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> Abstract • Esposito’s theoretical ap-
proach indicates the fertility, first, of 
transplanting social systems theory into 
other fields, and next, of bringing classi-
cal cybernetic topics such as computa-
tion by algorithms back into Luhmann’s 
multi-modal constructivist framework of 
differentiated system operations.
Handling Editor • Alexander Riegler

« 1 »  In my commentary, I consider 
some key statements of Elena Esposito’s in-
terview from my vantage as an Anglophone 
and interdisciplinary non-specialist reader 
of Niklas Luhmann’s text. The ultimate issue 
that I draw out is the one intimated in my 
title’s adaptation of Luhmann’s essay “How 

Can the Mind Participate in Communica-
tion?” (Luhmann 2002a). The short answer 
Esposito gives regarding algorithms may be 
summarized like so: algorithms participate 
in communication in the same way natural 
minds do, by manipulating the medium of 
meaning, but unlike minds, they do so with-
out needing to construct an understanding 
of what they are doing.

“[W]hat I and a couple of friends 
found very interesting in the 
Luhmann–Habermas debate was 
the Luhmann side of it” (§2)
« 2 »  Esposito observes Luhmann from 

within his dedicated academic discipline of 
sociology. Hers is a lucid insider’s report on 
the theoretical workings and the current sta-
tus of Luhmann’s sociological theories. Es-
posito clarifies the differences in the circum-
stances of my own reception of Luhmann’s 
work in English translation and provokes 
some thoughts on the status of Anglophone 
Luhmann scholarship.

« 3 »  For instance, the published record 
of the debate between Luhmann and Jürgen 
Habermas was not a formative event for me, 
and its interest followed only after my initia-
tion into social systems theory’s cybernetic 
extraction. Having studied that connection 
at some length, I would summarize Luh-
mann’s conceptual innovation in this way: 
Luhmann made an effective selection from 
the epistemological and otherwise philo-
sophical versions of cybernetics coming 
out of the 1970s systems counterculture in 
the works of Gregory Bateson, Heinz von 
Foerster, George Spencer Brown, Humber-
to Maturana, and Francisco Varela (Clarke 
2020a: 101–156), and set that synthesis quite 
neatly down within post-war sociology’s 
disciplinary formations around Talcott Par-
sons’s The Social System (1977).

« 4 »  This major theoretical move 
foregrounds communication and mean-
ing as the phenomena to be accounted for. 
One does not have to speak cybernetics 
(although it helps) to operate Luhmann’s 
social systems theory at the level of its so-
ciological themes. For instance, the term 
autopoiesis does not come up in Esposito’s 
discussion. However, at the same time, one 
does have to speak constructivism. Luh-
mann’s work enacts what is still the most 
far-reaching development of second-order 

cybernetics’ epistemological themes, rival-
ling if not surpassing the conceptual evo-
lutions of the second-order cyberneticists 
themselves, Varela included. If one could 
get beyond the factionalism that besets 
much of contemporary cybernetic dis-
course, one would find in Luhmann the 
full sociological and epistemological coun-
terpart of the cognitive, neurological, and 
phenomenological work that Maturana 
and Varela mediated through von Foer-
ster’s Biological Computer Laboratory. In 
any event, this is the thesis at large in the 
essay collection I coedited a decade ago 
(Clarke & Hansen 2009).

“Luhmann has only a narrow group 
of followers in the English-speaking 
world” (§4)
« 5 »  Matters appear somewhat more 

favorable in the British sociological acad-
emy, but for the normal run of American 
sociology departments, as near as I can 
tell, Luhmann’s work still appears to be too 
heterodox. Lacking (like cybernetics more 
broadly) an institutionally solid disciplinary 
base of operations, Luhmann’s Anglophone 
“following” is relatively dispersed. Rather, 
Luhmann’s texts have circulated in literature, 
philosophy, and media studies departments, 
buffeted amidst other concurrent theoretical 
movements or fads, such as object-oriented 
ontology, speculative realism, the new mate-
rialism, Anthropocene studies, posthuman-
ism, and the like.

« 6 »  In the international Anglophone 
academy, sociologist Dirk Baecker (2021) 
and philosopher Hans-Georg Moeller 
(2012) anchor the field. Luhmann’s theory is 
being ably developed for the environmental 
humanities by Hannes Bergthaller (2014), 
for critical theory by Anders la  Cour and 
Andreas  Philippopoulos-Mihalopoulos 
(2013), for media studies by Richard Grusin 
(2010), for new materialism and posthu-
manism by Anna Henkel (2016), for eco-
nomic theory by Brian Massumi (2014), for 
politics and international relations by Han-
nah Richter (2020), and for literary stud-
ies by Mark Seltzer (2016). Beginning with 
Critical Environments, Cary Wolfe’s (1998) 
work has deeply developed social systems 
theory alongside deconstruction, ani-
mal studies, and posthumanist discourse. 
My own work (Clarke 2008, 2014, 2020a, 
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2020b) brings systems theory together with 
narrative theory, posthumanism, and Gaia 
theory.

« 7 »  From Essays in Self-Reference (Luh-
mann 1991) to Theories of Distinction (Luh-
mann 2002c), Luhmann’s most accessible 
writings available in English have tilted to-
ward philosophical concerns in their direct 
engagement with issues at large in various 
doctrines of constructivism. For Luhmann, 
both knowing and being are shaped by the 
structural biases and temporal contingen-
cies of systemic processes. This is the side 
of Luhmann that channels Spencer Brown’s 
Laws of Form and von Foerster’s second-
order cybernetics, and that also negotiates 
gently but firmly with the disapprobation of 
Maturana and Varela when he leads the con-
cept of autopoiesis off the biological reser-
vation. In other words, the non-sociological 
sources of Luhmann’s text are both determi-
native of its particular shaping of systems 
concepts and a line of interest in their own 
right. This movement beyond the borders 
of sociology is the current and proper mi-
lieu for the application of Luhmann’s theory, 
not only as a specialized discourse, but even 
more so as an epistemological treatise with 
fundamental application to issues of knowl-
edge and meaning in all fields.

“Paradoxes can be found in every 
functionally differentiated 
subsystem […] The entire 
structure of systems theory 
is an effort to take this condition 
seriously” (§§11f)
« 8 »  I read this passage as rehears-

ing Luhmann’s approach to constructivism 
(see, in particular, Luhmann 2002b), which 
in contrast to Maturana’s original theory 
sees autopoiesis as operating in both psy-
chic and social systems by bringing distinc-
tions forth from the unmarked state, i.e., 
the plenum of possible observations prior 
to an observer’s selection. However, any 
distinction is already an implicit paradox 
in need of unfolding, in that the “unity of 
the distinction” holds together two incom-
patible elements, for instance, lawfulness 
and unlawfulness. The system then selects 
one side of the distinction to perform as 
an indication at that particular moment of 
operation. Functionally differentiated sub-
systems make this condition particularly 

visible because of the specificity of the code 
that distinguishes them, and by which they 
then produce their dedicated selections. 
Paradoxically, then, in the legal system, for 
instance, the guilty may be adjudged to be 
innocent, and the innocent may suffer the 
penalties reserved for the guilty. Legal ver-
dicts emerge from and return to paradox as 
a matter of course.

« 9 »  Turning for a moment to Luh-
mann’s theory proper, constructivism as 
such is not so much a “radical” concern 
about individual constructions of reality. 
Rather, “[c]onstructivism describes an ob-
servation of observation that concentrates 
on how the observed observer observes” 
(Luhmann 2002b: 140). Here is an inelucta-
ble philosophical commitment to facing the 
paradox that the foundation of all knowl-
edge is “a reality that remains unknown.” 
The formal incompleteness of any possible 
event of knowing renders all cognitive pro-
ductions contingent upon social interaction 
with other observers. The regularities that 
emerge from this process – i.e., relatively 
stable constructions of knowledge – can go 
only so far in restraining the epistemologi-
cal instability generated by a multiplicity 
of interdependent observers. No one ob-
server can resolve the world into a unity. 
Moreover, this very lack, this epistemologi-
cal finitude in every observation, counsels 
each observer to accept the finitude of their 
own constructions as the price of doing the 
business of knowing the world. For, on the 
one hand, “[t]o see what others cannot see 
(and to accept that they cannot see what 
they cannot see) is, in a way, the systematic 
keystone of epistemology – taking the place 
of its a priori foundation” (Luhmann 2002b: 
143). However, on the other hand, and by 
the same token, to take the self-referential 
mainspring of epistemological constructiv-
ism seriously also means that one accepts 
that one cannot see the blind spot of one’s 
own primary distinctions. Understanding 
prospers especially when the willingness 
to submit one’s own observations to the 
critical eye of another observer, bound by 
the same finitude, drives the system along. 
Mutuality keeps the conversation upright, 
allowing all parties at hand to contribute to 
the social occasion of meaning-making, or 
in Francisco Varela’s (1987) image, to “lay-
ing down a path in walking.”

“If we consider the digital realm 
as a form of communication, 
then it is relatively independent 
from the different subsystems” 
(§14)
« 10 »  As I read Esposito’s argument, for 

which a book-length treatment will appear 
next year (Esposito in press), social systems 
theory’s operational differentiation between 
psychic and social systems provides a supe-
rior account of the way that contemporary 
digital communications with “intelligent” 
systems can dispense entirely with complex 
replicas of (psychic) selfhood (not to men-
tion with the trope of “intelligence”) as it 
functions statistically across an impersonal 
dataverse. As she has explained, “self-learn-
ing algorithms are able to work efficiently 
with data that not only are very numerous 
and complex, but also lack a structure rec-
ognizable to and understandable for hu-
man logic” (Esposito 2017: 251). Discuss-
ing such “smart” algorithms, she notes that 
what these systems can produce is precisely 
not artificial intelligence, but rather, artifi-
cial communication. And in whatever way 
matters may rest regarding such processes 
in relation to notions of intelligence, artifi-
cial communication is observed communica-
tion, a consequential yet non-psychic event 
within a social system. To have effect within 
social systems, algorithms need no psyches. 
However, they must have connections. Thus, 
“To be able to act as communication part-
ners, algorithms must be on the web” (Es-
posito 2017: 259). The contemporary tech-
nosphere shows its aspect as a reservoir of 
communication partners for which humans 
handle – precisely, construct from moment 
to moment – the medium of meaning whose 
evanescent or hardy structures enable the 
coupling of individual minds into larger 
conversations.

« 11 »  Following Esposito’s argument, 
for contemporary digital technology, the 
milieu of computation is also a medium of 
meaning, not for its own operations, but for 
ours.

“ In the interaction with machines […] we are 
dealing with a situation in which the communi-
cation partner is an algorithm that does not un-
derstand the content, the meaning, or the inter-
pretations, and works not despite, but because of 
this.” (Esposito 2017: 254)
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Bodies, minds, and societies bring technical 
objects and technological mediations into 
their midst to expedite the circulation of 
energies, materials, and their own periodic 
events of understanding.1
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