Peter Fuchs

NiklasLuhmann — Observed
(trandated by Caroline Huch)

I. Communication about reading difficult texts

Severd scientificdly interested conscious systems meet in the yard of university lecturer Martin T.

Sebenschwan on a warm evening in early summer. The yard (replete with a sandbox and swings)
affords an excdlent view of the downtown Frankfurt area. The ensuing discussion is interrupted
occasondly by the roaring of jet arplanes overhead. Sebenschwan is a sociologist who has
acquired areputation for peculiarity in his fidld ever Snce getting involved in system theory severd

years ago. At the beginning of the current semester he suggested providing a smal, private forum for
students and colleagues &t his resdence (in arelaxed atmosphere). Frieda and Frederik (a newlywed
couple of university sudents) are taking advantage of his offer and have come for the firg time this
evening. These two are the only students who have found the energy to pursue such outside interests
in spite of the demands of universty study. They themselves are not quite sure why this is so. Also
present is Dr. Hasso Beben, a socia scientist soon to receive his postdoctoral degree, who hopes to
gain afew additiona footnotes to his work by atending the sessons. Sebenschwan’s wife (EvaR.
SiebenschwantPichel) is there and not there at the same time. She dashes across the patio now and
then, aways disappearing quickly again into the dim recesses of the bookfilled house, apparently
occupied with unclarified activities rdaing to the children within. At the beginning of the excerpt of
discussion that we are able to overhear, alarge, brown moth is hovering around the beeswax candle
that EvaR. Siebenschwan-Pichd haslit. Frieda blows the candle out.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
(moved) That which isdivel praise, that which longs for death by fire.

Frederik:
Huh? 1 didn’t quite catch that.

Frieda:
(sghing) Dr. Beben was quoting Goethe.

Frederik:
Oh!

Sebenschwan:

(removing his glasses and wagging his forefinger) Now then! We have come together today,
and | do hope that we' |l be meeting often, to discuss theory - system theory, to be more exact - and
even more precisaly the species of system theory that Niklas Luhmann developed. | have been
consdering...

Frederik:
Damn thismoth! ... Sorry!



Sebenschwan:
So, anyway, | have been considering what the best way might be to go about this...

Dr. Hasso Beben:
To go about what?

Sebenschwan:
How one might best introduce this very complicated theory, which actually resds the
straightforward approach.

Frieda:
That's certainly true enough. | tried to read up on the subject, but | didn’t get very far. And
I’ve never thought of mysdlf as particularly stupid.

Frederik:
(pats her knee) Of course you aren’t, honey!

Sebenschwan:

(as Frieda brushes Frederik’s hand away with annoyance) | am of the opinion that it is an
inteligent method of degling with non understanding for one to name the thing by which one has been
defested.

Dr. Hasso Beben:

That may well be, but one thing is clear from the start. Luhmann is a polyscriptor ... a prolific.
He wrote so much that one hardly knows what book or essay ought to be read first to make a stab
at getting familiar with his theory. That sort of thing should be outlawed!

Frieda
Yes... | practicdly fdt like forgetting about the whole thing when | went to the library and
looked up Luhmann’sworks. Thelist of book titles nearly knocked the breath out of me.

Frederik:
Me, too.

Frieda
Y ou didn’t even look.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
(serving coffee) | usad to hate al that running around the libraries, too, when | was an
undergrad.

Sebenschwan:

| utterly agree that Luhmann wrote so much that it's most difficult to recommend a ”port of
entry”. And yet | do believe - while thisis naurdly a very prdiminary and likely very unsatisfactory
piece of information - that the whole opus magnum...



Frederik:
The what??!

Frieda:
(whispering) The great works ... the mass of them, you know...

Sebenschwan:

... that these numerous works of his are actualy smply variaions on afew centrd themes,
applied within various topica spheres. To put it precisdy, regardiess of the point at which one enters
into his theory, one dways finds the subjects of system and environment, evolution, communication,
functiond differentiation and so on...

Dr. Hasso Beben:
And interpenetration and autopoiess and first order observation and second order
observation and re-entry...

Sebenschwan:
Here | can only ask you to put your trust in the clam that there are, indeed, alimited number
of central themes by which one might organize an approach to the theory.

Frederik:
Well, okay ... but it's not just the volume of paper and words...

Frieda
Right ... that’s not the only thing. It's Luhmann’s language itsdlf that makes it so difficult for
me ... for us to understand.

Frederik:
Exactly!

Dr. Hasso Beben:

(leans back, his eyeglasses flashing) Well, Mr. Sebenschwan, I'll be interested to see if you
react to this problem with a cdl for trust as well. Trust may be a good thing ... it may reduce
complexity, but it doesn't dways streich as far as the system theorists would like it to.

Sebenschwan:

| have no wish to deny that Luhmann writes a rather odd sort of prose, if | may cdl it that,
but at least this oddness does not slem from his usng a large number of foreign words or writing
endlesdy long sentences. | would say that the difficulty liesin the fact that his writing is so Smple and
abgiract at the sametime.

Dr. Hasso Beben:

You'll forgive mefor laughing ... just dlow me to quote something here. At a place where he
is talking about how symbols function, it says. " One can say with regard to the origin of the concept:
a symbol makes the re-entry of a difference comprehensible initsvery difference. It servesasasign
of hospitdity in the hand of a gued.. It serves as a Sgn of the connection between familiarity and
unfamiliarity in familiarity.”



Sebenschwan:
But your quote merdly confirms what I’'m saying. There are no foreign words, dl the terms
arefamiliar ones, and there is even an example given.

Frederik:
And yet | ill don’t understand the sentences.

Sebenschwan:

That may be, | think, due to the degree of abdraction. Luhmann formulates things in a way
that forces usto think within highly confined quarters, so to speak. And the examples he gives are S0
brief that they have to be read severa times before one understands at al what they are supposed to
be demondtrating.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
But even if you do read it over afew times and Sart to halfway comprehend what might be
meant by it, a quote doesn’t entirely disclose itsdlf to the reader.

Sebenschwan:
| believe that is because sentences like these should be seen againgt the background of the
theory to which they belong, and which they congtruct.

Frederik:
(sheking his head, meanwhile rolling a cigarette under Frieda s disgpproving eye) | just don't
know. Something in what you' re saying there sounds pretty fishy to me.

Frieda:
Yes... It sounds... alittle too dick.

Dr. Hasso Beben:

Circular, my friends, circular! Mr. Siebenschwan said that one can only understand the
sentences that make up the theory if one understands the theory, but one is only in a pogtion to
understand the theory if one understands the sentences ... in short: avicious circle!

Sebenschwan:

You have caught me there, but then again you haven't. Firg of dl, | am a sysem theorig,
and it is only possble to be so by throwing off the ,quaking fear of circular and paradoxicd
circumstances (to dightly vary an expresson of Thomas Mann's). We will be confronted with this
issue repeatedly in our discussion group. All right, what if we have a circle? Let's see what happens
if wejump into the circle and attempt to figure out whet it's about.

Dr. Hasso Beben:

(dowly and with gravity) If | understand you correctly, my esteemed Mr. Siebenschwan, that
is, if | understand you fully and quite correctly, you are basicdly cdling for a blind legp into this
theory. The prerequisite for enlightenment is this redeeming legp of faith! This sounds quas-religious,
practically sectarian.



Sebenschwan:

Why o0 fanatica? We can just as wel reformulate what you've said into game-playing
terminology. This will relieve the issue of any obligatory character. There are Smply a couple of rules
to be followed and a few moves to be made, and then one can determine whether the game is any
fun or not. If it's not fun, one shoves the gameboard and pieces from the table ... Indeed, one learns
agame only by playing it. There's nothing reprehensible about that.

Frieda:

Fine ... This, | can understand. Y ou're saying, then, that we ought to "play” this theory that
we want to get to know, work the knobs and turn the dias, and have confidence that we'll gasp
what it isand what it's good for while we re playing dong.

Frederik:
Sort of like how you learn to work with computers?

Dr. Hasso Beben:

(dowly again and with gravity) | think | should warn you herel You mustn't forget that
Luhmann’s theory has not falen into disrepute and found enemies due to its degree of difficulty alone.
It has dso been accusad of exiling human beings from society, and of being sociotechnologica - cold
to the exigtential needs of humans...

Frieda:
(strongly) I’ ve heard that, too. And | don’t want anything to do with an immoral theory.

Sebenschwan:

| do not know how you can determine the immordity of atheory. Y ou would have to have a
theory dedling with moraity and immoraity, and the theory itsdf could be neither mora nor immora
... But gpart from al that! There are indeed such accusations levelled at this theory, and they are
correct in the sense that Luhmann refuses to talk about human beings. The concept is Smply too
compact. What is a human being? An ensemble of kidneys, neurons, skin, lungs ... or what exactly?
Or is it an idea, an abdraction, which is radiated from five billion individud specimens dl
compressed within a sngle idea? Luhmann would rather talk about conscious systems, about
CONSCioUSNESSES, Or - in connection with communication - about persons...

Dr. Hasso Beben:

All right. I'll agree with thet. That the human being, as such, not only doesn't exigt, but thet it
isaso an unclear, far too compact concept: | think we'll be able to come to an understanding on that
point quickly enough. The accusation brought against Luhmann is, however, to be more precise, that
he excommunicates humans from society.

Saskia:
(alittle girl darts out the patio door, pursued by Eva R. Siebenschwan-Pichel) Eeny, meeny,
miney, moe, catch atiger by thetoe, if he hollerslet him go, eeny, meeny, miney, moe.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Saskia, come herel This minutel



S ebenschwan:
(transfigured) Saskia, didn’'t you hear what Mommy said?

Saskia:
(pullsthe apron of her dress up over her head) I'm not here, so wheream 17?

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
(has caught the child and, with apologetic looks, leads her back across the yard and into the
house) Come aong with me this ingtant!

Siebenschwan:
Where were we?

Frieda:
| think Dr. Beben was just saying that Luhmann excludes humans from society.

Sebenschwan:

Right. A fundamenta conclusion of histheory is, as a matter of fact, that socid systems and
conscious systemns are two entirdly different bal-games. Conscious systems are in the environment of
socid systems, and socid systems are in the environment of conscious systems.

Frederik:
So, that means ... that would mean that we - gtting here like we are now - we don't
represent asocial system at al!?

Dr. Hasso Beben:
(spitefully) Exactly ... We're not here at all.

Sebenschwan:

We are indeed here, each for himself, but we do not add up to a socid system. We are
confined within our own heads, and do not emerge from them. But together (through our
contributions) we have a share in the production of a socid system which, to put it metaphoricaly for
now, detaches itsdf from us, has its own laws, and must be observed in terms of these laws and
characterigtics. But thisis diving in too degp too soon, and | didn’t really want to go that far today.

Frieda:
Did | understand you correctly? Human beings, or rather conscious systems, are in the
environment of socid systems, and vice versa? That certainly sounds pretty strange.

Sebenschwan:

But it's not redly so very drange a dl. If you ask what the fidd of sociology refers to in
dedling with the world from a sociologica standpoint, I'll wager you would be hard pressed to find a
single sociologist who would say: It refers to human beingd | believe you' Il admit to that, Dr. Beben?

Dr. Hasso Beben:
More or less ... In generd we talk about actions, but there are something like subjects
behind those actions, initiating them, causing them, following some purpose...



Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
(comes out and stands behind her husband' s chair) Excuse me, please ... Saskiais being a
little devil today. She' s determined to drive me crazy.

Sebenschwan:
Now, dearest! She's not determined to drive you crazy, she had a fight with her friend today
and she'sjust letting it out thisway. She's not doing it on purpose, she'savictim of her problems.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:

Whether she's doing it on purpose or doesn’t know what she's doing, it's dl the same.
You're going to have to have atalk with her either way. (Siebenschwan goes into the house with his
wifeto ded diplomaticaly with the trouble brewing there)

Frieda:
She'salittle svedtie

Frederik:
(Piercing screams and screeches reach ther ears from the house, sounding extremdly like
someone throwing a temper tantrum) Seems to be leaning more towards the bad side at the momen.

Frieda:
Children are never bad. They are merely reacting to their environment ... And sometimes that
environment is only to be dedt with a high volume.

Siebenschwan returns to the group, but somehow the momentum of their communication appears to
have disspated. Frederik and Frieda fed more like strolling through the warm summer evening and
solving the problem of whether or not children are capable of badness. Dr. Hasso Beben wants to
do a hbit more tinkering on his thes's, and Siebenschwan himsdf has the feding that his wife will be
annoyed with him if he doesn't see about the children. In short, the communication trickles dong a
little further, peters out, and another evening in the following week is agreed upon. At that meeting,
an earnest assault on system theory isto be undertaken at last.

11. Communication about observation

Rain has set in during the week. For this reason the combatants are not Sitting out in the yard, but are
meseting in Sebenschwan' s reading room, a spacious study that isisolated againg the noisiness of the
children downdairs. A samovar hums quietly on the table, the rain sreams soundlesdy down the
double-paned glass of the windows.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
(rubbing his hands) Wel, my dear Siebenschwan, where shdl we begin?



Sebenschwan:
I’'ve given it alot of thought and have come to the conclusion that it would be most advisable
to approach this wild animal from behind, so to spesk - from the latest theoretica devel opments.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
| have a sense of foreboding...

Frederik:
Couldn't we just gart small? With some of Luhmann’sinitia works?

Sebenschwan:
They require a large stock of sociologica knowledge, even if the centrd ideasin these early
works of his may be grasped more quickly (provided one has the aforementioned knowledge).

Frieda
But | don't ... we don't have alarge stock of sociological knowledge.

Sebenschwan:
| redlize that, and, moreover, Dr. Beben isasocid scientit...

Dr. Hasso Beben:
(suddenly stting up quite stiffly in his chair) What is that supposed to mean?

Sebenschwan:
Nothing bad, just that socid scientists tend to have a more generd sort of knowledge, but
are somewhat deficient in terms of specific knowledge in the individud disciplines.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Wedl, that isamply...

Sebenschwan:

There's no need for you to be upsat. I'm merdly assuming that you lack intimate knowledge
in the fidd of sociologicd theory, that your knowledge of Durkheim, Weber, Pareto, Simme,
Schiitz, Parsons and Haberman is not of the most solid foundation. And | think, therefore, that it
would be better to start with contemporary theory, since the ideas we find put forth there are of a
more genera nature.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
| really must strongly protest...

Frederik:

But | ... we don’'t have dl this stock of knowledge in any case, so | would ... we would
redly rather not have a whole lot of sociological background demanded of us. We can catch up on
dl of that later.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
If I know the Luhmannigts, they won't find that necessary.



Frieda
Oh, let’sjust get sarted!

Sebenschwan:
Ahh, have we not dready done so0? But dl kidding asde now, | was planning on making the
concept of observation the foca point of our meeting today.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Concept?

Sebenschwan:
Concept!

Frederik:

Widl, | don't know. Of course we're familiar with the word observetion. It means
concentrating on something and taking a very hard look at it ... something like Danid Boone lying
hidden in the bushes, watching the Indians dancing and hopping around a sacrificid stake.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
(indignant) Hopping around ... that doesn't exactly do judtice to the fate of that noble race.

Sebenschwan:
That depends on one's point of view, and your point of view has gpparently been determined
by adigtinction between moraity and immordity ... But we can get into that some other time.

Frieda
(taking out atablet of notebook paper) So, what is meant by observation?

Sebenschwan:
Wéll, to begin with it is an event that has a characterigtic structure.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Why s0 impersond?

Sebenschwan:
The observation concept we're atempting to grasp here does not require any humart-like
authority to undertake the observing.

Frieda:
| beg your pardon! Who, besides human beings, can observe something?

Sebenschwan:

An amoeba, for example ... It has to make a distinction between itsdf and not-itsaf,
otherwise it would eventudly eat itsdf up. Or a refrigerator, for example, that has to make a
digtinction between temperatures that are too high or too low ... or communication, that must



digtinguish between information and the communication thereof ... But that’s going a little too far for
NOW.

Frederik:
Hold it ... So, you're saying that this is about digtinctions and differentiation.

S ebenschwan:
Not those done ... but observation is, in any case, an event that works with adistinction —an
event that makes use of adigtinction.

Frieda
Like the distinctions between big and small, fat and thin, pregnant and not-pregnant...

Sebenschwan:
Or between stone and water, dow and fast, between a midget and al nortmidgets and so
on.

Dr. Hasso Beben:

We know what digtinctions are. Bateson taught us about them in ‘Mind and Nature . There,
he makes the distinction (using a Jungian differentiation) between ‘pleroma and ‘crestura, and ends
up backing creatura as far as digtinctions are concerned... But you said, Mr. Siebenschwan, that the
observation-event makes use of adiginction. This act of differentiation done is certainly not it - the
observation?

S ebenschwan:

No ... the observation-event uses a digtinction and marks one of the two sdes of this
digtinction. | might dso say: An observationevent is the marking of one sde within the framework of
adigtinction: this, not that! Kennedy, not McCarthy! War, and not peace! Vodka, and nothing €l se!

Frieda:
(who has ceased to take notes) Isthat the complete definition, then?

Sebenschwan:

Not entirdy, but amost! When someone or something marks one Side of a ditinction within
the context of this digtinction, he is indicating something, he refers, he creates a reference, and this
act of referring becomes an observation when that which is being marked is put to use in the further
processing of information.

(The door flies open. Daniel, a red-headed boy of perhaps two years, runsinto the room chased by
EvaR. Sebenschwan-Pichel.)

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
(breathlesdy) Will you stop this? Will you stop this right now! ?7?

Danid:
(having taken refuge on his father’s lap) Pay waam ... pay waam...



S ebenschwan:
Excuse me, he wants to play our game. | dways have some chocolate hidden in this room,
and until he hasfinished hunting for it and finding it...

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Chocolate...! Martin, | hope my ears are deceiving me...

Sebenschwan:

Go on, Danid, go! (Daniel climbs down from the lap and toddles around the room) Cold ...
ve-ery cold ... lukewarm ... lukewarm ... warm ... warmer ... hot ... very hot ... (Danid finds a rather
battered-looking piece of chocolate on top of a stack of manuscripts. He isradiant.)

Danid:
Waam ... cod ... cod ... hot...

(His mother, vishbly displeased, takes him by the hand and leads him out of the room. Asthey pass
the storage heater, Daniel pulls free of her and places his hand on the heater)

Hot!!

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Warm, not hot ... Hot gives you an ouch! Y ou remember that! (and they disappear)

Sebenschwan:
Once again ... | apologzefor dl these interruptions.

Frieda
That's perfectly dl right! | think children are so swest.

Frederik:
Within the context of what distinction? Sweet or sour?

Frieda:
Frederik!!!

Dr. Hasso Beben:

Wedl, it may be that his comment was not so very unjudified. If | undersand Mr.
Siebenschwan correctly, a distinction has just been used and the sweet side has been marked. Our
young lady here, within the framework of a digtinction, marked ‘ sweet’.

Sebenschwan:
She referred to ‘sweset’, at least. The question is whether this reference yields any further
processing of information in ameaningful way.

Frieda:
(very irritated) Am | some kind of guinea pig now?



Siebenschwan:
No, God forbid...

Dr. Hasso Beben:
(sarcadticdly) Aha, what have we here? What digtinction have you adopted as your bass
now? God, as opposed to what?

Frederik:
Retreat! Put it in reverse...

Sebenschwan:
Quite right. Of course. One more time, now. We have represented observation as an
occurrence in which - againg the background of adigtinction - one side of this digtinction is marked.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Yes, and 7?7? What are we to derive from this?

Sebenschwan:

More than you think. For example, that the digtinction used to achieve the marking cannot be
observed itsdf. This digtinction dways remains invisble to the observer employing it. He only sees
the thing he's marking, and if he wishes to see what digtinction this marking makes possible, then he
would need yet another distinction which distinguishes the first distinction from other distinctions.

Frieda
My God!!

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Here we go with that, again...

Frieda:
| didn’t understand a single word.

Sebenschwan:

Just a moment ago you marked ‘sweet’, and in so doing you brought a distinction - or an
entire complex system of digtinctions - within topica range. And you did this, if | may say so, without
being in apogtion to notice it. Y our boyfriend...

Frieda
My husband!

Sebenschwan:
Your hushand affixed the distinction-side ‘sour’ to your marking, and made the suppostion
that you were working with sweet/sour.

Frieda:
But | wasn't thinking of ‘sour’ a dal when | sad ‘sweet’. | didn't have any paticular
diginction in mind a dl. | just said what | sad. It would sound awfully strange if you were dways



differentiating between your own digtinction and other digtinctions, just so that the digtinction that you
wereusing could be differentiated from other distinctions.

Frederik:
(with admiration) Hey, Frieda ... listen to you!

Frieda:
(as if in a trance) On the other hand, you do sort of have to employ a digtinction when
marking something ... but you use it without noticing it...

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Thisis nonsens!

Frieda:

(¢till not herself) There, you say ‘nonsense’ and are not even aware of what you' re saying, or
were you able to observe the distinction you used in order to arrive a the marking ‘nonsense’ ? ...
Asde from the fact that it is difficult to make any further associations in terms of this marking, it is
aso not a very deep one. But it may serve its purpose as an example and is thus associate- able after
al. The association | am making, | find... (as if waking up) But, | don't even understand what I've
just been saying.

Frederik:
Whoa! You redly let ‘er rip for aminute there!

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Deep or nat, | do not have the dightest idea what dl this fancy word-play is supposed to
mean, and certainly not how it is going to help us get anywhere.

Sebenschwan:

Well, a least two things have become clear. Each and every observation requires the
presence of a didtinction, whereby it is then no longer able to observe itsdf using this same
disinction. In order to observe thefirgt digtinction that was used, that distinction must be marked: this
act requires, however, yet another diginction, within whose framework the initid diginction is
distinguished from other digtinctions.

Frederik:
(annoyed) | need an example.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
(opensthe door) Martin! Excuse me for interrupting, but there’ s a sdesman downgtairs...

Sebenschwan:
Yes, and?

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
| can't get rid of him.



Siebenschwan:
Just throw him out!

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Y ou know I’m not good at that sort of thing...

Siebenschwan:
I'll take careof it.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
(Siebenschwan has |eft the room, they hear the sounds of voices and then the damming of a
door) Typica for awoman!

Frieda
And how do you figure that? (very dowly) Just a moment! You are observing this event
within the framework of a distinction between man and woman!

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Naturdly ... it was utterly typica behavior for afema... for awoman!

Frieda:

One could make the digtinction in a different way. For example, consderate or rough,
yielding or rationd. And, depending on how one makes the didtinction, one arrives a different
results. As far as the event in question is concerned, you made the distinction man/woman, and have
thus...

Sebenschwan:
(who has heard the last few sentences) ...and have thus brought a particular redity within
range; that is, the precise redlity that comesinto being through this distinction and not through others.

Frederik:
(haltingly) But that would mean ... ”Redl” is something produced by means of adidtinction. A
redlity independent of observation doesit exig.

S ebenschwan:
| would try to avoid the word "exist”. Perhaps there does exist aredity, in and of itsdlf, but...

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Let me guess ... but this redlity would not be possible to observe. There we have your
creularity, agan!

Sebenschwan:

But the circle is truly not a vicious one, | say. Hardly anyone today disputes the fact that
redity is an unreachable thing. Basicdly, I'm just putting atautology into words. namely, that the not-
observed is not-observed, and that the observed is observed. Period. And anyone who attempts to
observe by not-obsarving will end up with Nothing to show for it ... Zen Buddhists and mystics
endeavour to do just that. For us, it is enough to say that an observation, in that it marks something,



brings digtinctions within range that generate redlity ... one or another, depending on how we go on
associating things from the marking.

Frederik:
(till annoyed) | need an example. It must be possible to work or play this out somehow.

Dr. Hasso Beben:

| don’'t know if the metephor of "playing” is an gpt one here, that is, if we're making the
digtinction between "playing” and "seriousness’. | have the feding that a rather artistic sort of
oblivion to existence isin the process of assarting itself here ... That is...

Sebenschwan:
|s?7?7?

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Don't tell me that I've just used the word "is’ againgt the background of the distinction
between ”Being” and "Nothing”!

Siebenschwan:
That iswhat | wanted to say.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
And you have observed this on the basis of what digtinction?

Frieda:
Smple... Hediginguishes the digtinction you have made from other distinctions such as, for
example ... Ahh...

Frederik:
(sarcasticdly) Y ou're sharp as atack today, but you don’'t know what to say now, do you?

Dr. Hasso Beben:
| remind you of my question. | must insst on your answering it.

Frederik:
Isthislike the Sixty-four-thousand dollar question?

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
(entering with atray boasting an assortment of fancy cocktail sandwiches and setting it on the
table) Man cannot live on science aone.

Sebenschwan:
Take a seat, Evie! You've come at just the right moment. I'm between a rock and a hard
place. I’ ve just been asked the sublime question.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Since when is anyone interested in your stance on religion?



Sebenschwan:
Not exactly on rdigion ... But in my stance on Being.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
| would say you should have something to e, firs.

Frieda:
(to Dr. Beben, who is just opening his mouth to speak) And don't say "Typicd for a
woman” again!

Sebenschwan:
What arethe kids up to, Evie?

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
They are in their room, playing...

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Are?

Frederik:
Oof!

Sebenschwan:
We shdl suppose thet they are in their room...

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
| think I'd better have alook. They're so quiet, and when children aren’t making any noise,
then...

S ebenschwan:
You stay put, dear, I'll go and see. (leaves)

Dr. Hasso Beben:
How on earth do you stand it with that mar’?

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
I likehim.

Frieda:
That'safairly fine didinction.

Frederik:
(chewing away mightily) These are great. Absolutely grest!



I11: Communication about the observation of observation: To be or not to be

Siebenschwan returns to the group after a while. He appears to be somewhat rumpled and
exhaugted. The rain has let up. They open the windows. Coal, fresh air rushes in, dong with the
ceasdess hum and growl of digiant city traffic. Frederik is finaly dlowed to roll himsdf a cigarette.
Mrs. Siebenschwan-Pichel has cleared off the table. Siebenschwan turns on the overhead lamp.
They dl find themsdves blinking in the light.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
| hope that you have not forgotten my question.

Sebenschwan:

No, | haven't forgotten it. I'm merely abit shy of discussng such complicated issues so early
on. We have only just sniffed a the haunches, if | may so express mysdf, of the concept of
observation ... | do not wish to put too great a strain on everyone' s patience.

Frederik:
(taking a deep, pleasurable drag on his cigarette) | have patience.

Frieda:

(turning from him with disapprova) Well, | have more than that. | want to know what al this
about "Being” and "Nothing” is, dthough I'm not so sure if we're gill within the redlm of sociology
there.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
I’'m not so sure, ether. | believe | would even have to chdlenge the claim, but then again...
"to be or not to be” ... It is a portentous digression.

Sebenschwan:

| don't believe that we're making a digresson. But, dl right. Let us begin again with the
concept of observation. We said that something is marked in the observation-event or operation, and
that by and through this marking a certain thing is digtinguished from another thing or from al other
things. The dtuaion becomes more difficult if we incdude yet a further cdrcumsance in our
consderations; that this”thing” could be another observer.

Frederik:
Like | said: Danid Boone observing the Indians, who - hopping around - are observing a
victim tied to the stake.

Frieda:
You don't even need Danid Boone. The Indians observe how the victim is observing how
they are hopping around.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
| don’t know what you two have againgt Indians.



Sebenschwan:

Indians or not ... One thing is clear and thet is that we must make a distinction between
simple observation and complex observation, or, one might say, between first order observation and
second order observation. Things are somewhat different in the latter case.

Frieda:
Of course ... That's not so terribly difficult.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
(firmly) Hal Hal Hal

Frieda:

| beg your pardon! If one wishes to observe as an observer observes, then the problem
arises that a number of distinctions must be made. On the one hand one must distinguish between the
observer and his "object”, but a the same time one must determine the manner in which this
"object” has been generated; that is, what sort of distinction the observed observer uses to mark his
object.

Frederik:

(putting out his cigarette with annoyance) | can’t believe this. You should see yoursdf, the
way you're talking. You're like a completely different person. What did you do, borrow some
scientig’ s brain?

Frieda:
(only dightly annoyed by this) | gather, from what you've jugt sad, that you have not been
observing me properly up until now.

Sebenschwan:

But you were quite right in what you were saying. Second order observation has to juggle
severd digtinctions smultaneoudy. And, as you pointed out, anong these are (at the very least) the
distinction between observed observer and his ”observation object”, and that a second order
observation can distinguish the observation-operation it's observing from other occurrences.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
So there are, if | understand this correctly, various types of observetion, and you have
withheld from us the definition of the more sophisticated orders?

Sebenschwan:
No ... Obsarvation remains observetion, it remains a marking within the context of a
diginction. Things are more subtle than you think, here.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
It ismodt irritating to be accused of non-subtle thought.

Siebenschwan:
Excuse me ... You have misundersood me.



Dr. Hasso Beben:
How do you know what | have done?

Frieda:
He doesn’t know it, he merely observed how you observed.

Frederik:
Just tell us how things are more subtle than we think, for Pete' s sakel!

Sebenschwan:
Wéll, I'm talking about the two = one-issue, about the idea that something isitsdf and at the
same time something else, a least to the observer.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
(resigned) | knew logic would be our next victim here.

Sebenschwan:

It will be so frequently throughout our meetings. Classicd logic is inadequate in dedling with
problems in which time isimplied ... But let's put that aside for the moment. | was saying that we are
confronted with the two = one-issue. What | mean by that, and thisis extremely important, is thet all
observation, regardiess of the level, dways remains observation — a basic operation that occurs...

Frieda:
Occurs blindly...

Sebenschwan:

Occurs blindly, correct! Every observation-operation is bound to adigtinction that it updates
with the marking thereof. Each and every observation-operation is, furthermore, a first order
observation. Even if it's a hundredth order observation, it is - without exception - a first order
observation as well. Any sort of hierarchy is thus avoided, any "better” and "worse” cancelled out.
It is both impossible and impermissable to talk about observation-operations in terms of inferiority or

Superiority.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
(muttering) So that’s why you were bringing up God a few minutes ago.

Frederik:
(rolling himsdlf another cigarette, the window is till open) Okay, but the distinction - what
about that? The digtinction between observations of the first and second order, for examplel ?

Sebenschwan:

A second order observation, which observes observers doing the observing, sees more ... It
sees (and | quote from memory here) what the observer sees and how he sees what he sees. It even
sees what the observed observer doesn't see, and seesthat he doesn't see what he doesn't see.

Frieda:
My, my, Dr. Beben, you certainly are jittery!



Dr. Hasso Beben:
| am not jittery.

Frieda:
| don't know ... | don't think your glasses will take dl that twisting around much longer.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Huh, | didn't even natice.

Frederik:
Frieda, you interrupted the discussion ... (in ahopeful tone) Y ou don't fed like talking much
longer? Y ou do look kind of tired.

Frieda:

No wonder, with al that smoke you' re puffing into the air over there ... Apparently you don't
even redlize how much you' re bothering those around you and sooting up your environment, or if you
do notice it, it certainly doesn’'t seem to make a difference to you. It appears that you need your
cigarettes so bad that you couldn‘t care less about your surroundings.

S ebenschwan:
| see that everyone's nerves are a bit frayed. | told you from the start that this is quite a
complex effair.

Frederik:
If you could just give us an example...

Siebenschwan:

Wéll, for example you could observe someone in terms of that which he himsdf does not
observe. The most common distinction made here is conscious/unconscious. Y ou observe someone
with the hep of a didinction that achieves the result that what is seen is not that which happens.
Someone picks his nose, and right away sexud intentions are attributed to him. Someone lights up a
cigarette, and right away he's showing signs of his ord regression ... Someone speaks up, and there
isimmediatdy an ingnuation that he' s not talking about what he' s talking about, but is only attempting
to hide hislight under a bushel.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
I may aso assume, therefore, that you deny the existence of the subconscious.

Sebenschwan:

| don't know what digtinction you're laying before us when you say "deny”. In any case it is
a term rather reminiscent of the Inquisition. It is certain, however, that | beieve the subconscious
could be described as a congtruction of observation. | can talk about existence only if | amworking
with the distinction between Being and Nothing.

Frieda:
There we are again. That's what this was supposed to be dl about. Wasn't it?



Sebenschwan:
Indeed ... | only wanted you to understand the ditinction and nor-distinction between
observation-operations of varying orders. | wanted you to grasp their form.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Form?

Sebenschwan:
By form | actudly do mean something specific, namdy an ether/or-digtinction used to help
mark adifference ... Just aminute, just aminute! I'm going to explain that!

(The door has been cracked hafway open. A dark blond shock of hair and the 12 year old
girl it belongs to pegpsin around the edge, sniffling and whining a bit)

What is it, Merlin? ... What do you want? ... Come on, now! ... All right, but you ether tell
me Now Of...

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:

(appears behind Merlin) Don't let her go to work on you, Martin. | told her she ether cuts
those bangs hersdlf right now or | take her for ahair-cut tomorrow. Thereis no third dternetive. She
was thinking you would come to her aid, but she didn’'t remember that you have company. That's
why she' s standing in the doorway and the cat’ s got her tongue.

Sebenschwan:
(in agentle tone) Y our mother isright, you know. What isit you want?

Merlin:
| want to dye my hair with hennal

Siebenschwan:
Henna?

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Absolutely out of the question. Y ou can put that idea out of your head for now. Come back
infiveyears

Merlin:
All thegirlsin my dasshave...

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
If dl thegirlsin your class jJumped off a bridge, would you do it, too?

Frieda:
(inalow voice) My mother aways used to say that, too.

Siebenschwan:



| can't do anything to help you. You heard the dternatives your mother has given you, and
we need to get back to work here. (Mrs. Siebenschwan-Pichd vanishes with Merlin in custody.)

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Where were we? ... Oh, yes. The concept of form. Y ou were saying that this concept marks
the employment of aditinction that only alows usto mark one of its Sdes a any given time.

Sebenschwan:

Precisaly s0. Thank-you, Dr. Beben. With reference to ontology this means that we are
desling with aform of observation or description that differentiates between Being and Non-being, a
form that forces us to mark one of the two sdes. If | mark "Being” then | have ruled out that which
would mark Non-being, and vice versa. The positive marking of the value "Being” fadesin or molds
itself, S0 to speak, to the inner sde of aform outlining the excluded outer Side’ s contours.

Frieda:
But Hill, the only thing you can redlly mark is "Being”, because you can never reach that
other side.

S ebenschwan:
If you wish to pass over that boundary — Spencer-Brown cals this act ,crossing’ - you are
then forced to mark the other side.

Frederik:
Y ep. Baby’s got to have aname.

Sebenschwan:
Ah, yes. If youwill! ... At any rate, whatever is beyond the marking "Being” becomes ” Nor+
being” the moment you cross over the border.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
And? What is gained by that?

Frieda
But don't you see ... ? Only now have we achieved the clear digtinction.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Eurekal

Frieda:

Can you not or will you not understand? At first, before we crossed the border, we just had
"Being” and an unnamed remainder. Now we have adigtinction, a clear-cut difference Being and
Nothing. | don't know where this will take us, but we have made a digtinction gpart from ... from...?

Frederik:
Hoo, now you're stuck again, huh?

Dr. Hasso Beben:



The ground we're standing upon is more akin to quicksand than solid earth. Actuadly, we're
not even standing, we' re suspended above it.

Sebenschwan:

That's not far from the truth, but we Il be faced with this problem again and again throughout
our meetings. For the moment it is enough to see that the marking "Being” brings the distinction
Being/Nothing within range ... a digtinction that dominates observation abilities in Europe & lesst, and
which thus begins its career somewhat paradoxicaly.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
What, then, do we know thanks to that which we now know?

Sebenschwan:
For example, how time comes abouit.

Frederik:
Phhfftt...

Sebenschwan:

You heard me correctly. The form - the distinction between insde and outsde - is dways
smultaneoudy present, but if you switch sdes for some reason, it takes up time. This can be
particularly well observed in the redm of art, but I'm sure wée'll return to thet later, as well.

Dr. Hasso Beben:

You make plenty of promises, but one thing is for sure, regardless. | haven't the foggiest
notion what any of this has got to do with sociology. It may well be that you have a weskness for
metaphysical and ontological issues, but there dl | can say to you is "Fuge Satanas’! There is no
such rubbish in the field of sociology.

Frederik:
Seems that way to me, too. Maybe you could wrap it up here by explaining that a little.
(yawns)

Sebenschwan:
| don’'t know, perhaps next time we should...

Dr. Hasso Beben:
| indst on some indication of the sociologica relevance of your philosophica expostions,
otherwise anext time for meis highly unlikely.

Sebenschwan:

All right, if you like. But | will be saying severd things thet don't necessarily make any sense
yet. One thing thet | think we'll dl be able to agree upon is that a centra issue of sociology is the
manner in which modern society observes or describes itsdf. The point here is, how does society do
that? If we see the world in ontological terms — or, to more precisdy adopt the ontological pattern —
if Being/Nothing is observed, then the question of society’s identity takes on the form of a question
seeking something that exigs in a very certain way. The question seeks something that is made up of



definite and definable parts, and which has a hard kernd at its center - a certainty beyond dl the soft
observation-operations - that should be able to be discovered. One just has to be looking in the
correct way in order to grasp the manner-of-being of society, and one only misses this manner-of-
being if one is not looking correctly. In other words, one needs substance and subject, the rellm of
"Being” and its observers ... and these observers ("Being” themselves) occupy a somewhat externa

position.

Frieda:
They observe things, identities.

Siebenschwan:
Yes, but if we...

Frieda:
Let me try, please. If we assume that redity is dependent upon observation, that is, that
everything depends upon the distinction set before us when one marks something...

Frederik:
(cynicdly) Then it must be Miller time...

Frieda:
In short, when we begin to redlize that in the observation of observers...

Sebenschwan:

Precisgly! You've got it. As soon as society redizes that it is forever observing observers,
and that there are numerous observers and observetions in which various distinctions are being
updated and which cannot be seen in terms of any generdized digtinction ... At that point, the Smple
pattern of Being/Nothing becomes obsolete, al observationresults become contingent, thet is: they
are no longer inevitable, only identifiable. There are no safe points of observation anymore, and a
mere mgority of observers who are looking in one direction and working with the same pattern in no
way guarantees any solid authenticity.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Deo Gratias. The truth isout. Y ou're a post-modernist!

Sebenschwan:

No, | don't think so, but if you wish to observe in this manner, then | shal observe back.
And | should do so by drawing the distinction between European and Old European, or antiquated
and modern, or conservative and progressive ... and you yourself may then choose the way in which
| am doing my marking.

Frederik:
Whew! That'sit for me, folks.

Frieda:
Huh! | thought a man would have alittle more samina than thid



Frederik:
Certainly isinteresting to see how you gpply the distinction between woman and man when it
SErVES your purpose.

Mrs. SiebenschwanPichd enters the room and begs them to wrap up their session sinceit’s getting
quite late. Frieda and Frederik begin to say their good-byes and leave together, but not hand in
hand. Dr. Beben announces that he'll atend the next meeting after al - abeit under protest.
Sebenschwan gpologizes to dl for having overtaxed them to such an extent. His spouse, sensing the
tenson in the ar, suggests that perhaps their next meeting ought to take the form of a picnic
outdoors, wegther permitting.

IVV. Communication about identity and meaning

Two weeks later, on abamy and inviting early summer day, the next session does indeed convenein
the form of a”walk” in the country. The Siebenschwans are the owners of a spacious mini-van: in
this vehicle the little group heeds off to a reservoir in the Sauerland countryside. The drive is not a
paticularly relaxing one, as saverd of the Sebenschwans's young brood have come aong with
them. The children 9ng raucous tunes like ” 100 bottles of beer on the wall, 100 bottles of bee-eer,
you take one down and pass-it-around, 99 bottles of beer on the wall ...” or ”"One little, two little,
three little Indians ...” and congantly go into fits of hystericd giggling after each verse. Dr. Hasso
Beben is unable to put forward his objections to racid discrimination, Frederik is not alowed to
smoke, and Frieda attempts to sing dong with the children. Siebenschwan joins in, too, and his wife
IS no less than radiant. There is one further guest dong on the excurson, one brought by Dr. Beben:
his name is Fredemar Woltersbeck, a student of theology. He makes a dightly worried, anxious
impression, gpparently unsure whether he's & the right party. After a loud, sauna-like hour in the
van, the group reaches its destination. They park above a sone dam wall of historical appearance.
The lake, shaped like a sckle, sparkles regdly where it lies between the mountains. Rurd
monocultures are reflected in the water dong its shores.

S ebenschwan:
Dismount, everybody! Here we are!

The diding door a the sde opens and the children tumble out and scatter, followed somewhat more
deliberately by the adults. Frederik lights up a cigarette. The group fals into formation and beginsto
amble off down the path. Mrs. Siebenschwan-Pichd cdls the children back to her sde and explains
to them that the trail they are on isacircular one. Because of this, they can't redly get lost. They just
have to keep on going straight ahead and eventudly they’Il end up back at the van. They are to wait
there if they should make it around the reservoir faster than the adults, and there is to be no fooling
around or getting into trouble under any circumstances.

Frieda:
What a gorgeous day.



Dr. Hasso Beben:
Hmm...

Frieda:
Look at those ducks, there. Seems like they want to get out from under the shadow of these
overhanging trees and swim in the sunshine.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Unless I'm migtaken, you have just drawn a digtinction resulting in the assumption that the
ducks”want” something.

Frederik:

Which brings us back to our origind subject ... more or less, anyway. If | remember
correctly, we were taking about how observations that dedl with the distinction Being/Nothing are
inappropriate within the conditions of modern society.

Frieda:
You learned that by heart.

Frederik:
It was easy, you wrote everything down.

Sebenschwan:

| would be quite stisfied for now if you would go dong with the idea that the observation
pattern "Being/Nothing” leads us to the conclusion that there are such things as observation
independent identities.

Woltersbeck:
(shyly) Theology has dways had its doubts there.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
S0, | suppose that means that if we go dong with what you suggest, then identities are
something congtructed artificidly?

Frieda:
Sure! If everything that passes for redity is bound to the digtinctions drawn by each
respective observer, then the question that obvioudy arises is how identities are generated.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
In other words, we' re walking straight into congtructivism.

Sebenschwan:

We don't need to take it quite that far a this point. It is enough to say that the mere act of
differentiation done is not yet reliant upon the issue of identities. The identity problem only rearsiits
head when we try to perform further operations on or with whatever has aready been marked in a
digtinction.



Saskia:
(comes running up breathlesdy) What kind of abird is that? (She points at atiny speck in the
immeasurable expanse of sky above.)

Woltersheck:
A buzzard...

Frederik:
It'safdcon, that's easy to see ... look at the wingspan...

Woltersbeck:
The tips of the wings are rounded, ergo...

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
An eagle, sweetheart, it's surely an eagle. (Saskia takes off, a cry of "Eaglel” on her lips,
racing to catch up with the other children. They are way ahead of the group by now.)

Frederik:
| hope you'll excuse me, Mrs. Siebenschwan-Pichd, but there aren’'t any eagles in this
region.

Woltersbeck:
A buzzard, it' s easy to seeit'sabuzzard ... | was aboy scout at St George' s long enough to
know that much.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
An eagleis nicer for the children. (Siebenschwan kisses her lightly on the cheek.)

Sebenschwan:

I would like to emphesize once again that the important point here is that the need for
identification can be described as the problem of being able to continue or further associate
operations. Thisis the condition for the possbility and necessity of forming asystem.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Aha, the magic word & lagt! ... System!

Frederik:
Well, a least | understood that. | can see that one has to be able to refer to something if one
is making areference to something. It has to be defined, somehow ... but how does that happen?

Sebenschwan:
Very smply ... through repetition. Something occurs, and then it occurs again, or in other
words. a system performs an operation and then repeats the operation.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
(very loudly) Kids!!! Watch out for those bike riders!



Siebenschwan:
| don't think they heard you.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
(much louder) Kids!!!! Watch out for those bike ridersl! ... Now they heard me. Sorry
about that...

Sebenschwan:

There are a couple of benches up ahead. Let’s st down there ... Back to what we were
saying. A system executes an operation and then follows up by repesting this operation. In Spencer-
Brown, this series of eventsistermed ‘condensation’ ... Ah, herewe are ... Let’ s al have a sedt...

Frieda
(gtting down) Something repeets itsdlf, and by means of this repetition it is fused or
condensed into an identity. Right?

Siebenschwan:
Right!

Frederik:
(Frieda has laid her finger dlongside her nose and appears to be thinking hard) Y ou look like
Pippi Longstocking, hatching some clever plan.

Frieda:

I’ve told you a thousand times how much | despise dl those dumb expressons and alusions
you use. Just let me think in peace for a second, will you? It seems logical to me that an iteration of
whatever's in question would ‘gather’ or condense identities, but there must be some kind of atrick
there ... some sort of movement has to come into play somewhere.

Woltersbeck:
If I might add aword here...

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Pleasel Please do <o.

Woltersbeck:

It redly depends on the phrasing, | mean, on the one hand, repetition is repetition, but that
which has been repeated is a another point in time, if | may put it that way ... it is not actudly equd,
it isonly the same.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
There we are again with our two = one principle. Something is something and yet it is not.

Frieda
When | tell Freddy...



Frederik:
I’ve told you before not to cal me Freddy.

Frieda:

When | tell Frederik to spare me his dumb expressions, then | am aways repesting mysdf,
but dways in a different Stuation. | may be repesting - and thus condensng an identity - but it's
aways within various contexts.

Sebenschwan:
Y ou are doing something that Spencer-Brown cdls ‘confirmation’. Y ou confirm what you've
aready said once before, but the confirmation occurs within a different framework.

Woltersheck:
Theidenticd is virtudized.

Sebenschwan:
Ah, that iswhy | esteem theologidts.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
| believe | can guess what you're driving a: meaning.

Sebenschwan:
Naturdly. The difference between condensation and confirmation has to do with the genesis
of meaning.

Frieda
| don’'t understand.

S ebenschwan:

Wi, when operdtions are repested, then something like a stability or identity ‘condenses’ -
arecognizability - but snce this sability, shal we say, arises in ever changing contexts, its identitiy
becomes a virtua one, linked to the horizon.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Oh, look ... The weter here is such a fascinating greenish blue color. It reminds me of some
sort of gemstone.

Sebenschwan:
Why do you say that just now? How am | to understand your comment? | mean, what is the
meaning behind your bringing it up just &t this point..?

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Nothing specid ... | thought it would do us some good to look out and admire the water for
amoment.

Sebenschwan:
Most clever!



Frieda:
I’ve never seen the water this color before. It reminds me of the water in some ocean grotto,
or of pictures |’ve seen of lagoons in the South Sees.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Algae, my dear, common agee.

Frieda:
And why do you say thet just now? Are you trying to disilluson me?

Dr. Hasso Beben:
(not quite convincingly) Not & dl ... I've smply dways taken an interest in the flora and
fauna of our German centra mountain region.

Woltersbeck:
Haven't we rather strayed from the subject? | believe we were just getting into the form of
meaning.

Sebenschwan:

Yes, in addressing that issue | think | expressed mysef clearly but perhgps in a manner
somewhat too complicated. | said (and we are moving now into the Huserl tradition), | said that the
difference between condensation and confirmation - the various phrasing of repetition - conditutes
the genesis of meaning.

Frederik:
Okay, so whet is meaning?

Frieda
Y ou mugt have figured out by now that you can't ask "what iS?’-questions.

Sebenschwan:

| reply to your question by saying - with the hdp of Luhmann - that meaning can be
understood as the union of relevance and possibility. When we mark something current or relevant,
we can look at this marking as one part of a diginction: the other (or ‘flip’) side of this digtinction is
that which is possble, which is noncurrent. When we observe in this way, we are doing o in the
form of meaning. | might dso, in reference to our subject, formulate it thus: an identity that we define
in our thoughts or through communication can be grasped or identified by means of where it's
Stuated within a horizon of posshbility.

Frieda:
Then what, may | ask, isthe meaning of life?

Woltersbeck:
Good, avery good question!



Sebenschwan:

The description or observation of its current relevance - with the help of a distinction mede
between its rdlevance and its virtudity. Or the indication of the horizon in which it appears as a
particular and distinct life, ddinested from dl its other possbilities.

Woltersbeck:
And if | wereto say tha the meaning of life is God?

S ebenschwan:
Then | can understand that statement by seeing the sdlectivity of this dlaim in relaion to that
whichis excluded by it.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
S0, you're saying that a statement of this nature is a product of observation as well?

Sebenschwan:

Certainly ... One can define the meaning of life in many various ways - astruth, asthe love of
cactus-breeding, asthe joy of having children ... and not one of these observationsisin apostion to
cdam absolute vdidity.

Frieda
And if | wereto assert that life has no meaning? That it's meaningless?

Woltersbeck:

As awful as such an assartion would be, it does't change the fact that in making this dam,
you would actudly have made use of the form of meaning. There is meaning to the statement, and
this is because it excludes al the posshilities with which it might be replaced: children or cactus-
breeding, God or apple trees.

Sebenschwan:
Splendid!

Dr. Hasso Beben:
In short, there is no non-meaning.

Frederik:
| have to contradict you there. I'm perfectly cgpable of formulating meaningless sentences,
for example: The greener the shuttlecock, the harder the horny horse marks the ngphthalene balls.

Frieda:
(inalow hiss) You've got such aone track mind!

Sebenschwan:

WEell, | certainly won't deny that it is difficult to make any sort of meaningful associations with
your sentence - dthough | am in the process of doing S0 at this moment - but there can be no doubt
that we al understand what you were trying to say with this ‘example’. We have comprehended its
sdectivity perfectly well, which isto say: it was operated in the form of meaning.



Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
(anxioudy) I'm sure the kids would have thought it was pretty funny, anyway ... But where
are they? We ought to go on and try to catch up with them.

Sebenschwan:

(They have stood up, dretched their limbs a bit and are now moving dong a a somewhat
fagter pace than before) The important thing is this: our description of the genesis of meaning and,
thus, the congtruction of identities does not restrict us to an observation-dominant digtinction, and
most certainly not to that of Being/Nothing. This, you see, is the deciding factor in deding with
observation and description of society within society.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
| hear the kids ... There they are.

The children are standing in a bunch around an old-fashioned ice cream truck, eagerly awaiting the
arrival of their parents. The adults buy themsdalves some ice cream cones, too.

| ce cream man:
Have you heard the news? (They reply in the negative, rather sheepishly.) The mayor of
Frankfurt resigned...

Dr. Hasso Beben:
It'sno wonder, that city is ungovernable.

Ice cream man:
(sghing) That' s the truth!

Frieda
Wedl, what is governable at this point? Maybe one or two little towns in the country, but
other than that...

Woltersbeck:
The whole world is falling gpart a the seams ... It' sl bresking down, and there' s nothing to
grasp onto anymore,

|ce cream man:
Things usad to be smpler. Now everything is so, how should | put it...

Sebenschwan:
Too complex? Incomprehensible? Too complicated?

| ce cream man:
Y eah, something like that. Nobody can figure our society out these days.



Sebenschwan:
(In atone of understatement, as he munches the last bits of his ice cream cone) There we
haveit!

V. A very complex communication about complexity

Taking friendly leave of the ice cream man, they resume their walk in a somewhat muted atmosphere.
The children plunge into the woods left and right of the path, lobbing pine cones and pieces of bark
at one another. They can hear the buzzing of chainsaws from somewhere far off in the forest. Traces
of the heavy spring storms of the previous year are unmistakable.

Woltersbeck:

It's very strange. We're waking aong conversing about meaning and identity, Being and
Non-being, observation and description, and that ice cream salesman there manages to cut right to
the core of it dl ... Everything's too complicated, and there are real problems.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
One does lose touch with redlity to a certain degree when delving into highly abstract
theories.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
| don't know. Jugt rolling up your deeves isn't the answer ether. (She is rewarded with a
grateful ook from her husband.)

Frieda:
| haven't read very much by or about Luhmann yet, but I’ ve dready gotten the impresson
that the concept of complexity plays an extraordinarily important role in hiswork...

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Reduction of complexity, | believe that was the formula with which he set out. So, come on
then, Mr. Siebenschwan ... Reduce the complexity of the concept ‘ complexity’ for us.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
(cdls the children to hed once more) Listen! | want you to stay out of the woods from now
on. Stay on the path, that's what it's here for. (The children disappear into the woods again.)

Sebenschwan:

Firgt of dl, | don't think that we should use that concept in atautologica sense, like: anything
that exceeds the observer's ability to put it into order is ‘complex’. That would make the concept
socidly employable but unfit for usein theory.

Frederik:
What is‘socidly employable ?



Siebenschwan:

We could say, for example, that unsolvable problems are smply too complex ... the city is
too complex, society, the world ... and by arguing in this way, we are pushing responsbility away
from ourselves. We unburden oursalves. And the word complexity then comes to function socidly, it
is employed, and of course we could describe thet, as well. But it is only a non-concept at that point,
held up to scientific dandards. In daily use, complexity becomes synonymous with complicated, and
thus extremdy diffuse,

Frieda:
I'll bet that aless diffuse definition, on the other hand, will amount to adigtinction.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
There s cartainly nothing like a bet you can't lose.

Sebenschwan:

Yes, naurdly we are heading for a digtinction again. It's actudly quite easy to construct. We
imagine the facts of some case, or rather no, ‘the facts presupposes too much complexity. Let us
ingtead think of a group of eements that are to be put into relation to one ancther. If the number of
elements & not large, then each dement can be linked to each other one - perhaps not in every
respect, but in certain respects at least.

Frederik:
One man and two women...

Sebenschwan:

With an increase in the number of dements, the number of possible links climbs dramaticaly.
And it is dear, then, that adl the posshbilities for empirica links can no longer be redized by the
empirical dements Smultaneoudy.

Frieda
One woman and ten men ... Oh, excuse me!

Sebenschwan:
And there we've got our disinction; that is, the one between complete and sdlective
relatability of eements.

Woltersbeck:
Seen as the digtinction between complete/sdective, this digtinction thus has the form of form.

Sebenschwan:
Have | mentioned that | love theologists?

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Y ou're repesting yoursdlf, dear.



Sebenschwan:

But that was quite correct. Complexity’s form is marked by the distinction between complete
and sHective rdation. If one wishesto relate in a complete manner, one must decrease the number of
elements, whereby if one switches over to sdective relation, the number of integratable elements can
be greater.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:

(whigtling the children to her Sde once again) All right, that’s it. Hold each other’s hands, dll
of you! (The children form a circle, laughing) Not like thet ... (The children laughingly form a line
which spans across the trail) Not that way, ether, you bunch of monkeys! (They now form along
chan pardld to the tral, giggling heartily) I'm going to get angry in another minute! | want you to
march in two lines ... just like in kindergarten. Not everybody holding everyone ese' shand ... Okay,
that'sright. (The children run off together into the woods) | give up.

S ebenschwan:
You won't be able to get themdl to obey. Just let them go for now.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Sometimes I'm glad | don't have any children. But back to our discussion! If | understand
you correctly, you are attempting to suggest to us that the opposite of complexity isnot ‘smplicity’.

Frieda:

On the one hand that does seem surprising, but on the other hand it's actudly quite clear if
you take redlity to be dependent upon observation - as we have been doing. It's not possible to
decide whether the something (or whatever) is smple or complex. It dl comes down to the way you
observe the object put before you. Which is aso to say that it depends upon what distinction you use
to work it over or to produce it. (Frederik applauds.)

Woltersbeck:

The consequence is that we no longer have to assume that there are different objects in the
world - the world itsdf, for example - which may be smple or complex or even very complex.
Rather, we create descriptions of objects within the scheme of a complete versus sdective relation of
elements.

Frieda
And since the scheme is a form, both sdes are dways present. One sde can't be
understood without the other. The difference isthe decisive factor.

Woltersheck:
That makes sensel

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Now, why did you say that?

Woltersbeck:
It just occurred to me and | don’t mean anything in particular by it. We theologists have a
good sense of hidden analogies.



Dr. Hasso Beben:
Whereas |, on the other hand, hate mysterious riddling.

Sebenschwan:

Do cam down! ... Mr. Woltersbeck ... I've got your name right, haven't 1? ... | believe that
Mr. Woltersheck was only trying to say that we might see the forms of meaning and of complexity as
two things quite Smilar to one another. That which is captured in ameaningful grasp of the world - or
can be described as having been captured in such away - can be seen as a sdlection from out of a
horizon of currently non-updated connections or posshilities. But let's steer clear of dl that for the
time beng.

Woltersbeck:

I would, however, like to note that it would be interesting to investigate the digtinctions
produced, respectively, depending on whether one observed units in the form of meaning or in the
form of complexity.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
And for my part, | would like to note that we have arrived back at the parking lot.

Siebenschwan:
But where are the kids now?

They cast aout, and to the genera congternation of the group the children are observed to be on
top of the steep, 30 meter high dam wall. There they st, lined up like ducks in ashooting gdlery -
athough there is actudly more energetic rough-housing going on than sitting. The observers weatch
anxioudy from below as Siebenschwan and his wife dowly gpproach the scene of the action, hiding
al appearance of haste, and pluck the children firmly from the wall.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
(thundering) Have you lost dl your sensed?

Sebenschwan:
But dear, the children were just being creative.

The ensuing argument, which unfolds in a manner most amusing to the ligeners, is continued ingde
the mini-van on the way back. The children join in lugtily as wdll, and thus no opportunity to resume
the day’ s scientific discusson presentsitself. They manage to agree to cal each other during the next
few days about when to meet again, and Siebenschwan is just bardly able to make himsdf heard
above the roar - something about sysem and environment - and then al attempts at further
discussion are swallowed in the din.



V1. Communication about system and environment in view of complexity, etc.

Two weeks later the group mests at Woltersbeck’s resdence, a smdl utility apartment in the house
of his not unwedthy parents. Nadine, Sebenschwan’s oldest daughter, is babysitting the other
children so that Mrs. Siebenschwant-Pichd is able to atend the sesson, too. Woltersheck’s living
room is sparsely but tastefully furnished, the wals are a white plagter finish, the exposed wooden
beams polished to an ebony shine, here and there a potted plant, here and there a book. Against one
wall stands a cherrywood writing desk, in the center of the room is an umbra-colored, buffao leather
sedting arrangement that proves to be comfortable and broken in to just the right degree.
Woltersbeck’ s mother, arather round woman in her fifties, has brought them coffee and cookies. His
father (head sales rep at a digper company), alarge, powerful man with a face tending to blue and
red hues, greets the vigtors briefly and then returns his attention to the more important things in life.
Frederik and Frieda have exchanged looks saying plainly to one another that their own home does
not, at present, offer the fitting ambience for one of these meetings. Mrs. Siebenschwan-Fichd
engages in pouring the coffee and passing the cookies around, much to the annoyance of Frieda, to
the satisfaction of Frederik, an act tolerated by Siebenschwan, and barely noticed by Woltersbeck
and Dr. Beben.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
(rubbing his hands together eagerly) It seems to me that we didn’t quite finish dedling with
complexity lagt time!

Frederik:
Isit dways so0 loud here?

Woltersbeck:

Unfortunately ... I'm sure you noticed as you came in that this houseis right on the main road
through town. But you don’t even notice the noise after a while. You only hear it when something
unusud heppens ... apolice siren, acry for help ... or when it’s suddenly quiet.

Sebenschwan:
Back on our trip home in the van last time, | suggested that we would need to introduce a
new motif into our discusson if we want to understand complexity correctly.

Frieda:
Sysem and environment, right?

Frederik:
...And contestant # 2 has ninety-nine pointd

Dr. Hasso Beben:
These cookies are absolutely excdllent. | would like to have this recipe.

Woltersbeck:
My mother can giveit to you. But it is (as she tels me) afairly complicated one.



Dr. Hasso Beben:
Wi, you know, | have a sort of passion for cooking and baking in my spare time. For me,
there is no such thing as a complicated recipe.

Frederik:
Recipes are dl Greek to me. They go in one ear and out the other.

Frieda:
That happensto you in statistics class, too.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
| fed that a background in empirica socia research isindispensable.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
| was never very good a math either. | think the children inherited that from me.

Frederik:
Isitdl right if | smoke here?

Woltersbeck:
I’'m afraid not, but whenever you fed the urge, you' re welcome to go out onto the bal cony.

Sebenschwan:

(gives the table a sound rap with his knuckles) What's going on here? Are we going to piece
together loose fragments or are we going to carry on a discussion? | didn’t come here to waste my
time.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
(embracing him briefly) Cdm down, Martinl We're just making a bit of sparring smal-talk -
the calm before the storm - or should | say before the subject?

Dr. Hasso Beben:
System and environment, then. Isthat adigtinction, too?

Frieda:
What es?

Sebenschwan:

We had better ease into this dowly. We are dedling, naturadly, with a distinction thet refersto
adifference - and it follows, as we now know, that neither one side nor the other exists of and for
itsaf.

Woltersbeck:
Wait a moment! That would mean that the world is not a system, since it can't be observed
using the digtinction between system and environment. It has no environment at al.



Frieda
Not bad. And that would adso mean that it wouldn't be sensible to tak in terms of eco-
systems, because what would the environment of the environment be?

Frederik:
You're dl thinking too fast for me. I’'m going to step outside. (He goes out onto the balcony,
lights a cigarette and continues listening through a crack in the door.)

Sebenschwan:
All quite correct, but let us dacken our pace of thought a bit. Once again, the distinction
between system and environment is indeed a distinction, and can only be understood as such.

Woltersbeck:
Let me guessl We're back to dedling with the form of complexity.

Sebenschwan:

Please, one step a a time. If we choose to observe the world usng the scheme
system/environment, certain consequences follow, for example, the fact that we must then state from
what system the observer is marking what as the environment.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
We don't even know what asystemis.

Frieda:
We're not capable of knowing that. You're dill trying to work ontology in here. Jugt wait
and see what happens!

Dr. Hasso Beben:

Y ou have apparently become entangled in the Siebenschwanian net. You don't even redize
that he is dyly introducing ideas which suddenly - before you even know it - take on the significance
of gructurd dementsin his argumentation.

Frieda:

You redly are so stubborn. Mr. Sebenschwan introduces distinctions of system and
environment, for example, or of current or virtud, or of complete or sdective ration, or that of
differentiation and marking ... and whatever is being marked in these digtinctions is something we'll
only be able to see by looking backward over our shoulders, as it were. In retrospect, if you see
what | mean.

Frederik:
(exhding smoke into the room) Wl roared, my little lioness!

Dr. Hasso Beben:
This sounds familiar indeed. Fird faith, then knowledge: isn't that the motto of most religious
Sects?



Woltersbeck:

That may be, but I'm surewe Il al agree that one has no choice but to begin by introducing a
diginction - and if we wish to mark the sdes of thisinitid digtinction, then we smply have to gart
and take up with other distinctions, which would then be the first ones, and so forth.

Sebenschwan:

Let's not get into any argument here. As soon as you view system and environment as a
digtinction, it becomes perfectly clear that you can't have one without the other. You will pemit me
the following formulation: this distinction makes it dear that system and environment belong to each
other, that they are as mutually dependent upon one another as the two sides of a coin.

Woltersbeck:

So, the form of system is differentiated, double-sded, in other words. The system isitsdf by
means of the nontitsdf, a tral Ieft in the world that can only be recognized by what it is not - the
Beyond of its border, its negative profile.

Frederik:
(having returned in the meantime and taken his seat) Could we try that once again in a
somewhat less grandiose style?

Frieda:
The environrment of a system is the whole world minus the system. And environment and
system added together is aways the world.

Woltersbeck:
Y ou end up with alot of worlds by supposing the existence of many systems.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
| would say you end up with aplura ontology. It’'s just a complicated re-working of the old
saying that beauty isin the eye of the beholder.

Frieda:
In any case, | think | understand better now why the distinction between Being and Nothing
seems gtructurally wesk compared to this.

Sebenschwan:

You're jJumping ahead. | must beg you dl to dow down a bit. Our young student here, of
course, is quite right. The didtinction between system and environment implies, firgt of al, that any
marking of a sygem - and it may mark itsef 0 — sums up the unmarked Sde ingantaneoudy:
environment is Smply al of the whole world (with the exception of the system) thet exigts, in turn, in
reference to that system.

Woltersbeck Senior:

(wearing a straw hat and a green gpron) Excuse the interruption, just aword with my son ...
Fredemar, I’ll be in the garden. If I’'m wanted on the phone, I'm not home. (His son nods, dightly
annoyed, as the father withdraws and is heard moving down the halway singing, ” He's got the
whole world, in his hands ... HE s got the whole, wo-orld....”)



Dr. Hasso Beben:
| didn’t see a garden anywhere.

Woltersbeck:

That's because it's two blocks away from here, in a sort of a community garden-colony. But
it does belong to us, and perhaps we could al hold one of our sessions there sometime. That garden
is father’s world, his heart and soul. | think that everything ese, in comparison, only exists in a very
diffuse way for him, even hisjob.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
| can certainly undergtand that! Everything that is so complicated everywhere else is Smple
there.

Sebenschwan:

(impetiently) Come, come now. The important thing is that an environment, as we have now
seen it, isnot a unit which is capable of action. (They suddenly hear the mel odious tootle-tootle-ootle
of amodern telephone.)

Mrs. Woltersbeck:
(cdling through the door) Mrs. SiebenschwantPichd, it’'sfor you!

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
It's probably Nadine with something about the children! (She hurries to the phone)

Sebenschwan:
| was saying that the environment of a system - its negative corrdation, to use Luhmann’'s
words — isnot a unit capable of action ... and ...

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Martin, excuse me, but Nadine can't get the children to go to bed. I'm going to have to go
and see about it.

Siebenschwan:
That' s a pretty long drive, though, from here. It won’t be worth it for you to come dl the way
back, and then how am | going to get home?

Dr. Hasso Beben:
| can giveyou aride.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
I’'m sorry, but what else can | do about it? Y ou know how the little ones are...

Sebenschwan:
Nadine probably just wants to get out of there because she's bored and tired of dtting
around... (Hiswife leaves)



Dr. Hasso Beben:
All right. | can see that the environment is not able to act as the rest of the world can, but on
the other hand ... it can’t be amere chimera

Sebenschwan:

No, of course not. We have to see, a the same time, that there are other systemsin this, rest
of the world — in a system’s Other — that are ever making their own mark on the world, whereby
the system in whose environment they occur also occurs, in turn, in their environment. Thereisthus
plenty of turbulence and more than enough opportunity for disturbance.

Woltersbeck:

| would say that such reationships are unimaginably intricate. Each system dissects the
world, and in that system’s environment, which itself exigts in reference to that system, exist other
systems that dissect the world and for which the sameisaso true ... apractically unsolvable puzzle.

Frederik:
| need a cigarette.

Frieda:
When | ligen to dl this, when | try to imagine the intricate image it presents, | have to wonder
what —other than a mere diagnosis — we can derive from the results.

S ebenschwan:
That the environment is aways more complex than the system, that is the resuilt.

Woltersbeck:
And thus, if | may speculate to a smdl degree, the sysem/environment-digtinction has the
form of complexity.

Sebenschwan:

Certainly .. There is something that exists between system and environment that Luhmann
cdled the complexity-difference, and if you ingst on knowing exactly what a sysem is, my good Mr.
Beben, vaila, it isthe gabilization of this difference, the sabilization of a fundamental asymmetry.

Frieda:
That appears nearly trivid to me,

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Bravo!

Sebenschwan:

But the results, you're forgetting about the resultd If we assume that a difference exigts, we
will dways have something on both sides. In this case, we have the difference between outer-system
and inner-system complexity. The system is not able to link al of its dements with al of its other
eements, with al of its posshilities, a least not smultaneoudy. It takes on the form of complexity
itsdf again, and likewise cannot make interna alowances for everything that occurs externdly. A
human being cannot think of everything that might be thought of with regard to his externd saf.



Frederik:
Exactly. Like | forgot to get anew pack of cigarettes.

Frieda:
(throwing a venemous look his way) And if 1'd had any idea what kind of a ”1-think-I'll-
interrupt-the-flow- of- thought-whenever-possble’ trividist you are...

Frederik:
(chdlenging) Y eeh, what then?

Frieda
Forget it...

Dr. Hasso Beben:

We ought to stick to the rules of scientific discourse here. They are tried and true ones ...
and, | might dso add, they reduce the complexity that would arise if everyone here could say
anything he liked whenever he fdt likeit.

Frieda:
You're right. The decigve factor is, | guess, that a system is able to develop clever means of
dedling with both ,complexities'.

Sebenschwan:
Quite true! It is in a pogtion, if it's complex enough, to process the difference between
system and environment and to observe, differentialy, each of the complexities involved.

Woltersbeck:
Would you mind closing the door to the bacony? Then it won't be so loud in here and we
can concentrate a bit better.

Frederik:
Surel | don't have anything €lse to smoke out there anyway.

Woltersbeck:

S0 ... a ruling politicd party can describe its own, too-high complexity as an effect of
liberdity, and can describe the spectrum of opinion it dlows internaly asits politica sed of approval.
But it can aso reduce the complexity of its environment by means of censorship, or blame the causes
thereof on previoudy ruling parties, and so forth...

Sebenschwan:

Something like that. The socid system in which our group is participating at this very moment
is able to regulate its interna complexity on the bads of dividing up our spesking-time, observation
and choice of fitting contributions regarding the subject, etc. But, for now, it can treat as irrdevant
the regulation of traffic, the transportation of corpses, the production of goods, the treatment of
sicknesses and so on and o forth.



Dr. Hasso Beben:

| can't help noticing that dthough it may be that a systlem’s environment is dways the rest of
the whole world, you al appear to be treating , environment' in a more specific way a the moment.
Am | wrong there?

Sebenschwan:

No,...it's quite clear in principle that the environment of a system, seen in the abgtract, is the
rest of the world minus itself. But it is just as clear that a system needs to redtrict itsalf — within the
enormous arena of dl that is left over - to amore narrow range of environmentaly related aspects, if

| may put it so.

Woltersbeck:
That's what I’'m saying ... Systems must determine what is relevant for them and put these
things into selective relation, from out of the mass of nonsystem occurrences.

Mrs. Woltersbeck:

| don’'t want to bother you, but if any of you have a car with an open top or sunroof... some
dark clouds are moving in and it looks very much like rain. (They indicate to her that no one isin
possession of such a vehicle) All right, then. You never know ... and then somebody would have
been in for anasty surprise later. (She withdraws again)

Frieda:

So, you're saying that there is, in the environment of a system, something like a diginction
between less important and much more important posshilities. An unimaginably huge number of
things are dways happening in the environment, but not dl of them are rdevant. Mot of them are not
even necessary for the system to register, but certain things have to be teken into closer
congderation.

Sebenschwan:

Right. On this ,operative’ leved, as it were, there is something like a proximate-environment
within the environment. Or, to avoid any spatid associations, let us say that there are things that
require consderation, things that are only noteworthy, and things that may be ignored.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
| wouldn't be surprised if you came up with some further levels to which the problem of
complexity-difference could be applied.

Sebenscwhan:

WEell, the leve of dructure formaion comes to mind. That is the level a which the
relationship to the outer-system-related environment is abstracted or generalized, so to speak, and
(inthewords of Luhmann) respecified. But I'm sure we'll be getting back to structures another time.

Frederik:

Okay, s0 let's say that in every society there' s going to be a certain accumulation of corpses,
and you can‘t dispose of them in an ad hoc way by burying them out in the back yard or dumping
them in the sewer or whatever. But society is able to redize that this presents a problem, is able to
address this problem and adopt appropriste measures, like authorizing undertakers, building



cemeteries, hiring people to dig the graves — creating some leeway for possible events and setting
ome limits

Frieda:
Boy, you're redly in your eement when you think of something macabre to say. When are
you going to grow up?

Frederik:
Y ou can send me to kindergarten if you want, or to an inditution for troubled youths.

Frieda:
It's a good thing there ae such places. Or maybe | should say, too bad there aren’t any
places like that for people like you.

Woltersbeck:
We' ve dready looked &t the level of process — the ,operative’ level — and then the leve of
sructure. And now | believe another is fast gpproaching, one which | have afeding I’'m going to like.

Sebenschwan:
Y our fedings will be confirmed. Next isthe level of reflection, in which a sysem’s identity is
defined by the system, by its difference from that which it excludes, in other words.

Woltersbeck:
One could also say that complexity-difference itsaf will be observed.

Frederik:
(kicking the balcony door restlesdy) Isn't there a little Store or someplace where | could buy
some cigarettes around here?

Frieda:
Even if there was, it would probably be closed by now!

Woltersbeck:
| don’'t know where the closest cigarette vending machine is, ether. I'm afraid | can't be of
much help to you. All of us are fanatica non-smokers.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
What is dl of this? Is this some kind of a friendly socid get-together or are we holding a
scientific discusson here?

Woltersbeck:

[, mysdf, am not very clear on the status of these sessions ether. They seem to me to be
more dong the lines of a class or a lecture, but | assume that they will develop more of a scientific
discussion character when we begin to understand system theory better.



Sebenschwan:
Class ... lecture ... | must say | don‘t like those words. They have such an officid ring to
them. | find the term , private forum' much more appropriate.

Dr. Hasso Beben:

| would say we are conducting a sort of relaxed digpute — sometimes too relaxed — but in any
case without the regtrictions that arise from exams, the obligation to earn credits, or any other smilar
procedures.

Frederik:

On the other hand, we are dl here on a voluntary basis, and so | think it ought to be
permitted to enquire after the closest source of cigarettes! Or to make ajoke! It should &t least be a
little more possible than in your average university lecture hall.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
And yet we should avoid the atmosphere of evening courses at the community hobby center.

Woltersbeck:
| think we ought to just keep going.

Frederik:
| think we ought to just call it anight. I'vetakenin al | canfor now ... I'm at full capacity.

Frieda:
I'll bring along areserve pack of cigarettes next time.

Sebenschwan:

Y ou gpparently see your enivronment as a source of supply for your cigarettes. That certainly
renders you extremely dependent. The contingency of environmental occurrences is reduced, for
you, to cigarettes or non-cigarettes.

Frederik:
Hey, hey ... The dtuation isnot as dramétic asdl that.

Frieda
But on the other hand, that difference does make a difference to you.

Sebenschwan:

| suppose | must admit that | would rather stop here for today, too. | don’t know what sort
of difficulties my wife might be having with the children, | Smply lack that information here, and | find
that it is making me fed somewhat uneasy. Which, in turn, is aso having an adverse effect on my
intellectual presence. | can't manageto tie dl these loose threads of discussion together any longer.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Gray, dear friend, isdl theory...



After saying their palite thank-you's and taking leave from one ancther, they dl begin to make their
way home, but not before agreeing to meet again soon and dive into the materia with new energy.
Dr. Beben expresses his earnest wish that they gpproach things in amore sociologicaly well-founded
manner next time: he has had enough of al these distinctions. Siebenschwan promises him that it will
indeed be more sociologica next time, but not entirely without distinctions: surely he can't expect
anything othewise, snce it's obvioudy impossble to obtain information without making some
reference to differences, to digtinctions. Frieda and Frederik, too, are suddenly in ahurry to go —itis
not entirely clear whether they have felt the cdl of the golden tree of life, whether Frederik is yearning
for something smokesble, or whether Frieda wishes to attempt resuscitating their momentarily frosty
relaionship. Woltersheck, in a pensive mood, remains there and becomes absorbed in the writings
of Cusanus. Dr. Beben delivers Siebenschwan to the doorstep of his home, where it turns out that
the Stuation is completely under control.

VI1l. Communication about double contingency and so forth

The next sesson tekes place on a gorgeous, sunny day a Dr. Hasso Beben's. He, like
Sebenschwan, lives in asmdl, very nice development on the outskirts of Frankfurt. Heresdesin a
superbly renovated haf-timbered house replete with an ornamenta herb garden (ala cloister) facing
the street, and equipped with a rather overgrown yard-like areaiin the back of the building. Although
Beben informs them that this area is a ,biotope', it appears to be more like a patch of uncleared
jungle than a spot for human gatherings. At any rate, there are amyriad of insects— many of them are
ones which are rarely seen — and the guests hear at times the croaking of toads or frogs. Even
dragonflies dart to and fro on occasion, flashing through the green and golden light beneath the
unkempt picnic ared's leafy canopy. Because there is a popular adventure-playground not far from
Dr. Beben's, the Siebenschwans have brought severa children dong with them. Frieda and Frederik
are accompanied this time by a young man who is introduced as Jakob, but who seems to be an
extremdy quiet type. This phenomenon is soon explained by Frieda s casud mention of the fact that
Jakob is deaf and dumb. She adds that he is a master in the art of lip-reading as well as being an
excdlent ligtener, as it were. They have al taken their seats on lawn furniture, Beben's housekeeper
serves them lemonade. Woltersbeck arrives in a swest, gpparently excited or upset about something.

Frieda:
What happened to you?

Woltersbeck:
| just had a strange experience. Or, not actualy strange, but disturbing, | would say.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Tel us about it!

Woltersheck:



(after downing alarge glass of lemonade) Well, here' swhat happened! (Jakob turns his chair
in Woltersbeck’s direction and stares directly into his face) What's going on? Why are you staring at
me that way?

Frieda:
No, Jakob isn't staring at you, he's deaf and dumb: he just wants make sure he gets the
whole story. He' s reading your lips.

Woltersbeck:
Ah, well, this is a very strange situation. What am | supposed to do? I'm sorry, but I've
never done this before...

Frederik:
Just start talking!

Woltersbeck:
(vishly confused and taking pains to speek as clearly as possble) Well, | went down
Radevormwald Street on my way here.

Frederik:
Hey, 0 you were practicaly in the red light digtrict, huh? And isn't thet the part where dl the
underage hookers are?

Frieda
Frederik!

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Oh, that's okay, we're dl adults here, and the children are at the playground.

Woltersbeck:

As a mater of fact, it does have something to do with the place you referred to ... Usudly
one manages to navigate dong Radevor mwald Street and escape unscathed, at least at thistime of
day, but today ...

Frederik:
Y ou were scathed?!

Woltersbeck:

Yes and no. A very young girl, or perhaps | should say a very young woman was standing
againg the wall, or rather leaning on the wall, and it was plain to see that shewas a ... well, that is,
she had an extremely short leather skirt on — more like a bit of apron than a skirt — but the point is
that she was Smply crying her eyes out, and her arms hung down &t her sdes, and her make-up was
al smeared and running in streaks and...

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
And you didn’t know what to do!?



Woltersbeck:

Precisdly. | pitied her, naturdly, asis only proper, and which is required by my beliefs as a
Chrigian ... But how is one to approach such a woman? Or the other way around, what sort of
expectations would the girl be likely to have regarding a man who addresses her in that street? What
is she to expect of what | expect from her? And is she in a postion to recognize the dilemmain
which | find mys=lf? That | cannot know what she expects of me?

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
All right, dl right, but what did you do?

Woltersbeck:

Nothing, for a while. I've never fet so undecided about anything in my life before, and the
girl apparently felt the same. She had noticed me, and was looking me up and down as she stood
there with the tears running down her face. And we smply stood there...

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Y ou’ re making me nervous.

Woltersbeck:

So, we smply stood there and waited, | suppose one could say, for some initid, decisve
event to occur. Like two children from entirely different worlds ... and then she said, ”D’you have a
Kleenex?’, and | handed her one, saying, " Y ou can keep it!”, and she started to laugh, and | tried to
laugh, too. Then | moved adong down the Street as quickly as | could, and when | turned around at
the end of it to look back, she had vanished.

Frederik:
(showing signs of disgppointment) That'sit?

Frieda
(sharply) What were you expecting?

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
| have to say, your story wasn't a particularly satisfying one.

Woltersbeck:
Y ou asked me what happened, and that was it — that was what happened, and | won't soon
forget about it.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
It appears to me that theologists are frustrated poets.

Sebenschwan:
Come now, everyone, leave Woltersbeck aone. This kind of thing doesn't happen every
day, and it can pose a problem for anyone with a sensitive nature.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Are you being ambiguous on purpose?



Jakob:
(writing on a date) Maybe we could get Sarted now?

Sebenschwan:
| would say we dready have ... but | know what you mean. First, would you mind telling me,
ah, excuse me, would you mind letting me know whether you are familiar with system theory?

Jakob:
(onthedate) Yed

Frieda:
You could have just nodded. Oh, and just so everyone knows, Jakob studied under
Luhmann himsdf,

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Saints preserve us, a red, live pupil! What a pity that you can only express yoursdf in
writing. But let's get on with it and start!

Sebenschwan:

Fine! | believe | promised you, Dr. Beben, that we would try to take a more sociological
gpproach today. | intend to achieve this by more closaly examining the issue of , double contingency”.
It marks, if you will, the garting point of socid systems.

Dr. Hasso Beben:

Heaven knows Luhmann didn’t invent that concept. If my memory serves me correctly,
Parsons spoke of , double contingency* and used it to mean ... Well, let’s say you have two people,
Alter and Ego. If they meet one another and both of them try to gear or adapt their behavior to the
behavior of the other, then nothing happens at al.

Frederik:
Let me seeif | got that right. Each one waits to see what the other one does, and both of
them want to follow up on whatever the other one does?

Frieda:
That reminds me of those scenes where two people are dternatdly trying to dlow the other
one to go through the door first.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
That's pretty funny in Japan, Sometimes.

Sebenschwan:

In any case, we find oursalves faced with acircle, atautology, if you like. One might aso say
that we have identified a basic problem here. And the question is how we can solve this problem, or,
to be more precise: how it is solved. It's obvious that we don't dl St around in a date of pardyss
and gare endlessly at each other trying to figure out who's going to do what firgt.



Jakob:
(date) Chance!

Sebenschwan:
Of course. Any occurrence a al can destabilize the circle: it is sengtive to chance.

Frieda:

| can understand that in the abstract sense, but | would have to say double contingency
doesn't occur in redlity, at least not anymore. Maybe in the jungle, when a researcher and a native
meet eye to eye and tare a each other for a while like creatures from two separate worlds ... And
the second that one of them reaches up and scratches his ear, things can start moving, something...

Jakob:
(date) Too ample!

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Wi, | suppose that would’ ve been too much to expect! Our ,defender of the fundamentas
here is becoming rather a nuisance.

Sebenschwan:
I think he means that we have described the circle in terms of Parsons, for the time being, but
that we find another verson of the circle in Luhmann, of course.

Two of the children brought dong by the Siebenschwans come crashing towards them through the
biotope, one of them black as ebony, a neighbor-child of the Siebenschwans — from Somdia— and
the other the usua white, athough well crusted with mud at the moment.

What' s wrong with the two of you?

Child, black:
He hit me.

Child, white:
He was throwing mud.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Why were you doing that?

Child, black:
He said | thought he was dumb.

Child, white:
| didn’t think you’ re dumb, but you thought that | was dumb.

Sebenschwan:
Y ou can't know what another person thinks!



Child, white:
Y ou can tell, though. He looked a me like | was.

Child, black:
Bullshit, | did!

The Siebenschwans,
What??2111

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Don't let me hear you say that again, you hear?!

Sebenschwan:

| don't care who knew or didn’'t know what the other thought, but the result of it was fighting
and throwing mud at each other. And if it hgppens again, you'll stay here with us and listen to what
we're talking about ... Have | made mysdlf clear?

Woltersbeck:
A terrible threat! (The children leave, drooping and downcast)

Dr. Hasso Beben:
At any rate, we were just being threstened with the prospect of Luhmann having modified the
concept of double contingency. Well? How did he do that?

S ebenschwan:
Alter and Ego are presented as impervious, opagque systems to which no externa entity can
gain access.

Jakob:
(date) In the degpest sense of things, there are systems which absolutely no other systems
can have any grasp of whatsoever; their meaning cannot be reached.

Siebenschwan:
(alittle impatiently) Right!

Woltersbeck:
Meaning! Naturdly! | believe | would have been surprised if meaning didn’'t come in here
somewhere. But now we are obliged to alter our concept of contingency.

Sebenschwan:

To extend it! Contingency marks that which is nether necessary nor impossble. What
happens, happens, but it can only be comprehended or (meaningfully) associated if the updated
,given’ in question appears within the horizon of the could- be- otherwise.

Frieda:
In that case, every human being ... if you don't mind, I’ll just say human being here ... every
human being is, to the observer, someone who could actualy be different — even if it gppears for the



moment that he is doing what one might expect of him, it's possible that he has ,faded in* another
meaning-horizon interndly ... He can lie, deceive, be deceived, misunderstand...

Woltersbeck:

So, you're saying that socia systems are characterized by the problem of difference, or of
some possible different perspectives on the world? They are not formed because points of view
agree and one only needs to reiterate that fact to onesdlf, but perhaps — most probably - because
they do not agree, and solutions must thus be found.

Frederik:
If 1 could add something here ... The problem can’'t disappear, it's aways there ... like a
motor.

Sebenschwan:
And that iswhy it iswisest to cdl the concept of double contigency a problematic one.

Frieda:

This is the way | imagine it, ad | dready know that it's an overasmplified verson, but one
needs to picture it some way ... anyhow, | imagine that people meet and perceive —or maybe even
observe - each other mutualy, and naturally they have some sort of expectations...

Jakob:
(date) Naturaly?

Frieda:

| dready said that | was just going to try to express this, dthough | know by now that we
don't have any "naturdly” or "obvioudy” in this theory — and no expectations, either. But, | mean,
on the leve of dally-life | think you'll understand what | mean when | say that people who meet one
another are bound to have some expectations and previous experience in other Stuations and with
other types of communication. But the important thing is that — thanks to double contingency — it is
impossible for the people to comprehend one another fully, unless they happen to be extremdy
telepathic ... and it is this very impossihility, this could-aways-be-otherwise, that forces people to
communicate and yet does not egt into the double contingency.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
It behaves as a catalyst, so to speak, and cannot be used up.

Frederik:

W, | imagine something like two black boxes that are sort of circling and eyeing each other
up, but which are going to have to ded with one another in ®me way and there is a mutua
assumption made that they can or do define themsdves. By that | mean that both of them sdect ther
behavior, interndly, from a horizon of posshilities, and that this horizon isn't the same for both
boxes. What one box sees of the other isrealy akind of reduction, an abbreviation, an instance of
shorthand — that' s what they see of each other and that’s what they try to adapt themsalves to. What
happens next might be a chain of trid and error-like mutud attempts to exert influence, but the
experimenta character soon fadea as they learn from their successes and gain the ability to predict
one another’s behavior ... So, theré's a sort of stabilization happening of something that's actualy



made up of nothing more than assumptions — assumptions that are drawn, one could say, from out of
the complexity of systems, but which are never redlly in control of that complexity.

Frieda:
(after everybody has been surprised into silence for amoment) Holy cow!

Frederik:
(smugly) How about them apples?

Sebenschwan:
Ah, yes, a certain order arises - one we might cal ,emergent’, inasmuch as it cannot be
reduced to whatever may be going on in each individua head.

Jakob:
(date) Structures!

Sebenschwan:
Structures, yes. Limitations or demarcations of behaviord posshilities: redtrictions that
produce aredlity sui generisin amanner utterly characterigtic to themsalves.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Socia systems, what else?

Woltersbeck:

Is that another way of saying that different associations can be made within our heads than
are made on the levd of the socid sysem? That would practicaly be a daly occurrence:
communication taking its own course and consciousness doing the same.

Frieda:
Within our heads? That sounds odd.

Woltersbeck:

But you see, | couldn’t have expected that you would say what you said, anymore than |
could expect that | would say what I'm saying right now. And that was because | was dready
somewhere dse in my head, having forged ahead, in this case, because | was anticipating that our
communication would take a different course than it actualy did.

Frieda
"That isnot it a al, That is not what | meant a dl.”, eh?

Woltersbeck:
Thereyou haveit!

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Indeed, that is amost wonderful poem you' ve just quoted.



Housekeeper:
(approaching them) Excuse me, Dr. Beben, but | just wanted to tdll you that | have to get

going now.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Y ou have to?

Housekeeper:
Wi, yes, you know, | can only ever work three hours on this day of the week...

Dr. Hasso Beben:
But why? Why do you have to? What does, have to’ mean?

Housekeeper:
| have to pick my kids up from the day care center, but you know that already.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Wedl, | smply wished to know what you mean when you say , have to' ?

Housekeeper:
| don’'t understand what...

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Mr. Beben, what are you doing to this poor lady?

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Am | expressng myself so unclearly?

Frieda:
Y our message is not getting through.

Housekeeper:
Anyhow, | haveto get going.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Then go on an do what you can't help doing. Good- bye!

Frederik:
| don’'t see what you did that for.

Jakob:
(date) Experiment!

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Not very clever, your experiment, and certainly not very humane.



Dr. Hasso Beben:
| just wanted to try out alittle double contingency.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
And that woman will be wracking her brains the whole evening trying to figure out what she
did wrong.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Oh, come now. She' s made of more tougher suff than thet!

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
| would say that you're not exactly in a pogtion to know that, a least not according to
everything I’ ve heard here today.

Siebenschwan:
Evie, you are wonderful!

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
| know.

Siebenschwan:
Y ou know that | know that you know.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
I know that you know that | know that you know.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Arewe going to play little word games now?

Woltersbeck:

It seems to me that double contingency ought to lead us to expect that no one can anticipate
that the things he does will be done in such away that someone ese could forge a link with them, a
meaningful one, of course. After al, the concept ,double contingency® makes it clear that dl the
participants could behave differently than one thinks or expects they will, and that al the participants
know that about each other. It is very improbable that anything like a socid order will arise.

Jakob:
(date) Improbable, and thus normal!

Frieda:

Why norma? What do you mean by norma? | fredy admit thet if we see things in terms of
double contingency, every occurrence isin a postion, a least, to gain a sort of structura vaue. And
50 | can dso imagine that an order comesinto being, but a norma order? Normality?

Siebenschwan:
| would say that double contingency typicaly or normaly produces orders — correlations of
events — that don’t just occur in some arbitrary way. | would aso say that our feding in dally life that



some of these structures are normd is aresult of the fact that they repeat themselves, that we' re used
to them. But dl we're redly trying to say here is that socid order, whether we want it to or not,
arises as soon as contact occurs between systems that have to make an assumption of mutua non

transparency.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
May | conclude from thisthat you would describe conflicts, wars, dums etc. as socia order?

Sebenschwan:

Certainly. It's quite obvious that conflicts redlize a very unique type of structure; and if we
were to approach the problem of socid order from a normative standpoint, it would prove most
difficult to explain and describe such structures.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
| have some serious doubts on that.

Sebenschwan:
You'll just haveto trust me.

Frederik:
Trust is good, control is better.

Jakob:
(laughs heartily; date) Now there’ s something pretty important!

Frieda
What does he mean?

Sebenschwan:
Wi, he means that the word , trust’ happens to fit in here very well; but | don't want to get
into that any further now. Y ou can look it up.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
I’m counting on being able to.

Frederik:
| don’t know if | would count on it.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Y ou can count on it.

Dusk isfaling, the air has become cool, the Ky is turning a cold, watery-blue color, the guests begin
to shiver. Dr. Beben invites them to continue their discussion indde the house, but the Siebenschwans
mention that the children must be brought home, Woltersbeck has promised his parents to attend the
theater with them this evening, and Frederik and Frieda had assured Jakob that the session would
not go on for too long. In short, they begin to disperse: there is a hint of irritation in the air of the
group — but this may be due to the quantity of mosquito bites they have al suffered. Siebenschwan



indicates that they weren't entirely finished with the double contingency issue, but that they examined
it enough that one could pursue it on one's own. He clams that they have now reached the point
from which socid systems spring, and that the rext task would be to define the unity of socid

systems. Communication theory, he informs them, will be their next focus. Jakob nods a , Bravo',
and Frieda assures them that communication has aways been important to her. Dr. Beben suggests
that they call each other to determine the time and place of the following mesting.

VI1I1. Communication about communication

Some time has passed. Agreeing on when and where the next session should take place has proved
to be farly difficult. Sometimes somebody couldn’t be reached, sometimes somebody expressed
doubts as to whether he or she would even participate anymore, and thus had to be persuaded to
continue on. In the end, however, the private forum does reconvene. Summer is in full swing, and
their meeting place this time is a Greek restaurant that has established itsdf in an old courthouse
building. A table has been reserved for them, dl the participants have arrived. The Siebenschwans
have hired a professond baby-dtter, so there is actualy a good chance of conducting their
discussion without any child-related interruptions. The group has decided to order around of Greek
winefirg and et later.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
(apparently in a splendid mood) | must say that | have been looking forward most eagerly to
today’ s session. The subject of communication has dways interested me.

Woltersbeck:

One could dmogt say it's booming. The whole world is talking about it, everyone uses the
word congtantly, but I’'m not so sure that the phenomenon we Il be discussing today theoreticaly is
the same thing as what you' ve been looking forward to, Dr. Beben.

Dr. Hasso Beben:

And I’'m not so sure that you are in a position to know what I’ ve been looking forward to.
But the fact is, this time we |l have the pleasure of taking about something in which we are actudly
engaging a the moment, by the very talking we' re doing — and even when we are silent, aswell. We
are communicating, and thet itself is our subject.

Woltersbeck:
| don't know if you' re going to get your money’ s worth.

Jakob:
(date) He won't get his money’ s worth.

Frederik:
What's that supposed to mean? After dl, Dr. Beben is right when he says that we' re doing
what we intend to discuss.



Frieda:

Unlike you, I"ve been trying to stay on the ball, here, and have continued to browse through
Luhmann’'s works now and again. As one might expect, | didn't understand everything | read —
that’s why we're here, of course — but the message | believe | got out of it was this no human being
communicates.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
That'sridiculous ... Who ese can communicate besdes us and afew intelligent chimpanzees
and dolphins?

Sebenschwan:
Communication, my dear Dr. Beben, communication communicates, and nothing else.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
That isjust another ingtance of conceptua mumbo-jumbo.

Frederik:
And | seewhat | see.

Frieda:
And what do you see? You see a bunch of people who are opening their mouths and
producing sounds. Like the balloonsin a comic book.

Woltersbeck:
Yes, but the sounds do appear to be coordinated among themsdves in some way.
Somebody or something is reacting to someone or something.

Sebenschwan:
Y es, and there we aready have more than one person.

Frederik:
Maybe we should start with something more like the basics?

Dr. Hasso Beben:
D’ accord!

Sebenschwan:

Yed If you say that someone is communicating, then you mean the following: heis sending a
message, getting some news across, he is packing some sort of information into words, gestures or
whatever se and sending it off. There is aso, on the other hand, somebody who receives that
package, unwraps it, takes note of it, and is now the one who will do the sending. Sort of like a
transmisson...

Frieda:
That may well be, but then you need more than one person, in any case. As Soon asyou say
that someone is communicating you autometicaly think of someone else being on the receiving end.



Actudly, you could only redly say that someone is taking part in communication ... and so then
communication would be something that exists between people?

Dr. Hasso Beben:
(grumpily) 1 guessI‘ll go dong with that.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
May | refill your glass, Dr. Beben?

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Very kind of you! Yes, please!

Sebenschwan:

This sender-receiver modd, or | could adso cdl it the transmission or pipe mode, behaves as
though the information is a kind of substance to be transported. One has to be careful that nothing
happens to the substance dong the way — that it's not disfigured, distorted or lost — but once its
safdly is guaranteed, a message passes from the person saying it to the one listening to it; a message
which issdf-identica a its core, if | may put it that way.

Frieda:
Butit can’t be ... like, ,cause of observation, complexity, meaning and contingency.

Frederik:
Y our English sure used to be better.

Frieda:

Just what do you mean by that? And what are you trying to prove by making such a
comment at atime and place like this? | think you want to express your wish that | wouldn't act like |
understand what you don’t.

Frederik:
What | wanted was to say exactly what | said, but apparently you misunderstood me.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.;
Now, kids ... There' s no use getting into afight about it.

Sebenschwan:

But whet is true is that the reasons she mentioned force us to question, &t lesst, whether it is
wise to use the tranamisson metgphor. Any didogue - anything a dl that is sad - proves that
metaphor wrong. It is quite obvious that the message is congtructed, | think you would have to admit
to that, Dr. Beben.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
| don't have to do anything ... and may | ask why you are applying to me in this matter? Am
| the only one here who you need to convince?



Siebenschwan:
| redlly didn’t think about it at dl.

Jakob:
(date) Information! Utterance! Understanding!

Frederik:
Wow, with exclamation marks and everything!

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
He wants to signd the importance of his intervention. HE strying to tdll usthet...

Sebenschwan:
That we can circumvent the problem of the transmisson metgphor by conceiving of it in a
different manner.

Woltersbeck:

Yes, | think so, too. We must somehow see communication differently, so that the rigid
mechanics of sending and receiving can be avoided. And Jakab, if | understand him correctly, is
suggesting that we turn to the three concepts, " information, utterance and understanding”.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
It seems to me that this move is not entirely without tredition ... We find, a any rate, Smilar
diginctions in speech act theory, in Buhler - and even in Humboldt, in away.

Frederik:

Okay, that may be so, but since I'm not quite familiar with those theories it would be nice if
someone could explain to me on avery smple level — hey, I’'m not proud — what thisis dl about, this
trinity of information, utterance and understanding.

Woltersheck:
Trinity ... not bad.

Sebenschwan:
All right, then I’ll begin with something that's incorrect or oversmplified, but | ask you to
keep in mind that | said 0.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
| will kegp in mind, in any case, that you said you would start with a mistake.

Sebenschwan:

Vey wdl! Not only are we system theorists of the opinion that one cannot begin without
dready having made some digtinction; we are dso of the opinion that one can begin in an incorrect
way and gtill achieve aplausble form of theory. But that's another story, reserved for another time.

Frederik:
Thisisalittle like the neverending story, I'll say that much.



Sebenschwan:

How could it be anything different? But back to businesd Let usimagine that a morsd of
information has undergone incubation in someone' s ingde — whatever "indde’ may condtitute — and
this someone chooses and marks a condition of systemn, or makes a selection. Let’s say it's awoman
and that she is caused by an unidentified restlessness insde to say to hersdlf internaly (to regigter), |
have a craving for pickled herring.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
The way system theorists work with examplesis driving me insane,

Sebenschwan:

The woman wishes to communicate that which she has hatched ingde of her, if | may put it
that way. She has to sdect — and again, I'm smplifying; it will be more complicated later — a
behavior through which she will communicate the information. She might yell, "I demand pickled
herring this very ingant!” She might whisper, ” Sweetheart, | have the feding that a serving of pickled

mind alittle snack right about now!” Or...

Frederik:
Okay, okay, there' s no limit to the ways she can say it.

Frieda:

Allow me to recapitulate. The woman chooses one possibility from a horizon of many,
namely ”hunger”, and she chooses one form of communication from a horizon of many, for example
" Sweseteheart, | have the feding...”?

Sebenschwan:
Y es, s0 there we have two sdections now.

Woltersbeck:
The form of meaning requiresit.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Now don’t tell us again that you love theologigts.

Sebenschwan:

Thank-you, dear! | was just on the verge... The tird sdection, the third choice is based
upon the difference between these sdlections. It distinguishes the utterance from the information, and
... understands!

Frederik:
What?

Frieda:
Ahh, | getit!



Frederik:
When you say it like that, | aways get the feding you mean that I'm stupid.

Frieda:

Oh, come on! That's not a al what | meant. | just wanted to say that | can see that the
difference is the deciding factor. The hushand hears his wife saying what she says. It's not in what
she's said, because she only says it once and in those words and in that tone and with thet facid
expresson — it's not in what she's said that utterance and information are differentiated. It's that an
observer, in this case the hushand, uses this digtinction — projectsiit, so to speak, onto the occasion.

Woltersbeck:
Exactly, he now faces the problem of asking himsdlf what she was trying to tell him by saying
it in the way she did.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
For example, that sheis pregnant.

Woltersheck:
Or that she hates him because he' s too insendtive to her needs and wants.

Frieda
Maybe she' s just joking and really means French fries with ketchup...

Woltersbeck:

In turn, the best he can do is make a choice, which is what is meant by the third selection.
Understanding, too, is a choice. It is not the importing of the contents of someone ese's head,
foreign intentions in one's own head — how could it be? It's aresult of observation, based upon the
digtinction between information and utterance. It uses them, o0 to say, to interpolate what is
happening over there in the unattainable world of another person’s skull.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Rausble, | must say, very plausible.

Jakob:
(dae) But wrong!

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Wéll. | would have been surprised if | had understood something correctly for once.

Sebenschwan:

But you have, in away ... only in an abbreviated, rather overamplified form. All we did in
our example was work through what might be happening in the heads. The system-reference - the
system we were dluding to - was consciousness, not the socia system.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Yes, and S0 ... where' sthe mistake?



Sebenschwan:
We have to think our example dl the way through. Let's assume that the man, his internd
understanding having figured " pregnancy”, says something like...

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Wedl, he might gaze a her with sars in his eyes and say, "Are you trying to tel me that
you' re expecting a baby?’

Woltersbeck:
Sure, and as such he would be describing his wife's remark as an ambiguous, hidden

message.

Sebenschwan:
Which it was not, necessarily. The woman might just redly be hungry.

Frederik:
And then what?

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
She begins crying and can’'t seem to stop.

Frieda:
And the husband keeps saying, "What are you crying for? What did | do? Just tel me
what...” and so on. Typical for aman!

Frederik:
We ought to talk about the use of digtinctions again.

Sebenschwan:

The important thing is that the woman waan't thinking of pregnancy, only of announcing her
hunger. The man, on the other hand, was thinking of pregnancy. But the communication took up a
course that was not represented in either of their heads.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:

| can imagine that the man thinks that his wife is crying because pregnant women are dways
incredibly moody — at least that’s what his mother told him, and he can find it written in any number
of books, too.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Ian't it true?

Frieda:

In the woman's heed, though, something completely different is going on. Something like:
he' s accusing me of falure, or: he does't redly want me, he just wants a baby, or: nothing can save
our marriage a this point.



Woltersheck:

After awhile the man might say, ”Come on, now, and stop crying. It's darting to get on my
nervesl”

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
And then the woman, sniffling and sobbing, says, ”Isthat dl you have to say to me?’

Dr. Hasso Beben:

All right, | can see that we could carry this on a good dedl further. Jakob is getting impetient,
too.

Sebenschwan:

We can grasp what this example teaches us if we smply see that the possibilities for
association and the redlities in the heads are different than they are on the communication level. Each
and every satement scatters forth possbilities for association, but the associations are made
differently — different in each type of systlem — and smultaneoudly.

Woltersbeck:

That's quite exciting, because that would mean that as soon as something that’s my intention
(or that I think is my intention) makes it into communication, it becomes something strange or foreign.
Maybe somebody happens to cough at a dinner, | raise my eyebrows, and in that split second the
cough has been turned into a faux pas, an embarassment: the next communication might then brand
my behavior as arrogant, and describe the cougher as a pitiful case for pathology. The same thing
goes, as a matter of fact, for returning to communications that have taken place in the distant past.
Every communication is in a position to describe another (any other) previous communication as a
particular one. You kiss a head of date from the Middle East, with al the proper diplomatic
assurances a the moment, and two years later you are informed that the person you kissed was a
mass murderer ... but then again, centuries later, he might come to be seen as an indispensable figure
in the higtory of civilization...

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:

I'm hungry ... or should | say, "Gee, | wouldn't mind a little snack right about now”?
(Siebenschwan kisses her on the ear lightly.)

Frederik:

(after the waiter has been called over and their orders have been taken) A second to relax,
that’ [l do us some good.

Frieda:
Are you implying thet we al need to rlax?

Dr. Hasso Beben:
That may well be.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Itis.



Frederik:
| didn't want to imply that thistheory is boring, but you can’'t pay such close atention and try
to comprehend something without any kind of breek at dl.

Frieda
| can, my dearest.

Frederik:

Wi, you happen to be obsessed with theories. And | would like to know how you got that
way. Forgive me for saying this, everyone, but as much as these sandbox games of ours interest me,
they don’'t have anything to do with life in the red world.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
I’ll agree with you there, to a certain extent.

Woltersbeck:
Do you mean fifty- percent yes and fifty- percent no?

Dr. Hasso Beben:
That is not what | said.

Frieda:
But it'swhat you meant!

Dr. Hasso Beben:
I only wished to let you know that | cannot help appreciating the elegance of the theory,

despite any misgivings | may have.

Frieda
Why did you say that in such an affected way?

Woltersbeck:
It was not affectation, perhaps, but the result of a mobilization of the last defenses.

A man, blond, not very tdl, gets up from the table next to theirs. He looks to be about forty and
wear's glasses and a mischievous smile on hisface.

Stranger:

Please excuse the intruson ... | accidentaly overheard your discussion, it's most fascinating,
and | would like very much to participate — in the receptive sense, naturdly, and without any intention
of interrupting you. My name is Georg Hauer, | am a sociologist — but anything but a theoretician.
I’'m a dyed-in-the-wool empiricist, one might say.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Reinforcements, at lagt. (Siebenschwan cordidly invites Hauer to St down with them.)



Pd. Dr. Hauer:

Ah, no, no... (The waliter brings the medls they ordered) | would just like to know what one
can accomplish with dl of this The communication concept which you have addressed and
discussed here is, | must say, not a bad one, but the question is: can it be operationalized? | mean, |
would be interested to know whether one can observe communication?

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Of course. One only has to look.

Frieda:

PPhhhttt ... | thought we'd aready been through dl of that. Looking is not the same thing as
observing, for one thing; and for another, you don’t see communication at dl. Y ou hear soundwaves,
you register lightwaves and so forth. But you can't look into heads, and you can’t see the socid
system which develops a sHectivity al its own.

Sebenschwan:

Firg of dl ... just a moment, this is some rough terrain ... first of dl we have to solit the
question into two parts. Can communication observe communication? And: Can conscious systems
observe communication?

Woltersbeck:

Communication can observe communication; | mean, after dl, it gpplies a distinction between
information and utterance and then caculates the possbilities for marking. Besides that, it can treet
itself as a subject, and so on.

Frieda:
And it seems to me that conscious systems can observe communication, too, but with only
one, single conscious digtinction. | don’t know how much good thet is.

Jakob:
(dae) Action!

Sebenschwan:
Yes, indeed, we'll get to that. Don't worry. But let's est firgt, shal we?

Pd. Dr. Hauer:
Why did he say action ... uh, writeit? I’'m mogt intrigued.

Sebenschwan:

(esting) Because communication — in order to become observable and to be able to observe
itsdf — must adopt a caculable form, must abbreviate itsdf as such. This form, then, might be cdled
action.

Pd. Dr. Hauer:
Peculiar, very peculiar. You smply must explain that to me.



Siebenschwan:
In ahit!

They dl eat. Frederik has lit himsdlf a cigarette, Dr. Beben raises his eyebrows at this, and Frieda
gives Frederik a nudge, causng him to put the cigarette out hagtily. Frieda is quick to convey her
irritation a his impolite behavior, and Frederik attempts to explain that he hadn’t even noticed thet a
cigarette had found its way to his mouth — that it must be one of the inexplicable miracles of the
modern day world. Pd. Dr. Hauer Sits among them, practicaly on tenterhooks, obvioudy desiring a
swift resumption of the discussion. But, as they finish their meals one by one, they al ssemto dipinto
a comfortable, after-dinner state of drowsiness or relaxation. Siebenschwan himsalf has just as much
difficulty continuing to lead the discusson as the others have ligtening to it. Jakob, aone, gppears to
be fresh and ready to dive in again. Only after around of hot mocha and a generd ralying of inner
spirits and willpower are they able to carry on anything like a conversation.

I X. Communication about action and the like

Pd. Dr. Hauer:
And now, perhaps, back to the question | posed before dinner...

Frederik:
(groaning) Of course.

Woltersbeck:

My thought, or my conclusion, is this if we see communication (as we just have) as an
emergent level of sysem-formation, as a combination of three sdections that present themselves
differently both socidly and conscioudy, then it will be difficult to reconcile communication and the
classica sociologica concept of action.

Frieda
Oh, | getit ... sure!

Dr. Hasso Beben:

It is mogt annoying when it's congtantly being trumpeted about that some participants in a
discusson can find everything plausible, evident and logica, while others —who, | may add, have
aso offered some proof of thar intelligence — are left sanding there in the cold to fed extremdy
supid. Perhaps this young lady would be so kind asto explain to me what it is that she feds so sure
about.

Waiter:
May | bring you anything dse this evening?

Frieda:
W, you're asking for kind of alot, there. Sometimes one Smply experiences a revelation of
plausbility ... suddenly, everything seems utterly clear. You recognize a patern — like in chess —



where it becomes clear that a certain postion is a podtion, or pattern. And then when someone
requires you to explain what the pattern is al about, you run into trouble and have to paingtakingly
recongtruct al the thought processes that occurred at the time you thought you understood.

Waiter:
May | bring you anything ese this evening?

Dr. Hasso Beben:
A mere reference to the plausible character of a pattern appears very diffuse to me. It's
nothing more than afedling, redly, that says,| understood such and such'.

Waiter:
Excuse me! Will there be anything dse?

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Martin, hold on a minute! Stop for a moment. This gentlemen is saying something. (They
order another round of mocha, hot and sweet as can possibly be)

S ebenschwan:
For now, it's enough for us to say that communication can’t perform any direct observation;
no observation of itsdf, ether.

Pd. Dr. Hauer:

Just a moment! Hease explain to me why not. Or are you just saying so — and | would think
it pretty trivid — because there exigts absolutely nothing that can be directly observed? But then we
would be getting into Kant and the ” Ding an sich.”

Sebenschwan:

Wi, to begin with, there are more sdective occurrences combined and durred together in a
sngle unit of communication (if our modd is correct) than can be read from the utterance. We only
see and hear the acts of utterance that follow upon each other's hedls and make reference to each
other, or a the very least those that trigger one another. Apparently, we don't see the selectivities
surrounding the information, utterance, understanding and their respective differentidity. All of this
remains invisble, so to spesk, and what is left is merely a series of occurrences that are somehow
interrelated.

Woltersbeck:
S0, you're saying that communication does not present itsalf to the observer as an object?
Or as a process whose components are something like visible discontinuities of the world?

Sebenschwan:

That'sright! The very thing that makes up its unity — the difference among the selectivities of
the participating functiond components — is precisdy the phenomenon that eudes direct
obsarvability.



Frieda:

That doesn't redlly seem like a problem to me. If I'm standing behind one of those one-way
mirrors and attempting to observe a communication currently under way, then naturdly I’'m able to
do s0 by using digtinctions that lend meaning to the things | perceive.But | do not have, at that
moment, any opportunity to perceive anything in terms of the differentidity of the actud selections.

Woltersbeck:
But you said that the same thing goes for communication?

Sebenschwan:

Yes, an attempt to sound the depths of what is currently hgppening in the communicetive
sense can be made a any time during the course of communication ... but just such an attempt can
only be made communicatively, that is, by applying the sdections of information, utterance and
understanding. Communication cannot, if | may put it this way, fal short of its own levd of
congtitution. It cannot, in the words of a certain Mr. Wolfgang L. Schneider, atomize its " molecular”
level without ceasing to exist. And whatever it understands about communicative occurrences long
past or present, it understands them in the way communication understands.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
In short: nobody, neither a conscious nor a socia system, can observe communication
directly?

Jakob:
(date) Bravo!

Pd. Dr. Hauer:
Forgive me for repeating mysdlf, but this really does seem to be atrivid issue to me! | think
there can hardly be any disagreement here. After dl, you can't directly observe aliving brain, either.

Sebenschwan:

It is the consequences that are of importance. If it is true that communication can neither be
directly observed nor that it can directly observe itsdlf, then we have just formulated the resulting
problem.

Frederik:
Boy, I'll say! Communication could just wobble around like a drunken sallor, in that case.

Frieda:
Frederik!!! (The mocha arrives)

Pd. Dr. Hauer:

Just a moment. So, if | understand correctly, we're not looking a whether or not a
researcher can or cannot observe communication, but at the formulation of a problem that needs
solving with regard to the necessities of reproduction of communication — providing, of course, that
we're thinking of communication in the right way here. Digtinguishing among those necessities would
be the task of, let's say, hermeneutists, conversation analysts, or even speech act theorists, who



attempt to decipher communication. ... (pensvely) | think I’'m gtarting to get a vague idea of what
disinguishes a theory of socid systems from atheory of method ... well, but never mind about thet!

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Why should we never mind about it? | think you've raised an important point there — one
that we ought to pursue further.

Pd. Dr. Hauer:
| was only spesking parantheticaly just now ... rather like talking to onesdlf. It seemsto me
that what | said a the beginning is of much grester importance.

Frederik:
Wha wasthat again?

Woltersbeck:
Mr. Hauer had just determined that the question of the unobservability of communication can
be seen as the formulation of a problem which needs to be solved.

Frederik:
Well, that iswhat | meant when | said thet if the problem isn't solved, communication would
wobble around aimlesdy.

Frieda:
Aimlesdy? That's not the word you used.

Frederik:
But that iswhat | meant.

Frieda:
It doesn't make any difference to communication what you meant. What you said was...

Dr. Hasso Beben:
What has thislittle debate got to do with our discusson?

Sebenschwan:

The problem that arises due to the specific form of communication — that is, that it cannot
observe itdf — forces us to assume that it amplifies itsdf in some way, thet it has to make itsdf
accessible to itsdf. The price it pays is, of course, a reduction of its own complexity. And the
solution can be characterized with the help of the concept, ”action” -

Jakob:
(date) Findly!

Dr. Hasso Beben:
(indignant) Isthis ... Luhmann-disciple saying something here, or saying nothing?



Frieda
| think they’ re comments about what is passing at the moment.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Widl, whatever they are, they are dways well on the arrogant side.

Jakob:
(date) No!

Pd. Dr. Hauer:
Pease do continue with your explanation!

Sebenschwan:
| shal now continue with my explanation. Please dl take careful note of the fact thet | am
now continuing with the explanation.

Frederik:

How come ... ?1 mean, why are you beginning in such a strange way ... Why are you saying
something that is dready so obvious? We would have figured out that you were explaining when you
explained ... you don't have to go to the trouble of announcing it!

Sebenschwan:
And | shal now say that you will comprehend my odd manner of spesking in just a momernt.
Take careful note of the fact that | am the one who is claming this.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Martinl Stop playing games (to everyone) I'm only intervening because | know what
happens when he starts in on something like this. He never knows when to stop.

Frederik:
| don’'t understand a single word.

Sebenschwan:
Please be aware, dl of you, that | will make my apologies now: | apologizel

Dr. Hasso Beben:
(utterly incensed) That was no gpology, that was exactly the opposite. You are trying to
provoke us.

Pd. Dr. Hauer:
Please, | entreat you to return to your explanation.

Jakob:
(date) The explanation has dready been undertaken.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Martin, please...



Sebenschwan:

(rubs his hands across his eyes like a person who has been seeing double and attributes it to
aphyscd mdady) All right ... I'll try. It is possble (I think you'll dl agree with me on this) to hold
communication about actions, establishing for example who acted, who experienced, what sort of
actions were performed and so on and o forth. This possibility is attached to the information side of
communication, to the outsde-reference side of communication, S0 to speak. The decisive point in
terms of the reproduction of communication - in terms of the facilitation of further communication —is
that the utterance itsdlf is seen as an action.

Woltersbeck:

But that's quite obvious, | would say that’s practicaly bordering on trivia. Somebody
makes an utterance, and if you don't register it, if you don’'t immediately recognize, let’'s say, that
somebody has done so and that the utteranceis a product or an action of his, then...

Sebenschwan:
No, no ... dow down! You're jumping ahead to describing the manner in which a process
that is actualy complex presentsitself as smple to the observer.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Exactly ... | would like to add something here. We dso have to see that actions are ascribed
or attributed.

Frieda:
Oh, yes, | read that. How did it go again? Actions come into being by means of the
attribution of selections to systems, not to their environment.

Frederik:

Y ou know, | don't know what makes you fed like you dways have to draw attention to how
much you' ve read about something. Y ou must have had some kind of an experience in the past that
has rendered you incapable of passing up any opportunity to...

Frieda:
And | don't know what makes you fed like you dways have to draw attention to your
clamstha my studiousnessis a product of adeviant socidization.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Now, come on, kidsl 'Y ou won't get anywhere fighting!

Pd. Dr. Hauer:

Well, at least we re getting to somewhat more solid footing in our discusson now. Attribution
theory and the empirica research associated with it have long since earned themselves a respectable
name that can't be brushed aside lightly. | believe we can come to a swift understanding about the
fact that the attribution of action represents an extreme smplification of the underlying circumstances.



Sebenschwan:

Quite right. A socia system reduces itsdlf to a Smpler, observable form via action attribution.
It creates from - or has as its source — occurrences that it ascribes (as utterances) to an ” address’
S0 to spesk, to a person who said what he has said, and to a point in time at which what has been
said was said. This occurrence-production, this series of acts of utterance is the only thing which is
visble, if youwill. It isthe outsde of a non-explorable insde.

Jakob:
(date) Certainty and uncertainty!

Dr. Hasso Beben:
What? What's that supposed to mean now? | hate communication in fragments! | can see
that heis saying something to us, pardon, has uttered something, but whet isit?

Frieda:

That's exactly it! It dl depends on what comes next, on what the follow-up provesto be, on
the next act ... The certainty is that something was said, but the uncertain thing in any given indtance is
what the result of it will be — how the next occurrence will qualify the one that has just occurred. |
assume that Jakob was trying to remind us of that very phenomenon. Yes, as a matter of fact |
believe and shdl now say that his remark was made with the aim of reminding us of what | just said —
not with an intent to irritate Dr. Beben. And surely Mr. Beben's reply wasn't intended to irritate or
provoke Jakob, nor to emphasize his disability, but rather to invite an explanation such as this from
me, right?

Frederik:
Right or wrong ... whatever! | think the one you're trying to irritate here is me, Frieda, with
your oh-so-clever speeches.

Sebenschwan:

Don't dart in on another fight, let’s try to stay on our subject, please. And as far as that
subject goes, by the way, it ought to be noted that the remarks she just made were most accurate
and appropriate.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:

(spesking softly to her husband) Stop being so patronizing! (aoud) | suggest that we leave it
at that for today, everyone. Otherwise thisis going to end up being a scientific marathon tonight; and,
after dl, there's nothing stopping us from continuing our discussion & a later date. But for now, |
think...

Frederik:
I'm dl for that!

Frieda
Of courseyou're dl for that.

They members agree on the maiter swiftly and set to calculating and paying their check. Pd. Dr.
Hauer apologizes again for having interrupted the little group, but in practicaly the same bregth he



asks to be permitted to attend further sessons. Nobody feds himsdf in a postion to regect his
request, and thus, before they know it, he is offering to host the next meseting at his own quarters.
They agree to this plan, dthough the Siebenschwans add that the find decision will have to rest on
whether or not they are able to find a babystter. They assure Pd. Dr. Hauer that if they do find one,
nothing dse sandsin the way of redizing his suggestion.

X. Communication about society

A swedtering summer day is dowly drawing to aclose. Pd. Dr. Hauer’ s quarters prove to be asmal,
wooden house overlooking the bottle-green, duggish River Main. This sructure of his differs
neither in size nor comfort from any of the other numerous wooden houses belonging to the sort of
colony of gardens and cabins scattered prettily up and down the mountain's dope. After his guests
have toiled their way up to the house — even the bushes and trees appear to be gasping in the heat —
Pd. Dr. Hauer greets each of them with a large glass of cold Franken wine, the condensation
aready forming beads and dripping from the tems. They seat themselves on a patio from which they
have a truly magnificent view of the river below as it meanders through the hills, catching the light and

sparkling.

Frederik:
Thissureisn't aday for science.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
(draining hiswine) How fair the vine must grow, whose grapes are so luscious...

Frederik:
What?

Frieda:
Relax. Dr. Beben isjust quoting something from a poem.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:

(tugging a her white summer dress which, thanks to her perspiration, is showing off rather
too much of her ample corporedity) Well, in any case, | can't imagine either how anyone can work
on aday like today when he doesn’'t have to. Y our resdence is quite charming, Dr. Hauer.

Pd. Dr. Hauer:
It's a place to fdl back on, nothing more. You know how it is with us outside lecturers.
Therent is affordable, in any case, and the view from here truly lends the spirit wings.

Frieda:
Seems everyone s feding poetic today .

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Rather than speak: be slent.



Sebenschwan:
Oh, | don't know. How long would we be able to stand that? Our consciousness would
condantly have to simulate itsdf.

Jakob:
(date) Music!

Siebenschwan:
Ahyes, that would be an dternative.

Pd. Dr. Hauer:
But not one that | @an offer you. | have sworn off any and al technicad gadgets that can
produce or reproduce music. Music interferes with thinking.

Frieda:
| guess there' s something to be said for that.

Frederik:
It doesn’t bother me.

Frieda:
Wi, when do you do any thinking?

Frederik:
I’m beginning to see these sessions as a threet to our marriage.

Frieda:
Oh, have a cigarette and stop getting riled up!

Sebenschwan:

It appears to me that the generd interest in scientific work is at low ebb today. But | am of
the opinion that we redlly ought to try to get something accomplished. A lot of other people out there
have no choice but to work.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
What? Do | detect the heart of aleftist beating insgde you?

Woltersbeck:
Pardon me, but | support the motion to continue our discussion, too.

Pd. Dr. Hauer:

Me, too, certainly. This business of communication and action was farly plausble, even if
I’'m not quite sure yet how such considerations are to be empirically substantiated — or how, with the
help of these considerations, one is to formulate sentences that can in principle be shown to be fase.
But asde from dl that, | would be interested in hearing how we can put the things that we ve
discussed here to any use.



Dr. Hasso Beben:
That is something that would interest me, aswell. A long while back you promised that al the
abgiract concepts we were delving into would in some way lead us to the concept of society.

Frederik:
Thiswineis fantadtic.

S ebenschwan:
Yes, maybe it wouldn't be a bad idea to move from the conceptud terrain we' ve dready
conguered to the society-concept.

Frederik:
From whom do you purchase thiswine?

Sebenschwan:

We can probably al agree that the concept of society is the furthest conceivable one at our
disposal for describing socia processes. Nothing that is socia exists beyond the borders of society,
and anything that takes place socidly does so, as it were, in society as well. Society is the
comprehensive socid system in the theory | am representing here,

Woltersbeck:
So that would mean that any talk of " societies’ would not be very precise.

Sebenschwan:

Correct. That is, if we are assuming that modern society is a world society - which means
nothing more than the fact that the boundary of communicative accessibility has to be seen in agloba
sense a this point. Or maybe | should even say: it has to be seen within the context of our planetary
system. The boundary reaches to the moon, so to speak.

Pd. Dr. Hauer:
Communicative accessibility, you say?

Siebenschwan:

Yes, and by that | mean, of course, that the society I’'m talking about here doesn’t cease to
exis when and where there are no more bodies, but rather where there is no more communication.
Or, to put it another way, society is made up of communications, and nothing ese. Or, yet another
way: the dementary unit of society is communication, and only through communication can the
digtinction be made of what does and does not belong to society

Frederik:
Y ou know, | asked you from whom you purchase thiswine.

Frieda:
And what about if someone taks to a tree? | mean, it does happen — or a leadt it's
something that happened in archaic societies, for example.



Sebenschwan:
In that case it would al depend on whether or not further communication could follow upon
what has occurred, thus treating the foregone event as a communicative one.

Dr. Hasso Beben:

I wish to point out, gently but firmly, thet that is an extremely soft concept of society. Society
would exis — would be ever reproducing itsdf — on the basis of communicetion, and the world
would be found in it only as communication, and never as anything ese.

Jakob:
(date) Excdlent!!!

Dr. Hasso Beben:
(executing arather sneering bow) Thank-you, my friend, thank-you!

Sebenschwan:

Hard or soft ... | don’t know. The concept is hard, | would say, becauseit is highly sdective.
You know what you're referring to when you refer to society, and the only softness arises in the
implication that there are no subgtantia firmnesses, as it were, found in society — no objects, bodies,
no atoms or whatever.

Frederik:
(sullenly) Well, apparently, | don't exist either. Nobody is answering my questions.

Frieda
Because they're utterly out of place. They‘re don’t belong here in this discussion.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Now, now ... don’t be so hard on him, young lady!

Frederik:
Findly, areaction from someone.

Dr. Hasso Beben:

Did | understand you correctly? That beautiful, gracefully meandering river down there, with
its degp and dusky olive green color, the vineyards clinging to the mountainsdes, the far-reaching
sky, glowing like a bronze shiddd — and dl of us, too, Stting here and gazing at dl these things— none
of this belongs to society?

Frederik:
Oh, brother ... a poet. And he didn’'t mention anything about the wine, ether.

Sebenschwan:

Yes, you understood rightly. Communications do not touch the river, don't carry the sky,
have no contact with the vineyards and don't have the weight of the bodies sitting here ... They refer
to dl of these things (case in point), they tak about them, but they are only events that join
information, utterance and understanding into a unit with which further occurrences of a similar nature



can then be associated, making it possible to associate further occurrences of a smilar nature to
those occurrences etc. — and nothing ese.

Pd. Dr. Hauer:
| s2e, socid redlity is congtructed communicatively. | can live with that.

Jakob:
(date) Autopoiess!

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Thereit is, that most awful of words!

Frieda:
What does it mean, anyway? I've heard it before, but I've never understood what it was
referring to.

S ebenschwan:

Wéll, to offer you the canonica formulation if | may, it refers to any system that reproduces
the eementary units of which it congsts — with the help of the dementary units of which it conssts —
within a network of such units.

Frederik:
Oof!

Woltersbeck:
| had no trouble understanding him.

Dr: Hasso Beben:
Wi, that's because you're a theologist. God, at least, can’'t be conceived of in any other
way than as an endlesdy sdf-reproducing unit.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
I’ve never thought of him that way. That would be like talking about love purely in terms of
hormonal processes. (Again, Siebenschwan gives her akiss on the cheek)

Frederik:
Regardless of what theologists might or might not understand, since | don't happen to be a
member of the holy brotherhood | hereby request allittle enlightenment.

Woltersheck:
Whet did he mean by that?

Sebenschwan:

We can clarify the idea of autopoiess by looking a the example of consciousness.
Obvioudy, the only things found in a consciousness are thoughts, nothing else; and yet it seems that
these thoughts must somehow be producing further thoughts, otherwise the whole thing would come
to agtanddtill...



Woltersheck:
To desth!

Frieda:
To fedingd

Sebenschwan:

Possibly ... it may wel be that as soon as a consciousness runs into trouble, it registers
physical occurrences and "thinks’ them to be fedings, thus solving the issue of its continuation, its
own reproduction. It can make reference to something with a thought, and further reference can be
made to that thought, and so on...

Pd. Dr. Hauer:

Vey interesting. If we goply the same problem to the issue of communication, we can
understand immediately why slence - once it has exceeded a certain amount of time —issuch an
unbearable thing. A socia system comesto a hdt if no further event or next occurrence follows. And
as 00n as the dlence itsAf is no longer interpretable as a communicative event, well, that would be
the end of everything.

Sebenschwan:

Luckily, there' s dways society. If something comes to an end somewhere it's doesn't redlly
matter much. You just move on to some other place where communication is taking place, or you
break it off temporarily and can meet again later, or you fal back on the routines provided by society
to avoid embarassing silences.

Pd. Dr. Hauer:

And when something does end, it's possble to mark this phenomenon by means of
communicative techniques. One can arrange things into episodes, recognizable as such by the turning
points that arise. Conversation analysis has much to say on this subject.

Frederik:
Hmm, okay.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Okay.

Woltersheck:
So, then....

Frieda:
That'sit!

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Fine, and now?



The gap which has suddenly yawned in their discussion is bridged by Pd. Dr. Hauer. He fetches
another bottle of wine and places bowls of pretzels and chips on the table in front of them.

Pd. Dr. Hauer:
Please excuse me for setting these frugd offerings before you, but my wife isin Normandy
with the children and I’ m kind holding down the fort alone, for the time being.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
That's perfectly al right ... One doesn’'t have much appetite in dl this heat anyway. Y ou say
your wife is on vacation done with the children?

Pd. Dr. Hauer:
Wdl, we're divorced, as a matter of fact.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Oh, forgive me for asking such an indiscreet question.

Pd. Dr. Hauer:

Oh, not at dl ... | don't see the whole thing in such a drametic light. We smply grew gpart at
some point — there comes a time when one has to draw a line and art afresh while one is 4ill
capable of doing S0 peaceably. And then life goes on.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
And the children?

Pd. Dr. Hauer:
Hmm, wdl...

Jakob:
(date) Autopoiess!

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Unbdievable ... these system theorists have the sengtivity of a pack of mongrels.

S ebenschwan:
Pease, now redly. Jakob is only urging usto return to the subject at hand.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Oh, by al meand! Let us begin again to play with our glass beads. And out of the corners of
our eyes we can watch as the sun sinks dowly beneath the hills.

Frieda:
”...and her looks went everywhere. Sir, ,twas dl one!” That's an old one...

Frederik:
What?



Frieda:
Oh, jusgt aline from apoem. It goes on with "the dropping of the daylight in the West.”

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Careful, my dear, | know the poem well, and quoting it in this Stuation was not exactly a
kindness. (Jakob brandishes his date and raps on it severa times) Yes, yes, dl right...

Sebenschwan:

Society, as the most comprehensive socid system, is therefore an autopoietic system. It
produces communications from communications, within anetwork of communications. All thet it
perceives of the world, it percelves exclusvely in the form of communication, and not (for example)
in the form of consciousness. And it is thus quite clear — and | think it nearly goes without saying to
you, & this point — that consciousness moves within a sphere which is externa from society. It isthe
environment of the socid system.

Woltersbeck:
Or the socid system is the environment of the conscious system.

Sebenschwan:

Yes, or like that .. That is aquestion of one's point of observation, a question of the
reference one makes. Either consciousness isingde and society floats by outside, or society isinside
and consciousness floats by outside.

Pd. Dr. Hauer:
Have |l got it right that thisisn't about preferences, but about references?

Sebenschwan:

Absolutely. Nobody is suggesting that human beings are unimportant, nobody is suggesting
that society is more important than human beings, and nobody is margindizing consciousness, exiling
the psyche. It just al depends on what system reference you're working with. And if you make
reference to society, then you' re dedling with communication and nothing else besides.

Pd. Dr. Hauer:

Not only in theory; there is heuristic sgnificance here, too. When you indicate the sysem
reference you're working with, the question of what object it might be to which you're making
reference is immediately settled. You might be taking about love, and you mean thoughts, with
reference to consciousness and communications, with reference to society — and with each of these,
repectively, there are grict limitations regarding what is or is not taken into congderation. Y ou might
be talking about marriage troubles, and the question of whether you're referring to psyches or to
communication makes a big difference. Once you've made the decison concerning a system
reference, you have a tableau from which things can then develop in certain directions — and not in
others. | have to say that thisis something | approve of: it's practical.

Dr. Hasso Beben:

In spite of such an (in my opinion) extremely premature testimony of gpprovd, | would say
that the problem remains that a connection hasto exist between consciousness and communication —
one that you don’'t get a glimpse of while you’ re switching back and forth between references. There



is arather cloudy area there if one looks at it from a standpoint of precison regarding references ...
which you seem eager to do.

Jakob:
(date) Interpenetration!

Sebenschwan:

That cloudy area, as you have chosen to put it (taking a expresson of Benjamin's somewhat
out of context) is indeed addressed by a specid theoretica concept: interpenetration, or structural
coupling. But snce we're just in the midst of talking about society, it would redly be too early to get
into that. Maybe you could read up on it in the meantime!

Frieda:

Yes let's stick with society for now. This is what I've gleaned from our discusson o far:
society can be seen as an autopoietic, sdf-reproducing system, whose dementary unit is
communication, and nothing else. Can | file that under " Understood” and move on to asking about
the consequences?

Sebenschwan:
Weéll, we've dready made mention of one of them. To society, the world exigs only in
communication

Woltersbeck:
And 50 it, too, can only get a glimpse of itsef communicatively. It cannot reach itsdf in the
way that one can reach something tangible.

S ebenschwan:
Wedl put! A felow scholar of mine (not one to be taken terribly serioudly) chose thisvery
issue asthetopic of his dissertation.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Onh?

Sebenschwan:

If 1 recdl correctly, he claimed that society is congtitutively transcendenta, but that’s just one
of those phrases ... The thing that matters to us here is that the initid consequence of our society-
concept is basicaly (assuming we accept the concept) that we renounce al clams to substantia
firmnesses. The socia condruction of redlity is radicaized over again, s0 to gpesk — something
we' ve dready determined in our discussion.

Frederik:
All right, but if you don’'t mind my saying o, that’s atidy way of looking &t things - but what
isit beyond just that? | mean, isthat it, or is any of this going to take us anywhere?

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Good, a very good question! | often can't escape the feding that system theory goesto a
great dedl of trouble to produce afew, select theoretica pieces of candy. They taste good when you



place them on your tongue, but after you've rolled them around in your mouth for a while they’re
melted and gone. A socid theory that doesn't produce any sort of results would be a feeble one
indeed.

Jakob:
(date) Interaction and society!

Sebenschwan:

Yes possbly, my friend, tha might be one direction we could pursue — doubtlesdy
fascinating and fruitful — but | suggest that we strike our course dong the king's highway of socid
theory instead.

Jakob:
(dae) Tch..tch..hmmm!

Dr. Hasso Beben:
(to Pd. Dr. Hauer) Do you understand this cryptic dialogue?

Pd. Dr. Hauer:

| think | get the jist of it, a least. Our deaf and dumb system theorist here would prefer to
discuss the society concept in terms of interaction versus society, including, perhaps, organization on
the system leve ... whereas Mr. Siebenschwan is opting to do otherwise.

Sebenschwan:

| would like our discusson of socid theory to develop in the direction of functiond
differentiation. First, because it is a basic theoreticd building block, if | may cdl it that, and second,
because we' re so far into summer break that our private forum will be coming to an end soon. And |
am mos reluctant to neglect discussing functiond differentiation.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:

Aha, the magic word "end” has come just at the right time as far as I’m concerned. There's
no use getting up to our elbows in anew subject a this point today, and I'm starting to wonder and
oet alittle restless about how the children are faring with their babystter.

Frederik:
It's cooling off. The sun has gone down.

Frieda:
Not totaly ... Can't you see that shining band of slver way back there dong the horizon?

Frederik:
For Heaven's sake ... I'm cold and | want to go home.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Y our hushand isn't one for aesthetic categories, is he?



Frieda:
No, he does't think much of poetry and romance.

Frederik:
Last time | checked, | couldn’t buy mysdlf a sweater with a poem.

In spite of any temperature related objections they al remain seated, contemplating the silver band in
the sky for another quarter of an hour. The moon hasrisen into full view, too, casting a spdll upon the
river below. How sweetly (says Dr. Beben) the moonlight dumbers on the banks. At this,
Siebenschwan seems to snap out of it, stlands up and begins to take leave of the others. They dl

follow auit, agreeing to meet at the Siebenschwans house for one find, extensive sesson sometime
shortly before the coming semester gets under way. For Frederik and Frieda, al the recent
roughness of the redim of theory has disappeared under the gentle influence of soft moonlight. They
hasten down the hill together, arm in arm. Mrs. Siebenschwan+Pichel heaves asigh and fedsawave
of warmth flood through her.

XI. Communication about functiond differentiation

A day with the amosphere of late summer or early autumn. Fine weather permits the little group to
hold their meeting outsde in Siebenschwans yard this one last time. The sky, gill crossed by the
booming jet airplanes at irregular intervas, is a blue so blue that it's dmost dusky. The grass of the
Siebenschwans yard — manicured down to putting green length — is a uniform dark-green color ...
except for the well-trampled trails apparently trodden by the children. The swing moves back and
forth in alight wind: a colder breath of air is now and then detectable. The roses are al aglow, etc.
They can hear children’s voices from ingde the house. The patio they're Stting on has been freshly
scrubbed. All the members are present, with the exception of Frederik:

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Whereisyour husband today?

Frieda
He ought to be here by now. He just wanted to get some cigarettes. Oh, here he comes...

Frederik:
Sorry ... | didn’t have any money on me, o | had to run al the way back to the car.

Frieda:
Widl, I'm afraid your dashing good looks alone aren’t enough to get you that awful weed.

Frederik:
(melting) Too bad you don't hoard cigarettes.



Frieda:
That would be even better ... Love in exchange for cigarettes There's no way you'll ever
look good enough to mefor that.

S ebenschwan:
We ought to get started.

Frieda:
Here we go again.

Pd. Dr. Hauer:
Naturdly | don’'t know exactly when a Stuation smilar to this has arisen before, but I'm fairly
sure that we aready have started.

Frederik:
Isthat afact? Could somebody please explain...

Siebenschwan:

It will explain itsdf. We should actualy begin somewhere way before this beginning. You
may recal that we were intending to talk about the theory of functiona differentiation. Our starting
point was socid theory, which damsthat society — as the comprehensive system — is made up solely
of communications. The question, of course, is how differentiations, or interna particularizations, can
occur in such asystem.

Jakob:
(date) System/environment!

Frederik:
(muttering) Smart-ass!

Dr. Hasso Beben:
(also muttering) D’ accord!

Woltersbeck:
It appears to me, unless my senses deceive me, that even among the few of us present here
there are different groups: sort of aformation of sysemswithin a system.

Sebenschwan:

| think you' ve got the key idea there. System-differentiation can only mean that the digtinction
between sysem and environment is agpplied agan to the result of this digtinction. New
system/environment differences are introduced into the system of, let's say, society. The system
that’s the darting point functions as the environment of the subsysem, and the sysem and
environment of the subsystem complement each other to make up the starting system.

Pd. Dr. Hauer:
S0, that means that there are a number of starting systems.



Frieda:
Sure...

Frederik:
Pphhhhhtttttttt...

Frieda:

Surethereare ... Just look at us, for example, Sitting here aswe are. | can distinguish awhole
dew of subsystems without any trouble. Thereé's the two of us as a maried couple, the
Siebenschwans as a married couple, Mr. Siebenschwan and Jakob as system theorists, Mr. Beben
and you as the opposition, Mrs. Siebenschwan and Mr. Hauer as relatively neutrd parties ... and so
on and so forth. Depending on what the reference is amed a — | could aso say, depending on the
gandpoint from which one observes and with a view to what, exactly — the unity of system that
emerges through our communications is a different one, another one. And it dmost seems to me that
there can’t be any way to formulate the vaid or true unity of this system, because it' s only possible to
do that as an observer who hasto rely on the distinctions at his or her disposal.

Sebenschwan:

Something like that ... the boundaries of the system “private forum” are operatively
determined, and al we can do is make an attempt at descriptions that everyone can more or less use
as orientation points. To be more precise, | would have to say that we must orient ourselves by the
system’ s sdlf-description, by itsimaginetion of itsdf.

Pd. Dr. Hauer:
In any case, we face a difficult dilemmawhen we redize that internd differentiation leadsto a
multiplication of system and environment differences.

Jakob:
(date) System-to-system-relationshipsl

Sebenschwan:

Right. If a differentiated system wanted to order itsdf interndly with reference to the intricate
sysem/environment differences through which that differentiation has come into being in the first
place, it would soon reach the outer limits of its ability to process information It hasto Smplify itsdlf
in view of this differentiation...

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Reduction of complexity! We know!

Sebenschwan:

.28 | was saying, it has to amplify itsdf. And according to the theory it does so by
concentrating on system-to-system-relationships. The question is how the various partid systems
(and there are an unimaginable number of these in society), how dl of these partid systemns can be
gathered together into some sort of a clear corrdation. Or, to put it better: how they themsalvescan
grow or develop into this clear correlation.



Pd. Dr. Hauer:
Hmm, evolution theory ... If | understand you correctly, dominant forms emerge - in the
course of socid evolution — for the relation between the partid systems of society.

Frieda:

Thisistheway | pictureit. Y ou throw awhole bunch of peoplein abig pot, and in time (sort
of shaken or girred by time, so to speak) you would see that certain forms of differentiation have
emerged that function better than others, and which tend to last somewhat longer for that reason.
Those might be forms, for example, that arise from gender differences, or from being members of a
family or something like that.

Dr. Hasso Beben:

Now were back on familiar ground. There is ssgmental differentiation, based on the
sameness of socid partid systems: families, tribes, clans, villages, etc. Then there€ s centra/periphera
differentiation, with its unequa digtribution of life chances and participation opportunities, depending
on how close or far one is fom the center. Oh yes, and then there's dratificative differentiation,
which organizes partid systems hiearchicaly according to points of view of rank.

Sebenschwan:

All right. And then of course there is the (we' Il venture to say that thisis the form our society
actudly has), there is the functiondly differentiated society. In this society, and with regard to
important socia functions, systems emerge (one could dso say they are ” differentiated out”) that are
equa and unequd at the same time: functiona systems such as...

Frieda:
... such as science, art, religion, economy, politics, health care, love, law, education and so
on. That's something | read.

Frederik:
| did, too!

Frieda
Great!

Woltersbeck:
Consequently, we have the picture of a system that forms subsystems — interndly —adong
centra functions. And the subsystemns serve the functions in an exclusive way.

Sebenschwan:

Economy makes reference to the regulation of scarcity, science to the conditioning of truth-
tested experience, love to the fadilitation of hyperpersona communication, politics takes care of
collectively binding decisons, education reduces the risk of runaway socidization...

Dr. Hasso Beben:
A tidy image, indeed ... too tidy for my taste!



Pd. Dr. Hauer:
We mugn't forget that we're deding with communication here, and not with a spatia
creetion that can be neetly parcelled out.

Frieda:

But that's exactly the central problem. Society, we said, is an autopoietic system that
communicaively — and only communicatively — reproduces itsdf ... How can communications
distinguish themsdves from other communications in such a way that some of them gppear to be
assigned to the economy, others to science, the next ones to love, etc.? Unless I'm mistaken, the
functiond systems of society would have to be made up of communications, too?

The discussion is interrupted by the arrival of a horde of children who burst onto the patio, shouting
and fighting.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Hey ... what's the maiter? | told you that today we ... what? Settle down, al of you ... | can
only understand one a atime, please. Jorg, what's going on?

Jorg:
We got into afight. Gaby sad that Daniel loves Iris, and | said that Iris doesn’'t love Danid,
and then Gaby said that it’ strue, that he does too love her!

Gaby:

| saw them kissing. That provesit.

Jorg:
Eva pad you to say that Danid and Iris were kissing, just so | would think that Daniel and
Irisareinlove.

Gaby:
Eva didn't give me any money, she said she would punch me if | didn't say that Danid and
Iris were kissng.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Eva?

Bva
That' s not true, that's not true!

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Looks likewe rein need of alie detector.

Frieda
A court of law might not be abad ides, ether.



Siebenschwan:

If you're dl going to stand here and tdll lies, then al | can say is that we made some serious
mistakes in your upbringing. Now you get back into the house and work it out among yoursalves,
dammit!

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Don’'t swear when you' re talking to the children. (The rabble beats a hasty retrest.)

Frieda
But it made for a wonderful picture, somehow — dl those hot little faces. It ought to have
been captured in a painting.

Frederik:
Pphhhhttttt....

Jakob:
(date) The problem!

Siebenschwan:

Right. This young lady here was in the process of identifying an important problem for us
when we were interrupted. How do we decide what communication belongs to what functiona
system? How, indeed, can an operative " short-crcuiting” of communications making up a system be
achieved — when that system’ s entire environment consists solely of communication?

Jakob:
(date) Binary coding!

Dr. Hasso Beben:
He s becoming truly takative!

Woltersbeck:

(sharply) Dr. Beben! You redly should make up your mind. Are you here for reasons of
pursuing science or merely to air your prgudices? | find the manner in which you discriminate againgt
the disabled absolutely unbearable.

Dr. Hasso Beben:

Hold up there, please! | have been under the impression that it would be discriminating
agang the disabled if | pretended to pogtively acknowledge everything they say smply because
they’re disabled. | take Mr. Jakob quite serioudy, but an inherent part of that — in this scientific
context — is my right to state things clearly when | hold an opposing opinion.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:

Wi, it's just that your choice of words dways seems to be emphasizing the fact that he
can't spesk or hear. To say that a deaf and dumb person is talkative is nearly as tactful as tdling a
blind person to go look for something, or accusing a whed chair-bound person of moving & asnal’s
pace. | mysdf can't seewhat it hasto do with science at dl.



Dr. Hasso Beben:
(dgtsin obstinate sllence)

Jakob:
(date) Onward!

Siebenschwan:

We had just come to binary coding, | believe. By this we mean the use of a drict, bivaent
pattern which a sysem uses as a means of deding indifferently with the strenuous demands of
information processng that arise from contact with patterns other than its own.

Frieda

So, if I'm understanding this correctly, we're back to observation. A system has sort of a
main or guiding distinction thet it goes by, and everything the system encounters is encountered within
the framework of this distinction.

Frederik:
| don't understand aword ... not asingle word of any of this.

Sebenschwan:

Let's just look a our economic system, then! It divides the world into two possble
conditions. having and not-having, or even better: payment and non-payment. This didtinction is the
only one that's relevant, and if you attempt to get some cigarettes without paying for them, you'll
eventudly run into trouble. The other way around, too, if you should decided not to buy any
cigarettes — again, not to pay out your noney — this would be a decison of economic sgnificance.
To the economy, you exist only as a payer or a nonpayer. Anything ese that you might be is not
registered by that system, or it’sonly registered if it can be observed in terms of the code.

Pd. Dr. Hauer:
Or take science, for example, where everything boils down to truth and non-truth in the end.
Or religion, where it comes down to faith and non-faith...

Woltersheck:
..o salvation or damnation...

Jakob:
(date) Immanence/transcendence!

Woltersbeck:

Forgive me for pointing out that this business of codes apparently has to do with forms again
... forms in which, by grasping one side of something, the rest of the world (everything that has been
excluded) is treated as a negation of the position.

Sebenschwan:

Certanly ... That's the tricky part. Codes duplicate the world in that they provide a counter-
vaue for every making of one sSde of a digtinction. Payment and non-payment, power and
powerlessness, beauty and ugliness, immanence and transcendence, sickness and hedlth, etc.



Frederik:

Zero and one with computers ... Saves you alot of time. You just have to switch back and
forth ... Pretty clever, | have to say. Now I'm beginning to get an idea of why weve been
experiencing some minor yet perceptible problems in our marriage recently.

Frieda:

Frederik:

I mean ... the codes weren't separated clearly enough, or no, | guess they were, but they
were sort of too close together. We ve been communicating scientifically with one another, | would
say, but there were a so certain nontscientific interests being broadcast at the sametime...

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
(sagdy) | know it wel!

Frieda:
| don’t know why you' re bringing this up here in public.

Frederik:

See what | mean? | try b say something scientific here (to the extent that my humble
understanding dlows), and you take it as something that has to do with our persond and intimate
communication. Maybe it would be correct to say that you have made an association other than the
one | intended you to make.

Pd. Dr. Hauer:

What we have obtained, in any case, isapicture of asociety that isfunctiondly differentiated:
a society made up of functionaly oriented communication systems that operatively ” short-circuit” by
means of their respective codes. That is, they apprehend the entire world according to their centra
digtinction.

Woltersbeck:

It seems to me that such a picture is not entirdly postive. If | recdl correctly, some time ago
we were assuming that distinctions employed for the purpose of observation actudly create redity. It
would then follow that modern society is not a matter of one, single redlity, but of many. Could we

say, perhaps, that it is poly-redigtic?

Jakob:
(date) Polycontextual!

Sebenschwan:
It cannot, in any case, be reduced to a communicative redlity.

A girl of about seven years — Martha — steps out onto the patio. She is holding a notebook in her
hand.



Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Where are you off to?

Martha
Creek ingpection!

Siebenschwan:
What isthat?

Martha

You know that muddy-looking, smelly creek behind the school? ... Our biology class is
working on finding out where the pollution is coming from, what exactly is in it, and what kinds of
effectsit’' shaving...

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Very good!

Dr. Hasso Beben:
But no monetary advantagein it!

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Well, | think the school is absolutely right to be taking their ecologica responghility serioudy.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
It may be of pedagogicd vaue, I'll grant you, but it won't change the condition that creek is
in. (Marthaleaves, shrugging her shoulders.)

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
Maybe. But it hel ps the children to become more aware of the problem.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Will that do anything for their grades?

Frieda:
It's not the grades that matter.

Frederik:
Oh, no? Then what does? School education has an obvious selection function. Regardless of
what happensto the creek ... if you don’t get good grades, your career won't go anywhere fast.

S ebenschwan:
That may be s0. But let’s generalize that question a bit! How does society perceive the
polluted creek?

Pd. Dr. Hauer:
In different waydl In quite different ways! If everything we've discussed up until now is true,
then there is no such thing as a society that perceives things. There are only communications, and



these might have the creek (among other things) as their subject. They make reference to it, but the
way in which they do so is conditioned very differently.

Frieda:

If the creek becomes a topic of scientific communicaion, the communication might revolve
around such questions as: whether or not the creek is truly polluted, what is polluting it, whether the
semantics of pollution are actually gpplicable, or (as in the case here) how a polluted creek can
surface in communication and what the results are.

Frederik:

From a politica standpoint, it might gppear as a condition for the improvement or worsening
of a candidate’ s chances for dection. Its economic relevance can be seen in terms of the payment or
non-payment of pollution prevention measures. And in terms of law, there are dl the creek-related
legd decisons made in the past that may have left the Stuation open in such away that legd action is
required at present.

Woltersbeck:

The creek could serve as a background for the apocalyptic visons of artidts, it could serve
them as a symbol for pollution of the soul ... and as far as rdigion goes, it could be seen as a
confirmation of original Sin, an ingtance of faulty creation, or whatever...

Siebenschwan:

The point isthat it is not redly a creek, but rather many creeks (to put it concisdy); and that
communications concerning it (or them) will produce different associated communications depending
on the functiond system from which one is observing. These associated communicetions are not
inter-transferrable, a least not without difficulty. An artist might show a piece of his work to the
chairman of the board — a work with the creek as its subject — and the chairman of the board might
even e able to gppreciate it. But he would be doing so within the framework of art, gpplying art
digtinctions, and none of this would have any effect or influence on the company’s balance shest ...
unless perhaps the company buys the artist’s work in order to boost its image; an act that can be
trandated into profit (payment power) further down the road. It could be that the head of the
company is a man of rdigious fath: his pastor might preach to him about the immordity of polluting
the creek, and he himsaf might be gravely concerned about his chances for persona sdvation, but
the fact is that preservation of the company depends on whether the measures he might undertake to
change the creek stuation, for example, are economicaly profitable or not. In asamilar way, itisina
politician’s best interest to closely observe public diadogue (the communications) with regard to creek
— he must determine whether pursuit of the measures a his disposd will or will not endanger
retainment of his pogtion. In a democracy, thisis smply an issue of chances for dection, an issue of

the possibility or non-possibility of holding a political post...

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Weél, | must say, that's certainly avery cold way of looking at things. What about mordity?

Siebenschwan:

To remain on the cold sde for the time being: morality regulates the conditions for regard or
disregard in terms of the individua — of course the conditions are socid ones, local ones, if you will
... there are multiple moradiities...



Jakob:
(dae) Digresson!

Woltersbeck:

As much as this particular question interests me, | have to admit that he' s right. We're talking
about the form of functiond differentiation, here ... there sno use in lamentation of any sort. It seems
to me that this form rules out the possibility of there being any occurrences that society could agree
upon about how they are to be evauated. And even this finding - this diagnosis - istied to acertain

position.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
I never like hearing such athing - it pains me. | wish it were different: maybe another theory ...

Siebenschwan:
Evalll

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
| just mean...

Sebenschwan:

| know what you mean, but theories don't exist in order to rose tint the world for us. We can
leave consolation to theology, and leave mora emphasis to educationa theory. We are dedling with
theory here, and not socia welfare work (to borrow a Markowitz phrase).

Frieda:

I would like to remind everyone thet a the beginning of our sessons, we said that we would
be playing a game, atempting in a playful way to see what would happen if we made certan
theoreticd digtinctions. But the air here seems to have turned a bit chilly...

Jakob:
(dae) A finewit isadry onel

Sebenschwan:

It's a good thing that you re reminding us, Frieda, of the decisions we made at the outset.
We involved oursdves in a series of distinctions and then tried to determine what we could see. The
theory itsdf dates that any usage of digtinctions must occur in unavoidable conjunction with the
creation of blind spots. And the same, naturally, goes for us. We do not see what we do not see,
because we see what we see.

Dr. Hasso Beben:
Now dl we need isan ,Amen’ from Mr. Woltersbeck.

Mrs. Siebenschwan-P.:
I’ll say the ,Amen’, and ask you dl to join us in the house for a farewd| dinner — a which |
don’'t want to hear a Sngle word more about science. Not one, do you understand?



They dl agree to comply with this and begin to move dowly into the house, where the oldest
daughters have set a lovely table for them. Siebenschwan can't pass up the chance (after a fine
dessart mousse) to officidly announce the concluson of the private forum. The group and its
members had been able to proceed only in an impressionistic manner, he says, but there was redly
no other way to go about it. Much would now depend on the initiative of those who had found
themsdlves fascinated by the thinking of system theory: these individuas might read and work on, for
themsdaves. As for the others; they would just have to offer more capable or efficient theories ... and
nobody was more anxious than he to see if they would be successful in doing s0. Mrs.
SiebenschwantPichd reminds him that science was to have no place in their discussion anymore, and
the rest of the evening is thus spent in afriendly and sociable atmosphere. As each guest is departing,
Sebenschwan informs him or her that he's congdering organizing smilar non-officia group sessons
for the next semester bresk. But these, of course, would no longer have an introductiona character.



