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It had always been clear to me that a thoroughly constructed
conceptual theory of society would be much more radical 
and much more discomforting in its effects than narrowly
focused criticisms—criticisms of capitalism for instance—
could ever imagine. 

—NIKLAS LUHMANN, Protest
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Preface

Niklas Luhmann’s theory of social systems is discomforting to
many and irritating to some. In a society that puts so much empha-
sis on the individual and defines itself as “civil,” Luhmann’s basic
claim that, in fact, society does not consist of human beings can be
seen as shocking, as going against common sense, or as absurd.
The present book is an attempt to counter such reactions and to
show that, quite to the contrary, Luhmann’s theory is not at all at
odds with our social reality—particularly in North America—but
rather, in my view, the best theoretical description of it that is
presently available. I will explain Luhmann’s functionalist model of
society in detail in the main body of this book, but I would like to
address the issue of Luhmann’s “scandalous” antihumanism right
away. Yes, social systems theory denies the human being a central
role in society, but this is not because of a lack of respect for
humans, their bodies, their feelings, their rights, and their values.
It is rather because of the insight that the human being is, in real-
ity, such a complex assemblage that it cannot be adequately under-
stood in terms of a single concept. Human reality is too complex
to be subsumed under the single heading of “human being.”
Luhmann’s theory should be read, I believe, not as a denial of
human experience, but as an attempt to sort out and do justice to
the extreme multiplicity, or, to put it more dramatically, the exis-
tential division of such experiences. In a certain sense, the project
of modernity can be described as the attempt to reunite the
Cartesian subject that was split into mind and body with the help
of an overarching humanism. Luhmann gives up this attempt and
rather tries to grant all the different dimensions of bodily life, of
conscious experience, of communicative practice their own right of
existence. Luhmann is neither a monist nor a dualist, he is a
thinker of multiplicity and difference and in this respect he is more
“postmodern” than “modern.”

ix
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Luhmann is, and this has to be kept in mind, also a thoroughly
historical thinker. His antihumanism is not an essentialist replace-
ment of “human nature” with systems. Social systems theory does
not describe reality as it “essentially” is, but as what it has actually
become—and it could have come out otherwise. In fact, Luhmann
points out again and again the contingency and even the unlikeli-
hood of the present state of affairs. Given all the infinite evolu-
tionary possibilities, what is actually the case was by no means
necessary. The “strange” nonhuman functionings that we are all
part of, for instance, the present forms of the global economy and
the mass media, are not more “essential” or “substantial” than a
human being, they are mechanisms that managed to evolve and,
most likely, they will perish again. Present systems are not the end
of human beings and not the end of history; they are temporary
and transitory forms of life, consciousness, and communication.

Unlike Luhmann’s systems, some people have been truly essen-
tial at least in preparing the manuscript of this book. Ryan O’Neill
did, once more, take on the task of straightening out my English
and put together most of the bibliography. Hannes Bergthaller,
Bruce Clarke, and Kerri Mommer at Open Court provided
detailed suggestions for revisions and changes. Several students
and colleagues took the trouble of reading through the manuscript
at various stages and I’d like to thank everybody who in the long
period of its development contributed to the completion of this
project. I am grateful to Brock University for funding my research
work and enabling me to meet in person with some of the most
important Luhmann scholars in Germany, and I am, of course also
thankful to these, among them Dirk Baecker, Peter Fuchs, Rudolf
Stichweh, and the philosopher Peter Sloterdijk, for sharing some
of their expertise and time with me.

—Cedar Bay, 27 February 2005

x Preface
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Introduction

In their “revolutionary” bestseller Empire, authors Michael Hardt
and Antonio Negri (2000, 13 and 15) state that Niklas Luhmann,
along with John Rawls, was a main influence on their work. Just as
Hardt and Negri’s project does, Niklas Luhmann’s social theory
presents a challenging, avant-garde view of contemporary society.
The present book will highlight its unique relevance in regard to
current social and political issues. At the same time, it attempts to
provide English-speaking readers with a comprehensive introduc-
tion to his work, for it is not yet as accessible in English as it is in
German, Spanish, and Italian. This is not to deny that major
achievements have already been made. Luhmann’s earlier magnum
opus, Social Systems, was translated into English as early as 1995,
and in the past few years a good number of other works have
become available. In addition, there are also some very fine sec-
ondary studies, for example, by William Rasch (2000), and Michael
King and Chris Thornhill (2003). There is also the highly recom-
mended introduction to Social Systems by Eva M. Knodt, and a con-
cise synopsis of Luhmann’s theory by Gotthard Bechmann and
Nico Stehr (2002).

No single work, including this one, can pretend to exhaustively
present all of Luhmann’s ideas—that would be too much to cover
in a brief introduction. My special focus will be not only the avant-
gardism and relevance of Luhmann’s social theory, but also the
more philosophical issues touched on by his writings. I will, more-
over, concentrate to a great extent on the later Luhmann, particu-
larly on his grand treatise The Society of Society (Die Gesellschaft der
Gesellschaft , 1997), on Introduction to Systems Theory (Einführung
in die Systemtheorie, 2002, a posthumously published transcript of
a 1991/92 lecture series), and on The Reality of the Mass Media
(Die Realität der Massenmedien, 1996).

xi

Luhmann Explained  2/19/11  2:30 AM  Page xi



This book proceeds from simplicity to complexity. Part 1 begins
with a general description of systems theory as it was understood
and adapted by Niklas Luhmann. The first two sections in chapter
1 are written for those who struggle with the difficulty of
Luhmann’s theory and concepts. I myself have gone through this
struggle for many years, and I do not claim that it is over—I hope,
however, that my experiences may have led to an exposition that
might ease the struggles of others. Chapters 2, 3, and 4 of part 1
are a little more advanced and specific; they deal with how some
more or less traditional philosophical topics—reality, humanity,
and the distinction between good and evil—are seen from a
Luhmannian perspective. Part 2 is a case study of one of
Luhmann’s case studies that I find particularly interesting—it is a
reflection on the mass media as a social system. Part 3 describes the
philosophical context of Luhmann’s thought.

The appendix contains three articles by Luhmann in English
translation. I chose to include these three relatively short essays
because they directly relate to the issues discussed in this study and
because they are—quite atypically for Luhmann’s otherwise noto-
riously difficult, lengthy, and sometimes even rather associative
style—relatively concise and reader-friendly while still theoretically
dense and of a general significance. I have also provided a bibliog-
raphy of works by and on Luhmann in English and a few notes on
Luhmann research materials in German.

xii Introduction
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A New Way 
of Thinking 
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(a) Systems Theory
In recent years complaints about an increasingly less humane world
seem to be on the rise. When dealing with institutions, even within
schools or hospitals, one often feels reduced to a mere number.
Economically, all that matters is money—but what about the indi-
viduals behind the monetary figures? Politically, many people, even
in the “free world,” decry the lack of “true” democracy, a lack of a
true rule by the people. Organizations such as multinational corpo-
rations—or at least the political parties influenced by their dona-
tions—seem to be gaining increasing control of the governments
at all levels, from local to global, and to be taking power out of the
hands of individual citizens. And then, of course, there is the issue
of technology and the mass media; computers and TV sets occupy
more and more human space and time. It seems as if highly sophis-
ticated machines are finally pushing human beings toward the
fringes of society. All this is topped off by the rising fears of a bio-
logical dehumanization of humankind: genetic engineering seems
to be able to take reproduction out of the hands (or more pre-
cisely: the reproductive organs) of the human body. In the not too
far future, birth and death may no longer be individually contin-
gent events of human life, but rather well planned technical oper-
ations. Facing all these “problems,” people are calling more loudly
and intensely for ethics and religion to come to the rescue of
human values. This is, for instance, evidenced by the emergence of
“applied” or “professional ethics”—a new academic “metaprofes-
sion” created to reintroduce humaneness into all professions!1

3

1
What Is Social Systems Theory?
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Interestingly, and paradoxically, such a negative outlook on the
future of humankind is paralleled by more optimistic and some-
times enthusiastic assessments. In the view of many, the impend-
ing progress of genetic engineering may finally put an end to
human pain, sickness, and even death. Creating the biologically
perfect human being may become possible. Likewise, computer
technology may immensely increase the intellectual abilities avail-
able to humankind. And communication technology has already
built the “global village” envisioned by Marshall McLuhan, the
Canadian technology apostle of the 1960s. McLuhan viewed new
technological developments as extensions of human capacities,
and, in the same vein, current technology advertisement, be it for
communication or bio-technology, hails great prospects for the
full realization of human potential in a new information age.
Similarly, there is continued hope that the expansion of the mar-
ket will eventually bring prosperity to everyone, that more effec-
tive education programs and health systems will enable future
generations to live better lives, that more professional govern-
ments and refined social institutions will increase our freedom and
well-being.

Both attitudes, a pessimistic gloom in the face of waning
humaneness and an optimistic embracing of human prospects, are
often found in the same person. An American president, for
instance, may in the same speech appeal to the humanist and reli-
gious values of his subjects and praise the new achievements of
technological and social engineering. One and the same movie or
TV character may well be, on the one hand, a thoughtful person
who cares about family and human warmth and, on the other
hand, uses a computer to conduct overseas financial transactions.
The humanist pessimist and optimist are only mutually exclusive
when it comes to newspaper editorials or academic articles: here
one has to take sides. But, in real life, both attitudes seem to go
together quite well. There is a fair share of both humanist opti-
mism and pessimism in most of us. This may simply be because
they have more in common than what is obvious at first sight—
they are both “humanist.” Both attitudes somehow realize the
immense gap between present-day society and the traditional con-
ception of it as a “human” world. In order to close the gap, the
pessimist in us, feeling a certain nostalgia, longs to change the
world—it should be more human again to fit our good old con-

4 Part 1: ANew Way of Thinking about Society
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Chapter 1: What Is Social Systems Theory? 5

ception of it. The optimist in us takes another road and wants to
change the attitude—why can’t we be a bit more welcoming to
our age and simply “extend” our understanding of what is human
so that we may see the wonderful possibilities in store for human-
ity? Neither of the two, however, seems to be willing to do away
with the traditional conception of a human society and replace it
with a new one. This is left to social systems theory.

Systems theory recognizes that the world—or rather: society—
can no longer be aptly understood as a human one. Unlike the cul-
tural pessimists, it does not blame society—or any of its individual
agents—for this. And, unlike the optimists, it is not willing to cel-
ebrate the dehumanization of the humane as the greatest human
perfection.

The primary starting point of social systems theory—or its “turn-
ing point” in comparison to its humanist predecessors—is that it
no longer holds that current society can be successfully analyzed
on the basis that it is (or should be) fundamentally humane, and
that it is, on principle, an assembly of individual human beings.
This sounds, at first, rather counterintuitive. But this oddness may
turn out to be due to the fact that traditional (“Old European”)
descriptions of society still dominate public education and the mass
media more than our actual experiences of social life.

Old European philosophy (one may think of, for example,
Plato’s Republic) tended to define society in terms of a group of
people: the polis was, in the words of Allan Bloom, “a community
of men sharing a way of life” (1991, 439–40). This did not sub-
stantially change in early modern social theory, when notions of a
society based on a “social contract” between its individual mem-
bers were put forth (Hobbes, Rousseau). Nor did it change in later
modernity when thinkers, like the famous British utilitarian Jeremy
Bentham, rationalized (or “technicized”) the idea of a community
of individuals so that it became a mathematical sum of individuals
whose interests could be calculated with the help of statistics. Even
in the twentieth century, consensus theories of “communicative
action” (Habermas) or of “fairness” (Rawls) still conceived of soci-
ety on the basis of the group model and of communication between
human beings. There is a strong “anthropocentric” tradition in
European and North American social philosophy that is certainly
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6 Part 1: ANew Way of Thinking about Society

hard to overcome and informs the “common sense” understand-
ing of what a society is.

However, is it really more convincing to describe what happens
when one buys a chocolate bar at a store or stock on the Internet
as instances of “human interaction” than to describe them as
events in the function system of the economy? On what factual
grounds can one hold that zapping to a TV channel or acting in a
soap opera is a way of taking part in the life of a community rather
than taking part in the systems of mass media? And to what extent
is the mechanical counting of a vote in an election more an act of
recognizing the individual intentions of a citizen than an element
of a social procedure to distribute power? If one opts for the sec-
ond description in each case, one steps towards social systems the-
ory and one of its most basic assumptions: human beings do not
and cannot communicate—only communication can.

As opposed to the traditional Old European attempt to
describe society on the basis of its members (that is: a group of peo-
ple or a community), systems theory tries to describe society on
the basis of its events: it looks at what actually happens. When
someone buys a chocolate bar or stock, this is understood as eco-
nomic communication; when someone watches TV, this is under-
stood as mass media communication; and when a vote is cast and
counted, this is understood as political communication. These
examples already show that communication is not restricted to lan-
guage; often one can communicate equally well, for instance, with
money or ballots. (While social systems theory is certainly influ-
enced by the “linguistic turn,” it is also strongly influenced by
semiotics. Ferdinand de Saussure and George Herbert Mead are at
least as important to it as Richard Rorty and Ludwig Wittgenstein).
But, isn’t it—as not only traditional European social theory sug-
gests, but also, and maybe even more importantly, Indo-European
grammar suggests—still “one,” that is, an individual being, who
communicates? When “one” casts a vote—isn’t it in the final analy-
sis the “one” that counts rather than the vote?

Once I had lunch at a self-service restaurant in downtown San
Antonio. I had just paid for my meal when the next customer
approached the cashier. Coincidentally, both the customer’s and
the cashier’s cell phones rang, more or less, at the same time, and
both men started a phone conversation. I could not overhear their
conversations, but let us assume that the well-dressed customer
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was speaking with a client of his law firm, while the cashier was
speaking with his wife. The two phone conversations went on for
quite a while, and both men kept talking while the dinner was paid
for. So both men were simultaneously taking part in two commu-
nications. The customer was communicating economically (paying
for his food) and, at the same time, in the legal system (assuming
that he was talking to a client). The cashier was communicating
economically with the customer and, in the intimacy system, with
his wife (if it was her who called). As a matter of fact, it can be said
of both men that, at the time I saw them, they each were “one who
communicates economically” and “one who communicates other-
wise.” They both were ones who were, systemically speaking, two.

I do not expect that either of these men later suffered an iden-
tity crisis and felt the need to consult a psychoanalyst. On the basis
of the traditional social models mentioned above, they would,
however, have undergone a severe personality split. They both had
lost their in-dividuality for a short time and turned into “dividu-
als.” The communication-performed-by-individuals model can
explain this short scene in only one way:  both men quickly
switched back and forth between communications. While such
switching may have happened in their minds, so that their respec-
tive mental individuality was preserved, it did not emerge in the
communication I observed. In fact, all communications, between
customer and cashier, and between them and their respective
callers, went on smoothly. There was no rapid back and forth, no
short break between segments visible in the communications. The
economic communication was at no time interrupted by the phone
conversations, it did not even seem to be obstructed or prolonged
by them—and vice versa.

What I am trying to demonstrate with this example is that indi-
viduals and their thoughts are not an integral part of the events of
communication. If individuals and their thoughts were an integral
part of communication events, then the three communications in
the cell phone example could not have gone on simultaneously.
They could only have unfolded in turn. But this was not the case,
at least it was not what I observed. I witnessed two individuals each
performing two separate and uninterrupted communications at
the same time. This observation illustrates the previously men-
tioned assumption of social systems theory. It is, empirically speak-
ing (from an observer’s perspective), communication that

Chapter 1: What Is Social Systems Theory? 7

Luhmann Explained  2/19/11  2:30 AM  Page 7



constitutes communication, and not human beings as individuals.
Of course, human beings are necessary for communication to take
place—but it is not they who are “operating” within communica-
tion. They are, rather, the external condition sine qua non of com-
munication, but not an internal element of communication and
society. What went on in the minds of the two men when they
were having their phone conversations was quite irrelevant in
regard to the economic transaction that I saw—they were preoc-
cupied with other things, but that did not prevent the economic
exchange from functioning well. To explain what was going on
economically, it would not help much to investigate the two men’s
thoughts—instead one would have to describe the structures and
dynamics of the exchange that took place.

Niklas Luhmann therefore states:

Within the communication system we call society, it is conventional to
assume that humans can communicate. Even clever analysts have been
fooled by this convention. It is relatively easy to see that this statement
is false and that it only functions as a convention and only within com-
munication. The convention is necessary because communication
necessarily addresses its operations to those who are required to con-
tinue communication. Humans cannot communicate; not even their
brains can communicate; not even their conscious minds can com-
municate. Only communication can communicate. (1994a, 371)

When we talk to each other or when we buy something or when
we vote in an election, we say that “we” communicate—but it is,
empirically speaking, always only the communication that commu-
nicates. When two people talk to each other—even the most inti-
mate lovers—their minds and bodies are still outside of the
communication, not inside it. In her foreword to the American
edition of Luhmann’s book Social Systems, Eva M. Knodt illustrates
this point with the following example from literature: 

In the opening scene of Danton’s Death, the nineteenth-century
German playwright Georg Büchner dramatizes what is easily recog-
nized as the primal scene of hermeneutic despair. In response to his
lover’s attempt to reassure herself of the bond of understanding
between them, the protagonist makes a silent gesture toward her fore-
head and then replies: “—there, there, what lies behind this? Go on,
we have crude senses. To understand one another? We would have to

8 Part 1: ANew Way of Thinking about Society
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break open each other’s skulls and pull the thoughts out of the fibers
of our brains.” (Luhmann 1995a, xxiv)

This is the perennial empirical problem—the “hermeneutic
despair”—with the traditional semantics of communication and
society being “interpersonal.” We can, in communication, only
connect to the communication of others, but never to their minds
or brains, much less to the “human being” as such in any given
case. While communication cannot take place without human
beings, human beings are, paradoxically enough, still totally inac-
cessible within communication. This is true even for the single
individual: “I don’t know if I mean what I say. And if I knew, I
would have to keep it to myself” (Luhmann 1994a, 387).

Systemically speaking a theory that conceives of society as the
system of communication has to locate minds and bodies—and, of
course, “human beings”—outside the operational realm of society.
This is the “scandal” of social systems theory when looked at from
the perspective of traditional “Old European” humanisms. 

By excluding minds and bodies from society, systems theory
establishes three main types of systems: systems of communication
(social systems), systems of life (bodies, the brain, and so on), and
systems of consciousness (minds).2 Each system is in the environ-
ment of others. Communication needs the environment of living
and psychic systems, just as a fish needs water. But this is also true
vice versa: To be a system, a system must have an environment. In
one of his articles, Luhmann uses a diagram to illustrate the three
main types of systems that are “mutual environments” (1990a, 2;
table modified):

Figure 1.1. Types of Systems

Self-Referential Autopoietic Systems

living systems psychic systems social systems

cells, brains, organisms, . . . function systems, organizations, interactions

Chapter 1: What Is Social Systems Theory? 9
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Any system is, for itself, somehow “individual.” A mind is always
individual, it is a unique and singular psychic system. Similarly,
human bodies are unique and, to a certain extent, singular systems.
Even communication systems may be called “individual”—the
economic system is also “unique”—it is entirely different from all
the other systems and “singular.” There is only one economic sys-
tem—systemically speaking, the USA and Canada, do not have
separate economies. Thus individuality still exists in systems the-
ory, but as systemic individuality. The traditional “human being”
is not such an individual, it is rather divided into at least three seg-
ments that each form individualities. A human being is born with
an individual body, it builds up an individual mind, and it will par-
take in many individual communication systems. Social systems
theory does not deny that there is a kind of individuality to the
mind or the psyche (the “soul” in Old European philosophies). But,
unlike in Old European philosophies (most notably, the Cartesian
tradition), this individuality can neither claim to be the “essential”
element nor the only true “individual” aspect of a human being.
From a systemic point of view, the bodily and communication sys-
tems have the same degree of “individuality” as the psychic sys-
tem—and these individualities do not converge or exist in a
hierarchical relation. Unlike Old European philosophies, there is
no mind-body dualism. There is rather a mind-body-communica-
tion trinity, and within this trinity no system can “take control.” It
was common in Old European philosophy (Plato and Descartes
are prime examples) to claim that the “intellect” should somehow
rule over the body. Given the systemic “individuality” of both sys-
tems, they are unable to exert control over each other from the
perspective of systems theory.

The human being “as such” has no theoretical place in systems
theory. When there is talk about “human beings,” systems theory
would have to ask: do you mean the social person who is addressed
in communication? The body that can be seen over there? Or the
mind that thinks and feels within this body? Of course, we usually
do not ask these questions when we communicate with each other.
But when we talk to someone, we also do not assume that we talk
to brainwaves or to thoughts and feelings. We usually assume that
we are talking to another person. Once more: this by no means
denies that the human being has a body and a mind outside of
communication—it is rather to absolutely confirm this, and to say
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that human beings exist as much bodily as they exist mentally and
socially—but rather that none of these three realms can claim to
include the other two. Neither body nor mind nor society are the
definite “home” of the human being—when we love someone, we
do not love this person’s cells or hormones (which we can’t see or
feel, no matter how much we may claim to love that person’s
“body”) or mental operations (which we can’t hear or know, no
matter how much we may claim to be so “likeminded”). It is
impossible to reduce a person’s social life to his or her bodily data
and/or mental activity. And it is also impossible to require a per-
son’s mind to control all of their bodily and communicational
functions. Likewise, a sociological analysis of a person cannot claim
to know all that goes on in the mind and body. While minds, bod-
ies, and communications can be “individual,” a human being can-
not. The “human being” does not exist as a singular entity.

According to systems theory, the traditional notion of the
“human being” is a simplification of the actual complexity of
human existence. The single term “human being” does not live up
to all that human beings are. The Old European philosophical tra-
dition and Indo-European grammatical habits have contributed to
the establishment of the “conventional assumption” that human
beings can communicate—but it is an empirical fact that the
“essential” elements of what is understood to constitute the
human being cannot. Neither brains nor minds can communicate.
We cannot say what our brainwaves are “oscillating,” and we can’t
even say what we think. What is said in communication is never
equal to what is thought and felt in the mind. It is impossible for
me to adequately represent on this page what is going through my
mind—intellectually, emotionally,  “perceptionally”—while I am
writing this sentence. And the same is true for every sentence I say
or write—there is no one-to-one correspondence between com-
munication and the mind. I suppose the same is true in regard to
your reading of what I write. What you think and feel while read-
ing this sentence will be, in each single case, entirely different from
what is communicated in this sentence. Communication systems
and mental systems are operationally separate. The “human being”
can be reduced to none of them. Thus, social systems theory holds
that if “we” want to understand how society functions or operates,
we cannot reduce it to such an extremely broad and “metasocial”
notion as that of the “human being.”
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Holding that living systems (bodies), psychic systems (minds),
and communication systems (society) are separate does not pre-
vent systems theory from recognizing relations between them.
Social systems theory is just one branch of systems theory—there
is also biological systems theory, and there may well be, among
others, a psychological systems theory. A core concept of social sys-
tems theory is derived from biological systems theory: the concept
of autopoiesis. Chilean biologist Humberto Maturana came up
with the concept to explain how biological systems such as cells 
are a product of their own production. The word is a neologism
made up of the two ancient Greek components autos (“self”) and
poiesis (“production,” see Maturana 1981, 21–32; see also Mingers
1995). Luhmann explains:

Why autopoiesis? Maturana once told me how this expression came
to his mind. Initially, he had worked with circular structures, with
the concept of a circular reproduction of the cell. The word “cir-
cular” is a common one that does not create further terminological
problems, but for Maturana it lacked precision. Then a philoso-
pher, on the occasion of a dinner or some other social event, gave
him a little private lecture on Aristotle. The philosopher explained
to him the difference between praxis and poiesis. Praxis is an action
that includes its purpose in itself as an action. Aristotle here meant
the ethos of the life in the polis, its virtue and excellency, called
arête, whose importance is not due to its contribution towards the
creation of a good city, it rather already makes sense on its own.
Other examples would be swimming—one does not do it in order
to get somewhere—or smoking, chatting, or the reflections in uni-
versities, which too are actions satisfying as such without leading to
any results. The very concept of praxis already includes self-refer-
ence. Poiesis was explained to Maturana as something that produces
something external to itself, namely a product. Poiesis also implies
action; one acts, however, not because the action itself is fun or vir-
tuous, but because one wants to produce something. Maturana
then found the bridge between the two concepts and spoke of
autopoiesis, of a poiesis as its product—and he intentionally empha-
sized the notion of a product. Autopraxis, on the other hand,
would be a pointless expression, because it would only repeat what
is already meant by praxis. No, what is meant here is a system that
is its own product. The operation is the condition for the produc-
tion of operations. (2002a, 110–11)
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Francisco Varela, another Chilean biologist who closely cooperated
with Humberto Maturana, explains the concept of autopoiesis in
connection with the biological cell:

If you, for instance, try to understand what a cell is as the smallest liv-
ing system without intending to explain how it is structured, that it
reproduces itself, that it develops, etc.—if you simply want to say what
it really is—then you will come to the following very simple answer:
A living system is an organization that preserves itself as a result of its
organization. How does it do this? It produces components that pro-
duce components that produce components. This is no mystery:
enzymes produce enzymes. The boundary of the cell is its membrane.
The membrane again is a process that limits the diffusion and thus
preserves the internal network of production that produces the mem-
brane. Everywhere you see systems that exist due to a kind of
Münchhausen-effect:  they manage to grab themselves by the hair and
pull themselves out of the swamp. . . . This is the case in many areas.
(Biological) autopoiesis is only one example. Other examples are lan-
guage, and, possibly, families, firms, etc. (1997, 148–49)

In the last sentence of the above quotation, Varela alludes to social
systems theory that has taken up the originally biological concept
of autopoiesis. The growth of a social system, be it society in gen-
eral or singular social systems such as families or firms, can be
explained with the same concepts as and in a similar way to the
growth of biological organisms. At least, this is what social systems
theory tries to do.

The concept of autopoiesis, even though based on a neologism,
is not necessarily “revolutionary” in itself—models of self-organi-
zation or self-production have been introduced by older philoso-
phies and cosmologies3—but it certainly contradicts traditionally
influential “creationist” models. If one conceives of the world on
the basis of notions of causation and deliberate design, then pro-
duction is likely to be conceived of as the result of an external
“producer,” be it a demiurge (as in Plato’s Timaios), a “first
mover” (as with Aristotle), or a Creator God (as in Christianity).
Systems theory diverges from such classical models and replaces
the notion of external agency or “input” with the notion of self-
construction. Reality is no longer a created one (neither a created
one nor a created one) but a constructivist complexity. Every sys-
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tem produces itself and thereby its own reality. The world ceases to
be a general “unit” or “oneness.” Reality is not an all-embracing
whole of many parts, it is rather a variety of self-producing systemic
realities, each of which forms the environment of all the others.
There is no common “world” in reality, because reality is in each
instance an effect of “individual” systemic autopoiesis.  Reality is
transformed from created oneness to constructed difference.

I left out four important sentences from the passage by Varela
quoted above. After describing the “Münchhausen-effect,” Varela
continues: “This is the core of autonomy. And this is also exactly
what is meant by operational closure. My shortest definition is: The
results of systemic operations are once more systemic operations”
(1997, 149). The autonomy and autopoiesis of biological systems
goes along with their operational closure. That a system produces
itself implies that it produces its own boundary between itself and
its environment. It practices a closure by producing—in the case of
the biological cell—a membrane. Its autopoietic production con-
sists of producing a boundary or membrane that produces its own
operational closure. Once there is a membrane, all operations
within the cell happen within the cell, they do not directly connect
with operations in the outside environment. There is no literal
“input” into the cell. The membrane does not allow for the envi-
ronment to directly take part in the cell’s biological operations. This
idea distinguishes the autopoietic model of operational closure
from traditional input-output models, which suppose that opera-
tions can transgress systemic boundaries. Varela says:

Let me explain the difference between an input-output model and an
autonomy model with the help of an example. Classical immunology
studied how the body reacts to inputs of antigens by producing anti-
bodies. This was the classical input-output description. There were
attacks and responses to them: viruses and immunity. But the longer
research on the immune system continued the less sense the term
“antigen” made. It became increasingly difficult to say what an “anti-
gen” is and what it is not, because this was defined differently for
every system. Besides, it turned out that most antibodies reacted to
most antibodies. The whole immune system is literally a giant net-
work of antibodies and molecules that are in contact with one another
and constitute an enormous operational closure.

Where could antigens be fit in? Very simply: as something that is
somewhat similar to the internal antibodies. They are not defined as
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something alien. The immune system does not function like a military
camp with people on all sides watching for the enemy to approach. It
is most of all concerned with the constructive and positive aspects to
preserve itself in its molecular conditions. Of course, interactions have
some effects. But these do not define the system. If one wants to
understand its dynamics, how antibody levels are regulated and how
pathological situations are coped with, one has to abandon the input-
output model. Instead, one has to assume that the immune system is
operationally closed. This makes a dramatic difference, because now
other questions have to be asked and other experiments have to be
conducted, and everything has to be conceptualized with different
notions. (1997, 150)

Biological systems theory did away with the input-output concept
that assumed a direct interaction between systems and their envi-
ronment and thus, so to speak, a shared operational reality. From
the perspective of biological systems theory, living systems each
produce their own systemic reality. Anything that happens in their
environment can produce a systemic “response,” but only within
the boundaries and operational means of the system. There is nei-
ther a direct input into the system nor an immediate output.

Social systems theory borrows not only the concept of
autopoiesis from biological systems theory, but also the concept of
operational closure. The theory views social systems as opera-
tionally closed because, like biological systems, they are self-pro-
ducing “organisms” of communication that consist of the
connecting of system-internal communication with system-internal
communication. Economic communication, for instance, can only
connect to economic communication—otherwise it ceases to be
economic communication. Once a system has established itself, be
it biological or social, it can only continue its autopoiesis by its
own operational means. It cannot import other means without los-
ing its systemic integrity and its “membrane” and thus its reality.

The notions of autopoiesis and operational closure make, as
Varela pointed out, a “dramatic difference” to traditional concepts
of biological life and reality. They also make a dramatic difference
when they are applied to the realm of social theory. Luhmann
describes the “paradigm shift” that occurs:

I think that the concept of autopoiesis and the theory of autopoietic
systems. . . . are underestimated in regard to the radicalism of this

Chapter 1: What Is Social Systems Theory? 15

Luhmann Explained  2/19/11  2:30 AM  Page 15



approach. This radicalism goes back to the hypothesis of operational
closure. This hypothesis implies a radical shift in epistemology, and
also in the ontology it supposes. If one accepts it and also relates to it
the concept of autopoiesis and treats the latter as a further formula-
tion of the theory of operational closure, then it is clear that it also
breaks with the epistemology of the ontological tradition that
assumed that something of the environment enters the understanding
and that the environment is represented, mirrored, imitated, or sim-
ulated within a cognizing system. In this respect, the radicalism of the
new approach can hardly be underestimated. (2002a, 114)

The theory of autopoiesis and operational closure—and this is
true for both its biological and sociological applications—breaks
with the notion of a common reality that is somehow “repre-
sented” within all systems or elements that take part in reality.
According to systems theory, systems exist by way of operational
closure and this means that they each construct themselves and
their own realities. How a system is real depends on its own self-
production, and how it perceives the reality of its environment
also depends on its self-production. By constructing itself as a sys-
tem, a system also constructs its understanding of the environ-
ment. And thus a systemic world cannot suppose any singular,
common environment for all systems that can somehow be “rep-
resented” within any system. Every system exists by differentia-
tion and thus is different from other systems and has a different
environment. Reality becomes a multitude of system-environment
constructions that are in each case unique. This is the radical shift
away from traditional Old European epistemologies and ontolo-
gies that Luhmann speaks of.

The operational closure of autopoietic systems does not prevent
them from being “open” to their respective environments. Opera-
tional closure rather enables systems to generate an openness
towards their environment, but no operational openness. A system
cannot come into immediate contact with its environment by way
of its own operations. The biological operations within a cell, for
instance, are only connected to and in continuation with the other
biological operations within it. The same is true for psychic opera-
tions within an individual mind and for communicational opera-
tions within a communication system. The biological operations of
the brain are connected to and continued by other biological oper-
ations of the brain. Similarly, a thought or a feeling is connected to
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and continued by other thoughts or feelings. A mind cannot con-
tinue a thought with a brainwave. And a communication can, of
course, only be continued with more communication. You cannot
communicate with me with your mind or brain, you will have to
perform another communicative operation such as writing or
speaking.

The operational closure of autopoietic systems allows them to
build up mechanisms—biological, mental, or communicational—
with which they can observe their environment. Thus the observa-
tion of an environment depends on the differentiation of a system
from this environment. Luhmann points out: “If you want to for-
mulate it radically, you may say that cognition is only possible
because there are no relations, no operative relations to the envi-
ronment”(2002a, 93).

Luhmann explains the relation between the operational closure
of systems and their openness to the environment with a biologi-
cal example. Brains function on the basis of operational closure,
but, with the help of the eyes and the ear, a brain is open to what
it sees and hears:

(A brain) has a small variety of sensibilities that reduce that which can
be seen, that limit the spectrum of colors, and also reduce that which
can be heard. Only because this is so, the system is not overburdened
with external effects on it. And only because this is so can there be
learning mechanisms in the brain that allow it to build up more com-
plex structures. We observe a low variety of external contacts going
along with an enormous development of the structural capacity of the
brain and an enormous capacity for processing the few irritations that
are available to the system. And we see that this is again compatible
with its autopoietic structure, with its operational closure. Everything
depends on the system not establishing contact with the environment,
but only being photo-chemically or acoustically stimulated. Then,
from these irritations and with its own apparatus, the system produces
information that does not exist in the environment but only has cor-
relates out there—that can again only be seen by an external observer.
(2002a, 122)

How an eye sees the environment, what a brain makes of the visual
irritation it receives, is entirely dependent on its own structure. It
reduces the complexity of what can be seen in a specific way—and
thus builds up internal systemic complexity. While it reduces the
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spectrum of visual stimuli—the eye cannot see most of what is “out
there”—it is also able to construct itself as a very complex mecha-
nism of seeing. This is why every eye, in accordance with its own
internal structure, sees things differently. To each human being the
world looks slightly different, and the difference in the “world
views” of people as compared to horses, or people as compared to
ants is even greater. But who sees the world correctly? Who “rep-
resents” it more adequately? These questions become obsolete in
systems theory. The specific openness towards the environment is,
in the case of autopoietic systems, always an effect of the internal
activity of those systems. The external complexity of the environ-
ment is reduced by systemic operations, and this reduction is
accompanied by an internal increase of systemic complexity.

A brain is not in direct contact with what it sees or hears. It pro-
duces the information of what it sees and hears by its own internal
means. Likewise, what we think or feel about what we see or hear
is produced by the system of consciousness, not by the physiology
of the brain (there is more than one thought or feeling possible as
a correlate to a specific physiological state). And how we commu-
nicate a thought or a feeling is again decided in communication.
There is not one specific form of communicating one specific
thought or feeling. The brain is operationally closed—and there-
fore it can have cognition of the external world. Our consciousness
system (our “mind”) is operationally closed, and therefore it can
have cognition of the physiological events in the brain. And when
communicating, we can, for instance, observe our thoughts or
feelings in communication. Operational closure allows for constant
environmental “irritation” of autopoietic systems. The systems, by
means of their operational mechanisms, can then produce infor-
mation about the environment within themselves.  

Bodies, minds, and society, being biological, psychic, and
communication systems, respectively, are operationally closed
and thus open towards each other. They are also “structurally
coupled.” The concept of structural coupling is another one that
social systems theory borrowed from Humberto Maturana.4
Obviously, communication can only go on when there is con-
sciousness and life. Dead bodies and empty minds have nothing to
say. Communication systems are dependent on being structurally
coupled with consciousness systems (minds), and these in turn are
dependent on being structurally coupled with life systems (bod-
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ies). Luhmann believes that the emergence and existence of con-
sciousness and communication is due to their structural coupling:

One cannot imagine that a consciousness could have evolved without
communication. Similarly, one cannot imagine that there would be
meaningful communication without consciousness. There must have
been a kind of coordination, that, because it relates to different forms
of autopoiesis, lead, on the one hand, to an increase of complexity
within the realm of possible mental contents and, on the other hand,
within the realm of social communication. It seems to me that this
mechanism of coupling is language. (2002a, 122)

Structural coupling is a state in which two systems shape the envi-
ronment of the other in such a way that both depend on the other
for continuing their autopoiesis and increasing their structural
complexity. In the case of the structural coupling of consciousness
and communication, these two systemic realms could mutually
build up their complexity by sharing the medium of language.5 We
can think in language and we can communicate linguistically.
Spoken or written communication can irritate the mind quite
impressively—what we read or hear usually makes us think and feel
about that which we read or hear. The mental irritation of linguis-
tic communication, for instance, is hard to avoid. We can experi-
ence this when we try to study for an examination while someone
talks loudly in the next room. It is hard for the mind not to “lis-
ten” when there is talk. Conversely, we have difficulty continuing
a conversation when our mind is preoccupied with certain
thoughts or feelings. When a loved one dies, we find it hard to
concentrate on a television program.

Yet the structural coupling between psychic and communica-
tion systems does not turn thoughts into communication or com-
munication into thoughts. We cannot continue a conversation by
simply thinking about what someone else says. Psychic and com-
munication systems, however, operate simultaneously and cannot
improve in complexity without the other. The examples of Kaspar
Hauser and other feral children clearly demonstrate that a mind
that is not continuously “irritated” by social communication is
unable to develop the specific complexity necessary for social com-
munication. You cannot simply teach somebody to speak who has
never been exposed to society. In these cases communication is
likely to fail because mental correlates have not been developed.
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(Of course, minds like that of Kaspar Hauser will likely have built
up other psychic complexities in correlation to the environment in
which they evolved.) The more complex society becomes, the
more complex is our reflection upon it. And the more complex our
thoughts become, the more complexly they are “expressed” in
communication. (Again: of course, the thoughts are not really
“expressed” in communication; a mind cannot express itself in
communication—but more complex minds allow for communica-
tion itself to become more complex.)

The structural coupling between the brain as a living system,
the mind as a psychic system, and society as a communication sys-
tem seems to be of a specific structure with the mind somehow
“in-between” the other two systems. Whatever “happens” within
our brains seems to be first somehow “translated” into conscious
information (feelings, thoughts) before it can, in turn, irritate
communication and be processed by communication as social
information. It seems that the mind is some kind of filter between
the brain, on the one hand, and communication on the other.
Luhmann says: “We can . . . conclude that society only couples
itself with its environment through consciousness, and that thus
there are no physical, chemical, and also no purely biological
effects on social communication. Everything has to pass through
that eye of the needle of communication” (2002a, 123). If con-
sciousness functions as the needle’s eye of communication this
means that nothing can irritate communication that was not some-
how processed as information in the mind. The mind, in turn,
seems able to be irritated by both communication and the
brain/body, so it can produce information out of communication
as well as out of bodily events. We can try to cure a mental disor-
der by communicational irritation (psychotherapy) as well as by
physical irritation (psychopharmacology). The mind is open to
both kinds of systemic stimuli—but as psychiatric practice shows:
each mind “resonates” differently in reaction to these irritations.
Being operationally closed, autopoietic systems, organisms, minds,
and social systems continuously irritate each other, but they even-
tually cannot but produce their own operations all by themselves.

The structural coupling between mind and body, and between
body and communication as envisioned by systems theory is some-
what comparable to the three-tiered matrix in the popular Matrix
movies (at least to the first movie in the series). In this film, human
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bodies function as batteries or fuel for computer programs that in
turn function as the masterminds of a virtual society. All three sys-
tems seem to function autopoietically and, more or less, as opera-
tionally closed. It does not seem to be the case that the biological
functioning of the human bodies as such determines the opera-
tions of the computer programs. And the computer programs
seem to be so advanced that they do not determine exactly what
happens in the virtual society. This society seems to be free to per-
ceive itself as free and act in its own fashion. Of course, there is
structural coupling; without the human batteries, the programs
cannot run, and without the programs, this society cannot com-
municate. And vice versa, without the society, the computer pro-
grams would have no “substance,” and without the computer
programs, the human bodies would lose their function.

It seems that the human batteries in the film are somewhat sim-
ilar to Luhmann’s view of the biological system, while the com-
puter programs seem similar to his view of the psychic system, and
the “virtual” social sphere reminds one of his view of society. In
the movie, of course, there is a hierarchy of exploitation and dom-
ination among these three spheres, where the computer program
has enslaved the “authentic” realm of human bodies, and the story
hinges on the notion that a liberation of this realm is possible and
necessary. This is precisely the kind of humanist fantasy that
Luhmann’s theory is meant to debunk. Instead of an ultimately
human and singular world, there is a plurality of systemic realities.
And this can again only be realized within this systemic reality. We
will return to this last aspect in the second chapter.

(b) Social Systems
Social systems theory recognizes psychic and biological systems as
the necessary environment of social systems—and it borrows the
terminology of biological systems theory to analyze the “life” of
society. Of course, the word “life” is here used metaphorically,
because society does not literally live—only living systems can
live—but communicates. Just as society is no longer literally, but
only metaphorically, described as an “organism,” it is also no
longer literally, but only metaphorically, described in terms of
“consciousness.” While some social theories, such as Herbert
Spencer’s Social Darwinism, understood society as a quasi-biolog-
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ical entity, some philosophers, such as Hegel, described it as an
aspect of the unfolding of a larger consciousness or “spirit.” While
such theorists, perhaps especially Hegel, at times came close to a
systemic conception of society, they nevertheless denied society its
own systemic realm. In Hegel’s philosophy, for instance, society is
but an expression of spirit and is explained on the basis of con-
cepts that pertain to consciousness. Social systems theory denies
both a biological and a “spiritual” grounding of society. Life and
consciousness are not parts of society. They operate, so to speak,
outside the “membrane” of society (again, a biological metaphor)
that is constituted by operations of communication. Social sys-
tems theory assumes that communication can—analogously, but
independently—establish its own systemic autopoiesis through its
own operational means.

I have pointed out frequently that social systems theory cannot
accept the common assumption that society consists of human
individuals—or of their minds or bodies. It consists, operationally
speaking, of communication “events” such as communication by
language, gestures, or money. Communicational sequences can
then establish their own “individuality.” They can grow into very
specific shapes.

Orderly communication, in which we can first expect to be
understood by others and second to understand them, emerges
from double contingency.6 Not anything, but any communica-
tion goes on, but it goes on only if and when it is able to estab-
lish some kind of order, when the problem of double
contingency on both sides of the “understanding” of that com-
munication is solved. Communication that is not mutually
understood will not continue. “Buying” is only possible when
the buyer can expect that the seller will give him/her goods for
a piece of paper called “money,” and when the seller can expect
that the buyer will understand that he/she has to “pay” for
these goods. Economic transactions can only happen when the
possibility of not communicating economically on both sides of
the transaction is overcome.

In this way, communication can be established as a unity of
announcement (Mitteilung 7), information (Information), and
understanding (Verstehen). Within a simple economic transaction
such as paying for a meal, it is understood by the seller that, by put-
ting his tray on the counter, the buyer announces that he is ready
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to pay. Also, that which is on the tray visibly informs the seller
about the goods the buyer likes to purchase. Even if both people
do not talk to one another, their communication (as the unity of
announcement, information, and understanding) may well con-
tinue, and the buyer will understand the seller’s announcement
that he has to pay six dollars when he gets this price information
by looking at the display on the cash register.

Communication only continues and grows if it establishes cer-
tain patterns that allow for it to continue in that certain way along
with that certain order. All emerging patterns of communication
(of announcement, information, understanding)—or social
order—can be explained as a solution to the problem of double
contingency. What is communicated and how it is communicated
is totally contingent: there is no basic a priori condition for com-
munication. Communication is therefore always contingent in the
sense that it could always have been otherwise. Why did society
invent money or economic transactions at all? It could have
invented something completely different. How do we know that
Martians have an economy or money? But even if they do not have
these things, they may still have communication.

Once communication goes on, however, how it goes on is con-
tingent upon those patterns that have been established. Once an
economy and money have been established, then economic com-
munication is dependent on these patterns. Once a communica-
tion system “takes off,” one’s ability to communicate is contingent
upon its order. In a society that has an economy, you can only
communicate economically by communicating economically.
Nobody can buy anything with noneconomic communication.
Even if one gets something for free or steals something, then “get-
ting something free” or “stealing” are economic terms. 

Socially established communication patterns are identified by
social systems theory as the individual elements that constitute soci-
ety. Society consists of social systems, of certain communicational
“organisms” that emerged and have established their own specific
types of operations. These can connect to each other and continue
the operations of this communicational organism—similar to a cell
that by its bio-chemical operations creates its own autopoietic
“being.” A social system “is” nothing else but the autopoietic
reproduction of itself. A social system, such as the economy, con-
sists of nothing but economic communication that connects to
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itself. It is only by economic communication that the economy con-
tinues and further constructs itself—and thus builds its own com-
municational “membrane” by which economic communication can
be distinguished from other types of communication.

According to social systems theory, society has evolved to a state
in which it consists of a variety of large communication systems
that can be identified by the functions they perform. Such function
systems are, for instance, economy, politics, law, and mass media:
buying a meal is communication functioning economically; the
casting and counting of a vote is communication functioning polit-
ically; presenting an argument in court is communication func-
tioning legally. Since all these systems are operationally closed, they
are the intrasocial environment of the others. They are “subsys-
tems” of society. Each function system has its own social perspec-
tive and creates its own social reality. They are all, so to speak,
subrealities of a general social reality. Still, they are not, strictly
speaking, “parts” of a “whole”: society does not become less
“whole” when a system ceases to function and it does not become
more “whole” when a new one emerges. Before the mass media,
for instance, society was not “less” than it is today. There is also no
fixed “super-system” of which these functions are integral ele-
ments. Society, as such, does not function “less” when a system
ceases to function, and it does not function “more” when a new
system emerges. Again: the emergence of mass media did not make
any super-system function better.

Society looks different from the perspective of each subsystem
and its function, and there is no perspective, or super-system, that
can “supervise” the subsystems. The economic reality is different
from the world as seen in education or politics. But there is no
social reality that can claim to present the “whole picture.” Even
religion has lost this privilege. In this sense, society consists only of
subsystems.

According to social systems theory, the subsystems of society
cannot be supervised or regulated by any social super-system. If
this was the case, these systems would not be autopoietic function
systems; they would not have their “individual” operational iden-
tity. Without a single social super-system, each system can look at
the others through its own means. The economy can look at all
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others systems from an economic perspective and can “interpret”
the “whole” society economically. Likewise, science—and within it
social science, and within it, social systems theory—can look at the
“whole” of society and interpret it scientifically. This is why social
systems theory, being part of the social system of science, can claim
to come up with a theory that is valid for society in its entirety.

In the terminology of social systems theory, function systems
can be identified by their respective codes. The legal system, for
instance, operates on the basis of the legal/illegal code. It com-
municates on the basis of this distinction. Every attorney, judge, or
juror has to start from there. However, what specifically is legal or
illegal is a matter of dispute. Function systems thus develop pro-
grams on the basis of their code that supply it with flesh and bone,
so to speak. In the case of the legal system, such programs are the
concrete laws, constitutions, norms, and so on. These programs
allow the code to be applied by supplying it with certain guidelines
for being processed. It is hard to argue about the legality or ille-
gality of an action in the absence of law, be it natural, divine, or
otherwise. In order to be actually communicated, a code cannot
do without programs. In the system of science, to give another
example, the code of true/false on which scientific communication
is based, must be applied in connection with certain scientific the-
ories, methods, and so on. Without relation to these programs you
cannot argue scientifically for something to be true or false. Only
in the context of, for instance, a theory or a method, can a scien-
tific statement be called scientifically true or false.

Along with their specific codes and programs, the systems cre-
ate their own functioning and thus their respective social function
(Funktion). The science system produces (scientific) knowledge.
Only science can provide society with a scientific explanation of its
functioning. (This is not to say that society asked for such expla-
nations, but once they are there, they are a social reality.) The func-
tion of the legal system, to give another example, is to establish
norms for social expectations. The specific function of a social sys-
tem can further be distinguished from its efficacy (Leistung).While
science, for instance, has the function of producing knowledge, it
also has the efficacy to make knowledge available for social pur-
poses. Scientific knowledge can not only be known, it can also be
“applied.” Accordingly, the distinction between theoretical science
and applied science would be a distinction between the social
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function of the science system and its efficacy (Luhmann 1997a,
758).

Modern function systems have developed into communicational
“organisms” that communicate with more effective and diverse
tools than simply language. They have developed their own media.
A medium is, simply put, that which can take on form in commu-
nication, and in the case of many function systems these media are
called by Luhmann (on the basis of Talcott Parsons’s terminology)
“symbolically generalized communication media” (symbolisch gen-
eralisierte Kommunikationsmedien). According to Luhmann, these
media were developed to increase the likelihood of the successful
continuation of communication. When it comes to highly func-
tionally specialized communication (for instance, in the case of eco-
nomic, legal, or scientific communication), language is a rather
awkward medium. It is hard to buy something with language (for
instance, by offering a promise in exchange for a horse), and it is
equally hard to communicate a legal punishment on the basis of
“plain” language without recourse to specifically legal communica-
tion media. Highly specialized communications need highly spe-
cialized media to succeed and to continue their autopoiesis. It is
unlikely that economic communication would succeed and con-
tinue without a specific economic medium—and such a medium
was established in money. (Today, with the economy becoming
more and more complex, it seems that new economic media are
gradually replacing money. Larger financial transactions are no
longer made literally with money, but rather with stocks, bonds,
and so forth.) In their “Luhmann Glossary” Baraldi, Corsi, and
Esposito explain the need for symbolically generalized communica-
tion media in the terminology of social systems theory. Here they
are referring not to money as the medium of the economy or to
jurisdiction as the medium of law, but to power as the political
medium and to scientific truth as the medium of science:

Ego’s motivation to accept the selection suggested by Alter becomes
unlikely—and the symbolically generalized communication media
respond to this problem. Ego accepts Alter’s order to pay a penalty,
because Alter possesses power. Ego accepts Alter’s assertion that the
earth circulates around the sun, because it is scientific truth. (Baraldi,
Corsi, and Esposito 1997, 190)

Baraldi, Corsi, and Esposito also hasten to add that
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the concepts of “acceptance” and “motivation” are used without any
reference to the psychic system. Acceptance does not mean any inner
agreement and motivation, not a psychic state, because one does not
and cannot know anything about these matters: “acceptance” and
“motivation” are only considered as conditions of success in commu-
nication. (1997, 191)

They summarize their definition of symbolically generalized com-
munication media by stating that these are: “specific structures
that secure the likelihood of communicative success because they
transform the unlikelihood that Alter’s selection is accepted by
Ego into likelihood” (1997, 189). Luhmann remarks similarly:

Symbolically generalized media miraculously transform a no-likeli-
hood into a yes-likelihood—for instance, by making it possible to
offer payment for goods or services one wants to have. They are sym-
bolic insofar as they use communication in order to produce a fit that
is unlikely as such. At the same time, however, they are also diabolic
because by achieving this fit, they simultaneously produce new differ-
ences. (1997a, 320)

Media, such as money in economy, make the “fit” because they
make transactions much more likely and easy. How difficult would
it be to bring a buyer and seller together without money! Thus
media are functioning symbolically by fitting two pieces together.
However, they also create new differences, as Luhmann (1997a,
320) adds: “Who can pay gets what he/she wants, who can’t,
doesn’t.” This is the diabolic function of the media that introduces
new distinctions (between the rich and the poor in the economy,
between the powerful and those without power in politics, for
instance).

Interestingly enough, Luhmann also remarks that highly spe-
cialized symbolically generalized communication media contribute
to the growth of inequalities between the function systems. It
seems that those systems, such as the economy, that have highly
effective symbolic media and are, what is more, able to further
refine these (money into stocks, and so on), gain some kind of evo-
lutionary advantage over the others. For example, the “growth” of
the economic system (not in terms of an increase in the GSP, of
course, but in terms of an increase in social presence) as opposed
to the decline of the religious system may be explained as an effect
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of the communicative advantage that money has over faith (being
the medium of religion). Money and stocks seem to function bet-
ter—both symbolically and diabolically—than faith. They easily
bring “people” together and force them apart. Luhmann states:

The different capabilities for system-construction of the various sym-
bolically generalized communication media distinctively characterize
the features of modern society. They lead (among other factors) to an
unequal growth of the function systems, and thus to unequal applica-
tions of those functions regarding their respective communicative
expenditure and visibility—without a hidden rationality or hierarchy
fundamentally attached to those functions. Society does not expand
like leavening;  it does not symmetrically grow in size, complexity, and
differentiation as supposed by the nineteenth-century theories of
progress (which could suppose this because they understood society
as merely an economic system). Modern society rather increases the
complexity of some systems and lets others wither. (1997a, 391–92)

The different symbolically generalized communication media of
the larger systems of modern society contribute to the dynamics of
their respective functional “organisms.” Communication systems
have no intrinsic essence—as Marxists, for instance, believed.
Social systems theory, on the contrary, does not assume that there
is a predetermined order of society throughout history. Neither
does it assume the unchanging stability of social systems. All sys-
tems continue their autopoiesis, and thus they all “develop.” It
seems that a central aspect of this development, especially in the
conditions of modern society, is the adequacy and efficacy of a sys-
tem’s symbolically generalized communication medium. These
media seem to be decisive factors when it comes to gaining “social
space.” Systems with rather “awkward” media, such as faith, will
find it relatively hard to compete with systems that have more
functionally capable media, such as money, power, or legislation. A
symbolically generalized communication medium that is lacking in
functional dynamics may contribute to the “marginalization” of
the functional system that operates with it.

Functional social subsystems can be analyzed in great detail in
regard to their codes, programs, functions, efficacies, media, and
so on. Luhmann did this and wrote numerous articles and lengthy
books on many of them, including law (1993c), the economy
(1988a), politics (1975), science (1990c), religion (1977), educa-
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tion (Luhmann and Schorr 1988), and art (1995b). These repre-
sent the sociological heart of Luhmann’s work. Given the specific
characteristics of each system, however, it is difficult to do justice
to each of them in a more general book on systems theory, such as
the present one. I have therefore chosen to thoroughly concen-
trate, in the second part of this book, on only one function system,
namely the mass media. Social systems theory describes all systems
on the basis of the same theoretical outline and with a similar con-
ceptual terminology, but, of course, with different concrete results
in each case. The following table summarizes some of the main
characteristics of function systems as they are identified and ana-
lyzed in Luhmann’s extensive case studies (see Krause 1999, 36;
table modified).

Figure 1.2. Social Systems

System Function Efficacy Code Program Medium

Law elimination of regulation legal/illegal laws, jurisdiction
the contingency of conflicts constitutions, 
of norm etc.
expectations

Politics making practical government/ programs of power
collectively application of opposition political
binding collectively parties,
decisions binding ideologies
possible decisions

Science production  supply true/false theories, truth
of knowledge of knowledge methods

Religion elimination of spiritual and immanence/ holy scriptures, faith
contingency social services transcendence dogmas

Economy reduction of satisfaction of payment/ budgets money
shortages needs nonpayment

While function systems are the subsystems of modern society and
constitute its basic level of differentiation, or its “deep struc-
tures” (Luhmann 1998, 60), they are—as pointed out above—by
no means the whole of society. One reason they are not is that
not every communication can be classified as a communication
within or of a functional system. A chat on the street corner, a
short conversation with somebody who dialed the wrong num-
ber, a flirtation at a party, are difficult to attribute to any of the
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standard function systems. Social systems theory views society as
systemic—but the notion of a social system is not limited to func-
tion systems alone. On a lower level, a whole range of other
autopoietic communications emerge. Luhmann explains this
metaphorically by saying that the larger types of social subsys-
tems “float on a sea of small-scale systems that are continuously
newly built and then dissolved” (1997a, 812). In a more analytic
manner, he declares:

On the foundations of an already existing society, a differentiation
(Ausdifferenzierung) of autopoietic social systems can also happen
without any relation to the social system or its previously established
subsystems—simply through the experience of double contingency
and the subsequent initiation of autopoietic system construction.
Frequently very short-lived and trivial system-environment distinc-
tions emerge in this way without any further constraints of form and
without any necessity or possibility of legitimizing this distinction by
relating it to society. (1997a, 812)

In the terminology of social systems theory such short-lived “anar-
chic” social systems that do not fit into any of the established func-
tional realms can be called “interactions” (Interaktionen).
Interactions typically operate on a “face-to-face” level and presup-
pose physical presence (see Baraldi, Corsi, and Esposito 1997,
82–85). A casual conversation in the elevator begins and ends with
physical presence. Once the two people are back in their offices,
they will continue to communicate in the function systems of law
(if they are lawyers) or in the function systems of education or sci-
ence (if they are professors). There they will communicate in a
more systemic manner. The attorneys may study legal files while
the professors grade papers.

As Luhmann points out in the quotation above, interactions
can happen outside of function systems, or, in the words of
Baraldi, Corsi, and Esposito (1997, 85), in “function-free” con-
texts such as standing in line for tickets, sitting on the bus, or hav-
ing a drink at a bar. However, such interactive communicative
episodes also occur within function systems. One can chat econom-
ically with a salesperson, joke legally with one’s client, and even
speak on friendly terms with one’s students (but only if the office
door is left open—otherwise this communication will be under the
suspicion of no longer being educational).
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While interactions are the communicational sea on which the
function systems float, there is another type of social system that is
more closely intertwined with the function systems. This type of
social system is small-scale in comparison with social subsystems,
but large-scale in comparison with interactions—it is the increas-
ingly important “organizations” (Organisationen). Organizations
are, according to Luhmann, a relatively new social phenomenon
(specifically when compared to interactions), which have evolved
along with functional differentiation, in other words, along with
the establishment of the various function systems. The emergence
of politics as an autopoietic system paved the way for the emer-
gence of political parties. Similarly, the differentiation of the edu-
cation system was a precondition for the emergence of educational
organizations—such as schools and universities. The emergence of
the economy as an autopoietic system lead to the founding of com-
panies, firms, and corporations. The autopoietic system of medi-
cine has hospitals and asylums as its corresponding organizations—
and the establishment of the legal system has led to more and more
courts and prisons.

Organizations are not necessarily confined to the communica-
tive borders of just one function system. An organization like the
IRA had both a political and a military side. A university is not only
active in education and in science, it is, at least in North America,
more often than not also playing an economic role. On the other
hand, function systems do not focus on just one kind of organiza-
tion. Economic transactions are not limited to companies and cor-
porations, education does not only take place at universities, and
politics does not only consist of political parties.

A central characteristic of organizations is membership. Organ-
izations include people by accepting them into themselves. In order
to enter a university, a sanatorium, or Al Qaeda one has to some-
how qualify for membership, for instance, by grades, a diagnosis,
or a common enemy. 

Organizations can also be called “systems of decision.” What an
organization does depends on its decisions. Their communicative
life is mainly one of decisions. If one reads about organizations
such as companies or parties, one usually reads about the econom-
ical or political decisions they made. And the decisions of an organ-
ization are typically made in the context of further decisions. The
autopoiesis of an organization thus becomes an autopoiesis of
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decisions—one decision generates endless decision-making (just
think of serving on a university committee or making a managerial
decision in a company). Luhmann says in regard to organizations:
“As a result there comes into being an autopoietic system that is
characterized by a specific form of operations: It produces deci-
sions by decisions. Behavior is communicated as decision-making”
(1997a, 831). The importance of organizations and their specific
type of communicative operation—decision-making—seems to
increase in modern society. Organizations (such as corporations
and political parties) become more and more “powerful,” in
Luhmann’s terms, they occupy more and more communicative
space within various function systems. Functional communication
is increasingly the communication of organizations. Baraldi, Corsi,
and Esposito write:

In the functionally differentiated society formal organizations gain a
previously unnoted relevance. This is true not only for the economic
system in which case the importance of organizations has been recog-
nized and researched for a long time. The operational capabilities of
other subsystems too are increasingly based on organized systems,
such as schools in education, churches in religion, research institu-
tions in the sciences . . . (1997, 131)

Besides function systems, interactions and organizations are two
important types of autopoietic communication systems. There may
well remain more such systemic types to be discovered below 
the level of functional subsystems. One candidate identified by
Luhmann in his later writings is social movements, especially
protest movements (see Luhmann 1997a, 847–65; Luhmann
1996a). Luhmann could not fully explore this interesting hypoth-
esis because of his sickness and eventual death. Further below I will
try to shed some light on this social phenomenon from a
Luhmannian perspective.

The large-scale function systems of present-day society have com-
pleted their own operational closure. Just as society in general is an
operationally closed system of communication shut off from the
biological, mental, and technological operations of its environ-
ment, so the various function systems are operationally closed off
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from the other social subsystems in their intrasocial environment.
Biological operations can only connect to biological operations
and communicative operations can only connect to communicative
operations. In a functionally differentiated society, communication
cannot simply connect to any communication. The autopoiesis of
a social subsystem can only be continued with communication of
the same subsystem. Economic transactions can only be continued
with further economic transactions. One cannot pay for goods
with law, and one will not be taken seriously in the system of sci-
ence, if one attempts to refute the truth claims of an academic pub-
lication with quotations from holy scriptures. In court, one needs
lawyers to speak for oneself, because only they know how to con-
tribute to the autopoiesis of legal communication.

By virtue of their respective codes, functions, media, and so on,
the social subsystems were able to differentiate themselves in such
a way that they became incompatible discourses. In the time before
functional differentiation (I will discuss the historical dimensions
of social systems theory in the next chapter) a quotation from the
Bible could prove a scientific truth claim wrong, and when accused
of a crime, one could represent oneself in court. This has thor-
oughly changed and the theory of functional differentiation and
operational closure explains the results of this change. The highly
specialized types of communication developed within the subsys-
tems of society are no longer interconnected or interchangeable,
and attempts to artificially impose one type of systemic communi-
cation on another fail. Under the conditions of functional differ-
entiation, a fundamentalist state that is dominated by religious
discourse and does not allow other function systems to operate
independently will hardly be accepted as modern.

In a modern society, attempts to reject functional differentia-
tion are not easily accepted nor are they likely to succeed. Religious
politicians, for instance, will find it hard to avoid appearing too
political from the perspective of the religious system and too reli-
gious (or “fundamentalist”) from the perspective of the political
system. The conditions of functional differentiation do not favor
attempts to merge operations of different systems or attempts to
steer the operations of one system by operations of another.

A well-known example of the failure of an operationally closed
social function system to intervene in the operations of another is
the failure of communist economy in Eastern Europe. If analyzed
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from the perspective of social systems theory, this failure had noth-
ing to do with the “weakness of human nature” (regarding the
unlikelihood of the establishment of an altruistic society), or with
the corruption or brutality of totalitarian regimes, but rather with
the impossibility of overcoming the operational closure of present-
day function systems. In the communist countries of Eastern
Europe, the economy was supposed to directly communicate with
the political system—the economy was believed to be under imme-
diate political control. This, however, was only a communicative
construct, not a social reality. The economy still functioned eco-
nomically and politics still functioned politically. In the long run,
the illusion that the economy could efficiently communicate with
the political system and that the political system could thus “con-
trol” the economy could not be upheld. Luhmann says: 

One of the most dramatic events of the past two or three decades was
the breakdown of the socialist economy that was obviously unable to
transform economic information into political information. The plan-
ning centers were in fact not informed about what was happening
economically—whatever “economy” may mean in this connection—
but they could only see if their plans were met or not. All those tak-
ing part in the planning processes could also see that the center saw if
the plans were met or not. It was all about a political schema of goal-
data that were more or less met, and the whole system focused on
this. The information could be produced through factual reports or
through forgeries and fictional data, and thereby the whole informa-
tion processing could be continued without having any information
available in the economy other than the political. (2002a, 130)

What Luhmann explains here is that in the politically planned
economy of communist countries a peculiar communication about
economic goal-data emerged. This communication was a central
element of political communication provided by the economy. The
economy was, so to speak, forced to continuously communicate
politically—and not economically. The goal-data were politically,
not economically produced. The economy was supposed to take
part in political discourse instead of communicating by its own
means. Thus, the economy lacked information about itself. Its sit-
uation can be compared to that of the political system under reli-
gious “control.” Under such circumstances the political system is
forced to communicate religiously and it has, while still somehow
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functioning politically, only religiously, not politically, valid infor-
mation concerning itself. It is just as unlikely that an economic sys-
tem can continue its autopoiesis well while artificially and
fictitiously controlled by the political system, as it is unlikely that a
political system can while artificially and fictitiously controlled by
the religious system.

It may be important to note that neither social systems theory
in general nor Luhmann in particular intends the theory of the
operational closure of function systems to speak in support of a
“market economy” or capitalist propaganda that hails the benefi-
cial effects of a “free” economy. The theory merely observes that
operationally closed function systems cannot be controlled by
other function systems. It not only denies that communist govern-
ments can control the economy, it also denies this to capitalist or
“democratic” ones. The economy controls itself—and no one
knows if this is good or bad for the “people.” Social systems the-
ory neither believes that systemic self-control automatically leads
to systemic success or to “prosperity” or “liberty.” These concepts
are themselves part of very specific political semantics. From the
perspective of social systems theory, no function system is “good”
or “bad;” it does not claim to know if it is better for a society to
have an autopoietically functioning economy. It simply says that
under the conditions of functional differentiation there is an
autopoietic and operationally closed economy and that neither
communist politics nor capitalist semantics can change this.
Moreover, like communist politics, capitalist democracies tend to
deny the systemic gap between the economy and politics. They
create the illusion that political communication about economic
matters actually “helps” the economy. Like communist regimes,
democratic regimes counterfactually pretend that their political
communication about the economy actually somehow “steers”
economic development. Luhmann writes: 

I suspect that also here (in free-market economies) information that
we treat as economic information—even though it may well be
founded on the realities of the dispositions of companies and banks—
is only produced for political purposes when it is compressed to data
on joblessness, currency values, etc. Thus I suspect that politics works
with data that are summaries of economic data but that have a purely
political information value. On the level of the operations of compa-
nies completely different information is relevant. Companies focus on
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their balances, on contracts they receive, on prices, on what competi-
tors do, on the increase or decrease of demand and thus of possibili-
ties of production. This information world is purely economic. It is
very questionable if anybody in this world orients him/herself with
statistics about joblessness. Within the economy market data count as
information. (2002a, 131)

Luhmann points out that even in democratic societies with “free”
markets, politics creates a pseudo-economic discourse. Political
communication about joblessness, for instance, is political com-
munication—and not economic communication. What politicians
say about joblessness remains political communication. It is an illu-
sion that political communication about joblessness can directly
interfere in or even control the operationally closed economic sys-
tem. Political communication about joblessness, as Luhmann says,
serves political, not economic purposes. This is the case with com-
munist and “democratic” regimes.

That function systems are operationally closed does not mean
that they do not influence each other. Politics certainly influences
the economy—and vice versa. All social subsystems “influence”
each other in various degrees, and social systems theory provides a
conceptual framework to describe and analyze this.

In a functionally differentiated society, all subsystems form the
environment of the others. The economy exists in the midst of all
other function systems, and the same is true for those as well.
Operationally closed systems can, by virtue of their operational
closure, observe and “resonate” with their environment. By clos-
ing themselves off, social systems develop a “membrane” that
allows them to distinguish themselves from their environment and
to relate to it. By being differentiated from their environment,
social systems are not only capable of self-reference, but also of
other-reference. They can—within their operational boundaries—
make the environment an issue and refer to it. The law, for
instance, by developing its own specific code, can relate to any-
thing in its social environment. Anything that happens in politics,
science, or religion can become a legal issue. Legal communication
is specific to the legal system, but at the same time it is universally
applicable to all that happens in its environment. The same is true
for all other function systems. The economy can and will observe
what happens in politics, in the legal system, and in science, and
can deal with it economically. Religion often communicates about
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such issues as economic inequalities, legal decisions, or changes in
the education system. Operational closure does not prevent other-
reference; it is rather a condition for “making sense” of the other
systems.

Within society, social subsystems not only continue their own
autopoiesis by observing other systems, but function systems can
also enter into “structural coupling” with each other so that their
autopoiesis—though still operationally closed—is in contact with
that of another system. The structural coupling between different
function systems can be of varying degrees, and some systems that
are tightly coupled are of great social relevance. An example of an
intense structural coupling is the relation between the political and
economic systems. Luhmann explains: 

The coupling between politics and economy is primarily established
through taxes and tariffs. This does not alter the fact that all mone-
tary dispositions are carried out as payments within the economy. The
disposition can, however, be conditioned politically and in this case it
will not be oriented to profit-making. For which purposes a nation’s
budget is used then becomes a political issue, and when much (or lit-
tle) money is available, this will irritate the political system. Still, the
spending of money itself is subject to the market rules of the eco-
nomic system (nothing becomes more or less expensive because it is
paid for with tax money) and it has significant consequences for the
structural development of the economy when the state quota of the
money flow increases. (1997a, 781)

Systems such as politics and the economy can be “connected” in
such a way that the operations of one system more or less contin-
ually “aim” at the operations of the other system. The political sys-
tem continuously creates communication directed at the economy.
By taxes and tariffs, the political system establishes a coupling
between itself and the economy that cannot be ignored by eco-
nomic communication. Even though the economy cannot ignore
taxes or tariffs, it still deals with these political inventions econom-
ically. Even taxes and tariffs cannot transform an economic trans-
action into a political one. The payment of taxes still follows the
economic code and its programs and uses its medium. It does not
become political communication. Structural coupling does not
violate the operational closure of systems, rather it establishes spe-
cific interrelations between different autopoietic processes.
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Many more structural couplings can be observed. There is a
coupling between politics and law regulated by constitutions. The
economy is coupled to the legal system by ownership and con-
tracts. The coupling between the system of science and the system
of education is manifested in the organization of the university.
Education and the economy are coupled through academic certifi-
cates and diplomas that regulate access to jobs (Luhmann 1997a,
782–86). All of these couplings can be analyzed in detail and sys-
tem-theoretical descriptions of the respective systems will have to
deal extensively with them if they want to adequately portray their
functioning. The functioning of the economy in our society, for
example, cannot be properly understood without taking into
account its couplings with politics, law, education, and so on.

Structural coupling establishes specific mechanisms of irrita-
tion between systems and forces different systems to continuously
resonate with each other. The two concepts of irritation and reso-
nance are used by social systems theory to explain how opera-
tionally closed systems “interact.” Through taxes, for instance, the
political system irritates the economy. The economic system res-
onates with these irritations by adding taxes to sales prices. Under
the conditions of structural coupling, irritation and resonance gain
the status of permanent influences between systems. In this way,
the structural development of both systems is interrelated.

In the case of the “extra-social” coupling between communi-
cation and psychic systems, the common medium of language
provides for the structural coupling between individual minds and
society. This structural coupling allows for both systems to
develop a higher complexity. People will accordingly develop
mental structures that match the complexity of their society. The
growth of social complexity is structurally coupled with the
increasing mental complexity of the environment of society. The
same is true for “inter-social” structural coupling. If a continuous
irritation-resonance relationship between two systems is estab-
lished, then increases in the structural complexity of one system
will bring about increases in the structural complexity of the
other. If politics irritates the economy with more complex tax reg-
ulations, the economy will “resonate” by producing more com-
plex methods to maximize profits. This will in turn “irritate”
politics, possibly resulting in the development of still more com-
plex tax policies.
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Through structural coupling, systems cannot steer other sys-
tems or directly interfere in their operations. They can, however,
establish relatively stable links of irritation that force other systems
to resonate with them. There are always two sides to structural
coupling. A system that irritates another cannot, in turn, avoid
being irritated. Through taxes, politics does not actually regulate
the economy in a one-way direction. It is by the same link that the
economy irritates politics. That social systems are interrelated pri-
marily through structural coupling means that no system can dom-
inate another; no system can exert influence without itself being
influenced. 

The idea that one system can dominate the rest of society is a
theoretical pitfall in which many theories of society have been
trapped, most prominently, probably, Marxism. This idea repre-
sents an oversimplification of social complexity and of the relation
between social systems. It is easy to say that the economy rules pol-
itics. But isn’t it obvious that by influencing politics—and systems
theory does not deny that the economy greatly influences poli-
tics—the economy itself is influenced by politics? And isn’t it also
obvious that increasing economic influence does not ruin or over-
shadow the political system but rather stirs it into increasing com-
plexity? The same is true for other systemic relations. As I will
explain in detail in the chapter on mass media, the economy and
the political system greatly influence the mass-media system, but
they themselves are in turn also greatly influenced by it.
Intersystemic influence is not a one-way street.

Again: this is not to say that this absence of domination is good
or bad. Marxists may think that capitalist domination is bad while
communist domination is good. Systems theory neither desires nor
believes in such domination. But it also does not say that the lack
of domination is good. It does not claim to know or to decide if
societies that develop structural coupling on the basis of functional
differentiation and operational closure are better or worse off than
societies that do not have these characteristics. Why should a the-
ory presume to have such knowledge? Systems theory does not
agree with Marxists who say that capitalist politics is “ruled” by the
capitalist economy. But it also does not agree with capitalists who
say that a “free” market solves every problem and leads to a better
life. Social systems theory does not even believe that a market can
be “free” in the Old European sense of this word. Systems theory
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is a theory of contingency, not one of liberty. The economy is not
freer than a biological cell. The semantics of domination and lib-
eration that is shared by Marxists and liberal capitalists is utopian
when it comes to coping with the complexity and contingency of
a functionally differentiated society.

The complexity of a functionally differentiated society, a society in
which a variety of functional subsystems and other social systems
(such as interactions and organizations) co-exist, is also reflected in
the fact that no system can claim to be the basic system. A func-
tionally differentiated society is not fundamentally “economic” nor
can a singular system, such as religion, claim that its way of observ-
ing the world encompasses all the other types of systemic observa-
tion. Systems theory describes society not on the basis of an
underlying unity but on the basis of underlying difference. Society
is not made up of small units that constitute a larger unit, it is
rather based on differences that constitute more differences.
Systems theory is a “theory of distinction” (see Luhmann 2002b).
Luhmann says: “The thesis was that a system is not a unit, but a
difference, and that one thus ends up with the problem that one
has to imagine the unity of a difference” (2002a, 91). Society is
not a unit—it is a difference, consisting of differences. Systems the-
ory is, strictly speaking, not a theory of systems, but of system-
environment distinctions. A system, be it biological, psychic, or
social, only comes to exist by distinguishing itself from its envi-
ronment. A system exists by virtue of being distinct. The intro-
duction of a system is, more precisely, the drawing of a new
distinction. Systems theory distinguishes itself from traditional
ontological attempts by “orienting itself on difference rather than
on unity” (see Clam 2002). Systems have no “being” as such—
they are a difference, a distinction. Luhmann says: “The process
does not lead from an undetermined unity towards a determined
unity, if one is allowed to paraphrase Hegel in this way, but rather
from a difference towards a difference” (2002a, 70). Society has
no fundamental nature or “being,” no final core that represents its
essence. Society is not composed of social systems; it is the reality
that results from systemic differentiation. Yes, differentiation pro-
duces structures, maybe even “deep structures,” but these are
structures of difference, not of unity. A social system is what it is,
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not by virtue of its inner nature, but by how it distinguishes itself
from its environment.

Society emerges on the basis of contingent differences drawn by
emerging systems. The economy becomes the economy by operat-
ing economically in a noneconomic environment. It starts creating
an economic world by treating things and communications in its
environment (the fruits on the tree, their consumption, their
exchange, for instance) economically. It distinguishes itself from
other communications and things outside communication and
thus it establishes itself within society. It becomes another differ-
ence within the differences already made. None of these differ-
ences “have to be” made, but once they are made, they make a
difference. There is no principal need for establishing a social sys-
tem of economy, education, or politics. The existence of society is
not by its “nature” dependent on these systems. 

Modern society is a complex multiplicity without a center, an
essential core, or a hierarchy. It is a complex multiplicity of a wide
variety of system-environment realities. Systems change, they come
and go, and the same is true for the “deep structures” of society.
Functional differentiation is not the telos or goal of social evolu-
tion. Just as other types of differentiation preceded it, still others
may follow.

(c) History
Functional differentiation is a product of the evolution of society.
According to Luhmann it became the primary type of social dif-
ferentiation in Europe between the sixteenth and eighteenth cen-
tury and replaced “stratified differentiation.” Looking back in
history, and also at non-European societies, Luhmann discerns
four types of social differentiation—but he does not claim that this
list is complete or indicative of any general law behind social evo-
lution. Social evolution does not “progress” to “better” kinds of
differentiation; and the fact that certain types of stratification are
sometimes replaced by others does not mean that the earlier types
are inferior to the later ones. Systems theory does not evaluate or
judge the unfolding of social evolution.

Different types of social differentiation do not exclude each
other; they often co-exist at the same time and in the same society.
Luhmann suggests that mixtures of various types of differentiation
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may be rather the rule than the exception and that such hybrids
may be a necessary condition for social evolution to take place.
Only when several types of differentiation compete or at least are
present at the same time, can one type outplay another. Social evo-
lution in the strict sense takes place, according to Luhmann, when
a new type of differentiation becomes dominant. He defines this
dominance or primacy in the following way: “We speak of the pri-
macy of a type of differentiation (and such primacy is not a sys-
temic necessity) when one type can be identified as regulating the
applicability of others” (1997a, 612). Luhmann further explains
this by adding:

In this sense, aristocratic societies are primarily differentiated into
strata, but they still preserve a segmentary differentiation into house-
holds or families so that endogamy is made possible for the aristocracy
and that aristocratic families can be distinguished from other families.
Under the conditions of functional differentiation one can find even
today stratification in the form of social classes, and also
center/periphery distinctions—but these are now byproducts of the
function systems’ own dynamics. (1997a, 612)

This passage makes reference to all four types of differentiation dis-
cussed by Luhmann: segmentary differentiation, center/periphery
differentiation, stratified differentiation, and functional differenti-
ation.

Segmentary differentiation is defined as the equal differentia-
tion of social subsystems “on the basis of descent, of communal liv-
ing, or by a combination of these two criteria” (1997a, 613).
Many societies that were formerly called “archaic” or “primitive”
were based on segmentary differentiation. They were also some-
times called tribal societies. Luhmann points out that such societies
cannot be assumed to be primordial, because they seem to be the
product of systemic evolution: in these societies one type of differ-
entiation has obviously already gained primacy. Native American or
pre-historic Chinese societies may be examples of segmentary dif-
ferentiation. A social group or segment defines itself through kin-
ship and communal living—and in such a society the very same can
be expected from the neighboring group or segment. In a society
strictly based on segmentary differentiation, there is no center of
social power—no tribe or segment is generally perceived to be the
core—and there is also no established social hierarchy that has
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gained primacy over these structures. A person is primarily identi-
fied by the segment he/she belongs to, and not by the social stra-
tum. One would, for instance, be perceived as a member of the
Ojibwa prior to being perceived as a chief. The community of the
Ojibwa has more structural value than the community of chiefs.
The subsystems in these societies would not be groups of chiefs
and groups of warriors but rather the segments that define them-
selves by common descent or communal living.

As noted above, different types of differentiation normally co-
exist, and thus living in a society that is based on segmentary dif-
ferentiation does not mean that there is a total absence of social
strata or center/periphery distinctions, it only means that this dif-
ferentiation “outweighs” other types. A society based purely on
segmentary differentiation will hardly ever be found.

In contrast to segmentary differentiation, center/periphery dif-
ferentiation is not based on the structural equality of social subsys-
tems (even in a tribal society some tribes are likely to be more
powerful that others, but this does not make these tribes more
“tribal” than the others, and it does not turn them into the com-
monly recognized social core), but on structural inequality.
Luhmann defines the center/periphery differentiation as such:

Here, a kind of inequality is tolerated that transcends the principle of
segmentation, and thus allows for a multiplicity of segments (house-
holds) on both sides of the new form. (This is not yet the case, but
practically prepared for when there are centers within a tribal struc-
ture that can only be occupied by one prominent kinship group, such
as the “strongholds” of the Scottish clans.) (1997a, 613)

As in the case of the Scottish clans, a society based on segmentary
differentiation may well have some center/periphery features that
will eventually become the primary social divide. Relating to the
works of Immanuel Wallerstein (see Luhmann 1997a, 612) and
other research on center/periphery differentiation (Rowlands,
Larsen, and Kristiansen 1987, Champion 1989, Chase-Dunn and
Hall 1991), Luhmann says:

Traits of the center/periphery differentiation can already be found in
segmentary societies, especially when one of these societies takes on a
dominant role in external trade. Still, it does not yet challenge the seg-
mentary differentiation. This only happens when the dominant status
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of the center is used to establish another kind of differentiation and
particularly stronger role-differentiations (division of labor). The cen-
ter/periphery differentiation results from the differentiation of the
center. It is, so to speak, at home at the center. (1997a, 663)

The increasing power and wealth of one social segment can lead to
an overturning of segmentary differentiation. One segment may
become so dominant that it establishes the difference between
itself and the other segments as the new primary difference of this
society. In this case, a center/periphery differentiation would be
born—and it would be born by the center itself. The center makes
itself the center. An example of a society with a significant cen-
ter/periphery distinction would be ancient Rome.

Like the center/periphery differentiation, stratified differentia-
tion is also based on inequality. It is a second type of hierarchical
differentiation. Unlike the center/periphery differentiation, strati-
fied differentiation is not as strongly intertwined with aspects of
location and it usually comprises more than two basic subsystems.
(A center in the strict sense of the term is only one and has only
one periphery.) The inequality involved in stratified differentiation
is one of rank. Luhmann explains stratified differentiation in com-
parison with the center/periphery differentiation as follows:

The foundational structure of this form is also a dual distinction,
namely the distinction between the aristocracy and the common peo-
ple. In this way it would be, however, relatively unstable, because the
hierarchy could be easily converted. Stable hierarchies such as the
Indian caste system or the order of ranks in the late Middle Ages con-
strue—no matter how artificially—at least three levels in order to pro-
duce an impression of stability. (1997a, 613)

Stratified differentiation, as pointed out in the above quotation,
characterizes medieval Europe and the Indian caste system. Its def-
inition is rather clear-cut: “We only want to speak of stratification
when society is represented as an order of rank and when order
without differences of rank can no longer be imagined” (1997a,
679). In a society based on stratified differentiation, social order is
perceived to be a direct outcome of distinctions in social status.
The subsystems of a stratified society are the different “classes”
that constitute the social hierarchy. Communal living or common
descent does not primarily distinguish the strata—even though one
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achieves one’s status, of course, by birth, members of different
families can nevertheless belong to the same stratum. This distin-
guishes stratified societies from segmentary societies in which one
is more defined by the segment one belongs to than by the stra-
tum. In a tribal society, the primary distinction is between tribes,
and the hierarchical distinctions within the tribes are secondary. In
a stratified society a family is first of all distinguished by its social
rank.

The social order within a stratified society is regulated through
ranks, and households or families distribute ranks. The household
one is born into decides the rank one has. These households reg-
ulate social inclusion and exclusion, one is born into a particular
family and is thus given a particular rank and excluded from all
others: “One can only belong to one stratum, and exactly thereby
one is excluded from all other strata” (Luhmann 1997a, 688).
Because of this, Luhmann says: “The importance of households for
stratified societies can hardly be over-estimated. Households, not
individuals, are the units to which stratification is related” (1997a,
697). In a segmentary society, the segments (based on descent and
locality) are structurally equal to one another. In a stratified soci-
ety, the strata provide for a structure of inequality in which each
household is assigned a certain rank.

Luhmann is more interested in stratified differentiation—par-
ticularly, that of medieval Europe—than in segmentary or cen-
ter/periphery differentiation, because he identifies it as the
immediate predecessor of functional differentiation which is the
main focus of his theory. Contemporary society, as he sees it, is
basically the outcome of the replacement of medieval European
stratified differentiation with functional differentiation between
the sixteenth and eighteenth century. For Luhmann this is the
period in which modernity was born. The decisive characteristic
of modernity is functional differentiation. It can be defined in
comparison with the previously dominant types of differentiation
described above as a form of differentiation that is based on both
the equality and inequality of its social subsystems: “Function sys-
tems are equal in regard to their inequality” (Luhmann 1997a,
613). Social function systems (politics, economy, education, and
so on) are all “equally” different—they all have different codes,
programs, media, and so on but their functional inequality does
not go along with a hierarchical inequality. Like the segments of
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a segmentary society, function systems are neither ranked nor ori-
ented towards one central core. But, like the strata of a stratified
society, function systems have separate and mutually exclusive
characteristics. While segmentary differentiation is based on the
structural equality of its subsystems and center/periphery and
stratified differentiations are based on the structural inequality of
their subsystems, the subsystems of functional differentiation are
equally unequal. Luhmann states:

Along with the transition to functional differentiation society refrains
from imposing a common pattern of difference on the subsystems.
Whereas in the case of stratified differentiation every subsystem
defines itself through the difference in rank in relation to the others
and only thereby achieves an identity, in the case of functional differ-
entiation every function system determines its own identity. (1997a,
745)

Under the conditions of stratified differentiation, the social strata
are all part of one hierarchy and an aristocrat is what he is by being
distinctly different from his vassal—and vice versa. Under the con-
ditions of functional differentiation, there is no overarching hier-
archy that unites the function systems. The economy is not what it
is because of a certain relation to education or any other system.
The function systems are what they are by being “equally” distinct
from one another. Of course, this does not mean that subsystems
are totally “independent” of each other. Structural couplings still
tie systems together, but the function systems do not gain their
identity by being a certain element within an established order of
rank.

The transition from stratified to functional differentiation has
severe consequences for people. While social strata included a per-
son wholly and exclusively—one’s social existence was totally
determined by one’s status and one could not simultaneously be
an aristocrat and a commoner—function systems do not simply
divide the population into groups:

When society changes from stratification to functional differentiation,
it has to dispense with the demographic correlates of its internal pat-
tern of differentiation. It can no longer distribute the human beings
who contribute to the communication of its subsystems as it had been
possible with the schema of stratification or with center/periphery
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differentiations. Human beings cannot be distributed to the function
systems in such a way that everybody would only belong to one sys-
tem so that one would, for instance only take part in the legal system,
but not in the economy, only in politics, but not in education, etc.
This leads finally to the consequence that one can no longer claim that
society consists of human beings, since human beings can obviously
not be located in any social subsystem, and thus nowhere in society.
(1997a, 744)

In a society based on functional differentiation human beings can
no longer be identified in reference to a singular subsystem. An
aristocrat could still basically identify himself as an aristocrat,
regardless of whether he was dealing with law, politics, or educa-
tion. He was primarily an aristocrat at all times. Under the condi-
tions of functional differentiation this is no longer the case. An
aristocrat cannot win a court decision simply by behaving and
speaking aristocratically; and he will not succeed as a politician sim-
ply by reminding voters of the superior dignity of his status. Time
travel movies display the absurdity and grotesqueness of such
attempts in both directions. When, in a fictional story, a modern
man returns to a medieval society, his political or economic skills
count for little when he has to compete with inherited rank and
status.

In a functionally differentiated society human beings are not
only unable to locate themselves “wholly” in one social subsys-
tem—they cannot even identify themselves “primarily” with one
system. A good lawyer can excel in the legal system—but this
expertise is of little help when she invests her money in stocks.
There is no hierarchy among the systems that would allow one sys-
temic “identity” to determine others. When at home, the lawyer
has to be a wife, and if in politics she has to be politician. She can-
not carry one systemic identity into another:

The differentiation of one subsystem into one particular function
means that this function has priority for this system (and only for this
system) and gains precedence over all other functions for it. Only in
this sense, one can speak of functional primacy. For the political sys-
tem, for instance, political success (no matter how it is operational-
ized) is more important than anything else so that economic success
is only important for it as a condition for political success. This means
also: On the level of the larger system of society no generally valid and
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encompassing mandatory ranking order of functions can be estab-
lished—and no ranking order also means: no stratification. (1997a,
747–48)

The absence of an all-encompassing hierarchy does not mean
that each system has the same opportunity to develop—it only
means that from the perspective of each system, its own function
is primary, and that there is no Archimedean Point from which
one could establish a function of all functions (see Luhmann
1997a, 770). Some systems, such as the religious one, seem to
have more difficulty surviving than others, such as the economy,
but the economy still cannot replace or immediately interfere in
religious operations. Social evolution may let some systems
grow at the expense of others—but under the condition of func-
tional differentiation no subsystem can directly take control of
another. Every subsystem can only operate on the basis of its
own function:

Every function system can only perform its own function. No one can
in the event of a crisis or on a continuing or supplementary basis sit
in for another one. When there is a government crisis, science cannot
help out with truths. Politics does not have its own means to create
economic success—as much as it may be politically dependent on it
and as much as it pretends to be able to do so. The economy can let
science take part in the conditioning of money payments, but it can-
not produce truth with all the world’s money. Through financing one
can attract, one can irritate, but one cannot prove anything. Science
honors financing with “acknowledgments,” not with provable argu-
mentation. (Luhmann 1997a, 763)

The replacement of stratification by functional differentiation also
does not mean that social ranks have disappeared leaving everyone
“equal.” The opposite is the case:

Along with the switch from stratification to functional differentiation
the form of social differentiation is altered, but this by no means elim-
inates social strata. There are still immense differences between the
rich and the poor, and these differences still have an effect on lifestyles
and on access to social opportunities. What has changed is that this is
no longer the visible social order as such, that it is no longer the order
without which no order would be possible at all. (Luhmann 1997a,
772)

48 Part 1: ANew Way of Thinking about Society

Luhmann Explained  2/19/11  2:30 AM  Page 48



Functional differentiation does not mean that society is free of
class-distinctions (and neither that society is without center/
periphery distinctions), it simply means that class (or center/
periphery) distinctions are no longer equivalent with social order.
In a society of functional differentiation it is assumed that we are
all somehow equal and that there is no generally affirmed order
that would exclude the poor from casting a vote or buying certain
things—if a poor woman has registered, she has the same voting
rights as a rich man, and if she has money, she can buy the same
goods as he can. Again: this does not mean that the poor are fac-
tually any more equal in a functionally differentiated society. There
is—most obviously—no more “social justice” in a functionally dif-
ferentiated society than in a stratified society. Humans are no more
equal today than they were in the Middle Ages—but social systems
are. Since society does not consist of human beings but of social
systems, an absence of a systemic hierarchy cannot be equated with
an absence of a hierarchy among people.

Under the conditions of functional differentiation the
inequality among people no longer corresponds to the inequality
of social strata. This is why leftist theory fails to properly analyze
today’s inequalities—if it does not accept the fact that we no
longer live in a society of stratification. Inequalities and social
inclusion and exclusion in modern society have to be analyzed
with more adequate and less anachronistic theoretical means.
Luhmann’s article on barbarism, included in the appendix, is one
attempt at this. The following chapter on globalization will also
address this issue.

According to social systems theory, at least in Luhmann’s version,
the last decisive “paradigm shift” of social differentiation occurred
in Europe between the sixteenth and the eighteenth century.
During these centuries functional differentiation gained primacy
over structural differentiation and thus created “modernity.”
Modern society can be defined as a society based on functional dif-
ferentiation. If one accepts this definition, then the various
attempts to distinguish a “postmodern” society or  “postmodern
conditions” from modern ones become problematic. Functional
differentiation still rules, so that, sociologically speaking, there is
no such thing as postmodernity. Luhmann concludes an article in
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which he summarizes his analysis of the functional differentiation
of contemporary society by saying:

If we take a broad look at these considerations, they pull the rug out
from under the contrast of modern and postmodern. It is impossible
to speak of such a division on a structural level. At most we can say
that the evolutionary gains distinguishing contemporary society from
all its predecessors, namely fully developed communication media and
functional differentiation, have grown from humble beginnings to
dimensions that have made the course of contemporary society irre-
versible. (1998, 17)

From the perspective of Luhmann’s theory, although modernity
began about four centuries ago it is still quite alive. The structures
that characterize contemporary society have only become more
dominant and obvious during the past few decades. Functional dif-
ferentiation has developed from humble beginnings into a grand
structure, a giant social “organism” of global scale and extreme
functional intensity. “Postmodern” theory thus appears as a theo-
retical reaction to social change that took place within modernity,
not after it. Postmodern theory is a first attempt at describing a
more mature modernity. It actually refers to, if one takes a closer
historical look, still-growing developments that began centuries
ago.8

The emergence of so-called postmodern descriptions of a still
modern world signals “a need to catch up on a semantic level”
(Luhmann 1998, 18). The structures of modernity have so far been
described with premodern semantics. Postmodern thought repre-
sents an attempt to catch up with the structural changes that have
taken place. This is an attempt to develop a new semantics for an
already established social structure. Social structures and seman-
tics—especially the semantics of the self-descriptions of society—do
not necessarily develop in parallel. Semantic changes may well lag
behind structural changes. In any case, there seems to be some con-
nection between the structures and the semantics of a society, and
Luhmann published a serious of four books (Luhmann 1980,
1981, 1989, 1999) that present a wide variety of case-studies on
these developments (discussing, for instance, the semantics of time,
social order, and individuality). Perhaps his best-known work is
dedicated to the exploration of a specific semantic issue: the mod-
ern European discourse of “love as passion” (Luhmann 1982a).
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Luhmann technically defines his usage of the notion “seman-
tics” as the “socially available sense that is generalized on a higher
level and relatively independent of specific situations” (Luhmann
1980, 19). Semantics is the general understanding of “things” or
the “world”—including itself—that a society has and uses in com-
munication. It comprises both “common semantics”—such as the
semantics of the “swearing of the rowers in the galleys”—and the
“cultivated semantics” developed in science or religion that
enables the “take-off of a specific revolution of ideas” (Luhmann
1980, 19). The jargons of both academic and common speech are
expressions of the semantics of a society. Both represent the
“sense” a society ascribes to itself and to the issues it deals with.
Obviously, these semantics change. Today it is, for instance, no
longer acceptable to use the word “Negro.” That we speak now of
“African Americans” does not only signal a change of terminology,
but also a change of sense. The word “Negro” suggests the social
acceptance of racial profiling and separation, while the term
“African American” suggests the nonacceptance of such things.
This lexical change also represents a semantic change. A semantic
change, needless to say, does not necessarily adequately reflect cor-
responding changes in social structure. The semantic change from
“Negro” to “African American” has no immediate correspondence
to the social structures that pertain to the people who were/are
designated by these terms.

Social semantics and social structures resonate with each other,
but in various ways semantics can be more or less faithful to social
structures. Luhmann explains that there is no strict causal relation
observable between semantics and structure, rather:

smoother mixtures between continuities and discontinuities, another
rhythm of time, is possible. In some cases, semantics dare innovations
that are not yet built into the patterns of the functions supporting the
present structures. (I demonstrated this in Love as Passion in regard to
the semantics of love before it was actually applied as motivation for
marriage.) In other cases it constitutes ideas, concepts, or words that
became obsolete a long time ago and thus it obscures the radicalism
of a structural change (for instance, the continuation of the concept
of societas civilis or civil society until the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury, or, if one should take this semantics seriously, until today). . . .
These and other tricks can lead to an overestimation of continuity and
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to an underestimation of change, especially in regard to the eigh-
teenth century. (1989, 7–8)

There are cases in which the semantics are more “progressive”
than structure. The semantics of passionate love was created before
it was translated into the modern form of marriage. There emerged
first (specifically in novels) a revolutionary semantics regarding
love outside of the traditional social structures of marriage—which
then were transformed to match that semantics. On the other
hand, concepts of a “civil society” enjoy a much longer life than
the corresponding structures. Even today, when functional differ-
entiation is so dominant, this semantics is still commonly used—
especially in North America.

Social systems theory can historically analyze the relation
between social structures and the semantics of a time. With each
instance the results will vary, some semantics will turn out to be
ahead of their times, some (and probably most) semantics will turn
out not to be. Social theory has, of course, a semantics too—a
semantics that describes society and its structures. This semantics
tends to be retrospective: “The structural change of society is
beyond the observation and description of its contemporaries.
Only after it has been completed and when it becomes practically
irreversible, semantics takes on the task to describe what now
becomes visible” (Luhmann 1989, 8). It is exactly this task that
social systems theory takes on.

(d) Globalization
With functional differentiation as its main structural characteristic,
society is no longer primarily divided by regional borders—society
is now world-society (Luhmann 1997a, 1084). From a systemic
point of view, the term “globalization” designates the fact that
function systems transcend geography. Function systems are no
longer confined to specific localities. Society has become a world
society, and therefore the social system is a world system. Luhmann
explains:

Basing itself on this form of functional differentiation, modern soci-
ety has become a completely new type of system, building up an
unprecedented degree of complexity. The boundaries of its subsys-
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tems can no longer be integrated by common territorial frontiers.
Only the political subsystem continues to use such frontiers, because
segmentation into “states” appears to be the best way to organize its
own function. But other subsystems like science or the economy
spread over the globe. It therefore has become impossible to limit
society as a whole by territorial boundaries, and consequently it no
longer makes sense to speak of “modern societies” in the plural. . . .
Neither the different ways of reproducing capital nor the degrees of
development in different countries provide convincing grounds for
distinguishing different societies. The inclusion of all communicative
behavior into one societal system is the unavoidable consequence of
functional differentiation. Using this form of differentiation, society
becomes a global system. For structural reasons there is no other
choice. (1982b, 178)

Only the political system still uses regional frontiers to operate—
the political authority of the nation-state ends at its borders. But
even this is much less the case today than it was a hundred years
ago (or a quarter of a century ago, when the above lines were writ-
ten). The European Union, for instance, has since grown into a
political entity that transcends national borders. The traditional
concept of the nation-state hardly applies to the complexity of the
political reality in Europe. The political system also seems to be
unable to avoid the “globalizing” effects of functional differentia-
tion. Other systems, such as the economy and science, have already
stepped beyond geographical borders. Economic communication
is global communication. This, once again, by no means implies
that there are no economic differences between regions—but a
poor region still operates in the same systems as a rich region.
Cheap labor in a poor country and low prices in a rich country
make up one system, not two. Science is also a global endeavor.
The truth or falsity of a scientific claim does not depend on the sci-
entist’s geographical location. Of course, one will have better
resources and a wider audience in some countries, but this does
not divide science into different regional enterprises—it does not
split the scientific code, its function, or its medium.

On the basis of functional differentiation, society is a “global
system.” The fact that functional differentiation goes along with
“globalization” does not imply that social homogeneity necessary
follows. The global society of functional differentiation is not a
harmonious whole. It is not a thing-like aggregate, with a singular
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“being” or body. Luhmann says that the last chance for keeping
such a concept of the world was lost with the demise of the all-
encompassing concept of “God” (Luhmann 1997a, 147). When
God lost His sociological and philosophical primacy—as had
already been observed by Sartre—the foundation for an essentially
definable world as a whole was irreversibly lost. Global society is a
complex multiplicity of subsystems, which are not integrated into
an overarching global unity. Function systems operate beyond geo-
graphical borders; in this sense they are universal. There is no geo-
graphical space where they cannot go, but at the same time they
are all functionally particular. They are bound by their function,
not by space. Global society consists of a plurality of systems that
are both universal and particular (Luhmann 1997a, 930–31).

Global society exists as a multiplicity of functional subsystems,
but it does not exist as a multiplicity of societies. The latter would
mean that there would be completely different communication
systems that lack communicative links (Luhmann 1997a, 78). The
global economy and global science, for instance, are each other’s
intrasocial environments. They are functional subsystems of one
global system. There is no second global system—and if there was,
it could not be communicated with. The global system is one sys-
tem but, again, it is not a harmonious whole.

The global system is not a simple enlargement of the nine-
teenth-century nation-state. It is not just a more geographically
encompassing form of the so-called civil society (Luhmann
1997a, 31). The nation-state was conceived of as representing the
individuals that constitute it. This is not the case with the global
system. The global system consists of subsystems of communica-
tion, not of people. Taking part in its operations provides inclu-
sion in a system. One acts in the global economy by spending
money, for instance. By buying an American soft drink in a little
street parlor, a Chinese peasant becomes, economically, a little
“global player”—but not a “world citizen.” Those that buy prod-
ucts do not constitute the global economy; it is constituted by the
economic communication that occurs.

Global society, as an effect of the globalization of functional dif-
ferentiation, can neither be essentially defined in terms of one par-
ticular fundament (for instance, “materialistically” as an economic
whole, or “humanistically” as one large community of human indi-
viduals) nor can it be properly analyzed with the traditional
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recourse to geographic notions. Luhmann therefore criticizes
Immanuel Wallerstein’s concept of a world-system as being too
rooted in Old European concepts. An exclusive focus on the cen-
ter/periphery distinction and, along with it, on the economy will,
according to Luhmann, not lead to an adequate social theory of
globalization, but rather to “blockades of understanding”
(Luhmann 1997a, 159). Luhmann says:

Immanuel Wallerstein’s much discussed concept of a capitalist world
system is based on the primacy of the capitalist economy and it thus
underestimates the contributions of other function systems, especially
those of science and mass media communication. . . . Only when one
brings to light in synopsis the very different tendencies of the global-
ization of specific function systems, can one realize the level of change
in comparison to all traditional societies. (1997a, 171)

To reduce a society to the economy or to explain it on the basis of
regional differentiation means to tackle the problem of modernity
with too traditional tools and to overlook the structural differences
that separate traditional societies from the era of globalization.
Today, a “society cannot be characterized by its most important
part, be it a religious commitment, the political state, or a certain
mode of economic production. Replacing all this, we define a spe-
cific type of societal system by its primary mode of internal differ-
entiation” (Luhmann 1982b, 177). 

That globalization is not only an economic phenomenon cer-
tainly does not imply that it is not an economic phenomenon. But
globalization is not restricted to the economy; it is something that
happens likewise in the mass media, in law, and so on. There is no
systemic hierarchy of globalization.

That neither the economy nor the economy in combination
with regional differences (center/periphery) is the central aspect
of globalization certainly does not imply that economic differ-
ences and center/periphery distinctions do not exist. Luhmann
does not mean to deny or downplay gross differences in eco-
nomic wealth between different regions of the world: “This fact
is evidently not to be denied nor is its importance to be dimin-
ished” (1997a, 161). Likewise, Luhmann by no means intends to
underestimate other regional or “cultural” differences. Social sys-
tems theory does not say, as many apologists and critics of glob-
alization do, that a functionally differentiated society will become
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more and more homogenous. It “does not claim (because there
are hardly any indicators for this) that regional differences will
gradually disappear” (Luhmann 1997a, 161). Luhmann rather
stresses the opposite: “The argument from inequality is not an
argument against but for the existence of a world society”
(1997a, 162). Functional differentiation operates worldwide and
“is a starting point for the production of differences” (1997a,
810). Globalization is a worldwide process of differentiation, pro-
ducing functional equalities (each place has the same economy,
the same mass media system) and inequalities (each place has the
same structural differences between rich and poor, and so on) at
the same time. Regional differences are not a competing type of
differentiation; they rather gain new significance on the basis of
functional differentiation. The theory of functional differentiation
does not aim at explaining regional differences away, it simply
aims at explaining regional differences with functional means:
“Obviously the effects of different function systems are com-
bined, amplified, or obstructed by conditions of regional prove-
nance so that they produce various patterns. No one will deny
these facts. The question is: Which theory can do justice to
them?” (Luhmann 1997a, 807). Systemic differences are not
equivalent to regional differences. Regional differences have an
effect on systemic realities—the economy in Saint Petersburg will
produce different data than the economy in San Francisco—but it
is still the same economy that produces these differences. Once
more:

Only by supposing a unitary world-wide social system can it be
explained that even, and especially, today (on a much larger scale
than during the times of archaic tribal societies) there are regional
differences that do not take on the form of systemic differences.
These differences are to be explained by different participations in
and reactions to dominant structures of the global social system.
(Luhmann 1997a, 167)

Regional differences established on the basis of functional differ-
ences are, for instance, differences regarding production, con-
sumption, labor, and financial credit in the economy. Some regions
produce more; others consume more. Some regions have cheap
loans; others do not. Such differences are differences within a sin-
gle system that are amplified by regional inequalities. The same
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economy produces different situations under different local condi-
tions. The same is true in regard to politics:

The autopoietic system of this society can be described without any
reference to regional particularities. This certainly does not mean
that these differences are of minor importance. But a sociological
theory that wants to explain these differences should not introduce
them as givens, that is, as independent variables; it should rather start
with the assumption of a world society and then investigate how and
why this society tends to maintain or even increase regional inequal-
ities. It is not very helpful to say that the Serbs are Serbs and, there-
fore, they make war. The relevant question is rather whether or not
the form of the political state forced upon all regions on earth fits
with all local and ethnic conditions, or whether or not the general
condition, not of exploitation or suppression, but of global neglect,
stimulates the search for personal and social, ethnic or religious iden-
tities. (Luhmann 1997b, 9)

The emergence of all kinds of regional separatism and “fundamen-
talism” can well be explained as an effect of the globalization of
functional differentiation. The expansion of political, economic,
and other social structures meets with all kinds of regional peculi-
arities and resistance. Function systems “neglect” regional, reli-
gious, or cultural identities. This neglect does not mean that these
identities are not tolerated by the global function systems that
world society has become. Of course, the global system equally tol-
erates every region, religion, or race—as long as they do not
obstruct functionalism. There is a total indifference towards these
older “identities”—that only become “identities” once they are
overrun by functional differentiation. Under the conditions of
functional differentiation it does not matter which region, religion,
or race functions—as long as it functions. Muslims or Serbs are
perfectly fine, as long as they function “democratically” with “free
markets”—to use the euphemistic Old European designations for
today’s global systems of economy and politics. Obviously, there
are some regions and religions, for instance, which are not happy
with the indifference imposed on them by functional globalization.
Some become violent, turn into saboteurs, and desperately try to
be taken seriously—not indifferently. The survival of ethnic and
religious fundamentalism can be understood as a “process of insu-
lation” that provides possibilities for “identity certainty” that are
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incongruent with the function systems and their codes and effica-
cies (Luhmann 1997a, 796).

Globalization and regionalization—for instance, in the radical
form of ethnic fundamentalism—are parallel phenomena. From
the perspective of social systems theory, they can neither be
explained by a sole or primary focus on culture, religion, or the
economy, nor can they be understood psychologically. First, fun-
damentalism is an effect of the globalization of function systems as
such—not simply an effect of the globalization of one system.
Secondly, from a systemic point of view, that which goes on in the
mind of the individual fundamentalist is totally irrelevant for the
emergence of fundamentalism. Fundamentalism or regionalism is
not to be explained by a specific mind-set that all fundamentalists
share. It is highly unlikely that all radical Muslims or radical Serbs
have similar thoughts and feelings. Violence is a social phenome-
non, an extreme act of communication. It is not a specific mental
operation.

According to Luhmann, violent religious fundamentalism,
racial extremism, and regional separatism can be interpreted as
“demonstrations of non-irritability” (1997a, 797). These move-
ments display a pose of immunity against the effects of functional
globalization. They attempt to withstand the systemic irritation
they are exposed to and resonate with sheer resistance. They make
it socially known that they prefer a more radical and singular kind
of social identity than those offered by global function systems.
Rather than identifying themselves as members of democratic par-
ties or with certain roles within the economic system, some
Muslims and Serbs choose to identify themselves first of all as
Muslims or Serbs—and this is where the tolerance of functional
differentiation ends, because these identifications have no place
within function systems. Once more—functional globalization
allows every Muslim to be a Muslim and every Serb to be a Serb,
but only as long as they accept that their religion or ethnicity is
ultimately neglected by the function systems.

Luhmann asks:

And what can we expect when we know that the very success of the
function systems depends upon neglect? When evolution has differ-
entiated systems whose very complexity depends upon operational
closure (and the paradigmatic case is, of course, the brain), how can
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we expect to include all kinds of concerns into the system? (Luhmann
1997b, 10)

How are we to expect that function systems can “fundamentally”
operate on the basis of such “essentials” as religion, ethnicity, or
locality? The function systems have completed their operational
closure by establishing totally different distinctions: legal/illegal
(law), spending/earning (economy), and good grades/bad
grades (education). The new functional distinctions have to neg-
lect such distinctions as Muslim/heathen or Serb/Albanian.
Global function systems do not grant Muslims more legality
than heathens, and they do not grant Serbs better educational
success than Albanians. They have replaced religious and ethnic
differences with functional differences. Some Serbs or Muslims,
however, try to protect or preserve or regain certain nonfunc-
tional distinctions and corresponding identities. It seems that
one of the few ways they can demonstrate this socially is by using
violence. How could it be done legally or politically if the pri-
macy of the “global” legal or political system is exactly what 
they demonstrate against? On the one hand, one can ask: how 
do you expect operationally closed function systems not to neg-
lect race, religion, and region? And, on the other hand, one can
ask: how do you expect “fundamentalists” not to neglect the sys-
tems of law, politics, and education? And: how else can their
neglect be demonstrated than by sabotaging the function sys-
tems? Sabotage is the neglect practiced by those neglected by
“globalization.”

The globalization of functional differentiation not only pro-
duces neglect and counter-neglect, it also produces a new type of
social exclusion—and the social effects of this might be even more
devastating than those which result from neglect. Luhmann states:

The worst imaginable scenario might be that the society of the next
century will have to accept the metacode of inclusion/exclusion.
And this would mean that some human beings will be persons and
others only individuals; that some are included into function sys-
tems for (successful or unsuccessful) careers and others are excluded
from these systems, remaining bodies that try to survive the next
day. . . . (Luhmann 1997b, 12, see also his text on Barbarianism in
the appendix)
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On principle, global function systems are open to everyone. They
do not discriminate because they do not operate on the basis of
race, religion, or ethnicity. The codes of the economy, of law, and
education are purely functional. And even if older types of dis-
criminations still exist in various degrees (some countries still
have no voting rights for women, for instance), it is, for example,
not the code of the economy that would exclude any particular
group from buying or selling. Under the global economy, the
only condition for being able to spend money is to have some.
And, functionally speaking, no one per se is excluded from doing
this. The same is the case with all other systems. There is noth-
ing in the code of politics or education that essentially excludes
any particular group from being political or from receiving an
education.

Function systems aim at all-inclusion. Ideally, the economy and
politics will include everyone. This is also what the propagandists
of a “free market” economy and its counterpart, “free” democracy,
say: with free markets and free elections, economic backwardness
disappears and political liberation takes place. Function systems do
not only not recognize geographical boundaries, they are also
blind to color, gender, and sexual orientation. The globalization of
the function system—according to many of those who interpret
this process in terms of the traditional “emancipatory” enlighten-
ment vocabulary—will eventually establish a global village of free
citizens, who pursue happiness and live together in solidarity along
the lines of rational and fair rules and regulations. Even exploita-
tion and suppression may finally be minimalized, or vanish, if we
only establish a truly good and just version of a global society. This
is, at least, what rational universalists or “globalists” like Habermas
or Rawls and their followers suppose. Unfortunately, there is no
empirical support for this interpretation:

We have to come to terms, once and for all, with a society without
human happiness and, of course, without taste, without solidarity,
without similarity of living conditions. It makes no sense to insist on
these aspirations, to revitalize or supplement the list by renewing old
names such as civil society or community. This can only mean dream-
ing up new utopias and generating new disappointments in the nar-
row span of political possibilities. These desirabilites serve as a central
phantom that seems to guarantee the unity of the system. . . . If we
look at the huge masses of starving people, deprived of all necessities
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for a decent human life, without access to any of the function systems,
or if we consider all the human bodies, struggling to survive the next
day, neither “exploitation” nor “suppression”—terms that refer again
to stratification—are adequate descriptions. It is only by habit and by
ideological distortion that we use these terms. But there is nothing to
exploit in the favelas; nor are there, at the higher levels of society,
actors or dominant groups that use their power to suppress these peo-
ple. (There are, of course, individuals, families, or groups which, like
everyone else, use their networks to their own advantage.)
“Exploitation” and “suppression” are outdated mythologies, negative
utopias suggesting an easy way out of this situation, e.g. by revolu-
tion. The predominant relation is no longer a hierarchical one, but
one of inclusion and exclusion; and this relates not to stratification but
to functional differentiation.

Traditional societies included and excluded persons by accepting
or not accepting them in family households, and families (not indi-
viduals) were ordered by stratification. Modern society includes and
excludes persons via function systems, but in a much more paradoxi-
cal way. Function systems presuppose the inclusion of every human
being, but, in fact, they exclude persons that do not meet their
requirements. Many individuals have to live without certified birth
and identity cards, without any school education and without regular
work, without access to courts and without the capacity to call the
police. . . . And modern values, such as equality and freedom, serve as
cover terms to preserve an illusion of innocence—equality as equal
opportunity and freedom as allowing for individual (and not societal)
attribution. (Luhmann 1997b, 4–5)

While the function systems are, in principle, all-inclusive—and
while this all-inclusiveness of globalization is celebrated by “right-
ist” propagandists and demanded by “leftist” critics (who are not
against globalization as such, but only an evil and unjust global-
ization)—they produce, in fact, mass exclusion. In the favelas of
Latin America, the ghettos of North America, in Africa, and in
war-torn countries like Afghanistan and Iraq, functional differenti-
ation ends—and with it inclusion. The exclusion from one system,
for instance, the exclusion from the economy because of a lack of
money, easily leads to exclusion from other systems. It is not easy
to take part in politics or the healthcare system, or education,
sports, the arts, or the legal system, if one leads an existence com-
pletely outside of the economic system. The same is true for some-
one who is totally excluded from other systems, and has, for
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instance, no passport or no access to legal procedures. The prob-
lem cannot simply be solved in one system alone. If somebody who
grew up in the favelas is given $100,000—is that proper compen-
sation for his or her exclusion from education? And if so, what
about the others who live there?

The people who live in the favelas are not exploited by capital-
ists—there is no money to be taken from them and they do not
work or produce. Their exclusion from the function systems puts
them beyond exploitation and suppression. It seems to be a simple
empirical fact that the globalization of function systems not only
goes along with mass inclusion, but also with mass exclusion. This
is the “paradox” of the all-inclusiveness of functional differentia-
tion. By being able, on principle, to include everyone (regardless
of race, gender, religion, and so on) in the economy—if only he or
she has money to spend—the economy in fact excludes all who
have none. By being able, on principle, to educate everyone, the
education system in fact excludes all those who happen to not go
to school. By being able to include anyone with an identity card as
a voter, the political system in fact excludes all those who do not
have one. Maybe this must not be the case. Maybe, as the rightist
advocates of globalization and the leftist advocates of a better one,
would say—the function systems can include everybody. But again:
this is simply not the case. True, there is nothing that in principle
prevents anyone from having money. But, in fact, there are prob-
ably more people prevented from having money than ever
before—and there is no indication that this will change, despite all
the free markets and all the Habermasians and Rawlsians at
American universities.

It seems as if functional differentiation produces massive social
exclusion that reduces the lives of many people to a purely bodily
existence that is primarily concerned with bare physical survival.
Under the conditions of functional differentiation, these “inequal-
ities” can neither be sufficiently analyzed with the traditional
vocabulary of exploitation and suppression that was based on strat-
ified differentiation nor with simplified concepts of society that are
based on only one system, be it politics or the economy. They can
also not be credibly explained as only an early effect of functional
differentiation that will be solved once we learn to introduce more
rationality or fairness. Functional differentiation cannot simply be
steered or changed by good intentions. Society is much too com-

62 Part 1: ANew Way of Thinking about Society

Luhmann Explained  2/19/11  2:30 AM  Page 62



plex and polycentric for such illusions. No person can steer a soci-
ety of autopoietic function systems. Systems steer themselves
(Luhmann 1997c).

Of course, politicians of various ideologies, ads from the
multinational companies, and the global mass media still vehe-
mently cling to this illusion. They provide a soothing and com-
forting semantics that helps us to cope with a core paradox of
functional differentiation: in principle it is all-inclusive, but in
fact it is not. And they continue the Old European myth that
people will finally get things right, if only they assume responsi-
bility and do things “rationally.” From the perspective of systems
theory this myth is a self-administered ideological opium for the
gratification of human(ist) vanity.
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(a) Making Sense, Making Reality
Social systems and psychic systems do not only share language as a
common medium,9 they also share the “universal medium” (Uni-
versalmedium) “sense” (or Sinn10). Society and minds are continu-
ously “making sense”—they are “sense-constituting systems”
(sinnkonstituierende Systeme). Minds make sense of the world and
themselves, and so do social systems. What we think and perceive
has a certain sense—and even if it is nonsense, it is not non-sense.
Making nonsense is also making sense. We cannot think or perceive
without operating on the basis of sense. We may think or perceive
nonlinguistically, but even if we think pictorially, these images make
sense. In an analogous fashion, communication makes sense, too. If
communication takes place—as the unity of announcement, infor-
mation, and understanding—then sense is produced. As with
minds, even nonsensical communication makes some sense. If it
does not make sense, communication ceases to be communication.

Making sense couples minds and communication at an even
more general or “universal” level: communication makes sense,
and this sense irritates minds and makes them think. Conversely,
what we think makes sense, and communication resonates with the
sense produced in our minds. If communication processes complex
sense, our minds will be forced to cope with this complexity and
to therefore increase the complexity of their sense-making.

The meaning that Luhmann ascribes to sense (Sinn) goes back
to Husserl’s phenomenology.11 In a certain manner, Luhmann’s
adaptation of Husserl’s philosophy is similar to his adaptation of
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Hegel—and of Matruana and Varela. He makes use of basic theo-
retical models that explain the operations of consciousness (or, in
Maturana’s and Varela’s case, of life) and integrates them into a
theory of communication. In contrast to Husserl, for Luhmann it
is not only the mind that can be understood as an intentional sys-
tem, but also communication. Both create their reality by relating
to an outside world or to an “environment.” Mental and commu-
nication systems create a reality by locating themselves within a
“horizon of sense” (Sinnhorizont).

Sense, and the sense-horizon, is the “product of the operations
that use sense—and by no means a quality of the world thanks to a
creation, a donation, or an origin” (Luhmann 1997a, 44, referring
to Deleuze 1969). Through their operations with the medium of
sense, both psychic and social systems produce a framework in
which they locate themselves. By making sense of the world, we also
make sense of ourselves—and so does communication. This is sim-
ilar to a ship that finds its position and direction by locating itself
within the horizon of the sea. Of course, this horizon continuously
changes. Through its motion, the ship continuously relocates itself
within a horizon and thus has the horizon change with it. The hori-
zon—the ship’s environment—is a direct product of the ship’s own
operations, of its own movements. Sense is therefore technically
defined by Luhmann (again in connection to Husserl) first as the
“unity of the difference between the actual and the possible” (see
Baraldi, Corsi, Esposito 1997, 170–73). Or, more extensively:

The phenomenon of sense appears as a surplus of references to other
possibilities of experience and action. Something stands in the focal
point, at the center of intention, and all else is indicated marginally as
the horizon of an “and so forth” of experience and action. In this
form, everything that is intended holds open to itself the world as a
whole, thus guaranteeing the actuality of the world in the form of
accessibility. Reference actualizes itself as the standpoint of reality. It
refers, however, not only to what is real (or presumably real), but also
to what is possible (conditionally real) and what is negative (unreal,
impossible). The totality of the references presented by a sense-mak-
ing intended object offers more to hand than can in fact be actualized
at any moment. (Luhmann 1995a, 60; translation modified)

A ship locates itself within its horizon—but thereby realizes that it
can move. The ship is not bound only by its actual location; its hori-
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zon is a horizon of possibilities. It could also be elsewhere. Sense-
making is this interplay between the actual and possible. What we
think makes sense within a horizon of possibilities. Without a con-
text of sense, thoughts cannot make sense. Similarly, communica-
tion without a context of sense cannot make sense. Our minds and
communications operate within a sense-horizon like a ship operates
on a body of water. These operations take place on the basis of a
distinction between what is actual and what is possible.

Secondly, and in connection with the previous definition, sense
can also be defined in terms of the distinction self-reference/other-
reference:

Systems operating within the medium of sense can and must distin-
guish between self-reference and other-reference, and this has to be
done so that the actualization of self-reference also implies other-ref-
erence, and that the actualization of other-reference also implies self-
reference as the respective other side of the distinction. (Luhmann
1997a, 51)

Making sense within a horizon constituted of actuality and possi-
bility implies the distinction between the sense maker and that
which makes sense for the sense maker—the distinction between
the ship and its horizon. A mind that makes sense can distinguish
between itself and what it intends. Similarly, communication can
distinguish between itself and its context. The expression “to make
sense” has a double meaning and always introduces two elements
at the same time: this makes sense to me. It makes sense, and I
make it make sense. The form of sense therefore goes along with
two basic and interconnected structural distinctions: the actual-
ity/possibility distinction and the self-reference/other-reference
distinction.

By making sense, sense-processing systems like psychic and
communication systems distinguish between themselves and the
world they are in—they distinguish between system and environ-
ment. And this distinction is somehow “reflected” within the sys-
tem itself. Sense-making systems make sense by making sense of
the difference between themselves and their environment, by mak-
ing sense of the difference between the “it” that makes sense and
this “I” that makes that sense. By making this distinction the
sense-making system performs a re-entry. It re-enters the distinc-
tion it just made. The system not only makes sense by introducing
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the distinction between itself and its environment, it also “reflects”
on this distinction by reintroducing the distinction into itself. It
can also make sense of it-self: the self becomes an it and a self ! The
system can make sense of making sense—in other words, it can
“know” or ascribe to itself (as to one side of the initial distinction)
the making of that distinction. First, a system can observe an envi-
ronment and make sense of it by producing the distinction
between system and environment. Then, secondly, it can also per-
form a re-entry by relating that distinction to itself and, so to
speak, be self-referential in the way it used to be other-referential.
It can refer to “it-self” just as it used to refer to something else. Or:
“The problem of re-entry is nothing else but the “otherness of the
same” (Baraldi, Corsi, and Esposito 1997, 152). Or, in Luhmann’s
words: “The difference system/environment occurs twice: as the
difference produced by the system, and as the difference observed
within the system” (1997a, 45). Autopoietic and sense-constitut-
ing systems construct themselves and their horizon through their
own operations. Making sense is equivalent to making reality, both
self-referential and other-referential. By distinguishing itself from
its environment a system establishes itself and the world around it.
The reality of systems theory is a constructivist one:

If one accepts this theoretical disposition, one can neither assume that
there exists a world at hand (vorhanden) consisting of things, sub-
stances, and ideas, nor can one designate their entirety (universitas
rerum) with the concept of a “world.” For sense-systems the world is
not a giant mechanism that produces states out of states and thus
determines the systems themselves. The world is rather an immeasur-
able potential for surprises, it is virtual information that needs systems
to produce information, or more precisely; to ascribe to selected
information the sense of being information. (Luhmann 1997a, 46)

This passage sums up quite nicely Luhmann’s constructivist theory
of reality. The world and its reality are not a given—there is no
ontological “being” already there; nothing is simply “at hand”
(vorhanden, a very common German word that became philo-
sophically prominent through Heidegger’s Being and Time). The
world is not the totality of things and ideas, somehow created as a
unit and waiting to be explored. According to systems theory, the
sense and essence of the world do not precede the being of sys-
tems: the being of systems rather precedes the sense and essence of
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the world—to put it in Sartrean terms. The world’s sense and
essence is what autopoietic, sense-processing systems make it to
be. The world is nothing specific as such. It only becomes some-
thing that makes sense by being observed as such by systemic oper-
ations. It is not the world that determines the sense that systems
make, it is rather the systems that determine the sense the world
makes—and thereby its reality.

Sense can only be processed when the world is regarded as infor-
mation. Systems are able to perceive something as information; they
are able to let themselves be surprised or irritated; they can observe.
Sense-making, observation, and the production of information are
related terms, they are the “cognitive” tools of systems—and sys-
tems theory does not limit cognition to psychic systems. It also
describes the observations and the sense-making of communication
systems as “cognition.” To observe is to produce cognition, and to
produce cognition is to construct reality. That reality results from
cognitive construction, that it results from observation, does, of
course, not make it less real—a reality constructed by observation is
not less real than one that is “at hand” prior to observation. It just
makes reality different, more complex and plural.

Modern physics has also discovered this complex aspect of a
reality that is not simply “at hand.” A new observation of physical
reality results in a new physical reality. To observe physical realities
with new instruments of observation produces new realities. By
introducing the observer as an integral element of reality, this con-
cept becomes a constructivist one.

To observe reality is to construct reality, and observation is per-
formed as the making of a distinction. By observing something,
the observer has to distinguish the observed from the unobserved.
The observer has to focus on something and not focus on some-
thing else. Observation is therefore “the handling of a distinction
to indicate its one side and not the other” (Luhmann 2002a,
143).12 Observation is performed as the drawing of a distinction—
a distinction between what is observed and the “unmarked space”
of what is not. This operation is the observation of something as
distinguished from something else. The operation of observation
not only distinguishes the observed from the unobserved, it also
distinguishes the observed from the observer. Through continuous
operations of observation, a system constructs what it observes—
and it constructs itself as an observation system.
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By observing the visual data provided by the brain, the mind
observes, for instance, colors. It selects colors as information in a
particular way and thus constructs a world of color. The colors per-
ceived by an individual human mind differ from those perceived by
another human mind, and even more from those observed by the
mind of a horse or—if there is one—the mind of a fly. Every color-
observing system establishes its own color spectrum, its own color-
distinctions and thus its own color-world. But by observing colors
and by observing colors through the establishing of distinctions,
the observing system also continues its own operational
autopoiesis. The cognition of the world not only constructs the
observed, it also constructs the observer. The observer may
observe operations—but at the same time is also an operation:
“other than as an observation the observer cannot exist. The
observer is a formation that constitutes itself by linking operations
to each other” (Luhmann 2002a, 143).

From the constructivist perspective of systems theory, reality is
not something given, but an effect of cognitive construction.
There is not “one” reality, no one realm of “being,” as in the tra-
ditional Old European ontology—but rather a plurality of realities
created through cognition. Cognition produces reality by produc-
ing system/environment distinctions. Reality thus emerges as an
effect of the operational closure of systems. Once systems are able
to link their observational operations, they establish their own
operational closure, their autopoiesis, and themselves. Cognition
produces operational closure and thus systemic autopoiesis, and
systemic autopoiesis produces cognition. In this way a complex
constructivist reality, not based on singular “being,” but on multi-
ple differences emerges.

Luhmann probably most comprehensively summarized his gen-
eral epistemological theory of reality-construction in the essay
“Cognition as Construction” (included in the appendix of the
present book).13 In this essay Luhmann points out that cognition,
and thus the production of a reality that makes sense, does not
happen despite, but because of, the operational closure of the
observer of reality—and the observer may observe biologically (the
brain), communicatively (the social systems), or consciously (the
mind). The cognition is in each case “indifferent” to the reality it
observes—it does not matter what kind of reality there is. For cog-
nition what matters is how it manages to establish itself as an

70 Part 1: ANew Way of Thinking about Society

Luhmann Explained  2/19/11  2:30 AM  Page 70



observing system. And it can do this only by itself and by linking
its own cognitive operations to another’s. It is by the “self-isola-
tion of a cognizing system—a cell, an immune system, a brain, a
consciousness, a communication system” (1988b, 13) that a sys-
tem/environment distinction emerges and thus a reality. Luhmann
explains: “The question how systems are able to produce cognition
within an environment can then be reformulated as the question
how systems can uncouple themselves from their environment”
(1988b, 13). The uncoupling of a system from its environment
establishes a system/environment distinction and thereby consti-
tutes the condition for the possibility of cognition, and thereby the
condition for the possibility of reality. Once more: reality is a prod-
uct of (cognitive-constructive-observational) differentiation—not
of a singular world that is given “at hand.”

(b) Second-Order Cybernetics
If reality is conceived as a cognitive construct, as an effect or cor-
relate of observation, then descriptions of reality become descrip-
tions of observation. When observation becomes an integral part
of reality, it can no longer be understood as a kind of Archimedean
Point—such as the one Descartes claimed to have found in his
Meditations. There is no one place where all that is certainly real
can be grounded. Observation loses its simplicity—an observer can
no longer observe reality without taking into account its very
observation as a generating element of reality. A constructivist view
of reality directs the attention of observation to the observation, so
that the observation of reality becomes an observation of the
observation of reality. It becomes second-order observation—and
the theory of second-order observation is called second-order
cybernetics. Second-order cybernetics is concerned with the real-
ity-construction of observing systems—and here the expression
“observing systems” has a double meaning: second-order cyber-
netics observes systems that are themselves systems of observation,
it is observing systems that are observing systems. When second-
order cybernetics uses the expression “observing systems,” the
term “systems” is grammatically both an object and a subject.14

Second-order observation paradoxically or “autologically”
includes itself in its theory. The subjective and objective sides of
observation become equally valid and mutually constitutive.
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Luhmann explains the epistemological turn of second-order cyber-
netics with the following example: “In this way, the epistemologist
becomes him/herself a rat in the labyrinth and has to reflect on the
position from which he/she observes the other rats” (Luhmann
1988b, 24). Such a theoretical turn may have its philosophical
predecessors,15 but it is quite revolutionary for a theory of society.
For Luhmann, observation becomes a truly formal term that gen-
erally designates the making of a distinction and is not limited to
one specific type of observation: “First of all, something that
causes problems over and over again has to be pointed out. One
can say it a hundred times without avail. The observer is not nec-
essarily a psychic system, not necessarily consciousness. The
observer is defined purely formally: to distinguish and to indicate.
A communication can do this too” (2002a, 147). As a sociologist,
Luhmann is most concerned with observing communication—
again in the double sense of this expression. While Luhmann bor-
rows the general theory of second-order cybernetics, he applies it
primarily to social theory.

Before we take a closer look at the application of second-order
cybernetics to social theory, let me clarify two further aspects of
the general theory. First of all, second-order observation neither
observes “better” or “more clearly” than first-order does nor can it
be overcome by third- or other higher-order observations.
Observations of any order can do no more than observe. They all
observe what they observe—but they observe, so to speak, under
different conditions. Second-order observation is also a kind of
first-order observation, but one that has to pay for its increase in
complexity with the loss of the ontological certainty of data,
essentials, or contents (Luhmann 2002a 157). A first-order
observation can simply observe something and, on the basis of
this, establish that thing’s factuality: I see that this book is
black—thus the book is black. Second-order observation
observes how the eye of an observer constructs the color of this
book as black. Thus, the simple “is” of the expression “the book
is black” becomes more complex—it is not black in itself but as
seen by the eyes of its observer. The ontological simplicity is lost
and the notion of “being” becomes more complex. What is lost
is the certainty about the “essential” color of this book. While
second-order observation arrives at more complex notions of
reality or being, it still only observes—it is a second-order obser-
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vation, because it observes as a first-order observation another
first-order observation. It is, so to speak, the result of two simul-
taneous first-order observations. A third-order observation cannot
transcend this pattern—for it is still the first-order observation of a
first-order observation of a first-order observation.

Second-order observation does not “see through” the world
any more than first-order observation. The relation between them
is not parallel to the Old European distinction between truth and
appearance—this is exactly the semantics of first-order observation.
On the level of first-order observation, observations can compete
for being more correct: if you only look closely enough, you will
see that this book is not black, but navy blue. Two first-order
observations can compete with one another, so to speak, in a
Platonic style. Second-order observation—in a more Nietzschean
manner—can observe that the distinction between truth and
appearance is “merely” an effect of competing first-order observa-
tions, but of course it cannot see the “essential” truth. In a way,
second-order observation sees less truly than first-order observa-
tion.

No higher-order observation—not even a third-order observa-
tion—can observe more “essentially” than a lower-order observa-
tion. A third-order observation is still an observation of an
observation and thus nothing more than a second-order observa-
tion. There is no Platonic climb towards higher and higher reali-
ties—no observation brings us closer to the single light of truth.

This leads directly to the second aspect of general second-order
cybernetics that I would like to highlight: every observation,
regardless of order, has its so-called blind spot :16

When handling a distinction you always have a blind spot or invisibil-
ity in your back. You cannot observe yourself as the one who handles
a distinction, instead you have to make yourself invisible when you
want to observe. Or, to put it differently: While you have to be able
to make the distinction between the observer and the observed—i.e.
you have to know that you observe something that is not yourself—
you still cannot reflect this distinction once more. . . . All observations
therefore simultaneously produce something invisible. The observer
has to make him/herself invisible as the element of the distinction
between the observer and the observed. Therefore . . . there is no
enlightenment or scientific clarification of the world as an entirety of
things or forms or essences that one could work through time after
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time (even if conceived of as an infinite task). In classical theory, there
was still the impression that one could collect more and more knowl-
edge and that one would not always simultaneously have to leave
something in the dark when one wants to indicate something partic-
ular. (Luhmann 2002a, 147)

On the level of second-order observation, the second-order
observer can observe that the first-order observer cannot observe
him/herself as the second observer does. The first-order observer
can only observe something from a certain perspective and, in
order to take on this perspective, cannot turn around and see what
is behind his/her back. The second-order observer can then auto-
logically realize that the same is true for him/herself: Second-order
observation is also first-order observation in the sense that it
observes something from a certain perspective and that while
observing this something (in this case: a first-order observer) it
cannot simultaneously “turn around” and observe from where it
observes. This is likewise true for all higher-order observations:
there is no observation that does not create a blind spot by being
an observation—that can be observed by an observation that cre-
ates another blind spot, and so on. With second-order cybernetics
it becomes evident that no observer can see what he/she cannot
see. Any observation can only observe something at the expense of
creating a blind spot. Reality depends on blind spots.

Modern theories have realized that this problem haunted Old
European metaphysics and ontologies. Luhmann describes this tra-
ditional philosophical “flaw”:

This is the decisive point. One sees what one sees and is so fascinated
by it that one cannot simultaneously see the nonseeing of everything
else as the condition of seeing, or as I nearly want to say: as the tran-
scendental condition of seeing. There is, by the way, an old metaphor:
the eye that cannot see its seeing, and then Fichte’s reversal: the eye
sees its seeing, and thus the subject lights up internally. (2002a, 159)

Old European philosophies were “so fascinated” by their findings
that they did not see the darkness on which their insights were
based (and it was probably Nietzsche who most thoroughly
“deconstructed” this pattern). While some philosophers like Fichte
tried to annihilate the blind spot by a total “lighting up” of an ulti-
mately self-observing subjectivity17 (previous philosophers such as

74 Part 1: ANew Way of Thinking about Society

Luhmann Explained  2/19/11  2:30 AM  Page 74



Nicolaus Cusanus only allowed for such a subjectivity in the case
of God), more modern thinkers tried to find “therapeutic” solu-
tions. Luhmann mentions Marx and Freud as two examples:

There are theories that have a sort of therapeutic intention and
attempt, so to speak, to cure the blind spot: the capitalists cannot see
that they are effecting their own downfall, and thus the problem arises
if one should try to assist a bit in helping it come or if one should
rather wait until it happens by itself. In the Freudian theory you find
the same pattern in the realm of a theory of consciousness. The
unconscious is an unconscious that marks the blind spot of a person’s
consciousness that can only become conscious to someone who deals
with this person. (2002a, 158–59)

Marx and Freud claimed to make some of the blind spots of oth-
ers (capitalists, psychopaths) visible. One can do this. Second-
order cybernetics, however, does not attempt to therapeutically
clear away all the blind spots, it rather attempts to integrate them
into a new theory. It does not aim at ultimately unmasking blind
spots, but at taking them seriously as a condition of systemic real-
ity and complexity.

Social systems theory describes modern society as a reality that is
constituted by second-order observation systems—and acknowl-
edges that it is itself taking part in the autopoiesis of one of those
subsystems, namely, the system of science. The function systems of
modern society are observing systems, and they usually observe
the observations of others. In modern society,

the observation of observers, the change of the consciousness of real-
ity towards the description of descriptions, towards the perception of
what others say or what others do not say, has become the advanced
way of perceiving the world. And this is the case in all important func-
tion areas, in science as well as in the economy, in art as well as in pol-
itics. . . . We no longer need to know how the world is if we know
how it is observed and if we can orient ourselves within the realm of
second-order observation. . . . We . . . follow the legitimizing systems
such as science, economy, politics, or mass media of which we are not
independent but who themselves are also only observing observa-
tions. (2002a, 140–41)
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The virtuality-effect of the social reality in which we currently live
and in which the social subsystems exist can be explained by sec-
ond-order observation. Social systems observe—and thereby, of
course, construct reality—by observing how others observe.
Functional differentiation plus second-order observations are two
main characteristics of the present.

A prime example of the interplay between functional differenti-
ation and second-order observation is the relation between politics
and the mass media (to be discussed in more detail in part 2). It
has become a central focus of politics to deal with its observation
by the mass media. The mass media create a so-called public opin-
ion. (This is a somewhat obsolete term because it counterfactually
suggests the existence of a sum of individual opinions—a concept
that is similar to, but even more obscure than, that of society as a
community of individual citizens. How can one compare and pres-
ent the average of certain mental contents of a group of people?)
This “public opinion” is a mass media observation that observes
the observations of politics. “Public opinion” might, for instance,
agree or disagree to a certain extent with the observations of the
government. In turn, the government has to continuously observe
how it is observed by the mass media. Political communication
observes not simply “facts,” but also how facts are observed. The
competition between political parties or personalities can well be
described as a competition for being more favorably observed for
their observations. And, in order to win this competition, political
organizations and personalities have to develop an expertise in
observing how they are observed—for instance, by the mass media
and thus by public opinion.

Practically all modern function systems “observe their own oper-
ations on the level of second-order observation” (Luhmann 1997a,
766). Science, for instance, has developed the medium of academic
publication for processing its second-order observations. What pri-
marily counts for these publications is not to come forward with a
completely new first-order observation—this would hardly be
understood, and even less likely accepted—but to show one’s famil-
iarity with the publications of others (as I do in the present book in
regard to Luhmann’s publications). The researcher must “demon-
strate in the medium of publications that he has considered the state
of research, that is, that he has observed what others have observed.
He must show that he has put his own presentation together with
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a care that enables others to observe how and what he has
observed” (Luhmann 1998, 58). The ability to follow this system-
ically legitimizing pattern of scientific second-order observation
(that is, the ability to write something that can be published) is
what students are primarily taught once they reach the level of grad-
uate studies—because here education basically becomes systematic
training for the pursuit of an academic career. In a systemically
hybrid organization like a university, the switch from the education
to the science system takes place when it is no longer grades but
publications that matter. In the humanities and the social sciences,
this usually happens somewhere around the Ph.D. level.

In the art system, representational first-order observation, for
instance, of nature, vanished with the nineteenth century. Art
observes other art or other types of observations (again, mass
media observations are becoming an increasing focus of the obser-
vations in art) with the systemic means of art. Thereby art proves
to be art today.

The economic system “looks at market prices and registers
whether the competition is offering other prices and what trends
can be deduced from these price changes” (Luhmann 1998, 59).
Probably even more importantly, large-scale economic transactions
are no longer directly related to goods and traditional markets, but
take place in the form of the trading of financial assets that can be
defined as a new generalized medium for the observation of finan-
cial observations. The stock and bonds market is, so to speak, a
second-order observation that observes first-order markets. It has
long surpassed the first-order markets in economical capacity and
importance.

Regarding the legal system, Luhmann explains,

the critical development lies in the full positivization of law, that is,
practically, in the replacement of the distinction between natural and
positive law with the distinction between constitutional and normal
law made at the end of the 18th century. This leads to a situation
where law is observed with a view to the question of how something
was or will be decided. Interpretation and prognosis are forms of the
production of texts from texts and therefore forms of second order
observation. (Luhmann 1998, 59) 

Today, legal communication has to observe “facts” by observing
how these facts have been and will be legally observed. Legal com-
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munication judges cases not simply by virtue of their nature but
rather by relating them to previous or possible future legal obser-
vations. In order to legally observe an incident, legal communica-
tion observes how it was or could be observed by other legal
observations. Shifts from first-order to second-order observation
have taken place even in the function systems of intimacy and edu-
cation. “The medium of love, used in communication for the mak-
ing of families (whatever is thought of psychic realizations) leads to
a situation where every member must consider how he or she is
observed by others” (Luhmann 1998, 60). And while prior to the
seventeenth- or eighteenth-century education looked at the child
“as a natural phenomenon of the species of humankind, as a small,
not yet finished person, and education was tasked with guiding this
development, enhancing it, or preventing corruption, now the
observation of the child is observed in order to gain insight into an
appropriate education for children” (Luhmann 1998, 60). In the
family and in the school, we now tend to observe how and what
others observe—and accordingly also observe ourselves as lovers or
teachers in reaction to how our spouses or students observe us. I
think Luhmann is correct about the increasing importance of sec-
ond-order observation even in these function systems. It seems
that teaching-evaluation forms would have appeared entirely out-
landish in the educational organizations and institutions of the sev-
enteenth or eighteenth century. Students were not granted the
status of qualified observers, so there was no basis for second-order
observation. Nowadays student teacher-evaluation is an accepted
tool in the education system. By observing these evaluations we as
teachers observe how the students observe our observing of them.
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(a) Beyond Humanism
Michel Foucault ended his book Le mots et les choses (“words and
things,” published in English as The Order of Things) with the
famous wager that man—or the “humanist” concept of the human
being—will vanish like a face drawn in the sand at the seashore. In
that same final paragraph he pointed out that the human being is
neither the oldest nor the most constant issue that human knowl-
edge has dealt with. One only has to look at the ancient Greek
Presocratics or, on the other side of the globe, at ancient Chinese
philosophy, to verify Foucault’s assertion. Anthropocentrism is by
no means a given in the enterprise of understanding and cognition.
Contemporary or postmodern thought—like contemporary or
postmodern art—re-connected to pre-modern and ancient non-
anthropocentrisms (once more Friedrich Nietzsche may be named
as an important forerunner—one who took a great step backwards
in order to make a great leap forward18) to come up with a new
kind of non-anthropocentrism. Niklas Luhmann’s version of social
systems theory and his “treatment” of the human being can cer-
tainly be understood in the context of this quite recent develop-
ment in intellectual history.

To be sure, social systems theory does not attempt to merely
“erase” the human being as Foucault’s image might suggest. In a
probably more Nietzschean spirit, it rather finally (after a couple of
centuries of humanism) tries to step beyond the conceptual limits
of the “human, all-too-human.” Traditional humanist notions are
too simple to explain the complexity of reality—this is why there
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needs to be a new theory. As discussed in the first chapter of this
book, Luhmann replaces the notion of a singular and integrated
human being with the assumption of at least three autopoietic sys-
temic realms: body, consciousness, and communication. “We” are
a complex assembly of bodily functions, psychic operations, and
social performances. Human beings are not “one-dimensional,”
but at least three-dimensional—and the three dimensions are by
no means in perfect harmony.19 We cannot exactly translate our
mental contents into communication, and neither can the
thoughts of our mind translate the exact physical processes of the
brain. The Aristotelian concept that mental contents are the same
for all human beings (De Interpretatione, 16a) has become obso-
lete. And it is not only the belief in a common human “mindset”
that has waned—the corresponding conception of the human
being as a singular entity is also beginning to fade.

Traditional Old European philosophies—probably with Plato
and Descartes as the most famous representatives—were often
ready to concede that human beings are not simply made of a
“soul,” but also of a body. However, these traditional views, as was
the case with the authors I mentioned above, tended to look at the
soul as the seat of human “individuality” and thus as the essential
element that defined the human being (this is still very obvious in
regard to Western, especially North American, religious arguments
against abortion). The soul was the essential element within the
human body, and the body was acknowledged to be a more or less
integral part of actual human existence. On the basis of this idea,
the human being was conceived of as a singular compound of mind
and body. Various traditional philosophies then discussed the so-
called mind-body problem—how a singular entity could consist of
two parts. Social systems theory does not offer a new and easy
solution to this old problem, it rather suggests that “human real-
ity” is even more complex: we do not only have to deal with the
mind and the body—we also have to take into account communi-
cation. And in the face of such multiplicity it might be wise to give
up the attempt still to “singularize” the human being.

There is no scientific evidence or any ultimately convincing
philosophical or theological argument that forces us to ascribe
dominance to one of these three systemic realms. Why should we
claim that the human being is essentially spiritual, bodily, or social
at the expense of the other two systems? Social systems theory,
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even though it is explicitly a social theory, does not suggest any
kind of “centrism” or “essentialism” in regard to the human being.
There is no substantial essence on the basis of which the human
being can be defined. And since the human being cannot be essen-
tially defined, it does not make a lot of sense to use it as the start-
ing point of a theory. This is the reason social systems theory tries
to wipe out the humanists’ one-dimensional portrayal of the
human being and replace it with a more complex model of reality.

As discussed in the first chapter, Luhmann’s systems theory
conceives of the relation between the three autopoietic and opera-
tionally closed systemic realms of body, mind, and society—to put
it simply—in such a way that the mind functions as a kind of filter
between communication and the world (Luhmann 2002a, 272).
No “outside” information can enter communication without first
being processed by the mind. Whatever happens in the body, for
instance, must first pass through the mental operations before it
can appear in communication. A pain in the body must first be felt
before it can be talked about. Of course, we can also talk about
pain that is not really felt—but if an actual pain is to enter com-
munication, it can only do so by being “filtered” through the sys-
tem of consciousness. This configuration, once more, does not
imply any hierarchy among the systems (bodily pain does not have
a more primary or essential status than communicated pain), but it
highlights a specific structural coupling, namely, that between the
mind and communication. By conceiving of the mind as a filter for
communication, the “mind-communication problem” is of more
direct concern for a theory of society than the “body-communica-
tion problem.” The problem of the “human being”—when viewed
from the perspective of social theory (and not from the equally
valid perspective of biology)—does not therefore primarily appear
in the form of the “mind-body-problem,” but rather in the ques-
tion: “How does the mind participate in communication?”—to
use the title of an article by Luhmann ( 1994a).

The “mind-communication problem” is addressed in at least
three different ways by social systems theory. The first perspective
could be called a structural one. Here, the question would be:
what are the basic structures of the mind-communication relation?
The second perspective is historical. One can ask: what shapes can
the mind-communication relation take on under different social
conditions? Or, more precisely: which options for dealing with this
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problem arise under different types of social differentiation? Or,
more concretely: how did the change from stratified to functional
differentiation affect this problem? This question leads to the third
perspective, which has to do with the present relevance of the
mind-communication relation. It can be asked: What does it now
mean to be a social agent? What are the current conditions for
“personhood?”

Answers to the “structural” question have already been given.
The structural relation is a structural coupling; psychic and social
systems “interpenetrate” one another. This structural coupling
described above can be summarized once more in Luhmann’s own
words:

We are dealing with an exclusion of nearly everything that happens to
be in the world, and with a compensation of this exclusion through a
total dependency of communication. Communication is dependent
on consciousness that in turn is dependent on its own brain that in
turn depends on the organism being alive because it can survive the
death of its organism for a few seconds at best.20 (2002a, 273)

Minds and society are both totally dependent on and independent
of each other. They are totally dependent on the other’s existence
for the continuation of their own autopoiesis. At the same time, on
the basis of their operational closure, they are both totally inde-
pendent for no direct determination or interference is possible.
Their operational closure and a certain openness of the mind and
communication correspond to their respective independence-
dependence:

Systems of the mind and systems of communication exist completely
independently of each other. At the same time, however, they form a
relationship of structural complementarity. They can only actualize
and specify their own structures and thus can only change themselves.
They use each other for reciprocal irritation of these structural
changes. Systems of communication can only be stimulated by sys-
tems of the mind, and these in turn are extremely attracted to what is
conspicuously communicated by language. My argument is as follows:
the independence of each closed system is a requirement for structural
complementarity, that is, for the reciprocal initiation (but not deter-
mination) of the actualized choice of structure. (Luhmann 1994a,
380)
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(b) Problems of Identity
As explained above, the structural coupling of the systems of mind
and society leads to the emergence of the co-evolution of minds
and society, primarily furthered by their common media of lan-
guage and sense (Sinn). This basic structural framework for
describing the mind-communication relation leads to specific con-
ceptions of human “individuality” or “identity.” The process of
attaining an individual identity can now be understood as co-evo-
lutionary, involving both mental and communicative operations.
Therefore, the process can be described from two perspectives:
from that of the autopoiesis of both psychic systems as well as that
of social systems. Just as the human being is not a singular thing,
so also “individuality” and “identity” are not simply singular
objects. They have no singular “home.” Individuality and identity
have a place in both consciousness and communication. In the case
of the mental systems, individual identity emerges as a result of
self-socialization; in the case of social systems, individuality, and
identity are part of an important semantics of the self-description
of society and are connected to the inclusion of  “persons” in soci-
ety. Expressed in the technical language of social systems theory,
this is to say: self-socialization means that “the autopoietic system
of society that operates on the basis of communication makes its
own complexity available for the construction of psychic systems”;
and, conversely, inclusion means that “an autopoietic psychic sys-
tem that operates on the basis of consciousness makes its own
complexity available for the construction of social systems”
(Luhmann 1989, 162). Each mind is an individual psychic system,
and therefore each will develop individual structures that resonate
with its environment—especially, of course, with its social environ-
ment with which it is structurally coupled (or, in the older
Parsonian terminology: is in “interpenetration”). Luhmann says:
“Systems of the mind are socialized by interpenetrations with
social systems. This concept requires a fundamental rethinking of
the classical sociological theory of socialization, all the way from
external socialization to self-socialization” (1994a, 386; translation
modified). Mental systems autopoietically develop themselves and
can only develop an understanding or consciousness of themselves
by way of self-socialization. Society cannot “socialize” a mind—
socialization is a “do-it-yourself” project as far as consciousness is
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concerned. No parent, teacher, preacher, or government can
directly interfere in the mental operations of the systems of con-
sciousness. In this respect, mental individualization is totally inde-
pendent of society. How we structure our own consciousness is
ultimately decided by our own consciousness; mental structures
are “the result of an individual system history” of the mind
(Luhmann 2002a, 137).

On the basis of structural coupling, however, the total opera-
tional independency of the individual mental systems always goes
along with total “cognitive” dependency. The framework for men-
tally conceiving of ourselves as individuals is ultimately dependent
on the semantics of individuality made available by our social envi-
ronment. The language and the sense (Sinn) of individuality link
or couple our perceptions of our individualities to society. Each
individual consciousness has its own particular systemic history, its
own individual mindset—but in each case this history and result-
ing mindset are informed by the available “cultural supply”
(Luhmann 2002a, 137).

On the other hand, communication systems ascribe individual-
ity to “persons.” This is how they are able to resonate with the psy-
chic complexity in their environment. Social systems develop
notions or a semantics of “persons” or “individuals” so that com-
munication can be properly addressed and can form proper con-
ceptions of “entities” that correspond to ongoing activities of
consciousness that irritate communication. Inclusion is the term
for the manner in which social systems can recognize persons. By
inclusion, social systems assign persons with a social position so
that there is a framework “in which they can act in conformity with
expectations, or, to put it more romantically: in which they can feel
at home as individuals” (Luhmann 1997a, 621).  Successful inclu-
sion takes place when society is able to prepare molds for “indi-
viduals” to fit in.

The features of social inclusion, the shapes of the social molds
for persons change with social change; and this means, of course,
that they most significantly change when the primary type of social
differentiation changes. Along with social evolution, along with
the unfolding of history, the “cultural supply” varies. The social
semantics of individuality that link or couple social inclusion and
mental self-socialization change with time. Therefore, from the
perspective of social systems theory, to describe or analyze human
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individuality basically means to describe or analyze the semantic
changes of individuality that took place along with structural
changes in society. The issue of the human individual is therefore
an issue to be investigated by comparing “social structures and
semantics”—and thus Luhmann’s most systematic treatment of
this issue is to be found in one of the volumes of the book series
on Gesellschaftsstruktur und Semantik (“Social Structure and
Semantics”) (1989, 149–258; see also Luhmann 1986b).

“Human” individuality—as distinguished from the general, lit-
eral meaning of individuality that simply designates a “singular
entity” and according to which every autopoietic system, be it psy-
chic, social, or biological could be called an individual—is a prod-
uct of the semantics and language that couple psychic and social
systems. It is a historical communication phenomenon that cannot
be understood essentially. “Individuality” is a word with varying
senses and not a substantial quality of human existence: “Everyone
knows, of course, that the word ‘human being’ is not a human
being. We must also learn that there is no such thing as an objec-
tive unit that corresponds to this word. Words such as ‘human
being,’ ‘soul,’ ‘person,’ ‘subject,’ and ‘individual’ are nothing
more than what they effect in communication” (Luhmann 1994a,
387; translation modified). 

If one accepts that there are no individual human beings as such
(or as “objective units”), but only historically contingent semantic
constructs that emerge from the structural coupling of psychic and
social systems, then one has already arrived at the second possible
question mentioned at the beginning of this chapter: which shapes
can the mind-communication relation take on under different
social conditions? Or, more precisely: which options for dealing
with the mind-communication problem arise under different types
of social differentiation? Or, more concretely: how did the change
from stratified to functional differentiation affect the mind-com-
munication problem?

As outlined in chapter 1, section c above, Luhmann distin-
guishes among four types of social differentiation (segmentary,
center/periphery, stratified, and functional) and describes the his-
torical evolution of society as a sequence of their respective prima-
cies. The most decisive change for our present society took place
in sixteenth- to eighteenth-century Europe when stratified differ-
entiation was gradually replaced by functional differentiation. In
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accordance with this scheme, Luhmann also focuses on this transi-
tional period in his analysis of the semantics of individuality.

The basic structuring principle within a stratified society is
social rank, and it is consequently primarily divided into a hierar-
chy of social strata. Within such a society the stratum, and, more
concretely, the family or, even more concretely, the household, is
the social locality where an individual becomes an individual. The
family and the household are, so to speak, the germ-cells of the
dominating social order and supply the individual with a rank and
respective attributes. By being born into a family and into a house-
hold within a stratified society, the individual gains its individuality
“in the sense of its socially respected characteristics” (1989, 166).

Individual identity is granted by social “placement,” by being
assigned a specific place within the pattern of social strata.
Individuality in the sense of an indivisible identity is attributed to
each single person within the family. The family automatically 
provides each member with a social position and with the social
relations and responsibilities connected to this position. Or, as
Luhmann says: “One was socialized where one had to lead one’s
social life: within the house” (1989, 167). In this context, individ-
uality means—in accordance with its literal meaning—“indivisibil-
ity,” and thus it does not yet mean “uniqueness” or “singularity.”
The individual is not yet characterized by its specific peculiarity, but
rather by possessing—through birth, rank, and family-status—a
specific indestructible and unchangeable identity. The social posi-
tioning grants an inviolable individuality in the sense of a fixed
social status.

In addition to this secular type of individuality, the semantics of
individuality in Old European stratified societies could also grant a
second kind of indivisibility: namely a religious indestructibility. By
being indivisible, the individual could be assured of its immortal-
ity: “The individuality of the soul guaranteed its indestructibility,
thus its immortality, and this explained why human beings had to
answer for themselves at the Last Judgment”(1995a, 257). Since
individuality was literally understood as the substantial indivisibil-
ity of the soul, an eternal life was to be expected: “That which can-
not be taken apart cannot perish. Only the complex, not the
singular is transitory” (1989, 172). In this way, the individual was
neither socially nor religiously “characterized by the peculiarity of
its (coincidental) characteristics,” but rather shaped by birth and
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divine creation as an “indivisible unit” (1989, 176). The individ-
ual was still far from being something “original,” it was, on the
contrary, something quite uniform. The individual was fixed to a
position within a world whose order “resided in the more general
references of genera and specia”(1995a, 258). The individual
became an individual by being placed on an individual spot within
a general frame; it became an individual, so to speak, by “direct”
inclusion.

When the Old European society based on “stratified differenti-
ation” was replaced by a social structure based on “functional dif-
ferentiation,” the definition of individuality through “direct”
inclusion was replaced by a paradoxical inclusion through a dis-
tinctive form of exclusion—not, of course, the total exclusion from
functionality of those living in the favelas, but rather the exclusion
of the “extramundane position of the transcendental subject”
(Luhmann 1986b, 319). When the established social strata started
to dissolve and society lost its hierarchical stability, both the estab-
lished social and religious order eroded. The “general” was no
longer outside of the individual and inside society and religion, but
was moved into the individual itself. Luhmann says that then “pre-
cisely individuality is universal, because it applies to everyone with-
out exception” (1995a, 259). Individuality no longer means
indivisibility, but uniqueness. The individual is now supposed to be
individual by being different from all others—by being a “subject.”
In the nineteenth century, the notions of individuality and subjec-
tivity became semantically similar, and both were designations of
modern “uniqueness”: “It is now expected from the individual to
identify itself in regard to its individuality, and this can only mean:
in regard to that which distinguishes itself from everybody else.
Self-observations and self-descriptions can no longer (and if still,
then only externally) rely on social positions, affiliations, inclu-
sions” (Luhmann 1989, 215). Functional differentiation in mod-
ern societies means differentiation into the multiple functional
subsystems of society, such as law, economy, politics, and so on.
The boundaries between these systems now mark the primary
social differentiations—and no longer the boundaries between
social strata. The newly emerged individual as “subject” cannot be
entirely at home within any of these function systems. Specifically,
German Idealism contributed to this semantic shift of individuality
that followed the structural change of society. In this philosophy 
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the individual is understood as a singular, unique world-relation
(Weltverhältnis) that becomes conscious by its own self and that is
realized as human existence. Since then it has become impossible
(even though many do not recognize this!) to conceive of the indi-
vidual as a part of a whole, as a part of society. Whatever the individ-
ual makes of himself and however society contributes to this: it has its
standpoint in itself and outside of society. The formula “subject” sym-
bolizes nothing else. Thereby the individual is external to all function
systems. It can no longer participate. (Luhmann 1989, 212)

The shift from the individual as indivisible to unique is nothing else
than the shift of the semantics of individuality from social inclusion
to the peculiar social exclusion-inclusion of the “subject.”

Under the conditions of stratified differentiation it was exactly
his or her individuality that included the individual in society. And
this individuality was “pure:” one member of one family belonged
to one social stratum. A mixed individuality was inconceivable.
Under the conditions of functional differentiation, however, such
an integral placement is impossible, since social positions can no
longer exhaustively determine one’s place in society. Integration
has to be found outside the multiplicity of social functions, and the
new semantics of subjectivity provide a basis for the re-integration
of the individual outside of society. At the same time, the func-
tionally differentiated society also provides roles to partially re-
include individuals that constitute themselves as subjects outside of
society. One can re-enter society “as a voter, as a patient, as a
reader, as connoisseur etc.” (Luhmann 1989, 160). While the indi-
vidual gains his or her identity as a subject outside of social roles,
the multiple functions provided by society allow for a variety of
new partial inclusions.

This new situation is not without problems. First, individuality
based on uniqueness is supposed to be the common characteristics
of all individuals. Thus, the individual is unique, but by being
unique, isn’t. Secondly, while the individual is supposed to con-
stitute him- or herself “uniquely,” the criteria for his or her
uniqueness are still supplied by society. Out of sheer uniqueness
he or she cannot build a positive identity: “The individual can
describe and know itself as a Bavarian and yet know that this
excludes being a Prussian. But can an individual describe itself as
individual?” (Luhmann 1995a, 266). I can describe myself as dif-
ferent from the Prussians, by knowing that I am Bavarian, but can
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I ever positively describe myself “only” as an individual? The char-
acteristics that distinguish me from others always have to be
socially available. I have to be something else in order not to be a
Prussian. Thus, I always have to accept something general to sig-
nify my individual uniqueness. Society offers quite a few options
for my exclusive self-inclusion. I may describe myself as belonging
to a specific party that most others do not vote for, as a reader of
specific books that many others don’t read, as a connoisseur of
“unique” wines, and so on. I exclude myself from others by doing
this, but I must always include myself somewhere else. Thirdly,
the individual can no longer be an in-dividual in the traditional
sense of indivisibility. In order to exist as a social being, he or she
has to divide him- or herself: “He or she is in need of a musical
self for the opera, a diligent self for the job, a patient self for the
family. What is left for him- or herself is the problem of his or her
identity” (Luhmann 1989, 223). Exclusive individuality confronts
the individual with the problem of multiple selves as soon as he or
she becomes socially active. Or, to put it more dramatically: the
individual is torn apart as a social being—as Luhmann writes, “in
any case, the unity of the multiplicity of possible self-identifica-
tions becomes the greatest individual problem that everyone has
to resolve for him/herself and that is no longer resolvable by con-
formity to morality and consciousness, by repressing the worse
ego” (1989, 225). The father confessor who had to take care of
the sanity of the individual souls of Old European individuals is
replaced by New European psychiatrists and therapists who now
look after the multiple selves.

Instead of falling apart into multiple selves the subjective indi-
vidual has another choice that is, according to Luhmann, preferred
by most as a reaction against these individuals’ paradoxical situa-
tions. It can become, in Luhmann’s terminology, an homme copie,
an “imitational person.” “This means: to admit from the first the
failure of the programme of individuality and to establish one’s
principle of life on the opposite. To be able to be different then
means: to be just like someone else” (1989, 221). In living a
“copied existence,” one borrows one’s originality from others. Just
like in the world of fashion, one becomes special by copying what
others present as being special.

The subjectivity-based semantics of individuality in a function-
ally differentiated society is lead astray in two ways—it may either
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lead to a multiple self or to an imitational person. The paradoxes
(or parodies) of subjective individuality may lead, according to
Luhmann, to the impression “that the rise of the individual was a
decline and that the expectation that the individual describes itself
as an individual leads to meaninglessness” (1995a, 267). The
human subject so grandiloquently introduced by the great philoso-
phies of early modernity (one may think of Kant, Hegel, and also
of Kierkegaard) turned out to be unable to fulfill the high expec-
tations connected to it. The breakdown of stratified differentiation
seemed to set subjectivity and true human individuality free at last.
But as it turns out from the perspective of today (and perhaps it
was once more Nietzsche who first anticipated this somewhat sur-
prising turn), subjective individuality was no more than a semantic
hoax connected to the shift towards functional differentiation. Set
free from the constraints and fixtures of stratification, individuality
felt quite elevated for some time and became fascinated by its new
emancipation from social “placement.” But subjectivity was never
free—the semantics of freedom was rather a development in accor-
dance with social change. It is now more or less obvious that even
subjectivity is not the essential core of human existence, but rather
a semantics tightly connected with a type of social differentiation,
namely, functional differentiation. The problems of subjective indi-
viduality diagnosed above—showing themselves in the symptoms
of the imitational person and the multiple self—result from func-
tional differentiation. The problem of the multiple self arises with
a nonhierarchical multiplicity of options for socialization with
which the contemporary mind is confronted: Which self shall we
choose to accept as the essential one, as our “true identity?” Are
we first of all a husband, and then and only secondarily a profes-
sor? Or are we substantially a free citizen, and then and only sec-
ondarily a sexual being? And how can we claim to be original when
we have to copy a pattern of originality in order to be discernible
as original?

If one accepts the suggestion that the modern semantics of sub-
jectivity is once more a semantics of individuality developed in
accord with a type of social differentiation, then one will view it as
a contemporary way of dealing with the mind-communication
problem—and not as a human condition. Thus, one has already
arrived at the third possible question I mentioned at the beginning
of this chapter: what does it mean to be a social agent today? In
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other words, what now are the conditions for personhood? If, in
accordance with the semantics of modern society we become per-
sons by being subjects that take on a variety of functions, what does
this mean in “real life?”

In real life, this means that we become persons by going
through careers (that can be, of course, more or less successful)
within the various function systems. But, while we differ regarding
our individual careers, we all have the universal qualities of being
free and equal human beings with the corresponding rights and
dignities. Once more, this was not always the case. This new type
of social inclusion represents a “dramatic change in regard to the
self-conceptions of the individuals” (Luhmann 1997a, 626).
Under conditions of stratification one was born into an identity.
One could identify oneself simply with a name and a position. To
have a social identity it was enough to have a name and a home.
When you identified yourself to someone as the daughter of a poor
Norman peasant, there were few other questions that you could be
asked. The same, of course, was true if you said: “I am Count
Montgomery.” In neither case, would you have had to indicate
your hobbies, your favorite authors, or the college you graduated
from. This is obviously no longer the case:

Today the more typical situation is that one has to explain who one is,
that one has to send out test signals in order to see how far others are
capable of rightly evaluating with whom they are dealing. Therefore,
one needs an “education,” or signals that indicate the properties one
possesses. Therefore, identity becomes a problem. . . . Therefore, one
cannot essentially know who one is, but has to find out if one’s pro-
jections receive recognition. (Luhmann 1997a, 627)

In a stratified society you could essentially know who you were by
knowing that you were Count Montgomery. Today, even for
Count Montgomery this would no longer be enough. Even he
would have to explain what else he is: he would have to say that he
graduated from Oxford, that he went to law school, that he has
been married twice and has kids from both marriages, and that he
likes football. By making these and other social features known,
one can expect to be recognized as a specific person—to be
ascribed an individual identity. One will know who one is by find-
ing out which social features—which “projections of oneself”—are
socially recognized as one’s identifications. By teaching at a uni-
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versity one will be recognized as a “professor,” by further being a
man who has various intimate relationships, one can be recognized
as a “polygamous professor,” and by further being a Republican
senator from Alabama, one can be recognized as “that polygamous
professor who is a Republican senator from Alabama.” Such spec-
ifications make for unique identities that allow persons to know
who they are.

On the basis of functional differentiation, social identities
are—partially—acquired in function systems. Within a function
system one makes a “career”: “And what is above all decisive is
that in modern society the career (…) has advanced to become
the most important mechanism for the integration of individuals
and society” (Luhmann 1997a, 742). By having a career within a
function system, one is included in society. As indicated above,
careers can be successful or unsuccessful, but an unsuccessful
career still provides one with no less of an identity. To be a crim-
inal with four children out of wedlock and no college education
is, technically speaking, no less a career pattern than being a
Methodist preacher, a major shareholder, or a painter of North
American landscapes.

Careers usually change with time, and so do our identities.
Whereas Count Montgomery could be a count for an entire life-
time, today we have to work continuously on our identities, and,
basically, renew them day by day. This is one reason individual
identities became “a problem.” Careers put us under identity
stress. We cannot avoid having an identity, and we cannot avoid
having it through a career—because even failure will count as
career-failure. Even if one quits Wall Street for sheep farming in
Australia this is merely a switch in careers, and such switches, on
smaller scales, happen on a quite regular basis in most people’s
lives.

Since the intimacy system is also a system, being a “loving hus-
band” or a “depressed single mother” can also be counted as
career features. To have personal attributes such as “loving” or
“depressed” attached to one’s functional indicators does not take
away the career focus of our social identity. One can, of course, be
a loving person, but in order to be this, one has to be “loving” as
a mother or as a nurse or as a captain in the army. One cannot sim-
ply be “loving” outside of all systems. If one were to be loving only
outside of social systems one would cease to be loving in society. If
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society consists of systems (such as function systems, interactions,
and organizations), then one’s social identity is also systemic.
There may well be individual psychic qualities that influence our
social identity, but this identity is social, not psychic. Careers cause
us to be included in society, and our social identity cannot be dis-
connected from them.

As pointed out earlier, social inclusion on the basis of functional
differentiation is principally all-inclusion. Nobody is on principle
excluded from having a career, be it a successful or unsuccessful
one. However, it has to be noted that in fact many have no access
whatsoever to careers and are reduced to a bodily existence with-
out social identity—or with a strictly negative one. Children born
in the favelas of Central America have no careers, not even unsuc-
cessful ones, to identify themselves with. They often do not even
have the chance not to graduate or have a low income or to lose an
election. Social inclusion through careers only includes those with
access to function systems.

On top of our career-identities, we still have our universal “sub-
jectivity.” In present-day society, this supposed subjectivity is com-
pensation for our composite career-patchwork identities that
emerge in the form of the semantics of freedom, equality, and
human rights. Functional differentiation is laid out for all-inclu-
sion. That nobody is in principle disqualified from being “func-
tionalized” means that everybody is in principle somehow “okay:”
I’m okay—you’re okay. But how can society explain this universal
assumption that everyone can be included?

In earlier societies, it was assumed that some, or, in most cases,
most, could not be included. One traditional semantic distinction
that expressed this division was the Greek/Barbarian distinc-
tion.21 Barbarians were believed to be entirely different from
Greeks and therefore it made no sense to socially include them. In
a society of functional differentiation we all become principally
Greeks, so to speak. But while the old Greeks could describe and
identify themselves by distinguishing themselves from the
Barbarians, this possibility is eliminated once all are Greeks. The
leading modern semantics of all-inclusion, the totalitarian seman-
tics of our time that makes us all Greeks (or should I say
Americans?) is the result of the semantics of human rights, equal-
ity, and freedom. Today, we become social individuals not only
through individual career identities, but also by accepting the
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social self-description of the “universal subject” as the free and
equal human being that has certain human rights:

The function of a semantics of inclusion is taken over in the eigh-
teenth century by the postulate of human rights. It is directed against
the old differentiations and simultaneously it summarizes the condi-
tions of inclusion of all function systems so that a difference-neutral
“human” principle is advocated. Freedom and equality are now
(semantically established) because all limitations and inequalities are
set up only by the codes and programs of the individual function sys-
tems since general directives for the whole of society no longer exist—
and probably also since no one can tell someone else what his or her
actions are ultimately good for. (Luhmann 1997a, 628)

All-inclusion cannot go along with the older semantics of differen-
tiation. We cannot define “humanity” on the basis of the nobility of
one ethnicity as opposed to others, or of the distinction between
those to whom God revealed himself and those to whom he did
not. We can no longer primarily distinguish between Greeks and
Barbarians, Christians and Heathens. Individual function systems
cannot provide a semantics that can be valid for others and so the
“universal human being” has to be a “difference-neutral” one.
Before we enter the function systems and our careers, we are all the
same. Universal freedom and equality, as the basic content of
human rights, are the semantic counterweight to the factual
restraints and inequalities produced by the function systems. In fact,
some are poor and some are rich, some get good grades, other bad
ones, and some are in the government while others are in the oppo-
sition. Still, on principle, we are all “subjects,” we all have “human
rights,” and we are free and equal. General social directives are not
available—we cannot determine, for instance, the general primacy
of one religion over another—and we also cannot give any ultimate
reasons why careers and function systems are good. But we can
establish a semantics that is emptier than such content-based direc-
tives or “meanings”: Freedom and equality are perfectly suited for
providing such an empty semantics of universality. You are free—
choose your path into the function systems for yourself; there is no
ultimate guideline that forces you into a particular one. Which job
you get, with whom you have sex, and which hobbies you may like,
all this depends on free choices. We are all equal—do not assume
that anybody has the authority to impose a certain way of life on
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you. You can compete with anyone for a job; you can sue anyone;
and you can even try to be elected. Choose for yourself; create your
own personal identity. Be a free and equal human being with an
individual career and individual beliefs.

The difference-neutral semantics of human rights, freedom, and
equality is the “true” fundamentalism of our time (see Luhmann
1997a, 1022). The traditional fundamentalisms of various religious
or ethnic groups are desperate attempts to replace a career identity
with an “against identity” (Luhmann 1997b, 9), desperate attempts
to disrupt functional differentiation and to perform inclusion or to
attain an identity outside of it. These fundamentalisms are in fact
not at all fundamental—they are acts of sabotage performed on the
fringes of society. The real, literal fundamentalism that semantically
grounds the fundamental structures of contemporary society is the
(relatively) new ideology of human rights.

The present-day semantics of universal subjectivity and human
dignity sounds pretty good. It has a soothing effect and has “the
rhetoric function to protect the individual against the insight into
its own meaninglessness as one among many billions: It is, after all,
a subject (and not merely an object) and has the right to be treated
accordingly. No wonder that it is especially intellectuals who do
not want to let go of this word” (Luhmann 1997a, 1027). The
semantics of subjectivity—that flourished after the American and
French Revolutions—allows the retaining of some self-respect. It
is a fine addition to the structural reality of functional differentia-
tion and supplies us with dignity. It makes us feel more important
on an individual level, and it can supply professional intellectuals
with some impressive phrases. To speak of ourselves as free and
equal subjects is rather comforting on the personal level and also
enhances the aura of academic talk.

Human rights, freedom, and equality are ideas that transcend
our functional existence, but they do not hinder it. They rather
provide a fundamental level of sense on the basis of which func-
tional differentiation also makes sense. They help us to make sense
of our social existence—as meaningless as they may factually be. In
the following passage, Luhmann summarizes his analysis of this
new ideology:

The old society had regulated inclusion through the assignment of
fixed positions to families or corporations (and thus indirectly: to
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persons). This simple solution has to be abolished along with the tran-
sition to functional differentiation, because families cannot be distrib-
uted to function systems. Instead, new principles of inclusion are
sought and found that are given the names of freedom and equality
and that take on the form of civil or even human rights. Freedom
means that the distribution of persons (no longer: families) to society
is no longer determined by social structures, but based on a combi-
nation of self-selection and external selection. Equality means that no
other principles of inclusion are accepted besides those determined by
the function systems themselves. Or, put differently: only the function
systems have the right to produce inequalities on the basis of system-
internal (and thus for them rational) reasons. All issues have to be pre-
sented under the aspect of equality, i.e. unstructured, to the system,
for instance; equality of all before the law with the exception of the
distinctions established in the law system itself. The latent function of
these human rights therefore lies exactly not in honoring and ratify-
ing essentials that are given with the “nature of man.” They rather lie
in the principal impossibility to predict in modern society who has to
say what, or contribute otherwise, in which social contexts. It lies in
keeping open the future against all a priori determinations that could
result from a distribution or classification of human beings (for
instance, into higher and lower ones) and particularly from political
sorting. (1997a, 1075–76)

Careers and the semantics of subjectivity focus on human rights.
Freedom and equality are the cornerstones of contemporary self-
socialization and social inclusion and thus they significantly con-
tribute to how we attain personhood and individuality today. This
process can be described in far more detail, especially when one
looks at a concrete function system. I will return to this issue in
connection with the discussion of the mass media system.

In social theory, particularly in sociology, the semantics of the sub-
ject has survived in the form of “theories of action” (Handlungs-
theorien). Such theories, with Talcott Parsons and Jürgen
Habermas as two quite different representatives, try to describe
society as being constituted by the actions of its individual mem-
bers. Thus, in the final analysis, these theories re-introduce the
individual or the subject as a basic constituent of society. To
Habermas, for instance, society should be a community of rational
beings who realize “communicative action.” From a Luhmannian
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perspective, this is a self-contradictory notion. There is nothing
like “communicative action” that can be traced back to rational
individuals. Communication systems are autopoietic and opera-
tionally closed and only have individual, “rational” minds (among
other things) as their environment. Communication does not
emerge from “human action.” The structures of communication
are communicative structures, not structures of action.

According to the constructivist view of social systems theory,
“action” is a communicative construct, or more precisely, the con-
struct of a self-observing communication system that identifies a
communicative announcement (Mitteilung—one of the three ele-
ments of communication) as an “action” and ascribes it to an
“agent” or “actor” (Luhmann 1997a, 86). That we speak of com-
munication as an action is due to a semantic construction within
communication. If a “selection” is ascribed by the system to itself,
it is understood as “active” and thus as an action. If the selection
is attributed to its environment, the communication system will
perceive it passively and thus as “experience.” Action and experi-
ence are, so to speak, the active and passive modes of communica-
tion systems. Corresponding to those modes, actions and
experiences can be distinguished (see Luhmann 1997a, 335–36).

Being a constructivist theory, social systems theory does not
conceive of communication as a result of human action, but rather
views the concept of human action as a result of communication.
As a nonhumanist theory, it does not locate human beings within
communication but within communication’s environment; and it
describes “human action” as designated by communication sys-
tems. As stated above, this is what the “scandal” of systems theory
amounts to when humanists and “action theoreticians” evaluate it.
The expulsion of the human being from society may be perceived
both as an insult to human dignity and as counterintuitive. But is
it really so bad if we position ourselves, at least as far as our psychic
individuality is concerned, outside of society? And is it really so
counterintuitive to state that in this dimension we can finally oper-
ate outside the frames and structures of functional differentiation?
Luhmann says:

I, for one, would in any case feel more comfortable in the environ-
ment of society than within a society in which other people could
think my thoughts and in which other biological or chemical reactions
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could move my body with which I had intended to do something else.
This is to say that the difference between system and environment also
offers a possibility to conceive of a radical individualism in the envi-
ronment of the system, and to conceive of it in a way that could not
be attained if the human being would be seen as a part of society and
if one would thus adopt a humanist idea that would turn the human
being either into an element or into the purpose of society itself.
(2002a, 256–57)

It is somewhat ironic that the expulsion of the human being from
society offers it a more radical “emancipation” than theorists of
social action could have ever imagined. If, as Sartre famously put
it, “hell is other people,” then the only way to escape this hell is to
radically separate the realms of society and individuality. Social sys-
tems theory allows for this without having to imagine some other-
worldly transcendence or dubious dignity of the human soul. It
simply distinguishes between bodily, psychic, and communicative
processes and gives up the illusionary notion that the human being
has to be, in the final analysis, a singular and fully integrated entity.
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(a) Limits of Activism and the Conformism 
of Protest

The great philosophies of early modernity tended to claim to be
“groundworks” (with Kant as a prime example) for all sciences
and to be able to explain the fundamental features of all that we
can know. This kind of claim could well be accompanied by the
belief that philosophy could also outline the best, or at least a
good, way to behave and thus provide for a better—if not the best
possible—future for humankind. Such “epistemological opti-
mism” (to use a term coined by the Sinologist Thomas Metzger)
paired with a corresponding ethical one is still very much part of
North American philosophical life, especially among pragmatists
and political theorists. Social systems theory is much more skepti-
cal about the powers of philosophical or academic discourse to
come up with guidelines for a progressive future society.

One of the most influential epistemological and ethical opti-
misms of recent intellectual history was probably Marxism. Marx
famously demanded (in the eleventh thesis on Feuerbach) that
philosophers should finally stop interpreting the world and begin
to change it. This demand did not remain unheard. However, the
concrete social results of the attempt to materialize Marxist
thought did not necessarily match the expectations of its inven-
tor. Today “rightist” thinkers can gloatingly point to the down-
fall of the Soviet Union to substantiate the assertion that
Marxism simply does not work, that it was nothing but a great
failure. But one could also—and this is not mentioned very
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often—point to the People’s Republic of China and observe quite
different results. Besides the atrocities of recent Chinese history
(that happened, for instance, during the Great Leap Forward and
the Cultural Revolution), the Communist rule of more than half a
century transformed China from an extremely poor and backwards
country that was exploited and militarily suppressed by imperialist
countries into a politically independent and economically success-
ful neo-capitalist state of more than a billion people. Interestingly
enough, the Chinese economy seems to be much healthier than,
for instance, the post-Communist Russian “free market” or the
economy of India—that is often praised as the “largest democracy
of the world.”

The quite contradictory examples of Russia and China demon-
strate that Marxism cannot be simply characterized as a monu-
mental failure of the application of a social theory to politics and
the economy. In Russia, Marxist rule eventually led to political col-
lapse and an economic catastrophe; in China it lead at the same
time to a transition from a poor agricultural society to a modern
economy that bears hardly any traces of Communism. Thus, the
example of Marxism rather seems to demonstrate that while a
social theory can have an extreme political and economic impact,
it is almost impossible to predict what this impact will be. The
impact Marxist theory has had on the politics and economies of
various countries cannot be described by simple causal relations.
Rather, it seems that what happened in the respective political sys-
tems or economies was not “caused” by the political theory or ide-
ology that the organizations that governed these states adopted.
Instead—to use the terminology of social systems theory—it seems
that in each case the economic and the political realities developed
their own resonance with the “academic” or ideological irritations.
It seems that under the condition of functional differentiation
function systems cannot be steered or controlled externally—not
even by theories that claim to understand how society works and
how it can be improved.

“Activist” social theories tend to share the epistemological opti-
mism of Marxism that humankind can rationally plan or at least
decide on its own future. Social systems theory is nonhumanist and
does not presuppose the existence of any transcendent rationality
that underlies humankind, history, or society. It therefore is more
of an epistemological pessimism and particularly doubts the capa-
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bility of humans and their theoretical activisms to steer change. It
does not contend that “we” can do much to actively change a
functionally differentiated society in any “organized” manner.
Social activisms and social theories that put forth their “practical”
relevance have to at least implicitly assume that society has a cen-
ter or a “head” and that it can thus be somehow directed. They
must assume that if society can be “led,” there is a place within
society where this leadership can establish itself. Again: on the basis
of its noncentrist, “polycontextural,” and nonhierarchic view of
social complexity, social systems theory cannot share such a con-
ception of contemporary society.

It is important to stress once more that social systems theory by
no means denies the impact of social theory and social activism.
This impact, as in the case of Marxism, can be immense. But it
does not believe that such an impact can be predicted or decided
by a theory or the political groups that claim to represent it. In a
society based on functional differentiation, social developments
cannot be imposed by one system on another. Society as a whole
cannot be directed. Function systems are operationally closed and
function autopoietically. No human being and no academic theory
can guide them. Thus social systems theory does not claim to
know how to make the world better—and it does not claim to be
able to predict the future shape of society. It can hardly be trans-
lated into any kind of immediate activism—but it can give an
explanation of how activisms communicatively function within a
society of functional differentiation.

Luhmann devoted an entire book to the analysis of one par-
ticular activism, namely, the politically highly successful “Green”
movement in Germany. In Ecological Communication, he pres-
ents an in-depth analysis of “engaged” communication that aims
at changing the world for the better.22 The Green movement of
ecological activism was, of course, not a strictly academic or the-
oretical phenomenon. It was rather a more encompassing social
movement that brought Luhmann to consider identifying
“movements” as one more type of social system (in addition to
function systems, interactions, organizations23). Luhmann’s
study of ecological communication, however, can also be read as
a case study on the limits and possibilities of activisms in gen-
eral, including those of the academic, theoretical, or ideological
variety.
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Activisms typically declare an intention to change the world—
and consequently complain about its present state. Activisms can
thus be described as movements of complaint that ask for inter-
ventions in order to change the circumstances they complain
about. The area of complaint and the demand for intervention can
be rather encompassing, as is or was the case with the Green move-
ment in Germany that addressed both society and the environment
as a whole. The generality of their complaints and demands makes
it more or less impossible to acknowledge the systemic structures
of society: Society is addressed “as if it was not a system”
(Luhmann 1986a, 2024), as if it could be generally changed if only
people would start to think and act better. Luhmann sees a role of
systems theory in “disciplining the accusations towards the address
of society” (Luhmann 1986a, 2025). The accusations against soci-
ety are, according to Luhmann, based on an inadequate under-
standing of how society functions, of how society can change itself,
and of the own social nature of the activist movement itself.

Activisms such as the ecological movement tend to overlook
the complexity of society and the accordingly limited possibilities
for social resonance with problems that occur in the environment
of society. Systems theory, of course, does not claim that environ-
mental concerns are unfounded nor does it claim that the demands
for a cleaner environment are unjustified. It only tries to point out
that such observations are themselves social and that good will
itself cannot overturn social realities. If society is indeed differen-
tiated into a multiplicity of function systems, then the possible res-
onance with environmental problems will have to take functional
differentiation into account. Thus, the core issue for Luhmann
regarding ecological activism is, “How can environmental prob-
lems find resonance in social communication if society is differen-
tiated into function systems and can react to events and changes in
the environment only through these?” (Luhmann 1986a, 7526).
Luhmann then goes on to analyze how different function sys-
tems—economy, law, science, politics, religion, and education—
can actually resonate with ecological problems. The economy, for
example, will only be able to respond through financial operations
and by means of prices; law can come up with certain regulations;
and politics can develop certain political programs. In any case, all
this resonance will immediately affect the function systems—and
not the environment. Economic resonance with ecological prob-
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lems will first and foremost change the economy before it irritates
the environment—that can only change itself. The same is true for
legal or political resonance. More ecological regulations will pro-
foundly change certain areas of the law—but its effect on the envi-
ronment remains to be seen. Likewise, the transformation of the
ecological movement into a political party had immense effects on
the political landscape in Germany. New governments and new
oppositions—and particularly new career opportunities for activist
politicians, journalists, lawyers—were established. Still, environ-
mental changes could not immediately follow these social changes.

Even if not discussed in detail by Luhmann, the issue of nuclear
power generation demonstrates the preceding point quite well.
The complete termination of nuclear power generation was one, if
not the core concern of the ecological movement in Germany.
About three decades after the beginning of this movement and
after about a decade of Green Party participation in government,
nuclear power plants still operate and will continue to operate in
Germany for at least two more decades—not to mention, of
course, the nuclear power plants elsewhere in the world. Politically,
the Green movement was a great success. It led several Green
politicians into the most powerful positions and firmly established
itself as a new political party in Germany. But because of functional
differentiation, the economy and the law system, to name only two
other systems, did not change in the same way as politics changed.
They changed by their own means. The political system cannot, by
itself, close down a nuclear power plant. Other systems, such as the
legal one and the economy, are also involved. Under the condi-
tions of nonhierarchical functional differentiation, systems will all
do “what they want.” Political changes will irritate the economy
and the law, but these will produce their own resonance with those
political irritations. There can be no general “social change” that
overarches or even transcends the function systems. The immense
political success of the Green Party did not translate into the elim-
ination of nuclear power plants—and even if it does eventually
eliminate them in Germany (maybe around 2030) this will have
only a very minor and insignificant effect on nuclear power gener-
ation worldwide. Luhmann says, not in regard to nuclear power
generation, but generally in regard to the effects of ecological
communication: “As one can see readily, this produces internal sys-
temic effects that bear no similarities at all to the changes in the
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environment that originally triggered them. These internal effects
are to be observed with respect to their own dangers and may need
control” (Luhmann 1986a, 10027). The existence of nuclear
power plants in the environment of society affected ecological
communication about such plants that resulted in various changes
in politics, the economy, and law. As Luhmann rightly points out,
there is no direct relation between the existence of nuclear power
generation and these social effects—the effects are purely socially
constructed—and in turn there will be no immediate effects of
these social changes on the environment. There is no operational
continuity or causality between society and its environment.

All function systems operate autopoietically and cannot be
steered. It is not only impossible to orchestrate, plan, or direct
changes in the function systems, but it is also, and maybe even
more importantly, totally impossible to calculate the environmen-
tal resonance with social irritations. Who can predict how the envi-
ronment will react to the termination of nuclear power generation
in Germany in the year 2030?

Once again: systems theory does not want to say that all eco-
logical communication is futile and should be given up—it does
not suggest, for instance, that the Kyoto Accord (the international
treaty aimed at reducing air pollution in the form of greenhouse
gases) makes no sense and should not be ratified. It only wants to
point out that the Kyoto Accord is an event in politics, and that it
has first and foremost political effects—not environmental ones.
Under the conditions of functional differentiation we cannot do
more than develop resonance with the environment within sys-
temic boundaries. Society has no choice other than to come up
with the Kyoto Accord and similar agreements to cope with eco-
logical problems in its environment.

Systems theory therefore does not say that activism has no
impact or that environmental problems do not really exist. But it
does say that to demand that society “as such” should change or
to imply that “we” can immediately intervene in environmental
problems signifies not so much an “ecological consciousness,” as a
misunderstanding of how contemporary society works.

The success of the Green Party was much more a political than
an environmental success. It is very doubtful that the environment
would be any different without the Green Party in the German
government—but German politics would be. Society can only
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react to ecological problems with ecological communication—this
is Luhmann’s main point, as is reflected in the title of his study.
Society is a communication system; it can only communicate about
its environment. Society cannot act more or less ecologically—it
can only have a more or less ecologically communicating politics,
law, economy, and so forth (Luhmann 1986a, 218). Today, move-
ments, protests, and activisms are, after all, communications within
a functionally differentiated society and can never be immediate
“action.”

Luhmann’s main concern with the ecological movement is
therefore its presumptuousness—its lack of a theoretical analysis
of society compared with its claim to know exactly what is wrong
and what should be done. Ecological communication does not see
itself as just another communication, but as something more than
mere communication, as a better way of dealing with and under-
standing the whole world: “In the new order there are no natural
primacies, no privileged positions within the whole system and
therefore no position in the system that could manifest the unity
of the system in relation to its environment” (Luhmann 1986a,
22928). The problem with ecological communication is that it
produces a lot of social irritation without being able to directly
connect this communication to the issues that it addresses.
Ecological communication, like other kinds of social activism,
produces both too little and too much resonance at the same
time. Luhmann says: 

. . .  there is no guarantee that society as a whole will in any case pre-
vent or at least be able to tackle possible ecological dangers. On the
contrary, society can react only in exceptional cases. This implies that
it brings too little resonance into play in the face of ecological dan-
gers. . . . So social communication alarms and stimulates itself to more
activity without, however, being able to translate these demands into
the language of the function systems. But this is only half the prob-
lem. The other half is more difficult to discern and at present is over-
looked to a great extent. There can also be too much resonance and
the system, without being destroyed from the outside, can burst apart
from internal demands that cannot be met. (1986a, 22029)

As opposed to its general claims, ecological communication is
hardly able to produce enough resonance to effectively change the
environment. Even the outstanding political success of the Green
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Party could not put an end to nuclear power production in
Germany. Functional differentiation seems to offer few possibilities
for truly significant resonance in regard to environmental prob-
lems. On the other hand, heated communication may well pro-
duce too much resonance within function systems. Luhmann
further explains:

Through resonance small changes in one system can trigger great
changes in another. Payments of money to a politician that play no
role in the economic process—measured by the hundreds of billions
of dollars that are transferred back and forth daily—can become a
political scandal. Theoretically insignificant scientific discoveries can
result in medical torment. Legal decisions that hardly have any effect
on other decisions in the legal system itself can form road-blocks for
entire political spheres. (1986a, 22230)

The problem of both too much and too little resonance is a char-
acteristic of social activism and leads us back to Luhmann’s main
criticism of it: it pretends to address “trans-communicational”
issues, but in fact it functions basically within the structures of
functional differentiation. Activism in the Green Party does not so
much lead to a better environment as to careers in politics, and
activism in ecological literary criticism does not so much lead to
cleaner lakes as to careers in universities. Activism, no matter what
issue it pretends to deal with, is first and foremost a communica-
tive phenomenon within social systems and its effects are mainly
effects within these systems. Activisms can “make a difference”—
but there is no empirical or theoretical reason to believe that this
difference is likely to be the one that activism intended.

If Luhmann would have looked at North America, he might have
observed new types of activism that seem to be much more “con-
scious” of functional differentiation and the limits it imposes. In
this respect, North American activisms or protest movements seem
to be significantly more modern than Old European ones.
Movements for minority rights, for women’s rights, or, more
recently, for the rights of homosexuals, tend to be very function-
ally oriented—more often than not their main focus is to demand
better access to function systems. They demand more representa-
tion in the political and legal systems (more female politicians,
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more African American judges and jurors), equal treatment in edu-
cation and the economy (equal access to universities for visible
minorities, the same pay for the same work, regardless of gender),
and equal status in the intimacy system (gay marriage). These kinds
of activism seem to much more readily accept functional differen-
tiation than, for instance, the ecological movement in Germany.
They have harmonized their aims and their semantics with a “prin-
cipal” goal of functional differentiation: all-inclusion.

The social adaptation of these activisms seems to grant them
much greater or at least more immediate success than old-fash-
ioned activisms such as Marxism or the ecological movement.
Their demands can actually be met by the function systems—they
can be directly translated into the function systems. It is much eas-
ier for the education system, for instance, to allow a certain per-
centage of African Americans access to universities than to save the
environment or to abolish class differences. Universities can simply
accept a higher number of African American students—and thus
meet a core demand of the minority rights movement. They also
can introduce classes on environmental ethics to please the ecology
movement—but it is very doubtful that this will bring about clean
lakes. Movements such as those for women’s or gay rights have
obviously learned to demand changes that can be fulfilled by func-
tion systems. There is, of course, no guarantee that these demands
will be fulfilled, but at least there is a reasonable chance that they
may.

Socially-adapted activism basically speaks the language of func-
tional differentiation and asks for the same thing that the function
systems do: for all-inclusion. (As pointed out earlier, all-inclusion,
of course, does not happen in reality; neither gay marriage nor
gender equality in salary means anything to the millions or billions
living in the favelas or in Africa who have access neither to the eco-
nomic and legal benefits of marriage nor even to paid work—or to
the tens of thousands of African Americans whose main access to
social inclusion is provided by one social institution only: the
prison.) In this way, these movements cooperate with functional
differentiation and help to stabilize and perpetuate it. This means
that they are by no means “revolutionary.” They are rather “con-
servative” in their adaptation to functional differentiation. They
get easy access to political platforms, to the mass media, and even
to religious communication. Political communication will happily

Chapter 4: What Can Be Done? 107

Luhmann Explained  2/19/11  2:30 AM  Page 107



address gender equality, the mass media will happily show African
American politicians, and (some) courts will—probably less hap-
pily—grant marriage rights to homosexuals.

Such human rights movements are not antagonistic to society,
they are in more or less perfect accord with functional differentia-
tion. It is no wonder that their semantics are shared by most politi-
cians, by the mass media, and even by the economy. They might
even turn into a new type of social system itself. In The Society of
Society (1997a, 847–65) and in the volume Protest, Luhmann
reflects extensively on this possibility. It is highly questionable,
though, whether one should still call these movements “protests.”
They do not oppose society and do not change it—they contribute
to functional differentiation and represent a further increase of its
complexity. Modern “protest” movements are possibly among the
best adapted and systemically conformist developments in society.

(b) Negative Ethics
Theoretical activism and protest movements make frequent use of
a specific type of communication: moral discourse. They share this
propensity with many function systems, particularly with politics
and the mass media. A recent turn in international politics is an
increased use of moral language, for which the famous phrase “axis
of evil” is probably the most notorious example. Following a cer-
tain tendency to justify or at least sanction military interventions on
the basis of international law or in accordance with international
treaties, the Iraq War of 2003 was explicitly communicated as a
moral necessity. Moral obligations were deemed to overrule politi-
cal institutions like the UN and were, of course, also portrayed as
more important than economic or religious considerations.

Moral communication often indicates social conflict, and it
often increases in the case of social confrontations. Most social sys-
tems do not need to communicate morally to function well,
because moral distinctions do not correspond to any of the basic
codes of the various function systems. Neither true/false, nor
immanent/transcendent, nor legal/illegal are necessary parallel to
the good/evil distinction. When, however, systemic communica-
tion (in politics or religion, for instance) becomes increasingly
moral, then this can well indicate—as in cases of war—that ten-
sions increase or that something is going wrong. Luhmann says,
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“In normal everyday interaction, after all, morality is not needed
anyway; it is always a symptom of the occurrence of pathologies”
(2000a, 79). Luhmann’s evaluation of morality as being indicative
of pathological states is grounded on the observation of a certain
“problem of morality”: “Whenever the catchword “morality”
appears, the experiences Europe has had with morality since the
Middle Ages should actually demonstrate this problem well: reli-
giously adorned upheavals and suppressions, the horrors of inqui-
sition, wars all about morally binding truths and revolt arising in
indignation” (1989, 370). Given this “problem” of morality, or,
more precisely, of moral communication, Luhmann is interested in
tracing this problem historically and systemically—it becomes
another issue in his research on semantics and social structures.
How does moral discourse change with changes of social differen-
tiations and how did it come to be what it is? Such an enquiry is
for Luhmann an “ethical” task—and ethics for him means: reflec-
tion on morality (as a phenomenon of communication).
Luhmann’s ethics does not aim at the formulation of some basic
moral rules or “imperatives” or at judging morality as morally
“good” or “bad.” It aims, instead, at explaining morality from the
nonmoral perspective of a theory of society—and thus it may be
called “negative ethics.”31

Historically speaking, Luhmann points out that in the stratified
Old European society moral rules were largely set up in the form
of manners (1997a, 1038). Social agents or persons were born into
a certain stratum and obtained an identity by being placed in a cer-
tain position within this stratum. Manners were connected to every
social position or placement, and a person could gain social esteem
by acting in accordance with the manners connected with his or
her position. Moreover, there existed a single source that provided
the semantics of morality in medieval Europe: Christian religion.
In this way, medieval society was highly integrated: People were
fixed to a single social position and identity adorned with a specific
set of manners or rules of morality. And there was only one unchal-
lenged authority that morally integrated society—the church.

In early modernity this situation changed dramatically. Unlike
life in a stratified society, social agents were no longer restricted to
a single, multi-functional social unit—to their family and its stra-
tum. In modernity, social life requires one to act within many dif-
ferent function systems: one has to earn money in the economy
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system, one is a citizen within the political system, and one has to
arrange a significant part of one’s social activities within the limits
of legal procedures. Along with this functional diversification and
de-integration of social life, morality can no longer be measured by
manners, and, in addition, this disintegration of society and moral
standards is accompanied by the church’s loss of an unrivaled
supremacy concerning the vocabulary of morality.

What happens then to morality in modern times and under
the condition of a functionally differentiated society? Luhmann
suggests that, given the fact of the breakdown of the older social
distinctions and boundaries, and taking into account the decline
of Christianity, there “emerges the ambition for a universal and
yet socially practicable morality on an individual basis deeper
than all social divisions, and even religions” (1997d, 18). But
where was one to discover such a new foundation for morality if
it could not be found within the social reality or religious dogma
at hand? Morality had lost its social and religious “anchorage”
(Verankerung, Luhmann 1989, 416), and thus there appeared the
need for a new theoretical endeavor that aimed at founding moral-
ity on itself, on its own inherent principles. Now the time for a
philosophical “ethics” in a strict sense had come. Ethics became,
according to Luhmann, for the first time in history a truly “reflec-
tive theory of morality” (Reflexionstheorie der Moral). This “new
type of ethics” tried to discover the universal reasons inherent in
morality. Luhmann names two main representatives of this theo-
retical awakening: Kant and Bentham. These two philosophers—
each in his own way, of course—did not merely state what moral
behavior was, their ethics were intended to be a reflective descrip-
tion of the grounds of morality. Luhmann says: “The ethics of util-
itarianism and of transcendental theory both aimed at a rational or
(in the exceptional German case) a reasonable justification of
moral judgments” (1990b, 21). In this way—or in these ways—
ethics was established as a philosophical discipline of a different
kind and under new conditions. Luhmann praises the theoretical
achievements of philosophers like Kant and Bentham who were
able to establish a new kind of ethical thought and thereby to react
to social change. However, he thinks that such ethics do not pro-
vide a suitable description of the function of morality in our pres-
ent society. And it is rather obvious, in retrospect, that their
epistemological optimism regarding the possibility of constructing
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a universally valid ethics proved to be unwarranted. Empirically
speaking, Luhmann says, academic ethics have failed (1997d, 17).
No philosophical ethics was able to provide generally accepted
“reasons” for morality. Unlike in medieval Europe, there exists no
single source in our time for moral semantics: “Paradigm Lost” is
the title of one of Luhmann’s essays on morality and ethics
(Luhmann 1990b).

So what can be done? Can the lost paradigm be regained?
Luhmann is skeptical about this possibility and quite frankly states
that he does not believe in a paradigmatic ethics for our society. He
argues—somewhat similarly to the American neo-pragmatist
Richard Rorty—that contemporary ethics should refrain from
attempting to find “the” reasons for ethics. He says: “Ethics can’t
provide reasons for morality. It finds morality to be there, and then
it is confronted with the problems that result from this finding”
(1989, 360). But even if a contemporary ethics has to give up try-
ing to provide definite reasons for morality, it can still—in the tra-
dition of early modern ethics—be a reflective theory of morality. It
can provide a theory of how morality functions within a function-
ally differentiated society. In this way, ethics is a kind of theoreti-
cal reflection that emerges from the simple fact that morality exists
and that it is possible to comment on this fact.

From the point of view of such a systemic approach, all social
operations are communicative operations, and, consequently, the
phenomenon of morality also has to be understood in connec-
tion with the operations of the communication systems. In this
vein, Luhmann defines morality as the specific type of communi-
cation for processing information on esteem or disesteem.
Morality means, so to speak, the conditions in the market of
social esteem (Luhmann 1990b, 19). Luhmann distinguishes
between “approval” and “esteem” by following Talcott Parsons’s
usage of these terms. While approval is distributed according to
achievements in limited contexts (such as good results in sports,
arts, or education), esteem concerns the acceptance of the whole
person as a communicative agent (Luhmann 1990b, 17–18).

Morality as the species of communication that distributes
esteem or disesteem among ascribed agents of communication—
that is, among “persons” in the sense of systems theory—is not
confined to a single social system. It can be used in such diverse
systems as science, politics, and law. All these different function
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systems operate on the basis of their own codes: the code of sci-
ence is true/false, the code of politics is government/opposi-
tion, and the code of law is legal/illegal. The code of morality
(good/bad) that is applied to social agents is not a code in the
sense of a foundation of a single and autonomous social subsys-
tem. It is instead a specific code that is “universally” applicable
within all social systems. While the fundamental codes of the dif-
ferent function systems are in themselves “amoral,” all systems
can, nevertheless, add moral communication to their code.

In politics, for example, the difference between the government
and the opposition is not initially equated with the difference
between good and evil or social esteem and disesteem (Luhmann
1990b, 24). The same is true for law, education, economics, and
even for science. A poor philosopher, for instance, may be so
totally disapproved of by his colleagues that they deny him certain
positions and refuse to give him publication space. Though proven
to be a total failure in his field of research, he is not necessarily dis-
esteemed as a person and his friends would continue to send him
Christmas cards. (At least one should hope so.) 

Despite the fact—or maybe because of it—that morality is not
a basic code of any social subsystem, it can be applied within
every one of them. Though in itself amoral, political, educa-
tional, or scientific communication can become, so to speak,
morally “loaded.” A political system that leans towards totalitar-
ianism may tend to equate the distinction government/opposi-
tion with the distinction good/bad—just like a tyrannical teacher
will equate good and bad grades with the good/bad-person-dis-
tinction, or a Calvinist economist will equate the distinction
between the rich and the poor with the distinction of being good
or bad in the eyes of God.

This is the reason why Luhmann points out that, empirically
speaking, moral communication is closely related to conflict and
force: it polarizes. Communication on the esteem or disesteem
of social agents leads to a sort of “over-engagement” (Überen-
gagement) (Luhmann 1990b, 26), to a kind of communicational
fundamentalism.

One aspect of this inherent tendency of moral discourse is that
moral communication is based on the “interdiction of self-exemp-
tion” (Luhmann 1996c, 29). Once engaged in moral discourse,
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one cannot but identify oneself with the positive side of the
esteem/disesteem distinction. As soon as one starts to argue
morally—by holding others in disesteem—one brings one’s own
self-esteem into play. One exposes oneself through morality, one
connects one’s viewpoints with moral conditions, one introduces
self-esteem and the estimation of others into social discourse, and
once this has happened, it is hard to step back. “In this way,”
Luhmann says, “wildfires can be started” (1989, 370). History
attests to the fact that wars and crimes against humanity were often
accompanied by moral communication.

An analysis of moral communication shows that it leads “to a
rapid fixation of positions, to intolerance, and to conflict”
(Luhmann 1987, 92). It considerably increases the risks of com-
munication; it is a risk in itself. Moral communication is risky
communication.

Discovering the risks of morality, Luhmann suggests a different
kind of ethics for our current times of “functional differentiation.”
He advocates an ethical theory that would “warn of morality”
(1987, 94). This may be the main function of an ethics that
reaches beyond the textual traditions of a past society.

From the point of view of this projected ethics, morality is, as
quoted above, a “symptom of the occurrence of pathologies.”
Using one of Luhmann’s metaphors, it infects social discourse like
bacteria infect the human body. He concedes that just as bacteria
have a certain function in the human body, so too does morality in
society. However, ethical philosophy, like medical science, should
always keep an eye on these “bacteria” to prevent them from caus-
ing inordinate sickness and pain. One should, Luhmann says, be
very cautious with morality and “only touch it with the most ster-
ile instruments,” since it is a “highly contagious substance” that
easily infects communication (1989, 359).

It should be pointed out that, being a “reflective theory of
morality,” Luhmann’s ethics is unable and does not intend to pro-
vide guidelines for a practical morality. It is not immediately con-
cerned with specific moral or immoral “acts.” It conceives of
morality as a communicative phenomenon. As a theory of moral
communication, it is also unable, and does not intend, to offer def-
inite advice to people confronted with “actual” moral crises.
Systems theory acknowledges its limits—it is theory and therefore
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cannot be moral practice. It would not and could not be of any
help, for instance, to a woman having to decide for or against an
abortion. If a systems theoretician wants to give advice in such a
situation, he/she will have to rely on other means. Systems theory
does not share the Platonic idea that a good philosopher is neces-
sarily a good person who always knows what is right.

In loose connection with Ludwig Wittgenstein, systems theory
can say: there can be no ethical propositions.32 A positive ethics
cannot be expressed. What is good shows itself as good in practice,
and there is no direct correspondence between good theory and
good practice. Therefore, systems theory does not share the pre-
sumption that a philosophy can provide someone facing a moral
dilemma, such as whether to have an abortion, with ultimate
guidelines. However, it claims to be able to explain why, for
instance, moral communication on such an issue as abortion has
led to an “overengaged” discourse that has resulted in defamation
and even assassination.

Luhmann’s analysis is not “against” morality; it concedes that
morality is a part of society and cannot and should not be elimi-
nated. However, since it turned out to be impossible to find the
“principal” guidelines for a universal morality that is rationally
applicable at all times to all of society, theory should give up the
futile and presumptuous search for “positive” ethics. Ethics
could rather concentrate on studying the empirical communica-
tive effects of moral discourse in society under the conditions of
functional differentiation. It can realize that moral discourse
tends to increase tensions and antagonisms. Again, we cannot
simply do without morality—but it might be advisable to use it
with caution.33

If, taking into account the above deliberations, one could imag-
ine that if Luhmannian theoreticians were invited to take part in
the now popular deliberations on Applied or Professional Ethics,
they might come up with a suggestion like the following. Public
broadcasts and performances that contain a high dose of moral-
ity—for instance, many movies, journalistic commentaries, and not
a few televised political speeches—must be supplemented with an
obligatory warning, just like the ones we find on cigarette packs:
“This product is full of morality and may therefore lead to
unwanted communicative overengagement, possibly resulting in
damage to both personal and social health.”
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(c) Subtle Subversions
So what can be done? Obviously, under the conditions of func-
tional differentiation the possibilities for human interference, for
the human steering of society or the world are rather limited. And
moral discourse does not seem to make the world much better.
Empirically speaking, it rather turns out to be an indicator of social
dysfunctionality. We cannot change society—society changes itself
through the autopoiesis of its function systems. And to talk of the
“good” does not seem to improve society either.

Being a theory about social systems, social systems theory
realizes, by way of an “autological” conclusion, that what it has
to say about communication systems is also true in regard to
itself. It is a theory that includes itself, and thus it acknowledges
that it is only a theory—nothing more. Like any other scientific
theory, social systems theory also somehow “makes a differ-
ence” but it can only do so immediately within science because
it has to wait for this irritation to change the science system and
its social environment, namely, the other function systems. With
social systems theory, like with all other communication, society
is no longer exactly what it was before, but how society resonates
with social systems theory is eventually up to society—and not
to this theory.

Social systems theory is a sociological interpretation of the
world, and it can only make its interpretation, and not the world,
better. This is why Luhmann states: “If this diagnosis is only
roughly correct, society can neither expect advice nor help from
sociology. But it could make sense to search for theories that do
more justice to the facts than the optimistic-critical traditional
ways of thought within our discipline—justice to those facts with
which society constructs itself” (1999, 150). Social systems the-
ory is very skeptical about the potential of theories to “help”
society—but at least it can help theory understand these limita-
tions and explain them systematically. This is what social systems
theory tries to do. It tries to enlighten society—not about the
slumbering potentials of rationality—but about the limits of
rationality in a society of function systems. Seen in this way, the
claims of systems theory are very modest or, at most, rather sub-
tle: we cannot do much, but at least we can know why the oppo-
site claim is presumptuous.
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Still, I would say that there is more to Luhmann’s systems theory
than this skeptical modesty, more than this subtle critique of critical
theory. In an interview, Luhmann abandoned his usual restraint and
ironical distance from all claims that social theory can actually “do”
something. He stated, “It had always been clear to me that a thor-
oughly constructed conceptual theory of society would be much
more radical and much more discomforting in its effects than nar-
rowly focused criticisms—criticisms of capitalism, for instance—
could ever imagine” (1996a, 200). Luhmann here admits a kind of
hidden “subversive” agenda to his theory; he does not simply dis-
tance it from all hopes for a theoretical “activism,” but expresses the
confidence that his theory will in fact have some thoroughly dis-
ruptive effects. I think the subversive effects Luhmann hints at in
the quotation above are related to the blind trust that the human-
ist semantics still often enjoys in our nonhumanist society. Unlike
some postmodernist thinkers, Luhmann’s radical departure from a
humanist semantics does not merely “deconstruct” traditional self-
descriptions of society, it offers alternative descriptions and reasons
why the traditional descriptions have become obsolete. Thus the
theory might help to shatter some rather prestigious social beliefs
and values that still dominate “popular” semantics.

Society tends to comfort itself—and this self-comfort is sup-
ported by critical theories and protest movements—that while
some aspects are not “humanist” enough, it could make itself more
human, if only, for instance, the right policies were adopted. Sure,
there are problems with democracy even in the most democratic
countries—but with the help of critical thinkers, media, and politi-
cians we might actually make our society more and more demo-
cratic. Even the present anti-globalization protest movement
shares this “grammar.” Like the protestant critics of the Catholic
Church during the reformation, the present criticisms do not crit-
icize the fundamental self-descriptions of the leading semantics
(today notions like “democracy,” “liberty,” and “human rights”
are central elements of these semantics), but rather fully embrace
them. Anti-globalization activists share their values and vocabulary
with those they criticize, just as the protestant reformation shared
the values and vocabulary of the Pope. Anti-globalization protest-
ers (again, similar to the activists of the reformation) claim that the
leading powers and institutions use those values and vocabularies
hypocritically whereas they themselves are the true protectors of
these semantics. 

116 Part 1: ANew Way of Thinking about Society

Luhmann Explained  2/19/11  2:30 AM  Page 116



I think Luhmann is right in pointing out that his theory is
“much more radical and much more discomforting in its effects”
than those protests that eventually conserve and perpetuate an out-
dated semantics. Social protests that focus on demands for more
democracy, liberation, and human rights do not truly challenge the
leading self-descriptions employed by powerful institutions and
organizations—they rather legitimate the semantics employed by
those institutions and organizations and thus assist them in their
claim for credibility. Social systems theory is more radical than, for
instance, the anti-globalization movement, for it doubts that terms
such as “democracy” or “liberty” can claim any kind of accuracy
when it comes to describing “post-industrial” societies. Yes, pow-
erful institutions and organizations might be corrupt and hypo-
critical, but not because they are not democratic or liberal
enough—rather because they still market themselves on the basis of
such euphemistic semantics. Society cannot be more democratic or
free—because under the conditions of functional differentiation
self-descriptions such as “democracy” (in the sense of “rule of the
people”) or “liberty” (the right to realize an individual lifestyle)
are meaningless. The people cannot rule when society is primarily
structured along the divisions of function systems.

Yes, a certain number of people from time to time are allowed
to vote for a president or a prime minister—but does this vote
express “the people’s intentions” and does the outcome of the
vote actually steer society? Can people steer society by casting
votes? Similarly, social systems theory can ask: what does individu-
ality or liberty mean under the conditions of functional differenti-
ation? To what extent do career options and the options for social
inclusion provided by functional differentiation correspond to the
humanist semantics of individuality? Systems theory is quite radi-
cal in its distrust of these traditional semantics that are shared by
the political system, by the mass media, by education, by protest
movements, and so on. And its effects will be discomforting if it is
able to irritate society so much that these semantics lose their cred-
ibility. It is potentially more subversive than many of the current
protest or human rights movements regarding the distrust it has of
the currently dominant social self-descriptions. Therefore it may
have the potential to influence protests to go beyond the imagina-
tion of current or recent social criticisms.
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The mass media system was among the last of the social systems
“discovered” by Niklas Luhmann. In his earlier works, he focused
exclusively on more traditional objects of sociological attention
such as politics, the economy, and law. In the later writings,
Luhmann became somewhat more experimental, more openly
provocative, and also more interested in current issues. His books
Ecological Communication (1986) and Protest (1996) can be
named along with his study The Reality of the Mass Media (1995,
2nd ed. 1996) as representatives of these more contemporary
interests that hardly played a role in the works published up to and
including his first magnum opus Social Systems (1984).

I have chosen to concentrate on Luhmann’s analysis of the mass
media as an example of his in-depth studies of particular social sys-
tems not so much because we are dealing here with the “mature”
or even the “final” Luhmann, but more because I think that the
less traditional subjects of his theory better exemplify the general
nontraditional and “radical” character of his thought. Moreover,
while Luhmann insists that there is no hierarchy or domination
among social systems—there is no fundamental system on which
all others depend, there is no system that essentially characterizes
society—he still admits an “unequal growth of function systems”
(1997a, 391). This seems to suggest that systems can be of differ-
ent importance at different times and that in the course of social
evolution some systems, so to speak, gain ground while others lose
their relevance and may eventually fade. The mass media system is
obviously among the rising stars of social systems. It certainly has

121

5
The Mass Media as a System

Luhmann Explained  2/19/11  2:30 AM  Page 121



a long history, going back to the early period of functional differ-
entiation (when the printing press was the main means of produc-
ing mass media communication), but there was a kind of explosion
in the twentieth century when a series of new technological inven-
tions (radio, TV, computers) established new dimensions for the
distribution of mass communication. In a certain sense, the mass
media are among the most “modern” of all modern function sys-
tems. Therefore, they may be especially well suited for demon-
strating the decisively modern aspects of Luhmann’s theory of
modern society: its nonhuman, global, polycontextural, and radi-
cally constructivist features. In addition to this, the mass media
may demonstrate more drastically than other systems a certain
facet of the meaninglessness of contemporary sense-production.

In this part of the book, I will loosely follow the structure of
part 1. In the present and the following chapter I will describe how
Luhmann analyzed the mass media system with the conceptual
tools of social systems theory. We will take a look at the code, the
programs, the function, the medium, and its various other systemic
particularities. In chapter 6, we will look at one specific character-
istic of the mass media system—its structural coupling with other
social systems—so as to tackle the subject of “manipulation” of
and by the mass media. In chapter 7 we will make the reality of the
mass media our focus. In chapter 8 we will discuss how the mass
media contribute to our socialization and individualization. 

Luhmann defines the mass media as follows: “the term ‘mass
media’ includes all those institutions of society which make use
of copying technologies to disseminate communication” (2000a,
2). Thus defined, the mass media basically go back to the inven-
tion of the printing press.34 In early modernity, mass media prod-
ucts were “printed matter,” including religious materials, books,
and newspapers. In the twentieth century, new electronic “copy-
ing  technologies” profoundly widened the possibilities for the
dissemination of the mass media: radio, film, TV, and now com-
puter technology.

For Luhmann, the decisive difference between mass media
communication based on technology and nontechnological mass
communication (such as public speeches, concerts, or other public
events) is that “no interaction among those co-present can take
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place between sender and receivers. Interaction is ruled out by the
interposition of technology, and this has far-reaching consequences
which define for us the concept of mass media” (2000a, 2).
Technology rules out immediate interaction in the mass media.
(See ch. 1, sec. b for Luhmann’s concept of “interaction.”) The
author and the reader of a book do not engage in a real dialogue;
the audience of a movie does not directly communicate with the
people on the screen; and if we look at a Web site on the Internet,
we do not respond in real time to real people. (It should be noted
that not all communication performed with the help of computers
is mass media communication: private email exchange in the inti-
macy system or the [economic] purchase of an airline ticket is not,
whereas logging on to cnn.com or the Playboy Web site is.) Of
course, as Luhmann admits, there are exceptions to the rule of “no
immediate interaction,” but these usually “come across as staged
and are indeed handled as such in broadcasting studios” (2000a,
2). Sometimes the audience of a TV talk show takes part in the
“discussions” that take place—or radio broadcasts have listeners
call in, or “reality” TV turns “common people” into protagonists.
I think it is obvious that such “exceptions” are not really excep-
tions. They turn interaction with a few listeners or with a selected
audience into elements of the mass media programs. And these in
turn cannot be directly interacted with. Even the now popular
polls on all kinds of issues (like: Do you think this person is hot or
not?) are not immediate interaction; they are just another staged
program that presents numbers and percentages.

Technology separates senders and receivers, but this is for
Luhmann, unlike for Heidegger or Baudrillard, not reason enough
to decry the inauthenticity of this type of communication. It is just
a defining characteristic of a rather peculiar type of communication
that only becomes possible with the existence of certain technolo-
gies. Only with mass copying technologies—and the invention of
writing, as such, does not count—can there be mass communica-
tion that has no need for spatial or temporal contact. The separa-
tion of sender and receiver in space and time makes it impossible
to centrally coordinate the transmission and the “tuning in”—
newspaper editors or movie producers have no direct control over
their audience. When I speak to a group of people in person, I can
always leave something out that I did not want to tell a specific
person—and tell the rest of them later when that person is not
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present. As an immediate listener, I can make someone shut up by
speaking louder than him/her, by embarrassing him/her, or by
shooting him/her. This is impossible in the mass media: a writer
cannot make sure that some people will not read his or her book—
even totalitarian regimes were unable to prevent this—and I can-
not shoot the Terminator.

It is important to note that Luhmann—unlike many contem-
porary theorists of communication, particularly of electronic media
communication (with Marshall McLuhan as their theoretical
ancestor)—does not ascribe any structural importance to the spe-
cific type of technology that is used for mass media communica-
tion.35 This is not to say that books are more or less the same as
films or as Web sites, but rather that mass media technology only
constitutes the environment of mass media communication, not
the communicative operations themselves. Computers and televi-
sions can no more communicate than human beings or human
minds or human bodies can. Only communication can communi-
cate. The operational structures that emerge in mass media com-
munication are of course continuously  “irritated” and also limited
by the technological environment (when there is a blackout, you
cannot turn on your TV), but technology does not operationally
connect to communication. Just as you cannot communicate with
brainwaves, you also cannot communicate with what goes on in a
microchip.

Technological developments therefore cannot produce revolu-
tions in communication. They can only produce revolutions in
technology. How communication reacts to technological develop-
ments is decided by and in communication alone. Strictly speaking,
the Internet does not change society—society (not only the mass
media, but also the economy, politics, and so forth) changes itself
by resonating with changes in its technological environment. The
predictable unpredictability of the social impact of technological
innovations proves this point. Hardly any of the predictions—nei-
ther the enthusiastic nor the gloomy—of the technology prophets
ever came true. One can find in the Communist Manifesto the
belief that the newspaper would finally emancipate the masses and
liberate the workers. Similar predictions were made in regard to
television and the Internet.36 On the other hand, practically all new
communication technology was initially also greeted by a deep pes-
simism that equated them with the final demise of civilization.
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From the point of view of social systems theory, the impact of tech-
nology on society cannot be predicted because technology cannot
directly cause social change. Structural changes in communication
are made by communication itself. Yes, technology made society
change—but it made society change itself. Mass media communi-
cation is not a technological issue. The communicative structures
of mass media communication have no equivalents or correspon-
dences in mass media technology. You cannot expect to find analo-
gies to the codes, the medium, or the function of mass media
communication by thoroughly investigating computer hardware
or software. Or, as Luhmann puts it, “we do not want to regard
the work of these machines, nor indeed their mechanical or elec-
tronic internal workings, as an operation within the system of the
mass media” (2000a, 3). While new technologies cannot directly
take part in mass media communication, and only appear in its
environment, they certainly do provide for or enhance a character-
istic of the mass media system that makes it particularly modern.
Technological developments make the mass media—more obvi-
ously than any of the other function systems—a truly global sys-
tem. You hear the same news everywhere on the planet—who has
not heard about 9/11? And who did not hear about it from the
mass media? The same movies and the same Web sites are available
around the globe. Of course, such things as censorship, an unequal
distribution of computer technology and television sets, and
regional and cultural differences do exist that prevent many people
from hearing news and seeing films—but this is due to the prob-
lem of the exclusion that goes along with functional differentiation.
This problem was discussed in detail above (ch. 1, sec. d). Like all
other function systems—but even more noticeably—the mass
media system is, in principle, laid out for all-inclusion and does not
recognize geographical borders. It is everywhere at all times. On
principle, it includes everybody (but, in fact, also excludes many)
on a global scale.

If the mass media can be understood as an operationally closed sys-
tem, it must have a specific code. Without operational closure, there
cannot be systemic autopoiesis, and without its own code, a system
cannot differentiate itself from its environment and close itself off.
Luhmann identifies the distinction information/noninformation as
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the basic code of the mass media system. The mass media system
observes its environment, in particular its intrasocial environment,
and thus it selects and produces—or constructs—information. This
is what mass media communication is occupied with: the “selective
production of information” (selektives Erarbeiten von Information,
Luhmann 2000, 19, translation modified). Mass media information
is, of course, general information, not private information. It is
information for “everyone.” (Of course, there are again exceptions.
Just think of age restrictions for movies and “adult” programs—but
still, adult movies are, in principle, addressed or open to all adults.)
Information is what the mass media system selects and thus broad-
casts or prints. Noninformation is what it doesn’t. This is, as
pointed out above, a constructivist process. That someone has
extramarital sex is not yet “essentially” information. Like every
piece of information it becomes information (or more precisely:
general information) only by being selected by the mass media as
information rather than as noninformation. If it is the American
president in question, it is likely to become information; if it is you
and I, it is not. The code of the mass media operates by making
these distinctions.

Mass media information is not private or professional informa-
tion, it is not what we as married persons know about our spouses
or, we as mechanics know about the motor of a car. It is rather
about that “which is known to be known,” it is about that which
“one has to assume that everyone knows (or that not knowing
would entail loss of face and is therefore not admitted to)”
(Luhmann 2000a, 20). Mass media information thus constitutes
in a general sense “what we know about our society, or indeed
about the world in which we live” (Luhmann 2000a, 1; transla-
tion modified). It is that knowledge about society and the world
that we potentially share with those around us—at least with all
those of who are included in the masses addressed by the mass
media. Or, to put it differently: it is the kind of knowledge of the
world that is tested in the Trivial Pursuit game. If we had only
private or professional knowledge, it would be difficult to talk to
a stranger about our common reality. Thanks to the mass media,
we share a world. We can talk with practically anyone about the
wars shown on the news and the stars shown in entertainment
programs. We can even talk to a stranger about the current human
rights situation in China—if the stranger happens to have seen the
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same TV program that we watched just the other night. This is
information.

In order to further define what mass media information is,
Luhmann points out its particular connection with time as “per-
haps its most important characteristic”:

Information cannot be repeated; as soon as it becomes an event, it
becomes non-information. A news item run twice might still have its
sense, but it loses its information value. If information is used as a
code, this means that the operations in the system are constantly and
inevitably transforming information into non-information. The cross-
ing of the boundary from value to opposing value occurs automati-
cally with the very autopoiesis of the system. (2000a, 19–20;
translation modified)

That one side of the code is constantly transformed into its oppo-
site is quite peculiar for a communication system: In the legal sys-
tem, something does not become illegal by being officially
announced as legal. The mass media code puts the system under
the constant pressure of time: by declaring something as informa-
tion, the information becomes noninformation, and a need for
new information arises. Some topical references in this book will
be no longer topical once the book comes out. This exactly points
out this specific characteristic of the mass media: by turning infor-
mation into noninformation very quickly, they operate at a much
faster pace than other systems, such as, for instance, science or edu-
cation. “Anachronisms” are therefore structurally unavoidable
when academically writing on the mass media. As a result of dif-
ferent systemic time constructions, academic writing on the mass
media is always belated and out of date—from the perspective of
the “general reality” created by the mass media. 

Once the information that the American president has extra-
marital sex is constructed, we want to know: with whom? Once we
know this, we want to know: what kind of sex? And how often?
This is an operational consequence of mass media communication.
Information ceases to be information when it is communicated
and must be replaced by new information. Mass media information
is a temporary thing. It has its time and creates the time of the
mass media. The mass media system is speedy, and this is because
its code is temporal: “fresh money and new information are two
central motives of modern social dynamics” (Luhmann 2000a,
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21). Luhmann explains, “The system is constantly feeding its own
output, that is, knowledge of certain facts, back into the system on
the negative side of the code, as non-information; and in doing so
it forces itself constantly to provide new information” (2000a, 20).
Once something is known to be known, we have to know even
more about it, so that it keeps on being information. Mass media
personalities have to be refreshed again and again. Again: excep-
tions can be made. The body parts of Pamela Anderson can be dis-
played more than once, so there is “the possibility of repetition.”
This is especially the case in mass media advertising (Luhmann
2000a, 20). Still, Luhmann says, this can be well interpreted in
accordance with the code information/noninformation: “The
same advertisement is repeated several times in order thus to
inform the reader, who notices the repetition, of the value of the
product” (2000a, 20). Repeated advertisement and continuous
display of the same body parts only state: Okay, this is not new
information, but you should understand that the presented infor-
mation is something you cannot get enough of.

Like the codes of all other function systems, the mass media code
needs programs. The code legal/illegal needs concrete laws, and
the code information/noninformation needs concrete “fields of
selection such as sports or astrophysics, politics or modern art,
accidents or catastrophes” (Luhmann 2000a, 18). Fields of selec-
tion, like the subject categories in Trivial Pursuit, categorize infor-
mation. They transform chaotic multiplicity into ordered
contingency. They provide a framework in which information can
actually be presented. Without actual laws, it is hard to distinguish
what is legal from what is not. Without the programs of the mass
media, it is hard to know what can and cannot be information. For
something to become information, there has to be a “field of selec-
tion” in which it can actually appear as information.

Regarding its programs, the mass media system can further be
divided into “program strands” or “areas of programming”
(Programmbereiche). Luhmann names news (and documentary
reports), advertising, and entertainment as the three program
strands that again each have a variety of programs or “fields of
selection.” While all three program strands share the informa-
tion/noninformation code, they use different criteria for selecting
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information. They are all part of the mass media because of their
common code—and therefore they are not differentiated as inde-
pendent social subsystems—but they can be distinguished in
regard to the different kinds of programs they make use of.

The first program strand, news, most obviously produces
“information” in the sense explained above. A variety of selectors
for producing news information can be identified. Typically, one or
more of the following selectors will be applied to produce news
information (see Luhmann 2000a, 28–35): surprise (for an event
to become news it is beneficial if there is something unexpected
about it), conflict (antagonisms typically include “self-induced
uncertainty”—so with conflicts there are good prospects for con-
nectivity, we can always expect a new development on the next
day), quantities (numbers allow for distinctions and for compar-
isons—even to people who do not exactly know what a gross
national product is, it is still information to say that it shrank about
1 percent), and norm violations or scandals (they intensify reso-
nance, “liven up the scene,” and generate feelings “of common
concern and outrage,” and thus receive particular attention, see
2000a, 29). Other selectors are local relevance, moral judgments,
the focus on personalities, and key events (such as earthquakes, acci-
dents, and murders).

The second major program strand identified by Luhmann,
advertising, also obviously produces information, even though this
information is largely restricted to products available for purchase.
Still, like news, advertising provides the masses with general
knowledge. We do not only know about 9/11 through the mass
media, we also know about Coca-Cola and Pepsi.

As is sometimes the case in Luhmann’s writings (especially his
later ones), in his treatment of advertisement he switches to a satir-
ical tone while maintaining his “technical” language. This results
in a good dose of irony regarding both his subject and his own the-
ory. In this section, I will let Luhmann mainly speak for himself—
for irony is better presented than represented.

Luhmann defines advertising as the “self-organization of folly”:
“How can well-to-do members of society be so stupid as to spend
large amounts of money on advertising in order to confirm their
belief in the stupidity of others? It is hard not to sing the praise of
folly here, but it obviously works” (2000a, 44). Advertising fools
us—we all know this, both the advertiser and the consumer, but
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no one cares. Advertising “seeks to manipulate, it works insincerely
and assumes that that is taken for granted. It takes, as it were, the
deadly sin of the mass media upon itself—as if in so doing all other
programs might be saved” (Luhmann 2000a, 44). Advertising is
the Jesus Christ of the mass media—by its humility and its willing
acceptance of being looked down upon, it grants salvation to the
other program strands. Okay, we all know this is just a stupid com-
mercial—thus it is not real and not even very entertaining (we have
already seen it a hundred times), but if this is so, then the previous
news was really real and the following movie will be truly enter-
taining. 

Luhmann grants advertising another merciful feature. Among
its most important functions is one of well-needed charity: it pro-
vides “people who have no taste with taste” (Luhmann 2000a,
46). This can once more be explained in reference to the historical
switch from stratified to functional differentiation:

This function, which substitutes for taste, is all the more important
in that the old connection of social status and taste, taken for granted
in the eighteenth century, has  today been broken and in the upper
social strata in particular there is a need for supplementation due to
rapid upward social mobility and unregulated marriage practices.
(Luhmann 2000a, 47; translation modified)

The nouveau riche and the parvenus who climbed the social lad-
der in an instant—thanks to our liberal democracy, free economy,
and loose partnership regulations—desperately need the assistance
of advertising to know what is “classy,” unlike the Old European
aristocrats who were classy from birth.

As to the communicative structure of advertising, its most
important schema “lies in the relationship of surface and depth”:
“As the divination techniques of wisdom once used to, it uses the
lineations of the surface in order to suggest depth” (Luhmann
2000a, 48). Like the ancient men of wisdom, advertising always
shows only the surface, but by showing it, suggests a vast depth.
We only see a short commercial for a new car on TV. The new car
appears more or less in a flash and then disappears as abruptly as it
came, but the commercial inevitably hints at the immense strength
and speed hidden in this car and at the great prestige with which
it will not fail to supply its lucky owner.
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Another decisively useful social function of advertising is “the
stabilization of a relationship of redundancy and variety in every-
day culture” (Luhmann 2000a, 50). Luhmann explains:

Under the conditions of industrial production it is surely more of an
act of desperation than reason to buy the same thing once again.
Therefore, additional support for motives is needed, and this is best
done through generating the illusion that the same is not the same,
but rather something new. Given this, one of advertising’s main prob-
lems is in continuously introducing new things and at the same time
having to generate brand loyalty, in other words, variety and redun-
dancy. A BMW is still a BMW, but it gets better and better from one
model to the next, and even the disposal of the object, the so-called
recycling can be improved. (2000a, 50; translation modified)

Advertisements help society to stabilize variety and redundancy.
Too much variety would lead to chaos, too much redundancy to
stagnation. By semantically establishing a nice blend of variety and
redundancy, advertising makes it rational to buy more of the same
thing (such as another BMW) in relatively short intervals of time,
and much earlier as required. And, what is new is not only new, it
is also better than what we had before, even if its only advantage is
that it makes for better garbage.

Advertising is thus crucial for establishing our society as “a kind
of best of all possible worlds with as much order as necessary and
as much freedom as possible. Advertising makes this order known
and enforces it” (Luhmann 2000a, 50). By supplying society with
a harmonious blend of variety and redundancy we have both order
(not a chaotic plurality of soft drinks that would make life too
complicated) and freedom (we can freely choose between Coca-
Cola and Pepsi). Advertising is the “enforcer” of this much-appre-
ciated social stability. Luhmann concludes the chapter on
advertising in The Reality of the Mass Media with a nice example
taken from real life in what is for most people the “best of all pos-
sible worlds”:

In any typical American restaurant you can choose between salad
dressings (French or Italian), but you cannot ask for olive oil and
lemon juice and then decide yourself on an appropriate mixture. And
obviously only a few people take the escape route of going—under
these conditions—without salad altogether. (2000a, 50; translation
modified)
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Like advertising, entertainment can also take on very useful social
functions, for instance, as “a component of modern leisure cul-
ture” it is very good at “destroying superfluous time” (Luhmann
2000a, 51). Still, in the chapter on entertainment in The Reality of
the Mass Media, Luhmann soon returns to a more serious tone. He
first tries to explain why the program strand of entertainment can
also be explained on the basis of the code information/noninfor-
mation. While this code obviously underlies the production of
news and advertising, it is not so evident why entertainment
should also use it.

Luhmann explains entertainment on the basis of the model of
a game. He defines this model in the following way: “A game . . .
is a kind of doubling of reality, where the reality perceived as the
game is separated off from normal reality without having to negate
the latter. A second reality is created which conforms to certain
conditions and from which perspective the usual ways of life appear
as real reality” (2000a, 51). Entertainment—a movie, a TV quiz, a
novel—functions like a game because it inserts a second reality into
the “usual” reality for a certain time period that is identified by a
more or less clear beginning and end. The common reality is not
denied through entertainment or a game but is temporally kept in
the background. The second temporal, or “leisure” reality needs
its own structures to be discernible as a specific reality. In the case
of a game, the rules of the game provide such a structure. In “real”
life the rules of life apply, but, when playing a game, they are tem-
porally replaced by the rules of the game.

Luhmann also conceives of mass media entertainment as such a
second reality, but one that is—unlike games—not structured by
specific game rules. He explains that entertainment:

does not assume complementary behavior on the part of a partner,
nor any rules agreed prior to it. Instead, the excerpt from reality in
which the second world is constituted is marked visually or acousti-
cally—as a book, as a screen, as a striking sequence of specially pre-
pared noises which are perceived as “sounds” in this condition. This
external frame then releases a world in which a fictional reality of its
own applies. A world!—and not merely, as in social games, a socially
agreed sequence of behavior. (2000a, 52)

Instead of rules, the second reality created by entertainment makes
use of information. A film, a song, or a novel is a second reality that
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is constituted by a sequence of information that creates a “world.”
A film or a novel begins with information—in Luhmann’s and
Spencer Brown’s technical language: with the drawing of a dis-
tinction. It then goes on from there. It may begin with the dis-
tinction between the woman in love and the man who does not
love her—and then a whole world is constructed by a sequence of
further information.

Entertainment, especially in the form of novels and movies (but
also in the form of talk shows and pop music) has an important
function, and perhaps its most important one, in regard to the
structural coupling of the psychic system with society. It thus plays
an important role in self-socialization and social inclusion: it is cru-
cial for the construction of identity in our present society.
Entertainment enables “self-localization” in the world. I will dis-
cuss this in more detail in chapter 8 below.

The three different program strands of the mass media system
produce and process information with different selectors. They
have the same code, but apply it in their respective manners. The
possible distinction between these program strands does not pre-
vent them from overlapping. “Mutual borrowings” (Luhmann
2000a, 63) among the program strands seem to be increasingly
important for recent mass media developments. Luhmann did not
explicitly address these recent trends in his 1996 study, but I think
they are quite obvious.

Advertising and entertainment cross over and mix in many
ways. Product placement integrates advertisements into movies,
while, on the other hand, TV commercials and, especially, the ads
shown in movie theaters before the feature presentation adopt the
structures and techniques of the movies themselves. They more
and more resemble short movies or movie trailers.

Another phenomenon is the crossover between movies and
news. Movies deliberately connect to events in world news. An
Oscar-winning film like Gladiator pretends to be historical, but in
fact alludes to contemporary political conflicts (between democra-
cies and dictatorships). The film and its semantics, I believe, could
hardly be understood by someone who actually lived in late
Roman antiquity—but it can well be understood by millions of
viewers today if only they have been sufficiently exposed to politi-
cal news. Conversely, news also copies the form of movies. CNN
labeled its coverage of 9/11 and the Iraq War with action
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movie–like headlines (like “America under Attack”) and jingles. A
particularly interesting example of this kind of “mutual borrow-
ing” was the staging of “saving Private Jessica Lynch” during the
2003 Iraq War in the fashion of a Hollywood movie. (As pointed
out above, it is unavoidable and an effect of the structural-tempo-
ral characteristics of the mass media that topical references like this
may well be no longer topical when this book is published.)

Advertising also frequently connects to news topics and tradi-
tionally adopted the form of reports—but today it seems more
promising to design an ad in accordance with the patterns of enter-
tainment rather than those of reporting. An attention-gripping
spectacle is more important than the pretense of factual veracity.
The time for commercials featuring a man who looks and speaks
like a newsperson seems to be gone. As to a crossover in the other
direction, the extensive placement of products in the news may not
be far away, given the dimensions it has already reached in enter-
tainment.

The social function of the mass media system is a rather complex
issue. Some functional aspects have already been addressed. Not
without irony, Luhmann ascribed to advertising the function of
“the stabilization of a relationship of redundancy and variety in
everyday culture.” In a more general way, this may be a function
of all mass media communication. Not only advertising, but also
the news and entertainment supply society with norms and
choices. We are presented with a variety of political viewpoints—
and with the respective choices. We can not only choose between
salad dressings and kinds of pop, we can also choose between
major parties and their candidates, and they are introduced to us
by the mass media. Entertainment presents us with structurally
similar choices: we can prefer one actor over another; we can even
vote for this or that contestant on American Idol; and we can
choose which baseball team we will cheer for.

Another function that has already been mentioned was the
impact on social dynamics, the speeding up of time. Luhmann says:

It might be said, then, that the mass media keep society on its toes.
They generate a constantly renewed willingness to be prepared for
surprises, disruptions even. In this respect, the mass media “fit” the
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accelerated auto-dynamic of other function systems such as the econ-
omy, science and politics, which constantly confront society with new
problems. (Luhmann 2000a, 22)

The mass media system accelerates the speed of society by continu-
ously providing new irritations. It produces new information—and
then converts the same information into noninformation. Its pro-
cessing of time is twofold. It produces two parallel timelines: one
that runs into the future and presents us with novelty on a day-to-
day basis. Simultaneously another timeline runs in the opposite
direction and continuously produces antiquity or obsoleteness. By
producing new information, the mass media system also produces
old noninformation. The other function systems cannot ignore
this production of time. Politics, for instance, has to constantly
watch what is new and what is old. Political organizations and can-
didates have to meet this challenge and present themselves anew
from day to day. “Time for a change” already suffices as a political
slogan. The economy, on the other hand, cannot trust that the
current million-dollar advertising campaign will help next year’s
sales. Advertising money has to be spent on a continuous basis and
new ads have to be developed speedily to outplay the competitors.
The mass media fuel social dynamics by the constant irritation of
society. They inject speed into society.

In an attempt to summarize the various functional aspects of
the mass media—such as the two just mentioned—Luhmann sug-
gests that the mass media can be ascribed the general function of
providing society with a universally available memory. And by
memory he means, more specifically, the generation of familiarity
and its variation from moment to moment (Luhmann 2000a,
101). The mass media provide society with that which is known to
be known—and they provide it not as something essentially given,
but rather as a highly dynamic process. The memory is for
Luhmann never a storehouse or stock, it is, quite to the contrary, a
continuously operating production of actuality.

The memory function of the mass media by no means implies
any kind of large-scale social “recollection.” It implies the contin-
uous production of general self-descriptions of the social reality.
And for this production forgetting is even more important than
recollecting. The mass media have to be highly selective and not
only forget about that what they did not select in the first place,
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but also transform what they do select into that which they no
longer select in order to provide social space and time for new
selections. The mass media system constructs memory mainly
through forgetting, not through recollection! In this way, it inces-
santly presents society with some selected self-descriptions so that
we always know—and know anew—about the shared knowledge
of our society. Luhmann says:

The function of the mass media lies after all in the directing of the
self-observation of the social system. . . . What is involved is a univer-
sal, not an object-specific observation. We have already spoken . . . of
the function of the system’s memory which provides a background
reality for all further communication which is constantly reimpreg-
nated by the mass media. (Luhmann 2000a, 97; translation modified)

By the mass media, society is informed about itself in a general way,
a universally valid reality is constructed. In a functionally differen-
tiated society, the mass media system seems to provide a “back-
ground reality” that all the other function systems rely on. This
general reality is not a fixed entity but a communicative sequence
that autopoietically unfolds in time. It is not “the” social reality
and not all of reality—each system produces its own reality—but it
is the common reality or the common memory that enables soci-
ety “to take certain assumptions about reality as given and known
about in every communication, without having to introduce them
specially into the communications and justify them” (Luhmann
2000a, 65). Because of the mass media, we all know—no matter
which country or culture we come from—about 9/11, about the
movie Terminator, and about Coca-Cola. In the same way, the
mass media let all of the other function systems know what “is
going on.” The core function of the mass media is thus to provide
society with a specific form of reality. We will discuss this in further
detail in the following chapter.

Luhmann explicitly stresses—and we will also return to this
aspect in the next chapter—that the common or general reality
produced by the mass media is not based on consensus. Traditional
theories of society—up to and including the Habermasian one—
imply that the stability of society depends or should depend on
some kind of consensus, on some kind of “social contract” or
rational understanding among the individual citizens. If so,
Luhmann says, “the mass media would be a destabilizing factor”
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(2000a, 100) because they present us with (limited) variation. We
are confronted with conflicting views and opinions, different val-
ues and choices (for instance, in the movies we watch), and various
kinds of goods (like cars or soft drinks) that pretend to be better
or “cooler” than the others. There will never be a rational consen-
sus between Coca-Cola and Pepsi. The mass media do not present
us with a final consensus on which view of 9/11 is the correct one,
nor do they tell us once and for all which movie star or film is the
best—as in the case of an airplane wing, social stability is produced
through flexibility. Luhmann says that it “would be much too risky
to rely primarily on contracts or consensuses that can be called for
as a normative requirement” (2000a, 100). It is much less risky for
society to pair redundancy with variety. The autopoiesis of com-
munication can go on much smoother if there is some “freedom”
of choice involved. We can like Coca-Cola more, but we can also
drink Pepsi. We may love Arnold Schwarzenegger, but it is also
perfectly acceptable to prefer Robin Williams. We can disagree
with a view of 9/11 as long as we still agree with another opinion
that is also presented as respectable in the mass media.

On the basis of total consensus, the mass media would lose
their function. The mass media in the Soviet Union were quite
consensual—but they soon lost all credibility and social efficacy.
No one accepted their reality as real. In order for a mass reality to
be real, it has to go beyond the limits of consensus. A Habermasian
theory is not complex enough, at least from Luhmann’s point of
view, to do justice to this characteristic of the mass media and of
society in general.

The final systemic feature of the mass media that I would like to
discuss in this chapter is their medium. The medium that the mass
media deal with and produce through their communicative opera-
tions is public opinion. In direct relation to what has just been said
in regard to the nonconsensual character of mass media reality, it
must be stated right away that here “public opinion” does not
mean an opinion that is shared or agreed on by the “people.” For
Luhmann, public opinion rather means something like a set of
nonconsensual and nonpersonal data or ratings. One may say that,
for instance, public opinion in America regarding the invasion of
Iraq consisted at a specific time of 68 percent approval as well as of
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32 percent disapproval—and was of course changing itself on a
daily basis.

Like all other communication systems, the mass media system
is mainly concerned with its own autopoiesis, with the continua-
tion of its operations by providing connectivity. The medium of
public opinion is very efficient in this respect. It never grows tired;
you can always connect it with itself. A poll can be done and
redone—it is usually slightly different the next day, and even if it is
the same as yesterday, this is still new information! Today’s public
opinion is the basis of tomorrow’s and the continuation of yester-
day’s: “The respectively current public opinion . . . is as the result
of previous communication the condition for future communica-
tion” (Luhmann 1997a, 1104). Public opinion regarding news
items, regarding both the products that are advertised and the
advertisements themselves, and regarding TV shows, new movies,
and new books are the material out of which new mass media com-
munication is made. Public opinion is not the sum of individual
mental contents—how could this sum ever be calculated in com-
munication?—it is a communicative product of the mass media.
Luhmann explains:

Public opinion is, after all this, neither the mere fashion of opinions as
it was believed in the seventeenth century nor is it the medium of
rational enlightenment or the “puissance invisible” which were
expected in the eighteenth century to leave tradition behind. It is the
medium of the self-description and the world-description of modern
society. It is the “Holy Spirit” of the system, the communicative avail-
ability of the results of communication. (1997a, 1108)

In metaphorically calling public opinion the “Holy Spirit”37 of
society, Luhmann highlights its functional importance. Public
opinion has nothing to do with human subjectivity or with the
exercise of human reason; it is a communicative medium that
becomes possible through the development of the mass media into
an autopoietic and global function system. With the production of
a general memory there arises a need for a “currency.” The mem-
ory has to somehow take shape; it needs to assume forms. Like the
economy needs the medium of money, so a general reality needs a
medium to manifest itself. Public opinion is this communicative
medium, and it is produced within the mass media system. Just like
money allows for an incessant continuation of financial transac-
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tion—the money I earn today is the same that I spend tomorrow—
so public opinion is the “stuff” with which society manufactures its
general self-descriptions. It is the flesh and bone through which
today’s news, TV shows, and ads turn into tomorrow’s. With pub-
lic opinion, mass communication can revolve around itself and
continue its on-going self-reproduction. Public opinion transforms
itself in eternal spirals. It is indeed the “Holy Spirit” of mass media
reality, though not the spiritual spirit envisioned by the Church
Fathers, Hegel, and other sacred or secular theologians.
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Another systemic characteristic of the mass media is their struc-
tural coupling—both with other social function systems and with
systems in the environment of society (with the psychic systems as
the most important among the latter). Here I will concentrate on
the intrasocial structural couplings of the mass media, and its cou-
pling with minds will be the topic of chapter 8. I will thus first deal
with an issue that runs like a red thread through Luhmann’s book
on the mass media: the question of mass media “manipulation.”
Do the mass media “manipulate,” and if not, then why is such an
impression so widespread?

In the first paragraph of The Reality of the Mass Media
Luhmann mentions a quite puzzling phenomenon:

we know so much about the mass media that we are not able to trust
these sources. Our way of dealing with this is to suspect that there is
manipulation at work, and yet no consequences of any import ensue
because knowledge acquired from the mass media merges together as
if of its own accord into a self-reinforcing structure. One will qualify
all knowledge as potentially dubitable and still one will have to build
on it, to connect to it. (2000a, 1; translation modified)

On the one hand, we certainly accept the mass media reality as our
common reality. When Baudrillard provocatively titles his book
The Gulf War Did Not Take Place (1995; he was talking about the
Gulf War of Bush, the elder) or when others claim that the moon
landing never happened, this may provide some intellectual stimu-
lation, but it is certainly not accepted as a general truth. We know
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better: we’ve seen it on TV and read about it in the papers. A bil-
lion readers and viewers cannot err. Even Baudrillard does not lit-
erally intend to say that there was never such a thing as the Gulf
War. On the other hand, claims like Baudrillard’s do not totally
contradict “common sense.” We all know it happened, because
we saw it on TV, but we also know that it did not happen just as
we saw it, because we only saw it on TV. We all doubt that what
we see on TV and what we read in the papers is a hundred per-
cent accurate—we all have, in greatly varying degrees, a “suspi-
cion of manipulation” (Manipulationsverdacht) when it comes to
mass media communication, especially regarding the news.
However, this manipulation is unable to uproot our trust in the
reality presented by the mass media as such. We do not react with
a Cartesian methodological skepticism and say: because the media
do not always tell the truth, everything they show can be
doubted. Someone who acts like this and steadfastly denies the
Gulf War or the moon landing will not be able to communicate
successfully with most other people. In fact he/she may well be
sent to a psychiatrist. The mass media present us with the only
general reality there is. So if we do not somehow accept this real-
ity, we will not be accepted as competent communicators. One
has to share this general reality in order to be able to communi-
cate in society.

The mass media continue their construction of reality on the
basis of their autopoiesis. Their reality is a reality in sequences.
Tomorrow’s reality follows and connects to today’s that in turn
follows and connects to yesterday’s. If we deny today’s reality, we
cannot smoothly continue with tomorrow’s. Even though we
might doubt certain aspects of mass media reporting on the Gulf
War, we have to generally accept it as reality in order to function
tomorrow as we do today. If we do not accept today’s reality, it will
be even harder to accept tomorrow’s. This is somewhat similar to
the confusion one might experience when coming back to a soap
opera after missing several weeks of it.

This “suspicion of manipulation” is therefore not as fundamen-
tal as is suggested by a literal reading of the title of the book by
Baudrillard mentioned above. Still, there is a “limited” suspicion—
the suspicion that the mass media present reality, but that they do
not present it correctly, that their manipulation presents a slightly
skewed picture.
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As far as I can tell, regarding the mass media there are two main
types of suspicion. The first type assumes that we must trace the
manipulation of the mass media further back. According to this
view, it is not the mass media themselves that fake reality, but some
force behind them which actually controls them. In this version
both the audience and the mass media are victims of manipulation.
Manipulated by more or less evil forces, the mass media deceive us
about the real reality by presenting us with an edited one. Theories
of this kind tend to focus on politicians and capitalists (either in
combination or separately) as those who employ the mass media as
a means to rule and exploit society. An exemplary study that rep-
resents this kind of “suspicion of manipulation” is the book
Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of the Mass Media
by Edward S. Herman and Noam Chomsky. The authors show
rather convincingly and on the basis of many case studies how the
American mass media were and are influenced by political and eco-
nomic interest groups. In order to maintain and increase their
power and wealth, these groups “manipulate” the mass media so
that these present the American public with incorrect views of the
(political and economic) state of the world. According to this the-
ory pattern, we would be presented with the real view of reality if
only we could get rid of these evil manipulators. If we had truly
democratic and liberated mass media, manipulation would disap-
pear, and only then would we be able to finally see the world as it
is. Here I will call these kinds of ideas the “liberation theory of the
mass media.”

The second type of theory works the other way around. While
it agrees with the idea of an ultimately manipulated mass media
reality, it sees the mass media not as the victim, but as the villain.
Here, the mass media are the origin of manipulation because they
do not neutrally serve the legitimate information interests of the
people. They influence reality by their own powers—for instance,
by manipulating politics and elections through their reporting.
The mass media are understood as having partially taken control of
the political (and economic) process. From this point of view,
political elections, for instance, are ultimately decided by how the
mass media present the competitors. In order to win an election, a
party or a candidate has to adapt to the mass media and please
them—the best adapted, and not the most qualified candidate will
win. In this way, an Arnold Schwarzenegger can become governor,

Chapter 6: Beyond Manipulation 143

Luhmann Explained  2/19/11  2:30 AM  Page 143



and a Ronald Reagan can become president. The mass media may
also run the economy. A company that is presented with a bad
image in the mass media will hardly make a profit, a country that
is portrayed as unsafe will lose its tourism business, and so on.
These theories—as, for instance, presented by the German
researcher Hans Mathias Kepplinger (1998)—claim that there is
an increasing dominance of the mass media system over other sys-
tems such as politics or the economy. Here, I will call this kind of
theory the “domination theory of the mass media.”

Social systems theory, as I see it, can well agree with some of
the common findings of both theories—namely, with the observa-
tion that the mass media system does not “truly” present an
“essential” reality, and that it has many links with the economy and
politics. However, it cannot agree with the particular assumptions
about “manipulation” that both—each in its own way—make.
Social systems theory tries to go further than both theories by
attempting to explain the phenomena they describe with concepts
that go beyond “simple” one-way manipulation.

From the point of view of systems theory, there are at least
three major problems with the “liberation theory of the mass
media.” First, it is much too humanist. According to this theory,
the sins of the mass media are to be blamed on a group of evil peo-
ple. If only the powerful politicians and rich capitalists would stop
manipulating the media, then everything would be okay. Neither
the media, nor the economy or politics are conceived of as func-
tion systems, but as something that is handled by individuals. The
problems of the mass media are then finally reduced to the ethical
errors of some certain human beings. Secondly, the “realism” of
liberation theory is much too simple. It assumes that if manipula-
tion stopped, then the mass media would present the real reality.
It assumes that there is one correct version of the Gulf War, and
that this one correct version can potentially be presented by the
ethically correct mass media. The constructivist view of reality that
systems theory adopts does not share the belief in such an essential
reality and it does not believe that the functioning of the mass
media can ever be “liberated.” Thirdly, liberation theory forgets
about itself. There is a very noteworthy book by Noam Chomsky
entitled 9/11 in which, among other things, he explains the dis-
tortion of political reality by the mass media. Interestingly enough,
this book was a bestseller for many months here in Canada and,
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what is even more baffling, its criticisms rely heavily on informa-
tion from the mass media. It consists in large part of quotations
from news reports. It is itself through and through a mass media
product. But there is no reflection on this strange phenomenon in
Chomsky’s version of the liberation theory of the mass media.
How can a theory of the mass media totally neglect the fact that it
itself takes part in the mass media communication that it pretends
to objectively analyze?

The problems with “liberation theory” mentioned above apply
to “domination theory” only to a lesser degree. This theory is, for
instance, much more willing to concede the systemic character of
the mass media, of politics, and the economy. It also does not sup-
pose that there is a “true” reality that the mass media should pres-
ent—but it seems to assume, for instance, that if the mass media left
politics alone, we would have truly democratic elections instead of
media spectacles. It seems to say that the world or society would be
more fair or authentic without mass media manipulation.

The suspicion that systems theory has in regard to the mass
media goes beyond the suspicions of manipulation expressed by
theories of liberation and domination. Social systems theory does
not assume that the mass media system is either directly manipu-
lated by other systems such as politics or the economy nor that it
can directly manipulate them. Instead, it tries to explain with its
own conceptual apparatus the mutual influences between these
systems. It thus also offers a solution to the contradictory conclu-
sions of those theories. It is neither the economy nor politics that
manipulates reality through the mass media, nor the mass media
that manipulate reality through politics and the economy. It is
rather the structural coupling between these systems that produces
effects which can be perceived as “manipulation” or which cause
the “suspicion of manipulation.”

The mass media are structurally coupled to many other social
function systems—most importantly by topics (Themen) which is
their way of performing “other-reference” (Fremdreferenz, see
Luhmann 2000, 12–13). News reports about politics or the econ-
omy, for instance, and the topics of advertising are, of course, the
products or brands of the economy. As discussed above, through
a variety of “mutual borrowings” entertainment, too, can well
address current political topics. Of course, the mass media can
also refer to other systems such as law, religion, or medicine, to
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name only a few. But since all of these systems are autopoietic and
operationally closed, their mutual dependency by structural cou-
pling is not a total or one-way dependency. Structural coupling
does not dissolve the operational “integrity” of the systems
involved, but only increases their mutual irritability and construc-
tion of complexity.

Of course, political news immensely irritates political commu-
nication. How the media report on a candidate influences the
election. But, on the basis of operational closure, this is a two-way
process. If Arnold Schwarzenegger were to say in a Terminator
movie, “Vote for me,” this statement would independently func-
tion in the two systems of politics and the mass media. It would
be both a political and a mass media statement, and it would elicit
a set of entirely different responses in the sphere of the movies
and in the election. The box office and the election numbers
would still function differently. The systems would still operate on
the basis of their own code, albeit under very tight structural cou-
pling. The tighter the structural coupling, the more obvious it
becomes that the systems cannot dominate one another. Does the
fact that Schwarzenegger is a governor prove that entertainment
dominates politics, or does it prove that politics heavily influences
Hollywood?

Of course, the economy heavily influences the mass media
through payments for advertising. But the economy is also
dependent on the mass media for producing effective spots. If a
TV network were to boycott a company this would be as devastat-
ing as a boycott of the TV station by the same company. Luhmann
explains:

Within the strand of advertising, then, the economy is just as depend-
ent upon the system of the mass media as the latter is upon it, and, as
is typical in cases of structural coupling, no logical asymmetry, no
hierarchy can be detected. One can only establish, as with a thermo-
stat, a cybernetic cycle, where it then depends on the observer
whether he or she thinks that the heating is regulating the tempera-
ture of the room by means of the thermostat, or the temperature of
the room is regulating the heating system by means of the thermostat.
(2000a, 66)

The example of the “cybernetic cycle” including the mutual but
nonhierarchic regulation, dependency, and influence of the room
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temperature and the heating system is a perfect example for illus-
trating what goes on with social systems under the condition of
structural coupling. They cannot do without one another—they
constantly irritate each other, they cannot evade this irritation, but
are still bound to perpetuate their own autopoiesis by their own
means. The room temperature does not manipulate the heating
system any more than the heating system manipulates the room
temperature. The concept of “manipulation” is much too simple
to explain the intensity of a “cybernetic cycle.”

Yes, Chomsky is absolutely right: the mass media are highly
dependent on politics and the economy—but because of this
dependency (and not despite it!) the same is true vice versa!
Politics “controls” the media—but by controlling them it cannot
but be itself controlled by them. Yes, a president exerts pressure on
the media, but, in turn, he has to act like a media puppet if he
wants to win the next election. Yes, the broadcasting of the Gulf
War is censored and edited (“saving Private Jessica Lynch!”) by
politics—but, in turn, politics and the military have to follow
media scripts to create their public reality. They cannot simply say
what they “really” do and what the reality of the war “really” is
(what is it?)—they have to follow the conditions of reality set by
mass media communication. They have to construct a war that can
be shown on TV.38

It is particularly the “liberation theory” in Chomsky’s version
that suffers from the Old European illusion that the mass media
(and politics) are not a communication system but actually “made”
by people and that they could be “democratic.” Under the condi-
tions of functional differentiation there cannot be any social struc-
ture that provides for “human” agency and for a “rule of the
people”—neither in the mass media nor in politics. People cannot
communicate, only communication can. And there is hardly any
function system where this is more obvious than the mass media.

There is no “freedom” for the mass media from politics or the
economy, and there is no “freedom” for politics or the economy
from the mass media either when these systems are structurally
coupled. Systems theory explains why the mutual influence of
these systems goes beyond manipulation.
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The “cybernetic cycle” of the mass media and other social func-
tion systems such as politics and the economy has led our analysis
beyond the too simplistic notion of “manipulation.” We are now
faced with a more complex view of the mass media and their con-
struction of reality. The question is no longer:  “How do the mass
media distort reality through the manner of their representations?
For that would presuppose an ontological, available, objectively
accessible reality that can be known without resort to construc-
tion; it would basically presuppose the old cosmos of essences”
(Luhmann 2000a, 7). Instead, a new question has to be asked:
“How do mass media construct reality? Or, to put it in a more
complicated way (and related to one’s own self-reference!): how
can we (as sociologists, for example) describe the reality of their
construction of reality?” (Luhmann 2000a, 7). The mass media
obviously cannot “distort” reality—because there is no such
“essential” thing that is simply distorted. All social function sys-
tems are observing systems—in the double meaning of the term.
All social function systems construct the reality they observe by
developing themselves as autopoietic systems of “cognition.” The
mass media observe reality and thereby cannot but construct real-
ity. There is not one simple reality of the Gulf War. Every perspec-
tive on the war—the political, the economic, or the perspective of
a soldier, or of a civilian—is valid and not reducible to any of the
others. There is not simply one “authentic” war. How can you pos-
sibly present the true reality of the Gulf War in its entirety? This
would fail in the same way that the attempt of Tristram Shandy in
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Laurence Sterne’s novel (to which Luhmann refers on various
occasions) failed to give a complete account of his life. In his
“autobiography,” Tristram Shandy, after a few hundred pages, has
still not arrived at his birth—he began with his conception and
then things turned out to be so complicated that his story became
endless and “beginningless.” A structured and nonchaotic reality is
based on the reduction of complexity, on selection, on systemic
observation. Memory is based on forgetting. A coherent reality—
be it the reality of a life or a war—can only be constructed from a
certain perspective and this perspective has to be itself highly struc-
tured in order to be able to present a well-structured picture. If
you want to see everything “as it is,” you will see nothing. How
could one possibly give an account of all the events that led to,
happened during, and followed from the Gulf War? There is no
unconstructed reality of the Gulf War. The Gulf War—like any
other reality, can only become a reality by being observed in a
selected and “edited” way. So the question for the mass media, like
for all observing systems, must be: how do the mass media con-
struct reality? And the question must “autologically” take into
account that its answer will itself be a construction/observation.
Unlike Chomsky, Luhmann does not want to ignore the fact that
his own observations must necessarily have a systemic “location.”
He does not deny that his second-order observation is itself also a
first-order observation and that it unavoidably has its own blind
spots. As noted earlier, Luhmann acknowledges that he becomes
himself “a rat in the labyrinth and has to reflect on the position
from which he/she observes the other rats” (Luhmann 1988b,
24).

The mass media construct a reality—they construct the com-
mon reality of society. What we know in general about our society
we know through the mass media. But while the mass media con-
struct a reality for the entire society, this reality is of course not the
“entire reality.” And so its description cannot claim to be a descrip-
tion of the entirety of reality. The mass media construct a “public”
reality. But this reality is not more or less real than the reality con-
structions of other observing systems.

The title of Luhmann’s book on the mass media, The Reality of
the Mass Media is grammatically ambiguous (which is more obvi-
ous in German—Die Realität der Massenmedien—than in
English), and this ambiguity reflects the “operational construc-
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tivism” that underlies the systemic concept of reality. The mass
media are the grammatical subject and object of this expression. If
the mass media are the grammatical object, then reality is the sub-
ject, and thus the reality of the mass media is simply the reality that
they “objectively” constitute. As a grammatical subject, the mass
media “subjectively” produce a reality—they present us with a real-
ity that is their production or “object.” What is meant by the
expression in the first sense are the operations proper to the media:
the broadcasting and printing as it is performed (Luhmann 2000a,
3). What is meant in the second sense is the reality that “appears
to them, or through them to others, to be reality” (Luhmann
2000a, 4). Luhmann further explains: “For the approach intro-
duced first above, first-order observation is sufficient, as if we were
dealing with facts. For the second approach, it is necessary to
adopt the attitude of a second-order observer, an observer of
observers” (2000a, 4). The question of the construction of reality
by the mass media is a complicated issue of second-order observa-
tion. We must observe the mass media as an observing system that
produces both its own reality and the reality of what it observes by
its observations. Here, we arrive at the heart of “operational con-
structivism.” This theory 

does not lead to “loss of world,” it does not deny that reality exists.
However, it assumes that the world is not an object but is rather a
horizon in the phenomenological sense. It is, in other words, inacces-
sible. And this is why there is no possibility other than to construct
reality and perhaps to observe observers as they construct reality.
(Luhmann 2000a, 6)

Because of this complex situation, the mass media’s “construction
of reality” takes on a double meaning: the construction of reality
performed by the mass media is at the same time also a “reality of
construction.” That the mass media construct a reality through
their own observations does not take away the reality of the real—
exactly the opposite is the case. Construction of reality always
implies the reality of construction. Radical constructivism does not
diametrically oppose realism. It is a more complex type of realism
than traditional forms for it integrates the notions of reality and
construction.

The chapter on “the construction of reality” in Luhmann’s
mass media study explains some characteristics of this construction
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that the mass media perform within and for society. The mass
media system constructs our common reality through its modes of
selection. It presents reality, for instance, on the basis of attribut-
ing causes. It presents possible causes for the Gulf War, it shows
the reasons the Terminator has for his actions, and it provides us
with certain clues why we should prefer this car to another. It also
infuses, as discussed above, discontinuities and conflict into reality.
Events are presented, especially in the news and in the movies, but
also in advertisements as some kind of competition; and today’s
situations are presented as “new” in comparison with yesterday’s.
This is quite different from earlier general constructions of reality
before the advent of the mass media. Some Old European cultures,
but also traditional Chinese society, tended more towards presen-
tations of the common reality as one of harmony and repetition.
General events in society or in the world—such as the relations
between family members, between rulers and subjects, or the
unfolding of time through the seasons—were presented as patterns
of stability and sameness rather than of conflict and novelty.

Luhmann also points out that the mass media observe/con-
struct reality moralistically. We learn to distinguish between good
and bad governments, between good and bad protagonists, and
between good and bad products. The construction of reality by the
mass media thus also implies that something should be done, and
that it should be done rather soon. It infuses activism and speed
into our general reality. The news reports present us with
“immoral” behavior of politicians—so that there is a need to
replace these politicians with better ones. They present us with
negative data concerning the economy (again a rise in prices!)—
and suggest that we need to take some measures. Films show us
how protagonists solve gigantic problems—and mostly in less than
two hours. Advertising also reminds us that we have to act soon if
we want to get that thing that will quickly and significantly
improve our lives.

This kind of construction/observation presents society with a
specific reality—as opposed to previous specific realities that were
accepted as common. Some religious groups in North American
society (one may think of the Amish) still try to preserve older
forms of a general reality, rely mainly on the Bible for their con-
struction of reality, and consequently avoid mass media communi-
cation. These groups do not want to share the general reality
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constructed/observed by the mass media, so they choose other
forms of construction/observation. They prefer religious realities
that are distinctively less “novel,” “speedy,” or “competitive.” This
is, of course, not to say that these groups are objectively or essen-
tially less “novel” or “speedy” than we mass media communicators
are. But their construction/observation certainly is—or at least
this is what a second-order observer can observe.  Of course, nei-
ther their nor the mass media’s general reality can claim to be more
real or more general. Luhmann explains that the reality of the mass
media

replaces knowledge prescriptions which have been provided in other
social formations by privileged positions of observation: by sages,
priests, the nobility, the city, by religion or by politically and ethically
distinguished ways of life. The difference is so stark that one can speak
neither of decline nor of progress. Here too the only mode of reflec-
tion remains that of second-order observation, that is, that a society
which leaves its self-observation to the function system of the mass
media enters into precisely this way of observing in the mode of the
observation of observers. (Luhmann 2000a, 85; translation modified)

In this passage, Luhmann comments on the contingency of reality-
constructions. A society can describe itself and thus its general real-
ity in various ways and it can delegate this job to various
institutions. Earlier societies (of which North American Amish
communities are remnants) left the general observation of reality
to priests or the Bible; in a functionally differentiated society, this
function is taken over by the mass media system. With different
types of construction, different realities emerge.

The last sentence of the above quoted passage mentions one
more characteristic of the mass media construction/observation of
reality. It is not only we (or Luhmann) who observe the mass
media by second-order observation, the mass media themselves
(like practically all other modern function systems)39 make use of
this type of observation.40 They observe how other function sys-
tems observe. The news reports observe the observations of the
political and economic systems. They show us how politicians view
the world and our country, and they display how the stocks of
companies are evaluated on the market. The movies show us how
protagonists “psychologically” observe/construct their reality. We
learn about the “motives” of the person on the screen and how
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that character observes reality. With the Bible, we were not allowed
to observe God as an observer—we were not allowed to form an
image of him. With the mass media, this has profoundly changed.
Now we are informed about how and why others observe/con-
struct the world as they do.

This leads to a second aspect of the construction of reality by
the mass media—to the reality of the construction. A second-order
observation, like that of the mass media, “has to attribute reality to
the observer whom it is observing. It can select him, but not
invent him” (Luhmann 2000a, 90). The mass media cannot but
see what they see. What they see depends on their observation. But
once they begin with observations, once they draw their distinc-
tions (between what they see and the unmarked space), then the
line is drawn and the reality emerges. Luhmann explains:

If you have guests and you give them wine, you will not suddenly be
struck by the notion that the glasses are unrecognizable things in
themselves and might only exist as a subjective synthesis. Rather you
will think: if there are guests and if there is wine, then there must also
be glasses. Or if you receive a phone call and the person on the other
end of the satellite turns nasty, you’re not going to say to him: what
do you want anyway, you’re only a construct of this telephone con-
versation! (2000a, 91)

The philosophical “doubts” entertained by philosophers of the
human mind do not apply to the social construction of reality.
The reality constructed by communication is a communicational
reality that autopoietically continues itself. Even if you doubted
the existence of the guests at your party or of the person at the
other end of the phone—this would not end communication.
Communication that has begun, observations that have been
made have become reality. If you replace one observation with
another then you might modify the previous one, but you cannot
erase its reality. It might have been “false”—but it was not unreal
and it made the present reality possible through its own reality.
The observational construction of reality sequentially constructs
reality and it cannot but construct reality, regardless if this reality
is called true or false. To observe that what used to be certain is
uncertain and that what used to be truth is appearance does not
put an end to observation, communication, and society but con-
tinues communication, observation, and society. Like all the other
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communication systems, the mass media cannot construct irreality
they can only construct reality. 

As discussed earlier, the reality constructed by the mass media
is “a reality not subject to consensus” (Luhmann 2000a, 92). This
reality is not a “one-dimensional” reality with a simple “meaning”
or “truth.” The communicative reality of the mass media, this self-
description of society, is thoroughly dynamic. It is a world of
“diversity,” a world where standardization and variation are nicely
combined: There is a diversity of news, a diversity of movies, a
diversity of advertisements. Needless to say, this diversity cannot be
adequately described with the Old European humanist semantics
of “freedom.”
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An important element of the social reality constructed by the
mass media is “individuality.” The different program strands of the
mass media confront us with different models of individuality.
They portray society by attributing events and communication to
individual agency. The news reports present individual politicians
and VIPs as if they were individual protagonists. Presidents and
media stars are supplied with individual auras and appear to some-
how be in control, as if they were “the cause of their own action”
(Luhmann 2000a, 72). It is suggested that, for instance, a war is a
result of the decisions of a few individuals. As to advertising, “it
starts out from the assumption of an individual as a being who cal-
culates his profit” (Luhmann 2000a, 72). We are addressed as indi-
vidual customers and presented with individuals who make
individual choices that we may want to copy. In entertainment
“the medium of narrative fictionality is chosen to individualize
motivational positions. Individuals appear here with a biography,
with problems, with self-generated life-situations and sham exis-
tences, with a need (understandable to an observer) for suppres-
sion, for unconsciousness, for latency” (Luhmann 2000a, 72).
Similar to advertising, entertainment presents us with individual
choices, not regarding purchases but regarding personalities. We
can choose which models we like and what we find attractive.
Luhmann concludes:

The human being is therefore implied in all program strands of the
mass media, but not of course, as a real reproduction of his or her bio-
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chemical, immunological, neurobiological and consciousness-related
processes, but only as a social construct. The construct of the “cogni-
tively more or less informed, competent, morally responsible human
being” helps the function system of the mass media constantly to irri-
tate itself with regard to its biological and psychic human environ-
ment. (2000a, 74)

The mass media present human beings as “individuals,” as social
agents with certain social characteristics. This presentation cannot
do justice to the complexity of human existence—the mass media
cannot portray biological or psychic operations. Human beings are
in themselves too systemically split to “fully” appear in society (as
I already discussed in chapter 3). Still, by portraying society as
“human” the mass media system provides for structural couplings
beyond the merely social environment. As a system, the mass
media are not only in structural coupling with other social sys-
tems,41 they are, like society in general, also in structural coupling
with people’s minds. By presenting human beings as individual
agents, the mass media system gives minds something to think
about—and gives them guidelines on how to perform self-social-
ization and on how social inclusion can take place. The individual
human beings that appear in mass media reality play an important
role in today’s co-evolution of social and psychic systems. They
help minds and social systems increase their respective operational
complexity.

In order to explain the specific structural coupling between the
mind and the mass media, Luhmann makes use of psychological
terminology and borrows the notions of cognitive map, prototype,
frame—and, in particular, of schema and script.42

Schemata allow for cognitive selection. With their help, cogni-
tion can sort out both what it takes note of and what it does not.
They provide a framework with which information can be catego-
rized and ordered. These schemata are not fixed, they can be var-
ied and altered, they are not so much readymade images but
patterns for the construction of images. The schema “circle,” for
instance, is not the image of one particular circle but the rule for
how to draw a circle (Luhmann 2000a, 109). Schemata are not the
storehouse of cognitive impressions, but rather the cognitive tools
for the production of information—and thus for the performance
of cognitive autopoiesis.
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Luhmann assumes that “the structural coupling of mass media
communication and psychically reliable simplifications uses, and
indeed generates, such schemata. The process is a circular one. The
mass media value comprehensibility. But comprehensibility is best
guaranteed by the schemata which the media themselves have
already generated” (2000a, 110). Meaning and language couple
minds and communication in general. The mass media and minds
are coupled by certain cognitive schemata as well. The mass media
provide the minds with the schemata for the cognition of reality—
and vice versa. The mental operations of the minds of the produc-
ers of the mass media influence the schemata of mass media
communication, and the schemata of mass media communication
influence the viewer’s perception of reality. But, of course, the pro-
ducer’s mind is also a viewer’s mind. The mind of a TV or movie
producer has already watched TV and films. There is again a
“cybernetic circle” that is constituted by the structurally-coupled
systems. Minds no more control the mass media by imposing
schemata than the mass media control minds by doing the same
thing. Schemata are rather the “thermostats” that link the mind
and the mass media together.

One of the examples given by Luhmann for the structural cou-
pling of the mind and the mass media through schemata is the
schematization of persons—the individuality schema, so to speak.
This schema helps us to distinguish ourselves from others, to
assume an identity and to ascribe the same to others. Luhmann
remarks that it was possible to distinguish oneself from others even
before the age of the mass media—in a stratified society, for
instance, by the family one was born into. Moreover, psychologi-
cal research seems to indicate that “the difference of one’s own I
from other individuals is given from the start, meaning as early as
a few days after birth” (Luhmann 2000a, 112). Obviously, we not
only perceive ourselves as somehow distinct in all kinds of societies,
we even do so “naturally.” Still, Luhmann assumes that under the
conditions of functional differentiation, peculiar types of identity
construction emerge. In early modernity, the theater and the novel
(an early example of mass media) presented complex individuals.
The audience or the readership witnessed a person’s motives and
character traits, how an identity was formed and related to other
identities. This led to an increasing focus on personality develop-
ment—besides a social status and its characteristics, one was also

Chapter 8: Individuality and Freedom 159

Luhmann Explained  2/19/11  2:30 AM  Page 159



expected to have a unique identity, biography, and self. In the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries “the problem of ‘self-realiza-
tion’ is invented and is taken up and disseminated by the mass
media. Individuals are encouraged to believe that, although they
have without doubt been really alive since conception, and cer-
tainly since birth, they must become even more real (or unreal?)
than they already are” (Luhmann 2000a, 114). The mass media
present us with the schemata for “self-realization.” In order to be
a modern personality we have to have a personality that goes
beyond our functional identities. It is not enough to simply be a
mother, a lawyer, and on the city council—one has to be some-
thing “unique” as well. One has to have an identity, a history. One
has to be as special and unique as everyone else is. The mass media
display all these uniformly unique characters—and the minds res-
onate with these schemata. And in turn, of course, the mass media
resonate with mental individuality schemata. The individuals are
both inside and outside the mass media; when you watch a film,
the news, or a commercial, then the report, the story, or the spot
is not literally, not immediately about you—you are outside. But it
is about your world—you are still part of this reality that you
observe in the mass media. It is not you—but the schemata and
scripts are yours, and since there are no others, you are also inside
them. Luhmann explains: “When individuals look at media as text
or as image, they are outside; when they experience their results
within themselves they are inside. They have to oscillate between
outside and inside. . . . For the one position is only possible thanks
to the other—and vice versa” (2000a, 115). When structurally
coupled with society through the mass media—we are both inside
and outside of society. The schemata have these two extremes—
our psychic existence outside society and our social existence
within it. The “self,” the “individuality,” and the “identity” that
we deal with today are the effects of the social reality of our time
and of its specific coupling with psychic reality. There is no essence
attached to human existence, and there is also no “existential”
human project that we can unfold. Concepts of the human being
emerge from complex relations and “cybernetic circles” between
complex systems—and they change with these relations. The same
is true for reality.

The specific conceptions of individuality and reality are always
“unlikely” constructions—in comparison with all the other con-
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structions that would have been possible and that preceded them
and will follow them. Our psychic and social self-descriptions
emerge in a context of a multiplicity of constructions that lack a
central perspective and an essential core or “meaning.” Yes—the
individual, society, and reality all make sense, but they have no ulti-
mate “meaning.” There is nothing fundamental to which they
refer; there is nothing essential that they indicate. When we com-
municate and when we think, we are condemned to make sense of
the world and of ourselves, but there is no one meaning that inte-
grates this sense. There are only meanings, in the plural—contin-
gent constructs within horizons of sense.

Chapter 8: Individuality and Freedom 161

Luhmann Explained  2/19/11  2:30 AM  Page 161



Luhmann Explained  2/19/11  2:30 AM  Page 162



PART III

Philosophical
Contexts

Luhmann Explained  2/19/11  2:30 AM  Page 163



Luhmann Explained  2/19/11  2:30 AM  Page 164



It is not so much the disciplinary tradition of social theory from
Comte to Parsons that Luhmann tries to connect up with, as the his-
tory of problems associated with the philosophy of consciousness from
Kant to Husserl.

—JÜRGEN HABERMAS43

The purpose of this section is to locate Niklas Luhmann’s systems
theory within a larger context, both historically and in contempo-
rary theory.

In line with Habermas’s insightful observation quoted above, I
believe that although Luhmann understood himself mainly as a
theoretician of society and thus as a sociologist, he nevertheless
“connects up with” major developments in German philosophy
between the late eighteenth and the early twentieth century. This
connection is twofold. While he explicitly relates himself to this
tradition by taking up some of its main questions, he also attempts
to thoroughly reformulate these questions and to answer them
with a more or less completely revised set of concepts and new ter-
minology. In the following brief sketches, I hope to show how
these two somewhat antagonistic attitudes—a continued interest
in a set of issues ranging from epistemology to ethics along with
the intention to provide radically new approaches—play out in the
cases of a few selected thinkers: Kant, Hegel, Marx, and Husserl.
I chose these four theoreticians not only because their ambitious
projects may be viewed as models for Luhmann’s own endeavor,
but also because of statistics. If one simply counts the number of
references to individual philosophers of the past in Luhmann’s
major outlines of his general theory (Social Systems, Die Gesellschaft
der Gesellschaft, Einführung in die Systemtheorie), then those four
are (along with Plato and Aristotle) at the top of the list.44

It was through his engagement in a dispute with Habermas that
Luhmann became widely known in the 1970s. From this perspec-
tive, Habermas could be identified as the most immediate con-
temporary counterpart of Luhmann. If, however, one were to trace
the larger theoretical context out of which Luhmann’s theory
arose, one would also have to mention sociologists like Parsons
and Gehlen, biologists like Maturana and Varela, the cybernetics of
von Foerster and von Glasersfeld, the logic of George Spencer
Brown and Gotthard Günther, and the “ecology” of Bateson. To
trace all these influences and relations would go beyond the scope
of this book which is specifically concerned with the philosophical
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dimension of Luhmann’s theory. Within contemporary philoso-
phy, it was, besides critical theory, mostly the heterogeneous post-
modernist scene that attracted Luhmann’s explicit interest and
that, vice versa, found him interesting. I will therefore restrict
myself to these two trends in philosophy when outlining
Luhmann’s contemporary relevance. 

I will also restrict myself to an outline of how Luhmann inter-
preted these thinkers and of the relation of his theory to their proj-
ects. This is to say, I will refrain from analyzing how far Luhmann’s
understanding of them was “correct” or not. I have my doubts in
this regard, particularly with respect to Hegel. I think Luhmann is
in fact often closer to Hegel—or has borrowed more extensively—
than he is willing to admit. It is, however, not my intention in the
following pages to comment on the adequacy of Luhmann’s inter-
pretation of certain philosophical authors, but on how, in his own
works, he attempted to continue or discontinue their discourses.
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“Kant’s question about the conditions for the possibility of cog-
nition remains. But the answer is now: operational closure; and
thus the focus of research shifts from the conditions of possibility
to the possibilities of conditioning in increasingly complex rela-
tions” (Luhmann 1997a, 127). This sentence nicely summarizes
Luhmann’s complex indebtedness to Kant and his ambivalent
attempt to both carry on and overcome the Kantian project.

Luhmann’s most concise treatment of the “Kantian question”
is his essay “Cognition as Construction” (included in the present
book in English translation). In this short but programmatic text,
Luhmann explains very pointedly:

The tradition of epistemological idealism was about the question of
the unity within the difference of cognition and the real object. The
question was: how can cognition take notice of an object outside of
itself? Or: how can it realize that something exists independently of it
while anything which it realizes already presupposes cognition and
cannot be realized by cognition independently of cognition (this
would be a self-contradiction)? No matter if one preferred solutions
of transcendental theory or dialectics, the problem was: how is cogni-
tion possible in spite of having no independent access to reality out-
side of it. Radical constructivism, however, begins with the empirical
assertion: Cognition is only possible because it has no access to the
reality external to it. A brain, for instance, can only produce informa-
tion because it is coded indifferently in regard to its environment, i.e.
it operates enclosed within the recursive network of its own opera-
tions. Similarly one would have to say: Communication systems
(social systems) are only able to produce information because the
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environment does not interrupt them. And following all this, the
same should be self-evident with respect to the classical “seat” (sub-
ject) of epistemology: to consciousness. (1988b, 8–9)

Luhmann’s systems theory is deeply rooted in Kantian epistemol-
ogy. Like Kant, Luhmann is concerned with the fundamentals of
cognition: What is cognition and how does it operate? For a
Kantian “epistemological idealism,” however, the concept of cogni-
tion was primarily “ideal,” that is, cognition was assumed to be ulti-
mately an issue of consciousness. On the basis of this assumption a
core problem arose: how can cognition relate to what it cognizes?
Kant developed a rather revolutionary answer to this problem when
he introduced his “Copernican turn,” when he switched from a
theory of transcendence to a theory of transcendentality. For Kant,
idealism was no longer concerned with describing the universal set-
up that allowed the human mind to actually participate to some
degree in the divine logos; it rather limited itself to questioning
which inherent structures within cognition could be inferred from
cognition. Kant was no longer focused on the general structure of
the world, but on the structure of cognition that allowed it to oper-
ate and conceive of a world. Kant accepted the skeptical argument
that nothing could “be realized by cognition independently of cog-
nition” and drew the conclusion that in order to understand reality
we must first understand the cognition that provides us with it. This
shift introduced a good deal of constructivism into epistemology.
While it was still assumed that there was a reality independent of
cognition, it was granted that the realization of this reality was con-
tingent upon cognitive structures. Thus the realization of reality
was a process of cognitive reality construction.

Luhmann’s systems theory takes up both the initial cognitive
lay-out of transcendental idealism and its constructivist edge, 
but it considerably radicalizes these two theorems. From a
Luhmannian point of view, the Kantian theory is a sort of “con-
structivism light.” While it concedes that the realization of reality
is an effect of cognitive construction, it also alleges that it still
makes sense to assume the existence of a world that somehow is as
it is—as well as the cognitive structure that is transcendentally
given. Luhmann’s constructivism goes a step further and assumes
that the realization of reality is not only a possible way of relating
to reality, but that reality basically consists of its own realization.
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Cognition is no longer simply a way of relating understandingly to
a reality. Here reality emerges as cognition.

It has to be added immediately, though, that this radical con-
structivism by no means follows the older idealist pattern of declar-
ing cognition to be essentially ideal or the self-realization of a
larger consciousness (as with Hegel). Cognition has no specific
“essence” at all. It can operate, for instance, “materially” in the
form of biological life, mentally in the form of thoughts, or socially
in the form of communication. Cognition arises in the form of
cognitive systems that constitute themselves, and there is no sin-
gular, general, preestablished rule for how this can be done.
Cognitive systems establish themselves by operational closure. By
differentiating themselves operationally, they construct themselves
by establishing a difference between themselves and an environ-
ment. Cognition is based on the establishment of this difference—
it does not happen in spite of this difference, but because of it.
There is no “ontological” necessity of cognition, but if it is there,
and it obviously is, it depends on the differentiation of a cognizing
system.

While Luhmann thus relates to the cognitive and constructivist
elements in Kant, he refrains from any essential or transcendental
understanding of cognition: cognition is not “ideal,” it can only be
defined functionally or “operationally” because it consists in an
“observation that is defined on the basis of the concepts of dis-
tinction and indication” (Luhmann 1988b, 14). This allows for a
very general understanding of cognition that includes, but is not
limited to, biological, mental, and social processes. Cells, minds,
and social systems are all observing systems and are thus systems
that construct themselves and their realization of reality by their
own cognition. They are able to establish themselves as self-refer-
ential, operational sequences of their own kind. This “radicaliza-
tion” of cognitive constructivism leads, in summary, to several
major differences from the Kantian theory:

• Cognition is not per se an act of consciousness. It can take
on any operational mode.

• There is no a priori, transcendental structure of cognition;
cognition constructs itself on the basis of “operational clo-
sure” and this is an “empirical”45 process, which varies from
system to system.
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• No complete description of cognitive structures is possible
because these structures are continuously evolving.

• Reality is not singular—there is not one specific reality, but
a complex multiplicity of system/environment constella-
tions.

• A description of reality is itself a contingent construction
within a system/environment relation.

All these differences combine to form the main way transcenden-
tal idealism diverges conceptually from systems theory: the dis-
tinction subject/object is replaced by the distinction system/
environment. In “Cognition as Construction” Luhmann describes
his discomfort with the concept of the subject: “The theory of the
subject . . . had to presuppose a common—or at least a commonly
observable—world and thus was obstructed from conceiving of
the uncoupling of each singular cognitive system as the condition
of cognition” (1988b, 10).46 The subject “constructs” reality by
transcendental unification through self-reference. The system does
this by differentiation. The conceptual framework of system/envi-
ronment is not only radically constructivist, but it is also radically
“differentialist.” The consciously cognizing subject is replaced by
self-generating and self-referential systems of observation that
introduce splits into the world which thereby constitute a complex
multiplicity of system/environment relations.47

Luhmann’s abolishment of the subject as an anchor of “pure
reason” also has severe consequences for “practical reason.”
Subjectivity was not only an epistemological concept, but also
employed as a cornerstone of ethics and social theory. Luhmann
criticizes this “sociologization” of the concept of the subject in The
Society of Society:

The term “subject” does not designate a substance that, by its pure
being, shoulders everything else, the subject is rather self-referen-
tiality itself as the foundation of cognition and action. The experi-
ences with this figure of thought, however, are not so encouraging
that one should give in to the temptation of transferring it to soci-
ety—by conceiving of society as the true subject and perhaps nam-
ing it spirit or intersubjectivity and then ascribing everything to it
that was previously ascribed to individual consciousness. One does
not have to ignore the results of the philosophy of subjectivity, but
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one can view them as shallows that the ship of social theory should
avoid. (1997a, 868)

After transposing the core structure of self-reference of “epistemo-
logical idealism” from the conscious subject to observing systems,
Luhmann strictly denies any application of the traditional concept
of subjectivity in regard to social theory. Here, he completely
leaves Kantian terrain and thus remains in sharp opposition to later
post-Kantian theoreticians of spirit (Hegel), intersubjectivity
(Husserl), or rational consensus (Habermas) as will be shown in
the following sections.48
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Hegel’s philosophy may well be understood as a further develop-
ment of Kantian epistemological idealism, and, consequently, the
similarities and differences between Luhmann and Hegel often
mirror Luhmann’s relation to Kant. However, I would argue that
there is a somewhat closer kinship and deeper sympathy for Hegel
than there is for Kant.

As in the case of Kant, Luhmann shares very general cognitive
interests with Hegel. Still, like Kant, Luhmann departs from
Hegel by radicalizing the constructivist view of reality, and, par-
ticularly, by broadening the concept of cognition far beyond the
realms of consciousness. Luhmann is, after all, not an idealist but
mainly a theoretician of society. He does not share Hegel’s prior-
ities. While Hegel imports concepts of consciousness (such as
“spirit” or Geist) into social theory, Luhmann denies any general
type of cognition for systemic autopoiesis—it may be conscious-
ness, but it can also be communication, life, or, perhaps, some-
thing else. There is no essential unity of systems: “The basic
question remains how a unity can be constituted. . . . There are
different answers to this depending on whether one is dealing
with psychic or social systems. Everything further depends on this
difference—and this separates us from a conception like that
developed in Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit” (Luhmann 1995a,
363). As mentioned in regard to Kant, Luhmann’s shift from sub-
ject to system also implies, particularly in comparison to Hegel, a
shift from unity to multiplicity, from identity to difference.
Luhmann declares in his introductory remarks to Social Systems:
“In order to work out a theory of self-referential systems that
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incorporates system/environment theory, a new guiding differ-
ence, and thus a new paradigm, is necessary. The difference
between identity and difference serves for this” (1995a, 10). And
in a note to this passage Luhmann makes it quite explicit that this
means a departure from Hegel (Luhmann 1995a, 498): “An atten-
tive reader will notice that we are discussing the difference between
identity and difference, and not their identity. This is where the
following reflections diverge from the dialectical tradition—despite
similarities that may be noted from time to time.” This lays out
quite programmatically a main difference between Hegel and
Luhmann—the shift from “world spirit” to a theory of differenti-
ation—but in regard to the final sentence in this quotation, one
may, however, also ask: What exactly are these “similarities that
may be noted from time to time”? I suggest that the similarities
have something to do with style and theoretical ambition.
Arguably, Luhmann’s explicit attempt at a “supertheory”
(Luhmann 1995a, 4–5), a general theory of the construction of
reality, is in its scale comparable only to Hegel. So, as one author
(Winthrop-Young 2000) has phrased it, Luhmann may well have
aspired to succeed “on Hegel’s throne.” Luhmann admits rather
openly to such a claim of succession in Social Systems (1995a, xlix)
when he demands of his own theory: “Every step must be fitted in.
And even the arbitrariness of the beginning loses its arbitrariness
(like in Hegel’s system) as the construction of the theory proceeds.
Thus a self-supporting construction arises.” Luhmann repeatedly
claimed that his theory is one among very few (if any) that is able
to include itself in itself, that it reaches a higher “self-reflecting
degree of conceptual complexity” (1995a, xlix). It is unclear if
Luhmann believed that this self-inclusion of theory actually fol-
lowed in Hegel’s systematic footsteps—as the just quoted passage
seems to suggest—or even surpassed his great predecessor. In The
Society of Society, Luhmann accuses Hegel—alluding once more to
the Phenomenology of Spirit—of finally failing to construct a com-
pletely self-inclusive theory of observation:

The novel, the romance, but also Hegel’s novel of the love between
world-history and philosophy localizes the observer who can also see
what he himself previously could not see at the end of the story. This
makes it necessary to exclude the narrator who has known everything
already from the beginning, and thus also Hegel himself, from the
story.49 (1997a, 1081)
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There is some degree of self-inclusion in Hegel—the subject that
Hegel talks about becomes finally fully self-reflective. But Hegel,
at least in Luhmann’s view, forgot to include himself, the perspec-
tive of the theory of subjectivity, into the story. He failed to take
into account that the epistemologist is himself within the labyrinth
of cognition. Hegel ended with a closure of his theory that, for the
sake of completing, unifying, and universalizing itself under a gen-
eral heading—spirit or Geist—excluded its own perspective, and, at
least in the Phenomenology of Sprit,50 did not really achieve an
“autological” theory of observation.

Luhmann’s relation to Hegel remains, therefore, highly
ambiguous. He claims: “The ambition of a common foundation, a
basic symbol, a final thought has to be given up—or left to the
philosophers. Sociology, however, does not discover in this direc-
tion what Hegel had called “spirit” (Geist). It is not a science of
the spirit (Geisteswissenschaft) 51 (1997a, 1122). Luhmann’s theory
is a “supertheory” because it fully includes itself in itself. But this
self-inclusion leads to the breakdown of any declarations of final-
ity, completion, or foundationalism. This is how Luhmann claims
to surpass Hegel in universality, and, at the same time, gives up his
attempt to come up with an all-embracing concept such as Geist.
The time is over for the discipline of philosophy that is concerned
with “final thoughts,” and also for the humanities in their literal
German sense: “the sciences (Wissenschaften) of the spirit (Geist).”
Luhmann says: “What can now be offered as a universal formula of
reality constructions is: that such a universal formula no longer
exists. Hegel had, as it is known, no heirs” (1997a, 592). Here,
Luhmann paradoxically claims to be Hegel’s legitimate heir by
pointing out why following him means to depart from him. For
Luhmann, philosophy came, strictly speaking, to its end with
Hegel and was waiting for its sublation (Aufhebung) in another
theory that was no longer restricted to spirit. It was, perhaps, in
recognition of this that Luhmann was awarded the prestigious
Hegel prize in 1989.
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As it is generally known, Marx believed that Hegel had to be
turned upside down—from his head to his feet. He wanted to
transform an idealist dialectics into a materialist one, a philosophy
of consciousness or spirit into an analysis of historical, political, and
economic development. As with Hegel and Kant, Luhmann’s rela-
tion to Marx is highly ambiguous. On the one hand he attempts
to utilize central theoretical elements of this “supertheory” for his
own project, while, on the other hand, he strongly rejects some of
the core Marxist dogmas and beliefs.

Luhmann is certainly sympathetic to what Marx tried to do
with Hegel—to deconstruct Hegel’s primary focus on conscious-
ness and to theoretically emancipate social structures from being
mere effects of spirituality. He thus sides with Marx in granting
society its own mechanisms that cannot be deduced from nonso-
cial forces or patterns. Luhmann does not believe, however, that
Marx has distanced himself far enough from the Hegelian project
and accuses him of a formally similar one-sidedness that differs
only in content. While Hegel’s system was essentially focused on
consciousness, Marx ascribed an essential role to the economical-
political structure, or, more precisely, to the modes of production.
Such an identification of one basic system that shapes all others
makes Marx, in a certain sense, as much of a theoretical funda-
mentalist or ontologist as Hegel. Like Hegel, he was not able to
adequately incorporate difference into his theory. This also pre-
vented him from acknowledging the radical contingency of reality
construction that necessarily includes one’s own theorizing. In the
final analysis “Marx himself, however, seems to have been unable,
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just as Hegel, to account for his own theory within his own theory”
(Luhmann 1997a, 1080, n. 350). Marx’s and Hegel’s supertheo-
ries were, in this regard, not yet complete supertheories. They both
suffered from being unable or unwilling to “relativize” themselves
and thus to combine their universalism with a renunciation of any
attempt to identify a “universal formula.” 

One of Luhmann’s clearest descriptions of both his indebtedness
to and difference from Marx that is currently available in English is
his essay “Modernity in Contemporary Society” (Luhmann 1998,
1–21). Here, Luhmann states:

What remains remarkable about the Marxist critique of the political
economies of its day is the shift of a knowledge previously justified
through nature to a social context. The economic order of capitalism
does not, according to Marx, follow the nature of economic action
with an innate trend toward individual and collective rationality. It is,
rather, a social construct. The reference to nature is presented as
“reification;” that is, it is analyzed as a moment of social construction.
Economic theory’s claim to represent an extrasocial objectivity is con-
tested. It only reflects the logic of a social construct. Even if we give
up everything else, we should keep this and further develop it beyond
Marx. (1998, 8; translation modified)

According to Luhmann, Marx’s understanding of the economy
and its functioning as a social construct rather than a process based
on some sort of natural law was groundbreaking. Marx was thus
able to translate—and this is probably one of the most important
theoretical preconditions for social systems theory—the construc-
tivist elements already contained in the epistemological idealism of
Kant and Hegel into a theory of social construction. With Marx it
became possible to conceive of society as an autopoietic, self-con-
structing mechanism that operated on its own accord rather than
under the unchangeable laws of some trans-social realm. This the-
oretical step is wholeheartedly embraced by social systems theory.
Only a couple of further steps were needed, and one of these was
to deny the primacy of the economic structure for the self-con-
struction of society. Marx was, so to speak, only an economic con-
structivist. The theory of society had to be broadened beyond this
prime focus.

This criticism is further detailed in the following paragraph:
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One of the most important criticisms of Marxist social theory is that
it overestimates the economy and in doing so, as we can see today,
underestimates it. The watered-down versions of Antonio Gramsci
and Louis Althusser have not changed this. In the definition of soci-
ety as a whole in economic terms, what is lacking is a sufficient appre-
ciation for the inherent dynamics of the economy and its effects on
other functional areas and the ecological conditions of social evolu-
tion. What is lacking above all is a sufficient appreciation for parallel
phenomena in different functional areas. Missing is a basis for com-
paring systems and for distilling abstract characteristics of modernity,
which can be found in more or less all function systems. (Luhmann
1998, 9; translation modified)

In Luhmann’s view, the Marxist attentiveness to production and
thus to the economy overestimates this social system in regard to its
constituting power for all of society. It ascribes a central position to
one singular system and thus becomes unable to account for the
plurality of social function systems—it ignores the radically pluralist
character of functional differentiation. According to Luhmann, the
differentiation of the economy as a self-constructing social system
does not prevent other systems from unfolding their own autopoi-
etic operations, but, on the contrary, goes along with the simulta-
neous differentiation of other function systems. To reduce the
function of other social systems to the systemic mechanisms of the
economy means to ascribe to it powers that it does not have while
also simplifying social complexity. At the same time, however, the
primary focus on the economy also underestimates this system’s
capacity to continuously change itself and enter into extremely
complex structural couplings with other social systems such as law,
politics, and the mass media. There is no definite structure to the
economy. It is, like all other function systems, dynamic. The
dynamics of the economic system allow it to establish and continu-
ously re-establish itself within the incessantly evolving network of
functional differentiation that characterizes modern society.52

Luhmann does not only disagree with the Marxist focus on
the economy as, so to speak, the heart of society, he also dis-
agrees with the tendency to decry the nonhuman character of the
economy, as it becomes obvious, for instance, in the concept of
alienation. Such a “humanist upholstering”53 of Marxist terminol-
ogy is, in Luhmann’s view, a theoretical obstacle that falls back into
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Old European semantics. This does little to aid the analysis of eco-
nomic structures—they are, after all, social and not human. Such
use of language may lead to hasty adoptions of moralist attitudes
and programs rather than an adequate understanding of social
mechanisms. The most obvious instances of this were the pogroms
against the “enemies of the people” that were justified on human-
ist and moral grounds. In line with his general suspicion of moral-
ist and activist theories, Luhmann is entirely opposed to such
elements within Marxism. In regard to this aspect of “practical phi-
losophy,” Luhmann is as much appalled by the presumptuousness
of the Marxist call to change the world (rather than to interpret it)
as he is with the Kantian claim of having found the principles of
goodness, or the Habermasian prescription of specific rules for
how to communicate in an acceptable way. Luhmann is not enthu-
siastic about the self-declared “critical sociology” from “Marx to
Habermas” that “replaces methodology with measuring the opin-
ions of its (from its perspective) opponents by their critical ambi-
tions. In this case, the judgment precedes the investigation”
(Luhmann 1997a, 36). There is a thorough discomfort about nor-
mativity and morality in Luhmann that are, for him, not only sim-
ple-minded, but may quickly lead to intellectual and, more
dangerously, social totalitarianism:

Hegel’s concept of the state is no better. Nor is Marx’s hope for a rev-
olution. In societal reality, one just does not see any prospect for
achieving such central fusions of an ultimate unity of difference, from
which no distance would be possible any longer, so that everyone
would be in perfect agreement as a result of a sense of community.
(Luhmann 1995a, 442; translation modified)
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Among all the philosophies discussed in this section, Husserl’s
phenomenology probably had the most immediate influence on
Luhmann’s systems theory. Just as in the cases of Kant and Hegel,
Luhmann makes use of central elements of Husserl’s theory of
consciousness and transforms these into constitutive elements for
general systems theory. But in contrast to Kant and Hegel, in this
case Luhmann not only takes over the structural and methodolog-
ical aspects of a cognitive and constructivist theory, but also much
of the conceptual framework itself. He explicitly borrows Husserl’s
terminology and integrates it into his own conceptual apparatus. I
will trace these borrowings here by primarily relying on a rather
short text that represents Luhmann’s most comprehensive treat-
ment of his relation to Husserl, a treatise entitled Modern Sciences
and Phenomenology (Die neuzeitlichen Wissenschaften und die
Phänomenologie, Luhmann 1996b), which is based on a 1995 pub-
lic lecture in Vienna.

Luhmann explicitly states in this treatise that it is his aim to
“introduce Husserl’s theoretical intention into a completely differ-
ent ‘life-world’” (1996b, 52). In addition, he claims to be the first
to transpose Husserl’s “so highly promising type of theory from
‘subject’ to the ‘social system society’” (1996b, 53). He suggests
nothing less than that Husserl had already employed a theory of
second-order cybernetics, operationally-closed autopoietic systems
and radical constructivism, but that “by using such concepts as
‘subject,’ ‘spirit,’ or ‘transcendental phenomenology,’ (he)
attached it to a tradition that even at his times had only meager
future prospects” (1996b, 47). By attempting to continue the old
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project of epistemological idealism, Husserl missed the opportu-
nity to understand the broader functionalist relevance of his own
theory. He was too much of an epistemologist, in the traditional
sense, to realize that he had already detected some of the more
general mechanisms of autopoiesis. Luhmann therefore wants to
apply Husserl’s terminology not in explaining only the “character-
istics of consciousness,” but also for “the emergence of order in
general” (1996b, 50). Luhmann is no longer mainly interested in
how consciousness produces intentions, a world, a horizon, and
sense (Sinn),54 but also in how such a cognitive construction func-
tions in a variety of other nonconsciousness systems. Here he is
particularly interested in the communication system of society.
Instead of being fixated on the realm of consciousness, Luhmann
is interested in the general functioning of the making of sense and
rejects the concept of a “transcendental subject.” He no longer
accepts the premise that consciousness is “the” medium of cogni-
tion, but insists on “keeping the structure discovered by Husserl,
namely the insight into the mutual conditioning of operational
ability, the separation and simultaneous processing of other- and
self-reference as well as the temporality connected to the stand-
point of the respective operation” (1996b, 50).

Luhmann translates a whole set of Husserlian terms into the
language of systems theory. He begins with “intention”: “The
form in which consciousness executes its operations is called by
Husserl (in connection to Brentano) Intention.” Luhmann sub-
tracts the causal attribution implied in this concept, the attribution
of a certain purpose, and redefines the term in a purely functional
way: “Intention is nothing but the positing of a difference”
(1996b, 31). Intention is thus no longer a certain mental interest.
It is now the primal operation with which any observing system
ignites itself, the first step with which a system differs itself out of
an environment and thus begins to establish itself. In line with this
functional redefinition of the concept of intention, Luhmann
reformulates the Husserlian distinction between noesis and noema,
between phenomena and consciousness activity, with the distinc-
tion between other-reference and self-reference. Along with its
“intentionality,” and the corresponding drawing of a distinction, a
cognizing system is able to differentiate between its cognition—its
own operating—and that which it cognizes outside of itself.
Intentionality paves the way for a distinction between a system and
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its environment. Only through this difference can a system identify
itself by distinguishing itself from what it observes. The difference
between noesis and noema, or, in systems theory language, other-
and self-reference, establishes the “membrane” of a system and
allows it to operate: “Intentional operating is a continuous oscil-
lating between other-reference and self-reference and thus pre-
vents consciousness from ever losing itself in the world or coming
to a halt” (1996b, 34–35). Of course, this is, according to
Luhmann, not only the case with consciousness but with all other
self-referential systems. This includes social systems. Such oscillat-
ing necessarily needs time and so Luhmann agrees with Husserl
that systemic cognition also produces temporality. Once more,
however, all these concepts are purely functional and not substan-
tially tied to something such as a consciousness or a subject:

Husserl obviously believed to be able to guarantee the unity of his
transcendental phenomenology by the unity of its object “subject.”
We can already anticipate that one can dispense with this. The dis-
closed connection between operation, bistability (self-reference/
other-reference), time, and oscillation supports itself—and can there-
fore possibly be demonstrated with totally different objects. (1996b,
38)

The functionalization and de-ontologization of Husserlian termi-
nology, its separation from consciousness and the subject, also
applies to three other tightly connected Husserlian concepts:
sense,55 horizon, and world. Luhmann stated in Social Systems
(1995a, 98) that “there is no privileged carrier, no ontic substrate”
for sense. In other words, sense does not have to be defined “by
reference to a subject or any carrier of sense, a sense-constituting
agency,” but simply by developing “a sufficiently formalized con-
cept of sense” (Luhmann 2002a, 225). Luhmann then formally
defines sense, in immediate connection to Husserl, as the unity of
the difference between actuality and possibility—and applies it to
all sense-processing systems including social systems. Sense
emerges only within a context—it needs a horizon. Sense always
refers to something else that would also make sense, and the “cir-
cular closure of these references appears in its unity as the ultimate
horizon of all sense: as the world” (Luhmann 1995a, 69; transla-
tion modified; see ch. 2, sec. b above for a more detailed explana-
tion of these concepts).
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Luhmann’s departure from the concept of the transcendental
subject leads quite consequentially—and very much in line with
Luhmann’s rejection of humanist elements in Kant, Hegel, and
Marx—to a complete rejection of Husserl’s concept of “intersub-
jectivity.” Luhmann does not believe in the formation of the social
by anything nonsocial such as minds or humans. Since this is the
case, “what is social cannot be traced back to the conscious per-
formances of a monadic subject. This has been the downfall of all
attempts to establish a theory of the subjective constitution of
‘intersubjectivity’” (Luhmann, 1995a, 81).

Interestingly enough, Luhmann considerably broadens his crit-
icism of Husserl’s philosophy in the Vienna lecture and other late
publications56 beyond the concepts of the subject and intersubjec-
tivity. He first critically analyzes Husserl’s aversion to technology—
Husserl found it to be some sort of perversion of reason—and then
took offense to Husserl’s attempt, as an alternative to technology,
to promote European “culture” and the revival of an Old
European tradition of rationality. Luhmann is particularly unhappy
with this self-confessed Eurocentrism:

Most conspicuous is perhaps a Eurocentrism that one rarely finds else-
where in the twentieth century. European humankind is in crisis,
European humankind is in need of salvation—and this by itself. This
has certainly nothing to do with imperialism, colonialism, and
exploitation, but obviously with a spiritual consciousness of superior-
ity that not only excludes “the gypsies who constantly vagabond
around Europe,” but also considers a Europeanization of all other
humans “whereas we, if we understand ourselves correctly, will, for
instance, never Indianize ourselves.” No notice of global political and
economical circumstances, no thought given to the possibility that
European traditions may gradually dissolve into differently structured
circumstances of a global society. (Luhmann 1996b, 18, quoting
Husserl 1954, 319–20)

Luhmann’s disappointment with this side of Husserl’s philosophy
is not morally or politically motivated. It is about Husserl’s inabil-
ity to overcome the Old European insistence on reason and his
claim to not only possess universal and privileged access to it
through philosophy, but to the right of imposing it on all others
who have not yet been enlightened by it. Luhmann does not iden-
tify his theory with this tradition of reason and he seeks to leave it
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behind. He has no sympathy for a “monoculture of reason,”57 be
it in Kantian, Husserlian, or, as I will show in the following section,
Habermasian terms. Such claims have no place in a “supertheory”
that, after all, has to be able to include itself in itself and thus to
ironically reflect on its own limitations:

One can now better understand which perspectives Husserl opens
and simultaneously blocks up. Reason is self-critical not because of
its European pedigree, but only if and only insofar as it can replace
its own belief in reality, this is to say if it begins to not believe in
itself. . . . Self-critical reason is ironical reason. It is the reason of the
“gypsies who constantly vagabond around Europe.” (Luhmann
1996b, 45–46)
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That Luhmann distanced himself rather drastically from Husserl’s
insistence on “European reason” seems to be reflective of the con-
tinuous conflict he had had with Habermas on the same issue. It
was in this intellectual confrontation that he had earlier on taken
the role of a “gypsy of reason” to oppose the Habermasian mission
of the completion of enlightenment.

It was mainly through the controversy with Habermas that
Luhmann became generally known in the academic world—at least
in Germany. In 1971 they jointly published a volume which pre-
sented their divergent views under the title Theory of Society or
Social Technology: What is Achieved by Systems Research? (Luhmann
and Habermas 1971). Luhmann comments on this publication in
the preface of The Society of Society: 

The irony of this title lied in that none of the authors wanted to
defend social technology, but that there were differences of opinion
in respect to what a theory of society should look like; and it is of
symptomatic significance that, in the public perception, the place of a
theory of society was initially taken on not by a theory, but by a con-
troversy. (1997a, 11)

Luhmann’s early “fame” was then due not so much to the theory
he had to offer, but to the fact that he was part of a debate. In the
1970s this debate was, “in the public perception,” probably won
by Habermas. The intellectual climate in Germany was heavily
influenced by the leftist “revolt” of the late 1960s, and Luhmann,
who was not discernibly leftist or “progressive,” was branded with
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a depreciative title: “conservative.” This was not very fashionable
at the time. Habermas had a Marxist background and argued for
social change, for emancipation, and for a better society, while
Luhmann took, from the beginning, a rather disengaged stance. In
this way the debate was publicly judged less on the basis of theo-
retical strength and more on where one stood (or was supposed to
stand) in a political controversy. Public perception, however, did
change in time, and especially after the publication of Social Systems
in 1984. Here, Luhmann presented the first overall outline of sys-
tems theory that was immediately taken note of in a wide range of
disciplines. In a somewhat dialectic turn of the tide, Habermasian
social theory had become the established creed of aging leftist
intellectuals, while Luhmann’s work was now perceived as having
an innovative and avant-gardist approach. Habermas was more and
more identified with the social-political “mainstream.” A genera-
tion of former leftist activists and/or politicians, the so-called
Altachtundsechziger (roughly: “the grown-old veterans of the
protest movement of 1968”), had completed their “march
through the institutions” and occupied leading positions in the
universities, the schools, the mass media, and, most importantly, in
the federal government constituted by the Green Party and the
Social Democrats. At the same time Luhmann became the sexier
theoretician. Many younger academics who intended to do some-
thing new or provocative took an interest in him. Luhmann was
read and applied not only in sociology, but (and perhaps more
enthusiastically) in such fields as art, literature, media science, psy-
chotherapy, philosophy, education, economics, and theology.58

There was even a popular German writer and techno music fan
who had himself photographed reading a book by Luhmann59—
that would have hardly happened to Habermas in the 1990s when
he seemed to be gaining the unofficial status of state philosopher.

Given the context of the German academic scene, the contro-
versy between Luhmann and Habermas had been from beginning
to end—albeit under changing conditions—not only about con-
tent, but also about style and political identification. In fact, their
approaches were so dissimilar that their debate could hardly be
called a dialogue. It was rather a clash of radically different and
incompatible views on society and its theory. In short, Luhmann
aspired to create a new theory of society that would explain social
structures on the basis of systemic functioning. It would refrain
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from making any normative claims, particularly because he denied
that society consisted of human beings. Habermas, on the other
hand, aspired to help modern society improve itself, to infuse more
rationality into society by outlining how communication could be
made to be less dominated by power interests and thus reach a bet-
ter consensus. In their illuminating outline of the most common
criticisms of Luhmann, King and Thornhill list eight. The follow-
ing five would also be voiced by Habermas and his followers:60

• His reluctance to engage in debates over current political
and legal issues

• His refusal to see law and politics as instruments for progress
in society

• His failure to account for human agency in directing change
through law and politics, or in using law and politics to resist
change

• The failure of his theoretical ideas to offer anything more
than a new brand of conservatism

• His rejection of rationality as a universal arbiter of validity,
value, and legitimacy (King and Thornhill 2003, 204)

From a Habermasian perspective, Luhmann has to be rejected
because of his antimoralism (or maybe better: his “antinorma-
tivism”), antihumanism, and antirationalism. Habermas himself
has outlined his criticism of Luhmann in detail in the “Excursus on
Luhmann’s Appropriation of the Philosophy of the Subject
through Systems Theory” included in The Philosophical Discourse
of Modernity (1987, 368–85). This text is basically a review of
Social Systems, and, in my view, one of the best philosophical analy-
ses of Luhmann’s theory. As the quote at the beginning of this sec-
tion states, Habermas locates Luhmann within the context of the
German philosophy of consciousness or subjectivity from Kant to
Husserl. He says, “It (social systems theory) seeks to inherit the
basic terms and problematics of the philosophy of the subject,
while at the same time surpassing it in its capacity for solving prob-
lems” (1987, 368). I hope to have proven on the preceding pages
the adequacy of this statement. Habermas then goes on to analyze
how Luhmann switches conceptually from subject to system and
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how this alters the program of epistemological idealism. Habermas
summarizes this shift by ascribing to Luhmann a turn from meta-
physics to “metabiology:”

However the expression “metaphysics” may have chanced to arise,
one could attribute to it the meaning of a thinking that proceeds from
the “for us” of physical appearances and asks what lies behind them.
Then we can use the term “metabiological” for a thinking that starts
from the “for itself” of organic life and goes behind it—the cybernet-
ically described, basic phenomenon of the self-maintenance of self-
relating systems in the face of hypercomplex environments. (1987,
372)

This switch leads, as Habermas remarks—and I think, perfectly
adequately—to a switch from a universal reason that is attached to
a rational subject to an entirely contingent “functionalist reason”
that can be ascribed in any shape or form to any function system:

Reason as specified in relation to being, thought, or proposition is
replaced by the self-enhancing self-maintenance of the system. By tak-
ing this approach, Luhmann also goes beyond a critique of reason that
aims at revealing the power of self-maintenance to be the latent
essence of subject-centered reason. Under the title of systems ration-
ality, reason, now liquidated as irrational, professes exactly this func-
tion: It is the ensemble of the conditions that make system-
maintenance possible. (1987, 372–73)

This leads to wide-ranging consequences that are entirely irrecon-
cilable with the Habermasian program: purely functional reason is
no longer rational reason, it is totally arbitrary, and the same is true
for “sense” (Sinn). Therefore, as Habermas once more correctly
concludes, the internal connection between sense “and validity dis-
solves. The same thing happens as with Foucault: the interest in
truth (and validity in general) is restricted to the effects of hold-
ing-something-as-true” (1987, 373). Without a generally valid
reason and sense, there is no solid basis for validating social criti-
cism, for constituting true identity, for improving modernity, for
establishing intersubjectivity and norms for rational discourse, or
for bringing about rational consensus and understanding.

As pointed out earlier, Luhmann and Habermas are so diamet-
rically opposed in their concepts of reason and society that they do
not so much debate as exchange incompatible statements. In order
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to add to the preceding Habermasian rejections of Luhmann a
Luhmannian counter-rejection, I translate a passage from The
Society of Society:

Linguistic communication has, we say in summary, its unity in the
yes/no coding. This excludes, if taken seriously, the possibility of
deducing from language itself an ideal norm of understanding. Only
the autopoiesis of communication is necessary, and this autopoiesis is
not guaranteed by a telos of understanding, but by a binary code—
because for a coded communication there is no end, but only the
option that  is reproduced in all understanding, namely  to continue
either by accepting or refusing. Put differently: the coding excludes
any meta-rule, since one could once more comment approvingly or
disapprovingly on the communication of such a rule. (Luhmann
1997a, 229–30)

Thus, with Luhmann it is not only “as with Foucault.” When it
comes to the denial of any “meta-rule” of understanding, he also
takes sides with Lyotard against Habermas, as he explicitly states in
a footnote to the above quoted passage. This leads immediately to
the next section.
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Luhmann was convinced that Habermasian and Husserlian beliefs
in European reason were out of touch with contemporary society.
He asked, “How long, then, will Husserl and Habermas be able to
maintain their old or modern idea of critical reasons without
becoming conservatives who stick to a tradition that cannot main-
tain its identity but fades away?” (Luhmann 2000b, 40). Clearly,
for Luhmann the “project of modernity” was a no go. How about,
then, the “postmodern project?” Luhmann’s position here is, once
more, ambiguous. On the one hand, he does not subscribe to the
label “postmodernity” in the first place—there is for him, as in the
title of the last chapter of The Society of Society, only “The So-
Called Postmodernity.” But, on the other hand, as we will see, he
is highly sympathetic to many “so-called” postmodern theoretical
developments, and, particularly, to one of its most prominent
methods, namely “deconstruction.” When it came to comparing
modern and postmodern positions, Luhmann would usually be
more sympathetic to the postmodernists, not only in his later
works, as in the paragraph from The Society of Society (1997a)
quoted in the preceding section, but at least as early as Social
Systems (first German edition, 1984).61

Luhmann makes it very clear that to him the problem of “post-
modernity” is mainly one of semantics (see Luhmann 1997a,
1143; 2000b) and not of actual structural changes. In other
words, he does not see a recent epochal shift. According to him,
the last decisive structural shift in society took place in Europe
between the sixteenth and eighteenth century with the change
from stratified to functional differentiation. To Luhmann, it does
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not really matter if one would like to designate a society dominated
by functional differentiation as “modern” or “postmodern.” None
of the two terms has any specific structural meaning. Thus the
emergence of the term “postmodern” does not actually go along
with a change in social structures, but with a change in semantics.
It indicates a loss of trust in the traditional or “modern” self-
descriptions of society, and here Luhmann’s sympathy for post-
modernity—if not for the term itself then at least for the
“movement” attached to it—arises. Postmodern theory signals not
a structural, but a semantic turn: the concepts of modernity that
philosophers like Husserl and Habermas stand for are being over-
come. In this sense, Luhmann himself is also a postmodernist.
However, as opposed to a rather common attitude among post-
modern writers, for him the breakdown of the theoretical assump-
tions and conceptual frameworks of modernity does not mean the
end of “supertheory”—it marks exactly the contrary, namely, its
true beginning. The postmodern diagnosis of the end of tradi-
tional philosophy is correct, but this end does not mean that all we
are left with is “the loose talk of French writers” (2000b, 45). It
rather points to a fresh start for an inherently coherent and intelli-
gible self-description of society, for a new theory for a new society:
“Is this, after all, a postmodern theory? Maybe, but then the
adherents of postmodern conceptions will finally know what they
are talking about” (2000b, 46).

Possibly the most concise definition of the two aspects of post-
modern theory that Luhmann attempts to connect with is found
in The Society of Society: “renunciation of claims to unity and tran-
sition towards radically differentialist concepts” (1997a, 555).
These two aspects are, of course, tightly interconnected. With
“renunciation of claims of unity” Luhmann refers to Lyotard’s
declaration of the end of metanarratives, a declaration that he
often, and mostly approvingly, quoted.62 In The Society of Society
(1997a, 1144), he elaborates on the paradox contained in this dec-
laration: It is itself a narrative, so if it is true, it is false. Luhmann
therefore suggests a slight variation. The end of metanarratives
indicates that the unity of society, or, for that matter, of the world,
can no longer be stated as a principle, but only as a paradox.
Implicitly agreeing with Lyotard, he concludes: “The final found-
ing (Letztfundierung) on a paradox ranks as one of the central
characteristics of postmodern thought. The paradox is the ortho-
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doxy of our times” (1997a, 1144). With postmodern thought,
metanarratives and their “claims of unity” come to an end. It is
Luhmann’s intention to replace them with “supertheory.” This
transition is conceptually equivalent to what was identified by
Luhmann as the second characteristic of postmodern thought, it is
“a transition towards radically differentialist concepts.” At this
juncture, Luhmann quite explicitly embraces two developments in
contemporary theory: Derrida’s (and de Man’s 63) deconstruction
and various “trends in science” (1997a, 1146) that I will, for the
sake of terminological convenience, summarize here as “techno-
theory.”

Luhmann’s article “Deconstruction as Second-Order Observ-
ing” (1993a) is a fine example of how he connects his own theory
with Derrida’s. As the title of this article suggests, Luhmann basi-
cally attempts to demonstrate that deconstruction is a more or less
immediate predecessor of the theory of second-order observation.
Luhmann finds that deconstruction recommends “the reading of
forms as differences, to look at distinctions without the hope of
regaining unity at a higher (or later) level,” and it “is deconstruc-
tion of the ‘is’ and the ‘is not,’” because it “deconstructs the
assumption of presence, of any stable relation between presence
and absence, or even the very distinction between presence and
absence” (1993a, 766). To Luhmann, deconstruction thus reflects
on the radical contingency of any “ontological” claim, particularly
in language. Deconstruction reveals that all statements of an “is”
are based on distinctions. Presence is then, both ontologically and
temporally, a construct of differentiation. It never gains total self-
identity. As the deconstructionist of presence, Derrida implicitly
recognizes the functional status of second-order observation.
Every presence or “is” is the result of an observation that is differ-
ent from it. What deconstruction can do is to again observe the
observation that observes presence. It observes, from the position
of second-order observation, the construction of the “is,” and
thereby deconstructs this construction. However, deconstruc-
tion—and this is most decisive—also applies to itself. Any decon-
struction is itself subject to further deconstruction, there can be no
final unity that eventually does away with difference.
Deconstruction, as well as second-order observation, does not
claim to be a privileged method of observation. What Luhmann
says about second-order observation is also the case with decon-
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struction, “At the level of second-order observing, everything
becomes contingent, including the second-order observing itself”
(1993a, 769).

As stated above, both deconstruction and social systems theory
represent “a transition towards radically differentialist concepts.”
They are therefore not only a part of so-called postmodernity, but
of an even broader development. Luhmann diagnoses:

The deconstruction of our metaphysical tradition pursued by
Nietzsche, Heidegger, and Derrida can be seen as a part of a much
larger movement that loosens the binding force of tradition and
replaces unity with difference. The deconstruction of the ontological
presuppositions of metaphysics uproots our historical semantics in a
most radical way. This seems to correspond to what I have called the
catastrophe of modernity, the transition of one form of stability to
another. (1993a, 778)

And he concludes, “Seen in this way deconstruction will survive its
deconstruction as the most pertinent description of the self-
description of modern society (1993a, 780). Luhmann obviously
accepted Derrida’s deconstruction, so to speak, as a partner in
crime. It is a parallel theory that contributes to the radical uproot-
ing of an old semantics and the establishment of a more adequate
self-description of contemporary society.

Deconstruction was not the only postmodern theory that
Luhmann felt deeply related to. In connection with his envisioned
transition to a new semantics, a new “form of stability,” based on
“radically differentialist concepts,” he also links up with develop-
ments in the theory of science and technology. On the final pages
of The Society of Society he says, “If one conceives of postmodern
descriptions as operating within realms of self-produced indeter-
minacy, then one immediately sees parallels to other trends in sci-
ence that deal with mathematics, cybernetics, systems theory, or
with the characteristics of self-referentially and recursively operat-
ing machines” (1997a, 1146). Luhmann refers here to contempo-
rary systems theory developments in fields that do not deal with
social—or psychic or biological—autopoiesis, but with technolog-
ical or machinic autopoiesis.64 Luhmann’s explicit departure from
Geisteswissenschaften (the “sciences of the spirit”) makes it perfectly
appropriate to associate his theory of differentiation with similar
ones outside the traditional boundaries of the humanities and
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social sciences.65 If one were to trace this theoretical line back to
philosophy, one would soon find authors such as Deleuze66 and,
via him, Hardt and Negri—with whom this study began. These are
more than coincidental parallels, and it is quite interesting to see
that in his later work Luhmann referred more and more frequently
to Deleuze’s concept of sens as an antecedent for his own usage of
the term Sinn. This is done at the expense of the “humanist”
Husserl to whom he usually attributed this term in his earlier
works.57 Obviously, it is not only the “radically differentialist con-
cepts” and their nonhumanist approaches that Luhmann and con-
temporary “techno-theoreticians” have in common, they also
share a departure from models of centrality and from the “trivial”
cybernetics of steering by input/output. It would have certainly
been interesting to see if Luhmann had further moved in this
direction had he lived a few years longer.

Luhmann reflected more systematically on science than on tech-
nology—since, unlike technology, is a social system and consists of
communication. Luhmann dedicated one of his lengthy mono-
graphic case studies to the analysis of this system (Luhmann
1990c). The outcome is at times very reminiscent of Thomas
Kuhn’s analysis of The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, although
Luhmann refers only sporadically to this book (see, for instance,
Luhmann 1990, 342). Both Kuhn and Luhmann look at science
sociologically and historically. The evolution of science is not so
much an evolution of the knowledge of objects, but the evolution
of a certain type of communication about objects. An analysis of
the history of science therefore becomes for both authors an analy-
sis of the communicative production of truth.
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Some philosophers are now only interested in the textual history of
the discipline, others in fashionable topics such as postmodernism or
ethics; still others present the predicament of any general view in a lit-
erary or feuilleton-like way; and, what is perhaps worst: the strive for
precision that borders on pedantry. (Luhmann 1996b, 17)

Niklas Luhmann’s relation to philosophy can, in my view, be com-
pared to Hegel’s relation to religion (as expressed in the
Phenomenology of Spirit). For Hegel, religion was, with respect to
its highest purpose, a thing of the past. It had reached its end as a
satisfactory manifestation of the “spirit.” Neither its semantics nor
its general structure could be fully accepted any longer. Religion
was in waiting, so to speak, for its Aufhebung (“sublation”)—in
the famous threefold sense of continuation, negation, and eleva-
tion—in philosophy. According to Hegel, it was time to replace
religion as the most general type of world view with an altogether
different type, namely, science, and the most profound and funda-
mental science was philosophy. Religion was not a system of
knowledge, it did not work primarily with concepts, but with
images and narratives (God, angels, salvation, sin). Its “essence”
had to be expressed in a more self-reflective way, in a language and
in a form that represented a higher understanding that was capa-
ble not only of describing the spirit “out there,” but which would
go a step further and be a self-description of general consciousness.
With Hegel, it was time for religion to understand itself, and thus
it would cease being religion and become philosophy, or in post-
modernist terms: narrative would become metanarrative.
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For Luhmann philosophy had become with respect to its highest
purpose, a thing of the past. On many occasions, including his
acceptance speech for the Hegel Prize, Luhmann pointed out that
he did not see himself as a philosopher. He was, nominally, a soci-
ologist and often called himself such. Still, his interest was not soci-
ological “normal science” (and, accordingly, he often met stiff
resistance in his own discipline), for he rather aimed at developing
a general theory of society. His theory was to be nothing less than
a “supertheory,” a theory that would be of universal relevance.
Luhmann did not believe that such a supertheory, or for that mat-
ter, theory itself, still had its home in philosophy. The attempts at
metanarrative, having reached their peak, arguably, with Hegel,
were no longer convincing. If “so-called postmodernity” had
shown one thing, it was that there was no position from which one
could claim to come up with a fundamental self-description of all
descriptions. There was no privileged point from which a metanar-
rative could claim to be truly “meta-,” to be truly beyond.
Academically speaking, philosophers seemed to have become
aware of this predicament and, for the most part, decided on one
of the four options outlined in the quotation at the beginning of
this section. Luhmann did not want to engage in any of these alter-
natives. Instead of giving up the attempt at a valid, general self-
description, he took on the challenge of another Aufhebung, now
not from religion to philosophy, but from philosophy to theory.
Luhmann was no longer a philosopher, but I would claim, some-
one who attempted to continue, negate, and elevate philosophy’s
essential project.

What does the replacement of “metanarrative” with “superthe-
ory” mean? Like the Hegelian metanarrative, Luhmann’s super-
theory claims to be thoroughly conceptualized and to return to its
beginning—in other words, a coherent whole instead of a linear
argument. Like a metanarrative, a supertheory also claims to be
able to deal with practically everything. There is nothing that, on
principle, it could not cover, be it God or a football game. Unlike
a metanarrative, however, a supertheory is built around an ironic
or self-ironic core. By including itself “wholly” (and not only its
beginning) in itself, it acknowledges not only the general validity
of itself, but also the self-dependency of this validity. A superthe-
ory reflects on the fact that it and its validity are its own product—
and is therefore absolutely contingent. What a supertheory says has
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to make general sense to it. But this sense itself is not general, it is
contingent upon the theory that is constructing this horizon of
sense in the first place. A supertheory is a theoretical endeavor, and
there is nothing more to it. What it says is relevant only theoreti-
cally, only within its own confinements. In this way the claim for a
supertheory is both utterly presumptuous and modest: it claims to
surpass religious and philosophical attempts in regard to self-inclu-
siveness and universal validity. But at the same time, it says that this
is only possible at the price of the acceptance of total contingency
and, in the final analysis, becoming unnecessary. Supertheory does
little outside of theory. With supertheory, the world does not
become morally better, more rational, or spiritually complete. It
only becomes more distinct.

Chapter 15: Conclusion: From Metanarrative to Supertheory 201

Luhmann Explained  2/19/11  2:30 AM  Page 201



Luhmann Explained  2/19/11  2:30 AM  Page 202



Notes

1 The philosophy department in which I am teaching recently had to
develop a new minor in this field to please higher administrative
demands.

2 In Social Systems (1995a, 2) Luhmann also mentions machines as a
fourth type of system. The systemic qualities of machines, however, are
problematic. In his later writings, Luhmann sometimes mentions the
(future) possibilities of machines, for instance, computers, to become
self-referential autopoietic systems (see the last section in this book). At
present, this stage does not yet seem to have been reached, and thus
Luhmann confines his theory mostly to systems of life, consciousness,
and communication. With respect to machines he writes very clearly: “A
system is either autopoietic or not autopoietic. It cannot be a bit autopoi-
etic. With regard to ‘autos’ it is clear that the operations of a system are
either produced within the system or that they are, in important ways,
predetermined by the environment, for instance through a programme
on the basis of which a computer functions” (2002a, 116). Externally
programmed machines are not autopoietic systems.

3 An example would be the ancient Chinese philosophy of Daoism.
See Moeller (2003).

4 In his earlier publications, Luhmann had used Talcott Parsons’s
concept of systemic “interpenetration” to describe how systems can be
closely tied to each other while being operationally closed. In his later
works he more and more abandoned the Parsonian concept in favor of
Maturana’s.

5 Psychic and social systems also share the medium “sense,” or Sinn
in German. They are both sense-producing systems, see ch. 2 below.

6 According to Luhmann (2002a, 317) the term goes back to Robert
Sears and became prominent by being used in Parsons and Shils (1951).

7 In some English translations of texts by Luhmann, the words
“expression” and “utterance” are used for the German word Mitteilung.
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I hesitate to use “expression” because it is associated with the expression
of “thoughts” or “intentions.” Similarly, “utterance” hints at the exis-
tence of something beyond communication, which is then uttered in
communication. The term “announcement” is a bit more technical and
does not necessarily imply a realm outside of communication coming to
bear within it.

8 For a more detailed discussion of this subject see ch. 14 below.
9 See ch. 1, sec. a above.

10 Sinn is usually translated into English as “meaning.” I prefer
“sense,” first because it is etymologically closer to the German Sinn (used
by Luhmann in connection to Edmund Husserl) and the French sens (as
used by Gilles Deleuze to whom Luhmann also frequently referred, see
ch. 14 below), and, secondly,  because in English one can speak of “mak-
ing sense,” but not of “making meaning.” “Making sense” conveys quite
well the constructivist meaning that Sinn has in Luhmann’s theory. Sinn
is in his terminology an “intentional” product (“making sense”) as
opposed to something that a term or life can essentially “have” (having
meaning).

11 See ch. 12 below.
12 Luhmann borrows the concepts of observation, distinction, and

indication from George Spencer Brown’s Laws of Form.
13 See also ch. 9 below.
14 Luhmann borrows this paradigmatically ambiguous expression

from Heinz von Foerster (1981).
15 See part 3 below.
16 On this concept see von Foerster (1981).
17 Interestingly enough, Buddhist philosophy—from ancient Indian

origins to the contemporary Chinese revival of Tiantai-metaphysics by
Mou Zongsan—seems to have dealt quite similarly with the same prob-
lem, albeit by mostly avoiding notions of subjectivity.

18 See Beyond Good and Evil, 280.
19 One may detect here a faint resemblance to Freud’s famous dissec-

tion of the human psychic identity into three noncongruent and rather
contradictory forces: the id, the ego, and the super-ego. The id has some
similarities to the biological systems, the ego to the system of conscious-
ness, and the super-ego to the social system. For Freud, however, the id,
the ego, and the super-ego remain, in the final analysis, psychic phenomena.
This is not the case with the different systemic realms of systems theory.

20 Here, Luhmann seems to give an implicit explanation of brain
death experiences. Being an operationally-closed autopoietic system, it is
not surprising that consciousness can survive the organism—but it is
empirically unsound to assume that it can survive it for more than a very
short period.
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21 See Luhmann’s article “Beyond Barbarianism” in the translation
section of the present book.

22 For analyses and criticisms of Luhmann’s theory of ecological
communication in English see: Miller (1994) as well as Peterson and
Peterson (2000).

23 See ch. 1, sec. b above.
24 See p. 5 of the English translation.
25 See p. 5 of the English translation.
26 See p. 36 of the English translation.
27 See p. 50 of the English translation.
28 See p. 123 of the English translation.
29 See p. 116 of the English translation.
30 See p. 117–18 of the English translation.
31 For analyses and criticisms of Luhmann’s ethics in English see:

Dallmann (1998) and Neckel and Wolf (1994). See also Luhmann
(1994b).

32 Tractatus logico-philosophicus, 6.42-6.522. 
33 See Moeller (2002) for a discussion of Luhmann’s negative

ethics—and of another negative ethics, the ethics of ancient Chinese
Daoism.

34 One should add: only in Europe. The historically much earlier
invention of mechanical printing in China is a different case. Luhmann
discusses the different social effects of the invention of the printing press
in East Asia in The Society of Society, see Luhmann (1997a, 291).

35 See also ch. 14 below for a brief discussion of Luhmann’s relation
to theories of technology.

36 See Moeller (2002).
37 Regarding this metaphor, Luhmann refers to V.O. Key Jr. (1961).
38 This is the topic of the satirical movie Wag the Dog. As to the

mutual dependency of mass media and politics (and as to the problem of
“censorship”) in the case of the first American Gulf War and its report-
ing, Luhmann (2000a, 8–9) explains: “All that censorship had to do was
to operate according to the ways of the media; it had to contribute to
achieving the desired construction and exclude independent information,
that would hardly have been attainable anyway. Since the war was staged
as a media event from the start and since the parallel action of filming or
interpreting data simultaneously served military and news production
purposes, de-coupling would have brought about an almost total loss of
information in any case. So in order to exercise censorship, not much
more was required than to take the media’s chronic need for information
into account and provide them with new information for the necessary
continuation of programs. Thus, what was mainly shown was the military
machinery in operation. The fact that the victims’ side of the war was
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almost completely erased in the process aroused considerable criticism;
but most likely only because this completely contradicted the picture
built up by the media themselves of what a war should look like.”

39 See ch. 1, sec. b above.
40 Still, the mass media, unlike social systems theory, do not autolog-

ically “reflect” on their second-order observation. Or, as Luhmann
(2000a, 119) puts it, “In the system itself, there is no final figure of the
ambiguous ‘observing system’, no autological realization that whatever is
true for observers is also true for the system that is observing them.”
Luhmann’s theory and the mass media both operate as second-order
observations, but of those two only Luhmann’s theory practices second-
order cybernetics.

41 See ch. 6 above.
42 Luhmann refers to a variety of psychological studies by Bartlett,

Tolman, Abelson, and many others; see the notes to ch. 15 of The Reality
of the Mass Media (Luhmann 2000a) for details.

43 1987, 377; translation modified. 
44 These books, just as most other works by Luhmann (perhaps

because of his antihumanism!?), do not include personal names, but only
subjects in their indices. I traced the names myself and came up with
these results.

45 In “Deconstruction as Second-Order Observing” Luhmann
explains, “Operational closure seems to be the necessary empirical con-
dition of observations.” He further notes: “I underline empirical to insist
that it is not a transcendental apriori in Kant’s sense, based on the dis-
tinction (always distinctions!) between the empirical and the transcen-
dental, the realm of causality and the realm of freedom. But it is a
condition of possibility in Kant’s sense, a condition of the possibility of
observations” (1993a, 774; emphases in the original).

46 This relates to an earlier and more complex formulation of the same
issue in Social Systems: “Kant began with the prejudice that plurality (in the
form of sense data) is given and that unity must be constituted (synthe-
sized). Only separating these aspects, thus posing complexity as a problem,
makes the subject into a subject—indeed, into a subject of the connection
between plurality and union, not only into a producer of synthesis.
Systems theory breaks with Kant’s point of departure and therefore has no
need for a concept of the subject. It replaces it with the concept of self-ref-
erential systems. Then it can say that every unity used in this system
(whether as the unity of an element, the unity of a process, or the unity of
a system) must be constituted by the system itself and cannot be obtained
from its environment” (1995a, 28; translation modified).

47 A very comprehensive analysis of Luhmann’s conceptual shift from
subject to system is presented in Habermas (1987, 368–85).
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48 Luhmann was extremely critical of the Kantian attempt to establish
a practical philosophy grounded on rational principles—he called this flatly
a “disaster” (1997a, 555). See ch. 4, sec. b, “Negative Ethics,” above for
a more detailed analysis of Luhmann’s criticism of Kantian ethics.

49 Interestingly enough, Luhmann expands this criticism quite
broadly when he continues: “But this is not sufficient for answering the
question of the observer. Even more of a failure are the presently fash-
ionable replies: the language game pluralism of a Wittgenstein, the thesis
of cultural relativism, or the plurality of discourses of so-called ‘postmod-
ernism’.”

50 Luhmann leaves it open whether Hegel corrected this failure in his
Logic, which “would have to be further examined” (Luhmann 1988b,
27).

51 The German word “Geisteswissenschaften” (“humanities”) liter-
ally means “sciences of spirit.” Luhmann here clearly implies that theory
has lost its home in the traditional humanities or philosophy. His explicit
refusal to continue the conceptual tradition of terms of consciousness and
subjectivity such as “Geist” is, of course, also a refusal of the conceptual
tradition of the “human.” Luhmann seems to deny a theoretical future
for both Geisteswissenschaften and the humanities. This is in line with one
of his main theoretical counterparts in Germany, the media theoretician
Friedrich Kittler. One of Kittler’s works (1980) is programmatically enti-
tled “Exorcising  the Geist out of the Geisteswissenschaften”(Austreibung
des Geistes aus den Geisteswissenschaften). 

52 One of the most common criticisms of Luhmann is, quite expect-
edly, the claim by Neo-Marxists or leftist intellectuals, that in fact Marx
was right in ascribing a central role to the economy and that Luhmann
makes a decisive error in not recognizing its dominance in capitalist soci-
ety. See, for instance, Wolfe (1998, 146) who describes Luhmann’s
unwillingness “to place the economic system at the center of social organ-
ization” and his conception of society as “one of horizontal functionally
differentiated systems in which no system . . . exerts a centrifugal force”
as a “fundamental weakness.”

53 The term in German is humanistische Unterfüterung. In Luhmann
(1998, 6) it is erroneously translated as “humanist malnourishment.”

54 As explained above, I prefer to translate the German word Sinn as
used by Husserl and Luhmann as “sense” instead of “meaning.” Recent
English translations of Husserl also tend to do this.

55 See ch. 14 below for Luhmann’s later tendency to trace his usage
of this term back to Deleuze rather than to Husserl.

56 See the text on “barbarism” included in this book.
57 See the use of this expression in Luhmann’s text on “barbarism”

included in this book. 
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58 See de Berg and Schmidt  (2000) for extensive documentation of
the reception of Luhmann’s theory in Germany.

59 Rainald Goetz, celebration. 90s. nacht. pop (Frankfurt/Main:
Suhrkamp, 1999), 126–27.

60 The other three concern Luhmann’s eclecticism, his lack of empir-
ical research, and an alleged lack of regard for local or historical varia-
tions. 

61 See section 4, III in Social Systems (Luhmann 1995a) for a discus-
sion of Husserl and Derrida.

62 See Social Systems (Luhmann 1995a, 431) as a relatively early
example.

63 When it comes to deconstruction, Luhmann usually refers to
Jacques Derrida, sometimes, however, he also refers to Paul de Man (see,
for instance, The Society of Society, Luhmann 1997a, vol. I, notes 31, 153,
235 and vol. II, notes 243, 407).

64 In a note to this passage, Luhmann refers to Küppers and Paslack,
1991.

65 See above. Luhmann’s relation to “techno-theoreticians,” such as
the German thinker Friedrich Kittler, is well presented in Winthrop-
Young (2000). See also Maresch and Werber (1999) for more materials
on this aspect.

66 On Deleuze and Luhmann see Wolfe 1998, 116–27.
67 In The Society of Society (1997a, 44, note 44), for instance,

Luhmann first introduces the concept of Sinn by referring to Deleuze’s
Logique du sens and not to Husserl. Throughout the book he repeatedly
refers to Deleuze and his notion of sens (1997a, 49, note 54; 140, note
184; 682, note 161; 1040, note 286; 1100, note 372).
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autopoiesis (Autopoiesis). This concept was coined by the evolutionary
biologists Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela. It literally
means “self-production” (derived from Greek, autos means “self” and
poiesis means “production”) or, by extension, “self-reproduction.” It
was originally used to explain the emergence and reproduction of cells
and bodily systems such as the immune system. Luhmann uses it to
explain the emergence and reproduction of social systems.

The concept of autopoiesis is about origin and proliferation and
can be contrasted with concepts of creation or invention. In
Luhmann’s sociology the concept makes it possible to conceive of
society in terms of the reproduction of life rather than in terms of
mechanical manufacturing.

The Confucians in ancient China, for instance, believed that social
institutions had been invented by certain sage rulers at the beginning
of civilization. For Luhmann, however, social systems cannot be
traced back to an external act of creation or invention. Politics, for
example, was not invented by a person or a group of people, rather it
emerged as a type of communication and proved to be capable of con-
tinuing itself. Over time, political structures, organizations, and pro-
grams took shape within this communication system, recently, for
instance, as parties, ideologies, and elections. These, again, are not
invented or created outside the system and then inserted into it, like
a new kind of computer chip is inserted into an old computer, but are
internal developments within the system. An autopoietic system is its
own product; a computer is not. A good example of the autopoietic
reproduction of communication systems would be committees. Once
committees exist within an organization (such as a university, for
instance), they typically proliferate into more and more committees.
The autopoietic growth of a social system is its self-proliferation.
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An autopoietic system produces and reproduces the elements of
which it consists through the elements of which it consists. 

blind spot (blinder Fleck). The term is metaphorical and articulates a sim-
ple fact. Whenever we look at something, there is something behind
our back. In order to see something we have to establish a point of
view. This point of view is that which we cannot have in view when-
ever we have something in view. Of course, that point of view can be
viewed from another point of view, but this point of view again has its
own blind spot, and so on ad infinitum.

This concept expresses the idea that the very possibility of cog-
nition always presupposes some conditions of cognition, which are
themselves not cognized. There can never be a cognition or a
knowledge of everything. The world as a whole can never be seen—
it cannot be described by any theory, philosophy, or theology. Thus
seeing and cognition are based on not-seeing or not-cognizing.
Paradoxically, seeing (something) is based on blindness (of something
else).

code (Code). Luhmann uses this term to designate the basic distinction
that a social system applies in order to communicate. Codes are
binary, they consist of a positive and a negative value. The legal sys-
tem, for instance, operates on the basis of the code or distinction
legal/illegal. The mass media system operates on the basis of the code
information/noninformation.

If a car drives by on Main Street then the legal system can observe
this event on the basis of the code legal/illegal: Is the speed of the car
legal or illegal? Does the driver have a license? This can be communi-
cated in a courtroom. The mass media will observe the same event on
the basis of the code information/noninformation. If the Queen was
a passenger in the car, then that will be information and reported in
the news; alternatively, if the passenger was you or me, then this will
be noninformation.

cognition (Erkenntnis). Luhmann uses this term in a very broad sense.
Cognition occurs not only in minds but in all kinds of systems: living
systems (cells or immune systems can have cognition of enzymes or
viruses), psychic systems (minds, of course, have cognition) and social
systems (the news mass media, for instance, have cognition of foreign
wars). 

Observing systems are cognitive systems. If a system observes
something, it has cognition. Cognition is always a construction by
means of the operational possibilities of the system. The legal system
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cognizes everything in legal terms. These terms are not constituted by
what is cognized, but by the system itself. Smoking in a restaurant is
not legal or illegal as such. It only becomes legal or illegal because it
is observed by the legal system in terms of the legal code.

Biologically speaking, how we see the world depends on the cog-
nitive capacities of our eyes and brains to produce images. Cognition
is always a construction by an observing system.

communication (Kommunikation). Communication is the type of oper-
ation that society consists of. All social systems are communication
systems and vice versa. Communication is not limited to communica-
tion by language. One can, for instance, also communicate with
money (in the economy) or with grades (in the education system).

For Luhmann, communication does not consist of a substantial
“transfer” of information from sender to receiver. The sender does
not hand anything over to the receiver. Instead, Luhmann suggests a
purely functional model. Communication consists of the three
moments or “selections” of: announcement, information, and under-
standing. Something has to be announced; in other words, something
has to be said or written, or a grade has to be assigned. If you stay
silent, no communication will arise. An announcement has to have
some informative value. The words have to have a meaning, the grade
has to be either A, B, C, D, or F. G does not work. The information
has to be understood, too. If no one listens or if the student is not
familiar with the grading scale, then communication does not func-
tion. You can sing in the shower, but that is not communication.

Luhmann’s purely functional definition of communication can be
illustrated by his peculiar conception of “understanding.” It does not
matter if what is understood is understood “correctly.” It is only
important that the “selection” of understanding takes place at all.
When teaching a large class, there are usually many students who “get
it wrong.” But this does not mean that there is less communication in
these cases. Luhmann holds that, typically, understanding is misun-
derstanding without understanding the “mis” (Luhmann 2000a, 97).

connectivity (Anschlussfähigkeit). Connectivity of operations is the key
for the self-establishment of an autopoietic system. Operations of the
same kind have to be capable of connecting to each other so that a
network of operations arises. In communication systems, communica-
tion has to be able to be continued. If not, the system stops repro-
ducing itself and thus ceases to exist.

Mass media communication, for instance, is obviously going “to
be continued.” Today’s news continues yesterday’s and tomorrow’s
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will continue today’s. For the mass media system to preserve itself it
has to be able to continue itself by its own means. News has to be con-
tinued with news, not with legal or economic communication.
Similarly, in the economy, payments have to be continued with more
payments. If I receive money, I have to be able to spend it again, oth-
erwise there would be no connectivity and the system would collapse.

constructivism (Konstruktivismus). Luhmann subscribes to a “radically
constructivist” concept of society—and not only of society. All cogni-
tion is, for him, construction.

The term “constructivism” can be contrasted with the term “real-
ism.” A simple realism would argue that reality is as it is and that it
can be cognized and represented as such. A constructivist view of real-
ity posits that “reality” only emerges as a result of a construction by
an observer. This does not mean that there is no reality, but that it
emerges as a reality only when it is observed. When a tree falls down
in a forest and no one is there to witness the fall, the tree still falls. But
its sound is real only if it is heard. And how it sounds depends on the
ears of those who hear it. The reality of the sound of the falling tree
is a construction by its observer. There is not one “realistic” sound
that could be heard as such. In order to be able to hear the sound,
one must have a cognitive system that is able to construct sound per-
ception.

contingency (Kontingenz). Contingency means that things could have
been otherwise. For Luhmann, this is an important concept because
observations and distinctions, cognitions and selections are typically
contingent. That specific distinctions in society emerge, such as the
distinction legal/illegal, or government/opposition, is not dictated
by human nature but is the result of a social evolution that could have
taken another course. One may well imagine a society that does not
apply these distinctions and codes. Native American societies, for
instance, did not have a legal or political system in the modern sense.
That we now use specific legal and political distinctions and that they
play such an important role in our society is entirely contingent upon
the specific social circumstances of our times. 

The concept of contingency complements Luhmann’s construc-
tivism. That we observe in specific ways, that we have specific social
systems, and draw specific distinctions (such as legal/illegal) is not
because these distinctions are “out there,” but because specific sys-
tems evolved. The distinctions are made by an observing system and
are thus contingent upon it. Other distinctions could have been
drawn.
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The term “double contingency” (doppelte Kontingenz)  is often
used in reference to the fact that the selections in communication are
contingent upon two sides. Luhmann (2002a, 318) gives the exam-
ple of a warship and a trading vessel that reach an island from differ-
ent sides. The warship wants to attack the trading vessel. They both
have two options: they can either turn southwards or northwards to
sail around the island. If the trading vessel turns north, the warship
will do the same—but if the warship does so, the trading vessel will
turn south.

cybernetics (Kybernetik). Cybernetics, as a scientific concept, can be
traced back to the mathematician Norbert Wiener who published a
book entitled Cybernetics in 1948. As conceived by Wiener, cybernet-
ics analyzes control or steering systems (like the term “government,”
“cybernetics” is derived from the Greek word for “steering”) and
communication systems that operate on the basis of processing infor-
mation. These systems can be biological or physiological systems such
as the nervous system, but also mechanical or electronic systems such
as machines or computers. “Cyberspace” is the realm that is estab-
lished by processing information.

Luhmann aligns himself with the “second-order cybernetics” asso-
ciated with Heinz von Foerster, which presents a new development in
cybernetics that evolved in the 1960s. Second-order cybernetics dif-
fers from “first-order cybernetics” by reflecting on the fact that what
is the case for the cybernetic systems that are observed is also the case
for the observers of those systems since they themselves also operate
as observing systems. Von Foerster uses the term “observing systems”
in its double sense, which indicates that a system that observes can, at
the same time, be observed. Luhmann is referring to the principle of
second-order cybernetics when he says: “In this way, the epistemolo-
gist becomes him/herself a rat in the labyrinth and has to reflect on
the position from which he/she observes the other rats” (Luhmann
1988b, 24).

environment (Umwelt). In Luhmann’s systems theory, a system can only
exist within an environment that is other than itself. The terms “sys-
tem” and “environment” are complementary. A system never exists as
such but only in distinction from something else. In society, the dif-
ferent social systems are within one another’s environment. For the
economy, for instance, other systems such as politics or the legal sys-
tem are in the environment. Since the environment is relative to the
system, there is not one single environment, but a different environ-
ment for every system. There is also a nonsocial environment for
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social systems. As communication systems they depend, for instance,
on the existence of minds and bodies. Psychic and living systems exist
in the environment of social systems. The environment as such is not
a specific system, it is everything other than the system for which it is
the environment.

evolution (Evolution). Systems are not static; they are dynamic and
evolve. New systems emerge. In society, for instance, the mass media
did not always exist. On a larger scale, functional differentiation, that
is, social differentiation into different function systems, did not always
exist. Earlier societies were differentiated differently. Native American
society, for instance, was a tribal society in which different, but simi-
lar social “segments” (the tribes) coexisted; there were no function
systems in the modern sense. The shift from one dominant type of
social differentiation to another is an evolutionary, but not a teleo-
logical, shift. In the process of evolution, structures change, so within
evolution there is a “structural drift.”

Evolutionary processes can be processes of “co-evolution.”
Different systems, particularly when they are structurally coupled,
evolve co-dependently. The evolution of psychic systems and that of
social systems influence one another. How society develops has an
effect on how humans think. How human thinking develops, in turn,
has an effect on how society evolves.

functional differentiation (funktionale Differenzierung). Luhmann
argues that societies’ types of “differentiation” can distinguish them.
“Differentiation” means the way in which society is divided. The basic
type of differentiation in a tribal society, for instance, is “segmen-
tary”—different tribes are segments that exist next to each other and
the basic dividing lines in society are those between the tribes. In a
society based on “stratified differentiation,” the basic divisions are
those between the social strata or classes. Here it matters not so much
which tribe you belong to, but rather whether you are an aristocrat or
a peasant. Today’s “world society” is dominated by functional differ-
entiation, that is, by the dividing lines between the different function
systems, namely, the economy, politics, the education system, and so
forth. One studies in the education system, shops in the economy sys-
tem, and watches TV in the mass media system. 

information (Information). Luhmann uses the term “information” in
two different senses. First, it is one of the moments or “selections”
that constitute communication (see the entry for “communication”
above). Second, the distinction information/noninformation is the
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basic code of the mass media. Everything that is selected and reported
or broadcast by the mass media is information. Once it is broadcast,
it turns into noninformation. Today’s news is information.
Tomorrow, tomorrow’s news will be information and today’s news
noninformation.

irritation (Irritation). “Irritation” is the somewhat problematic transla-
tion of a German word that is spelled identically. In German, however,
to irritate (irritieren) does not mean “to bother” or “to annoy,” but,
more precisely, “to distract” or “to perturb.” “Perturbation” might
therefore be a less misleading translation.

Luhmann uses this somewhat odd term to avoid the implication
of any “simplistic” cause-effect or input-output pattern when it
comes to describing how two or more systems affect each other.
Operationally-closed systems cannot immediately interfere with one
another’s operations. They do not function like a pop machine that
will invariably give you the same drink every time you insert a dol-
lar and push a certain button. What happens in one system does not,
in the strict sense, “cause” a specific reaction in another system, but
rather triggers certain developments or “resonance.” When, for
instance, the mass media system reports a political scandal, it does
not cause one and only one specific effect in the political system. It
rather “perturbs” the political system so that, most likely, politics
cannot go on as if nothing had happened. It cannot be predicted
with certainty whether the president will step down or whether he
will lose the next election. This is decided in the political system
alone.

medium (Medium) and form (Form). Luhmann’s specific usage of the
term “medium” (and its conceptual brother “form”) is borrowed
from a rather obscure theorist of the early twentieth century named
Fritz Heider. A medium consists of elements in “loose coupling” that
can take on forms in “strict coupling.” Sand on the beach, for
instance, is a medium that exists in loose coupling. If you walk on it,
then there will be footprints; in other words, the medium will take on
specific forms in strict coupling. Another, more scientific example is
the medium of light. In strict coupling, the forms of visible objects
can be perceived. A medium provides for an extremely wide but nev-
ertheless limited realm of forms to take on shape. 

The most general medium for Luhmann is “sense” (see entry
below). It is a medium that is used in communication as well as in
thought. It is shared by psychic and social systems. A thought or a
gesture is a specific “form” that the medium of sense can take on.
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Language, too, is a medium. Every word or sentence is a “form”
that language takes on. Language, as well as the more general
medium of “sense,” can be used in social as well as in psychic systems.
We can communicate and think in language. Language is therefore a
medium for communication.

In communication, there are media of dissemination (Verbreit-
ungsmedien) such as writing, print, TV, or radio.

Luhmann also speaks of “symbolically generalized communication
media” (symbolisch generalisierte Kommunikationsmedien). Like all
media, these specific media serve the function of increasing the likeli-
hood of successful communication. The symbolically generalized
medium of money, for instance, makes economic communication
more likely to succeed. By spending money—and thus by communi-
cating economically—one allows those who receive the money to
continue economic communication by spending it again. Without
money, it is difficult to have an economy as a social system. Other
such media are power in politics and truth in science.

memory (Gedächtnis). Luhmann uses this term primarily in a metaphor-
ical sense. Memory, for him, is not (so much) the individual’s mental
capacity to literally keep things in mind, but the social capacity to pro-
duce general knowledge, to produce that which is known to be
known about in society.

For Luhmann, social memory is not a “storehouse,” it does not
keep alive what was in the past, but provides options for the present.
The mass media system illustrates this very well. The mass media do
not store all the facts of the past, but they present what is presently
known to be known about. They perform a daily production of mem-
ory. They inform society of what is fashionable, ethical, funny, and so
forth on a daily basis.

observation (Beobachtung). An observation is an act of distinguishing
(Unterscheiden) and indicating (Bezeichnen). In order to watch TV,
for instance, you have to be able to observe the TV screen; that is to
say, you have to be able to distinguish the screen from the flowerpot
behind it. An observational distinction indicates that which is
observed and does not indicate that which is not observed. When you
watch TV, you can indicate what is happening in the movie, but you
cannot indicate what is happening in the flowerpot behind it.

Luhmann is particularly interested in “observing systems.” Social
systems are observing systems. The legal system, for instance,
observes what is happening by applying the legal code. It can, for
instance, observe a car crash in legal terms. It will observe if the driver
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was intoxicated, if she had a valid license, and so on. A doctor will
look at other aspects such as which inner organs have been injured or
how much blood was lost. By observing something, that which is
observed and indicated is distinguished from what is not observed
and indicated.

Observing systems can in turn be observed. This is second-
order observation, namely, the observation of an observation.
Many contemporary social systems observe in the mode of second-
order observation. When we watch TV coverage of a war, we do
not watch the war but the observation of the war by the TV station
or network. In the science system, academics typically observe how
other academics have observed. This book, for instance, observes
Luhmann’s observations.

operation (Operation). Operations are what systems consist of; operating
is what systems do. Different types of systems consist of different
types of operations. Psychic systems, for instance, think and feel,
whereas living systems consist of biological operations, and social sys-
tems communicate. Your mind consists of the thoughts you think and
the emotions you feel. Legal communication consists of what is said
in the courtroom and what is written in legal documents.

Autopoietic systems are operationally closed. No other system can
interfere in their operations. They can only continue their operations
by themselves. No one, for instance, can think or feel for you; there is
no immediate external interference possible. The same is true, accord-
ing to Luhmann, for social systems. You can only continue economic
communication by further economic communication. You can only
buy something by spending money, not by watching a commercial on
TV or by making a political speech.

Operational closure goes along with cognitive openness. By being
operationally closed and differentiated from its environment, a system
can have cognition of its environment. Once a system has reached
operational closure, it can observe the environment in its own terms.
Once the legal system has closed itself operationally, it can observe
everything as being either legal or illegal.

re-entry (re-entry). Luhmann borrows this term from the logician
George Spencer Brown. Formally speaking, it designates the re-entry
of a distinction into what is distinguished.

A system distinguishes itself from its environment and thereby
constitutes itself as a system. This is true for a cell or a mind as well as
for social systems. Once a system has established itself by distinguish-
ing itself from the environment, it can reintroduce this distinction
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within itself. It can, so to speak, become aware of this distinction. In
the mass media system, for instance, the editors of a newspaper can
reflect on the possible effects that exposing a political scandal will have
on the political system as well as on their own newspaper. These
effects will, of course, be different. When the editors discuss their
decision at a meeting, they will do this by re-entering the distinction
between the mass media and the political system into the mass media
system.

The concept of re-entry is closely related to the concepts of self-
reference and other-reference (see below).

self-reference and other-reference (Selbstreferenz, Fremdreferenz). These
concepts are rather simple although they sound very technical. A sys-
tem that has distinguished between itself and its environment and, by
way of re-entry, has copied this distinction into itself, can, quite nat-
urally, distinguish between itself and its environment. It can therefore
refer to itself or to its environment when communicating (if it is a
communication system). The mass media system can refer to itself by
apologizing for an error in a news report or by sending a spot that
advertises a new program. These would be instances of self-reference.
It can also refer to its environment, for instance, to politics, when
reporting on an election, or to sports, when showing a hockey game.
These would be instances of other-reference.

semantics (Semantik). Semantics is the general term for the specific ways
in which society produces meaning or how it makes sense of things.
Intimate relationships, for instance, are nowadays usually made sense
of in terms of passion, love, trust, partnership, and so on. These
notions constitute the semantics of love. This was not always the case.
In other societies, intimate relationships were not so much based on
love but on economic or other social considerations. In Chinese soci-
ety, for instance, the phrase “I love you” was not used between part-
ners until recently. The semantics of intimacy was different in
China—but now, under the influence of the global mass media system
and other social factors, the semantics has changed. In politics, to give
another example, the currently dominant semantics is centered on
notions such as democracy, liberty, and freedom. This semantics can
be viewed as a product of Western modernity.

Semantics usually changes with a change in social structures such
as the family and politics. When the family structure changed to the
modern Western type of “core family,” semantic changes in love were
introduced. Structural changes often precede semantic changes. It
usually takes time for a new semantics to develop when structural
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changes have taken place. In politics, for instance, there has been a
shift from national structures to global structures. Still, the traditional
semantics of democracy and liberty that were developed in connection
with the nation-state continue to dominate public discourse.

sense (Sinn). When Luhmann uses the German term Sinn in his earlier
works, he often refers back to Edmund Husserl’s phenomenological
concept of Sinn. In his later works he sometimes refers to the
(French) notion of sens developed by Gilles Deleuze. Because of these
connections, it is more appropriate to translate Sinn as “sense” than
as “meaning” (as most other translators do).

Sense is the “universal medium” (Universalmedium) shared by
psychic and social systems. Both thinking and communicating operate
on the basis of sense. Relating back to Luhmann’s understanding of
the term “medium” (see entry above), we may say that sense is the
“sand” into which each concrete thought or communication imprints
a specific footprint. A specific sense is therefore always produced or
constructed. It is not already “out there,” but a production of psychic
or social systems. Minds and social systems “make sense” in the literal
meaning of this phrase.

Since the making of sense is always a construction by a system, it
can also be defined as a selection within a horizon of what is possible.
By thinking this specific thought (for instance, “I should leave now,
otherwise I will drink too much”) we do not think another thought
(“I should stay longer because it’s getting fun”) that is equally within
the horizon of the possible. 

society (Gesellschaft). Society, for Luhmann, is not constituted by human
beings, but by communication. It consists, functionally speaking, not
of you and me, but of the different communication systems, such as
politics, the economy, and education. These are, to use a biological
metaphor, the “organisms” that constitute society. Just as a body
consists of the biological “operations” that go on within it (blood
circulation, metabolism, brain activity) and a psychic system consists
of the thoughts and feelings in the mind, society consists of the com-
munications that go on within it—of what is said, printed, and
broadcast.

structural coupling (strukturelle Kopplung). In his later works,
Luhmann increasingly uses the term “structural coupling” (borrowed
from the biologist Humberto Maturana) to replace the term “inter-
penetration” (borrowed from the sociologist Talcott Parsons). In his
Introduction to Systems Theory, Luhmann states that he is not sure
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whether it is necessary to distinguish at all between these two con-
cepts (Luhmann 2002a, 268).

The concept of structural coupling serves the purpose of explain-
ing how systems that are autopoietic and operationally closed (see
above) can still be connected and, what is more, how they “existen-
tially” depend on each other. Without the existence of bodies and
minds, that is, of biological and psychic systems, there cannot be com-
munication. The dead cannot speak. This interdependence of differ-
ent operationally-closed systems is called “structural coupling.”
Structural coupling not only means that the existence of two systems
is codependent, but also that what happens in one system will have a
great effect on the other system—these systems will co-evolve (see the
entry for “evolution” above). Our minds are structurally coupled with
social systems. Our thinking develops or evolves along with social evo-
lution.

There are also numerous structural couplings between social sys-
tems. The mass media system is structurally coupled with, for
instance, the political system and the economy. News serves the func-
tion of structurally coupling the mass media with politics, and adver-
tising structurally couples the mass media with the economy. 

system (System). Luhmann is particularly interested in autopoietic and
operationally-closed systems (see entry above). Such systems can be
biological (cells, the immune system), psychic (the mind), or social
(the economy, politics). As a social theorist, Luhmann focuses largely
on social systems. Social systems consist of communication, not of
people (see entry for “society” above). Within the social system as a
whole there are numerous “subsystems” such as the mass media, the
economy, and politics. These subsystems are function systems because
they all have their specific function within society.

The concept of the system is relative to the concept of an envi-
ronment (see entry above). A system is always within an environment.
The two concepts are interdependent.

unmarked space (unmarked space).This term is closely related to the
concept of the “blind spot” (see entry above). Luhmann borrowed it
from George Spencer Brown.

Like the “blind spot,” the concept of the “unmarked space”
expresses the idea that whenever something is observed, something
else remains unobserved. In order to focus on something, other
things have to be excluded from sight.

The mass media system, for instance, tends to observe scandals
and thereby tends to ignore what is not scandalous.
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In the currently dominant conception of society, . . . epistemo-
logical obstacles1 are found in the form of four connected and
mutually supporting assumptions, namely the supposition

1. that a society consists of concrete human beings and rela-
tions between human beings;2

229

Appendix A

From
The Society of Society

NIKLAS LUHMANN

Translated by Hans-Georg Moeller

This excerpt is a translation of pages 24–35 of Die Gesellschaft der Gesellschaft
(Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, 1997). Used by permission of Suhrkamp.
1 Luhmann refers to a concept of Gaston Bachelard and to Bachelard’s study La
formation de l’esprit scientifique; Contribution  à  une Psychanalyse de la connais-
sance objective (Paris: 1947). He also refers to Anthony Wilden, Systems and
Structure: Essays in Communication and Exchange (London: 1980), 205ff.—
Trans.
2 Actually, the problem connected with this supposition was clear to sociology
from the beginning. In Durkheim’s work, for instance, one reads: “la société n’est
pas une simple somme d’individus, mais le système formé par leur association
représente une réalité spécifique qui a ses caractères propres.” (‘Society is not a
simple sum of individuals, but the system formed by their association which rep-
resents a specific reality with its own characteristics.’) In Les règles de la méthode
sociologique, 127, quoted from the eighth edition (Paris, 1927). The unclarity
only consisted in determining the specificity of this association. Because: can one
conceive of association without the associated? As long as this theoretical gap is
not filled, there will always be relapses. Even newer types of systems theory that
introduce the concept of self-reference sometimes work with the assumption that
social systems consist of human beings. To quote a philosopher, a physicist, a biol-
ogist, and a sociologist: cf. Pablo Navarro, El holograma social: Una ontología de
la socialidad humana (Madrid, 1994); Mario Bunge, “A Systems Concept of 
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2. that society is consequently constituted or at least integrated
by consensus between human beings, correspondence 
of their opinions, and complementarity of their goal 
definitions;

3. that societies are regional and territorially limited units, so
that Brazil is a different society from Thailand, the US dif-
ferent from Russia, and then, supposedly, also Uruguay a
different society from Paraguay;

4. and that therefore societies can be observed from the out-
side just as groups of people or territories.

The assumptions made in (1) through (3) prevent a more exact
conceptual definition of the object of society. Tradition had
described “the human being” (as distinct from animals) with the
help of distinctions (such as reason, rationality, will, imagination,
emotion, morality) that, as transmitted ideas, were revised but not
specified, neither empirically nor in their manner of operation.
These distinctions seemed to be sufficient for mutual clarifications,
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Society: Beyond Individualism and Holism,” Theory and Decision 10 (1979):
13–30; Humberto R. Maturana, “Man and Society,” in Autopoiesis,
Communication and Society: The Theory of Autopoietic System in the Social Sciences,
ed. Frank Benseler, Peter M. Hejl, and Wolfram K. Köck (Frankfurt, 1980),
11–13; Peter M. Hejl, Sozialwissenschaft als Theorie selbstreferentieller Systeme
(Frankfurt, 1982). Such a confusion, however, makes it impossible to precisely
indicate the operation that performs the autopoiesis in the respective cases of
organic, neurophysiological, psychic, and social systems. Typically, the concession
is still made that the whole human being is not part of the social system, but only
insofar as the human being interacts with or actualizes sense-identical (parallel)
experiences with others. See for instance Peter M. Hejl, “Zum Begriff des
Individuums—Bemerkungen zum ungeklärten Verhältnis von Psychologie und
Soziologie,” in Systeme erkennen Systeme: Individuelle, soziale und methodische
Bedingungen systemischer Diagnostik, ed. Günter Schiepek (Munich, 1987),
115–54, esp. 128. This does not help the case, but worsens it, because then one
can less than ever before indicate which operation processes this “insofar” dis-
tinction—obviously neither cellular chemistry nor the brain nor consciousness
nor social communication, but if need be, an observer who distinguishes accord-
ingly. The typical escape route is then to not discuss at all the operations that con-
stitute the system, but rather to construct the theory only on the level of
“variables” whose selection, however, can no longer be theoretically controlled.
As an example see B. Abbott Segraves, “Ecological Generalization and Structural
Transformation of Sociocultural Systems,” American Anthroplogist 76 (1974):
530–52.
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but they did not allow for a clarification of their neurophysiological
basis.3 As “anthropological” concepts they offer even fewer possi-
bilities for being connected with the distinction psychic/social.
Difficulties only increase when one gives up these distinctions and
instead ascribes importance to the possibility of scientific and
empirical labeling. Human individuality starts to become an issue in
the mid-eighteenth century—and thus significantly earlier than the
industrial revolution—with respect to the peculiarities of the asso-
ciations and emotional activity of the singular being.4 This leads to
the breakdown of the traditional cosmological placement of
humans within an order that assigns them a rank and a lifestyle.
Instead, the relation between the individual and society now
becomes a problem. In whatever way the traditional concepts, espe-
cially “reason,” are continued, obviously not everything that indi-
vidualizes humans (if anything) belongs to society. Society does not
weigh exactly as much as all human beings together, and its weight
also does not change with every birth and every death. It is not
reproduced by an exchange of macro-molecules within singular
human cells or with the exchange of cells within the organisms of
individual people. Society is therefore not a living thing. The neu-
rophysiological processes of the brain that are inaccessible even for
consciousness will not be seriously regarded as social processes; and
the same is true for all that goes on in the form of perceptions and
sequences of thoughts within the actual area of awareness of a sin-
gle consciousness. In this situation, Georg Simmel, who attributed
this problem to modern individualism, preferred to sacrifice the
concept of society over the sacrificing of the sociological interest in
individuals. Aggregated concepts—and this was what the problem
looked like to him—were altogether problematic and should be
replaced by relational theories. After all, astronomy too was not a
theory of “the firmament.”5
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3 On the basis of contemporary research one presumably has to declare that that
which is experienced and designated as reason, will, emotion, etc., is a subsequent
interpretation of already present results of neurophysiological operations, and
thus seems to serve their further conscious treatment, but is by no means the
decisive origin of human behavior. See for instance Brian Massumi, “The
Autonomy of Affect,” Cultural Critique 31 (1995): 83–109.
4 Cf. James L. Clifford, ed., Man versus Society in Eighteenth Century Britain
(Cambridge, 1968).
5 Thus in: Über sociale Differenzierung, quoted from Georg Simmel,
Gesamtausgabe, vol. 2 (Frankfurt, 1989), 109–295, esp. 126.
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When it is no longer evident that society naturally consists of
concrete human beings to whom solidarity is prescribed as ordi-
nata concordia and, especially, as ordinata caritas, a theory of con-
sensus can be a conceptual replacement. This leads to a
revitalization and radicalization of the teachings of a social contract
in the seventeenth and eighteenth century.6 The concept of nature,
at least for Hobbes, is reduced to something external to society,
while others (Pufendorf, for example) reduce it to an inclination to
make contracts. This theory, however, had to be discarded
promptly. It was juridically circular and thus it could not explain
the inviolable and irredeemable mandatoriness of the contract, and
historically, in the face of quickly increasing historical knowledge,
it could only be treated as fiction lacking any explanatory merit. Its
heirs in the nineteenth century were theories of consensus and
conceptions of solidarity and integration that drew on consensus.
Once more thinned out, there finally comes the call for the “legit-
imacy” of those institutions that can enforce order even when con-
sensus is lacking, i.e., in the face of resistance. Sociology begins in
this way with Emile Durkheim and Max Weber. Notwithstanding
all concessions to reality, integration based on consensus was and
continues to be the principle by which society is identified as a
unity or, one could say, as an “individual.”

This body of teaching, however, collapses when one asks more
persistently how consensus, in a psychologically realizable sense,
should be possible at all, and also how a sufficiently harmonized
direction of coordinated expectations should be attained in this
way. Max Weber had already made a first step when he reduced the
problem to type-coercion (Typenzwang) as the condition for
understanding any sense that is meant socially. Parsons, here more
a follower of Durkheim, sees the solution in a consensus of values
that reacts to increasing differentiation with increasing generaliza-
tion. With these built-in renunciations of concretizations one can
take into account the individuality of actors as well as the com-
plexity of the social system, but one also addresses that which can
still be called society with such thinned-out concepts that the the-
ory can only work in regard to sufficiently dense parts of society.
Moreover, it would have to be denied, consequently and against
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6 In regard to contemporary discussions cf. A. Carbonaro and C. Catarsi, eds.,
Contrattualismo e science sociali (Milan, 1992).
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better knowledge, that social conflicts, dissention, and deviance
belong to society, or one would have to be content with assuring
that even this would imply some kind of consensus (for instance,
in regard to the offense factor of specific insults). Conversely, John
Rawls feels himself forced to postulate a “veil of ignorance” for the
initial situation of a contract-like establishment of principles of jus-
tice, a veil that prevents individuals from knowing their position
and interests7—and he thus assumes individuals without individu-
ality. But this is obviously only another way of making the paradox
of any recourse to origins invisible.

Another consequence of the assumption that individuals mate-
rialize society through their actions lies in the hypothesis that
structural problems of society (for example, too intense differenti-
ation without sufficient integration, or contradictions in the struc-
tures and behavioral demands of society) appear as individual
abnormal behavior and that this is how they can be empirically
observed. With respect to this, the classic work is Durkheim’s book
on suicide8—but instability of families, criminality, drug abuse, and
the retreat from social engagement could also be listed. Individuals
may choose their own personal reactions to “anomy,” but basically
these cases represent functionally equivalent attitudes that, to the
sociologist, serve as indicators of problems with roots that have to
be traced back to society. But even if such connections can be sta-
tistically established, the question of why individuals show symp-
toms of social pathologies, or why they do not, remains. One
would have to reflect primarily on the structural problems of soci-
ety that are prone to be transformed into individual abnormal
behavior. The ecological problems at the very least make it imper-
ative to face this question.

All this should make sociology doubt whether it should ascribe
any role at all to consensual integration in constituting society. It
would suffice to assume that communication, in the course of its
own continuation, produces identities, references, its own-values
(Eigenwerte), and objects—no matter what individual human
beings experience when they are confronted with these.9
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7 See in German translation, John Rawls, Eine Theorie der Gerechtigkeit (Frankfurt,
1975), 27 ff.
8 See Emile Durkheim, Le suicide: Etude de sociologie (Paris, 1897).
9 This interpretation is crucially inspired by the “social behaviorism” of George
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This line of argument converges with a version of systems the-
ory that (in regard to concept and reality) relies on the distinction
between system and environment. If one proceeds from the sys-
tem/environment distinction, one has to assign the human being,
as a living and consciously experiencing being, either to the system
or to its environment. (A division into two or three and a corre-
sponding distribution is empirically impossible.) If one would con-
sider human beings a part of the social system, then this would
force one to interpret the theory of differentiation as a theory of
the distribution of human beings—be it into strata, nations, eth-
nicities, or groups. In this way one would end up with a blatant
contradiction of the concept of human rights, especially the con-
cept of equality. Such a “humanism” would consequently fail as a
result of its own concepts. The only remaining possibility is to con-
ceive of the human being altogether—with body and soul—as a
part of the environment of society.

The fact that a humanist concept of society is still supported,10

even in the face of all the evident discrepancies and in spite of the
well-known philosophical criticisms of anthropological founda-
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Herbert Mead who, nevertheless, is continuously reintegrated into the common
consensus theory and thus misunderstood in regard to his decisive point. Still,
Mead is interested primarily in the production of permanent objects as stabiliz-
ers of the behavior that flows from event to event, and only secondarily in the
fact that such objects can also function as symbols of conforming views—but as
symbols precisely because consensus can never be controlled under the condition
of the simultaneous event-likeness of experience and action. His focus is mainly
on a theory of time and only secondarily on a social theory based on necessary
fictions. The question is how sociality is possible at all under the condition of
simultaneousness (“incontrollability”); and the answer is: through the constitu-
tion of objects as “own-values” (Eigenwerte) of behavior that flows in time. See
most importantly the essay “Eine behavioristische Erklärung des signifikanten
Symbols,” and (referring to Whitehead) “Die Genesis der Identität  und die
soziale Kontrolle,” both quoted from the German translation in George Herbert
Mead, Gesammelte Aufsätze, vol. 1 (Frankfurt, 1980), 290–98 and 299–328.
For a criticism of social contract theories that uses the concept of a quasi-objet
see also Michael Serres, Genese (Paris, 1982), 146 ff. What Serres has in mind,
however, is only the exceptional case that symbolic objects are specifically con-
structed to enable social coordination. The discussion in the text above goes far
beyond this.
10 Thus today in an especially focused (and exactly therefore rather untypical)
manner: Günter Dux, Geschlecht und Gesellschaft: Warum wir lieben: Die roman-
tische Liebe nach dem Verlust der Welt (Frankfurt, 1994).
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tions,11 is presumably due to the fear that otherwise one would
lose any basis for evaluating society and thus any right to demand
that society should be “humane.” But even if this were the case,
one should still, in the first place, be able to determine independ-
ently of those criteria what society makes out of human beings and
why this happens.

Similarly evident objections speak against the territorial concept
of society.12 More than ever before, worldwide interdependencies
interfere in all details of social processes. If one were to ignore this,
one would have to retreat to a concept of society defined on the
basis of domination or cultural nostalgia. One would have to make
the concept of society dependent on arbitrarily drawn borders
between states13 or one would have to relate it—in spite of all the
implied vagueness—to a unity of a regional “culture,” to language,
or to similar things. All important conditions for further develop-
ment would then be left to other concepts such as the “global sys-
tem.”14 For Anthony Giddens, the concept of society is
synonymous with the nation-state and therefore nearly superflu-
ous; consequently there is only talk of the “world-embracing”
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11 See Martin Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, 6th ed., §10 (Tübingen, 1949), 45ff. for
the best-known case.
12 The objections are certainly familiar and especially fostered by authors who
start with the assumption of individuals/persons. See, for instance: Tim Ingold,
Evolution and Social Life (Cambridge, England, 1996), 119 ff. These objections
are, however, typically presented against a systems theoretical concept of soci-
ety—as if systems theory was supposed to indicate spatial and temporal borders of
systems. We thus have a twofold problem, namely (1) to explain why sociologists
do not take notice of evident reservations against the territorial concept, and (2)
to formulate systems theory as a foundation of social theory in such a way that it
is not dependent on time and space in its definition of the borders of society.
13 A sharp critic of this concept of a state society points out that according to it in
the present century the Federal Republic of Germany, the German Democratic
Republic and Austria would have been at various times one society and several soci-
eties. See Immanuel Wallerstein, “Societal Development, or Development of the
World-System,” International Sociology 1 (1986): 3–17, reprinted in Globalization,
Knowledge and Society, edited by Martin Albrow and Elisabeth King (London,
1990), 158–71. On the other hand, Wallerstein especially holds on to a regional
understanding of society and otherwise only speaks of a “world-system.”
14 See only Wilbert E. Moore, “Global Sociology: The World as a Singular
System,” American Journal of Sociology 71 (1966): 475–82; Roland Robertson,
Globalization: Social Theory and Global Culture (London, 1992).
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character of modern institutions.15 However, the concept of the
global system would thus be the true successor of that which was
traditionally called “society” (societas civilis). If one ties the con-
cept of society to premises centered on domination or values, then
one is underestimating not only the complexity and variety of com-
municational compounds, but also, and primarily, the degree to
which the “information society” communicates worldwide with-
out a center and in a connectionist fashion through networks—a
trend which in the foreseeable future will certainly be amplified by
computerization.

Humanist and regionalist (national) concepts of society no
longer qualify as serious theoretical competitors; they only survive
in linguistic conventions. Thus today’s sociological theory leaves
an ambiguous, two-faced impression: it makes use of concepts that
have not let go of their connection with tradition, but still allows
questions that may go beyond the traditional scope.16 It employs
the concept of action as a fundamental notion so that it can deal
with event-like final units—and to be able to remind us over and
over again that only individual human beings can act. It forms the
concept of the global system in order to acknowledge globaliza-
tions—and to leave the concept of society to the level of the
nation-state. In the case of a humanist concept of society, too
much is included; in the case of a territorial one, too little. In both
cases clinging to such unusable concepts might be explained by the
wish to think of society as something that can be observed from
the outside. With these concepts, however, one is forced to rely on
an epistemology that has long become obsolete—an epistemology
that proceeds from the distinction thought/being, understand-
ing/thing, subject/object and that thus can only conceive of the
real process of cognition on the one side of the distinction as
reflection. At least since the linguistic turn in philosophy this has
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15 Thus in: The Consequences of Modernity (Stanford, CA: 1990), 12ff,  esp.16;
furthermore 63 ff. in detail on “globalization.”
16 See in this regard (as concerns its application in the development of cybernetic
systems theory) the concept of a “skeuomorph” taken from archeological anthro-
pology in N. Katherine Hayles, “Boundary Disputes: Homeostasis, Reflexivity,
and the Foundations of Cybernetics,” Configurations 3 (?) (1994): 441–67; “A
Skeuomorph is a design feature, no longer functional in itself, that refers back to
an avatar that was functional at an earlier time” (446).
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been abandoned—notwithstanding all the logical problems that
one trades in by the switch to a “naturalized epistemology”
(Quine). But why is it so hard for sociology to make this turn too?

Perhaps the reason is that it knows society too well (or at least
that it has to pretend this) to find it attractive to conceive of itself
as a part of its reality. One wants to oppose society or at least to
remain in resolute resignation in the Frankfurt style. But this
would also, and especially then, be possible if sociology would rec-
ognize its own theory as a part of its object. It could copy the
lightness and indirectness of the facial expression with which
Perseus beheaded Medusa (and sociology too is only about
heads).17 Remember that theology invented the figure of the devil
for the purpose of observing God and His creation, and that the
great Sophists of the nineteenth century, like Marx, Nietzsche, and
Freud, have been characterized by their “incongruent perspec-
tives.”18 Thus, the problem rather seems to have to do with the log-
ical and theoretical difficulties that one has to face when one works,
as linguistics says, with “autological” concepts and forces oneself to
discover oneself in one’s object—and to discover sociology as a self-
description of society. In its final consequences this leads to a situa-
tion in which one can hold on to the idea that reality can be
recognized by the resistance it offers, but has to admit that such
resistance against communication can only be achieved through
communication. If one could accept this, the subject/object dis-
tinction could thus be “deconstructed,”19 and the hidden founda-
tion of the dominating epistemological obstacles would be taken
away. Then, one could let the humanist and regionalist conceptual
traditions collapse under their own uselessness.

Given the present understanding of science, sociology can
hardly refrain from the claim to explain phenomena of social
reality. This again requires that the phenomena that are to be
explained are distinguished, and that the characteristics by
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17 This is suggested by Italo Calvino in his Lezioni Americani: Sei propost per il
prossimo millenio (Milan, 1988), 6f. See also Niklas Luhmann, “Sthenographie,”
Delfin X (1988): 4–12, also in Niklas Luhmann et al., Beobachter: Konvergenz der
Erkenntnistheorien? (Munich, 1990), 119–37.
18 Kenneth Burke, Permanence and Change (New York, 1935).
19 See only Paul de Man, The Resistance to Theory (Minneapolis, 1986); formu-
lated in the terminology of language and text.
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which they are distinguished are pointed out as precisely as pos-
sible. What-is-questions such as: what is a company?, what is a
social movement?, what is a city?, already require, simply as
questions, the indication of essential characteristics, i.e., essen-
tialist concepts that today are no longer grounded in nature but
in the methodological demands of scientific research. Therefore
it has to be asked: how is sociology supposed to formulate a the-
ory of society if it cannot indicate what it is looking for with
such a concept?

Note, however, that with this type of what-question sociology is
brought to a state of permanent restlessness, i.e., that it establishes
itself as an autopoietic system. There can be no final answer to such
questions, no fixed point beyond the reach of further research, but
only the observation of which effects the various conceptual deci-
sions have. In the mode of second-order (self-) observation, i.e., in
the mode of constructivist epistemology, all the provided character-
istics are thus dissolved again so that one can see both their neces-
sity for the conduction of research and their contingency. They are,
so to speak, self-determinations to experiment with; they are
research programs that are indispensable but exchangeable, if it is at
all about the distinction between truth and falsity.

In the broad field of interdisciplinary studies today there is an
ample supply of research that accounts for this situation, for
instance, the explanation of all kinds of cognition on the basis of
the operational closure of cognitive systems; or the mathematics of
nonlinear functions and of the prognosis of the unpredictable
called chaos theory; or the evolutionary theory of the accidental
initiation of structure formations. We will, when necessary, make
use of these. In the case of sociology, especially, these desiderata
contribute to a theory of society, since with society sociology is
given an object that always has already produced by itself that
which research needs as the determination of its object (or as
essential characteristics). It can therefore only be the question how
this fact can be accounted for by determining what the concept of
society is to designate.

The following investigations venture this transition to a radi-
cally antihumanist, a radically antiregionalist, and a radically con-
structivist concept of society.20 Of course, they do not deny that
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20 One can, of course, deny that the expectations of a theory of society can be
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human beings exist, and they also do not deny the stark differences
in living conditions in the different regions of the earth. They only
abstain from inferring from these facts a criterion for the definition
of society and a determination of the limits of the corresponding
object. And it is exactly this abstention that makes it possible to
recognize normative and evaluative standards for dealing with
human beings—for instance, human rights or communication
norms oriented towards understanding in the Habermasian
sense—and, finally, the attitudes towards the developmental differ-
ences between regions as society’s own products instead of assum-
ing that they are regulative ideas or components of the concept of
communication. The preliminary question still remains: how does
society induce itself to make this and other topics critical?

Nietzsche had already (in On the Use and Disadvantages of
History for Life) rebelled against his contemporaries’ dependency
on history and diagnosed their ironic if not cynical consciousness
by pointing out: it no longer works in this way, but it does not
work in any other way either. This diagnosis may still be accurate,
but instead of irony one rather finds a theoretically helpless
predicament. Therefore it does not help if one opts for life instead
of history and ties life to the ability to forget. The suggestion for
today is instead to make better use of the theoretical resources that
are actually available—not least for the sake of restoring the rela-
tion to history and the semantic burdens inherited from it.
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fulfilled in this way. Thus Thoman Schwinn, “Funktion und Gesellschaft:
Konstante Probleme trotz Paradigmawechsel in der Systemtheorie Niklas
Luhmanns,” Zeitschrift für Soziologie 24 (1995): 196–214. But then what is
expected as a theory of society should be more precisely indicated and justified.
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I
It is an old rhetorical technique: when assertions cannot be proven
or are hard to prove, amplify the assertion. Thus in late Latin rheto-
ric, one goes from virtue to true virtue; in today’s politics there is a
demand for real reforms. One finds in today’s stores naturally pure
fruits. And the latest fashion in epistemology is called “radical con-
structivism.” The more such amplifiers are added, the more suspi-
cion is aroused. The more constructivism distinguishes itself from
other epistemologies by naming itself “radical,” the more one will
therefore doubt if this theory has now (for the first time) found a
solution to the problem of cognition, and even whether it has done
its homework properly. Those who remember what Kant (in regard
to Descartes) called “problematic idealism,”1 will find it hard to dis-
cern what is principally new about what radical constructivism says.

One understands how it comes to a self-designation as radical:
in fact there are weaker, undecided yes/but versions of construc-
tivism. One takes note of all arguments that seem to lead toward
this direction, but then one says that one should not express one-
self so harshly, that cognition could not be understood as exclu-
sively constructive, because, after all, one would have to assume
some kind of relation to reality.2
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1 Kritik der reinen Vernunft, 274f.
2 See, for instance, Michael A. Arib and Mary B. Hesse, The Construction of
Reality (Cambridge, England, 1986).
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It is well known that Kant had accordingly inserted a recanta-
tion in the second edition of the Critique of Pure Reason in which,
in an unclear manner, he at least weakened, if not abandoned, the
position reached in the transcendental aesthetics.3 Recantations of
this kind are, however, not very convincing; they are only symp-
toms of insufficiently grasped problems. One could consequently
close the file. If epistemology cannot offer any solutions, it also has
no problems anymore. It can then either declare itself content or
it can deal with empirical research. The question is whether the sit-
uation warrants this recantation.

If one pays attention to how the problem of epistemology is
formulated, one can in fact discover a radicalization. The tradition
of epistemological idealism was about the question of the unity
within the difference of cognition and the real object. The ques-
tion was: how can cognition take notice of an object outside of
itself? Or: how can it realize that something exists independently
of it while anything which it realizes already presupposes cogni-
tion and cannot be realized by cognition independently of cogni-
tion (this would be a self-contradiction)? No matter if one
preferred solutions of transcendental theory or dialectics, the
problem was: how is cognition possible in spite of having no inde-
pendent access to reality outside of it. Radical constructivism,
however, begins with the empirical assertion: cognition is only
possible because it has no access to the reality external to it. A
brain, for instance, can only produce information because it is
coded indifferently in regard to its environment, i.e., it operates
enclosed within the recursive network of its own operations. 4

Similarly one would have to say: communication systems (social
systems) are only able to produce information because the envi-
ronment does not interrupt them. And following all this, the same
should be self-evident with respect to the classical “seat” (subject)
of epistemology: to consciousness.
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3 I am referring to the section “Refusal of Idealism” and especially to the propo-
sition: “The mere, but empirically (!) determined consciousness of my own exis-
tence proves the existence of the objects (!) (and thus not only of something,
N.L.) in the space (!) outside of myself.” (274ff.)
4 Compare Heinz von Foerster, “Entdecken oder Erfinden: Wie läßt sich
Verstehen verstehen?” in Einführung in den Konstruktivismus, ed. Heinz Gumin
and Armin Mohler (Munich, 1985), 27–68.
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Obviously, radical constructivists view this step from “in spite of
being impossible” to “because impossible” as a liberating radical-
ization that enables one to leave behind two thousand years of use-
less reflections.5 I do not want to doubt the importance of this step
from in spite of to because, and neither will I doubt the necessity for
establishing a new epistemological foundation. But one wants to
know more precisely what we gain with this step from in spite of to
because; and here we are only at the beginning of a development
that is as yet foreseeable only in vague patterns.

Constructivism could achieve a novelty effect if it would pur-
sue the question of how uncoupling (in other words: indifference,
closure) is possible. The theory of the epistemological subject never
got to this question because it always had to deal with the para-
doxical demand to find out by introspection how others relate to
the world.6 It could concede that there is no direct access to the
experience of other subjects, but by going back to the factuality
of one’s own consciousness one should at least be able to find out
the principles by which, in the other’s consciousness, the objects
of the world fall into order. The theory of the subject therefore
had to presuppose a common—or at least a commonly observ-
able—world and thus was prevented from conceiving of the
uncoupling of each singular cognitive system as the condition of
cognition. But the transition to a theory of the epistemological
object does not help either (no matter if the cognizing object is
described physically, biologically, psychologically, or sociologi-
cally). This transition does not succeed because the reduction of
the description of cognition to the goings-on of the described
object would again jump across the problem of uncoupling.7 We
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5 Thus with admirable boldness Ernst von Glasersfeld, Wissen, Sprache und
Wirklichkeit: Arbeiten zum radikalen Konstruktivismus (German translation:
Braunschweig, 1987).
6 That “intersubjectivity” is only a word for this problem, but not a solution
should be clear. But where there is no solution, there is no problem either; and
the newer social phenomenologists thus proceed from intersubjectivity as if it was
a fact. See only Rochard Grathoff and Bernhard Waldenfels, Sozialität und
Intersubjektivität (Munich, 1983).
7 Compare Arne Ness [Naess], Erkenntnis und wissenschaftliches Verhalten (Oslo,
1936), 193 ff., with the demand to deduce all propositions regarding an external
situation from descriptions of the processes within the “inner functional circuit”
of the observed organism—which at first sounds very constructivist.
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therefore suggest replacing the distinction between subject and
object by the distinction between system and environment. This
distinction remains similar to classical formulations of the problem
insofar as it begins with a distinction and then lets one side re-enter
the other. It overtakes classical formulations of the problem,
because it revises both the subjective and the objective theory. It
can ask the question about uncoupling by closure as a question
about the differentiation (Ausdifferenzierung) of systems, and it
can replace the premise of a common world by a theory of the
observation of observing systems (second-order cybernetics).

II
We assume that all cognizing systems are real systems within a real
environment, or in other words: that they exist. This is naive—as
it is often objected.8 But how should one begin if not naively? 9 A
reflection on the beginning cannot be performed at the beginning,
but only by the help of a theory that has already established suffi-
cient complexity.10

The question, how are systems able to produce cognition
within an environment? can then be reformulated as the question,
how can systems uncouple themselves from their environment? or,
with Heinz von Foerster: how is closure by enclosing possible? To
merely pose this question means to suppose very sharp limitations
of, i.e., highly selective conditions for, such an event. The self-iso-
lation of a cognizing system—a cell, an immune system, a brain, a
consciousness, a communication system—does not lead to a free
choice of operations which thereby would become possible. The
opposite is the case. Any observer of a system that closes itself for
cognition can recognize sharp limitations of what is then possible.
In any case, there is no arbitrariness in the real world. The suppo-
sition of randomness instead always means: observe the system that
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8 For example by Danilo Zolo, “Autopoiesis: Critica di un paradigma conserva-
tore,” MicroMega 1 (1986): 129–73.

9 It is, just to note this down, equally naive (albeit a more common naivety) to
proceed from the subjectivity of consciousness and to avoid asking the question,
whose consciousness?
10 See the relation between distinction/indication as “form” and  “re-entry” of
the form into the form in George Spencer Brown, Laws of Form, 2nd ed.
(London, 1971).
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you think to be working at random; and then you will see that your
assumption was wrong. Arbitrariness is, from this perspective,
nothing but a term for the directive, observe the observer.

Because, how is closure possible?—only by a system’s produc-
tion of its own operations and by their reproduction within the
network of their recursive anticipations and recourses. The going-
on itself creates the difference between system and environment.
Maturana has called this “autopoiesis”; but Lyotard too comes,
from linguistics, to the same results with concepts such as phrase,
enchainment, differend.11 Systems theory, however, makes it possi-
ble to formulate the result with particular clarity. No system can
operate outside of its own borders, and neither can a cognizing
system. These reflections leave it still open whether all operations
of autopoietic systems should be called “cognition” or only those
of a specific kind which then would have to be defined more pre-
cisely. Maturana opts for congruency under the provision that the
concept of cognition also takes into account that autopoiesis—
even though it is blind—is performed within a realm of interac-
tion. This is distinguished from a concept of observation that is
defined by the command of language.12 I for one would like to
understand the concept of cognition in a narrower way and pro-
ceed from a concept of observation that is defined on the basis of
the concepts of distinction and indication.13 What is supposed to
be achieved in this way will become clear in the following.

Accordingly, cognition is manufactured by operations of
observing and by the recording of observations (description). This
includes the observation of observations and the description of
descriptions. In any case an observation of the distinction takes
place and, depending on the distinction, the indication of some-
thing. The concept is indifferent in regard to the system’s type of
autopoiesis, i.e., indifferent to the form of operation that may be
life, consciousness, or communication. It is also indifferent with
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11 See especially Jean-François Lyotard, Le differend (Paris, 1983). Lyotard,
however, rejects (orally) the interpretation of le differend as system/environment
difference.
12 Compare Humberto R. Maturana, Erkennen: Die Organisation und
Verkörperung von Wirklichkeit. Ausgewählte Arbeiten zur biologischen Epistemolo-
gie (Braunschweig, 1982), 39ff, 34 f. and passim.
13 Here I rely on the basic operation distinction/indication in George Spencer
Brown’s works, but without the intention to develop a calculus of formal logic.

Luhmann Explained  2/19/11  2:30 AM  Page 245



respect to the type of recording (memory); it may be biochemical
fixations, but it may also be written texts. The observing and
describing itself, however, always has to be an operation that is
capable of autopoiesis, i.e., of the performing of life or actual con-
sciousness or communication, because otherwise it could not
reproduce the closure and difference of the cognizing system; it
could not take place “in” the system. This concept, however, does
not demand that all operations of the respective system are
observing/describing operations; and it also does not demand
that the operations which are observations/descriptions can only
be observed as observations/descriptions.

With this conceptual framework that conceives of distinguish-
ing and the thereby possible/compelled indicating as the specific
characteristics of cognition it is also determined how the uncou-
pling from an environment and thus the closure of cognizing sys-
tems has to be understood. Cognition is different from an
environment because the environment contains no distinctions,
but simply is as it is. In other words, the environment contains no
otherness and no possibilities. It happens as it happens. An
observer may find out that there are other observers in the envi-
ronment. But he/she can only find this out if he/she distinguishes
these observers from what they observe—or from events in the
environment that he/she does not indicate as observing. In other
words: everything that can be observed is the observer’s own
accomplishment (Eigenleistung), including the observing of
observers.

Thus there is nothing in the environment that corresponds to
cognition, since everything that corresponds to cognition is
dependent on distinctions within which cognition indicates some-
thing as this and not that. Therefore, there are neither things nor
events in the environment if the term “environment” is supposed
to indicate that that which is thus indicated is different from some-
thing else. There is not even environment in the environment
because this concept only indicates something in distinction from
a system and thus demands that one identify the system for which
the environment is an environment. (We said above, therefore, that
systems exist.) The distinction between system and environment is
itself an operation that guides cognition.

This course of reflection does not allow for any conclusions in
regard to the irreality of the environment. It also does not allow
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for the conclusion that nothing exists besides the cognizing sys-
tem. Such a conclusion, however, would itself be cognition
because it is based on the distinction between “nothing” and
“something,” and thus, speaking traditionally, uses “nothing” as a
nomen.14 But as cognition it would also be based on the sacrifice
of a correspondence to reality.

Indications such as “reality” (matter, ultimate reality) or
“world” are, for cognition, themselves based on distinctions. They
formulate the unity of that which is distinguished by a distinc-
tion—or, if you wish, their spirit.15 Even they correspond to the
closure of the cognizing system because they too can only be
attained by the help of a distinction—in our case the distinction
between system and environment.

It is only another indication of the same state of affairs when we
say that the distinctions with which cognizing systems respectively
observe are their “blind spots” or their latent structures—because
this distinction can itself not be distinguished; if it could, then
another distinction, namely this one, would itself be blindly
applied as a guiding distinction. And once more the same is meant
when one says that all observing presupposes and produces the
drawing of a borderline, a cut through the world, a violation of the
“unmarked space.”

III
An operative epistemology conceives of cognition as a kind of
operation it can distinguish from other operations. As an opera-
tion, cognition happens or not depending on whether the
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14 Compare—with conclusions regarding the parallel problem of evil—Anselm of
Canterbury, De casu diaboli XI, quoted from Opera Omnia (Seckau, Rome,
Edinburgh, 1938+) reprint (Stuttgart, Bad Cannstatt, 1968), vol. 1, 248 ff. As is
well known, it was precisely this that forced theology  paradoxically to place the
distinction creatum/increatum above the distinction being/nonbeing even
though the former presupposes the latter, because only through creation does the
possibility of indicating something negatively arise. Compare for instance John
Scotus Eriugena, Periphyseon (De divisione naturae), I, I and II quoted from the
edition by I. P. Sheldon-Williams, vol. 1 (Dublin, 1978), 37ff. We will return to
this issue.
15 This is obviously an allusion to Hegel because Luhmann uses the German
word Geist.—Trans.
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autopoiesis of the system can be continued with such operations or
not. The most important consequence of this approach is that it
makes no difference whether cognition produces truth or errors.
Obviously the physics, the biochemistry, and the neurophysiol-
ogy of cognition are the same in both cases. We do not have
brains (or parts of the brain) for errors and different brains for
truths. The same is also true for conscious and communicative
operations of cognition.16 Neither consciousness systems nor
communication systems are empirically split along a true/false
divide. The same kind of attention and the same kind of language
is employed for both truth values. Only thus can it be explained
that errors erroneously appear as truths and that the problem lies
in the elimination of errors. Initially, the autopoietic system oper-
ates indifferently regarding true/false and it is exactly this that
makes it possible and necessary to impose on it a corresponding
binary code. But who or what imposes?

All distinguishing, including that between true and false, is due
to the efficacy of the observer (because we define observation as a
distinguishing indication). Observing is also an operation and as
such is incapable of distinguishing itself. (When an observer
maneuvers the true/false distinction, he/she cannot simultane-
ously distinguish whether such operating is itself true or false.) The
often discussed distinction between the propositions “A is” and “It
is true that A is” is thus produced by an observation of the cogni-
tive operation, i.e., by an observation of an observation, while the
primal observation only distinguishes “A” from something else.

Here, logicians may feel themselves forced to distinguish
between levels. But this only leads back to the paradox of this very
distinction. Empirical theories have to ask instead how cognizing
systems organize a corresponding self-observation, i.e., how they
can distinguish and neutralize continuously produced errors. This
question is answered with the concept of binary coding.17
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16 Behaviorist epistemology even asserted that the process of cognition would be
psychologically indifferent also with respect to the distinction between cognition
and object; an observer of the observer would project it. See Ness, op. cit., espe-
cially 131 ff, 163 ff., on the different psychology of true and false judgments as
distinguished by the criterion of continuing or interrupting the sequence of
behavior (which, however, only allows for conclusions in regard to identified
errors).
17 Compare also Niklas Luhmann, “Distinctions directrices: Über Codierung
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There are of course many possibilities for supply systems with
the ability for self-observation. The social system science, for
instance, does not only observe itself by the code true/untrue, but
also—and perhaps predominantly—by the secondary code of rep-
utation. On the level of epistemology, i.e., when observing and
describing systems that observe their observing, one has, after all
this, to be able to distinguish various distinctions, namely:

1. the distinction between operation and observation, in which
case an observation is a specific operation, namely, the oper-
ation of distinguishing—which makes the distinction
between operation and observation circular (but, anyway,
we only regard it as necessary on the level [!] of second-
order cybernetics);

2. the distinction between the system-reference (system and
environment) of the first-order observer and the system-ref-
erence (system and environment) of the second-order
observer which would have to be made by a third-order
observer;18

3. the distinction between other-observation and self-observa-
tion which presupposes the distinction between system and
environment,

4. the distinction between an observation of an observation
based on what the observed observer observes (what he/she
is dealing with) and one based on that which he/she cannot
observe (his/her distinction); and finally

5. the distinction between the binary code true/untrue and
other forms of self- or other-observation.

Only an epistemology that accounts for all of the above dis-
tinctions, relates them to each other, and resolves all occurring
paradoxes shall have the right to call itself “constructivist,” because
only then does it accept the mandate to trace everything that is
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von Semantiken und Systemen,” in Niklas Luhmann, Soziologische Aufklärung,
vol. 4 (Opladen, 1987), 13–31; and Niklas Luhmann, Ökologische Kommuni-
kation (Opladen, 1986), 75ff.
18 Compare the analyses in regard to the question, which observations are at the
basis of a description when it includes sentences on the “limitation” of the reac-
tion capability of an organism? In Ness, op. cit., 56ff.
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produced and reproduced as cognition back to the distinction of
distinctions (as opposed to a “cause” [Grund]). As long as episte-
mology employs a biological or a psychological concept of cogni-
tion, i.e., as long as it relates itself to the autopoiesis of life or to
the autopoiesis of consciousness to explain the possibility of cog-
nition, it can claim for itself the status of an external observer. It
only has to admit that it itself underlies the same physical/chemi-
cal/biological/psychological conditions as the cognition that it
observes. This changes with a sociological concept of cognition
because there is only one society, only one comprehensive autopoi-
etic system of communication. In this way, the epistemologist
him/herself becomes a rat in the labyrinth and has to reflect on the
position from which he/she observes the other rats. Then, the
reflection no longer leads merely to the common conditions, but
beyond these to the unity of the system of cognition, and all
“externalization” has to be explained as system-differentiation.
Only with the sociology of cognition does a radical, self-inclusive
constructivism become possible.

IV 
Constructivism, even when pushed so far, is still an empirical the-
ory. Therefore, one can ask why it appears to be “radical.” This can
only be explained historically.

No traditional epistemology (Hegel’s logic would have to be
further examined) could dare to go this far—obviously because the
position from which it would have had to deal with distinctness
was occupied by theology.

In order to see this, it suffices to read Nicolaus Cusanus. God
is beyond all distinctions, even beyond the distinction between dis-
tinctions, and beyond the distinction between distinctness and
indistinctness.19 He is the non-aliud; that which is not different
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19 A relatively detailed passage says, for instance: “Est (Deus, N.L.) enim ante dif-
ferentiam omnem, ante differentiam actus et potentiae, ante differentiam posse
fieri et posse facere, ante differentiam lucis et tenebrae, immo ante differentiam
esse et non esse, aliquid et nihil atque ante differentiam indifferentiae et differen-
tiae, aequalitatis et inaequalitatis et ita de cunctis.” De venatione sapientiae,
quoted from Nicolaus Cusanus, Philosophisch-Theologische Schriften, vol. 1, ed.
Leo Gabriel (Vienna, 1964), 58.
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from anything different.20 In him, everything that transcends dis-
tinctness coincides insofar as it transcends distinctness—i.e., that
which cannot be conceived as greater, as smaller, as quicker, as
slower (coincidentia oppositorum). However, that which is sup-
posed to be thus designated and impossible to be distinguished has
to be compatible with what the Christian dogma teaches about
God. God has to be identifiable as a person and as the trinity, and
is simultaneously (without distinction) therefore precisely the
“mysterious” essence of things. Epistemology thus has to presume
that things, although incomprehensible in their essence, have been
created as a “contractio” of God and therefore as distinguishable;
that God in this way makes himself comprehensible in his incom-
prehensibility; and that truth, although finally incomprehensible,
consists for human beings in the correspondence of their distinc-
tions with those of things.

If one were still to hold on to the prospect of the bliss (beati-
tudo) of the visio dei—which could be evidenced by the
Scripture—and at the same time insisted on God’s indistinctness
and consequently on divinam essentiam per se incomprehensibilem
esse,21 one had, in God, to save the possibilities of observation and
thus on the one hand to be careful not to ascribe to God the
impossibility of self-observation, and, on the other hand, to avoid
to come close to the devil who was the boldest observer of God.
This asked for a highly skillful theology on the level of second-
order cybernetics, i.e., in regard to the observation of observers, be
it the electi, be it the devil, or be it finally God himself. The escape
route came fatally close to the assumption that God needed cre-
ation and the damnation of the devil in order to be able to observe
himself, and it led to writings that Nicolaus believed unprepared
minds with their weak eyes had better not read.22

The partner for radical constructivism is therefore not tradi-
tional epistemology, but traditional theology (a theology which
because of its demands of exactness went beyond what theology
could bear). One then easily sees that one still has to distinguish
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20 See De non-aliud, quoted from Nicolaus Cusanus, Philosophisch-Theologische
Schriften, vol. 2 (Vienna, 1966; reprint 1982), 443–565.
21 John Scotus Eriugena, op. cit., 54. 
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the distinguishing of the distinctions with which observers work
and which can be observed in the observations of observers from
the indistinct which once was called God, and today, if one distin-
guishes system and environment, is called world, or, if one distin-
guishes object and cognition, reality.

V
One would now like to know how distinguishing and indicating
is possible as a unitary but two-component operation. This leads
one to the already anticipated insight that strongly limiting con-
ditions have to be contributing. What presumably plays a role is
that it is just about possible—at least in the realm of the sense
operations of consciousness and communication—to view a
twoness as a oneness, or, put differently; to see contrasts.
Additionally, one will have to take time into account and then
one will realize that sufficiently complex systems (and only these)
are capable of amplifying small differences (for instance, transi-
tions that become conspicuous along with oscillating self-move-
ments) to large effects with the help of processes that can be
called divergence amplifications or, in the terminology of lin-
guistics, hyper-corrections. This also, of course, presupposes the
uncoupling of the system, namely, its own time (Eigenzeit) for its
own operations while there is doubtless a simultaneous environ-
ment. This refers again to the necessity of memory, namely, on
the one hand, to an ongoing consistency check along with the
activation of the respectively appropriate structures, and, on the
other hand, to a schema of observation that interprets occurring
inconsistencies as distinctions in time or space and thus stretches
them apart.

In this way, however, we obviously only arrive at further and
further specifications of the evolutionary unlikelihood, but also
possibility, of cognizing systems. We could also say that it makes a
difference—and perhaps which difference this is—if, in its
autopoiesis, the cognitive capability of discrimination is based on
biochemical, psychic, or communicational operations. We do not
intend, however, to further trace such research programs here,
since they would not contribute anything to a clarification of the
difference between cognition and object. In this way, we learn
something about the reality of the cognizing operations, but noth-
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ing about the reality of that which it has to externally presuppose
as unknowable and incomprehensible.

In his already quoted “Refutation of Idealism,” Kant makes use
of an argument from time. Obviously, the environment presents
something that appears in contrast to moving operations as per-
sistent and thus allows for a return, a repetition, etc. (even if the
thus necessary identifications are again up to the cognizing sys-
tem). Kant argues vaguely and takes this persisting element to be a
condition for its being in time while it should at most be treated
as a condition for the identification of its being in time. The
reverse time relation should also be taken into account. The cog-
nizing system can deal with the same object while that which has
to tolerate to be indicated in this way has already changed itself.
And, even more astonishingly, the cognizing system can, insofar as
it has language, use constant terms to indicate something that is
conceived of as inconstant—for instance, the word “motion” to
indicate motions. In other words, it does not have to simulate the
changeable through its own change. All these are still rather indef-
inite clues pointing towards the hypothesis that the differentiating
of a cognizing system in any case leads to situations that are
ordered simultaneously but no longer rhythmically synchronic
with the environment; and this can only be achieved when there
are also discontinuities in the environment from which the system
can distinguish its own operations.

We can supplement these considerations by recourse to a neg-
lected contribution to academic epistemology by Fritz Heider.23 At
issue are the reality conditions of the possibility of distancing per-
ceptions. Heider assumes that a difference between relatively loose
and relatively strict coupling in the external world makes such per-
ceptions possible, i.e., air on the one end, and sounds on the other
end of the scale; or light on the one end, and visible objects on the
other. The difference is essential; because if air itself would make
sounds or if light itself would become visible, distinct perceptions
would become impossible. In other words, physical substrates in
both loose and strict coupling have to exist for systems to be able
to construct themselves. The systems profit from this difference and
with its help they can observe one side of the difference, namely, the
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form. The loosely coupled substrate serves as the medium; the
strictly coupled substrate serves as the form. The difference serves
as the condition of the possibility of perception while it has to be
imperceptible itself. It is the necessarily latent structure of percep-
tion, and only a theory of perception on the level of second-order
cybernetics, when it observes the perceiving observer, can see that
this is so.

It is not difficult to generalize this medium-form difference.
One can, for instance, take the acoustically or optically “granular,”
i.e., loosely coupled, structure of language as a medium which
helps form sentences; or money as the medium for constructing
prices. Under special conditions, forms (such as words) can thus in
turn be a medium for a cognizing system that makes this difference
invisible for itself. This demonstrates how far this idea can go, but
again it leads away from epistemology. What is decisive is the pri-
mary assumption that there is a physically (or in whatever other
manner) based difference between loose and strict coupling with-
out which no cognizing system could develop itself or without
which it would always be dependent on coincidences in its envi-
ronment on its own borders which would not allow for any dis-
tances in time or space.

A refined conceptual effort could add that the medium is not
supposed to be used up by formation, it rather has to regenerate
itself; it could add that the form is always stronger (more resistant)
than the medium—without a hidden rationality behind this; and it
could add that also the respective medium as a loosely coupled
substrate is in turn again perceivable as a form if an appropriate
medium (for instance, a measuring instrument with high solution
capability) can be provided.24 In this way, one finally gets to quan-
tum physics as a theory which only describes the observations of
physicists by physicists, and which is thus established only on the
level of second-order cybernetics, and which describes, in correla-
tion with this, reality as indeterminable. This, however, would only
mean that the observation of observation, the measuring and
prognostication of the results of measurements, produces forms
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that make themselves a medium. We know today that this is possi-
ble. We experiment with this in other areas too, for example, in
modern poetry. But this does not say that the self-observation of
the world would be possible without the latent difference between
medium and form.

Cognition is therefore not possible in a “random” environ-
ment, but only in one that is suitable for cognition. This, however,
does not justify assuming any “adaptation” of cognition to real-
ity.25 Much less can we share the evolutionary optimism of a self-
regulatory cybernetics that attempts to explain both increasing
efficacy and adaptation with the very same model. In any case, sci-
entific research, viewed in the context of ecology, suggests rather
the opposite. Divergence from that which seems to be given is
continuously on the rise when cognition in ever more boldly turns
corrects itself. This is—as some would still say today—a real possi-
bility; but one could be capable of describing more clearly and with
more consciousness of the risks involved that which happens there.
Cognition projects distinctions into a reality that does not know of
any distinctions. It gives itself a kind of freedom that has not been
preconceived. Today, one would no longer suppose that it operates
as freedom without cause,26 because this too would be a judgment
with respect to attribution, i.e., it would be cognition. But one can
ask oneself, and an epistemology should be capable of this today,
which kind of order will be achievable in such a process of contin-
uing divergence amplification. 

VI
There are at least some clues indicating that a reality that remained
unknown, if it was totally entropic, would not enable cognition to
take place. Cognition, however, cannot bring that which, on this
side, is the condition for its own possibility into the form of a dis-
tinction, because this would again be its own accomplishment and
thus in contradiction to the intention of a breakthrough into exte-
riority. Cognition remains unique as a construction based on dis-
tinction. As such it does not know anything external to it which
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would correspond to itself. In the realm of this exteriority—that
cognition indicates as an “object” through the distinction between
self-reference and other-reference—there may be conditions of the
possibility of cognition, and we can presume that these will consist
in temporal and material discontinuities, in differences of variation
speed, or in differences regarding the structural coupling of ele-
ments. But if this is the case, then cognition is dependent on not
using these distinctions because only by such a sacrifice can it
achieve an operational closure.

With this we once more return to the question of whether
there should be concepts without a difference (which are, there-
fore, paradoxical). The traditional concept of God had attracted
and thus absorbed this question. This may be sufficient to some.
We wish, without making a definite decision, to suggest three fur-
ther concepts, which may very remotely resemble the teaching of
the trinity.

We wish to speak of the world in order to indicate the unity of
the difference between system and environment. We wish to speak
of reality in order to indicate the unity of the difference between
cognition and object. We wish to speak of sense in order to indicate
the unity of the difference between actuality and possibility. All
these concepts are indifferent in the sense of including their own
negation. The negation of the world can only be performed within
the world. The negation of reality can only be performed as a real
operation. Finally, the negation of sense makes no sense if it makes
no sense. Undifferentiation therefore means in all these cases that
that which is indicated by it cannot be defined on the basis of an
antonym, but only on the basis of the very specific distinction on
which it is founded.

It has to be stressed once more that these distinctions are nec-
essarily very specific primary distinctions (and by no means random
ones).27 This confirms the thesis that cognition is in spite of, or
because of, the necessity of closure, an extremely unlikely type of
operation. The aforementioned limiting concepts can only be
gained from cognition, and here there are, compared to the
immense number of possible distinctions, only a very few possibil-
ities. Additionally, it has to be noted that the aforementioned dis-
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tinctions system/environment, cognition/object, and actuality/
possibility display an obvious asymmetry. There is connectivity
only on one of their sides; and they allow re-entry only on one side
in the sense of Spencer Brown’s logic, i.e., re-entry of the distinc-
tion into what is distinguished. In this way the world can only be
a concept for orientation within the system, a concept that re-
enters the difference between system and environment into the
system. In this way the difference between cognition and object is
a distinction that is immanent to cognition; and the assumption
that reality has to be something that entails both sides is, corre-
spondingly, based on the very practice of cognition. And finally, in
this way the difference between actuality and possibility only makes
sense if it is practiced in actu, i.e., if the momentarily practiced
operation refers to a horizon of other possibilities (and here it does
not matter if these are real possibilities or possibilities that are only
thought of or that can only be fictionally imagined.)

In these analogies one can discern a structure that serves to dis-
solve the paradox of the unity of the different. Such a paradox is,
however, always only visible for an observer. This also means that
the form of a theory described on the basis of its ability to resolve
paradoxes allows for the question about functional equivalents, or,
if it presents the paradox of observation as the observer, the ques-
tion about God.

In any case the problem is not on the level of the simple prac-
tice of the autopoietic operations of those systems that engage in
distinguishing and indicating, in observing and describing. Also in
this regard one can only say: it happens when it happens; and it
does not happen when it does not happen. If one, however, wants
to distinguish what happens, one has to observe that which hap-
pens as observation. And this is exactly the task of epistemology.

VII
No matter what conditions may have to be fulfilled for cognition
to become possible, it can always recognize its conditions through
its own possibilities. It can presume this when engaging in its pos-
sibilities. It does what it does and thus proves itself to be possible.
The problem does not lie here. It lies in the conditions for
increase, and today, increasingly, in the conditions for environ-
mental compatibility with an increase in cognitive efficacy. Classic
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theories assumed such a compatibility with their very concept of
cognition, and they articulated it by such formulas as assimilatio,
representation, or adaptation. Even cybernetic epistemologies
sometimes still assume that, in the course of evolution, the adap-
tation of cognition to an environment is enhanced through an
extension and self-referential networking of regulation circuits. We
replace this perspective with the question of how a system can
build up its own complexity under the condition of cognitive clo-
sure and how it can thus increase its cognitive efficacy.

One might think of language here, and indeed there are close
connections between linguistic research and epistemological con-
structivism. As mentioned above, for Maturana, for instance, the
concept of observation is dependent on language. Ernst von
Glasersfeld too regards linguistic research as the key problem and
the empirical foundation of proof for radical constructivism.28 This
is supported by the fact that linguistics, after Saussure, has aban-
doned a semiotic theory of external reference for language and only
continues to use the term “sign” (and its derivates such as “semiol-
ogy,” “semiotics”) for operationally-applied systemic elements.

This is exactly, however, how a problem is concealed. The oper-
ations of cognition are entirely different depending on the kind of
system that is at work. One has to distinguish between psychic and
social systems, between actually operating consciousness and com-
munication. Both systems can make use of language to articulate
thought as well as communication. For both systems a build-up of
complexity to the degree we are familiar with becomes possible
only through language. Both systems, however, operate as closed
systems under entirely separate operational (autopoietic) and
structural conditions. There is not the slightest operational over-
lap, because the recursive networking with other operations of the
respective system imposes entirely different conditions of connec-
tivity on everything that functions as an elementary operation
within a system.

Therefore, one cannot, on the one hand, ignore language and
should by no means underestimate its effects. But, on the other
hand, language is also not the system that enables the construction
of cognition as a real operation. It is no system at all. Its efficacy
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lies instead in the structural coupling between consciousness and
communication. This is to say, language constitutes a particular
medium (be it sound, be it optical signs, be it, on this foundation,
words), which it couples to its own forms. In this way it provides
the partaking systems with a highly specific medium/form differ-
ence so that within consciousness as well as within communication
language-specific forms can evolve, whether it is thinking linguis-
tically or communication’s creating new sentences from moment
to moment, i.e., making use of linguistic possibilities through cou-
pling and uncoupling.

These complications—that we cannot avoid if we hold on to
the intention to understand systems from the basic operations with
which they draw boundaries—let the alliance between linguistic
theory and constructivism break down. Language keeps its central
function with respect to the ongoing structural coupling of psychic
and communicative operations. It fascinates consciousness. It
focuses attention on its unique repertoire of conspicuous phonetic
or optic forms. It guarantees that when communication goes on
the necessary consciousness is activated to a sufficient degree. It
limits the degree of freedom of consciousness during ongoing
communication, although it is still always possible to simultane-
ously perceive noncommunicative events, to reflect on uncommu-
nicated sense contents, and, most of all: to consciously deceive
through language. During communication, one can also rely on
the notation capability of psychic systems, on their memory. And
as long as there is no writing, the continuation of communication
depends on this precondition, however it may overestimate the
efficacy of the factual memory. On the other hand, consciousness
would remain extremely dependent on whatever it momentarily
perceived if it had no possibility to think its thoughts in the form
of phonetic or optic words (if, in this case, one would be willing to
speak of consciousness at all).

All these considerations demonstrate the importance of a struc-
tural coupling between psychic and social systems that is compati-
ble with gains in complexity. It can only be explained by language.
Still, language does not talk to itself. It may supply the construc-
tion of cognition with forms, or, more precisely, with a specific dif-
ference between medium and form. But for the psychic as well as
for the social realization of cognitive operations there are many
more limitations that cannot be explained by linguistic analysis but
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only by psychological or sociological analyses. This is true for the
conditions of the self-referential, autopoietic closure of systems as
well as its internal consequences.

As long as systems were defined by the vague concept of “con-
nection”29 the preceding analysis could not be suggested.
Consciousness and communication are of course connected, and
this to such a degree that even in traditional systems theory it was
impossible to conceive of them as different systems. One thus dis-
tinguished in an insufficiently explicable terminology between man
and nature or between the “humanities” and the “natural sci-
ences.” But if one no longer views systems as specific objects with
a very dense internal bond, but instead proceeds from the differ-
ence between system and environment, then one gets to a com-
pletely different theoretical design. The guiding question is then,
which (autopoietic) operations close a system? And further, which
form of structural coupling takes the connection between system
and environment on when such a closure emerges?

Such a switch has far-reaching and currently hardly predictable
consequences. For epistemology it leads to the radically construc-
tivist thesis that cognition is only possible when and because sys-
tems close themselves operationally on the level of their distinctions
and indications and thus become indifferent towards that which is
thus excluded as environment. The insight that cognition can only
be gained through interrupting all operational relations with an
external world does not therefore say that cognition is nothing real
or that it would not indicate something real; it only says that there
can be no correspondences to the operations in the environment
from which a cognizing system differentiates itself, because if this
were to be the case the system would steadily dissolve itself into its
environment and thus make cognition impossible.
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I
In view of the changing meaning of important cosmological,
social, and political concepts in the second half of the eighteenth
century, the question whether old “word-shells” should still be
used or instead be discarded frequently arises. We do not have this
problem where the words “barbarians,” “barbaric,” and “bar-
barism” are concerned. These words are today only used to express
disgust and to supply one’s disgust with an aura of objectivity. One
can do without them; there are countless other ways to do this.

There are, however, also modern concepts of barbarism. One
can think of, for instance, the distinction between “savages” and
“barbarians” in Schiller’s “Letters on the Aesthetic Education of
Man”: The savages perceive the world sensually, and therefore
experience it as a variety of the diverse. The barbarians, on the
other hand, have subscribed to reason. They are those who grant
absolute primacy to the unity of reason over the variety and indi-
viduality of all the phenomena. Barbarians are those who have
only one iron left in the fireplace. They cultivate, so to speak, a
monoculture of reason. It may be politically convenient to con-
tinue this conception of barbarism—but it is not advisable,
because nowadays one would no longer associate it with
Robespierre—but with Habermas. Robespierre had a guillotine at
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hand. The modern adherents of reason distinguish themselves by
interpreting provocative and appellative speech as already being
politics and are content with this.

Moreover, by continuing that use of language one would lose
the possibility of comparing ancient conceptual dispositions with
modern ones. If one has such comparative intentions, it is out of
the question to conceive of barbarism as a historical universal cat-
egory. One would no longer have the possibility of doing what is
attempted in the following: to investigate the problem that came to
expression with the distinction between barbarians and Hellenes—
a problem which, under the conditions of present-day social struc-
tures, is likely to take on a very different shape from Greek
antiquity. A supposition arises that this new shape may be the dis-
tinction between inclusion and exclusion.

II
In order to reflect on conceptual dispositions in the Old World one
can relate to Kosselleck’s analysis of asymmetric antonyms1 or to
Louis Dumont’s englobement du contraire.2 In this light, the dis-
tinction between barbarians and Hellenes is one among many.
Such distinctions resulted from the attempt to continue a hierar-
chical world-architecture in the face of increasing complexity. The
world is more perfect if it contains not only angels, but also stones,
not only men, but also women, not only Hellenes, but also bar-
barians. Formally this is about oppositions; or more abstractly,
about distinctions by which the higher evaluation of the one side
not only underscores the contradistinction of the two elements,
but also the fact that they belong to a hierarchical order. The “bet-
ter” side therefore has a double function in a horizontal and a ver-
tical direction. It represents the hierarchy within the distinction,
and this in turn justifies its superiority.

It is important to note that oppositions of this kind are not
understood as antagonisms. They are only classifications according
to a specific order of species and genus as they were already con-
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ceived by Plato and logically elaborated by Aristotle. What matters
is to exclude one side of the distinction from the other, one species
from the other, one determination from its opposite. Accordingly
the barbarians cannot be Hellenes, and the Hellenes cannot be
barbarians. This suffices as a logical guarantee for order. If opposi-
tion were understood as antagonism, as an invitation to conflict,
then a stable order would be impossible and modern conditions
would be anticipated—for instance, the Hobbesian constellation of
individuals that only allowed for a self-transcending (later it will be
called dialectical) solution, or the later attempts at a totalitarian
logic that intended to humanize all humans.3 Only modern society
will, beyond barbarism, conceive of such instabilities and try to
cope with them.

The stability of the semantic type of asymmetrical oppositions
and the variety of its applications allows for the assumption that it
had socio-structural correlates that supplied it, despite all its ambi-
guity, with sufficient plausibility. We can reduce these correlates, by
drastic simplification, to three aspects:

(1) These societies are regional societies, but increasing bor-
der-crossing contacts force them to develop a conscious-
ness of multiple ethnicities and to provide rules for
contacts with different ethnicities, although these rules and
designations are not recognized as universal, but as society-
specific. No one would have expected the barbarians to
describe themselves as barbarians. Corresponding prob-
lems finally arise even within the city, as it is evidenced by
the formation of a ius gentium in Rome.

(2) These societies are de facto aristocratic societies, although
the importance of birth (ancestry) and bureaucratic posi-
tions varies greatly. In Greece, an aristocrat, even when
refraining from taking on “political” positions, is still of sig-
nificant inter-Hellenian importance in the areas of diplo-
macy and sports, as well as a theoros who trustfully reports
on foreign affairs. The description of society therefore has
to take into account the differences of social status. And this
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means mainly that human beings cannot be socially
excluded simply because they lack social rank, liberty, and
dignitas. To realize the hierarchy all ranks are necessary.
And this has:

(3) consequences for the regulation of inclusion and exclusion.
Inclusion is essentially up to the family homes, and thus
exclusion also becomes more or less automatically its busi-
ness, from the killing or exposure of infants to the expul-
sion of juveniles who then have to somehow make a bare
living, for instance, as criminals, beggars, legionaries, or (in
England) in the Navy. Since the Middle Ages, corporations
were added as absorbing institutions, in the form of guilds,
the church, orders, monasteries, and universities, for
instance. But, of course, these do not serve the lowest
strata, especially not the peasants.

III
This connection between the semantics of asymmetrical opposi-
tions and structural conditions of plausibility loses its meaning
with the transition to modernity, and in the beginning practically
without any substitution. If in Naples even today people are iden-
tified as saraceni and accordingly treated without any responsibili-
ties then this can only be characterized as a regional peculiarity.

This change can roughly be conceived of as the transition from
a social order of stratification to a society differentiated into func-
tion systems. This transition at first de-legitimizes social stratifica-
tion. Stratification becomes a mere byproduct of the function
systems, especially of the economic and education systems.
Besides, a regional convergence of the boundaries of function sys-
tems can no longer be assumed. The borders between states are
not borders of the economic system; the systems of science and
mass media are anyways conceived globally. Since the second half
of the nineteenth century a world-time exists that allows for every-
thing that happens to happen simultaneously, no matter whether it
is, regionally viewed, morning or evening. Communication that
transcends regional borders loses its exceptional status. National
events are internationally observed. Whether the result should be
called “world society” (Weltgesellschaft) or “global system” is still
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disputed, because no sufficient social theory is yet available.
Certainly, classifications of identity in the pattern of “we and all the
others” lose their meaning. Classifications, for instance, “Serbs and
Croats,” may still come up, but they represent, at most, a tempo-
ral emphasis of specific distinctions in relation to equally possible
others.

Along with these structural changes of the primary type of dif-
ferentiation, the family loses its function to regulate inclusion and
exclusion. Families become private, which, among other things,
means that they no longer determine the lifestyle of their members
and no longer operate under public supervision, but instead are
supposed to accept individual life-style choices with sympathy and
support. Moreover, the absorption-system of the old-style corpo-
rations no longer exists, instead there are modern organizations
based on membership decisions, that is to say on the inclusion of
a few members and the exclusion of all others.

As opposed to those organizations, the social system and its
function systems are laid out to include the entirety of the popu-
lation. There are no obvious grounds on which one can be
excluded from the use of money, from being a legal subject, from
having citizenship, from education, or from marriage—or obvious
grounds on which all this could be made contingent upon system-
internal licenses or special conditions. Given the principal full
inclusion of everybody, the function systems themselves decide
how far someone gets: if he/she is legally right or wrong, if
his/her knowledge is accepted as true or not, if he/she is suc-
cessful in gaining a reputation in the system of the mass media
(that is to say: in attracting public attention), how much money
he/she can spend, etc. This sovereignty, regarding the degree of
inclusion, guarantees the differentiation of the function systems as
such and is symbolically celebrated by being expressed as the free-
dom and equality of all individuals, which only means that the
function systems assume that the population is a homogenous
environment and that they can differentiate exclusively on the
basis of their own criteria.

Obviously it makes no sense to describe the relations between
function systems in the terms of asymmetric oppositions, as if sci-
ence could classify all nonscientific communication as barbaric.
Not even religion designates other function systems as pagan; its
worries are more focused on competition within its own function
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system than on legal, political, or economic events as such.4 The
intersystem relations combine, in the terminology of “pattern vari-
ables” (Parsons), universalism and specification, namely encom-
passing competence—but only for their own function.5

IV
Thus, barbarism has disappeared—at least if one understands it to
be a form that has another side on which there is ethos, philia,
beauty of lifestyle, and, especially, a tight connection between
these qualities. This, however, does not necessarily imply that
modern society can be content with itself. Already the idea (that
emerged from Europe, and that Husserl had sketched in his
renowned Vienna Lectures in May 1935)6 that the life-style of the
rationally enlightened, socially responsible human being who only
worships reason represents the telos of humankind ought to be ter-
rifying. This would amount, as stated above, to a totalitarian logic
that could no longer recognize any “outside,” and that would
therefore lack another side which it needs merely on mathematical
grounds in order to be a form and to offer possibilities of obser-
vation.7 The consequences begin to take shape in a period of tran-
sition that registers changes and their thorough effects, but does
not yet possess a social theory that is adequate to the new social
conditions. Three aspects are to be especially highlighted: (1) the
transformation of earlier exclusions into inclusions, (2) the formu-
lation of philosophical theories that no longer recognize an “out-
side” (while at the same time concepts such as “environment”
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4 “In Toscana ci sono piu maghi che preti”—thus did the bishops in charge
express their alarm according to a report in the newspaper La Republica from
April 23, 1994, while the announcements of the Roman Catholic Church in
regard to the simultaneous disturbances sounded rather restrained.
5 By the way: nothing else conveys, if closely read, Hegel’s notorious thesis about
the “end of art.” Modern art may now take up everything as a theme, but only
insofar as it can do this as art. Cf. Gerhard Plumpe. Ästhetische Kommunikation
der Moderne, vol. 1 (Opladen, 1993), 302 ff.
6 See the printed version under the title “Die Krisis des europäischen
Menschentums und die Philosophie,” Husserliana, vol. 6 (The Hague, 1954),
314–48.
7 This relates to George Spencer Brown, Laws of Form (New York, 1979
[reprint]). See also Kalkül der Form, ed. Dirk Baecker (Frankfurt, 1993).
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enter language as neologisms), and (3) the invention of “culture.”
All this seems to help draw the barbarians into society.

Deviant behavior is now no longer a reason for exclusion, but
rather a reason for special treatment of inclusion. Given the enor-
mous increase of delinquents (that is to say, in the first place, the
enormous increase in penal law), there are still penitentiary
colonies; but at the same time prisons are built in accordance with
new architectonics.8 Joblessness, begging, etc., is not defined as
fate or a plague, but is answered with educational programs, labor
houses, industrial pedagogies, etc. Generally speaking, pedagogy
switches from households to schools. Hopeless cases are “psychia-
trized,” i.e., they are conceived of as illnesses or problems that
society has to take care of, and that have to be solved with excep-
tional rights and duties within special institutions. All this was
introduced with the new novel, the novel about the individual who
showed in Robinson Crusoe and Moll Flanders how isolation leads
to reflection, and how reflection leads to a change in behavior. The
individuals lend hope to society, and they do this by being set free
from previous restraints, i.e. by being “emancipated” and by being
brought to self-discipline. But will they do what is expected? And
according to which criteria?

Soon after this, great philosophy catches up by formulating a
world without an “outside” for the subject or the spirit. Kant’s
reduction of the external world to the unknowable thing in itself
shows the direction. Schelling’s dissolving of all distinctions,
including that of inside and outside, into “indifference” (symbol-
ized either by art or religion) is another case. And there is finally
Hegel’s theory of absolute spirit or Husserl’s ontological epoche.
Can this be interpreted as a new cosmology for a society without
exclusion?9

In the same context the invention of “culture” takes place. One
can speak of “invention” because the modern concept of culture
only emerges in the second half of the eighteenth century and has
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8 Cf. specifically on this issue: John Bender, Imagining the Penitentiary: Fiction
and the Architecture of Mind in Eighteenth-Century England (Chicago, 1987).
9 Without exclusion: this is, by the way, not the case for the philosophy of the
late Husserl. Because “the Eskimos or the Indians of the fairs, or the gypsies who
constantly vagabond around Europe” (op. cit. 318f.) do not take part in the spir-
itual entelechy of the European humankind.

Luhmann Explained  2/19/11  2:30 AM  Page 267



no predecessor in Old European semantics. Culture is initially sim-
ply a doubling of all artifacts, including texts. Besides their imme-
diate usage, artifacts gain a second meaning as documents of a
culture. Pots are on the one side pots, but on the other side they
are also signs of a specific culture that distinguishes itself by its kind
of pots from another culture. And what is true for pots is also true
for religions. Along with the new semantics of culture the old con-
cept of nation that was related to heritage changes too.
Comparisons between nations were already common at earlier
times (for instance, in the context of different criteria for aristoc-
racy), but now they take on the form of cultural comparisons.
Nations have the practical communicative advantage of having
proper names, so one can avoid the embarrassment of having to
explain what exactly one is talking about.

The interest in culture is therefore rooted in an interest in com-
parisons—be they national or historical. From the comparison per-
spective, nothing can be left aside. Or more precisely: what is
included and what is excluded is regulated by the point of com-
parison, i.e., by the comparison itself, and not by innate qualities.
Once more we see the replacement of exclusion by mobile, flexi-
ble, differentiable inclusion.

Comparisons are, expressed in the terminology that was fash-
ionable in the eighteenth century, “interesting.” But that which is
interesting can always, as Friedrich Schlegel notes, be more inter-
esting. The interest in comparisons tends to expand itself, and the
concept of culture is so conceived that it does not offer any resist-
ance to comparisons. Neither in history nor in ethnology is some-
thing found that could not be compared or that would be
uninteresting in principle. The regulatory criterion is exclusively
the specification and abstraction of the aspects of comparison.

And to whose disposition are these? First: modern Europe, the
contemporary Zeitgeist. Now one witnesses a peculiar return of
asymmetric oppositions. The point of view of the comparison
describes its findings under the aspect of culture while the cultures
that are so compared are mostly unaware that they are cultures.
One may read Novalis’s “Christendom; or: Europe” or Schiller’s
“On Naïve and Sentimental Poetry.” The Middle Ages had not
reflected on themselves as a successful spiritual totality; only in that
way could they be one. The naive poets did not know that the
immediacy of their relation to reality was naive. This was only told
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to them by the distinctions of modernity, to the effect that moder-
nity with its culture of reflexivity became both presumptuous and
melancholic. It began to suffer from itself, and to bet on the
future.

The connection between these semantic dispositions of moder-
nity becomes evident when it is observed by the guiding difference
of inclusion and exclusion. The existence of hell is denied—but
then better and worse places in heaven must be distinguished. One
recognizes problematic cases, and has to help out with therapy,
social work, or developmental aid. The logic of functional differ-
entiation excludes social exclusion, but then it has to allow dis-
tinctions within the function systems according to their criteria.
But is this logic sustainable? How can there be inclusion if there is
no exclusion?

V
To the surprise of the well-meaning it must be ascertained that
exclusion still exists, and it exists on a massive scale and in such
forms of misery that they are beyond description. Anybody who
dares a visit to the favelas of South American cities and escapes
alive can talk about this. But even a visit to the settlements that
were left behind after the closing of the coal mines in Wales can
assure one of it. To this effect, no empirical research is needed.
Who trusts one’s eyes can see it, and can see it so impressively that
all explanations at hand will fail.

We know there is talk about exploitation, or about social sup-
pression, or about marginalidad, about an increase in the contra-
diction between center and periphery. But all these are theories
that are still governed by the desire for all-inclusion and therefore
are looking for scapegoats: capitalism, the ruling alliance of finan-
cial and industry capital with the armed forces or with the power-
ful families of the country. But if one takes a closer look, one does
not find anything that could be exploited or suppressed. One
finds existences reduced to the bodily in their self-perception and
other-perception, attempting to get to the next day. In order to
survive they have to have capabilities of perceiving dangers and of
making available what is most needed—or resignation and indif-
ference with regard to all “bourgeois” values: including order,
cleanliness, and self-respect. And if one adds up what one sees one
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can conceive of the idea that this may be the guiding difference of
the next century: inclusion and exclusion.

The search for scapegoats and the search for points of attack to
bring about changes towards all-inclusion are still based on a pri-
mary stratified society. In proportion to the degree to which this
assumption becomes inadequate and is passed on as a mere ideal,
and the degree to which phenomena can no longer be accurately
traced back to the activities of certain ruling circles, the search for
a different explanation becomes more worthwhile. At this point,
one can make use of the theory of functional differentiation inso-
far as it is distinguished from the classical theory of labor division
(increase in profits with unavoidable costs).

Functional differentiation, as opposed to what the self-descrip-
tions of the systems are claiming, cannot realize the postulated full-
inclusion. Function systems, when operating rationally, exclude
persons or marginalize them so drastically that this has conse-
quences in regard to getting access to other function systems. No
education, no work, no income, no regular marriages, children
with no birth certificate, no passport, no participation in politics,
no access to legal advice, to the police, or to the courts—the list
can be extended and it concerns, depending on the circumstances,
all marginalizations up to total exclusion. No one will say that it
has to be this way according to some kind of Malthusian popula-
tion law. It is, however, sufficient to see that it is so and how such
an amplifying effect is produced at the margins of function sys-
tems. Perhaps religion could offer an exceptional opportunity? But
if one inspects more closely the countless new cults of the modern
world, based on states of trance as medium, no distinction of black
and white magic, healing as a promise without differentiation of
medical and other life-problems, then one understands the hesita-
tion of the Catholic Church to espouse religiosity of this type in
the churches.

Facts of this kind turn the common theory of integration held
by many sociologists upside down. Modern society is indeed
highly integrated, but only in its area of exclusion, as negative
integration, and above all—without consensus. In the realm of
inclusion, however, the normal conditions of stability reign:
loose coupling, relatively high capability of coping with errors,
careers as the mode of integration of individuals and society, mul-
tiple contexts of observational perspectives, and better or worse

270 Appendixes: Translations of Key Luhmann Texts

Luhmann Explained  2/19/11  2:30 AM  Page 270



conditions of life with a high degree of acceptance of individual-
ized communication.

Still, the corresponding disintegration of inclusion can also be
reflected upon, and this is what present-day theoreticians of
modernity are currently focusing on. The integration of the indi-
vidual and society no longer finds its principles in common con-
sensus; it switched from provenance (and thus, from ethos) to
career, that is to say, to processed contingency. Moreover, the
mutual-increase connection between culture (Bildung) and free-
dom predicted by neo-humanists did not come true, but has rather
been dissolved. In modern supply-society, freedom is not restricted
by coercion, but rather structured by supply in such a way that the
enacting of freedom can no longer be attributed to the self-real-
ization of the individual. One buys for a good price, watches the
advertised films, chooses a religion or not as one likes—just like the
others. Even God is a supply-God. He offers, and the model is of
course Pascal’s wager, his love so impressively and so independent
of moral judgments that the refusal would be meaningless or, the-
ologically speaking, would fulfill the definition of sin. This demon-
strates that culture and social conditions have made the enacting of
freedom so asymmetrical that the individual is only left with mean-
ingless decisions—or with protests that do not change anything.

This was, of course, never different. But in modern society this
hits the vital element of the self-description of the system as
“humane.”

With a certain nostalgia we can now think back to the barbar-
ians or to the other ethnicities, the pagans, the savages. They were
left with their own social order. We did not have anything to do
with it. We were free to convert them or to enslave them, or to
cheat them when exchanging goods. And they were our concepts,
European concepts, when we spoke of humanitas, of ius gentium,
of humankind or of human rights. All this is no longer adequate in
the situation modern society finds itself in—not to speak of con-
cepts such as societas civilis or communitas that we are getting from
our basements like Sauerkraut to enjoy them reheated.10
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10 In the oral presentation, I had referred at this juncture to the Witwe Bolte. This
aroused displeasure. Perhaps I came too close to the matter. [The Witwe Bolte—
a widow named “Bolte”—is a prominent persona in nineteenth-century German
popular literature. She appears in the satirical children’s book Max und Moritz by
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If this diagnosis is only roughly correct, society can neither
expect advice nor help from sociology. But it could make sense to
search for theories that do more justice to the facts than the opti-
mistic-critical traditional ways of thought within our discipline—
justice to those facts with which society constructs itself.

272 Part III: Philosophical Contexts

Wilhelm Busch. Max and Moritz, two juvenile “villains,” steal Witwe Bolte’s
chickens from the hearth while she is getting something from the basement. Later
in the story, the miller grinds up Max and Moritz because of all the mischief they
caused. It should also be noted that Luhmann refers to the oral presentation of
the paper at the Institut für Sozialforschung in Hamburg, a hotbed of German
Critical Theory and leftist thinking. Luhmann, however, was still able to leave the
location unharmed.—Trans.
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3. An Annotated List of German Manuals 
for Luhmann Studies

(a) DICTIONARIES

There are two dictionary-style manuals on Luhmann in German:

1. Krause, Detlef. Luhmann–Lexikon. 3rd ed. Stuttgart: Enke, 2001.

This is a dictionary that lists Luhmann’s terminology. Each of the sev-
eral hundred entries is briefly defined—in strictly Luhmannian terms.
The book is therefore of limited use for those who are not already
highly familiar with Luhmannian concepts. It is certainly helpful for
researchers who need precise clarification in regard to specific terms
and want to trace the interrelatedness of various concepts. An intro-
duction presents an overview of Luhmannian systems theory in a lan-
guage that is often more technical than Luhmann’s own writings. An
extensive bibliography and index are included.

2. Baraldi, Claudio, Giancarlo Corsi, and Elena Esposito. GLU: Glossar zu
Niklas Luhmanns Theorie sozialer Systeme. Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp,
1997.

This is a glossary that concisely explicates more than sixty Luhmannian
concepts. The explanations are more detailed and accessible than
those in the Luhmann-Lexikon. They also provide information on
texts by Luhmann in which the respective concept is discussed. A bib-
liography of works by Luhmann is included.

(b) INTRODUCTIONS

There are a number of book-length introductions to Niklas Luhmann in
German. Among them are:
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1. Margot Berghaus. Luhmann leicht gemacht. Eine Einführung in die
Systemtheorie. Cologne, Weimar, Vienna: Böhlau, 2003.

This book is exactly what its title promises. It provides easy—and
comprehensive—access to Luhmann’s work and is a good introduc-
tion to systems theory. It is particularly useful for students with a lim-
ited knowledge of Luhmann and his writings, but often also helpful
for advanced scholars. Like the present study, it includes a specific
analysis of Luhmann’s theory of the mass media. 

2. Fuchs, Peter. Niklas Luhmann—beobachtet. 2nd ed. Opladen:
Westdeutscher Verlag, 1993.

Peter Fuchs was a student and collaborator of Niklas Luhmann. He
not only has a firsthand understanding of Luhmann’s theory, but also
his book is a very successful attempt to present this theory in a refresh-
ing way while still being academically accurate. The book is written as
a fictitious dialogue between a university professor, his students, and
a couple of other personae. In a somewhat Socratic way, it explains the
core notions of systems theory not only in relation to “real life,” but
also in an often witty fashion.

3. Reese-Schäfer, Walter. Luhmann zur Einführung. Hamburg: Junius,
1992.

This is another well written and adequate introduction to Luhmann.
It concentrates on a few core concepts (system, sense, autopoiesis) as
well as some major works (Love as Passion, A Sociology of Risk, Social
Systems, Ecological Communication) and central topics (morality, reli-
gion, and the controversy with Habermas).

4. Kneer, Georg, and Armin Nassehi. Niklas Luhmanns Theorie sozialer
Systeme. Munich: Fink, 1993.

This is a comprehensive analysis of Luhmann’s theory of society as
presented in Social Systems.

5. Gripp-Hagelstange, Helga. Niklas Luhmann: Eine erkenntnistheoretis-
che Einführung. Munich: Fink, 1995.

This is an analysis of Luhmann’s theory from a philosophical-episte-
mological perspective.

Other general introductions are:

6. Horster, Detlef. Niklas Luhmann. Munich: Beck, 1993.
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7. Kiss, Gabor. Grundzüge und Entwicklung der Luhmannschen
Systemtheorie. 2nd ed. Stuttgart: Enke, 1990.

(c) LUHMANN’S INFLUENCE IN OTHER FIELDS

There is one excellent book that documents the reaction to Luhmann’s
theory, particularly in Germany and Europe:

de Berg, Henk, and Johannes Schmidt, eds., Rezeption und Reflexion:
Zur Resonanz der Systemtheorie Niklas Luhmanns außerhalb der
Soziologie. Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, 2000.

This book contains detailed articles by leading scholars on the influ-
ence of Luhmann’s ideas in the theory of law, political science, stud-
ies of literature and art, theology, economic theory, pedagogy,
philosophy, media science, family therapy, health studies, the sociol-
ogy of movements, social work, and studies of organizations. Each
section contains an often detailed bibliography of works on Luhmann
in the respective fields.

(d) BIBLIOGRAPHIES

As mentioned above, Krause’s Luhmann-Lexikon, the GLU, and the vol-
ume on Luhmann’s influence edited by de Berg and Schmidt contain
valuable bibliographies of works by and on Luhmann. There are also two
extensive bibliographies of Niklas Luhmann’s works:

1. Schiermeyer, Sylke, and Johannes F.K. Schmidt, “Niklas Luhmann—
Schriftenverzeichnis.” Soziale Systeme. Zeitschrift für soziologische
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