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Systems Theory and the System of Theory 

William Rasch and Eva M. Knodt 

In a recent essay that addresses the epistemological implications of 
systems theory, Niklas Luhmann maintains that a variety of empirical 
sciences, from physics and physiology to linguistics and sociology, have 
"been forced to proceed from the immediate object of their research to 
questions involving cognition."' In Die Wissenschaft der Gesellschaft, 
he describes the same phenomenon in terms of a move toward a second- 
order cybernetics that observes observations; the question is no longer 
"what is there? - but: how does an observer construct what he con- 
structs in order to connect further observations."2 This shift - from the 
ontological to the epistemological, if you will - can also be observed in 
the course of Luhmann's own career. With his early 1980s, self-pro- 
claimed "paradigm shift," Luhmann's reflections on the workings of 
society moved far beyond his earlier, somewhat technocratic, Parsonian 
functionalism. This shift in Luhmann's thinking was precipitated by his 
adoption of Humberto Maturana's notion of autopoiesis, a term coined 
to refer to the self-reproduction of living systems. In Soziale Systeme, 
published in 1984,3 Luhmann adapted the concept - defined as the 
internal and recursive self-reproduction of a system's basic elements - 
to describe the autonomous and self-referential operations of social 

1. Niklas Luhmann, "The Cognitive Program of Constructivism and a Reality that 
Remains Unknown," Selforganization: Portrait of a Scientific Revolution, eds. W. Krohn, 
et al. (Dordrecht and Boston and London: Kluwer, 1990) 64-85. 

2. Niklas Luhmann, Die Wissenschaft der Gesellschaft (Frankfurt/Main: 
Suhrkamp, 1992) 63. 

3. Niklas Luhmann, Soziale Systeme: Grundrif einer allgemeinen Theorie (Frank- 
fiurt/Main: Suhrkamp, 1984). English translation forthcoming, Stanford UP. 
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4 Systems Theory and the System of Theory 

systems as well. Since then, Luhmann has increasingly been "forced" to 
entertain basic epistemological questions from the point of view of a 
radicalized sociology of knowledge. 

The question presents itself: Why should literary scholars be interested 
in a social theory that seems headed toward the ever receding vanishing 
point of epistemological self-reflection? Our answer to the question is 
motivated by theoretical concerns. In introducing the Luhmann of the 
past decade we are guided by an interest not in systems theory's poten- 
tial benefits for the practice of literary studies in the narrow sense, but 
rather in its ramifications for understanding what has evolved during the 
past three decades into the genre called "literary theory," or simply 
"theory." We find it helpful to assume that the various intellectual initia- 
tives we tend to subsume under this name constitute what Luhmann calls 
a "function specific reflection theory,"4 a scientific subsystem in its 
own right that deals specifically with problems arising at the level of 
self-observation, not only in literary studies, but in a great number of 
related disciplines as well. Within a system that specializes in, as it 
were, "third order" problems of an interdisciplinary nature, literature no 
longer occupies a privileged position (i.e., as the defining object of a dis- 
cipline), but functions merely as one focal point among others where 
such problems crystallize and can be studied paradigmatically. 

In order to illustrate how theory, understood in the sense indicated 
above, may benefit from Luhmann's analyses, we have selected two 
texts5 that resonate in various ways with the familiar problems currently 
debated under the rubric of postmodernism. The first text, "The 
Modernity of Science," is excerpted from Luhmann's Die Wissenschaft 
der Gesellschaft, a monumental study of social system science. The 
"modernity" of science is marked by the famed and often lamented "loss 
of reference,"6 i.e., the assertion that science can no longer lay claim to 
represent the world as it is and can therefore no longer serve as a non- 
contingent, authoritative source of knowledge (p. 20). Luhmann's 

4. Luhmann, Die Wissenschaft der Gesellschaft 487. 
5. "The Modernity of Society" is the final chapter of Luhmann's Die Wissenschaft 

der Gesellschaft (Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, 1992) 702-19. "Speaking and Silence" 
comes from a collection of essays written by Luhmann and Peter Fuchs, Reden und Sch- 
weigen (Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, 1989) 7-20. We would like to take this opportunity to 
thank Suhrkamp Verlag for their gracious permission to have these works translated. 

6. See this volume p. 12. Further references to translated texts in this volume will 
be cited parenthetically by page number. 
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response to this perceived crisis is summarized in the text as follows: As 
long as contingency is experienced negatively as a "loss" that affects the 
very possibility of truth, the experience itself can only be formulated 
in terms of dichotomies such as relativism/absolutism, particularism/ 
universalism, or constructivism/realism. To move beyond the charges 
and countercharges of the resultant debates (for instance, "the self-refu- 
tation of relativism" charge), Luhmann proposes, first, to distinguish 
problems of reference from problems of truth, and then, to formulate the 
problem of truth in such a way as to allow us from within science to 
observe, thematize and analyze problems of complexity. Seen in this 
light, reality becomes what distinctions distinguish (p. 14), and science 
(including the science called sociology) becomes the observations of dis- 
tinctions as "the exploration of possible constructions that can be 
inscribed in the world" (p. 20), including the construction of a science 
that can account for itself as a construction. 

As Luhmann readily admits, his reasoning is circular. He uses the 
operative distinction [Leitdifferenz] between system and environment to 
determine that society is a complex system which replicates the system/ 
environment distinction to form internal subsystems. Science is among 
these internally differentiated social systems, and within this system is 
the sub-system sociology. Here, in the system sociology, Luhmann finds 
himself again, an observer observing society. His knowledge of society 
as an internally differentiated system is a contingent observation made 
from within one of the specialized function-systems he observes. He 
concludes, therefore, that any social theory claiming universal status 
must take this radical contingency into account. Once one uses the basic 
system/environment distinction, then none of the traditional philosophi- 
cal or sociological distinctions - transcendental and empirical, subject 
and object, ideology and science - can eliminate the contingency of 
enforced selectivity. Thus, Luhmann's theory of social systems breaks 
not only with all forms of transcendentalism, but with the philosophy of 
history [Geschichtsphilosophie] as well. Whatever the relationship 
between a given social organization and the semantics of its self-descrip- 
tions may be, it can no longer be comprehended in terms of simple 
causal narratives, nor within the speculative framework of what Haber- 
mas calls a "reconstructive science" - a science modeled on the teleo- 
logical figure of enlightenment. 

Luhmann's departure from the German traditions that sustain the 
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Frankfurt School highlights a certain affinity with, but also a certain 
ambivalence toward, contemporary French and American theory. The 
second text published here, "Speaking and Silence," was chosen for its 
direct, if brief, engagement with Jean-Frangois Lyotard's The Differend.7 
Lyotard's famous attempt to think postmodernity as the supplanting of 
the grand narratives of knowledge and emancipation by the incommen- 
surability of language games or genres has always remained tinged with 
the pathos of mourning. Lyotard recognizes the impossibility of return- 
ing to an "unmarked state",8 of thinking the unity beyond the distinction 
of unity and difference (p. 12), but he nevertheless bemoans this impos- 
sibility and invests it with a moral and aesthetic imperative that com- 
mands us to figure it as the "differend" - or the sublime - and to 
"bear witness" to it. What links Luhmann to Lyotard is the recognition 
of the differend, but not the ethical imperative - the "victimology," as 
Luhmann calls it - that Lyotard wants to derive from it. The differend 
is another name for the problem of self-referential paradox resulting 
from the inherent limitations of self-observation under the conditions of 
a quintessentially modem society. Since no system in this society can be 
reduced or subordinated to any other, no one system can presume to 
serve as the representation of society as a whole. Therefore, there is no 
transcendent perspective, no authoritative or extramundane position 
from which to totalize the field of observation called society, and cer- 
tainly no return to a state of innocence or non-contingent unity. We can 
mourn this "loss" and join the chorus of those who would therefore pro- 
claim, in the name of culture studies or a new historicism, the death of 
theory, or, with Luhmann and without nostalgia, we can observe these 
inherent limitations of modernity, incorporate them as blind spots into 
our self-descriptions, and thereby realize that the very instability of a 
decentered, polycontextual society is simultaneously a generator of 
uncontrolled social stability and unplanned social change. 

Of course, this talk of observation may not comfort those who would 
prefer a prescriptive social theory over a descriptive one. Indeed, it is 
designed to do quite the opposite. Luhmann once remarked in an interview 
that whenever he wants to provoke Habermas, he exposes him to a "moral 
supercooling" [moralische Unterkiihlung].9 For some, accustomed to the 

7. Jean-Frangois Lyotard, The Differend: Phrases in Dispute, trans. Georges Van 
Den Abeele (Minneapolis: Minnesota UP, 1988). 

8. This term comes from George Spencer Brown, Laws ofForm (London: Allen & 
Unwin, 1969) 5. 
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warm pathos of humanism that lingers in the most "post" of post-marxist 
and postmodernist rhetoric, the essays that follow, in their relentless 
abstractions and lack of sentimentality, may well seem like a cold 
shower. We do not deny the potentially chilling effect they may produce 
in the most sympathetic reader, but we feel that even if cold showers are 
good for nothing else, they at least get the blood circulating again. 

9. Niklas Luhmann, Archimedes und wir: Interviews, ed. Georg Stanitzek (Berlin: 
Merve, 1987) 118. 
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