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Abstract. In recent decades, geography in the German-speaking world has been strongly oriented towards
Anglo-Saxon and French concepts. For some years now, efforts have been emerging to consider the potential
of German language, not only philosophical but also sociological and anthropological traditions of thought for
human geography in Germany and beyond. This article considers two thinkers from the German-speaking world
who have dedicated themselves to defending the open society: Karl Popper and his student Ralf Dahrendorf. In
particular, the operationalization of open society considerations in Ralf Dahrendorf’s conflict theory shows great
potential especially for human geography research, as conflicts in the use and design of material spaces as well
as over conceptual versions of spaces are commonplace. This thesis gains its current validity not least from the
resurgence of authoritarian and totalitarian ideas that reject the achievements of open societies and always have
spatial implications. It is therefore time to turn to the four central theorems of the two thinkers: (1) Popper’s three
worlds theory and (2) the concept of open society and (3) Dahrendorf’s concepts of life chances and (4) conflict
regulation.

1 Introduction

In recent decades, geography in the German-speaking world
has been strongly oriented towards Anglo-Saxon concepts
as well as towards French concepts imported via Anglo-
Saxon discourse (Korf, 2021). For some years, however, ef-
forts have been made to realize the potentials of German-
speaking philosophical and sociological–anthropological tra-
ditions of thought for human geography, in Germany and
beyond. To date, phenomenological approaches and the po-
tentials of the Frankfurt School have been explored in par-
ticular. In what follows, we will look at two other thinkers
from the German-speaking world who have dedicated them-
selves to defending the open society: Karl Popper and his
disciple Ralf Dahrendorf. Especially the operationalization
of the open society considerations in Ralf Dahrendorf’s con-
flict theory shows great potential for geographical research,

as conflicts are commonplace in the use and design of mate-
rial spaces, as well as around conceptual versions of spaces.

Karl Popper’s early work, The Open Society and its En-
emies, is updated to this day in philosophy, sociology, po-
litical science, pedagogy, and others, but it remains largely
(nationally and internationally) without a large resonance
in human geography. The discursive dominance of post-
structuralist and neo-Marxist approaches with their high nor-
mative components has become too great in recent years
(on the state of German human geography in particular:
Korf, 2019, 2021). The same is true for the work of Pop-
per’s student Ralf Dahrendorf, whose contributions to role
and conflict theory, the concept of life chances, and political
sociology have found great resonance nationally and inter-
nationally, not only in sociology (Dahrendorf, 1959, 2017,
1972, 1979, for classification: Leonardi, 2014; Kühne and
Leonardi, 2020), but also in human geography. Especially in
the context of increasing social conflicts, with their spatial
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contents, not least the resurgence of authoritarian and totali-
tarian ideas, which reject the achievements of open societies
and always have spatial implications, the time seems to have
come for German-speaking and international human geog-
raphy to take a closer look at the thinkers originating from
Austria (Popper) and Germany (Dahrendorf).

Therefore, our article aims to show the relevance of the
thinking of Karl Popper and Ralf Dahrendorf in the present,
especially for contemporary human geography. The previous
impact – especially of Karl Popper’s understanding of ma-
terial world, individual world and cultural world – will be
treated in a concise way, to the degree it is necessary for the
understanding of our Popper review. A more extensive his-
tory of impact would mean a separate publication.

We begin our article with some notes on Karl Popper’s
understanding of the open society, which Ralf Dahrendorf
makes the central basis of his sociology. Then we introduce
Popper’s theory of the three worlds and present a concept to
operationalize it for the research about spaces. Ralf Dahren-
dorf draws constitutively on Popper’s ideas on the open so-
ciety in his concept of life chances, which we present in the
following. Some examples of spatial conflicts show how the
theoretical strands elaborated on so far – complemented by
Dahrendorf’s conflict theory – can be profitably applied to
current issues in dealing with space. On this basis, we present
the relevance of Popper’s and Dahrendorf’s ideas for interna-
tional spatial research and synthesize the results in a conclu-
sion with a view to current social developments.

2 The Open Society and its Enemies – the principles
of anti-totalitarian thought by Popper and
Dahrendorf

The Open Society and its Enemies (Popper, 2011 [1947]; for
an introduction also see Zimmer, 2019; Zimmer and Morgen-
stern, 2015; Brunnhuber, 2019; Corvi, 2005 [1997]; Boyer,
2017 [1994]) was written by Karl Popper under the impres-
sion of the actions of and the confrontation with the totalitar-
ian regimes of National Socialism and Stalinism. In this work
he traced the line of totalitarian thinking of National Social-
ism and Stalinism via Hegel back to Plato, in the case of so-
cialism via Marx. He contrasts totalitarian, closed societies
with the idea of an “open society”. Its central characteristics
lie in the willingness to change and the ability to shape it: no
collective teleologies determine the development of society
but rather individuals who are willing and socially enabled
to make decisions in order to try out something new (he will
elaborate on the central importance of the individual later in
his three worlds theory; see the following section). The open
society presupposes freedom of opinion as well as the abil-
ity and opportunity to put forward one’s own opinion. This
freedom, in turn, is central to the competition for the most
suitable solutions to concrete challenges. This core idea of
an “open society” is also found in his philosophy of science,

for “such knowledge is denied us. Our knowledge is a crit-
ical guessing; a web of hypotheses; a tissue of conjectures”
(Popper, 1989:XXV). Popper characterizes both fascism and
Marxism as a variation of the Hegelian principle. Hegel’s
“spirit” is thereby replaced either by “matter and material
and economic interests” (Popper, 1992:74) (Marxism) or by
a vulgar Darwinian understanding of blood and soil, in which
instead of “spirit” “blood is the self-evolving essence” (Pop-
per, 1992:74). Instead of “its ‘spirit,’ the blood of a nation
determines its essential destiny.” (Popper, 1992:74). Pop-
per accuses Marx of “misleading countless intelligent peo-
ple into believing that the scientific treatment of social prob-
lems consists in the making of historical prophecies” (Pop-
per, 1992:97).

In the tradition of Popper, Dahrendorf repeatedly takes a
critical look at Karl Marx. Regarding his view of history, he
already states the following in his dissertation:

The birth of communism appears here [in its in-
evitability; authors’ note], as it were, as the work
of natural forces or of divine foresight; and the
question has often been asked what space this “in-
evitable” process still leaves out for man, his ac-
tions and his goals (Dahrendorf, 1952:13).

Whereas for Karl Marx “man” was “in a very radical sense
a social being” (Dahrendorf, 1952:65), Dahrendorf (like Pop-
per) focuses on the possibility of the individual to modify
social structures. He sees historical materialism with its tele-
ological understanding of history as historically resistant: the
clash of class struggles in capitalism has failed to materialize
as a result of the differentiation of class boundaries. Further-
more, he states that because of the “failure of Marxism to ex-
plain National Socialism” (Dahrendorf, 1968:287), it is diffi-
cult to argue that “the success of the Nazis was the victory of
an oppressed class” (Dahrendorf, 1968:287). Above this, he
states that because of the “failure of Marxism to explain Na-
tional Socialism” (Dahrendorf, 1968:287), after all, it would
be “difficult to argue that the success of the Nazis was the vic-
tory of an oppressed class” (Dahrendorf, 1968:287). In this
respect, Dahrendorf attests to Marx’s important contributions
to the understanding of society and its development, such as
the concept of class and the determination of the normativ-
ity of conflict, but he criticizes utopianism with its tendency
towards totalitarianism, as well as the resulting low esteem
for the individual (which Popper also criticized), leaving no
room for individual and subjective agency.

Following Popper, Dahrendorf (1972:44–45) establishes
the central difference between democracy and totalitarian-
ism:

Totalitarianism is based on oppression (often
passed off as a “solution”), democracy on the reg-
ulation of conflicts (Dahrendorf, 1972:44–45).
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From which, in consequence, a fundamental difference re-
sults:

Democracy is above all a regulation of succession
which, in the most favorable case, can lead to rapid
changing of the guard without bloodshed and even
unnecessary bad blood (Dahrendorf, 1995:58).

Currently, utopian thinking – which as Dahren-
dorf (1980:88) notes “is always illiberal, because it
leaves no room for error and correction” – is gaining mo-
mentum again. It is in the form of socialist ideas, whose two
dozen or so attempts at implementation have at least ended
in authoritarian regimes, in the form of nationalist populist
movements, as well as in the form of ecological–political
movements (Strohschneider, 2020; Eichenauer et al., 2018)
and in the form of ecological utopias, which represent
a teleological idea of a harmonious synthesis of “man”
and nature (Dobson, 2007; Schultz, 1998). From their
teleological consciousness, their own (moral) superiority
over the “unbelievers” is derived, which in turn forms
the basis for paternalistic via therapeutic up to freedom
of movement radically restricting measures (Ackermann,
2020; Grau, 2017, 2019; Kostner, 2019). Common to these
understandings is also the endeavor to restrict the play of
ideas in the competition for the most suitable approaches to
mastering concrete challenges by means of the closure of
discourses (Strohschneider, 2020; Kühne et al., 2021c).

3 Popper’s three worlds theory as an analytical
framework for spatial research

Karl Popper’s three worlds theory (Popper, 1973, 1979 ,
2019 [1987]; Niemann, 2019; Popper and Eccles, 1977) pro-
vides an approach for a conceptual structuring of the world
between matter, individual consciousness, and the world of
spiritual contents. It also provides approaches for under-
standing the processes occurring between these levels. Fi-
nally, it facilitates the assignment of theoretical perspectives
on the relations between matter, individual consciousness,
and the world of cultural contents (cf. also Weichhart, 1993,
1999; Kühne, 2020, 2022).

Karl Popper’s theory of three worlds – and from it, the
theory of three spaces or three landscapes – joins a se-
ries of divisions into three levels of space or landscape.
Widely used in the current poststructuralist mainstream is
Henri Lefèbreve’s (1974) outline of his three spaces (which
has also been widely disseminated in the Los Angeles School
of Urbanism). This design is based in Marxism and has not
least teleological residues, insofar as it does not seem com-
mensurable with a design in the tradition of Popper and
Dahrendorf (a comparison of the concepts, however, is pro-
vided by Gryl, 2022). The approach of the three landscapes
by Jackson (1984) formulates a temporal sequence of (ma-
terially understood) pre-modern, early modern, and highly

modern landscapes. In this respect, the two theories can
be thought in complementary terms (Jackson’s understand-
ing might add an enhanced temporality to Popper’s). There
is, however, a stronger connection to the theories of An-
thony Giddens and Benno Werlen. Before making this com-
parison, however, we will briefly introduce Popper’s three
worlds theory.

An approach to spaces, following the guideline of the three
worlds theory, can provide an analytical framework for un-
derstanding conceptions of space, without already wanting
to make a specific categorization of conceptions of space.
To World 1 Popper assigns living and non-living bodies; to
World 2 he subsumes contents of consciousness, that is, in-
dividual thoughts and feelings, such as “perhaps also of sub-
conscious experiences” (Popper, 2018 [1984]:82); to World 3
he assigns “all planned or intentional products of human
mental activity” (Popper, 2019 [1987]:17; emphasis in orig-
inal) for example mathematical theorems, as well as largely
socially and culturally shared understandings of space, land-
scape, theory, and, of course, the three worlds theory itself.
In this conception, the so-called “reality” thus “consists” of
three interrelated “worlds”, without a specific entity being
disjunctively assignable to only one specific “world”. That
is, entities can be assigned to several worlds – for example,
a gravel pit is part of both World 1 (as a material object) and
World 3 (as a carrier of cultural and social meanings) as well
as World 2 (as an individual content of consciousness).

In German-speaking human geography, Karl Popper’s
three worlds theory more widely received (Weichhart, 1999;
Werlen, 1986, 1997; Zierhofer, 1999, 2002; Schafranek et
al., 2006; Hard, 2002). Especially in Benno Werlen’s draft
of his theory of action, the thinking of Karl Popper is ac-
tualized in a direct way and in an indirect way: in a direct
way when he takes Popper’s theory of three worlds as a ba-
sis for his considerations on the structuring of world and in
an indirect way when he draws on the structuration theory
of Anthony Giddens. Karl Popper (1992) formulates with his
methodological individualism on the one hand the explana-
tion of individual actions from social action situations and on
the other hand the development of social phenomena on the
basis of individual actions. Giddens (1979) explicitly takes
over this idea from Popper in his structuration theory. In do-
ing so, he accuses Popper, excluding his concept of situa-
tion logic, of leaving social structuring of action unconsid-
ered, whereby Giddens’ theory of structuration hardly goes
beyond the mutual structuring of individual and society for-
mulated by Popper (Diefenbach, 2009) and Peter Weichhart’s
concern to take the material world adequately into account in
social geography. Both drafts focused on the conditionalities
of human action, in Benno Werlen’s case with a focus on the
social conditionalities, in Peter Weichhart’s more strongly in
consideration of the conditionalities of the material world.
Both approaches to Popper’s theory were seen as strongly
considering ontology and statics, less so the epistemological
and dynamic dimension of Popper’s theory.
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Figure 1. Karl Popper’s three worlds theory (after Kühne, 2020).

Moreover, it is crucial that the three worlds inter-
act with each other, which is not least pointed out by
Benno Werlen (1986) in addition to Popper’s approach by
the phenomenology of Alfred Schütz (Schütz, 2004 [1932],
1971 [1962]; Schütz and Luckmann, 2003 [1975]). At the
center of these interactions is World 2 of individual con-
sciousness, insofar as it is respectively fed back to World 1
and World 3. People have a body (World 1), a conscious-
ness (World 2), and access to the world of cultural content
(World 3). World 2 is linked to World 3 in that an individ-
ual is introduced to social knowledge, patterns of interpre-
tation, and evaluation (socialization) and has the opportu-
nity to socially embed new knowledge, patterns of interpre-
tation, and evaluation (innovation). With World 1, World 2
is connected by individual observation, at the same time it
receives a structuring frame for its activities by its body and
corporeality, from which it cannot detach itself (for more de-
tails, see Kühne, 2020; Kühne et al., 2021a) (see in overview
Fig. 1). In this case, freedom does not refer to an individ-
ual abstracted from the context in which they are embed-
ded. Rather, it refers to the structural conditions that enable
a social actor to pursue certain goals. This, then, is the in-
strumental aspect of freedom, the role that the individual ac-
tively plays in order to consider their life project (Popper,
2011 [1947]; Dahrendorf, 1979, 2002).

If this model of the three worlds is transferred to an anal-
ysis of spatial contexts, spatially arranged animate and inan-
imate bodies form the physical basis of “Space 1” as part of
World 1. “Space 2” correspondingly comprises individual ex-
periences, conceptions, sensations, feelings, value and norm
conceptions, etc. of and about space (as part of World 2).
“Space 3” refers to the social constructions of space and the
social conventions regarding patterns of interpretation and
evaluation of space (Fig. 2).

4 Dahrendorf’s concept of “life chances” as an
operationalization of the “open society”

The concept of life chances, which Ralf Dahrendorf set out
in his book of the same name in 1979, is an expression
of his manifold preoccupations with role theory, his criti-
cal engagement with Marxism, and the structural function-
alism of Talcott Parsons, as well as an expression of his lib-

Figure 2. The derivation of the three spaces from Popper’s three
worlds. Spaces are represented in the different levels in each case
with a subset of the respective worlds (after Kühne and Berr, 2021).

eral understanding of the world. Ralf Dahrendorf was – as
Kocka (2004:151) pointed out – “a social scientist and as
such the author of classic sociological texts, a political in-
tellectual and intellectual politician, German and English,
founder and director of scientific institutions, lifelong jour-
nalist, internationally sought-after consultant and speaker,
honored many times” (more information about his life can
be found in Dahrendorf, 2002; Meifort, 2017).

The open society for Ralf Dahrendorf – following on as
well as revising Popper’s concept – is the necessary condition
for liberty and therefore for the expansion of life chances:
only the “openness” of society makes it possible to be the
place where social conflicts can be regulated and play a role
in widening life chances.

The year 1989 was an opportunity to revisit Popper’s con-
cept of the open society, which Dahrendorf adopted in his
social analysis from an early age, but he was keen to empha-
size that

the concepts of closed and open societies should
not be taken as mere phrases or hypostatised prin-
ciples of political philosophy. They can give useful
indications for the analysis of social transforma-
tions in their socio-political and socio-economic
core (Dahrendorf, 2005:26).

This clarification makes the concept operational, since in
empirical reality societies show different degrees of closure
and openness, and the challenge for social analysis is to grasp
the implications for life chances.

The concept of life chances, for Dahrendorf, makes the
normative concept of liberty “operational”. Necessary and
sufficient conditions for their realization can be identified:

we distinguish between liberty and freedom, or
rather between necessary conditions of freedom
and sufficient conditions. The necessary conditions
define the state in which certain life chances must
be, the sufficient conditions denote a behaviour
that can be defined as an incessant attempt to ex-
tend life chances; an attempt that does not, how-
ever, contain any list of necessary life chances
(Dahrendorf, 1981:209).

Geogr. Helv., 78, 341–354, 2023 https://doi.org/10.5194/gh-78-341-2023



O. Kühne et al.: The open society and its life chances 345

Dahrendorf takes up the Weberian concept of chance and
critically reinterprets it to define life chances. According to
Weberian meaning, chance is constitutive of relationships
and social formations; it is related to the choices that sub-
jects are able to make between alternatives of action and
incorporates the dimension of sense (Sinn) (Mori, 2016).
Chance refers to the notion of social action: it is not some-
thing random, nor is it ascribable to prescriptive elements of
social structures. It includes the possibility of something un-
expected, non-predetermined, something which we refer to
as emergence (Dahrendorf, 1981:15; Popper, 2011 [1947]).
Max Weber’s life chances have been transposed according
to very different meanings within sociological theory. Life
chances in Max Weber are associated with Lebensführung,
a concept that has been lost in the English translation and
replaced by the concept of lifestyle – also widely spread
in other non-Anglo-Saxon sociological literature (Mackert,
2010) – and it has been stripped of the reference to the action
of choice, of self-realization and autonomy that connotes the
notion of conduct of life. Consequently, life chances also lose
their connotation, brought back to socially structured condi-
tioning. Merton is the main interpreter of this understand-
ing of life chances, which he takes from Weber but makes
coincide with the concept of opportunity structure indicat-
ing the scale and distribution of conditions that provide var-
ious opportunities for individuals and groups to achieve de-
terminable outcomes (Merton, 1995:25). In doing so, he also
removed from the concept of life chances the link to social
conflict, which connotes the Weberian notion. Weber’s con-
flict theoretical perspective suggests that “life chances” are a
scarce good, the distribution of which occurs through strug-
gle and competition, which (also) takes place in the form
of social closure processes (Mackert, 2004). Life chances,
therefore, are not only about the unequal distribution of re-
sources but also about how social actors mobilize to reduce
the access of others to options while realizing their own
goals.

Dahrendorf’s reformulation of the concept of life chances
at the center of the modern social conflict aims to challenge
the view of the value of choice in a quantitative and mean-
ingless sense, as acte gratuit. The reference is to a con-
cept of active liberty, which goes beyond the distinction be-
tween negative and positive freedom (Berlin, 1995 [1969])
and seizes the participatory aspect of democratic participa-
tion (Sen, 1994:87), related to the action and the degree of
autonomy of the individual subjects. In this case, freedom
does not refer to an individual abstracted from the context
in which he is embedded. Rather, it refers to the structural
conditions that enable a social actor to pursue certain goals.
This, then, is the instrumental aspect of freedom, the role
that the individual actively plays in order to consider their
life project. Thus at the instrumental aspect of liberty, the
role that they actively play and their life project are taken
into consideration. Here the similarity to Giddens’ theory of
structuration becomes clear – which again is not surprising,

since Giddens and Dahrendorf are based on Popper’s ap-
proach of methodological individualism, although Dahren-
dorf makes his constitutive reference back to Popper more
explicit (see, e.g., Kühne and Leonardi, 2020; Diefenbach,
2009). Nevertheless Giddens’ utopian realism has a norma-
tive scope in its theoretical content that we do not find in
Dahrendorf’s anti-utopian approach: this emerges clearly in
the debate on the “third way” (Leonardi, 2020). In analyz-
ing the processes characterizing globalization, in fact, Gid-
dens sees potential for expansion and fewer constraints on
individual agency, without taking into account the uncon-
scious processes informing choice and decision-making and
the obstacles arising from power relations. In equating reflex-
ive and experience-driven modernization, Giddens underes-
timates what Dahrendorf’s analysis emphasizes instead: the
pluralization of rationalities and knowledge agents and the
key role of manifest and latent types of unconsciousness,
which constitute and establish the discontinuity of “reflex-
ive” modernization in the first place (Greener, 2002:303).

Life chances are possibilities for individual agency and re-
alization of individual capabilities. They are a function of
options, “alternative possibilities of choice of action in so-
cial structures”, and of ligatures, “memberships, relation-
ships that provide meaning to action” (Dahrendorf, 1988:17),
a function we can express by the formula LCs = f (O,L)
(Munro, 2019:9). The modern social conflict has sought to
strike a balance between the two components of life chances
by advancing both through the enlargement of social citizen-
ship. Options refer to the horizon of action, decisions open to
the future, while ties as social relations constitute the foun-
dations of action. Options are, in turn, a combination of enti-
tlements and provisions. Dahrendorf borrows from Amartya
Sen (Dahrendorf, 1989:14–15) the notion of entitlements:

A relationship to persons and things by which their
access to them and their control over them is legit-
imate (Dahrendorf, 1989:14).

Rights to vote in democratic elections, education, social
protection, and real wage are all concrete examples of what
entitlements are. They can be thought of as “entrance tick-
ets”. Entitlements open doors to individuals, but they also
draw boundary lines and constitute barriers if they are not
universally guaranteed (Dahrendorf, 1989:16). Provisions
have a quantitative aspect, more economic than legal and po-
litical than entitlement aspects, and they are the bundle of
alternatives in certain areas of activity (Dahrendorf, 1981).
Moreover, life chances incorporate ligatures, since the indi-
vidual is placed within “ties dense with emotional connota-
tions” (Dahrendorf, 1981:42) that are configured as social re-
lations, which give meaning, sense, and anchorage to social
belonging. Dahrendorf employs the surgical term “ligatures”
to express a concept that also serves to distance himself from
those who, by employing the term “ties” or bonds, recall a
kind of “nostalgia” for the community: he, in fact, consid-
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ers the concept of community very close to that of a “closed
society” (Dahrendorf, 1988:151).

Ligatures form “in a sense the inside of the norms that
guarantee the social structures in the first place” (Acker-
mann, 2020:141); they are highly charged emotionally or
morally. The constant tension between the components of life
chances is linked to the relationship between the economic
sphere and the political and cultural spheres. In the terms of
Popper’s three worlds theory, it is clear that life chances, re-
lated to the individual dimension of consciousness, reflexiv-
ity, and feelings, finding realization in individual autonomy,
are centered on World 2, but at the same time they are made
possible by World 3 and are nourished by World 1.

For Dahrendorf, options and ligatures are in an interdepen-
dent relationship: ”Ligatures without options mean suppres-
sion, while options without ties are meaningless” (Dahren-
dorf, 1979: 51–52). However, while Dahrendorf assigns an
unqualified positive significance to options for the develop-
ment of life chances, his evaluation – as shown – remains am-
bivalent to contradictory. Ligatures are able to give meaning
to options (the productive component for him), but they re-
strict the individual in obtaining and perceiving options (for
example, not accepting educational opportunities because
of religious ties). This poor differentiation of ligatures can
be resolved by distinguishing between moral ligatures (i.e.,
those that prescribe courses of action in concrete situations)
and ethical ligatures (i.e., those that enable moral ligatures to
be reflected in their function and mode of action). The latter
enable life chances; the former restrict them (Kühne et al.,
2022).

Since the end of the real-socialist project in eastern cen-
tral and eastern Europe, “change without violence” has been
especially proposed under new conditions. After all, the
social foundations and reference structures have changed.
This means that the political and economic institutions that
have allowed, through the institutionalization of conflict, the
widening of life chances, are no longer adequate to perform
this function. In modern society centered on the division be-
tween social classes, liberal democracy and so-called orga-
nized capitalism, rules, and norms have emerged (i.e., social
dialogue, norms for electoral competition) that made it pos-
sible to institutionalize conflict, effective in preventing an-
tagonism between collective social actors from manifesting
itself with disruptive intensity and violence. Thus, conflicts
appeared susceptible to being ordered, regulated, organized,
and capable of guaranteeing change without bloodshed, as
Popper put it. But the repeated and out-of-control crises that
have emerged since the 1980s, the processes of individual-
ization, cultural, and value change, and new social risks have
brought back to the center the need to address the issue of
conflict in a new way, in parallel with the emergence of new
subjectivities, the dynamics of intersubjectivity, and mutual
recognition that are linked to the new role of civil society,
movements, and the idea of emancipation. There has been
a historical decline in the central conflict that pitted work-

ers against capital and shaped all community life, informing
politics, the coherence of the social fabric, and intellectual
discussion. Since then, new topics of discussion have come
to the fore: for example, the relationship between the social
and cultural spheres and between struggles against forms of
inequality, for social justice, and those for recognition (Fraser
and Honneth, 2003). In these new conflicts, the cultural di-
mensions are much more pronounced than in the conflicts
that were the driving force of industrial societies. The nu-
merous reproductive crises are perceived individually and
collectively as a threat to one’s autonomy and right to de-
cide on one’s own life, and an awareness of risk grows, but it
takes on very different meanings and produces different ef-
fects. This produces social conflicts made up of reactions of
protest, of contestation, of antagonistic social groups, which
makes it difficult to analyze and interpret how they can be
settled. In light of these societal changes Dahrendorf devel-
oped the conflict theory centered on life chances.

Dahrendorf was a social scientist attentive to the rigor of
method for analysis: for him, a good method implies that one
does not come to prefigure an outcome but leaves the hori-
zons open. By respecting this principle the open society can
be configured as an open space in which to engage in “strate-
gic planning” of life chances (Dahrendorf, 1989). At times
Dahrendorf uses the term in the Popperian sense of “social
engineering” – far from the current meaning and common
sense – as opposed to dogmatic planning, which is does not
propose “models” to be pursued. It also does not mean pro-
ceeding with palliative and uncoordinated measures; it means
making decisions that can have lasting effects, taking a long-
term perspective.

Ligatures and options are not equally distributed in the re-
lations between the worlds (see Kühne et al., 2021c, 2022,
for more details); thus the influence of Worlds 1 and 3 on
World 2 occurs primarily in the form of ligatures. Social con-
ventions (from World 3) are mediated to consciousness. The
material restrictions of World 1 are made clear to conscious-
ness, especially as a result of the bodily constitution of the
human being (thereby the principle of bodily exclusivity of
Space 1 occupation in particular has a strong structuring ef-
fect on action). Options arise primarily in the striving for ef-
fect in the relations of World 2 to Worlds 3 and 1. Thereby,
also spatial ligatures are not limiting alone; rather they are
the basis for options. Thus, the impact of World 3 on 2 does
not only visualize the “annoying fact of society” (Dahren-
dorf, 2006:21), but it represents the basis for innovations; af-
ter all, it enables the individual to develop interpretations that
deviate from social conventions.
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5 Conflicts of space and conflicts of interpretation
of space – interpreted with Popper and
Dahrendorf

In this part, we will use the example of spatial conflicts to
illustrate how the three worlds theory is suitable as an ana-
lytical basis for the study of social conflicts and how these
can be brought to a settlement, which in turn can contribute
to an increase in the openness of a society.

The different demands on Space 1 formed by individual
Space 2 in pursuit of life chances under the influence of
Space 3 are sometimes contradictory and conflicting among
themselves. The usually existing reconnection to Space 3
turns these spatial conflicts into social conflicts (generally
on the structure of such conflicts: Kühne, 2020). Social con-
flicts are rooted in structural contradictory references be-
tween parts of a society:

A conflict should be called social if it can be de-
rived from the structure of social units, i.e. if it is
supra-individual (Dahrendorf, 1972:24).

This implies that individually psychologically conditioned
conflicts and also conflicts between societies remain ex-
cluded from the explanatory scope of Dahrendorf’s conflict
analysis (Niedenzu, 2001). Dahrendorf’s conflict theory can
be located socially at the societal meso-level, spatially in sub-
national contexts. The number of such conflicts has increased
in recent years, on the one hand due to the increase in land
use conflicts and on the other hand due to the pluralization
of society into exclusivist operationalizing units of discourse
(Kühne et al., 2021c; Ackermann, 2020; Flaßpöhler, 2021;
Grau, 2017).

This is particularly evident in conflicts over the expansion
of facilities for the generation and transmission of renewable
electricity and in relation to urban renewal measures, the ex-
traction of mineral resources, the expansion of infrastructures
for mobile Internet, rail infrastructure projects, etc. (among
many, Leibenath and Otto, 2014; Gailing and Leibenath,
2017; Kühne and Weber, 2018; Jenal et al., 2021; Weber et
al., 2018). In terms of life chances, these types of conflicts
are emblematic of a situation in which options are meaning-
less and there is room for anomie. The terrain is fertile for
a moralization of the conflict to fill the void left by the ab-
sence of ligatures (which could give meaning to the conflict
and allow it to be regulated). Space is an essential compo-
nent of life chances: in this article the interpretation and the
claim of the appropriation of space are conceived as a lig-
ature. This discards the options of renewable electricity be-
cause they are something unknown that alters the ligatures,
experienced as a threat to the world as it is. This plays in
favor of the closure of society, hence conservation. Conflict
assessment is not contemplated here because some people
struggle only looking for ligatures and not for options. This
emerges precisely from the analysis of the formal aspects of
conflict according to Dahrendorf’s scheme. Dahrendorf iden-

tifies three phases of conflict unfolding (Dahrendorf, 1972):
on the emergence of the initial structural situation. In the
subsets in society (“quasi-groups”) the same latent interests
are found, by which he understands “all positional behav-
ioral orientations (role expectations) that establish an op-
positional relationship between two aggregates of positions
without the bearers of the positions necessarily being aware
of them” (Dahrendorf, 1957:204). This is followed by the
second phase of awareness of latent interests, characterized
by group formation, which comes to light with an increas-
ing outward presence, because “every social conflict pushes
outward, to visible expression” (Dahrendorf, 1972:36). In
the third phase, the organized conflict parties emerge openly
“with a visible identity of their own” (Dahrendorf, 1972:36).
The conflict takes on a dichotomized structure; the pro or con
that has arisen does not tolerate any differentiations.

Contrary to other conflict theories (notably Parsons),
Dahrendorf assumes that conflicts have constructive potential
if they are subjected to settlement. The successful settlement
of conflicts is dependent on four preconditions and two insti-
tutional frameworks (Dahrendorf, 1972, 1994; in more detail:
Niedenzu, 2001; Matys and Brüsemeister, 2012; Kühne and
Leonardi, 2020): firstly, conflict must be recognized as part
of social normality, not as a norm-defying condition. Sec-
ondly, conflict regulation refers to the manifestations of the
conflict, not to its causes. Thirdly, the possibilities of con-
flict settlement are positively influenced by a high degree of
organization of the conflict parties. Fourthly, the success of
the conflict settlement depends on the observance of certain
rules, which must not favor any of the conflicting parties. The
conflicting parties must be considered equal, and certain pre-
viously established procedural rules must be followed. The
institutional framework describes two things: first, the exis-
tence of a third instance, which makes common binding spec-
ifications about the handling of conflicts and has the possibil-
ity to end the conflict externally if necessary, which Dahren-
dorf (1991:385) describes as “freedom under the protection
of the law”. The second institutional prerequisite is the im-
mutability of responsibility for decisions. In an open society,
for example, this is done through the electorate’s periodic re-
view of the satisfaction of the elected representatives’ record
of leadership (Dahrendorf, 1969). If these conditions are not
met, conflicts tend to become socially destructive. This is
especially true when options are transformed into ligatures.
Those with power over the “less powerful” (Paris, 2005) are
in the form of privileges and transform them into ligatures.
This has the side effect of limiting their generation of options
(Dahrendorf, 1992, 2007; see also Strasser and Nollmann,
2010).

Particularly with regard to the changes in Space 1, con-
flicts are often not well regulated (for more information, see
Kühne, 2018a, 2020; Kühne and Jenal, 2020; Kühne et al.,
2021b; Weber et al., 2017, 2018). This has not least its reason
in the aesthetic/emotional/cognitive synthetization of space
into landscape in different modes. Mode a, as “native nor-
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mal landscape”, is familiar and formed as normatively sta-
ble. In mode b, landscape is formed according to societal
common-sense understandings, as present in school lessons,
movies, coffee table books, social media, etc., comprising es-
pecially aesthetic and increasingly ecological stereotypes. In
mode c, selective expert-like special knowledge stocks are
added, which are acquired in particular by studying a sub-
ject and are shaped by the incorporation of subject-specific
interpretation and evaluation patterns. Thus, the expecta-
tions towards Landscape 1 differ significantly according to
the modes: Landscape 1c is subject to a norm of stabil-
ity, Landscape 1b to the norm of correspondence to aes-
thetic or ecological stereotypes, and Landscape 1c to a strong
subject-specific deficit view, which in turn is clearly subject-
differentiated (e.g., among agricultural economists and land-
scape planners). The norms applied to Landscape 1 accord-
ing to the different ones illustrate the complexity of spa-
tial conflicts in general and landscape conflicts in particular.
Moreover, the complexity of the different modal references
makes it difficult to form organized conflict parties. The com-
plexity of landscape, as well as the different perspectives,
also facilitates the transformation of factual and procedural
conflicts into identity and value conflicts, which is often as-
sociated with the moralization of the object of conflict, of
the other conflict party as well as of the conflict itself (Kam-
lage et al., 2020; Eichenauer et al., 2018; Becker and Nau-
mann, 2018). Moral communication, in turn, does not take
place in the recognition of the legitimacy of the position of
the other conflict party, but it implies one’s own moral over-
valuation, i.e., the devaluation of the other party. This in turn
reduces the number of accepted world views and alternatives
in dealing with landscape (1, 2 and 3), whereby it manifestly
contradicts the central principles of the open society. The low
regulatory capacity of spatial and landscape conflicts is made
particularly explosive by the extensive absence of the “third
party”, which is usually occupied by the state, which in turn
is itself a party to the conflict in most spatial and landscape
conflicts.

6 The international relevance of Popper and
Dahrendorf

The preceding examples on space conflicts clearly point to
the relevance of Karl Popper’s understanding of the open so-
ciety and his three worlds theory, as well as Ralf Dahren-
dorf’s theory of life chances, especially in connection with
his conflict theory, beyond the German-speaking world.
Dahrendorf’s success in Italy was truly peculiar. Already in
the 1970s, his theory of class conflict was more success-
ful there than in Germany and England. Dahrendorf himself
sometimes wondered about the reasons for this and specu-
lated that it was connected to the fact that, as it were, it was
considered a kind of “Marxism without Marx” (Dahrendorf,
1985:237). In fact, he provided alternative tools for analyz-

ing the “group conflicts, between subordinates and super-
ordinates, in the university, in the church, in the judiciary”
(Cavalli, 1973:100) that characterized Italian society in that
historical period. His work Homo Sociologicus, for example,
appeared at a time when Italian culture was struggling “be-
tween Croce’s celebrations and an umpteenth crisis of Marx-
ism” (Ferrarotti, 2010:10). Moreover, Dahrendorf’s liberal-
ism did not imply acceptance of the concept of freedom that
is the heritage of classical liberalism, especially in its version
of “negative freedom”. His social-democratic background
and his studies at the London School of Economics and Po-
litical Sciences (LSE) made him particularly sensitive to the
question of the relationship between freedom and equality,
with regard to social citizenship and welfare, a central theme
in the Italian debate. In Italian sociology, Dahrendorf’s anti-
utopian thought offered an epistemological and methodolog-
ical alternative to the mainstream currents of thought:

The discriminating element is the flexibility of
Dahrendorf’s design, a flexibility that, in the pos-
sibility of going backwards, founds freedom as an
essential component of the project [. . . ]. The flexi-
bility lies in its being a stimulus for non-definitive
discussion (Bovone, 1982:296).

Later, Dahrendorf fueled a broad debate in Italy, across
many milieus and disciplines, with his analytical proposal
summarized in the popular formula “squaring the circle”
(Dahrendorf, 2009). From the mid-1990s until the first
decade of the new century, his interventions on how to hold
economic development, social cohesion, and political free-
dom together were the subject of an ongoing critical public
debate. Up to the present, his topics have been intensively
discussed and further developed (see, for example, Poggi-
olini, 2019; Corchia, 2019; Leonardi, 2019; Meifort, 2019;
Kühne, 2019).

Popper’s three worlds theory, operationalized for spatial
and landscape research in the theory of three spaces or three
landscapes, enables circumventing reductionist understand-
ings of space (or landscape) in which either Space 1, 2, or 3
is recognized as existing or else two of them. The differ-
ence between space and landscape in this context has been
discussed elsewhere. Central differences lie in the constitu-
tive Level 3 of landscape, which differs not least from space
(constitutive here is Level 1) because of its aesthetic bind-
ing, its moral, and thus normative charging. Also, landscape
is not just a subset of space that is created by applying these
conventions, so the metaphorical meaning (such as educa-
tional or party landscape) extends beyond the spatial. Also,
this operationalization provides a framework for addressing
the connections between Level (World/Space/Landscape) 1
and 2 as well as 2 and 3: the socialization of content from
Level 3 into Level 2, as well as the innovation that can be
introduced from Level 2 (especially in c-modal communica-
tion) into Level 3. Level 1 can in turn be shaped according
to ideas of Level 2 and in turn structures Level 2. These re-
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Figure 3. Karl Popper’s three worlds theory and its derivations to
three spaces and three landscapes. On the one hand, it becomes clear
that space and landscape are not congruent, and landscape is a nor-
matively and aesthetically charged special case of landscape; on the
other hand, landscape (on Levels 2 and 3) has contents that are not
spatially conceived but metaphorically, such as educational land-
scape. The three worlds (analogous to spaces and landscapes) are
connected via World 2. World 2 can innovatively influence World 3,
World 3 influences World 2 by means of socialization, and World 2
observes World 1 and is structured by it (in detail in Kühne and
Berr, 2021; figure after Kühne, 2020).

lations can in turn be investigated with different theoretical
approaches (e.g., social constructivism in Level 2 and 3, phe-
nomenology in Level 2 to 1), giving Popper’s three worlds
theory a function of meta-theory, the use of which is also rel-
evant beyond the German-speaking world (see, for example,
Kühne and Berr, 2021; Kühne et al., 2021c; Koegst, 2022;
see Fig. 3).

The “open society” provides a normative framework to-
day for society in general, science in particular, that is also
of relevance outside of German-speaking areas. The central
superiority of Popper is the indeterminacy of the future. If
the future is not predetermined, then the task is to find the
most suitable solutions possible to concrete challenges. This
applies to society as a whole as well as to science in particu-
lar. Here, in particular, the problem of the moralization men-
tioned in the previous section becomes clear: moralizations
inhibit the development of the potentials of the open soci-
ety, since, first, they make the search for suitable solutions
for concrete challenges more difficult; second, they make the
recognition of concrete challenges more difficult (since the
world is always constructed from a moral perspective); third,
since moralizations are extended to fields of human coexis-
tence that go beyond the original field of morality, there is a
close coexistence of human beings (Grau, 2017; Müller-Salo,
2020; Stegemann, 2018; Sofsky, 2013, 2007a, b; Strenger,
2017). This moralization of the world is also by no means
limited to the German-speaking world; it has international
relevance.

At this point, the connection to Ralf Dahrendorf’s life
chance theory, later also conflict theory, becomes clear: mor-
alization restricts life chances, as it is always connected to
the generation of ligatures, where these do not serve to se-

cure the existence of society but merely restrict options. The
generation of ligatures restricting options thus means a re-
duction of contingency, which in turn is associated with the
reduction of society. Options are excluded that might offer a
more suitable way of dealing with current social challenges.
The norm of maximizing life chances in society, as formu-
lated by Dahrendorf, means not least taking a critical stance
of transferring options into ligatures for the purpose of main-
taining or expanding power of the privileged. This critical
stance exists regardless of the nature and origin of privilege,
whether from economic or political sources. The norm of ex-
panding life chances in an open society, in turn, has implica-
tions for dealing with conflict. Since conflicts are structurally
inherent in all societies, but these structural differences can-
not be resolved – without giving up the potential for change
in societies – it is necessary to find regulations for societal
conflicts in order to release the productive potential of soci-
eties. This release, in turn, is constitutively linked to the open
society, since it is here that contingent options for dealing
with concrete problems are developed (Brunnhuber, 2019;
Kühne et al., 2021c). The international relevance of Dahren-
dorf’s conflict theory, as well as his discussions of civil so-
ciety and European unification, is evident not least from his
international reception (e.g., Bovone, 1982; Crouch, 2011;
Saraceno, 1990).

However, Dahrendorf’s conflict theory does not just have
significance beyond the German-speaking area as a con-
cretization of Karl Popper’s open society: already the state-
ment of the conflictual nature of every existing society points
to its universalism. Also, the statement of the phased nature
of social conflicts, as well as the idea of raising productive
potentials of conflicts in the form of their regulation, can be
understood as universal. The same applies to the problem of
moralizing other conflict parties, their positions, and conflicts
themselves.

7 Conclusion

As shown, Karl Popper’s understanding of the open society
and his three worlds theory as well as Ralf Dahrendorf’s the-
ory of life chances, especially in connection with his conflict
theory, shows a high degree of topicality, which is not re-
gionally limited to the German-speaking area. Using the ex-
amples on conflicts about space and landscape, we have also
illustrated the relevance of the discussed four approaches
for spatial research as well as for dealing with space- or
landscape-related conflicts. (1) The three worlds theory, ap-
plied to space and landscape and in connection with the three
described modes, is very well able to depict, analyze, and
explain the complexity of the construct character of individ-
ually as well as socially perceived and evaluated landscape
and to bring it to a scientific understanding. (2) The con-
cept of the open society makes it possible to take up the
diversity of interpretation and evaluation due to this com-
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plexity in its contingency without prejudice and to strive for
open decisions in democratic negotiation processes on how
to deal with disputed options of interpretation, evaluation,
and handling. (3) The life chance concept in conjunction with
the conceptual pair “options–ligatures” can demonstrate how
the choice of specific interventions in landscapes can pos-
itively or negatively affect life chances, options, and liga-
tures. (4) The concept of conflict regulation makes it possible
not only to regulate the unavoidable conflict potential of the
multitude of possible interventions in landscapes in concrete
cases by peaceful means but also ideally to steer them into
socially productive paths.

The theoretical quadriga presented here combines differ-
ent analytical approaches. These relate to the understanding
of the phasing of conflicts, to the division of the of the world,
space, and landscape into the levels of the social/cultural, the
individual, as well as the material. However, they also com-
bine procedural approaches, such as the development of ap-
propriate responses to concrete social, political, or scientific
challenges, as well as to the regulation of conflict. It also
provides a normative basis for the orientation of open soci-
eties to the principle of maximizing life chances. The theo-
retical quadriga presented here is also applicable in a vari-
ety of ways beyond the spatial and landscape conflicts pre-
sented in the examples on space conflicts, not least through
the understanding of Karl Popper’s three worlds theory as
a metatheory advocated here, which allows for the possibil-
ity of integrating other theoretical approaches into the frame-
work (see, for example, Chilla et al., 2015; Kühne, 2018b;
Eckardt, 2014; Kühne and Jenal, 2021). The dual concept of
ligatures and options with regard to the life chance concept
can serve as an analytical tool for the complicated interac-
tions between ligatures, freedoms, options, and life chances,
which are often obscured and, as a result, unilaterally re-
solved. Even if they may be seen through, there remains the
danger of instrumentalizing or strategically advocating spe-
cific ligatures or favoring options or freedoms that are mean-
ingless in terms of ties. The theoretical quadriga presented
here can also be understood as an alternative to the “criti-
cal” and “poststructuralist” mainstream. Especially the meta-
theoretical framework of Karl Popper’s three worlds theory
offers a theoretical and methodological openness that facil-
itates the search for suitable theoretical and empirical ap-
proaches to Worlds 1, 2, and 3 and also enables the integra-
tion of critical and poststructuralist theories, at least to the
extent that they do not represent an exclusivist deterministic–
teleological understanding of the world. Popper and Dahren-
dorf have each, within the framework of their theories, re-
peatedly pointed to the incompleteness and openness of hu-
man knowledge as well as to the non-determinacy and thus
incompleteness and openness of social, individual, and po-
litical developments. This critique of a “historicism” turns
against any form of determinism or historical teleology as
well as against forms of critique that conceive themselves

as no longer in need of critique and ultimately as absolute,
which immunizes the latter against any critique of itself.

Both thinkers, Karl Popper and Ralf Dahrendorf are sit-
uated in the tradition of the Enlightenment, they are advo-
cates of individual freedom and responsibility. In this respect,
they are hardly compatible with the poststructuralist and neo-
Marxist mainstream of German-speaking geography. Norms
are not formulated by them in the form of moral ligatures,
but in the form of ethical ligatures, enabling individual life
chances. Moreover, their focus is on enabling and integra-
tion, not on discursive rejection and paternalization. Thereby,
this approach certainly has potentials for scholars who do
not want to subordinate the world into the template of their
own world view but – following Popper’s critical rationalism
– pursue the testing of theories through empirical research.
This in turn is connected with another form of criticism, self-
criticism. Which also reflects on one’s own changing role in
a changing world and does not grant one’s own position that
of a superior judge.

Especially in a time when, especially in university con-
texts, the struggle for the more suitable argument with peo-
ple who represent a different world view is replaced by the
fact that those who think differently are banned from the dis-
course, it is highly topical to deal with the thoughts of Popper
and Dahrendorf on an open society and open science. If this
openness is lost, society will lose not only its liberty but also
its ability to adapt to current and future challenges.
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