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Luhmann s Systems Theory 
as a Theory of Modernity 

Harro Miiller 

Luhmann's systems theory in its present form is the result of thirty 
years of theoretical development. It was conceived in response to Par- 
sons's structurally functional theory as a functionally structural theory. 
As its point of departure, it took general systems theory with its differ- 
ence of system and environment, but in the late 1970s and early 1980s, 
it was significantly rewritten. By adopting the concept of autopoiesis 
from cognitive biology and elements of observation theory from the 
domain of second order cybernetics, it gained additional contour and 
explanatory power. As a theory that makes universal claims, system 
theory admittedly does not belong to those nice and helpful theories1 
that may easily be adapted to earlier positions. For this reason, it does 
not seem meaningful here to offer a recapitulation of its theoretical 
history which would then, in its combination of internal and external 
factors, remain below the level of the theoretical design of systems 
theory and produce an effect of harmless domestication. Instead, I will 
first elucidate the cognitive architecture of Luhmann's systems theory 
on the basis of his major work, Social Systems, and present more 
clearly one of its chief theorems: that of social differentiation. Luh- 
mann's theory of a functionally differentiated society is simultaneously 
a theory of modernity.2 Therefore, I will then describe the functioning 

1. Niklas Luhmann, Soziale Systeme. Grundriss einer allgemeinen Theorie 
(Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, 1984) 164. 

2. Niklas Luhmann, Beobachtungen der Moderne (Opladen: Westdeutscher, 
1992). 
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of the modem system of art. The article will conclude with a few 
remarks on the larger implications of the project, on Luhmann's style, 
and on possibilities of combination and competition with other theoret- 
ical positions. 

I 
In an acentrically conceived world and an acentrically conceived soci- 

ety,3 it is difficult to preserve the notion of an Archimedean point from 
which and towards which both world and society might be understood: 
"[T]he world is nothing that could be described from one viewpoint."4 It 
is also prohibited from assuming a strictly privileged extramundane 
observer's perspective. Such a perspective would place collective singu- 
lars such as God, Spirit [Geist], History, Man, Nature, the subject, the 
individual, or intersubjectivity at the center of a foundational discourse. 
"Theory finds itself, as it were, in a labyrinth rather than on a highway 
to a happy end."5 Foundational discourses based on ontological, meta- 
physical, natural, anthropological, historico-philosophical or intersubjec- 
tive premises, are predominantly a matter of self-attributions or self- 
simplifications that are functionally in need of explanation. It is just 
such functional explanation which systems theory claims to offer in 
order to outbid older European and premodern positions. Luhmann's 
systems theory, therefore, is a theor without a center, polycentrically 
and thus polycontextually designed. There is no fundamental concept, 
nor even a series of basic concepts in systems theory. There is no initiat- 
ing intuition such as Habermas's concept of intersubjectivity to which 
subsequent arguments may then be referred, whether causally, deduc- 
tively, teleologically, or otherwise. Instead, an attempt is made to define 
concepts in relationship to each other, concepts including: 

meaning, time, element, relation, complexity, contingency, action, 
communication, system, environment, world, expectation, struc- 
ture, process, self-referentiality [Selbstreferenz], closure, self-orga- 
nization, autopoiesis, individuality, observation, self-observation, 
description, self-description, unity, difference, information, inter- 
penetration, interaction, society, contradiction, conflict.7 

3. Luhmann, Soziale Systeme 14. 
4. Niklas Luhmann, Archimedes und wir. Interviews, eds. D. Baecker and G. 

Stanitzek (Berlin: Merve, 1992) 120. 
5. Luhmann, Soziale Systeme 14. 
6. Luhmann, Soziale Systeme 14. 
7. Luhmann, Soziale Systeme 12. 
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In the process of relational definition, these concepts clarify and 
limit each other, without each being connected to every other one.8 
Systems theory is constructive theory in the strict sense. It is not the 
mere narrating of the history of theory. Luhmann justifiably comments 
with a trace of irony on those who believe they make theoretical 
advances by repeating and blending Marxian and Weberian positions, 
describing this activity as a kind of "heating up and gnawing away at 
the leftover bones of the classics."9 Systems theory is circularly con- 
structed by design; it sees itself as one of its own objects, and under- 
stands the theory of differentiation itself as the result of differentiation. 
The theory does not claim to offer the correct description of the current 
world or of current society. It neither claims to reflect the full reality of 
its object, nor does it exhaust all possibilities of knowing that object. 
Systems theory does, however, claim "universality of comprehension of 
the object in the sense that, as a social theory, it treats of all social matters 
rather than only of segments."10 Built as a self-supporting construction,11 
it is according to its own self-description "an especially impressive super- 
theory"12 that is conceived from the start in an interdisciplinary fashion 
and assimilates impulses from various disciplines. It claims to offer the 
world and current society a useful and adequate description distin- 
guished by a considerable potential for dissolution and recombination. 
Its conceptually far-reaching constructive work does not submit to criteria 
oriented towards theories of correspondence, but it does make reconstruc- 
tive claims that point to the real world and to real society. 

In accordance with these presuppositions, social systems do not 
consist of men and women, indivisible individuals and their interac- 
tive games, but instead consist of "communication and its ascription 
as action.,"13 Here, communication is "the elementary unit of self-con- 
stitution, action is the elementary unit of the self-observation and self- 
description of social systems."l14 Actions are ascribed to persons; 
however, persons are understood as "structures of the autopoiesis of 
social systems, rather than as ... psychic systems or complete human 

8. Luhmann, Soziale Systeme 14. 
9. Luhmann, Archimedes und wir 28. 

10. Luhmann, Soziale Systeme 9. 
11. Luhmann, Soziale Systeme 11. 
12. Luhmann, Soziale Systeme 19. 
13. Luhmann, Soziale Systeme 240. 
14. Luhmann, Soziale Systeme 241. 
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beings.,,"15 Systems theory makes a strict analytical distinction between 
social systems (communication) and psychic systems (consciousness), 
with system/environment relations existing between the two. It pro- 
ceeds in its representational practice according to a model that is itself 
constitutive for the theory: namely the reduction of complexity. May 
Luhmann's reduction of complexity itself be treated in a reductive 
fashion? That would be a very selective and perhaps inadmissible 
enterprise. Nonetheless, it seems appropriate to me to describe here a 
few obvious aspects of systems theory which may show up its theoreti- 
cal tectonics more precisely. In doing so, I will not describe the diach- 
ronic evolution of systems theory. I will rather bring together a few 
key concepts in synchronic fashion.16 

One should recall, against all critics who accuse Luhmann of system 
stabilization, that the concept of function is not tied to self-preservation 
and hetero-preservation; [Selbsterhaltung und Fremderhaltung]. The 
function of the concept of function is to reduce the extreme complex- 
ity of the world. Therefore, the functional approach is intimately 
bound to the estrangement of traditional self-evidences and normali- 
ties, to their virtualizations, and to the question of their respective 
functional equivalents. "The methodological recipe ... is as follows: 
look for theories that succeed in explaining the normal as improba- 
ble."17 Methodologically, this instruction means that one must first 
define the function of function and only then can one ask the question 
of how it affects structure or process. The priority of the concept of 
function also implies the privileging of a concept of meaning that 
cannot be ascribed to intention.18 Meaning and action are selections, 
reductions that signify intensification. They result from a horizon of 
meaning that is relational and principally open-ended and resistant to 
closure. No substantial concept of meaning, nor one that would point 
to relational closure exists. The event of meaning, the event of com- 
munication, and the event of action all bear with them unrealized and 
referentially endless possibilities and are thus in the strictest sense 

15. Niklas Luhmann, Die Wissenschaft der Gesellschaft (Frankfurt/Main: 
Suhrkamp, 1990) 33. 

16. Cf. Walter Reese-Schaefer, Luhmann zur Einflihrung (Hamburg: Junius, 
1992); Georg Kneer and Armin Nassehi, Niklas Luhmanns Theorie sozialer Systeme. 
Eine Einftihrung (Munich: Fink, 1993). 

17. Luhmann, Soziale Systeme 162. 
18. Luhmann, Soziale Systeme 92ff. 
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contingent, since they may always turn out differently. Communicative 
events (social systems) and consciousness events (psychic systems) are 
thus defined by contingent selectivity because they must constantly 
select from a complex environment, without being causally or other- 
wise determined by that environment in their manner of selection. 
They depend on the ability to connect [Anschluflfdhigkeit], but they 
cannot be forged into a tight or even a loose chain based on linearity, 
teleology, or the rationality of values and goals. 

Social and psychic systems are always system/environment systems. 
Both are self-referential, autopoietic systems, whose closure itself 
makes openness possible. The characteristic trait of autopoietic sys- 
tems is that they themselves produce and reproduce the elements of 
which they consist.19 Systems, both social and psychic, consist of the 
continual processing of differences, in the continual combination of 
self-reference and external reference [Selbstreferenz und Fremdrefer- 
enz]. Luhmann describes communication (social systems) as a three- 
part process of selection that combines information, enunciation [Mit- 
teilung], and understanding; psychic systems as autopoietic systems 
produce thoughts and representations. Social and psychic systems are 
structurally linked in that they depend on each other while each is 
environment for the other. The social system and the psychic system 
both process complexity in the form of meaning. By reducing the com- 
plexity of the environment, they increase their own complexity. 

Meaning, then, would be the continuous processing of the difference 
between actuality and possibility. There are three dimensions of meaning 
to be distinguished here: the factual dimension marks what is the case; 
the social dimension marks who is thematizing something; and the 
dimension of time determines when something happens. To avoid empty 
self-reference and equally empty external reference, one must have reduc- 
tions, limitations,20 that eliminate possibilities once and for all while 
simultaneously enabling connective possibilities albeit without guarantee. 
Communication, language, action, process, structure, generalization of 
behavior and the setting up of expectations (norms, values, etc.), institu- 
tionalizations, goal-setting and organizations - those are all limiting 
mechanisms that minimize the arbitrariness assumed in principle. 

19. Cf. Humberto R. Maturana, Erkennen, Organisation und Verkdrperung der 
Wirklichkeit (Braunschweig: Viehweg, 1982) 158ff. 

20. Luhmann, Soziale Systeme 358ff. 
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Furthermore, systems can form subsystems that treat environmental 
complexity with increased independence or increased dependence with- 
out the total system or other partial systems having to intervene func- 
tionally. This then leads to a theory of social evolution.21 These 
functionally differentiated partial systems are themselves autopoietically 
organized and functionally interchangeable. With their increase in com- 
plexity, they accentuate the pressure for selection and raise the respec- 
tive risks.2 Implausibility is also minimized by certain differentiated 
communication media (power, money, love, etc.).23 Such partial systems 
function in accordance with binary, asymmetrical, and non-reducible 
codes (as, for instance, the true/false code in the scientific system, the 
beautiful/ugly code in the art system),24 and they possess specific prog- 
ams,25 for instance methodologies in the system of scholarship, or theo- 
ries of reflection such as aesthetics in the system of art. They yield 
specific achievements for other systems. Thus, for modernity church art 
is art (the beautiful/ugly code), but it also constitutes an achievement for 
the religious system (the immanent/transcendent code). 

As a functionally differentiated autopoietic partial system, scholar- 
ship essentially observes observations, and is thus engaged in second- 
order observation, the chief type of observation for functionally differ- 
entiated partial systems. Observation is an operation that consists of 
two moments: distinction and designation.26 As a designation marking 
difference, observation is tied to a blind spot. The observer always 
uses a distinction he himself cannot mark and thus also not render with 
this very distinction. Second-order observation is able to observe the 
blind spot in first-order observation, and it is aware of the relativity of 
its own observational operations. But it still cannot observe its own 
blind spot. Thus, second-order observation is not hierarchically supe- 
rior to first-order observation. Luhmann's theory of observation, as a 
theory of distinction with its movements of undoing of paradox 
[Entparadoxierungsbewegungen] and making invisible, is decidedly 
not a unitary theory. Systems theory always begins with an assumption 
of difference. Luhmann remarks in this context: 

21. For further discussion of this aspect, see section II of this article. 
22. See Niklas Luhmann, Soziologie des Risikos (Berlin: Springer, 1991). 
23. Luhmann, Soziale Systeme 358ff. 
24. Luhmann, Soziale Systeme 197f., 602f. 
25. Luhmann, Soziale Systeme 432f. 
26. Luhmann, Die Wissenschaft der Gesellschaft 68ff. 
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I think it is, for instance, more fruitful not to begin theories with 
unity, but rather with difference, and not to end with unity (in the 
sense of reconciliation), but instead with a... better difference. This 
is why, for example, the relation of system and environment is 
important for me, as is functionalism, since it always means that one 
can compare different things with each other.27 

II 
Within systems theory, differentiation means system differentia- 

tion.28 Systems theory offers a descriptive apparatus designed to com- 
prehend system differentiation. Autopoietic and self-referential, 
systems always form themselves by marking their difference from the 
environment which is internally processed. This schematism also 
makes poscible the development of subsystems or partial systems, for 
which the rest of the system then in turn becomes an internal environ- 
ment. The system of art becomes the environment for the system of 
scholarship, and vice versa. Thus, perspectives are multiplied within 
functionally differentiated modem society without one's being able to 
adopt any privileged central perspective or assign a hierarchically 
superior leading position to any one partial system - be it politics, 
with power as its communicative medium, or economics, with money 
as its communicative medium. No partial system may represent the 
whole and become active in a representative manner; no partial system 
may replace another as its functional equivalent. It is precisely func- 
tional differentiation, with its internal increase in control in individual 
partial systems, which increases "disorder" and risk, especially in 
intersystemic relations. In addition, the participants in each respective 
system tend to overestimate their own possibilities and project them in 
inadmissible ways. Representatives of the political system always tie 
the power code to the moral code and stylize themselves as representa- 
tives of the common interest. In aesthetic discourse, it is a favorite 
rhetorical strategy to promote oneself as the mouthpiece of authentic 
experiences which are then generalized across systems. One may also 
stylize oneself as a guardian of language, without noticing that one 
will suffer from a severe competitive handicap relative to a theological 
discourse that administers God's Word. 

Partial systems are simultaneously autonomous and dependent. The 

27. Luhmann, Archimedes und wir 127. 
28. Luhmann, Soziale Systeme 37ff., 258ff. 
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scientific system could never get by without the political system, but 
the latter is also dependent on knowledge made available by science 
and scholarship. The art system is dependent on, for example, the legal 
system or on the political system; here, too, dependencies can easily be 
inverted. 

This form of a functionally differentiated society with the increase in 
complexity, contingency, and risk in its respective domains has, how- 
ever, not always existed. The actual forms of differentiation have 
changed historically. One may roughly distinguish three historical 
stages in the evolution of society.29 

Initially, segmentary differentiations, systems on the basis of kinship 
and narrowly limited locality, were formed. Asymmetrical structures 
were then developed in societies organized according to strata with dif- 
ferentiations such as city/country, center/periphery, whole/part. This 
hierarchically structured society could still be represented in the image 
of a single representative. Socially stratified and hierarchically ordered, 
this society was, with regard to its refined semantics, especially suited to 
religious cosmologies as well as to ontological metaphysics in the cul- 
tural sector. In contrast to this, a completely new style and type of differ- 
entiation has been developed by modem society as it was formed in and 
propagated from Europe. Modem, functionally differentiated society is 
characterized by functional systems without hierarchy and by a large 
degree of uncontrollability. Segmentary and stratificatory differentiation 
continues to exist, but it is strictly subordinate to functional differentia- 
tion. Modem society is the result of evolution with its various mecha- 
nisms of selection, variation, and stabilization. In modem society, its 
own functioning is described in the partial system of scientific scholar- 
ship. Like modem society itself, science as one of its partial systems is, 
however, a result of the evolutionary movement that first produced 
acceleration, change, and risk (for example, the undoing of differentia- 
tion through moralization or aestheticization). 

One may return to this formulation (that scientific knowledge of mod- 
em society is itself the product of the latter's evolution) and plausibly 
conjecture that the self-descriptions prepared in separate partial systems 
must bear a temporal index. That is, self-descriptions must themselves 
be temporalized. To this extent, systems theory favors a relativism30 

29. Cf. Helmut Willke, Systemtheorie, 2nd ed. (Stuttgart: Klett, 1987). 
30. Luhmann, Soziologische Aufkldrunq, 5. Konstruktivistische Perspektiven 

(Opladen: Westdeutscher, 1990) 11. 
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which, however, no longer points to the otherwise common opposing 
positions of absolutism or universalism. Assumptions of substance or of 
metahistoric essences, metahistorical anthropologies, metahistorically 
grounded notions of experience, and so on are all forms of thought that 
are no longer reconcilable with functional differentiation. From Luh- 
mann's perspective, this is all part of an old-European heritage that sur- 
vives artificially in theoretically deficient academic disciplines and can 
at best be correlated with the still existing stratificatory elements in 
modem society. 

III 
Luhmann's theory of autopoietic social systems, in which communi- 

cation constantly produces communication, also permits discussion of 
the specifics of the various partial systems. Thus, Luhmann has 
shown, among other things, how the economic system functions,31 
and how the legal system functions.32 Works on the systems of poli- 
tics and art will be published in the foreseeable future. The great 
advantage of systems theory is that the separate system descriptions 
are laid out in a comparative framework. In each case, Luhmann 
focuses on the operative closure of the system, its function, coding and 
programming, its evolution, its structural combinations, its respective 
self-description and its position within society. If one applies Luhmann's 
suppositions regarding evolutionary theory to art, one may surmise that 
in segmentary societies, art is seamlessly bound up with mechanisms of 
reproduction in the form of rituals. In stratified societies, a differentia- 
tion ensues, but art is still closely bound up with religion and politics, 
making forms of symbolic representation possible. Here, art may still 
dispose aesthetic, cognitive, normative and ontological elements within 
itself and with relatively little difficulty. With regard to the public, 
mechanisms of exclusion (e.g., those of the estates) are operative. 

It is a new and in a certain sense precarious situation when art differ- 
entiates itself as an autonomous, independent, and dependent partial 
system, for not all of the partial systems in modernity function equally 
well. The system of art as a differentiated partial system (here, too, 
communication generates communication) first of all needs a code that 

31. Niklas Luhmann, Die Wirtschaft der Gesellschaft (Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, 
1988). 

32. Niklas Luhmann, Das Recht der Gesellschaft (Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, 
1993). 
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produces the ability to connect [Anschlufifdhigkeit] in order to make 
specification possible. It is the disjunctive, asymmetrically built code of 
beautiful/ugly that is specific to this subsystem.33 Neither the code true/ 
false (science) nor the code good/evil (morality) is constitutive for the 
system of art. However, these sorts of problem-fields may be comfort- 
ably included in the art system by means of system/environment refer- 
ences. Traditionally formulated, the beautiful is freed from its 
connection to the good and the true. This implies a great gain of terrain, 
for now ugly truths and beautiful evil may easily become themes for art. 
In terms of theoretical procedure, there is a shift of emphasis to self-ref- 
erence that is much stronger than in the old European premodernity, and 
second-order observations are favored without giving up first-order 
observations. But the gain in complexity tied to the differentiation of the 
system of art is achieved at the cost of a loss of metaphysical, moral, 
and cognitive authority. The entry ticket to modernity as a functionally 
differentiated society means, for the system of art, that metaphysical, 
cognitive, and moral questions must be treated on a programmatic level 
that neutralizes the respective codes. If I ask, for instance, about the 
truth of art, I am operating in the domain of the scientific system with its 
code true/false rather than in the domain of the system of art with its 
code beautiful/ugly or interesting/boring as Gerhard Plumpe has sug- 
gested with reference to Friedrich Schlegel.34 In any case, the respective 
leading code is not sufficient to secure connective communication. 

There is a need for programs that can manifest themselves in dog- 
matics of art and in style. Dogmatics of art and the classificatory pos- 
sibilities of the concept of style make it possible for works of art, 
which in modernity tend towards self-superseding innovation, to main- 
tain possibilities of connecting with artists and the public. The precari- 
ousness of the system of art consists (among other things) in the fact 
that its programs are not as robust as the functionally equivalent meth- 
odologies used in the scientific system. In addition, works of art may 
themselves function as programs. In modernity, works of art are no 
longer regulated by rhetoric, rule-bound poetics, or various concep- 
tions of mimesis. Instead, and beyond any ontological assumptions as 
well as beyond most self-descriptions, they are system/environment 

33. Niklas Luhmann, "Ist Kunst kodierbar?" "Schon. " Zur Diskussion eines 
umstrittenen Begriffs, ed. S. J. Schmidt (Munich: Fink, 1976) 60f., 15. 

34. Gerhard Plumpe, A'sthetische Kommunikation der Moderne: Von Nietzsche bis 
zur Gegenwart, vol. 2 (Opladen: Westdeutscher, 1993) 297ff. 
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units within the system of art oriented towards innovation and yet 
also always involved in copying. They are designed to produce indi- 
viduality effects and participate in a semantic evolution that is corre- 
lated to the transformation from a stratified to a functionally 
differentiated society.35 

In modernity, art is world art36 and its function refers to world contin- 
gency37 or entertainment.38 The system of art with its code and various, 
partly contradictory programs plays a constant game of self-reference 
and external reference. External reference refers to various partial sys- 
tems whose offerings serve as media which art may then work through 
for its own gain on a formal level. The art system may also refer to 
itself and practice multiple forms of self-referentiality by making use of 
the relation of medium and form,39 or it may even be self-referential 
vis-ai-vis the relation of external reference and self-reference itself. In 
this manner, modem art accentuates self-reference and processes it in 
accompanying reflexive theories, as for instance in the concept of l'art 
pour l'art. The "realistic" variant of modern art, on the other hand, 
emphasizes external referentiality, and the accompanying reflexive theo- 
ries are aesthetics of reflection or concepts of operative art. If one 
decodes the programmatics of modem art more precisely, as Gerhard 
Plumpe has suggested,40 they may be systematized in the following 
way: 1. The system/environment difference may first of all serve as a 
medium. Thus, works are produced which thematize the difference of 
art and environment (for instance, bourgeois/artist). Art is then fre- 
quently stylized as a positively valued counter-society. Dedifferentiation 
fantasies [Entdifferenzierungstrdume] which might espouse a program 
of a "new mythology" may be tied to this dichotomy. 2. Constructions 
of reality from the environment of the art system may be used as media 

35. Cf. Niklas Luhmann, Gesellschaftsstruktur und Semantik, 3 vols. (Frankfurt/ 
Main: Suhrkamp, 1980). 

36. Cf. Niklas Luhmann, "Weltkunst," Unbeobachtbare Welt. Ober Kunst und Lit- 
eratur (Bielefeld: Haux, 1990) 7ff. 

37. Niklas Luhmann, "Das Kunstwerk und die Selbstreproduktion von Kunst," 
Stil: Geschichte und Funktion eines kulturwissenschaftlichen Diskurselementes, eds. H. 
K. Gumbrecht and K. L. Pfeiffer (Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, 1986) 625. 

38. Plumpe, Asthetische Kommunikation, 2, 304. 
39. On the concept of form in systems theory, see: Kalkiil der Form, ed. D. 

Baecker (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1993); Probleme der Form, ed. D. Baecker 
(FrankfurtlMain: Suhrkamp, 1993). 

40. Plumpe, Asthetische Kommunikation , 299ff. 
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for forms. Realistic and naturalistic effects may be achieved via this 
procedure. Mere copying of the world is prevented by an always 
present self-reference, as it is by the relation between medium and 
form. 3. A third program may be discerned when the system of art 
itself is used as a medium. Art may then refer both to the art worlds 
produced in the art system and to the reception, variation, and alter- 
ation of artistic procedures. 4. A fourth programmatic alternative lies 
in the possibility of canceling the difference between medium and 
form. Thus, the artist may either enter the busy scenery of his own 
environment, or explain society as a total work of art. Since everything 
would then be a total work of art, the medium/form difference is no 
longer applicable, and all other markings of difference are absorbed in 
a totalitarian system. 

In no other system is the capacity for discontinuity as marked as in 
the art system. This results not least from the fact that works of art, 
which are oriented towards innovation and must simultaneously, as 
closed works, make connection possible, have a clearly inscribed tem- 
poral element at their core. The higher the valorization of innovative 
speed, the faster is the aging process. Art's marks of historicity are 
both a gain and a loss. They are a gain, since art frees itself in moder- 
nity from all ontological guarantees; they are a loss, for its age is 
clearly inscribed on the face of the art work. One may regret this, but 
one should acknowledge it rather than attempt to evade it by rehashing 
a (normative) concept of "the classical": 

One of the most important consequences of historicization is that the 
comparability of works of art contains a temporal direction and is 
thus limited. Traditional art theory measured all works of art accord- 
ing to common ideals of perfection and only afterward placed them 
in a temporal order, as one may read in Vasari's Lives. The passing of 
time led to perfection or to decadence. Instead, historical placement 
now gains priority. It is situated deep within the artwork itself. Each 
work compares itself to earlier art, seeks and gains distance, aims for 
difference, and excludes possibilities which are already present. It is 
in this way that it defines its style or the style to which it belongs. 
Comparisons that are directed to the future, however, are meaning- 
less. The artwork cannot define itself by claiming distance from 
future possibilities which are not yet manifest.41 

41. Niklas Luhmann, "Das Kunstwerk und die Selbstproduktion von Kunst," 
Delfin 3 (1984): 61. 
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In addition, artworks ensure only a minimum of unity and cross-ref- 
erence in the communicative discourse that refers to them. The abbre- 
viation of communication, the concealment of discrepancy, the 
unifying of communication, the organization of participation, and the 
regulation of expectation are further effects. For the public, there are in 
principle no rules of exclusion. As everyone may participate in the 
political system in elections, so everyone may participate, at least in 
principle, in the system of art. In fact however, exclusionary rules are 
operative here: experts rapidly emerge, and matters are further compli- 
cated when an expert in concrete poetry may simultaneously be only 
an amateur in non-tonal music. Niklas Luhmann summarizes his con- 
siderations on the formation of the partial system of art in modernity in 
this way: 

1. increasing differentiation of a functional system for art; 
2. the system's increasing independence of both professionals and 
public for the purpose of self-responsible self-reproduction of com- 
munication via works of art; 
3. development of reflexive theories, of "aesthetics" in the new 
sense, in order to control this new autonomy and to solve problems 
specific to this domain. This sets in motion 
4. individualization of artworks, until finally from the mid-eigh- 
teenth century on, the object's recognition depends on its unique- 
ness; 
5. at the same time, the problematization of self-reproduction and 
the application of the difference of levels of meaning (made avail- 
able by the distinction between style and work) to the solution of this 
problem; 
6. the meaning of style is used to ground autonomy as different from 
(and this means always also: dependent on) the social environment 
and to include or exclude participants; and finally, brought on by all 
of this: 
7. the complete temporalization of the system's complexity with the 
consequence that 
8. the representative temporal value of styles and even of objects 
threatens to displace the objective criteria of beauty (which one 
could only define self-referentially, if at all).42 

IV 
Systems theory, as a theory of differentiation, claims no privileged 

or extramundane standpoint. It is designed as a theory that is logical 

42. Luhmann, Kunstwerk und Selbstproduktion 68f. 
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in itself, non-linear, and polycontextual. Beyond any ontological con- 
struction of the world or any binary logic, it establishes forms for 
processing differentiations,43 without any authority asserting that one 
must begin with this and no other differentiation. As a result of this 
assumption of observation theory, systems theory postulates an 
"unresolvable relativism."44 As a theory of difference, Luhmann's 
systems theory represents a methodological anti-humanism and criti- 
cizes all concepts that begin with identity. At the same time, it 
reminds us that modernity is characterized precisely by the absence 
of any "super code" applicable to all partial systems. Functional dif- 
ferentiation means that codes specific to a system evolve which only 
function in their respective systems. Therefore, modernity has no 
universal code of morality. From the perspective of systems theory, 
this is modernity's condition of possibility. It is still an open question 
whether the moral code (good/evil) affects all systems as a subordi- 
nate code or whether it is to be placed at the program level. In any 
case, the moral code is not the super code that many still see it as 
being. As a universal code with multiple applications, it is rather old- 
European and premodern. Systems theory also stresses that the moral 
code, which attributes respect or disrespect, contains in itself tenden- 
cies that encourage conflict. One might almost set up a rule that in 
any conflict one should appeal to the moral code either as late as 
possible or preferably not at all.45 

Systems theory as a non-linear theory makes considerable efforts at 
differentiation, thereby attaining great structural richness. Luhmann's 
major work, Social Systems, is therefore presented in such a way that 
one does not have to read the individual sections in successive order. 
One may begin reading at the beginning, in the middle, or towards 
the end, but one must read the entire text several times in order to 
grasp the refinement, elegance and structural wealth of the theory. 
One then notices the experimental and playful aspects of systems 
theory which is not only presented in understatement, but also has its 
own forms of irony: "Every book contains some secret nonsense 
which is not always noticed; much of this sort of thing also occurs in 

43. Niklas Luhmann, "Identitiit - was oder wie?" Soziologische Aujkliirung, vol. 5, 
25. 

44. Luhmann, Soziologische Aufklarung 29. 
45. Niklas Luhmann, "Ethik als Reflexionstheorie der Moral," Gesellschaftstheo- 

rie und Semantik (Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, 1989) 358ff. 
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lectures, and it is aimed at avoiding any orthodoxies in teaching.46 
Systems theory, as a theory of observation which always begins 

with an assumption of difference, shares some common features with 
Derrida's deconstruction47 and may be combined with theories of 
chaos. One may also imagine a systems-theoretical rewriting of 
hermeneutics as a recursive theory.48 Individual sciences such as the- 
ology or literary studies observe systems theory and attempt thereby 
to make cognitive gains.49 An accusation frequently made against 
systems theory is that it is conservative or affirmative. One might 
return the question and ask about the foundation for this difference 
between the conservative and the progressive or the affirmative and 
the critical, thereby scoring an instant theoretical success. But I would 
rather point to something else. Systems theory's whole style of 
thought - for instance, its treating of the normal as the improbable, 
its constant search for functional equivalents, its emphasis on the 
uncertainty of scientific procedures - hardly justifies suspicions of 
conservatism. Moreover, the great structural richness and cognitive 
fruitfulness of the theory, which offers considerable possibilities of 
dissolution and recombination, can hardly be swept away by means 
of the all-purpose accusation of the theory as "affirmative." Even 
Habermas's dictum that the theory of social systems, broadened by 
the concept of autopoiesis, can "hardly avoid taking an affirmative 
position relative to the increase in complexity of modern societies"50 
stands in need of critical examination. It is not surprising, in the con- 
text of such accusations from Critical Theory, that relations between 
Frankfurt and Bielefeld are chilly. Luhmann speaks of "contrafactual 
defiance" on the part of the Frankfurt group,5 and he deplores Hab- 
ermas's inadequate theoretical treatment of positions "which cannot 

46. Niklas Luhmann, Universitdt als Milieu. Kleine Schriften, ed. A. Kieserling 
(Bielefeld: Haux, 1992) 103. 

47. Luhmann, Beobachtungen der Moderne 69ff. 
48. Cf. Georg Kneer and Armin Nassehi, "Verstehen des Verstehens. Eine system- 

theoretische Revision der Hermeneutik," Zeitschriftfir Soziologie 20 (1991): 341ff. 
49. Cf. Kommunikation und Differenz, eds. H. de Berg and M. Prangel (Opladen: 

Westdeutscher Verlag, 1993); Literaturwissenschaft und Systemtheorie, ed. S. J. 
Schmidt (Opladen: Westdeutscher, 1993). 

50. Jiirgen Habermas, Der philosophische Diskurs der Moderne (Frankfur/Main: 
Suhrkamp, 1985) 426. 

51. Niklas Luhmann, "Ich sehe was, was du nicht siehst," Soziologische 
Aufkldrung, vol. 5, 233. 
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be replaced by the discussion of ever new opponents.52 
Along with Habermas's theory of communicative action, systems 

theory is without a doubt the most cognitively stimulating theory 
offered by German sociology today. If one is interested in engaging 
Luhmann's positions, one needs "patience, imagination, skill and curi- 
osity."53 One of the effects of an involvement with Luhmann might be 
to set up other differentiations than his. A serious engagement with 
Luhmann's theory is always a cognitive adventure, and one will never 
know at the start where it will end. It seems certain to me that one 
learns a great deal from this adventure, even if it is only to learn how 
fraught with uncertainty scientific knowledge is. 

Translated by Larson Powell 

52. Luhmann, Archimedes und wir 118. 
53. Luhmann, Soziale Systeme 14. 
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