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I. 

In this paper I present some tentative thoughts on a theoretically guided 

analysis of territorial conflicts in world society. The paper adopts a systems 

theoretical perspective in which world society is understood as the only societal 

system which currently exists on the globe (see Stichweh 2000). World society’s 

primary mode of internal differentiation is located on a functional level and is 

characterised by the structural consolidation of autopoietic functional systems 

such as politics, law, economy, sport, religion, education, science, intimate 

relationships, military, and others. This systems’ structure stands in a recursive 

relationship with a worldwide communication system – world society thus 

being understood as the highest order social system possible, which includes all 

communications which, in turn, spur the evolutionary process of functional 

differentiation. (Luhmann 1984 and 1997; Stichweh 2000; Japp 2003, p. 56). 

World society, thus, is internally integrated through communication as its basic 

element. Such an argument should, however, not be confused with 

assumptions of homogeneity or decreasing frictions in world society. Firstly, as 

has for example been emphasised by Stichweh, communication also functions 
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as ‘the foundation for arbitrary forms of internal differentiation. In this context 

of high diversity and plurality, conflicts become probable, but can at the same 

time be de-fused through further differentiation' (Stichweh 2000, p. 34). 

Secondly, communication by definition always includes the possibility of 

rejection, contradictions or opposition, thereby pointing to the ubiquitous 

possibility of social conflict (Luhmann 1984; Messmer 2003). 

Instead of further elaborating these key conceptualisations of world 

society - which can be read elsewhere (Luhmann 1984, 1997, Stichweh 2000, 

Albert 2001) - the paper rather sets out some preliminary thoughts on how the 

study of territorial and functional conflicts in the field of International 

Relations can profit from a systems theoretically inspired perspective (see also 

Messmer 2003; Bonacker 2002; Thiel 2003). The paper is divided in four main 

sections in which the basic features of such a theoretical approach are laid out 

in detail. The following section (II) looks at the relationship between territory, 

borders, functional differentiation and “ intra-world”  territorial conflicts. I 

argue, by drawing from empirical examples derived from mass media reports, 

that the political system of world society, which has as its main internal form 

of differentiation the structuring into territorially-defined (nation-) states, is 

characterised by a paradoxical form of observation, which is based on the 

parallel observation of equality /  inequality between states. Thus, on the one 

hand, political maps of world society document a formal equality between 

states. Thus, the territory of the world appears being divided up by (almost 

exclusively) states and these states are on maps then represented in six or seven 

different colours, with no form of hierarchy between them - except for 

territorial size, an issue which is addressed in section III. Notwithstanding this 
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form of equality-observation, there, of course, exists a great difference between 

these states, for example, when looking at population, political or military 

power, economic or scientific performance, World Cup titles or religiosity. By 

assessing empirical data from a Harvard Law School project on mass media 

reporting on the world political system and territorial conflicts, this ‘inequality' 

is primarily related to economic wealth and, to a lesser extent, population size. 

Thus, the richer a state, the more visible it becomes in mass media reporting. 

What is interesting from the perspective of conflict studies is that such studies 

are puzzled by the allegedly remarkably low impact that conflicts have on the 

‘visibility' of individual states. However, in this paper I argue that such a 

perspective neglects that VRPH�conflicts appear to be more visible than others 

and that, therefore, ‘the state' might simply be the wrong observational unit. 

Building on this argument, I propose that territorial conflicts should be studied 

against the background of specific regional clusters of functional 

differentiation in world society. Seen from that perspective, there are two 

regions which attract global media attention, namely the wider Middle East and 

sub-Saharan Africa.  

Section III attempts to account for this regionalisation of territorial 

conflicts by discussing the relevance of ‘space', ‘borders' and ‘territory' in 

systems theory. The main argument here is, building on the strong emphasis 

which systems theory lays on the likelihood of diversity and inequality in world 

society (and the relative neglect which ‘space' has so far received in most 

systems theoretical writing), that these regional (i.e. territorial but not state 

based) clusters of conflict relate to differences in processes of structural 

coupling (between social systems) and reinforcing patters of decoupling (on 
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the inclusion-exclusion dimension). The emergent forms of regionally 

differentiated ( LJHQFXOWXUHV�in world society, allows to specify the role of s̀pace' 

in systems theory and to analyse territorial conflicts in their world societal 

embededness, in particular their relation to functional differentiation (see 

Stichweh 2003). Such arguments are also of considerable importance for 

conflict theory, in which the analytical focus has shifted over the last thirty 

years or so from inter-state via intra-state to (intra-) world conflicts. Politically, 

this shift can be exemplified by the semantics of worldwide wars against terror 

or poverty (with the wider Middle East and sub-Saharan Africa as the main 

addresses of such communications), whereas in the scientific realm the 

increasing focus on g̀lobal' challenges to previously state-centred approaches 

as, for example, the role of t̀hird parties', such as states, IOs or NGOs DQG 

l̀ocal' challenges, such as second-track diplomacy or grass-root movements, 

reflect the claim of systems theory that communication is characterised by the 

simultaneous reference to the global/ local dimension.  

Section IV then proposes some preliminary thoughts on why territorial 

conflicts in the wider Middle East and sub-Saharan Africa have become so 

visible in the world societal context. Here, I argue that specific regional forms 

of structural coupling of social systems as well as reinforcing patterns of 

exclusion account for regional conflict patterns ZLWKLQ� the context of world 

society. The role of the regional r̀eligion-politics-nexus', in the case of the 

wider Middle East, and the regional c̀umulation of exclusion patterns', in the 

case of sub-Saharan Africa, are identified as conflict enhancing mechanisms. 

These conflict dynamics are, however, not mere local/ regional phenomena. As 

systems theory has shown, the horizon of the ẁorld' is inherent in all 
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communication, therefore, also conflict communication. Even more than that, 

through specific structural patterns of world society - such as formal 

organisations, networks, markets or world events – the regional containment 

of such world conflicts becomes unlikely. Therefore, all notions which 

conceptualise these conflicts as conflicts related to specific c̀ivilisations' are 

erroneous since they treat these different regional clusters as if they were 

located outside of the general context of world society (Huntington, see also 

contributions in Booth and Dunne 2003). Thus, not only does every 

communication carry the horizon of the ẁorld' but also the structural patterns 

of world society facilitate immensely the global reach of these conflicts 

(terrorism, anti-Semitism, anti-Islamism, anti-Westernism, proliferation of 

WMD technology, spread of HIV/ AIDS, migration, financial transactions, role 

of Diaspora communities).  

Based on this observation, section V, finally, shortly addresses the 

possibility of conflict management and conflict resolution of these world-

conflicts. Conflict containment between the different ( LJHQFXOWXUHV would profit 

from the establishment of formal mechanisms which ensure the equality and 

autonomy of these different regional clusters of world society, such as the 

development of formal equality between states was meant to formally ensure 

both the equality and the autonomy of states. The emergence of political 

regional organisations might already point to such processes. However, this 

inter-regional focus is only one element in a discussion on conflict resolution. 

Given the aforementioned focus on intra-regional dynamics, which lie at the 

heart of conflict emergence (rather than a clash of d̀ifferent' cultures), I argue 

that the re-entry of functional codes into functional systems ultimately 
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perturbates the parasitic and autopoietic forms of conflict communication 

predominant in all forms of conflict, such as for example in the wider Middle 

East and sub-Saharan Africa.  

 

II. 

How do we observe the world? One possible approach to answer this is to ask, 

how the ẁorld' is being observed in mass media through which society, in a 

sense, becomes able to observe itself and through which the construction of 

reality of society is strongly mediated. Without going into further detail on 

systems theoretical approach to mass media (see also Krause 2001, Japp 2003), 

the interesting point here is that the system of mass media is structurally 

coupled in particular with two other social systems, namely politics and conflict 

systems. Regarding politics, this coupling renders the analysis of mass media 

reporting a useful tool to study SROLWLFDO�conflicts (between or within territorial 

units) in world society. Regarding conflicts, structural coupling is interesting 

since mass media is on the social-dimension inclined to report on 

conflictual/ moral-sensitive issues, such as political FRQIOLFWV.  

With its internal differentiation into (nation-) states, the world political 

system offers mass media a specific form of addressability in its way of 

reporting. Notwithstanding the significance of current political processes of 

regional integration, foremost in the context of the EU, the main form of 

observation on the world political systems still orients itself on the basis of the 

t̀erritorial state focus' (see also paper by Werner Schirmer). Indeed, it is only 

on the basis of territorial differentiation into states that the world becomes 

completely divided up, as visualised by map 1.  
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What is, moreover, interesting about the splitting up of the world-cake is that 

besides territorial size such maps represent no hierarchy between states, in a 

sense their “address”  has the same post code. The paradoxical form of this 

observation of equality (which, for example, is also characteristic of formal 

representation of states as members of the UN) is that this observation runs in 

parallel to the observation of various inequalities between states, which form 

the b̀ackground noise' of communication on states. Seen from that 

perspective, the world represented in Map 1 is not enough. 

Maps 2 and 3 present empirical data from a quantitative analysis of 

global media attention profiles (GAP), collected by scholars from Harvard Law 

School, for the period from 1996 to 2001 for a wide range of English-language 

mass media.  
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These maps clearly show that v̀isibility' of states shows considerable variation 

which does not relate to territorial size. The objective of the GAP study was to 

identify which factors impact the intensity on mass media reporting for specific 

countries. There are, basically, two kinds of approaches. Media coverage from 

most stations is structured on an economic dimension, thus, as a general rule, 

the higher the GDP of a state, the greater its visibility. BBC reporting slightly 

differs from that and here strongest correlations are related to population size 

(this is primarily related, however, to relatively high population figures of 

former British colonies on which there is regular reporting in BBC). The 

different coloured schemes in map 4 depict the degree to which economic 

performance increases a state's visibility, with dark red representing states 

which belong to the group of `most visible states' and dark blue areas which 

refer to l̀east visible states'.  
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From the perspective of conflict studies, the interesting question now is how 

conflicts impact a state's visibility in mass media reporting. The authors of the 

GAP study have addressed this issue (by looking at CNN data, which is the 

most representative of the stations analysed). The authors refer to 29 states 

which have h̀osted' a conflict, thus referring to both inter-state and intra-state 

conflicts. They argue that ìt becomes clear that hosting a conflict increases a 

nation's visibility, but not as much as might be expected' (Zuckermann 2003, p. 

23). Based on this observation, they conclude that while conflicts have a 

(limited) impact on increasing a state's visibility, conflicts do not g̀uarantee' the 

same visibility as factors such as GDP or population size, which are of much 

greater importance. Thus, hosting a violent conflict increases the visibility of a 

state compared to other states of similar size. However, generally spoken a 

state without a conflict but with a much higher economic status /  population 

size will still receive more global attention than a conflict state with less 

economic performance /  population figures.  

Notwithstanding this argument, the GAP-data could be read in a 

different way. I argue that it is not so much an individual state's visibility which 

is interesting from the perspective of media attention but rather the grouping 
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of several states which belong to specific conflict regions. What are from this 

perspective world society's most popular conflicts? Table 1 lists the T̀op 10' of 

conflict states in global media attention. The percentages relate to the 

difference of actual visibility in relation to the expected visibility from GDP 

(column 2) or population size (column 3). It is remarkable that those conflicts 

appear to be of highly significant visibility in two regions of the world, namely 

the wider Middle East and sub-Saharan Africa. Map 5 shows the world 

according to these two different observations of world society's conflicts 

(increase compared to economic /  population expectation on visibility). Only 

two conflicts in the 1996-2001 period did not relate to either of the two 

regions, these being the Philippines (on the population dimension) and 

Yugoslavia (on both dimensions). 

 

0 DS�� ��: RUOG�9��&RQIOLFW�5 HJLRQV�

�

I will come back to suggesting some tentative arguments of why the two 

aforementioned regions are so central from the perspective of global media 

attention in section IV. To prepare for the arguments there, section III will 

shortly outline some thoughts on an improvement of conceptualisations of 

space, territory and borders in systems theory. 
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1 Yugoslavia (+ 930%) Israel (+ 1710) 
2 Afghanistan (+ 890) Iraq (+ 700) 
3 Iraq (+ 570) Yugoslavia (+ 590) 
4 Rwanda (+ 450) Afghanistan (+450) 
5 Sierra Leone (+ 440) Russia (+ 220) 
6 Pakistan (+ 360) Philippines (+ 70) 
7 Israel (+ 330) Pakistan (+ 70) 
8 Dem. Rep. of Congo (+ 240) Iran (+ 50) 
9 Burundi (+ 240) Turkey (+ 40) 
10 Kenya (+ 200) Rwanda (+ 30) 

 

III. 

Given the significance of some many (violent) territorial conflicts in world 

society, the question arises which role t̀erritory' actually plays in systems 

theory? In this section I focus on two main aspects. First, I shortly discuss the 

systems theoretical approach to t̀erritory', s̀pace' and b̀orders'. Here I argue 

that such concepts have so far met relative neglect in systems theory, but that 

the t̀ool box' of the theory nevertheless provides sufficient and interesting 

instruments for a theoretical clarification of such concepts. Second, I turn to 

the particular relevance of one territorial unit in systems theory, namely the 

r̀egion'. Here, the argument is that world society is internally characterised by 

the emergence of specific, regionally located ( LJHQFXOWXUHV.  

At first sight, territorial borders – those lines on and around which so 

many conflicts emerge – have been an underspecified social phenomenon of 

systems theory. This is due to the argument that the primary form of 

differentiation in world society is located not on a spatial but on a functional 

dimension. As Stichweh has, thus, emphasised, functional s̀ystems are not 
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bounded by space but are characterised by an entirely different, namely strictly 

internal form of borders' (2000, p. 184).  

This statement must at first be read as a provocation for the disciplines 

of International Relations, Geography or Conflict Studies, which have invested 

a great deal of intellectual rigour in an attempt to conceptualise and describe 

the many international (border) conflicts which characterise so many conflicts 

in world politics. However, as in particular the work by Rudolf Stichweh has 

shown such a p̀rovocation' could rather be the starting point for a mutually 

satisfactory debate between the aforementioned disciplines and systems theory. 

While it is true, that in systems theory t̀he concern for the relevance of space is 

[…] reformulated as the concern of the borders of social systems', the relative 

neglect which t̀erritory' has so far received in the theory should be overcome 

(Stichweh 2000: 184). Following this statement, Luhmann could be criticised in 

his scepticism that s̀ocial system certainly can develop a preference for their 

borders demarcated by physical divides in order to make their borders better 

identifiable and robust' (ibid.: 185). Thus, it is suggested to add, in parallel to 

the sense-constituting dimensions of t̀ime', s̀ocial' and òbject' a fourth 

dimensions, which has so far been neglected in systems theory, namely s̀pace', 

which primarily addresses referent-objects on the basis of the distinction 

c̀lose/ far'. Seen from that perspective, s̀pace' becomes introduced in a 

systems theoretical context from two different angles.  

Whereas Luhmann still emphasised that space is both exogenous to the 

social and has decreasing significance functions as medium for the recognition 

of communication on the basis of a close/ far distinction, these two arguments 

are in need of considerable refinement. Thus, the exogenous, environmental 
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status of s̀pace' for border-demarcations on a functional level can be improved 

by looking at forms of structural coupling between space/ territory and 

functional borders. Moreover, the close/ far dimension has to be discussed 

against the background of globalisation and current debordering processes, on 

the one hand, and the emergence of regional (i.e. territorial) ( LJHQFXOWXUHV� of 

world society, on the other.  

A less dogmatic approach to the relevance of s̀pace' in world society 

has two main tasks. First, the impact of VSDWLDO� differentiation in the 

environment of IXQFWLRQDO� social system has to be studied with regard to the 

causal relevance these spatial differentiations (borders) have for social systems. 

This would allow integrating these ecological dimensions (such as, for example, 

spatial differentiation mitigated by water, deserts, mountains, wasteland etc.) 

into the theory, without giving up the claim that spatial differences are 

independent from the autonomy of social systems to draw their own 

boundaries. Stichweh refers in that context to the need of giving up the d̀ogma 

of causal dependence of space on societal communication' and instead to focus 

on causal impact of space on societal communication, an impact of which 

societal communication is often unaware (ibid.: 192). Such a perspective would 

allow to identify the impact of space on functional systems and by drawing 

from a width of empirical examples of such spatial forms of differentiation, 

Stichweh proposes that ẁe might want to argue that there is a structural 

coupling of society with certain spatial differences'.  

Notwithstanding this introduction of s̀pace' into systems theory, its 

relative scepticism with regard to the evolutionary significance of s̀pace' might 

still be warranted and systems theory shares this scepticism with many other 
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theories, such as globalisation theories or critical theories in Geography, 

Anthropology and International Relations. Thus, the argument is that s̀pace 

matters' but that, in the wake of the decreasing relevance of close/ far 

distinction for communication, its impact slowly diminishes.  

The emergence of specific ( LJHQVWUXFWXUHV�of world society - such as LQWHU�

DOLD�networks - document this decreasing relevance of the close/ far distinction. 

There is no need for physical (space-bounded) presence anymore and s̀pace' 

acquires a radically new meaning for networks. The global reach of terrorist 

network activities before and after 11 September documents this de-

spatialisation through networks, which hence can no longer be described in 

spatial terms. The changing significance of space becomes also evident when 

looking at inclusion and exclusion patterns of persons in world society (which 

is relevant, as discussed further below for the case sub-Saharan Africa). Here 

Luhmann has argued (1995, p. 195) that t̀he differentiation of spatial borders 

of inclusion and exclusion requires a spatial substrate, also spatial borders, at 

which the movement of bodies can be controlled'. The erection of such spatial 

borders, for example in Southern Europe where an immense intensification of 

border controls has been established in the last 10 years or so in order to 

prevent immigration from mainly sub-Saharan African migrants. The problem 

with such s̀patial approaches' is, however, that this perspective neglects that 

exclusion has more than a spatial dimension and that patterns of exclusion 

occur not only in specific regions but rather across space. It is, then, rather 

within r̀egions' that we might find exclusion/ inclusion being related to spatial 

differentiation, such as slums or hometowns (exclusion) versus compounds for 

ruling elites or Westerners (see also Luhmann 1995, p. 196).  
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When territorial borders, often on a regional level, meet functional 

differentiation, the visibility of regions becomes more pronounced. That such 

bordering processes also point to conflict potential has well been exemplified 

by Heinz Messmer in his paper for this conference, in which he has argued 

that territorial borders are often signifiers for the existence of quite intense 

forms of conflict. This linkage between territorial and functional borders is also 

the take-off point for a systems theoretical conceptualisation of regions in 

world society. Thus, Stichweh has argued that the emergence of regional 

differentiations in world society p̀roduces within different functional systems 

different borders for the different regions' (2000, p. 200).  

This process must be understood on the basis of the emergence of 

different forms of structural coupling between social systems on a regional 

level. Ìn so far it can be argued that the emergence of regions in the different 

parts of the world can be explained by the varying forms of structural coupling 

between functional systems' (Stichweh 2000, p. 217). Since, however, these 

regional structures are embedded in the context of world society, Stichweh 

proposes the term of (regional) ( LJHQFXOWXUHV in world society. The spatial 

borders between these regions are, however, entirely un-static or determined, 

since they are subject to constant evolutionary change. It is only ẁorld society 

[which] is the only social system with completely clear borders' (ibid., p.  31).  

From this discussion it should already have become clear that systems 

theory is well suited to account for the immense inequality and heterogeneity 

of world society, which is thus not an integrative/ normative concept. Thus, the 

theory argues that èxtreme inequalities can be analysed as forms of internal 

differentiation of a social system' such as world society but also other 
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(functional) social systems (ibid., p. 32-33). As Luhmann strongly emphasises, 

world society does require a disappearance of regional peculiarities. Quite on 

the contrary, ìt is in particular the dominant pattern of functional 

differentiation which allows regional differences to become consolidated.' 

(1997, p. 810). The important point then is, whether regional particularities are 

supportive or preventive for functional differentiation (which is not a linear 

but rather a contingent process). As Luhmann concludes, the complex linkage 

between the globally dominant form of functional differentiation with regional 

forms of c̀onditionalisation' leads to dynamics which render èxtremely 

unequal developments within world society likely. The regions, therefore, find 

themselves distant from a (world) societal equilibrium and have within this 

context the chance to decide on their own fate, which is, however, not a micro-

form of functional differentiation. Only: if there was not a primacy of 

functional differentiation on the level of world society, all this would be 

different, and no region can escape this law' (ibid., p. 811-812).  

This argument deserves some further attention, since it is particularly 

interesting from a conflict theoretical perspective, for the two parallel 

processes of functional differentiation and regionalisation are à source of 

diversity and of perceptions of un-simultaneity in world society' (Stichweh 

2000, p. 218). The regional clustering of conflicts, which has been presented in 

section II, then draws our attention to the identification of regionally specific 

forms of structural coupling which might be conducive to the emergence of 

such regional conflicts. I come back to this discussion in section IV, where the 

relevance of the r̀eligion/ politics nexus' for the wider Middle East and massive 
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forms of exclusion for sub-Saharan Africa are identified as the conflict-

enhancing forms of structural in these two regions.  

 

IV. 

Why are in particular two regions, namely the wider Middle East and sub-

Saharan Africa, so v̀isible' amongst world society's (territorial) conflicts? As 

has already been pointed out in the introduction, specific regional forms of 

structural coupling of social systems as well as reinforcing patterns of exclusion 

account for regional conflict patterns ZLWKLQ�the context of world society, thus 

helping to account for the JOREDO�reach of media attention. Conflict dynamics in 

the wider Middle East can be related to the specific regional r̀eligion-politics-

nexus', whereas in sub-Saharan Africa it is the massive occurrence of regional 

c̀umulation of exclusion patterns' which can be identified as the main conflict 

enhancing mechanism. What is highly relevant in this context is to repeat that 

notwithstanding its regional appearance, these conflicts are embedded in a 

world societal context. Thus, these or other conflicts cannot analytically be 

understood from a perspective of a c̀lash of civilisations' as if these allegedly 

c̀ivilisations' were somewhat autonomous from each other. What might, 

however, be worth considering is that, for different reason, both regions seem 

to be in a specific take-off period with regard to the dominant structural 

pattern of world society, namely functional differentiation (see also Japp 2003).  

The conflicts depicted in table 1 list different types of conflicts. Thus, 

in the wider Middle East there are those conflicts which are v̀isible' in both the 

GDP and the population categories. These are Iraq, Afghanistan, Israel and 

Pakistan. The conflicts in  Russia (Chechnya), Turkey and Iran are particularly 
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v̀isible' on one dimension, namely the population dimension. In a recent 

study, Klaus P Japp has, from a systems theoretical perspective, dealt with the 

particular conflict dynamics which can be related to the wider Middle East 

(Japp 2003). The argument is, that this region is characterised by a tension 

between the systems of politics and religion, namely about tensions deriving 

from the consolidation of politics as a social system independent of a 

previously dominant hierarchy based on religious dominance. This functional 

conflict, however, in media reporting and political communication primarily 

appears as territorial conflicts within or between states due to the preferred 

(state-centred) form of addressability in both media and politics. This does not 

say that these conflicts are not about t̀erritory' but rather that the specific form 

of structural coupling between politics and religion in the wider Middle East 

spurs quite significant conflict dynamic.2 While I am not able to extent this 

argument here further, it might be worthwhile to consider whether specific 

social systems are more inclined to become structural coupled with social 

conflicts (as autopoietic systems) than others. Religion ± besides politics - 

might be a prime candidate here.  

In sub-Saharan Africa one conflict (Rwanda) is visible on both 

dimensions, whereas the other conflicts in Sierra Leone, Congo, Burundi and 

Kenya are particularly visible on the GDP dimension. This particular media 

attention on the relation between poverty and conflict, supports the argument 

that conflicts in sub-Saharan Africa primarily relate to structural problems in 

the integration of people in the world societal context and the reinforcing 

                                                
2 Against the background of this argument it is quite interesting to note, that what keeps some 
of these territorial conflicts (such as Israel/ Palestine) alive is, among other issues, the existence 
of the functional frictions between politics-religion ZLWKLQ�both societies. 
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mechanisms which easily turn exclusion into solid forms of exclusion. This 

process leads to the disappearance of important institutional or organisational 

mechanisms within sub-Saharan Africa which would guarantee some form of 

significant inclusion. It is then the fear of a continuation and irreversibility of 

this exclusion which spurs conflicts in this part of the world. 

These short comments on the two most visible conflict regions, should 

be read in conjunction with the aforementioned argument that these conflicts 

should not be regarded as regional peculiarities/ deviations but rather from the 

perspective of world society and functional differentiation therein. Thus, first, 

as the spread of conflict features to other regions in the world, either through 

terrorism, inter-religious tensions/ prejudices, migration, diseases etc. shows, 

these conflicts address at the same time the regional and the global dimension. 

Second, none of the phenomena mentioned with regard to these two conflicts, 

hence religious fundamentalism and exclusion are specific to certain religious 

faiths or these two regions, as many study on the link between conflicts and (1) 

Christian, Jewish or Hindu Nationalism or (2) patterns of massive spatial 

exclusion in Europe but in particular in Northern America have convincingly 

shown. 

 

V. 

How does conflict resolution looks like in this context? One possible approach 

could be to trust in the entropy of these conflicts, however, the structural 

dynamics of conflicts suggest that entropy is not a very reliable option given 

the conflict enhancing mechanisms inherent in such systems (Messmer 2003). 

A different approach, which shares some key conceptual perspectives with 
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systems theoretical approaches to world society, has recently been suggested by 

Oliver P Richmond (2001). Richmond argues that most theoretical approaches 

to conflict resolution are characterised by a conflict enhancing b̀lind spot', 

namely that the very foundational instruments of conflict resolution of these 

different approaches ± i.e. emphasis on states or other established actors, 

formal negotiations, or dominant normative discourses ± carry the problem of 

recreating a specific international order which has previously been structurally 

supportive of conflict development. By drawing from the work of Andrew 

Linklater, it is thus argued that the recreation of conflict-enhancing orders 

could be overcome v̀ia a dialogic community, to discover a universal 

international order not based on exclusivity and hegemony'. This could provide 

à framework for approaches to ending conflict worth aiming to achieve, 

safeguarded against the replication of problematic orders by the insights of a 

genealogical sensitivity' (2001, p. 343).  

There are certain similarities of this argument with a systems theoretical 

perspective on ending territorial conflicts. While some scepticism might be 

justified with regard to both the ability to really specify what precisely conflict 

enhancing orders are and the possibility to steer the evolutionary process of 

functional differentiation in world society, nevertheless the notion of a 

conflict-diminishing international order based on equality, co-existence and 

inclusion is worthwhile considering for the p̀ost-Westphalian' order. If the 

argument on specific forms of structural coupling of social systems in different 

regions of world society is accepted for a moment, it would be worthwhile 

considering to what extent previously state-based approaches to ensure formal 

equality, could be supplemented by region-specific approaches and 
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mechanisms of inter-regional dialogue. A similar argument has recently been 

put forward by Wolfgang Günter Lerch who has argued (FAZ, 17.11.03, p. 1) 

with reference to one of the two conflicts referred to in this paper, that t̀he 

religious madness of Islamic terrorists seems incurable. But it nurtures much 

better in a climate of unilaterally Western interpreted conflicts'. 

But even in such a more sensitive international setting, conflicts are 

likely to erupt, given both the ubiquitous opportunities for conflict emergence 

inherent in all communications in world society and the specific functions of 

conflicts for social systems (Luhmann 1984). Moreover, the ongoing 

significance of territorial borders, which characterises the global/ regional 

context outlined above, still allows spatial borders to function as amplifiers for 

conflict-laden communication due to the facilitated addressability of 

communication. Seen from that perspective, a de-escalation or even the ending 

of a conflict would mean that the differentiation of conflict specific types of 

communication are contained to such an extent that the voicing of 

contradiction does not overarch the functional codes of systems specific 

communication. While such an approach seems by definition to be very 

difficult to be planned, it seems nevertheless useful from a theoretical 

perspective. Conflict ending then means a kind of dissolving of conflict 

systems from functional systems and a resumption of societal communication 

(in functional systems) which is not captured by conflict communication. In 

formal terms, peace then is the re-entry of the systems primary codes into the 

system itself. 
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VI. 

The arguments presented in this paper are some initial reflections of how the 

study of territorial conflicts can be integrated into a systems theoretically 

inspired perspective in International Relations. These theoretical lenses, so the 

optimistic outlook of this paper, allow to observe the key structural dynamics 

characteristic of world society's development. While many different theories 

approach the issue of global conflicts, the focus of the world is not necessarily 

enough. Whether the perspective of world society actually is, will be a matter 

of further theoretical and empirical investigation. 
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