
Part 1: ANew Way of Thinking about Society 

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 
sociall~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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