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Resumen : En nuestro retrato intelectual primero realizamos un acercamiento a la teoría so cial
de Luhmann , sobre todo a las ideas que se encontraron en su última publicación y segundo, una 
vez que   hemos perfilado los rasgos mas importantes  ofrecemos varias observaciones, críticas
y reflexiones.  
Palabras clave : Teoría, sociología, sistemas, autopioésis, complejidad.
Ab stract: In our first in tel lec tual por trait we carry out an ap proach to the so cial the ory of
Luhmann, mainly to the ideas that were in their last pub li ca tion and sec ond, once we have
profiled the fea tures but im por tant we of fer sev eral ob ser va tions, crit i cal and re flec t ions.  
Key words: The ory, so ci ol ogy, sys tems, autopioésis, com plex ity.

In tro duc tion

In some of the many and ex ten sive obit u ar ies pub lished in Eu ro pean
news pa pers and mag a zines in 1999, Niklas Luhmann is re mem bered
as the most im por tant so cial the o rist of the 20 th cen tury. Yet, in much of
the An glo-Saxon world and else where he is vir tu ally un known among
pro fes sional so cial sci en tists.

Luhmann was born into a mid dle-class fam ily on De cem ber 8, 1927
in Lüneburg, Ger many. Fol low ing early grad u a tion from high school
(Notabitur), he was con scripted briefly in 1944 and taken
prisoner-of-war by the Amer i can Forces. From 1946 to 1949, he
studied law in Freiburg, en tered pub lic ad min is tra tion and worked ten
years as an ad min is tra tive law yer in Hanover. In 1962 he re ceived a
schol ar ship at Har vard and spent a year with Talcott Par sons. In 1968,
he was ap pointed pro fes sor of so ci ol ogy at the newly es tab lished
University of Bielefeld, where he worked un til his re tire ment. Shortly
be fore his ap point ment he was asked on what sub ject he wished to
work at uni ver sity. His re ply was, “the the ory of mod ern so ci ety.
Duration 30 years, no costs”. He con se quently real ised ex actly this
theoretical pro gram. At the time of his death aged 70 in De cem ber
1998, he had pub lished an ouevre of over 14,000 printed pages.
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Luhmann’s jour ney to ward a the ory of mod ern so ci ety has taken, as
it were, a dual ap proach, first in the form of es says since the end of the
1960s, and sec ond in the form of mono graphs since the 1980s, deal ing
with the in di vid ual func tion sys tems of so ci ety, such as law, sci ence
and art. Luhmann’s in tel lec tual evo lu tion cul mi nated in 1997 with the
pub li ca tion of his mag num opus “The So ci ety of So ci ety”. Any one
suspecting re dun dancy and rep e ti tion here might feel at first glance
that their skep ti cism is con firmed. This two-volume work con tains no
new sub jects, let alone a pre vi ously un pub lished ap proach. To this
extent it is more of a com ple tion, a re ca pit u la tion, than an ad vance into
new ter ri tory. How ever, a sec ond and re as sur ing look re veals much
that has not been said be fore – or at least not in this way. In con trast to
the es says, which are some times ex per i men tal and even play ful in tone
and oc ca sion ally close on a ques tion mark, the book for mat re quires a
more sys tem atic pre sen ta tion. “The So ci ety of So ci ety” is the fi nal
stone to his the o retic ca the dral and pro vides a map for, and a guide to,
the un der stand ing of mod ern sys tems the ory.

Around this prin ci pal work are clus tered ear lier, in di vid ual
analyses: “The Sci ence of So ci ety”, “The Eco nom ics of So ci ety”, “The 
Art of So ci ety”, “The Law of So ci ety” and the two post hu mously
published books: “The Pol i tics of So ci ety” and “The Re li gion of
Society”. The in tro duc tion to this se ries of anal y ses took the form of a
674 page book and bears the ti tle “So cial Sys tems. The Out line of a
Gen eral The ory”.  This work is still the most con cen trated, ab stract,
and if one takes the trou ble to work through it, also most re ward ing
presentation of the the o ret i cal core.

We now have a first over all pic ture at our dis posal. If one wishes to
do Luhmann jus tice, one has to find one’s bear ings within the
architecture of his gen eral ap proach. Apart from these sys temic
studies, Luhmann also pub lished a slightly less vo lu mi nous se ries of
so cio log i cal and his tor i cal-semantic anal y ses. They con sist of the four
vol umes “So ci etal Struc ture and Se man tics” and the six vol umes
“Sociological En light en ment”. These stud ies show Luhmann as a
universal scholar, who lo cates his the ory within the his tor i cal con text
of en light en ment and Eu ro pean phi los o phy. Apart from this
far-reaching re search he also pro duced a range of po lit i cal and so cial
anal y ses of mod ern so ci ety com ment ing of press ing pub lic prob lems.
We only men tion his books “So ci ol ogy of Risk”, “Eco log i cal
Communication”, “The Re al ity of the Mass Me dia” or “The Po lit i cal
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The ory of the Wel fare State”. In all, his work con sists of some 700
publications and count less trans la tions into Eng lish, French, Ital ian,
Jap a nese, Rus sian and Chi nese.

In al most all of his work, Luhmann makes ref er ence to the op er a tive
logic of George Spencer Brown and rad i cal constructivism. These are
treated in sum mary fash ion in or der to sketch the lay out and the
conceptual struc ture of his super-social sys tems the ory en dowed with a 
range of me thod i cal in stru ments won in this way. The the ory of
politics, so ci ol ogy of re li gion, so ci ol ogy of art and moral so ci ol ogy are
de vel oped sub se quently.

In our brief in tel lec tual por trait of Niklas Luhmann, we
deliberately, first, fo cus on the sub stance of his so cial the ory,
especially the ideas found in his last pub li ca tion and re frain from
advancing a so ci ol ogy of knowl edge per spec tive that at tempts to come
to grips, for ex am ple, with the re luc tance of An glo-Saxon so cial
science to en gage Luhmann’s no tions as vig or ously and prom i nently
as has been the case in his own coun try but also in It aly, France, and
many other non-English speak ing so ci et ies. This is a story and a
challenge that must be left open, at this time. Sec ond, once we have
outlined the ma jor fea tures of Luhmann’s novel sys tem the o ret i cal
approach, we of fer var i ous crit i cal ob ser va tions and re flec tions.

For Luhmann, so cial dif fer en ti a tion and sys tem for ma tion are the
ba sic char ac ter is tics of mod ern so ci ety. This also means that sys tems
the ory and the the ory of so ci ety are mu tu ally de pend ent. In these terms
a so ci ety is not the sum of all cur rent in ter ac tions, but rather a sys tem of
a higher or der, of a dif fer ent type, de ter mined by the dif fer en ti a tion
between sys tem and en vi ron ment, and it is ex actly this dis tinc tion
which is the sub ject of Luhmann’s two vol ume The So ci ety of So ci ety.

Luhmann’s key mes sage is: so ci ol ogy is ul ti mately a the ory of
society, or it is not a sci ence. If we look back at the his tory of so ci ol ogy,
this is by no means self-evident. On the con trary, at the start of the last
cen tury – and par tic u larly af ter 1945 in Ger many and else where –
sociology de rived its iden tity by con ceal ing its re la tion ship with
society. It mainly was a the ory of so cial en ti ties, with cat e go ries like
roles, in ter ac tion, in ten tion and so cial ac tion form ing the ba sic
conceptual frame work for a so ci ol ogy which was in creas ingly
empirical and the o ret i cally in clined to fol low the model of the nat u ral
sci ences with their em pha sis on cau sal ity and the dis cov ery of laws.

Gotthard Bechmann y Nico Stehr.
Niklas Luhmann

261



The con cept of so ci ety how ever re tained its ho lis tic claim,
emphatically de fended, for ex am ple by crit i cal the ory and de vel oped
by Jürgen Habermas into a the ory of com mu ni ca tive rea son. This claim 
clashed with the un der stand ing of so ci ol ogy as a uni ver sal and
independent the ory of so cial en ti ties. Would the main stream
perspective within so ci ol ogy turn so ci ety into a so cial sys tem like any
other, but at the same time an all-embracing and fun da men tal sys tem?
So ci ol ogy has been un able to es cape from this par a dox, which it has
coun tered by re pres sion and historicisation: So cial the ory, and
particularly crit i cal so cial the ory has been largely left to the
disciplinary con cerns of phi los o phy, which is be lieved to have the
specialists in ho lis tic claims, for the ul ti mate, fun da men tal struc tures
of thought and re la tion ships with the world. If so cial sci en tists dealt
with the the ory of so ci ety, then they did so typ i cally through ex e ge sis
of the clas sics, as if the his tory of their own dis ci pline had the abil ity to
pre serve and re call claims.

To day the ex clu sion of so ci ety from so ci ol ogy seems to ex tract its
re venge. Like Max Weber’s re pressed world of the gods who are
celebrating their re turn to the mod ern world in the form of in ces sant
con flicts of val ues, the con cept of so ci ety is re turn ing to day in a wide
di ver sity of terms, such as ”post-industrial so ci ety” (Bell), ”so ci ety of
risk” (Beck), ”so ci ety of knowl edge” (Stehr), ”post-modern so ci ety”
(Lyotard). As if one as pect of so ci ety is ca pa ble of stand ing in for the
whole. Such ad hoc fab ri ca tion of ter mi nol ogy re veals what is be ing
sup pressed, namely the claim to com pre hend so ci ety in its to tal ity.

So what ex actly does this mean for so ci ol ogy Luhmann is ask ing, if
we wish to avoid the trap of naïve objectivism which views so ci ety as a
given ob ject which ef fec tively pre cedes all sci en tific ob ser va tion? The
im pli ca tion of the ob jec tive point of view would be that we would have
to ob serve so ci ety from a point out side of so ci ety. There is no such
point. Sci ence and so ci ety are both an ex pres sion of so cial re al ity. This
is pre cisely the point where clas si cal so ci ol ogy of knowl edge for
example has bro ken down. It was forced to del e gate the ob ser va tion of
knowl edge to a hy po thet i cal, free-floating in tel li gence which was not
sub ject to any dis tor tion of per cep tion due to in ter ests or ide ol o gies.
More re cently, a num ber of per spec tives have come to ac cept the idea
that the act of cog ni tion is al ways it self a mo ment in the to tal ity for
cognition. Luhmann shares this ap proach and at the same time pushes
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be yond it by ar gu ing that there can not be an ob ject ”so ci ety” ac ces si ble
to in de pend ent ob ser va tion.

As soon as we cease to re gard so ci ety as merely an other so cio log i cal 
ob ject of re search and in stead fo cus on its op er a tional sig nif i cance as a
con di tion for the pos si bil ity of so cio log i cal cog ni tion it self, then
sociology be comes a sub ject deal ing with it self in ex actly the sense in
which sub ject mat ter phi los o phy speaks of re flec tion. Luhmann
transfers the struc ture of the self-referential mode of op er a tion by the
sub ject to the the ory of so cial sys tems. At the same time,  he an swers
the ques tion how it is pos si ble to prac tice so ci ol ogy as a the ory of
society which does not pre ma turely screen out the con nec tion be tween
the ory and sub ject. This, ac cord ing to Luhmann, re quires a rad i cal
rejection of epistemological po si tions based on the di chot omy of the
sub ject-object par a digm. So ci ol ogy is con fronted with so ci ety as a
sub ject. Luhmann there fore ar gues that this re quires re search into
characteristics which it has al ways gen er ated it self. Luhmann
consistentl pos its a rad i cally anti-humanist, non-ontological and
radically-constructivist idea of so ci ety.

The most rad i cal as sump tion of Luhmann’s ma ture the o ret i cal
approach is his em pha sis on dif fer ences, more pre cisely on dis tinc tions 
that are no lon ger seen as ob jec tive dif fer ences but are con struc tions.
The sub sti tu tion of the sub ject con cept and the trans fer of the
subject/ob ject dif fer en ti a tion into the dis tinc tion be tween
system/environment takes Luhmann to a post-ontological the ory of
society which is de vel oped on a nat u ral is tic and em pir i cal ba sis as a
the ory of ob ser va tion. This fun da men tal ques tion ing of the mod ern
phi los o phy of the sub ject and the re sult ing dis tinc tion be tween the
natural sci ences and the hu man i ties (to gether with the as so ci ated
rejection of a hu man is tic-anthropocentric con cept for de fin ing so ci ety) 
have at tracted a great deal of crit i cism and even more in com pre hen sion 
for Luhmann’s ap proach.
The ge ne al ogy of Luhmann’s sys tem the ory

The con cept of the sys tem is Luhmann’s es sen tial start ing point. In this
re spect he is ex cep tional in Ger man so ci ol ogy which at least since Max
Weber has mainly been ac tion the ory. Luhmann’s pro posal to de scribe
so cial phe nom ena like in ter ac tions, or gani sa tions or so ci et ies as
“systems”,  pos si bly most em phat i cally marks this cat e gor i cal break.
To think in terms of sys tems first im plies “that we are no lon ger
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speaking of ob jects, but of dif fer ences and fur ther more that dif fer ences 
are not con ceived as ex ist ing facts (dis tinc tions), go ing back in stead to
an im per a tive to ex e cute them, since one could oth er wise give noth ing
a name, thus hav ing noth ing to ob serve and would thus also not be able
to con tinue any thing”  (Luhmann, 1997:60).

The text of “the so cial” (as all other texts) is nei ther self-explanatory 
nor is it de pos ited in dis crete writ ing. And it does not pos sess any
consistent mean ing which is iden ti cal with it self, and which one could
trace back to any spe cific in stance of its cre ation. So ci ol ogy has to
labour with out con ceiv ing its do main of ob jects as a con glom er ate of
thing, anal o gous to facts pos sess ing a fixed shape, whose
inter-relationship more over is en sured in an uni form prin ci ple (be it
nature, di vine will, mor als or a tran scen den tal sub ject). Un der the
meta phys i cal con di tions of the mod ern, a meta-perspective that
permits the rec og ni tion of some thing re sem bling the nat u ral, as the
invariable es sence or the to tal ity of so ci ety, is no lon ger avail able to the
ob server.

Ac cord ing to Luhmann’s sys tem the o retic ap proach, the world (as
the ho ri zon of pos si ble de scrip tions) is ex pressed by means of a
network of con tin gent dis tinc tions and la bels that al ways have to be
understood in con text. That an ob server may la bel this as this (and not
as that) is due to a dis tinc tion, in which both mo ments sep a rated from
each other can only be un der stood in re la tion to each other, the
distinctive units only pos sess ing their own iden tity in the dif fer ence to
the other. To be able to char ac ter ise some thing as some thing, one
already has to have dis tin guished it from its dis tinc tive other: e.g. what
de serves to be called true is mea sured by the dif fer ence to ap pear ance;
and to speak of the past only makes sense with ref er ence to a pres ent
that can be dis tin guished (con sti tu tively) from it. Even if it is not
explicitly raised as an is sue, this other side of some thing termed as this
or that al ways is pres ent in ev ery de ter mi na tion of speech or ges ture we
make. It is a per ma nent ho ri zon. It is pos si ble to change sides at any
time and to bring the dis tin guished mo ment of form (ap pear ance for
truth or the pres ent for the past) into the fo cus of at ten tion and to make it 
the point of de par ture for fur ther de lib er a tions. In the in ter est of a
deliberate treat ment of self and world, it is in ev i ta ble to dis tin guish and
la bel. Such op er a tions are the start of all per cep tion and rec og ni tion.
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Why dis tinc tions and la bels in dif fer ent con texts are made in a
certain way and not in oth ers is not pos si ble to de ter mine from the
perspective of sys tems the ory. Dis tin guishing al ways takes place in a
me dium of lack of fore thought and pre vi ous in de ter mi nacy that
endows each form with the seal of in del i ble con tin gency: in prin ci ple
one could have made com pletely dif fer ent dis tinc tions. To speak of
sys tems thus means to es tab lish a dif fer ence that of the sys tem and
environment.

By sys tem, Luhmann means a chain of events re lated to each other
or of op er a tions. In the case of liv ing crea tures, for in stance, these are
phys i o log i cal pro cesses, for psy chic sys tems ideas and in re la tion to
so cial re la tion ships com mu ni ca tions. Sys tems are formed by
distinguishing them selves from an en vi ron ment of such events and
operations that can not be in te grated into their in ter nal struc tures.

In con trast to his early men tor Talcott Par sons, who de fined sys tems 
by means of the pres ence of col lec tively shared norms and value
patterns, Luhmann pro ceeds from a sys tem con cept shaped strictly in a
re la tional man ner. His no tion re lies on the idea of a con sti tu tive
boundary which per mits the dis tinc tion be tween in side and out side.
Each op er a tion of a sys tem (in the case of so cial sys tems: each
communication) (re)pro duces this bound ary by em bed ding it self in a
net work of fur ther op er a tions, in which it at the same time gains its own 
unity/iden tity. There fore such a con cept of bound ary – above all in
relation to psy chic and so cial sys tems – is not to be un der stood spa tially 
but rather op er a tively: “The bound ary of the sys tem is noth ing but the
type and con cre tion of its op er a tions which in di vidu al ise the sys tem. It
is the form of the sys tem whose other side thus be comes the
environment”(Luhmann, 1997:76-77.). This op er a tive un der stand ing
re quires the in sight that sys tems are un able to tran scend their own
bound aries.

Such a re search strat egy is due to an el e men tary con vic tion of the
im prob a bil ity of the emer gence of so cial or der. Ev ery thing could in
prin ci ple be dif fer ent. From Luhmann’s per spec tive, so cial struc tures
have noth ing self-evident to them: they re quire per ma nent new so cial
con struc tion from the view of their ex is tence and of their de ter mined
shape. In con trast to the func tion al ism of the Parsonian per sua sion, 
Luhmann is not com mit ted to the pres er va tion of so cial sys tems. On
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the con trary, the con tin gency and com plex ity of the so cial is the
starting point of all of his the o ret i cal ef forts.

The com plex ity of the de sign of Luhmann’s the ory ex presses it self
not only through the di ver sity of the so cio log i cal is sues which he is
able to tackle with the help of the sys tem-theoretic ap proach, but also in 
the way that the per spec tives vary in their em pha sis when ever he
presents his gen eral the o ret i cal ap proach.  His So cial Sys tems is writ ten 
pri mar ily from the point of view of the dis tinc tion be tween sys tem and
en vi ron ment, while The Sci ence of So ci ety takes the the ory of
observable sys tems as its start ing point, lead ing to more
epistemological de bates about ob serv ing ob ser va tion. If one had to
choose such a cen tral point of view for The So ci ety of So ci ety, the fo cus
would clearly be on the so cial sys tem in con trast to all so cial
subsystems formed through so cial op er a tions within so ci ety.
The dif fer ence of dif fer ences

Luhmann dis tances him self from what he calls the “old Eu ro pean”
ontological the o ret i cal tra di tion as hope lessly out moded in their
potential for cap tur ing mod ern so ci ety in all its com plex ity. In do ing
so, he is try ing to over come two thou sand years of tra di tion which, in
his view, have been tran scended by the pro cess of func tional
differentiation. He de scribes old Eu ro pean style of thought as
concerned with the iden ti fi ca tion of the unity un der ly ing di ver sity.
Society, in the clas si cal view, con sists of sub jects of  ac tion whose
fundamental unity is based on shar ing a com mon un der stand ing.
Ontology re fers a world ex ist ing ob jec tively in sep a ra tion from the
sub jects aware of it, ca pa ble of un am big u ous lin guis tic rep re sen ta tion.

Against this, Luhmann sets a view of a world that temporalizes,
differentiates and de cen tral izes all iden ti ties. Iden tities are prod ucts of
past events. Unity is no lon ger the ul ti mate point of ref er ence of the
theory. By relativizing even the on to log i  cal  scheme of
existence/nonexistence as but one of many ob ser va tional sche mata,
Luhmann at tacks the foun da tions of pow er ful tra di tions of thought.
The par a dox ac cord ing to Luhmann is that the old Eu ro pean tra di tion
emerged in a so ci ety which no lon ger ex ists to day, ei ther in terms of the 
sys tem of com mu ni ca tion or in terms of forms of dif fer en ti a tion.

Even so, this tra di tion re mains part and par cel of our his tor i cal
heritage, and in this sense a part of the cul ture which is rel e vant for
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orientation. It can not dis ap pear be cause it no lon ger fits, it is con stantly
ne gated, and has to be avail able for this pur pose.

An other fun da men tal dis tinc tion emerges here which Luhmann
uses to struc ture his the ory of so ci ety, namely the dis tinc tion be tween
so cial struc ture and se man tics. It is char ac ter is tic that this dis tinc tion
in cludes it self, it is it self a se man tic dis tinc tion, and the prob lem is
precisely to dis en tan gle this par a dox in a fruit ful way. The the ory of
society is lo cated at two lev els: on the se man tic level it is dis tin guished
from the old Eu ro pean tra di tion, while on the so cial struc tural level the
ref er ence is made to evo lu tion, dif fer en ti a tion and me dia de vel op ment.
So ci eties with out peo ple

Luhmann in tro duces three pre mises into his anal y sis of so ci ety that
have pro duced  vig or  ous  cr i t  i  c ism but  a lso ex ten sive
misunderstanding, to the point of ac cus ing him of anti-humanist and
cyn i cal rea son ing: (1) So ci ety does not con sist of peo ple. Per sons
belong to the en vi ron ment of so ci ety. (2) So ci ety is an autopoetic
system con sist ing of com mu ni ca tion and noth ing else. (3) So ci ety can
only be ad e quately un der stood as world so ci ety.

Ban ishing peo ple to the en vi ron ment of so ci ety com pletes the
decentralization of the hu man ist cos mol ogy. Hav ing been evicted from 
the cen ter of the uni verse in the Re nais sance, de prived of its unique
origin by be ing placed in the con text of evo lu tion by Dar win, and
stripped of au ton omy and self-control by Freud, and that hu man ity
should now be freed from the bonds of so ci ety by Luhmann ap pears to
be in a con sis tent ex ten sion of this trend. Whereas the clas si cal
European tra di tion with its dis tinc tion be tween hu mans and an i mals
as cribed sense, rea son, will, con scious ness and feel ings to hu mans, the
in ex o ra ble sep a ra tion of men tal and so cial sys tems which Luhmann
sub sti tutes for homo socialis makes it clear that so ci ety is a dis tinct
emerg ing or der sui generis, which can not be de scribed in
anthropological terms. So ci ety does not have the char ac ter of a sub ject,
even in the em phatic tran scen den tal sense as a con di tion of the
possibility of ul ti mate un der ly ing ideas or mech a nisms of hu man
qualities. It is not an ad dress for hu man ap peals for ac tion, and cer tainly 
not a venue for claim ing equal ity and jus tice in the name of an
autonomous sub ject. So ci ety is the ul ti  mately at tain able
communicative re duc tion which di vides the in de ter mi nate from what
is de ter mi na ble, or processable from unprocessable com plex ity.
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In a de tailed anal y sis Luhmann traces the in creas ing dis tinc tion
between the in di vid ual and so ci ety. Only af ter a clear sep a ra tion has
been made be tween so ci ety and hu man ity is it pos si ble to see what
belongs to so ci ety and what has to be al lo cated to hu man ity. This opens
up the pos si bil ity of re search into hu man ity, hu man con scious ness, the
func tion ing of the hu man mind on the ba sis of em pir i cal-natural
measurement. The the sis of the sep a ra tion of so cial sys tems (or
systems of so ci ety) and phys i cal sys tems makes it pos si ble to
understand clearly the re la tion ships be tween so ci ety and hu man ity and
fol low them over their his tor i cal course. Both are in this sense
autopoetic sys tems, one op er at ing on the ba sis of con scious ness and
the other on the ba sis of com mu ni ca tion. But what is so ci ety?

So ci ety, in an ini tial ap prox i ma tion, is the com pre hen sive so cial
sys tem in clud ing ev ery thing which is so cial and aware of noth ing
social out side it self. How ever, ev ery thing which is so cial is iden ti fied
as com mu ni ca tion. Com mu ni ca tion “is a gen u inely so cial (and the
only jointly so cial) op er a tion. It is gen u inely so cial in that it
presupposes a ma jor ity of col lab o rat ing sys tems of con scious ness
while (for this very rea son) it can not be as signed as a unity to any
individual con scious ness “. Con versely it is also true that any thing
prac tic ing com mu ni ca tion is a so ci ety. This in volves far-reaching
definitions.

So ci ety as com mu ni ca tion

First, com mu ni ca tion is a re al ity sui generis which can no lon ger be
attributed to some thing else. Sec ond, com mu ni ca tion is the
mechanism which con sti tutes so ci ety as an autopoetic sys tem and
processes it in these terms. The ne ga tion of com mu ni ca tion is it self
com mu ni ca tion, and hence the ex pres sion of so ci ety. Third, if
communication means autopoetic re pro duc tion this means that so ci ety
is a self-substitutive or der which can only change in it self and through
it self. Com mu ni ca tion be comes the ba sic struc ture of so ci ety, where
the re la tion ship be tween com mu ni ca tion and so ci ety is cir cu lar: no
com mu ni ca tion with out so ci ety, no so ci ety with out com mu ni ca tion.
But what is com mu ni ca tion? Or is it no lon ger pos si ble to pose such
ques tions in a post-ontological pe riod?

The sim plest an swer is that com mu ni ca tion is an op er a tion in
precisely the sense that a dis tinc tion is made. Com mu ni ca tive acts say
noth ing about the world, and com mu ni ca tion re flects noth ing about the 
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world, which is not re flected by com mu ni ca tion but rather is clas si fied
by it. The pur pose of com mu ni ca tion is to cre ate dif fer ences that can
then be at tached to fur ther com mu ni ca tion and form and sta bi lize
system bound aries. But even com mu ni ca tion it self is not orig i nal, no
ul ti mate el e ment, but a syn the sis of pro cess ing se lec tions which
Luhmann des ig nates in for ma tion, trans mis sion and com pre hen sion.
These three discriminant op er a tions are bi nary in struc ture.

In for ma tion is se lected from shared mean ing, a res er voir from
which things are se lected as rel e vant for trans mis sion or for get ting.
Com pleting the act of com mu ni ca tion is a mat ter of de cid ing what is
rep re sented or ac cepted or re jected, not un der stood. Trans ferred to the
so cial sys tem it could be said that in for ma tion could be seen as ex ter nal
ref er ence, trans mis sion as self ref er ence and com pre hen sion as a
condition for the trans fer of the mean ing in fur ther com mu ni ca tion.
The syn the sis of these three se lec tions is a self-referential, closed
event. This en ables Luhmann to make clear the self-constitution of
what is so cial. If what is so cial is noth ing more than com mu ni ca tion,
this also im plies that it con sists of this autopoetic pro cess which has its
own in her ent dy namic. The en vi ron ment is then only a stim u lus, not a
real source of in for ma tion. Com pre hen sion ac cord ingly means not
arbitrary net work ing of com mu ni ca tive events by the self-referential
com mu ni ca tion pro cess. Re peated dis cus sion forms iden ti ties which
con sti tute bound aries.

So ci ety, or what had pre vi ously been un der stood as so ci ety in
sociology, is now lib er ated from all sub stan tial de ter mi na tions. It is not  
moral unity, not based on con sen sus or any ra tio nal in te gra tion (of
what ever kind), it is formed solely by on go ing com mu ni ca tion.
Accordingly it makes no sense to talk of dis tinc tions like
economy/society or sci ence/so ci ety, as pol i tics, eco nom ics, and law
can not be re garded as some thing out side and sep a rate from so ci ety, but 
are acts of so ci ety in their com mu ni ca tive op er a tions. For Luhmann,
so ci ety there fore con sists of the to tal ity of those op er a tions which do
not make a dis tinc tion by vir tue of the fact that they make a dis tinc tion.
This rel e gates to sec ond ary the o ret i cal sta tus all as sump tions about
understanding, prog ress, ra tio nal ity and other goals.
So ci ety as world so ci ety

In his third de ter mi na tion of so ci ety, namely the def i ni tion of so ci ety as 
world so ci ety, Luhmann again de lib er ately places him self in con trast
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to the old Eu ro pean tra di tion. He avoids a ter ri to rial def i ni tion of
society which iden ti fies the bound aries of so ci ety with the fron tiers of
na tion states. Global in ter de pen den cies, the dis so lu tion of tem po ral
and spa tial con straints by mod ern in for ma tion and trans port
technologies are steadily de priv ing a ter ri tori ally-limited def i ni tion of
so ci ety of its plau si bil ity. The al ter na tive con cepts of an in ter na tional
sys tem, trans na tional so ci ety, fail be cause for all the cul tural
differentiation they stress, they do not ar rive at a unity of the re sult ing
dif fer en ti a tion and hence are un able to ex plain the “inter” or “trans”.
In stead of be ing a suc ces sor to the tra di tion of the societas civilis findet
they merely de scribe the grow ing di ver sity, the com plex ity and the
growth in avail able op tions. If the world is no lon ger un der stood as the
col lec tion of all vis i ble and di rect ob jects, as the aggregatio corporum,
what is left of the com mon sense that makes it pos si ble to speak of a
world so ci ety?

Luhmann bases his con cep tion on an es sen tially com mon place
observation. The fi nal ex plo ra tion of the earth, and per haps the
exploration of space, has made it ev i dent that the world is a closed,
com mu ni ca tive com plex. In prin ci ple, any point on the globe is
accessible to com mu ni ca tion, de spite all the tech ni cal, po lit i cal or
geographical ob sta cles. World so ci ety is the self-eventuation of the
world in com mu ni ca tion. This def i ni tion ac quires plau si bil ity if we
include the vi tal fu ture fo cus of mod ern so ci ety within our view.
Historically, there may be a dis tinc tion be tween the in di vid ual
territories, but one thing they all share now is that the fu ture can only be
re garded as a unity. “World” then means ex actly this ref er ence in the
com mu ni ca tion struc ture of the fully-differentiated func tional
systems, so that world as the to tal ho ri zon of sen sory ex pe ri ence is not
an ag gre gate but a cor re late of the com mu ni ca tive op er a tions oc cur ring 
in it.

Epistemologically speak ing, this shift has far-reaching
implications. So ci ety is only ob serv able within it self, and can be
regarded as a unity in dif fer ent ways with out be ing able, through
decomposition, to ar rive at a “gen u ine” jointly ob serv able world. We
will al ways end up with new dis tinc tions, with con struc tions. For
Luhmann the so cial-structural lo ca tion of the the ory of ob ser va tion is
sec ond ary. Sec ond-order ob ser va tion means lo cat ing an ob server in
the world who ob serves oth ers and gen er at ing the var i ous ver sions of
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the world (in clud ing our ob server) al though we can only do so in one
world.

The ories of the o ries

But how can so ci ety doc u ment it self with out com ing into con tra dic tion 
with it self, and par tic u larly with out re course to tran scen den tal
references out side it self? In his last chap ter of The So ci ety of So ci ety
Luhmann deals un der the ti tle “Self de scrip tions” with the in tri cate
relationship be tween the ory and sub ject. Can the ory ex plain its own
location within the pro cess of so ci ety and, if it can, does it not re gard
so ci ety to a cer tain ex tent from with out, al though this is pos si ble within 
so ci ety in the ca pac ity of com mu ni ca tion. Here, we are re minded (not
en tirely in ap pro pri ately) of Escher’s hand draw ing it self, gen er at ing
itself and its own im age in the course of its own op er a tion. Luhmann
fol lows a sim i lar line:

Just like self-observations, self-descriptions (gen er a tion of texts) are in di vid ual
op er a tions of the sys tem. In fact, de scrip tions and what is de scribed are not two
sep a rate ob jects which are only ex ter nally linked – with a self-description, what
is de scribed is al ways part of what it is de scrib ing and it changes it sim ply by the
fact that it ap pears and sub jects it self to ob ser va tion.

So ci ol ogy is then al ways the con struc tion of the unity of the sys tem
within the sys tem it self, never reach ing an end to this pro cess. This
insight prompts Luhmann to avoid any con clu sions for his own the ory.
Al though there is a par tic u larly close re la tion ship here with Hegel, who 
also gave the ab so lute a self-referential char ac ter by re gard ing the
system as en tirely self-referential, where noth ing can be ex ter nal
because ev ery thing ex ter nal has be come an as pect of its
self-differential, Luhmann leaves this tra di tion ex actly at this point by
trans lat ing it to a cy ber netic vo cab u lary and hence over com ing it.
Society is not a sub ject, ei ther in the an thro po log i cal-interactive sense,
as Adorno still viewed it de spite all his crit i cism of phi los o phy, so ci ety
is “a co ag u lated re la tion ship be tween peo ple”. Hu man ity is not the
ultimate el e ment in so ci ety, nor can so ci ety still be de scribed within the 
clas si cal cog ni tive model of sub ject-object, be cause the
self-referentiality of so ci ety it self causes this du al ity to col lapse, since
cog ni tion seeks intersubjective cer tainty on the part of the sub ject and
pre sup poses sta ble ob jects. So ci ety in any case is not such a sta ble
object.
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Crit i cal re flec tions

Ac cord ing to Luhmann’s ap proach, only rad i cal con struc tive
semantics pro vide suf fi cient dis tance to suc cumb ing to the sug ges tions 
in her ent in tra di tional ter mi nol ogy. Luhmann’s ter mi nol ogy in the
theoretically most de mand ing part of this works is de void of clas si cal
as so ci a tions and con no ta tions. If the read ing Luhmann’s stud ies is not
be aban doned due to sheer res ig na tion or even an ger, then his
terminology re quires con sid er able frus tra tion tol er ance from read ers
not fa mil iar with the ter mi nol ogy of sys tems the ory,

Luhmann’s strict, aus tere ar ti fi cial lan guage is not due to any
affection but to the strin gency of his the o ret i cal pro gram – and this
program has to keep its dis tance to the im pli ca tions of the se man tics of
tra di tional Eu ro pean so cial the ory. In this re spect one should take the
pen ul ti mate sen tence of the “So ci ety of So ci eties” se ri ously ac cord ing
to which an  ad e quate mod ern the ory of so ci ety re quires the sac ri fice of
the mere plea sure of rec og ni tion and judg ing the ory con struc tion on its
own mer its.

This does not im ply that read ing Luhmann’s the ory is sim ply a
strug gle with nom i nal con struc tions and cas cades of ab stract terms,
in-between one finds anal y ses of tra di tional Eu ro pean se man tics, in
which Luhmann at tempts to clar ify why they are no lon ger ad e quate for 
the struc tural facts of mod ern so ci ety. Again and again there are
pointed and par a dox for mu la tions, in which the fruits of the switch in
the ory for ma tion from first or der ob ser va tion to sec ond or der
observation are bun dled as un der a mag ni fy ing glass. An ex am ple
would be when Luhmann says of mem ory that its true func tion for
society con sists not of stor age but of for get ting or when he con ceives of 
in for ma tion as a prod uct of de cay that dis ap pears by be ing up dated.

Such par a doxes are more than skill ful plays on words: they pro vide
en try points to the constructivist core of Luhmann’s so ci etal the ory
which con sists of the fact that all ob ser va tion is based on par a dox to the
ex tent that it re lies on dis tinc tions upon which it can not re flect as a
uniform whole. The unity of the world as the unity of so ci ety can not
according to Luhmann be as serted as a prin ci ple but sim ply as a
paradox – this too is a con se quence of the loss of mean ing of tra di tional
se man tics.
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But is the loss of mean ing of old Eu ro pean se man tics truly
compelling in the face of the four vol umes by Luhmann on the sub ject
“struc ture of so ci ety and se man tics”? Or, at least re in forced well by
meth od ol ogy? One can doubt that this is so, since Luhmann is forced to
fall back on socio-structural de vel op ments to be able to es tab lish the
loss of sig nif i cance of socio-political se man tics. This cir cu lar ity is
prob a bly the weak point in Luhmann’s the ory of so ci ety. Of course,
this did not es cape Luhmann, but the so lu tions he sug gested were not
par tic u larly con sis tent. They stretch from the ad mit tance of cir cu lar ity
as an in ev i ta ble pre-requisite of the ory for ma tion – which tra di tional
Eu ro pean se man tics were only able to avoid by re course to
metaphysical con struc tions, such as God, na ture or rea son – to the
claim that se man tic changes were sub ject to struc tural change at
considerable dis tance, as a re sult of which se man tics are again
suddenly in the po si tion of ver bally de pict ing facts. But is it re ally true
that so cial change pre cedes cog ni tive change or are there also cases
where the op po site is true?

Luhmann an a lyzed the change from tra di tional Eu ro pean so ci ety to
a mod ern so ci ety by us ing three di men sions, to each of which he
dedicates three main chap ters of his so ci etal the ory (“The So ci ety of
So ci ety”): first, the so cial di men sion, which Luhmann con ceives as
that of com mu ni ca tion and me dia, which is only con sti tuted by the
distinction be tween Ego and Al ter (de lib er ately avoid ing the
traditional Eu ro pean se man tics of per son and sub ject); sec ond, the
tem po ral di men sion, in which past and fu ture are sep a rated and which
Luhmann terms as evo lu tion – def i nitely not as prog ress, since there is
no guid ing me dium among the var i ous me dia and the func tional
differentiation of so ci ety does not have any guid ing sys tem; and
finally, and third, the fac tual di men sion, which Luhmann com pre hends 
as func tional dif fer en ti a tion and in which we are con cerned with
determining the sys tem and the en vi ron ment. These are how ever not
sta ble dis tinc tions, what is en vi ron ment de pend ing in stead on the
component sys tem con cerned, on sci ence or the econ omy, law or
education. And this also changes dur ing the evo lu tion of the
component sys tems.

De ci sive for Luhmann’s the ory of so ci ety is that there is no
dominance of any com po nent sys tem in the di men sion of func tional
dif fer en ti a tion, for in stance of pol i tics, and that in the di men sion of
com mu ni ca tion, no dom i nant me dium may be rec og nized, and
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furthermore that the lack of guid ing sys tems and dom i nant me dia is the
de fin i tive char ac ter is tic of mod ern so ci ety. This is also the rea son why
tra di tional Eu ro pean se man tics can no lon ger ad e quately de scribe a
mod ern so ci ety.

But is the loss of mea sure due to the con ver sion of norms and val ues
into forms of so ci etal com mu ni ca tion as de scribed by Luhmann re ally
plau si ble? Un for tu nately Luhmann at no point makes ref er ence to
Michael Walzer’s con cept of spheres of  jus tice: Within this con cept
what Luhmann has de scribed as the ap pro pri ate self-description of
mod ern so ci et ies is de scribed as their per ma nently to be achieved
norm, as the mea sure of just ness which is per ma nently threat ened by
the dom i na tion of, us ing Luhmann’s term, com po nent sys tems.

This closes the cir cle for a ma jor train of thought, so that what
initially ap peared a par a dox, namely that the self is at the same time
what is dif fer ent, emerges as a com plete the ory of so ci ety which also
in cludes re flec tion on its own lo ca tion in so ci ety and re gards so ci ety in
this sense as a unity ca pa ble of self-modification. If we take this strictly
intrasocial per spec tive se ri ously, ac cept ing that any com mu ni ca tion
about so ci ety can only take place within so ci ety, there is no lo ca tion for
crit i cal re flec tion on so ci ety ex ter nal to so ci ety, where so ci ety can be
re garded as an ob ject. This de scrip tion of so ci ety in so ci ety is no lon ger
based on the con cept of sub ject or seen from the stand point of
transcendental ra tio nal ity. It is the autological op er a tion of
communication it self. So ci ety is so ci ety’s for mula for self-description
of so cial unity. An em phatic def i ni tion of so ci ol ogy would here seek
for the unity of this dif fer ence in or der to dis tin guish what is ac tual,
what is es sen tial. The unity of so ci ety would then be so ci ety which has
ar rived at it self, cor re spond ing to its ideal. Tra di tion has re served the
la bel of en light en ment for this, and mea sured ex ist ing so ci ety against
this claim. So cio log i cal ex pla na tion of the en light en ment must
abandon these claims, as this po si tion can still be ob served, even if only 
from the point of view of sec ond-order ob ser va tion. The con tin gency
of the world can not be re versed in this sense, as so cio log i cal the ory
belongs to the very thing which it is an a lyz ing, namely so ci ety.

The true mean ing of so ci ol ogy would hence be that it is set free to
en gage in this type of self-description in or der to mod ify the se man tic
leg a cies of tra di tion to the changed so cial struc tural re la tion ships in the
pro cess of “re-description”. This bridges the sec ond ma jor dis tinc tion
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be tween se man tics and so cial struc ture. Mod ern so ci ety, through the
func t ional  dif fer  en t i  a  t ion,  gen er ates the com pul  s ion to
self-observation and so changes all the the matic el e ments. This brings
postmodernism to the point where the past be comes ma te rial for
present de scrip tions which cre ate new forms through re-description
and thus be come self-perpetuating con struc tions. How ever, it is not a
ques tion of look ing back nos tal gi cally on what has passed, but rather of 
aware ness of se man tics which is per ma nently re new ing it self. The
decisive thing is the dif fer ence and not the unity of an all-seeing
observer. In this sense Luhmann’s the ory is an post-ontological the ory
which pro ceeds in an em pir i cal and op er a tional man ner, and is still
facing its prac ti cal test.

At the same time the ques tion re mains how far the mer ci less
deconstruction of the con cept of sub ject and its re place ment by the
concept of the self-referential, closed, autopoetic sys tem which is no
lon ger a spe cial ob ject but in stead per ceived as the dif fer ence be tween
sys tem and en vi ron ment, cre ates a dis tance from the old Eu ro pean
tradition and its con tra dic tions. Does the em pha sis on the cat e gory of
dif fer ence as the key so cio log i cal con cept con sti tute a suit able re ac tion 
to the antinomies of an ul ti mately still an thro po log i cal con fig u ra tion of 
so ci ol ogy based on the fun da men tal no tion of an un re solved sub ject
and which uses hu man ity, its sub jec tiv ity and free dom as the ul ti mate
de ci sive prin ci ples of ori en ta tion?

Fur ther dis cus sion will show how far the rad i cal shift in the ory from
iden tity to dif fer ence con sti tutes a re place ment for the tra di tion of
think ing in terms of unity or to tal ity. In its place, Luhmann sets the
theory of sec ond-order ob ser va tion, which is in tended to elim i nate all
tran scen den tal pre mises and leaves as the ul ti mate ref er ences
descriptions of de scrip tions and ob ser va tions of ob ser va tions which
abol ish priv i leged stand points and con clu sions. In this sense so ci ol ogy
or ga nizes it self as re search. The fer til ity of the pres ent the o ret i cal
design will have to prove it self in terms of how far it helps us to
transform the tra di tional leg a cies into con tin gen cies so that they can be
re used “as a me dium for shap ing new forms gained through
reconstruction” (Luhmann, 1998:1148). At this point Luhmann
remains linked to the old Eu ro pean tra di tion – only the de gree of
distance is still in dis pute.
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Luhmann re turns an is sue to so ci ol ogy that it has al most for got ten,
sci en tific and re flected dis cus sion of so ci ety. Just as bi ol ogy and
physics do not de pend on their ba sic con cepts alone, so so ci ol ogy is not
just so cial the ory. How ever, if it wants to pro vide in for ma tion on its
foun da tions and its po si tion in so ci ety, it can hardly avoid so cial
theoretical re flec tions, if only be cause it is able by vir tue of its func tion
within so ci ety to ob serve all pre vi ous forms of re flec tion such as
religion, phi los o phy and sci ence.

Luhmann’s the ory of so ci ety it could be ar gued of fers a way which
leads through the lat est sci en tific meth ods and on a strictly the o ret i cal
ba sis to a rich the ory of mod ern so ci ety. Luhmann opens up links for
so ci ol ogy with other sci ences, and this en ables him to in te grate a flow
of new re search into his the ory. Two groups of prob lems might be
examined in a fur ther pur suit of a the ory of so ci ety. First, we can ask if
we share Luhmann’s de scrip tion of the prob lem of pro ceed ing
consistently from an intrasocial con sti tu tion of the ory. This will
already set tle a great deal. Sec ond, we need to re view his  so lu tion of
regarding a the ory of so ci ety as a the ory of so cial sys tems, or re place it
by a rea son able al ter na tive. As we are in any event no lon ger re quired
to reach fi nal con clu sions, it is now a mat ter of find ing us able
continuations, since it is clear that even af ter Luhmann there will still
be so cio log i cal and other de scrip tions of so ci ety. The ques tion is
merely whether they will reach the level and de gree of com plex ity
displayed in Luhmann’s work es pe cially his last mono graph. As
Adorno said: “Only a ma ture the ory of so ci ety can say what so ci ety is ”. 
Per haps Luhmann’s ap proach has taken us a step closer to this.
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