fact, independent of subjective
perceptions of those acting in or observing a system. Likewise, the expectation has continued that a
system should be recognisable from the patterns of interaction among its units, with these patterns
forming the platform for projections, not merely of future interactions among the units, but also of
upcoming changes falling within the range of modifications that theorists deemed to be possible
within the system. In its ascribed capability of constituting its units, a system appears like an acting
person, with its actorhood capability penetrating from the system into its units. As a system should
use its capability of constituting its units, the units become structurally dependent upon their system
in the same way as “organs” in a living body cannot “function” without the body. These postulates
and assumptions, built into general structural functionalist social science systems theory, have also
found their way into specific theories, mainly world systems theory, international systems theories,
various theories of world society and theories of world history. These theories shall noe be discussed
in turn.

2. World Systems Theory
Building on dependencia theory53 and the concept of unequal development, world systems theory
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has rested on the assumption that a system should be defined as the solid frame for interdependent
“actions” of autonomous, yet hierarchically ordered units and have planetary extension as a
seemingly given objective reality. Beyond these basics, the theory admits various perceptions of
what may constitute the “world”, with these perceptions being specific in space and time. Thus, as a
rule, advocates of the theory have sought to avoid the equation of the “world” with the globe, 54
nevertheless, they have insisted that only a world system with global extension can embrace the
“world” as a whole. By consequence, it has become possible, within the theory, to categorise “world
historiography” as “planetary history”, 55 whereas the concept of system, informing the theory, has
been left undefined as a rule. 56 Consequently, world systems theorists have taken for granted the
premises of structural functionalist social science systems theory. Inititially, the theory was applied
to a time span of about 5000 years, for which the systems concept was deemed acceptable. 57
However, despite the long time span, the theory has not contained any analytical tools ready to cope
with systems change. Within the theory, systems appeared like monads, linked with their
environment only through venues necessary for the self-preservation of the system.
Along these lines, and again in explicit agreement with dependencia theorists, 58 Immanuel Maurice
Wallerstein has formulated his variant of the theory of a system, to which he usually refers with the
hyphenated phrase “world-system”, and has, more precisely than theorists working with the notion
of unequal development, spelt out the assumptions informing his theory. Wallerstein classes“world”
as a category of perception, specific in space and time and not necessarily identical with the globe.
However, as Wallerstein takes states to be units in his “world-system”, 59 he ascribes to it objective
reality during the time span of approximately 12.000 years, in the course of which changes of types
of world systems is supposed to have taken place. According to Wallerstein, one of these changes
resulted in the formation of the specifically global “world-system”, 60 a process that he appears to
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categorise as a linear expansion of the geographical reach of his “world-system” but has not causally
explained. Next to the “world-system”, “world empires”, “world economies” and “mini-systems”
feature as further types of world systems. 61 During the early phase of the 12.000-year period, he
credits the world systems with an extension of about 5000 years. 62 For the later “world economies”,
he posits that all of them had transformed themselves into “world empires” up to the fifteenth
century. 63 However, the “world-system”, in his view, is unique and came into existence during the
fifteenth century. Wallerstein regards his “world-system” as surpassing all other legally constituted
entities in size and, at least in his methodological writings on systems theory from the 1970s, 1980s
and 1990s, emphasised that the units of this system maintained only economic ties among each other.
In other words, Wallerstein defined his “world-system” as a “world economy” that did not transform
into a “world empire” but into a type of world system sui generis and has existed as such for more
than 500 years. He has, though, admitted that, during this period, his “world-system” has
continuously changed some of its non-essential parts, has taken up “cultural links”, has made
“political arrangements” and had acquired even “confederated structures”, as if it has performed as a
personal actor. 64

Wallerstein has been unwilling to install “characteristics” into his “world empires” and “world
economies”, but left them unspecified. With regard to his “world-system”, which he classed as
„modern“, however, he has been more precise than other theorists in marking the system’s
“characteristics” and allowing for transformations of some of these “characteristics”. For one, he
states that the geographical reach of the “world-system” quickly expanded to the boundaries of the
globe during the nineteenth century, allegedly due to economic necessity. Yet, Wallerstein overlooks
that European colonial “world empires” not just constituted his “modern world-system” but also, and
even in the main, through their political interactions provoked the global expansion of the
“world-system” with its dominant “structures”. 65 Hence, the global extension of Wallerstein‘s
“world-system” has been a perception that cannot be grasped solely in economic terms but has
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resulted from the specific political thought patterns current in Europe during the nineteenth century.
However, Wallerstein’s self-contradictory approach to the “characteristics” of his “world-system” is
not limited to statements concerning the system’s expansion but also affect what he has to say about
the system’s boundaries. On the one side, he argues that the system has “bounds” only and that it
would be hard to refer to these “bounds” as “boundaries”, whereby he seems to consider
“boundaries” as lines demarcating territories defined in adminstrative terms. 66 On the other side, he
he insists that his “modern world-system” is a system like all others, with the self-evident implication
that this “world-system” has not only “boundaries”, but also “structures, membership groups, rules
of legitimation and coherence”. 67 This statement corresponds with the demands of social science
structural functionalist systems theory and, like the latter, leaves unanswered the question what
should constitute these “boundaries” and where they should be considered to exist.

His contradictoriness even extends to specifications of further “characteristics”. Thus, in the passage
just quoted, he lists legitimacy rules as legal “characteristics”, while, in another passage, he insists
categorically that his “modern world-system” has only “economic links” as its core “characteristics”,
because it is, in his view, in essence not a “political entity”. 68 Following Fernand Braudel, 69 he
isolates as the overall “characteristic” the intrasystemic division of labour among units in the system,
ranked hierarchically from a ruling centre at the top, semiperipheries in the middle and a dependent
periperhy at the bottom. He seeks to determine that hierarchy through a scale of options for actions,
reserved for the centre but denied to the periphery and mainly concerning decisions about the
“organisation” of the division of labour and the allocation of value to core trading goods to the
advantage of the centre and the disadvantage of the periphery. He sees the centre as dominated by
the drive for incessant capital accumulation, 70 and postulates that these “characteristics” have
petrified the “structures” of his “modern world-system”

Wallerstein‘s theory betrays dependence on social science structural functionalist systems theory
also through the choice of words. Thus, he labelled his “modern world-system” “mortal” on the
simple grounds that, as an historically generated unit, it will be bound to perish. 71 He also
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consociated his system with attributes of life in postulating: “Its life is made up of the conflicting
forces which hold it together by tension, and tear it apart, as each group seeks eternally to remold it
to its advantage. It has the characteristics of an organism in that it has a life-span over which its
characteristics change in some respects and remain stable in others. One can define its structures as
being at different times strong or weak in terms of the internal logic of its functioning.” He insisted
that his “modern world-system” shared structural “characteristics” with all other systems: “what
characteristics [sic!] a social system in my view is the fact that life within it is largely self-contained
and that the dynamics of its development are largely internal.” 72 He expected that the interactions
among units within the system were “organic”. 73 Hence, Wallerstein the living body as the model for
his “modern world-system” as if it were a monade, whose transformations, he believed, would result
from internal forces alone. These forces can, according to Wallerstein, emerge from the system’s
units, when the units direct their forces against one another, thereby causing frictions and tensions.
The system, in turn, might extract some “dynamics” from these forces, using them for its own
“development”, while these forces might also destroy the system.

Wallerstein’s “modern world-system” thus comes along as a living person capable of acting in
accordance with its own agenda, pursuing its own goals and seeking its own, apparently
recognisable “advantages”, and seems to betray “patterns of actions” as its “functions”. 74 Through
this metaphorical diction, Wallerstein delved into the imagery of nineteenth century social theory,
contrary to his own critique of the limited argumentative usefulness of what he termed
nineteenth-century “paradigms”. 75 For one, not only Hegel but also Clauswitz had instilled into their
philosophical and military theories the expectation that contestations and resulting tensions would
generate progress. 76

Within systems theory, the definition argued by Christopher Chase-Dunn, in explicit opposition
against, was far more parsimonious, although Chase-Dunn used “world-systems” terminology.
According to this definition, “world-systems”, were “intersocietal networks”, in which interactions,
such as trade, war, marriage, information, were relevant for the “reproduction of the internal
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structures” of units in systems and could trigger significant changes of “local structures”. 77 In other
words: “world-systems” are, according to Chase-Dunn, entities facilitating interactions and
networking among their units but, once having been established, can have effects on unit
“characteristics” ranked as “structures”. Chase-Dunn went even further in expecting that the effects
of these changes might not be restricted to contingent matters but might be relevant for every
“world-system”. Chase-Dunn thus described every “world-system” as an inter-societal entity, while
not limiting its “characteristics” to economic matters but admitting such patterns of interaction as
marriage relations as systemic in addition to trade. Every “world-system” and its units are actors in
Chase-Dunn’s perception and create and maintain systemic relations through their actions. Because
the units of a “world-system” engage in their systemic relations for the sole purpose of boosting their
own reproduction, they have to be subject to the law of life and death. Put differently, Chase-Dunn,
like Wallerstein employed the model of the living body in his systems theory. Despite explicit
opposition against Wallerstein’s theory, Chase-Dunn thus used conventional social science structural
functionalist systems theory as the platform for his systems definition.

Moreover, Chase-Dunn agreed with Wallerstein in positioning his “world-systems” within a time
span of approximately 12.000 years 78 and taking into consideration a wide variety of systems and
systems types. In his historical world picture, merely groups identified as non-residential, are not
equipped with the capability of generating systems relevant patterns of interaction. Nevertheless,
Chase-Dunn‘s categorisation of “world-systems” as “intersocietal networks”, in contradistinction to
Wallerstein, results in the claim that “world-systems” may cover different types of groups as their
units. Thus, Chase-Dunn included systems of kin groups, tributary systems jointly with the
“world-system” of states into his systems definition. For the period since the seventeenth century, he
maintained that only one single type of “world-systems” were remaining, because the other types of
“world-systems”, as systems based on kin groups and tributary relations appeared to belong to the
more distant past. Consequently, Chase-Dunn‘s list of examples for systemically relevant
interactions (trade, war, marriage, information) seems to be meant to be an array of systems, each
existing within a specific time span, while the various constitutive types of interactions do not
always have to appear in a system. This interpretation, although never spelt out in Chase-Dunn’s text,
seems advisable, as marriage relations at a systemically relevant level may be hard to accept within a
“world-system” of states. However, Chase-Dunn postulates, along Wallersteinian lines of argument,
that the spatial reach of systems as “intersocietal networks” has continuously expanded during the
past 12.00 or so years. 79
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All these theories share the attempt to place “world-systems” mainly on economic matters with no
more than subsidiary recourse to politics and without recourse to law. 80 Wallerstein, it is true, admits
the possibility of a secondary acquisition of political “characteristics” by his “modern world-system”
in his course of its own transformations; in his late papers, he also introduces the concept of
“culture”, understood as some “idea-system”, as a factor of transformation; 81 and in the fourth
volume of his grand chronological narrative of that system, published in 2011, he not only accepts
culture as that factor of transformation but, on the basis of other sociological theories, 82 even grants
the social sciences the status of a systemically relevant actor and adds them to his descriptive
categories. 83 Yet, he continues to deny to politics as well as to culture the rank of an original
“characteristic” of his “modern world-system” and completely eliminates the law. The remaining
theories pertaining to this group, did not comment on political and cultural impacts with their
systems definitions. Hence, the reception of world systems theories, beyond the bounds of sociology,
within which these theories first appeared, has remained limited in scope. For one, political scientist
Andrew Little could, still in 2000, insist that Wallerstein’s “world-system” theory had not penetrated
into political science. 84 Little’s statement may not have been intended to apply to the entire
discipline, but only to the so-called English School in International Relations, yet the fact of the
matter is that Wallerstein‘s theory is, as a rule, conspicuously absent from handbooks on
international relations theories mostly of British provenance. 85 This is, nonetheless, surprising,
because the concept and the model of the “world-system” corresponds rather closely with the
concept and model of the international system in the focus of political science theories.
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3. Theories of the International System

The reasons for the sluggish reception of world systems theory in International Relations to the
1990s were neither the Marxist rhetoric to which mainly Wallerstein has been adhering, specifically
his use of the concept of the capitalist mode of production that he took over from dependencia
theorists, nor the explicitly critical approach of world systems theorists to society, as such
approaches have also been common in International Relations. 86 Rather, what seems to have formed
an obstacle againt the the reception of world systems theory was the continuing existence, in the
discipline of International Relations, of system theories from the third decade of the twentieth
century, that is, long before Wallerstein began his work. In the discipline, the concept of system had
then already encompassed a system of global extension. 87 Theorists using the concept and word of
system at that time were looking at actions in war and peace and focused their theory-making efforts
on the League of Nations. 88 Already Joseph Toynbee, who was working on his theory of
“civilisations” during the 1920s, proposed to provide a comprehensive theoretical analysis of the rise
and fall of “civilisations”as monadic large-scale entities to which he applied the model of the living
body and placed their sequence within a time span of 6000 years. He saw each of these entities
coming and going within a global system, but would only accept what he termed the “Western
Civilization” to have accomplished global extension in itself, pointing at European colonial rule as
the mechanism of the globalisation of “Western Civilization” into a single world-wide system. 89
Subsequent theorists, among them Edward Hallett Carr and Hans-Joachim Morgenthau, sketched,
what they took to be the international system, as a frame of inter-state relations extending across
periods, and they identified states not only as units of but also as quasi-personal actors in the system,
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again equipped with the paraphernalia of living beings. 90 Eventually, the 1950s witnessed the
emergence of a theory of the then explicitly so called international system. 91

These theorists of the international system anticipated world systems theory in categorising the units
of the international system as autonomous, not subjected to any overarching institution of rule and
yet tied together through systemic relations among one another. Both groups of theorists, then,
ranked the international or the world system among social systems and ascribed “characteristics” to
them. For theorists of the international system, however, these “characteristics” did not exist in
hierarchies of economic centre-periphery relations, but in the capability of exercising
military-political power. In this respect, theorists expected that the states they were willing to
recognize as actors in the system, would agglomerate around several so-called „poles”, as moths
circle around light. 92 Kenneth Neal Waltz, influential theorist of international relations during the
1980s and early 1990s, did not explicitly discuss the theortical foundations of his usage of the
concept of international system, but explained the conditions under which, in his view, this concept
of the international system might to be applied usefully in the corresponding theory. To Waltz, the
system appeared as an integrated whole comprising all its essential units. He differentiated this usage
of the concept from what he called an analytical approach and conspciated with Newtonian physics.
This analytical method was, Waltz insisted, meaningful, if the units of a whole could be separarated
from one another easily and then subject to analytical scrutiny. Only under the condition that this
procedure was not possible, because the “organisation” of a whole was influenced by the “behavior”
of the units, with the units thus not being separable, the use of the concept of system was
mandated. 93 Like Schopenhauer, Waltz differentiated thus between an additive-mechanicist and an
integrative-biologistical concept of system, but, unlike Schopenhauer, reserved the word system for
the latter type. Waltz thus again modelled his international system upon the premises of social
science structural functional systems theory, as if the international system was a living body and had
been equipped with the capability of acting as a quasi person. Consequently, Waltz demanded that
the use of the concept of system was mandatory, if the system and its units mutually influenced each
other and would thereby becomeintegrated into some indissolvable whole. 94
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The systems model of social science structural funcational systems theory was the common ground,
on which both the sociological “world-systems” theory and the political science theory of
international systems were built. Some historically minded political science theorists, operating in
critical distance to mainstream International Relations, have measured the time span of what they
considered as the international terms in approxamtely 500 years and, like “world-systems” theorists,
have traced its origin to the beginning of the European conquest of America. 95 These parallelisms
featured by both, international systems theories and “world-systems” theory, could be supplemented
by further items and they have revealed the same model, upon which both sets of theories were
constructed, as they employed the same principal concept of system. Both sets of theories have not
been limited to the perception of the global extension of international or “world-systems”, but have
also been applied to non-global systems; yet both were rooted in the same postulate that the current
“world-system” 96 and the current international system are global in reach: “International systems,
meaning the largest conglomerates of interacting and interdependent units that have no system level
above them. Currently this encompasses the whole planet, but in earlier times there were several
more or less disconnected international systems existing simultaneously.” 97

4. Theories of World Society and of World History

Partly in critical evaluation of international systems theory, partly uninfluenced by theories both of
the international system and the “world-system”, the argument found wide acceptance, primarily in
sociology, but also in political science, that some world society should be regarded as existent as a
matter in which all humans are “somehow clinging together” (Menschen irgendwie
zusammenhängen. 98 This world society, often conceptualised as a social system, was given out as an
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“historically new phenomenon” (historisch neuartiges Phänomen) and linked to the potential for
global interaction, in turn having emerged only during the nineteenth century. 99 The world society
was ranked as a social system like all other and appeared to rest “on a conception of functional
unity” (auf einer funktionalen Einheitskonzeption), whose “point of connectivity” (Bezugspunkt)
“was to be found solely in the system’s environment” (nur in der Umwelt des Systems gefunden
werden). 100 As a system, world society was to comprise all “communicatively comprehensible
human experiences and actions” (kommunikativ erreichbaren menschlichen Erlebnisse und
Handlungen) and to “exist in the fulfillment of its function of providing an ordered environment to
its systemic units” (existiert in der Erfüllung seiner Funktion, den Teilsystemen eine geordnete
Umwelt bereitszustellen). Put differently: world society was, like a world system as well as an
international system, not just the mere sum of its constitutive units but a whole promoting or even
enforcing the integration of its “subsystems” as units and “operating” “out there” (da draußen
operiert) 101 According to this theory, world society was an actor providing something equivalent of
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public goods and was, in this respect, similar to the concept of the “society of peoples” of
nineteenth-century international legal theory. 102 It thus has all “characteristics” of a system according
to nineteenth-century social science structural functional systems theory and performs as an
historically unique actor, which has the capability of successively “incorporating” all other social
systems existing next to it. As in world systems theory and in international systems theory, it remains
unclear, how the system’s environment should be imagined. Within systems theory, the features
distinguishing world society from world system or international system remain unspecified, yet the
theory portrays world society not primarily as a club of states but, so to speak, as a social container
for states and the frame, in which global governance takes place, that is, the theory portrays the
world state as a type of social grouping manifest in global communication or as a “social system of
highest order” (soziales System höchster Ordnung). 103
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Since the 1908s, a grop of scholars aroung John Meyer at Stanford University has subjected the
concept of world society to empirical scrutiny and, in agreement with social science systems theory,
has examined states as units of world society. In doing so, this group of scholars has elevated the
concept of world society to the level of an overarching concept comprising in itself the international
system together with the states forming its units. 104 The group advocates the optimistic position that
world society, as it sees it, will not legitimise states, but will ensure that “nation states” under review,
will “approptiate standardised identities and structures under very little constraint and controls”
(Nationalstaaten unter sehr wenig Zwang und Kontrollen von außen standardisierte Identitäten und
Strukturen zueigen machen). 105 However, following the tradition of social science structural
functional systems theory, the group treats “nation states”, in general terms and without admitting
variations and difference, as actors, which it even equips with “identities”, thus again modelling
world society according to the living body. Yet, there is no specifications of these “identities”. 106 In
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formulating its optimistic stance on the allegedly insignificant constraint, the group, however,
overlooks the considerable and excessively painful political and military coercion, with which
non-traditional collective identities were imposed upon population groups under colonial rule 107 and
which post-colonial theory has revealed. 108 Even though the group and its supporters did not
overlook the strong influence of European values which went along with the superimposition of the
collective identities, it did determine culture as the main venue of the superimposition and pointed to
intellectuals and other types of communicators as the transmitters of these values. In opting for this
view, they presented the global superimposition of perceptions of the world society as a selfevident,
unilateral, purportedly rational and even value-free process, the implementation of which does not
appear to be in need of justification in view of the suffering of the victims of that superimposition. 109

Some theorists rooted in British political science defined the concept of world society in a slightly
different but not completely opposing manner. They posited it as a global frame of ordering not only
for states as quasi personal actors but also for other types of actors, such as civil society
organisations. 110 They saw world society in this sense, 111 somtimes also referred as “World Political
System”, 112 as the facilitator of the legitimation of states as sovereign institutions under international
law. 113 Theorists left unanswered the question, where from world society might derive the legitimacy
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for performing as the facilitor of state legitimacy, as they sharply reject as unempirical any attempt to
call in natural law the ultimate “source”, from which world society might have obtained its capability.
These theorists, thus, tacitly assumed that world society simply has to take up the kind of “functions”,
which nineteenth-century legal theorists had already consociated with their construct of the “legal
community”. 114

Independent from work by these theorists, yet on the basis of issues raised by the Stanford group and
of Luhmannian theorising, a yet another concept of world society has been shaped, which is
supposed to have been constituted on the basis of global communication through language and ritual
interactions as well as through mobility in space, and, subsequently, to have become segmented into
so-called “functional systems” (Funktionssysteme) such as politics, the economy and law. This type
of world society has been described as a pure construct, without specific locales and institutional
components, and yet being capable of acting self-referentially to the end of differentiating itself as a
system against its systemic environment made up from non-human organic and anorganic systems.
World society in this sense is perceived as embracing states, while it does not feature as its genuine
“characteristic” the ordering of global relations as relations among states. Instead, its core structure
is supposed to be some “semantic form” (semantische Form), which the political system within
world society is expected to ascribe to itself. However, the theory posits that a process of “world
state formation” is taking place within world society as “a form of structuration within world
society” (eine Form der Strukturbildung innerhalb der Weltgesellschaft), and assumes that this
process of “world state formation” has already become manifest through the making of a “global
social policy” (globalen Sozialpolitik). 115 Against the backdrop of social science structural
functionalist systems theory, however, world society, specifically, though not exclusively in this
variant, has been constructed as a comprehensive and superior whole, in which the alleged process
of “world state formation” is taking place, because, so the defensive argument runs, only “the
embedding” of that process “in a world society” (Einbettung in eine [sic!] Weltgesellschaft) allows
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the differentiation between “world-statehood” (Weltstaatlichkeit) and the apparent “addititive
linking of national and regional statehood” (Zusammenfügen nationaler und regionaler
Staatlichkeit). 116 At the level of pure constructiveness, this reasoning once again reveals
Schopenhauer’s dualism of the mechanistic and the biologistic systems models and is based on the
assumption that world society can only promote “world state formation” if and as long as it is
modelled upon the living body. Within this logic, the simple question again remains unanswered,
how world society can become legitimised to fulfill its task. Moreover, the problem remains
unsolved how this alleged process of “world state formation” can find acceptance in all those parts
of the world, in which Western system models neither find recgnition nor appreciation or have been
imposed in consequence of colonial rule.

All these theories of world society operate on the postulate of the “wordliness” (Welthaftigkeit) of
actions having taken place at the global level or having had global effects. However, they leave
unspecified the criteria, according to which agreement can be facilitated about the “worldiness” of
actions across cultures. In view of the debates about glocalisation 117 these criteria must stay
controversial at minimum for the twenty-first, the twentieth and the nineteenth centuries, while, for
the more distant past, the category of “worldliness”, as a means of determining what should be
admitted into narratives of world history, turns into a chimera. This is so, because the beginning of
world history has commonly been associated with the beginning of the “worldliness” of the so-called
“high cultures”, without the slightest consideration of the questions, what a “high culture” might be
and what in it might justify ascriptions of the status of its presumed “worldliness”. 118 Therefore,
world historiography, as the manufactured historical dimension of world society, is nothing a
collection of premature judgments and prejudices. 119
116
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5. Systems Theory, Systems Models and the History of the World System

However world society gets defined or perceived, its concept, like those informing the world system
and the international system have been formed under the impact of social science structural
functionalist systems theory. This theory, then, proved to be consequential for the choice of models,
upon which suprastatal regional, international, continental and global systemic ordering frames have
been conceptualised. It thus cannot transcend this model that has been derived from biology and
abstracted from the living body. The limitation of the theory is deplorable, because the ordering
frame, which the underlying model is intended to rationalise, has appeared in Europe only at the turn
towards the nineteenth century and has been imposed elsewhere in the world only during the
twentieth century. By contrast, older ordering frames as systems were drawn on models, which were
not taken from biology. At least for all systems that had been in use up to the beginning of the
nineteenth century, a gap thereby arises between contemporary perceptions and retrospectively
applied theories, whenever the biologistic systems model gets applied. This gap weakens the validity
of retrospective theories. Regrettably, the gap also impacts on Wallerstein’s “world-systems theory”,
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even though this theory has been subject to the most far-reaching methodological and
metatheoretical considerations among all social science systems theories. 120 This is so because
Wallerstein, like all other systems theorists, chose to apply the biologistic model not merely for his
own time, but to impose it upon all periods he reviewed prior to the nineteenth century.
Consequently, Wallerstein is not capable of taking into account past systems perceptions, different
from his own, and their transformations in time. Wallerstein’s and other systems theories can,
therefore, not be applied to the history of perceptions, but are based on the postulate that past world
systems should always have been perceived as apparently objective entities, seemingly recognisable
from empirical evidence and matching biologistic modelling. In view of the fact that Wallerstein and
other systems theorists, almost exclusively, use aggregate data as sources of information, often laid
down in secondary historiographical narratives, is this metatheoretical postulate risky at minimum,
for it does not allow theorisations about systems not drawn on the biologistic model. Yet this was
precisely the case in Europe from the beginning seventeenth to the end of the eighteenth century,
when mechanistic models formed the basis for the contemporary use of the systems concept. 121
Moreover, in China, what might there be regarded as a systems concept, was based on ethical
categories to the very end of the nineteenth century. 122 Specifically, the ethical context of theorising
about systems supported the expectation that the pursuit of economic interest cannot be regarded as
the final goal of human action, and thereby stands against the a priori demand from world systems
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theorists that world systems had, at least initially, economic “characteristics” only. 123 Hence, systems
theories and categories of the perception of human action enter into conflict.

The imposition of the concept of and the model for world and international systems upon past
systems is, needless to say, legitimate. However, it is useful solely under the condition that it opens
new venues for the acquisition of knowledge. But the possibilities of the fulfillment of this condition
is insecure in general terms and not given at all in the case of what might be termed the Chinese
world system, because this system was not structured in terms of economic relations, 124 but by the
normative rituals of rule and the patterns of actions that the ritual demanded on all sides, up to the
middle of the nineteenth century at minimum. 125 With regard to Europe, the imposition of the
biologistic systems model entails the concoction of systems “characteristics”, which are neither
compatible with contemporary systems theory nor on record in contemporary detailed systems
descriptions.

Answers to source-critical questions, how a world or an international system is structured, that is,
what “characteristics” it may have in contemporary perception, what kinds of units may constitute its
parts and how they add up to or integrate into the system or appear to do so, crucially depend upon
the models, which contemporaries employed in their usages of words and definitions of concepts.
The mechanistic systems model did not provide for growth options in the form of expansion of the
system’s boundary, as it allowed for other intrasystemic transformations only on a limited scale. A
mechanistically modelled system was, thus, perceived as stable within its boundaries and was
destroyed when these boundaries were lifted. Such a system was not applicable to the globe at large,
even though the world as a whole could be likened to the machine. But the world as a machine was
not a world state, that is, not a container for culture, politics and economics and, by consequence, not
a space in which systemic interactions could be possible. Rather, it was the object of philosophical
and scientific speculative theorising and reduced to an ordering frame for the maintenance of
stability. Interactions at the global level were, within this frame, inter-systemic in the sense that they
bridged gaps between systems. When this systems model became applied to international relations,
the admission of pluralism of coexisting international systems on the globe was mandatory, within
each of which interactions would preferably take place. Only in the comprehensive speculative view
of a few philosophers, such as Christian Wolff, the several coexisting international systems could
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become inserted into the world styled as a clock. For that world, Wolff created his Civitas maxima,
not as an institution but as an unlegislated metaphysical legitimation instance under natural law. 126
Within the analytical framework of the semantic triangle, the word system remained constant in
European theoretical diction, yet it stood for a variety of concepts, change among which intensified
at the turn towards the nineteenth century and which resulted in an exchange of systems models. The
latter change was part of the general epistemological transformation from mechanicism into
biologism. The concept and the referent matter remained undistinguishable across the change of
systems models. But this just says that systems are categories of perception.

The historiography of international relations thus makes explicit the change of systems perceptions
from the recgnition of the pluralism of several coexisting international systems to the claim that only
one global international system exists. It connects this change with the general transformation of
mechanicism into biologism or from the machine to the living body in Europe at c. 1800. As both
processes initially took place in Europe only, they were culturally specific. Moreover, the
biologistically conceived international system, expanding in European perception during the
nineteenth century, was imposed upon other parts of the world, not only by way of the use of
military force and diplomatic pressure, but also through historiography. Therefore, the analysis of
the imposition of the European biologistic international system in Africa, Asia and the South Pacific,
together with the cultural, economic and political conflicts arising from the imposition process, are
issues to which the historiography of international relations should direct its interests. Put
differently: the historiography of international relations cannot overcome the limitations of positivist
description nor avoid its becoming employed in strategies of the legitimation of colonial rule, unless
it criticises the process of the globalisation of the biologistically modelled international system using
evidence from the history of perception.

The same applies, mutatis mutandis, for the historiography of international law. Within the
historiography of perception it treats the transformatons of theories of the derivation of international
legal norms depending on the change of systems models. For example, European international legal
theories, tied to the mechanistic systems model, supported the expectation that international legal
norms could, within a mechanistically constructed international system, both be set through human
action by way of the conclusion of treaties between states and be derived as unset norms from divine
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will or the dictates of nature. By contrast, as far as legal relations across systems boundaries were
concerned, for example between states in Europe on the one side, Africa, Asia and the South Pacific
on the other, the expectation held that legal norms would follow from divine will or natural
commands only. The distinction between intra- and inter-systemic modes of the derivation of
international legal norms collapsed after the transformation of the mechanistic into the biologistic
systems perception in Europe and North America. Following the collapse of the conventional
derivation strategy in European and North American perception, and, to the end of the nineteenth
century, only there, all international norms were to be derived in accordance with a single theory, set
as accepted throughout the globalised and biologistically conceived international system. But that
did not mean that the European and North American systems perception and the theory of the
derivation of international legal sentences attached to it, eo ipso found acceptance everywhere on the
globe, because the modes of the derivation of international legal norms had been strikingly similar in
European seventeenth- and eighteenth-century theories and theories regarded as valid elsewhere in
the world while continuing there to the end of the nineteenth century. 127 The results of the change of
systems perception were contestations about the applicibility of derivation theories, and in the course
of these conflicts, governments in Europe and North America took to the strategy of enforcing its
own derivation theory by way of the use or threat of use of military force and the exercise of
diplomatic pressure. In turn, these conflicts seemed to confirm the skeptical position of European
and North American international legal theorists, who insisted that international legal norms could
only have a chance of becoming enforceable through purposeful human action, including the use of
military force and diplomatic pressure whenever necessary. Among the victims of use of military
force and diplomatic pressure, these conflicts also resulted in a lasting rejection of international law
as conceived and implemented pro domo and because most states in Africa, West, South, Southeast
Asia and the South Pacific were excluded from the club of states among which international law had
been accepted as house law. Taking the stance that governments of states placed outside the club
were neither willing nor able to subject themselves to international legal norms, derived in
accordance with European and North American theory, European and North American international
legal theorists positioned the global international system as the ordering frame for the international
legal theory they advocated, and excluded states from the applicability of these norms as long as
these states had formally “entered” the international system, formed by the exclusionistic club of
states, through acts of grace extended to newly coopted members. The instrument commonly used to
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coerce the validification of international legal norms according to European and North American
legal theory, were so-called peace treaties, which were rarely concluded as agreements ending wars
but were usually made out with the formulary of treaties of trade and amity. 128 According to
doctrines favoured by nineteenth- and twentieth-century European and North American international
legal theorists, international legal norms could only flow from state will, that is, only governments of
sovereign states could set new international legal norms and could only do so through the instrument
of international legal treaties. These governments were bound to direct their will towards the
agreement of binding agreements between states thereby forming the legal community, within which
alone legal norms could be regarded as enforceable. 129 The international legal community was
therefore regarded as the essential precondition for the existence of international law. However, the
limited and positivistic perception of the conditions of the validification of international legal norms
did not suffice to promote a global comprehensive international legal community. For the
simultaneous practice of European and North American colonial rule stood against the guarantee of
the statehood, sovereignty and subjecthood under international law of all then existing states in
Africa, West, South, Southeast Asia and the South Pacific that were tied together with European and
North American states through international legal treaties and yet found themselves placed under
colonial institutions, mainly colonies and protectorates. European and North American colonial
governments denied subjecthood under international law as well as, in many cases, also sovereignty
and, in a few cases, even statehood to all these state in Africa, West, South, Southeast Asia and the
South Pacific, which they prevented by treaty from exercising their legal rights under international
law in war and peace and thereby barred them from “entry” into the international legal community.

The transformation of the use of international systems models thus confirms the gap in thematic
focuses of the historiographies of international relations and international law, as sketched in
Chapter I, yet in different accentuation at the turn towards the nineteenth century. Up until the end of
the eighteenth century, the historiography of international law documented the limits of the
enforceability of set international legal norms together with the recourse to natural law in efforts to
derive the universal demand of pacta sunt servanda. 130 By contrast, the historiography of
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international relations, for the same span of time, displayed the limitations of the legal bondedness of
the military and political action of those who believed to act in accordance with international legal
norms. For the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the historiographies of international law and
international relations have opened the abysses of the abuse of international law as a means of
legitimising the use of force by governments in Europe and North America.

