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“The meaning of society” has a double meaning. On the one hand, it means that 
meaning in the sense of a horizon for observations is created through the oper-
ations of society. In traditional ontological metaphysics, it was God as the sole 
being not defined through distinctions that created meaning. In modern soci-
ety, “the world can (…) be understood as the framework (or as Husserl puts it, 
the horizon) that permits the exchange of distinctions with which we observe the 
same” (Luhmann 1997: 57/26)1. On the other hand, it means that meaning has al-
ready been created as a condition for the communicative operations of society. 
Thus, meaning is a form that contains itself, namely the distinction between dis-
tinction and indication. Consequently, meaning becomes a continually self-regen-
erating medium for the ongoing selection of particular forms. Meaning is both 
medium and form. It represents an autological operation (Luhmann 1997: 58/1: 27).

It is my assumption that “meaning” is the basic concept in Luhmann’s theory of 
society. It is also my assumption that with the focus on meaning in his final oeuvre, 
Die Gesellschaft der Gesellschaft, Luhmann provided an answer to the question that 
not only initiated his research project, but which also represents the basic question 
of sociology: How is society possible ? This is a question that was articulated by e. g. 
Georg Simmel in his “Exkurs über das Problem: Wie ist Gesellschaft möglich ?” in 
his book on sociology (Simmel 1922), and which was recently repeated by Dirk 
Baecker in the chapter “Was hält Gesellschaften zusammen ?” in his book, Studi-
en zur nächsten Gesellschaft (Baecker 2007). Already in 1980, in the article “Wie ist 
soziale Ordnung möglich ?” Luhmann explicitly suggested that in modern, func-

1 All references to Die Gesellschaft der Gesellschaft state first the page number in the German 
version, then the page number in the American translation (Luhmann 2012 and 2013). In re-
ferences to the American translation, a distinction is made between volume 1 (e. g. 1: 53) and 
volume 2 (e. g. 2: 53).
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tionally differentiated society, this question cannot be answered by identifying a 
single unit or structure like God, state, capital, power or consensus. We cannot as-
sume that social systems are kept together by “something” inside or outside the so-
cial system, “weder durch eine kosmologische Ordnung ihrer Natur, noch durch 
ein general action system. An die Theoriestelle, wo dies vorgesehen war, tritt jetzt 
der Sinnbegriff” (Luhmann 1980: 282). Thus, instead of looking for some internal 
or external unit or mechanism, one has to look for the concept of meaning. 

1 Overview of the oeuvre

The German sociologist Niklas Luhmann (1927 – 1998) was appointed professor to 
the Department of Sociology at the University of Bielefeld in 1969. According to 
his preface to Die Gesellschaft der Gesellschaft at the time of his appointment, he 
was asked to complete a form with the university, answering three questions: What 
are your major research projects ? How long time will they last ? And what are the 
costs ?

His answers were simple: His one and only research project was theory of so-
ciety. It would last for thirty years (i. e. the rest of his estimated working career). 
And there would be no costs. 

At the same time, he presented the grand plan of his theory of society. It should 
cover three parts: First, he would publish an introductory part concerning the ba-
sic theoretical assumptions of his theory of society. Second, descriptions of the 
most important functional systems of society should be elaborated. Third, a de-
scription of the societal system as such should complete the project. 

During his thirty years at Bielefeld University, this plan was achieved. In 1984, 
after the publication of approximately 30 books, which he considered as “pre-stud-
ies”, Luhmann published Soziale Systeme with the subtitle Grundriß einer allge-
meinen Theorie. Inspired by general systems theory, Talcott Parsons’s functional 
theory, George Spencer-Brown’s laws of form, and the theory of autopoiesis con-
ceived by Humberto R. Maturana, Francisco J. Varela, Milan Zeleny, and Heinz 
von Foerster, with references to Gregory Bateson but much more influenced by 
modern European sociology and philosophy, and particularly the phenomenolo-
gy of Edmund Husserl, he developed what he himself presented as a polycentric 
and accordingly polycontextural theory in an acentrically conceived society (Luh-
mann 1984: 14). 

From 1988 to 1995, Luhmann published books on the most important individ-
ual functional systems of society: Die Wirtschaft der Gesellschaft (1988), Die Wis-
senschaft der Gesellschaft (1990), Das Recht der Gesellschaft (1993), and Die Kunst 
der Gesellschaft (1995). Die Realität der Massenmedien (1996) may also be read 


