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T h e A u t o p o i e s i s o f 

S o c i a l S y s t e m s 

The term autopoiesis has been invented as a definition of life. Its 
origin is clearly biological. Its extension to other fields has been 
discussed, but rather unsuccessfully and on the basis of wrong 
premises. The problem may well be that we use a questionable 
approach to the problem, "tangling" our "hierarchies" of investi­
gation. 

At first sight it seems safe to say that psychic systems and even 
social systems are living systems too. Would there be consciousness 
or social life without life? And then, if life is defined as autopoiesis, 
how could one refuse to describe psychic systems and social sys­
tems as autopoietic systems? In this way we can retain the close 
relation of autopoiesis and life and apply this concept to psychic 
systems and to social systems as well. We are almost forced to do 
it, forced by our conceptual approach.1 However, we immediately 
get into trouble in precisely defining what the "components" of 
psychic and social systems are whose reproduction by the same 
components of the same system recursively defines the autopoietic 
unity of the system. And what doelT'closure" mean in the case of 
psychic and "social systems if our theoretical approach requires the 
inclusion of cells, neurophysiological systems, immune systems, 
etc. of living bodies into the encompassing (?) psychological or 
sociological realities? 

Moreover, tied to life as a mode of self-reproduction of auto­
poietic systems, the theory of autopoiesis does not really attain the 
level of general systems theory which includes brains and ma­
chines, psychic systems and social systems, societies and short-
term interactions. From this point of view, living systems are a 
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special type of systems. If we abstract from life and define auto­
poiesis as a general form of system building using self-referential 
closure, we would have to admit that there are nonliving auto­
poietic systems, different modes of autopoietic reproduction, and 
that there are general principles of autopoietic organization that 
materialize as life, but also in other modes of circularity and self-
reproduction. In other words, if we find nonliving autopoietic sys­
tems in our world, then and only then will we need a truly general 
theory of autopoiesis that carefully avoids references that hold true 
only for living systems. But which attributes of autopoiesis will 
remain valid on this highest level, and which have to be dropped 
on behalf of their connection with life? 

The text that follows uses this kind of multilevel approach. It 
distinguishes a general theory of self-referential autopoietic sys­
tems and a more concrete level at which we may distinguish living 
systems (cells, brains, organisms, etc.), psychic systems, and social 
systems (societies, organizations, interactions) as different kinds of 
autopoietic systems. See figure 1. 

Figure 1 

Self-referential autopoietic systems 

living systems psychic systems social systems 

cells, brains, organisms, etc. societies, organizations, interactions 
This scheme is not to be understood as describing an internal 
system differentiation. It is a scheme not for the operations of 
systems, but for their observation. It differentiates different types 
of systems or different modes of realization of autopoiesis. 

This kind of approach is acceptable only if we are prepared to 
accept its anti-Aristotelian premise: that social systems and even 
psychic systems are not living systems. The concept of autopoietic 
closure itself requires this theoretical decision. It leads to a sharp 
distinction between meaning and life as different kinds of auto­
poietic organization, and meaning-using systems again have to be 
distinguished according to whether they use consciousness or com­
munication as a mode of meaning-based reproduction. On the one 
hand, then, a psychological and sociological theory have to be 
developed that meet these requirements. On the other hand, the 
concept of autopoiesis has to be abstracted from biologicalconno-
tations. Both tasks are clearly interdependent. The general theory 
of autopoietic systems founds the theories of psychic and social 
systems; the general theory itself, however, is meaningful only if 
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this implementation succeeds, because otherwise we would be un­
able to determine which kind of attributes are truly general. 

To use ipsissima verba: autopoietic systems "are systems that are 
defined as unities as networks of productions of components that 
recursively,,through thliir~7nT;eTa~ctio^ 
network that produces therrfand^constTtuteT in the space in which 
they exist7th™b'oundaries of the network_as_comporients"that"par-
ticipate in the realization of the network,^2 Autopoietic systems, 
then,-are"not"only~self-organizing systems, they not only produce 
and eventually change their own structures; their self-reference 
applies to the production of other components as well. This is the 
decisive conceptual innovation. It adds a turbocharger to the al­
ready powerful engine of self-referential machines. Even elements, 
that is, last components (in-dividuals) which are, at least for the 
system itself, undecomposable, are produced by the system itself. 

^Thus,.eA'er.ylhing.thatJs_used.as_a_unit by_the systemJs7produced__ 
as a unit_by.the,, system .itself. This applies to elements, processes, 
boundaries, and other structures and, last but not least, to the 
unity of the system itself. Autopoietic .systems, then, are^sovereign. 
with respect to the constitution-otidentities and differences. They, 
ofrdurserdo notxreate a material world of theirown. They presup­
pose other levels of reality, as for example human life presupposes 
the small span of temperature in which water is liquid. But what­
ever they use as identities and as differences is of their own making. 
In other words, they cannot import identities and differences from 
the outer world; these are forms about which they have to decide I 
themselves. 

'Social systems use communication as their particular mode of 
autopoietic reproduction. Their elements are communications that 
are recursively produced and reproduced by a network of commu­
nications and that cannot exist outside of such a network. Commu­
nications are not "living" units, they are not "conscious" units, 
they are not "actions." JTheicunity^requires-a^synthesis^of^hree^ 
selections, namely, information,.utterance,1 and understanding (in­
cluding misunderstanding).4 This synthesis is produced by the net­
work of communication, not by some kind of inherent power of 
consciousness, nor by the inherent quality of the information. In­
formation, utterance, and understanding'are aspects that for the 
system cannot exist independently of the system; theX-are_co-
created within the process of communication. Even "information" 
is not something that the system takes in from the environment. 
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Information doesn't exist "out there," waiting to be picked up by 
"the system. As selection it is produced by the system itself in 
comparison with something else (e.g., in comparison with some­
thing that could have happened). 

The communicative synthesis of information, utterance, and un­
derstanding is possible only as an elementary unit of an ongoing 
social system. As an operating unit it is undecomposable, doing its 
autopoietic work only as an element of the system. However, fur­
ther units of the same system can distinguish betweenjjiformation 
and utterance and can use this distinction to separate heterorrefer-
eUtiality and self-referentiality. They can, being themselves unde-
•conlposliBle~for the moment, refer primarily to the content of pre­
vious communications, asking for further information about the 
information; or they can question the "how" and the "why" of the 
communication, focussing on its utterance. In the first case, they 
will pursue hetero-referentiality, in the second case self-referential­
ity. Using a terminology proposed by Gotthard Gunther,5 we can^ 
say that the process of communication is not simply auto-referen­
tial in the sense that it is what it is. It is forced by its own structure 
to separate and to recombine hetero-referentiality and self-referen­
tiality. Referring to itself, the process has to distinguish informa­
tion and utterance and to indicate which side of the distinction is 
supposed to serve as the base for further communication. There­
fore, self-reference is nothing but reference to this distinction be­
tween hetero-reference and self-reference. And whereas auto-refer-
entiality could be seen as a one-value thing and could be described 
by a logic with two values only, the case of social systems is a case 

.of much higher complexity because its self-reference (1) is based on 
/ an ongoing auto-referential (autopoietic) process which refers to 

( itself (2) as processing the distinction between itself (3) and its 
V topics. If such a system didn't have an environment it would have 

to invent it as the horizon of its hetero-referentiality. 

The elementary, undecomposable units of the system are com­
munications of minimal size. This minimal size again cannot be 
determined independently from the system.6 It is constituted by 
further communication or by the prospect of further communica­
tion. An elementary unit has the minimal meaning that is neces­
sary for references by another communication, for instance the 
minimal meaning that still can be negated. Further communica­
tion can very well separate information, utterance, and under­
standing and discuss them as such but this still would presuppose 
their synthesis in previous communication. In a way, the system 
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does not limit itself by using constraints for the constitution of its 
elementary units. If need be, it can communicate about everything 
and can decompose aspects of previous communication to satisfy 
actual desires. As an operating system, however, it will not always 
do this to an extreme. 

Social systems, then, are recursively closed systems with respect v^ 
to communications. However, there are two different ..meanings of ' 
"closure" that make it possible to distinguish societies and interac­
tions as different types of social systems. Societies are encompass­
ing systems in the sense that they include all events that, for them, 
have the quality of communication. They cannot communicate 
with their environment because this would mean including their 
understanding partner in the system, understanding being an es­
sential aspect of the communication itself.7 By communication they 
extend and limit the societal system, deciding about whether and 
what to communicate, and what to avoid. Interactions, on the 
other side, constitute their boundaries by the presence of people 
and are well aware that communication goes on around them 
without contact with their own actual interaction. They have to 
take into account environmental communication and they have to 
acknowledge the fact that the persons who are present and partici­
pate in the interaction have other roles and other obligations within 
systems that cannot be controlled here and now. But interactions 
also are closed systems in the sense that their own communication 
can be motivated and understood only in the context of the system, 
and if somebody approaches the interactional space and begins to 
participate, he has to be introduced and the topics of conversation 
eventually have to be adapted to the new situation. Interactions, 
moreover, cannot import communication ready made from their 
environment. They communicate or they don't communicate, ac­
cording to whether they decide to reproduce or not to reproduce 
their own elements. They continue or discontinue their autopoiesis 
like living systems that continue as living systems or die. There are 
no third possibilities, neither for life ttar for communication. All 
selections have to be adapted to the maintenance of autopoietic 
reproduction. Something has to be said, or at least good and peace­
ful (or bad and aggressive) intentions have to be shown if others 
are present.8 Everything else remains a matter of structured choice 
within the system. Some of its structures, then, become specialized 
in assuring that communication goes on even if nothing of infor­
mative quality remains to be said9 and even if the communication 
becomes controversial and nasty. 
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Confronted with the question of elementary units, most sociolo­
gists would come up with the answer: action. Sometimes "roles" 
or even human individuals are preferred. Since Max Weber and 
Talcott Parsons, however, action theory seems to offer the most 
advanced conceptualization.10 Communication is introduced as a 
kind of action—e.g., as "kommunikatives Handem" in the sense of 
Jiirgen Habermas." Usually this conceptualization is taken for 
granted and classical sociological theory finds itself resumed under 
the title of "Theory of Action."12 Controversies are fought out under 
headings like "action versus system" or "individualistic versus 
holistic" approaches to social reality. There is no serious concep­
tual discussion that treats the relation of actions and communica­
tions, and the important question of whether action or communica­
tion should be considered as the basic and undecomposable unit of 
social systems has not been taken up. 

For a theory of autopoietic systems, only communication is a 
serious candidate for the position of the elementary units of the 
basic self-referential process of social systems. Only communica­
tion is necessarily and inherently social; action is not. Moreover, 
social action implies communication, implies at least the commu­
nication of the meaning of the action or the intent of the actor; but 
it also implies the communication of the definition of the situation, 
of the expectation of being understood and accepted, and so on and 
so forth. And above all, communication is not a kind of action 
because it always contains a far richer meaning than uttering or 
sending messages alone. As we have seen, the perfection of com­
munication implies understanding, and understanding is not part 
of the activity of the communicator and cannot be attributed to 
him. Therefore, the theory of autopoietic social systems requires a 
conceptual revolution within sociology: the replacement of action 
theory by communication theory as characterization of the elemen­
tary operative level of the system. 

The relation of action and communication has to be reversed. 
Social systems are not composed of actions of a special kind, i.e., 
communicative actions, but require the attribution of actions to 
move on their own autopoiesis. Not psychological motivation and 
not reasoning or capacity of argumentation constitutes action but 
the attribution as such, that is, the linking of selection and respon­
sibility for the narrowing of choice.'3 Only by attributing the re­
sponsibility for selecting the communication can the process of 
further communication be directed. One has to know who said 
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what to be able to decide about further contributions to the pro­
cess. Only by using this kind of simplifying localization of decision 
points can the process return to itself and communicate about 
communication. 

Reflexive communication is not only an occasional event, it is a 
continuing possibility being co-reproduced by the autopoiesis it­
self. Every communication has to anticipate this kind of recursive 
elaboration, questioning, denial, or correction, and has to preadapt 
to these future possibilities. Only in working out this kind of pre­
sumptive fitness can it become part of the autopoietic process. 
This, however, requires the allocation and distribution of responsi­
bilities and this function is fulfilled by accounting for action. The 
process therefore produces a second version of itself as a chain of 
actions. Contrary to the nature of communication itself, which 
includes the selectivity of information and the selectivity of under­
standing and thereby constitutes its elements by overlapping and 
partial interpenetration, this action chain consists of clear-cut ele­
ments that exclude each other. Contrary to the underlying reality 
of communication, the chain of communicative actions can be seen 
and treated as asymmetric. 

In this sense the constitution and attribution of actions serve as 
a simplifying self-observation of the communicative system. The 
system processes information but it takes responsibility only for 
the action part of this process, not for the information. It is con­
gruent with the world, it is universally competent, it includes all 
exclusions and at the same time is a system within the world, and 
it is able to distinguish and observe and' control itself. It is a self-
referential system and; thereby, a totalizing system. It cannot avoid 
operating within a "world" of its own. Societies constitute worlds. 
Observing themselves, that is communicating about themselves, 
they cannot avoid using distinctions that differentiate the observ­
ing system from something else. Their communication observes 
itself within its world and describes the limitations of its own 
competence. It never becomes self-transcending.14 It can never use 
operations outside its own boundaries. The boundaries themselves, f 
however, are components of the system and cannot be taken as M 
given by a preconstituted world. « 

All of this sounds paradoxical, and rightly so. Social systems as 
seen by an observer are paradoxical systems.15 They include self-
referential operations, not only as a condition of the possibility of 
their autopoiesis but also due to their self-observation. The distinc­
tion of communication and action and, as a result, the distinction 
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of world and system, are operative requirements. Thegeneral the­
ory of autopoietic systems postulates a clear distinction between 
autopoiesis and observation. This condition is fulfilled in the case 
of social systems as well. Without using this distinction, the system 
could not accomplish-the self-simplification necessary for self-ob­
servation. Autopoiesis and observation, communication and attri­
bution of action are not the same and can never fuse. Nevertheless, 
self-observation in.this specific sense of describing itself as a chain 
of clear-cut and responsible actions is a prerequisite of autopoiesis 
as such. Without this technique of using a simplified model of itself, 
the system could not communicate about communication and could 
not select its basic elements in view of their capacity to adapt 
themselves to the requirements of autopoiesis. This particular con­
stellation may not be universally valid for all autopoietic systems. 
In view of the special case of social systems, however, the general, 
theory has to formulate the distinction of autopoiesis and observa­
tion in a way that does not exclude cases in which self-observation 
is a necessary requirement of autopoiesis as such. 

Observing such systems under the special constraints of logical 
analysis, we have to describe them as paradoxical systems or as 
"entangled hierarchies." It is not the task of an external observa­
tion to deparadoxize the system and describe it in a way that is 
suitable for multilevel logical analysis.16 The system deparadoxizes 
itself. This requires "undecidable" decisions. In the case of social 
systems these are decisions about the attribution of action. If de­
sired, these decisions themselves can be attributed as actions, which 
again could be attributed as actions and so on and so forth in 
infinite regress. Logically, actions are always unfounded actions' 
and decisions are decisions exactly because they contain an un­
avoidable moment of arbitrariness and unpredictability. But this 
does not lead into lethal consequences. The system learns its own 
habits of acting and deciding,17 accumulating experiences with 
itself and consolidating, on the basis of previous actions, expecta­
tions concerning future actions (structures). The autopoiesis does 
not stop in face of logical contradictions. It jumps, provided only 
that possibilities of further communication are close enough at 
hand. 

The formal definition of autopoiesis gives no indication about the 
span of time during which components exist. Autopoiesis presup­
poses a recurring need for renewal. On the biological level, how­
ever, we are induced to think about the processes of replacement of 

molecules within cells or the replacement of cells within organ­
isms, postponing for some time the finally unavoidable decay. The 
prolongation of life seems to be a way of paying the cost of evolu­
tionary improbability. All complex order seems to be wrested from 
decay. 

This holds true for social systems as well, but with a characteris­
tic difference. Conscious systems and social systems have to pro­
duce their own decay. They produce their basic elements, i.e., 
thoughts and communications, not as short-term states but as events 
that vanish as soon as they appear. Events too occupy a minimal 
span of time, a specious present, but their duration is a matter of 
definition and has to be regulated by the autopoietic system itself: 
events cannot be accumulated. A conscious system does not consist 
of a collection of all of its past and present thoughts, nor does a 
social system pile up all of its communications. After a very short 
time the mass of elements would be intolerably large and its com­
plexity would be so high that the system would be unable to select 
a pattern of coordination and would produce chaos. The solution is 
to renounce all stability at the-operative level of elements and to 
use events only. Thereby, the continuing dissolution of the system 
becomes a necessary cause of its autopoietic reproduction. The 
system becomes dynamic in a very basic sense. It becomes inher­
ently restless. The instability of its elements is a condition of its, 
duration. 

All structures of social systems have to be based on this funda­
mental fact of vanishing events, disappearing gestures or words ^ 
that are dying away.18 Memory, and then writing, have their func­
tion in preserving—not the events, but their structure-generating ^f1' 
power.19 The events themselves cannot be saved; their loss is the 
condition of their regeneration. Thus, time and irreversibility are 
built into the system not only at the structural level but also at the 
level of its elements. Its elements are operations and there is no 
reasonable way to distinguish "points" and "operations." Disinte­
gration and reintegration, disordering and ordering require each 
other, and reproduction comes about only by a recurring integra­
tion of disintegration and reintegration. 

This theoretical shift from self-referential structural integration 
to self-referential constitution of elements has important conse­
quences for conceiving system maintenance. Maintenance is not 
simply a question of replication, of cultural transmission, of repro­
ducing the same patterns under similar circumstances, e.g., using 
forks and knives while eating and only while eating, but the pri-
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mary process is the production of next elements in the actual situa­
tion, and these have to be different from the previous one to be 
recognizable as events. This does not exclude the relevance of pre-
servable patterns; it even requires them for a sufficient quick rec­
ognition of next possibilities. However, the system maintains itself 
not by storing patterns but by producing elements, not by trans­
mitting memes (units of cultural transmission analogue to genes)20 

but by recursively using events for producing events. Its stability is 
based on instability. This built-in requirement of discontinuity and 
newness amounts to a necessity to handle and process information, 
whatever the environment or the state of the system offers as occa­
sions. Information is an internal change of state, a self-produced 
aspect of communicative events and not something that exists in 
the environment of the system and has to be exploited for adaptive 
or similar purposes.21 

If autopoiesis bases itself on events, a description of the system 
needs not only one, but two dichotomies: the dichotomy of system 
and environment and the dichotomy of event and situation.22 Both 
dichotomies are world formulas: system plus environment is one 
way, event plus situation is another way to describe the world, 
presupposing a system reference. If the system (or its observer) 
uses the dichotomy of event/situation, it can see the difference of 
system and environment as a structure of the situation, the situa­
tion containing not only the system, but also its environment from 
the point of view of an event. Processing information by producing 
events-in-situations, the system can orient itself to the difference of 
internal and external relevances. As horizon (Husserl) of events, the 
situation refers to the system, to the environment, and to its differ­
ence—but all of this selectively, using the limited possibilities to 
produce the next event as a guideline.23 Thus, the double dichot­
omy describes the way in which the system performs the "reentry" 
of the difference of system and environment into the system (I shall 
return to this point later). On the other hand, the difference of 
system and environment structures the limitation of choice that is 
needed to enable the system to proceed from event-in-situation to 
event-in-situation. 

Systems based on events need a more complex pattern of time. 
For them, time cannot be given as irreversibility only. Events are 

J happenings that make a difference between a "before" and a 
"thereafter." Events can be identified and observed, anticipated 
and remembered only as such a difference. Their identity is differ-

3*! 
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ence. Their presence is a copresence of the before and the there­
after. They have, therefore, to present time within time and have to 
reconstruct temporality in terms of a shifting presence which has 
its quality as presence only due to the double horizons of past and 
future that accompany the presence on its way into the future.24 

On this basis conscious time binding can develop.25 The duality of 
horizons doubles as soon as we think of a future present or a past 
present, both of which'have their own future and their own past; 
The temporal structure of time repeats itself within itself and only 
this reflexivity makes it possible to renounce a stable and enduring 
presence.26 By a slow process of evolution the semantics of time 
has adapted to these conditions. For a long time it has used a 
religious reservation—aeternitas, aevum, or copresence of God with 
all times—to avoid the complete historization of time. Only the 
modern society recognizes itself—and consequently all previous 
societies—as constituting its own temporality.27 The structural dif­
ferentiation of society as an autonomous autopoietic system re­
quires the coevolution of corresponding temporal structures, and 
modern historicism is the well-known result. 

These short remarks by no means exhaust the range of sugges­
tions that the theory of social systems can contribute to the ab­
straction and refinement of the general theory of autopoietic sys­
tems.28 I return to the main idea with the question: what is new 
about it, given a long tradition of thinking about creatio continua, 
continuance, duration, maintenance, etc.?29 Since the end of the 
sixteenth century, the idea of self-maintenance has been used to 
displace teleological reasoning and to reintroduce teleology by the 
argument that the maintenance of the system is the .goal of the 
system or the function of its structures and operations. It is no 
surprise therefore that the question has been thrown into this dis­
cussion of what is added by the theory of autopoiesis to this well-
known and rather futile traditional conceptualization.30 An easy 
answer would be to mention the sharp distinction between self-
reference on the level of structures (self-organization) and self-
reference on the level of basiq, operations or'elements. Moreover, 
we could point to the epistemological consequences of distinguish­
ing autopoiesis and observation, observing systems being them­
selves autopoietic systems. We have only to look at the conse­
quences of an "event-structure" approach for sociological theory to 
be aware of new problems and new attempts at solution, compared 

M 
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to the Malinowski/Radcliffe Brown/Parsons level of previous con­
troversies. There is, however, a further aspect which should >be 
made explicit. 

The theory of autopoietic systems formulates a situation of bi­
nary choice. A system either continues its autopoiesis or doesn't. 
There are no in-between states, no third states. A woman may be 
pregnant or not, she cannot be a little pregnant. This is true, of 
course, for "system maintenance" as well. So, superficial observers 
will find only the same tautology. The theory of autopoietic sysT 
terns, however, has been invented for a situation in which the 
theory of open systems has become generally accepted. Given this 
historical context, the concept of autopoietic closure has to be 
understood as the recursively closed organization of an open sys­
tem. It does not return to the old notion of closed (versus open) 
systems.31 The problem, then, becomes to see how autopoietic clo­
sure is possible in open systems. The new insight postulates closure 
as a condition of openness, and in this sense the theory formulates 
limiting conditions for the possibility of components of the system. 
Components in general and basic elements in particular can be 
reproduced only if they have the capacity to link closure and open­
ness. For biological systems this does not require an "awareness" 
of, or knowledge about, the environment. For meaning-based con­
scious and social systems the autopoietic mode of meaning gives 
the possibility of "reentry,"32 i.e., of presenting the difference of 
system and environment within the system. This reentered distinc­
tion structures the elementary operations of these systems. In so­
cial, i.e., communicative systems, the elementary operation of com­
munication comes about by an "understanding" of the distinction 
of "information" and "utterance." Information can refer to the 
environment of the system. The utterance, attributed to an agent 
as action, is responsible for the autopoietic regeneration of the 
system itself. In this way information and utterance are forced,to 
cooperate, are forced into unity. The emergent level of communica­
tion presupposes this synthesis., Without the basic distinction of 
information and utterance as different kinds of selection, the un­
derstanding would not be an aspect of communication, it would be 
a simple perception. 

Thus, a sufficiently differentiated analysis of communication can 
show how the recurrent articulation of closure and openness comes 
about. It is a constitutive necessity of an emergent level of commu­
nication. Without a synthesis of three selections—information, ut­
terance, and understanding—there would be no communication 
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but simply perception. By this synthesis, the system is forced into 
looking for possibilities of mediating closure and openness. In other 
words: communication is an evolutionary potential for building up 
systems-that are able to maintain closure under the condition of 
openness. These systems face the continuing necessity to select 
meanings that satisfy these constraints. The result is our well-
known society. 

In addition, the concept of autopoietic closure makes it possible 
to understand the function of enforced binary choices. The system 
can continue its autopoiesis or it can stop it. It can continue to live, 
to produce conscious states, to communicate with the only alter­
native to come to an end.33 There are, with respect to autopoiesis, 
no third states. This is a powerful technical simplification. On the 
other hand, the system lacks any self-transcending power. It cannot 
enact operations of the outer world. A social system can only com­
municate. A living system can only live. Its autopoiesis, as seen by 
an observer, may have a causal impact on its environment. But 
autopoiesis is production in the strict sense of a process that needs 
further causes, not produced by itself, to attain its effect. The binary 
structure of autopoiesis seems to compensate for this lack of totality. 
It substitutes a kind of "internal totality." To be or not to be, to 
continue the autopoiesis or not to, serves as an internal represent 
tation of the totality of possibilities. Everything that can happen is 
reduced for the system to one of these two states. The world, what­
ever this is, may be indifferent to this question. The system emerges 
by inventing this choice, which does not exist without it. The nega­
tive value is a value not of the world but of the system. But it helps 
to simplify the totality of all conditions to one decisive question of 
how to produce the next system state, the next element, the next 
communication under the constraints of a given situation. Even 
unaware of the outer world, the living system "knows" that it is 
still alive and chooses its operations in using life for reproducing 
life. A communicative system too can continue to communicate on 
the basis of the ongoing communication. This does not require any 
reliable knowledge about outside conditions but the distinction of 
system, and environment as seen from the point of view of the 
system. The unity of the autopoietic system is the recursive pro­
cessing of this difference of continuing or not, which reproduces 
the difference as a condition of its own continuity. Every step has 
its own selectivity in choosing autopoiesis instead of stopping it. 
This is not a question of preference, nor a question of goal attain­
ment. Rather, it has to be conceived as a "code" of existence, code 
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taken as an artificial duplication of possibilities with the conse­
quence that every element can be presented as a selection. 

This may become more clear if we consider the case of social 
systems. Autopoiesis here means: to continue to communicate. This 
becomes problematic in face of two different thresholds of discour­
agement. The first tends to stop the process because the commu­
nication has not been understood. The second tends to stop the 
process because the communication has been rejected. These thresh­
olds reinforce each other because understanding increases the 
chances of rejection.34 It is possible to refrain from communication 
in face of these difficulties and this is a rather common solution for 
interaction systems, particularly under modern conditions of highly 
arbitrary interactions. The society, however, the system of all com­
munications, cannot simply capitulate in face of these problems. It 
cannot stop all communications at once and decide to avoid any 
renewal.35 The autopoiesis of society has invented powerful mech­
anisms to guarantee its continuity in the face of a lack of under­
standing and even in the face of open rejection. It continues by 
changing the interactional context or by reflexive communication. 
The process of communication returns to itself and communicates 
its own difficulties. It uses a kind of (rather superficial) self-control 
to become aware of serious misunderstandings and it has the abil­
ity to communicate the rejection and restructure itself around this 
"no." In other words, the process is not obliged to follow the rules 
of logic. It can contradict itself. The system that uses this technique 
does not finish its autopoiesis and does not come to an end; it 
reorganizes itself as conflict to save its autopoiesis. In the case of 
serious problems of understanding and apparent misunderstand­
ings, social systems very often tend to avoid the burden of argu­
mentation and reasoned discourse to reach consensus—very much 
to the affliction of Habermas. Instead, they tend to push the matter 
into rejection and to embark on the easy vessel of conflict. 

However this may be, the communication of contradiction, con­
troversy, and conflict seems to function as a kind of immune system 
of the social system.36 It saves autopoiesis by opening new modes 
of communication outside of normal constraints. The law records 
experiences and rules for behaving under these abnormal condi­
tions and, by some kind of epigenesis, develops norms for everyday 
behavior which help to anticipate the conflict and to preadapt to 
its probable outcome.37 In a highly developed society we even find 
a functionally differentiated legal system which reproduces its own 
autopoietic unity. It controls the immune system of the larger 
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societal system by a highly specialized synthesis of normative (not-
learning) closure and cognitive (learning) openness.38 The law at 
the same time increases the possibilities of conflict, complexifies 
the immune system, and limits its consequences. It cannot, of course, 
exclude conflicts outside of the law that may save the autopoiesis 
of communication at even higher costs.39 

A final point of importance remains: the epistemological conse­
quences of autopoietic closure. This problem too has to be dis­
cussed with respect to the historical situation of scientific evolution 
in which the theory of autopoietic systems seems to offer advan­
tages. 

For many decades scientific research has no longer operated 
under the guidance of an undoubted orthodoxy—be it a theory of 
cognition or a theory of science in particular. The universally ac­
cepted expedient is "pragmatism": the only criteria of truth and of 
progressive knowledge are the results. This is clearly a self-refer­
ential, circular argument, based on a denial of circularity in theory, 
and on its acceptance in practice. The avoidance of circularity 
becomes an increasingly desperate stance—a paradox that seems 
to indicate that the condemned solution, the paradox itself, is on 
the verge of becoming accepted theory. 

One way to cope with this ambiguous situation is to test metho­
dologies with respect to their capacity to survive the coming revo­
lution. Functional analysis is one of them. It can be applied to all 
problems, including the problem of paradox, circularity, undecid-
ability, logical incompleteness, etc. Stating such conditions as a 
problem of functional analysis invites one to look for feasible solu­
tions, for strategies of deparadoxization, of hierarchization (in the 
sense of the theory of types), of unfolding, of asymmetrization, etc, 
Functional analysis, in other words, reformulates the constitutive 
paradox as a "solved problem" (which is and is not a problem) and 
then proceeds to compare problem solutions.40 

In addition to this kind of preadaptation in scientific evolution to 
an expected change of the paradigm of the theory of cognition 
itself, the theory of autopoietic systems constructs the decisive 
argument. It is a theory of a self-referential system applied to 
"observing systems" as well—"observing system" in the double 
sense that Heinz von Foerster chose as the title of a collection of his 
essays.41 The theory distinguishes autopoiesis and observation, but 
it accepts the fact that observing systems themselves are auto­
poietic (at least: living) systems. Observation comes about only as 
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an operation of autopoietic systems, be it life, consciousness, or 
communication. If it observes autopoietic systems it finds itself 
constrained by the conditions of autopoietic self-reproduction (again: 
life, respectively consciousness, respectively communication, e.g., 
language) and it includes itself in the fields of its objects, because 
as an autopoietic system observing autopoietic systems; it cannot 
avoid gaining information about itself. 

In this way the theory of autopoietic systems integrates two 
separate developments of recent epistemological discussion. It uses 
a "natural" or even "material" epistemology, that is clearly dis­
tinct from all transcendental aspirations42—transcendentalism 
being in fact a title for the analysis of the autopoietic operations of 
conscious systems. In addition, it takes into account the special 
epistemological problems of universal or "global" theories, refer­
ring to a class of objects to which they themselves belong.43 Univer­
sal theories, logic being one of them, have the important advantage 
of seeing and comparing themselves to other objects of the same 
type. In the case of logic, this would require a many-valued struc­
ture and the corresponding abstraction. The classical logic did not 
eliminate self-reference, but it had not enough space for its reflec­
tion. "The very fact that the traditional logic in its capacity of a 
place-value structure, contains only itself as a subsystem points to 
the specific and restricted role which reflection plays in the Aristo­
telian formalism. In order to become a useful- theory of reflection a 
logic has to encompass other sub-systems besides itself."44 Only un­
der this condition does functional analysis become useful as a 
technique of self-exploration of universal theories. 

The usual objection can be formulated, following Nigel Howard, 
as the "existential axiom": knowing the theory of one's own behav­
ior releases one from its constraints.45 For an empirical theory of 
cognition, this is an empirical question. The freedom, gained by 
self-reflection, can be used only if its constraints are sufficiently 
close at hand. Otherwise the autopoietic system simply will not 
know what to do next. It may know, for example, that it operates 
under the spell of an "Oedipus complex" or a "Marxist" obsession, 
but it does not know what else it can do. 

This kind of argument can generate biological,46 psychological,47 

and sociological48 epistemologies. Advances in substantial theory 
may have side effects on the theories that are supposed to control 
the research. Until the eighteenth century these problems were 
assigned to religion—the social system that specialized in tackling 
paradoxes.49 We have retained this possibility, but the normaliza-

iillll 

AUTOPOIESIS OF SOCIAL SYSTEMS 17 

tion of paradoxes in modern art and modern science seems to 
indicate our desire to eventually get along without religion.50 Ap­
parently our society offers the choice to trust religion or to work off 
our own paradoxes without becoming aware that this is religion. 
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M e a n i n g a s S o c i o l o g y ' s 

B a s i c C o n c e p t 

The amount of attention that sociology devotes to its basic con­
cepts remains rather modest. There may be reasons of method for 
this, or other grounds. Some theories of science, for example, posit 
a high, almost unrestricted freedom in the choice fundamental 
categories, with their value to be determined only by prognostic or 
explanatory success. This position properly discourages the naive 
discussion of concepts based on the assumption that there exist 
correct, or at least successful, concepts, which need only be unearthed 
and cleaned up a little. It has its own naivete in the assumption 
that the real world has already been decided upon and that it 
remains only to determine the facts with the help of suitable con­
cepts. A radical critique of conceptual realism, however, must also 
do away with cosmological realism. This was shown with unmis­
takable clarity by the course of late medieval—early modern phi­
losophy. This is something we can know. Under these circum­
stances, sociology still has the option of basing its claim to being 
scientific on a denial of such knowledge and of seeing its positivity 
in just this assumption of a pregiven world. But it cannot prevent 
this position from representing a decision—a decision taken in the 
face, of better knowledge. The obvious and unavoidable selectivity 
in the position of sociological positivism prompts us to reopen the 
discussion.of basic categories in a new form and to proceed under 
the opposite premise, viz. that neither concepts nor the world can 
be treated simply as given. Such a premise would appear to lead to 
absurdities. But then absurd premises, in excluding nothing, do 
have the advantage of minimizing the chance of error. 

What can no longer be presupposed will have to be brought forth 
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in the construction of our basic categories. The basic concepts of a 
discipline that is willing to face up to the assumption of a contin­
gent world must be able to deal with this problem. They must 
confront it. Their suitability will have to be judged using different 
criteria, i.e., no longer from the point of view ofthe accurate repro­
duction of what is simply pregiven and waiting to be discovered, 
but from that of grasping and reducing this contingency of possible 
worlds. As the basic category for describing how this is accom­
plished in consciousness and communication (and not merely phys­
ically or organically) I suggest the concept of meaning. 

The concept of meaning has been well prepared for this function 
by the investigations of subjective-transcendental metaphysics, in 
particular its epistemology. Its explicit articulation within the 
framework of this tradition, however, involves theoretical assump­
tions—in particular that of objectively determinable rules or forms 
or values (or more recently: interests) underlying and guiding cog­
nition or the acquisition of knowledge—that sociology can hardly 
accept if their transcendental status is to be retained. Neither does 
the content of this concept—as interpreted within this tradition— 
meet the demands that must be placed on one of sociology's funda­
mental categories. 

The transcendental tradition suggested seeking a clarification 
of the concept of meaning by reference to a subject and defin­
ing meaning through subjective intention.1 Meaning was seen as 
characterized by the conscious actualization of the intentional 
structures of experience, and accompanying this and available in 
reflection was a consciousness of the pregivenness and uniqueness 
(I-ness) of the experiencing subject. While such reflection does not 
have the intention of placing the subject outside of Being, it cer­
tainly does have this effect. It gives us something that cannot be: 
an isolated ego. The paradoxical nature of this result is blurred by 
the introduction of a number of distinctions, most notably that 
between the transcendental and empirical subject and that be­
tween meaning and Being. The function of these distinctions lay in 
the analysis (dissection) of a theoretical impasse, but the attempt 
can hardly be regarded as successful. The problem is found again 
in the concept pairs used to make these distinctions and reappears 
in the question of the reality of the transcendental (nonempirical) 
subject, in the impossibility of treating the empirically objectifia-
ble "subject" as subiectum (hypokeimenon) of the world—i.e., of 
taking the subjectivity of this subject seriously—and, finally, in the 
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impossibility of conceiving of meaning without being or being 
without meaning. 

Once the chain of dependencies in concept formation is recog­
nized, it becomes clear that the analysis must start before, and not 
after, this impasse—that it should not try to disentangle it but to 
avoid it in the first place. The source of the problem surely lies in 
an ill-defined concept of reflection, one that is far too vague and far 
too compact in its depiction of the concrete life of consciousness. A 
closer analysis of this life of consciousness would have to, at the 
very least, distinguish between, on the one hand, intentions that 
consciously constitute the self as a system-in-the-world and, on the 
other, the reflexivity of particular kinds of processes within con­
sciousness, for example, the thinking of thought, the feeling of 
feeling, the willing of willing—which, while possible only with a 
higher specification of the processes in question, do make possible 
a more complex constitution of the self system.2 In ho case, how­
ever, should this impasse and all its attendant conceptual strate­
gies continue to burden the concept of meaning and, through it, 
other sociological research concepts. This warning can be formu­
lated more pointedly: the position I am criticizing here merely 
transfers the problem to the question of the meaning of the subject 
and leaves it there, unresolved. As undeniable as the relationship 
between, meaning and consciousness is, its clarification must be 
undertaken the other way around. The concept of meaning is pri­
mary, and should be defined without reference to the concept of 
subject, since the latter—as a ..meaningfully constituted identity— 
already presupposes the concept of meaning. 

I am going to replace reference_to a subject with a much more 
highly differentiated analytical instrumentarium, in which the 
concepts of function and of system play a special role. I shall start 
with an analysis of the function of meaning and attempt to show 
that fulfilling this function presupposes the existence of meaning-
constituting systems. I shall not try here to anticipate the results of 
this undertaking, but should nonetheless attempt to guard against 
certain misunderstandings that could crop up along the way. This 
will be best accomplished if we start with a short look at what the 
concept of meaning-constituting systems does, and does not, ac­
complish. 

While reserving for later a closer characterization of the concepts 
of meaning and system, I can state here that when I refer to mean­
ing-constituting systems I am not speaking of, some source of en­
ergy or some kind of cause or of the psychic-organic bases of mean-
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ingful experience, and certainly not of the concrete individual, but 
rather of an interconnected complex of meaning (Sinnzusammen-
hang) as such. This includes both psychic systems—as far as they 
are identified (by anyone!) as the unity of a meaningfully related 
complex of actions and experiences—and social systems. In outlin­
ing my basic concepts here I am thus aiming at elements that are 
fundamental to both psychic and social systems alike and first 
make possible their differentiation. Concepts like experience and 
action, expectation and disappointment will also be defined in such 
a way that they do not necessarily carry a psychological meaning; 
the question of referring them to a psychic or to a social system 
(and thus of fitting them into the conceptual framework of psychol­
ogy or sociology) is left open. Only when such a decision is made, 
i.e., only with the choice of system referents, does that which is 
designated by the terms meaning, experience, action, etc. become a 
psychological or a sociological category. This is, of course, not to 
deny that all meaning, all experience, all action presupposes psychic 
systems together with their organic substructure and is possible 
only on the basis of these. But I want to express this undeniable 
fact by saying that it is possible to specify a psychic system referent 
for any and all experience; for just the same can be said of social 
systems: without them, neither meaning nor action would be pos­
sible, so that here too we have no instance without some system. 
The advantage of this formulation is (a) that it counters the wide­
spread notion that the foundation of meaning and so forth in psychic 
systems is somehow more fundamental, more originary, simpler, 
or more elemental than a foundation in social systems and (b) that 
it leaves open, i.e., leaves as a matter for investigation, the question 
of which choices of system referents are meaningful: in which sci­
entific or life-world contexts. 

As long as we are dealing with topics for which system referents 
—although they must be chosen in the end—have not yet been 
specified, the methods of empirical science do not apply. I shall, 
instead, have to rely in this stage of the investigation on techniques 
like those specially developed in phenomenology (and, to a lesser 
extent, hermeneutics) for the analysis of meaning formations: tech­
niques for the abstracting grasp of a given item of meaning, for its 
replication and variation in thought, for its construction as an 
alternative to other possibilities. 

Apart from such abstractness and fromrny recourse to phenom­
enology (which some will regard more as a problem than a solu­
tion), what is alienating about the concept of meaning-constituting 
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systems is just the most crucial aspect: the lack of clarity concern­
ing the relationship between meaning and system. I am going to 
refer to this relationship as constitution—without wishing to claim 
that this word alone affords adequate clarification. What I am 
trying to get at here—and this will have to be looked at more 
closely below—is the fact that meaning always appears within 
some delimitable context and yet at the same time always points 
beyond this context and lets us see other possibilities. What I want 
to understand and to describe with the term constitution is this 
relationship between a selectively restricted order and the open­
ness of other possibilities, a relationship of mutual dependence, of 
being-possible-only-together.3 Taking up recent developments in 
systems theory, I am going to try—and this is the core of what 
follows—to interpret this typical constitution relationship for 
meaningful experience and action using the concepts of system and 
world (or environment) and will therefore be speaking of meaning 
systems as meaning-constituting systems. 

We will have to bear in mind that the concept of meaning refers 
to the way human experience is ordered and not, for example, to 
some particular fact or matter in the world. A direct and presup-
positionless approach to the problem of meaning is then best sought 
in a phenomenological description of what actually presents itself 
in meaningful experience. 

If this question is approached with the openness for which Hus-
serl's work is still a model, we will arrive at a final, incontestable 
elementary result: the momentary Given that fills experience at 
any time always and irrevocably refers beyond itself to something 
else. Experience experiences itself as variable—and unlike tran­
scendental phenomenology we assume organic bases for this. It 
does not find itself closed and self-contained, not restricted to itself, 
but is always referring to something that is at that .moment not its 
actual content. This referring-beyond-itself, this immanent tran­
scendence of experience, is not a matter of choice; rather, it is the 
condition on the basis of which all freedom to choose must first be 
constituted. Nor is a reflexive turning to experience as such (let 
alone, to the experiencing subject) able to escape this condition; it 
too exhibits the same structure and simply points experience in a 
particular direction, alongside which others still remain possible. 
The problem of integrating the actuality of experience with the 
transcendence of its other possibilities remains inescapable, and 
inescapable, too, is the form of experience processing that accom-
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plishes this. It is this that I call meaning. There is, then, if we 
follow this usage, no such thing as meaningless experience. The 
efforts some make today to confront us with meaninglessness ulti­
mately serve only the increasingly difficult production of astonish­
ment; and the positivist who labels a Christmas carol "meaning­
less" is merely formulating the limits of his own maxim. In its very 
strangeness all non-sense (this too) still has meaning. 

In what exactly does this problem of integrating experience with 
its other, transcendent possibilities consist? A functional definition 
of the concept .of meaning will afford an answer to this question. 

The most important feature of the differentiation between Ac­
tuality and Potentiality found in experience resides in the character 
of the overabundance of possibilities, which by far exceeds what 
can be realized through action or actualized in experience. The 
actual, given contents of experience always point by way of refer­
ence and implication to far more—whether taken together or as a 
sequence—than can be brought into the narrow spotlight of con­
sciousness. Alongside direct, immediate conscious experience there 
stands a world of other possibilities. This self-overburdening of 
experience with other possibilities exhibits the double structure of 
complexity and contingency. The term complexity is meant to indi­
cate that there are always more possibilities of experience and 
action than can be actualized. The term contingency is intended to 
express the fact that the possibilities of further experience and 
action indicated in the horizon of actual experience are just that— 
possibilities—and might turn out differently than expected,4 i.e., 
that these indications can be deceptive: perhaps they point to 
something that is not really there or cannot be reached in the way 
expected; perhaps even after the necessary steps have been taken^ 
(e.g., someone has gone to a particular place) what was expected 
can no longer be actualized, because events in the meantime have 
removed or destroyed this possibility. In practice, then, complexity 
means the necessity of choosing; contingency, the necessity of ac­
cepting risks. 

Under this condition of complex and contingent other possibili­
ties, experience takes the form of risk-laden selectivity. One may 
assume that this is true of organic life in general and conceive of 
the specifically human solution to this problem as a partly contin­
uous, partly discontinuous improvement in this achievement.5 It is 
a mark of conscious experience, as opposed to purely organic selec­
tion, that it regulates itself through just this self-overburdening, 
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with complexity and contingency regulating the selective process­
ing of experience in a very specific way, viz. in the form of meaning. 

This requires that the complexity of other possibilities be con­
stituted within experience itself and remain preserved there. 
Experience and action are unceasing selection but cannot simply 
eliminate those alternatives not chosen or make them totally dis­
appear until chance brings them into view once more; instead, they 
can only neutralize them. Complexity cannot simply be "erased," 
as computer jargon puts it (this is adequate only for machines), but 
is, so to speak, only placed in brackets, reduced from moment to 
moment in continually different ways, and always remains pre­
served as the most generally constituted selection domain, as the 
"source" of constantly new and constantly different additional 
choices—as the world. 

With these few remarks I have touched upon the central problem 
here, theproblem with reference to which the concept of meaning 
may be given a functional definition. Meaning functions as the 
premise for experience processing in a way that makes possible a 
choice from among different possible states or contents of con­
sciousness, and in this it does not totally eliminate what has not 
been chosen, but preserves it in the form of the world and so keeps 
it accessible.6 The function of meaning then does not lie in infor­
mation, i.e., not in the elimination of a system-relative state of 
uncertainty about the world, and it cannot, therefore, be measured 
with the techniques of information theory. If it is repeated, a mes­
sage or piece of news loses its information value, but not its mean­
ing. Meaning is not a selective event, but a selective relationship 
between system and world—although this is still not an adequate 
characterization. Rather, what is special about the meaningful or 
meaning-based processing of experience is that it makes possible 
both the reduction and the preservation of complexity; i.e., it pro­
vides a form of selection that prevents the world from shrinking 
down to just one particular content of consciousness with each act 
of determining experience. 

The constitution of this world of not-yet-actualized potentiali­
ties, which is constantly given and accompanies all experience, 
rests on the specifically human capacity for negation. Its conceptual 
reconstruction will require clarity concerning the functional pri­
macy of negativity in meaning-constituting experience. I shall leave 
open here the question of what negativity "in itself" may be.7 Still, 
we must consider the question of whether, in the case of negativity, 
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we are dealing with a qualitatively unified something, with an 
irreducible logical atom of meaning, or whether such an assump­
tion is simply foisted upon us by language. A functional analysis of 
negating will be able to advance beyond merely tautological expla­
nations only if we look more closely at how negating contributes to 
the constitution of meaning. And here we discover'a complex net­
work of achievements.8 

The function of negation as a highly involved strategy of experi­
ence processing can be clarified enough for our purposes here. 
Negation appears not only to be the most universally usable lan­
guage symbol but, in addition, to actually constitute the universal­
ity, i.e., the world reference, of all practical life—especially where 
experience or action is directed positively toward some particular 
meaning and intends it under the form of "is" or "ought." The 
specific potency of negation, something not to be found in the pure 
givenness of actual impressions, in perception, or imagination, stems 
from its own special combination of reflexivity and generalization. 
Negation is a reflexive (and a necessarily reflexive) process form of 
experience. It can be applied to itself, and th i s possibility of the 
negation of negation is indispensable in any experience that can 
negate at all. This, however, means that all negation remains irre­
deemably provisional and does not permanently block our access 
to what has been negated! Only time, not negation, eliminates 
possibilities definitively. 

The reflexivity of negation both depends on and supports gener­
alization. First and most important, whenever something is posi­
tively attended to, negation forms part of this experience, and 
affords it security. When I turn to one particular thing, I do so in 
the certainty that "everything else" remains preserved—both what 
is present, but momentarily not of interest, and what is absent, in 
particular the danger that is not-present and whose ongoing negat-
ability first allows me to attend to something else. I specify my yes 
and leave the negations necessary for this unspecified. The high 
risks involved in such a wholesale bracketing out of what is not 
directly attended to are decidedly lessened by the element of pres­
ervation involved in all negation. I always reserve the right to 
negate such negations as the need arises and to attend positively to 
whatever unexpected problems present themselves. Only this res­
ervation makes the wholesale exclusion of other possibilities prac­
ticable, for it allows it to be corrected on a case-by-case basis. 
Generalization and reflexivity thus function in a necessary relation­
ship as mutually dependent components of negation. 
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On the other hand, the explicit negation of some particular 
meaning is a special case, likely made possible only by language. 
Direct and specific negation (a certain thing is not there; I am not 
going to do something) ultimately intends this preserving effect 
itself: it remains unspecific.,and indifferent (in this sense: general­
ized) with respect to what has taken, or could take, the place of the 
negated elements, and it serves—through learning9 or the forma­
tion of norms—to maintain the overall structure of expectations 
out of which the one element has become problematic.10 

I can summarize all of this and specify a little more closely a first 
and very basic aspect of the way meaningful or rneaning-based 
experience processing functions: it achieves both the reduction and 
preservation of complexity by filling immediately given, evident ex­
perience with references to other possibilities and with a reflexive and 
generalizing negation potential, thus equipping it for risk-laden selec­
tivity. 

This way of looking at things does not eliminate all reference of 
the concept of meaning to "consciousness"—but it does alter its 
form. Consciousness is no longer regarded as the subject (hypokei-
menon, subiectum) of meaning in the sense of something that can 
be discovered and substantialized in reflection, but rather as that 
experiencing with reference to which meaning can be functionally 
analyzed (and whose limits and potential we will have to exam­
ine).11 If we wish to proceed from here to a theory of.consciousness, 
it will not be enough to simply replace the old notion of conscious­
ness as a picture of the real world with the concept of reflection— 
i.e., to conceive of consciousness (with Hegel and Fichte) as an act 
or a reflexive process. This does introduce the temporal dimension 
—a gain that cannot be relinquished—but the concepts of action 
and reflection used to accompany this imply far too simple a pro­
cess, one that is already aware of its own conditions and limits. 
They fail—especially in the assumption of a dialectical orientation 
—to properly recognize the problem of complexity. The picture 
theory of consciousness treated the complexity of the world and 
that of consciousness as symmetrical and was therefore unable to 
properly investigate these, either as a problem or as an accomplish­
ment. We cannot go back .to this way of looking at things. The 
dynamic-processual concept of consciousness, on the other hand, 
does offer a basis for functional problem and performance orienta­
tion since it includes asymmetry with respect to the "outside world," 
but it should be thought through again as it relates to the problem 
of complexity. 

* 
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An analytical distinction will help us here: we must distinguish 
conceptually between the immediate moto-sensory data of experi­
ence and their co-represented selectivity. Consciousness is not the 
totality of actually experienced impressions, but rather constitutes 
itself as their selectivity.12 It is thus not the introduction of data 
into the psychic system that consciousness regulates, but their 
selection capacity; not the input/output processes, but the internal 
processing of impressions from the environment; not the material 
of experience but what it does accomplish. Gotthard Giinther is 
thinking along similar lines when.he starts with immensely large 
quantities of possible information and sees in this the basis for the 
appearance in evolution of interpretive skills made possible by 
means of selection and redirection that we call consciousness.13 

This also makes it clear that conscious experiencing is meaningful 
experience processing and can be nothing else. 

The clarification of the concept of meaning and its function as 
the structure of consciousness enables us to make certain distinc­
tions, one of which in particular should be gone into a little more 
closely. We must distinguish between meaning and information. 
Sociological, theory is not used to working with a pregnant concept 
of information, let alone making an explicit distinction between 
information and meaning. In other disciplines too—in linguistics, 
cybernetics, information theory—there is a lack of clarity, or at 
least no uniform opinion, regarding these concepts and the way 
they are related. However, only a very short sketch should be 
needed to show that this distinction is of central importance for 
the construction of a scientific concept of social problems and that 
in particular the phenomenon of communication cannot be ade­
quately understood without it. 

Meaning, as I have tried to show here, overtaxes the potential of 
actual experience by including and presenting what is not directly 
experienced. This occurs, however, only within an individual life of 
consciousness, in a world constituted through pluralistic system 
formation. This life of consciousness is processlike in nature; the 
contents that are actualized in perception or thought change cease­
lessly from moment to moment. Meaning functions here as a selec­
tion rule, and not—or only secondarily, viz. with the help of lan­
guage—as an actual content arising or appearing in consciousness. 
In the ongoing flow of experience, reports about the world are 
constantly crossing the threshold of consciousness, both from the 
outside and from memory. Such reports take on the character of 
information by being consciously interpreted—i.e., with the aid of 
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meaning—as selection from other possibilities. The information 
value here lies in the selectivity of the reported event, something 
meaning makes possible but does not actualize. Information thus 
always involves some element of surprise (be it ever so minimal). 
It rests on a probing of the future by meaningfully structuring 
expectations, but it is not by fulfilling the prognosis that it informs; 
it is through the more or less surprising details or deviations in 
what had been expected.14 

The difference can be made clear by using a practical criterion. 
On being repeated, a message or report loses its information value, 
but not its meaning. Unlike the concept of meaning, that of infor­
mation is always to be understood relative to an actually given, 
constantly changing state of knowledge and an individually struc­
tured preparedness to process information. The very same meaning 
complex can thus result in quite different information, depending 
on when and by whom it is actualized in experience.15 What one 
person takes for granted might be surprising to someone else; and 
the same is true across time: a book that today is hard to under­
stand and full of needlessly complicated sentences may seem quite 
informative tomorrow, if the reader's expectations have been so 
restructured that this same book is now able to raise questions or 
to answer them. 

This distinction between meaning and information makes it pos­
sible (or rather: necessary) to undertake a reinterpretation of two 
basic concepts of sociological theory and method—something that 
amounts to the breaking down of a kind of natural preconception. 
Experience (Erfahrung) and communication will appear in a corre­
spondingly different light. Experience (Erfahrung) is surprising in­
formation that is structurally relevant and leads to a restructuring 
of the meaningful premises of experience processing within both 
concrete and abstract (depending on the circumstances) functional 
contexts. ("The pliers aren't where they're supposed to be"; "peo­
ple are undependable.") Experience (Erfahrung) is never the pure 
unmodified arrival of what was expected—when I go downstairs, 
the fact that the steps are still there is not Experience but merely 
the informative modification of individual aspects of what was 
expected. Experience (Erfahrung) can, thus, never directly confirm 
those meaning-bestowing expectations on which its own possibility 
rests, but can only do so indirectly, by not modifying them. Expe­
rience (Erfahrung) is an ongoing reconstruction of meaningfully 
constituted reality brought about by dealing with unfulfilled expec­
tations, by the normalizing processing of information.16 Experience 
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(Erfahrung) is made scientific by increasing its information value, 
in particular by making its relevance more abstract and by multi­
plying the number of possibilities it chooses from—and not by the 
confirmation of existing expectations or opinions.17 

Communication is not at all what the commonly held view (and 
quite often the ill-considered scientific use) of this concept takes it 
to be, viz. a process of "transferring" meaning or information;18 i t 
is a shared actualization of meaning that is able to inform at least 
one of the participants.19 The notion of such a "transfer" already 
runs into trouble by assuming the identity of what is to be trans­
ferred and thus that possession is relinquished when this transfer 
takes place, i.e., by assuming some form of zero sum. What remains 
identical in communication, however, is not a transmitted, but a 
common underlying meaning structure that allows the reciprocal 
regulation of surprises. That this meaning fundament is itself his­
torical in nature, i.e., that it arises within the history of Experience 
and communicative processes, is another matter altogether and 
does not contradict my thesis that communication does not trans­
mit or transfermeaning, but rather requires.it as pregiven and as 
forming a shared background against which informative surprises 
may be articulated. Nor, of course, does it transfer information, 
since information has its identity as something occurring at a par­
ticular point in time and not as something that endures in time 
and is able to be transferred. What we have in the case of commu­
nication, then, is not the transfer of things but the allotment of 
surprises. 

Communication affords a socialization of surprises and thus also 
some help in dealing with them. In this sense of a balancing out of 
information, communication takes place in all situations where 
one willingly or unwillingly allows another access to the meaning 
of his experience. Language is not required for this; a slight frown, 
for example, or a rearranging of certain objects, may be enough: 
the undercooked potato is pushed to the edge of the plate—and the 
cook understands! Language is a secondary specialization of the 
communication process (although it then becomes the basis for all 
higher evolution of meaning). Language enables communication as 
such to be differentiated or separated out of the rest of action and 
thus renders practically unlimited the types of behavior that can 
be used to inform others. Only thus can meaning be freed from the 
concrete situation and itself made a content of the processes of 
consciousness in such a way that meaning can also regulate the 
selectivity of meaning. Language might then be defined function-
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ally as an increase in the selectivity of the communication process, 
and communication as an increase in the selectivity of the percep­
tual process. 

Although not all of the details can be anticipated here, these 
analyses should have far-reaching implications, especially for soci­
ology, which has traditionally devoted very little attention to the 
problem of information. They help explain why, with the very first 
beginnings of meaning formation on the basis of organically differ­
entiated systems, an informing effect seems to set in almost auto­
matically, giving rise to life situations in which it is advantageous 
to more fully realize the possibilities of increased selectivity given 
here, i.e., to develop language. They point to a fundamental rela­
tionship between system structure and communication, viz. that 
increasing system differentiation also increases the likelihood of 
differing information situations within the system and thus makes 
communication process more difficult and demanding—if no in­
stitutional countermeasures are taken (the development of com­
munication plans, special languages, delivery systems for mass 
communication, the separation of informing from motivating 
information, and so on). Above all, they cast doubt on the wisdom 
of regarding verbal communication as the basic model for all types 
of action.20 

Instead of following up on these points here, I want to further 
develop what has already been said about Experience (Erfahrung) 
and communication. In both Experience and communication, in­
formation is normally "normalized," i.e., dealt with by being so 
interpreted that it accords with already existing or accepted mean­
ing.21 The unknown is assimilated to the known, the new to the old, 
the surprising to the familiar. Even if little white mice start pop­
ping out of the soup bowl, what we have are still quite ordinary 
animals, familiar in type, which someone must have put in there— 
an isolated joke and not a breakdown in the constants of life and 
nature we have relied upon until now. The surprising or anomalous 
event is grasped as concretely as possible and is as symbolically 
isolated as possible, so that the required structural changes can be 
kept limited in scope and made to proceed along predictable lines. 
In particular, in social systems with elementary face-to-face interr 

actions, where reaction times are extremely short, such normaliza­
tion is an almost unavoidable mode of processing information. 

This does not mean that information can never be used for a 
critique of existing structures, but a special effort and special mea­
sures within the system are required if this normalization tendency 
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is to be changed into a tendency for existing structures to be ques­
tioned or problematized and information evaluated as a symptom 
of impending crisis, as cost, as dysfunction in the prevailing order, 
or somehow or other looked at as a possible source of alternatives. 
The prerequisites for this taking place would have to, and can, be 
investigated using the ideas put forward here. For one thing, they 
are likely to be found in the security reserves one needs to be able 
to cope with destabilized structures and a largely open future. In 
addition, ongoing, chronic structural criticism would appear to 
require some degree of control over incoming information. Struc­
tural critique is hardly possible in the face of little white mice. 
Suitable information seldom, if ever, appears on its own; it must 
be specially produced, brought to light by uncovering some latent 
aspect of the existing order, or retrieved from the existing decision­
making process by incongruent questions. It requires specially con­
structed hypothetical theories, alternative structures, comparative 
statistics, possible Utopias—in any case, special constructs of 
meaning that let Experience become informative in a way that 
promotes structural change. All of this is possible only in very 
complex societies, and even there it is by no means certain that in 
Experience and communication meaning structure and incident 
information will come to be related in a way that will stabilize this 
high level of complexity. 

Compared^ to information, meaning has been looked at here, so 
to speak, from the outside—as the premise of the ongoing process­
ing of experience. A second approach will have to try to shed some 
light on how this functional, negating performance of meaning 
formation affects the form of the contents of experience as they 
stand before consciousness—how, in other words, meaning ap­
pears within experience. I will disregard here the fact that such an 
appearance, as an entering into the field of actual'consciousness, 
may also possess information value. 

The constitution of a world full of not-yet-actualized other possi­
bilities has consequences, first of all, for the form in which possibil­
ity itself is experienced. The complexity of other possibilities in 
practice excludes (or at least renders extremely inexpedient) the-
matizing all possibilities as subjective possibilities of one's own 
movement—for example, regarding the table before me as the 
sequence of impressions I would have if I went around it, observing 
carefully, and pulled out all of its drawers, lifted it up, checked to 
see how solid it was, and so on. If the environment were ordered in 
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this way, I would be committed to a fixed sequence of experience, 
and this would require some basis or support in instinct, or else 
expose me to continually unfulfilled expectations, to ongoing dis­
appointment. 

With a significant increase in the available possibilities of expe­
rience and action, however, it becomes difficult to construe all 
complexity as ordered on the time axis. One would have to either 
(a) construct an endless chain of ordered experiences, with the 
unacceptable risks of fixing firmly on this particular sequence and 
no other; or else (b) make provisions for an incredibly large number 
of conditioned alternate sequences, but then—lacking the power of 
prediction—not be able to choose from among them with any 
continued success. The time dimension must therefore be relieved 
in its capacity as the sole bearer of complexity. This is achieved by 
material or objective complexity being presented in consciousness, 
and this by my actual, given experience indicating the presence of 
a world full of other possibilities, so to speak, representing the 
world.22 The subjective frame of reference that so easily suggests 
itself—the one that consists in taking my own situation and the 
accessibility of things for me as the condition of the possibility of 
possibility—must then be relinquished. Possibility must be objec­
tified, i.e., it must be seen in the things themselves. It must find the 
condition of its possibility in a world order that does not depend 
on me and thus at the same time must make it possible for me to 
determine what sequence my experience is to take, a choice that is 
free and only "motivated" by the environment. The world must be 
ordered, so to speak, from no particular perspective, but still in 
such a way that the choice of the next perspective of my experience 
does not entail extraordinary difficulties and is even suggested to 
me; and in practice this means above all: that it can be made 
without too great a loss of time. 

This is accomplished by means of identification. The possible is 
located in something that remains identical and actually has its 
identity in just this holding together of Possible and the Not-pos­
sible. Meaning then appears as the identity of a complex of possi­
bilities. This, however, furnishes us with only a formal description 
and not a functional analysis. Identity has long been regarded as 
one of the attributes of Being and thus as self-explanatory. The 
central problem we started with, however, will allow us to ask 
about both the function of Identity and the way this function is 
fulfilled. 

Identical meaning fulfills its function of the constitution and 
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reduction of possibilities of experience and action with the help of 
negations—not in such a way that the nonidentical is simply and 
fruitlessly negated, but rather through a differentiating negation, in 
which several mutually independent dimensions of experiencing 
the world are constituted. The multidimensionality of the world is 
a precondition for the constitution of identical meaning (and vice 
versa). These dimensions can be distinguished in experience itself 
as the social, the temporal, and the material or object dimensions.23 

That they may properly be distinguished is shown by the fact that 
negations within one dimension do not necessarily imply negations 
in the others. 

Meaning appears materially or objectively in Otherness, in being-
one-thing-and-not-another: a horse is not a cow, a number not a 
pleasure, quickness not a color. Identical meaning stands as well-
specified or specifiable complex against a background of indeter­
minate and negatably negated other possibilities. This requires the 
components of negation already discussed, generalization and re­
flexivity. It is only through them that Otherness can be constituted 
in such a way that it does not exclude the possibility of specifying 
or of negating negation, i.e., does not exclude the existence of 
everything else, but actually preserves it and only neutralizes it. 
The mutual negation found in Otherness thus also entails mutual 
accessibility and—as a possibility—mutual confirmation. 

This Otherness of material or objective meaning, this constitu­
tive relationship between objective identification and negation, is 
not be be understood on the level of already constituted meaning. I 
am not referring here to one particular empirically given mundane 
fact among others, nor to the question of whether (and then why) 
something that has Being is or not (a question that proved too 
much for an ontologically oriented metaphysics). Identity and ne­
gation are rather regulative components of meaning-constituting 
experience, premises for the processing of experience. This insight 
—which can also be formulated within a destructive antimeta-
physics (e.g., Heidegger's thesis that Being is not the being of what 
is being) or within analytical philosophy (the thesis that "to be" is 
not an admissible predicate, i.e., does not constitute a meaningful 
statement about the real world)—is also relevant for sociology. It 
lies behind the assumption that there may be social contexts that 
are not merely given in the referential horizon of already consti­
tuted meaning, but instead genetically regulate meaning-constitut­
ing experience.24 

This pattern of negation involved in material or objective Other-
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ness leads to identifications only if it remains restricted to the 
object dimension. It presupposes that the units of meaning and the 
Otherness involved in them are not at the same time negated in the 
social dimension or the temporal dimension. In other words, where 
meanings or even specific negations (There is no devil!) are con­
cerned, we must be able to count on consensus and duration in 
time. Material negation must be supported by social and temporal 
nonnegation; otherwise, the intended object of experience would 
disappear definitively and even negation could no longer bring it 
back or make it accessible again. 

These analyses make it plausible to regard as the most important 
variables of the material or object dimension the extent and form 
of compatibility wkh other possibilities. Recent psychologicalre-
search suggests, in addition, that single continuum may suffice in 
conceptualizing this variable, one that runs from more abstract to 
more concrete premises of information processing.25 In the limiting 
case of being completely trapped within the concrete sphere, expe­
rience knows no possibility of negation and is regarded by psychol­
ogists as pathological. With increasing abstraction it attains im­
proved chances of encompassing other possibilities of experience 
and action, as well as more highly differentiated possibilities of 
negation. All of this (as we shall see at the end of our investigation) 
can be included in a theory of the evolution of meaning systems 
that is of interest not only to psychology but to sociology as well. 

My argument for the other dimensions has a formally analogous 
structure. It will require, however, a somewhat sharper sense of 
abstraction and a firm hold on the insights concerning negation 
that I have attained thus far if I am to bring out the parallels. 

The social dimension of experience is constituted in conjunction 
with material or objective identification by a nonego being recog­
nized as another ego, being experienced as the bearer of its own, 
albeit different, experiences and perspectives of the world.26 

Where the experiencing subject.finds itself confronted with an­
other ego, it can learn to actualize this other's perspectives, to 
experience its experience. The other's own perspectives become my 
own other perspectives; the other's actualization of them guaran­
tees the possibility of their actualization for me as well. The per­
spectives may be exchanged by exchanging positions; they are 
transferrable because they are able to find support in the identical 
meaning (i.e., material or objective non-otherness) of an object and 
preserve its identity in the course of the exchange. Only thus can 
selectivity be constituted in consciousness.27 
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An essential requirement for this process of the intersubjective 
constitution of a meaningful world of objects is the nonidentity of 
the experiencing subjects.2* Only this makes possible the separation 
of the subject living inextricably within his experience from the 
contents of this experience; his objects are also those of the other 
subjects and thus have their autonomy in what makes them acces­
sible for all—in their meaning. This leads to a repair of the per­
spective-given distortion of the world and this in turn to a reflexive 
consciousness of one's own perspective as only one among many 
that are possible. As such, it can then be consciously chosen from 
among those that other coexperiencing subjects hold ready in their 
experience. The other subjects involved here relieve the individu­
al's actual consciousness of having to make possible, alone and 
solely on the basis of the contents immediately given to it at any 
time, all ofthe possibilities ofthe world, i.e., relieve it of having to 
function by itself as the condition of all possibility. Only thus can a 
complex world be constituted as the horizon of the potentialities of 
actual consciousness, as the unmanageable and overburdening 
source of all selection. 

This helps explain why communicative relationships between 
subjects help to determine what is possible as a world for these 
subjects. The boundaries of communication (a much-discussed topic); 
including both the structure of language in general and the pecu­
liarities of the particular language being used, tend to restrict what 
can be articulated as meaning. But that is not all. Even the ques­
tion of who is experienced as another experiencing subject is an­
swered differently in different societies: only in highly developed 
societies are all persons (and only persons) included.29 The degree 
of concreteness or abstractness with which the other subjects func­
tion also varies greatly from society to society, as well as over time 
in the general evolution of society, and even among the various 
provinces of meaning within a society, for example, in the family30 

or in science.31 The crystallization of the other person as a "subject" 
(that means: as a consciousness standing behind the world) out of 
his typically known characteristics and situations, out of the con­
text of living together and proper behavior out of role and status 
structures: in short, the reduction of the relevance of coexperienc­
ing to mere sense perception and the ability to use abstract con­
cepts—this requires feats of abstraction which come to be institu­
tionalized only very late and only in certain areas of social life. 
Unlike the I-ness attending lived experience, being-a-subject is not 
something that is "innately" given or that phenomenotogical re-
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duction can bring to evidence, but instead a form of human self-
constitution which appears very late and only where the necessary 
societal conditions have been realized. 

Although these analyses point the way to a sociology of knowl­
edge, they cannot be taken any further here, since we have to 
remain on the level of the general constitution of meaning and 
complete its investigation. This still requires consideration of the 
temporal dimension—something, incidentally, that should help us 
understand how the abstraction of man to subject is accompanied 
by changes in his notion of time. 

The features of the temporal dimension of experience necessary 
to make meaningful identities possible have a very complicated 
structure, both considered in themselves and as they relate to the 
other dimensions of experiencing the world. I will start by making 
a distinction between the temporalness and temporal locus of the 
constituting experience, on the one hand, and the temporalness 
and temporal locus of the constituted meaning, on the other. It is 
absolutely necessary that this difference itself be experienced, if 
the horizon of meaningful experience is to have temporal exten­
sion, i.e., if one is to be at all able, in the present, to imagine past 
or future meaning (or present meaning extending into the past or 
the future). Such temporal extension of meaning that is neverthe­
less actually presently.experienced functions as a sustaining nega­
tion and, in this way, makes it possible to use the temporal dimen-
sion-itself as a representation of complexity: the steps necessary to 
realize a future goal can be chosen in the present. 

The difference itself must be brought forth and borne in actual, 
ongoing experience; it must itself be part of what is presented to 
consciousness. This is why the analysis of the temporalness of the 
ongoing present of lived experience takes precedence over the 
analysis of constituted meaning; it cannot be seen in the temporal 
structures of the meaning itself, in its permanence or imperman-
ence, its quality as something occurring or something enduring. 
Above all, the foundational relationships between the temporal 
dimension and the social dimension are to be found on the level of 
constituting experience, i.e., always in the actual present, and not 
in the sociality of the constituted meaning (not, for example, in the 
question of who a certain thing belongs to or who made a certain 
statement).32 

On this level of meaning-constituting experience, the social con­
ditions for the constitution of material or objective meaning in­
volve an important reduction of the possibilities of the temporal 
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dimension: there can be no time difference between experiencing 
subjects. Their ongoing, actual experience must be synchronized, 
i.e., must, according to their own understanding, take place simul­
taneously. Not only the Present itself but also its temporal horizons 
of Past or Future must be equalized and—although this clearly 
contradicts our direct Experience of the very different "closeness" 
past and future may have—must be located at the same distance. 
For this simultaneity in temporal experience to be maintained, the 
tempo must also be brought—and here too in spite of our direct 
Experience—to a uniform flow; i.e., variations in the flow of time 
must"be attributed to purely subjective perspectives and thus con­
sidered illusory. "In itself" this is not so obvious: why should the 
other's meaningful look not be my future? Why should his annoy­
ing reminders not simply be defined away as part of my past? 
These possibilities, however, are excluded, because such ah indi­
vidual meandering about in time cannot be kept up without over­
taxing the social and material/objective dimensions with complex­
ity and the need for negations. The myriad possibilities contained 
in the multiplication of temporal with social complexity can be 
more effectively dealt with by means of synchronization. No one 
may jump ahead into an other's'future or remain trapped in his 
past:33 we all get older together and at the same rate.34 This means 
that, along with the unitary character of intersubjectively consti­
tuted time, the transferability or exchangeability of perspectives of 
experience is also guaranteed and, along with this, common access 
to the world. Only in this way are we assured that all possibilities 
lie in the future and none in the past—that they remain possible 
for everyone. Only in this way can an other's actual experience 
serve as guarantee for my own potential experience—of course, 
with the reservation that actualizing it takes time and presupposes' 
that I have some control over my future. Time difference for differ­
ent experiencing subjects is now seen only in standpoint-dependent 
variations in the use of time in attending to possible experience or 
action. 

Only with intersubjectively synchronized time does it become 
possible to fix meaningful identities in their very own temporal 
reference schemes—to date them, assign them to the past or the 
future, mark out the temporal limits of existence, applicability, 
perceptibility, and so on—without this limiting our ability to con­
sider or thematize the meaning itself. In everyday life, therefore, it 
is quite sufficient to orient ourselves within already-constituted 
reference schemes—on things and events and movements in time. 
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However, any sociology that seeks to clarify the social bases of 
meaning-constituting experience will have to look behind these 
ready-made conceptions. Two examples here should at least help 
to indicate the necessity of such recourse to meaning-constituting 
experience, one concerning the perception of time, and one dealing 
with the problem of security. 

As with the self-determination of the subject, we find that the 
subject's perception of time also involves feats of abstraction that 
are closely tied to the given social structure, i.e., that are evolution­
ary variables. Time is so constituted that it affords room for the 
possibilities of experience and action that are made possible by 
language and social structure. One mode of abstraction follows 
from a loosening 6f the interdependence among the various dimen­
sions of experience, with their increasing separation doing away 
with old ties and limitations. Time is abstracted out of the objec­
tive/meaningfully constituted world; it loses its intrinsic relation­
ship to the familiar flow of things and events, its ties to astronomi­
cal or life rhythms, to feasts and the yearly cycles; and it loses its 
ability to mark out certain time points as such, as kairos, even its 
ability to act as a cause—e.g., in the sense that the simple duration 
of life makes one old. It becomes an abstract continuum of time 
points along which everything can move in accordance with "laws" 
or "systems" which are not themselves time but are only measured, 
in time.35 Parallel to this, the ongoing lived present—the stand­
point of intersubjectively communicable experience—recedes from 
its position of dominance over time consciousness, allowing the 
orientation of the present to be displaced from the past into the 
future.36 It is no longer history with its already reduced complexity, 
its already excluded other possibilities, that has absolute primacy 
over the present; it is the future. The past is now finished, can now 
be regarded as over and done with; it no longer intrudes into the 
present in the coexperience of the dead or the continuity of guilt. It 
remains important as the structure of systems, as capital, in the 
sense of an accumulation of money or knowledge or power, or as 
history, in the sense of something that can be uncovered by future 
research—in any case now seen as something securing the freedom 
of future dispositions.37 As human freedom increases, the obliga­
tion of tradition comes to be replaced by the unavoidability of 
selection. "We were," Sahlins38 comments on this development, 
"chosen people; now we are choosing people." 

To the extent that time leaves the future open and all possibili­
ties possible, it is the ongoing, immediate present of actual lived 
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experience that becomes problematic. That which alone endures is 
now reinterpreted as a minimal moment moving toward the future 
along a fixed scale of well-labeled time points. The future is, thus, 
no longer that which is moving toward us, but instead that open 
horizon into which, carefully choosing our direction, we are mov­
ing. The lived present is no longer that which endures and on which 
time flows by, but just the opposite—that which is moving in time. 
The present must now hold in store some not fully determinate 
elements, which can be filled in only by future dispositions, or else 
fully determinate elements made so that they can accommodate 
future reinterpretations.39 And along with this, we find that mate­
rially/objectively related elements of meaning, which are consti­
tuted together in the common present of lived experience, come to 
be desubstantialized, instrumentalized, and, finally, functional-
ized, and can now have meaning only in this way; that it is in its 
causality—and not as the intrusion and realization of Being in. the 
Present—that human action is understood and rationalized. 

For Max Weber, who believed it was possible to use an ends/ 
means scheme to understand the intended meaning of human ac­
tion in its rationality, and to find precisely here a guarantee of 
intersubjectively communicable (scientific-sociological) statements 
about human action40—for Max Weber this highly derivative and 
presupposition-laden conception of action still remained the un­
questioned theoretical basis of sociology as well. Since then doubts 
have increased.41 The place that, for Weber, was so firmly occupied 
by value rationality must be investigated somewhat more care­
fully. And this will reveal the unrelinquishable presence of mean­
ing-constituting experience, whose fulfillment is prepared by the 
future and assured by the past but can take place only in the 
present.42 Only in the enduring present of meaning-constituting 
experience can security be offered, fear held in check, and trust 
extended.43 

A sociology that does not simply treat meaning as a cultural 
artifact, but also wants its concept of meaning to encompass mean­
ing-constituting experience in its social dimension and its relation­
ship to evolutionary and social-structural factors, will be forced to 
develop new and difficult ideas about time. Its concept will have to 
encompass a twofold possibility of thematizing time. On the one 
hand, constituted meaning can be referred—as an event or as 
something objectively given—to objectively fixed time, through 
which subjective experience progresses, continually transforming 
its future into its past. According to this way of seeing things, the 
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qualification as future or as past is purely subjective: what is proper 
to time itself is only its irreversibility. On the other hand, we can 
imagine the enduring present of meaning-constituting experience 
only if this itself is regarded as fixed and the meaningfully consti­
tuted events as in flux. Both versions of time are possible and both 
are legitimate (which confirms the old insight that the "nature of 
time" cannot be expressed in the opposition between what is fixed 
and what is flowing). Time itself—if we follow these insights—can 
be only the possibility of these two quite contrary conceptions, 
only what makes the contradiction possible. 

To examine this further, I will have to return to my thesis of the 
functional primacy of negation in meaning-constituting experi­
ence. All identity, is constituted by way of negation. In the horizon 
of time, identity can be fixed on well-labeled and fixed time points 
or on stretches of time, and then appears as an event or a sequence 
of events. This identification has its principle in the variability (i.e., 
in the nonidentity) of .the situation or consciousness with respect to 
time; it is in the face of changes in qualification as future, present, 
or past and in the distance that this involves that it remains iden­
tical. However, identity can also be referred to the enduring nature 
of consciousness with its fixed horizons of future and past, and it is 
then with respect to the passage of time points out of the future 
into the past that it remains indifferent. It then rests in the eternal 
presentness of consciousness and finds its unity in the negation of 
the relevance of changing time point-relative localizations—and 
it is just this that is meant here by eternity. Which interpretation 
of time is chosen—the ancient or the modern—depends on which 
possibilities of grasping and reducing complexity are demanded in 
human experience, i.e., depends on what state of human existence 
has been reached. The choice of identification and negation made 
within the temporal dimension also determines what ensuing prob­
lems will have to be resolved. The modern subjectivization and 
mobilization of consciousness has an impact on time, makes it 
difficult to maintain enduring states and makes time a scarce re­
source. What time itself is cannot be expressed adequately in either 
of these opposing interpretations and remains hidden beyond the 
reach of sociologists in the identity of the nonidentical. 

The ideas presented here can be summarized as follows: meaning 
is the form for the ordering of human experience, the form for the 
intake of information and conscious processing of experience, and 
it makes possible a conscious grasp and reduction of high complex-
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ity. A closer analysis must go back to the meaning-forming achieve­
ments of experience and leads us to a complicated network of 
negations with whose help identities are constituted within a mul­
tidimensional, socially, temporally, and materially or objectively 
complex world. This gives rise to the impression of an objective 
world that is already limited in its possibilities, a world that is not 
dependent on the actual course of experience at any time but can, 
instead, be thought of as the domain from which all such experi­
ence is drawn. All meaning points to this world in its entirety and 
all meaning provides access to it. This meaningful construction of 
the world as the reference horizon of consciousness involves high 
risks, for man lives on the basis of a physical and organic system 
under real conditions which he interprets as world but cannot 
change at will—which he constitutes as meaningful-identifiable 
but does not create. He accepts, in other words, the risk of negation. 
His meaning structures remain susceptible to disappointment, to 
nonfulfillment. His world is contingent; it could be otherwise. This 
means that there is not only the programmable problem of selec­
tion out of an excess of other possibilities to be considered, but also 
the risks that selection involves; not only rationality but fear as 
well. 

Before I can analyze the structures and processes involved in this 
problem of overcoming fear and dealing with unfulfilled expecta­
tions, I will have to try to arrive at an adequate understanding of 
the nature of the problem—and for this too we will have to turn 
back to the foundations in meaning-constituting experience. Our 
look at the temporal dimension has already made us aware that 
final certainty can be attained only in the present: only what is 
immediately present is evident, obtains fully, and admits no other 
possibility. The most that can be done for the future is to secure, in 
the present, some certainty equivalents—money, for example, or 
the well-bred confidence of never committing a faux pas. In the 
material or objective dimension, contingency demands an ability 
to learn, i.e., an ability to adaptively or innovatively alter the 
structures regulating information processing. Such learning ability 
appears to rest in the relationship of abstract to concrete premises 
of experience processing and to increase the increasing abstract-
ness of the system structure, for both psychic and social systems.44 

In its dependence on these conditions, it can then be investigated 
by sociology, especially a theory of the evolution of society. But 
what must be of particular interest to sociology is how contingency 
appears within the social dimension. Here it assumes the form of 
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double contingency, something we will have to look at more closely, 
since this formulation ofthe problem determines what social struc­
ture can be. 

When I speak of double contingency, I have in mind that element 
of dependency that guides mere possibility on its way to being-so-
and-not-otherwise. All experience or action that is oriented to oth­
ers is doubly contingent in that it does not depend solely on me, 
but also on the Other, who I must regard as an alter ego, i.e., as 
just as free and unpredictable as I am.45 The expectations that I 
address to an Other will be fulfilled only if he and I both do what is 
necessary for this—and this condition is itself reflected upon and* 
forms part of our expectations. All of this involves an involuted risk 
of failure, which is increased even more by our being conscious of 
it, and, at the same time, involves an indication of the direction the 
solution to the problem must take: one must, under these condi­
tions, be able to have expectations not only regarding others' be-' 
havior but regarding their expectations as well—for only in this 
way can the regulative principle of the other's freedom be incorpo­
rated into my expectation structure. 

Social structures do not take the form of expectations about 
behavior (let alone consist of concrete ways of behaving), but rather 
take the form of expectations about expectations.46 In any case, it 
is only on this level of reflexive expectation that they can be inte­
grated and maintained. The sociality of meaning, for example, the 
social aspect of the meaning of some act, is not exhausted by 
referring to the fact that another person (of a certain general type, 
with particular individual characteristics, a personal history, etc.) 
exists; it lies instead in the fact that the intended meaning can be 
recognized, and this recognizability has structural relevance, for it 
tells us something about what the other expects. With the help of 
experience processing based in meaning, someone having or form­
ing expectations can also take into account the expectations di­
rected at him, can even expect that the other harbors expectations 
about his expectations and that the security of these expectations 
must not be upset (or: can be destroyed).47 Expectations about 
expectations save on communication and, above all, on conflict-
laden confrontations in real tests of opinions.48 Only in this way is 
it at all possible to deal effectively with the great complexity of 
social expectation networks and theirdouble contingency, given 
only a very limited potential for direct and conscious attention. 
The expectability of expectations is an indispensable requisite of 
all social interaction that is guided by meaning. It is prior to the 
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thoroughly secondary distinction between conflict and coopera­
tion, since both of these types of interaction are possible only where 
expectations can be expected.49 

This brings us to a second version of the problem of double 
contingency, to the question of how it is possible, without actually 
partaking of an other's consciousness, to successfully expect others' 
expectations. This can be assured only to a very limited extent by 
concrete familiarity with certain persons and their unchanging 
characteristics, personal histories, and habits, and only in certain 
respects by explicit communication. For this reason, meaning itself 
must contain, as it were, syntheses of expectation on which one 
may base one's behavior without this involving unacceptable risks. 
This occurs to a large degree in the form of a right to make assump­
tions. Types and rules of meaning (for example, the type "question 
and answer" or the rule "Sundays from 11:00 to 1:00 is visiting 
time") are developed for use in social interaction. These allow for 
the assumption of a corresponding set of expectations (e.g., that the 
questioner expects ah answer) without this first having to be checked 
or an overt understanding having to be reached beforehand, and 
they protect us in cases of error or disagreement: Whoever is not in 
agreement must as least voice this explicitly and take on the re­
sponsibility for correcting expectations; it is he who must carry the 
burden of initiative and of argumentation—and in many cases of 
norm-violating, immoral expectations and behavior. The "blame" 
for the discrepancy is given to him and not to the person with the 
expectations usually appropriate to the meaning in question. Pro­
visions for cases of disappointment are thus built into meaning 
itself, provisions that make it possible to be assured in advance 
that even in cases of nonfulfillment of expectations or expectation-
expectations there will still be a workable basis for behavior. 

I am now in a position to show how normativity and technicalness 
[lit.: technicalizability. Tr.] are rooted in the meaningfulness of 
human experience, are first rendered possible by meaning, but then 
needed to be developed in a certain direction. Meaning becomes 
normative to the extent that what is provided for in cases of disap­
pointment or non-fulfillment of expectations is a continued main­
tenance of these same expectations, i.e., to the extent that learning 
is excluded.50 Norms are contrafactually stabilized expectations, 
which are protected—at both the level of behavioral expectations 
and of expectation-expectations—against the symbolic, discredit­
ing implications of nonfulfillment. Meaning becomes technical to 
the extent that the process of experience is freed from its accom-, 

MEANING AS BASIC CONCEPT 47 

panying meaningful references—relieved, so to speak, from having 
to include the entire world—and can then go through an abstractly 
specified sequence of selection steps (e.g., a mathematical calcula­
tion, or the step-by-step composition of a work of art, or a sequence 
of choices of means appropriate to a particular goal) without thereby 
being irritated or jeopardized by that neglected horizon of other 
possibilities. Thus, the normative and the technical ultimately have 
the condition of their possibility in meaning-constituting experi­
ence and can be properly investigated—if this is kept in mind— 
only by considering the evolutionary and social-structural condi­
tions of their development: it is only complex, highly differentiated 
societal systems that make possible the establishment of improba­
ble, almost arbitrary norms51 and the improbable, technical speci­
fication of social contact. 

As we turn back to the conditions and forms of meaning-consti­
tuting experience, we can see that the complexity and -the contin­
gency of other possibilities of experience and action are related, 
and that we might also look for some relationship between ratio­
nalization and the way fear is dealt with. System evolution can 
lead—especially on'the level of the overall society—to a consider­
able, ultimately incalculable expansion of the realm of possible 
experience and action—but only if the forms of rational selection 
become correspondingly more effective and the absorption of un­
certainty and fear is still possible in the face of high complexity, 
without this impeding rationality. Sociological theory must be ca­
pable of understanding this relationship. Although such topics as 
the secularization and rationalization of modern society, system 
differentiation and solidarity, society and community once occu­
pied classical sociologists, they are in danger of being lost in more 
recent theoretical developments. This discussion would have to be 
freed from perennially fruitless dichotomies and taken up again 
within a more abstractly conceivedtheoretical framework. In doing 
so, we must recognize that the problems of complexity and contin­
gency present themselves in several dimensions and, thus, require 
relatively complicated institutional solutions. We may assume that 
the relationship of concrete to abstract premises of experience pro­
cessing (focused, for example, in the relationship between family 
and workplace) must be appropriate to the forms in which future 
is represented and to the current solutions for the problem of 
double contingency by means of expectation syntheses—that we 
have here, in other words, problems of compatibility and that not 
alt'combinations of meaning are possible. 
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Such relationships can be seen if we look at the civilizations of 
the past. We see that a rational mundane praxis capable of tran­
scending the immediate present became possible only with the 
individualization of fear and the means of overcoming it, and with 
the abstraction of the relationship between morality and religion. 
However, the institutional solutions found for these problems were 
rendered obsolete by later developments of society. Modern re^ 
quirements for rational selection out of very high complexity can 
be met only by means of disposition over structures, something 
that makes us conscious of their contingency (positivity). In what 
form the risks that this entails may be made bearable and how 
they appear in experienceable meaning is still hard to predict. The 
beginnings of one solution to the problem can be seen in a clear 
and pervasive increase in indifference and trivialization; they can 
also be seen in a strong diffusion of the uncertainties relevant in 
any given case. But the ability to bear the primary risks of our 
society—in particular those of the centralization of the political 
decision-making process and of scientific research—may rest in 
the fact that for anthropological reasons we are simply not capable 
of enough fear and that these risks, therefore, cannot be at all 
adequately indicated in experienceable meaning. 

The function of meaning is the indication of, and control of 
access to, other possibilities. In its horizon of possibilities, in the 
complexity and the contingency of what it positively or negatively 
points to, there also lies that variable governing the form in which 
meaning appears. This form of meaning, which I have referred to 
as identity and as located in the various dimensions of experienc­
ing the world, is thus itself to be regarded as a variable—as a 
variable, if I can say this, of transcendental evolution. Keeping this 
in mind, I must now attempt to describe somewhat more closely 
just how such an achievement is possible. In doing so, I shall make 
use of the distinction between form and content as well as that 
between structure and process. 

If we take the classical distinction between form and content, 
something intended to signify two dissimilar but mutually depen­
dent aspects of how an object may be given, and apply it to our 
functional concept of meaning, we can also recognize its function. 
As Heinrich Gomperz has already noted,52 the form/content distinc­
tion allows for a progressive or stepwise approach: in the form one 
can recognize possible meaning—a conjecture of the understand­
ing, says Gomperz—and can then set about trying to transform 
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this possibility into actual experience. Unlike simple stimuli, form 
is a perceivable and instructive preview or anticipation of the 
totality of possible contents. The grammatically correct form of a 
sentence, for example, gives notice of a meaningful statement and, 
as we now know, of limited possibilities of variation. It suggests to 
us that concerning ourselves with this sentence will be worthwhile, 
but at the same time offers no guarantee that such an undertaking 
will in fact be fruitful. And it does not exclude the possibility that 
the form will turn out to be deceptive, the promise empty. Like all 
meaningful abridgements of experience, this too entails risks. 

Such a progression in experience is always necessary where the 
complexity of what is indicated exceeds what can be grasped di­
rectly. The rationality of the form is measured on the basis of the 
success with which it fulfills its presorting and directing functions 
and absorbs the accompanying risks. This should help us appreci­
ate the important advantages of verbal and grammatical forms: 
they allow contents of greater complexity to be grasped by way of 
the form and are, in this sense, more rational than material- or 
thing-forms. Linguists also refer to this as the "meaning transpar­
ency" of verbal signs.53 All of this shows us that form is functional 
—not, however, that it is necessary. It is theoretically possible that 
the functions mentioned here can be fulfilled, in whole or in part, 
by some other means. In particular, we may expect that in highly 
complex, information-rich societies all form-experience would have 
to be preceded by still simpler, more powerful, and less instructive 
stimuli which serve to capture the attention—for example, move­
ment, novelty, absurdities, scandals, pain or pain surrogates (loss 
of money), the higher status of the communication source, and so 
on.54 

If we accept this interpretation, form and content are guides or 
instructions, appearing within meaning itself, for a progressive 
grasping of meaning. This distinction thus fulfills a function with 
respect to our basic problem here, that of meaning overtaxing the 
capacity for conscious experience processing. The same is true in 
another sense for the distinction between structure and process. It 
refers to the necessity, in the actual course of experiencing, of 
positing some meaning and using it as a regulative premise for 
directing our experience—this too as a means of relieving con­
sciousness. 

Meaning is sometimes even defined using this distinction—for 
example, asoperation in accordance with given standards, as the 
application of a code, as speaking a language. We should note here, 
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first of all, that meaning does not consist simply of the rules in 
themselves, or of the ideal existence of abstract entities, but is 
constituted only in the practical application of such rules, only in 
the performance or carrying out of the actual life of consciousness. 
Meaning is the functioning of premises. The structure/process dif­
ference is nothing other than the way the ongoing, actual experi­
ence of meaning functions to free itself from having to think through 
all of its possibilities at the same time. The currently unactualized 
possibilities function as premises of the ongoing processing of ex­
perience, and this in a form that is "instructive" for actual experi­
ence. Such instructiveness and such proximity in experience of 
what is still removed from it can be achieved in very different ways 
—not only through word formation or categorial abstraction, but 
also, for example, by the way space is represented (I know that 
New York is far away and that at the moment it's not possible to 
speak to someone there; I would have to travel there or try to 
telephone). 

What has been said here offers us an opportunity to reconsider, 
the relationship between meaning and language and correct the 
widespread overestimation of the role of language. This is not to 
deny that language plays an indispensible part in the meaningful 
constitution of the world. Without language, the only perspectives 
of experience that could be objectified would be extremely simple, 
extremely poor in references to other possibilities. Without lan­
guage, we could not actually intend negations and probably not 
even experience them explicitly-?— a loss, as we have seen, of an 
essential aspect of the constitution of meaning. And last but not 
least, we may assume that without language the ordering of expe­
rience through a consciously functioning structure/process differ­
ence could never have been developed and could no longer be 
learned fast enough—all of this not to speak of the impossibility of 
establishing and elaborating a cultural tradition without language. 
But one may nevertheless have reservations about the attempt to 
base sociology and its concept of meaning on a theory of language. 
First, it is not at all clear how a theory of language could bring 
adequate clarity to the concept of meaning, since it already presup­
poses this notion in all of its basic concepts with the possibility of 
their identification. Also, the central problem that my concept of 
meaning refers back to and for which I have chosen the formula 
contingency and complexity, while indeed being a problem that can 
be talked about, is not a problem of language alone. And second, 
language itself is nowhere near capable of producing the clarity 
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and certainty of meaning necessary in practical life. The possibility 
language offers of lying should be enough to convince us of this. 
Language serves primarily to keep possibilities open, to allow ac­
cess to unforeseen meaning combinations. Although language does 
determine the conditions of possibility, i.e., the conditions of lin­
guistically possible sentences, it does so within an extremely broadly 
conceived, universally adequate framework which allows far too 
much and, therefore, requires further selection mechanisms. Lan­
guage alone is incapable of establishing meaning: this requires, in 
addition, systems whose particular structures define narrower con­
ditions of possibility, i.e., define additional boundaries within the 
domain of the linguistically possible. For the realm of meaningful 
experience and action these are psychic and social systems of the 
most diverse kinds. 

There is little difficulty in giving some plausibility to the func­
tion and the necessity of such boundary-establishing and bound­
ary-maintaining systems within the sphere of communication opened 
up by language. But just what "boundary" should mean in this 
context is anything but obvious and has never been adequately 
clarified. The usual explanation on the basis of the difference be­
tween inside and outside or system and environment does not help 
us further here, since it merely offers a reformulation of the prob­
lem. The supposed clarity in the notion of boundary has its origin 
in the realm of physical and organic systems and has been some­
what too hastily assumed for meaning systems.55 For the realm 
where experience is ordered on the basis of meaning, however, the 
phenomenon of the meaningful boundaries of social systems56 is 
something that requires a careful clarification, which could start 
with my analysis of the concept of meaning, especially the discov­
ery of the functional primacy of negation in meaning-constituting 
experience. 

The picture so easily suggested to us by physical boundaries is 
misleading here in the sense that it suggests point-for-point corre­
lations across the boundaries: where the house stops the yard be­
gins. The boundaries here order one relationship of distance _or 
closeness to another, with these always thought of as something 
quite determinate. On the other hand, meaning boundaries (and 
physical boundaries can, of course, symbolize meaning boundaries) 
order a complexity difference. They separate system and environ­
ment as possibility domains of unequal complexity. The environ­
ment always has a higher complexity than the system, and ulti­
mately the indeterminate complexity of the world itself. Meaning 
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boundaries mark out this difference and make it available in the 
orientation of experience. They tell us that well-specified and known 
(or at least easily recognizable) conditions of possibility of action 
obtain within the system; outside the system, however, obtain less 
specified others. If experience is directed beyond the boundaries of 
the system, the first thing one must do then is to make sure about 
what system one has now entered. The system "university depart­
ment" contains no rules specifying whether it is family, theater, 
church, science, nightclub, or whatever—each with its own special 
structure—that will next capture experience and action. From in­
side the system, what is "beyond" remains unspecified. The system 
boundaries are in this sense "open" to the outside and, just for this 
reason, must also be "open" in a second (more conventional) sense 
—i.e., they must let through information concerning the environ­
ment, which still remains unspecified or indeterminate from the 
point of view of the system. They have a warning function here: 
they require us to consider "what next?" and to look around for the 
next means of orienting ourselves. And they usually also involve 
some mechanism of consensus, such as those seen in greetings and 
departure ceremonies, in the avoidance of certain topics, and so on. 

Under these circumstances, the problem of arriving at quick and 
reliable agreement about system boundaries, i.e., the problem of 
the social regulation of the recognition of systems, becomes more 
and more difficult as system differentiation increases.57 Where 
agreement about relatively complicated matters must be reached 
quickly, perceptual processes probably play a relatively large role, 
since it is only in perception that a high tempo and complexity can 
be combined. That, however, means that system boundaries have 
to be fairly concretely fixed, that they can be signaled, at least in 
part, by perceivable things; that buildings, territorial boundaries, 
persons, gestures, and so on serve to activate the relevance of a 
given set of rules. Of course, verbal signals are also gestures in this 
sense and do have boundary-indicating functions, but language by 
itself is not specific enough: simply saying "mail" to a passerby is 
not enough to get him to send on my letter. However, such con­
cretely established system boundaries are also dysfunctional in 
their own way, since their mode of separating can interfere with 
the functional-structural specialization of the system or burden it 
with some other subsequent problems. Consider, for example, the 
damage that can be done to the reputation of a system by the 
outside ^.behavior of its members, or the unpredictable results of 
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associating the identity or prestige of political systems with fixed 
territorial boundaries. 

Even more than the concreteness of system boundaries, however, 
it is their "openness" that presents a problem for the system. Where 
there is a high degree of arbitrariness in what a system must admit 
as environment, the stability of the.system structures can be se­
cured only with the help of symbolic neutralizations. Events in the 
environment must not automatically be relevant for the system, 
not even when they involve a consciousness that retains its identity 
on reentering the system from the outside. Such a return must be 
possible in spite of incompatible outside experience: it is a sign of 
stabilizing system boundaries if a marriage does not suffer when 
the wife discovers-that her husband did not spend all of his time at 
the conference thinking of her; or if the board of directors is not 
disrupted'if some of its members run into one another at a porno 
film. System boundaries may vary in the sharpness of their defini­
tion and systems, in the degree of their exclusivity. Systems that 
demand a particular "conviction" on the part of their members 
have more difficulties here than those requiring only certain recog­
nizable kinds of behavior. Still, no system can totally do without 
symbolic immunization—for that would mean doing without 
boundaries and merging with the world. 

All of this is only a reformulation of what I have already estab­
lished regarding the functional primacy of negation in meaning-
constituting experience. Establishing and maintaining boundaries 
requires both functional components of negation: generalization, 
in the sense of a general or wholesale turning away from the cur­
rently neutralized other possibilities; and reflexivity, in the sense 
that these negated possibilities remain available and can be turned 
to in a negation of the negation. In the case of system boundaries, 
this combination of components has the particular function of 
screening off domains of meaning that have lower, already struc­
turally reduced complexity from the implication of the world in its 
entirety that is ultimately carried in all meaning. Well-defined 
systems make it possible, in other words, to live in the face of an 
extremely complex and contingent world and yet always have to 
choose from among only a small number of consciously controlla­
ble possibilities of behavior. 

Sociology today is generally and almost unquestioningly under­
stood as a science of social action, and this common understanding 
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is shared by both action-theoretical and systems-theoretical posi­
tions. Contrasting them requires the assumption that sociology is 
concerned exclusively with human action, and it is only on this 
basis that we have controversy about whether it is the concept of 
action by itself or only that of action system that is theoretically 
fruitful; or whether, as for example Parsons assumes, the concept 
of action already implies that of action system,58 so that a systems 
theory can be deduced from the concept of action. 

If it starts with such assumptions, sociology treats meaning right 
from the outset as the meaning of acts. It hopes in this way to 
distinguish itself from other sciences of meaning and to have noth­
ing to do with, for example, the meaning of things or the meaning 
of symbols conceived without reference to action. However, if we 
start with the analysis of meaning presented here, these premises 
become somewhat problematic. One can then ask whether such a 
delimitation of sociology can succeed, and further, whether the 
double approach of action theory and systems theory is not ulti­
mately rooted in these premises and therefore undecidable on their 
basis. 

To start with this concept of meaning warns us against interpret­
ing the prevailing view all too narrowly, as if sociology dealt only 
with a particular portion of the world called "action." The mean­
ing of acts also always ultimately implies the world in its entirety. 
And snow, too, and personal property, justice, dishes, capitalism, 
and so on, without themselves being action, can all become rele­
vant within the context of action. The concept of meaning does not 
—like some set of ontically given properties—mark off those ob­
jects that may be dealt with sociologically, but rather regulates the 
way in which they are dealt with. It does not in itself have the 
effect of excluding anything but merely requires that we start with 
the intended meaning of an act when considering what in any given 
case is significant. But why? And what in this context do I mean by 
an act? And in what does its identity rest? 

After examining how the concept of meaning relates back to the 
problem of complexity, we can try to find an answer to these 
questions. In doing so, I shall make use of the distinction between 
experience (Erleben) and action (Handeln). There are, namely, two 
ways in which the meaningful reduction of complexity can be 
attributed: either to the world itself or to certain systems in the 
world. Either the reduction is treated as something given, or else it 
is brought about by some particular system. In the first case I shall 
speak of experience; in the second, of action. Both are processes that 
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take place in systems; both processes require living, behaving or­
ganisms that are capable of using meaning in ordering their rela­
tionship to the environment. The difference between experience 
and action can thus not be construed on the basis of the distinction 
between inside and outside or that between active and passive; 
experiencing also is living (auch Erleben ist Leben) and also involves 
ceaseless bodily motion. The point of difference cannot be grasped 
on the level of the organic substratum, or insome visible aspect of 
man, but lies instead in the formation of meaning itself—namely 
in the question of how the reduction of complexity is attributed, of 
where, so to speak, the meaning is "located." Experienced meaning 
(erlebter Sinn) is grasped and processed as having been reduced 
outside the system; the meaning of action (Handlungssinn), on the 
other hand, is grasped as having been accomplished by the system 
itself. 

Unlike ontic distinctions, that between experience and action is 
to be understood relative to some system and, thus, becomes un­
ambiguous only when a system referent is specified. The action(s) 
of one system can be experienced by another. This means that disL 

tinguishing between experience and action requires a control level 
on which the corresponding attributions can be experienced (erlebt) 
and acted upon (behandelt). And this too is given in the meaningful 
constitution of the world: meaning is experienced as constituted 
through experience or through action and dealt with (behandelt) 
differently in each case. Furthermore, like all cases of attribution, 
the distinction here involves an element of convention. The attri­
bution itself can be regarded as contingent, seen as something that 
could be different, and this contingence for its part can then be 
problematized. Sociologists should, for example, be interested in 
the question of how it is possible in simple social systems with 
elementary face-to-face interactions to reach adequately quick and 
reliable agreement about what, in any given case, is experience and 
what is action. One can imagine the problems that would occur in 
a marriage, for example, if one partner always regarded as the 
other's action what for that other was only experience, when what 
was meant as an objective account of external events is chalked up 
as guilt. Further questions arise if this problem is transposed to the 
level of the encompassing system of society. One can assume that 
the line between experience and action is drawn differently in 
different societal systems in the course of evolution. As system 
complexity increases, so too can that group of, selections that are 
experienced as action and not as experience, since their selectivity 
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can then be controlled in systems. The province of meaning associ­
ated with law, for example, exhibits just such a transformation 
from meaning structures that can be experienced only—and thus 
talked about in terms of truth or falsity—into action-based, attrib­
utable, positivity. In other areas too we find that the experienced 
action of others is pushing back common experience. Perhaps the 
reason can be found here for the rise in modern times of a new kind 
of action concept standing in explicit contrast to nature.59 

The convertibility of experience into action and vice versa does, 
of course, have limits, at least limits of practicability. It would be 
possible, but extremely impractical, to construe the meaning of 
physical objects as sequences of action on the part of whoever deals 
with those objects.60 In other words, there are topics for which it 
remains of constant advantage over a long period to deal with the 
processing of meaning as experience and not as action (Handeln). 
But even these advantages are tied to the construction of psychic 
and social meaning systems and vary with their structure. We can 
thus assume, in principle, a functional equivalence between these 
two reduction forms, experience and action—one, however, that 
can seldom be put into practice, i.e., can seldom lead to the substi­
tution of experience for action or action for experience. 

Although such questions can only be pointed to here and not 
worked out in more detail, the theoretical assumptions underlying 
them will have to concern us,further. The prevailing use of action 
as a basic category cuts us off from questions like these wherever, 
in order to distinguish among the various sciences, it gives primacy 
to the concept of action and sees experience only in the subsidiary 
function of preparing for or motivating action. This results in par­
allel claims to founding a universal sociological theory being put 
forward by the theory of action or action systems, on the one hand, 
and by the sociology of knowledge, on the other, with no decision 
on this conflict possible within the framework of sociological the­
ory. This dilemma could be avoided if we turned in our search for 
basic categories back to the concept of meaning and started with it 
to derive experience and action as equally ranked, functionally 
equivalent, but nevertheless different kinds of reduction. This would 
also make possible a critical examination and justification of the 
specifically sociological1 approach in research, i.e., of the question 
of why sociology treats its particular object, social systems, as 
systems of action. 

My approach readily suggests the answer: since the concept of 
action-gives expression to the reduction of complexity attributable 
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to the system, the system is identified as an action system. Grasp­
ing a system as an action system means defining i tby means of its 
own performance, whereby we do not use the classical language of 
means/ends rationality in describing this performance, but that of 
selectivity. The choice of the action concept thus follows from the 
wish for a (functional, performance-oriented system definition.61 

Systems theory offers the encompassing conceptionalization and 
thus leads to the choice of the action concept. This is, not least of 
all, a result of the switch to functionalistic concept formation, an 
ontological way of thinking would already be pressed to regard the 
concept of action as basic simply because systems "consist of" 
actions. 

But what is meant by "consisting of" actions? We will have to 
rescue this formulation from the traps of language and from a 
traditional way of thinking that remains caught in its snares, and 
try to formulate it more carefully. If we regard actions as identified 
through meaning and conceive of meaning as a complexity-pre­
serving and complexity-reducing reference center, then both a sub­
stantial and a relational interpretation of such "consisting" be­
come impossible. Systems are not made up of actions in the sense 
that these are already there for us, like-previously existing objects 
with their own particular attributes, and cannot simply be taken 
and placed in relationship to one another. Instead, it is first in 
systems that the meaning and identity of individual acts are consti­
tuted.62 Unlike experiences (Erlebnisse), which derive their identity 
from that of the intended objects, i.e., from reference to ah already 
reduced order, actions find their identity only within the functional 
context of systems, through the choice of one or another of the 
possibilities permitted by the system. Only through a demarcation 
of its selection achievement does the unity of an action become 
visible as a slice out of the continuous flow of behavior, which is 
always choosing from a different constellation of suitably tailored 
possibilities: at one moment I am reaching for a pen (and not a 
pencil); then putting this thought (and not that one) to paper; then 
reaching for the telephone and calling a taxi in order to go out, in 
view of the fact that my own car is in the garage for repairs, and so 
on. The identity of an individual act, then, is its current reduction 
achievement within the reference system which first makes this 
performance possible by supplying a structure and a history and 
guaranteeing complementary performances (temporal, social, ma­
terial/objective) on the part of others. 

This highly abstract argument applies to psychic systems, i.e., to 
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premises of experience processing that are identified as personali­
ties, just as it does to social systems. It would be a fundamental 
error to insist on distinguishing between these two types of systems 
on the basis of the difference between experience and action—i.e., 
to define psychic systems as those of experience and social systems 
as those of action. Contrasting them in this fashion would separate 
the two types of systems far too sharply and again come close to 
misinterpreting the difference ^between them as an ontic-substan-
tial one—while actually the relative "substratum" and the mean­
ing components of experience and action, from which psychic and 
social systems are recruited, are pretty much identical. According 
to the present state of theory formation in psychology, social psy­
chology, and sociology, an ontological separation of the proper 
subject matter of these disciplines is no longer really possible. 
Rather, it is necessary to take as our starting point a world-consti­
tuting field of meaningful experience and action, in which person­
alities and social systems first attain their identity as individually 
structured meaning complexes of selected experience and action.63 

With this kind of system identification, it is action that becomes 
primary (for the reasons already given, i.e., because identification 
must proceed by way of the attribution of reductions), and a system 
can be identified on the basis of experience only in so far as it acts. 
Therefore, the difference between psychic and social systems orga­
nizes the ways in which experience and action are attributed and 
this constitutes what can be observed as psychic and as social 
system. 

In all further considerations here we are treading upon very 
unstable ground theoretically, so that all I can do .is indicate where 
some of the problems lie. In the case of psychic systems, we have 
the advantage of important identification aids, viz. the visible unity 
of the organism to which the psychic system is ascribed and the 
continuity of the directly experienced life of consciousness with 
which it knows itself one. Although the meaning system personality 
first constitutes an I-myself as a unity, this initially knows itself as 
nonarbitrary and first learns of its contingency from the world, in 
particular from an insight into the objective-temporal limits of life. 
Such well-supported and secure identity allows for a close fusion 
of experience and action, which treats .both the action of my own 
ego and that of another ego as a choosing of fields of experience. 
The actual carrying out of life, which is motivated in my self and 
understood in the other, thus has the meaning, prior to all concep­
tualizing rationality,-of a selection of experience—and this in such 
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a way that it is not the chosen experience (which is available to 
others as well) but only the selection itself that appears as an act 
and is attributed to the system. It is the act of lookingat my hands 
instead of.into my eyes—that I attribute to you. And not what you 
see, my hand or my eye. 

The case with social systems is quite different. They do not have 
the benefit of such identification aids. They receive their identity 
only through an intelligible combination of the intended meanings 
of actions •—-through the insight that the meanings of action A and 
action B are somehow connected. It is only as a complex of interre­
lated actions that they stand out from their environment. Such 
configurations appear to serve primarily the achievement of reduc­
tions .that go beyond what the individual consciousness can grasp, 
i.e., they serve to increase its selection potential. Selective behavior 
ordered in social action systems is, to the extent that it is ordered 
there, attributed to the social system and not the psychic system.64 

To this extent, the latter is relieved of responsibility, even.though 
the actions always have their psychic motivation as well. The 
meaning of such actions—even though they are psychically in­
tended—is borne by the social context and involves no reference 
(or only a very indirect one) to an individualized psychic system: 
not-looking-into-my eyes may be prescribed behavior for a servant. 

What has been said here does not exclude the possibility of social 
systems regulating experience. As systems of action, they are them­
selves experienceable; they require experiencing within the context 
of the action they order; they eliminate, as reductions, nonpre-
ferred possibilities of experience, or at least make access to distant 
possibilities more difficult; they may even—e.g., as systems of 
religious practices or of scientific research—have their primary 
function in the production of certain contents of experience. For 
social systems the relationship between experience and action— 
i.e., as a reminder, between foreign and nonforeign reduction—is 
extremely complicated and:involves both manifest and latent rela­
tionships; it is no longer directly "intelligible" and can be uncov­
ered only through multilayered analyses, perhaps those of a "soci­
ology of knowledge." In any case, however, it is fundamentally 
determined by the fact that a social system attains its identity 
through meaning relationships among actions and orders experiT 
ence only per implication of the meaning of such actions. 

I shall have to leave the many other branches of this topic unex­
plored here and return to my starting point, to the question of the 
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use of the concept of meaning in sociological theory formation and 
of its consequences. This question is obviously of central impor­
tance, and decisions taken here will be far-reaching. To the extent 
that the concept of meaning and the terminology used in explicat­
ing it can be made transparent, it will be possible to anticipate 
what effect such clarifications should have on discussions of both 
theory and methods in sociology. I want to close here with a few 
examples. 

1. The question of the meaning of meaning—if it is posed as a 
question of the function and not the existence or essence of mean­
ing—makes possible a radical problematization of the life-world. 
Problematization here does not mean bringing absolutely every­
thing into doubt—that would be the classical form of a scepticism 
still laboring under onotological premises—but, instead, finding 
for every thing that exists a reference problem, on the basis of 
which it can be looked at for other possibilities. It is only in the 
world, on a basis of specific conditions of possibility, within the 
framework of system structures, that other possibilities are pos­
sible. Herein lie real and practical limits to meaningful problema­
tization, and ignoring them can lead only to problematization be­
coming a problem for itself, i.e., becoming reflection.65 The question 
of the function of meaning and of the conditions making possibility 
possible has its radicality not in ignoring such limits, but in the 
form in which it allows that they may be dealt with; it regards 
them as positive, i.e., as nonnegated constants that constitute a field 
of problems and possibilities, and thus uses the negation technique 
already described, which always remains conscious of the negata-
bility of both the negated and the nonnegated. 

A sociology that poses the question of meaning in this fashion 
implies its own dedogmatization. It frees itself from unchanging 
and uncontrollable ties to a pregiven nature—be this of its object 
or of its own Reason and its particular conditions for knowledge— 
and forces itself to constantly make theoretical decisions about 
which structures it will refrain from problematizing for the sake of 
which goals of knowledge, i.e., forces itself to take responsibility 
for itself. Only thus can it hilly recognize the fact that its truths 
are, and remain, hypothetical in nature and that their positivity is 
nothing other than the structural variability of the system within 
which it seeks to recognize truths. It must then try, with specifi­
cally sociological means, to discover which societal system makes 
science possible and which science system, sociology; further, what 
truth means sociologically and which stage in the development of 
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society first makes the interpretation of truth as undeniable inter-
subjective certainty possible; which social structures are implied 
in this context by the word subject and how society and the world 
must be ordered if such an abstract interpersonal relationship as 
that of intersubjectivity is to be practicable; what specific func­
tional contribution can be made in this context by perception, 
theory, and methods; and not least, which structural conditions 
make structural variability possible and with it, among other things, 
the positivity of the conditions for knowledge; and which stage in 
society's development sets which limits here. That such a sociology 
of sociology ultimately argues in a circular fashion is obvious. But 
that need not concern someone who no longer regards science as a 
foundational exercise in the sense of a logically exact derivation of 
propositions from invariant first principles, and who instead sees 
science's achievement in its contribution to the societal constitu­
tion of a meaningfully ordered world.66 

2. Meaning analyses must, then, play a larger explanatory role 
than the prevailing notion of science would allow them, and we 
will have to ask how this is methodologically possible. One may 
assume physical or organic restrictions on meaning formation and 
locate these in the object or in the subject, but this still does not 
afford an explanation of particular given contents of meaning. The 
insight that the contingency of all meaning is an essential func­
tional element excludes any kind of "natural" reductionism, any 
recourse to noncontingent Being, to final causes, or to an assumed 
substratum of measurable variables or probabilities. The intersub­
jectivity of knowledge can no longer be tied to some Given that 
every reasonable person is capable of discovering. It cannot be 
secured through empiricism (ultimately, through perception)—that 
would amount to granting physical things and events a monopoly 
in mediating among human beings.67 Instead, what has been re­
ferred to here as the intersubjective transferability of ideas and 
knowledge can be secured only through the form of meaningful 
experience processing. The question is: how? 

At least one answer to this question has been around for a long 
time. It goes back to the widespread Enlightenment notion that 
man can have insight only into what he is capable of producing. 
We gain some insight into this thesis itself if we note that insight 
had by then already been reduced to necessarily intersubjectively 
transferable instances of knowledge. What was meant was that a 
propositional form had to be sought in which the.knowing subject 
posits himself as producer, or more precisely: as initiator of a 
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production process that others are also capable of initiating ac­
cording to specifiable rules. Interest in this structure, and, by the 
way, the "technical" aspect of this structure,68 are not concerned 
with the mechanics of the production process as such, but rather 
with the abstraction of the position of subject. Both cognition and 
production are hereby regarded as independent 6f all-too-con-
cretely fixed personal attributes—independent of social position 
and origin, past performance, etc., and thus of the concretely given 
societal structure as well. Both the pragmatic meaning criterion69 

appearing at the end of the nineteenth century and Max Weber's 
attempt to rationalize scientific concepts using ideal-typically in­
sinuated means/ends relationships70 are only later variations of 
this basic idea. 

Today, however, the limits of this technical-pragmatic transfer­
ability guarantee are clearly visible. They were first discussed pri­
marily within the historical sciences and hermeneutics, but have 
more recently come to be seen in attempts to establish a general 
theory of highly complex systems and in organization theory ori­
ented to decision theory—i.e., not only in the work of Dilthey and 
Habermas but also that of Bertalanffy, Ashby, or Simon. They are 
tied to the limits of the classical notion of causality and to the 
limits of the available logical calculi, which can promise no un­
equivocal results when applied to highly complex systems and are 
thus also unable to fully neutralize the subject as decision maker 
or interpreter. And just such meaning-constituting, contingency-
preserving, self-reducing action systems typically fall within this 
area where the acting subject cannot be abstracted into initiator 
functions. The question thus arises, especially for sociology, of 
whether it is not both possible and necessary to broaden this clas­
sical form of securing intersubjectivity. 

We should consider whether an opportunity to do just this is not 
given with the concept of function and its accompanying compara­
tive analyses. Functions are problem-related rules of comparabil­
ity.71 They hold out the promise of increased knowledge in the form 
(and only in the form) of a comparison of the dissimilar: A and B 
are functionally equivalent to the extent that they are both able to 
offer a solution to the problem X, i.e., to transform it into a form 
for the production of A or of B, each with its own, resultant prob­
lems. This form bestowal implies a bridging over of material or 
objective differences—and with it, a bridging over of social differ­
ences in situations of experience and action. The differences are 
thus denied neither in their material, nor in their social dimen-
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sions, but are simply overcome by means of a Kantian "insofar" 
(Sofern) abstraction—the already familiar technique of condi­
tional, conserving (aufhebende) negation which can in other in­
stances be negated itself. This makes it possible to also regard the 
subjects of knowledge as differing yet still interchangeable—to the 
extent that they understand each other in their selections. 

In a functionally conceived system theory, human action does 
not appear as a causal factor acting or acted upon in accordance 
with certain laws, but instead as selection that is oriented on mean­
ing, and becomes predictable only by way of system-structural 
restriction of the possibilities chosen from. The scientific recon­
struction of such selections interprets them as choices from among 
comparable, functionally equivalent problem solutions within the 
framework of that meaning system on whose structure the prob­
lems to be solved depend. The explanation and prediction of action 
is not exclusively a matter for some science confronting an un­
known but nonetheless already determined and, in principle, 
explainable and predictable reality; it is first and foremost a mat­
ter for real action systems themselves and, within these, is some­
thing to be balanced against other interests (for example those of 
adaptation and innovation, of curiosity, excitement, danger). What 
science'accomplishes is only a reconstruction of the rationality of 
more or less predictable selections. It can in this way offer to action 
further reaching domains of possibility and so increase its selectiv­
ity. But it does not have the function of predicting action, and must 
instead also be able to reflect the fact that in real action systems 
the predictability of action is not a goal to be maximized alone. 

3. Once we start looking at the implications of meaningful or 
meaning-based experience processing and expressing them in dis­
cussable concepts, it soon becomes obvious that the style of dicho­
tomized controversies which has until now animated the history of 
sociology and driven it forward is based on assumptions that are 
far too simple and can no longer be maintained. Such opposing 
pairs as cooperation and conflict, stasis and change, or norm and 
fact cannot represent theory alternatives between which sociology 
must choose. Such situations of choice do exist at the level of 
individual actions, including those of the theoretician: living and 
acting require decisions about whether to be prepared in certain 
instances for cooperation or for conflict; whether to allow for (or 
work toward) constancy or variability; whether one's expectations 
will reflect a willingness to learn (cognitive expectation) or an 
unwillingness to learn (normative expectation). But such decisions 



i 

3.V: 

St 
I 

64 MEANING AS BASIC CONCEPT 

cannot be taken for individual social systems in their entirety and 
certainly can not be made by the theory of all such systems. 

Any reasonably well-equipped sociologist is aware of this any­
way, but a clarification of the concept of meaning should make it 
possible to better see just why this is so. Meaning orders the indi­
cation of alternate possibilities, which, while they may be negated, 
are not totally suppressed or made to vanish completely. All coop­
eration contains some indication of the possibility of conflict, and 
this functions as a secret regulative of the forms and conditions of 
cooperation.72 For its part, conflict is possible only on the basis of a 
shared (and even: consciously shared) definition of the situation, 
something about which there is no conflict. The same is true for the 
relationship between structurally fixed conditions, on the one hand, 
and change, on the other. Every meaningful elaboration of struc­
tures—at least in the present state of societal development—im­
mediately raises the question of alternate possibilities. Only la­
tency can effortlessly protect structures from reforms or revolutions. 
Meaningfully established structures, on the other hand, must be 
accepted and affirmed (meaning: not negated) in the changing flow 
of experience and action. The difference between facts and norms 
must also be seen in this way, even though this will seem even 
stranger to today's sociologists and nonsociologists alike. Meaning­
fully ordered behavioral expectations may involve prior indication" 
of the possibility of disappointment and, with this, a more or less 
well-formed idea of what one can do in such a case: persevere or 
adapt. The expectation, which always remains "factual," takes on 
a normative or a cognitive style according to which decision has 
been made and, if expressed, can itself be expected;to be expressed 
in this style.73 Here as well, sociological theory must refrain from 
building into its premises what as a meaning-constituting social 
accomplishment must first be explained. And it will be able to 
accept this loss to the extent that it comes to understand the special 
character of meaning-constituted'systems and to reflect this in its 
research plans. 

4. One of the difficulties this theory program has to contend with 
is the old analogy between social system and organism, something 
that- makes it much more difficult to bring out the very special 
nature of meaning-processing systems. The comparison between 
social systems and organisms is a product of the European intellec­
tual tradition and, although quite controversial since the nine­
teenth century, has been a most important impetus for the devel­
opment of a theory of social systems.74 The problem here is usually 
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seen as one of justifying the analogy and establishing its proper 
limits.75 The purely metaphorical use of this analogy has since been 
relinquished. The dominant tendency today is to search for a gen­
eral theory of all systems, including machines, and to use it in 
making such a comparison.76 If this is to succeed, however, it will 
be necessary to develop the theory of meaning-constituting, i.e., 
psychic and social, systems to a level comparable to that of the 
theory of machines or of organisms. My analysis of the concept of 
meaning should give us an idea of the difficulties involved here. 

Previous discussions of the organism analogy have focused, very 
roughly speaking, on three main differences. The European tradi­
tion saw the difference primarily in organisms being made up of 
interconnected parts, and saw social systems, on the other hand, of 
parts living separately. More recent criticism ofthe organism anal­
ogy can be expressed as follows: social systems possess a much 
higher structural variability and are, therefore, not limited to di­
rect exchange processes in securing the requisites of survival from 
the environment; they can modify these requirements through 
structural change and are thus able to adapt to a much wider range 
of possibilities. In addition, there is a third point that has received 
less attention in this discussion but is emerging very clearly in the 
general development of sociological theory, viz. that organisms are 
integrated on the basis of life; social systems-, on the basis of mean­
ing. An organism is a living whole which consists of living parts; it 
cannot be claimed of a social system, however, that it lives as a 
whole or that it consists of living parts, e.g., persons.77 We can do 
justice to the constructive potentialities of social systems only if 
we think of them as being integrated in a much more abstract 
fashion, i.e., if we refer them back to bases-that are capable of 
abstraction: they consist not of concrete persons but of meaning­
fully identified acts. 

What we would have to come to understand is this increased 
capacity for the construction of. complex and contingent possibili­
ties and for selective orientation on them. The comparison basis 
offered by a general systems.theory lies in the notion of a system 
that differentiates structure and process and thereby organize se­
lections. However, organisms, machines, and meaning-constituting 
systems—i.e., personalities arid social systems—all differ in the 
way they accomplish this, with one fundamental difference being 
that meaning-based/conscious experience processing makes avail­
able a greater—in principle, unlimited—complexity as a selection 
domain.78 In a comparison of systems, the special nature of mean-

^ 
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ing-constituting systems can be brought out by the question of how 
such a better-organized selectivity is possible. 

5. In his work on the theory of the evolution of action systems, 
Talcott Parsons posed a comparable question about the develop­
ment of increased and more generalized capabilities of system 
adaptation.79 For him, the scheme for answering this question was 
already indicated by a general theory of action systems and, within 
that framework, by an interpretation of the relationship between 
structure and process that increasingly took on the features of a 
language analogy. With this, the institutionalization of symbolic-
cultural "codes" of meaningful behavior became central to evolu­
tion theory. In its more advanced stages, that presuppose human 
beings, evolution is guided by meaning and proceeds—albeit with 
neither continuity nor absolute necessity—in the direction of gen­
erating possibilities of combining increasingly unrestricted ways of 
adapting to complex and changing environmental conditions. A 
more exact analysis of the function of meaning-based experience 
processing and the mechanisms through which it operates would 
not totally reject this interpretation, but would have to expand it 
and make it much more complicated, since meaning cannot be 
adequately grasped solely on the basis of a structure/process differ­
ence. 

Important contributions can be made here by a general theory of 
system evolution, a theory whose basic features are already becom­
ing visible. It comprehends evolution as structural change that 
proceeds in the direction of increased complexity, both on the level 
of the world as a whole and in some (not all!) systems. This world/ 
system difference is required as a "motor" for evolution: structural 
changes in individual systems make the environment of other sys­
tems more complex, and these react by exhausting new possibili­
ties, or by adaptation or indifference—in any case, by increasing 
the selectivity of their state. Structural changes beneficial to the 
adapting system can, in turn, leave the environment of other sys­
tems richer in possibilities so that, although complexity does not 
necessarily increase for all systems or types of systems, it does for 
their relationship, which is then available to meaningful experi­
ence as the world. 

In the course of such selective changing of possibilities into ac­
tualities, three types of (system-specific) mechanisms are required: 
mechanisms for the projection of possibilities,.mechanisms for the 
selection of suitable possibilities, and mechanisms for stabilizing 
what has been chosen in systems. All mechanisms are dependent 
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on system structures, i.e., are developed only within evolution it­
self. (The theory thus offers no explanation of the beginnings of 
evolution and only a very general framework for the construction 
of theories about individual historical sequences.) In the area of 
organic evolution, new possibilities arise through mutation: a se­
lective component is given by, for example, "the struggle for sur­
vival"; and a stabilizing one, granting independence from the for­
tuity of possibility production, is given by the reproductive isolation 
of populations. In the case of the organic-psychic system complex 
man, we might consider as corresponding mechanisms: perception, 
pleasure/pain differentiation, and memory.80 For meaning-consti­
tuting systems and in particular social systems, no corresponding 
ideas have been worked out.81 We still do not have the necessary 
prior clarification of the special character of such systems, in par­
ticular regarding the specific function, and mode of functioning, of 
meaningful or meaning-based experience processing. 

If we see the function of meaning in the preservation of reducible 
complexity, connecting lines can very easily be drawn to the gen­
eral theory of evolution. As complexity increases in the course of 
evolution, everything determinate takes on an increased selectivity 
—becomes, willingly or unwillingly, a choice from out of an in­
creased number of alternate possibilities. Every yes implies more 
nos, so that it ultimately becomes advantageous to thematize this 
implication and make it available in consciousness—in other words, 
to learn negation.82 Herein lies the evolutionary significance of the 
emergence of meaning as a highly involved strategy of processing 
input from the environment, a strategy that also creates a new kind 
of system with its own potential for evolution. Since possibilities 
can then be thematized and negated within meaning itself, mean­
ing makes possible a tremendous increase in the power of all three 
evolutionary mechanisms and thus, in comparison to physical and 
organic evolution, makes possible a substantial acceleration of the 
evolution process. In the meaningfully identified premises of expe­
rience processing, it is not only what, in any instance, is actually 
chosen that is firmly stabilized—i.e., made continually available— 
but also the whole set of possibilities chosen from. In this way it 
becomes possible to meet the increasing demand for selection given 
by an increasingly complex world.83 

In meaning systems, this advance allows for the onset of new and 
more rapid processes of evolution which further develop the special 
potential of meaningfully ordered experience. Possibility produc­
tion, selection, and stabilization can all be found here in other 
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forms. This can be illustrated by looking at the legal sphere of 
society.84 Its.development is generally borne by (1) the functional 
differentiation of society, giving rise in individual functional areas 
to increasingly daring and increasingly differing norm projections, 
and thus to a surplus of possibilities for legal regulation; (2) by 
correspondingly formulated, at first judicial and then legislative, 
procedures for establishing decisions that select those laws that are 
to be in force; and (3) by legal dogmas and findings in the form of 
legal maxims, which stabilize the chosen laws and allow them to 
be passed on, and which in this way also help control (without 
strictly determining) which possibilities will be projected and se­
lected. Evolution requires, as these examples show, that these 
mechanisms remain separate but nonetheless coordinated in the 
way they work. 

I can insert into this general framework those dimension-specific 
hypotheses about development that I have already referred to briefly.. 
In the material or objective dimension, system structures can be 
developed from more concrete to more abstract premises of expe­
rience processing, a structural change that allows the system in­
volved to accept a more complex environment. We thus typically 
find, with the transition from archaic societies to the politically 
integrated civilizations of the ancient world, an abstraction of the 
religious and moral principles regarded as binding, with the result­
ing possibility of introducing more varied forms of human behav­
ior into the society and of accepting more individually formed 
psychic systems. In the temporal dimension, expanding the horizon 
of possibilities in this way necessitates changes that, in the modern 
era, involve a mobilization of what can be seen as present, a more 
complex thematizing and planning of the future, and a "capitaliz­
ing" of the past. Meaning-constituting social relationships are, for 
their part, abstracted in the course of this development and re­
placed by the formula of the free and equal subject, the constitut­
ing consciousness, whose function no. longer depends on.particular 
attributes or membership, and whose role may be assumed by 
anyone. All of these changes allow the meaning of the world to be 
regarded as contingent and all meaning in the world to be ration­
alized in terms of its selective function. 

That much can be presented as a kind of rough overview or at 
least as a claim put forward,for further discussion. However, my 
initial thesis of the primacy of negation in meaning-constituting 
experience will lead us still further. If this thesis is correct, it 
should be possible to regard evolution at the level of meaning 
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systems as an evolution of the technique of generalizing and reflex­
ive negating. The social system guiding evolution—society—will 
be able to release the potential for further development only if, in a 
world that has become extremely complex, it is able to specify 
alternate possibilities with adequate precision; if it does not absorb 
discontent in religion or magic or drown it in consumption, but 
instead is able to redirect it toward attainable alternatives; if it can 
adequately institutionalize risks; if it can offer enough present 
security for irregular fluctuations; if.it can reverse decisions; and if 
it can learn—in short: if it can practice a sufficiently differentiated 
negation.85 We have little to offer here—certainly no ideas that 
have been tested in research. It may be that we are still being 
misled by language or are still in the grips of traditional logic with 
its all too simple concept of negation. One notices with sociologists 
in particular just how undifferentiated their negation can be. Per­
haps they have not yet devoted enough thought to the concept and 
the function of meaning. 
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Improvised News: A Sociological Study of Rumor (Indianapolis: 1966). 

20. Especially in Jurgen Frese, "Sprechen als Metapher fur Handeln," in 
Hans-Georg Gadamer, ed., Das Problem der Sprache. Achter Deutscher Kongrefi 
fur Philosophie, Heidelberg 1966 (Munich: 1967), pp. 45-55- Cf. also Siegfried J. 
Schmidt: "Zur Grammatik sprachlichen und nichtsprachlichen Handelns. 
Sprachphilosophische Bemerkungen zur soziologischen Handlungstheorie von 
Jurgen Habermas," Soziale Welt (1968), 19:360-372. One readily concedes the 
attractiveness of this idea: to understand action from, the point of view of its 
most complex, not its simplest, form. 

21. .Recent investigations of the processing of surprising phenomena in daily 
life are helpful in this case. See, for example, Charlotte G. Schwartz, "Perspec­
tives on Deviance. Wives' Definitions of their Husbands' Mental Illness," Psy­
chiatry (1957), 20:275-291; Fred Davis, "Deviance Disavowal: The Management 
of Strained Interaction by the Visibly Handicapped," Social Problems (1961), 
9:120-132; Harold Garfinkel: "Studies of the Routine Grounds of Everyday 
Activities," Social Problems (1964), 11:225-250; Marvin B. Scott/Stanford M. 
Lyman, "Accounts," American Sociological Review (1968), 33:46-62. 

22. Cf- For this the distinction between "complexity in time" and "complex­
ity in form" that is important for the constitution of organisms as well as for 
the programming of machines in J. W. S. Pringle, "On the Parallel Between 
Learning and Evolution," Behaviour (1951), 3:174-215 (pp. 184f._), reprinted in 
General Systems (1956), 1:90-110. 

23. In semantic research this interpretation is approximated less by the 
pragmatic-behavioristic accounts of the Americans than by the Marxist-ori­
ented efforts of Adam Schaff, Einfuhrung in die Semantik, German translation 
(Berlin: 1966). Schaff moves away from a one-sided hypostatization of the 
(objective) symbolization [Zeichenhaftigkeit] of meaning and tries to consider 
the communicative (social, societal) as well as the historical (temporal, genetic) 
aspects of, meanings. In this way he assumes that the integration of these 
different dimensions of Marxist theory has already been achieved. 

24. A suspicion that made the epistemologically thinking Max Adler speak of 
the "social apriori of society." See especially Das Ratsel der Gesellschaft: Zur 
erkenntnis-kritischen Grundlegung der Sozialwissenschaften (Vienna: 1936). 

25. Cf. Kurt Goldstein and Martin Scheerer, "Abstract and Concrete Behav-
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ior: An Experimental Study with Special Tests," Psychological Monographs 
(1941), vol. 53, no. 2, partially translated under the title "Die Unterscheidung 
konkreten und abstrakten Verhahens," in Carl F. Graumann, ed., Denken (Co­
logne-Berlin: 1965), pp. 147-153; also O. J. Harvey/David E. Hunt/Harold M. 
Schroder, Conceptual Systems and Personality Organization (New York-London-
Sydney: 1961); Harold M. Schroder, Michael J. Driver, and Siegfried Streufert, 
Human Information Processing: Individuals and Groups Functioning in Complex 
Social Situations (New York-London-Sydney: 1967); Robert Ware and O. J. 
Harvey, "A Cognitive Determinant ofImpression Formation," Journal of Person­
ality and Social Psychology (1967), 5:3>8-44. 

26. We will leave open here the much discussed question of the possibility of 
knowing another ego as another ego and its experience as experience without 
having direct access to the consciousness of their experiences- Apparently, this 
interpretation is so advantageous for explaining otherwise irregular and unfo­
reseeable impressions about the behavior of others that it is irresistible and is 
accepted with a high degree of probability. Its "verification" is a result of the 
successful interpretations that are attainable through it, not of the (impossible) 
participation in the conscious life of another. 

27. Among the many analyses of this process see particularly George H. 
Mead, Mind, Self and Society From the Standpoint of a Social Behaviorist (Chi­
cago: 1934), which includes the term "role-taking" that had a very misleading 
effect on the subsequent use of the concept of "role." See also Mead, The 
Philosophy of the Act (Chicago: 1938), and "The Objective Reality of Perspec­
tives," Proceedings of the Sixth International Congress of Philosophy 1926 (New 
York: 1927), pp. 75-85. See also Alfred Schiitz, Der sinnhafte Aufbau der sozialen 
Welt: Eine Einleitung in die verstehende Soziologie (Vienna: 1932), with a concept 
of meaning that suggests that reflection is still "essentially" bound to the 
subject. 

28. This results in a fundamental objection against the hypostatization of a 
unifiedly transcendental subject. Such a subject could not, in principle, experi­
ence objectively because it would lack a horizon of ready perspectives that, at 
any moment, are not its. One would have to attribute objectivity to it only as 
an all-encompassing, nonselective experience and this would destroy every 
possible interpretation of the concept of experience. It seems to be a conse­
quence of this interpretation that the transcendental subject tends to lose its 
subjectivity and to dry up into a connection of rules applied by a plurality of 
subjects. 

29. Cf. Jean Cazeneuve, "La connaissance d'autrui dans les societes arch-
ai'ques," Cahiers internationaux de sociologie (1958), 25:75-99. 

30. See Peter Berger and Hansfried Kellner, "Die Ehe und die Konstruktion 
der Wirklichkeit: Eine Abhandlung zur Mikrosoziologie des Wissens," Soziale 
Welt (1965), 16:220-235. 

31. See Niklas Luhmann, "Selbststeuerung der Wissenschaft," Jahrbuch fur 
Sozialwissenschaft (1968), 19:147-170 (149ff.); reprinted in Soziologische Aufklfc 
rung.pp. 232ff. 

32. See for this also Erich Feldmann, "Versuch einer Theorie der Gegenwart," 
Festschrift fur Erich Rothacker (Bonn: 1858), pp. 131-146; Klaus Held, Lebendige 
Gegenwart (The Hague: 1966). 

33. Even the dead, as long as they are not experienced as co-experiencing 
subjects (as is typical in many early societies), are not left behind in the past— 
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as it were, looking upon our past as their present—but are taken along in the 
continuing present because this is the only way in which they can be of current 
interest. 

34. See the corresponding analysis in Schiitz, pp. 111. 
35. Regarding this neutralization of our concept of time, cf. Helmut Plessner, 

"Uber die Beziehung der Zeit zum Tode," Eranos Jahrbuch (1952), 20:349-386. 
36. For the sake of clarification it should be mentioned that the customary 

characterization of archaic experience in terms of its being bound to tradition 
seems to me to miss the point or merely to grasp a secondary characteristic. 
More important is the overwhelming preeminence accorded the present in 
which life must take place and whose existence (that is rich in risks but poor in 
possibilities) provides the occasion to look for security in the repetition of the 
past. Innovation is by ho means excluded. But it is admitted only if it can be 
stabilized quickly and successfully in the present. See Siegfried F. Nadel, "So­
cial Control and Self-Regulation," Social Forces (1953), 31:265-273; and for the 
specific area of law, the excellent work of Louis Gernet: "Le temps dans les 
formes archaiques du droit," Journal de psychologic normale et pathologique 
(1956), 53:379-406. 

37. Seen from this point of view one can understand the genuine prominence 
attained by concepts like capital and history in the nineteenth century. They 
permit a distancing from a past that is still powerful in daily life; permit the 
constitution of meaning in a time-relation that is radically changed by societal 
evolution. 

38. In Marshall D. Sahlins and Elman R. Service, eds.. Evolution and Culture 
(Ann Arbor: 1960), p. 38. 

39. I owe this idea to Stefal Jensen, Bildungsplanung als Systemtheorie (Biele­
feld: 1970), p. 67. 

40. An interpretation of Weber with this in mind is presented by Horst Baier, 
Von der Erkenntnistheorie zur Wirklichkeitswissenschaft; Eine Studie uber die 
Begriindung der Soziologie bei Max Weber, Habilitationsschrift (Minister: 1969), 
(unpublished). 

41. Basically, this is present already in Ferdinand Tonnies, "Zweck und Mit-
tel im sozialen Leben," Erinnerungsga.be fur Max Weber (Munich-Leipzig: 1923), 
1:235-270. 

42. In more recent sociopsychological and sociological research this idea is 
expressed as an opposition between instrumental, task-related and expressive, 
emotional, consumatory variables in social systems. To be sure, the opposed 
terms of expression, feeling and consumption are one-sided and insufficient in 
different ways. But together they illuminate the culturally suspect, residual 
character of the immediate presence of experience very well. 

43. This idea is applied to the theme of trust in Niklas Luhmann, Vertrauen: 
Ein Mechanismus der Reduktion sozialer Komplexitat (Stuttgart: 1968), espe­
cially pp. 9ff. English version: T. Burns and G. Poggi, eds.; H. Davis et al. trans.. 
Trust and Power (Chichester; 1979). 

44. For the time being, detailed ideas about this exist only in psychology. 
Above all cf. O. J. Harvey/David E. Hunt/Harold M. Schroder, Conceptual 
Systems and Personality Organization (New York-London: 1961). 

45. To be exact, even simple contingency is already a complicated state of 
affairs. My expectations can be disappointed because I do not prepare myself 
for my experiences (e.g., do not go and see for myself) and because the world 
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frustrates me. James Olds, p. 185ff., already calls this "double contingency" 
and views social contingency only as a specific case of it. In this text we will 
follow the better-known terminology of Parsons. See, for example, Talcott Par­
sons and Edward A. Shils, eds.. Toward a General Theory of Action (Cambridge, 
Mass.: 1951), p. 16. 

46. Parsons himself did not clearly work out the consequence of his formula­
tion of this problem and therefore ran the risk of construing the concept of 
social structure purely behavioristically in terms of expectations of sanctions. 
This is the reason why, for him, the normativity of social structure remained an 
insufficiently verified postulate that always provoked critique. Important anal­
yses that go beyond this and explicitly include the level of the expectation of 
expectations are found in Johan Galtung, "Expectations and Interaction Pro­
cesses," Inquiry (1959), 2:213-234; Thomas J. Scheff, "Toward a Sociological 
Theory of Consensus," American Sociological Review (1967), 32:32-46; and above 
all, Ronald D. Laing, Herbert Phillipson, and A. Russell Lee, Interpersonal 
Perception: A Theory and a Method (London and New York: 1966). 

47. The true function of meaning resides for many—as it doesfor Jurgen 
Habermas, Erkenntnis und Interesse (Frankfurt 1968)—in deciphering the, in 
itself, inaccessible experience of others. This is one-sided insofar as meaning, 
and even the expectation of expectations, can also be used to "by-pass" the 
subjectivity of others without looking in. 

48. Consequently, it belongs to the most general rules of social tact not to 
introduce unwelcome themes before one can expect the expectations of one's 
partner. 

49. See for the case of conflict, for example, John P. Spiegel, "The Resolution 
of Role Conflict Within the Family," Psychiatry (1957), 20:1-16; or Thomas C. 
Schelling, The Strategy of Conflicts (Cambridge, Mass.: 1960), especially pp. 54ff. 

50. More on this can be found in Niklas Luhmann, A Sociological Theory of 
Law. 

51. Examples of distinct levels of development are perhaps: transference of 
the risk of defects to the seller of a commodity in the interest of commerce 
(Roman law) or today: legal claims to compensation for the destruction of 
apples in a determinate harvest year. 

52. Uber Sinn und Sinngebilde: Verstehen und Erklaren (Tubingen: 1929), pp. 
54ff. 

53. For example, see Schaff, pp. 175ff. 
54. This seems to be suitable as a starting point for discussion of the societal 

conditions of art. To observe how this can be exploited for a theory of public 
opinion see Niklas Luhmann, "Offentliche Meinung," Politische Vierteljahres-
schrift (1970), 11:2-28. 

55. Among others cf. Talcott Parsons/Edward A. Shils, (eds). Toward A Gen­
eral Theory of Action (Cambridge, Mass.: 1951), pp. 108f.; Talcott Parsons, The 
Social System (Glencoe, 111.: 1951), p. 482; P. G. Herbst, "A Simple Theory of 
Behavior Systems," Human Relation (1961)! 14:71-94, 193-239 (78ff.); Alfred 
Kuhn, The Study of Society: A Unified Approach (Homewood, 111.: 1963), espe­
cially pp. 48ff.; Gabriel A. Almond, "A Developmental Approach to Political 
Systems," World Politics (1965), 17:183-214 (187ff.); David Easton, A Framework 
for Political Analysis, (Englewood Cliffs, NJ.: 1965), pp. 24f., 60ff.; Daniel Katz 
and Robert L. Kahn, The Social Psychology of Organizations (New York-London-
Sydney: 1966), pp. 60ff, I22ff. In a lecture (1960) Parsons had explained that a 
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"boundary" is the twofold fact that [1] it is pure chance if internal and external 
facts coincide and that [2] the stability of internal states is independent of 
changes in the relations between internal and external states. 

56. In the following we will omit the necessary related remarks concerning 
the case of psychical systems of personalities in order to avoid needlessly 
complicating the presentation. 

57. One rarely finds discussions that are thematically directed to this ques­
tion. Cf. notably Donald T. Campbell, "Common Fate, Similarity, and Other 
Indices of the Status of Aggregates of Persons as Social Entities," Behavioral 
Science (1958), 3:14-25, which relies on the preliminary work of gestalt psy­
chology. 

58. Very characteristic of this are recent formulations that hold that actions 
are systems—e.g. (1968), p. 14: " 'Action' I define as a system of behavior of 
living organisms which is organized—and hence controlled—in relation to 
systems of cultural meaning at the symbolic level." 

59. And not accidentally with the help of the idea of the owner whose legally 
protected freedom of disposition makes such an attribution of action possible. 
See for this, and for such a historical relativization of conceptions of action as 
such, Friedrich Jonas, "Zur Aufgabenstellung der modernen Soziologie," Archiv 
furRechts- und Sozialphilosophie (1966), 52:349-375. 

60. Among other things, this would require the presentation of complexity as 
a temporal succession of selective steps that is discussed above. 

61. For the sake of clarity it should be remarked that this holds only for 
meaning-constituting systems: And that for organisms or machines the same 
problem of performance-related system-identification has to be solved by differ­
ent conceptual means. 

62. A system-theoretical analysis of wholes that comes-very close to our 
argument is found in Andras Angyal, "The Structure of Wholes," Philosophy of 
Science (1939), 6:25-37, with a concept of "system" that is certainly too narrow 
for our purposes—because it is defined by one principle alone. 

63. For comparable remarks see, for example, J. Milton Yinger, "Research 
Implications of a Field View of Personality," American Journal of Sociology 
(1963), 68:580-592; Talcott Parsons, "Levels of Organization and the Mediation 
of Social Interaction," Sociological Inquiry (1964), pp. 207-220. This is not to be 
confused with a misleading psychological reductionism whose representatives 
typically underestimate the system character (and with it the complexity) of 
the object of psychology and therefore believe that psychology can offer com­
prehensive theories of individual behavior of a higher degree of abstraction 
than sociology. Typical representative are, e.g., George C. Homans, particularly 
clearly in "Bringing Men Back," American Sociological Review (1964), 29:808-
818; Andrzej Malewski, Verhalten undInteraktion: Die Theoriedes Verhaltens und 
das Problem der sozialwissenschaftlichen integration (Tubingen: 1967); Hans 
Albert, "Erwerbsprinzip und Sozialstruktur: Zur Kritik der neoklassischen 
Marktsoziologie," Jahrbuch fur Sozialwissenschaft (1968), 19:1-65. 

64. This results in the important hypothesis that, in the case of the same 
selective performance—thus in the case of the same world complexity—struc­
turally indeterminate, performatively weak social systems require personalities 
that are more complex; in other words, that in a complex world social systems 
can be structured only indeterminately if one can assume the corresponding 
psychical capacities. See Paul Stager, "Conceptual Level as a Composition 
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Variable in Small-Group Decision Making," Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology (1967), 5:152-161; and, in general, research that investigates the 
social conditions of psychical creativity. 

65. Such reflection can assume the strict form of reflexive problematization 
of problematizing and then lead to the above treated question of the availability 
of boundaries. For the most part, however, it is documented only in the superfi­
cial application of euphemistic characterizations of that state, like "subject" or 
"will" or "freedom" or "revolution" or "democracy." 

66. See the similar position of Georg Simmel, Soziologie. Untersuchungen 
uber die Formen der Vergesellschaftung, 2d ed. (Munich-Berlin: 1922), pp. iff., 
that is still formulated in the language of transcendental epistemology, how­
ever; and in reference to this Karin Schrader-Klebert, "Der Begriff der Gesell-
schaft als regulative Idee: Zur transzendentalen Begrundung der Soziologie bei 
Georg Simmel," Soziale Welt (1968), 19:97-118. 

67. In this way the role of perception or experience (=expectationally struc­
tured perception) is not negated in the scientific process of knowledge. This 
would be absurd. But, henceforth, the question of the function of perception 
can no longer be answered metaphysically as the conferral of.being but itself 
requires further investigation. A way of providing an answer presents itself if 
one considers that, among all conscious functions, perception possesses the 
greatest potential for actual complexity and is determined by this to show the 
way. This is connected with the fact that, unlike in the case of perceptions, one 
almost never experiences disappointments in operating with concepts so that 
stimuli to learn come primarily from experience. Both these aspects are hardly 
considered by the dominant, supposedly empirical, methodology or, in any 
event, not systematically exploited. The latter's interpretation of perception as 
a being-related arbiter among many possible conceptual notions would have to 
be reversed completely in order for experience, in accordance with its specific 
nature, to retain the function of providing a field of possibilities from which 
selections then could be made conceptually. 

68. A good example of this can be found in Hans Blumenberg, Lebenswelt und 
Technisierung unter den Aspekten der Phdnomenologie (Turin: 1963). 

69. Cf. for this Jurgen Habermas, Erkenntnis und Interesse, (Frankfurt: 1968), 
pp. 143ff. 

70. See Horst Baier, "Von der Erkenntnistheorie zur Wirklichkeitswissen-
schaft: Eine Studie tiber die Begrundung der Soziologie bei Max Weber" (Ha-
bilitationsschrift Mtinster: 1969; unpublished). 

71. See, for this (not universally accepted), interpretation of functional analy­
sis Niklas Luhmann, "Funktion und Kausalitat," Kolner Zeitschrift fur Soziologie 
undSozialpsychologie (1962), 14:617-644; reprinted in Soziologische Aufklarung, 
Pp.9ff. 

72. For the domain of organized social systems this is clearly revealed in the 
fact that the possibility of joining the organization and leaving it becomes the 
principle that determines the constitution of formal structures. As a develop­
ment of this idea, see Niklas Luhmann, Funktionen und Folgen formaler Organi­
sation (Berlin: 1964). 

73. Cf. for this Johan Galtung, "Expectations and Interaction Processes," 
Inquiry (1959), 2:213-234; and Niklas Luhmann, "Normen in soziologischer 
Perspektive," Soziale Welt (1969), 1:28-48. A more detailed presentation is found 
in Niklas Luhmann, A Sociological Theory of Law. 
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74. From the more recent discussion, see Corrado Gini, Organismo e societa 
(Rome: 1960); Paul Kellermann, Kritik einer Soziologie der Ordnung: Organismus 
und System bei Comte, Spencer und Parsons (Freiburg: 1967); A. James Gregor, 
"Political Science and the Uses of Functional Analysis," The American Political 
Science Review (1968), 62:425-439. 

75. This by no means automatically occurs to a person if, for the sake of 
comparison, they bring in the relation of "organism" and psychical system. In 
this case, namely, the psychical system based on meaning (personality) is not 
compared with an organism in terms of isomorphy. Instead, it is viewed only 
as a steering level, as a program of an organism and not as an independent 
system. Talcott Parsons, in particular, interprets this quite differently in a 
recently developed distinction between individual personality and behavioral 
organism as different subsystems of a general system of action. See, for ex­
ample, Talcott Parsons, "The Position of Identity in the General Theory of 
Action," in Chad Gordon and Kenneth J. Gergen, eds., The Self in Social Inter­
action, (NewYork: 1968), 1:11-23. 

76. See, for example, Daniel Katz and Robert L. Kahn, The Social Psychology 
of Organizations (New York: 1966), especially pp. 30ff; Walter Buckley, Sociol­
ogy and Modern Systems Theory (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: 1967); Anatol Rapoport, 
"Mathematical, Evolutionary, and Psychological Approaches to the Study of 
Total Societies," in Samuel Z. Klausner, ed., The Study of Total Societies (Gar­
den City, N.Y.: 1967), pp. 114-143 (119ff.). 

77. This is the point at which modern sociological systems theory differs 
from the old European, ethicopolitical theory of society. The latter had always 
begun from man, indeed from man interpreted in a peculiarly natural-ethical 
way. And it defined the distinctive, inimitable form of humanity precisely in 
the fact that it understood the relation of social systems to man in terms of 
whole and parts. From this point of view, social systems were obliged to estab­
lish the good life for its parts (namely human beings). 

78. This statement does not necessarily imply the other: that social systems 
are more complex than, perhaps, personalities or organisms (as, for example, 
on the basis of the old assumption that social systems are constituted out of 
human beings and because of this are higher, more complex organisms); see 
Rene Worms, Organisme et soci&ti. (Paris: 1895), pp. 7ff., 75ff., and many others. 
A comparison of the complexity of such different systems would presuppose as 
yet uninvestigated possibilities of measurement. Besides, there is much that 
speaks for the opposite argument: that meaning is an evolutionary achievement 
that makes greater world-complexity available on the basis of simpler systems. 

79. See, in particular, Talcott Parsons, "Evolutionary Universals in Society," 
American Sociological Review (1964), 29:339-357, reprinted in Parsons, Socio­
logical Theory and Modem Society (New York: 1967), pp. 490-520; Parsons, 
Societies: Evolutionary and Comparative Perspectives (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: 
1966). 

80. In this case, one does not find the corresponding investigations under the 
title of evolution theory but in learning theory. At present this parallel is 
consciously followed. See Pringle (1951) and Donald T. Campbell, "Methodolog­
ical' Suggestions from a Comparative Psychology of Knowledge Processes," 
Inquiry (1959), 2:152-182. 

81. Occasionally, one finds passing references. See, for example, Alvin Bos-
koff, "Functional Analysis as a Source of a Theoretical Repertory and Research 
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Tasks in the Study of Social Change," in George K. Zollschan and Walter 
Hirsch, eds.. Explorations in Social Change (London: 1964), pp. 213-243 (224ff.). 
Boskoff interprets the mechanisms of evolution as "phases" of evolution. The 
time relation, however, is less important than the fact that this is a matter of 
reciprocal relations that increase complexity and that mutually presuppose 
each other. 

82. Besides, this is where one can see one of the transcendental trip-wires 
that snares anyone who tries to find a presuppositionless foundation: when we 
speak about phases of evolution before the invention of meaning—indeed even 
try to imagine them—we have to impute meaning to them and at the same 
time negate this imputation for the systems of that time. We meaningfully 
imagine our past as a present that contained no meaning and that, for temporal 
as well as objective reasons, is inaccessible to us. But our mastery of the 
technique of negating still makes it possible for us to conceive its non-presence 
in the form of negation. 

83. This does not assert the existence of necessary historical laws of evolu­
tion; merely that achievements that presuppose more as well as perform more 
are capable of being stabilized. Of course, in an increasingly complex world 
there are also other kinds of alternatives—like a stone's preserving its indiffer­
ence to an increasingly complex environment. 

84. See Niklas Luhmann, "Die Evolution des Rechts," Rechtstheorie (1970), 
1:3-22. See A Sociological Theory of Law. 

85. It is very similar in Magoroh Maruyama, "Goal-Generating Dissatisfac­
tion, Directive Disequilibrium, and Progress," Sociologia Intemationalis (1967), 
5:169-188, for progress in the cybernetic system depends on the development 
of relevant, specifiable, innovative dissatisfaction and therefore usually is code-
termined by the religious and moral forms of the social control of deviation, 
anxiety and dissatisfaction. 
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C o m p l e x i t y a n d M e a n i n g 

It has been the norm in the past to insist on differences between 
the science and the humanities, or Naturwissenschaften and Geistes-
wissenschaften. This is, in part, a reaction to the marvellous suc­
cesses of the "real sciences." If the humanities cannot show similar 
results, then, it is assumed that it is because they have a different 
identity. The famous expression, the "two cultures"—similar to 
that of the "two nations" of capitalists and workers of the nine­
teenth century—has become a habit of thinking, backed by colle-
gial respect of the sort one has for something that one does not 
understand. Of course, we also have a unity of science movement, 
but this is a reaction to the previous split of the intellectual field 
and, by the very fact of being only a reaction, the unity remains 
weak and the split strong. We live upon difference, not upon unity. 

The concepts that serve as the title of my essay seem to mark this 
difference. They indicate the core problem of the two knowledge 
groups and of their two different types of research. These two 
knowledge groups, today, have become aware of seemingly insolv-
able problems, and no longer identify with a specific subject matter 
or domain of research but rather with a problem: complexity for 
the sciences, meaning for the humanities. Overstating the point a 
little, we could say that the hard sciences identify with complexity 
and the soft sciences with meaning. The core problem of the hard 
sciences is the complexity of complexity and that of the soft sci­
ences is the meaning of meaning. 

But are these really different issues? Or is it simply as a conse­
quence of our habit of separating the "two cultures" that we distin­
guish between these two issues? Moreover, there seems to be a 
change in the way these two knowledge groups identify themselves. 
They no longer have their own subject matter or domain. This kind 
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of atomistic, "last element" orientation has disappeared in science, 
and if some of the humanities still stick to their own type of objects, 
they only demonstrate their own backwardness. The most ad­
vanced fields of these two knowledge groups identify themselves by 
the way they solve insolvable problems. 

Theories of decision making and planning, computer program­
ming, research, methodology, and cybernetics and systems analy­
sis run into the complexity of complexity; on the other hand, her-
meneutics, theology, jurisprudence, pedagogy, and similar disciplines 
deal with the meaning of meaning. However, if the assumption is 
true that the identity of a research field consists in its particular 
way of solving insolvable problems, in its special forms of logical 
uncleanliness and dishonesty, and in its way of coping with its 
fundamental paradox, then it becomes so much more important to 
ask whether the paradoxes of the two knowledge groups are really 
different paradoxes, why, and in what sense. 

When thinking about complexity, two different concepts come to 
mind. The first is based on the distinction between elements and 
relations. If we have a system with an increasing number of ele­
ments, it becomes increasingly difficult to interrelate every single 
element with every other element. The number of possible relations 
becomes too large with respect to the capacity of elements to estab­
lish relations. We can find mathematical formulas calculating the 
number of possible relations, but every operation of the system 
that establishes a relation has to choose one among many—com­
plexity enforces selection. A complex system comes about by selec­
tion only. This very necessity of selection qualifies elements, that is, 
it gives quality to pure quantity. Quality in this case is nothing but 
limited selective capacity; it is negentropy compared to entropy— 
entropy meaning that all logically possible relations have an equal 
chance of realization. 

This concept of complexity is based on the concept of operation. 
It is the complexity of operations. The other concept is defined as a 
problem of observation. Now, if a system has to select its relations 
itself,.it is difficult to foresee what relations it will select, for even 
if a particular selection is known, it is not possible to deduce which 
selections will be^made. Knowledge of one element does not lead to 
knowledge of the whole system; the observation of other elements 
will, however, give additional information about the system. The 
complexity of the system, from this perspective, is a measure for 
lack of information. It is a measure for negative redundancy and 
for the uncertainty of conclusions to be drawn from actual obser-
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vations. By operation, I mean the actual processing of the repro­
duction of the system. In dynamic systems—which consist of their 
operations—operations and elements become indistinguishable. 
Moreover, in autopoietic systems, everything that is used as a unity 
by the system, including the elementary operations, is also pro­
duced as a unity by the system. 

By observation, on the other hand, I mean the act of distinguish­
ing for the creation of information. Often a distinction is made 
between internal and external observation: this distinction is not 
needed, however, since the concept of observation includes self-
observation. For example, within the communicative system of this 
meeting, we can say that this lecture is not easy to understand; we 
normally use "indexical expressions" when engaging in self-obser­
vation ofthe social system. 

The relation between operation and self-observation constitutes 
a major problem. In particular, it has to be decided whether self-
observation (or the capacity to handle distinctions and to process 
information) is a prerequisite of autopoietic systems, and if so, 
whether every particular operation of such a system requires a 
corresponding observation for controlling its selectivity. And again, 
if so, whether this observation has to include a self-observation of 
the operation itself, with the operation then serving as identifica­
tion of self-identity and self-diversity (to use a formulation of Alfred 
North Whitehead). I cannot elaborate on these problems, for I wish 
to pursue a more limited goal. My point is simply that both notions 
of complexity, based on operation and observation respectively, 
focus upon enforced selectivity. Complexity thus means that every 
operation is a selection, whether intentional or not, whether con­
trolled or not, whether observed or not. Being an element of a 
system, an operation cannot avoid bypassing other possibilities. 
Only because this is the case can we observe an operation selecting 
a particular course to the exclusion of others. And only because 
operations can be observed, self-observation becomes possible (be 
it necessary or not as a requirement of the operation itself). En­
forced selectivity is the condition of the possibility for both opera­
tion and observation. Further, enforced selectivity is the core prob­
lem that defines complexity as a problem for'both operations and 
observations. The latter statement is at the basis of my contention 
that meaning is nothing but a way to experience and to handle en­
forced selectivity, as I will discuss below. 
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The best way to approach the meaning of meaning might well be 
the phenomenological method. This is by no means equivalent to 
taking a subjective or even a psychological stance. On the contrary, 
phenomenology means: taking the world as it appears without 
asking ontological or metaphysical questions. American and "phe­
nomenological" sociologists do not usually make this distinction. 
It is, nevertheless, essential. 

The phenomenological approach describes reality as it appears. 
Whatever appears can be interpreted as being the exclusion of 
other possibilities. It may not be what it seems to be, but its 
selectivity cannot be denied. This epistemological view is similar 
to-that of structuralism: if something appears as structure (or can 
be observed or reconstructed as structure), it is a strong argument 
for its being an indication of reality. 

Now, if this seems to be a promising route to a forever unknown 
reality, how can we describe the phenomenon* of meaning? Mean­
ing always involves focusing attention on one possibility among 
many; William James spoke of "fringes," Edmund Husserl of "Ver-
weisungen" into the infinite. There is always a core that is given 
and taken for granted which is surrounded by references to other 
possibilities that cannot be pursued at the same time. Meaning, 
then, is actuality surrounded by possibilities. The structure of 
meaning is the structure of this difference between actuality and 
potentiality. Meaning is the link between the actual and the pos­
sible; it is not one or the other. 

But this is only a first approximation. We have to take into 
account that meaning presupposes dynamic autopoietic systems— 
either psychic systems using consciousness as the medium of their 
operations or social systems using communication as the medium 
of their operations. In both cases the basic elements are not stable 
units (like cells or atoms or individuals) but events that vanish as 
soon as they appear. Their continuous reproduction continuously 
requires new elements. They cannot accumulate elements—ac­
tions, for example—because the continuous disappearance of their 
elements is a necessary condition of their very continuity. Thus, 
dissolution and disintegration become a necessary cause of their 
reproduction. Without the continuous loss of all of their elements, 
these systems would, after a short span of time, preserve too many 
elements without then being able to preserve order. 

Therefore, meaning has to be based on the instability of ele­
ments. This is just another way of saying that meaning is a prop-
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erty of dynamic systems only. This basic precondition reappears in 
what we can call the instability of actuality. The focus of actual 
meaningful experience cannot stay where it is, it has to move. The 
structure of meaning based on the difference between actuality and 
potentiality relates to this problem. The function of its dual struc­
ture is to organize alternating attention: actuality that is certain 
but unstable, and potentiality that is uncertain but stable. Indeed, 
we have to pay for our world either with instability or with uncer­
tainty; we have no access to stable certainty. However, we can 
improve the situation by relating the inverse problems of unstable 
certainty and stable uncertainty. This relation may come out as 
meaning and it may evolve with the variation and cultural selec­
tion of successful meanings. This evolution of meaning seems to 
result in increasing complexity. 

Complexity has been characterized ;by enforced selectivity. What 
we call "organized complexity" or structured complexity seems to 
evolve as an attempt to direct, or at least limit, the selectivity of 
operations, structure being nothing but the selection of selections. 
Meaning is a different articulation of the same problem. Meaning 
can be considered as an evolutionary universal, giving a new and 
powerful form to the old problem of complexity. Complexity ap­
pears as the world—the ultimate horizon (to again use Husserl's 
terminology)—of other possibilities accessible from every actual 
experience. However, since actuality shifts from instant to instant, 
it requires operations to select the next focus of attention. The 
world is appresented (Husserl) to every concrete item. It remains, 
however, inaccessible. It remains the horizon of operations that 
moves as they move. In this sense, the world of meanings repre­
sents enforced selectivity and is characterized by indeterminate 
determinability. And since we cannot transcend meaning, since we 
cannot leave the meaningful world in a meaningful way, and since 
every negation of meaning presupposes meaning, we have no choice 
but to accept and process enforced selectivity. 

My conclusion, therefore, can be expressed by saying: meaning is 
a representation of complexity. Meaning is not an image or a model 
of complexity used by conscious or social systems, but simply a 
new and powerful form of coping with complexity under the unavoid­
able condition of enforced selectivity. 

Now, if this solves our problem of the two cultures, what does it 
cost? What kind of expectations will be disappointed? If we can 
reduce the problem of complexity and the meaning of meaning to 
a common fundamental problem of enforced selectivity, what are 
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the consequences of this view for the so-called soft sciences, or the 
humanities? 

First of all, it needs to be pointed out that there is no way to 
deduce structures or essential" variables from such an approach. 
We may, however, develop different theories that are consistent 
with the theorem of enforced selectivity. Even theologians could 
feel at home with this approach, if they remind themselves of the 
old problem of the necessity of contingency according to which 
even God could not avoid committing himself to creating the world. 

However, the most important conclusions can be drawn if we 
decide to desacralize the theory and to reformulate what has been 
called creatio continua as a completely mundane affair, namely as 
the construction and reproduction of order out of order and disor­
der. Then, a distinction has to be made between life and meaning 
as quite different levels of system building. Meaning itself operates 
on two different levels, using consciousness or communication as 
media. Living systems are based on life, psychic systems on con­
sciousness, and social systems on communication. Conscious sys­
tems are not living systems, and social systems are not conscious 
systems; each of them requires the other, however, to be part of its 
environment. Each of them may be a dynamic and even autopoietic 
system able to combine closure and openness; but since they are 
based on different elements, they cannot be part of one encompass­
ing autopoietic system. In any case, even if we can conceive of 
society as an autopoietic social system, consisting of communica­
tions and reproducing communications by communications, it will 
not be a living system like the kdsmos of Plato, or a conscious 
system like Hegel's Geist. 

Bad signs, then, for the humanities in the old sense and also for 
what in France is called "sciences de l'homme." We will have to 
choose system references that crosscut the unity of the human 
being. We may very well continue to observe human beings as 
entities behaving in an environment, but we may have to acknowl­
edge that this is not the perspective that leads us to understand 
how meaning operates in a complex world. 



4 . 

T h e I m p r o b a b i l i t y o f 

C o m m u n i c a t i o n 

Without communication there can be no human relations, indeed 
no human life. Communication theory cannot therefore be confined 
to examining only certain sectors of life in society. It is not enough 
to engage in exhaustive discussion of particular techniques of com­
munication, even though, because of their very novelty, such tech­
niques and their consequences are attracting special attention in 
contemporary society. It is equally inadequate to begin with a 
discussion of concepts.1 That would serve a useful purpose only if 
one already knew what the concept was intended to achieve and in 
what theoretical field it was to be applied. But no consensus on 
such points can be assumed, and I shall therefore begin by distin­
guishing two different theoretical approaches whereby a scientific 
theory can be constructed. 

One type of theory looks for possible ways of improving the 
status quo. It is guided by conceptions of perfection or health or 
optimum conditions in the broadest sense ofthe term. This was the 
line of thought pursued by Bacon and his followers. A scientific 
knowledge of natural principles and the avoidance of errors of 
judgment are not absolutely necessary for the preservation of the 
world, just as a knowledge of optics is not necessary for seeing 
properly. But they help to iron out flaws and gradually to improve 
the conditions in which people live. 

The other type of theory is based on an assumption of improba­
bility. Averse like the first type to the mere perpetuation of the 
status quo, it lays aside the routine expectations and certainties of 
everyday life and sets out to explain how relationships that are 
intrinsically improbable are none the less possible, and indeed can 
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be expected to occur with a high degree of certainty. In contrast to 
Bacon, Hobbes based his political theory on such an assumption of 
improbability; and, unlike Galileo, Kant no longer relied on the 
possibility of an empirical knowledge of nature but cast doubt on 
synthetic knowledge as such and then investigated the precondi­
tions for such knowledge. In this case, therefore, the major issue is 
not how to achieve practical improvements but how to answer a 
theoretical question that arises prior to any improvement, namely, 
how can an order be created that transforms the impossible into 
the possible and the improbable into the probable? 

The following discussion remains strictly within the limits de­
fined by the question just formulated, with the object of finding a 
suitable theoretical structure for the field of communication, as the 
only appropriate way of identifying the universal principles under­
lying all societies. But there are also practical motives making 
themselves felt with increasing urgency in a society geared toward 
growth and welfare. One can no longer proceed on the naive as­
sumption that improvements will always be possible on the basis 
of "nature," be it physical nature or human nature.2 If nature is 
understood as improbability that has been surmounted, another 
standard has to be applied in assessing what has been achieved 
and what must be improved; at least then it becotnes clear that the 
dissolution of an existing order implies a return to the improbabil­
ity of a new combination. 

Communication as a Problem 

The type of communication theory I am trying to advise therefore 
starts from the premise that communication is improbable, despite 
the fact that we experience and practice it every day of our lives 
and would not exist without it. This improbability of which we 
have become unaware must first be understood, and to do so re­
quires what might be described as a contra-phenomenological ef­
fort, viewing communication not as a phenomenon but as a prob­
lem; thus, instead of looking for the most appropriate concept to 
cover the facts, we must first ask how communication is possible at 
all. 

Immediately, it becomes evident that a multitude of problems 
and obstacles have to be surmounted before communication can 
come about. 

The first improbability is that, given the separateness and. in­
dividuality of human consciousness, one person can under-
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stand what another means. Meaning can be understood only in 
context, and context for each individual consists primarily of 
what his own memory supplies. 

The second improbability relates to the reaching of recipients. 
It is improbable that a communication should reach more 
persons than are present in a given situation. The problem is 
one of extension in space and time. The system of interaction 
among those present in each case assures, in practical terms, 
an adequate measure of attention for the purposes of commu­
nication, but the system collapses if a desire not to communi­
cate is perceptibly communicated. Beyond the limits of this 
interactional system, however, the rules obtaining in that con­
text can no longer be imposed. Hence, even if the communica­
tion finds means of conveyance that are mobile and constant 
over time, it is still improbable that it will command attention. 
In other situations people have other things to do. 

The third improbability is the improbability of success. Even 
if a communication is understood, there can be no assurance of 
its being accepted. By "success" I mean that the recipient of 
the communication accepts the selective content of the com­
munication (the information) as a premise of his own behavior, 
thus joining further selections to the primary selection and 
reinforcing its selectivity in the process. In this context, accep­
tance as a premise of one's own behavior can mean acting in 
accordance with corresponding directives but also processing 
experiences, thoughts, and other perceptions on the assump­
tion that a certain piece of information is correct. 

These improbabilities are not only obstacles preventing a commu­
nication from reaching its target; they also function as thresholds 
of discouragement and lead to abstention from communication if 
the prospects for it are thought to be inauspicious. The rule that it 
is impossible not to communicate applies only among those pre­
sent within interactional systems,3 and even then it merely states 
that communication will take place, and not what will be commu­
nicated. There will be a tendency to abstain from communication 
when the prospects of reaching people and of meeting with under­
standing and success seem to be poor. But without communication 
there can be no social systems. Hence, the improbabilities of the 
process of communication and the way in which they can be sur­
mounted and changed into probabilities govern the formation of 
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social systems. The process of sociocultural evolution can therefore 
be viewed as the transformation and expansion of the conditions 
for effective communication on which society constructs its social 
systems; this is clearly not just a process of growth but one of 
selection and of determining what kinds of social system are feasi­
ble and what kinds have to be rejected as too improbable. 

The three types of improbability are mutually reinforcing. They 
cannot be dealt with and changed into probabilities one after an­
other. The solution of one problem makes it that much more diffi­
cult to solve the others. The better one's understanding of a 
communication, the more grounds one has to reject it. When 
communication extends beyond the circle of those immediately 
present, understanding becomes more difficult and rejection again 
easier. The study of "philosophy" seems to owe its origins,to this 
law of increasing mutual impediments.4 When writing enables 
communication to extend beyond the audience present, limited in 
time and space, the rhapsodical element of rhythmical verse can 
no longer be relied on, since it can only carry with it the people 
actually listening; the subject matter itself must henceforth be the 
means of carrying conviction.5 

This law that improbabilities mutually reinforce one another, 
and solutions to problems in one respect limit possibilities in other 
respects, implies that there is no direct way of achieving a progres­
sive improvement in mutual understanding. Any efforts in this 
direction tend rather to run up against a growth problem coupled 
with increasingly irreconcilable demands. In the actual operation 
of the modern mass communication system, of course, people be­
have as though these problems have already been solved. In fact, 
they are no longer perceptible from the vantage point of particular 
offices in newspapers and broadcasting organizations. None the 
less, the question arises whether the structures of modern society 
are not essentially determined by the fact that the solutions to 
problems are mutually obstructive and generate a continual series 
of fresh problems. 

The Concept of the Media 

This theory requires a general concept covering the whole range of 
agencies involved in transforming improbable into probable com­
munication in respect of all three basic problems. I propose to refer 
to such agencies as "media." Normally, we speak only of the mass 
media, a term applied to techniques—principally the press and 
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broadcasting—used to extend communication to an absent public. 
Parsons has added the concept of symbolically generalized "media 
of interchange" and developed a corresponding theory on the anal­
ogy of money.6 Since then the concept of the media has been used 
in two different senses in the social sciences and can only be under­
stood from the particular context or with the aid of additional 
explanations. The suggestion that the concept be related to the 
problem of improbability in the process of communication and' 
thus defined in functional terms might dissipate this confusion and 
at the same time help to clarify the significance and scope of three 
different kinds of media. 

The medium that extends our understanding of communications 
beyond basic perception is language. It uses symbolic generaliza­
tions to replace, to represent, or to put together perceptions and to 
solve the resulting problems of mutual comprehension. In other 
words, language specializes in creating the impression of mutual 
understanding as the basis for further communication, however 
fragile the grounds for that impression may be. 

The dissemination media are not adequately defined by the term 
"mass media." In particular, the invention of writing already ful­
filled the function of transcending the bounds of immediate pres­
ence and face-to-face communication. Dissemination may be 
achieved through the medium of writing but also through the use 
of other procedures designed to preserve information in a fixed 
form. The selective influence of such media on culture can hardly 
be overestimated, since they enormously expand the store of mem­
orized data available for additional communication, while at the 
same time restricting it through selectivity. 

Generally speaking, communication theory has concentrated on 
these two types of media. But the resulting picture is seriously 
unbalanced. Only by endeavoring to discover which communica­
tion media are likely to be most successful can one develop a theory 
that really faces up to the problems of communication in society. 
The third kind of media may be described as symbolically general­
ized communication media because they alone effectively achieve 
the objective of communication.7 With reference to social systems, 
Parsons mentions, as examples of this type of medium, money, 
power, influence, and value commitments. To this list I would add 
truth in the realm of science and love in the realm of intimate 
relationships.8 The various media cover the major branches of the 
social system that have a civilizing influence and the main subsys­
tems of modern society. This shows the extent to which, in the 
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course of development, an increase in the possibilities of commu­
nication has been conducive to the formation of systems and the 
differentiation of special systems in the fields of economics, poli­
tics, religion, science, etc. 

Symbolically generalized communication media can come into 
existence only when dissemination techniques enable the bound­
aries of face-to-face, interaction to be transcended, and information 
to be stored up for an absent public of unknown proportions and 
for situations not yet exactly determined. In other words, they 
depend on the prior invention of a generally available form of 
writing.9 In the face of such vastly expanded possibilities of com­
munication, the guarantees of success provided by interactional 
systems, dependent as they are on physical presence, break down. 
They must be replaced or at least supplemented by more abstract 
and at the same time more specific means. Thus, in the Greek 
classical world, new code words (nomos, alitheia, philia) and cor­
respondingly differentiated systems of standards were developed, 
denoting the conditions in which a probability of acceptance could 
still be assumed even though communication had become that 
much more improbable. Since then nobody has ever succeeded in 
combining all of the conditions for successful communication in a 
unified system of semantics applicable to all situations and, since 
the invention of printing, the differences between these commu­
nication media are becoming so pronounced that they ultimately 
break down even the premises of a unified natural, moral, and legal 
foundation to life: reasons of state and passionate love, methodi­
cally discovered scientific truth, money, and law all follow their 
different paths by specializing in different improbabilities of suc­
cessful communication. They use different channels of communica­
tion—the state, for instance, uses the armed forces and the admin­
istrative hierarchy; passionate love uses the salon, the (publishable) 
letter, and the novel—and this leads to the differentiation of dis­
tinct functional systems, which ultimately make it possible to 
abandon an order of society based on fixed,classes and allow mod­
ern society to take its place. 

This brief sketch brings out the dual aspect of my theoretical 
concept. Order is created by virtue of the fact that communication, 
though improbable, is none the less made possible and becomes 
the normal situation in social systems. But the improbability of 
dissemination, once it has been surmounted by technological means, 
increases the improbability of success. New demands are made on 
culture as a result of changes in the field of communication tech-
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nology. The established order of its media of persuasion comes 
under pressure from changed standards of plausibility, so that 
some elements become superfluous (for instance, the cult of the 
past) and others are encouraged (for instance, the cult of the "new"). 
All in all, a pronounced trend toward greater differentiation and 
specialization is discernible and hence also a need to institutional­
ize the arbitrary to an ever-increasing extent. At the same time, the 
pace of change is gradually accelerating, as generally happens in 
the course of human development,10 so that means of overcoming 
increasing improbabilities in ever faster succession have to be de­
veloped out of what is already available, a task that becomes in­
creasingly unrealistic if only on account of the time factor and 
leads to selection by the criterion of speed. 

Modern Communication Facilities 

Current discussions of the impact of the new mass media are re­
stricted by their unduly narrow approach to the problem. Taking 
the concept of the "masses" as their starting point, they investigate 
the influence of the media on individual behavior. Viewed in this 
light, the social repercussions are due to the wholesale deformation 
of individual behavior by the popular press, films, and radio. Even 
changes only just taking shape in this sector, such as increased 
access to broadcast material, or indeed to communication in gen­
eral within one's own home, are anticipated by reference to this 
point of view. I do not wish to deny the validity of this method of 
research. But when such a narrow approach is adopted certain 
important changes are entirely overlooked. For society must al­
ways be seen as a heterogeneous system; it does not consist merely 
of a large number of individual actions but is composed of subsys­
tems and subsystems within subsystems, and it is only through 
association with such subsystems—for instance, the family, poli­
tics, economics, law, the health system, education—that actions 
can assume social relevance in the sense of repercussions being felt 
beyond the initial situation. 

A much more comprehensive approach must therefore be adopted 
in order to gain a general picture of the changes being brought 
about in modern society because of the structure of its communica­
tion facilities. The problem of the improbability of communication 
in general and the idea of society as a heterogeneous system con­
verge, since any system represents the transformation of the im­
probability of communication into the probable. Account must 
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therefore be taken both of the changes in communication technol­
ogy and ofthe different and changing prospects for successful com­
munication as well as of the mutual repercussions of the two prob­
lem areas. In addition to all this, there is the question whether, 
independently of the medium, there may be, through the differen­
tiation of systems, further direct effects on individual attitudes and 
motivation which, in the light of systems theory, appertain to the 
environment of the social system of society as a whole and react on 
it for this very reason. This problem of a latent, so to speak demo­
graphic, effect has recently made its way into analyses of the edu­
cational system as well, being reflected for instance in the catch-
phrase "hidden curriculum."11 Similarly, it can be assumed (and 
in this context there are grounds for a comparison between the 
mass media and mass education in schools) that the organized 
mass media also operate selective restrictions on the repertoire of 
attitudes and motivations to which other subsystems of society can 
have recourse. 

Of course, the scope of this article does not allow even an approx­
imate description of such a wide-ranging program. I shall have to 
confine myself to a number of examples which may serve to illus­
trate some of the possible problems to be investigated. 

However one defines the functional prerequisites for the preser­
vation or development of a society, it cannot be assumed that the 
improvement in the prospects for successful communication will 
be equally advantageous to all functional spheres. The type of 
modern society that has its roots in Europe has hitherto been, 
largely supported by a limited number of symbolically generalized 
communication media which have proved highly effective, more 
particularly by theoretically and methodically guaranteed scien­
tific truth, by money, and by political power shared in accordance 
with the law. This reflects the prominence of science, economics, 
and politics in the general consciousness of this type of society. 
Even Parsons' theory of the general action system is based on the 
assumption that all functional domains can rely equally on a com­
munication-medium as a logical corollary of their differentiation. 
This is wishful thinking.12 In any case, it will have to be accepted 
that there are neither natural nor theoretical guarantees for such a 
convergence of functional needs and communication prospects. 

It is particularly noteworthy in this connection that no symboli­
cally generalized communication medium has been developed to 
support the manifold activities designed to bring about change in 
individuals, ranging from education, to therapeutic treatment and 
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rehabilitation, although this is a functional domain totally depen­
dent on communication. In this field, personal interaction remains 
the only way of convincing people of the desirability of change. 
Strictly speaking, there is as yet no scientifically reliable technol­
ogy for this purpose.13 Truth, money, law, power, love: none of 
these can offer adequate resources with sure prospects of success. 
An increasing amount of personal and interactional energy is being 
invested in this problem area without any real idea of whether or 
how technological inefficiency can be offset by such investment. 

The above example shows that the problem of unbalanced devel­
opment undoubtedly exists. In some fields the transformation of 
the improbable into what may be routinely expected is so success­
ful that complex systems can be technologically controlled even 
though, in their basic processes, they depend on free decision mak­
ing. In other fields development is at a standstill because, as perfor­
mance demands increase, discouraging thresholds of improbability 
are reached even within simple interactional systems. 

My next examples are drawn from an investigation of the reper­
cussions of dissemination techniques on the functional divisions of 
society and on its communication media. The invention of printing 
clearly resulted in a very rapid transformation of the conditions in 
which important functions of the social system are fulfilled. Much 
of the development of religious radicalism that ultimately led to 
the splitting up of the various denominations was attributable to 
printing, because it publicly crystallized positions, making it diffi­
cult for their authors to retract them once they had been identified 
with them.14 In the realm of politics, printing opened up opportu­
nities for exerting political influence and making a political career 
outside court circles; renunciation of court office no longer neces­
sarily implied renunciation of political influence,15 and politics had 
to adapt itself to this new state of affairs. In the sphere of social life 
and intimate relationships, printing led on the one hand to in­
creased educational opportunities and on the other to misguided 
aspirations; it was an incitement to imitation but at the same time 
exaggerated the possibilities of imitation.16 It recommended rules 
but left their observance to the individual's discretion.17 Generally 
speaking, therefore, printing changes the repertoires from which 
functional systems select their operations; it can broaden the range 
of possibilities but also complicate the process of selection. 

This continues to apply when the mass media have become inde­
pendent of education and have appreciably expanded their possi­
bilities. But are there any identifiable guidelines? We can only 
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resort to conjecture. A kind of media-based culture may develop 
whose sole justification lies in the fact that it is presupposed by the 
media programs themselves. But does this mean that morals cor­
rupt power, as suggested by Arnold Gehlen with reference to the 
United States? I8 And are there not equally good grounds for the 
contrary assumption, namely that power can quite easily corrupt 
morals by changing the basic assumptions of the programs? 

But there is less evidence to confirm such theories regarding 
mass media modification of basic political assumptions than to 
support the existence of more formal effects. Above all, the time 
structure of political action changes when it is constantly being 
reflected in the mass media. It tends to accelerate because politi­
cians have to reaqt from one moment to the next to the fact that, 
and the way in which, their actions are reported. The maneuvering 
that this entails effectively precludes consistent adherence to a 
political theory, and the conditions for participating in political 
life, though in one respect enormously expanded in democracies, 
are none the less restricted by the fact that it is necessary to keep 
constantly abreast of the latest developments. 

However realistic such analyses may be, their starting point is 
the general assumption of the selectivity of all achievements in 
transforming the improbable into the probable. At each new and 
higher level of improbably probable communication achieved 
through improved technology, balance must be restored through 
new institutional expedients. And again, how can we be sure that 
satisfactory solutions will always be possible for each functional 
domain? 

The problems discussed above with regard to the immediate 
repercussions of communication technology on functional systems 
must be differentiated from the question of whether the organized 
mass media system changes the personal attitudes and motivations 
to which society can refer for the purpose of encouraging socially 
acceptable behavior on a selective basis.19 This, of course, has fur­
ther indirect repercussions on the possibilities open to politics, 
science, the family, religion, etc. But these functional systems al­
ready exert a direct influence on the mass media without being 
pressurized by the motivations of their members. Take, for in­
stance, the problems of church policy posed by the Kiing case, in 
which provocation and reaction, courage and hesitation, reforming 
tendencies and conservative adherence to principles were all brought 
forward for the benefit of the mass media. 

Leaving this aside, we may also have to consider the above-
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mentioned "demographic" impact of the mass media which con­
sists of the formation of collective mentalities that subsequently 
give rise to conditions capable of affecting all social systems. But 
this certainly does not warrant the conclusion that uniform, mass 
attitudes are generated among the population in this fashion, for 
instance by television. It is more realistic to assume that certain 
principles followed in determining whether something should be 
printed or broadcast are passed on to the public; and it is in fact 
such principles that define what shall appear as information.20 

Perhaps the most important principle of this kind is that a thing 
should seem new or out of the ordinary in order to be worth 
reporting. This does not rule out, but rather includes, monotonous 
repetition (football, accidents, government communiques, crime). 
Another similar principle of selection is conflict.21 It must be as­
sumed that such principles, which constantly stress discontinuity 
as opposed to continuity, tend to undermine confidence. It is quite 
conceivable that they stimulate simultaneous demands for protec­
tion against and participation in change, thus generating both fears 
and claims. Society's political and economic system, whether it is 
held together by a private capitalist or state capitalist order, may 
thus find it increasingly difficult to meet the expectations of the 
population. 

"Are we asking the right questions?" was a concern voiced at a 
Unesco conference on the mass media.22 And even at the end of my 
outline of problems we still cannot be sure whether the questions 
being asked are the "right" ones, while a philosopher will be in­
clined to ask whether the "right" questions exist at all. None the 
less, it should be possible to develop a more radical and systematic 
approach to the study and solution of problems in the field of 
communications research than has hitherto been the rule. The 
connection between improbability and the formation of systems is 
one of the concepts that systems theory has to offer in this context. 
If the problem of improbability is taken as the starting point, there 
is an automatic tendency to ask if not the right questions at least 
more fundamental ones that recognize that the issue of the connec­
tion between communication and society is not confined to the field 
of communications research but is in fact central to all social 
theory. 
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M o d e s o f C o m m u n i c a t i o n 

a n d S o c i e t y 

At no time has society been able to foresee or even to observe deep 
structural changes. The invention of writing, the invention of the 
alphabet, the invention of printing passed almost unobserved. Cer­
tainly, contemporaries were not able to assess the importance of 
these events, nor were they able to foresee their consequences in 
terms of a structural revolution of the whole societal system. Take 
the alphabet. Poets looked for an .improvement of their mnemo-
technic devices and had to change the traditional code of writing 
to be able to transcribe the complete content of their oral texts. If 
daring, they aspired to become more or less independent of the 
muses and thereby provoked a religious scandal—Simonides of 
Keos being the famous example. They never did know that they set 
off a complete change in the ways humans relate to the world. In 
fact, the alphabet made it possible to write for readers and to 
presuppose a common distance from objects, a critical attitude, 
and, thereby, new dispositions to change the circumstances of hu­
man life. 

This difficulty—and this may disappoint your expectations—is 
not due to the lack of social science and research capacities in the 
past. It is not an obstacle that may be surmounted, today or tomor­
row, by improved empiricafand analytical skills. It is not simply a 
question of more knowledge. There are structural reasons that 
seem to limit our possibilities, and our wisdom may well have to 
.remain at the level of Plato's sophrosyne: to know what we know 
and what we don't know. 

We have to distinguish at least two kinds of problems that seem 
to accumulate: 
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First, it is generally difficult to observe events. It is much more 
demanding than observing states. To mark an event as decisive, 
you have to identify both the before and the thereafter and to know 
that it is a particular event that makes the difference. 

And second, changes in the media and techniques of communica­
tion are not marginal improvements. The system of society consists 
of communications. There are no other elements, no further sub­
stance but communications. The society is not built out of human 
bodies and minds. It is simply a network of communication. There­
fore, if media and techniques of communication change, if the 
facilities and sensitivities of expression change, if codes change 
from oral to written communication, and, above all, if the capaci­
ties of reproduction and storage increase, new structures become 
possible, and eventually necessary, to cope with new complexities. 

However, these changes in communication have to be introduced 
by communication. There is nobody outside the system who could 
plan and'direct it. The system evolves by self-reference. It can be 
managed and controlled only by parts of the same system, i.e., by 
itself. Observing and describing, planning and directing the system 
presupposes the system, and not only as object but also as subject 
of its own activities. Therefore, most important steps in evolution 
had to be taken before the final supporting context could be devel­
oped, namely with support by a provisional function which later 
could be dropped. Language probably evolved by using signs. It 
cannot have been from the beginning a structure of mental and 
communicative operations. Money evolved as a means for solving 
accountancy problems in large households, and not as a medium of 
exchange. And the code of lovemaking has been invented for plea­
sure, not for marriage. 

Given these typical structures of the unplanned evolution of self-
referential systems, how could we proceed in assessing the impor­
tance and the consequences of what seems to be rather radical 
changes in present-day communication technology? Most litera­
ture, obviously, concentrates on minor problems that attract atten­
tion during the process of change. Maybe television will prevent 
children from reading. Maybe computers will lead to unemploy­
ment within the more traditional trades. Maybe the heroes of our 
future will be computer-addicted young men—similar to the boy 
in the movie War Games. Maybe computer mentality, focusing on a 
certain technique of decomposing problems, will cut out all sensi­
tivity for the deeper mysteries of life. We may tend to perceive 
what we lose. But we are unable to observe and describe the system 
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of society in the process of a structural change. And of course, we 
cannot plan and we can not prevent change at this level. 

Being aware of these fundamental problems of self-observation 
and self-description of the societal system does not lead to resigna­
tion. On the contrary, it is a prerequisite to any realistic approach. 
We cannot observe and describe the future society, but we may be 
able to see what kind of structural change is going on. We may not 
be able to fix the event between the before and the thereafter. But 
we can at least see in which respect fundamental limitations of 
previous communication seem to change. 

The difficulty, however, is a typical problem of complexity. We 
live within one society, one world society of social communication, 
but we have to cope with several structural changes at once. This, in 
addition, makes prognostication impossible because we would have 
to account for the future effects of an interference of different kinds 
of structural change. 

1. The first type of change can be described as increasing control 
capacity. But beware: we have to use the German and not the 
English sense of the term, and this distinction is decisive. English-
speaking people think of control as some kind of steering or even 
domination. It is based on the capacity to compare (i.e., check on) 
input to output, or input to goals. The increase of this capacity 
would increase our ability to reach our goals even under conditions 
of increasing complexity. It seems to be very doubtful that this is, 
in fact, the case. 

In its narrower sense, control means comparison of input to mem­
ory, to memory only; that is, comparison of the present not to the 
future but to the past. Control in this sense means looking back­
ward. This capacity has indeed been extended continuously since 
the invention of writing, and of course printing. The computer 
technology again multiplies our storage capacity, our capacity to 
handle and analyze stored information and to compare it to incom­
ing news. It does not at all improve our capacity to reach our goals. 
Goals may, of course, be part of our memory. In this sense, they are 
given as past fancy. Thus, increased control technology may mean 
increased capacity to perceive—disappointments. The immediate 
result will be the experience of more, not less, disappointments. 
And in fact, everybody today talks about "crisis" and, as we all 
know, crises can be talked into becoming in fact unsolvable prob­
lems. Increased storage capacity must mean that we fall more and 
more into the dead hand ofthe past—of past facts and past fancies. 
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Our religion is prescribed by a book. Our political hopes are pre­
scribed by the slogans of the bourgeois revolution two hundred 
years ago. Our conflicts are structured by the distinction of capital 
and labor, stored in books and ideologies, organizations, and even 
political systems, although we could know that no realproblem of 
our society can be solved by shifting money from capital to labor 
or back. 

I won't dispute the fact that we continue to invent new things 
new technologies, new possibilities of communication and that, on 
a technological level, we may well be able to see the near future as 
bringing desirable improvements, higher capacities, improved 
methods of production at diminishing costs. But the fascination of 
newness itself depends upon control capacity. New is something in 
comparison with the past, and the fashion of admiring newness 
and originality since the sixteenth century may well have been a 
result of the printing press. The point is that, as far as control 
capacity is concerned, the search for improvements will at the 
same time increase the power of our memory, the power of our 
past. We may become unable to forget. 

2. Increased control capacity, however, is only one of the visible 
changes. Another and possible equally important point refers to 
new possibilities to communicate movement. Until very recent times 
we had to choose between oral communication and writing (includ­
ing print). This was a sharp difference, very important in its conse­
quences. Now we have movies and television. Oral communication 
too has been expanded considerably by the telephone and it will 
expand further in the near future by new kinds of—may I say 
"electronic orality." 

These developments change the relation of communication and 
time. Formerly, only the communicative act had to be time related, 
and communication itself, by necessity, had a time-binding func­
tion (to use the terminology of Alfred Korzybski). Now, the content 
of communication may become time dependent—and this not only 
by complicated circumscriptions, but directly. Time becomes visi­
ble—and this not only in nature and not only by perception, but as 
a result of communication. We become able to see vanishing events, 
movements, and changes as a result of prepared and carefully 
selected communication. How can we control the selectivity, the 
possibility of error, the possibility of deception? 

By television in particular we can communicate synchronized 
visible and audible events. This has never been possible before. But 
then, what does it mean to communicate it? If now everything be-
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omes a possible object of communication, bypassing the circum-
stantialities of language, and if nothing remains exempt, commu­
nication may well lose its own specific function to add something 
to the world. It becomes, more than ever before, a reconstruction 
of the world and, thereby, a source of disappointments. And again, 
how could we impose corresponding criteria for selection and re­
sponsibilities if the whole process has a totalizing circularity? 

This is, of course, a very general problem, and it has ancient 
roots. Language, and above all writing and printing, require a 
semantic apparatus of protection against unintentional and inten­
tional misuse of symbols. At the very center of our culture we have 
created codes that fulfill this function: codes for truth and for 
legitimate power (potestas), codes for paying with money, and 
codes for real, sincere love protecting against mere seduction. In 
fact, alphabetic writing stimulated the articulation of these gener­
alized media of communication which recombine selection and 
motivation. These codes were invented as, and continue to operate 
as, social devices of protection against the dangers of language. But 
will they work as effectively against the seduction of moving pic­
tures? And how could, in this case, the intention behind the com­
munication be perceived, grasped, attributed—not to speak of con­
trolled? On a rather superficial level, we are well aware of this new 
power of persuasion and seduction which is no longer the power of 
language only. For its control, however, we rely, more or less, on 
organizational techniques, supervising agencies, political bodies, 
commissions for discussing and framing principles of professional 
ethics. We have nothing equivalent to the silent efficiency of what 
once seemed to be sufficient: truth. There may be quite a new 
power of creating convictions simply by flashing immediately dis­
appearing events on the mind, which may then, apparently by 
itself, draw its conclusions. 

3. My third point partly combines the previous ones and partly 
adds something new. One of the most spectacular aspects of recent 
developments seems to consist of new possibilities of combining 
different communication technologies by using the computer. Within 
a short span of time we may be able to "write"—could we then say 
"write"--new books by looking at the computer for existing knowl­
edge, talking to it (of course not simply in our best BBC English 
but with; a new kind of carefully learned electronic speech), and 
looking again at the results for necessary corrections. We may no 
longer need a publisher, but perhaps an experienced book produc­
tion assistant. To print out or to leave it in the computer for further 
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writing may be a matter of choice. Whoever will use the never-
finished book—could I say "the book"?—may ask for the permis­
sion to print it for himself. Or: Do we need to go to the confessional 
any more—talking to the priest who himself gives advice and 
absolution on the basis of his manuals of moral casuistry, be it the 
Summa Angelica (of Angelus de Clavisio), the Sylvestrina (of 
Sylvester Prierias Mazzolini), or more recent treatises de casibus 
conscientiae. All of these rules may be available as software so that 
we will be able to work off our sins with our home computer. 
Something less practical may remain the preferred way to do it— 
but then, this will survive only by the grace of this preference. 

This may be enough of science fiction, just to show the possible 
impact of these new modes of combining different forms of com­
munication, transcending the trenchant difference of talking and 
writing. My last remarks are a further warning with respect to 
oversimplified theories of structural change. We are hardly able to 
predict the coming state of our society—its total destruction being 
the only thing that we know for sure to be possible. But in addition, 
we also have problems in attributing change to a change in com1 

munication technologies. Obviously, there are other sources of 
change to be taken into account. No sociologist, at present, could 
give you a complete overview of such sources. Again an example 
may suffice to make the point. 

Looking at the history of literary fiction we can observe a curious 
kind of change, concerning the complexity of characters. (I don't 
speak of the complexity of plots!) Until the rise of the novel in the 
eighteenth century, the characters had to be heroes or villains, that 
is, "heavy" characters, and a stereotype would be sufficient to 
identify them. Apparently, surviving restrictions on oral textuality 
were at work. One had to be able to characterize them in highly 
formulaic oral speech: She was a beautiful young widow, belonging 
to one of the most excellent families of the country. This would do 
the job. Next came a time, beginning perhaps with Richardson, 
when characters had to be complex, and eventually open to diverg­
ing interpretation and interesting to different readers, never quite 
finished, self-reflective, and never quite sure about themselves. To­
day, we seem to prefer again what E. M. Forster1 calls "flat" char­
acters, as opposed to "round" characters: the good boys of Walt 
Disney or the characters of soap operas, the characters of television 
series or the characters of their commercials. We can parody them. 
Then they come out as Superman, Spiderman, Batman, and Won-
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derwoman, who seem to be enjoyable even when we fail to notice 
the parody. We seem to have come full circle, to have arrived again 
at a reduced simplicity—just the minimum of information to get 
the story across. However, can we really explain this change from 
heavy to round and from round to flat characters by the sequence 
of orality, writing/printing, and finally television as the dominant 
mode of communication? Some of these flat characters came, by 
the way, from the comics, i.e., from print, to the movies. How can 
we know and how can we prove that communication technology is 
in fact the decisive variable? Although a very suggestive hypothesis 
at first sight, this might not outlast a second look. 

Above all, we have to take into account the fact that literature 
reacts upon literature and that the fashion of complicated charac­
ters wears thin after some time. Imitation of "real life" may have 
to be replaced by irony or by real "real life," which is not that 
complex but rather trivial and simple. The story has to hit a prob­
lem, but character, after all, may be a minor one. 

Texts may adapt to changes in communication technology; they 
may adapt to the previous history of producing texts and to the 
cultural imperative to appear as new. They may also adapt to 
changing fashions and, of course, to an increasing or decreasing 
range of the public that enjoys them. There are many influences 
that may reinforce or counterbalance each other. One-factor theo­
ries can give only highly simplified versions of our society. They 
may be misleading or outright wrong. They may be nevertheless 
successful if reintroducing the description of communication into 
the system of communication requires this kind of simplification. 

The historical-comparative approach I did pursue in this essay 
does not focus on causes and consequences, but on problems. There 
is: 

first, an increasing gap between control capacities and goal 
attainment which leads, among other things, to increasing dis­
appointments and negative feelings toward society. There is 

second, a quite new representation of reality-in-movement, the 
impact of which is difficult to appreciate. Everything now is a 
possible object of communication, but communication may 
not be the same thing as before. And 

third, there is a quite new ease in combining different commu­
nication technologies, changing from situation to situation ac­
cording to needs and chances. This new elasticity may solve or 
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attenuate many problems, but we really don't know what kind 
of semantics, what kind of culture will be appropriate for it, 
replacing our old culture, which had developed in reaction to 
writing. 

Endnote 

1. E. M. Forster, Aspects ofthe Novel (1927; reprint London: Harcourt, 1949). 
I refer also to a paper of Christine Brooke-Rose, "The Dissolution of Character 
.in the Novel," given at a conference on the "Reconstruction of Individualism," 
Stanford University, Stanford, California, February 1984. 
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T h e I n d i v i d u a l i t y o f t h e 

I n d i v i d u a l : H i s t o r i c a l M e a n i n g s 

a n d C o n t e m p o r a r y P r o b l e m s 

Reconstructing individualism is not an easy task. It is not easy 
because it has been tried before. The question of how to conceive 
individuality has a long scholastic tradition, characterized by what 
we now tend to see as outmoded sophistication. Even if we concen­
trate on the human individual, we must travel back at least two 
hundred years if we want to survey the full array of theories and 
discover why they failed or lost their power of persuasion. 

It would be unwise to begin without casting at least a superficial 
glance at what has already been done. Sociological theory, how­
ever, will not prove very helpful. It conceives history as a process 
of increasing individualism. Its classics contain an important the­
ory built around this point: increasing social differentiation leads 
to increasingly generalized symbolic frameworks, which make it 
increasingly necessary to respecify situations, roles, and activities, 
which results in increasingly individual human beings. Traditional 
societies had to restrict the number of possible role combinations 
because families were located unambiguously in a hierarchical 
system of status groups. Modern society no longer situates families 
in this manner. Stratification has lost its former importance, and, 
as a consequence, the choice of role combinations must be left to 
the individual. 

1 am indebted to Stephen Holmes for reading and improving an earlier draft of this essay. 
The essay originally appeared in Thomas C. Heller, Morton Sosna, and David E. Welterby, 
eds., Reconstructing Individualism: Autonomy, Individuality, and the Self in Western Thought 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1986). 
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This is one of two currents of mainstream sociology, represented 
at its best by Durkheim. Within the other tradition, stemming from 
Simmel and Mead, the individual is conceived as an emerging unit 
—emerging not from history but from social encounters. Simmel 
sees the identity of an individual as a collage, glued together by the 
viewpoints and expectations of other individuals. The fragmented 
self of one's own self-impressions becomes continuous and reliable 
only in and through social situations. Similarly, Mead thinks ofthe 
individual mind as an emerging unit, an inner copy of social inter­
action.1 Here we have the beginnings of a social theory of the 
individual, a theory that decomposes and recomposes the individ­
ual with reference to social conditions. The social, however, is seen 
solely as interaction, not as society, and as a more or less present 
occasion, not as history. 

Sociology has reacted unsympathetically to the ideological an­
tithesis between individualism and collectivism (or between the 
individual and society), trying to bridge the gap and yet give each 
side its due. It has not taken up the difficult task of formulating a 
theoretically relevant concept of individuality. Fortunately, we do 
not depend upon sociology alone. European intellectual history 
contains a long series of attempts to define and promote individu­
ality. For our purposes, this history provides a double perspective. 
First, it serves as a pool of intellectual resources and; above all, of 
warnings: there are many traps on the way to a theory of the 
individual, traps that we can avoid if we know about them in 
advance. And second, it allows us to reconstruct the history of 
reconstructing individualism in the style of the sociology of knowl­
edge, relating the history of ideas to that of social structure. The 
first perspective, historia magistra vitae (history teaches life), may 
be sociologically naive, but we should not judge it prematurely.2 

The second reminds us that every reconstruction of individualism 
must be carried out within society, by people who think of them­
selves as individuals and set out, so to speak, to reconstruct them­
selves.3 

By Descartes' time, medieval scholastic debate had settled one 
thing about the individuality of the individual: individuality can­
not be defined by pointing to some special quality of the individual 
in counterdistinction to other qualities; it is not something given 
to an individual from the outside. An individual is itself the source 
of its own individuality; the concept of individuality therefore has 
to be defined by self-reference.4 All kinds of individual beings, not 
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only humans, are defined by self-reference.5 The scholastic theory 
of individuality was, of course, written by and for humans who had 
to make up their minds about themselves and their social condi­
tions. Thus, the special importance of self-reference for defining the 
human individual is not surprising. Amid religious schism, politi­
cal wars, emerging sovereign states, and economic progress and 
decline, self-reference, which reconstructs the individual on the 
basis of its own problems and resources, must have seemed an 
attractive refuge.6 

One of the most interesting results was the devotional movement 
of the seventeenth century, which privatized the attempt to achieve 
salvation. On the basis of a religious world view, the movement 
fought against a competing tendency to associate individuality 
with libertinage, with a fort esprit that defied religion. The differ­
ence between salvation and damnation remained decisive.7 But 
religious care was no longer care for others. It did not require 
praying for others, monastic conditions, or supererogatory works.8 

Instead, it was care for one's own sole salvation. "Etre devot, c'est 
vouloir se sauver et ne rien negliger pour cela" (to be devoted 
means to care for one's own salvation and to neglect nothing in 
view of this aim)—that is the Jesuit view of the job, and it seems 
compatible with, even similar to, other jobs.9 

Today, such self-centeredness is no longer a la mode, but at least 
two effects of the devotional movement should be kept in mind. 
First, except for alms and charity, necessary for his own salvation, 
the individual's orientation toward the experience of others was 
remarkably devalued. The social self, the "me" of James and Mead; 
received bad marks like "pride" and "vanity." If you took the role 
of the other, admiring your devotion, you were already on the 
wrong track: devotion cannot be communicated, at least not inten­
tionally.10 This led to a second recognition: real and false devotion 
become indistinguishable. Sincerity and authenticity cannot be 
communicated; but if others cannot know his sincerity, the individ­
ual will feel unable to trust himself.11 The same problem arises in 
love affairs.12 Whoever tries to convince another of his love be­
comes insincere by attempting to do so. The only escape seems to 
be a profession of insincerity.13 

To sum up: within the devotional movement, self-reference—-the 
very essence of individuality—was judged to be the ruin of individ­
uality, at least if an individual tried to stay on the path to salvation 
and professed to do so. Salvation presupposes something to be 
saved, whereas an individual, in the literal sense, is a being with 
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an indivisible, indestructible soul. If we drop this religious or on­
tological warrant of individuality, we arrive at the homme aimable, 
the sociable person of the eighteenth century. He too has lived his 
life, and he too has left a clear record of his experiences. 

In the eighteenth century, two resources alone remained avail­
able for reconstructing the individual as sociable person: the re-
evaluation of nature and the reevaluation of sociality. Thus a new 
cult of sensitivity and friendship replaced religion; self-love ex­
panded to include concern for others. (We are approaching Simmel 
and* Mead.) Symbolic interactionism was tested for the first time 
during the eighteenth century. Social interaction requires superfi­
cial conversation without risks or consequences. Its essence is to 
take the role of the other and to avoid bothering others with one's 
own problems or peculiarities; not to speak about oneself is one of 
its central norms.14 The results were disappointing, particularly for 
the self-conscious individual: somehow, the individual withdrew 
from interaction. By the end of the eighteenth century, the homme 
du monde, the homme de bonne campagnie, was no longer an indi­
vidual. If he dies, observes Senac de Meilhan, what do we know 
about him? That he had a seat in the Opera, that he liked to play 
lotto, that he took his supper in the city.15 

Given that this was an age of lumieres et dugouts (enlightenment 
and disgust),16 how could the individual maintain his individual­
ity? Two ways were open to him. Each required a new distinction, 
a new guiding difference (in German I could say Leitdifferenz), 
which replaced the difference between salvation and damnation. 
In the first, the individual was guided by the difference between 
nature and civilization. Since there was no way back to nature, 
men must come to terms with lost innocence and with property. 
Thus conceived, the social order retained and even reinforced some 
of the bad characteristics of false devotion, such as pride and van­
ity. In it, self-interest was given a civilized disguise. It was an order 
of hypocrisy and, above all, of visible injustice—in which, for ex­
ample, property was distributed unequally. In the decades before 
the French Revolution, social theories characterized civil society 
(in contrast to the state of nature) in terms of the difference be­
tween property and indigence and of a law of necessarily unequal 
distribution.17 The individual might identify with opulence or with 
misery, according to his situation. Labor became the only link 
connecting these extremes, and social analysis showed (as a kind of 
comfort?) that both the rich and the poor were slaves of civil 
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society. They were not really individuals. They did not really be­
long to themselves.18 

Fortunately, property was only one way to reconstruct,the indi­
vidual within a framework of social interdependencies. The other 
way used the concept of art and, later, the theory of aesthetics. 
Nature was said to produce, from time to time and in exemplary 
individuals, what came to be called "genius."19 The social was 
introduced with concepts such as "taste" (gusto, gout) and "the 
public," which judges not by reason but by heart and sentiment. 
The self-reference of an individual is the self-reference of his heart, 
and the work of art is, like nature itself, an outside condition that 
stimulates the heart to act upon itself.20 

The problem is that all of this depended on social stratification. 
Taste was a qualified taste, and the public was a restricted public.21 

Swiss and German authors (Crousaz, Bodmer, Gottsched, Baum-
garten, Kant) tried to eliminate taste as the ultimate judge, replac­
ing it by a new guiding distinction: the difference between the 
particular and the general. They tried to find, within the realm of 
concrete particularities, general criteria for the beautiful. If a ra­
tional proof for such criteria could be provided, it would be pos­
sible to desocialize the judgment of individuals. No longer would 
the public (of connoisseurs) define the criteria (without reason), but 
the criteria would define the competence of the public. In making a 
judgment, the individual would no longer depend on his social 
stratum but on the realization of the general within himself. 

Only the results of the long and complicated dispute over general 
criteria for judgment and taste are of interest here.22 They lead to a 
reconstruction of the individuality of the individual at a new intel­
lectual level. After Kant, a new kind of subjective individualism 
became possible; given the .turn to the "transcendental," the facts 
of consciousness had to be evaluated by a kind of double standard: 
empirical and transcendental. This difference parallels that be­
tween the particular and the general. As a result, the individual 
(not only the Cartesian mind) emerged as the subject, as subject of 
the world. Experiencing the world, the individual could claim to 
have a transcendental source of certainty within himself. He could 
set out to realize himself by realizing the world within himself. 
Education, which bourgeois theory saw as suffocating the voice of 
nature,23 now became a liberating process, for which the French 
Revolution had changed the scene.24 

The individual as the subject? This cannot be surpassed. We can 
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only forget what it meant and then try to salvage one or another of 
its secondary meanings—say, emancipation, reasonable self-deter­
mination, or understanding of the subjective point of view in every­
day life. 

The history of the individuality of the individual does not con­
tinue beyond this point. Or rather, it continues only as a history of 
ideologies, as a history of "individualism," a term invented in the 
1820s.25 I hope that the title of this conference on "reconstructing 
individualism," despite its formulation, is not meant to suggest a 
reshuffling of ideologies. So I shall stop my historical report here 
and return to a theoretical analysis of the individuality of the 
individual. 

Within the general framework of the theory of society—society 
being conceived as the encompassing social system—I propose to 
characterize modern society as a functionally differentiated social 
system.26 The evolution of this highly improbable social order re­
quired replacing stratification with functional differentiation as 
the main principle of forming subsystems within the overall system 
of society. In stratified societies, the human individual was regu­
larly placed in only one subsystem. Social status (condition, quality, 
etat) was the most stable characteristic of an individual's personal­
ity. This is no longer possible for a society differentiated with 
respect to functions such as politics, economy, intimate relations, 
religion, sciences, and education. Nobody can live in only one of 
these systems. But if the individual cannot live in "his" social 
system, where else can he live? As homo viator on his way to heaven 
or hell? 

I would suggest that the change from stratification to functional 
differentiation as the basic principle for subdividing society ex­
plains the successive historical attempts to reformulate the basic 
problems of individuality. "Explains," of course, is a strong term, 
but we can discern a remarkable correspondence between struc­
tural and semantic changes.27 

At first, the increasing pressure to live an individual life might 
have led, in Protestant and Catholic churches alike, to a privatizing 
of the path to salvation. This ended by increasingly differentiating 
religion from other social domains. At court and in high society, to 
be religious or not, according to prevailing opinion, came to be a 
fashion, even to be described as fashion. This made devotion visible 
and identified it as a social phenomenon; thus it ruined the devo­
tional movement that had flourished during the seventeenth cen-
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tury by opening to question two of its major tenets. The alliance 
between the court and religion was no longer structurally impor­
tant, but a matter of the day, of caprice, of being a la mode. 

As a sociable person, the individual could survive, finding in his 
present life not heaven or hell, but pleasure or ennui. This solution, 
however, was in turn undone by new differentiation. Society, trans­
forming itself into a functionally differentiated system, could no 
longer be represented on the level of social interaction, not even by 
or within its highest strata. The interaction of high society, still 
representing the "good society" within the societal system, became 
an island of social rationality, isolated from all serious business. In 
consequence, the difference between pleasure and ennui collapsed, 
making a meaningful life impossible. The depersonalization of so­
cial interaction desocialized the individual. 

There is, after all, a hidden relation between the functional 
differentiation of the societal system and the individual's self-
proclamation as subject. Given the traditional connotations of 
hypokeimenonlsubiectum—something "lying under" and support­
ing attributes—"subject" means something that underlies and car­
ries the world, and, therefore, something that exists in its own right 
as a transcendental and not as an empirical phenomenon. The 
guiding difference is no longer pleasure and ennui, or self and 
other; it is the difference between empirical particularities and 
transcendental generality. The individual leaves the world in order 
to look at it. I interpret this extramundane position of the transcen­
dental subject as a symbol for the new position of the empirical 
individual in relation to a system of functional subsystems. He does 
not belong to any one of them in particular but depends on their 
interdependence. But is this a good symbol? Is it an adequate 
semantic correlate of functional differentiation? What about its 
traditional connotations, its exaggerations, its internal plausibility, 
its ideological, political, and motivational feedback? 

Today the subject is again fashionable, at least in sociology. 
Partisans of the subject attack behaviorism, systems theory, infor­
mation technology, and survey research, and ask for the recogni­
tion of the subject. They no longer understand, however, what the 
word means. They recite outworn philosophical terminology in an 
erroneous way. We should drop the term "subject" ("psychic sys­
tem," "consciousness," "personal system," perhaps even "individ­
ual" would do the job) if we are simply referring to a part of reality. 
How can we conceive of a part of reality as underlying or support-
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ing reality? Can a part simultaneously be the base of the whole? 
Can the subject be the subiectum of itself and of everything else? 
Can we conceive the subject as sphaera se ipsam et omnia continens 
(as containing itself and everything else)? This, of course, was the 
old definition of the world.28 Can we conceive of the subject as a 
duplication of the world? The transcendental theory of conscious­
ness was at least aware of this problem and tried to solve it by 
claiming extramundane status for self-referential conscious expe­
rience. But if we refuse to accept this transcendental solution, and 
of course we do, we are again faced with the old paradox of privi­
leged parts supporting a whole. 

For all of these reasons, reconstructing individualism today can­
not mean reaffirming the subject. We should honor the subject by 
finding it adequate successors, adequate both in terms of the prob­
lem and in relation to the social structure of contemporary society. 
To make concrete proposals, of course, is risky and difficult. Never­
theless, we can begin with a simple but far-reaching observation 
concerning the recent.boom in research on what have come to be 
called "self-referential systems." Summing up what has been done 
and anticipating what can still be done, we can characterize this 
movement in a few statements: 

1. Self-referential systems are empirical and have no transcen­
dental status whatsoever. They are normal objects of normal sci­
ence, but recognizing their existence has important epistemologi­
cal consequences. 

2. There are several types of self-referential systems, which differ 
according to their basic operation. This can be life (or possibly 
some other, or even any, material or energetic operation), con­
sciousness, or communication. Mixing such operations is impossi­
ble, because they presuppose closed systems. Conscious systems 
are not living systems, social systems are not conscious systems. 
The different domains may, of course, be causally interconnected, 
yet they are not simply relations between facts but are always 
organized as a relation of a system to its environment. In this sense, 
living systems and conscious systems are parts of the environment 
of social systems, whereas social systems are part of the environ­
ment of living systems and conscious systems. 

3. The term "self-reference" refers not only to the identity of the 
system (as does "reflection" in its classic sense, e.g., as,used in the 
philosophy of consciousness of German idealism) and not only to 
the structure of the system, that is, to its morphogenesis and its 
self-organization. It refers also, and primarily, to the constitution 
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of its basic elements. The elementary units of self-referential sys­
tems can be produced and reproduced only as self-referential units. 
They combine self-identity and self-diversity (to use Whitehead's 
formulation),29 and their status and function as elements mean that 
this combination cannot be dissolved by the system itself. This 
means also that the system cannot distinguish its own basic ele­
ments from its own operations. 

4. Such systems are called, following Maturana, "autopoietic."30 

Autopoietic systems are closed systems in the sense that they can­
not receive their elements from their environment but produce 
them by selective arrangement. I could also say—and this reminds 
me that I am operating very close to my background in transcen­
dental theories—that everything used as a unit by the system, 
whether its elements, its processes, or the system itself, has to be 
constituted by the system. Units, of course, are complex facts and 
can be analyzed by an observer. The system itself, however, has to 
rely on self-constituted reductions to link and reproduce its own 
operations. The unity of the system, therefore, is nothing but the 
autopoietic process of constituting units for itself within itself. 

5. Producing units requires reducing complexity, namely, the 
complexity of a domain in which distinguishing between system 
and environment makes no sense. The autopoietic system has to 
use distinctions and indications as basic operations (in the sense of 
Spencer Brown's logic).31 It realizes the closure of its own opera­
tion by self-indication, but to identify itself it needs to distinguish 
system from environment. It does not necessarily need knowledge 
about its environment, but it needs to be distinct from that envi­
ronment. 

6. Autopoietic systems produce their elements within temporal 
boundaries, depending on a beforehand and a thereafter. Many of 
them, certainly conscious systems and social systems, consist of 
events only, of thoughts, for example, or of actions. Events happen 
at specific moments, and they vanish as soon as they appear. In 
this sense disorganization is a continuous and necessary cause of 
being. The system has to manage its own creatio continua. Thanks 
to God, Descartes would have said, structures have evolved that 
make it possible to interconnect events and to limit the choice of 
the next event. 

7. Self-referential systems are paradoxical; their existence im­
plies the unity of different logical levels, of different logical types.32 

To say that their unity produces their unity is not tautological but 
paradoxical. It is paradoxical because "production" presupposes a 
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difference between cause and effect, and the autopoietic theory 
states that the different is the same. The analysis of such a situation 
requires us to ask how a self-referential system itself handles the 
paradox of its existence; how it tackles such problems as the differ­
ent is the same, the same is different; how it observes itself as unitary 
yet multiplex, as a manifold unity; how it simplifies and prepares 
itself for logical and ontological cognition. This may be seen as an 
elaboration, by existing, of sufficient identity—or, in the less tech­
nical formulation of Paul Valery, "Je suis ne plusieurs, et je suis 
mort un seul" (Born as several, I die as one). 

By now, this may be ununderstandable enough. But whoever gets 
this message will at least see the possibility of defining the individ­
uality of an individual as autopoiesis. This leads us back to the late 
scholastic position with which I began. There is no individuality ab 
extra, only self-referential individuality. But this means that cells 
and societies, maybe physical atoms, certainly immune systems 
and brains, are all individuals. Conscious systems have no excep­
tional status. They are a particular type. There is no ultimate, all-
encompassing unity. We have a world only in the sense that some 
autopoietic systems, certainly conscious systems, can conceive of 
the identity of the difference between themselves and their environ­
ments—that the difference is always one difference (in distinction 
to others). Of course, this again does not deny interconnections 
between systems. As interconnections, however, they have no im­
manent, natural, or cosmological unity. They are only ecological 
relations. There is no ecological system. 

This, as it stands, may be a successful scientific theory or even a 
paradigmatic revolution in systems theory. But does it give an 
adequate account of what we would like to be when we observe 
and describe ourselves as individuals? Does it acceptably redes-
cribe our social environment as an autopoietic, self-referential, 
circular societal system? And is this theoretical reformulation emo­
tionally adequate to the present human condition? We may, of 
course, define emotions as the autopoietic immune system of the 
autopoietic psychic system; but again: is this emotionally ade­
quate? Don't we want to need at least a special place, if not the 
highest rank, for ourselves in the ecology of autopoietic systems— 
something like "the highest and richest" of all structures of self-
reflection, as Gotthard Giinther referred to the self-awareness of 
man?33 

I see no way to answer these questions with a clear yes or no. But 
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at least we can trace some possibilities, or rather, impossibilities, 
that may influence future attempts to reconstruct individualism. 
The most important consequence might well be that the theory of 
autopoietic systems seems to bar all ways back to an anthropo­
logical conception of man.34 It precludes, in other words, human­
ism. The reason is simple: there is no autopoietic unity of all the 
autopoietic systems that compose the human being. Certainly mind 
and brain never will build one closed, circular, self-referential au­
topoietic system, because thoughts, as elements of the mind, can­
not be identified with single neurophysiological events, as elements 
of the brain. This is not to deny that we are all human. But to want 
to be human has no scientific basis. It amounts to sheer dilettan­
tism. . 

This means that we have to invent new conceptual artificialities 
in order to give an account of what we see when we meet somebody 
who looks and behaves like a human being. How do we know that 
he is one? Because we are self-observers and able within our own 
self-reference to assume that the other is a self-observer too?35 Or 
—the explanation I prefer—because we interpenetrate in a social 
system that presupposes the other ego?36 

Moreover, two consequences emerge: first, all observations of 
individuals (and theories are programs for observation) must focus 
on difference, not on unity. Otherwise we would not be able to 
perceive identity. And second, all observations have to choose sys­
tem references, self-observation being a special case. This means 
accepting relativism without exception, without any kind of onto­
logical base, without any kind of a priori. The counterbalancing 
argument can only be that relativism does not preclude, and even 
is presupposed by, universalism. 

Given these constraints, we are free to choose conscious systems 
as the system reference most appropriate for what we want to 
express if we claim to be individuals ourselves. This comes very 
close to what has been done under the heading "transcendental 
reduction" (Husserl). We drop, however, the distinction between 
empirical and transcendental. It contradicts the essential unity of 
the autopoietic process reproducing thoughts out of thoughts (as 
elements out of elements). Transcendental theory was, after all, a 
desperate attempt to avoid circularity. The theory of self-referen­
tial systems accepts circularity as a basic necessity. 

This insight destroys the formula of the individual as the subject. 
My guess is that the traditional experience (and I say intentionally: 
"experience") of ennui will provide better clues for a theory of the 
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autopoiesis of-conscious systems than the concept of subject did. 
The seventeenth century made a twin discovery: the subject and its 
boredom. In other words, the subject has to occupy itself with 
something, be it economic or aesthetic.37 Motives, then, are to be 
thought of as filling the inner void, the empty circularity of pure 
autopoiesis, of the reproduction of the elements of consciousness 
by elements of consciousness; and boredom corresponds to the 
thinking of thinking. During the seventeenth century, both the sub­
ject and its ennui became socially acceptable self-descriptions. 

Only the theory of autopoietic, self-referential systems seems to 
be able to formulate this latent unity of the subject and its ennui— 
a theory of the self-despairing subject, a theory of dynamism 
achieved through self-desperation—and to formulate it in accept­
able terms. At the moment, however, we cannot find even the slight­
est approach in this direction. We cannot walk a beaten path. We 
can foresee, however, that it will no longer be possible to use the 
venerable distinctions between reason, will, and feeling.38 They 
have to be replaced by the distinction between autopoiesis and 
structure. The whole body of knowledge about consciousness, 
meaning, language, and, above-all, "internal speech" will have to 
be reformulated. There is no dual or even pluralistic self, no "I" 
distinct from "me," no personal identity distinct from social iden­
tity. These conceptions are late nineteenth-century inventions, 
without sufficient foundation in the facts of consciousness. We sim­
ply do not live and do not experience ourselves that way. Moreover, 
these dualistic or pluralistic paradigms are themselves semantic 
reactions to the facts of a complex society.39 We can drop as futile 
all attempts to reintegrate a decomposed self. If consciousness 
operates at all, it does so as an individual system, using its own 
unity and its own conscious events to reproduce its own.unity and 
its own conscious events. 

This is the reason why an autopoietic system cannot produce its 
own end. Humans can commit suicide because the conscious sys­
tem can interfere with the organic system. But the autopoietic 
system of consciousness cannot think of death as the last auto­
poietic element. Autopoiesis is the reproduction of elements that 
take part in the reproduction of elements, and all attempts to think 
of a last moment will only produce a reproductive element.40 We 
can be sure that all of this presupposes and has reference to indi­
viduality in the sense of a closed, circular, self-referential network, 
in which the elements of the system are produced by the elements 
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of the system. But beware: this not a nice theory, neither a theory 
of perfection nor even of the perfectibility of the human race. It is 
not a theory of healthy states. Autopoietic systems reproduce them­
selves; they continue their reproduction or not. This makes them 
individuals. And there is nothing more to say. 
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40. Think of the last-minute reports so fashionable in recent years. But think 
also of the famous analysis of Jean-Paul Sartre, L'Etreetlen&ant, 30th ed. (Paris: 
1950), pp. 615-638. Or simply of Paul Valery's "La mort est une surprise que 
fait 1'inconcevable au concevable." "Rhumbs," in Paul Valery, (Euvres, ed. Jean 
Hytier (Paris: 1960), 2:611. 

7 . 

T a u t o l o g y a n d P a r a d o x i n t h e 

S e l f - D e s c r i p t i o n s o f 

M o d e r n S o c i e t y 

Self-referential systems are able to observe themselves. By using a 
fundamental distinction schema to delineate their self-identities, 
they can direct their own operations toward their self-identities. 
This may occur for different reasons and involve very different 
distinctions. As soon as the need arises to direct self-observations 
through structural predispositions instead of entirely leaving them 
to particular situations, we may speak of "self-descriptions." De­
scriptions fix a structure or a "text" for possible observations which 
can now be made more systematically, remembered and handed 
down more easily, and which can now be connected better to each 
other. Independent and occasional self-observations are not ex­
cluded thereby but become less important. Occasional observa­
tions now form a "variety pool" for the selection of self-descrip­
tions that can be tested during the evolution of ideas and may be 
stabilized as tradition. As a result, societies might adhere to tradi­
tions of self-descriptions that have lost their adequacy with respect 
to the structural complexity of the system but that cannot be aban­
doned since self-descriptions perform important systemic func­
tions. 

Thus, in relationship to systemic environments, social-structural 
and semantic components of a system are not necessarily synchron­
ous. But by and large it seems safe to assume that obsolescence of 
self-descriptions and misdirection of self-observations will finally 
become apparent, that a considerable degree of discrepancy cannot 
be tolerated for a long time, and that a loss of realism in self-
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descriptions gives reasons for revisions even if the original level of 
plausibility of the cultural tradition cannot be regained very rap­
idly. In any case, if one intends to observe and describe how socie­
tal self-descriptions and self-observations are transformed in re­
sponse to structural transformations of society, a broad perspective 
and a correspondingly abstract theory appear appropriate given 
such transition periods. 

In simple segmentary societies, self-descriptions were rather un-
problematic. The level of semantic complexity could be kept fairly 
low since these societies were organized around very small units 
such as households, tribes, and settlements and since more com­
plex associations had to function only occasionally. Elementary 
knowledge of the surrounding geographical space, of individual 
persons, and—sometimes—of mythologies demarcating the given 
order of human life from frightening alternative orders were suffi­
cient. Myths and cult forms could be brought into harmony with 
environmental conditions, structures, and interests without this 
process becoming visible as a contingent decision. For example, as 
John Middleton and David Trait state: "Whereas the ancestral cult 
in particular is a ritualization of organization based on descent, 
the earth cult is a ritualization of organization based primarily on 
locality or community with a high degree of political interdepen­
dence of descent groups."' 

Semantic complexity does not increase until society is based 
more on asymmetries and inequalities. The improbability of the 
social order becomes apparent and requires explication, if not jus­
tification, as soon as center and periphery, particularly urban and 
rural areas, are separated. This is especially true in the case of 
hierarchical stratification. Viewed in retrospect, it may seem as if 
these inequalities exerted some pressures for legitimation of privi­
leged status positions, but this was hardly the case. If social struc­
ture differentiates along these lines, legitimation is unnecessary 
since an alternative order cannot be realistically imagined anyway. 
Consequently, one can hardly assume "consensus" or the "need for 
consensus"; as if social order were based on a conscious selection 
from other possibilities. Articulating the meaning and the "good 
forms" of social life was purely a matter of the upper classes, i.e., 
an urban phenomenon. Societal self-descriptions were phrased in 
terms of polis-civitas-civilitas-societas civilis, in religious terms of 
the corpus Christi or of the "community of sinners" with different 
prospects for salvation, or in terms of corporate doctrine (Stande-
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lehre) with its codified morality. But all of these self-descriptions 
utilized the asymmetric structure of society itself, regardless of 
whether they emerged from the center or were imposed as self-
conceptions of the upper classes.2 

The most conspicuous characteristic of this pattern of relating 
social structure to the self-description of society is the opportunity 
of an unchallenged representation of society in society. There is 
only one position from which to develop and circulate self-descrip­
tions: the position of the center or of the hierarchical leaders, i.e., 
the position of the city or of the aristocracy. The asymmetrical 
form of social differentiation credibly and effectively excludes other 
possibilities. Under these circumstances, the differences between a 
primarily religious and a primarily political concept of society 
cannot be balanced. They are adopted into the cultural semantics 
and are often structured hierarchically themselves: while gaining 
priority in the cultural semantics, religion must actually connect 
to the political center in order to be generally accepted. Viewed 
retrospectively, this division of labor was important to contempo­
rary experience, but it does not distinguish high cultures of this 
type from today's society. Rather, the crucial historical difference 
between past and present society is that the possibility of an un­
challenged representation of society in society had to be abandoned 
upon transition to a primarily functional mode of social differen­
tiation. None of the functional systems can now claim a privileged 
position; each develops its own description of society according to 
the presumed priority of its own function. But since the concrete 
operations of particular systems are too diverse, no system can 
impose its descriptions upon others. Even if a new type of differ­
ence develops, i.e., the difference between functionally differen­
tiated systems and the protest against functional differentiation or, 
to speak with Haberrhas,3 the difference between systems and the 
life-world, it is impossible to decide from which of the two perspec­
tives society could be described comprehensively or, at least, rep­
resentatively. 

In historical comparison, a characteristic feature of modern so­
ciety is thus the loss of natural representation or, to use an older 
term, the impossibility of a representatio identitatis. The totality of 
society is never fully present and cannot be realized as a totality. 
As a consequence, the concept of representation is reconstructed as 
a specifically political concept, implying that from now on repre­
sentation can only be organized according to the functionally lim-
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ited view of the political system. The question arises of how a self-
description of society is possible at all once natural representation 
must be abandoned. 

The underlying hypothesis of the following argument is that society 
responds to the loss of its natural and unchallenged representation 
by stating the problem of identity in a more abstract way. It is well 
known that in the eighteenth century the apotheosis of Reason was 
suggested as a solution. But this attempt to describe modern soci­
ety comprehensively has failed. Identifying society in terms of ab­
solute Reason has remained entirely ineffective and generates 
counterintuitive effects upon implementation into social reality. 
Restating the problem of representation in a more abstract way, 
however, corresponds to the nature of the task and—in classical 
sociological terms—to the necessity to respond to increased differ­
entiation by generalizing the cultural symbolisms expressing socie­
tal unity.4 But formalization and "proceduralization" of the prin­
ciples of Reason are only expedients that do not promise concrete 
results once specifications are required. Eventually, only the op­
tions of counterfactually adhering to reason, of mere stubbornness, 
of lament, or of resignation remain. Of course, it is hard to re­
nounce Reason. But perhaps we just remain loyal to an historical 
name brand of cultural semantics while reality has changed in the 
meantime. In any case, it should be worth looking for alternatives, 
for functional equivalents of a Reason-oriented reflection of socie­
tal unity. 

The apotheosis of the "Ego" in German idealism, particularly 
following Fichte's doctrine of science, has also failed to provide an 
adequate societal self-description. The "Ego," however, was al­
ready very accurately conceived of as the resolution of a paradox 
by means of an approximative idea: the Ego posits the difference 
between Ego and non-Ego and raises itself to an ideal Ego "above 
and within the limit."5 But even more so for the orientation toward 
Reason, the social dimension was lost in the process. The problem 
of paradox was related to knowledge, not to society. Consequently, 
the elaboration of theory was preoccupied with religious or aes­
thetic and, eventually, with pedagogic issues but not with issues of 
economics and politics. 

First, we want to surpass the formalism of Reason and the ideal­
ism of the Ego by means of a radical reflection. There can be two 
different forms of reflecting upon the identity of a system: tautolog­
ical and paradoxical forms. Correspondingly, we might say that 
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society is what it is of, alternatively, society is what it is not. Both 
forms of reflection, however, do not improve but block the obser­
vations of the system. As with Reason-formerly, both forms of 
reflection lack concrete conceptual and normative implications for 
possible societal self-descriptions. Since both versions have the 
disadvantage of sterility, an observer can neither guess which one 
will be chosen nor recommend which one to choose; nor can he 
predict what consequences one or the other version of self-descrip­
tion will have for the system.6 Therefore, even observations of 
observations of descf iptions of descriptions of a system contribute 
to systemic self-blocking and become tautological or paradoxical 
themselves since they conceptualize their subject matter in a way 
that excludes concrete elaboration of societal self-descriptions. 

We may overcome this obstacle by examining how the system 
itself manages to overcome it. In a very general sense, systems 
avoid tautological or paradoxical obstacles to meaningful self-de­
scriptions by "unfolding" self-reference.7 That is, the (positive or 
negative) circularity of self-reference is interrupted and interpreted 
in a way that cannot—in the last analysis—be accounted for. The 
most famous example is the type-theoretical solution to the para­
dox in set theory. In any case, processes of "detautologization" and 
"de-paradoxization" require the "invisibility" of the underlying 
systemic functions and problems.8 That is, nontautological and 
nonparadoxical societal self-descriptions are not due to individual 
plans or intentions but are possible only if crucial systemic pro­
cesses and operations remain latent. Only an observer is able to 
realize what systerhs themselves are unable to realize. Or, alterna­
tively, we can say that the problem is to avoid "strange loops," 
"tangled hierarchies,"9 or their effects, such as the "double bind", 
without being able to eliminate tautologies and paradoxes as iden­
tity problems of self-referential systems. 

Therefore, modern society does not admit that its self-description 
faces a problem of tautology or paradox. Only by coding its identity 
is society able to construct social theories. But depending on whether 
tautological or paradoxical approaches to self-descriptions, are se­
lected, very different semantic systems emerge. Tautological ap­
proaches lead to rather conservative self-descriptions; approaches 
based on paradox lead to rather progressive—if not revolutionary 
—self-descriptions. The basic problem of self-reference generates 
the antagonism, between the two approaches. If society is supposed 
to be what it is, then the problem can only be to conserve society, 
to continue solving its problems, and possibly to improve problem 
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solving and to overcome unexpected difficulties. If, on the other 
hand, society is assumed to be what it is not, then theories of a 
different kind must be suggested. For example, as popular versions 
of Marxism or the Cargo cult show, it is possible to define societal 
identity as a future possibility the realization of which is prevented 
by certain forces. Alternatively, the problem is restated in a tem­
porally asymmetric way. One then assumes that a structural-logi­
cal development will realize—through revolution or evolution— 
what present society is "not yet." 

Elaborated as comprehensive theory, each version faces specific 
difficulties that need not further concern us here. I am not so much 
interested in the differences between these two versions or in the 
amount of intellectual sophistication invested in their conceptual 
elaboration as I am in the characteristics they share despite, or 
even because of, the bifurcation between them. What tautological 
and paradoxical approaches to societal self-descriptions have in 
common is that they transform descriptions of society into ideolo­
gies. 

After originating around 1800, the concept of ideology has under­
gone multiple transformations.10 First, ideology was thought of as 
semantic control of social reproduction through ideas. After having 
been used in a purely pejorative and polemic way, the concept of 
ideology was finally granted social scientific acceptability. This 
was largely the merit of Marx and Engels, not so much because 
they created a perfectly adequate concept of ideology, but because 
of their theory of capitalist society in which the concept is function­
ally located. Ever since then, the concept of ideology has displayed 
a particular reflexivity that appears immune to empirical evidence 
and criticism. Once their.latent function is being revealed, ideolo­
gies draw upon some kind of "support" that prevents them from 
decomposing. That is, an ideology is simply propagated as being 
"biased" ("parteilich") or as practical knowledge, i.e., as theory 
that has become "praxis." In directing and justifying social action, 
ideologies become replaceable once different lines of action seem 
more appropriate, but they can never be destroyed by criticism. 

Practical relevance is part of the very nature and self-explanation 
of ideology. Observing ideological self-descriptions, however, re­
veals more complicated frames of reference. Ideologies are firmly 
based on the implicitness of their basic problem definitions, on 
concealing their intentions, on the latency of their fundamental 
assumptions. Descriptions of societal self-descriptions face the an­
tagonism of ideologies instead5 of reflecting upon the more funda-

TAUTOLOGY AND PARADOX 129 

mental problems of tautology and paradox. Each ideology may 
claim to represent a comprehensive holistic system if it is able to 
explain why competing ideologies exist. With Marx offering the 
most ambitious model, successful ideologies make it seem unnec­
essary to recur to the basic (tautological or paradoxical) forms in 
which societal self-descriptions conceptualize the problem of iden­
tity. An ideology stabilizes itself by including its counterideology 
into its system, and it is hardly more than a variant of this strategy 
if the conservatives acquiesce in counterenlightenment while indi­
cating their own standpoint through nothing but apergus to avoid 
exposure to criticism. 

The crucial themes of early ideologies depended on historical 
accidents such as the French Revolution or on contemporary social 
problems, particularly on the consequences of rapid industrializa­
tion. This new form of reflecting upon societal identity acquired 
topics and themes from wherever they were available, and this led 
to historical relativity and to the gradual obsolescence of many 
opinions regardless of whether socialist or liberalist ideologies were 
involved. It was nevertheless premature to diagnose the "end of 
ideologies." Rather, intellectual scepticism and the readiness for 
trivial moralizations or, if one considers France, the retreat into 
literary arcanistics have become even more prominent. But funda­
mentally different forms of societal self-descriptions have not been 
established. The senility of formerly predominant ideologies is 
troublesome for its respective adherents but does not necessarily 
lead to new suggestions. In the long run, it may be possible that 
second-order systems-theoretical observations (that is, observa­
tions and descriptions of societal self-observations and self-descrip­
tions) will yield very different, results. At present, however, there is 
no elaborated semantic system of this kind that was already imple­
mented as actual societal knowledge. For now, we can only attempt 
to clarify the implications of this view and to reformulate the 
concept of ideology from this perspective. 

In the nineteenth century, various fundamental distinction sche-
mas had been developed as structural frameworks,for particular 
ideological contents. The self-identification of society requires de­
scriptions based upon fundamental distinctions that define what 
society is by determining what it is not. Following the distinction 
between power andproperty that had already been prominent in 
the eighteenth century, one suggestion pointed to the distinction 
between state and society. After rejecting Hegel's attempt to over-
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come this distinction and to ingeniously suppress the necessarily 
reemerging problem of paradox, the distinction between state and 
society was accepted as indisputable fact around the mid-nine­
teenth century.11 Depending on ideological predispositions, this 
distinction made it possible to ascribe more or fewer responsibili­
ties to the state. As opposed to medieval thought, however, the 
distinction between state and society also made it possible to re­
place religion with the economy and to describe the future pros­
pects of the epoch in terms of the economy (which was referred to 
as "society" for this very reason). In this way the concept of society 
was established; but the (tautological or paradoxical) position 
pointing at the identity of the difference between state and society 
was left unoccupied. The old European societas civilis—which was 
still remembered in Hegel's concept of,the state—did not find any 
successors.12 The fascinating capacities of distinction schemas to 
direct information processing block insight into the fundamental 
unity of what is being distinguished: distinguishing what is differ­
ent makes sense only when positing an. underlying identity that 
permits realizing what is different. 

Although the distinction between state and society defined the 
concept of society and made its usage almost impossible for emerg­
ing sociology, the "true" theory of society was built upon a distinc­
tion that transcended society as a social system. This distinction 
related the social-^-in various terms—to the individual and thus 
conceived of the individual as an extrasocial entity. 

This line of theorizing is already present in the newer philosophy 
of mind and its notion of the subject. It is also present in a notion 
of the individual that abstracts from all of its social positions and* 
involvements while presupposing that the individual identifies it­
self only by reflecting upon its individuality.13 Such an individual 
can be expected to live in plural contexts.14 To compensate for this 
abstract status, such an individual is capable of complaining— 
about alienation or about unrealized promises of freedom, about 
inequality or about the inability of society to live up to the stan­
dards that the individual believes all individuals accept as reason­
able. All of this shows that the individual is no longer understood 
as a unique part of nature but in opposition to society. 

Conversely, society can then be distinguished from the individual 
as a collectivity.15 "Collectivity" may refer to very different ideas: 
to the population of human beings, to nations,, to social order, or to 
historically varying social formations such as "capitalism." Con­
ceptual clarity, however, is less important here than the underlying 
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distinction that permits identifying the "nature of the social"—the 
distinction between society or collectivity and individuality. Once 
this basic distinction is accepted, information can be processed, 
and various ideological self-descriptions of society can express the 
concrete meaning and implications of this distinction. That is, 
since society and individuality are identified in opposition to each 
other, individual dissatisfaction with society can be expressed in 
diverse ideological contexts (e.g., conservative or progressive con­
texts). The basic distinction between society and individuality leaves 
sufficient room for ideological systematizations of dissatisfaction 
and hopelessness without excluding the possibility of changes. In 
the second half of the nineteenth century, this distinction finally 
ruins the belief in natural progress and inspires the newly emerg­
ing sociology to analyze the individual within the structural con­
texts of modern society.16 

Comparing the two distinctions between state/society and indi­
vidual/collectivity, it is easy to see that both fulfill the same func­
tion: making information processing possible while at the same 
time blocking insight into the unity of the differences posited and, 
thus, into the problems of tautology and paradox. The processing 
of information in the ongoing self-observation of society utilizes, 
confirms, and transforms these "distinction directrices." What can 
be distinguished by means of these distinctions will become "infor­
mation." But while the distinction between state and society does 
not transcend the social order and can thus only identify subsys­
tems, the; distinction'between the individual and society posits an 
eternal reference point that serves as a standard for evaluating 
social conditions. Up to the era of the "Frankfurt school," this 
procedure created a theory of society that was based on the oppo­
sition between individual and society. This basic framework today 
is abandoned and replaced by new distinctions such as between 
work and interaction or between system and life-world and the 
"intersubjectivation" and "proceduralization" of the subject (Ha-
bermas). But these new distinctions are only different ways to 
conceal the crucial unity underlying all distinctions.17 

But let us return once more to the problem of ideology. In his 
programmatic introduction to the dictionary Geschichtliche Grund-
begriffe, Koselleck assumes that since the mid-eighteenth century, 
old European social and political semantics have undergone a fun­
damental change of meaning.18 Koselleck argues that the charac­
teristic feature of this change in meaning was the fact that many 
concepts were now understood as being temporal and ideological 
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Koselleck's argument supports the stronger hypothesis that ideolo­
gies are in fact characterized by temporalization. Ideologies re­
place the reference to nature by the reference to historical time and 
to the present condition of society.19 In a certain sense, temporali.-
zation and "ideologization" cooperate in compensating for the loss 
of realism that becomes unavoidable as soon as social structure is 
no longer compatible with only one privileged representation. 

Differences in references to historical time reflect differences be­
tween conservative and progressive ideologies. To be sure, the ex­
perience of accelerating social change sabotages the simple anto-
gonism between progressive and conservative ideologies and 
transforms it into the question of whether the basic internal dy­
namics of society such as market economy or uncensored scientific 
research should be maintained or whether some control is neces­
sary here to preserve elementary human interests. Rapid social 
change may lead to an exchange of topics between the left and 
right wings so that formerly conservative topics such as cultural 
pessimism, critique of technology, and resort to the "state" are 
now primarily discussed in the leftist camp.20 But reference to 
historical time and interpretations of the present social condition 
are still crucial for distinguishing ideological options (since they 
must not, as you recall, refer to differences between tautological 
and paradoxical identity reflections). The exchange of topics proves 
that concrete ideological commitments are not that important; 
they only serve to implement a more fundamental antagonism that 
must not reveal its rationale and that is therefore constantly ac­
tualized in the form of interpretations of the present situation of 
society. 

The temporalization of societal self-descriptions and the obser­
vation of rapid social change attack the distinction between pro­
gressive and conservative orientations. The conservatives start out 
with disappointment, the progressives end up with disappoint­
ment, and both suffer from time and agree therein. The crisis is 
now ubiquitous. In the extreme case the self-description of society 
boils down to a "definition of the situation" which always leaves 
room for controversy, even if the data are indisputable. Depending 
on expectations and respective ideological opponents, a given level 
of social welfare is either fairly remarkable or insufficient. There­
fore, one either finds reasons to point to the costs and unintended 
consequences of additional expenditures or to stir up the demand, 
and a controversy results even if the facts are agreed upon. Simi­
larly, as the debate on "postmodernity" illustrates, intellectual 
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reflection degenerates. The progressive side laments about their 
goals not being taken seriously anymore and switches from "not 
yet" to "not anymore," while the conservative side profits from this 
change and is therefore in the position to renounce further reflec­
tion. Such an extensive temporalization still achieves what we 
expect of ideologies: to deparadoxize or to detautologize societal 
identity. That is, as opposed to "pure" tautologies and paradoxes, 
ideologies offer specific descriptions of society and recommend 
particular programs for action. But the debate on postmodernity 
will soon become boring since it does not explore new lines of 
thought and since it simply lets the present time pass. 

Once comprehensive self-descriptions of society become more 
problematic because of the transition to functional differentiation, 
changes can not only be observed in the temporal but also in the 
factual dimension. As a result of the loss of a natural and unchal­
lenged representation, society has to deal with a larger amount of 
contingency. That is, although no societal macroactor can safely be 
identified, "decisions" become more important than ever before. 
Particularly, market order and democracy institutionalize more 
selective decisions. Correspondingly, paradoxes are treated as moral 
paradoxes, implying that they are observed as paradoxes resulting 
from decisions. The market economy demonstrates that morally 
reprehensible, egoistic, profit-oriented behavior may nevertheless 
have virtuous consequences. The opposite is true for politics di­
rected at public opinion. The French Revolution tells its "conserva­
tive" observers that the best intentions may have the worst conse­
quences. Thus, in its moral version, the paradox is reversely 
distributed to the economy and to politics, to society and the state, 
and is provided there with corresponding institutions (e.g., con­
tractual liberties, elections). The program for Restoration (which is 
paradoxical itself) is institutionalization of freedom. 

But if institutionalization of freedom is adopted as the program 
for politicaldecisions and for ideology (implying, at first, societal 
control by means of ideas), an unprecedented need for new seman­
tic certainties emerges. There must be an "inviolate level" of order21 

that resists the play of contingencies and that is not disturbed but 
reaffirmed by paradoxes and tautologies. There is no position out­
side of society from which to communicate, but a system can inter­
nally test semantic references which may be treated as absolute. 
This is the starting point for the semantic career of the concept of 
"values" around the mid-nineteenth century. 

Values are "blind spots" that make it possible for systems to 
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observe and act.22 The value-ladenness of a value defines the posi­
tion from which to observe, demand, formulate interests, and pre­
pare to act. Distinctions between values and alternative values or 
between values and undesirable conditions are required for observ­
ing. Similarly, actions require that values be included into the 
semantic systems stabilizing motivations. Values improve the depth, 
accuracy, and range of observation and orientation but at the same 
time invite others to observe one's observations and orientations. 
Values do not express consensus but motivate others to observe 
one's observations critically. 

The conceptual history of "value" has not yet been thoroughly 
analyzed. However, ,the concept is not very likely to directly stem 
from the aristocratic ethos of "valeur."23 Rather, it is more likely 
to originate in economics since economics has always attempted to 
ground the contingency and flexibility of prices in a more stable 
sphere of underlying values.24 Basically, the only problem was to 
generalize this functional context, and since the mid-nineteenth 
century, this generalization has occurred through extending the 
concept of value to moral, literary, and aesthetic areas.25 Eventu­
ally, the concept of value denotes preferences the validity of which 
can safely be assumed in social communication without having to 
face disagreement. As proven "eigenvalues" of the system, values 
turn out to be stable even in the context of self-referential opera­
tions.26 

Apparently, the most conspicuous characteristic of values is that 
they can be communicated inconspicuously. Corresponding to their 
presumed absolute validity, values are implied as allusions in so­
cial communication. One does not tell others that one favors jus­
tice; one simply demands more justice in the distribution of in­
come. While communication itself focuses on issues that can be 
negotiated and disagreed upon, values remain latent in commu­
nication. Values are reproduced and stabilized through indirect 
communication. Since sufficiently general values are easy to find, 
the latency of values can also be used tactically to suppress dis­
agreement. 

One cannot question the validity of values, but one can interpret 
them. Modern hermeneutics s eems to have been invented as a 
pendant to the new sphere of inviolate values. Emerging as some 
kind of reflexive theory of the religious system, then subjectified, 
and finally turning into a philology, modern hermeneutics chan­
nels the indisputable into the form of a circle ("hermeneutic cir­
cle") in which it is able to orient itself. The hermeneutic approach 
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also denotes an elaborate form of tautology and paradox or an 
unfolding of self-reference. More specifically, the hermeneutic form 
of self-reference is chosen if one wants to avoid the option for one 
or another ideological discourse. 

However, the hermeneutic approach to the concept of value has 
its own consequences and costs. Contrary to common belief, her­
meneutics deprives the concept of value of its practical signifi­
cance. It symbolizes the autopoiesis of communication—but noth­
ing more. The hermeneutic approach does not permit inferring 
correct behavior, since this would require a resolution of value 
conflicts that always remains contingent and cannot itself be safely 
grounded in an "inviolate level" of values.27 This latter argument 
is only an alternative formulation for the generally accepted in­
sight that there is no transitive order of values that could be vali­
dated as a preestablished hierarchy; that is, regardless of particu­
lar circumstances. 

In the area of values, the reduction of time horizons to a "defini­
tion of the situation" corresponds to what has been observed— 
partly in very misleading terms such as "postmaterialist"—as global 
value change. Apparently, this value change is based on a rapidly 
growing awareness of global risks that is being nourished,by the 
ecological problems of modern society as well as by the difficulties 
in maintaining the level of social welfare.28 Particularly in the form 
of fears or concerns for others or for everyone, anxiety is no longer 
taboo but a public issue: one could even characterize present times 
as the "era of unmasked anxiety."29 This characterization does not 
imply assumptions about the states of mind of concrete individu­
als, but it does tell us something about value references in public 
rhetoric. As a public issue, anxiety advances to a substitute a priori. 
That is, anxiety cannot be disputed, refuted, or cured. It always 
appears authentic in communication. It is impossible to reply "you 
are wrong" to someone saying he is afraid. Anxiety thus deserves 
and creates respect or at least tolerance; it makes disagreement 
incommunicable and thus serves as the focus for the "new values." 

At the same time, anxiety blocks insight into the problems of 
tautology and paradox, the pure reflection of which, as stated be­
fore, would block communication. Anxiety, on the other hand, re­
leases communication, with its new values profiting from the relief 
this release provides. Anxiety releasing communication may even 
lead to a previously unknown form of unreasonable loquacity. But 
still, we can detect here a way of deparadoxizing societal identity 
problems that no longer requires an ideology in the classical sense 
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of the term. Ideologies have always been required to offer more 
than simple value recommendations. They were equipped with 
cognitive components, i.e., with descriptions of social conditions 
and problems. Possibly, the cognitive component can now be re­
duced to the universal formula of anxiety directing the selection of 
descriptions, "scenarios," world models, and general summons. 
But this formula would terminate the self-description of society 
before it detected its own arbitrariness. 

Until now I have dealt with tautologies and paradoxes as logically 
equivalent yet reversed schemas of observations and descriptions. 
However, this assumption turns out to be problematic if one re­
gards tautologies as special cases of paradoxes. Indeed, tautologies 
turn out to be paradoxes, while the reverse is not true. 

Tautologies are distinctions that do not distinguish. They explic­
itly negate that what they distinguish really makes a difference. 
Tautologies thus block observations. They are always-based oh a 
dual observation schema: something is what it is. This statement, 
however, negates the posited duality and-asserts an identity. Tau­
tologies thus negate what makes them possible in the first place, 
and, therefore, the negation itself becomes meaningless. 

If we take this consideration seriously, we can no longer assume 
a functional equivalence of tautologies and paradoxes or of depar-
adoxization and detautologization. We can then account for the 
frequently reported observation that the intellect has a certain 
preference for the leftist side of the political and intellectual spec­
trum. Apparently, it is more productive to deal with the resolution 
of paradoxes than with the unfolding of tautologies (which should 
not lead to the wrong conclusion that deparadoxization generates 
true ideological knowledge). 

Therefore, there is all *the more reason to conduct further re­
search on ideologies, on temporalizations;* and possibly on other 
solutions to the problem of self-descriptions based on paradox and 
deparadoxization. The main question underlying this research would 
be under what conditions can deparadoxization be developed pro­
ductively instead of pathologically or as a creative instead of a 
vicious circle.30 Since all self-descriptions of society are either based 
on paradox or on tautology, the problem is not to avoid paradox or 
tautology but to interrupt self-referential reflection so as to avoid 
pure tautologies and paradoxes and to suggest meaningful societal 
self-descriptions. The well-known problem of "harmless" self-ref-
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erences (following the pattern of "this sentence is a sentence") 
becomes less important then, since, as I stated, these appear para­
doxical to an observer, too, and thus must be dealt with in the 
same manner as paradoxes. That is, detautologizations are depar-
adoxizations, and in both cases the problem is to transform infinite 
into finite information charges. Correspondingly, the logical-math­
ematical way of dealing with this problem will have to be revised: 
paradoxes do not originate (inevitable) vicious circles, but such 
circles will result from unsuccessful attempts to deparadoxize.31 

Each observation of systems that observe themselves face the ques­
tion of the inherent limits to self-referential operations. Especially 
in the philosophi'cal theory of truth, it is a well-known fact that 
allowing for unrestricted self-reference leads to tautologies and 
paradoxes. In observing and describing the self-descriptions of 
modern society, one gains the impression that modern society con­
fronts this problem but is unable to realize it as a problem. 

Several evasive strategies can be observed. One of them, the 
discourse on the "subject," simulates the problem for a case that is 
external to society. This makes it possible for society to cultivate 
the illusion of being constituted in a deficient but not paradoxical 
way. Even Jurgen Habermas' (1985) brilliant and keen exposure of 
the paradoxical self-enlightenment of the subject depends on the 
externalization of self-reference. Habermas presents the paradigm 
of communicative intersubjectivity as a regulative ideal implied in 
communication itself—as if only the subjects posting their own 
rationality faced the problem of self-reference. But since we know 
that unrestricted self-reference is impossible for purely logical rea­
sons, the idealization of intersubjective communication will only 
interpret the process of self-referential constitution, and then the 
question arises: why does self-reference have to operate in this way 
but not another?32 

This evaluation of Habermas' theory corresponds to the results 
of my previous argument. Societal self-descriptions that are unable 
to describe what is in fact indescribable makes use of semantic 
expedients that conceal this very fact but nevertheless permit self-
description. Certain distinctions that identify society in opposition 
to something else (the "state," "Gemeinschaft," or the "individ­
ual") have performed alibi functions in this way. Ideologization 
and temporalization make this alibi function precarious but not 
transparent. Values provide the corresponding explanation: new 
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"inviolate levels" are required if everything appears to be contin­
gent and if communication itself must test what will work as a 
starting point for the unfolding of self-reference. 

The question arises of how "sociological enlightenment" observ­
ing and describing the self-referential constitution of society is still 
possible under these circumstances. Which semantic system can be 
stabilized in such a process of describing descriptions of descrip­
tions? Especially, what are the implications of the fact that societal 
observations and descriptions are possible only as self-observations 
and self-descriptions, since no individual mind could ever be a 
"subject" in the sense that it was the only basis for such observa­
tions and descriptions? 

The basis for answering this question lies in the assumption that 
in society there are no unobserved operations—similar to the ob­
servation that communication cannot be terminated by commu­
nication. Maintaining and continuing the autopoiesis of society, 
communication is always observed in terms of distinctions that 
apply to both communication and observation (for example, this 
has been said and not what I expected). On this factual basis the 
difference between operations and observations can be assumed to 
be universal and to perpetually reproduce itself. The autopoiesis of 
society cannot be continued without simultaneously creating new 
possibilities for observation.33 The universal validity of this hy­
pothesis implies that observations themselves are only possible as 
autopoietic operations or, in the. case of.social systems, as commu­
nications. 

The,distinction between "natural" and "artificial" restriction of 
self-reference is based on this distinction between operations and 
observations.34 Interruptions of self-reference that the system re­
gards as necessary conditions for the possibility of its operations 
may be called "natural." On the other hand, "artificial" restric­
tions of self-reference are those that are perceived as contingent, 
i.e., as selections from other alternatives. Natural interruptions of 
self-reference thus block insight into the paradoxical and tautolog­
ical problems of self-referential identifications. In fact, they make 
these problems invisible. Artificial interruptions, on the other hand, 
allow for this insight but postulate that the paradox be resolved. 

The distinction natural/artificial (necessary/contingent) always 
refers to particular systems. Moreover, it is subject to early changes 
or learning processes. If a system is able to discover new "inviolate 
levels" that serve to deparadoxize its identity, semantic systems 
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deemed necessary may become contingent. European Enlighten­
ment was an evolutionary process of this kind that failed, however, 
to develop its own self-reference through the semantic system of 
subjective Reason. Furthermore, the distinction necessary/contin­
gent helps explain how previously undoubted foundations of socie­
tal semantics are suddenly suspected of being contingent once evo­
lution changes the pattern of social differentiation. 

Most importantly, however, this distinction helps clarify the re­
lations between observations (self-observations) and operations and, 
consequently, the relations between society and its own self-reflec­
tions and descriptions. An observer can realize that self-referential 
systems are constituted in a paradoxical way. This insight itself, 
however, makes observation impossible, since it postulates an au­
topoietic system whose autopoiesis is blocked. Therefore, the as­
sumption of pure and unrestricted self-reference transfers the>par­
adox to the observation itself. Such an observation would contradict 
its own intentions. Therefore, realizing the necessity of interrup­
tion in processes of self-referential constitution deparadoxizes the 
object of observation and—at the same time—the observation it­
self. Independent from all a priori conditions for the possibility of 
knowledge, this insight unites the observation and its object and 
thus makes possible societal self-observations and descriptions. 

The distinction between natural and artificial restrictions of self-
reference is very important, since it permits maintaining the dis­
tinction between observations and operation, although both are 
possible only as systems (i.e., as unfolded or deparadoxized opera­
tions.) The distinction natural/artificial can be utilized in such a 
way that an observation can interpret as artificial and contingent 
what the system itself assumes to be natural and necessary. For 
example, an observer may examine how a system creates the 
impression of its self-determinations being natural, necessary, and 
lacking functional alternatives. He may then, for example, search 
for functional equivalents for the notion of God serving to depara­
doxize the religious system (see essay 8 in this volume). To use 
Heinz von Foerster's (1979) formulation,35 in this way an observer 
can see that the observed system cannot see that it is unable to see 
what it cannot see. This insight marks the real epistemic gain 
second-order cybernetics has to offer. Any different goal of socio­
logical enlightenment would only lead into the well-known self-
contradictions. 

I do not claim that von Foerster's formula expresses ultimate 
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truth. But I do claim that it defines the starting point for a theory 
determining which type of societal self-description can be proven 
as adequate even if revealed as artificial and contingent. 

What is real can also be observed. Therefore, in the course of 
history experiences gained7 by certain social formations from re­
flecting upon themselves accumulate. Since modern society began 
to observe and describe itself in the eighteenth century, it is ob­
viously more capable of doing so now than ever before. In any case, 
the negative aspects of modernity that have been observed since 
the very beginning of the bourgeois movement can now be inter­
preted neither as transitory phenomena nor as unavoidable costs 
of the progress of civilization. Before today society has not been 
fully confronted with the consequences of its structural selections. 
This is especially true for the ecological problems resulting from 
its own rationality. Therefore, it seems close at hand to push self-
observations and self-descriptions up to the point of an obviously 
paradoxical conclusion: that one wants what one does not want. 

Searching for positions from which to describe modern society, 
one encounters social movements. Very typically, these movements 
attempt to fight society from within society just as if they were 
external to society. After time-consuming and consequential but 
unsuccessful attempts to organize around a particular phenome­
non—key word: "capitalism"—the so-called "new social move­
ments" of today develop a much more radical perspective and thus 
fit into an historical situation that provides better opportunities for 
self-descriptions. New social movements pursue broader concerns 
and, therefore, draw upon more heterogeneous motivations (which 
has thwarted many attempts to interpret them as one unified 
movement). They are radical and nonradical at the same time. 
They are concerned with preserving single trees and with societal 
change, with avoiding nonnatural radioactivity and with a differ­
ent form of life. Often, these-movements display contradictory ori­
entations. For example, they pursue ecological goals while criticiz­
ing the purely economic rationality of their opponents. Or these 
movements are internally cleaved. For example, the issue of equal­
ity put forward by the women's movement articulates a purely 
bourgeois demand, while the search for a semantics of femininity 
expresses the concern for a wholly different form of life. These 
movements embody the possibility of a critique of society that is 
much more radical than anything Marx could envision and dare. 
They are broadly concerned with many consequences of the differ-
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entiation of functional systems, and if they do have a radical inten­
tion, then it would be the critique of functional differentiation. 

The critique of functional differentiation, however, reaches the 
limits of alternativity. A society can imagine a change in its princi­
ple of stability, in its pattern of differentiation or of drawing sys­
temic boundaries as nothing but catastrophe. Like the past critique 
of the feudal order, the critique of functional differentiation re­
mains a moral critique that is unable to indicate alternative lines 
of evolution. It is indisputable that improvements can always be 
made and that people always sin against other people. But in this 
way the new social movements become inevitably preoccupied 
with the issues of the day and are different only in their less com­
plicated ways of dealing with them. Their counterpublicity de­
pends on a vivid exchange with the bourgeois publicity against 
which it seeks to demarcate itself. New social movements demand 
public recognition by overexaggerating their morality and by 
choosing unconventional techniques of self-presentation. But they 
are recognized anyway, and this always occurs within society, not 
against it. 

The secret of alternative movements is that they cannot offer any 
alternatives. They have to conceal this fact from others and from 
themselves, and in this way they contribute to deparadoxization. 
And apparently, this contribution turns out to be rather produc­
tive. 
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S o c i e t y , M e a n i n g , R e l i g i o n — 

B a s e d o n S e l f - R e f e r e n c e 

When we are moved to seem religious 
Only to vent wit, Lord deliver us. 

John Donne 
"A Litany," 11. 188-189 

Sociological theory in its present Alexandrian phase seems to be 
preoccupied with the interpretation of its classical authors.1 Doing 
sociology of religion means doing empirical research on presum­
ably religious persons or institutions; and it means returning to 
Emile Durkheim or Max Weber for theoretical inspiration. Reli­
gion, then, is supposed to work as an integrative factor on the level 
of total societies and as a motivational factor on the level of indi­
viduals. At both levels it supplies the meaning of meaning, a mean­
ingful "ultimate reality." All symbols and values that operate at 
this highest level of last resources can be qualified as religion—a 
civil religion in the sense of Rousseau or Bellah. 

We also know the objections. Religions can stimulate debates 
and fights. They also have disintegrative effects. Their motivational 
effect may well be questioning religion itself. It may be a social 
activity, but also a retreat. Statements about „the function of reli­
gion resemble proverbs. They always need counterproverbs to be 
operationally useful. 

Years ago Clifford Geertz aired the same complaint about depen­
dence upon classical authors with respect to anthropological re­
search.2 It may have been a mere accident that his lines were 
written in an essay on the cultural system of religion. But if this 
coincidence happened only by chance, it was still a significant 
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accident. In fact, systems theory, at that time, was hardly able to 
deliver the goods. Parsons himself had started by presenting his 
classical authors. He attempted to show that the difference be­
tween society and individual, between social and motivational fac­
tors, and between Durkheim and Weber does not matter very much; 
and that it cannot matter very much in the field of sociology where 
this very difference is the core problem of theory. This preoccupa­
tion with an historical problem, with the split paradigm of individ­
ual and society, led Parsons to look for a solution by unfolding the 
framework of the general action system which could assign appro­
priate places to the personal system, the social system, and other 
systems as well. He had to pay foreseeable costs. He had to present 
his generalizations as a purely analytical framework, based on,an 
analysis of the components of the concept of action. Moreover, to 
compensate for generalization, he needed a technique of respecifica-
Hon. His decision was to use cross-tabulation, and we all know the 
consequences. 

The verdict on Parsons, accepted today by public opinion, is a 
verdict based on an impressionistic evaluation of evidence. It is not 
based on an adequate understanding of the structural constraints 
of his theory—or for that matter, of any theory. However, I do not 
want to found the following considerations on a judgment for or 
against Parsons. Rather, my point is that, in recent years, general 
systems theory has taken a fascinating turn toward a general the­
ory of self-referential systems, and I want to explore some of its 
consequences for a theory of society and a functional analysis of 
religion.3 

Self-referential systems are not only self-organizing or self-regu­
lating systems. Recent theoretical innovations use the idea of self-
reference also at the level of the elements or components of a 
system.4 This means that self-referential—or for that matter, auto­
poietic—systems produce the elements that they interrelate by the 
elements that they interrelate. They exist as a closed network of 
the production of elements which reproduces itself as a network by 
continuing to produce the elements that are needed to continue to 
produce the elements.5 

Societies are a special case of self-referential systems. They pre­
suppose a network of communications, previous communications 
and further communications and also communications that hap­
pen elsewhere. Communications are possible only within a system 
of communication and this system cannot escape the form of recur-
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sive circularity. Its basic events, the single units of communication, 
are units only by reference to other units within the same system.6 

In consequence, only the structure of this system and not its envi­
ronment can specify the meaning of communications. 

Unlike other types of social systems, societies are encompassing 
systems, including all communications that are conceived as pos­
sible within a given context of communication and excluding 
everything else—even minds, brains, human beings, animals, nat­
ural resources, and so forth. Societies, of course, presuppose an 
environment. They depend upon their environment. Their auton­
omy cannot be conceived as independence. It is the self-referential 
circularity itself—not a desired state of being relatively indepen­
dent from the environment, but an existential necessity. Whatever 
can happen as a communicative event produces society, entering 
into the network of reproducing communication by communica­
tion. The system expands and shrinks, depending on what it can 
afford as communication. It cannot communicate with its environ­
ment, because communication is always an internal operation. 

Communication systems develop a special way to deal with com1 

plexity, i.e., introducing a representation of the complexity of the 
world into the system. I call this representation of complexity 
"meaning"—avoiding all subjective, psychological, or transcen­
dental connotations of this term.7 The function of meaning is to 
provide access to all possible topics of communication. Meaning 
places all concrete items into a horizon of further possibilities and 
finally into the world of all possibilities. Whatever shows up as an 
actual event refers to other possibilities, to other ways of related 
actions and experiences within the horizon of further possibilities. 
Each meaningful item reconstructs the world by the difference 
between the actual and the possible. Security, however, lies only in 
the actual. It can be increased only by indirection, by passing on to 
other meanings while retaining the possibility of returning to its 
present position. Again, a self-referential, recursive structure is 
needed to combine complexity and security. 

This highly successful arrangement of meaning-based commu­
nication is the result of an evolutionary development. It has three 
important consequences which together build up the basic struc­
tures of societies: 

1. The autopoiesis of communication by communication re­
quires closure. Meaning, on the other hand, is a completely 
open structure, excluding nothing, not even the negation of 
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meanings. As systems of meaning-based communication soci­
eties are closed and open systems. They gain their openness by 
closure. "L'ouvert s'appuie sur le ferme."8 

2. Communication and meaning are different ways of creating 
redundancy. Communication creates redundancy by conferring 
information to other systems. Third parties, then, have a choice 
of whom to ask.9 Meaning creates redundancy by implying a 
surplus of further possibilities which nobody will be able to 
follow up all at once. In view of this redundancy which is 
continuously reproduced by meaning-based communication 
every next step has to be a selection out of other possibilities. 
Within the world created by the operations of this system 
every concrete item appears as contingent, as something that 
could be different.10 Societies, therefore, operate within a par­
adox world, the paradox being the necessity of contingency.n 

3. Nothing, of course, is paradox per se—not the world, not 
nature, not even self-referential systems. To call something 
"paradox" is nothing but a description, and it is appropriate 
only if one wants to draw conclusions or use other ways of 
long-chain reasoning. Paradoxes are obstacles only for certain 
intentions. The paradoxification of being, therefore, is a socio­
logical correlate of an increasing need for descriptions, partic­
ularly for self-descriptions of the societal system, and it seems 
to indicate that such descriptions have to be used within a 
complex, highly interdependent semantic framework with 
problems of logical control. 

The plenitude and voidness of a paradoxical world is the ulti­
mate reality of religion. The meaning of meaning is both: richness 
of references and tautological circularity. 

Society can exist only a s a self-referential system, it can operate 
and reproduce communications only within a Godelian world. This 
general condition makes "religion" (whatever this means) unavoid­
able. Social life, therefore, has a religious quality—Georg Simmel 
would say: a "religioid" quality.12 The paradoxical constitution of 
self-reference pervades all social life. It is nevertheless a special 
problem in social life. The question of the ultimate meaning can be 
raised at any time and at any occasion—but not all the time. If it 
can be reduced to one question among others, the meaning of the 
whole becomes a special problem within the whole. Then, society 
develops forms of coping with this problem, of answering this ques-
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tion, forms that deparadoxize the world. Then it becomes possible to 
focus consciousness and communication on these forms and, by 
this very fact, it becomes possible to risk negation or to look for 
other forms. Religious forms incorporate, so to speak, paradoxical 
meanings; they differentiate religion against other fields of life; 
they involve the risk of refusal; they inaugurate deviant reproduc­
tion, i.e., evolution. 

Forms convince by implicit self-reference. They propose them­
selves. They can be "taken for granted in everyday life" because 
they resist further decomposition. They enforce a "take it or leave 
it" decision. They reject development. In this sense they have a 
ritualistic quality.13 The ritual represents religion because it corks 
up self-reference; the ghost has to stay in the bottle. But over time 
and within the context of social evolution ritualistic forms may 
become maladaptive. They may retain their religious quality and 
fulfill their religious function by remaining maladaptive.14 They may, 
however, find functional alternatives in increasing the ambiguity of 
forms. 

Ambiguity of forms comes about, if the problem of form is recon­
structed as a problem of the relation between form and context. The 
religious (or aesthetic or whatever) meaning of forms, then, de­
pends upon the way in which the form organizes its context, e.g., 
the temple organizes the surrounding nature by referring to itself.15 

Ambivalence creeps in, if several views are possible, seeing requires 
a second look, secrets can be unveiled, "aletheia" (truth as the 
unveiled) becomes a problem. If such a relation between form and 
context can be questioned and changed, forms can be preserved 
within a changing context, for contexts can be used to renew forms. 
Cults may retain their religious meanings by survival and may 
transfer their function to a different context; or religious contexts 
may be used to replace one cult by another, e.g., to build a church 
in the place of a heathen sanctuary. However ambivalent, the par­
adox of form is the paradox of organizing context by self-reference. 
As long as this is the case, forms can seize and retain a religious 
meaning and may, at the same time, be exposed to deviant repro­
duction, i.e., evolution. 

Translating this into the language of functional analysis, we can 
say that the fundamental problem of the paradoxical world can.be 
"solved" (i.e., transformed into minor problems) by religion. Pleni­
tude and voidness is the same, meaningful and meaningless life is 
the same, order and disorder is the same, because the world can be 
constituted as unity only. But since we cannot accept this last unity 
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as it is, we have to replace it by easier paradoxes: by forms. Forms 
that retain this functional relation to the ultimate paradox remain 
thereby religious forms. Forms that can be observed as referring to 
the ultimate paradox are accordingly observed as religious forms. 
And forms that can be described as referring to the ultimate para­
dox are thereby described as religious forms. There is no other way 
to identify religion, and there is no room for free play in observing 
and in describing religion. There are, however, many functional 
equivalents fulfilling its function, and we may find, within one 
society, many different degrees of sensibility in observing and de­
scribing religion. Thus, particularly in. modern society, it may be­
come the job of divine detectives to find out what can be observed 
and described as referring to religion in the paradoxes of art and 
love, of sovereign power, of making money by making money, or of 
recognizing the conditions of cognition. 

Special forms require special ways to treat them. The ways to 
encounter them, to avoid them, to behave in their presence are part 
of their context, therefore part of their meaning. From a structural 
point of view, the differentiation of forms with specific religious 
functions inaugurates the development of a special social system 
serving religious goals. The history of religion is the history of its 
differentiation. 

A theory of religious evolution does not need to be written in 
terms of a phase model of religious development.16 It is even ques­
tionable whether the theory of evolution can ever arrange history 
in the form of Guttman scales or any other kinds of linear succes­
sion.17 The theory of evolution tries to explain the possibility of 
unplanned structural changes; it is not a theory that describes the 
structure of processes, let alone a theory of a unique process of 
historical phase-to-phase development. To renounce such ah over-
ambitious goal may well" be the condition for recombining socio­
logical theory and historical research. 

The problem of how to combine a theory of self-referential sys­
tems and a neo-Darwinistic theory of evolution is increasingly 
attracting attention.18 One possibility might be to conceive of evo­
lution as a transformation of the paradox of self-reference. The im­
probable state of self-referential systems becomes possible and even 
probable by differentiation—above all by the differentiation of 
systems and environments. The outcome is the probability of the 
improbable which, at the same time, is the improbability of the 
probable. 

http://can.be
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Translated into a theory of religious evolution, this means that 
religion becomes endangered by its own success. It is a successful 
way to handle paradoxes. However, every new form inherits the 
improbable. It may become normal life, normal society, normal 
religion; but this does not extinguish the fundamental question of 
how the unnormal can be normal, of how the improbable can 
become probable, of how the self-referential circularity can become 
hierarchy. 

Evolution is not a goal-seeking process. Its causes are accidental; 
they are not appropriate means to produce a result. In other words, 
the evolution of religious forms and religious systems does not 
depend on religious causes, events, or experiences (although the 
religious system will describe its own history in these terms). Since 
we conceive of society as a self-referential system of communica­
tion, we have to suppose that changes in the structure of commu­
nication will be one, if not the important change that makes it 
necessary to adapt religion to new means. The breakthrough may 
well have been the invention of an easy system of writing, the 
invention of the alphabet.19 

By no means does this amount to saying that religion essentially 
had to be reduced to written communication. The contrary is true. 
Orality, as a specific way of communication, even gained inimpor-
tance.20 The point is that the new facilities of writing and reading 
did change the modes and ways in which self-reference is implied in 
communication. Referring to another previous or later communica­
tion became independent of the spoken word as an actual event.21 

It became independent of the presence of persons, independent of 
situations, independent of gesticulation and intonation, and above 
all: independent of the individual and collective memory. It be­
came a matter of arranging the text. Moreover, the written text did 
preserve everything, important or not, that was written. It was no 
longer necessary to give special marks to preservable communica­
tion, e.g., solemn expression or rhythm. But these had been the 
traditional ways of religious design. Its form-became replaceable. 
It did not become superfluous. But to the extent that the ways of 
religious expression were the result of general problems of self-
reference in oral communication, this was no longer the case. So­
lemnity became a matter of linguistic choice and, thereby, a prob­
lem of belief.22 

Therefore, it is not inappropriate to see the elaborate forms of 
theological semantics and argumentation of later on as the desper-
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ate attempt of religion and its professionals to survive in spite of 
the alphabet. This necessity became a virtue. The theological con­
struction of the Trinity has been invented as the most appropriate 
reaction: its internal unity achieved by the spoken word which all 
three components hear at the same time, and its external presenta­
tion adapted to the closure of human society as a system of oral 
and written communication. The technological device itself of writ­
ing became sanctified, the gospel was preserved in book form, and 
this bookish attitude to religion was still reinforced by the inven­
tion of printing. The gospel was now accessible to everybody who 
could read. The Church could no longer present itself as a long 
chain of oral transmissions; it had to change itself into a system of 
instructing and supporting reading believers. Again, preaching did 
not become superfluous; but it had to be good preaching with a 
view to the fact that all cross-references of the religious belief 
system were available as written and printed text. 

Then, and only then, the ancient ways to formulate religion could 
be rediscovered as "sublime style," and the eighteenth century 
pursued this line by inventing the difference between the sublime 
and the beautiful to make sure that religion (and particularly reli­
gious terribleness) could now, as ever, find appropriate forms and 
would be preserved in spite of aesthetic alternatives.23 

A further consequence of literacy was even more important. The 
most immediate result of alphabetic writing was the introduction 
into evolution of wide discrepancies between semantics and social 
structure. In a way, the resulting problems were formulated by 
Plato, but his philosophy itself sided with "ideas."24 In general, the 
literature of the Greek city-states became aware of differing realms 
of meaning, especially of politics and law, knowledge and. friend­
ship (politeia, ndmos, epistimeldoxa, philia);25 but these differences 
were no longer representative of social structure; they underrated, 
for example, economy and religion. 

From that time on, and depending upon a technique of easy 
writing and reading, the increasing probability of the improbable 
has been generating further complications. For society in general 
and religion in particular we have to follow two different ways to 
cope with this dilemma, the one being semantic, the other relying 
on social structures, e.g., the churches. The discrepancies between 
these two—the church never becomes a communio sanctorum—is 
one aspect of the problem. It is also the main dynamic factor in 
religious and perhaps in social history. 
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It is easy to recognize our problem, if we look at the semantic 
forms of theological belief that have evolved within the Christian 
religion. "God" can be seen as the centralized paradox which at 
the same time deparadoxizes the world. Therefore, we find the 
asymmetrical notion of creation and, contingent upon this, the idea 
of the contingency of the world. We have the roots of a hierarchical 
structure that can be copied everywhere. Original sin symbolizes 
the beginning of difference and the transformation of the paradox, 
becoming labor, but remaining difference. The incarnation of God 
on earth makes the improbable probable. The issue is "salvation," 
i.e., overcomingdifference. But then, salvation again becomes im­
probable; it becomes contingent upon grace and, finally, in itself 
turns into an impenetrable and unrecognizable determination. The 
faith may remain simple, but the belief becomes complex. The 
theological elaboration uncovers the circular relation between the 
problem and its solution. It exposes the paradox. It tries to tackle 
the latter with its own means. And "all was reduc'd to Article and 
Proposition," as Shaftesbury complains.26 Whatever we may think 
of the belief system of this particular religion, it brings about an 
important structural change—some would say evolutionary ad­
vance, or even evolutionary universal27—compared with earlier 
religions. Never before had religion been so articulate. Never be­
fore had it set up its own distinction between believers and nonbe-
lievers, abstracting from all other distinctions such as our people/ 
other people, citizens/strangers, or freemen/slaves. Never before 
was it so completely on its own in regulating inclusion and.exclu­
sion. Never before had religion in this sense been a network of 
decision premises. And never before did its own unity of reproduc­
tion become so dependent on interpretation, i.e., professional skill 
in handling distinctions. 

This kind of self-regulation seems to require another semantic 
innovation. The old difference between sacred and profane, applied 
to places, occasions, persons, etc., had to be replaced with a differ­
ence that could be handled as a purely internal difference within 
the religious system itself, representing as it were the differences 
between those included in and those excluded from the religious 
system. This problem was solved by the distinctions between sal-
vation and damnation, accessible to all kinds of clerical, and private 
manipulation. This difference could be presented to the believer as 
the most important question of his life. It could, then, be condi­
tioned by all kinds of secondary regulations. And even in the face 
of nonbelievers Pascal and others (Pascal and Jesuits!),28 one could 
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argue that it was not worthwhile to risk damnation even if one did 
not believe in it. The scheme could be handled as a totalizing 
device, including the whole world and even those excluded. At this 
level, the paradox became a suggested calculus of decision.29 As a 
result of long debates the paradoxes surrounding salvation became 
more prominent in the late Middle Ages. And whereas tradition did 
maintain a simple inverse relation between certainty of salvation 
and fear in everyday -life—.the more certainty the less fear—the 
problem became exaggerated, and culminated in the issue of sal­
vation itself: in its uncertainty. 

Another area of problems relates to communication. A long pro­
cess of doctrinal evolution has reduced the possibility of commu­
nication with the sacred to two forms: revelation and prayer.30 The 
same process had intensified the communicative character of reve­
lation and prayer and, thereby, gave rise to private concerns. When 
Japanese beat the gong, bow, and think of wishes in front of the 
temple, we don't know for sure whether this is intended as com­
munication or not. The Christian prayer is intended as communica­
tion and therefore requires a sufficient distinctness of belief. Reve­
lation; too, does not simply create states, consecrate places, destroy 
the evil, or interfere in some other way in worldly affairs. Again it 
is intentional communication, and this means freedom to accept or 
not to accept the message. Since God can and cannot reduce Him­
self to something visible (again a paradox!), He sent His Son to 
preach the gospel. 

The result of this doctrinal evolution is differentiation. The spec­
ification of forms of communication between God and man leaves 
the relation of man and nature free for other concerns—be they 
economic, scientific, or aesthetic. All of these concerns retain a 
religious quality too, because God has created-the world and given 
nature to man. But there is no communicative relation between 
man and nature.31 This must have been a very difficult decision, 
possible only with religious support. Franciscus d'Assisi talks to 
animals. The way Petrarca sees nature almost becomes a new reli­
gion. Scientific experiments are styled as questioning nature. But 
actually nature remains silent as an object of pleasure and exploi­
tation. It does not complain. 

This stupendous and unique construction of theological doctrine 
was possible only on the basis of structural differentiation. Above 
all it presupposed a separation of political and religious roles and 
a certain "privatization" of religious concerns, already realized 
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during the classical period of the Greek city-state.32 This structural 
differentiation made it possible to think of membership in religious 
organizations as a matter of private choice and to begin to develop 
decision premises and rules of control that made it feasible to 
separate members and nonmembers without using other roles (e.g., 
citizenship) as a guideline. The decision to belong or not to belong 
to a certain religious collectivity became independent from other 
roles of the individual. The articulation of belief was necessary to 
orient this choice, and the paradoxical structure of belief (e.g., a 
man of lowest birth the Son of God) could symbolize the indepen­
dence of this choice. It is one of the accidents of evolution that this 
condition lasted long enough for the consolidation of a belief sys­
tem that could survive the abolition of its starting mechanism. The 
established church into which we are born did .retain (with new 
meanings) ceremonies of enrollment and admittance (baptism) and, 
above all, the independence from other roles. Everybody can be­
come a Christian: a son, a wife, a slave, a heathen of whatever 
complexion, and even a criminal. 

There is a circular relation of reciprocal support between seman­
tics and social structure which for a long time stabilized the result 
of an improbable evolution. However, we are recovering the im­
probability of the probable. The religious system evolved and it 
had to pay the penalty. The inherent improbability reappeared as 
a discrepancy between semantics and social structure and as a 
permanent incitation to reform. The Church did not live up to its 
own expectations. From the twelfth century, it became the object 
of more or less continuous claims for spiritual and organizational 
reforms, and it became hardened by accepting and rejecting re­
forms. This, too, contributed to differentiation. No other institution 
had a similar history. The differentiation of religion and politics 
became practically irreversible, and it became one of the main 
conditions for a new type of solution: for the differentiation of the 
mother church itself into several churches, sects, and denomina­
tions.33 

At the same time, a new differentiation of religious and economic 
questions emerged. The religious system had to renounce any at­
tempt to supervise and justify economic behavior—church policy 
in matters of usury and just prices having been its main foothold 
in divine economic consultancy34—and the economic system had 
to renounce any attempt to buy salvation. Both systems had to look 
for less immediate forms of mutual influence, respecting the auton­
omy of the other. Quite similar problems of structural differentia-
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tion came up in relation to areas of personal intimacy. The reli­
gious system had to withdraw from regulating, the position of bodies 
engaged in sexual activities,35 but it could stop all attempts to 
point to the woman as the way to salvation—from Schlegel's Lu-
cinde to Claudel's Soulier de satin?6 

Thus, evolution of religion is not simply a change of religious 
forms. The point is not simply the development of a clearer concep­
tualization of the paradox. It is differentiation in a more compli­
cated sense. Evolution propels itself by changing systems which are 
at the same time the environment for other systems, forcing the 
latter to adapt or resist. This may amount to changing structures 
or retaining unchanged structures within a changed environment 
—but in both cases it amounts to a strengthening of differentiation. 
Under these pressures of social evolution structural differentiation 
seems to reinforce and extend functional specification; and the 
result is the functional differentiation of the whole society, the 
modern type of society we are all familiar with.37 

Semantic and structural differentiation of religion leaves other 
areas of life without religious support. Their structures remain 
inherently paradoxical, if they cannot be reformulated in religious 
terms. Classical political economy, for example, defined its concept 
of labor, as the relation between man and nature. This contained 
obvious references to biblical tradition. But labor is no longer the 
consequence of original sin or an element within the religious 
dramaturgy of salvation. It is a natural necessity, even a "natural 
law." Thus, the paradox reenters the theoretical framework of po­
litical economy: the relation between man and nature is again a 
natural relation. Therefore endless controversies cropped up con­
cerning the status of labor within the system of economic produc­
tion and distribution, and any solution had to rely, if not on reli­
gious, on ideological deparadoxization.38 

Today, religion survives as a functional subsystem of a function­
ally differentiated society. It has gained recognized autonomy at 
the cost of recognizing the autonomy of the other subsystems, i.e., 
secularization.39 It represents the world within the world and soci­
ety within society. Its paradox can be reformulated as the well-
known paradox of set theory: it is a set that includes and excludes 
itself.40 

The traditional way to deparadoxize this paradox has been "rep­
resentation." The modern way seems to require a functional orien­
tation. The "deparadoxization" (I am trying to find a linguistic 
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correlate for the improbability of the probable) of the world be­
comes a job, and "calling God" becomes the solution of a problem. 
At the same time, we know how inadequate it is to treat religion in 
this way. We may ask whether a solution will be found at all for 
the problem of religion, or for that matter for the problem of 
meaning; and we may also ask whether our solutions, and particu­
larly the solution we call modern society, can find their problem. 
We know of countermovements, the recent reactions of the Islamic 
religion against secularization being the most spectacular one.41 

But defining the modern way of life or Western style or capitalist 
society or secular rationality in negative terms and reacting to it 
by negating this negativity is in itself a very modern way of coping 
with problems and, as we well know, not a very successful one. 

A less fundamental and more appropriate way would be to look 
for adequate theoretical descriptions of this very situation, mot 
negating, but abstracting from the framework in which we experi­
ence modern life. We could, for example, start by revisiting the 
semantic and structural choices made by the system of religion as 
it was approaching modern times. We may ask: 

1. Was it a good idea to strengthen, beginning with the Council 
of Trent and with Protestant "state..churches," the organizational 
infrastructure of the religious system, to reduce its professionals to 
a status of functionaries, and to develop a hierarchical unification 
although this centralized power of programming and decision 
making proved not to be able to adapt religion to modern condi­
tions.42 

2. Was it a good idea to symbolize the paradox by a semantics of 
invisibility43 which was, by the way, always known or felt to be 
unsatisfactory with respect to religious needs?44 

3. Was it a good idea, this being perhaps the most important of 
all of these semantic changes, to drop the notion of hell,45 to re­
nounce terror and fear in religion, to present it as pure love and 
thereby lose the distinction between salvation and damnation, the 
only binary schematism specified for the religious system?46 

It is easy to see that these and similar structural changes re­
sponded to the functional differentiation and to the increasing 
complexity of modern society. It is difficult to see any alternatives, 
and it would be presumptuous to say that this was all wrong. The 
point is that sociological theory and particularly systems theory 
offer a conceptual framework for describing such developments in 
more abstract terms, for example the distinction between society 
and organization as different types of social systems; the notion of 
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semantic reformulations of paradoxes; or the notion of binary sche­
matisms (good/bad, true/false, right/wrong, healthy/sick, salvation/ 
damnation, to have or not to have property, etc.) as information-
processing devices. Described in this way religion can be perceived 
as developing along lines that are partly typical and partly untypi­
cal of other functional subsystems of modern society. A reliance on 
organization is characteristic of the political system, focusing on 
the "state," but not of science. A reliance on formulas that bypass 
the original problem is typical of education,47 but not of art, and 
perhaps of the economy, but not of the medical system. Trying to 
get along without any fundamental distinction, without any binary 
schematism, seems to be a unique experiment, characteristic of the 
religious system only. It looks as if the monotony of a loving God 
had to compensate for the diminishing importance of religion in 
everyday life,48 and it seems that this reinforces the organizational 
differences between members and nonmembers of churches or de­
nominations. And above all, abandoning the fundamental differ­
ences between salvation and damnation, materialized as heaven 
and hell, leads back to the fundamental paradox of self-referential 
unity.49 Religion returns to its original problem. 

In sociological terms this original problem is the problem of 
paradoxical self-reference. In religious terms it may be formulated 
—and formulation is already a kind of solution—as the problem of 
transcendence. In fact, the essence of the surviving religious tradi­
tions can be subsumed under this heading.50 Seen from a metaper-
spective.both formulations may have the same meaning. 

Within? the context of traditional religious formulation, transcen­
dence is conceived as something given, an almighty power of crea­
tion and/or interference from the outside. In the eyes of an anthro­
pologist or sociologist this is but the solution of a problem, 
transcendence being an imaginary creation of man to solve prob­
lems of meaning within the world. Each position can take account 
of the other. To the religious mind, sociologists, living without faith 
and in a state of sin and limited knowledge, have no chance to see 
the reality of transcendence. Maybe they took the wrong apple. As 
sociologists see it, religious people are faced with the problem of 
"latent functions." They cannot be aware of the functions of their 
belief because this would destroy the belief itself. They cannot 
believe in the function of their belief,51 they cannot believe in 
"deparadoxization," and have to remain in,the shadowy cave of 
everyday life. However, this may be but a battle of academic disci-
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plines or intellectuals.52 And this, again, may be but an exercise in 
self-reference, using contradictions to make one's own point. Why 
are we supposed to decide on this issue? To paraphrase Ranulph 
Glanville, the question of fundamentals is not necessarily a funda­
mental question.53 

The main problem of contemporary religious practice might well 
be the problem of transcendental communication. For structural 
reasons our society discourages any attempt to communicate with 
partners in its environment. The universe has withdrawn into si­
lence. But relations between God and man have to be communica­
tion—or what else?—yet cannot be communication.54 

The Bible itself seems to react to its own increasing literacy. 
"Hearing" the voice of God had become a written text, a report 
about past events, and thus was no longer possible in the same 
sense. God had to send His Son to be audible. He did send Him as 
his word. Eo verbum quo filius. But this again became part of the 
same written book and will not be repeatable. Today this impossi­
bility of communication is not only enforced by writing, it is rein­
forced by the structural development of the societal system. All 
communication reproduces society and remains a strictly internal 
operation. Moreover, only human beings can support the social 
network of communication. Communication with gods, like com­
munication with pets, may be emotionally gratifying; but it oper­
ates, at least for observers, somewhat out of touch with reality— 
like "hearing voices." "Calling God" in public places amounts to 
strange behavior or to socially oriented communication, e.g., by 
bumper stickers. Our normal understanding of communication 
points to human receptors and all the refinements of awareness, 
and empathy makes this so much more unavoidable. 

We can of course say that we mean something different by com­
munication with God. But then, what do we mean? And can we, 
without stumbling over the paradox, say that we do not mean what 
we say knowing that others will not know what we mean when we 
say that we do not mean what we say? 

We can renounce any attempt at active or passive transcendental 
communication. But then, we would admit that we have to rely on 
psychological and social resources or reinforcement of belief and 
would again be faced with the invisible God and the situation etsi 
non daretur Deus. We have churches. They are places where calling 
God, explaining His revelation (as if it were communication), and 
prayer is adequate and expected behavior. In sociological terms 
churches seem to cultivate countermores, depending for their suc-
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cess on being different. Religion may have become counteradap-
tive,55 and this may be the very reason for its survival and for its 
recurrent revival as well. The Church itself, by now, may have 
become a carnival, i.e., the reversal of normal order.56 

To propose this account may be sound sociological reasoning. 
And it would be good sociological theory, were it not for the fact 
that the function of religion refers to the constitutive paradox of 
the whole society as a self-referential system. On the one hand we 
can admit that enclosure ofthe paradox, counteradaptive behavior, 
preserving memory, and keeping a place where the unusual may 
become usual, the unbelievable believable, the improbable proba­
ble may be the solution; on the other hand, it is part of the func­
tional perspective to look for functional equivalents and to keep 
asking the question whether and why we have to be satisfied with 
this sort of paradoxical solution. 
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9 . 

T h e " S t a t e " o f t h e 

P o l i t i c a l S y s t e m 

Today the theory of the state and the theory of political systems 
belong to different realms of scientific discourse. Political scientists 
and sociologists are used to speaking of political systems. Within 
the legal discourse, at least in Europe, the notion of the state is 
preferred—partly because it is used by the law itself and partly 
because it retains a tradition of speaking about the central focus of 
all political activities. Moreover, if we speak of the political system, 
our subject is a subsystem of the society on the same level as the 
economic system, the system of science, the educational system, 
etc. The semantics of the state, on the other hand, is based upon a 
distinction between state and society that suggests that the state 
exists outside of the society. The state, then, is seen as a legal 
person or as a collective actor being different from the network of 
private needs and private interests which is the stuff out of which 
the society is built.1 To lawyers this distinction seems to be a 
condition of legal imputation; for how can you attribute an action 
to the state if the state does not exist as an entity per se with 
freedom of will outside of the casual interconnections of the society? 

From the point of view of the social sciences this is at best a legal 
fiction. In social reality, the state seems to be nothing more and 
nothing less than the public bureaucracy, including parliaments 
and eventually courts, schools, and public services, but excluding 
political parties, interest groups, social movements pursuing polit­
ical goals, and even the electorate. These other social collectivities 
and groups give "inputs" to the state. They belong to the political 
system if, and only if, they organize demands and pressures ad­
dressed at the state as the center of political power. 
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Given these distinct approaches to political and legal affairs, the 
formulation of my title, "The 'State' of the Political System," be­
comes ambiguous and difficult to understand it. It revives the old 
way of using the term state, customary in Europe from the fifteenth 
to the eighteenth centuries.2 State, like Latin status, simply meant 
the actual conditions and present situation of political power, in­
cluding financial and military means, external and internal rela­
tions, good counsel and good luck.3 However, my intention is not 
to sound old-fashioned or to use the term state in its colloquial, 
nonpolitical sense. I want to crosscut the two ways of speaking 
about politics, the two languages, the two discourses, because I see 
no reason to keep them separate. 

The term political system has the advantage of being connected 
with the very general and powerful framework of systems theory.4 

It draws on analytic resources that are developing rapidly without 
particular regard to the special field of politics. Its most recent 
paradigmatic shift points in the direction of a general theory of 
self-referential systems, including social systems and, again as a 
special case, societies.5 Within this general framework the concept 
of the political system can be used to describe the (degree of) 
differentiation of politics from other social concerns. Self-reference 
is a very general principle of system building. Differentiation can 
be observed as a concrete historical* process. Both, however, go 
together. Differentiation is differentiation of self-referential sys­
tems within the broad context of social evolution. 

Starting with the concept of the political system we can see the 
formula state as a self-description of the political system. Complex 
systems are a result of evolution. They are not able to use their own 
complexity as means for the goals of the system because they 
cannot introduce their own complexity into the system. This would 
only mirror and multiply their original complexity and would make 
them hypercomplex. All self-awareness and all communication about 
the system within the system needs self-simplifying devices, i.e., 
identities. For the political system this function is fulfilled by the 
state. 

The state, then, is not a subsystem of the political system. It is 
not the public bureaucracy. It is not only the legal fiction of a 
collective person to which decisions are attributed.6 It is the politi­
cal system reintroduced into the political system as a point of 
reference for political action. 

This theoretical position has important advantages. It provides a 
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new access to the history of the formula state and to its semantic 
career. It makes clear the sense in which the constitutional state is 
a special type of political system. It opens questions with respect-
to the welfare state and it makes it possible to reanalyze the para­
doxes of "collectively binding decision making," the core function 
of politics. 

The theoretical framework of social evolution as increasing differ­
entiation of self-referential systems generates the hypothesis that 
the subsystems.of society, by differentiation, become increasingly 
complex. They will lose their capacity to use their own complexity 
and will break down if no strategic adaptations are developed. 
They then need adequate self-descriptions. We therefore have to 
suppose a relation between (1) increasing differentiation, (2) in­
creasing complexity of differentiated systems, and (3) the develop­
ment of self-simplifying devices that make it possible to use the 
system as a premise of its own operations. In fact, the history of the 
state formula seems to verify this hypothesis. 

Within the European society of the late Middle Ages political 
units became more independent of economic households. They de­
veloped from personal collectivities into territorial units. They be­
came, already in the century of the conciliar movement before the 
Reformation, adversaries and partners of church policies and thereby 
differentiated from the religious system. As a result, the political 
apparatus, which dominated countries within fixed boundaries and 
tried to maintain absolute (i.e., independent) and sovereign power, 
became increasingly complex.7 It needed all the more a represen­
tation of its own unity.8 The monarch was considered as an indis­
pensable symbol—even by Hegel. He was not necessarily regarded 
as a powerful person, but as the representation of the unity of a 
complexity by the individuality of a person, 

There are a lot of controversies about the beginnings of the mod­
ern state: late Middle Ages or only sixteenth century? In any case, 
the breakthrough at the semantic level, the conceptual reformula­
tion, comes relatively late. The discussion of a special ragion di 
stato did produce more smoke than fire. Machiavelli himself did 
not use the term. Essentially, the question was whether or not 
special circumstances and special responsibilities or common util­
ity give a special right to derogate the law and to deviate from 
accepted standards of morality, and in addition: how to construct 
derogability,9 within or outside of natural law. This problem of 
derogation had medieval roots.10 The difficulty was to formulate 
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limiting conditions for what later came to be called ius eminens. 
This made it compelling to separate the private interests of the 
prince and care for public welfare. It did not, at least not immedi­
ately, suggest a new concept for the identity of the political system. 

Not these legal moralistic questions but rather new problems of 
complexity did require the formulation. As early as the'eighteenth 
century complexity became the latent problem of political theo-
riesj11 and at the same time the concept of the state changed its 
meaning from colloquial to conceptual significance. It had been an 
attribute of something else, describing the changing conditions of 
its maintenance. It became a term for an object of its own, a term 
for the unity of the multiplicity of political goals and activities. 
After this semantic change it was possible to say that the monarch 
is the first servant of the state. The eighteenth century did still 
retain the old notion of the "civil (i.e., political) society" and .there­
fore had to speak of "political" issues in a very broad sense, in spite 
of, and together with, the new semantics of the state.12 The nine­
teenth century experienced the consequences, and politics became 
defined as everything that relates to the state. 

Thus, the notion of the state became an historical concept. By 
this term I mean not only a concept that has been used in history. 
Historical concepts are concepts that make a difference in history. 
They thereby move history. This historical difference, then, be­
comes part of their meaning. The state is, in fact, the modern 
state.13 Any definition that delineates the meaning of the state—be 
it in distinction to the ruling dynasty or in distinction to the soci­
ety, be it as legal person or as unified power of decision about the 
use of force in a given territory—gives only part of its meaning. To 
completely understand the meaning of the state requires that one 
understand the historical situation in which something like "the 
state" became necessary, that is, the situation in which a formula 
for the self-description of the system had to be invented, given the 
only alternative: that the political-system will not operate at the 
required level.14 

A self-description formulates the identity of the system. However, 
identity can be identified only by establishing a difference. The 
ancient formula of the civil society (with politeia/Polizey as its 
defining focus) presupposed the distinction from uncivilized, bar­
barian conditions. The eighteenth century renewed this difference 
by distinguishing between natural.states and civilization (and this 
difference was being made by the introduction of division of labor). 

"STATE" OF THE POLITICAL SYSTEM 169 

Thus, European society could describe itself as progressing from 
natural to civilized states—whatever the costs of losing natural 
freedom, natural equality, natural morals, and natural unrepressed 
sexuality. 

These descriptions had always been self-descriptions of the total 
society. The idea of the state for the first time introduced a quite 
new semantic constellation. The state was no longer thought of as 
the political society itself, but was defined by a distinction between 
state and society, roughly equal to the distinction between force 
and property.15 Compared with the traditional semantics of civil 
society it was no longer an external difference but an internal 
difference, a social one that was used to describe the political 
system. * 

These semantic shifts prepared the ground for what came to be 
called the constitutional state (Verfassungsstaat). The constitution 
was supposed to perform the miracle of self-limitation of sovereign 
power. In this sense it was a paradoxical institution, combining 
within one legal instrument the unlimited and the limited. Since 
the monarch had to "give" the constitution, it was perceived not as 
a logical impossibility but as the outcome of political battle. The 
constitution itself became a political act, defining the possibilities 
and limitations of politics. The constitution was perceived as an 
attribute of the state, the state being an entity distinguishable by 
its constitution. Both ideas, state and constitution, reinforced each 
other. Apparently logical obstacles were not necessarily practical 
obstacles as the political resistance was broken. The result was the 
so-called "democratic" organization of political power. 

This is well-known history. However, at the level of our analysis, 
we still have questions. To put it more simply: how was it possible 
to use the state to reorganize the political system? What kind of 
internal structure of this self-description' generated the complex 
framework of constitutional' provisions, including basic human 
rights, the division of powers, legitimate opposition, and public 
elections? 

The answer to this question can be given by using the logical 
concept of reentry.16 A distinction made to indicate a form, differ­
ent from something else, reenters the form. The outside, as the side 
from which the distinction is supposed to be seen, becomes a prem­
ise of internaloperations. A system, using reentry, can observe and 
describe itself. It can process information by taking the distinction 
between itself and the environment as its guideline. It not only 
knows the difference between itself and the environment (this every 
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living system is supposed to do), but can control this difference as 
well by using the identity of the difference as a distinction within 
the system. In this sense the difference between state and society 
became part of the constitutional law and a premise for its inter­
pretation. The political system, therefore, operates simultaneously 
at two logical levels; it operates as a paradoxical systetn, and the 
constitutional state is the formula for this operational paradox.17 

The paradox of self-limitation is replaced by the paradox of the 
reentry of the difference into the differentiated. 

The Continental, and particularly the German, doctrine of the 
state has prevented this kind of analysis by mystifying the paradox, 
imitating, of course, theology.18 The state was described as a real 
actor, as a collective individual, as a spiritual unity demanding 
moral participation and obedience. And in fact: how could one 
admit the paradox without granting the freedom to act as one 
pleases? A paradox has to be deparadoxized, if I may say so, to 
become a guideline for the operation of the system, and the consti­
tution of the state is the means by which this requirement can be 
fulfilled. 

As political evolution moves on, the state formula. moves from 
constitutional state to welfare state. 

This does not mean that the state loses its constitution. It cer­
tainly does not mean that it could do without it. But it means that 
new problems arise which cannot be solved by the legal norms of 
the constitution. 

These problems too could be conceived of as offsprings of the 
paradoxical identity of the system and its self-description, and in 
this case as well we need a distinction between superficial and 
deep-structure descriptions. The constitutional state has its legal 
facade and its problem of reentry, which maintains that facade. 
The welfare state transforms this relation and gives it a new form. 

The usual description of the welfare state refers to an historical 
process of increasing social engagements and activities. The state 
increasingly accepts responsibility for the solution of social prob­
lems. This leads to increasing financial burdens, to bureaucratiza­
tion and legalization, and to an increasing dependency of everyday 
life upon state-controlled decisions. Thus, describing the state as a 
welfare state focuses upon a phenomenon of positive and negative 
growth and, since growth cannot continue infinitely, to a built-in 
crisis. The welfare state is a-state in crisis, we would almost say: a 
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state that wills its own crisis and may then use it as an occasion 
for continuous change of governments. 

This, however, is only the first-level description. It may guide the 
normal self-observation of the political system (corresponding to 
the application of constitutional law of the constitutional state), 
but it gives no access to the hidden paradox of the system. Contin­
uing growth is not paradox, it is only—impossible. The latent 
problem seems rather to be that together with new activities and 
new responsibilities the impact of the political system upon its 
social, human, and even physical environment increases. This has 
the effect that again and again new problems spring up from old 
solutions. As the state's share in problems and solutions grows, the 
environment overwhelms the system with new problems, which 
are in fact consequences of previous policies. Programs are put into 
operation with the best intentions but with unforeseeable, "coun­
terintuitive" consequences. These side effects are fed back into the 
system as new issues for which responsibility cannot be denied. In 
this way things usually become more difficult, because the state 
tends to retain its previous goals, but has to cope with additional 
problems. Whereas the constitutional state could rely to large ex­
tent on the mechanisms of negative feedback, eliminating devia­
tions from the law or eventually adapting the law by a slow process 
of juridical change, the welfare state has to cope with positive 
feedback, with increasing deviation as the very structure of its own 
policies. There is a close similarity to the flight of locusts: it can be 
stopped only by exhaustion.19 

If the new paradox is that solutions create problems because 
problems create solutions; time becomes the critical variable, which 
can also mean that "saving" (i.e., gaining) time and avoiding deci­
sions for the time being becomes the core virtue of politics. And 
consequently, it is not he who has the competence and power of 
final decisions who is sovereign, but he who has the possibility of 
avoiding situations in which he has no further alternative than to 
make a certain decision and to use his power. 

Since a paradox is the logical equivalent of self-reference, we have 
to expect that social evolution can never avoid the paradoxical 
constitution of systems, but can only transform and update the 
ways in which a system tackles its own, paradoxical-identity. The 
same holds true if we look at the function of politics. It can be 
defined as providing for the continuing possibility of collectively 
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binding decision making.20 This formula refers not only to the 
possibility of enforcing the sovereign will upon others. Since this 
will cannot be thought of as existing outside of society (as the will 
of something like God), collectively binding decision making im­
plies binding the decision maker himself. He then has to lose, to 
spend and to preserve his capacity to decide upon issues and to 
change, if convenient, his opinion. 

This problem can be "solved" by creating artificial complexities, 
by introducing further distinctions, and by stating conditions un­
der which decisions may be changed or respectively not changed. 
Since these conditions have to be introduced by decision—albeit 
by deciding about a constitution^-the problem repeats itself on a 
higher level. No fixed point, no Sittengesetz, no principle of justice 
can be assumed as given and as framing the arbitrary will of the 
sovereign power. And even if this were possible it would, as think­
ers of the eighteenth century knew well,21 impose not enough con­
straint on the sovereign. Only complexity as such can help. 

Once differentiated from its social environment with respect to 
its function the political system builds up complexity. The funda­
mental paradox seems to operate like an autocatalytical device— 
the paradox at least stays during all changes—and the evolution 
tends to eliminate disturbing complexity. Seen from this view­
point, the state is important and, until today, is an irreplaceable 
evolutionary universal, which makes it possible to control rela­
tively high complexity and to articulate the conditions that restrict 
the process of defeating and reestablishing, dissolving and reintro­
ducing bindingness. 

The managing of a system by a part of the same system is, of 
course, a very general problem.22 It requires recursive solutions 
and it implies, above all, the capacity of self-observation on at least 
two levels: on a level of the total (managed) system, and on the 
level of the managing part-system. Formulating these problems— 
and they are classical problems of political theory—in terms of a 
theory of self-referential systems adds the insight that there are no 
other solutions compatible with system differentiation and system 
autonomy. On the whole, it seems as if evolution didn't take the 
time to produce a world according to logical and mathematical 
order. At least, it did use the stimulating power of paradoxes. The 
political system shares this way of producing order via tackling its 
paradox, and there seems no way to correct this kind of destiny 
after the fact. The loss of paradise was no accident. 
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T h e W o r l d S o c i e t y a s a 

S o c i a l S y s t e m 

The Concept of Society 

Within the European tradition, a very general notion of society 
survived from the time of Aristotle until about 1800. The concept 
of society (koinonoia, societas) was almost identical with what we 
would call social system. The encompassing system was seen as a 
special case, namely as the political society (koinonoia politiki, 
societas civilis).1 This conceptualization lost its significance with 
the emerging development of the modern state and of an industri­
alized economy. The old tradition cannot be revived.2 It has, how­
ever, never been replaced with an adequate theoretical framework. 
There are attempts to change the dominant position of politics and 
to put economy or culture in its place. Such theories use a part of 
the reality of social life to represent the whole. Without giving 
sufficient reasons, economic or cultural or again political processes 
are postulated as the basic phenomenon. But the theory of these 
basic processes can claim only an historical and relative validity, 
since these processes are themselves part of sociocultural evolu­
tion. 

General systems theory offers a new approach. At first sight, it 
looks like Aristotelian theory. A general notion of the social system 
is used to define the encompassing system as a special case of social 
systems. The content, however, has changed. Systems theory does 
not refer to the city or the state in order to characterize the special 
features of the encompassing system. Our society is too highly 

This article was originally published in the International Journal of General Systems (April 
1982). 
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differentiated for this kind of design. Instead, systems theory uses 
systems analysis to disclose the structures and processes that char­
acterize the societal system—"the most important of all social 
systems which includes all others."3 

Moreover, to conceive of societies as social systems excludes the 
traditional understanding that human beings, with body and soul, 
are "parts" of the society. Social systems are self-referential sys­
tems based on meaningful communication. They use communica­
tion to constitute and interconnect the events (actions) which build 
up the systems. In this sense, they are "autopoietic" systems.4 They 
exist only by reproducing the events that serve as components of 
the system. They consist therefore of events, i.e., actions, which 
they themselves reproduce, and they exist only as long as this is 
possible. This, of course, presupposes a highly complex environ­
ment. The environment of social systems includes other social sys­
tems (the environment of a family includes, for example, other 
families, the political system, the economic system, the medical 
system, and so on). Therefore, communication between social sys­
tems is possible; and this means that social systems have to be 
observing systems, being able to use, for internal and external 
communication, a distinction between themselves and their envi­
ronment, perceiving other systems within their environment. 

Society is an exceptional case. It is the encompassing social 
system that includes all communications, reproduces all commu­
nications, and constitutes meaningful horizons for further commu­
nications. Society makes communication between other social sys­
tems possible. Society itself, however, cannot communicate. Since 
it includes all communication, it excludes external communica­
tion.5 It has no external referent for communicative acts, and look1 

ing for partners would simply enlarge the societal system. This, of 
course, does not mean that society exists without relations to an 
environment, or without perceptions of environmental states or 
events; but input and output are not carried by communicative 
processes. The system is closed with respect to the meaningful 
content of communicative acts.6 This content can be actualized 
only by circulation within the system. At the same time, but at 
another level of reality, the system uses the bodies and minds of 
human beings for interaction with its environment. 

The logic of a theory of self-referential communicative systems 
requires this notion of an encompassing system as a limiting case. 
The theory of social systems, by its own logic, leads to a theory of 
society. We do not need political or economic, "civil" or "capitalis-
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tic" referents for a definition of the concept of society. This, of 
course, does not persuade us to neglect the importance of the mod­
ern nation-state or the capitalist economy. On the contrary, it 
provides us with an independent conceptual framework with which 
to evaluate these phenomena, their historical conditions, and their 
far-reaching consequences. In this way, we avoid prejudices toward 
particular facts; we avoid a petitio principii. 

Types of Societal Systems 

One consequence of this general approach is the way in which 
different historical types of societies can be distinguished. A society 
cannot be characterized by its most important part, be it a reli­
gious commitment, the political state, or a certain mode of eco­
nomic production. Replacing all this, we define a specific type of* 
societal system by its primary mode of internal differentiation. 

Internal differentiation denotes the way in which a system builds 
subsystems, i.e., repeats the difference between system and (inter­
nal) environments within itself.7 Forms of differentiation deter­
mine the degree of complexity a society can attain. Sociocultural 
evolution began with segmentary systems. Some of these societies 
developed a higher order of differentiation, above that of families 
or villages, namely stratification according to rank. All traditional 
societies that produced enough complexity to develop a high cul­
ture were stratified societies and, in this sense, hierarchical sys­
tems. Since these societies evolved from different regional sources, 
and since their aristocracies based themselves on land and/or cit­
ies, it was quite natural to conceive of different coexisting societies 
in spite of a certain degree of reciprocal awareness of each other's 
existence and of ensuing communication. The idea of society there­
fore assumed a territorial reference, however unclear its extension 
and frontiers.8 

Modern society has realized a quite different pattern of system 
differentiation, using specific, functions as the focus for the differ­
entiation of subsystems.9 Starting from special conditions in medi­
eval Europe, where there existed a relatively high degree of differ­
entiation of religion, politics, and economy, European society has 
evolved into a functionally differentiated system. This means that 
function, not rank, is the dominant principle of system building. 
Modern society is differentiated into the political subsystem and 
its environment, the economic subsystem and its environment, the 
scientific subsystem and its environment, the educational subsys-
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tern and its environment, and so on. Each of these subsystems 
accentuates, for its own communicative processes, the primacy of 
its own function. All of the other subsystems belong to its environ­
ment and vice versa. 

Basing itself on this form of functional differentiation, modern 
society has become a completely new type of system, building up 
an unprecedented degree of complexity. The boundaries of„its sub­
systems can no longer be integrated by common territorial fron­
tiers. Only the political subsystem continues to use such frontiers, 
because segmentation into "states" appears to be the best way to 
optimize its own function. But other subsystems like science or 
economy spread over the globe. It therefore has become impossible 
to limit society as a whole by territorial boundaries, and conse­
quently it is no longer sensible to speak of "modern societies" in 
the plural. The only meaningful boundary is the boundary of com; 
municative behavior, i.e., the difference between meaningful com­
munication and other processes. Neither the different ways of re­
producing capital nor the degrees of development in different 
countries provide convincing grounds for distinguishing different 
societies.10 

The inclusion of all communicative behavior into one societal 
system is the unavoidable consequence of functional differentia­
tion. Using this form of differentiation, society becomes a global 
system. For structural reasons there is no other choice. Taking the 
concept of the world in its phenomenological sense, all societies 
have been world societies. All societies necessarily communicate 
within the horizon of everything about which they can communi­
cate. The total of all the implied meanings constitutes their world. 
Under modern conditions, however, and as a consequence,of func­
tional differentiation, only one societal system can exist. Its com­
municative network spreads over the globe. It includes all human 
(i.e., meaningful) communication. Modern society is, therefore, a 
world society in a double sense. It provides one world for one 
system; and it integrates all world horizons as horizons of one 
communicative system. The phenomenological and the structural 
meanings converge. A plurality of possible worlds has become in­
conceivable. The worldwide communicative system constitutes one 
world that includes all possibilities." 

In defining my concept of society, I carefully avoided any refer­
ence to social integration. The concept does not presuppose any 
kind of pooled identity or pooled self-esteem (like the nation-state). 
Modern society in particular is compatible with any degree of 
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inequality of living conditions, as long as this does not interrupt 
communication. A self-referential system defines itself by the way 
in which it constitutes its elements and thereby maintains its 
boundaries. In systems theory, the distinction between system and 
environment replaces the traditional emphasis on the identity of 
guiding principles or values. Differences, not identities, provide the 
possibility of perceiving and processing information. The sharp­
ness of the difference between system and environment may be 
more important than the degree of system integration (whatever 
this means), because morphogenetic processes use differences, not 
goals, values, or identities, to build up emergent structures. 

Given its clear-cut boundaries, differentiating communicative 
behavior from noncommunicative facts and events, modern society 
is a social system to a higher degree than any of the traditional 
societies. It depends more on self-regulative processes than any 
previous society. And this may be one of the reasons why it cannot 
afford too high a degree of social integration. 

Planning and Evolution 

No society so far has been able to organize itself, that is, to choose 
its own structures and to use them as rules for admitting and 
dismissing members.12 Therefore no society can be planned. This is 
not only to say that planning does not attain its goal, that it has 
unanticipated consequences, or that its costs will exceeds it useful­
ness. A first obstacle to planning relates to problems of observation 
and description. The observation of differentiated systems presents 
serious difficulties. Systems theorists normally presuppose hierar­
chical structures as a condition of in-depth observation and de­
scription.13 Hierarchy, in this context, does not denote a chain of 
command, but the transitivity of subsystem building. Subsystems, 
according to this rule, are allowed to develop only within the 
boundaries of a subsystem. This expectation may, to some extent, 
be realistic at the level of organizations. It is highly unrealistic at 
the level of the whole society and its primary subsystems.14 No 
pattern of differentiation, be it according to rank or according to 
function, can channel all further subsystem building into the pri­
mary scheme of differentiation. The society, therefore, lacks the 
inherent rationality required for its observation and, so much more, 
for planned change. 

Planning society is also impossible because the elaboration and 
implementation of plans always have to operate as processes within 
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the societal system. Trying to plan the society would create a state 
in which planning and other forms of behavior exist side by side 
and mutually influence each other. Planners have to use a descrip­
tion of the system, and will thus introduce a simplified version of 
the complexity of the system into the system. But this will only 
produce a hypercomplex system that contains within itself a de­
scription of its own complexity. The system then will stimulate 
reactions to the fact that it includes its own description and.it will 
thereby falsify the description. Planners, then, will have to renew 
their plans, extending the description of the system to include 
hypercomplexity. They may try reflexive planning, taking into ac­
count reactions to their own activity. But, in fact, they caii only 
write and rewrite the memories of the system, using simplistic 
devices which they necessarily invalidate by their own activity. 

All of this, of course, does not prevent planners from being active 
and activities from being planned. By planning we are able to 
commit resources and activities in advance and to decide, more or 
less effectively, about the premises of further decisions. This may 
influence the state of the social system. We know how to handle 
production plans and electoral campaigns. We plan wars (defensive 
ones only, of course) and insurance schemes, school curricula, traffic 
flows, mass media programs, and many other things. Within small 
systems, and even within large organized social systems, chances 
are relatively high that activities are carried out as designed. This 
does not necessarily mean that effects turn out as intended. And it 
certainly does not mean that the society as a whole develops in a 
planned direction. 

The societal system can change its own structures only by evolu­
tion. Evolution presupposes self-referential reproduction and changes 
the structural conditions of reproduction by differentiating mecha­
nisms for variation, selection, and stabilization.15 It feeds upon 
deviations from normal reproduction. Such deviations are in gen­
eral accidental but in the case of social systems may be intention­
ally produced. Evolution, however, operates without a goal and 
without foresight. It may bring about systems of higher complex­
ity; it may in the long run transform improbable events in probable 
ones,16 and an observer may see this as "progress" (if his own self-
referential procedures persuade him to do so). Only the theory of 
evolution can explain the structural transformations from segmen­
tation to stratification, and from stratification to functional differ­
entiation, which have led to present-day world society. And again: 
only observers may see this as progress.17 

I 

WORLD SOCIETY AS A SOCIAL SYSTEM 1815 

Whereas the post-Darwinian decades were fascinated by the al­
ternative of creation (with author) versus evolution (without au­
thor), the idea of p lannedhuman evolution, in distinction to or­
ganic evolution, later replaced the first wave of social Darwinism.18 

Recent research, however, strongly suggests a third version of the 
relation between planning and evolution. Evolution itself can never 
be planned; this would be a contradictio in adiecto. But a self-
referential system that tries to absorb planning may speed up its 
own evolution, because it becomes hypercomplex and will force 
itself to react to the ways in which it copes with its own complex­
ity. If this is true, world society will have to face conditions in 
which more intentional planning will lead to more (and more rapid) 
unintentional evolution. -**•*-*-

Paradoxcs of Functional Differentiation 

Problems are a consequence of the way in which a distinction 
between system and environment is made. Therefore, all of the 
most urgent problems of a societal system are the direct or indirect 
effects of its way of stimulating internal differentiation of systems 
and environments. In this sense they are, in our society, conse­
quences of functional differentiation. They are the results of evolu7 

tionary developments, not the results of planning, and they are 
interconnected with all of the advantages of modern life. We.can-
not seriously want to change this condition of modern life; we 
cannot imagine an alternative to its mode of primary system differ­
entiation; and in any case, we cannot plan to change the type of 
differentiation of our society. 

We can, however, analyze the special risks we run with this type 
of society. Evolution is, as I have said, a.transformation of improb­
able into probable states with increasing "costs." Without intend­
ing to "change the society," we can become aware of the relations 
between structures and their trains of consequential problems. 
Apparently, there are even self-defeating mechanisms at work. For 
example, functional differentiation both presupposes equality and 
creates inequality. It presupposes equality because it can discrimi­
nate only according to special functions (e.g., in schools according 
to school performance and prospects of further education) and 
because it operates best if everybody is included on the basis of 
equal opportunity in each functional subsystem (avoidance of ex­
clusions, of marginalidad, and so on). But it creates inequality, be­
cause most functional subsystems (particularly the economic and 
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the educational subsystem) tend to increase differences. Small dif­
ferences in the beginning—be it in credit, in educational prospects, 
but also in scientific, artistic, and political "reputation"—become 
large differences in the end, because functional subsystems utilize 
differences and employ differences in pursuing their specific func­
tions, and there no longer exists a superior mechanism such as 
stratification that controls and limits this process. The entire soci­
ety, therefore, tends to proceed in the direction of increasing in­
equality; it accumulates differences between classes and between 
regions without being able to make use of these differences or 
provide functions for them, i.e., without being able to regress into 
the state of meaningful stratificatory differentiation. 

Another example of this kind of built-in mechanism that may 
become self-defeating can be described as the relation between 
dissolution and recombination. Elements that formerly were re­
garded as natural units ("individua") have become decomposable, 
and their components have become available for recombination. 
We may think of the advances of physics, chemistry, and genetic 
biology, but also of the breaking up of persons ("individuals") into 
roles, actions, or motives as a consequence of advances in economic 
differentiation and organization. These advances, too, are conse­
quences of functional differentiation. Dissolution or decomposi­
tion, however, not only provides chances for recombination, it also 
requires new forms of control of interdependencies. Singularized 
particles or motives (or even singularized persons) may associate 
in unpredictable ways. This problem has been underestimated; it 
was for a long time hidden behind distinctions of system and envi­
ronment. To dissolve and to recombine were strategies of systems, 
and the changes of interdependencies came about in their environ­
ments. The famous problem of the "social cost" of economic pro­
duction may illustrate this situation. Systems, generally, may con­
trol selected facts or events in their environment, related to their 
own inputs and outputs. They cannot control interdependencies in -
their environment. The more we rely on systems for improbabje 
performances, the more we shall produce new and surprising prob­
lems, which will stimulate the growth of new systems, which will 
again interrupt interdependencies, create new problems, and re­
quire new systems. 

It is a comfortable self-deception to attribute all of this to "capi­
talism." Capitalism in itself is nothing other than the differentia­
tion of the economic system out of societal bonds, and it is by no 
means the only instance of functional differentiation. The concept 
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of "capitalist society" makes it easy to locate structures in the 
system whose change would lead us toward a noncapitalist society, 
presumably a better society. From a systems point of view, how­
ever, this is a highly questionable procedure, because it is not ~~) 
possible to define the unity of a system by pointing to specific 
structures within the system which can then be changed. The unity 
ofthe system is the self-reference ofthe system, and its change will 
always require operating within, not against, "the system." —i 

y 

Evolution at the Level of Functional Subsystems 

My argument can be summarized by two statements: (1) a func­
tionally differentiated world system seems to undermine its own 
prerequisites; and (2) planning cannot replace evolution—on the 
contrary, it will make us more dependent on unplanned evolution­
ary developments. If this is indeed the case, then the prospects of 
further evolution deserve a second look. 

There may be a continuing process of biological evolution on the 
level of human organisms, given society and culture as their envi­
ronment. This is not my topic. Social systems are not a late branch, 
they are a different level of the evolution of order in general. If all 
social systems today belong to one single world society, the theory 
of evolution faces a new kind of problem: the level of sociocultural 
evolution is represented by one system only. There are no longer 
many societies from which evolution can select successful ones. A -
one-system evolution: is this possible? And is this possible without 
the almost certain prospect of destruction? In this situation, one 
alternative needs further consideration. Functional differentiation 
constitutes a kind of self-referential autonomy at the level of func­
tional subsystems. This type of order, once attained, may set off 
evolutionary processes at the level of these functional subsystems. 
Within the general framework of the societal system we may have 
a plurality of evolutionary developments. The economic subsystem 
will evolve, but also the scientific subsystem, and possibly others 
too—each taking the others as the environment for its own.evolu­
tion. The system of world society provides a sufficiently domesti­
cated "internal environment" for its internal evolutions, whereas 
its own evolution becomes more or less dependent on the outcome 
of evolutionary processes within this internal environment. 

In fact, if we scan the relevant literature, we find several at­
tempts to reconstruct the history and development of functional 
domains in terms of concepts that are derived from a Darwinian 
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theory of evolution.19 Each subsystem may realize its own self-
referential mode of reproduction—for example reproduction of a 
sufficient amount of liquid capital, in the economy of reproduction 
of legal "cases" in the legal system—and may therefore find its 
own ways to deviate from its mode of reproduction, releasing pro­
cesses of variation, selection, and restabilization. There may be 
different "accelerators" in different subsystems—for example, credit 
in the economic system, legislation in the legal system—increasing 
the chances for, and the speed of, structural transformations. This 
may "upgrade" the adaptive capacity" ofthe whole system,20 but 
it by no means guarantees a viable relation between the system of 
society and its own natural and human environment. Evolution is 
unpredictable anyway. The separate but interrelated evolutions of 
the different functional domains within our differentiated society 
will reinforce this unpredictability. Their independence will bring 
about a higher degree of uncertainty with respect to the future. 
This makes it much more important than ever before to strengthen 
our ability to observe what is going on. 

Self-Descriptions and Theories as Part of the System 

Self-referential systems can, as the term implies, insert descrip­
tions of themselves into themselves. These self-descriptions may be 
formulated at different levels of complexity: for example, these 
systems may "identify" themselves with a simplified image of 
themselves. Or, they may use a strategic difference to point to 
themselves, referring to one side and not to the other.21 They may 
even conceive of themselves as "complex" and may orient them­
selves toward their own complexity—taking "complexity" as in­
formation about the lack of the information that would be required 
for a complete understanding and control.22 They are unable, how­
ever, to objectify themselves and they will never be able to be 
available to themselves as objects. These remarks qualify the no­
tion of self-observation. 

Social systems, of course, are not self-conscious units like human 
individuals. Societies have ho collective spirit that has access to 
itself by introspection. Self-observation on the level of social sys­
tems has to use social communication. Self-observing communica­
tion refers to the system that is produced and reproduced by the 
communication itself. In this sense, self-observation requires self-
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referential communication that refers both to the communicative 
system and to itself as part of the system. 

To some extent, modern society had developed theories as instru­
ments of self-observation within different functional sectors. Dur­
ing the eighteenth century, European society recognized new cen­
tral problems of identity and order which arose in different 
functional subsystems. These problems could noJonger be solved 
by stratification alone. This observation led to a new kind of theory, 
focusing on these identity problems, a new kind of theoretical 
reflection, differentiating itself along the line of functional differ­
entiation. Political reflection had to take up the problem of sover­
eign power, its ability to decide all possible conflicts and its never­
theless nonarbitrary*use. The solution was the constitutional state. 
The theory of cognition found itself facing the problem ofthe differ­
ence between subjective cognition and objective reality. Different 
solutions were offered by the common sense philosophers (Claude 
Buffier, Thomas Reid, David Hume) and by transcendentalism. The 
national and international economy required a theory of its own, 
focusing on production or on exchange or on distribution as basic 
models for the integration of economic activities. The theory of law 
had to recognize the fact that the whole of law is contingent on 
legal decisions and therefore on legal rules that regulate the pro­
duction of legal rules. References to natural law had to be done 
away with and to be replaced by a "philosophy of positive law" 
(Feuerbach) or by purely historical foundations (Savigny). A theory 
of love became fashionable which saw love itself as responsible for 
its own troubles (and not parents, husbands, or other external 
circumstances) and focused on marriage as the solution. For edu­
cation, the central problem was the increasing difference between 
human perfection and human usefulness, and it was solved, or at 
least alleviated, by a new concept of the individual. 

There are fascinating parallels between these first waves of quasi-
scientific self-observation within different functional subsystems. 
All of these theories were concerned with the reflexive foundations 
(e.g., basing law on law, education on education, love on love) and 
the self-referential autonomy of their respective subsystems. In this 
sense, they could claim universal, worldwide validity. Once differ­
entiated, they had different motives for internal variation, for crit­
icism, and for change. From Kant to Popper, from Adam Smith to 
Keynes, from Humboldt to Dilthey, from Feuerbach to Kelsen, 
from the theory of the constitutional state to the theory of the 
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welfare state, more or less radical changes took place. But neither 
did these parallels become visible nor did these theories develop a 
self-referential framework to account for their own effects within 
their functional subsystems. 

One interesting exception is love. By the eighteenth century, and 
perhaps even earlier, the semantics of passionate love reflected its 
own disturbing influence on real love relations. Reading about love 
prepares for love, stimulates doubts, creates inauthentic feelings 
and an awareness of one's own secondhand emotions.23 The code of 
love reenters its own domain,24 and its cultural imperatives be­
come desperate, self-defeating rules which nevertheless have to be 
used to define relations as love relations. 

Occasionally, we can find similar arguments in other fields. 
Savigny, for example, objects to the theory of positive law on the 
grounds that it will, if known and applied, undermine the confi­
dence of the people, and will lead to rapid legal change and destroy 
legitimacy.25 Substituting for the invisible hand the visible one of 
Keynesian planning may also become counterproductive. But such 
reflections on reentry are rare and tend either to destroy or to 
remystify order. On the whole, the pretension of "scientific" valid­
ity excluded the open admission of self-reference and circular rea­
soning. 

Today, however, the theory of science itself is changing in the 
direction of a naturalized (neurophysiological, biological, cyber­
netic, sociological) epistemology which incorporates self-referen­
tial structures.26 Universalistic scientific theories use concepts that 
also apply to science and to cognition itself—concepts like system, 
evolution, communication, complexity, meaning. The theories sim­
ply cannot avoid recognizing that they themselves appear within 
the world of objects that they describe. Despite many logical and 
methodological warnings, the recognition of self-referential sys­
tems is on its way. 

These purely theoretical developments do not have immediate 
"practical" consequences. They may, however, change the ways in 
which the societal system can use theories as instruments of self-
observation. The social structure and the semantics of modern 
society have grown in Europe. Their present shape is the outcome ' 
of evolutionary transformations using particular regional and his­
torical circumstances. The impact of the European background 
remains strong, making all the more remarkable the fact that this 
tradition does not supply us with an adequate theory of society. 
For roughly one hundred years the materials have remained un-
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changed. The almost incredible revival of the theory of Karl Marx 
(1818-1883) confirms this thesis. Partial structures are used to 
characterize the whole system as a "capitalistic" or "industrial" or 
"postindustrial" society. Evolution is seen as an historical "pro­
cess," although the theory of evolution treats only structural changes 
(and not processes!). Self-reference, on the other hand, is locked up 
in the "subject," leaving the "world" outside accessible for asym­
metric technological exploitation. It is easy to see the interdepen­
dence of these semantic devices; they compensate for their differ­
ences on one side with overestimations and presumptions on others. 
They push society in the twin direction of technical and humanistic 
improvements; but they provide no theoretical framework for self-
observation. , 

Systems theory has a certain capacity to improve the instru­
ments of self-observation, i.e., of communicating within society 
about society. It is an international language, not designed to pro­
tect specific interests. Contrary to what is commonly thought of it, 
the focus of modern systems theory is not identity but difference, 
not control but autonomy, not static but dynamic stability, not 
planning but evolution. At least, there are remarkable advances 
that are changing the outlook of systems theory in this direction. 
However, these are developments within subsystems of subsytems 
of a subsystem of world society. It is difficult to see how they could 
become a common language for the process of societal self-obser­
vation.27 Furthermore, systems theory, itself struggling to sur­
mount the prevailing predispositions of the European tradition, is 
becoming more complex (and not simply more complicated in 
terms of models or variables). Evaluation and even understanding 
becomes difficult. Finally, there are no solutions for the most ur­
gent problems, but only restatements without promising perspec : 

lives. Taking all of this into account, success seems to be highly 
improbable. On the other hand, we can see fascinating possibilities 
of arriving at a higher level of intelligibility. It requires, at present, 
a kind of stoic attitude to stay at the job and to "do the formula­
tions"—nee spe nee metu. It may remain unsuccessful, but I cannot 
find it ridiculous. 
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1 1 . 

T h e W o r k o f A r t a n d t h e S e l f -

R e p r o d u c t i o n o f A r t 

The following analyses are guided by two abstractions.1 On the one 
hand they ignore all differences between individual art forms. 
Whether literature or theater, plastic arts or music—all are rele­
vant as Jong as social communication treats the object (by what­
ever criteria) as a work of art, My interest is the consequences of 
the differentiation of art according to the special code beautiful/ 
ugly, and here the differences between the individual art forms are 
not immediately important. 

The second abstraction concerns the perspective that governs the 
posing of the problem. It requires a more extensive presentation. 

We can discern in reality certain kinds of systems, which follow­
ing a suggestion of Humberto Maturana are called "autopoietic" 
systems. These systems produce the elements, of which they con­
sist, by means of the elements of which they consist. It is thus a> 
question of self-referential closed systems, or more exactly of sys­
tems that base their relation to their environment (Umwelt) on 
circular-closed operational connexions. This kind of self-reference 
involves not only reflection, i.e., that the system can observe and 
describe its own identity. Everything that functions in the system 
as unity receives its unity through the system itself, and this ap­
plies not only to structures and processes but also to the individual 
elements that for the system itself cannot be further broken down. 

It is not difficult, following this theory, to define the society as an 
autopoietic system. It consists of communications that are made 
possible and reproduced by the communications of which it con­
sists. What is regarded and treated as the unity of a communication 
cannot be pregiven by the environment but is given by the connex-
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ion with other communications—above all by the conditions of 
meaningful negation (reflection). The concept of autopoietic sys­
tems thus fits society as a whole and at the same time this concept 
leads to an unequivocal delimitation of the societal system in rela­
tion to its environment, in which there is no communication. The 
question is then whether this is the only case of autopoiesis in the 
sphere of social systems, or whether and under what social-histori­
cal conditions other social systems can also attain this structural 
form of self-referential closure and autonomy in the constitution of 
their elements. 

My hypothesis is that the structure of modern society makes it 
possible to form autopoietic subsystems. The way in which this 
occurs is determined by the functional differentiation of the social 
system. It seems to be the case that not all functional systems have 
reached the degree of autonomous differentiation that allows auto­
poietic self-reproduction. As a logical, lawful compulsion is not 
apparent, we must therefore consider from case to case whether 
and at what level of development functional systems not only reach 
a certain autonomy and capacity for regulation but also produce 
the elements of which they consist. 

This can be shown with sufficient clarity for the legal and the 
economic systems of modern society. In the one case the system 
becomes autonomous through the communication of normative 
legal expectations, which can only be validated by reference to 
other elements of the same system. In the other case the system 
consists of monetary payments, which presuppose and permit 
monetary payments. This cannot be fully explicated here. In any 
case it cannot be seen as chance that precisely these two functional 
spheres dispose over a highly developed systems technology and 
were able to represent society in the liberal phase of the develop­
ment of modern society. 

For all functional systems the same question can be asked about 
the connection between differential and self-referential closure as 
the basis for an open and complex relation to the environment. 
Only when.this connection can be made can closure and openness 
increase and become more complex. The theme of the following 
considerations is directed to one of these functional systems, the 
social system of the production and reception of works of art (the 
system of art). And in this limited framework I shall only be able 
to treat some problems that arise when this system achieves auton­
omy over the determination of its elements, strives for self-referen­
tial closure and precisely thereby seeks to development its sensibil-
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ity in relation to its environment. As against Adorno it is a question 
here not of "autonomy vis-a-vis society,"'but of autonomy within 
society; we see the social nature of art not in negativity, in an 
"oppositional position towards society,"2 but in the fact that eman­
cipation for a specific function is only possible within the society. 

Correspondingly, the autonomy of art attained in modern society 
is not something that excludes social dependence, not something 
that drives art into a hopeless marginalization. On the contrary: 
art shares the fate of modern society precisely because it seeks to 
find its way as an autonomous system. 

That art has become differentiated as an autopoietic functional 
system in modern society shows itself particularly clearly in the 
fate of all attempts to call into question the traditional criteria of 
the beautiful, functions of representation, even the symbolic qual­
ity of works of art. This calling into question becomes itself the 
execution of the autopoiesis of art. The denial of all expressive 
intentions is thus understood as a particularly refined and elusive 
expressive intention—despite all assertions to the contrary. The 
reduction to mere objects, if that is the intention, does not escape 
the "frame effect."3 Like every operation of a self-referential sys­
t e m the execution of the, artistic operation must involve precondi­
tions, even if it is only the precondition of fitting into the system. 
Even an unlimited arbitrariness in the choice of form and theme 
would not be able to alter this. The operations create "inviolate 
levels" and they are nothing other than the reference to the execu­
tion of the autopoiesis of art; one can seek to avoid every definition 
of this precondition and allow it to change with the operations, but 
this only makes it clearer that it is a matter of autopoiesis. The 
alternative would be: to leave the system. 

If art with all its forms is seen as a social system and one asks 
about the elements of which these system consist, then one is led to 
the individual works of art. We could therefore suppose: art con­
sists of works of art and what a work of art is is determined by art. 
Circular definitions of this kind are nothing new; they were com­
monplace as constituents of theories of good taste in the first half 
of the eighteenth century. Our problem is first of all whether the 
work of ar t is really the elementary unit of the art system, which 
cannot be further broken down. Sociologically speaking this would 
be an anomaly. For society already consists of communications 
(not for instance: of texts), and communications are events, not 
objects; and the economy also does not consist of commodities or 
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capital but of payments. If we follow this line, then we can consider 
the work of art, if need be, as a compact communication or as a 
program for innumerable communications about the work of art. 
Only thus does it become social reality. 

Works of art ensure in other words a minimum of unity and 
interrelationship (e.g., the possibility of supplementation of con­
text) of the communications about them. They concentrate their 
connection. Alter understands within certain limits what ego expe­
riences when, to put it in an old-fashioned way, he enjoys a work of 
art, that is, appropriates it. Communication about it, although it is 
in no way a question of a simple fact, can be correspondingly 
abbreviated. Communication tolerates and hides at the same time 
a high degree of discrepancy in what the participants consciously 
register, and work through. The work of art unifies their commu­
nication. It organizes their participation. It reduces, although this 
is a highly improbable state of affairs, the arbitrariness of the 
foreseeable response, it regulates expectations. To submit to this 
with insight was once called "taste." 

Without reference to a corresponding object this order in com­
munication could not come about. This is banal in the sense that 
one could not talk about potatoes if they did not exist. However, 
the work of art is separated from the world of useful or dangerous 
things. It seems to be made specifically in order to provoke com­
munication. It is not a question of a sum of isolated pleasures to be 
attained but of a socially arrived at judgment which has no other 
meaning beyond itself. In art communication becomes—one could 
almost say, to use a problematic concept—its own purpose. At any 
rate it is pushed to improbable and yet agreed-upon lengths. One's 
own response is experienced as guided, so that even the most intri­
cate and esoteric subterfuge offers the prospect of reproduction, 
i.e., the possibility of consensus. This is the reason why explicit 
communication to a great extent need not occur, indeed can even 
be felt as inappropriate. Whoever advances and grounds his judg­
ment of art is already in danger of appearing as someone who does 
not speak (superfluously) about the work of art but about himself. 

The dissolving capacity of sociological analysis goes beyond the 
unity (wholeness, harmony, perfection) of the work of art. How­
ever, by this very means, it grounds a new understanding of this 
unity. Unity does not reside in the degree of centralization of the 
problematic, nor in the interdependence of the details, and cer­
tainly not in the risk of failure or in the avoidance of mistakes. 
These are alt viewpoints that are not to be neglected: guiding 
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viewpoints of production, auxiliary viewpoints of admiration, and 
reference points for the explicated discourse. But the unity of the 
work of art lies finally in its function as a program of communica­
tion, where the program can be so self-evident that it requires no 
argumentation and conveys the certainty of already having been 
understood. That is precisely what the theory of good taste seems 
to have meant when in its analyses of artistic judgment it empha­
sized the speed of the formation of opinions, immediate certainty, 
intuition, and the avoidance of all intermediary questioning by the 
understanding. 

Now that we know what they are good for let us concentrate 
further analysis on the works of art themselves. It must be.here if 
anywhere that we look for the key to the autopoiesis of art. 

The work of art is both condition and obstacle for. the autopoiesis 
of art; Without works of art there would be no art and without the 
prospect of new works of art no social system of art (but only 
museums and their visitors)."New" means here, as it has since the 
seventeenth century, not only another example, but rather some­
thing that diverges from the foregoing and thus surprises. Genius 
lies in the accomplishment of discontinuity and it is clear that this 
temporal discontinuity presupposes a social discontinuity, i.e., the 
differentiation of art from the tutelage of other, above all religious 
and political interests. 

In this conjunction of the new with the surprising and divergent 
more is involved than is immediately apparent. For whatever has 
to be new has for this reason no future. It cannot remain new. It 
can only be admired as that which was new. The social system of 
art is thus faced from this point on with the problem of the contin­
ual disappearance of newness. With this accords the view of art 
theory that holds that the work of art should be a self-contained, 
harmonic whole complete in itself, which guarantees its perma­
nence in time through sovereign disregard for time itself. This still 
leaves the question, however, of what the individual work of art 
can then contribute to the self-reproduction of art. 

That the individual objects are kept ready for admiration, repeat­
edly viewed, read, performed, and preserved as far as possible from 
destruction goes without saying. Their destruction or even their 
sale abroad would be an "irreplaceable loss." They are sanctified 
and secured with safety alarms. We cannot go on without them— 
but actually not with them either. Their prices are rising, their 
truth gains clarity, but our intercourse with them in the social 
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system of art unexpectedly acquires another quality. Boredom creeps 
in and the official celebrations have almost the effect of a stubborn 
refusal of this state of affairs, the effect of a countermeasure or of a 
compensation. 

This is not least a question of the formal qualities of the work of 
art itself. Form is unstated self-reference. The fact that it can, as it 
were, put self-re fleet ion on ice shows that a problem has been 
solved. Form refers to the context that poses the problem and to 
itself at the same time.4 It presents self-difference and self-identity 
together. Where this succeeds the impression of self-sufficiency is 
created. The work of art creates its own context. It seeks to harmo­
nize form and context, to be,the unity of this difference. The art 
form absorbs all reflections, and what it radiates back is only its 
own significance. 

Further, the (aesthetic) form must be ambivalent to the degree 
that it gives pause and directs questions back to the work of art. It 
must stimulate the comprehension of self-reflection and thus also 
communication about the work of art. It has always been accepted 
and demanded that the work of art arouse "astonishment." The 
"aestheticization" of art requires in addition that only the work of 
art itself can answer the questions that it raises and that neither 
knowledge of its style nor of its function is sufficient as an answer. 
"Astonishment" is thus relieved of all kinds of functions of direct­
ing attention in the interest of religion, morality, and politics; it 
too is, so to speak, differentiated. 

The particular qualities of the aesthetic form are functional for 
the organization of the experience of and communication about 
art. They are dysfunctional for the autopoiesis of the system of art 
itself. >For how is it to continue? What does the individual self-
contained work of art contribute to making other works of art 
possible? Where does the "organization" of autopoiesis lie if the 
work of art must put value on its own isolation? The egg produces 
a chicken in order to produce another egg. The work of art would 
be the chicken, but where is the egg? Or: what corresponds to the 
genetic material—always dependent on the environment and to an 
increased degree—that ensures the continuity of self-reproduc­
tion? 

The question can be answered with the aid of the concept of 
style. I define this concept functionally, without reference at this 
stage to its use in art theory. The style of a work of art allows us to 
recognize what it owes to other works of art and what it means for 
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other, new works of art. The function of style is to organize the 
contribution of the work of art to the autopoiesis of art, and in fact 
in a certain sense against the intention of the work of art, which 
aims for self-containment. Style corresponds to and contradicts the 
autonomy of the individual work of art. It respects it and despite 
this diverts surplus value. It leaves the uniqueness of the work of 
art untouched and yet establishes lines of connection to other works 
of art. 

For this concept of style it is unimportant whether style is intro­
duced as a means of observation, description, analysis, and criti­
cism of works of art or whether it already codetermines their pro­
duction, i.e., artistic "praxis." If this scholarly distinction has any 
relevance it does riot apply here. The two levels have influenced 
each other at least since the early Renaissance.5 At most one could 
say that the difference between observation and praxis is set up 
within the system of art and thus presupposes its differentiation, 
and perhaps also that something like style (or functional equiva­
lents, e.g., rules and recipes) brings about a corresponding differ­
ence of levels, i.e., of operation and observation as schooled, expe­
rienced observation. 

Our functional determination of the concept of style also avoids 
the much-discussed question: must styles dominate a whole epoch 
in order to fulfill their historical mission, or is this neither neces­
sary nor desirable? This is more a problem for the writing of art 
history than for art itself. The problem of what a work of art says, 
assimilates, and influences beyond itself can be solved within the 
framework of a pluralism of styles, even at the limit in terms of 
"the personal style" of an artist. We don't have to carry the longing 
for unity so far that pluralism and eclecticism become pejorative 
concepts. On the contrary: art is perhaps better advised when it 
avoids the risk of a unified style and opts for multiplicity, as long 
as associations (eclecticism?) remain possible. The question of 
whether and under what conditions unified styles dominate whole 
epochs is therefore excluded. It can only be answered in any case if 
we have clarified what is to be understood by "style" and whether 
this phenomenon can actually support a special historical "com­
pulsion to unity." 

If the considerations of the last section apply, style cannot be 
simply decided by differences of form. Rather, it involves the work 
of art in its central statement: the manner in which form and 
context are related. It is the unity of this difference and the manner 
in which it is achieved that makes the style of a work of art pos-
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sible. Here context is everything that constitutes the horizon of the 
work of art and regulates its references. That can and will also 
include negative references by means of omission, abbreviation, 
and abstraction. Also, the quoting of other works of art (often 
ironically; think of Stravinsky) or quoting that operates between 
art forms (think of the written quotations in Hann Trier's paint­
ings) belongs only to the context. Style is not to be found in the 
quotation but only in the way it contributes as quotation to the 
form of the work of art (and not only as an element of the form). 

Style can arise from the model character of individual works of 
art. It is thus possible for it to exist in an effortless and unreflected 
way. The church tower of St. Paul de Leon becomes the model for 
other church towers in Brittany. This is only possible, however, if 
copying is permitted, if the uniqueness of the work of art is not a 
condition of quality and if prescriptive production is not harmful. 
Etymologically speaking copia originally meant a positive evalua­
tion. In rhetoric, for example, it expresses the abundance of forms 
and figures of speech, and only when they are readily available in 
printed form does the meaning of "copying" become negative. As 
long as copying is praised as drawing on the rich knowledge of 
perfect forms, the level of meaning of style lies in-the similarity of 
works of art. This level is not clearly differentiated from the form 
and execution of the works. However, the reproduction process 
must substitute more abstract symbols for the original object and 
its context, and it is this that compels the reduction to characteris­
tics of a "style." 

The concept of style can already be applied etymologically to 
such processes. It refers, then—and this is the case for the official 
terminology until far into the eighteenth century—to the manner 
(maniera) of the work of art. A further clarification did not appear 
to be necessary. In any case the literature on problems of style 
since antiquity is concerned more with distinctions than with what 
the distinctions have in common, which would have been, the self-
understanding of rhetoric. Even when the prescriptive productions 
of works of art was reflected and value was placed on originality 
(but not singularity) this concept of style was still retained. It 
seems to have had, as the correlative of the rejection of art gov­
erned by rules, just as indispensable a function, but now as the 
compensatory concept to the rejection of rules, as it were. 

On the one hand style is thus not a recipe or a program of 
decisions by means of which the correctness of execution and the 
correctness of judgment of a work of art could be assessed. This 
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task was taken over historically to an even greater degree by the 
work of art itself. On the other hand not everything is acceptable. 

/ T h e proclamation of the sovereignty of the work of art raises the 
problem, like all proclamations of sovereignty, of arbitrariness and 
its control; and here there appears to be an increased recourse to 
nature and also to style at the beginning of the eighteenth century./ 
The differentiation of the program of decision and of style was 
basically already decided when the pluralism of styles and the 
eclecticism of execution were first registered—that is, in the six­
teenth century. The rejection of art produced according to the rules 
is only a continuation of the already observable uncertainty (con­
tingency). The work of art then serves the mastering of contingency 
and its return to necessity,6 and thus fulfills, a function that could 
not yet be realized on the level of style. It is only consistent, then, 
that each work of art is accorded the right to be its own program. 
However: what now guarantees that there will be art at all, and 
that there will go on being art? 

This problem was not at all acute at first because the continua­
tion of art was bound into the social structure and thereby guaran­
teed. The higher classes and the already differentiated functional 
centers of religion and politics saw to commissions. They needed 
art to illustrate their importance, and this all the more as the Old 
World.was already reaching its limits. In the semantics devoted to 
art we nevertheless already find "preadapted advances," adapta­
tions to something that does not yet exist; and it is not by chance 
that this anticipation of the future can be traced particularly clearly 
in the discussion of style. 

If it can be generally said that works of art produce astonishment 
and-admiration, now the kind»oi astonishment intended changes. 
The miraculous, pompous, exaggerated style is replaced by the call 
for the simple, the natural, and the sublime. The concept of style 
includes both: it is still defined as manner or as a way of arousing 
interest, but the astonished interest, the pleasure, the agreeable 
feeling that style should arouse has now become autonomous. The 
work of art is no longer employed for the support and magnifica­
tion of hierarchically superior meanings; it is no longer just deco­
ration for churches and palaces. It no longer aims for that amaze­
ment, of which Shaftesbury said that it is "of all other Passions the* 
easiest rais'd in raw and unexperienc'd Mankind." On the contrary: 
it reckons with artistic connoisseurs. Now art produces its own 
public, and the only question now is who can participate. 

When this development is first to be observed and what caused it 
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needs more precise research. At all events it is clear that around 
1700 artists were interested in a public aware of specific questions 
of art and aesthetically experienced, and that this is more impor­
tant than positive or negative judgments in individual cases. Ad­
miration is not sufficient; it must be knowledgeable admiration. 
That means: art no longer consists only of the performance role of 
the artists; it requires, for only thus can it become a social system, 
the differentiation of a public specific to this system, the differen­
tiation of complementary roles. The differentiation of a social sys­
tem for art results, in other- words, in the differentiation of the 
difference between professionals and the public. 

At the same time the model of rhetoric disappears for the artist. 
Rhetoric had never demanded that the speaker share the attitudes 
and feelings that he seeks to produce in his audience. Precisely the 
bridging of this difference was his creative role, and it is this that 
is increasingly called into question toward the end of the seven­
teenth century—in love as in art. An authentic relationship is now 
called for and on this basis a community of views and attitudes, of 
enthusiasm differentiated as something special. ExclusionLand in­
clusion need now needs, to be freshly regulated without recourse to 
rules and prescriptions which are used and controlled independent 
of attitudes. 

In other respects too this retreat of the rhetoric tradition, di­
rected to a nonreading public, can be observed. For instance, re­
dundancy can be arranged in a freer and more individual fashion. 
The addressee can no longer rely on formulaic stereotypes; espe­
cially in poetry and literature one can develop one's understanding 
through the text itself, and traditional formulas seem boring or 
even an imposition that underestimates the abilities of the observer 
or reader. 

The system of art is thus placed under increasing, individually 
varied claims and needs new titles for artists. That they are artists 
now indicates only their self-allotted position in this functional 
system. They had to be, for instance, geniuses in order to distin­
guish themselves in this already differentiated sphere. For the same 
reason the manner in which art draws attention to itself changes. 
The old "amazement" has to be hotted up. And the question of 
aesthetic norms, which guide production,and1 critical judgment, is 
confronted with new demands. Finally, the understanding of style 
is related to the self-regulation of this relation between profession­
als and the public and becomes temporalized in the course of this 
development. 
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Only when there is no style to be found must new kinds of 
solutions be found for the relation of artist and public and espe­
cially for the old problem of amazement—for instance in the form 
of provocative or plaintive art or in the form of the grim effort to 
laugh at people, who do not take it seriously or do not even notice 
that they are being laughed at. 

The functional definition of the concept of style is at the same 
time an historical concept. By "historical concept" I mean that the 
concept is codetermined by an historical difference which it itself 
brings about. This does not exclude a functional definition but on 
the contrary presupposes it. The problem called for by the distinc­
tion between work of art and style is itself an historical problem. It 
is given by the differentiation, of a system of art. And only in 
relation to this problem does the recognition and change of style 
(as opposed to the work of art itself) make a difference. Or more 
concretely: it is not simply the model character of the work of art 
itself that fulfills the function of style; rather, style becomes differ­
entiated as a special level of intercourse with works of arts. And 
only by this means is it possible to individualize the perfection of 
the work of art (freeing it of its model character) and at the same 
time posit style itself as authoritative and changeable. 

The problem of the differentiation of autopoietic subsystems arises 
only in history and only relatively late—certainly long after the 
existence of art. Long before the problem became relevant the 
concept of style was already ready for it. With it a difference of 
levels enters into the system of art. With it contingency as the 
possibility of choice of style could be formulated without imaking 
the individual work of art arbitrary: the work of art could assert its 
own necessity under the rule of a style (or even,through eclecticism 
of styles). All of this does not, however, explain how style fulfills its 
function1, let alone whether and what restrictions of possible styles 
can be derived from the function. 

The key to the further consideration of this question is offered by 
the temporalization and historicization of unified styles, their re­
shaping into epochal concepts.7 This turning point is usually iden­
tified historically: along with many other historicizations it carried 
through in the second half of the eighteenth century after Winckel-
mann had successfully used the concept of style as a means of art-
historical research.8 But what had exactly changed? The phenome­
non of epochal styles and their sequence had not been unknown 
earlier. It was for instance widely recognized that the burlesque. 
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style of a Cervantes had been directed against the chivalric ro­
mances (which appear in the novel only as reading matter). 

But this polemical formation of style was not persuasive. It con­
tradicted all of the idealizing praises used to recommend the work 
of art. It was also impossible to imagine how a style, directed at 
the destruction of an earlier style, could gain permanent validity; 
for what was the point of perpetuating the destruction once it had 
done its work? It was the old theme of varietas temporum; but one 
saw in it only a lack of permanence and perfection in the world 
which also affected art. Changes in views of art and of styles were 
registered, but they were seen in the light of differences of quality; 
decadence was noted or, conversely, past styles were given terms 
of abuse (gothic, baroque, etc.), which only later became the famil­
iar style descriptions. Time and the change of styles is negatively 
accounted for in one or the other direction. 

The historicization of styles in the second half of the eighteenth 
century finally breaks with the traditional conceptions of time 
which had always allowed the unity of the beautiful, the true, and 
the good to be thought of as the acme of perfection. Only now can 
the work of art fully lay claim to its own singularity; for the indi­
vidual uniqueness of the work of art is the surest guarantee that art 
always produces something new. Only now a theoretical aesthetic 
begins to work with problems specific to a sphere—that is, to react 
through reflection to the differentiation of the functional system of 
art. The now temporalized concept of style is no longer suitable as 
a substitute for rules; and it no longer grounds in compensatory 
fashion the artistic value of the work of art. Instead it makes pos­
sible a consciously historically situated politics of style. Previously 
the politics of style—e.g., the Academie Francaise in Colbert's time 
—'had been a politics of purification, concern for the selection and 
legitimation of those forms that guaranteed quality. Now it is a 
question of decisions by means of which one gains historical dis­
tance and defines what corresponds to one's own time. This is no 
longer meant prescriptively but assures only the framework within 
which the work of art acquires meaning beyond itself. 

One ofthe most important consequences of historicization is that 
the comparability of works of art acquires a temporal direction and 
is thereby limited. Traditional art theory had measured all works of 
art against common ideals of perfection and then, as can be read in 
the lives of Vasari, placed them in temporal sequence. Time led to 
perfection—or as a time of decadence, away from it. Now histori­
cal placing takes priority and is located deep in the work of art, 
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which compares itself with previous art, seeks and gains distance, 
aims for difference, excludes already given possibilities. By this 
means it defines its style or the style it relates to. However, compar­
isons directed to the future make no sense. The work of art cannot 
define itself by its distance from future possibilities which are not 
yet visible. It cannot seek to exclude forms which have not yet been 
conceived. Giotto could not paint "not yet like Raphael." And the 
historian who makes such comparison fails his object, history. 
Comparisons are possible for art theory but only when tied to the 
precondition of a classical ideal of perfection. 

This is the case not least because art, through its disposition over 
styles, has the opportunity, which practically no other functional 
system (least of all religion) has, of breaking abruptly with the 
past. Because works of art are complete, art can consciously and 
ruthlessly create discontinuity. It is not compelled to continuity. It 
does not have to wait until the investments have been written off. 
It does not even owe its patrons continuity. It can immediately 
fulfill the wish for the new. This is why art often produces antici­
patory signals in social evolution which can be read retrospectively 
as prognoses. This is all the more easy if changes of style no longer 
indicate differences of quality and leave the validity of works of art 
of the past untouched, where every work of art strives to be as good 
as possible. Seen from this perspective the work of art becomes an 
element in a development of style, in which.there is an awareness 
of style as a completeable and replaceable unity. The work of art 
could contribute nothing to the development of style if this were 
not the case. It could only have an insignificant effect if style were 
an endless, infinitely continuable quantity. The temporal structure 
of style itself, its microtime, allows it to further construction or 
defy decadence, to operate avant-gardistically or nostalgically, and 
to engage the whole quality of the individual work of art for such a 
politics of style. At the same time the work of art is and remains 
independent of style; and yet it can be good. And it is precisely the 
value of the works of art of a style which gives the latter its histori­
cal weight. 

Style is thus, we may say, what joins work of art to work of art 
and thereby makes the autopoiesis of art possible. Autopoiesis, 
however, only means that in general art continues to be possible; it 
does not say how. Also, from a formal point of view, autopoiesis is 
possible in many different ways—we have seen, for instance, that 
a work of art becomes a model for many others. What leads then to 
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closer determination of the structure, to more exact indications of 
the characteristics that a work of art "passes on" to others? What 
constraints are accepted in order to determine in which, direction 
autopoiesis should go? It would be premature to answer this ques­
tion by pointing to the pluralism of styles and interpret it as "any­
thing goes." Certainly plurality.and choice of style (both that which 
needs grounding and that which is capable of ground) has been 
important in this context at least since the sixteenth century.- Con­
centration on just one style has been avoided (and probably at all 
times)—which does not exclude the possibility that such a unified 
style for this very reason has been sought for and considered desir­
able. But there are also other limitations that go beyond the plural­
ism of styles. They consist of reactions ofthe system of art to its own 
differentiation and autonomy, i.e., of a taking into account, within 
the system, of the fact that the system of.art must provide for its 
own autopoiesis not in a free and arbitrary way but in a social 
environment. 

In this sense style functions as the level of contact between the 
system of art and its social environment. Here the system of art 
must define, limit, and defend the closed nature of its reproduction 
and the autonomy of its choice of structure. Here it must refuse, the 
claims of "interested parties" and in just this manner react to 
society. Here it must make evident its own work logic so that it 
becomes clear why art cannot be made to measure or ordered 
simply according to taste. The decisive insight is this: that this 
does not create arbitrariness, it simply defends "artistic freedom," 
but that this need to define autonomy determines important char­
acteristics of styles, that is, removes them from arbitrariness. Every 
theory that simply opposes freedom to compulsion is a failure, 
given the complexity of the situation. From the perspective of sys­
tems theory the autonomy of reproduction appears rather as a 
burden or in any case as a constraint to use the difference of system 
and environment for self-determination. 

As long as style is considered as rules or prescriptions for the 
[correct production of works of art this level of the fixing of differ­
ence to society cannot unfold. It is assumed that society will enjoy 
beauty directly and that it is only a question of mastering the 
difficulties involved in the production of works of art. This changes 
in the eighteenth century, and the new historical consciousness of 
style demands that the given social situation of art be reflected. 
Romanticism is perhaps the first fully marked example. It cele­
brates "infinite reflection" in the work of art itself. It uses as con-
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text settings in which it knows that nobody in the social environ­
ment believes. It celebrates paradoxes. It cultivates irony. The 
inclination to quote art in art begins (as distinguished from the 
reuse of historical elements of style). 

The subsequent realist and naturalist movements of style also 
face the necessity of pursuing a politics of distance. Precisely if one 
follows the stylistic program of confronting reality then it must be 
made clear in the work of art that this alone is not yet art; the 
comprehension of reality must also be made apparent and it must 
be shown that the work of art is finally due to the employment of 
specifically artistic means. 

The retrospective definition of historically superseded art forms 
as "styles" also serves the same function. It too suggests, at least 
for the nineteenth century, a kind of stylistic consistency, which is 
increasingly used in a puristic manner, faithful to the original. 
What had a certain justification for the completion of the Cologne 
cathedral or the rebuilding of Carcassonne is generalized via the 
concept of style to the extent that it can also apply to new build­
ings. Then, in architecture at least, style can be offered by cata­
logue; but if you order it then you.must follow the logic of the 
choice of style down to the details. 

This kind of attention to style elements in the production and 
judgment of works of art still has the characteristics of a program 
that guides the selection of action and experience. It has not only 
"ideological" but also concrete relevance. However, it is not a 
program of decision in the sense that the quality of the work of art 
is simply given by the execution of the program. The individuali­
zation of the work of art demands rather that the work of art be its 
own program in a concretely deciding sense, i.e., that it itself de­
limits what is possible for it. Style is then, just as much as mate­
rial; the limitation of self-selection—and in both cases it is a limi­
tation that requires ostentatious emphasis. 

This double function of style—on the one hand the ensuring the 
production of the elements by the elements of the same system and 
on the other the delimitation of the field in which this occurs— 
exactly corresponds conceptually to the definition of an autopoietic 
system. If this outline of the argument were-to be developed and 
empirically confirmed, it would show that art too differentiates 
itself as an autopoietic subsystem in the course of the evolution of 
modern society; or at least that it is obliged to attempt this because 
it cannot otherwise maintain itself. From this hypothesis follows a 
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corollary which concerns the "inclusion" of the public in the sys­
tem of art.9 

Above r indicated that art theory, as regards the social context of 
art, occupied itself at first with the general function of arousing 
amazement. The recipient must first of all be startled and aston­
ished so that he is stimulated to experience and respond,to art. 
This aspect is refined in a development of theory in the first decades 
of the eighteenth century, which attains its final form by reference 
to a public-specific art. The capacity for judgment of this public, 
formulated in the concept of taste, is assumed as a natural capac­
ity, but already seen as something that must be acquired through 
reading or conversation in the salons or simply through the exer­
cise of critical judgment. This changes with the further differentia­
tion of the system of art and with the understanding of "style" as a 
mediating level between art and society. Demands on the public 
are increased. 

If works of art are also expected to realize styles despite their 
self-sufficient isolation, then the connoisseur must be first of all a 
connoisseur of styles. He must be able not only to distinguish style 
but also to judge the correctness of style in detail, that is, be able 
to recognize breaks in style. This does not mean that he must or 
should judge as a purist; but he must be able to judge whether 
breaks in style are justified by the individual intention of the work 
of art. 

This is, however, only a superficial, possibly dispensable require­
ment. More importantly, the work of art itself—as a component of 
its style—must increase the demands placed on participation, and 
this to an ever growing degree since the nineteenth century. The 
visual demands that painting makes of the observer since the nine­
teenth century become ever more complex and cannot be naively * 
fulfilled. They demand broken immediacy and thus a particular 
distance from the object. With literature one has to think of the 
emergence of romantic irony and, further, of intenser forms of 
confusion of the reader. 

The decoding of the work of art in terms of what is art in it 
requires trained" activity; and this is not only a regrettable side 
effect of the complexity of the work of art but the grounds of its 
quality; it is its inherent intention, the requisite of this continued 
effect, the explication of its style. Further stages are reached when 
the transition to another medium becomes required and demands 
a corresponding training. Thus modern music is only understand­
able with the aid of the score (who cannot hear must read), while 
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conversely the highly refined rhythm of modern poetry is scarcely 
readable; one has to hear it performed (who cannot read must 
hear). As a result the, increase in the demands on inclusion has the 1 
effect of exclusion. I 

All of this is of course conditioned by the demise of rule-governed 
aesthetics. If there were rules and if they were followed and if this 
were the style then nothing more would be required of the public 
than the understanding of the application of rules. But toward the 
end ofthe seventeenth century it was felt that this was not pleasur­
able enough and so art was given license to discover how it could / 
please. But art freed itself from this, driven by the necessity of jjr 
assuring itself of its autopoiesis and thereby its style. / ' 

A final judgment* on this development is not possible yet. Its 
effects can be observed as a reduction of the communication sys­
tem of art to a narrow circle of admirers and as a greater differen­
tiation of the art forms, in the sense that an understanding of 
modern poetry does not mediate an understanding for modern 
painting or theater or in particular for art direction in the theater. 
It does not follow a priori, however, that this must remain so and 
above all that this situation must be determined by decisions of 
style. It is clear enough that this would imply significant prejudg­
ments about the future of art. 

Are there functional equivalents for style? Are there other possi­
bilities of solving the same problem? 

We could think of fashion. Fashion also constitutes itself within 
time limits and yet it too functions despite this. In fact around 1700 
the question was already raised whether a judgment about art 
could be anything but a question of opinion and fashion. Is beauty 
subject to fashion, or is it something for all time? Diderot along 
with many others set himself this question at the beginning of his 
Traite du beau, and it reveals a certain indecision that he could not 
immediately answer it.10 The problem becomes really acute when 
epochal styles last such a short time and succeed each other so fast 
that they have the effect of fashions. Are styles and fashions 
functional equivalent or even one and same phenomenon to­
day? 

One affinity between style and fashion obviously resides in the 
fact that fashion can a!so=be generalized and can involve different 
areas. It is therefore necessary to undertake a more exact func­
tional analysis of fashion in order to determine similarity and 
difference. 
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It is not easy to know what was meant when around 1600 people 
started to say "la mode" as well as "le mode." At first the transient 
and evanescent was certainly emphasized. This turned out to be 
omnipresent once it had been fixed by the concept. Not only clothes 
and manners but also linguistic expressions, religious feelings, the 
style of sermons, dietary habits, the refined manner of cutting 
meat, and even the preferred way of killing and being killed, the 
duel, revealed themselves as products of fashion. Everywhere peo­
ple appeared to take pleasure in the transient and the new. And 
then it was soon seen that it was not only a question of pleasure 
but also of security, especially for extravagances or otherwise con­
spicuous deviations.11 A lot can be dared and supported as fashion 
because it does not mean a long-term speculation. And by its suc­
cess fashion turns the burden of proof around: whoever does not 
adopt it becomes conspicuous. 

The effects of fashion appear when not only behavior but opin­
ions about behavior become socially regulated. For this commu­
nication is necessary that profiles opinions, censures them, and 
varies them in relation to their distance from behavior. Anticipa­
tions and connections become possible; security can already be 
gained in a certain distance from the given' if one follows fashion. 
To this extent fashion, if it is successful, cancels ridiculousness. It 
can normalize the strangest deviations, but not all at the same 
time. 

If we see fashion primarily as a strategy of security for the un­
usual, a strategy that pays for risk of the unusual with the decline 
of the fashion, then it is understandable why people have hesitated 
to surrender all values (or even the most important) to it. It was 
not only necessary to rescue from fashion true virtue (note the 
necessity of affirmation); beauty too must not be surrendered to it. 
Below this level of values the situation is less clear-cut in relation 
to "style." One can insist that the actual function of fashion is not 
the same as that of style. Security as regards the unusual is not yet 
autopoiesis, is precisely not a guarantee for self-reproduction. And 
yet a peculiar community of function can be seen. Does not the 
development of style profit from fashion? Does not the possibility 
of betting on fashion serve the risks of innovation in the develop­
ment of style? And above all: could it not be the case that the input 
of extravagance must be constantly increased in the succession of 
styles in order still to be able to offer formal innovations, so that 
style and fashion gradually converge? The autopoiesis of art would 
then have to accommodate itself to changes of fashion and the 
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question would then be not so much what a work of art contributes 
to style but how one fashion in style provokes the next. 

The temporalization of the complexity of the system, the trans­
ference of significance to succession, is also a reaction to the diffi­
culty of nailing down beauty as a criterion for works of art. What 
functions is in fact only the operative code, the difference between 
acceptance and rejection as beautiful or not. On this level historical 
judgment that can easily be given precision creeps in as a substi­
tute criterion. Styles and even works of art are incorporated in an. 
historical spectacle and judged from this perspective. In one re­
spect, however, change of style and change of fashion could still.be 
distinguished: by the degree of toleration for the arbitrariness of 
the break. Styles seem to develop according to Cope's ru le : n they 
start simply and modestly and end in confusing complexity. Re­
commencement is governed therefore by the law of simplification 
and by the need to regain clarity. This can be followed from the 
emergence of the classicist style to that of the functionalist style, 
i.e., over a period of more than 150 years. In this respect at least 
there were conditions of continuation in the succession of styles; 
the negation of the preceding did not give a blank check for the 
arbitrary. The question is whether this still applies, since the func­
tional style prescribed simplicity. It is difficult to avoid the impres­
sion that what has followed is only possible by means of arbitrary 
modification, by the intensification of an individual principle, which 
can no longer be distinguished from a change of fashion. 

Certainly the tempo of change has increased—so much^so that 
change of style can no longer be explained by generational change. 
(It is rather the case that generations are to be determined and 
artists' fates explained by what style was the fashion in their youth: 
If this is already or will be the situation we should not let our 
judgment be guided by prejudice against fashion. Neither style nor 
•fashion preclude the quality of a work of art. More attention should 
be paid, however—as it were, against the politics of style—to the 
question of whether the substantial work of art: can fulfill its func­
tion of organizing communication through itself. A maxim of La 
Bruyere is opposite here: "A man of fashion does not last long 
because fashions pass; if by chance he is a man of merit he is not 
destroyed and he continues to exist somewhere; just as estimable 
as before, he is simply less esteemed."13 

Of course this supposes that the difference between in and out 
does not completely supplant the difference between beautiful'and 
ugly. 

http://still.be
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Style, as we have known it for two hundred years, appears to be 
dissolving into fashion; at the same time it is threatened by the 
danger of history. In order to perceive and correctly estimate this 
danger it is first necessary to comprehend the new function of 
history. More and more it serves merely as a proof of the contin­
gency of what has established itself. It is being restored, cultivated, 
preserved, and protected against its ordained end at enormous cost 
as a mode of the self-doubt of the present. Old music is celebrated 
on old instruments, although—and because!—the development of 
instruments permits a better sound. Factories in the style of Tudor 
castles are rescued at least as facade; that is quite sufficient. Be­
hind the facade in Bielefeld, for instance, is a supermarket. The last 
horrors of the fin-de-siecle become objects of vehement communal 
politics. Spinning wheels and steam locomotives, no-longer-usable 
pithead towers, wooden kitchen boards, and copper kitchen uten­
sils—the past deluges the present in order to demonstrate that it 
doesn't have to be as it is. It is obvious that this has nothing to do 
with artistic interests or aesthetic qualities. 

Protest is sufficient and here one must have enough understand­
ing in order to be able to evaluate the pressure exerted in this way 
on aesthetic experience. The relics of past cultural efforts, whatever 
their immanent value, are being used as witness against the pre­
sent. If they weren't technically perfect—so much the better. If 
they look somewhat helpless and decrepit—all the more convin­
cing. If they line up with the other disadvantaged and underprivi­
leged—that is exactly the intention. Besides, it is not a question 
any more of their original function, and thus they can be alloted a 
new function at odds with all past valuations and instructions for 
use: that of the proof of contingency. The view of the past changes 
according to what one wants to see in the present. If you see the 

| present as progress, the witnesses of the past with their insufficien-
I cies demonstrate the appropriate "not yet." If, on the other hand; 
i you want to document the problematic state of society and how 
I little future content it has to offer, then the .past is drawn upon in 
.order to show that things could be different. 

' The "museumizing" of art appears imperceptibly to be taking on 
this function. The simple and ' the clumsy, set in the right light, 
demonstrates against the overrefinement of a late age; religious 
painting now says: I don't want to paint after nature, why should ' 
I? Strikingly, it is more difficult to show this state of affairs with 
literature and music—perhaps because printing had made a greater 

WORK OF ART AND SELF-REPRODUCTION 211 

simultaneous presence of the noncontemporary possible, and there 
was always a choice. All the same: the remarkable Hesse renais­
sance shows that the same motives are at work. Whatever the case, 
my argument is that the function of appealing to historicity inhib- \ 
its purely aesthetic interest and makes unpresupposed seeing and \ 
hearing more difficult, if not impossible. This applies all the more 
as the organizational side of the art industry has taken up this 
historical interest and oriented its marketing strategies to it—with 
the result that art is always displayed with the implied expectation 
that it be experienced from the viewpoint that it would not be 
possible like that today. What is left over consolidates itself as the 
avant-garde. 

In this way art collections turn into museums. If, additionally, 
change of style and change of fashion, converge and the resistance 
to the "museumizing" of art practically disappears, then the repro- •> 
duction of art appears to be hardly dependent any more on a y 
broadly based stylistic program .^Difference and estrangement are p 
enough. This may have the practical advantage that museums c a n / 
buy works of art in the expectation that they will shortly attract 
interest as historical objects. Being in fashion and being out of 
fashion fit nicely together—at any rate in the calculations of the 
organization. 

The results obtained do not allow us a sure judgment on the 
situation of art in modern society. They leave the question largely 
open whether, and to what extent, the social system of art as an 
autonomous, self-reproducing autopoietic system can be differen­
tiated. They merely indicate some problems that must be regis­
tered in such a development and that are already noticeable to a 
considerable degree. A social differentiation of fine art into a social 
system with its own functional autonomy is not just, if at all, a 
progress to be welcomed. There is also an intensification of the 
internal problems in the sphere traditionally cultivated as art. 
Society continues to pay subsidies but withdraws its guarantee of 
continuity from an ever-the-same fine art. The internal constella­
tion of art—seen with regard to society and not in terms of the 
multiplicity and diversity of works of art—has become more com­
plex. It accommodated itself to a dependence on time, and from 
this follows the temporalization of works of art themselves. Even 
—and especially—the old works are assigned an historical place. 
The superiority of Doric columns is discussed, a taste for the ar­
chaic developed. Translated into the language of sociology, we can 
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advance the hypothesis of the relation of several variables, i.e., the 
relation of: 

1. the increasing differentiation of a functional system for art; 

2. the increasing autonomy and responsibility of this system 
of professionals and the public for the self-reproduction of their 
communication by means of works of art; 

3. the development of self-reflective theories, of "aesthetics" in 
the new sense, for the control of this autonomy and for the 
solution of the specific (incomparable) problems of this sphere, 
thereby setting in motion 4 

4. the individualization of works of art, until finally by the 
middle of the eighteenth century the uniqueness of the object 
becomes the condition of recognition; 

5. as a result: the problematizing of self-reproduction and the 
application of the difference of levels of meaning, concerned 
with the distinction between style arid work, to the solution of 
the problem; 

6. the use of the level of meaning of style to ground autonomy 
of art in its difference to (and this means at the same time 
dependence upon) the social environment and to include-ex-
clude participants; and finally, this produces: 

1} 7. the complete temporalization of the complexity of the sys-
I tern, with the result that 

8. the time-bound value of styles and even of objects threatens 
to displace the objective criteria of beauty (which, if at all, 
could only be determined self-referentially). 

Through all of this, art mainly makes difficulties for itself. It thereby 
also betrays uncertainty in relation to its social function, the main 
focus of system-immanent reflection in other functional systems. 
The usual response has been to consider (and reject) a service 
function for other functional systems—rightly, precisely since it 
can not be the function of a fully differentiated functional system 
to contribute to another functional sphere. If analyses based on 
systems theory and social theory are employed, one arrives at very 
different departure points for a functional analysis and for observ­
ing and describing the self-descriptions of the system of art. This 

•> 
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may provoke a rethinking of the traditional premises of aesthetic 
reflection. 

The point of departure is communication in relation to an un­
usual object, disconcerted communication, which is directed back 
and bound to the object. Does art therefore serve the testing of 
communication by means of a case specially created for the pur­
pose? Does it attain by means of the convincing object the limiting 
case of communicative community, which can dispense with com­
munication to such a degree that communication only disturbs it? 
Is this a luxury that one can occasionally afford or is it the extreme 
point from which everything else can be opened up to communica­
tion? Is it not precisely the fictionality of art that, beyond all 
definite statements, lends—as medium, as it were—to the world a 
touch of the unreal? And is it not precisely the stringency of the 
work of art that assigns everything else the character of the "not 
really necessary" (without having to talk about alternatives at all)? 

I leave completely open the question of whether a self-reflective 
theory useful for art itself can be developed from such considera­
tions and whether it could still.be called "aesthetics." Given such a 
state of affairs it is understandable that any social function of art 
is frequently disputed and its autonomy equated with absence of 
function. You can sign the death sentence in this way. Or you can 
revise the foundations of theory. 

A sociology that conceives of modern society as a functionally 
differentiated social system does not assert that all functions re­
sulting from functional differentiation work equally well. It has its 
doubts about religion and it can also pose the question, in relation 
to art, of whether differentiation suits it and whether it can succeed 
in autopoietic self-reproduction. There is no answer to this ques­
tion that can be derived from theory. Faced with self-referential 
states of affairs, methodologically given asymmetries of deduction 
and causality are inadequate. One can only proceed as I have done, 
that is by seeking to discover what difficulties result from such a 
development and which functional alternatives are still available 
shortly before all options are closed off. 
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T h e M e d i u m o f A r t 

Works of art are not just traces left by human activity in the 
observable world. Neither do they arise as mere relics of purposeful 
behavior like tools, houses, street noise, or radioactive emissions. 
They serve, to take a minimal limiting criterion, the communica­
tion of meaning. This requires a medium in or through which 
communication occurs. 

The following considerations attempt to discover something about 
this medium. The medium of art—I consciously ignore the differ­
ence between the arts on the assumption that with the help of the 
question of medium something in common can be observed and 
described. To do this one must operate at a level of abstraction that 
permits applications from the sphere of human perception in gen­
eral,1 ranging to questions of special symbolically generalized me­
dia of communication and even to questions of organization.2 

Media differ from other materialities in that they allow a very 
high degree of dissolution. The original concept of matter—as op­
posed to form—had precisely this meaning: that which is undeter­
mined in itself and thus is receptive to and dependent on form. For 
an ontological metaphysics, which worked with these concepts, 
matter was accordingly the medium of reality; then, also, the me­
dium of a reality continuum of being and consciousness; and, fi­
nally, in so far as the world was considered as a congregatio corpo-
rum, the medium of a rationality continuum which, for example, 
alone made perception possible. 

In this scheme of matter and form a second aspect was early 
added: the aspect of self-referentiality, by means of which form 
was revalued as mind (Geist) while matter as unreflexive being was 
relegated to the other side of the distinction. This posed the prob­
lem of whether all form was to be attributed to mind, i.e., was to 
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be thought of as a construct of the self-referential processes of 
mind, or whether matter could itself attain form or thingness and 
how this, if at all, could be recognized. 

This problem already entangled Kant in insoluble difficulties 
and contradictions.3 For this reason I abstain from conceptual bor­
rowings from this tradition. I speak neither of matter nor mind but 
confine myself to the concepts of medium and form. If a common 
metaconcept is required, then one can speak of a substratum. What 
is important, however, is that both substrata differ only relatively, 
that neither of them excludes self-reference, and that their differ­
ence varies historically, i.e., through evolution. 

In order to stress relativity and evolutionary capacity I shall 
characterize media by their higher degree of dissolubility together 
with the receptive capacity for fixations of shape (Gestalt).4 This 
means: media also consist of elements or of events in the time 
dimension, but these elements are only loosely connected. Relative 
to the requirements of form or thingness they can be regarded as 
actually independent of each other. Thus money is a medium be­
cause payments can occur in any size, because a payment does not 
depend on the meaning and purpose of another payment, and be­
cause the medium is extremely forgetful (because, in order to pre­
serve the value of money, it is not necessary to remember what the 
payment was made for) and only the ability to pay decides whether 
a payment is possible. But equally:^-to take another example—air 
is only a medium because it is loosely connected in this way. It can 
transmit noises because it does not itself condense to noises. We 
only hear the clock ticking because the air does not tick. 

Forms by contrast arise through the concentration of relations of 
dependence between elements, i.e., through selection from the pos­
sibilities offered by a medium. The loose connexion and easy sepa­
ration of the elements of the medium explains why the medium is 
not perceived but only the form that coordinates the elements of 
the medium. We do not see the cause of light, the sun, we see things 
in the light. We do not read letters but with the help of the alphabet 
words; and if we want to read the alphabet itself we have to order 
it alphabetically. Attribution is directed by the coordination ofthe 
elements, whereas the medium itself is too diffuse to arouse atten­
tion. It holds its elements ready for coordination 4 through form. 
Heider thus speaks of external determination.5 In the realm of 
forms, and to this extent the distinction remains relative, there can 
be more or less strict connexions, i.e., a dimension that shares both 
high elasticity and rigidity. Freedom of maneuver and elasticity of 
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adaptation are thus preserved. A clock ticks and moves its hands, a 
ball bounces or rolls in reaction to impacts and conditions of its 
environment. A household can spend its money on different (but 
always specific) needs and a theory holds itself sufficiently undeter­
mined and capable of adaptation in the logically coded medium of 
truth, so that it is not destroyed or unrecognizably deformed by 
every collision with reality. Works of art, especially those that 
require "performance" or depend on the effect of illumination and 
distance, must not fix their medium invariantly. Despite all of 
these relativizations, the difference between medium and form re­
mains decisive as difference. There is neither a medium without 
form nor a form without medium. It is always a question of a 
difference between mutual independence and mutual dependence 
of the elements; and since it is a question of a difference this means 
that a relation of dependence of a higher degree is involved. 

Besides these differences in structures of dependence, of interde­
pendences, of loose and strict connections, differences of magni­
tude also play a-role. Media consist of very many-elements, in fact 
so many that every perception and every operative combination 
must proceed selectively. Forms by contrast reduce magnitude to 
what they can order. No medium gives only a single form, for then 
it would be absorbed as medium and disappear. The combinatory 
possibilities of a medium can never be exhausted; and if restric­
tions occur it is because products of form mutually disturb each 
other—for example, one noise shuts out another or one enterprise 
takes the market away from another enterprise; not, however, be­
cause air or money run out. 

In the relation of medium and form the more rigid form asserts 
itself because it is less flexible. The unconnected (or weakly con­
nected) elements of the medium can offer it no resistance. They are 
dependent on external determination. On the other hand form can 
only shape itself if a medium is available and its elements are 
suitable. Moreover, a form asserts itself at its own risk. It may suit 
it or not when it appears; and it remains exposed to disintegration 
or may suit itself to evolution, if it can reproduce itself. 

This assertion of more rigid forms over less rigid repeats itself 
within forriis. Sand adapts itself to stone and not the other way 
around: This too indicates the relativity of the relation of medium 
and form. A bureaucratic organization can be seen as form but also 
as a medium receptive to the imprint of interests. By accepting this 
relativity we obtain a point of departure for theoretical questions 
regarding evolution; for only then can we ask: how did physical 
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evolution lead to form-structures (light, air, etc.) that are suited as 
media for perceptions that overcome distance, so that correspond­
ing organisms can evolve; or, for the sphere of sociocultural evolu­
tion, how do language, writing, alphabetized writing, and symbol­
ically generalized communication media arise, which hold ready a 
not otherwise available potential for form-structures that can be 
used once social conditions make this possible? 

In order to produce form art is obviously dependent on primary 
media, above all those of optics and acoustics. It must be able to 
presuppose light and air. Beyond that, however, how can we say 
that art itself is a medium, a medium of communication? And if art 
is itself a medium, what, then, is form? In other words: what can 
we say about the relation of medium and form in the case of art? I 
have arrived at my theme. 

Of course we must start by assuming that there is already a 
medium to which form can apply. For the case of art I want to.test 

/ the opposite thesis; that form first constitutes the medium in which 
| it expresses itself. Form is then a "higher medium," a second-
ydegree medium which is able to use the difference between me­

dium and form itself in a medial fashion as a medium of commu­
nication. 

Let me exemplify this thesis in the case of music; There are many 
sounds that we automatically attribute to a source. The clock ticks, 
the telephone rings. The attribution to objects that, cause the noise 
serves to direct follow-up experience and action. This also func­
tions in the case of music. We get annoyed at radio music in the 
neighbor's garden and grab the telephone in order to stop noise 
through noise. In addition to this, however, the form ofthe musical 
work creates its own "reservoir" of selection, a space of meaningful 
compositional possibilities, which the specific work uses in a way 
that is recognizable as selection and that does not restrict other 
compositions. (Or does it? Is the medium in short supply? This we 
shall have to test.) 

Even if music creates, with the help of instruments, pleasant-
sounding tones, in this medium, again in.the first instance, any 
tone can follow any other or be combined'with any other, unless 
the form of the musical work decides otherwise. Here too through 
particular arrangements a medium is again first of all created in 
which form can imprint itself; here too we have loose and strict 
connections. The differentiation of composition and performance 
leads in addition to a special medium of notation, which was at 
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first used only as a technical help but then was discovered as a 
medium for graphic forms which optically restrict what is musi­
cally permitted. 

Music only functions as communication for those who can follow 
this difference of medium and form and can communicate about it; 
only for those who can also hear the uncoupled space in which the 
music plays; only for those who also hear that through its tonality 
music makes many .more sounds possible then could normally be 
expected, and this in relation to disciplining through form. Art 
establishes, in other words, its own rules of inclusion, which are 
served by the difference between medium and form as medium. 
Whereas we normalJy hear noises as difference to silence and are 
thereby made attentive, music presupposes this attention and com­
pels it to the observation of a second difference: that between 
medium and form. 

It is clear that we can also apply this analysis to visual art. It too 
organizes for itself a medium in the natural world in order to 
separate itself from the world's conspicous events and play with its 
own. Through art, new possibilities of the acoustical and optical 
world are discovered and made available, and the result is this: 
strategies of dissolution permit more possibilities of ordering the 
world than would otherwise appear. 

Finally, we can also maintain the same for literary works of art. 
The primary medium here is the alphabet. The alphabet permits 
combinations that are linguistically possible. Through the medium 
of alphabetical writing language can extend its own function as 
medium, it can be optically stimulated to new combinations of 
which one would not be aware acoustically in speech.6 This applies 
to every kind of written language but can be increased if written 
language is used in order to create art forms. The same rule repeats 
itself here: artistic expression imprints itself due to its bound form 
in the medium. Only through it do we actually see how weak and 
arbitrary normal speech and writing are by comparison. Here too 
we have a relation of looser and stricter connection which can be 
used at the same time to open up spaces of possibility in language 
that language does not of itself offer. 

Those possibilities were first discovered on the basis of rhythmic 
bonding, i.e., in direct continuation of the necessities of oral cul­
tures. The alphabet then makes the reflected difference between 
prose and poetry possible. This is followed by ever greater freedom 
in the choice and combination of words until this difference again 
diminishes—to the point of the elegance that can be won when the 
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normal word is freed of all the vague extensions of everyday lan­
guage and used again in its exact original sense. The literary work 
of art leads to the discovery of language and then, not by chance, 
to the scientific form of this discovery: to a linguistics that sets 
itself goals beyond merely controlling grammar. 

The distinction between medium and form competes with the 
distinction between entropy and negentropy and replaces it. The 
distinction between entropy and negentropy is current in art the­
ory. It is faced, however, by the problem (to which Prigogine's 
theory of dissipative structures responds in a different way) that it 
can only encompass final states or, alternatively, tendencies but 
not processes of transformation.7 If we add the distinction between 
medium and form, then the dimension that leads from entropy 
(chaos) to negentropy (order) can be considered as a relation of 
increase which makes possible more of both order and disorder.8 A 
look at. the history of art shows that natural media (media of 
perception) are always presupposed but that art in the process of 
its development creates additional media of its own in order to 
make use of differences. This can best be clarified by an example. 
The theme of the madonna and child changes in a process that is 
later described as the transition from the romanesque to the gothic 
"style." The child moves from the center, its meaningful place, to 
the "side, where it is more clearly visible in contrast to the ma­
donna; it becomes the element of a difference. In order to hold the 
child in this position the madonna is forced into a bodily balancing 
movement which accentuates the difference. Her body, her dress, 
her expression can be presented as autonomous necessity and at 
the same time as reference to the other, to the child. With the 
choice of this form the human body becomes a medium, i.e., the 
relatively elastic realm of possibilities from which form selects a 
certain (and no other) possibility. Form creates its own artistic 
medium by using it for its expressive purposes. Here too the rule 
applies: the greater rigidity asserts itself over the greater flexibility 
—with the risk that this assertion fails, is criticized, can be done 
better, or finally is relegated to history and the museum as the 
peculiarity of a certain style. 

Let us take another example from the representations of modern 
technology or its objects in art. Where the severity of the interven­
tion in nature (Cezanne's railway cutting) is shown and contextual-
ized in nature, then nature itself can become a medium by making 
apparent that technology is one (but only one) of its possibilities. 
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In contrast to everyday primary experience nature is dissolved into 
elements that can be differently combined, and for this reason it is 
exposed almost (but not completely) without resistance to the in­
tervention of technology and also art. In its own way modern 
science has discovered nature as a medium for the intervention of 
theories: as a medium that is open to different (but not arbitrary) 
possibilities of synthesizing. Compared to its successful sister art is 
set on seeing and doing things differently. It is thus inclined (but 
not necessarily) to judge technology negatively—in contrast to the 
presumed positive judgment by science. Finally, since the nine­
teenth century we can observe tendencies to constitute, with the 
aid of art, a further medium: society. As we no longer regard 
society as creation or as nature but as, we might say, its own 
concoction or, if we doubt the possibilities of planning, the result 
of its own evolution, here too it is possible to discover a medium. 
Sociology can occupy itself with society if it is looking for a me­
dium that is suited for the methodically controlled construction of 
theory and constitutes it as a scientific discipline. But art also 
displays tendencies to appropriate the high capacity for dissolution 
and recombination of social data and to imprint its representations 
with the force of its own rigidity. Of course there can be no unani­
mous judgment on success or failure; however, the specific difficul­
ties that result.from such an artistic program can be,examined 
more closely than before. It is self-evident that society as a system 
of its own operations cannot be a medium (since it can only be 
actualized in a structurally complex, selectively combined form). 
The question is thus: how can society behind society actually be 
projected so that society's choice of form can become grimacingly 
visible; and how can this occur in the specific manner of art so that 
the selection convinces as form and does not merely live, as social 
criticism, as the result of a momentary boom in "alternatives"? 

My examples suggest that we describe the evolution of art as the 
increase in the capacity for dissolution and recombination, as the 
development of ever new media-for-forms. This would naturally 
require careful investigation and can only be presented here as an 
hypothesis. If it is the case, then the use of society as a medium 
would be the logical conclusion of such a development, its non plus 
ultra. Since art as communication is itself the realization of society, 
it could then use itself as medium and collapse in a kind of logical 
short circuit. Activities in this direction, in which finally everything 
is permitted in art, are not difficult to observe on a programmatic 
level. Even here, however, there are effective limits which lie in the 
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inescapable need to use media of perception: words scattered over 
the paper must still be legible or at least visibly illegible, and 
modern music may only transgress the limits of hearability.to the 
extent that this transgression is still hearable. 

What this means is that art must presuppose socially constituted 
expectations—such as: writing is readable, music hearable, i.e., 
distinguishable from noises; or, simply, that what we encounter in 
concert halls, literary productions, museums, etc., is art. Without 
presupposing such expectations, however they are used or abused, 
art could not reproduce itself; it would dissolve into everyday life 
and drain away. But is the guarantee of perceptibility as art suffi­
cient for the continuation of art as a social system, for ..the self-
reproduction of art, for the "autopoiesis" of art? 

In order to investigate this question (I do not claim to be able to 
answer it) we must use the concept of medium in an additionally 
limited sense, i.e., as a symbolically generalized medium of commu­
nication. We arrive at this concept when we recall that the differ­
ence between medium and form functions in turn as a mediumj 
i.e., as a medium that opens up possibilities of the combination of 
media and forms for forming through communication. 

A social medium only comes about when participants can ob­
serve (or assume that they can observe) what other participants 
can observe. It is thus always a question of second-order observa­
tion, of observations of observations, and this allows for the possi­
bility of detachment from.the direct, concrete evidence of observa­
tion. When we observe a work of art we can assume that the artist 
intended something when he made the work; and we can see that 
others assume .that the artist could have intended what they 
assumed; and that, in turn, can lead the artist to talk about his 
art . 

Communication about works of art is of course only possible if 
there are works of art. It would be false, however, to conclude from 
this a "first this/then that" relation, for the opposite also applies: 
works of art only exist if and insofar as possibilities of communicar 
tion about them can be reckoned with. Once it is set in motion we 
have an autopoietic system which feeds on the production of works 

jof art. Talking and writing are not the only communication; there 
is also shared perception, if it is actualized in relation to an object. 
Here it is not simply the normal presupposition of daily life, that 
others also see what one sees oneself, but it is a meaning-imparting 
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looking (or hearing) which communicates at least to others that the 
object deserves attention. 

The constructive freedoms of such a social system lie in the fact 
that only communication must function and that everything else is 
placed in the second rank of a necessary condition. We can express 
this in reflection through themes like "beautiful appearance" or 
"amazement." There is one condition that is decisive and has been 
termed "symbolic generalization" since Parsons in a sense that 
goes far beyond art.9 The concept of generalization characterizes! 
the capacity of the medium to overcome the differentness of things,' 
i.e., its receptive capacity for different things; and the concept of 
the symbolic characterizes the condition of unification necessary if 
action (for Parsons) or, in our context, communication, is to occur 
at all. Here too we have, if in a somewhat different theoretical 
language,10 a relation of dissolution and recombination, of open­
ness to many possibilities and specific selection, of readiness for 
and dependence on the imprint of form. 

In order to communicate about art we must presuppose the 
difference between primary medium and form and be able to make 
this difference into a medium. We must be able to recognize and 
use as medium the freedoms that the artist creates for himself for 
the choice of form. Communication about art is only possible on 
this basis, for it must be able to presuppose that there is informa­
tion to be gained, and that means: that it would also be possible 
otherwise. Communication about art that is conditioned and lim­
ited in this way can occupy itself first of all with the medium that 
forms use in order to bring about distinctions. My examples: the 
possibilities of movement of the human body that are fixed by form 
as position ormovement (dance). A radically changed problem 
arises when art wants to use society, of which it is part, as a 
medium. Communication about art is now placed in the situation 
of a medium with which art itself plays. Society as such, but also 
communication about art, must now be attributed with a structure 
in which events cohere scarcely or not at all, occur en masse and 
almost by chance, and are exposed to the intervention of more rigid 
complexes. This can be done easily (too easily) if a negative projec­
tion of society is made, since negativity possesses precisely this 
quality of nonconnection. Society may then be presented as figures 
without contact, as a bizarre ensemble, as arbitrary and fleeting 
constellations, and the form only serves to present this conception 
of its medium (which of course presupposes that it can do this and 
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thus succeeds as form). The consequence, however, must be that 
art, insofar as it is realized as communication, must accommodate 
itself to this conception; then it will be able to mock its observers, 
exhibitors, and purchasers, and finally itself. 

Dissolution can become an end in itself; the medium no longer 
serves the form but the form the medium until we arrive at the 
paradox that form only wants to maintain that it is its own me­
dium, that it is not interested in itself. What happens, however, 
when society no longer accepts this and neither produces nor uses 
for self-description that entropic state in which it is nothing but a 
medium? We can take note that art offers such a projection; but we 
must also recognize that this offer contradicts our own projection, 
since this offer presupposes at least that communication about it is 
possible in a determinable way. Art taken to such an extreme 
behaves for the observer paradoxically and it thereby takes the 
narrow path on which the attempt to dissolve paradoxes can be­
come fruitful. 

Since communication about art (art as a social system) is depen­
dent on given objects, it does not produce abstract conceptions 
about the ensemble of its possibilities. Although it is placed within 
the space of contingency created by art, communication does not 
need a concept of the set of possibilities, i.e., a concept of untran-
scendable limits. It must be able to distinguish between art and 
nonart and it can do this in the same way that houses and gardens 
can be distinguished without having to employ as a criterion a 
conception of the totality of possibilities of being a house or garden. 
It is only necessary to determine (and only to the extent that com­
munication leads to consent or dissent) whether an object makes 
communication about art possible. To do this requires that the 
"reservoir" of selection is also seen and communicated. However, 
it is neither necessary nor possible to determine this "reservoir" as 
sum or set. It is sufficient that it functions as medium. The abstrac­
tion of these considerations shows that we have already reached 
the level of third-order observation and description, i.e., that we 
are engaged in the formulation of a theory whose object is the 
observation of observations. As this theory does not enter art as a 
work of art it must presuppose the autopoiesis of art. It can give no 
"thought impulses," let alone recipes, for the production of works 
of art.11 As far as art is concerned it remains sterile. It can only 
become fruitful in the context of the autopoiesis of theoretical 
activity. 
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It is only on this level that we can meaningfully pose the question 
whether art can postulate its media at will or whether the possibil­
ities of creating media are limited. It is clear that media of percep­
tion cannot be created at will, that visibility and audibility set 
barriers. The question becomes interesting in relation to society. 
Insofar as it refers to society art likes to permit itself a partly 
negative, partly Utopian treatment of this material; and precisely 
when it depicts social situations "realistically," the pure duplica­
tion of reality translates the object into the mode of the made, i.e., 
the mode in which it could be made other. Other—but how? 

Theoretically we can of course answer that society can be under­
stood as a gigantic realm of surplus possibilities of communication 
and action, from which any one—and if any one, why not art as 
well—can select what works.12 If this selection can be attributed 
to agents, e.g., the bourgeoisie, the ruling strata, or the combina* 
tion of party ideology and bureaucracy, the gesture of rejection is 
relatively easy. It depends, however, on what it rejects, and makes 
itself dependent on tolerance. Despite this it is demonstratively 
bought or used as an object of speculation or it slips in some way 
through the gaps in the censorship of the regime.13 But how and 
where does it find its society? And is it sufficient for it to see society 
as a medium without connections, as a medium for its own form? 

If, however, society is neither nature nor the work of agents; if 
what works is what it itself makes possible; if society is an auto­
poietic system of self-selection, which also gives a place to those 
who believe that they can influence what occurs; if it is accordingly 
not meaningful to focus on rejection because this only blocks access 
to the medium; and if art can only operate in society and can only 
create in society a fictional reality, which can be turned against 
society: what is then medium and what is then form? 

There is neither a prognostic nor recipelike answer to this ques­
tion. The answer that follows from the previous considerations 
suggests, however, that only form can determine what is a medium 
for it and that dissolution cannot go far beyond what is capable of 
regaining shape. In other words, art must make use of form if it 
wants to show how far it is possible to dissolve and recombine 
something, just as it can only gain form if it presupposes an uncon­
nected medium. The difference between medium and form can be 
taken to improbable lengths—but only within the limits in which 
the communication of form still succeeds. 
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T h e S e l f - R e p r o d u c t i o n o f 

L a w a n d I t s L i m i t s 

The predominant conception of the legal system refers to its orga­
nized and/or professional activities. People who do not work in the 
system appear as "clients," and thus the main question becomes 
how the system serves its clients. Critique of the system is incited 
by the demand for better service. Apparently, this demand does not 
have much success, since the system seems to resist and to repel all 
attempts to improve the service. The bureaucratic and professional 
ways of handling issues have to be taken as facts, and given these 
facts the critique changes its goals and proposes delegalization, 
deformalization, deprofessionalization.1 Again, the results are not 
very convincing: they tend to make things easier and more difficult 
at the same time, probably for a different set of persons. Left-wing 
and right-wing critics, having lost their ideologies, vacillate be­
tween apocalypse and intrigue. The next step may well be more 
desperate and more radical claims combined with preadaptive 
resignation. 

In such a situation a reasonable strategy may be to reconsider 
the theoretical foundations. Theoretical choices can be character­
ized by the kind of difference that they propose as the core prob­
lem. To select the difference between professionals and laymen or 
bureaucrats and the public for defining the legal system is a highly 
questionable decision—understandable in terms of everyday life 
but not in terms of theoretical refinement. For, to be clients of the 
legal system, people have to operate within the system. They have 
to be aware of a legal problem, have to define their situation ac­
cordingly, and have to commit themselves to advance legal claims 
or at least to communicate about them. They participate in the 
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legal system using its system reference to give meaning to their 
activities. And even the decision not to use the legal framework for 
handling affairs of everyday life is a decision within the system. The 
legal system is responsible also for thresholds and discouraging 
effects.2 

The difference between professionals and clients, seen as a differ­
ence of roles, or motives, or activities, or expectations, is an internal 
structure of the legal system. The legal system includes all acts or 
failures to act which are selected by reference to its mode of opera­
tion. Strategies of "delegalization" are at best proposals to restruc­
ture the legal system. They may, for better or worse, change the 
way in which law is taken into account. They may discourage 
people from using the law because of costs, congestions, or delays, 
or because appealing to legal remedies is no longer fashionable. 
But they will probably (and hopefully) not bring about a state of 
affairs in which the law is no longer acknowledged as relevant, 
giving legal and illegal behavior the same chance. 

As theory, and in its practical results as well, the paid-work 
paradigm of professionals and bureaucrats leaves much to be de­
sired. Above all, it lacks any clear understanding of the specific 
function of the law. Using the general framework of the theory of 
society as a functionally differentiated social system, we can con­
ceive of the legal system as one of its functional subsystems.3 Such 
a system constitutes itself in view of its function. The function is a 
problem that has to be solved at the level of the societal system. A 
one-function/one-system arrangement requires complete autonomy 
of the system because no other system can replace it with respect 
to its function. Hence, autonomy is not a desired goal but a fateful 
necessity. Given the functional differentiation of society no subsys­
tem can avoid autonomy. Notwithstanding all kinds of dependen­
cies and independencies in relation to its social and its natural 
environments that system alone can reproduce the operations that 
fulfill its function. Whatever serves as unit in the system, including 
the unity of the system itself, has to be constituted by the system 
itself. All elementary units (e.g., legal acts) and the unity of the 
system as well are achieved by the reduction of complexity. They 
are performances of the system itself and are never given to it by 
nature or by other environmental conditions. Therefore, given the 
general regime of a functionally differentiated society, all law be­
comes positive law which, of course, is not necessarily statute law 
but can also be created by the courts and by contract. 

In this sense, functional subsystems of society are always self-
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referential systems: They presuppose and reproduce themselves. 
They constitute their components by the arrangement of their com­
ponents, and this "autopoietic" closure is their unity. This mode of 
existence implies self-organization and self-regulation, but it has to 
be realized not only at the level ofthe structure but also, and above 
all, at the level of the elements of the system.4 

This general theoretical conception can be applied to the legal 
system. If such a system evolves within the context of functional 
differentiation all regulation must be self-regulation. There may be 
political control of legislation, but only the law can change the law. 
Only within the legai system can the change of legal norms be 
perceived as change of the law. This is not a question of power or 
influence, and this not to deny that the environment and particu­
larly the political system has an impact on the legal system. But 
the legal system reproduces itself by legal events and only.by legal 
events. Political events (e.g., elections) may be legal events at the 
same time, but with different connections, linkages, and exclusions 
for each system. Only legal events (e.g., legal decisions but also 
events like elections in so far as they are communicated as legal 
events) warrant the continuity of the law and only deviant repro­
duction, merging continuity and discontinuity, can change the law. 

A simple fact never bestows the quality of being legal or illegal 
upon acts or conditions. It is always a norm that decides whether 
facts have legal relevance. After many centuries of doubts and 
discussions we are today used to admitting that neither natural 
nor religious nor moral conditions have this lawmaking potential, 
but only legal norms. The legal system is a normatively closed 
system. 

It is at the same time a cognitively open system. Following recent 
developments in systems theory we see closure and openness no 
longer as contradictions but as reciprocal conditions. The openness 
of a system bases itself upon self-referential closure, and closed 
"autopoietic" reproduction refers to the environment. To para­
phrase the famous definition of cybernetics by Ashby: the legal 
system is open to cognitive information but closed to normative 
control.5 

Normative closure does not exclude cognitive openness. On the 
contrary, it requires the exchange of information between system 
and environment. The normative component of legal meanings 
provides for concurring self-reference.6 Concurring self-reference is 
not a rule as we are used to thinking as successors of Kant. There-
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fore the normative quality of legal operations cannot be reduced to 
the enactment or the application of a rule. Rather, it is the neces­
sary and continuous reformulation of the unity of the system. Hav­
ing its reality in actu it binds the following operations to confirm 
and to reproduce the system. It needs for this very purpose limitaT 

tion and guidance—but not determination!—of choice. In this sense, 
concurring self-reference uses the difference of system and environ­
ment to create information, this would never work if the system 
were a system of norms only and its environment the realm of 
cognitions. The legal system is not a normative system if that 
means a system the elements of which are norms. It is a system of 
legal operations using normative self-reference to reproduce itself 
and to select information. The legal system, basing itself on its 
normative self-reference, is an information-processing system, and 
it is able to adapt itself to changing environments if its. cognitive 
structure is sufficiently generalized. 

Normative closure requires symmetrical relations between the 
components of the system where one element supports the other 
and vice versa. Cognitive openness, on the other hand, requires 
asymmetrical relations between the system and its environment. 
The operations of the system are contingent on those of the envi­
ronment and adapt to changing conditions. The impact of the sys­
tem on its environment, for example compliance with rules, is 
again an asymmetrical relation in which the environment adapts 
to the system. Both contingencies have to remain separate to avoid 
circularity. 

For this reason normative structures are highly vulnerable. They 
are sensitive to open defiance and unenforceability because doubts 
have a spillover effect and spread over the system. Cognitive struc­
tures, on the other hand, may be specified and remain relatively 
isolated. The concurring involvement of normative closure and 
cognitive openness in legal events and operations combined sym­
metrical and asymmetrical, general and specific commitments. The 
emergence of a normatively differentiated system does not lead to 
a state in which cognitive orientations are less important. They 
become more important—for that system! 

Other systems use other ways and other semantic forms to distin­
guish and recombine openness and closure. The economic system, 
for example, operates openly with respect to needs, products, ser­
vices, etc., and it is closed with respect to payments, using pay­
ments only to reproduce the possibility of further payments. Link-
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ing payments to the exchange of "real" goods interconnects closure 
and openness, self-reference and environmental references. General 
purpose money provides for closure and remains the same in all 
hands. Specifiable needs open the system toward its environment. 
Therefore, the operations of the system depend upon a continuous 
checking of one in terms of the other. This linkage is a prerequisite 
for the differentiation and self-regulation of the economic system.7 

The same holds true for the legal system, of course with different 
mechanisms to provide for self-regulation by closing off self-refer­
ential procedures. In this case, the reference to the normative 
framework of the law serves to establish circularity within the 
system: decisions aj~e legally valid only on the basis of normative 
rules because normative rules are valid only when implemented by 
decisions.8 

The validity of law cannot be founded on authority or will, as the 
legal positivism of the nineteenth century was. Nor does the "fait 
social" of human society grant validity. It is not the "existence" of 
the legal order that is the source of itself,9 and it is not the hypoth­
esis of a basic norm that constitutes (or simply postulates) the 
object of legal cognition.10 Austin, Durkheim, and Kelsen offer com­
peting attempts to avoid circularity and to found the validity of 
law on something else. However, validity is circularity—circularity, 
of course, in need of logical unfolding. 

Finally, the legal system, for its own reproduction of legal events 
by legal events, needs a binary structure in terms of, which all 
events can be described as not being their counterpart. The system 
uses the code of right and wrong to duplicate all meanings—the 
right events being not wrong, the wrong events being not right. By 
this very description, whatever happens and whatever can be done 
becomes contingent. It remains possible to select the right or to 
select the wrong but not without committing oneself to negating 
the opposite value. The right path, then, may become a bit too 
righteous and the wrong may be overburdened with consequences 
stemming from the fact that it was not right. 

Such a binary schematization is neither a fact of nature nor a 
law giveni by divine logic. It is an achievement of evolution, an 
evolutionary universal. At the time of the Greek tragedies it could 
not be taken for granted.11 On the other hand, it is not simply an 
analytic device, structuring the recognition of .the law by discern­
ing right and wrong. It links the reproduction of the law with the 
reproduction of the contingency of the law and it serves as prereq-
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uisite of conditionally (see below). Based on this prerequisite, the 
legal system can be erected as a network of conditions preprogram­
ming events (and particularly actions) to be either right or wrong. 

This outline of a theory of self-referential legal systems uses the 
distinction of normative and cognitive orientations to distinguish 
and recombine closure and openness. Any further development of 
this line of thought depends upon the way in whichwe conceive of 
norms and cognitions. 

It will not be very helpful to define norms by self-implication— 
referring to the meaning of "should" or to the justification of sanc­
tions.12 This would give us a self-referential concept but not a 
theory of self-referential objects. To avoid all kinds of conceptual 
circles I start with defining the difference between cognitive and 
normative orientations as the.difference between learning and not 
learning.13 The problem of choice between learning or not learning 
arises in the face of inconsistent experiences.14 If an experience 
contradicts our expectation we can either accept that fact and 
change our expectation; or we can try to maintain our expectation 
and to treat the experience as deviant, as an unusual exception or 
as a wrong choice. Since this problem of changing or not changing 
expectations comes up regularly in everyday life and particularly 
with respect to human behavior, it may be required that one com­
mits oneself before the event and declares one's intention to change 
or not to change the expectation in case of contradicting experi­
ences. The symbolism of cognition and of norms, of "being" and of 
"should," of "existence" and of "axistence"15 provides general se­
mantic forms and recognizable patterns for such commitments 
before the event. Using these forms, we may bind ourselves to 
expect either cognitively or normatively and, accordingly, to.change 
or not to change our expectations in the case of disappointing 
experiences. And if this is possible we may build expectations of 
expectations; we may normatively expect normative expectations 
or may be normatively expected to apply cognitive expectations 
and vice versa. 

Expectations of expectations can be called reflexive expectations. 
Normal expectations never become reflexive. I do not expect to 
expect to be able to start my car or to get a response at the recep­
tion desk of the hotel when I ask whether accommodation is avail­
able. Only if the car does not start do I feel that it would be 
inappropriate to stick at the expectation that it should start. And 
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only if I get the answer "no rooms available" and discover later 
that it was false do I feel that I have a right to get at least an honest 
and true answer. Reflexive expectations are evoked only if there is 
a point in making a choice between cognitive and normative expec­
tations, i.e., reflexivity depends on forced choice, so to speak, on 
the level of primary expectations. 

Looking more closely at the research about reflexive expectations 
would lead to significant refinements.16 For legal theory it is more 
important to connect this field of research with systems theory and 
particularly with the theory of self-referential systems. Social-sys­
tems in general use expectations as structures that control the 
process of reproduction of communications by communications.17 

Therefore, differentiation of social systems requires the specifica­
tion of expectations that maintain the autopoietic process of repro­
duction. The legal system becomes differentiated by distinct stan­
dards of self-reference in everyday operations. It uses the normative 
quality of expectations, i.e., resistance against learning, to include 
operations in the system and to refer to further operations (e.g., 
execution) of the system. It can associate further meanings as ad­
ditional conditions of legal validity and it may try to warrant some 
kind of conditional predictability. But these normative meanings 
work as concurring self-reference only, assuring the reproduction 
of legal events out of legal events. There is no need and not even 
the possibility of complete self-determination. The legal system 
does not determine the content of legal decisions—neither logi­
cally nor by some kind of crafty procedures of hermeneutic inter­
pretation. It operates as a closed and at the same time as an open 
system, normatively referring to the maintenance of its own self-
reproduction and cognitively referring to adaptive requirements 
with respect to its environment. 

If all legal events are normatively bound to push on the process 
of autopoietic regeneration and are nevertheless cognitively pre­
pared to learn from the environment, the system will have to face 
up to problems of compatibility of these divergent and perhaps 
even contradictory attitudes. Such combinatorial constraints may 
bring about limits to the growth and the complexity of the system. 
Since closure and openness can be combined this is not a hopeless 
contradiction and not a real impossibility. But we have to specify 
what kind of mechanisms extend the,realm of feasible combina­
tions. And my presumption is that the actual symptoms of over­
strain in the legal system are generated by these mechanisms as a 
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kind of immune response against environmental (and particularly 
political) pressures and are not primarily problems of enforcement 
or problems of insufficient legitimacy or justice. 

Mechanisms that differentiate and recombine normative and cog­
nitive orientations work on two different levels: the one general, 
the other specific. At the the general level the system uses the 
fundamental technique of conditioning.18 Special events (actions, 
decisions) within the system are activated if, and only if, certain 
other events are realized and thus are conditioned on prepro­
grammed information. Conditionality provides the chance to dif­
ferentiate and recombine norms and cognitions. The conditioning 
program itself can be stated as a norm that foresees deviant behav­
ior and does not become invalidated by it. Applying the program, 
on the other hand, requires cognitive operations. It relies on the 
capacity to handle information and to learn whether certain facts 
are given. With this kind of "iffish" attitude long chains of events 
can be built, each step depending on previous others and all de­
pending on the legal validity of themselves and of others.19 

In this sense, conditional programs are the hard core of the legal 
system (Willke gives a rather different account).20 All legal norms 
are conditional programs and if they are not formulated that way 
they can be translated into if/then relations, t h i s makes it difficult 
to confer to future states the status of a condition of legal validity.21 

Legal rules may mention future states. The prospects of the child's 
welfare should guide the decision about which of the divorced 
parents should take care of the child. But this does not mean that 
the decision and all acts based on it will lose their legal validity if 
the future falsifies the prediction. The decision depends on present 
informed guesses about the future, and legal validity is used (or 
misused?) to absorb risks and uncertainties. Law does not special­
ize in fortune telling, and the legal validity of gambling has always 
been a subject of suspicion.22 

This, however, is only half of the truth and only one way to relate 
normative and cognitive components of the legal system. Condi­
tionality is the general and indispensable device, but there are also 
more subtle, subcutaneous ways to infuse cognitive controls into 
normative structures. Judges are supposed to have particular skills 
and contextual sensitivities in handling cases. They apply norms 
according to circumstances, and if necessary generate exceptions 
to confirm the rule. They try to do justice—and postpone the per­
ishing of the world from case to case. Other learning processes take 
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place at the dogmatic level of legal concepts.23 (Broekmann and 
Heller argue against the possibility of change at this level.)24 The 
conceptual framework of legal doctrine adapts to changing condi­
tions and changing plausibilities and it may reflect and control its 
own change because concepts are not yet normatively binding de­
cisions.25 

The actual problems within this area are more or less problems 
of time and of speed. The unity of the legal system requires an 
integration of changes on both levels: court decisions and legal 
dogmatics. New conceptual developments or new dogmatic rules 
have to wait for stimulating cases and cases can be aggregated into 
types of problems only if the conceptual development is sufficiently 
advanced. All of this takes time—and under modern conditions 
apparently too much time. Sufficient speed can be achieved only 
by legislation and legislation will change the law again and again, 
without leaving time for court traditions and for dogmatic refine­
ments to settle down. Within the legal system the priority passes 
on to the legislature. This means, to some extent, a new primacy of 
cognitive over normative considerations. The law has to fit the 
society around it and we are lucky if it nevertheless remains able 
to fulfill its own social function.26 

From ancient times we are familiar with a critique of law that 
assumes several, forms.27 Law is unjust or at least not quite in 
conformity with the idea of justice. This seems to be inevitable as 
long as we need property. Moreover, legal norms are never com­
pletely enforced. We know of hidden and even open deviance. Lack 
of justice and lack of compliance and enforcement have to be taken 
as normal in this world. In both respects, ideal and material, the 
legal system lacks perfection. We may add the famous ius vigilanti-
bus scriptum or its .modern equivalent: the differential access to 
law. And last though not least we are aware of many ways in which 
sophisticated legal forms are misused to bring about effects that 
were not intended by the legislator28—one of the most famous 
examples of tricky misuse being the emancipation.29 All of this 
remains on the agenda. In addition, however, we have invented a 
new kind of discontent. We feel that the legal system suffers from 
overstrain: that we have too much legal regulation, too much of 
the good. 

What does this mean? I know of no legal theory that explains 
how the good turns into the bad and at what point. Sociologists 
could, once more, call up Max Weber. His analysis of bureaucracy 
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shows how rationality can become a nuisance. But this paradigma 
is a rather impressionistic kind of theory. If we try to transfer this 
insight from bureaucracy to the law in general (i.e., from organiza­
tion to a societal subsystem) the conceptual construction will break 
down. It is not strong enough for transmission. 

Undeniable symptoms of overstrain have suggested that alterna­
tives to the law or at least new ways of delegalization (including 
deformalization, deprofessionalization, etc., etc.) should be looked 
for.30 This may suggest practical innovations, but it is wrong as a 
principle. A functionally differentiated society cannot provide for 
alternatives to its functional subsystems. All functional equivalents 
are part of the functional subsystems because these are organized 
in view of their functions. It is not possible to inaugurate functional 
equivalents outside of the system because being an equivalent in­
cludes them in the system. Moreover there is no way to speak of 
"alternatives" except in terms of functional equivalents. Other­
wise, an alternative would simply be something else which may or 
may not have an impact on the system. The political system cannot 
replace the economic system, the economic system cannot replace 
the educational system, the educational system cannot replace the 
legal system, the legal system cannot replace the political system, 
because no functional subsystem is able to solve the core problems of 
another system. Functions are points of view for comparison and 
substitution and, therefore, society, which bases its differentiation 
on function, builds self-substituting and not other-substituting sub­
systems. Hence, each proposal of an alternative has to specify the 
function in view. If it is the function ofthe law it cannot stimulate 
an alternative to the law. If the proposal relates to secondary func­
tions—say, slowness of procedures, insensitivity to personal feel­
ings, overcentralization—there may be remedies available within 
the system. There may be also remedies outside of the system, but 
using them implies either using the means of other systems (e.g., 
using money to establish more courts to speed up procedures; 
using political power to suppress conflicts that otherwise would 
come before the courts) or reducing the domain of law, or both. 

In general, the extensive discussion of overstrain and similar 
problems lacks clear statements about problems, functions, and 
system references. The present German debates about Verrechtli-
chung have more or less political overtones. They are part of the 
unanimous critique of the welfare state (whether this be the last 
resort of capitalists and technocrats or an attempt to ruin the 
economy by socialism).31 The main suggestion is to look for self-
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healing forces of the society, to engage the lifeworld of small com­
munities, the self-organization of discussion groups, and the rea­
soned elaboration of everyday activities.32 However, this com­
munal approach has nothing to do with the law and its function. 
The recommendation reads: be nice to your neighbor, fellow man, 
and co-worker and avoid conflict. But the law becomes relevant 
only in view of conflicts. The point is: who can afford to push his 
point and how far this can be made independent of local reputa­
tion, merit, and exchange gifts and good will. In fact, the only great 
delegalizer with a minimum of rules and a maximum of effects 
that has been invented in legal history is the institution of property 
because of its clear .and simple way of predeciding conflicts. Judged 
against this background, the present problems of overstrain in the 
legal system are to a large extent consequences of the deterioration 
of property. 

A different theory of the legal system—not only calling it a 
system but in fact using systems theory as a framework for theoret­
ical developments—will lead to different results. A precise defini­
tion of the function of law is essential,33 otherwise it would be 
impossible to limit the consideration of functional equivalents or 
alternatives to the law. Moreover, systems theory requires and 
offers a conceptualization of structural strain and its sources. 
Structural strain is a quite normal affair, resulting from the fact 
that no structure can absorb all problems that emerge in the rela­
tion between system and environment. Overstrain simply means 
the probability of structural change stimulated by too many un­
solved problems and overburdened activities.34 

The ,theory of open systems that are based on concurring self-
reference (or: autopoietic closure) proposes a way of reformulating 
this problem. All autopoietic systems have to live with an inherent 
improbability: that of combining closure and openness.35 Legal 
systems present a special version of this problem. They have to 
solve it by combining normative and cognitive, not-learning and 
learning dispositions. On the screen of the analytic framework of 
scientific description this requirement may appear as contradic­
tion. In fact, however, a social system can live up to opposed 
necessities. In the course of its evolution the system hits upon 
exceptional conditions that permit such combinations if they be­
come incorporated as structural constraints. The system uses inci­
dental chances and makes them work, thus developing by accident. 
In this way the improbable becomes probable.36 

From this point of view strain can be conceived of as residual 



238 SELF-REPRODUCTION OF LAW 

improbability, and overstrain as too much of it. Given a certain 
institutional framework routinizing the improbable there may be a 
non plus ultra. In other words, although we shall feel unable to 
outline last limits, the institutions show signs of suffering. They 
show signs of overload and of more or less unsuccessful attempts 
to solve fundamental problems by insufficient means. "Involution" 
becomes the predominant reaction to evolution—involution in the 
sense of progressive complication, variety within uniformity, vir­
tuosity within monotony.37 

If increasing improbabilities are the problem, neither technologi­
cal nor communal devices will satisfy. The social engineering ap­
proach to the law is a political approach—and of course, com­
pletely legitimate as a perspective of the political system. In fact, 
the increasing differentiation and autonomy of the legal system 
must entail a relative loss of control over other systems, and the 
increasingly instrumentalistic view of legal institutions and norms 
can be understood as an attempt to compensate for this loss of 
control.38 The communal approach appears as a countermovement, 
shifting the power base of the law from central to local pressures 
and from written instructions to face-to-face interaction. Both con­
verge in negating a proper function of the law as such. Both solve 
the problem of high improbabilities by transferring it to another 
system—be it the political system or the countless systems of face-
to-face interactions. However, these systems cannot solve it by 
legal or illegal means; they can only act extra legem. 

Moreover, the law has to offer protection against reasonable 
designs and against moral pressures because in an open, post-
Godelian society reason and morality are partisan values.39 At least, 
the law has to make sure at which points and how far resistance 
against demands propagated in terms of a reasonable or moralistic 
"discourse" might be successful. To maintain this possibility of 
conflict with reason and morality is one aspect of the differentia­
tion and the improbability of the law.40 

Given the proper function, the normative closure and the auton­
omy ofthe law as constraints, how can the legal system "factorize"41 

its inherent improbabilities? To pursue this question we have to 
revisit the mechanisms that combine closure and openness. The 
central device is conditionality. In this respect residual improba­
bility and hence overstrain comes about by using conditional pro­
grams for the attainment of ends that are not within the reach of 
immediate causal operations.42 Task setting and technology always 
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imply control over some of the causes and lack of control over 
others.43 The controlled sector (instruments) may be more or less 
decisive in relation to the uncontrolled sector. The combination, 
may be more or less arbitrary and contingent. The constellation of 
causes may be more or less complex. In general, the task is less 
representative for the unity of the system (i.e., its autopoiesis) if the 
combination of causes needs a higher degree of contingency and 
complexity.44 

There is no apodictic objection against using conditional pro­
grams as subroutines in goal programs. The law can very well 
organize patterns of higher security within result-oriented projects. 
But including the desired result, in spite of all risks, in the norma­
tive framework of the law contributes unavoidably to overstrain, 
depending on the degree of complexity and contingency of the goal 
program. To localize and factorize overstrain, a careful task analy­
sis will be helpful. It will reveal many cases in which the law is 
misused to convey the impression of security where in fact only 
reasonable guesses can be obtained. Result-oriented legal practice 
endows opinion with authority. This is a useful device to imple­
ment politics by,collectively binding decisions. From the point of 
view of the legal system we have ,to think of those who lose in 
litigation and of those who want to invest in legal security. Both 
will not be served by a legal system that spoils the self-reproduc­
tion of normative meanings by conjectural justice. 

The way of handling conditionality has an important impact on 
the sources and patterns of complexity. Until the end of the eigh­
teenth century common opinion attributed the complexity of the 
legal system to the quarrels of lawyers and to never-ending dis­
putes over the interpretation of law and over problems of legal 
doctrine. On the other hand, legislation was hailed as the source of 
simplification, clarification, and transparence of the law. From 
time to time the formal prohibition of any citing of legal opinions 
before the court has been considered (and even enacted).45 Today, 
the reverse fits the facts: legislation is seen as the main source of 
complexity, and the quest for order-in-variety is, with less and less 
hope to be sure, addressed to the general principles of legal doc­
trine. 

This reversal correlates with the increasing differentiation of the 
legal system and with the increasing stress on learning and non-
learning dispositions within the system. It has become irreversible 
by evolution. However, this is not.to say that we have to accept the 
status quo. Legislation creates complexity because it is at the same 
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time the implementation of policy and result-oriented legal prac­
tice. Obviously, result-oriented practice is the most important sin­
gle source of complexity within the system (in older times, it was 
litigation and diversity of interests as such). Result orientation 
will, to a large extent, not achieve its ends and will produce unin­
tended side effects. If no-fault divorce increases the rate of divorce 
or if it changes the bargaining position of husband and wives, was 
this intended? And if not, what can be done to cope with such 
results? Such disappointments are fed back into the system and 
legislation is again its main learning mechanism. Thus, legislation 
incites legislation. Ecclesia reformata semper est reformanda. Ob­
servation of the results of the law means change of the law: the 
change of conditions conditions the change. 

It is difficult to see how legal doctrine can develop in face of such 
a state of turbulence. Any attempt to compete with legislation on 
the same level producing a dogmatic set of principles or decision 
rules will be a futile exercise. Possibly, doctrine merges with legal 
theory specializing in reflection. Its domain could be the self-obser­
vation and self-description of the system. It may produce sober, 
detached, and "experienced" statements like: no-fault liability means 
shifting the costs of insurance. This will not immediately slow 
down the process of change and certainly not contribute.to delegal-
ization. It may speed up the process of exhaustion of good inten­
tions, pointing to the fact that, the stock of better states is indeed 
limited. This does not interfere with, political responsibility, but it 
may prevent innovation by comment. But will the legal system and 
society support a representation of the law that specializes in bal­
anced judgments and lacks commitment to "essential" norms? If 
this comes out as an unavoidable adaption to overstrain we shall 
find ourselves no longer motivated to fight for the law or, as Socrates 
thought to be his duty, to die for the badly applied law. 
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