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late 1980 seems connected to this theoretical view (Goldman, 1993). On the other hand, Jaeger 
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world opinion as a relevant topic) seem to make up valuable conceptual environments to 

inquire into the meaning of world opinion. However, as the capacity of these systems to 

provide solid generalizations of all social matters cannot be presumed beforehand, we will 

also consider perspectives that challenge that capacity.  

To explore the first set of perspectives, the ideas of four highly influential authors on social 

theory have been chosen—Jürgen Habermas, Niklas Luhmann, Anthony Giddens and Pierre 

Bourdieu, and different types of works published by these scholars (including strictly 

theoretical works and some application and dissemination materials) were analysed in 

complementary ways in order to delve into the topic of world (or global/international) opinion 

within these perspectives (section 1). On the other hand, some relevant challenging voices 

were also considered through the works of notable postcolonial and decolonial thinkers 

(section 2). Some key implications of the findings are finally discussed (section 3). 

 

WORLD OPINION IN ‘STANDARD’ SOCIAL THEORY 

The perspectives about social reality that we present in this section—which have become key 

components of mainstream social theory since the last few decades of the 20th century—all 
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and political efficacy of public opinion’ in his theoretical framework. Therefore, any 

Habermasian reflection on the international sphere must consider the specific value-laden 

nature of this notion and the potentialities of political transformation claimed by the concept 

of public sphere. Secondly, to place the ideas expressed in this section in context, it should be 

mentioned that in Habermas' view, communication is not only an essential element in 

characterising the public sphere, but it also becomes the key factor in articulating an entire 

vision of society. In his theory of communicative action, the author uses the idea of 

communication to understand and critique what society is ‘made of’ (Habermas, 1992a/1992b). 

Luhmann: Political thematization in a system without geographical borders  

Considering that social theory is far from being a cohesive set of ideas, and the four 

perspectives we are reviewing are representative of the characteristic diversity of the field, a 

significant shift in the theoretical standpoint will be evident each time we consider a new 

author. Like Habermas, Luhmann argues for communication as the basic element of social 

phenomena, but he does so on very different terms. In the following paragraphs some of his 

ideas are outlined, always trying to find some notion of world opinion in his theory.  

As generally known among social theory scholars, according to Luhmann society is made up 

of all possible communications, and this implies that society is not comprised of human beings 

nor is it established by intersubjective consensus between them, just as two people are not 

‘parts’ of a conversation and consensus between them is not necessary for communication to 

happen. On the other hand, when we observe society, we are primarily making a 

differentiation because we are distinguishing the set of communications that we call ‘society’ 

from everything else, that is, from everything that is not considered communication, which 

we identify as the environment. What is known as society, then, is an operation to reduce 

complexity through meaning. At the same time, the attempt to describe society cannot be made 

from outside society, because ‘it uses communication. It activates social relations. It exposes 

itself to observation in society. However we define the subject, its definition is itself already 

one of the latter's functions’ (Luhmann, 1997:  1). Therefore, it is an inescapably paradoxical 

and self-referential operation. 

In this theoretical context, the first ‘clue’ emerges for the study of international public opinion 

in Luhmann's theory. According to this author, if we recognise communication as the key 

feature of society, then the only possible society in modernity is a world society: ‘If we proceed 

on the assumption that communication is the elementary operation whose reproduction 
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can be referred to as ‘public opinion’. Consequently, public opinion is not the result of 

intersubjective communication, nor is it what ‘people think’. On this basis, we could point out 

that ‘international public opinion’ is the operation by which certain issues constitute the 

political agenda within a society whose borders, as we have already mentioned, are neither 

geographic nor state-defined. 

However, an important clarification should be made: In Luhmann's (1997) theory, the modern 

political system along with the legal system are the only ones that can be ‘regionally 

differentiated in the form of states. All others operate independently of spatial boundaries’ (p. 

96). Consequently, as a property of the political system, public opinion can be distinguished 

both on the national and global levels. 

Understanding public opinion in terms of its functional role within the political system implies 

setting aside the critical or normative value that Habermas, for example, had stressed. In 1971, 

Luhmann stated that ‘a glance at intellectual history shows that belief in reason could not be 

maintained, nor could belief in the potential of public opinion to exercise critical control’ (cited 
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contemporary events than the prime minister of a hundred years before. The villager who reads 

a paper interests himself simultaneously in the issue of a revolution in Chile, a bush-war in East 

Africa, a massacre in North China, a famine in Russia. (Giddens, 1990: 77) 

As specified by Giddens in the same text, the intention of his comments is to emphasise that 

the global extension of modern institutions would not have been possible without the unified 

social knowledge represented by ‘the news.’   

Three points can summarise what we have presented so far. Firstly, for this author the spatio-

temporal stretching of social relations is a constitutive feature of what we call modernity and, 

therefore, was present from the beginning of our era. Secondly, globalisation can be 

understood as the planetary level expression of this ‘disembedding’, a phenomenon that links 

causes and consequences beyond national borders. Thirdly, globalisation—despite having 

various dimensions—has a fundamental substratum, which is the development of 

communications. 

Since the last decades of the 20th century, as argued by the author, these processes have 

intensified considerably. Modernity has radicalised and space-time disembedding has become 

an essential part of people's daily experience. At the turn of the
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drawn into interconnection with one another, waves of social transformation crash across 

virtually the whole of the earth's surface’ (Giddens, 1990: 6). With these ideas, not only is the 

relevance of ‘disembedded’ communication being advanced to understand the contemporary 

world, but also conceptual space is created for public opinion as a force that is capable of 

producing transformations in the globalised environment. Again, the seeds of the 

phenomenon were planted in the beginning of modernity, but its radicalisation since the 

second half of the 20th century is also pointed out. 

Some examples illustrate this idea. In Giddens’ view, neither the collapse of the Soviet Union, 

the changes in Eastern Europe in 1989 nor the end of the apartheid in South Africa are possible 

to understand without considering the communications revolution as a key ingredient.  Street 

protests taking place in one country were watched by audiences in others, large numbers of 

whom then took to the streets themselves (Giddens, 1999: 14). In fact, Giddens (2001b: 65) 

considers that in those years a sort of ‘global dialogue’ took place about democratisation. 

At the same time, this type of phenomena can be understood as a manifestation of the 

reflexivity that—along with the previously mentioned spatio-temporal modifications—

characterises modern world dynamics. This reflexivity is the process by which ‘social practices 

are constantly examined and reformed in the light of incoming information about those very 

practices, thus constitutively altering their character’ (Giddens, 1990: 38). In other words, 

international forces of communication can be understood as a way in which ‘the world’ 

currently constitutes itself, and also the way it can change. In fact, strong challenges are 

presented by Giddens when he assumes a prescriptive standpoint. For this author, democracy 

must ‘become transnational. We need to democratise above—as well as below—the level of 

the nation. A globalizing era demands global responses, and this applies to politics as much 

as any other area’ (Giddens, 1999: 75). Of course, in his view nothing guarantees that this will 

happen. Rather, the processes associated to globalisation also carry important dangers, since 

‘ecological risks, fluctuations in the global economy, or global technological change, do not 
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point of being presented as the driving force behind globalisation and the precondition of 

fundamental political changes. 

Bourdieu: Opinions mobilised in transnational fields 
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there is, on the one hand, mobilized opinion, formulated opinion, pressure groups mobilized 

around a system of interests; and on the other, certain inclinations, opinions in an implicit state 
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