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Resumen: En nuestro retrato intelectual primero realizamos un acercamiento alateoriaso cial
deLuhmann, sobretodo alasideas que se encontraron en su Ultimapublicacion y segundo, una
vezque hemosperfilado losrasgos masimportantes of recemosvarias observaciones, criticas
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Luhmann, mainly to the ideas that were in their last pub li ca tion and sec ond, once we have
proflledthefeatur&ebutlmpor tantweof fer several obser vations, criti cal andreflect ions.
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I ntroduction

In some of the many and extensive obituariespublishedinEuropean
newspapersand mag azinesin 1999, Nikl asL uhmannisremem bered
asthemostimportantsocial theoristof the20 "century. Y et,inmuch of
the Anglo-Saxonworld and elsewhereheisvir tually unknownamong
professional social sci entists.

Luhmannwasbornintoamiddle-classfamily onDecember 8, 1927
in Luneburg, Ger many. Fol low ingearly grad uationfromhigh school
(Notabitur), he was conscripted briefly in 1944 and taken
prisoner-of-war by the American Forces. From 1946 to 1949, he
studiedlaw inFreiburg, entered publicad ministrationandworkedten
yearsasan ad ministrativelaw yer in Hanover. In 1962 hereceived a
schol ar ship at Har vard and spent ayear with Tal cott Par sons. In 1968,
he was appointed professor of sociology at the newly established
University of Bielefeld, whereheworked until hisretirement. Shortly
before his appointment he was asked on what subject he wished to
work at university. His reply was, “the theory of modern society.
Duration 30 years, no costs’. He consequently realised exactly this
theoretical program. At the time of his death aged 70 in December
1998, he had pub lished an ouevre of over 14,000 printed pages.
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L uhmann’ sjour ney towardatheory of modernsoci ety hastaken, as
it were, adual ap proach, firstinthe form of essayssincetheend of the
1960s, and sec ond in theform of mono graphssincethe 1980s, deal ing
with the individual function systems of society, such as law, science
andart. Luhmann’sintel lectual evolutioncul mi natedin1997withthe
publication of his magnum opus “The Society of Society”. Anyone
suspecting redundancy and repetition here might feel at first glance
that their skepti cismisconfirmed. Thistwo-volumework containsno
new subjects, let alone a previously unpublished approach. To this
extentitismoreof acompletion,arecapitulation,thananadvanceinto
new territory. However, a second and reassuring look reveals much
that has not been said before—or at least not inthisway. In contrast to
theessays, whicharesometimesex peri mental andevenplay ful intone
and occasionally closeonaquestion mark, thebook for mat requiresa
more systematic presentation. “The Society of Society” is the fina
stoneto histheoretic cathedral and pro videsamap for, and aguideto,
theunder standing of modernsystemstheory.

Around this principal work are clustered earlier, individual
analyses:. “ TheSci enceof Soci ety”,“ TheEconomicsof Soci ety”,“ The
Art of Society”, “The Law of Society” and the two posthumously
published books: “The Politics of Society” and “The Religion of
Society”. Theintroductiontothisseriesof anal y sestook theformof a
674 page book and bears the title “Social Systems. The Outline of a
Genera Theory”. Thiswork isstill the most con centrated, ab stract,
and if one takes the trouble to work through it, also most rewarding
presentation of thetheoreti cal core.

Wenow haveafirst over al pictureat our disposal. If onewishesto
do Luhmann justice, one has to find one's bearings within the
architecture of his general approach. Apart from these systemic
studies, Luhmann also published a dlightly less voluminousseries of
sociologi cal andhistori cal-semanticanal y ses. They consist of thefour
volumes “Societal Structure and Semantics’ and the six volumes
“Sociological Enlightenment”. These studies show Luhmann as a
universal scholar, wholo cateshistheory withinthehistori cal context
of enlightenment and European philosophy. Apart from this
far-reaching re search healso pro duced arangeof politi cal andsocid
anal y sesof modernsoci ety commenting of pressingpublicproblems.
We only mention his books “Sociology of Risk”, “Ecological
Communication”, “ TheRea ity of theMassMedia’ or “ThePoliti cal
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Theory of the Welfare State”. In al, his work consists of some 700
publications and countless trandations into English, French, Italian,
Japanese, Russianand Chi nese.

Inal mostall of hiswork, Luhmannmakesref er encetotheoper ative
logic of George Spencer Brownandradi cal constructivism. Theseare
treated in summary fashion in order to sketch the layout and the
conceptual structureof hissuper-socia systemstheory endowedwitha
range of methodical instruments won in this way. The theory of
politics,soci ol ogy of reli gion, soci ol ogy of artandmoral soci ol ogy are
devel opedsubsequently.

In our brief intellectual portrait of Niklas Luhmann, we
deliberately, first, focus on the substance of his social theory,

especially the ideas found in his last publication and refrain from

advancingasoci ol ogy of knowl edgeper spectivethat at temptstocome
to grips, for example, with the reluctance of Anglo-Saxon social

scienceto engageL uhmann’snotionsasvigor ously and promi nently

as has been the case in hisown country but alsoin It aly, France, and

many other non-English speaking societies. This is a story and a
challenge that must be left open, at this time. Second, once we have
outlined the major features of Luhmann’s novel system theoretical

approach, weof fervari ouscriti cal obser vationsandreflections.

For Luhmann, social differentiation and system for mationarethe
basiccharacteristics of modernsoci ety. Thisalso meansthat systems
theory andthetheory of soci ety aremutually dependent. Intheseterms
asoci etyisnotthesumof all cur rentinter actions, but rather asystemof
a higher order, of a different type, determined by the differentiation
between system and environment, and it is exactly this distinction
whichisthesubject of Luhmann’ stwovol umeTheSoci etyof Soci ety.

Luhmann’s key message is. sociology is ultimately a theory of
society, oritisnotasci ence. If welook back at thehistory of soci ol ogy,
thisisby no means self-evident. Onthe contrary, at the start of the last
century — and particularly after 1945 in Germany and elsewhere —
sociology derived its identity by concealing its relationship with
society. It mainly was atheory of social enti ties, withcategorieslike
roles, interaction, intention and socia action forming the basic
conceptual framework for a sociology which was increasingly
empirical andtheoreti cally inclinedtofol low themodel of thenat ural
sci enceswiththeir em phasisoncau sal ity andthediscov ery of laws.
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The concept of society however retained its holistic claim,
emphatically defended, for exampleby criti cal theory and devel oped
by Jirgen Habermasintoatheory of communi cativereason. Thisclaim
clashed with the understanding of sociology as a universal and
independent theory of social entities. Would the mainstream
perspectivewithinsoci ol ogy turnsoci ety intoasocial systemlikeany
other, but at the sametimean all-embracing and fun damental system?
So ci ol ogy has been un ableto escapefromthispar adox, whichit has
countered by repression and historicisation: Social theory, and
particularly critical social theory has been largely left to the
disciplinary concerns of philosophy, which is believed to have the
specidistsinholisticclaims, for theul ti mate, fundamental structures
of thought and relation shipswiththeworld. If social sci entistsdealt
withthetheory of soci ety, thenthey didsotypi cally throughex egesis
of theclassics, asif thehistory of their owndisci plinehadtheabil ity to
preserveandrecall claims.

Today theex clusionof soci ety fromsoci ol ogy seemstoextractits
revenge. Like Max Weber’s repressed world of the gods who are
celebrating their return to the mod ern world in the form of in ces sant
conflictsof val ues, thecon cept of soci ety isreturningtoday inawide
di ver sity of terms, suchas” post-industrial soci ety” (Bell),” soci ety of
risk” (Beck), "society of knowl edge” (Stehr),” post-modernsoci ety”
(Lyotard). Asif oneaspect of soci ety iscapableof standinginfor the
whole. Such ad hoc fabri cationof ter mi nol ogy revealswhatisbeing
sup pressed, namely theclaimto comprehendsoci ety initstotal ity.

Sowhat ex actIK doesthismeanfor soci ol ogK Luhmannisasking, if
wewishtoavoidthetrap of naiveobjectivismwhichviewssoci ety asa

givenobjectwhicheffectively precedesall sci entificobservation?The
impli cationof theobjectivepoint of view would bethat wewouldhave
to observe society from a point outside of society. There is no such
point. Sci enceandsoci ety arebothanex pressionof social real ity. This
Is precisely the point where classical sociology of knowledge for
examplehasbrokendown. Itwasforcedtodel egatetheob ser vation of
knowl edgetoahy potheti cal, free-floatingintel li gencewhichwasnot
subject to any distortion of perceptionduetointerestsorideol ogies.
Morerecently, anum ber of per spectiveshave cometo ac cept theidea
that the act of cogni tionisal waysit self amomentinthetotal ity for
cognition. Luhmann sharesthis ap proach and at the same time pushes
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beyonditbyarguingthattherecannotbeanobject” soci ety” accessi ble
toindependentobservation.

Assoonasweceasetoregardsoci ety asmerely another sociologi cal
objectof researchandinsteadfocusonitsoper ational signifi canceasa
condition for the possibility of sociological cognition itself, then
sociology becomesasub ject deal ingwithit self inex actly thesensein
which subject matter philosophy speaks of reflection. Luhmann
transfersthe struc ture of the self-referential mode of op er ation by the
subjecttothetheory of socia systems. Atthesametime, hean swers
the question how it is possible to practice sociology as a theory of
soci ety which doesnot prematurely screen out thecon nection between
theory and subject. This, according to Luhmann, requires a radical
rejection of epistemological po si tions based onthedi chot omy of the
subject-object paradigm. Sociology is confronted with society as a
subject. Luhmann therefore argues that this requires research into
characteristics which it has always generated itself. Luhmann
consistent] posits a radically anti-humanist, non-ontological and
radically-constructivistideaof soci ety.

The most radical assumption of Luhmann’s mature theoretical
approachishisemphasisondif fer ences, moreprecisely ondistinctions
that arenolon ger seenasobjectivedif fer encesbut arecon structions.
The substitution of the subject concept and the transfer of the
subject/object differentiation into the distinction between
system/environment takes Luhmann to a post-ontological theory of
society which is devel opedonanatural isticandempiri cal basisasa
theory of observation. This fundamental questioning of the modern
philosophy of the subject and the resulting distinction between the
natural sciences and the humanities (together with the associated
reg ectionof ahumanistic-anthropocentricconceptfor definingsoci ety)
haveat tracted agreat deal of criti cismandevenmoreincomprehension
for Luhmann’ sap proach.

Thegeneal ogy of Luhmann’ssystemtheory

Theconcept of thesystemisLuhmann’ sessentia starting point. Inthis
respect heisex ceptional inGer mansoci ol ogy whichatleast sinceMax
Weber hasmainly beenactiontheory. Luhmann’ spro posal todescribe
social phenomena like interactions, organisations or societies as
“systems’, possi bly mostemphati cally marksthiscat egori cal break.
To think in terms of systems first implies “that we are no longer
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speakingof objects, but of dif ferencesandfurther morethat dif fer ences
arenot conceivedasexistingfacts(distinctions), goingback insteadto
animper ativetoex ecutethem, sinceonecouldother wisegivenothing
aname, thushav ing nothing to ob serveand would thusal so not beable
tocontinueany thing” (Luhmann, 1997:60).

Thetext of “thesocia” (asall other texts) isnei ther self-explanatory
nor is it deposited in discrete writing. And it does not possess any
consistent meaningwhichisidenti cal withit self, and which onecould
trace back to any specific instance of its creation. Sociology has to
labour with out con ceiv ingitsdo main of objectsasaconglomer ate of
thing, analogous to facts possessing a fixed shape, whose
inter-relationship moreover is ensured in an uniform principle (be it
nature, divine will, morals or a transcendental subject). Under the
metaphysical conditions of the modern, a meta-perspective that
permits the recognition of something resembling the natural, as the

invariableessenceor thetotal ity of soci ety,isnolonger avail abletothe
observer.

AccordingtoLuhmann’ssystemtheoreticap proach, theworld(as
the horizon of possible descriptions) is expressed by means of a
network of contingent distinctionsand labelsthat al wayshaveto be
understood in con text. That an ob server may label thisasthis (and not
asthat) isdueto adistinction, inwhich both mo mentssep arated from
each other can only be understood in relation to each other, the
distinctiveunitsonly possessingtheir ownidentity inthedif fer enceto
the other. To be able to characterise something as something, one
aready hastohavedistinguishedit fromitsdistinctiveother: e.g. what
deservestobecalledtrueismeasured by thedif fer enceto ap pear ance;
and to speak of the past only makes sense with ref er encetoapresent
that can be distinguished (constitutively) from it. Even if it is not
explicitly raised asanissue, thisother side of somethingtermed asthis
orthat al waysispresentinev ery deter mi nation of speechor gesturewe
make. It is a permanenthorizon. It is possible to change sides at any
time and to bring the distinguished moment of form (appearance for
truthor thepresent for thepast) intothefo cusof attentionandtomakeit
the point of departure for further deliberations. In the interest of a
deliberatetreat ment of self andworld, itisinevitabletodistinguishand
label. Suchoper ationsarethestart of al per ceptionandrecogni tion.
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Why distinctions and labels in different contexts are made in a
certain way and not in others is not possible to determine from the
perspectiveof systemstheory. Distinguishing al waystakesplaceina
medium of lack of forethought and previous indeterminacy that
endowseachformwiththeseal of indel i blecontingency: inprinci ple
one could have made completely different distinctions. To speak of
systems thus means to establish a difference that of the system and
environment.

By system, Luhmann meansachain of eventsrelated to each other
or of op er ations. Inthecaseof living creatures, for in stance, theseare
physiological processes, for psychic systemsideasandinrelationto
social relationships communications. Systems are formed by
distinguishing themselves from an environment of such events and
operationsthat can not beintegratedintotheir inter nal structures.

Incontrasttohisearly mentor Tal cott Par sons, whodefined systems
by means of the presence of collectively shared norms and value
patterns, L uhmann pro ceedsfromasystem con cept shapedstrictlyina
relational manner. His notion relies on the idea of a constitutive
boundary which permits the distinction between inside and outside.
Each operation of a system (in the case of social systems. each
communication) (re)pro ducesthisbound ary by embeddingitselfina
network of fur ther oper ations, inwhichit at thesametimegainsitsown
unity/identity. Therefore such a concept of boundary — above al in
relationtopsy chicandsocial systems—isnottobeunder stoodspatially
but rather oper atively: “ Thebound ary of thesystemisnothing but the

typeandconcretionof itsoper ationswhichindividual isethesystem. It
is the form of the system whose other side thus becomes the

environment” (Luhmann, 1997:76-77.). This operative understanding
requires the insight that systems are unable to transcend their own
boundaries.

Such aresearchstrat egy isduetoan el ementary conviction of the
improbability of the emergence of social order. Everything could in
princi plebedif fer ent. From Luhmann’ sper spective, social structures
havenothing self-evident to them: they require per manent new social
constructionfromtheview of their existenceand of their deter mined
shape. In contrast to the functionalism of the Parsonian persuasion,
Luhmann is not committed to the preservation of social systems.On
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the contrary, the contingency and complexity of the socia is the
starting point of al of histheoreti cal ef forts.

Thecomplex ity of thedesignof Luhmann’ stheory ex pressesit self
not only through the diversity of the sociological issues which heis
abletotacklewiththehel p of the system-theoretic ap proach, but alsoin
the way that the perspectives vary in their emphasis whenever he
presentshisgeneral theoreti cal approach. HisSocial Systemsiswritten
pri mar ily fromthepoint of view of thedistinction between systemand
environment, while The Science of Society takes the theory of
observable systems as its starting point, leading to more
epistemological debates about observing observation. If one had to
choosesuchacentral point of view for TheSoci etyof Soci ety, thefo cus
would clearly be on the social system in contrast to all social
subsystemsformedthrough social op er ationswithinsoci ety.

Thedif fer enceof dif fer ences

Luhmann distances himself from what he calls the “old European”
ontological theoretical tradition as hopelessly outmoded in their
potential for capturingmodernsoci ety inall itscomplexity. Indoing
so, heistry ing to over cometwo thou sand yearsof tradi tionwhich, in
his view, have been transcended by the process of functional
differentiation. He describes old European style of thought as
concerned with the identification of the unity underlying diversity.
Society, in the classical view, consists of subjects of action whose
fundamental unity is based on sharing a common understanding.
Ontology refers a world existing objectively in separation from the
subjectsawareofit, capableof unambiguouslinguisticrepresentation.

Against this, Luhmann sets a view of a world that temporalizes,
differentiatesanddecentral izesall identi ties. I dentitiesareprod uctsof
past events. Unity is no longer the ultimate point of reference of the
theory. By relativizing even the ontological scheme of
existence/nonexistence as but one of many observational schemata,
Luhmann attacks the foundations of powerful traditions of thought.
Thepar adox ac cordingto L uhmannisthat theold Euro peantradi tion
emergedinasoci ety whichnolonger existstoday, el ther intermsof the
systemof communi cationorintermsof formsof dif fer enti ation.

Even so, this tradition remains part and parcel of our historical
heritage, and in this sense a part of the cul turewhichisrel evant for
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orientation. Itcannot disappear becauseitnolongerfits, itisconstantly
negated, and hasto beavail ablefor thispur pose.

Another fundamental distinction emerges here which Luhmann
usestostructurehistheory of soci ety, namely thedistinction between
social structureandsemantics. Itischar acteristicthat thisdistinction
includes itself, it isitself a semantic distinction, and the problem is
precisely todisentan glethispar adox inafruit ful way. Thetheory of
societyislocatedattwolev els: onthesemanticlevel itisdistinguished
fromtheold Europeantradi tion, whileonthesocial structural level the
ref erenceismadetoevolution, dif ferenti ationandmediadevel opment.

Soci etieswithout people

Luhmann introduces three premises into his analysis of society that
have produced vigorous criticism but also extensive
misunderstanding, to the point of ac cusing him of anti-humanist and
cynical reasoning: (1) Society does not consist of people. Persons
belong to the environment of society. (2) Society is an autopoetic
systemconsistingof communi cationandnothingelse. (3) Soci ety can
only bead equately under stood asworldsoci ety .

Banishing people to the environment of society completes the
decentralizationof thehumanistcosmol ogy. Havingbeenevictedfrom
the cen ter of the uni versein the Re nais sance, de prived of itsunique
origin by being placed in the context of evolution by Darwin, and
stripped of autonomy and self-control by Freud, and that humanity
should now befreed from thebondsof so ci ety by L uhmann ap pearsto
be in a consistent extension of this trend. Whereas the classical
European tradition with its distinction between humans and animals
ascribedsense, reason, will, consciousnessandfeel ingstohumans, the
inexorable separation of mental and social systems which Luhmann
substitutes for homo socialis makes it clear that society is a distinct
emerging order sui generis, which cannot be described in
anthropological terms. Soci ety doesnot havethechar acter of asubject,
even in the emphatic transcendental sense as a condition of the
possibility of ultimate underlying ideas or mechanisms of human
qualities. Itisnot anad dressfor humanap pealsfor action, and cer tainly
not a venue for claming equality and justice in the name of an
autonomous subject. Society is the ultimately attainable
communicativereductionwhichdi videstheindeter mi natefromwhat
isdeter mi nable, or processablefromunprocessablecomplexity.
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In a detailed analysis Luhmann traces the increasing distinction
between the indi vidual and soci ety. Only af ter aclear separationhas
been made between society and humanity is it possible to see what
belongsto soci ety andwhat hastobeal |o catedtohumanity. Thisopens
upthepossi bil ity of researchintohumanity, humanconsciousness, the
functioning of the human mind on the basis of empirical-natura
measurement. The thesis of the separation of socia systems (or
systems of society) and physical systems makes it possible to
understandclearly therelationshipsbetweensoci ety andhumanity and
follow them over their historical course. Both are in this sense
autopoetic systems, one op er at ing on the basisof con sciousnessand
theother onthebasisof communi cation. Butwhatissoci ety?

Society, in an initial approximation, is the comprehensive social
system including everything which is social and aware of nothing
social outsideitself. How ever, ev ery thingwhichissocial isidenti fied
as communication. Communication “is a genuinely socia (and the
only jointly social) operation. It is genuinely social in that it
presupposes a majority of collaborating systems of consciousness
while (for this very reason) it cannot be assigned as a unity to any
individual consciousness “. Conversely it is aso true that anything
practicing communication is a society. This involves far-reaching
definitions.

Soci etyascommunication

First, communicationis areal ity sui generiswhich can nolon ger be
attributed to something else. Second, communication is the
mechanism which constitutes society as an autopoetic system and
processes it in these terms. The negation of communication is itself
communication, and hence the expression of society. Third, if
communi cationmeansautopoeti creproductionthismeansthat soci ety
isaself-substitutive or der which can only changeinit self and through
itself. Communi cationbecomes the basic structureof soci ety, where
the relationship between communication and society is circular: no
communication without society, no society without communication.
But what is communication?Or is it no longer possi bleto pose such
guestionsin apost-ontological period?

The simplest answer is that communication is an operation in
precisaly thesensethat adistinctionismade. Communi cativeactssay
nothingabouttheworld, andcommuni cationreflectsnothingaboutthe
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world, whichisnot reflected by communi cationbut ratherisclassi fied
by it. The pur poseof communi cationisto createdif fer encesthat can
then be attached to further communication and form and stabilize
system boundaries. But evencommuni cationitselfisnotorigi nal, no
ultimate element, but a synthesis of processing selections which
Luhmann designates information, transmission and comprehension.
Thesethreediscriminant op er ationsarebi nary instructure.

Information is selected from shared meaning, a reservoir from
which things are selected as relevant for transmission or forgetting.
Com pleting theact of com muni cationisamat ter of decidingwhat is
representedor ac cepted or rejected, not under stood. Transferredtothe
socia systemit couldbesaidthatinfor mationcouldbeseenasexter na
reference, transmission as self reference and comprehension as a
condition for the transfer of the meaning in further communication.
The synthesis of these three selections is a self-referential, closed
event. This enables Luhmann to make clear the self-constitution of
whatissocial. If what isso cia isnothing morethan com mu ni cation,
thisalsoimpliesthat it con sistsof thisautopoetic pro cesswhich hasits
owninher entdy namic. Theenvi ronmentisthenonly astimulus, nota
real source of information. Comprehension accordingly means not
arbitrary networking of communi cativeeventsby theself-referential
communi cationprocess. Repeated discussion forms identities which
constituteboundaries.

Society, or what had previously been understood as society in
sociology,isnow liber atedfromall substantial deter mi nations. Itisnot
moral unity, not based on consensus or any rational integration (of
whatever kind), it is formed solely by ongoing communication.
Accordingly it makes no sense to talk of distinctions like
economy/society or science/society, as politics, economics, and law
cannot beregardedassomethingout sideand separatefromsoci ety, but
areactsof soci ety intheir communi cativeop er ations. For Luhmann,
soci ety thereforeconsistsof thetotal ity of thoseop er ationswhichdo
not makeadistinctionby vir tueof thefact that they makeadistinction.
This relegates to secondary theoretical status all assumptions about
understanding, prog ress, rational ity and other goals.

Soci etyaswor ld soci ety

Inhisthirddeter mi nationof soci ety, namely thedef i ni tionof soci ety as
worldsoci ety, Luhmannagaindeliber ately placeshim self incontrast
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to the old European tradition. He avoids a territorial definition of
society whichidenti fiesthebound ariesof soci ety withthefrontiersof
nation states. Global interdependencies, the dissolution of temporal
and spatial constraints by modern information and transport
technol ogiesaresteadily deprivingaterri tori ally-limiteddef i ni tion of
soci ety of itsplausi bil ity. Theal ter nativeconceptsof aninter national
system, transnational society, fail because for all the cultural
differentiationthey stress, they do not ar riveat aunity of theresulting
differentiation and hence are unable to explain the “inter” or “trans’.
Instead of beingasuccessor tothetradi tion of thesocietascivilisfindet
they merely describe the growing diversity, the complexity and the
growthinavail ableoptions. If theworldisnolonger under stood asthe
col lectionof all visi bleanddi rect objects, astheaggregatio corporum,
what is |eft of the common sense that makes it possi bleto speak of a
worldsoci ety?

Luhmann bases his conception on an essentially commonplace
observation. The final exploration of the earth, and perhaps the
exploration of space, has made it evident that the world is a closed,
communicative complex. In principle, any point on the globe is
accessible to communication, despite all the technical, political or
geographical obstacles. World society is the self-eventuation of the
world in communication. This definition acquires plausibility if we
include the vital future focus of modern society within our view.
Historically, there may be a distinction between the individual
territories, but onething they all sharenow isthat thefuturecanonly be
regarded asaunity. “World” then meansex actly thisref er enceinthe
communication structure of the fully-differentiated functional
systems, sothat world asthetotal hori zon of sensory ex peri enceisnot
anaggregatebutacor rel ateof thecommuni cativeoper ationsoccur ring
init.

Epistemologically speaking, this shift has far-reaching
implications. Society is only observable within itself, and can be
regarded as a unity in different ways without being able, through
decomposition, toar riveat a“genuine’ jointly ob serv ableworld. We
will aways end up with new distinctions, with constructions. For
Luhmannthesocial-structural |o cation of thetheory of ob ser vationis

secondary. Second-order observation means locating an observer in
theworldwho ob servesothersandgener atingthevar i ousver sionsof
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theworld (in clud ing our ob server) al though we can only do soinone
world.

Theoriesoftheories

Buthow cansoci ety documentitself withoutcomingintocontradiction
with itself, and particularly without recourse to transcendental
referencesout sideit self?In hislast chap ter of TheSoci ety of Soci ety
Luhmann deals under the title “Self descriptions’ with the intricate
relationship be tween the ory and sub ject. Canthe ory ex plainitsown
location withinthe pro cess of so ci ety and, if it can, doesit not regard
soci ety toacer tainex tentfromwithout, al thoughthisispossi blewithin
soci ety inthecapacity of communi cation. Here, wearereminded (not
entirely inappropriately) of Escher’s hand drawing itself, generating
itself and itsown im agein the course of itsown op er ation. Luhmann
fol lowsasimilarline:

Just like sel f-observations, self-descriptions(gen er ation of texts) areindi vid ual

oper ationsof thesystem. Infact, descriptionsand what isdescribed arenot two

separateabjectswhich areonly exter nally linked —with a self-description, what
isdescribedisal wayspart of whatitisdescribingandit changesit simply by the
factthat it ap pearsand subjectsit selftoob ser vation.

Soci ol ogy isthenal waystheconstructionof theunity of thesystem
within the system itself, never reaching an end to this process. This
insight promptsL uhmannto avoid any conclusionsfor hisowntheory.
Althoughthereisaparticularly closerelationshipherewithHegel,who
also gave the absolute a self-referential character by regarding the
system as entirely self-referential, where nothing can be externa
because everything external has become an aspect of its
self-differential, Luhmann|eavesthistradi tion ex actly at thispoint by
trandating it to a cybernetic vocabulary and hence overcoming it.
Societyisnotasubject, ei therintheanthropologi cal-interactivesense,
asAdornostill vieweditdespiteall hiscriti cismof phi losophy, soci ety
is “a coagulated relationship between people”. Humanity is not the
ultimateel ementinsoci ety, nor cansoci ety still bedescribedwithinthe
classical cognitive model of subject-object, because the
self-referentiality of soci ety it self causesthisdual ity tocol lapse, since
cog ni tion seeksintersubjectivecer tainty onthepart of thesub ject and
presupposes stable objects. Society in any case is not such a stable
object.
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Criticalreflections

According to Luhmann’s approach, only radical constructive
semanti csprovidesuf fi cient distancetosuccumbingtothesuggestions
inherent in traditional terminology. Luhmann’s terminology in the
theoretically most demanding part of thisworksisdevoid of classi cal

associ ationsandconnotations. If thereading L uhmann’ sstudiesisnot

be abandoned due to sheer resignation or even anger, then his
terminology requiresconsiderable frustration tolerance from readers
notfamil iar withtheter mi nol ogy of systemstheory,

Luhmann’s strict, austere artificial language is not due to any
affection but to the stringency of his theoretical program — and this
programhastokeepitsdistancetotheimpli cationsof thesemanticsof
tradi tional Europeansocial theory. Inthisrespect oneshouldtakethe
penul ti matesentenceof the® Soci ety of Soci eties’ seri ously according
towhichan adequatemoderntheory of soci ety requiresthesacri ficeof
themerepleasureof recogni tionandjudgingtheory constructiononits
ownmerits.

This does not imply that reading Luhmann’s theory is simply a
struggle with nominal constructions and cascades of abstract terms,
in-between one finds analyses of traditional European semantics, in
whichLuhmannat temptstoclarify why they arenolonger ad equatefor
the structural facts of modern society. Again and again there are
pointed and par adox for mulations, inwhich thefruitsof theswitchin
theory formation from first order observation to second order
observation are bundled as under a magnifying glass. An example
would be when Luhmann says of memory that its true function for
society consistsnot of stor agebut of for getting or whenhecon ceivesof
infor mationasaprod uct of decay that disap pearsby being up dated.

Such par adoxesaremorethanskill ful playsonwords: they provide
entry points to the constructivist core of Luhmann’s societal theory
whichconsistsof thefact that all ob ser vationisbased onpar adox tothe
extent that it relies on distinctions upon which it cannot reflect as a
uniform whole. The unity of the world as the unity of society cannot
according to Luhmann be asserted as a principle but smply as a
paradox —thistooisacon sequenceof thel ossof meaningof tradi tional
semantics.

272



Gotthard Bechmann y Nico Stehr.
Niklas Luhmann

But is the loss of meaning of old European semantics truly
compellingintheface of thefour vol umesby L uhmann onthesub ject
“structure of soci ety andsemantics’?0Or, at least reinforced well by
meth od ol ogy?Onecandoubt that thisisso, sinceL uhmannisforcedto
fall back on socio-structural devel op mentstobeabletoestablishthe
loss of significance of socio-political semantics. This circularity is
probably the weak point in Luhmann’s theory of society. Of course,
thisdid not es cape L uhmann, but the so lu tions he sug gested were not
particularly consistent. They stretchfromtheadmittanceof circularity
as an inevitable pre-requisite of theoryfor mation—whichtraditional
European semantics were only able to avoid by recourse to
metaphysical constructions, such as God, nature or reason — to the
clam that semantic changes were subject to structural change at
considerable distance, as a result of which semantics are again
suddenly intheposi tionof ver bally depictingfacts. Butisitreally true
that social change precedes cognitive change or are there also cases
wheretheop po siteistrue?

Luhmannanalyzedthechangefromtradi tional Europeansoci ety to
a modern society by using three dimensions, to each of which he
dedicates three main chapters of his soci etal theory (“ TheSoci ety of
Society”): first, the social dimension, which Luhmann conceives as
that of communication and media, which is only constituted by the
distinction between Ego and Alter (deliberately avoiding the
traditional European semantics of person and subject); second, the
temporal di mension,inwhichpastandfutureareseparatedandwhich
Luhmanntermsasevolution—def i nitely not asprogress, sincethereis
no guiding medium among the various media and the functional
differentiation of society does not have any guiding system; and
finally,andthird, thefactual di mension, whichLuhmanncomprehends
as functiona differentiation and in which we are concerned with
determining the system and the environment. These are however not
stable distinctions, what is environment depending instead on the
component system concerned, on science or the economy, law or
education. And this also changes during the evolution of the
component systems.

Decisive for Luhmann’s theory of society is that there is no
dominance of any component system in the dimension of functional
differentiation, for instance of politics, and that in the dimension of
communication, no dominant medium may be recognized, and
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furthermorethat thelack of guidingsystemsanddomi nant mediaisthe
definitivecharacteristicof modernsoci ety. Thisisal sothereasonwhy
traditional European semantics can no longer adequately describe a
modernsoci ety.

Butisthelossof measureduetotheconver sionof normsandval ues
intoformsof soci etal communi cationasdescribed by Luhmannreally
plausible? Unfortunately Luhmann a no point makes reference to
Michael Walzer’s con cept of spheresof justice: Within thiscon cept
what Luhmann has described as the appropriate self-description of
modern societies is described as their permanently to be achieved
norm, asthe measure of just nesswhich isper manently threat ened by
thedomi nationof, using L uhmann’ sterm, com po nent systems.

This closes the circle for a magjor train of thought, so that what
initially ap peared a par adox, namely that the self is at the sametime
what isdif fer ent, emergesasacom pletetheory of soci ety whichalso
includesreflectiononitsownlocationinsoci ety andregardssoci ety in
thissenseasaunity capableof self-modification. If wetakethisstrictly
intrasocial perspective serioudy, accepting that any communication
about soci ety canonly takeplacewithinsoci ety, thereisnolocationfor
criti cal reflectiononsoci ety ex ter nal tosoci ety, wheresoci ety canbe
regardedasanobject. Thisdescriptionof soci ety insoci etyisnolonger
based on the concept of subject or seen from the standpoint of
transcendental rationality. It is the autological operation of
communicationitself. Soci ety issoci ety’ sfor mulafor self-description
of socia unity. Anemphaticdef i ni tion of soci ol ogy would here seek

for the unity of this difference in order to distinguish what is actual,
whatisessential. Theunity of soci ety wouldthenbeso ci ety whichhas

arrivedatitself, correspondingtoitsideal. Tradi tionhasreservedthe
label of enlightenment for this,and measuredexistingsoci ety against
this claim. Sociological explanation of the enlightenment must
abandontheseclaims, asthisposi tioncanstill beob served, evenif only
fromthepoint of view of sec ond-order ob ser vation. Thecontin gency
of the world cannot be reversed in this sense, as sociological theory
belongstothevery thingwhichitisanalyzing, namely soci ety.

Thetrue meaning of so ci ol ogy would hencebethat itisset freeto
engageinthistypeof self-descriptioninor der tomodify thesemantic
legaciesof tradi tiontothechangedsocial structural relationshipsinthe
pro cessof “re-description”. Thisbridgesthesec ond major distinction
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between semanticsandsocial structure. Mod ernsoci ety, throughthe
functional differentiation, generates the compulsion to
self-observation and so changesall thethe matic el ements. Thisbrings
postmodernism to the point where the past becomes material for
present descriptions which create new forms through re-description
and thus be come sel f-perpetuating con struc tions. How ever, itisnot a
guestionof look ing back nostal gi cally onwhat haspassed, but rather of
awareness of semantics which is permanently renewing itself. The
decisive thing is the difference and not the unity of an all-seeing
observer. Inthissense Luhmann’ stheory isan post-ontological theory
which proceeds in an empirical and operational manner, and is still
facingitspracti cal test.

At the same time the question remains how far the merciless
deconstruction of the concept of subject and its replacement by the
concept of the self-referential, closed, autopoetic system which is no
longer aspecial objectbutinstead per ceived asthedif fer encebetween
system and environment, creates a distance from the old European
traditionanditscontradictions. Doestheem phasisonthecat egory of
differenceasthekey sociologi cal conceptconsti tuteasuitablereaction
totheantinomiesof anul ti mately still anthropologi cal configurationof
sociology based on the fundamental notion of an unresolved subject
andwhichuseshumanity, itssubjectivity andfreedomastheul ti mate
deci siveprinci plesof ori entation?

Further discussionwill show how far theradi cal shiftintheory from
identity to difference congtitutes a replacement for the tradition of
thinking in terms of unity or totality. In its place, Luhmann sets the
theory of sec ond-order ob ser vation, whichisintendedtoelimi nateall
transcendental premises and leaves as the ultimate references
descriptions of descriptions and observations of observations which
abol ishprivilegedstand pointsandconclusions. Inthissensesoci ol ogy
organizes itself as research. The fertility of the present theoretical
design will have to prove itself in terms of how far it helps us to
transformthetradi tional legaciesintocontingenciessothat they canbe
reused “as a medium for shaping new forms gained through
reconstruction” (Luhmann, 1998:1148). At this point Luhmann
remains linked to the old European tradition — only the degree of
distanceistill indispute.
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Luhmannreturnsanissuetosoci ol ogy that ithasal mostfor got ten,
scientific and reflected discussion of society. Just as biology and
physicsdonot depend ontheir basicconceptsalone, sosoci ol ogy isnot
just socia theory. How ever, if it wantsto provideinfor mationonits
foundations and its position in society, it can hardly avoid social
theoretical reflections, if only becauseitisableby vir tueof itsfunction
within society to observe all previous forms of reflection such as
religion, phi losophy andsci ence.

Luhmann’ stheory of soci ety it could bear gued of fersaway which
leadsthroughthelat est sci entificmethodsandonastrictly theoreti cal
basistoarichtheory of mod ern so ci ety. Luhmann opensup linksfor
soci ol ogy withother sci ences, andthisenableshimtointegrateaflow
of new research into his theory. Two groups of problems might be
examinedinafurther pur suit of atheory of soci ety. First, wecanask if
we share Luhmann’s description of the problem of proceeding
consistently from an intrasocial constitution of theory. This will
aready settleagreat deal. Sec ond, weneedtoreview his solution of
regardingatheory of soci ety asatheory of social systems, or replaceit
by areason abledl ter native. Asweareinany event nolonger required
to reach final conclusions, it is now a matter of finding usable
continuations, sinceit is clear that even af ter Luhmann there will still
be sociological and other descriptions of society. The question is
merely whether they will reach the level and degree of complexity
displayed in Luhmann's work especialy his last monograph. As
Adornosaid: “ Only amaturetheory of soci ety cansay what soci ety is”.
Per haps L uhmann’ s ap proach hastaken us a step closer to this.
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