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Introduction

Looking back at the debates within social theory in recent decades reveals
several, in some cases non-intersecting strands. For one we have the con-
glomerate of discussions surrounding the necessity of theoretical realign-
ments (“turns”); for another the problematizing of the borders of the social
world or of the actor status of non-human entities; and, finally, there is the
periodic flare-up of discussions about the ways in which violence shapes
the social process. These debates pose new demands on a general social
theory. Articulated as questions, they are:

What general theory of the social would allow us to
– understand the sphere of legitimate actors as being historically muta-

ble, i.e., contingent, rather than taking for granted that it is limited to
the sphere of living humans?

– understand the nature/culture distinction as a possible way of ordering
our approach to the world rather than presupposing it as a given?

– analyze ordering systems not only as orders of the social but also as in-
cluding materiality and the dimensions of space and time?

– conceive of violence as having the capacity to create order?
– lay the foundation for a theory of society?
The theory of world approaches worked out in this book is an attempt to
take on these demands and to bring together the different aspects alluded
to above in a social theory in such a way that will lay the foundations for
the development of a theory of society. Taking this approach allows me to
rationally construct my theory; that is, to historically situate the social the-
ory I develop and the research it guides.

The current state of the discussion

In terms of the first discussion strand, the past decades have been charac-
terized by ever more frequent “turns.” These include the now already well-
established linguistic turn, which was followed by the practice turn, the
material turn, the spatial turn, the body turn, and the pictorial turn.2 The
second discussion strand developed independently of the debates sur-

2 See the overview in Bachmann-Medick (2006).
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rounding the various turns, and concerns the actor status of non-human
entities. Should social phenomena be understood exclusively as the action,
interaction, or communication of human beings, or should we not also in-
clude other entities as social actors, such as technical artifacts, animals,
spirits, gods, plants, or deceased ancestors? Finally, in an entirely different
discussion, the question of the role of violence in shaping social processes
has been keenly debated in recent years. Here it is taken for granted that
human actors are the only entities with the status of persons. Violence is
understood to refer to relationships between human beings and the discus-
sion centers on ways in which violence can destroy social relationships.

These first two discussion strands share a basic starting point: dissatisfac-
tion with the idea that order formation is limited to the formation of so-
cial order. The latter is understood as the ordering of relationships be-
tween human beings, which are characterized by, e.g., cooperation, div-
ision of labor, conflict, power and/or authority [Herrschaft], as well as by
their respective legitimations. The “turns” respond to the dissatisfaction
with the limitation of order formation to the social dimension by aug-
menting the latter by a specific aspect: order = order in the social dimen-
sion, which is shaped in a particular way by X. This “X” emphasizes the
specific character of the current “turn.” Thus the linguistic turn demands
that not only social or societal structures but also linguistic/symbolic struc-
tures be included in the analysis of social processes, as these structures
significantly determine social relationships and, more generally, the ways
in which we see the world. While the linguistic turn has shaped sociology
since the first half of the twentieth century, beginning in the 1980s, subse-
quent turns have followed rapidly on each other’s heels.3 The practice turn
(Reckwitz 2003; Schatzki, Knorr Cetina, and Savigny 2000) focuses on the
relevance of observable social practices, while the body turn (Gugutzer
2006; Jäger 2004; Shilling 1993) emphasizes the fact that practices are car-
ried out by human bodies and that the body, or the experience of the

3 For an overview of the linguistic turn, see Habermas ([1999] 2003). The research
that, in a broader sense, is associated with the linguistic turn is quite varied. It
ranges from Johann Gottlieb Herder’s theory of language ([1772] 2002), Wilhelm
von Humboldt’s analyses of the inner form of a language ([1836] 1999) and their
influence on and further development by authors such as Helmuth Plessner
([1923] 1981a:163ff), to Ernst Cassirer’s Philosophy of Symbolic Forms ([1923–1929]
1955–1957) and Gadamer’s hermeneutics ([1960] 1989), as well as work by
Wittgenstein (1953) and its influence on the social sciences, and, finally, Foucault’s
discourse analysis ([1966] 1970; [1971] 1972).
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body, is socially or discursively determined.4 The spatial (Döring, Thiel-
mann 2008) and the pictorial turns (Mitchell 1994) were proclaimed al-
most simultaneously. The groundwork for the material turn was laid to a
significant degree by theorists of science and technology, who argued that
the process of scientific research could not be understood without consid-
ering the role of artifacts in the construction of scientific experiments
(Woolgar and Latour 1979).

The more recent “turns” express the insight that social processes cannot
be adequately understood if they are conceived as meaningful in a purely
incorporeal sense, as is implied by Max Weber’s concept of social action
and as is explicit in Niklas Luhmann’s concept of the social as consisting of
meaningful communication. Understanding human beings as embodied
actors, and material artifacts and non-human beings as similarly involved
in the formation of order, emphasizes the fact that order formation is not
only a purely meaningful, but also a bodily, material, and sensorially per-
ceivable process. This is also to understand order formation as spatially and
temporally bound (Bourdieu [1972] 1977; Giddens 1984). We should re-
tain the insights of the more recent “turns” without losing sight of what
the linguistic turn has already established, that is, the significant role of
linguistic/symbolic structures in the shaping of different kinds of order.
Seen as a whole, these debates point to the fact that order formation must
be understood as a multidimensional process. So far, however, there is no
social theory that systematically brings together the different aspects of the
various “turns.”

The material turn in science and technology studies constitutes the
point of intersection with the second discussion strand. This strand raises
the question of whether only human actors are involved in the formation
of order and asks about the role of non-human actors. The key move in
this discussion is to regard the borders of the social world as historically
variable, that is, as contingent. Thus the status of social actor is not restrict-
ed to living human beings but can, in principle, also be held by non-hu-
man beings.5 Theorists of science and technology foreground the possible
inclusion of technical artifacts in this category (Latour 2005), while ethno-
logical research focuses on the ways in which the borders of the social

4 The practice turn also gathers a range of at times highly heterogeneous social theo-
ry concepts under a single heading. These include ethnomethodology (Garfinkel
1967), Bourdieu’s analyses of habitus (Bourdieu [1972] 1977), and Gidden’s struc-
turation theory (1984).

5 I use the terms “social actor” and “social person” interchangeably.

The current state of the discussion
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world are drawn differently depending on the type of society. While in
modernity only living human beings can be social persons in a universally
recognized way, other societies draw the borders of the social in different
ways, equally recognizing spirits, ancestors, plants, and animals as social
persons. Thomas Luckmann (1970) and Philippe Descola ([2005] 2013)
have called for a social theory that can encompass this variability. Such a
social theory, they argue, must subvert the modern nature/culture distinc-
tion with its notion of nature on the one side, subject to uniform laws,
and, on the other, a variety of cultures seen as having equal value. Viveiros
de Castro (1998) posits that the difference between “mononaturalism” and
“multiculturalism” forms the matrix of modernity, where the human occu-
pies the pivotal position. For Helmuth Plessner ([1931] 1981b), this pos-
ition means that the “human” must be understood as a collective noun;
i.e., there is humankind, which is composed of a myriad of single individu-
als who, as humans, are each other’s equals or equivalents. The different
cultures created by humans should also be regarded as, in principle, of
equal value.6

Luckmann and Plessner both work out the normative force of question-
ing the nature/culture distinction. Luckmann argues explicitly that limit-
ing the sphere of social persons also establishes the boundaries of morality
(Luckmann 1970:73): anyone who is a social person has a different moral
status than those beings that are outside of this sphere. This means that if
the sphere of beings with full moral status is not limited to human beings,
relationships to beings that in modernity are considered as belonging to
nature or even as inexistent will be experienced as morally relevant. In
such a context, it is, for instance, of considerable importance to treat the
heavenly bodies politely and to greet the sun in the morning lest it become
angry and refuse to return. In a similar sense, it can be essential for one’s
survival to know what the ancestral spirits demand and how to meet these
demands—otherwise they may come to haunt the living. In the framework
of the modern order, such morally structured relationships to heavenly
bodies or ancestral spirits appear as erroneously moralized relationships to
natural phenomena or as reified psychological processes. In other words, it
is only at the cost of a destruction of their meaning that such relationships
can be integrated into an order characterized by the nature/culture distinc-
tion. Analyzing orders in which such relationships occur requires new ana-

6 Remarkably, this position formulated by Plessner in 1931 anticipates the postcolo-
nial criticism of Western figures of thought.
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lytical categories that will open up a comparative perspective and enable us
to grasp the existence of different orders as just as possible as our own.

Strangely enough, the debate surrounding the role of violence in the
shaping of social processes has, in the sociological context, largely failed to
intersect with the two discussions summarized above. Strange because it is
obvious that violence is intimately connected to the limitation of the
sphere of social persons. In order to understand this connection, we must
remind ourselves of the link between violence and morality: violence is ex-
ercised by entities that have a moral status, that is, by legitimate social ac-
tors. And violence is used against such entities that have a moral status,
that are thus also considered to be legitimate, universally recognized social
actors. A social theory that is conceived without consideration of the nor-
mative dimension, of morality, also loses sight of the phenomenon of vio-
lence. This holds, for instance, for Latour, who analyzes social contexts by
using a flat, effects-oriented concept of action. From this perspective, the
connection between a gun, a shooter, and a dead human body appears as a
sequence of effects (cf. Latour 1994). The shooter pulls the trigger, which
initiates mechanical force on the previously inactive bullet, which is pro-
jected from the barrel. If the target is hit, the bullet penetrates skin and cra-
nial bone and lodges in the brain. This in turn has an effect on the control
mechanism of the living body that was shot, leading to the irreversible ces-
sation of brain function, so that a doctor arriving on the scene can only de-
clare the person dead. Such a description either makes no room for vio-
lence in that there are only effects of actants on each other, or it applies the
notion of violence to very many things. Is it not violence against the bullet
to be projected out of the narrow barrel? Is it violent for the bullet to pene-
trate the skull? Force is used against an actant in the network in both cases.
Since actor-network theory does not distinguish between actants using
force and their effects on the one side and morally relevant actors on the
other, it cannot grasp the specificity of the phenomenon of violence and
thus also fails to see the role of violence in the limitation of the sphere of
social persons.

However, the discussion surrounding violence itself ignores the problem
of the connection between the phenomenon of violence and the limitation
of the sphere of social persons by taking the borders of the social to be a
given. Thus the use of violence in social relationships is understood as vio-
lence in human relationships (Endreß and Rampp 2013; Neckel and
Schwab-Trapp 1999) and is seen as a problem to be treated or solved (Heit-
meyer and Soeffner 2004). It is for this reason that research on violence is
to a large degree research on the causes of violence or a criticism of the le-

The current state of the discussion
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gitimation of violence (Butler [2004] 2006, 2005; Habermas [2005] 2008).
In this work, violence is ascribed to social factors or its legitimation ques-
tioned, but it is not understood as itself able to generate order. Trutz von
Trotha called for replacing research on the causes of violence with a “soci-
ology of violence” (Trotha 1997), which would treat violence as social ac-
tion to be analyzed in microsociological studies. Many such studies now
exist (Collins 2008; Cooney 1998; Fiske and Rai 2015). Jan Philip Reemts-
ma’s theorization of violence (2012) includes a criticism of general social
theories. He asks why general social theories, e.g., Luhmann’s ([1984]
1995) theory of social systems or Habermas’s ([1981] 1984–1987) theory of
communicative action do not, or cannot, address physical violence—and
concludes that when it comes to violence, sociology falls silent (Reemsts-
ma 2012:261). In this light, the established social theories appear as fair-
weather theories unable to make sense of the extreme violence that has
characterized the social reality of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.7
Reemtsma’s criticism includes the implicit call to go beyond a sociology of
violence and to try to understand violence in general in its order-generat-
ing function.

A general theory of the social that takes violence into account brings so-
cial theory’s traditional bracketing of violence more sharply into view by
shifting its attention to ways in which violence contributes to drawing the
borders of the social. In the context of social theory, we can only speak of
violence if those who exercise it and those at whom it is directed belong to
the sphere of social persons.8 Only then can the genuinely order-generat-
ing nature of violence and the connection between violence, law, power,
and authority come into focus.

An expanded social theory

These discussions suggest the need for a new social theory. A theory that,
first, takes into consideration the multiple dimensions of order formation;

7 This criticism equally applies to newer theories such as network analysis (White
2008) or so-called French pragmatism (Boltanski and Thevenot [1991] 2006).

8 In the order of modernity, which limits the sphere of social persons to living hu-
mans, violence can also be exercised against things and animals. This presupposes,
however, that the things stand in a particular relation to humans and that animals
share certain characteristics with humans, such as sensitivity to pain. The details of
the ordering of violence in modernity can only be untangled within the frame-
work of a theory of modern society (see Lindemann 2018).
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that, second, factors in the contingency of the borders of the social; that,
third, explains the role of violence—i.e., physical assault, homicide, war,
and torture, as well as subtle forms of violence—in the formation of order;
and that, finally, lays the foundation for a theory of society.

My starting point in this endeavor, following Plessner’s ([1928] 2019)
theory of positionality, is the excentrically constituted, shared-world
[Mitwelt] relationship between the lived body [Leib] and its environment.
This approach has two important advantages over traditional phenomeno-
logical conceptions of the lived body-environment relationship—and that
includes the phenomenology of Edmund Husserl ([1913] 1982; [1936/54]
1970) as well as the phenomenologies of Maurice Merleau-Ponty ([1945]
2012) and Jean Paul Sartre ([1943] 1956), all far better known than Pless-
ner’s in the international discussion.
1. Plessner not only formulates a theory, but also makes transparent the

process of its construction. This allows us to trace back the ways in
which empirical phenomena relate to the theory, as well as how they
can trouble it. Neither Husserl, Merleau-Ponty, nor Sartre provide the
possibility of this kind of methodological control of the formation of
their theories.9

2. Merleau-Ponty and Sartre follow in the tradition of Husserl’s phe-
nomenology in that they start from the lived body of the acting and
perceiving subject, who is then analyzed by way of subjective self-reflec-
tion.10 Making the embodied subject into the starting point of analysis
in this way, however, makes it into a general and thus transhistorical
condition of experience, and it is only in a second step that social rela-
tions and historical formation can be inscribed into it.

Plessner’s concept of the lived body differs in two ways from this view pre-
dominant in phenomenology. First, Plessner does not approach the lived
body in terms of a reflection of subjective experience. Rather than taking
as his object the lived body of an ego that experiences it, Plessner seeks to
understand from the outside the fact that there is an ego that experiences
his or her lived body. Second, Plessner’s theory of excentric positionality
regards the structure of bodily experience from the perspective of the
shared world, that is to say, its relationship to others. Thus the starting
point of his analysis of experience is not the lived body, but the lived body
as mediated by the shared world. For Plessner, the relatedness of lived bod-

9 For a methodological criticism of Husserl, see Plessner ([1938] 1985).
10 This also holds for Husserl’s late work, where he sets out to “mundanize” the

transcendental subject (cf. Husserl [1936] 1976).
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ies to each other forms the starting point of the analysis rather than the in-
dividual lived body and its relationship to its environment.

Plessner’s approach is unique among those that give center stage to the
lived body-environment relationship, in that his theory of excentric,
shared-world positionality shifts the focus to the historicity, and thus the
contingency and variability, of the relationship between the lived body
and its environment.11

If a social theory is to begin with the lived body-environment relation-
ship, the theory of excentric positionality seems to be a good choice—but
why should it start there? This choice cannot, in fact, be justified in a strict
sense, for there is no universally recognized principle from which it could
be rationally deduced that the formulation of a social theory must begin
with the relationship between the lived body and its environment. All I
can do is argue for my choice in reference to current discussions.

There are five arguments for basing a systematic social theory on the
shared-world relationship between the lived body and its environment:
1. The theory of the shared world explicates the social dimension of order

formation without defining what beings should be recognized as mem-
bers of the shared world of persons. The borders of a historically specif-
ic shared world of persons have to be continually redrawn. I refer to
this as the contingency of the shared world; it points to the necessity of
historically situated processes of border drawing.

2. The relationship between the lived body and its environment is spa-
tiotemporal; i.e., embodied relationships to the environment are practi-
cally executed in the here and now. This means that practices occurring
“now” always also contain relevant references to the future and to the
past. It also means that the lived body is to be understood as a center of
action existing “here,” from where it establishes different spatial rela-
tionships by directing itself toward surrounding space with its senses
and actions.

3. Embodied actors are sensorially and practically integrated into their en-
vironment. They use tools and cooperate with each other, i.e., they re-
fer to each other in complex action sequences, to which individual ac-

11 This also renders moot objections made by, for instance, representatives of the
linguistic turn, whose criticisms of founding a theory in the lived body lead,
more or less, to dissolving the body and materiality into discourse (cf., e.g., Butler
1990, 1993). The problems resulting from this have been debated in a very in-
tense and theoretically sophisticated way particularly in feminist discussions
around the body (for an overview, see Institut für Sozialforschung 1994; Wobbe
and Lindemann 1994).
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tors contribute input in the form of partial acts. This means that em-
bodied actors are involved in material, practical implementations
whose reach often exceeds their own comprehension.

4. The excentric, shared-world relationship between the lived body and its
environment is characterized by a specific kind of reflexivity, which is
significant for order formation in two ways. For one, the reflexive struc-
ture of excentric positionality makes possible the formation of semanti-
cally identical linguistic and non-linguistic (i.e., also visual) symbols;
for another, it allows for symbolic generalizations, i.e., context-inde-
pendent semantic structures that guide the reciprocal lived body-envi-
ronment relationships.

5. Starting from the lived body makes it possible to theorize violence in
all its myriad facets—from the direct use of violence to its mediated
threat. Lived bodies are centers of action that are not only able to exert
violence, but also to suffer it and, since they are capable of experiencing
pain and fear, to be impressed by the threat of it. Thinking about sym-
bolization in terms of the lived body-environment relationship makes
it possible to incorporate the symbolic, order-generating function of vi-
olence.

These five points indicate the ways in which the theory of the excentrically
constituted, shared-world relationship between the lived body and its envi-
ronment satisfies the specific requirements given by the current state of the
discussion.

The structure of this book

Starting from the problem of the formation of social order, Chapters 1 and
2 work out the requirements of a theory of multidimensional order forma-
tion, which is then explicated in Chapters 3 and 4. Chapter 5 concludes
the book by suggesting an approach to a theory of society.

Chapter 1 presents the nature/culture distinction as a structural charac-
teristic of a specific, that is, modern, approach to the world. A social theory
that seeks to take into account non-modern orders must be able to grasp
the modern approach to the world as one approach among others. This
leads to the necessity of understanding order formation as a broader cate-
gory than the formation of human culture. Traditionally, the social sci-
ences have been oriented toward the “Hobbesian problem of order” (Par-
sons [1937] 1968a). This problem is clearly situated in the social dimension
and exists wherever the behavior of actors is not determined by instinct:
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the actors ego and alter do not know how their counterpart will act and
what expectations this counterpart has of them. Parsons and Luhmann
also refer to this reciprocal uncertainty as the problem of double contin-
gency (Luhmann [1984] 1995, chap. 3; Parsons 1968b). The solution to this
problem is the basis for the emergence of social order, which allows for
ego and alter to be able to learn how their counterpart will act as a func-
tion of the expectations directed at them. This knowledge enables them to
act with confidence that their expectations will be met. We can expand
this problem of double contingency—the classic problem of the social sci-
ences—by recognizing that it cannot be known in advance what entities
come into question as possible social actors. I call this the problem of the
contingency of the shared world, a problem with methodological signifi-
cance. If social actors are those who form an order intelligible to sociologi-
cal study, the question of the borders of the social is, in methodological
terms, the question of the reach of the sphere containing those whose ex-
pressions, actions, and expectations can be considered intelligible. It is for
this reason that I consider the question of the borders of the social to be
part of the debate surrounding explaining [erklären] vs. understanding [ver-
stehen].

Chapter 2 looks at those theoretical approaches that aim to hold the
modern nature/culture distinction at arm’s length and to turn it into a sub-
ject of analysis. Beginning with the ways in which the nature/culture dis-
tinction has been understood in the explanation/understanding controver-
sy allows me to identify the implicitly normative problems of this debate.
The modern nature/culture distinction is intimately tied to the restriction
of the sphere of possible actors to living human beings. The establishment
of this border contains a distinction, presupposed as beyond doubt, be-
tween morally significant human relationships and the realm of nature.
Thus questioning the nature/culture distinction also leads to considerable
normative problems. In this chapter, I engage with actor-network theory as
well as with the work of Luckmann, Descola, and Plessner in order to
work out the requirements of a theory of order formation that understands
the borders of the social as historically variable.

Chapter 3 develops the theory of excentric positionality into a theory of
multidimensional order formation. I begin by looking at how order forma-
tion in the social dimension can be thought if the borders of the social
world are understood to be historically variable (section 3.1). The connec-
tion between “embodied touch” and “communication” is a key issue here.
Embodied actors have the experience of being touched by others. Touch
here is not understood as a meeting of surfaces, but rather as the experi-
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ence of an embodied actor directing herself at another—in the sense that
one can also be touched by someone’s gaze. Embodied actors find them-
selves in relationships of touch and they represent to each other and in
front of each other what forms of touch are, or can be experienced as, the
touch of another person. In this context I develop a triadic concept of com-
munication grounded in a theory of the lived body that allows me to treat
the establishment of borders between social persons and other entities as
an empirical problem. The question here is whether and how ego inter-
prets a questionable entity as an alter ego. If ego does not proceed arbitrari-
ly but is rather guided by rules, it is because ego carries out and experi-
ences his interpretation as one that is observed by tertius. Insofar as ego ex-
periences the realization of his interpretation as being observed, he can
identify, from the perspective of tertius, a pattern in this interpretation
which can be distinguished from its current application and be grasped as
a rule that can guide future interpretations. Introducing a triadic concept
of communication enables me to work out the historically variable rules
according to which distinctions are made in the field between social per-
sons and other entities.

In section 3.2 I consider ways to think about the spatiotemporality of em-
bodied relationships to the environment and its implications for the shap-
ing of social processes. Understanding the nature/culture distinction as a
possible order of how to approach the world—among other possible or-
ders—automatically raises the question of the role of space and time in
such a social theory, since space and time can no longer be understood as
universal forms of intuition or be identified with measurable space and
measurable time. It is for this reason that Mead’s pragmatic theory, fol-
lowed by practice theory (Bourdieu, Giddens), called for taking current
lived body-environment relationships in the here and now as the starting
point for the analysis of social processes.

Section 3.3 treats the material dimension. By shifting my focus to the rela-
tionship between the lived body and its environment, I take up a key in-
sight of practice theory and, in particular, the aims of the material turn.
The starting assumption here is that the formation and stabilization of
complex spatial and temporally expansive social relationships is only made
possible by the fact that social life is substantially determined by the practi-
cal use of tools, or, more generally, artifacts. This section addresses the
ways in which the internal dynamics of material technology determine the
relationships of lived bodies to their environment, as well as the ways in
which the practical handling of artifacts and their symbolization endows
social relationships with structure and stability.
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Section 3.4 focuses on the symbolic dimension. Excentric, shared-world re-
lationships between lived bodies and their environment exhibit a specific
form of reflexivity. The experience of one’s own lived body and one’s prac-
tical relationships to the environment or to other embodied centers of ac-
tion are, on the one hand, experienced immediately as embodied imple-
mentations; on the other, they are also reflected upon in terms of a shared
world, that is, from the perspective of others. Plessner refers to this state of
affairs as mediated (embodied) immediacy. The reflexive shaping of the
lived body-environment relationship allows for the formation of semanti-
cally identical symbols of both a linguistic and a non-linguistic (i.e., also
visual) nature. I work this out by way of an engagement with Mead’s sym-
bol theory and, more generally, with the use theory of the meaning of lin-
guistic symbols (Wittgenstein). Symbol theory enables me to render more
precise here the triadic concept of communication developed in the first
section of the chapter. In this way, I integrate key insights of the linguistic
and pictorial turns into a social theory grounded in the theory of the lived
body: the experience of one’s own lived body as well as of one’s environ-
ment and other embodied centers of action or other social persons is un-
derstood as symbolically mediated, with the visual symbolism of the repre-
sentation of social relationships a highly significant factor.

The inclusion of symbolic mediation leads me to the concept of symbol-
ic generalization (Parsons, Luhmann), which I expand on the basis of the
theory of the lived body. Luhmann used the concept of symbolic general-
ization in order to develop his theory of symbolically generalized media of
communication and of the codes of societal subsystems (Luhmann [1974]
2005a). If we think of theory architecturally, symbolic generalization func-
tions as a hinge between general social theory and a theory of society. Bas-
ing such a concept of symbolic generalization on a theory of the lived body
brings together the level of the lived body, of sensory materiality on the
one side, and the level of general semantic structures in society on the oth-
er. I work out this theoretical perspective by developing symbolic general-
izations starting from a concept of institutions. Following Mead, I under-
stand institutions as institutionalized complex acts, in the framework of
which participants symbolically represent as whom (i.e., an identity) they
contribute what partial acts to particular complex acts. Institutional com-
plex acts are brought into relation with each other by way of reflexive insti-
tutions, e.g., symbolic media of communication.

Parsons and Luhmann both generally thought of symbolic media (e.g.,
power, money, influence/persuasion, truth) from the perspective of the
problem of double contingency. Given that ego can use such media to mo-
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tivate alter ego to accept an offer of communication, Parsons also calls
them success media. I consider symbolic success media in terms of a more
specific problem: how do actors begin a new complex act after another has
been completed? Building a house is an example of an institutional com-
plex act. Once the building is completed, how do those involved transition
to other complex acts? Should we go hunting together now or brew beer,
or is it time to make preparations for the flower festival instead? Or: our
shared project has been completed, should we go out to eat now, begin a
new project right away, or does each participant go off and do something
entirely different with other people? Order can be understood in this way
as a nexus of institutions that can be shaped in ever more complex ways by
means of reflexive institutionalizations such as symbolic success media.

Grounding symbol-generating processes in a theory of the lived body
also allows us to understand the order-generating power of violence. Chap-
ter 4 explores this in detail. In order to introduce violence on the level of
social theory, we first have to define the word.12 Engaging with those as-
pects of the work of Luhmann (1985; [1974] 2005b), Reemtsma (2012),
Randall Collins (2008), Walter Benjamin ([1920–1921] 2006), and Jacques
Derrida (1992) that are relevant to social theory, as well as with the studies
in material history by Viktor Achter (1951), René Girard ([1972] 1977),
and Michel Foucault ([1975] 1977), has led me to understand violence as
follows: violence is injurious or fatal force that entails a claim to legitimacy
and is directed by ego at another embodied actor, alter ego. Alter ego is tar-
geted by violence as someone who has violated normative expectations; the
violence expresses ego’s will to hold on, at all costs, to the expectations dis-
appointed by alter ego. The approval of third parties makes violence into
legitimate violence. Legitimate violence represents the legitimacy of nor-
mative expectations as well as the requirement of an act of violence to rep-
resent the validity of disappointed expectations. I understand violence,
then, as a symbolically generalizable, embodied act, which, if it succeeds in
this symbolic generalization, communicates the validity of normative ex-
pectations. Legitimate, i.e., symbolically generalized, violence also contains
an obligation to repeat it if the normative expectations in question are dis-
appointed again. This shows that legitimate violence has a tendency to be-
come procedurally structured. Violence that can be rationalized in this

12 The entry under “Gewalt” (violence) in the Grimm brothers’ Deutsches Wörter-
buch takes up about 180 columns; the Oxford English Dictionary requires 273 lines
to define the term. My definition necessarily reduces this semantic diversity, simi-
lar to the fate of the word “power” in sociological theory.
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way in reference to third parties seems to be indispensable for the mainte-
nance of a social order. This insight allows us to understand the relation-
ship between violence, power, authority, and law in terms of increasingly
more complex procedural structures. It also makes possible the develop-
ment of nonviolent procedures for representing the validity of normative
expectations. Blood feuds, sacrifice, torture, terrorism, and/or public execu-
tions are taken into account by this theory of violence as much as are the
mere threat of violence and its other more subtle forms. Violence and its
own particular means of rationalization make up the focus of Chapter 4.

Chapter 5 lays the foundations for the development of a theory of society.
The objective here is to distinguish between different types of ordered ap-
proaches to the world. We can provisionally identify three such approach-
es: the order of dividualizing sociation, that of individualizing sociation, as
well as that of contingent multi-sociation. The latter type is the ordering
system of modernity, for which the distinction between nature and culture
is constitutive. Due to the great empirical variety within each type of ap-
proach to the world, they can only be described in terms of ideal types.
Such an ideal type is characterized by compatible structures in the social
dimension, in the dimensions of time and space, as well as in the material
and symbolic dimensions, and a compatible procedural structuring of vio-
lence. These compatible structures form what could be called the “histori-
cal apriori” of a type of ordering system.13 The historical apriori of an or-
dering system must contain assertions concerning
– what rules distinguish social persons from other entities,
– what spatiotemporal structures are generally binding,
– what forms of material technology are possible,
– what symbolic structures are formed, and
– how violence is procedurally structured.
An order is stable if the structures in the individual dimensions support
each other or, at minimum, are compatible and do not destabilize each
other.

The book concludes with an explication of the reflexive relationship be-
tween social theory and a theory of society. A social theory necessarily
claims to be able to take into account all phenomena of the ordering sys-
tem in question. At the same time, however, the formulation of a social
theory is a communicative event within the framework of modern science
and thus reproduces that framework’s structures of communication. In ref-

13 The term “historical apriori” was, to my knowledge, first coined by Misch ([1930]
1967) and was later used in a similar way by Foucault ([1966] 1970).
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erence to modernity, then, not only a theory of society, but also a general
social theory is to be understood as part of the object it is meant to analyze
(cf. Luhmann 2012, chap. 1). When developing such a theory, we must ask
whether and to what extent this has an effect on the theory’s claim to uni-
versality—in other words, its claim to be able to analyze non-modern or-
dering systems as well as it does the modern ordering system. Such a claim
would be naïve and, ultimately, irrational if it were not for its part subject-
ed to a reflection on its own conditions of communication.
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The Nature/Culture Distinction in the Explanation-
Understanding Controversy

The social sciences are a child of modernity. The underlying concepts
which still guide sociological research today emerged in the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries. Thinkers such as Marx ([1867] 1990),
Durkheim ([1893] 2013), Simmel ([1908] 2009a; [1908] 2009b), Weber
([1904] 2012b), and Mead (1925) theorized the concepts of society, action/
social action, interaction, and other basic concepts of sociology. While a
more precise historical study of social science concepts dates their emer-
gence approximately one hundred years earlier, i.e., to around 1800 (Heil-
bronn, Magnusson and Wittrock 1998; Luhmann [1980] 2004; [1981]
1993; [1989] 1993; [1995] 2004), this has little bearing on my initial obser-
vation. The only point of contention is whether we should, following Fou-
cault ([1966] 2002), assume an abrupt break between epistemes, or rather a
conceptual transformation during a “saddle period” (Kosellek; Vierhaus)
between 1750 and 1850, with the roots of the semantic changes culminat-
ing in this period traceable as far back as the seventeenth century (Magnus-
son 1998). In any case, the underlying assumptions of the social sciences—
their conceptual apparatus—are an integral component of an order of
knowledge that solidified in the nineteenth century and that distinguishes
between two different categories of science: the social sciences and the hu-
manities on the one hand, and the natural sciences on the other, along
with their areas of study, culture and nature.

Introduction to the discursive context

In the second half of the nineteenth century, humanities [Geisteswis-
senschaften or Kulturwissenschaften] and social science scholars began to ask
questions about the foundation of their specific epistemological approach
to the world. The resulting discussion has come to be known as the expla-
nation-understanding [erklären-verstehen] controversy. Apel ([1979] 1984)
identifies three phases of this debate. The first was dominated by an en-
gagement with Kant’s transcendental philosophy. The question was
whether and in what sense the critico-epistemological justification of phys-
ical natural science, which Kant, as was generally accepted, had achieved in
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his Critique of Pure Reason (Kant [1787] 2007), should hold for all sciences.
More precisely: should the epistemological justification of science hold not
only for the natural sciences but also for research in the historical humani-
ties emerging in the nineteenth century, and by extension also for sociolo-
gy? Dilthey argued that the subject matter of the (social sciences and) the
humanities required a different approach in principle, as these fields were
concerned not merely with objects, but with subjects able to express them-
selves. The humanities in this view were faced with an expressive context
created by human subjects. There is a marked difference here, Dilthey ar-
gued, to the understanding the natural sciences have of their objects. In
the humanities, the objects being studied are themselves subjects, able to
independently establish an expressively shaped “nexus of life” (Dilthey)
among themselves. Rather than scientists bringing a meaningful nexus to
the objects in the form of an expectation of lawfulness, this nexus exists
there of its own accord, created by the subjects themselves. Simmel put
forward this same argument and used it to justify the autonomy of the a
priori assumptions underlying sociological research (Simmel [1908]
2009a:41f). Max Weber ([1904] 2012a; [1904] 2012b), by way of Rickert
([1898] 1962), also belongs to this tradition.

The second phase of the explanation-understanding discussion centered
on Hempel and Oppenheim’s deductive-nomological model (1948;
Hempel [1959] 1968). Here too the question was whether the model
should apply universally or whether it should exclude—or only apply in a
very restricted way to—the social sciences. In the third phase, the claim to
universality of the deductive-nomological model was disputed from the
perspective of analytical philosophy. Following Wittgenstein ([1953]
2001), explaining and understanding were understood in this view as dif-
ferent language games. Important thinkers in this phase were Winch
([1958] 2008), Wright ([1971] 2009), and Apel ([1979] 1984) himself (see
also Apel, Manninen and Tuomela 1978).

All three phases of the explanation-understanding controversy were cen-
tered on whether, or how, the “understanding” method can be used to jus-
tify an independent epistemological approach to the world that follows a
fundamentally different rationality than explanation, which is guided by
universal laws. For the purposes of my argument, the difference between
these approaches can be summarized as follows: to explain is to construct a
meaningful connection, such as a causal relationship. The observer studies
external phenomena and determines whether the observed elements be-
have the way she postulated they would. She controls the situation by de-
signing experiments, creating technical/material experimental setups that

1. The Nature/Culture Distinction in the Explanation-Understanding Controversy

28

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124 - am 21.01.2026, 02:25:27. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


touch off an event or a sequence of events. The researcher can then verify
whether the events touched off by the experiment correspond to her start-
ing assumption. Given that the implementation of the experiment consti-
tutes a practical encroachment into the field being studied and thus has an
effect on the way events there unfold, this verification process may include
a reflexive turn toward the observer herself. Her role and that of the experi-
mental design must be taken into consideration when assessing the limits
of the validity of experimental statements.14

Other assumptions guide research in the case of understanding. Here re-
searchers encounter actors who appear as other I’s giving expression to
their inner being, understanding each other, and forming an ordered ex-
pressive context. In the earlier conceptions of understanding, the emphasis
was placed on the researcher/historian understanding other individuals.
Even theorists as early as Dilthey ([1900] 1996) and Misch ([1931] 1967),
however, as well as later interpretive sociologists, place the emphasis else-
where: on actors in the field understanding each other and on their inter-
actions generating rules that regulate how they do so. Rather than focusing
on understanding individuals in their individuality, the analysis seeks to
understand the rules that govern the nexus of these individuals’ actions,
their interaction, or their communication. To understand in this view,
then, is to meaningfully reconstruct the rules governing the way in which
actors understand each other in the field.15

Concentrating on the distinction between explaining and understand-
ing also entails focusing on the distinction between nature and culture as
two discrete subject areas requiring two different epistemological ap-
proaches. The explanation-understanding controversy is thus also implicit-
ly a debate about the relationship between two subject areas and about
whether the distinction between nature and culture is universally valid, in-
cluding the question of what objects are appropriate for the understanding
approach. In other words: whom, or what objects, is it appropriate to un-

14 This understanding of explanation is based on Wright’s analysis of experimental
action ([1971] 2009).

15 See Apel ([1979] 1984:11f) on this point, and, in the sociological context, Simmel
([1908] 2009a:41f), as well as Schütz’s distinction between first and second-order
constructions. Luhmann’s concept of interpretation and his understanding of
communication are also based on an abstract, formal concept of understanding.
An example from recent qualitative social research is Amann and Hirschauer
(1997:19ff), who call for ethnographic research to be grounded as much as possi-
ble in the systematicity of the field.

1.1 Introduction to the discursive context
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derstand? For what entities or objects is an explanatory approach more ap-
propriate?

These aspects implicit in the explanation-understanding controversy
have come into focus more sharply since the 1980s. One key reason is that
work being done in empirical science and technology studies has made
clear that nature and culture should not be understood as two ontological-
ly distinct domains (Latour [1991] 1993). In terms of methodology, the
most pressing question was how far understanding could reach: does the
sphere of those communicating something contain only living humans or
do other entities belong here as well? Do all beings we can seek to under-
stand belong to the domain of culture, or do we need new conceptualiza-
tions of understanding that subvert the nature/culture distinction? Extend-
ing Apel’s list, we can refer to this as the fourth phase of the explanation-
understanding controversy.

The first three phases are characterized by a focus on more narrow
methodological questions of how to approach the world, while in the
fourth, the question of the emergence of social order arises. Here, asking
how far understanding can reach is treated as the question of an entity’s
status as actor. The question, then, is: when analyzing the formation of so-
cial order, what entities have to be taken into account as understanding co-
actors?

The close connection between methodological approach and the
question of order is obvious. Is a particular entity one whose actions we
must seek to understand or should we be explaining its movements me-
chanically? Is this a distinction that can easily and clearly be made in every
situation? Are there uncertain cases and if so, how are they treated in social
life? Should actions even be attributed to individual actors, or should we
not rather think in terms of individual actors and technical artifacts mak-
ing differently structured contributions to comprehensive actions? Ques-
tions such as these have been debated by theorists of science and technolo-
gy since the 1980s (Latour [1991] 1993; Linde 1982; Rammert 2016). In di-
alogue with ethnology (Viveiros de Castro 1998), the question of actor sta-
tus came to be formulated in a more general way: what entities should be
considered personal actors in processes bringing forth societal-cultural or-
dering systems? Should only living humans be considered personal agents
of these processes or should other entities be included as well?

The explanation-understanding controversy took a new turn with the in-
troduction of the question of order, bringing to center stage an aspect that
had thus far been merely implicit in the discussion. The question of how
far understanding can reach had already been present in the first phase of
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the controversy: it was treated by Wundt ([1897] 1969:283–95), by Scheler
in his analysis of interpersonal understanding ([1923] 2008), as well as by
Plessner in his concept of the shared world (Plessner [1928] 2019). It was,
however, forgotten in the second and third phases. The debates surround-
ing the deductive-nomological model, the new dualism, and the notion
that explaining and understanding are two different language games left
aside the questions of order and of what entities can be understood.

The expanded problem of order

The problem of order implicit in the explanation-understanding contro-
versy, i.e., the question of how far understanding can reach and hence the
question of the borders of the social world, has not been seen as a problem
of general significance in the social sciences or the humanities. In main-
stream social science there is a marked resistance to even asking the
question.

Referring to the “problem of order” is in fact ambiguous given that the
“Hobbesian problem of order” has been entrenched in the social sciences
at least since Parsons ([1937] 1968a; [1937] 1968b) and can indeed be con-
sidered the problem with which the social sciences are concerned. It be-
comes imperative, then, to clarify the difference between the problem of
order long implicit in the explanation-understanding controversy and the
Hobbesian problem of the possibility of social order. I do so in the follow-
ing in view of anthropological assumptions, which allows me to work out
the significance of problematizing the sphere of actors in societal process-
es.

The Hobbesian problem of the establishment of social order arises when
human beings are released from given bonds without being confronted by
an overarching power. The assumption that there is no overarching power
that can be taken as a given must also hold from an analytical perspective.
This, however, raises the question of how human beings can independent-
ly create a valid ordering system that allows them to calculate the actions
with which they relate to each other (Wagner 1998). Identifying the prob-
lem in this way is a hallmark of the upheavals that ushered in modernity in
Europe, and is framed differently depending on whether it is understood
in terms of decision, action, interaction, or communication theory. Each
of these models operates with different anthropological assumptions.

The last three centuries have shown a trend toward thinning out the
positive content of anthropological assumptions. The social contract theo-
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ries of such thinkers as Hobbes ([1651] 2012), Locke ([1689] 2012), and
Rousseau ([1762] 2002), as well as the early works of classical economics
(Smith [1776] 2008) contain relatively strong anthropological assumptions.
This tradition of positive anthropological assumptions continues today pri-
marily in rational choice theories, which abstractly posit human drives in
order to conduct methodologically controlled research on human behav-
ior (Menger [1883] 2009) or which make anthropological assumptions
based on evolutionary theory (Esser 1993, 2006).16 Other approaches re-
frain from making positive anthropological assumptions, instead conceiv-
ing of the human as a kind of tabula rasa. Concrete empirical analyses are
conducted in order to work out how the drive structure is formed by soci-
etal processes. Studies by, e.g., Marx ([1844] 2007; [1857–58] 1993),
Durkheim ([1912] 2008), and Weber ([1904–1905] 2010; [1904–1920]
2009; [1915] 1968) go in this direction. Ultimately, this view of the human
leads to an almost complete eschewal of positive anthropological assump-
tions, which come to be replaced by anthropological universals or the “hu-
man condition.” In philosophical anthropology, this condition is de-
scribed as “world-openness” [Weltoffenheit] (Gehlen [1940] 1988; Plessner
[1928] 2019).

While social contract theories presuppose humans in a “state of nature”
with particular behavioral options, the theory of world-openness starts
from the indeterminacy of human behavior, from the idea that it is the na-
ture of the human to be indeterminate. It is because of this indeterminacy
that human beings have to artificially create their own drive structure with
the help of societal contrivances such as institutions (Gehlen [1956] 2016)
or the generalized other (Mead [1934] 2009) in order to artificially estab-
lish a natural relationship to their environment (Plessner [1928] 2019). Ac-
cording to this view, human beings do not live in an environment natural
to them but in an artificially created reality.17

It is evident that this position permits neither a positive determination
of human nature nor of human relationships to their environment. The
“human condition” rather dictates that the human has to create herself. In
philosophical anthropology, the notion of the human condition is elabo-
rated in direct dialogue with research in comparative cultural sociology,

16 It is debatable whether Coleman ([1990] 2000) is closer to the methodologically
justified anthropological assumptions of Menger or to Esser’s positing of evolved
anthropological characteristics.

17 On the close connections between pragmatism (Dewey, Mead) and philosophical
anthropology (Scheler, Gehlen, Plessner), see Krüger (2001).
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ethnology, and history (Gehlen [1940] 1988; [1956] 2016).18 The human
appears here as a historical being in a twofold sense: the historical changes
in humans’ relationships to their environment also comprise variability in
the way they interpret themselves.19

Although anthropological assumptions inform the theoretical founda-
tions of the social sciences, there has been next to no explicit discussion of
anthropological questions in sociological discourse.20 However, current re-
search in the social sciences either implicitly or explicitly starts from the as-
sumption that human nature is not fixed, but is rather generated by histor-
ical, societal practices. An example of an explicit alignment with philo-
sophical anthropology is Berger and Luckmann’s sociology of knowledge
([1966] 1991). The authors treat Gehlen’s categories of “world-openness”
and “instinct reduction” as founding assumptions regarding human na-
ture, based upon which they develop specific sociological categories. In his
early works, Luhmann too makes affirmative use of philosophical anthro-
pology’s concept of world-openness (Luhmann [1967] 2005:166f) and ex-
plicitly bases his argument of the necessity of complexity reduction on an-
thropological claims (Luhmann [1967] 2005:147). The structure of this ar-
gument remains the same even after his autopoietic turn (Luhmann [1984]
2005).

There is a conceptual analogy to this in Mead as well ([1934] 2009). As
Habermas has shown ([1981] 2007b:chap. 5, 1), the development of sym-
bolically mediated communication leads to an invalidation of natural
drives, which become societally and symbolically defined. This corre-
sponds in substance to the notion of world-openness. Rational choice theo-
ries have also brought forth an analogy to world-openness: the interpreta-
tive version of the theory (Esser 1993; see also Greshoff 2006) assumes that
the relevant preferences guiding behavior are culturally determined. And
yet utility maximization remains an essential anthropological assumption

18 I cite philosophical anthropology here as an example. Other writers, such as
Sartre ([1960] 2004) or Merleau-Ponty ([1945] 2012), take a different approach to
empirical research, on the basis of which they too, however, formulate anthropo-
logical statements.

19 For Kamper (1973:22ff), it follows from this that anthropology must reflect on its
own attempts to develop a concept of the human and accordingly work out the
impossibility of such a concept.

20 This, as noted above, does not mean that anthropological assumptions do not
play a part in this discourse. Thus Honneth and Joas ([1980] 1988) have shown
the ways in which anthropological assumptions shape theories of society.
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even for Esser. In the end, the knowledge acquired by understanding has
to be integrated here into the algorithm of utility maximization.

To summarize:
Thus far, the main problem of reference for the social sciences has been

the incalculability in the relationships between human actors. This incal-
culability is a result of human world-openness, which in turn is the reason
humans’ relationships to their environment have to be given an artificial,
symbolically mediated form. It is on this basis that social science can ana-
lyze the possibilities of societal order formation. Here it is assumed that
there is a consensus on what entities are faced with the problem of world-
openness: the social is a human affair, and there is thus no need to express-
ly ask what actors are included in order formation.

The formation of social ordering systems under conditions of world-
openness constitutes the traditional problem of reference for the social sci-
ences. Radical shifts in perspective on this problem have meant that stabi-
lizing anthropological assumptions as held by early social contract theories
and some of the current theories of rational choice have been increasingly
replaced by the notion of the human condition and the world-openness it
implies. One fundamental definition regarding the social dimension of or-
der formation has been preserved, however: only living human beings can
be considered personal actors.

The question of the boundaries of the sphere of personal actors takes up
this radical shift and goes a step further, fastening its attention on the pro-
cesses that determine where the boundaries between social persons and
other entities are drawn. This amounts to an expanded notion of world-
openness, in that it can no longer be certain who belongs to the category
of personal agent of a structured approach to the world. In the following I
will therefore distinguish between basic and expanded world-openness.

World-openness and order formation are intimately linked, as order for-
mation is conceived in relation to the contingencies arising from world-
openness. In analogy to the distinction between basic and expanded world-
openness, I differentiate between the basic and the expanded problem of
reference in relation to order formation. The basic problem of reference in
relation to order formation corresponds to what Parsons identified as the
Hobbesian problem of the emergence of social order. Asking about the
personal agents of societal ordering systems fundamentally expands the
problem of reference in the social sciences, forcing us to generalize the
problem of order. The modern notion that only human beings ought to be
universally recognized as legitimate persons is constitutively tied to an ap-
proach to the world that is structured by the nature/culture distinction
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(Descola [2005] 2013). This approach depersonalizes non-human nature as
well as splits the human himself into a natural and a personal component.
The natural sciences treat the non-personal part as an object of study, while
the personal part is seen as the creative source of a highly diverse range of
cultures. Positing as contingent the sphere of personal actors in an order-
ing system automatically makes the nature/culture distinction contingent
as well. It is a distinction that denotes the structure of a historically situat-
ed approach to the world that cannot be universalized. A general social
theory, therefore, must allow for an analysis of the nature/culture distinc-
tion as such. Rather than presupposing it, this distinction should be ren-
dered intelligible as one possible way of ordering the world among others.

It follows that sociological approaches concerned with the agents of so-
cietal ordering systems must be able to suggest ways of reflexively holding
the nature/culture distinction at arm’s length. Determining the boundaries
of the sphere of social persons is not only constitutively connected to the
ordering of the social world, but also to the substantive and spatiotempo-
ral ordering of phenomena which these social persons may encounter. A
social theory that allows for a comprehensive analysis of order formation
cannot limit itself to the order of the social, of the social dimension, but
must conceive of order formation in a pluridimensional way. As I will
show in the following chapters, an analysis of order formation must also
include the symbolic as well as the substantive, spatial, and temporal di-
mensions.

1.2 The expanded problem of order
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A Critique of Ordering Power

I begin my analysis of order formation by turning to the authors of the
third phase of the explanation-understanding controversy. These authors
distinguish between nature and culture, and base the possibility of criti-
cism upon this distinction. This has the advantage, for our purposes, of
making explicit a function of the nature/culture distinction that goes be-
yond its purely methodological significance. Thus Apel’s emancipatory
cognitive interest is meaningless without the nature/culture distinction,
and even those thinkers who try to subvert it at least implicitly hold on to
the notion that the social sciences ought to critique established ordering
systems. Latour even goes so far as to suggest a solution to the problems
diagnosed in his analysis of the modern constitution (Latour [1991] 1993):
include things in political representation (Latour [1999] 2004). At the
same time, a not insignificant portion of the scholarly criticism of the no-
tion that the nature/culture distinction is contingent posits that such a
claim would destroy any possibility of normative criticism of develop-
ments in society (Star 1995). Since the possibility of normative criticism is
implicitly—or in the case of Boltanski (2011) once again explicitly—sig-
nificant for much of the work being done in the social sciences, it seems
important to me to keep this aspect in mind when questioning the nature/
culture distinction. I therefore begin with Apel’s intervention into the ex-
planation-understanding controversy from the perspective of transcenden-
tal pragmatics before turning to attempts to conceive of the nature/culture
distinction as one possible form of order formation among others.

The transcendental-pragmatic critique of the nature/culture distinction

From the perspective of the explanation-understanding controversy, it
quickly becomes clear that the nature/culture distinction was not initially
an ontological one. Instead, it emerged from reflections on the possibility
of different research perspectives. Since the dispute over the legitimacy of
these different perspectives has still not been resolved today, the explana-
tion-understanding controversy continues to be a hot topic in the debates
surrounding theory and methodology in the social sciences (Greshoff,
Kneer, and Schneider 2008; Mantzavinos 2009; Winch [1958] 2008).

2.

2.1
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The transcendental-pragmatic critique of the nature/culture distinction
was chiefly formulated in the context of the second and third phases of the
explanation-understanding controversy. Hempel and Oppenheim (1948)
contended that explaining was the only legitimate method in the sciences.
The “new dualism” (Landesman 1965) asserted in analytical philosophy
positioned itself against this claim, arguing that the two modes of knowl-
edge of “explaining nature” and “understanding human actions” were to
be understood as language games in the Wittgensteinian sense. Thus ex-
plaining and understanding could not be reduced to one another; they
each constituted a different and separate language game and complement-
ed each other. Wright’s ([1971] 2009) discussion and further development
of these approaches is representative of what Apel ([1979] 1984) referred to
as the third phase of the explanation-understanding controversy.

Apel himself critically engaged with Wright’s work and sought to devel-
op it further by working out the autonomy of the two epistemological ap-
proaches, and, crucially, by demonstrating their internal connection in an
attempt to overcome the separation between nature and culture. His tran-
scendental-pragmatic proposal thus contains a double move: it follows the
new dualism by demonstrating the irreducibility of both explaining and
understanding, while at the same time honing in on this separation and
seeking to identify a perspective from which both the separation and the
relatedness of explaining and understanding can be grasped. This line of
argument is also a criticism of Kant in that it replaces the transcendental
subject as the condition of order formation with a discursive community
of co-subjects (Apel 1973).

In his demonstration of the legitimacy of understanding, Apel takes up
and carries further Wright’s interpretation of the way scientific experi-
ments are carried out ([1971] 2009:69ff). Wright argues that in order to be
able to grasp the implementation of an experiment, we have to assume
that someone has acted in a meaningful, and hence comprehensible, way.
There must be an experimenter who set up the experiment in which an ef-
fect is caused by certain actions. For Wright, an experiment is a manipulat-
ing interference setting in motion a sequence of processes that, excepting
the initial trigger, are not influenced by the experimenter. He makes a
clear distinction between the causing action and the event it brings about,
which in turn leads to subsequent events in the experimental system.21 The
hypothesis suggests how these subsequent events might transpire, and con-

21 Rheinberger (1992a, 1992b, [2006] 2010) later prominently fleshed out the con-
cept of experimental systems, focusing less on the work of meaningfully con-
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tains a certain nomological assumption about the world which is either
confirmed or refuted in the course of the experiment.

Without purposive actions, it would not be possible to design or func-
tionally construct an experimental system. The rational purposive actions
involved serve to construct and carry out experiments which test hypothe-
ses. Without an understanding of the meaning of these actions, the experi-
ment would be meaningless for both the experimenter and the observer.
The assumption that an experiment serves to answer a scientific question
necessarily presupposes meaningful actions.

Understanding the experimenter’s interference, which sets in motion a
sequence of natural processes no longer influenced by her, as a sequence of
natural events renders meaningless the event of “carrying out an experi-
ment in order to test a hypothesis.” The meaningfulness of this event is the
condition for the possibility of causal explanations. The construction of
causal explanations is predicated upon causal relationships being estab-
lished, for what is at first a mere sequence of observable events, by making
reference to the starting hypothesis. If the meaningful connection between
manipulative action and experimental procedure is destroyed by reducing
this action to nothing more than a natural event without meaning, the
statement that we have here a causal explanation of phenomenon X would
also lose its meaning. The process would disintegrate into a sequence of
unrelated events, which could only be meaningfully connected by an exter-
nal observer of the situation labeled “carrying out an experiment.” It fol-
lows from this that if an experiment were to be regarded exclusively fol-
lowing the deductive-nomological model—that is, without understanding
the meaning of the experimenter’s actions—there would be no causal ex-
planation for anyone but only a sequence of unconnected events. A causal
explanation can only come about if the situation is approached by means
of understanding. In other words, a scientific study of experimentation re-
quires its own scientific approach of understanding in order to make the
scientific content of experiment implementation, the construction of
causal explanations, into its object of study.

The observation that neurobiological, instrumental conditions must be
given for the researcher to carry out an action does not call this interpreta-
tion into question. While it is true that the execution of an action depends
upon, e.g., neurophysiologically measurable control processes, the mean-

structing experiments than on the way in which experimental systems themselves
produce something new in their interaction with technological artifacts and sci-
entific objects of study.
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ing of the action cannot be reduced to these measurable events. The fact
that a bodily movement is an action cannot be explained by neurobiology
(see also the recent discussion in Krüger 2007).22

Apel develops this argument further by introducing the a priori of the
lived body [Leib], according to which human beings are ineluctably tied to
the position of their lived bodies by way of a sensory relationship to their
environment in the here and now (Apel 1975). At the same time, the pos-
ition of the lived body can also be regarded from the outside as a physical
body [Körper]. There is thus always a twofold perspective: the internal per-
spective of the lived body and the outside perspective on the physical body.
An action can only succeed if an actor relates to his environment from the
lived-body perspective while at the same time bringing about the condi-
tions of his physical body that are the instrumental prerequisites of his ac-
tion. Central nervous control must be subjectively applied in such a way
for the desired movements to be carried out (Apel [1979] 1984:97).23 In
this process, the lived body itself constitutes the actor’s ineluctable anchor
in the world, but cannot be captured as such by the objectifying measure-
ments of neurophysiology.

The causal explanation as understood in the context of the deductive-
nomological model presupposes an uninvolved, removed observer with a
purely theoretical attitude toward her subject. For such an observer, the
world does not exhibit coherency of its own accord. Coherency is only
brought about by an action positing a starting point whose consequences
can then be observed with the aid of a model. The observer has to actively
intervene into the world in order to construct a system in which a desig-
nated manipulation leads to events ensuing in a particular, repeatable way.
The overall context of manipulative interference, ensuing sequence of
events, and schematizing observation is the necessary prerequisite for es-
tablishing a causal explanation. The notion of understanding, which intro-
duces the perspective of acting co-subjects, thus becomes necessary for
grasping the way an experiment works in the deductive-nomological mod-
el. The deductive-nomological model cannot comprehend its own func-

22 A close look reveals that even neurobiological experiments are based on an un-
derstanding approach to their—both human and non-human—research subjects
(Lindemann 2009c).

23 The possibility of subjectively influencing neurological processes can be seen
even in experiments with monkeys; see, e.g., Fetz (1969). An analysis of the spe-
cific ways in which neurophysiology is necessarily reductive can be found in Lin-
demann (2005a, 2009c).
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tioning—a theoretical claim convincingly supported by research in empiri-
cal science and technology studies as well as in the history of science.24

Emancipatory cognitive interest

Establishing this relationship between explaining and understanding
would have been the end of the matter for Apel if he had not discovered
that the deductive-nomological model of explanation can, under certain
conditions, also be successfully applied to an analysis of human contexts of
action. This important discovery led him to the notion of “emancipatory
cognitive interest.” While Apel’s emphatic version of this kind of cognitive
interest has become all but irrelevant, it still bears closer examination, as it
characterizes just about every theory favoring an understanding approach,
albeit in watered-down and sometimes cryptically encoded form. Once the
underlying structure of this kind of cognitive interest has been worked
out, traces of it can be found even in the work of such purportedly anti-
humanist theorists as Foucault and, in modified form, in actor-network
theory.

Apel arrives at the notion of emancipatory cognitive interest by examining
the problems that arise when human contexts of action are analyzed using the
deductive-nomological model.  This model,  he argues, can be applied to
human contexts that are so firmly institutionalized that they lead to largely
fixed behavior or behavioral dispositions. Under such conditions, humans
behave as if they were determined by their societally created second nature,
and the deductive-nomological model can be used—as long as the possibility
of this second nature changing is set aside. These, then, are the practical
conditions for research using the explanatory approach. As Apel suggests,
this leads, however, to a paradoxical and thus unstable situation.

In order to meaningfully formulate a causal explanation, the researcher
must see himself as someone who is acting freely—otherwise he would not
be able to come up with a meaningful construction of causality and devel-
op an appropriate study design. The construction of the causal explanation
(and sometimes also of the associated experiment) is necessarily oriented
toward understanding as the experimenter communicates with other re-
searchers. This group of people claim to be modeling the actions of other

24 For the history of science, see Shapin and Schaffer ([1985] 2018); for science stud-
ies, see Fleck ([1935] 2008), Knorr Cetina (1981, [1999] 2003), and Garfinkel,
Lynch, and Livingston (1981).
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people in terms of a sequence of events that can be described by laws, es-
tablishing a subject/object relationship with those being observed. Since
there are human beings on both sides of this relationship—on the object as
well as on the subject side—the question arises as to how the researchers
see themselves in this construct. There are two possibilities: either (1) the
researchers see their own practice, including those actions that are geared
toward understanding, merely as a phenomenon to be explained; or (2) the
researchers see their own behavior as something to be understood, but that
of the people on the object side as a natural sequence of events that can be
explained and given a causal connection by means of a hypothesis applied
to it from the outside.
1. Scientism/self-objectification/self-naturalization: For Apel, the first pos-

ition is an example of the kind of naïve scientism of which he accuses
Skinner, for instance. It amounts to a paradox, he argues, because the
construction of a causal explanation necessarily presupposes the exis-
tence of actors who manipulate the world expecting a certain event to
occur as a result. If the event occurs, their hypothesis of a certain lawful
connection is confirmed. If the researchers deny that they were the
ones who performed the manipulation, who have expectations, or re-
late the data to the hypothesis, we must wonder who did. If it was no
one, nothing but a sequence of events occurred, but not the testing of a
hypothesis about a lawful connection (Apel [1979] 1984:207).

2. Separation between subject and object within the group of subjects: If
the researchers think of themselves in terms of the second position, this
gives rise to the question of the legitimacy of dividing people into co-
subjects one seeks to understand and objects one seeks to explain. For
Apel, this permanent separation of human beings into distinct groups
is ultimately unjustifiable. All human beings, in principle, are co-sub-
jects who can be understood. The consolidation of specific motives for
acting into a second nature that makes explanations possible does not
do justice to the true nature of human beings. This true nature, Apel
argues, lies in self-determination by way of communicative, under-
standing-oriented interaction with co-subjects. A division of humans
into subjects and objects can thus not be upheld.

These paradoxes lead Apel’s transcendental-pragmatic reflections to uncov-
er a third cognitive interest, that of an “emancipatory interest of knowl-
edge” (Apel [1979] 1984:218). The necessity of introducing this kind of
cognitive interest arises from the fact that an explanation of human con-
texts of action requires recourse to human second nature—human “quasi-
nature”—as it was created societally, Apel argues. This quasi-nature, how-
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ever, is not the same as true human nature. Even under the living condi-
tions of modern industrial societies it is unavoidably the case that institu-
tional contexts determine human behavior in this way, i.e., produce fixed
motives for acting, rendering an explanatory approach based on a quasi-na-
ture legitimate. However, research of this kind, Apel cautions, can never
be the last word. The aim should rather be to eliminate these unconscious
determinations by analyzing them with an understanding approach, there-
by creating conditions for a transformation of society. Transcendental
pragmatics thus opens up the possibility of giving guidance to emancipato-
ry political practice on a scientific basis. Such practice, however, only re-
mains emancipatory as long as it is willing to subject itself to criticism in
the form of discursive control by co-subjects (Apel [1979] 1984:217ff).

Apel’s third cognitive interest is aimed at functionally overcoming the
opposition between nature and culture by gradually translating the reified
second nature of humans, their quasi-nature, into comprehensible, discur-
sive practices of action. Such practices enable societal learning and respon-
sible societal action which either eliminates external constraints or recog-
nizes the necessity of action-limiting norms and thus follows them freely.

While not all hermeneutic social sciences share the emphatic model of
societal learning contained in emancipatory cognitive interest, some of the
other characteristics of this form of interest do constitute a general trait of
these disciplines. In its generally shared, rudimentary form, emancipatory
cognitive interest involves—usually implicitly—a criticism of categorical
determinations of human beings that turn them into agents of cultural
norms. There is an implicit normative and emancipatory assumption here
that human beings should, in principle, not be treated as, or only as, ob-
jects of knowledge or power practices. Human beings should rather be ac-
knowledged as subjects able to operate and negotiate, if not act. Both
Garfinkel’s criticism of Parsons, which focuses on the reduction of humans
to the implementing organs of cultural values, to “cultural dope[s]”
(Garfinkel [1967] 2011), as well as science and technology studies inspired
either by ethnomethodology/the sociology of the everyday or by symbolic
interactionism place human beings in the position of actors who create or-
der, with all participants conceived of as actively involved in order forma-
tion. Foucault’s critique of power and discipline draws from this same
source. His analysis of the subjection of humans to ordering systems of
power and discipline functions automatically as a critique of these systems
(Lindemann 2003). The inner logic of these analyses aims at the paradoxes
of the subject-object relationships that occur when people try to turn other
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people into objects. They thus point, at least indirectly, to emancipatory
cognitive interest as their foundation.

The possibility of emancipatory criticism, however, is tied to a consensus
on who is considered a subject. Only once this is established can observers
and interpreters of societal conditions identify paradoxical subject-object
relationships. Positing the sphere of social actors as contingent could thus
fundamentally impair the possibility of emancipatory criticism, which has
led to a particularly heated debate surrounding this question in science
and technology studies (see Collins and Yearley 1992a, 1992b). Susan L.
Star (1995) entitled her criticism of the expansion of the sphere of possible
subjects to include more than human beings “Why I am not a Nazi.” The
point being that one can no longer criticize the reifying categorization of
humans if one holds non-human beings (cats, technical artifacts, etc.) to be
actors as well.

In summary, for action-focused transcendental pragmatics, the subject
with the capacity for order represents the communication community
formed by co-subjects. And it seems that only living human beings can
function as communicating co-subjects.25 Clearly drawn boundaries of the
communication community are the condition for the practical effectivity
of an emancipatory cognitive interest. This holds not only for Apel’s strong
emancipatory cognitive interest aimed at societal learning, but also for the
weak or cryptic version of this interest, where it is a matter only of criticiz-
ing the fact that human beings are made into objects of societal structures.

25 As regards the possible expansion of the sphere of entities the social sciences can
seek to understand, Apel’s work contains a kind of slip, a passage that is difficult
to classify: “On the level of natural science, or at least, that of physics […] one
must leave archaic magic behind; one has to come to terms with the fact that at
least within inorganic nature, an interest in coming to an understanding corre-
sponds to no ontic correlate in acts of knowledge that can be controlled method-
ologically” (Apel [1979] 1984:205). In the overall context of Apel’s line of argu-
ment, this is a puzzling passage, as it subverts the clear boundary between nature
and culture with the aid of the methodological difference between explaining
and understanding. The exclusivity of explanation seems to be limited here to
anorganic nature. Apel leaves it open whether communication-oriented cognitive
interest geared toward understanding can be meaningfully broadened to include
organic nature—he excludes this possibility only for anorganic nature, but does
not continue this line of thought. Modifying the scope of the sphere of the enti-
ties the social sciences can seek to understand would be of enormous significance
for the third form of cognitive interest: it is this interest that is concerned with
the paradoxes resulting from entities accessible to understanding—that is, who
have the status of subject—being treated as objects.
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Conceiving, as Apel does, the agent of criticism as a rational, self-critical
communication community raises the question of whether this agent can
be simply universalized. In all likelihood, aspiring to rationally criticize ex-
isting ordering systems is itself a characteristic of modernity. Universaliz-
ing this standard would mean that premodern societies exhibited, at best,
undeveloped precursors of this aspiration. By positing the rational self-crit-
icism of modernity as a standard by which other ordering systems in the
world are to be measured, the model of a rational critique of knowledge,
or of a rational critique of epistemological claims, becomes unable to grasp
the equal possibility of different ordering systems.

The expanded problem of order in science and technology studies

Empirical science and technology studies have produced a wealth of em-
pirical and theoretical studies developing, and providing evidence for, the
claim that scientific research can only be understood as a process based on
action and interaction. Fleck’s study Genesis and Development of a Scientific
Fact ([1935] 2008) is considered a classic work in a field of research that
comprehends even the distinction between true and false knowledge as un-
derstandable and explainable in terms of contexts of action. Science studies
lost this radicalism for a period, until it was attained again in the 1970s
(see Heintz 1993a). An important turning point here was Bloor’s “strong
program” ([1976] 1998). Bloor’s approach departed from the sociology of
scientists, of the interests and values guiding their actions (Merton [1973]
1988), and called for a sociological study of the cognitive core of science.
This approach implied a symmetrical treatment of the distinction between
true and false knowledge. Until then, mainstream sociologists of science
had regarded the acquisition of true knowledge as a genuinely scientific
matter and had only taken social factors into consideration when analyz-
ing knowledge judged to be wrong. Only this latter kind of knowledge was
attributed to social causes, while knowledge that was held to be true based
on the latest research was regarded as the product of pure science. Treating
the distinction between true and false knowledge as an appropriate
question for sociology is to ascribe it to social processes (Bloor [1976]
1998). This move also signifies a return to understanding the cognitive
core of scientific knowledge as based on action/interaction.26

2.2

26 The fact that, and the extent to which, scientific action is action that can be un-
derstood also becomes clear when we recognize that science takes place in a nor-
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Nearly all fields of scientific knowledge, including theoretical physics
(Merz and Knorr Cetina 1997) and mathematics (Heintz 2000), have since
been examined from this perspective. These studies have increasingly fore-
grounded the role of things, that is, the role of the entities being studied or
of the apparatuses being used in experiments and the inscriptions they gen-
erate. Pickering, for instance, investigates these aspects by looking at parti-
cle physics and the experimental procedures used in this field. He is partic-
ularly interested in the elaborate process of synchronizing measurement
methods, apparatuses, and theories in order to arrive at consistent results
(Pickering 1993). While philosophical analysis of an experiment makes it
seem as if a single manipulative act was followed by events that were not
directly caused by that act, empirically it appears that this state of affairs is
only the end point of a protracted process of construction. The distinction
between the manipulative interference and the events it triggers can only
be made because everyday scientific practices have rendered theories, appa-
ratuses, and experimental results compatible with each other (Pickering
1993).

The expanded problem of order as consequence of the broadening of
understanding

The turn toward the everyday nitty-gritty of scientific research has led to a
greater foregrounding of the role of things, i.e., research apparatuses and
objects (Collins 1985; Garfinkel, Lynch, and Livingston1981; Knorr Cetina
1981; Lynch 1988; Woolgar and Latour 1979). The question arises how we
can speak of intentional acts when action in the laboratory is determined
by material experimental systems, which are modified in a painstaking
process that is less a matter of planning than one of trial and error. Fur-
thermore, when scientists describe their own practice, they ascribe actor
status to the things themselves (Callon 1986). If things show up in the ac-
counts of scientists as actors, should sociological analysis not expand its
definition of actor (Callon and Latour 1992)? Are sociological relationships
only between people or is there also such a thing as “sociality with ob-
jects,” i.e., social relationships with objects (Knorr Cetina 1997)?

2.2.1

mative context which itself cannot be unambiguously separated from the cogni-
tive core of scientific knowledge. Ethical, legal, and political discourses are not
external to the hard core of science but govern the practice of scientific research
and thus also shape its results (Hauskeller 2004; Jasanoff 2007).
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Problematizing the status of objects and thus extending the subject-ob-
ject paradox to nonhuman actors touches on the critical point of emanci-
patory cognitive interest. Methodologically, there are three possible ways
of dealing with the problem.
1. Extending understanding to nonhuman entities means that there are

only understanding subjects and no objects. It follows from such an ex-
tension of emancipatory cognitive interest that it is no longer possible
to meaningfully distinguish between nature (= explaining) and culture
(= understanding co-subjects). No entity should be objectified; all enti-
ties should be included in the communication community in the pro-
cess of emancipation.
This perspective does take into account that there are conditions under
which entities do not have subject status. As addressed above, Apel had
already shown that research performs secondary separations between
subjects and objects, although he restricted this to human beings. Some
theorists of science and technology extend this idea to all involved enti-
ties. They argue that here too the separation between subject and object
can only be created in a secondary manner in the form of a purifying
cleavage of what is actually a more comprehensive sphere of possible
subjects. Like Apel, these theorists make the normative claim that such
conditions ought not to be considered as pertaining permanently. It is
the task of research guided by emancipatory cognitive interest to ana-
lyze given conditions as made and thus as transformable. The goal,
however distant and utopian, is to secure the participation of every en-
tity in the communication community of co-subjects.

2. Scientistic dissolution of the subject-object paradox. This solution re-
nounces the assumption that there is such a thing as meaningful action
that can be understood. There are no acting subjects but only events
that can be externally observed. This corresponds to the position Apel
describes as scientistic, above. As has been shown, this renders the no-
tion of action, and thus also causal explanation, meaningless. There
would be nothing but observable and describable sequences of events.

3. Transformation of the contradictory subject-object opposition into a
polar opposition between natural efficacy and intentional acts/under-
standable interaction. This leads to a graduated concept that conceives
of explaining and understanding in terms of a polar opposition with
different gradations. On one end of the continuum we find purely me-
chanical efficacy and at the other end intentional action or personal in-
teraction/understandable communication. This conception requires the
methodology of understanding to be modified and entities or processes
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that until now have been considered natural to be conceived as accessi-
ble by understanding. The equation “nature=explanation” thus no
longer holds. Distinctions must be made here between different kinds
of understanding—e.g., understanding in the context of personal com-
munication must be distinguished from other forms. It remains an
open question, however, how to define the sphere of those to be under-
stood in personal terms. Whether emancipatory cognitive interest can
be considered universal or not hinges on the answer to this question.

 
Actor-network theory (ANT) represents a combination of these possibili-
ties, with the first option functioning as the comprehensive frame of refer-
ence that allows the other two options to be brought into play. The main
point is that each entity has the possibility of speaking for itself or others
and thus of being a subject who can be understood (Latour [1984]
1993:160). Likewise, the condition for becoming a member of a collective
and thus a subject who can be represented is formulated in terms of a flat
concept of action: to act here means to be able to generate an effect in a
network (Callon and Latour 1992). This concept of action does not con-
ceive of action or interaction in reference to an intention that can be un-
derstood; instead there is only a sequence of events in which each event is
deemed an effect of the one that preceded it. Such a reduction of actions to
a sequence of observable events without meaningful connection corre-
sponds to the view Apel called the scientistic dissolution of the subject-ob-
ject paradox. ANT, we can conclude, merely calls for a graduated concep-
tion of action, understanding, and effectivity (option 3) without actually
delivering one.

Furthermore, the great importance for ANT of the first solution to the
problem of the expanded sphere of possible actors leads Latour to confront
the expanded problem of order. Latour’s characterization of the signifi-
cance of science studies for what he would later call the general social the-
ory of ANT and develop in Reassembling the Social (Latour [2005] 2007)
shows how strongly he is driven by emancipatory cognitive interest. In
that book he describes the elitism of objectifying sociological research,
which seeks from above to enlighten believers, politicians, and other actors
about the social causes of their actions. “Thus, in spite of what they often
claimed, sociologists had always studied down...” (Latour [2005] 2007:97).
The researchers claim subject status for themselves and from this vantage
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point purport to provide social explanations for the behavior of objects, ig-
noring the latter’s criticism.27

According to Latour ([2005] (2007):161ff), this program could not be
maintained in science studies, since it was not very feasible to explain sci-
entific knowledge by pointing to social causes. Attributing the recognition
of statements as scientific truth to causes found in the social sphere would
have elicited objections from those being studied, objections that would
have had to be taken seriously—after all, they would have been made in
the name of the science of sociology itself. This entangles sociology in a de-
bate with co-subjects about the validity of its research. The subject-to-ob-
ject relationship to those being studied thus becomes the subject-to-subject
relationship of participants in a debate.

At the same time, the new co-subjects, scientists and technicians, give ac-
counts of other entities that should be considered as well: viruses, bacteria,
neutrons, electrons, and so forth. Latour argues that these are essential
components of science and should therefore be included among those en-
tities constituting its social dimension. Latour refers to this new social di-
mension as a “collective” (Latour [2005] 2007:247). Latour’s/ANT’s basic
approach is not to specify what entities should be considered actors, that
is, co-subjects; instead this “should be left to the actors themselves” (Latour
[2005] 2007:23). This fully corresponds to an understanding approach to
the world, which does not define the world in advance, but tries to take it
as it appears to the actors and to develop interpretations of an interpreted
world on this basis (cf. Garfinkel [1967] 2011, 2002; Schütz [1973] 1990c).

Theorists such as Latour ([1984] 1993), Callon (1986), or Law (1986) go
one step further, however. They take accounts of the involvement of non-
human entities literally, concluding that such entities participate in the ex-
ecution of societal actions in the same way as do human actors. Conse-
quently, these theorists use concepts such as “translation,” “interessement,”
and “involvement” not only for the relationships between human actors
but also for those between human and non-human actors. Callon’s (1986)
study of scallop restocking in a region on the French Atlantic coast treats
scientists, fishermen, scallops, ocean currents, and other nonhuman beings

27 Latour’s use of the word “explain” in this context is somewhat unfortunate. His
target is research that may cite causes for particular phenomena, but not explana-
tions in the sense of the deductive-nomological model. Science and technology
studies, which Latour is criticizing here, in fact approach their scientific research
practices in terms of understanding—which is precisely why they do not take
technical artifacts into consideration.
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as equal entities. It can never be decided in advance what entities are in-
volved as actors in a network. What matters is whether an actor is able to
interest another actor.

Callon (1986:207ff) describes “interessement” as a triangle: entity A
forms and consolidates a connection to B and at the same time tries to
weaken B’s connection to other entities C. The connection between A, B,
and C makes up the “triangle of interessement” (Callon 1986:208). A’s suc-
cess is based on a successful “translation.” This means, for instance, that
scientists who want to restock a particular kind of scallop along the French
coast have to be able to translate their research interests into the interests
of the scallops and the interests of the local fishermen. Only in this way
can these entities be permanently integrated into a network. Latour uses
the same analytical vocabulary in his description of a nuclear scientist hav-
ing to translate his research interests into the interest of politicians in a
powerful weapon in order to convince them to make the funds available to
build a research reactor (Latour 1999:chap. 3).

This understanding of the social as a collective made up of stabilized
networks forms the foundation of Latour’s criticism of the ordering system
of modernity. This system, he argues, does not fundamentally differ from
non-modern ordering systems. For both it holds that ordering systems are
nothing other than structured associations of human and nonhuman enti-
ties. From this it follows that We Have Never Been Modern (Latour [1991]
1993). The only thing distinctive about modernity is its claim that there is
a strict separation between nature and culture, between human beings and
nonhuman entities. This declared separation made it possible for the mod-
erns to endlessly multiply the connections between human beings and
nonhumans. The foundation of technical power characterizing modernity
thus results from a kind of false consciousness about the actual process of
the formation of associations. This false consciousness can be healed by
representing all members of a collective as co-subjects (Latour [1999]
2004).

In order for it to work, the language game of the emancipation of things
requires another language game: that of the second solution to Apel’s sub-
ject-object paradox, scientistic self-objectification. Callon does not claim
that an ocean current “acts” in any sophisticated sense; no more does La-
tour claim that microbes “act” in the sense described by someone like Max
Weber. The point instead is that things have effects. In order to be able to
take all effects into equal consideration without excluding even the most
minimal, Callon and Latour propose using a “symmetric metalanguage”
(Callon and Latour 1992:354). In this description language, all entities ca-
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pable of having an effect are considered actors or actants. A member of a
network is an entity capable of having effects that are important for the co-
herence of the network. This applies to scallop catchers and scientists as
well as to ocean currents—the latter have to be taken into consideration
when restocking the scallops. If the currents are too strong, restocking at-
tempts will fail (Callon 1986).

Callon and Latour’s rejection of the presupposition that only human be-
ings are capable of intentional action is understandable, but it is not clear
why they refuse to conceptually differentiate their notion of action (Callon
and Latour 1992). Their aim is probably to avoid any further differentia-
tion endangering the equality of the new co-subjects. The symmetric meta-
language they employ characterizes the world as one in which, conceptual-
ly, it is only a matter of effects, and there is no consideration of such a
thing as intentional action or meaningful interaction. The language game
of acting subjects and that of effective objects is mediated within the
framework of the emancipatory language game, which allows for an exam-
ination of the always reversible positioning of speakers—and thus of the
distribution of subject and object positions. Speakers only exist as part of a
network, and every speaker position includes the silencing of others (La-
tour [1984] 1993:160).

The successful formation of a network, it seems, entails two steps: 1) en-
tities have to affect each other and 2) this nexus has to be described as
such. To describe a network is to characterize it as a nexus whose elements
relate to each other in a meaningful way. Those who occupy the position
of speaker describe the position of all involved entities, thereby silencing at
least some of them. The more sophisticated activity of meaningfully de-
scribing networks should not be confused, however, with the basic criteri-
on for access to the network, which as a whole should be understood as
meaningful. This criterion is merely being able to have an effect, a basic
definition that ensures the equality of all participants. It is in this way that
things become integrated into the structure of emancipatory cognitive
interest and its dissolution of the subject-object paradox.28

28 It seems that with this move, ANT anticipated what, in a more narrow sense, is
referred to as the cultural turn in network sociology. While Granovetter (1973)
merely theorized weak and strong ties, more recent work by White (2008; see also
White, Fuhse, Tiemann, and Buchholz 2007) has foregrounded the self-descrip-
tion of networks. Of significance here are the quality of ties such as those be-
tween friends and acquaintances and what they mean for the involved actors. See
also Fuhse (2009a, 2009b).
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This approach has elicited criticism in several regards. Collins and Year-
ley (1992a:317–322) object that by extending the concept of actor to re-
search objects and equipment, Latour (Latour and Johnson 1988) and Cal-
lon (1986) violate Bloor’s requirement of symmetry. The authors argue
that non-human actors’ powers and specific abilities to act can only be
identified thanks to the special expertise of technologists/natural scientists,
which forces sociologists to return to an acknowledgement of the authori-
ty of science/technology. This means having to sacrifice the neutrality de-
manded by Bloor’s requirement of symmetry ([1976] 1998), since the des-
criptions of technologists/scientists would once again have to be accepted
by theorists of science as the ultimate statements about reality (Collins and
Yearley 1992a:322).

Lynch (1993:110f, 1996:250) suggests that you would have to “be be-
witched” by the structure of grammatical relationships to ascribe a subject
position in reality to those who occupy one in a grammatical sense. Such
an ascription, he argues, constitutes an illegitimate formal translation of
grammatical relationships to the real world. Linguistic utterances should
rather be understood indexically. An analysis of linguistic utterances that
related them indexically to their expressive context would clearly show
that things are not understood to act in the same way as are humans.

Critiques such as these do not take into account the specific impetus of
ANT. We must take seriously this approach’s aim to subvert the method-
ologically inspired nature/culture distinction to which some sociologists
ascribe veritable ontological dignity (cf. Lynch 1993:110f). The Anglo-
American discussion, unfortunately, fails to adequately respond to the fact
that ANT is concerned with distancing itself from the modern ordering
system of the world.

Effectivity and action as polar opposites

Another line of criticism aims at ANT’s flat concept of action, which is li-
mited to mechanical effectivity (see Latour and Johnson 1988). While Cal-
lon and Latour (1992:349) claim to understand agency as containing grada-
tions, ANT has not produced a systematic scale of different levels of agen-
cy. It seems to me that this is because a conceptually differentiated scale of
levels of agency would violate emancipatory cognitive interest. Even just
the possibility of assuming conceptually different positions of action
strikes Callon and Latour as a fall from grace, as an a priori decision pre-
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venting us from perceiving a multiplicity of local distinctions (Callon and
Latour 1992:356).

Rammert (2016), Rammert and Schulz-Schaeffer (2002), and I (Linde-
mann 2002b, 2009c) have criticized this impoverished conceptual ap-
proach for its inability to adequately take into consideration more complex
forms of agency, such as, for instance, intentionality. Each of us has re-
sponded to Callon and Latour’s work by developing a differentiated con-
cept of action that accounts for the empirically observable structural diver-
sity of forms of action and effectivity. Rammert and Schulz-Schaeffer
(2002) and Rammert (2016) distinguish between intentional action and
technical modes of effectivity, while I distinguish between lived body-envi-
ronment relations of varying degrees of complexity (Lindemann 2009c).
The aim is not to establish from the beginning which entities can be con-
sidered actors and which mere objects, but to develop a conceptually nu-
anced description language that makes it possible to determine empirically
what kind of effectivity various entities develop.

Rammert and Schulz-Schaeffer look at examples such as flying airplanes
or managing the logistics of modern companies. Taken seriously, ANT’s
flat concept of action proves to be inadequate for the analysis of such com-
plex techno-social processes, they argue, and actor-network theory should
thus be replaced by the concept of “distributed action.” The notion of dis-
tributed action allows for an examination of the different contributions
human and nonhuman entities make to a “composite act” (Mead). The
contributions of human and nonhuman actors are structurally different,
although the degree of complexity of each contribution can only be deter-
mined empirically. Rammert and Schulz-Schaeffer distinguish between
“transforming effectivity,” “being able to act otherwise,” and “intentional
explanation” (Rammert and Schulz-Schaeffer 2002:49). The first mode
roughly corresponds to mechanical effectivity, such as when a large hail-
stone shatters a plane of glass. The second concerns the effectivity of pro-
gram-controlled technology, where input does not lead to a predetermined
reaction, but rather to a selection from several defined possibilities. This is
a requirement for, e.g., machine learning. The mode of intentional expla-
nation implies that there is a choice between different possibilities of ac-
tion and that it is legitimate to demand justification for the choice made.

It is unclear whether Rammert wants to subvert the nature/culture dis-
tinction.29 His explicit debt to the work of Mead would, in principle, allow

29 Schulz-Schaeffer’s more recent works clearly indicate that this is not his goal
(Schulz-Schaeffer 2007).
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for an expanded concept of meaning and interpretation, according to
which the different contributions to a composite act could be distin-
guished in terms of their perspective-taking structure. Rammert’s connec-
tion to Mead is not systematically oriented toward the problem of under-
standing meaning and of perspective-taking, however. His critique points
to a marked shortcoming of ANT without fully exhausting its own concep-
tual possibilities. My own work aims at broadening the sociological con-
cept of understanding and of interpretation—looking not to Mead, how-
ever, but to Plessner. The idea is not only to understand the intentional ac-
tions of conscious people, but also the simple expressions of life of coma
patients (Lindemann 2002a) or of animals (Lindemann 2005a, 2009c).

One can’t help suspecting that, upon closer inspection, ANT is a sheep
in wolf’s clothing. The way it challenges the difference between humans
and nonhumans remains superficial. Latour reiterates again and again that
what is at stake is reconstructing how scientists and technologists describe
what they do. If they believe that other entities also act, then that must be
taken seriously. Human actors, in other words, are at the center of this ap-
proach, and, true to the Thomas theorem, Latour and Callon insist that we
must consider real what human actors consider real. But only human be-
ings are regarded this way, and this is never questioned.

The problem of ANT lies in its unwillingness to reflect on its own pos-
ition. In all of the publications produced in the name of this theory, there
is scarcely any indication of what observer position would allow for an ex-
amination of the distinction between human actors and other entities (see
also Pels 1996). The ANT authors have the right hunch, but their method-
ology remains squarely in the modern framework: it is human beings who
create a reality and the sociological observers of this practice should not
raise themselves above these human actors. Swept along by the pathos of
emancipatory cognitive interest, ANT declares liberty, equality, and broth-
erhood for things (see Lindemann 2009a, 2009e, 2011). I will now turn to
theoretical approaches, by contrast, that go to the trouble of reflexively ex-
plicating the premises of their challenge to the nature/culture distinction.

Defining the capacity for order

ANT developed in close discussion with ethnology/anthropology. The
term “cosmology” has become established in this field to designate the sci-
entific study of what in modern society diverges into nature and culture.
Ordering systems not only refer to human beings and their society/culture,
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but to the entirety of relationships to the world. A cosmology includes
both the societal order as well as the order of relationships to the world,
and necessarily includes a criticism of the nature/culture distinction. Socio-
logical analyses of modernity, by contrast, largely confine themselves to an
analysis of society or culture, leaving nature aside. As a result, the ordering
system of modernity—including the distinction between nature and cul-
ture—is not considered as a whole. Is it possible to take a step back from
this approach to the world and to self-reflectively construe an observer pos-
ition from which the ethnocentric perspective of modernity could be over-
come?

The transcendental constitution of the alter ego

As early as 1970, Luckmann (1970) in his article “On the Boundaries of the
Social World” argued that we are not obliged to limit the sphere of possi-
ble social persons to living human beings. He explicitly refers to the prob-
lem of methodological ethnocentrism in this context. As long as the na-
ture/culture distinction is presupposed, he maintains, other “cultures” can
only appear as having a distorted approach to nature, in particular because
they extend the sphere of possible social persons to include nonhuman be-
ings (Luckmann 1970:74). Presupposing the nature/culture distinction as
ontologically valid leads to the question of why some cultures have not yet
grasped this insight.

Luckmann explicitly refuses to think of the nature/culture distinction in
terms of an ontological principle, which necessarily leads to the expanded
problem of order. The question for him is no longer how a social ordering
system between human beings is formed, but rather how the basic order
formation takes place by means of which the sphere of social actors is limi-
ted in different ways. As a reference point for his analysis of the capacity
for order, Luckmann cites Husserl’s recourse to phenomenological reduc-
tion: “Starting with any concrete experience it is possible to distinguish
specific, biographically and historically variable components from ‘formal’
structures without which that and similar experiences are unthinkable”
(Luckmann 1970:74). In other words, the ordering experience of the life-
world exhibits a universal formal structure that underlies all relativity
emerging from the accidents of individual biographies or the collective his-
torical situation.

The question, then, is whether it must be considered an attribute of the
universal structure of consciousness that only certain entities are perceived
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as alter egos. According to Luckmann, the answer is no. “The transcenden-
tal reduction carried out by Husserl results in ‘the suspending of the natu-
ral world, with its things, animals, and humans’ and entails the bracketing
of ‘all individual objectivities which are constituted through the functional
activities of consciousness in valuation and in practice.’30 The empirical
and worldly ego is therefore placed within the brackets of the transcenden-
tal reduction. What remains is the transcendental ‘pure ego’” (Luckmann
1970:76).

Reducing consciousness to something being given to the transcendental
pure ego also brackets the fact that consciousness refers to human con-
sciousness.31 Transcendental consciousness is reduced to a consciousness
relating to the world. In the primordial sphere given to this consciousness,
objects emerge which have not yet become distinguished as “inanimate
bodies (Körpern)” or “living bodies (Leibern)” (Luckmann 1970:78). Every
object standing out for consciousness in the primordial sphere is experi-
enced at first just as consciousness experiences itself: as a not further quali-
fied, functioning lived body. For Luckmann it follows that every entity a
transcendental ego encounters appears to it as another I. He refers to this
as “universal projection” (Luckmann 1970:79).

Every subsequent differentiation between animated/inanimate, person-
al/non-personal “is a distinction that emerges from synthetic activities of
consciousness in which the ‘original’ universal apperceptive transfer is con-
firmed, modified or canceled” (Luckmann 1970:78). It is in the process of
consciousness’s practical involvement with objects that those it has experi-
enced become differentiated into objects and subjects, mere things, living
beings, persons, and so forth. Every ordering system is based on a specific
kind of involvement of consciousness (practical dealings, perception, con-
firmation) with the world. This process gives the world its shape and the

30 Luckmann is quoting from (Husserl [1913–1930] 1950:136f), an edition that has
not been translated into English and that varies somewhat from the 1931 version.
The translation of the latter text (Husserl ([1913] 2014:104) has been adapted here
to reflect the 1950 edition (translator’s note).

31 This understanding of transcendental reduction is explicitly opposed to Husserl’s
analysis of intersubjectivity. Luckmann writes that Husserl’s line of argument im-
plies that “for a human alter ego to be constituted, the ego in whose conscious-
ness the alter ego is constituted should itself be human” (Luckmann 1970:76).
The quality “human,” however, belongs to the domain of that which is bracketed
by transcendental reduction. Any empirical or worldly qualification of conscious-
ness would therefore have to be omitted. “There is no justification for excluding
the humanness of the empirical ego from the operation of the transcendental re-
duction” (Luckmann 1970:76f).
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objects acquire “Dasein” as particular objects for consciousness (Luck-
mann 1970:78).

Luckmann, then, is interested in developing a research perspective from
which to examine the ways in which an ordering system with its specific
regional typologies and distinctions is established as a whole and what role
is played in this by drawing boundaries between the domain of the social
and everything else. He starts from the assumption that there is an imma-
nent connection between the practical demands of life, the particular form
of social organization, and the specific cosmology in question (Luckmann
1970:80f). The point is not to begin with an analysis of the domain of soci-
ety in order to then look at the ways in which the societal ordering system
is projected onto the cosmos. That would be reductive in the sense of what
Latour has criticized as a “purified social sphere,” and would sneak in the
nature/culture distinction by first examining the particular social organiza-
tion in order to then explain the group’s entire worldview, including its
view of nature, in social terms.

Luckmann is suggesting something different: the research perspective he
has in mind conceives of the connection between the different levels of a
particular historical ordering system as non-arbitrary. What is the ordering
system of this particular worldview? Of this social organization? Of this ref-
erence to the beyond? It is not a matter of tracing a particular form of or-
dering back to another, but rather of recognizing that these modes of or-
dering are, in all probability, internally connected.

When it comes to the boundaries of the social, Luckmann hones in on
the logic of exclusion as the problem. He distinguishes between three ideal
types of experiences that can lead a consciousness to limit universal projec-
tion:
1. The difference between a changing expression and an unvarying phys-

iognomy is given to a consciousness as a formal characteristic, allowing
it to distinguish between, e.g., a rock and a tree that grows and blooms.
This difference is given to every consciousness. Experiencing the fact
that only some objects have a changing expression may, but does not
necessarily, lead to “variability of expression” becoming a criterion for
limiting the sphere of personal alter egos.

2. In the same way, the difference between stationary entities and objects
that can move independently from place to place may become signifi-
cant.

3. The fact that only some entities make use of symbolic forms of expres-
sion and make themselves understood in this way while others do not
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is also something that, according to Luckmann, can be experienced
universally in a formal sense.

 
It depends on the institutionalized order of action and perception as well
as on its particular structures of legitimation (see also Berger and Luck-
mann [1966] 1991) whether such formal differences are seen as relevant to
the distinction between persons and other entities.32 None of these differ-
ences themselves “prove” whether an entity is a personal alter ego or not.
The distinction between persons and other entities cannot be seen directly
but must be extrapolated from their sensory appearance. The necessity of
coming to an interpretive understanding of the other means that directly
perceived characteristics do not qualify a person. A person is recognized as
a person not by directly perceived characteristics; rather the existence of a
person is understood, construed based on perceived characteristics.33

Luckmann’s proposal could be characterized as the exclusion perspec-
tive. Starting from the assumption of the universal inclusion of every enti-
ty encountered (much like ANT), he asks under what conditions particular
entities are excluded from the sphere of possible persons. In this view, the
phenomenon research should find remarkable is exclusion.

Luckmann’s proposal is clear and methodologically consistent. In the
end, there is just one point to criticize: he holds on to the possibility of
solving the problem of the other I by way of transcendental constitution.
Luckmann refers to Sartre ([1936–37] 1991) in this context. But the latter’s
criticism of the transcendental constitution of the other I ultimately ap-
plies to Luckmann’s own argument as well. Sartre argues that if it is the
transcendental I that constitutes the other I, the same holds for the consti-
tuted other I as for the objects constituted by the transcendental I: it is al-
ways possible for the transcendental I to doubt that which it has constitut-
ed. The transcendental I, then, does not necessarily have to experience the
other I; the existence of the other I is secondary in relation to the transcen-
dental ego (see Sartre [1936–37] 1991:103f). Sartre’s argument is com-
pelling. Schütz rejected the possibility of a transcendental grounding of in-
tersubjectivity for similar reasons (Lüdtke 2008). The upshot is that Luck-

32 Lüdtke (2015) follows Plessner in his attempt of an overall reinterpretation of
Berger and Luckmann’s position that avoids a transcendental solution to the
problem of the alter ego, and on this basis describes the formation of a purely hu-
man society as a matter of historical institutionalization/legitimation.

33 Knoblauch and Schnettler (2004) follow in this tradition and develop it further
within the scope of current debates.
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mann’s own argument fails as a foundation for research in the social sci-
ences, and the question is how to make his insights useful for a different
theory of the relationship between ego and alter.

Functioning, embodied consciousness as universal ordering schema

Descola’s Beyond Nature and Culture ([2005] 2013) is an attempt to create a
comprehensive synthesis of historical and ethnological research with the
aim of formulating a general theory of the ordering schemas of all ethno-
logical and historical cosmologies examined. In terms of its level of univer-
sality and claim to comprehensiveness, Descola’s work is comparable with
Luckmann’s; in terms of its aim of presenting a comprehensive synthesis
of historical and ethnological research it is currently peerless.

Descola’s objective is to work out the structuring principles of the
world’s cosmologies. In order to do this, he has to from the beginning also
historically situate the ordering structure of modernity, i.e., “the great di-
vide” (Descola [2005] 2013:chap. 1.3) between nature and culture as well as
between humans and nonhumans. This involves analyzing how the na-
ture/culture distinction became part of the understanding of his field, eth-
nology/anthropology. Of the many different possible uses of the concept of
culture (see Kroeber and Kluckhohn 1952 [2017]), he focuses on two that
have been particularly relevant to the development of ethnology. With the
influence of Klemm (Kroeber and Kluckhohn [1952] 2017:10, 25), Tylor
brought one of these two concepts of culture to prominence: according to
Tylor, culture is a universal dimension of human existence, defined as the
“‘degree to which cultivation has progressed’” (Kroeber and Kluckhohn
[1952] 2017:19). In this view, culture is a synonym of civilization and refers
to the complex whole “which includes knowledge, belief, art, law, morals,
custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a mem-
ber of society” (Tylor quoted in Kroeber and Kluckhohn [1952] 2017:42).
Culture is seen as a collective creation of humankind, “governed by a pro-
gressive quest for perfection” (Descola [2005] 2013:72). It is this view, De-
scola argues, that the evolutionist anthropologists of the last third of the
nineteenth century adopted for themselves. These anthropologists studied
societies with the aim of determining the degree of increasing perfection
exhibited by their cultural institutions.

This conception, which equated culture and civilization, was gradually
replaced by the concept of culture that arose out of the debates over the
foundation of the humanities. According to this view, culture is not char-
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acterized primarily by its opposition to nature, or by a movement away
from nature toward a perfection of cultural institutions. The concept of
culture that emerged from the controversies surrounding historism is dis-
tinguished rather by its focus on the difference between individual cul-
tures. The domain of culture, or of history, is seen as an independent field
of scientific research, made possible by a specific kind of cognitive access
to the world: that of understanding. As argued above, this raises the
question of how this kind of cognitive access to the world can itself be
grounded.

According to Descola, the “cultural sciences” (Rickert [1898] 1962) are
not interested in discovering universal laws but rather by the values guid-
ing human action. In this view, individual cultures are distinguished by
differently structured sets of values whose distinctiveness they strive to
maintain. This concept of culture differs from the previous one in that it is
no longer understood in the singular as something shared by all human
beings, but rather as a multiplicity of cultures of equal value. It is the dif-
ferences between these cultures that are of interest. This makes the domain
of culture self-sufficient, as it were, since it is no longer defined in distinc-
tion to nature. Culture now refers to the entirety of the world insofar as it
is made into an object of research in a specific way. There is one world that
can be made into an object of study in different ways: either in the mode
of the natural sciences or in the mode of the cultural sciences. According
to Descola, this understanding of culture was defining for American cul-
tural anthropology and for ethnology as a whole. German-educated
scholars who emigrated to the United States, such as Boas, were instru-
mental in this conceptual shift (Descola [2005] 2013:72f).

Descola’s aim is to subvert this entrenched form of nature/culture dis-
tinction. As his starting point he chooses the concept of schemas as de-
veloped in cognitive anthropology. Schemas are “highly schematic inter-
pretations” (d’Andrade [1995] 2003:142) that can be applied in a variety of
different situations. Of particular importance are “integrating schemas”
which allow for the integration of specialized interpretative schemas tied
to particular situations. Descola defines integrating schemas more narrow-
ly by distinguishing them on the one hand from Lévi-Strauss’s universal
structures and on the other from concrete habitus whose effects are limited
to particular situations (Descola [2005] 2013:110). Such schemas integrate
practices or situational habitus in such a way that they merge into a consis-
tently ordered/ordering approach to the world.
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Reduction to functioning, embodied consciousness

Descola develops a model that distinguishes between four integrating
schemas. This model, he argues, allows us to reconstruct every describable
approach to the world from animism to politically centralized, advanced
civilizations to modernity (Descola [2005] 2013:122). He constructs the
schemas based on the principle of identification, which he develops in a
thought experiment comparable to phenomenological reduction. Identifi-
cation as the mechanism of distinction refers to “what Husserl called a
prepredicative experience, in that it modulates the general awareness that I
may have of the existence of the ‘other.’ This awareness is formed simply
from my own resources—that is to say, my body and my intentionality—
when I set aside the world and all that it means for me. ... [T]his is an expe-
rience of thought prompted by an abstract subject. ... But it produces defi-
nitely concrete effects since it enables me to understand how it is possible
to specify indeterminate objects by either ascribing to them or denying
them an ‘interiority’ and a ‘physicality’ similar to those that I attribute to
myself” (Descola [2005] 2013:115f).

Neither the theoretical nor the methodological status of this argument is
entirely clear. Is “interiority,” which Descola distinguishes from physicali-
ty, analogous to transcendental consciousness? Or is he thinking of a
“mundane subject” who discovers this difference in herself? How we think
the relationship to the other depends upon the answer to this question.
Since Descola in the following is concerned with the formation of ideal-
type ordering patterns meant to allow for a classification of the results of
empirical analyses, I assume that he is thinking in terms of the idealized
self-reflection of a mundane subject. This means, however, that his work
contains the same aspects Luckmann criticized in Husserl’s analysis of the
problem of intersubjectivity.

If what we have here is in fact the idealized reflection of a mundane sub-
ject, the reflecting I in Descola’s argument arrives at an awareness of the
other by means of analogy. The I’s experience of itself shows it that it is
made up of interiority/intentionality and physicality. If these two sides (in-
teriority/physicality) are projected onto the encountering other, the result
is a fourfold structure in which sameness and difference are distributed in
different ways (Descola [2005] 2013:122). This schema of possible forms of
ordering in relation to the other is as follows:
1. Animism (indigenous peoples of the Amazon and of the Arctic Circle):

a) interiorities are similar
b) physicalities are different
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2. Naturalism (= modernity):
a) interiorities are different
b) physicalities are similar

3. Totemism (especially indigenous Australians):
a) interiorities are similar
b) physicalities are similar

4. Analogism (e.g., premodern Europe, China, India, ancient Egypt):
a) interiorities are different
b) physicalities are different

The following three hundred pages seek to integrate all existing knowledge
about the various forms of ordering of all worlds and all times into this
structure. Descola makes it clear that the four schemas represent ideal
types of ordering. In principle, every human being has access to every one
of these schemas at any given time. When observing specific processes of
ordering, we will always come across more than one of these schemas. It is
only that certain ordering schemas become dominant at certain times and
in certain regions.

Functioning consciousness and the other I

Descola claims that his four order-forming integrative schemas cover all
possible ordering systems in the world. This claim to comprehensiveness is
attached to the personal human body (Descola [2005] 2013:116f, 119) as
well as to “an experience of thought prompted by an abstract subject” (De-
scola [2005] 2013:116). Based on this, Descola develops a model of schema-
tization so powerful that it covers everything. The positively defined center
of ordering capacity here is the embodied human subject. This subject is,
then, on the one hand an order-forming subject who orders the world
analogously to the structural principle determining him, and, on the oth-
er, he, like all other beings, is also an object of this process of order forma-
tion. It seems to me at the very least questionable whether this absolutizing
of the embodied human constitutes a dissociation from modernity. The
human being here is the subject-object of the ordering system. This figure
of thought corresponds to what Foucault ([1966] 2002:347) called the “em-
pirico-transcendental doublet” and identified as constitutive of modernity.

Apart from its possible attachment to modernity, Descola’s figure of
thought also contains a problematic logical construction: an abstract hu-
man subject reflects on herself and grasps herself as consisting of two parts.
This abstract subject uses her insight into her own composition to inter-
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pret everything she encounters in analogy to her own makeup. Since the
subject consists of two elements and since it is a matter of the relation be-
tween the subject and her other (subject or object), the subject can’t help
but order her approach to the world according to a fourfold structure.

The question of the other is the question of the other I. “The Other Is an
‘I’” (Descola [2005] 2013:115) is the unambiguous title of the pertinent sec-
tion. Descola thus treats the question of the other I as a conclusion by anal-
ogy, but the form of the ordering approach to the world he applies here is
supposed to be prepredicative. There seems to be a logical problem in the
theory’s construction.

Descola’s argument can be understood in two different ways. If we read
it as an explication of the transcendental constitution of the alter ego, the
same objections apply as those brought against Luckmann. But even if De-
scola does not assume a transcendental reduction in the strict sense, his ar-
gument remains problematic. Scheler ([1923] 2008:238ff) shows that the
experience of the other as another I cannot be grounded in a conclusion by
analogy. This holds whether a model’s starting point is a transcendental re-
duction or not. According to Scheler, the other is approached by sponta-
neously grasping it as expression; i.e., as composed of an interior and an
exterior. There is a significant reversal at play here: rather than fathoming
the makeup of my own I, it is my encounter with the other that leads me
to grasp the difference between interiority and exteriority. If there is an
analogy, it would consist in ego realizing that it is constructed just like al-
ter ego. The conclusion by analogy would take place from alter ego to ego
and not the other way around.

However, the relationship to the world described by Scheler is prepred-
icative; the functioning subject does not yet reflect upon itself. A lack of
explicit reflection can generally be considered a characteristic of the
prepredicative relationship to the world. This leads to a logical problem in
the construction of the ordering schema: a reflexive conclusion by analogy
has not yet become possible on the prepredicative level, regardless of direc-
tion.

Descola ([2005] 2013:115) identifies construing the other I as an opera-
tive schema on the level of “prepredicative experience.” Prepredicative ex-
perience, however, logically excludes the reflection that would underlie a
conclusion by analogy. The question, then, is how the reflection is possible
that allows ego and alter ego, composed as they are of interiority/exteriori-
ty, to experience each other as equal or unequal. Strictly speaking, such a
reflection would have to be of the prior-existing relation to the other, in

2.3 Defining the capacity for order

63

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124 - am 21.01.2026, 02:25:27. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


which this other is experienced as being composed of interiority and exte-
riority.

Descola, however, explicitly rejects defining “modes of identification
starting from relational processes” (Descola [2005] 2013:124) for fear of
lapsing into sociologism. Defining modes of identification in terms of rela-
tional process for him means “that they were expressed by institutions”
(Descola 2005 2013:124). This would amount to a sociologistic conception
of the I’s relationship to the world as being exclusively defined by social
ordering patterns. According to Descola, this is Durkheim’s approach
([1912] 2008): first there is an examination of human social organization
and its structures, followed by an investigation of whether the patterns of
the social relationships also appear in human relationships to the nonhu-
man environment. If similar relational patterns can be identified, social re-
lational patterns are seen to have a causal bearing on the relational patterns
of humans to the nonhuman environment. This has the effect of reducing
the overall ordering system to the human social order. Descola is not the
first ethnologist to have criticized this kind of projection of the societal or-
der onto nature (Ingold [2000] 2011:42ff; see Viveiros de Castro 1998:474).
The existence of similar relational patterns, according to these critics, does
not mean that the human-social domain can be seen as the foundation for
the entire ordering system.

Two different conclusions can be drawn from this critique. The first
would be to take embodied sociality, i.e., embodied relationality, as our
conceptual starting point without limiting it from the beginning to partic-
ular entities. The social in that case would initially be nothing other than
an undetermined relationality, whose elements organize themselves into
an ordering system in which certain distinctions pertain. The other would
be to replace society with embodied consciousness as the starting point for
the construction of order—this is Descola’s move. Both of these options
avoid the trap of Durkheimian sociologism in its presupposition of a dis-
tinction between society and non-society, which is then followed by an
analysis of the ordering system of society, which in turn functions as the
standard against which the ordering system of non-society is measured.

Descola makes a clear argument for the second conclusion, taking em-
bodied consciousness as the starting point for his analysis of the construc-
tion of order. Ingold ([2000] 2011:41ff) seems to prefer the first option of
an undetermined sociality as his starting point, although he does not
present a systematic argument in its support. Scheler’s proposal suggests
that it could be advantageous to start from an undetermined relationality
that reflexively becomes part of an ordering system, which in turn deter-
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mines which entities can enter into social relations with each other. Pless-
ner’s theory of the shared world makes it possible to develop just such a
position.

A final point in conclusion: both Luckmann and Descola reduce the
possibility of normative criticism to positing the equal value of different
order formations that limit the sphere of possible actors in different ways.
Neither engages in normative criticism of beings that are actually actors
being made into objects. At most they concede the possibility of a field ob-
servation of a competition between different boundaries: if, for instance,
the schema of naturalism is dominant while at the same time other
schemas are activated as well, the dominant schema can be criticized from
the perspective of the minoritarian schema. Since from the observer per-
spective all schemas are equally possible, Descola should have no reason to
intervene into this conflict. Implicitly, however, Descola’s study can be
read as a kind of advocacy for empirically insignificant minoritarian order-
ing schemas. It is time to become aware of how varied the world can be,
seems to be the message.

Ordering power as an open question

The pivotal point in the methodology of both Luckmann and Descola is a
focus on the capacity for order itself, on the basis of which it should be
possible to reconstruct all existing ordering systems. The critique of order-
ing power in their work takes place in the form of an examination of the
ordering entity’s formal and universal characteristics, thereby giving it a
positive definition. For both of them, these attempts at defining the order-
ing entity run into conceptual problems, from which I conclude that the
alternative must be to start from an undefined relationality which, by its
reflexive reference to its own execution, becomes part of an ordering sys-
tem.

At the same time, the advantage of the cosmological perspective in eth-
nology is that it does not reduce cosmologies to a cultural understanding
of nature. This puts non-modern and modern cosmologies on an equal
footing. The modern cosmology, which is characterized by its distinction
between nature and culture and a limitation of the sphere of possible per-
sons to living human beings becomes one cosmology among others. Other
cosmologies, i.e., other ordering systems, exhibit other key distinctions.

The question now is how these productive aspects can be methodologi-
cally combined into one theory. Plessner put forward a proposal along
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these lines in the context of the first phase of the explanation/understand-
ing controversy, and it is this proposal that turns out, avant la lettre, to
provide a way out of the problems into which the key authors of the
fourth phase of this controversy have gotten themselves into.

Plessner’s proposal brings together two key aspects of the theoretical ap-
proaches presented thus far:
1. Starting from a criticism of the modern ordering system and taking up

the productive elements of the cosmological perspective, Plessner
works out a general perspective in which the various ordering systems
are understood as being on an equal footing with each other. He does
not, however, positively define ordering power.

2. Plessner’s criticism of the anthropological ordering schema of moderni-
ty emerges from his general concept of the understanding of meaning,
which aims to encompass the domain of nature as well. On this basis
he develops a model of graduated expressive contexts with the potential
to be understood. The understanding of meaning is thus not limited to
the domain of culture or of personal interaction or expression.

Historicizing the matrix of modernity

In line with the general consensus, Plessner understands the modern or-
dering system in terms of two key features: European/North American
modernity is characterized 1) by the distinction between nature, which
functions according to universal laws independently of culture, and the di-
versity of different cultures, and 2) by the separation between humans and
other animals, with humans understood not only as natural creatures but
also as creators of culture and as moral subjects. It follows from this that
modern anthropology cannot unambiguously determine the human, who
is characterized by a twofold classification as both natural and cultural/
moral being. For Plessner, this means that the human requires a more pre-
cise determination, to be worked out in a twofold comparison: vertically
with other organic beings and horizontally between humans as the pro-
ducers of different cultural and moral ordering systems.

The vertical comparison conceives of the human as a natural being; i.e.,
as part of universal, uniform nature, and compares him with other life
forms in order to work out the distinctiveness of the human life form. The
horizontal comparison conceives of the human as the creator of cultures
who is determined by his own products. Here the different subject forms
the human adopts in the context of different cultural/moral ordering sys-
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tems are compared with each other. These different cultures should be re-
garded as having equal value, for Plessner, as they can all be equally traced
back to the human as their foundation. Viveiros de Castro would later con-
ceptualize this matrix as “mononaturalism and multiculturalism.”

Plessner’s Levels of Organic Life and the Human develops the vertical com-
parison, while his Political Anthropology sets forth the horizontal compari-
son. In his analysis of the modern matrix, Plessner is concerned with por-
traying the complex balance of the modern ordering system and with op-
posing one-sided conceptions of this system that cast it as either purely so-
cietal or purely natural.34

Plessner’s ([1928] 2019, [1931] 2018) elaboration of the anthropological
ordering system of modernity does not substantively differ from Viveiros
de Castro’s (1998) succinct characterization or from Descola’s ([2005]
2013) precise sketch. Plessner understands the anthropological ordering
system he describes with its nature/culture distinction as the order-forming
principle of modernity. If this characterizes the modern ordering system,
that means that other systems are also possible.

Plessner develops the possibility of other ordering systems and their as-
sociated power of order formation in a two-step process. The first consists
in understanding these systems from the perspective of the human as cre-
ative subject. “From this experiential position, in the universal aspect of
the nations covering the planet, ‘their’ gods and cults, states and arts, legal
concepts and morals become relative. The space of nature, which for ‘our’
aspect comprehends them all, becomes relative to our Western humankind
and opens up the possibility of other natures” (Plessner [1931] 2018:14).
Everything is thought in relation to the human as creative subject. Even
universal and uniform nature is understood here as the result of the cre-
ative power of the human and can thus be thought in relation to a particu-
lar “humankind,” that of the West. In other words, the human not only
forms herself into a particular humankind, but by doing so, also forms a
nature that surrounds this humankind.

This argument seems to be similar to Descola’s, in that the human is un-
derstood as a universal subject who forms herself and the ordering system
surrounding her. It is in this sense that the human is a “principle that
opens up history.” Plessner, however, goes a step further in that he thinks

34 The secondary literature contains frequent misinterpretations of Plessner’s analy-
sis of the matrix of modernity as a universal anthropology (Fischer 2000, 2006,
2008, 2009). Mitscherlich’s work (2007) is not devoid of this misunderstanding
either.

2.4 Ordering power as an open question

67

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124 - am 21.01.2026, 02:25:27. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


the human not only as a principle that opens up history, as creative origin
of a multiplicity of natures and cultures, but also as a historically constitut-
ed principle of making the world accessible. Thus Plessner does not stop at
a “human condition” as that which enables a variety of approaches to the
world, but understands this condition itself as a historically constituted
form of making the world accessible. He argues “that the self-conception
of the human as a conception of the self by the self, as human in the sense
of an ethnically and historically variable ‘idea,’ is itself a product of its his-
tory, that the ideas human, human-ness are conceptions conquered by ‘hu-
mans’ for which is reserved the fate of everything that is created: to be able
to perish—and not just to get lost from sight” (Plessner [1931] 2018:27).35

The reflexivity inherent in modernity leads to the human “who knows that
the principle that opens up history has itself historically become, who
knows that the human is itself an origin that has become” (Plessner [1931]
2018:28). The human understands herself as a historically constituted ori-
gin of the modern ordering system. If the human conceives of herself as an
evolved origin, this implies that she is able to distance herself from herself
as the origin of historical orders. Self-reflective awareness of the modern
ordering system opens up the possibility of the existence of other origins.
If it is conceivable that there are other ordering systems in which the hu-
man as natural/cultural being is not the subject, this opens up the possibili-
ty of other ordering systems with their own histories. By seeing herself as
one among other possible ordering systems with other order-forming prin-
ciples, the human relativizes her own position as order-forming principle.

Plessner does not claim that his analysis of modernity’s constructive ca-
pacity for order constitutes an assertion about ordering power in general,
nor is he interested in establishing a universal anthropology. He rather
heightens the self-reflection he identified as characteristic of modernity un-
til it reveals the human as historically constituted origin. Plessner under-
stands the human as ability, as the entity able to create different ordering
systems. At the same time, he reflexively grasps this understanding of the
human itself, thereby historicizing it. Pointing to the historical situated-
ness of the idea that every ordering system is of human origin only makes
sense if other order-forming principles exist as well.

35 Approximately thirty years later Foucault ([1966] 2002) will repeat this assertion
about the possible demise or death of the human, and be severely criticized for it,
particularly in Germany. His German critics seem to be completely unaware that
this idea had already been formulated in almost exactly the same way by Plessner
in 1931.
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Such different ordering systems would be self-contained units if they
were not at the same time related to a general ability to form ordering sys-
tems. That is to say, a specific ordering system is to be understood on the
one hand according to its order-forming principle, the specific structure of
its order formation, and, on the other, as the realization of a general ability
to form order, which, however, cannot be positively determined. The un-
determined power to order functions as the general condition of the possi-
bility of order. This is to posit an undetermined, general basis of all forms
of making the world accessible. This general condition of emergence
shared by all orders makes it possible for them to understand each other.

There is no definable, general foundation from which to understand dif-
ferent order formations but only an undetermined general ordering power
that serves as the condition of the possibility of different historical order
formations and allows them to be compared to each other.

Ordering 
power as 
an open 
question

Positive ordering 
system –

Implimentations of 
order – Cosmology I: 
Nature/culture – the 
human as empirical -

transcendental 
doublet

Positive ordering 
system –

Implimentations of 
order – Cosmology III: 
Hierarchical-analogical 

order

Positive ordering 
system –

Implimentations of 
order – Cosmology II: 

Totemism

Ordering power as an open question

The general capacity for order is the condition of the possibility of differ-
ent positive ordering systems. This also means, however, that since the
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ability to create order can itself not be positively determined, there is no
positive unity of different positive ordering systems.

Plessner himself did not make any detailed suggestions for how to ana-
lyze different approaches to the world. In order to do empirical research
on different relationships to the world, however, we need an analytical
framework. Such a framework includes a preconception of the object of re-
search, without which it would be impossible to even begin. From a socio-
logical perspective, this is where a general social theory comes in. As noted
above, I retain the term, although with a new meaning: in order to self-re-
flexively relate this preconception to the specific ordering principles of
modernity, I make use of Plessner’s anthropological analysis as I work out
the assumptions of my social theory. Proceeding this way has the advan-
tage of explicating the relationship of this social theory to modern rational-
ity. Plessner explicitly places himself in the tradition of Kant’s critique of
rationality, based upon which he develops his principle of the “open
question.” The purpose of this question is to reveal the possibility of differ-
ent approaches to the world, and also to describe the modern interpreta-
tion of the world through, e.g., art and science as one possibility of ap-
proaching the world among others (Plessner [1931] 2018:42ff).

Expanded understanding

Plessner’s intervention took place in the context of the first phase of the
explanation-understanding controversy, as noted above.36 His Political An-
thropology combines figures of thought derived from Cohen’s Neo-Kantian
Marburg School,37 as well as key elements of Husserl’s phenomenology

2.4.2

36 Plessner does not explicitly refer to Dilthey very often. More important for him
was his contemporary Georg Misch’s reading of Dilthey ([1924] 1984, [1931]
1967). Schürmann (1999) provides a thorough assessment of Plessner’s treatment
and further development of the ideas of Dilthey and Misch. For a more general
contextualization of Plessner’s hermeneutics in the subsequent hermeneutics de-
bate, in which Heidegger ([1927] 2010) and Gadamer ([1960] 2013) played a
dominant role, see Kämpf (2003). Krüger (2001) situates Plessner’s philosophy in
relationship to American pragmatism.

37 Another figure of importance in this context is Ernst Cassirer. Völmicke (1994)
provides a detailed analysis of Plessner’s relationship to the Marburg School, em-
phasizing in particular the similarity between Plessner’s and the School’s under-
standing of methodology as derived from Kant.
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([1913] 1982).38 From a methodological perspective, the main idea of this
work is that it is not the object of research that determines whether an un-
derstanding or an explanatory approach is appropriate. Rather science’s ac-
cess to its object of inquiry itself has a constructive character. The way
questions are asked in the research process makes basic assumptions from
the beginning, of which three are of particular importance for my argu-
ment. Research questions predetermine 1) the relationship between know-
ing subject and object of knowledge, 2) what in this epistemic relationship
can even be recognized as an object having certain characteristics, and 3)
whether an explanatory or an understanding approach to the object is ap-
propriate in this particular epistemic relationship. Scientific knowing is a
kind of knowing that constructs the epistemic relationship according to a
procedural principle. It is thanks to this principle that the scientific proce-
dure itself as well as the results that emerge from it can be subjected to ra-
tional criticism. Lakatos (1978) shows that a scientific assertion about an
object is only ever valid within the framework of a theory about that ob-
ject. Such a theory is comprised of a theory about how the object became
an object (theory of observation) as well as the practical possibilities of
making this object into an object of research. Furthermore, a scientific
study must contain a statement about how its results relate to its theory
about its object of inquiry (theory of interpretation) (see Lakatos 1978).

The concept of understanding I develop in the following in the tradition
of Plessner is informed by such a procedural understanding of science. The
necessity of either understanding or explaining an object is not due to the
specific constitution of the object, but to the form of questioning with
which it is approached. The difference between explaining and under-
standing derives from two methodologically divergent principles for exam-
ining objects—the principles of the closed and of the open question (see
Plessner [1931] 2018:65ff). The principle of the closed question makes ex-
planations possible, while the principle of the open question makes under-
standing the appropriate way to approach the object.

38 Pietrowicz (1992) was the first to point out that Plessner’s approach integrates
three theoretical traditions: Kant’s rational, critical grounding of knowledge,
hermeneutics in the tradition of Dilthey and Misch, and Husserl’s phenomenolo-
gy. See also Beaufort (2000). The importance of Kant for Plessner’s work was giv-
en scant attention prior to these publications (cf., e.g., Asemissen 1973).
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The principle of the closed question

When the construction of the epistemic relationship is based on the princi-
ple of the closed question, the question contains a projection of the prob-
lem, which includes a projection of the nature of the object. This constitu-
tively determines how an object to be studied can appear and how it can
answer the research question. In a physics study, for instance, light can ap-
pear as a measurable light wave and as a quantum. Since the question de-
termines how something can appear, Plessner—following Kant—refers to
things being furnished with an a priori. A question containing a closed
projection of the problem in this way is characterized in a threefold man-
ner:
1. The question contains a projection of the nature of the matter being in-

vestigated.
2. The projection is such that the question contains a guarantee of answer-

ability, that is, the question ensures that the matter being investigated
can answer it.

3. The projection is such that the question contains a guarantee of an an-
swer, that is, the question determines how it can be answered; to be
precise, it determines by means of what phenomenon, of what datum
set forth in the question, the matter being investigated can answer it.

Research performed according to the principle of the closed question re-
quires the knowing subject to exert maximum control over the object of
knowledge. Plessner identifies two levels upon which this control is exer-
cised in a functionally effective way: the incorporation of the object into
an experimental setup and the exclusion of all non-mathematizable data
(see Plessner [1931] 2018:42f).

Knowledge attained by the natural sciences is the result of a theoretical
and techno-practical construction method, without which it would not
have the status of true knowledge. It is only within the framework of a
construction method of this kind that it can be stated with certainty which
phenomenon regularly follows another and whether and in what way the
one phenomenon is the cause of the appearance of the other. In other
words: unambiguous explanations of causality based on measurable rela-
tionships are tied to the recognized validity of a theoretical and practical
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construction method.39 The deductive-nomological model is a currently
valid form of the closed question.

The principle of the open question

The principle of the open question, which grounds understanding, resem-
bles the principle of the closed question in that both operate within the
framework of a theoretically constructed projected problem. The differ-
ence lies in the fact that the open question does not determine how the ob-
ject will answer the question. The open question also contains a projection
of its object—it is only thus that it can guarantee its own answerability.
But it does not guarantee an answer. In terms of the three points listed
above, the open question resembles and differs from the closed question in
the following ways:
1. It contains a projection of the nature of the matter being investigated.

Anything else would be a reversion to a pre-critical understanding of
science. It is not the object that takes the lead in a scientific procedure,
but the projection contained in the question (see Plessner [1931]
2018:43f).

2. The projection is such that the question contains a guarantee of answer-
ability, that is, the question ensures that the matter being investigated
can answer it.

3. The projection, however, is not such that the question already contains
a guarantee of an answer, that is, the question does not predefine a phe-
nomenon whose appearance must be understood as an answer to the
question. It is here where interpretation becomes significant. The possi-
bility of showing itself of its own accord is conceded to the object, and
it is the task of the knowing subject to see how the object shows itself
in the observed phenomenon. If a research endeavor is guided by the
principle of the open question, it must then enter into an interpretative
and interactive relationship with its object, which can no longer be ful-
ly controlled by the researcher’s methods.

The principle of the open question thus differs in its construction of the
epistemic relationship on one crucial point: the control that made the ex-
periment possible in the first place is intentionally relinquished, while at

39 The findings of empirical science studies can be considered late empirical evi-
dence of the validity of these assumptions. See Pickering’s analyses of experimen-
tal physics (1993) or Lindemann (2005a, 2009c).
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the same time, phenomena are no longer reduced to measurable and
hence mathematizable data. This amounts to incorporating into the epis-
temic relationship a specific open space for the object, which is afforded
the possibility of expressing itself, of giving shape to its own appearance. A
new factor comes into play here, in that the observed phenomenon is now
no longer only a datum that can be integrated into a theoretical projec-
tion, but rather a datum that refers to something that does not itself appear
directly, but that shows itself through this datum. That which shows itself
in the phenomenon may no longer simply be observed, but must also be
understood (see Plessner [1931] 2018:43f)).

As regards the three points listed at the beginning of this section, we can
thus conclude the following: open and closed questions participate in dif-
ferently structured epistemic relationships. Second, the intentional relin-
quishment of control in the open question leads to fundamental differ-
ences in terms of what the object can appear as and how it can answer the
question. This in turn makes it clear, third, why an explanatory approach is
appropriate and possible in the case of a closed question, and an under-
standing approach in the case of an open one.

The social theory I work out in the following chapters starts here: the
hypothesis of expanded openness to the world leads to the hypothesis of an
undetermined ordering power, which cannot be positively defined. Any
definition of the ordering power would necessarily contain characteristics
of the order it generates. The modern order assumes two different order-
generating powers: nature and the morally acting, culture-creating human.
This form of order generation is not, however, universally valid but is one
possible realization of an ordering power that itself remains undefined.
Other ordering systems presumably have other order-generating powers.

Starting from a general and undetermined ordering power allows us to
take a step back from the nature/culture distinction and to see it as one
possible way among others of structuring an approach to the world. Order
formation thus not only concerns the social dimension, the formation of
social order, but ought to be generally understood as the structuring of ap-
proaches to the world. This calls for an identification of the different di-
mensions of order formation. The social theory I set out in the following
distinguishes between five dimensions or aspects of order formation: the
social dimension, the dimensions of space and time, as well as the symbol-
ic and substantive dimensions.

For the social dimension, the hypothesis of expanded openness to the
world and of an undetermined ordering power means that it is not decid-
ed from the beginning who can be considered a social actor. When analyz-
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ing the boundaries of the sphere of possible actors, it is problematic to as-
sume, as do Descola and Luckmann, that the individual subject is self-re-
flexive. A possible alternative is to think in terms of an undetermined rela-
tionality reflexively organizing itself.

This is both my systematic starting point for the development of a social
theory as well as an indication of where this theory is situated historically.
I am positing a heuristic a priori for the operative analysis of order forma-
tion. Since it is impossible to positively define the ordering power, every
operative theory must start from the possibility that it is in error, which is
why the a priori is necessarily heuristic. A heuristic a priori hypothesis can
be challenged by empirical research, and yet it is necessary, for without a
projection of the object and a methodology, rational questioning would
not be possible.

The heuristic a priori that is my starting point takes up Plessner’s radi-
calization of the reflexivity of modernity. The cosmology of modernity is
made up of three elements: 1) an ordering system of nature, which is inde-
pendent of humans and includes the human as a natural being; this order-
ing system is studied by the natural sciences; 2) the cultures created by hu-
mans; 3) the human as moral being, whose norms are either thought to
hold universally for all human beings, or as human-generated and thus his-
torically contingent. Plessner follows this threefold structure, initially
positing that all order formation is human order formation. Building on
the arguments of historism, he also affirms that the modern understanding
of nature and all normative positions are human-made. The human is thus
seen as a general order-forming power, from which follows that all human
ordering systems of nature and culture are of equal value by virtue of hav-
ing been created by human beings. This idea is remarkable in and of itself
for the early twentieth century. We can read it as postcolonial criticism put
forward at a time when the European sense of its colonialist mission was at
its peak.

What is essential about Plessner’s approach, however, is that he also his-
torically situates this special status of the human as order-forming power as
a modern idea. It is only this move that allows us to see that different his-
torical ordering systems can be traced back to different order-forming
powers. Indeed, it is only by historicizing the special status of the human
that Plessner establishes the equal value of different order formations. His
historicizing argument replaces the human as general order-forming pow-
er with the notion of an undefined ordering power in relation to which
modernity, as well as every other historical ordering system, is relative.
This opens up the possibility of taking expanded world-openness, that is,
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the indeterminacy of the social dimension, as the methodological starting
point of a research program. A social theory developed on this basis is his-
torically situated in modernity.
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An Operational Theory of Reflexive Multidimensional
Order Formation

Starting from a notion of expanded world-openness is to understand order
formation generally as the structuring of possible approaches to the world.
An analysis of this kind must look beyond the social dimension and in-
clude the other dimensions in which approaches to the world are struc-
tured. These include the substantive, the spatial, the temporal, and the
symbolic dimensions; I refer to this as the multidimensionality of order
formation.

Dimensions of the social ordering system

A closer look shows that the notion of multidimensional order formation
is not entirely new in sociological social theory. There have been different
suggestions about what is relevant to the analysis of order formation:
Marx’s ([1857–58] 1993; [1867] 1990) emphasis on the metabolism be-
tween the human and nature assigns key importance to the substantive/
material dimension in the form of technology. Durkheim ([1895] 2013),
Weber ([1921–22] 2013a; [1921–1922] 2013b), and Simmel ([1908] 2009a;
[1908] 2009b) focus primarily on the social dimension, but Durkheim’s
analysis of the division of labor contains references to the material differ-
entiation of sociation (Durkheim [1893] 2013). In his later work on the so-
ciology of religion, Durkheim also argues that the historically constituted
social order functions as a general pattern of experiencing the world as
well as determining that social order’s organization of space and time
(Durkheim [1912] 2008). Weber and Simmel emphasize the formal struc-
tures of reciprocal relation within the social dimension, such as domina-
tion, subordination, struggle, and competition. For Weber, values orienta-
tion is also key, as it constitutes the condition for understandability.
Whether and to what degree Weber’s analysis of substantively different
spheres of value (e.g., science, economics, religion) goes beyond this to in-
clude aspects of the substantive dimension is, in my view, an open
question—although the connection is there.

Parsons ([1937] 1968a; [1937] 1968b) takes up these aspects of order for-
mation and partially integrates them into his theory, according to which a

3.

3.1

77

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124 - am 21.01.2026, 02:25:27. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


shared orientation toward cultural values is the condition for interaction.
For Parsons, socialization in a shared value system solves the problem of
double contingency (social dimension). These basic assumptions are also
retained in his theory of the system of society (Parsons [1964] 2001). In The
Social System’s analysis of the system of behavior, Parsons also attempts to
conceptually take into account the body. His notion of the four distinct
functions of society can also be read as an indication of substantively func-
tional differentiation. It is in this way, in any case, that Luhmann will in-
terpret functional differentiation.

Luhmann criticizes Parsons for presupposing a shared value system in
order to solve the problem of double contingency without making clear
how such a shared consensus could come to exist. An answer to this
question is impossible, Luhmann contends, as long as only the social di-
mension is taken into consideration (Luhmann [1984] 2005:chap. 3). As an
alternative, Luhmann proposes solving the problem of double contingency
by looking at it in terms of time, emphasizing the autonomy of the tempo-
ral dimension in relation to the social dimension. To this he adds the sub-
stantive dimension, which he considers to be of particular importance for
the analysis of modern, functionally differentiated society: this society is
characterized by the use of substantively coded distinctions which allow
for the overall order to be broken down into substantively differentiated
areas of communication. Space as its own dimension of order has only
been recently discovered in systems theory (Nassehi 2010:224; Stichweh
2003).40

40 Luhmann does not justify his breakdown of the dimension of meaning into sub-
stantive, temporal, and social. He simply notes that these are dimensions of the
world “involved in all meaning. Their constitutive interrelation, their separabili-
ty, and their interdependence can only be clarified by comprehensive transcen-
dental-phenomenological analysis, for which I lack the space here” (Luhmann
[1967] 2005:168). Luhmann never does find this space. In “Sinn als Grundbegriff
der Soziologie,” he does refer to Adam Schaff’s position ([1960] 1964) as coming
very close to his own understanding of the differentiation of the dimensions of
meaning (Luhmann [1971] 1990:48). Schaff’s analysis of the “sign-situation,”
which follows in the Marxist tradition, explicitly focuses on human beings and
their sensory awareness of each other as well as their practical relationships to the
environment and to each other (see Schaff [1960] 1964:264–274). He repeatedly
and sharply dissociates himself from Husserl ([1960] 1964:167–169). The fact that
Luhmann in his treatment of the differentiation of dimensions of meaning draws
on, without comment, traditions as mutually contradictory as transcendental
phenomenology and Marxism is baffling given that there have been many at-
tempts to reconcile these traditions, all of which consistently acknowledge the
burden of justification this imposes on them (see Waldenfels, Broekman, and
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Berger and Luckmann’s analysis ([1966] 1991) takes up the notion of
simple world-openness as defined in Gehlen’s philosophical anthropology.
Following Schütz ([1932] 1995), they understand the human as a being ex-
isting in the here and now and facing an open world—a world, that is, that
is not structured by instinctive invitations to act as is the animal environ-
ment. Since Berger and Luckmann, like Schütz (see also Schütz and Luck-
mann 1973; [1984] 1989) understand the human relationship to the world
as being temporally and spatially structured, they include space and time
as dimensions of order formation in addition to that of the social (institu-
tion building) (see Endreß 2002), and, furthermore, place the human as a
being with a physical and a lived body at the center of their theory. They
do not focus specifically on the substantive dimension.

Citing Mead, Habermas distinguishes between three different relation-
ships to the world as dimensions of ordering, each with their own different
claims to validity: inner world, external world and social world (Habermas
[1981] 2006:27ff). This breakdown refers, for one, to the formation of the
subject in social processes and to the distinction between statements about
the way the world is and normative evaluations of social action. These rela-
tionships to the world correspond to the validity claims of sincerity (inner
world), truth (a cognitive grasp of the external world), and normative ap-
propriateness (social world). The validity claims associated with the exter-
nal and the social world can be rationally contested and grounded; the
third validity claim cannot. Sincerity can only be put into practice by act-
ing in a consistent way. The fourth validity claim invoked by Habermas,
intelligibility, does not correspond to a particular relationship to the world
—nor can it be contested, but must be fulfilled by every concrete commu-
nication. This claim to validity is concerned with the use of comprehensi-
ble symbols of communication. Since the fulfillment of this claim is the
condition of communication and thus of the possibility of contestation,
there is no meaningful way to contest the claim itself. This validity claim
points to another relevant aspect of ordering, however: the development of
communicative symbols with which actors can indicate to each other what

Pažanin [1984] 2014). Nor is the secondary literature on systems theory very illu-
minating as regards Luhmann’s choice to differentiate between precisely three di-
mensions of meaning (cf. Schützeichel 2003:42ff). In light of this, a significant
advantage of the theory of the excentric lived body-environment relationship is
that it develops the connection between the dimensions of order formation out
of the very structure of this relationship. Instead of merely positing a particular
number of dimensions of meaning, there is a systematic explication of these di-
mensions.
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they perceive, what they find important, and how they intend to act. Fol-
lowing Mead, Habermas reconstructs the formation of linguistic symbols
and thus the conditions of linguistic comprehension, a development that
other theories usually presuppose without further comment. Thus both
Luhmann and Parsons take the existence of linguistic symbols as a given
and construct their theories of symbolically generalized media on this pre-
supposition.

Even just this brief overview of the dimensions of ordering identified by
different social theories leads to an astonishing conclusion: systematically
relating to each other the various dimensions addressed thus far in sociolo-
gy would make possible a multidimensional analysis of order formation,
or of approaches to the world. At least implicitly, sociological social theory
seems to be prepared for the task of analyzing ordering systems as such. To
make this tendency explicit and to systematically work out its implications
is the aim of this chapter.

At minimum we can distinguish between the following dimensions or
aspects of ordering:
1. The social dimension under the premise of expanded world-openness

or of the expanded problem of order. Who is considered a social person
or actor and how do persons become subjects?

2. Space and time under the premise of expanded world-openness. Not ev-
ery ordering system of space and time is compatible with every limita-
tion of the sphere of possible persons or with every form of embodied
relation to the environment.

3. The substantive dimension can be broken down into two different as-
pects: on one hand there is the substantive-qualitative differentiation of
the world, such as in the case of colors or forms, which constitute affor-
dances for different practical uses, and hence also for the development
of technology. On the other there is the substantive content, the topics,
of communication. Thus the weather, the economy, or the construc-
tion of a house are all matters that can be treated in communication.

4. Symbols or forms of expression and media of communication that al-
low personal selves to express themselves to each other. Here it is a mat-
ter of enabling forms of communication and the possibility of symbolic
generalization.

If space and time are thought of as different dimensions, there are five di-
mensions or aspects of ordering. I understand these dimensions as on the
one hand irreducible to each other and, on the other, as mediated by each
other. The first statement is an explicit rejection of every form of sociolo-
gism, as represented for instance by Durkheim. Durkheim posited that the
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order of the social determines the spatiotemporal order of a society—a pos-
ition which has for good reason been abandoned in ethnology (see above).
Many constructivist approaches currently articulated in terms of the “so-
cial construction of x” are at similar risk of succumbing to sociologistic re-
ductionism when analyzing the formation of order. Conceiving of every-
thing as socially constructed—the body, space, time, and so forth—is to
impute virtually omnipotent constructors or constructive practices.41

It does not make sense, in my view, to saddle the social dimension with
the entire weight of order formation. Instead I consider all the aspects list-
ed above as equally relevant for the formation of a particular ordering sys-
tem. At the same time, it is unlikely that structures in the different order-
ing aspects develop autonomously and can be assembled at will as if they
were discrete modules. It seems more likely that the structures developing
in the different ordering aspects are connected to each other and sustain
each other—at the very least they have to be compatible. The particular
boundaries of the sphere of social persons have to be compatible with, or
supported by, the associated spatial, temporal, substantive, and symbolic
structures.

Theorizing the irreducibility of the dimensions of order along with their
connection to each other poses a considerable conceptual challenge. It
means showing, for instance, that the social is spatiotemporal and that the
formation of a social ordering system is therefore also the formation of a
spatiotemporal ordering system. If both are seen as equiprimordial, it be-
comes impossible to reduce the one to the other; instead the order forma-
tions in the different aspects have to be correlated to each other. The same
holds for substantive and symbolic structures. This amounts to a dismissal
of the idea of social construction, which posits the primacy of the social di-
mension over the other dimensions of order. The difference of what I am
proposing here and ANT is clear: following the legacy of Durkheim, La-
tour assumes the primacy of the social/the political and thinks the emer-
gence of an ordering system of any kind as a problem of the inclusion in or
exclusion from the sphere of the collective in question. While this also rais-
es semiotic questions—who is characterized as a speaker and how? Who
can occupy a speaker position in what way and characterize others?—nei-
ther symbol formation itself nor space and time appear as their own di-
mensions of order formation.

41 Consider for instance the discussion in the 1990s surrounding the construction of
gender binarism. For an overview see Wobbe und Lindemann (1994).
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Types of order formation

Every empirical research endeavor based on the social theory proposed
here would thus have to consider how to grasp the social dimension in
question in terms of space and time. Only if the social itself is spatiotempo-
rally constituted can space and time become relevant aspects of order for
the social dimension. The same holds for the other two aspects. The forma-
tion of the social and the formation of substantive references to the sur-
rounding environment as well as of symbols and communication media
have to be understood as equiprimordial. With each new object of re-
search, we would have to clarify how the different aspects are connected
with each other within the context of evolving processes of order forma-
tion and whether/how they support or destabilize each other. As starting
point for an operative theory of the social I have chosen Plessner’s theory
of excentric positionality, which conceives of the social as the operation of
order formation by excentric embodied selves relating to the surrounding
environment in a pluridimensional way. This gives rise to the following
hypothesis of order formation: ordering systems become stabilized when
embodied relationships to the environment in the five aspects listed above
form generalized patterns that are compatible with each other.

In the following I use examples to make my theoretical argument more
intuitive, in every case identifying the example as deriving from an, e.g.,
animist or modern ordering system. I would like to briefly explain how I
intend such classifications to be understood: I distinguish between differ-
ent types of order formation, with the modern ordering system one type of
ordering system among others. If the structures that have developed in the
individual dimensions are compatible with each other and support each
other, then we have a type of order. It is not an individual structural char-
acteristic in the spatial, temporal, social, or substantive dimension that de-
fines an ordering system, but rather the structured relation of the dimen-
sion-specific structural characteristics. From this perspective it makes little
sense to ask whether dimension-specific structural characteristics that can
be found in modernity can also be found in non-modern ordering systems.
It is clear that it is always possible to isolate individual structural character-
istics that can be found in multiple ordering systems. What is relevant for
the typology of an ordering system, however, is not an isolated structural
characteristic, but the organized nexus of dimension-specific structural
characteristics, which gives the individual characteristics their function
and meaning within the context of an ordering system. It would thus be
inappropriate to say that archaic characteristics can be found in modernity

3.2
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or that we can observe modern characteristics in the hierarchical ordering
system of premodern Europe. None of these characteristics in and of them-
selves denote an ordering system. If I refer to individual ordering system
types as the context from which I derive particular examples, I am only
making a statement about the context and am not identifying the charac-
teristic itself as e.g., modern or animist.

In my explication of the individual ordering dimensions, I begin with
the social dimension, but the sequence is in fact arbitrary, as none of the
aspects of order has priority over the others.

The social dimension

If expanded world-openness is our starting point, the notion that the social
is formed by interacting human beings no longer applies. Instead we must
continually redraw the boundary between those who are recognized as so-
cial persons and other entities. This means that the concept of the bound-
ary is given a key role in the conceptualization of the social, and we must,
therefore, take a closer look at what is meant by boundary or border. My
concept of the boundary is informed by Plessner’s theory of positionality,
in which a boundary is initially what living bodies use to delimit them-
selves from their surroundings or their environment. It is only the com-
plexity of relationships to the environment on the level of excentric posi-
tionality that bestows new meaning on the boundary—that of the limita-
tion of the sphere of social persons. Plessner develops his theory systemati-
cally; I will first outline his process and then explicate my social theory.

The method of theory construction

In order to understand the elaboration of the theory and the meaning of
the examples, it is necessary not only to keep in mind its positive content,
but also the process, the method, of theory construction. Plessner develops
his theory following the principle of the open question, which entails a
projection of the matter he wants to investigate. Constructing a projection
means positing a category and at the same time presenting a principle by
means of which this positing can be systematically elaborated. At every lev-
el of this systematic elaboration, it has to be verified whether there are em-
pirical phenomena that can be meaningfully understood using the generat-
ed categories. The examples serve as evidence that the generated categories
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are suitable for empirical research. The phenomena referred to in the ex-
amples are thus to be understood as possible realizations of the theoretical-
ly generated categories. More precise empirical research will bring to light
other possible realizations.

The category of the boundary forms the starting point of Plessner’s pro-
jection guiding his theory of living beings. According to this category, liv-
ing bodies differ from inanimate bodies in that they delimit themselves
from their surroundings, closing themselves off and forming their own or-
ganized domain. At the same time, living bodies interact with their sur-
roundings by means of their boundaries (see Plessner [1928] 2019:118ff).
The creation of boundaries itself cannot be shown directly, but is rather
construed based on the intuitive givenness of the living thing. The projec-
tion, then, is such that it is asked of observed bodies whether and how they
delimit themselves from their environment. The projection does not de-
cide in advance, however, how the boundaries are actually drawn. In order
to determine this, the investigation has to await the answer of the living
bodies themselves.

The elaboration of the concept of positionality follows a process that can
be understood as reflexive deduction (Mitscherlich 2007:chap. 2;
Schürmann 2002:100ff). Reflexive deduction develops categories in a way
that is neither purely logical nor empirically inductive (Plessner [1928]
2019:107f). Plessner starts here from the self-referential structure of the ap-
pearance of the thing, from which he develops his hypothesis of boundary
realization as the universal structure of the execution of life. Whether this
hypothesis is valid or not is shown by the existence of intuitively given
phenomena that can be understood as meaningful answers to the question
of how boundary realization is executed. Plessner thus develops his theory
both theoretically and empirically. The theoretical projection is only valid
if phenomena can be found that can be considered realizations of its as-
sumption. Plessner upholds this principle consistently. On one side he de-
velops the hypothesis of boundary realization by reflexively relating this
boundary realization back to itself in consecutive steps. On the other, he
asks what phenomena can be considered realizations of these progressively
more complex relationships to the surrounding environment. Reflexive de-
duction thus on the one hand develops categories in a controlled way and,
on the other, ties their validity to phenomenologically expanded empirical
research.

The principle of reflexive deduction leads Plessner from boundary real-
ization to a positional structure characterized by consciousness. To say that
boundary realization is self-referential means that the living thing not only
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delimits itself from its surroundings, but also experiences this delimitation.
In other words, the living body notices itself by realizing its own boundary
and also notices its surroundings. A body that notices itself in this way can
distinguish different modes it has of relating to its environment. This is the
theoretical projection. In a second step, it has to be determined whether
phenomena exist that can be considered realizations of such a reflexive
boundary realization—e.g., hunger or spontaneous impulses. These phe-
nomena can be understood as possible answers to the question of whether
and in what way a living body notices itself. Phenomena that can be un-
derstood as an answer to the question of whether a living body notices its
surroundings could include, for instance, reactions to events in the envi-
ronment. These events would then take on the role of invitations for how
to behave, to which the body can react according to its experienced condi-
tion. A body that relates to itself and its surroundings in this way does so
by mediating between its own condition and its perception of the outer
field according to its abilities to act (Plessner [1928] 2019:212ff). Plessner
refers to this level as centric positionality: the living body becomes a self
that spontaneously acts from out of its own center.

Plessner develops his theory of positionality in close conversation with
biology, by citing biological phenomena as possible realizations of a partic-
ular level of positionality. I follow him in this for plausibility’s sake, al-
though it should be noted that this perspective on possible forms of real-
ization is not imperative. Centric positionality may be realized in a verte-
brate animal body, but other forms of realization are possible as well. In all
likelihood, the notion that centric positionality is tied to three-dimension-
al bodies reflects a modern understanding of centric positionality. We can
assume that other ordering systems make possible other ways of realizing
centric positionality.

Building on centric positionality, Plessner repeats the process of reflex-
ive deduction, which renders the structure of excentric positionality, to
which I will return in detail below. Since, to begin with, “boundary” refers
to the boundary realization of living bodies, it is of particular interest for
the current study how Plessner’s category of the boundary in the process of
its development takes on the characteristics relevant to an analysis of the
boundaries of the social world in the context of excentric positionality.

3.3 The social dimension
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The boundary realization of bodies

According to the hypothesis of boundary formation, living bodies differ
from inanimate bodies in that they have their own boundary, i.e., they de-
limit themselves from their surroundings. Plessner ([1928] 2019:118f) de-
velops his argument using a schema that distinguishes between (1) the
body (b), (2) the boundary as the area between (bt) the body and the medi-
um, and (3) the encompassing medium (m), the surrounding field [Um-
feld]. In the case of the inanimate body, these three elements relate to each
other like this:

 
b <– bt –> m

 
There is the body, and it borders on the medium. By definition the body

is circumscribed, although its boundary is not one of its characteristics.
The boundary is a virtual space between body and medium. The “be-
tween” is virtual because it does not take up any space; there is nothing but
the body and the medium it borders on. The boundary as the “between”
only marks the body passing over into the medium and the medium pass-
ing over into the body. This passage belongs neither to the body nor to the
medium. This is why the extension of the body is identical with its measur-
able extension.

Plessner’s hypothesis is that living bodies differ from inanimate bodies
in that the living body has, or is, its own boundary. That is, the living body
is the passage into the medium and at the same time the passage out of the
medium into the body. This can be represented by the following formula:

 
b <– b (as implementation of the boundary) –> m

 
The living body implements its own circumscription. The circumscrip-

tion or boundary is defined as the passage of the body into the medium
and from the medium into the body. Now if the body has its own bound-
ary, it extends further than it does according to its measurable dimensions.
It does not stop where its boundary contours stop, but extends further,
since it is also the passage into the encompassing medium. At the same
time, the body does not extend as far as it extends, since as the enactment
of its boundary it is not only the passage from the body into the medium,
but also the passage from the medium into the body. Insofar as the body is
also this receding passage, the medium extends into the body, for the body
is this passage. Since the boundary is the spatial passage from the body into
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the medium and from the medium into the body, the boundary does not
coincide with the body’s visible boundary contours. In order to designate
the special nature of this space, Plessner distinguishes between spatial
[räumlich] and spacelike [raumhaft].

A body that realizes its own boundaries is no longer located only at a
measurable point in space and time. It rather both extends beyond its mea-
surable demarcations and is more narrowly set into its own space, in that it
is the mediating passage from inside to out and from outside to in. The ex-
ecution of a body-centered interrelation between the body and the sur-
rounding field thus takes the place of a measurable circumscription of the
body. The reciprocal passage places the body, starting from itself, in rela-
tion to its surroundings (Plessner [1928] 2019:119). The living body there-
by becomes a spacelike point of origin, for its relationship to or passage in-
to the surrounding field starts from itself and, conversely, the body relates
the medium to itself in that the body is the passage from the medium into
the body. Metabolic processes—the absorption of foreign substances into
the body, the processing of these substances, and the elimination of waste
products—can be understood as examples of this form of a body’s relation-
ship to its surrounding medium. The organism maintains itself within its
own boundaries, whereby these boundaries cannot be equated with cur-
rently identifiable morphological givens.

Centric positionality

Plessner develops centric positionality by way of a reflexive deduction (see
above), i.e., by referring the reflexive structure of boundary realization to
itself again. While this increase in reflexiveness does not lead to any change
as regards measurable spatial extension, it does have an effect on spacelike
characteristics. These have to do with the body as positional body consti-
tuting a spacelike point of origin. If the body relates to the fact of its
boundary realization, this means for the spacelikeness of the body that it
relates to being a point of origin. The body experiences itself in the present
as being here. It experiences itself as spacelike extension. Under these con-
ditions, the state of affairs of delimitation is given to the body, which expe-
riences itself as being extended. Phenomenologically this can be seen by
the fact that hunger, pain, pleasure, or impulses to act are not merely sub-
jective sensations, but also spacelike experiences of the body’s own condi-
tion. The self experiences external phenomena as being directed at it and as
passing over into its own experienced embodied space.

3.3.3
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The following builds on and goes beyond Plessner’s line of argument.
While he himself did not specifically treat the relationships between cen-
trically positioned selves, we can nevertheless draw conclusions from his
explications of the reflexive structures of the self about how embodied
selves relate to each other. My aim is to work out the aspects of embodied
selves’ relationship to their environment that are relevant to the social di-
mension in order to extend the social dimension to a deeper level than
would be possible if the focus were limited exclusively to the shared world
of excentric positionality. This approach is particularly useful when consid-
ering the problem of how social persons understand each other as well as
when examining the emergence of overarching spatiotemporal and sub-
stantive ordering structures that are nevertheless grounded in embodied re-
lationships to the environment.

Selves are structurally characterized by a reflexive form of boundary real-
ization. Beginning with this level of complexity, the reflexivity of bound-
ary realization can be understood as self-referentiality. Boundary realiza-
tion is a phenomenon of implementation that does not take place within
the boundaries of the visible body, but is rather set apart from it. A self ex-
periences itself in terms of a here/now and orients itself from out of its
own center toward other entities. The question now is whether such a self
distinguishes—in a practical sense at least, i.e., in the implementation of its
boundary realization—between entities it encounters that orient them-
selves from out of their own center toward their environment and entities
for which this is not the case. Making this distinction in a practical sense
does not mean the emergence of a separate sphere of the social that would
have to be distinguished as such by those involved. It merely means the
systematic inclusion of the fact that we can observe phenomena in the be-
havior of centric selves that can be regarded as an indication of the practi-
cal relevance of this difference.

Plessner has little to say on this question, except for a vague reference to
all animals having “‘a nose for’ others of their kind” (Plessner [1928]
2019:285).42 For a centrically positioned self with a practical relationship
to its environment, he writes, there are things and there are “field condi-

42 An “animal” is to be understood here as a being which, when classified according
to the nature/culture distinction, can be considered as an example of the com-
plexity of relationships to the environment that characterizes centric positionali-
ty. These same entities could conceivably also exist as personal beings in the con-
text of other ordering systems. This question can only be treated, however, once
the complexity of excentric positionality has been unfolded.
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tions” [Feldverhalte] (Plessner [1928] 2019:238ff).43 The latter is to be un-
derstood as a context experienced by a self in its surrounding field which
invites it to do something. Plessner however explicitly denies that an em-
bodied self experiences other embodied selves as differing in a practical
sense from the structure of things. This is because his primary concern is
the specificity of excentric positionality and the specific nature of the
shared world given by this form of positionality. I think it is necessary at
this point to modify Plessner’s hypothetical structure of centric embodied
selves’ relationships to their environment: it seems reasonable to me to as-
sume that the possibility of an encounter with the other is already part of
this structure. Whether such a modification of the experience structure of
centric positionality is useful or not can only be determined by looking at
empirical research; in any case it constitutes a further development of
Plessner’s theory. That it is a productive development can be seen by the
relevance of the question of experiencing other embodied selves for the
current discussion surrounding whether higher vertebrates, in particular
primates, perceive those of their kind in a special way. The question here is
less whether they do so but rather how they do so. The modified theory of
centric positionality opens up new and interesting interpretive possibilities
here.

Some authors start from the assumption that primates perceive others of
their kind as intentionally acting beings (Whiten and Byrne 1988). The
material reference point here is the phenomenon of tactical deception.44

Other authors argue more cautiously that “nonhuman primates under-
stand conspecifics as animate beings capable of spontaneous self-move-
ment” (Tomasello 1999:21). If the first interpretation—perception of an-
other animal of the same kind as an intentional being that can be tactically
deceived—is correct, we would probably have to think of nonhuman pri-
mates as being excentrically positioned. If the second interpretation is cor-
rect, this would still indicate that perception on the level of centric posi-
tionality contains a functionally relevant distinction between encountered
beings perceived as capable of self-movement and encountered things for
which this is not the case. Rather than directly entering into this debate, I
want to take it as an opportunity to examine whether the difference identi-
fied here between things and living beings capable of self-movement can

43 Plessner coins the term Feldverhalt as a contrast to Sachverhalt (fact or state of af-
fairs) (translator’s note).

44 For an overview, see Byrne and Whiten (1990). Tactical deception indicates that a
self expects the expectations of the other and intentionally foils them.
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be meaningfully parsed using the theory of positionality. This will allow
me to dovetail the theory of the social with the positionally relevant di-
mensions of space and time.

My hypothesis is that for embodied selves, the practical particularities of
encountering other embodied selves are significant, including encounters
between members of different species. We must therefore add two proposi-
tions to the hypothetical structure of environmental relationships in cen-
tric positionality which describe how the experience of other selves can be-
come significant for the execution of centrically positioned boundary real-
ization.
1. When a self experiences another self, it may have the experience of an-

other self orienting itself toward it. In that case, the self in the process
of its own boundary realization is touched by the boundary realization
of another self.

2. When a self experiences another self, it may have the experience of the
other self directing itself toward something in the self’s surroundings.
In this case, the self is indirectly touched by the process of the other
self’s boundary realization—if, that is, whatever the other self is direct-
ed toward is also of significance to the self.

Fleshing out proposition 1, we can say that in the process of its own experi-
enced boundary realization, the self realizes that its boundary realization is
touched by the process of another boundary realization. Touch, then, is de-
fined as an embodied self (ego) directing itself toward another embodied
self (alter ego), thereby affecting the condition of the embodied self that is
touched. Examples of embodied self-direction toward another are a glance
or a directed gesture. Touch as the touch of boundary realizations does not
necessarily entail direct contact between bodily contours. A touch is rele-
vant for an embodied self if it bears on the maintenance of its own bound-
ary realization.45 Touch creates reciprocality between touching and being
touched.

Starting from the structure of centric positionality, this relationship can
be conceptualized as follows. At the center is the mediation, as it is hap-
pening, of a) the experience of the entity’s own condition, b) what the en-
tity is perceiving including being touched by other boundary realizations,
and c) its own actions/effects. This complexity also renders intelligible

45 My interpretation of mutually affecting boundary realizations as touch was in-
spired by the work of Christian Fritz-Hoffmann (2017). On the level of excentric
positionality, the processes of boundary realization would have to be integrated
into an ordering system of touch (cf. Fritz-Hoffmann 2013).
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boundary realizations touching each other across species, e.g., big cats and
their prey. Here too it is reasonable to think in terms of reciprocally touch-
ing boundary realizations and the specifically directed impulses and invita-
tions to act they entail. Prey animals sense predators’ impulses to act as di-
rected toward themselves and take flight. Predators, in turn, anticipate this
anticipatory directedness toward themselves. There is no other way to ex-
plain, for instance, the behavior of a predator that sneaks up on its prey.
The overall structure of centric positionality forms a nexus of sensation
(the entity sensing itself), perception (noticing other entities), touch (the
dovetailing of boundary realizations as a special case of perception), invita-
tion (being invited to act by the givens of the surrounding field), and ac-
tion (performing an act) that is communicated as it is carried out.46

The meaningful coherence of the touching boundary realizations is ex-
pressed in the behavior of the selves involved and thus becomes accessible
to an external, understanding observer. This behavior points to the nexus
of touch in which the animals that are directed at each other find them-
selves. The actual touching/being touched in the process of boundary real-
ization is not directly accessible, but comes to the fore as the meaning of
the behavior that expresses this mutual directedness and touching. This
comprehensible, meaningful nexus is the starting point of objectivizing be-
havioral science.47

46 In this context it is quite possible to observe the existence of reciprocal expecta-
tions, at least to a degree. I will address this temporal dimension in more detail in
the following section (3.2). Suffice it to say for now that a prey animal’s experi-
ence of a predator directing itself toward it has a future horizon—along the lines
of: “it’s almost here.” This modifies the prey animal’s own condition: it develops
the impulse to flee.

47 A biological study of a nexus of touch looks for objectivizable channels in the re-
lationship, such as smell or light and vision. For the purposes of scientific re-
search, the expressive behavior that makes meaningfully comprehensible rela-
tions between predator and prey intelligible must be reduced to measurable char-
acteristics following the deductive-nomological model. The prey animal’s expres-
sive behavior of becoming attentive or of giving a start is reduced to measurable
odor particles reaching its olfactory receptors by means of air currents, being neu-
ronally processed, and triggering a reflex, possibly an escape reflex. Such an ana-
lysis, however, contains no insight into the meaningful relationship between
predator and prey. Instead, it describes the technical details of such a relation-
ship’s realization. Research of this kind is in fact preceded by an understanding of
the meaningful relation. Even in the objectivizing description there are still traces
of the underlying understanding approach: the notion of a “flight reflex” con-
tains a reference to the meaningful relationship between the predator and the
prey animal it is directing itself toward. Research into the objectivizable charac-
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Proposition 2 concerns the fact that when a self experiences another self,
it may have the experience of the other self directing itself toward some-
thing in the self’s surroundings. Here too I would like to cite a case of em-
bodied interspecies relating:

There are up to seventy different bird species swarming the jungle of Pe-
ru’s Amazon basin.

Among the flocks there is always a particular species that takes on the
role of leader during larger flight maneuvers, while at the same time
acting as guard. For the underbrush flocks this is the Thamnomanes
schistogynus species, weighing around 17 grams, from the family of
antbirds. […] In the treetop flocks, members of the Lanio versicolor
species from the family of tanagers, weighing about 19 grams, are […]
the leaders and guards. […] When guiding flocks from one location to
another, the Thamnomanes and Lanio make contact calls that serve to
hold the flock together. It is almost always members of these two
species that sound the alarm when birds of prey of the genera Micras-
tur, Accipiter, and Leucopternis are approaching. The other birds in the
flock peer around for the enemies, remain motionless, or disappear in-
to the foliage as soon as a guard bird gives the alarm. […] Prey ani-
mals, flushed out by members of other species, make up at least 85 %
of the diet of guard birds. The guards rarely steal prey from the beaks
of other birds; normally they wait just below a group of active flushers
and swoop for insects or spiders that fall from the branches. Often,
however, a bird will chase after prey it flushed out itself. Since guard
birds are the faster and more agile flyers, they are most likely to be suc-
cessful. If things are looking scarce during these uproars in the air,
they use a trick that only works because of their special role: they emit
a bird-of-prey warning call. The result is that the other birds in the
flock immediately stop hunting. Alarm calls can be made up of one,
two, or more sharp tones. In the disputes over flushed-out prey, the
first two tones are normally enough, since the aerial fights over falling
arthropods rarely last longer than a second. A miniscule hesitation
triggered in the other birds by the alarm is sufficient for the guard bird
to gain an advantage. (Sommer 1992:38f)

teristics by means of which the prey animal grasps the presence of a predator di-
rected toward it relies on the fundamental notion of a meaningful connection be-
tween the two.
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It hardly seems anthropomorphic to describe these birds as embodied cen-
ters of action directed at their surroundings. They also have an awareness
of competitive situations in which they experience another bird directing
itself at a desired object. For these acting selves, there is a surrounding
space in which they experience two impulses directed at one object: their
own targeted direction at the object and that of the other bird. In this
space of competing directing, the guard bird feigns the presence of a third
embodied directing—the presence of a bird of prey. This gesture could be
described as an “attention-getter” (Tomasello 2008:51), which directs an
organism’s attention to something (referential function) in order to get it
to do X (social function) (see Tomasello 2008:51f). This is precisely what
seems to be happening here. The attention of the other self, its direction
toward the object in the environment, is distracted by the call feigning the
presence of a bird of prey. A minimal distraction is enough and the insect
is caught. While Tomasello himself wants to restrict this kind of gesture to
primates, his description of the two-step of referential and social function
applies precisely to the bird behavior presented by Sommer.

The interpretation of the experience of the other self as setting its own
directions, as targeting objects in the environment, is only tangentially re-
lated to the question of whether animals are conscious of other animals be-
ing conscious. It is not a matter here of identifying an interiority of some
kind, but only of grasping spatiotemporal, embodied relationships to the
environment in their directedness.

The following is another example of a relationship between embodied
selves of different species. Note that observers of primates in the wild give
them names: “The rowdy young baboon Melton seemed to be capable of
bluffing: once when he treated a baby too roughly and was attacked by its
clan, instead of fleeing he stood on his hind legs and let his gaze wander.
That is precisely what baboons do when they spot predators [such as lions,
GL]. The attackers also stared off into the distance and completely forgot
to punish him” (Sommer 1992:68).

Melton the baboon perceives the aggressive, embodied directedness of
the other baboons toward him in its spatiotemporal tendency: they are
about to get to him and beat him up or bite him. He too uses a gesture
which functions as “attention-getter” to restructure the embodied direc-
tional space of those involved. By directing himself at the environment as
if he were perceiving something, he suggests that he perceives a predator.
This suggestion of direction leads the other baboons to focus on the sur-
roundings as well and to leave him alone.
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Excentric positionality and the shared world: the social
undecidedness relation

The further development of the theory follows the same principle: the re-
flexive structure of centric positionality is again reflexively related back to
itself. This modifies both the execution of the embodied self as well as the
structure of the surrounding field, which entails, for one, that the “ex” of
excentric positionality refers to an individual self’s carrying out of its life
by relating back to itself. Since, however, it is a matter not just of the indi-
vidual embodied self but also of the creation of relationships with its envi-
ronment, the “ex” refers, for another, to a relation to things in the environ-
ment and to other selves encountered there.

The secondary literature often fails to take Plessner’s method of theory
construction into consideration, which leads to a misunderstanding of the
categories of positionality as positive statements of fact (Asemissen 1973;
Fischer 2000, 2008). Interpretations of this kind impute that Plessner is for-
mulating a positive anthropology, which uses excentric positionality to de-
fine the essence of the human. But even those Plessner readers who go to
the trouble of reconstructing the methodology of his theory construction
struggle with the particular reflexive content of excentric positionality.
This becomes especially evident in their understanding of the shared world
[Mitwelt]. Both Beaufort (2000:213f) and Mitscherlich (2007:207ff) fail to
see that the reflexivity of excentric positionality refers to a reflexive turn
back to the centric relationship to the environment. Thus Mitscherlich in
particular, but Beaufort as well, conceive of the theory of the shared world
as referring to a reflexive turn of the embodied self toward itself. This leads
them to think of excentric positionality as a form of relationship to the en-
vironment specific to physically embodied beings, that is, as the structure
of human relationships to their environment. Beaufort (2000:217) only
parenthetically acknowledges that it follows from the logic of Plessner’s ar-
gument that excentric positionality is a hypothetical assumption concern-
ing the structure of environmental relationships that does not specify what
entities maintain that kind of relationship to their environment. Excentric
positionality is not an anthropology, but an x-ology, that is, a description
of the structure of a particular kind of relationship to the environment
which leaves open what beings have this kind of relationship. This is what
we must come to understand with greater clarity, starting from the tension
between centric and excentric positionality. The reflexivity of excentric po-
sitionality refers in the first place to the self-referentiality of the embodied
self, second to the actuality of the surrounding field, and third to the re-
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flection of the relationship of touch with other selves (see Lindemann
2019).

The embodied self’s execution in the present communicates its sense of
its own condition, perception, and activity. If this execution is related to
itself, a distance is introduced into it: when communicating its perceptions
and activity, the embodied self once again refers back to itself. It is not
completely absorbed in the execution but maintains a certain distance
from it (see Plessner [1928] 2019:271). An excentric self not only experi-
ences itself and its environment but also experiences itself experiencing.

An important point must be made about the modification of self-refer-
entiality that results from the reflexivity of excentric positionality: the way
in which a self experiences itself in its execution cannot be determined for-
mally. I describe this as the “social undecidedness relation” (Lindemann
2019). This means that it is undecided whether a self experiences itself as a
unified, continuous self, or whether it experiences itself as an element of
relationships. Experiencing oneself as a unified, continuous self might be
expressed in the phrase “I experience myself as a lasting self,” familiar to us
moderns, and corresponds to the standard interpretation of excentric posi-
tionality. It is just as possible, however, that a self experiences itself as a
presently unfolding execution that mediates different presently existing re-
lationships. The self here is a current execution that mediates lasting social
relations. The excentrically reflexive reference here does not refer to a self
that outlasts social relationships, but rather to lasting social relationships
that exist as fulfilled references to the past and to the future. In this case it
is not the excentrically referenced self that lasts; this self is rather nothing
more than the current execution of the mediation of lasting social ties. The
phrase “I experience myself” has to be replaced here by the phrase “there is
the experience of the execution of the mediation of lasting social ties.”
There is no individual in this case, but only currently experienced execu-
tions of the creation of ties—e.g., between groups. In the ethnological lit-
erature, this form of excentric positionality is referred to as “dividualiza-
tion” (see Figures 3 and 4, below). I will return to this in detail in the sec-
tion on dividualizing sociation in the final chapter. Plessner himself does
not make this distinction; it is my own modification that arose from my
engagement with the ethnological literature. This move could be consid-
ered an example of empirically induced theory clarification (for details see
Lindemann 2019).

The structural changes related to the surrounding field can be described
as follows. On the level of centric positionality, the embodied self can be
confronted with other embodied selves and objects, insofar as these objects
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can be grasped or dragged or handled in whatever way. In the structure of
excentric positionality, objects that can be handled in practice become
things that are removed from direct practical reference. Here a self encoun-
ters a world not referring to itself, a world that is more than the one
presently appearing from a practical viewpoint. It becomes an external
world that is turned away from the individual self and exists independent-
ly of it.

Due to this change in the self’s relationship to its environment, lived
field conditions [Feldverhalte] with immediate invitations to act become
facts or states of affairs [Sachverhalte]. While a centric self experiences field
conditions, an excentric self faces facts. A field condition is a perceived
nexus that is experienced in terms of an invitation to act. This invitational
character is preserved on the level of excentric positionality, but when the
self on this level experiences its own experiencing, it also experiences its ex-
perience of the invitational character of what it perceives. The invitational
character thereby loses its immediacy, so that the embodied self now no
longer merely experiences it, but can also comprehend it in its objective
structure without responding in an immediate way to the invitation. This
change is reflected in the difference between the terms “field conditions”
and “facts”/“states of affairs.” A fact is a field condition comprehended as
such in its objective structure. A field condition is the invitation to do
something; a fact is, one the one hand, also an invitation, but it can, on the
other, be identified in its objective structure and explicated symbolically/
linguistically (see below, section 3.4) without following the invitation to
respond to it, to hesitate, or to reject it.

The relationship between the lived body and its environment in centric
positionality is also characterized by the mutual touch between embodied
centers of action. With the transition to excentric positionality, the fact
that relationships to other embodied selves (across species) functionally
differ from relationships to things is referred back to itself again. What we
have here is a reflection of the relationship between the lived body and its
environment that includes the relations of mutual touch. From the begin-
ning, then, the excentric reference to the structure of centric positionality
entails the fact that a self that experiences itself as a self can experience oth-
er excentric selves. An excentric self experiences itself as an equiprimordial
member of the shared world containing other excentric embodied selves
that touch it.

In terms of the relationship to the other I, Plessner’s approach is thus
fundamentally different from theories that begin with the subjectively ex-
perienced embodied I. Luckmann and especially Descola presuppose an
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embodied subject that can reflect upon itself. In a second step, this subject
enters into a relationship with the other. The theory begins with a lived
body conceived of in terms of an I and develops from there the ways in
which this embodied I can encounter another embodied I. Since Plessner,
by contrast, understands excentric positionality as the becoming-reflexive
of the overall structure of centric positionality, the shared world is given
equiprimordially with excentric positionality. This world does not have to
be made up of individuals. In the case of dividualizing self-references, the
shared world can be constituted in such a way that instead of individuals
there is the experience of current executions of integration into permanent
relationships.

An important characteristic of this conception of the shared world is the
latter’s open structure. It is not clear from the outset who is a member, and
it is an open question which entities belong to a particular historical per-
sonal sphere of the shared world. It is in this sense that I refer to the “con-
tingency of the shared world.”

“The assumption of the existence of other I’s is not a matter of transfer-
ring one’s own mode of being, the way in which a human being lives
for himself, onto other things only corporeally present to him—in oth-
er words, an extension of his personal sphere of being—but rather a re-
striction and limitation of this sphere of being, that was originally not
localized and resisted localization, to ‘human beings’” (Plessner [1928]
2019:279).

This limitation of the sphere of being to “human beings” is a result of “the
disenchantment brought about by rational culture” (Plessner [1928]
2019:279). In a move that is entirely consistent with this claim, Plessner
distinguishes between the shared world in general, the “we-sphere,” and a
historically “select group or community that can refer to itself as ‘we,’”
(Plessner [1928] 2019:282). The shared world as a we-sphere in general is
the condition for being able to grasp oneself in one’s position as a member
of a shared world (Plessner [1928] 2019:282). This must be distinguished
from the fact that persons see themselves as members of a particular, his-
torically distinct shared world. Thus every historical shared world is char-
acterized by the way in which it is limited and how it defines the sphere of
possible personal existence.
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Ordering problems of excentric positionality

An important characteristic of centric positionality is that the form of the
self’s relationship to its environment—and therefore also its sensitivity to
other embodied boundary formations directing themselves—is deter-
mined. The embodied self lives within the framework of general formal
parameters determining in what way it is sensitized to external stimuli, in-
cluding the touch of other boundary realizations. Referring this state of af-
fairs to itself renders questionable this form for excentric embodied selves,
which is given to these selves to shape. Excentric embodied selves have to
create their own formal parameters in their own relationship to their envi-
ronment in order to arrive at a new security in these embodied relation-
ships to the environment. For excentric embodied selves there are no pre-
determined sensitizations to certain ways other selves direct themselves to-
ward the environment. Narrowing down this sensitivity and stabilizing
this boundary formation becomes a task to be fulfilled. The concept of
touch thus acquires a new meaning here. Excentrically positioned lived
bodies find themselves embedded in undetermined, but to-be-determined,
relations of touch. What stimuli they are sensitized to in what way has to
be determined by forms that have to be created.

The theory of the shared world leads to the recognition that excentrical-
ly embodied action centers relate to each other in multiple undetermined
ways. 1) The boundaries of the sphere of personal embodied action centers
are undetermined and the action centers may exist as individuals or dividu-
als (social undecidedness relation). 2) The spatio-temporal-substantive
structure of the action center’s relationships to its environment is undeter-
mined. 3) The substantive content of the relationships between embodied
selves is undetermined.

The solution to these three problems consists in actors expressing for
and in front of each other the ways in which they orient themselves in
these dimensions and how their sensitivity must be shaped accordingly.
These expressions are valid as communication if they are understood,
which means that the interpretation of an expression becomes a problem
that appears in the field of observation itself. While on the level of centric
positionality only an external observer capable of understanding could in-
terpret the observed phenomena, for excentric selves, others become a
counterpart as groups (dividualization) or individuals to be interpreted or
understood.

As concerns the social undecidedness relation, the theory of excentric
positionality only points to the necessity of drawing a boundary between
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persons and other entities and of institutionalizing preferences for individ-
ualization or dividualization. The theory of the social undecidedness rela-
tion only posits the existence of the problem of these contingencies and
that it must be solved. It does not, however, posit the concrete ways in and
by which the social undecidedness relation can be determined. When ana-
lyzing these problems, we must take into account that this shifts the fact of
boundary realization to another level. We are no longer concerned here
with the boundary realization of an organism but with the determination
of the social undecidedness relation that is the institutionalization of the
boundary of the personal sphere and sets a preference for individualization
or dividualization. There is, however, a close connection between the two,
in that the determination of the social undecidedness relation is realized
by shaping embodied action centers’ sensitivity to the touch of other em-
bodied action centers or by desensitizing them to being touched in this
way.

Historical shared worlds as determinations of the social
undecidedness relation

Every specific sociation is distinguished by the way in which it draws
boundaries between social persons and other entities, and by the way an
institutional preference is set for individualization/dividualization. The
purpose of these determinations is to deal with the problem of the contin-
gencies of the shared world. Researchers treat specific sociations as if they
were a determination of the social undecidedness relation. It is stipulated
in the field who is considered to be a social person and what characteristics
the personal spheres concretely exhibit—i.e., whether self-reference is di-
vidualizing or individualizing. Analyzing these contingencies involves a
specific complication in that it intersects with another differentiation; one
that could be referred to as the a priori object of the social sciences. The
analysis of the boundaries of the social world confronts us with two dis-
tinctions, one of which is already the object of sociological study:
1. What characterizes the social? – Traditional distinction between social

and non-social phenomena.
2. How are boundaries drawn between social persons and other entities?
Analyzing the boundaries of historically specific shared worlds entails a
modification of the problem of defining the objects of sociological re-
search: if the boundaries of the social world are posited in a contingent
way, the a priori object cannot be posited from the perspective of the ob-
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server. The social must rather be understood as a phenomenon whose defi-
nition—in terms of solving the problem of the contingencies of the shared
world—is a matter of self-limitation, given that it is no longer determined
from the outset what entities are possible social actors. The social is deter-
mined in its specific characteristics as it passes over into a historically con-
crete shared world.

Sociological theories do not have to deal with this complication as long
as they are conceived in terms of simple world-openness. Under this
premise, the answers provided by the sociological tradition remain valid.
Depending on the theoretical approach, the answer to the first question—
what characterizes the social?—would be: communication (Luhmann), so-
cial action in social relationships or systems (Weber, Schütz, Parsons, Berg-
er and Luckmann, Coleman, Esser), symbolically mediated interaction
(Mead, Habermas), social practice/practices (Bourdieu, Garfinkel, Gid-
dens), or social labor (Marx). The operative identification of the social
takes place on this level, the key task being to distinguish the specific dy-
namics of social phenomena from other phenomena.

If we start from expanded world-openness, however, the question of the
specificity of social phenomena is posed in such a way as to draw, in the
field, the boundaries between the relationality of social persons and other
non-social entities/phenomena. Following the principle of the open
question, the social is defined as a phenomenon that expresses and defines
itself in its limitedness with respect to its formal structures, that is, in
terms of dividualization/individualization. This self-limitation and self-de-
termination characterizes historically specific shared worlds. Traditional
sociological theories presuppose the solution to the logically antecedent
problem of sociation, that is, the determination of the social undecided-
ness relation.

In order to conceptualize the social in a way that also takes into account
this solution, we must begin with the openness to the possibility of touch-
ing/being touched that characterizes excentrically positioned embodied
selves. On the level of centric positionality, an analysis of reciprocal touch
shows that not all touch is equally relevant, but only those instances of
touch that, in the context of the given life form, have significance for the
maintenance of the organism’s boundary realization. This includes more
than its relationship to other members of its species, as can be seen in the
relationship between predator and prey as well as in the phenomena of in-
terspecies gestural deception. An organism must become sensitized to the
relevant instances of alien contact with its boundaries while losing sensitiv-
ity to other forms of boundary realization. On the level of centric position-
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ality, the nexus of touch only becomes evident to an external, understand-
ing observer. This is because the centric, embodied selves within such a
framework of touch are integrated into a given order, in which contact
with other boundary realizations constitutes one kind of event in the sur-
rounding field. Embodied relationships between selves occur here, but this
cooperation and conflict is not reflexively grasped as a world of distinct re-
lational states of affairs. For those involved, the state of affairs of embodied
cooperation and conflict does not set itself apart as such from the given,
condition- and action-relative perceptive order.

Reflexively relating this structure back to itself sets the embodied selves
outside of the preexisting formal parameters, which means that these can,
in turn, be shaped. A key point here is that it is no longer self-evident
which boundary realizations embodied selves are sensitized to and which
they are not. The environment no longer consists of the experience of invi-
tations to act, but must first acquire such a structure. The structure of cen-
tric positionality falls to pieces and an ordering system must be artificially
created. For such an ordering system to become stabilized, it is fundamen-
tal that an independent realm of personal relationships set itself apart. In
the same way, encounters with other selves are included in the structure of
reflection, in the remove from the entity’s own execution. The question,
then, is: whose boundary realizations is an embodied action center sensi-
tized to in such a way that it experiences them as beings communicating
something? These encountered beings must be distinguished from those
entities that are merely perceived but do not set their own directions in
such a way that an embodied action center experiences them as invitations
to understand. Thus the establishment of a boundary between personal-
ized embodied centers and other entities is immediately relevant to the
boundary realization of excentric embodied selves, in that realizing the
boundaries of sociation means creating an order of sensitizations to other
personal boundary realizations while at the same time creating desensitiza-
tion to other phenomena. Desensitization means that encountered beings
are excluded from the circle of those that might be understood.

The boundaries on the level of the execution of boundary realization are
the result of a reflexive ordering process. The artificial ordering systems of
touching/being touched are only stable to the extent that personal selves
express them to each other. Personal selves are not only directed toward
each other but also represent this fact to each other. Such expressions are
addressed in a stable and enduring way to those—or are understood to be
addressed in a stable and enduring way by those—who are generally recog-
nized as being linked to each other in a nexus of personal touching/being
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touched. When those involved give expression to this relationship to each
other and in front of each other, the boundary establishment becomes a
stabilized and enduring institution. The boundary establishment exists be-
cause it is brought into an ordering system by means of representation.

Because these representations have to themselves be understood, recipro-
cal understanding appears in the object area. We could even say that those
who understand each other experience each other as an open question.
Those participating in a personal relationship experience each other in
such a way that there is a guarantee of understandability. This completes the
inclusion into the personal sphere. Initially this only means that an entity
is experienced as one that communicates something by way of representa-
tion. There is an invitation to understand. To be touched by an entity in
such a way that it is experienced in this encounter as an entity to be under-
stood denotes basic inclusion. To be touched in this way, however, does
not guarantee understanding what has been communicated. There is no
guarantee of understanding. Persons clearly experience each other as, in
principle, understandable, in that they experience each other as entities
communicating something, i.e., as entities that anticipate being under-
stood, but a guarantee that they will be understood does not follow from
this. Persons can understand each other, but it is not ensured that they
will; they can understand but also misunderstand each other. For a more
detailed analysis of symbolic representations and how they are understood,
see the section on symbol formation, below.

Only the forms in which the determinations of the social undecidedness
relation are expressed are empirically accessible. This determination is rep-
resented in concretely shaped expressions, thereby stabilizing the bound-
ary of the personal sphere as well as the institutional preference for dividu-
alization or individualization. Being embedded in relations of touch does
not in and of itself determine the social undecidedness relation. It is rather
that there is a spontaneous experience of being touched that needs to be
stabilized by those involved giving expression to an ordering system to
each other and in front of each other. The determination of the social un-
decidedness relation is thus not established in a one-time founding act to
stand forever more, but only pertains when given expression. Nor is a par-
ticular determination stabilized by such expression fixed permanently, but
can always be unsettled by spontaneous experiences of being touched.
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Forming the lived body and its boundaries

Within centric positionality there are parameters that provide a framework
for the experience of the state of the entity’s own lived body and its respon-
siveness to touch. Formal parameters of this kind do not exist on the level
of excentric positionality. The experience of the impulses and state of one’s
lived body, the experience of being sensitive to touch, must themselves
first be given a form. In order to show how this works, I will now turn to
Hermann Schmitz’s ([1965] 2005) semantic analysis of the experience of
the lived body in Homer’s Iliad and to Barbara Duden’s ([1987] 1998) and
Thomas Laqueur’s ([1990] 2003) studies of the gendered body. It is not my
intent here to write a history of the embodied experience, but rather to fo-
cus on a few examples that demonstrate how embodied experience can be
structured in a wide variety of ways. Historical experiences of the lived
body are only available to us by way of descriptions, i.e., the semantic
forms in which they were given expression.

The structure of embodied experience Schmitz ([1965] 2005:§ 79) devel-
ops in his analysis of the semantics of the Iliad will strike contemporary
readers as decidedly foreign. It is a form of experience presumably located
some time before the change Jaspers ([1949] 2014) refers to as the “Axial
Period.” The heroes appearing in the Iliad do not act in a way that suggests
the existence of an ego centrally controlling the body or its actions. The ab-
sence of an ego corresponds to the absence of a word that designates the
body as a whole; Schmitz finds only plural forms that refer to a plurality of
limbs without denoting a unit (Schmitz [1965] 2005:443). The body as bio-
logical unit does not figure in this text, only individually sensed limbs,
which are, as noted, not controlled from a center. It is rather the other way
around. The limbs act; the feet carry the heroes. Nor, according to
Schmitz, do mental processes that could be described as incorporeal or se-
parate from the body figure in the Iliad. There are, however, very nuanced
descriptions of moods, by which are meant bodily states that drive or in-
hibit the hero. An urge to fight spreads in the gut or in the diaphragm
area, the phrenes; hands grab the spear. Dividualized impetuses of this kind
are felt in a decentralized way in the lived body. There is no central impe-
tus, but merely localized impetus sources that are distributed across the
sensed lived body. Gods can intervene into this dividualized lived body as
external forces; they can refresh its limbs or cast a stirring of anger or battle
rage into a region in the sensed lived body, into the breast or the di-
aphragm area or the gut. The sensed stirring causes the hero’s limbs to act.
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The second example I would like to cite here derives from the more re-
cent field of body history and concerns the relationship between the visi-
ble and tangible physical body [Körper] and the lived body [Leib]. While
the semantics of the Iliad do not show a connection between the physical
body and the lived body, this relationship becomes relevant in the transi-
tion to European and North-American modernity. The action centers of
the lived body begin to convert their own experiences into the form of the
three-dimensional physical body. This also seems to have been a crucial
step in closing off the modern lived body.48 Forming the lived body into
the gestalt of the visible physical body was a historically elaborate process.
Convincing evidence that embodied experience increasingly became struc-
tured by means of a focus on the visible body, at least in Europe, can be
found by looking at the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century process of the
wombs of European women becoming sedentary (Laqueur [1990]
2003:109f).

As late as the seventeenth century, anatomists complained that despite
all efforts of education, there were still people who believed in the non-
sense of a wandering womb. Wombs became sedentary in a slow process
beginning in the sixteenth century when anatomical illustrations came to
be widely disseminated. There is a close temporal connection between the
increased availability of anatomical illustrations and the experience of
wombs becoming sedentary. The purely linguistic dissemination of
anatomical knowledge was clearly not sufficient. This leads me to hypothe-
size that the experienced lived body and visualized knowledge about the
visible and tangible physical body have a relationship of reciprocal signifi-
cance. The pictorially visible and tangible gestalt of the physical body de-
termines how one experiences one’s own lived body in a mediatedly imme-
diate way. The way one feels one’s own lived body is guided by the pictori-
al gestalt of the physical body. The notion that an embodied self is spatially
extended and delimited becomes a reality evident in the lived body. One’s
own lived body is experienced in its extension the way the visible physical
body is extended. The person’s sensed lived body indicates to her that her
physical body is an immediately experienced reality. Conversely, the per-
son’s physical body indicates to her how to experience her own lived body.
In other words: knowledge of one’s own physical body indicates to the em-
bodied self what form the sensed lived body should take on. Furthermore,
the reflexive relation of meaning between lived body and physical body
proves to be a normative one (see Lindemann 1996 for a more in-depth

48 Taylor refers in this context to the “buffered self” (2018:37f).
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discussion). Experiences that contradict this rule—such as a wandering
womb—are marginalized or pathologized and disappear.

In her historical research on women’s experiences of pregnancy, Barbara
Duden shows how much effort was required to adapt the embodied experi-
ence of women to a form that was compatible with the biological knowl-
edge emerging in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. It was only in
the modern society asserting itself in the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies that the biological body and the events made visible in it came to be,
in a comprehensive sense, a generally binding form of experience for the
lived body.

From the perspective of this historically evolved experiential position,
the representations of a decentralized lived body in the Iliad as elaborated
by Schmitz must appear decidedly foreign. Embodied experience is not
centralized here in relation to a controlling entity, but rather appears as de-
centralized, with the localized impetus sources distributed across the lived
body acting independently. They are not coordinated and are not recogniz-
ably in the service of the whole person. Other, external forces—gods,
themselves possessing the status of person—can intervene into a lived body
that is decentralized in this way.

By contrast, the modern understanding is that only human beings who
are biologically alive can be legitimate social persons and that humans nor-
mally develop a centralized entity responsible for their actions. As a rule,
the lived body of the modern human being is sufficiently sealed off from
the intervention by external forces. Only in this way can it become evident
in the embodied experience of those concerned that only living human be-
ings are social persons. Conversely, we can assume that it only becomes ev-
ident to beings with embodied experiences that are open in a specific way
that there are gods who can operate as external forces.

The point here is that the lived body as an operator whose state is experi-
enced by social persons must itself be transformed in such a way as to satis-
fy the specific demands of sensitivity that emerge in the context of the pre-
vailing boundaries of a shared world. An embodied self is subject to a his-
torically contingent formation that dividualizes the lived body or individu-
alizes it in a delimiting way, sensitizing/desensitizing it in the process.

Communicating boundary realization

The only possibility of determining the social undecidedness relation with-
out assuming the existence of a superordinate entity is for the embodied
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action centers involved to themselves bring about this determination in
their relationships with each other. These determinations are made by re-
flexively bringing the execution of spontaneously occurring determina-
tions into view and thereby objectifying them in the form of a pattern. The
determination is not generated once and for all, but is rather established
step-by-step: discontinuous determinations are reflexively grasped, objecti-
fied in the form of a pattern, and further distinctions are brought into
alignment with this pattern. As I showed in the previous section, these pro-
cesses include converting lived bodies into the appropriate form. Their
sensitivity is of decisive importance in how the evidence of the existence of
other actors is experienced.

In order to understand how the distinction between social persons and
other entities is made in the field, we must take a closer look at the struc-
ture of the communicative representation of order. Communication is un-
derstood here as the ordering explication of nexuses of touch and has a tri-
adic structure: embodied action centers find themselves in relations of
touch and relate reflexively to this fact by taking the positions of thirds.

The reflexive structure of this triadic constellation allows for relation-
ships of touch to be objectified, which in turn establishes an exemplary
pattern or rule to be complied with or rationally developed further. The
involved selves use this pattern/rule to express an obligatory nexus of
touch, which in turn determines the social undecidedness relation.

This brings about a two-tiered structure: embodied action centers experi-
ence their relations to others as an invitation to understand (tier one).
When embodied action centers recognize that they exist in personal rela-
tions of touch, they identify and interpret particular communicative mes-
sages from other lived bodily selves as an indication of what others want to
communicate about what is at issue in this particular case (tier two); these
interpretations take place in reference to the expectations of tertius regard-
ing compliance with, or the rational development of, the rule guiding
ego’s interpretation of embodied action centers.

The problem of the contingencies of the shared world that is the social
undecidedness relation has the same function with respect to the method-
ological relevance of social theory as does the problem of double contin-
gency. Pure double contingency cannot be observed empirically, but we
can understand empirically observable phenomena as the solution to the
problem of double contingency, i.e., as the transition from the condition
of an undetermined relationship between ego and alter into a structured
relationship. The same holds for the problem of the contingencies of the
shared world. There is no such thing as an entirely undetermined shared
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world; the social undecidedness relation does not exist as such. Only his-
torical forms of the shared world are empirically observable, but they can
be regarded as if they were formed in order to determine the social unde-
cidedness relation. Personal embodied action centers convey to each other
how the social undecidedness relation is determined, that is, how bound-
aries between persons and other entities are drawn and whether there is an
institutional preference for individualization or dividualization. In doing
so, personal embodied action centers represent to each other an ordering
system of obligatory sensitizations/desensitizations. Sociological observa-
tion aims at understanding these processes of representing order.

The mediated immediacy of order formation

Rules are generated and derive their effectivity from the reflexive connec-
tion between the interrelation of embodied selves and the communicative
representation of these relationships. Because order formation requires a
reflexive reference in the context of the triadic relation and the representa-
tion, recognition, and interpretation that take place within it, order forma-
tion is always mediated. At the same time, however, this order is immedi-
ately experienced as given in the executions of embodied relationships to
the environment. Within a nexus of touch, selves understand and interpret
others’ behavior as acts of communication, as the personal representations
of other selves, and thus experience each other as touched by the presence
of others. At the same time, these selves are desensitized to other phenome-
na in this respect.49

The rules guiding the determination of the social undecidedness relation
I will provisionally refer to as societal boundary establishment/institution.
Those involved express these rules to each other within the framework of
triadically structured communication. The rules exist by virtue of being ex-
pressed symbolically (see section 3.4, below) and solve the problem of the
contingencies of the shared world for those involved. They generate practi-
cal knowledge about with whom they exist in a nexus of touch and what
other entities they are, or should be, desensitized toward, at least in a com-
municative sense.

The mediated immediate rule upon which the institution is based on
the one hand exists as a matter of course on the level of embodied relation-
ships to the environment, but remains immediately effective only insofar
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as it is continuously maintained in practice by means of communicative
explications. The rule is not purely immediate; its validity must be contin-
ually renewed by reflexive mediation. It is possible for the nexus of mediat-
ed immediate effectivity/stabilization to become unsettled. A societal de-
termination of the social undecidedness relation is a contingent formal pa-
rameter for bodily sensitization/desensitization. We can expect new sensiti-
zations/desensitizations to continually emerge. This is not a problem as
long as they can be successfully neutralized in the ongoing process of order
formation; if, however, neutralization does not succeed, the new sensitiza-
tions/desensitizations may come to be communicated in an ever more gen-
erally binding form. In other words, new sensibilities can spontaneously
form and be communicated, themselves then taking on the function of or-
der formation.

Since such orders are reproduced by embodied actors whose lived bod-
ies have to continually relate to the ordering system in a reflexive process,
it is rather unlikely that these orders will survive the passage of time un-
scathed. Sensitization/desensitization is given on the level of embodied ex-
perience itself, of the experience of the state of one’s lived body, of the ex-
perience of the drive structure and the form of delimitation given by it. It
thus becomes evident on the level of embodied experience how an embod-
ied self is touched by other entities and what entities are also embodied
centers that, as personal centers, can intervene into the embodied self. The
lived body itself, however, is not simply formed matter, but rather the ma-
terial operator of a relationship to the environment, of perception and ac-
tion. It is thus never entirely certain that the lived body will remain in the
order represented in communication. The lived body has been put into a
sensitized form, but it is not locked into it. It is never certain that an em-
bodied self will not spontaneously develop novel sensitizations/desensitiza-
tions.

In premodern Europe, the social undecidedness relation was determined
by means of a focus on a hierarchical order with a binding and transcen-
dent point of reference—God. The boundaries of the social were not fixed
(Lüdtke 2015); the social sphere included beings like angels and demons.
There was an institutional ambivalence regarding the choice between indi-
vidualization and dividualization. On the one hand, a form of soul-individ-
ualism was institutionalized by the Church by means of compulsory bap-
tism (Lindemann 2018:chap. 82ff). On the other hand, actors in earthly
contexts existed as dividuals (Lindemann 2018:100ff). In the course of the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, this societal order was replaced by
one based on a substantive criterion: only living human beings, i.e., all hu-
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man beings whose bodies are recognized as being alive, were to be recog-
nized as social persons. This established a substantive criterion of “living
human being/everything else,” and brought with it a variety of modifica-
tions to the old order. All bodily human beings became social persons and
there was a change in the spatiotemporal structures of experience that
made it possible for embodied experience to be given the form of the visi-
ble and tangible body. Every living human body became an individual per-
son. A form of embodied experience emerged that made all human beings,
but only these, into social persons. This can be described as a new solution
to the problem of the social undecidedness relation. The personal sphere
was delimited to living human beings and a strong institutional preference
for individualization developed. Thus it became obligatory for individual
living human beings to become sensitized to each other, and, as a result,
the suffering of other humans became a problem for humans in general.
Barbara Duden traces the forming of embodied experience by the body
(see above) and Lynn Hunt (2007:chap. 1, chap. 2) reconstructs the emer-
gence of the new obligation to be sensitized. The development of this form
of sensitivity and desensitization, which was also explicated in literature
and politics, became increasingly incompatible with the requirements ap-
plying in the old Christian order. We would need a comprehensive study
that included the changes in spatiotemporal structures as well as in the
substantive and symbolic order to fully grasp the shift that took place be-
tween the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries (see Lindemann 2018).

The advantages of taking into account the pluridimensionality of order
formation are evident: it allows us to integrate the dimension of the body
and the senses, and thus the spatiotemporal and substantive/material di-
mension, into order formation. At the same time it becomes clear that dis-
cussions about the cultural relativity of values, including human rights,
completely miss the point. The analysis of order formation and the com-
parison of different ordering systems that goes along with it is not con-
cerned with questions of cultural difference. The recognition of humans as
equal in dignity and rights is an integral component of an ordering system
with compatible spatial, temporal, symbolic, and substantive structures.
Human rights with their specific demands on the human being to be a
subject are part of a historically contingent approach to the world. If we
are to speak of relativity here at all, we would have to say that human
rights are order-relative. We might hazard that the importance of Kantian
philosophy lies in the fact that it contains the first and to date only cosmol-
ogy that gives room to human dignity—not in the culture, but in the mod-
ern order of the world.
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The problem of sociologism

Durkheim’s position in the sociological discussion surrounding space and
time as well as causal models states that, initially, ordering categories de-
scribe the order of life in society; in a second step, these categories can be
extended to include nature outside of society. Thus categories are formed
first in order to understand society and then, in a second step, are applied
to non-societal phenomena. This line of argument only makes sense, how-
ever, if the nature/culture distinction is valid. The society created by hu-
man beings is presupposed as a given and the categories developed in or-
der to comprehend the institutional order of this human society are trans-
ferred in a second step to non-human nature, the surrounding cosmos.
Mainstream social constructivism puts forward a similar argument: it is so-
cial actors that construct the body, space, time, the social order, and so
forth.

If, however, relationships to surrounding non-human beings are them-
selves understood and treated as social relationships, it makes little sense to
think in terms of a transfer of categories. Instead we would have to assume
the existence of social relationships with a diversity of entities, including
both human beings as well as non-human beings (Ingold [2000] 2011:42f).
Descola’s objection that Durkheim absolutizes the social becomes under-
standable in this light (Descola [2005] 2013:124f). What is required in-
stead, he argues, is an analysis of the constitution of the whole range of dif-
ferent worlds, which would be more a matter of a logic of the mind than
of the social. Descola interprets Levi-Strauss’s recourse to the universal
functioning of the mind in this sense and sees the social order as an aspect
of a universal order.

The problem presents itself differently if we start from the excentric, and
thus shared-world, relationship between the lived body and the environ-
ment. This relationship is equally social, temporal, spatial, substantive, and
symbolic. Social relationships are spatiotemporally structured, substantive-
ly oriented, and symbolically ordered. The difference between this position
and Descola’s is that we are not starting here from a logic of the mind,
from psychology—i.e., from an I that reflects upon itself—but rather from
a relational, albeit not sociologistic, logic of order formation. The problem
that is solved by this order formation is the indeterminacy of the shared-
world relationship between the lived body and the environment. The di-
mensions of space, time, substance, and symbolism characterize, along
with that of the social, the ongoing process of order formation. We are
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concerned here with the practical shaping of pluridimensional approaches
to the world and not with the social construction of XYZ.

Digression on the social undecidedness relation and social theory

Taking the contingencies of the shared world respectively the social unde-
cidedness relation as methodological and theoretical starting point re-
quires us to leave behind basic assumptions of traditional social theory in
two respects. First: we must abandon the assumption that only living hu-
mans can be social actors, replacing it with the premise that it is undecided
how the sphere of personal beings is delimited. Second: we must abandon
the assumption that individual actors act in relation to each other and
thereby form a social order, replacing it with the premise that it is unde-
cided whether embodied action centers operate as individuals or as dividu-
als. This holds true for basic assumptions of action theory as well as for the
concept of double contingency, practice theory (Bourdieu) and even the
traditional theory of the third.

Action theory (Weber, rational choice) takes the existence of individual
actors for granted and restricts the circle of social actors to human beings.
But if we understand every social phenomenon as composed of the actions
of individual human actors, it becomes impossible to analyze “the individ-
ual human actor” as an institutional form. A historically informed theory
of society shows that the individual human actor is in fact an institutional
artefact of modern society (Lindemann 2018:45ff, 101ff) and cannot be
treated as a universal concept. Even if we adopt the difference between
“raw actor” and “agentic actor” (Meyer and Jepperson), we are stuck with
just a variant of individualism. Meyer and Jepperson write: “By ‘raw actor’
we intend to connote an entity pursuing rather unselfconsciously its built-
in purposes—built in either through socialization or prior to socialization
(e.g., by biology)” (Meyer and Jepperson 2000:110, fn. 7); by contrast, they
understand agentic actors as self-conscious actors. Individual actors acting
on behalf of organizations does not contradict the assumption that they
are individual actors. Organizations are themselves defined by the mem-
bership of individual actors, who are in principle free to enter into the
hierarchical structure of an organization or to leave it (for a definition of
organization see Tacke 2008).

The theory of double contingency has been understood as a kind of
common ground between different sociological theories (Lindemann
2005b:72ff). This too becomes problematic from the perspective of the so-

3.3.11

3.3 The social dimension

111

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124 - am 21.01.2026, 02:25:27. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


cial undecidedness relation. Double contingency (Luhmann 1984:chap. 3;
Parsons 1968) presupposes the existence of distinct individual actors or sys-
tems that encounter each other and have to make sense of an unknown
and distinct individual counterpart. Double contingency starts with the re-
lation between individual actors who are shaped by the way they relate to
each other. Similar to action theory, the theory of double contingency
does not allow for an analysis of the institutional preference for individual-
ization. The theoretical assumption instead presupposes individual actors.
By contrast, the social undecidedness relation requires two determinations:
setting the boundaries of the social world and setting institutional prefer-
ences for dividualization or individualization. The theory of double con-
tingency takes the borders of the social world into account and asks which
individual entities are recognized as social actors. But even addressing this
contingency requires us to give up a dyadic starting point—double contin-
gency between ego and alter—for a triadic one (Lindemann 2005b:88f). In-
troducing thirds as individual actors who expand the dyadic structure of
double contingency does not, however, allow for an analysis of the institu-
tional preference for individualization or dividualization.

Practice theory focuses on the immediacy of practice. The concept of
habitus (Bourdieu [1980] 2014:chaps. 3 and 4) analyzes practice as a form
of responding to the invitations of a particular environment. Bourdieu
does not allude to the habitus having to be reflexively represented in order
to maintain its form. At least implicitly, he takes it for granted that only
living human beings can participate in social life; his concept of habitus
does not apply to animals or things. Moreover, it obscures the importance
of institutional preference for individualization or dividualization, as it
refers primarily to the immediacy of practice without taking into account
reflexively structured references to institutional orders. A Plessnerian per-
spective considers not only the immediacy of practice but also how it is
mediated by symbols, institutions, and technology. Looking at symbolic
and institutional mediatedness especially brings to light the strong norma-
tive implications of determining the social undecidedness relation. Delim-
iting the borders of a historical shared world is in fact a limitation of the
circle of those who count morally (Luckmann 1970), and setting an insti-
tutional preference for dividualization or individualization is to set a pref-
erence for how embodied action centers count morally. Such questions
cannot be addressed within the framework of practice theory—at least no
one has tried to do so yet.

The social undecidedness relation invites us to reconsider Berger and
Luckmann’s ([1966] 1991) theory of reflexive institutionalization. The en-
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vironmental relations of excentric positionality, including the structure of
social relations, are essentially undetermined. Excentric beings have to
themselves form the structural parameters of their relationship to the envi-
ronment, and in such a manner that it cannot be arbitrarily questioned.
Plessner describes this as the need for the created structures of the environ-
mental relation to acquire a “weight of their own” (Plessner [1928]
2019:289). They have to appear to those involved as detached from their
own actions. Detached structurings of this kind can be found on two lev-
els, that of tools and technology, i.e., the functional taking up and han-
dling of objects, and that of symbolic structuring by institutions and cul-
ture (Plessner [1928] 2019:289). This idea is taken up by Berger and Luck-
mann, who explicitly refer to Plessner. But Berger and Luckmann fail to
recognize that Plessner’s theory is not about individual actors but rather
about the necessity of analyzing institutional forms of individualized or di-
vidualized executions of institutional orders. In the next section, I show
how the theory of reflexive institutionalization has to be revised if we start
from the social undecidedness relation instead of from individual actors.

Space and time under conditions of expanded world-openness

An operative theory of order formation that avoids defining the social
from the perspective of the observer must necessarily distance itself from
modern notions of order. It has to therefore also recognize the contingen-
cy of the modern order of space and time with its orientation toward mea-
surability. At the same time, such a theory seeks to avoid the sociologistic
error of effectively positing human beings outside of space and time where
they form their conceptions of space and time in social interaction. In or-
der to satisfy this double requirement, an operative theory of the social
must integrate the notion of space and time as constitutive ordering as-
pects. It is thus not only that space and time are socially structured, but
that, conversely, the operations of the social dimension are themselves spa-
tiotemporally structured. It is in this sense that Herminio Martins ([1974]
2015) distinguishes between time as a subject of sociological research
(“thematic temporalism”)—corresponding to the logic of the social con-
struction of X—and time as constitutive element of the conception of the
social (“substantive temporalism”), whereby time is understood as consti-
tutive of sociality.

The second perspective enjoins us not only to work out the ways in
which space and time are socially formed, but also the ways in which space
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and time function as dimensions of order, i.e., how space and time them-
selves determine processes of sociation. Space and time cannot be reduced
to social categories as suggested by the formula of the “social construction
of X”; space and time are rather irreducible dimensions of an operative the-
ory of order formation.

This requirement has been satisfied in relation to time in the context of
action theory (see Dux [1989] 1998; Schütz [1932] 1995), practice theory
(Giddens [1984] 2011), interaction theory (Mead [1932] 2002), and systems
theory (Luhmann [1997] 2012, [1997] 2013). A closer look shows that the
temporal and the social dimension are closely connected. Time is either
understood as a structure of consciousness (Schütz, Mead), which leads to
the question of how a shared, a social time can emerge from the time of
different consciousnesses. Or time is understood as the time of social sys-
tems (Luhmann) or as the time of social coordination (Giddens). Schütz
([1932] 1995) develops his analysis of action based on Husserl’s ([1928]
2011) examination of the temporal structure of consciousness. A phe-
nomenological analysis of the temporal nexus of a consciousness shows
that its present intentions, orientations toward the future (expectations), as
well as its orientations toward the past form an operatively closed context
inaccessible to other consciousnesses (Husserl [1928] 2011). Schütz pro-
ductively applies this train of thought to the sociological analysis of action
(Schütz [1932] 1995). He argues that shared time emerges by way of co-
presence on the basis of the temporal structures of several consciousnesses
that are in principle imputed to be similar. It is the temporal coordination
of the consciousnesses and not space by means of which the social comes
to extend beyond the individual consciousnesses.

Günter Dux ([1989] 1998:chap. 2 and 3) gives anthropological support
to the notion of the temporality of consciousness by looking to the needy
and active relationship of the human organism to its environment. He
shows how the time of acting requires coordination between the organism
and the world surrounding it. This means that the acting organism must
adopt a temporal order that, furthermore, must be coordinated with the
temporal order of the world surrounding it (Dux [1989] 1998:43).50 Dux,
unfortunately, does not treat the problem of the other I in the same way;
instead he presupposes, without substantiation, that for human beings the
other is accessible as an other I (Dux [1989] 1998:47f). This constitutes a

50 Dux sees his work as overcoming transcendental approaches in the theory of
time. See in this respect his criticism of Kant and Husserl (Dux [1989] 1998:58ff,
61ff).
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significant lacuna in his program. Furthermore, he explicitly positions
himself within the tradition of modernity, according to which the human
being is understood as a creator of orders. Dux’s research presupposes sim-
ple world-openness—i.e., human beings must create the world in which
they live (Dux [1989] 1998:43).

The awareness of the relationship between the temporal and the social
dimensions is more developed in systems theory, where consciousness sys-
tems are thought of, following Husserl (at least implicitly), as autopoietic
(Luhmann 1987). This raises the question as to how a social time that
holds equally for ego and alter can be established. Armin Nassehi (2008)
has shown that the operative closedness of consciousness in the phe-
nomenological sense makes it impossible for these consciousnesses to be
coordinated with each other. He considers the only solution to be the
emergence of a fundamentally different type of system: operatively closed
communication systems (Nassehi 2008:155ff). The autopoietic structures
of the two types of systems—consciousness and communication—are simi-
lar, as both are meaning-processing systems. Time, Nassehi argues, is a con-
stitutive characteristic of both conscious as well as social operations. It is
thus inherent in the operative execution of consciousness and of the social;
it does not enter into a conscious or social process as an external element.
Communication is not an event in the social dimension that would addi-
tionally need to be situated in time; the social event, rather, is itself tempo-
rally constituted (Luhmann [1997] 2012:36f). This is also the foundation
for a theory of societal development, which in the case of Luhmann is a
theory of evolution (see Schützeichel 2003:chap. 4). It is imperative that we
hold on to the insight formulated by systems theory that the operations
making up the social are temporally structured. Only in this way can we
systematically develop an expanded perspective on order. But is it only
time that we should be operatively taking into consideration in this way?
Why not space as well? There are two options here:
1. Social operations are temporally constituted. In addition, they can also

be situated in space.
2. Social operations are temporally and spatially constituted. Space and

time are constitutive of social operations.
The first position seems to be the one held by systems theory, even today.
While Stichweh (2003), for instance, does try to designate space as another
dimension of meaning in addition to the substantive, temporal, and social
dimensions, he does not conceive of communication—i.e., the operations
of the social—as spatial. While it is common sense in systems theory that
communicative operations are substantively, socially, and temporally struc-
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tured—in other words, cannot be grasped without reference to time and
materiality, or facts (Luhmann [1984] 2005:chap. 2–4),51—space is not tak-
en into account on the operative level of the theory. As far as I can see, this
would require understanding communication as a bodily process: only if it
were a bodily event would it make sense to think of communication as
spatially constituted.52

The second possibility allows us to properly take into account the signif-
icance of space for order formation and is thus, in my view, clearly the
more productive one. The current theoretical discussion, however, does
not include any elaborated approaches to understanding time and space as
dimensions of social operations. Action theories such as theories of ratio-
nal choice (Hartmut Esser, James Coleman) or theories following Weber
focus on action, with space and time becoming relevant only insofar as an
action can also be regarded as having been executed in a particular place
on a particular date at a particular time. Space and time constitute a gener-
al framework here that as such remains the same. Since actions can be situ-
ated in space and time but are not theorized as spatiotemporally constitut-
ed, the dimensions of space and time can, as a rule, be ignored—or includ-
ed as needed.

An emerging sociology of space seems to currently be in the phase of ad-
hoc concepts. Markus Schroer focuses on moving away from a “banal, ulti-
mately geospatial, physical concept of space” in favor of a “constructivist
concept of space that traces the emergence of space back to social opera-
tions” (Schroer 2006:12). Unfortunately, it remains unclear in what ways
these social operations are constituted or whether they are themselves spa-
tial. Martina Löw ([2001] 2016:134ff) ventures a definition of space-form-
ing operations, according to which they are composed of “spacing” and
“synthesizing” operations. Just as in the case of Schroer, however, her work
is devoid of a systematic analysis of general social theories and the propos-
als they contain concerning ego-alter constellations. The social dimension
of order formation remains severely underdetermined. Overall, Löw seems

51 The original German here is Sachdimension, which is variously translated in Luh-
mann as “material,” “substantive,” or “factual dimension” (translator’s note).

52 If not in relation to communication, Luhmann’s work does include a twofold ref-
erence to the body: for one in his theory of symbiotic mechanisms (Luhmann
[1974] 2005b), which, however, has been largely ignored in the discussion sur-
rounding his work, and, for another, in his analysis of the operations of con-
sciousness. He is not concerned with consciousness in general here, however, but
only with the ways in which consciousness can conceive of itself as a unity and
accordingly become individuated (Luhmann 1987:53ff).
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to take acting human subjects as her starting point, which I deduce from
her positive references to Norbert Elias (Löw [2001] 2016:134) and Gid-
dens (Löw [2001] 2016:137ff).

Löw und Schroer both make considerable claims; Löw’s subject is noth-
ing less than the “constitution of space” (Löw [2001] 2016:134) and
Schroer’s the “emergence of space” (Schroer [2006] 2016:12). In other
words, social construction, which Löw defines a little more precisely in
terms of spacing and synthesizing operations, constitutes space/allows
space to emerge. Considering the weight that the social dimension has to
carry here, it remains underdetermined in Löw’s work as well. If social ac-
tions or social construction are to be understood as constituting space,
Löw and Schroer must inform us whether or not these space-constituting
actions or constructions are themselves spatial. If such activities (actions or
constructions) constitute space in the first place, they cannot, strictly
speaking, be spatial themselves.

If, on the contrary and according to the view I am putting forward here,
these acts are themselves already spatial, spatiality would be given on both
sides—both on that of the constituting as well as on that of the constitut-
ed. It would then become necessary to ask whether and in what ways space
differs in its characteristics depending on which side it figures. An aware-
ness of problems of this kind is insufficiently developed in the current dis-
cussion. The formula of the social constitution/construction of X is applied
to space without considering the theoretical and methodological implica-
tions of such a move. Since both Löw and Schroer start from the assump-
tion of humans as actors, they should at least inform their readers of the
anthropological presuppositions embedded in the social dimension. This
would give a more precise idea of what is meant by the constitution or so-
cial construction of space.

Authors such as Schütz, Giddens, and Bourdieu are more modest in
their claims while at the same time more systematic in their reflections on
space and time. It is true that Schütz’s phenomenological action theory
shows, like Luhmann’s systems theory, a clear preference for the temporal-
ity of action, which he analyzes at length (Schütz [1932] 1995). But while
he does not provide an equally in-depth analysis of space, his studies of the
life-world (Schütz and Luckmann 1973) incorporate space and time in
equal measure. Schütz limits himself, however, to an analysis of the practi-
cal accessibility of things in the life-world, starting from the actor’s experi-
ence of the here and now. The structure of practical accessibility is experi-
enced in the context of everyday routines as the continually recurring pos-
sibility of being able to act. It is here where Bourdieu intervenes with his
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concept of habitus. The lived body acting in the here and now becomes in
Bourdieu a reservoir of practical schemata, of knowledge, values, and ideas
(Bourdieu [1980] 2014:68f). These can become actualized by a lived body
adopting a corresponding posture. By functionally adopting such postures,
the lived body develops spatiotemporally and socially structured relation-
ships to the surrounding field, which it is attuned to, as it were (Bourdieu
[1980] 2014:68f). Field and habitus are compatible.

Giddens, too, thinks in terms of the perceiving and acting lived body
that, starting from the here and now, establishes spatial and temporal rela-
tionships (Giddens [1984] 2011:47). Like Schütz, Giddens emphasizes so-
cial routines (Giddens [1984] 2011:35), developing a conception of space
and time that goes beyond the here and now. Authority is a matter of the
extent to which social control can be exerted over the setting of spatial co-
presence. Giddens distinguishes between three kinds of time: a) the re-
versible time of everyday routines, b) the irreversible time of an individual
life, and c) the reversible time of supraindividual structures (Giddens
[1984] 2011:35; 1987:144). This understanding of time equates repetition
with reversibility. Barbara Adam (1990:28) has pointed out the error here,
which she illustrates with a simple example: even if you do the dishes every
day, the process itself nevertheless exhibits an unambiguous temporal di-
rection. The world is different after the activity than it was before, and this
must be put into effect anew every day.

These more or less phenomenologically inspired approaches provide a
starting point for an operative theory of order formation that gives equal
attention to space and time. Both time and space figure into the analysis
when operations are understood as taking place in the here and now while
at the same time having a reach beyond current/local settings. This, how-
ever, falls short of a precise statement about the relationship between the
body and space. Neither Schütz, Giddens, nor Bourdieu provide a closer
characterization of this relationship that goes beyond that of the here and
now. Schütz addresses the reach of effective action without more closely
characterizing the lived body. And even though the embodied habitus is at
the heart of Bourdieu’s theory, the spatial nature of the lived body also re-
mains a gap in his thinking (Jäger 2004:chap. 5).

Giddens ([1984] 2011:45ff) references Gibson’s theory of “affordance”
(Gibson 1979:127) concerning the relationship of the physical and the
lived body to the environment. For Gibson, organism and environment
each imply the other and form a single object for analysis (Gibson 1979:8).
It is not that there is first an organism to which an environment is then
subsequently added; it is rather the relationship between organism and en-
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vironment that should be the focus. Gibson transposes the reflexive struc-
tures that are normally located in the individual into the latter’s relation-
ship to the environment. Information important to the organism is not ac-
quired by means of internal processing of external stimuli, but is extracted
directly from the environment. Something acquiring significance for the
organism, the environment taking on meaning and practical relevance for
it, takes place in its relationship to the environment and not in its con-
sciousness. Rather than consciousness attributing significance, the organ-
ism experiences something in its perception as immediately significant. It
is not a matter, then, of “what’s inside your head,” but “what your head’s
inside of.”53 Gibson’s theory of affordance proposes that the environment
contains affordances for individual organisms that relate to the organic
structure of the organism. Thus he considers, for instance, what qualities a
surface must have so that it appears to an organism, such as an adult hu-
man being, as an affordance to sit: it must appear to be rigid and stable, at
knee-height, and so forth (Gibson 1979:128). In the same way, trees make
affordances immediately available for the bodies of birds to take advantage
of. This structure corresponds to Plessner’s understanding of consciousness
as a relationship between the self and the environment that is both of a re-
ceptive and motor nature (Plessner [1928] 2019:62). For Plessner too the
object of analysis is not the organism that is subsequently placed in an en-
vironment to which it then relates, but rather the relationship between the
embodied self and the environment.54

Giddens criticizes Gibson for not adequately taking into account the cul-
tural dimension of the relation between human beings and their environ-
ment (Giddens [1984] 2011:46f). He does not himself, however, work out a
theory that would develop Gibson’s thought further by including the cul-
tural configuration of the relationship of the lived and the physical body to
its environment.

In her analysis of sociological theories of time, Adam (1990) arrives at an
even more far-reaching conclusion. She argues that sociological theory

53 The quote is taken from William M. Mace, a student of Gibson’s, and is cited by
Gibson’s German translators in their description of Gibson’s research objectives
in their introduction to the German edition (Gibson 1979:chap. 4).

54 Gibson was also taken up by anthropologists (see, e.g., Ingold [2000] 2011:2f),
which is why Descola ([2005] 2013:186ff) feels he ought to engage with him. He
recognizes that Gibson’s conceptualization of the relationship between organism
and environment, which is equivalent to Plessner’s theorization of the relation-
ship between lived body and environment, threatens his own differentiation
schema of interiority/physicality.
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should give up the separation between natural time, understood as objec-
tively measurable time, and social time on the grounds that it perpetuates
the nature/culture distinction in the sociological theory of time to the lat-
ter’s disadvantage. This separation obscures the fact that humans as organic
beings live in natural rhythms that are of great significance to the tempo-
rality of the social. “We are time and this fact unites us with all other
rhythmically organised beings. Together with plants and animals we are
aware of time and experience it. As human beings we have a relationship to
time and we reckon time. As members of Western industrial societies we
create time as a resource, as a tool, and as an abstract exchange value”
(Adam 1990:161). This is largely equivalent to Dux’s call to start from indi-
viduals’ nature and its parameters in order to understand the time they
form in the process of becoming socialized as they interact with the nature
surrounding them. Adam does not put forward a theoretical proposal that
would go beyond Dux’s.

We can conclude from the criticism of systems and action theory articu-
lated by theorists of time that the connection between the social dimen-
sion and those of time and space cannot be understood as additive. What
we still lack, however, is a theory capable of explaining this connection
more precisely. It seems that we must first relinquish key premises of exist-
ing approaches before we can arrive at a productive operative theory of the
social. The aim here is to locate purpose and meaning in the relationship
of selves with lived and physical bodies to their environment and thus also
in their relationships to other selves with physical and lived bodies. The
proposals put forward by Dux and Adam to apply the sociological theory
of time at a deeper level are of particular significance here. Expanded
world-openness, however, does not allow for this to be done in a way that
embeds “the human being” into nature. Dux and Adam explicitly suc-
cumb to a fixation on the human being as a natural/cultural being that cre-
ates order, thereby reproducing a key element of the nature/culture distinc-
tion. In order to avoid falling into the same trap, I distinguish, following
Plessner’s theory of positionality, between different levels of complexity in
entities’ relationships to the environment, which contain a variety of forms
of spatial and temporal existence. These distinctions are purely formal and
do not imply a focus on human, embodied selves. It is solely the matter of
understanding socially relating selves as boundary-realizing beings in their
spatiotemporal structure. On the one hand, this satisfies the demand put
forward by Adam and Dux to apply our understanding of social time at a
deeper level, for the temporality that structures the social remains here on
the level of simple boundary realization below the level of intentional,
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meaningful processes. At the same time, the systematic increase of com-
plexity also makes it possible to work out categories appropriate to an ana-
lysis of specifically modern structures of time. Not least, this includes, as
Adam also points out, the interplay between time and the development of
modern, self-regulating technology (Adam 1990:167).

Mead’s approach in The Philosophy of the Present (Mead [1932] 2002) is
similar to Plessner’s in many respects, including his attempt to work out
levels of complexity of temporality and connections with others. Forego-
ing a detailed discussion of Mead’s work here, I will note only two impor-
tant points of convergence. For one, Mead locates reality in the present,
with the past and the future only comprehensible in relation to a particu-
lar present (Mead [1932] 2002:1ff). Second, he understands consciousness
and sociation as emergent orders based on a simple form, that of life
(Mead [1932] 2002:69ff). Mead also thinks in terms of an increase in the
complexity of self-referentiality, which makes possible the emergence of
consciousness and sociation. His argument, however, is couched as posi-
tive anthropology: it is the special characteristics of human beings that en-
able them to become social in special ways. Mead ties the development of
symbols and evolved sociation to membership in the same species: his
starting point is the organized process or the organized composite act in
which members of the same species can adopt each other’s position, allow-
ing them to see their own contribution as well as those of the others from
an overall perspective (see Mead 1925; [1932] 2002:82ff). Mead thus re-
mains within the context of simple world-openness. I work out the signifi-
cance of this limitation in detail in the section on symbol formation.

An important difference between Mead and Plessner lies in their meth-
ods of theory construction. Plessner arrives at the reflexive turn underlying
expanded world-openness because he not only formulates a theory, but
also a methodological principle of theory construction. It seems as if Mead
too applies the concept of the reflexive increase in the complexity of the
organism’s relationship to the environment, but he does not explicate this
in its significance for the methodological construction of his theory. Adam
criticizes the result as follows: “Mead creates a sense of levels, but his levels
appear fluid without clear edges or cut-off points” (Adam 1990:163).55 In
order to be able to compare Mead’s approach in The Philosophy of the
Present with Plessner’s, we would have to recreate the structure and princi-
ple of the former’s theory construction. That would require a chapter of its
own if not a whole book. I have thus consciously chosen not to engage

55 See also Murphy’s criticism, which is of a similar bent ([1932] 2002:XXIX).
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more extensively with Mead, although I will make reference in the follow-
ing to similarities between Mead and the approach I’m pursuing here. My
explicit examination of his work focuses on his analysis of symbol forma-
tion—it is this that made him particularly influential in sociology and it is
here where the difference between his approach and mine can be seen
most clearly.

Positioning oneself in space and time

Plessner’s theory of positionality provides a model for conceptualizing the
connection between the social dimension and the dimensions of space and
time. Above, I analyzed the social dimension in terms of the relationship
between centric and excentric positionality, focusing on the spatial aspect
of boundary realization. I will now turn to the temporal dimension of po-
sitionality theory. Clearly, the compact notion of space and time must be
broken down and differentiated. In terms of time, I distinguish between
modal time, duration, and positional or digital time. Analogously, the spa-
tial dimension can be broken down into the phenomenologically distinct
space of vastness [Weiteraum], directional space [Richtungsraum], and local
space [Ortsraum], which may also take on the form of digital space.

Modal time

Plessner’s analysis of time has two aspects. For one, he defines the time of
living beings according to the modal difference between past, present, and
future; for another, he understands the present as the temporal modality
that guarantees reality, which means that the past and the future are only
real insofar as there are fulfilled relationships between them and the
present. This construction is similar to Mead’s, who also conceives of the
reality of the past and the future from the vantage point of the present. A
difference between Plessner and Mead persists, however, in that the latter
does not distinguish clearly enough between the modes of time (past-
present-future) and relationships to these modes (Mead [1932] 2002:chap.
1). Only by systematically taking this differentiation into account is it pos-
sible to clarify Mead’s argument: reality is always present reality, and the
present is the mode of time starting from which real relationships to the
past and the future are shaped.

3.4.1
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Plessner develops the structure of modal time by explicating boundary
realization in the temporal dimension. According to the definition of life
given above, the living body is “out beyond the body that it is” and “into
the body that it is.” In the temporal dimension, being beyond the body
that it is means that the body is not only what it is at present, but that the
presently existing body exhibits a fulfilled relationship to the future by
containing the potential of being other than it is. Plessner elucidates this
by pointing to biological stages of development. The caterpillar is not only
a caterpillar but potentially also a future butterfly. At present the caterpil-
lar is a caterpillar; the state of affairs of being a butterfly exists in the mode
of the future, the not-yet. The mode of the future has not yet been fulfilled.
And yet the caterpillar’s relationship to the not-yet of the butterfly is not
external to it; the caterpillar is already characterized in the present as hav-
ing the potential to become a butterfly. This potential, i.e., its fulfilled rela-
tionship to the future, characterizes the present of the caterpillar. The
caterpillar is only a caterpillar insofar as it can be a butterfly in the future.
Its relationship to the future is fulfilled even if the future state of affairs has
not yet been realized: the caterpillar is not yet a butterfly and it may fail to
develop into one.

This structure of a fulfilled relationship to the future is in accordance
with the temporal structuring of the reflexiveness of life. Life does not exist
“now” in the sense of a sequence of consecutive and discrete now-points
[Jetztpunkte]. The present “now” of life is rather characterized by a fulfilled
relationship to the future. The present is extended into the future as a pos-
sibility it contains within itself; it is determined by a fulfilled relationship
to the future. This current relationship to the future also contains a demar-
cation from the future. It is only by virtue of this demarcation that the
present of the living thing can set itself apart from what it may become.
The present sets itself apart from the future as the present precisely because
there is a fulfilled relationship to the future which is itself not yet realized.
This structure holds analogously for the past. The now of the living thing
does not simply elapse; it is not simply a passing into the past. It is rather
that the living thing demarcates itself from its past by maintaining a rela-
tionship to it (Plessner [1928] 2019:167). The living thing is not only what
it currently is but also what it was. The present of an organism is deter-
mined by the past by means of its present relationship to this past. The past
does not determine the present; the present rather selectively actualizes the
past according to the requirements of the present and the relationships to
the future it contains. The present is thus to be understood as the execu-
tion of the mediation of the relationships between the past and the future.
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As the mediating element between the past and the future, the present is a
component of a process it operatively carries. It is always the present that is
real, while the past and the future are only present and real insofar as there
are fulfilled relationships to them in the present.56 This processual form of
temporal relationships holds even for simple living beings such as unicel-
lular organisms.

Modal time – centric positionality

Plessner’s analysis of time unfolds in the form of a reflexive deduction. He
develops the temporal structure of centric positionality by allowing the
present fulfillment of the entity’s relationships to the modes of the past
and the future to reflexively refer to themselves. This modifies both the
present as well as the structure of the relationships to the past and the fu-
ture.

The embodied self not only exists in the present by realizing its bound-
ary but also relates to the fact that this is the case. On the level of simple
positionality there are fixed formal parameters for the organism that deter-
mine its relationship to the future and the past. The organism relates to its
current environment according to these formal parameters and develops
according to them as well (e.g., from a caterpillar into a butterfly). If the
organism reflexively relates to its relationships to the past and the future,
which are determined by formal parameters, then these relationships are
given to it and it can shape them itself. The formal parameters become the
framework within which the organism itself forms its relationships to the
future and to the past. This means that its relationship to the future is, on
the one hand, given by its organic structure and, on the other, can be indi-

56 There is no consciousness that could anticipate anything on this level of develop-
mental processes; there are no expectations, for instance. From the perspective of
systems theory, this is the level of the autopoiesis of life. The theory of au-
topoiesis differs from positionality theory in that it does not distinguish struc-
turally between different levels of complexity. The autopoiesis of life, or the au-
topoiesis of the different organic systems (the nervous system, the immune sys-
tem, and so forth), stands alongside the autopoiesis of consciousness and that of
communication. But it is unclear whether and if so, how, these different au-
topoiesis structurally differ from each other and how they relate to each other.
Luhmann himself notes that the “concept of autopoieses …has not yet led to an
adequate differentiation in the literature of systems of life, consciousness (the psy-
che), and communication (society)” (Luhmann [1986] 2008:162, fn. 5).
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vidually shaped within this framework as the organism has experiences.
The individual shapes its own life process.

On the one hand: insofar as the organism’s relationship to the environ-
ment is given in advance, there is no individual leeway to be realized in the
present. External stimuli and/or materials pass into the organism and are
processed there according to the formal organic parameters. In the case of
metabolic processes, for instance, the organism absorbs appropriate materi-
als from the surrounding medium, processes them internally, and excretes
the waste, thereby sustaining itself. The organism also develops according
to general formal parameters upon which the individual has no influence.

On the other hand: if the organism relates to this structure of execution,
not only do stimuli and materials pass into the organism, but the organism
relates to the fact that this is the case. The passing of stimuli into the or-
ganism takes on the form of experience. By realizing its boundary, the em-
bodied self experiences and is conscious of its environment. This experi-
ence is temporally structured. The environment, structured by past experi-
ences in a path-dependent way, provides the organism with options for
motor reactions: here I could jump, chase, run away, grab onto something,
and so forth. This corresponds to what Gibson describes as environmental
affordances for the organism. These affordances are its fulfilled relation-
ships to the past and to the mode of the future in its experience of the envi-
ronment.

The realization of affordances depends upon the actualized past (past ex-
periences) and on the organism’s experience of its own current condition
(e.g., tense, thirsty, hungry, exhausted, afraid). The present is thus not only
a here/now, but a condition of the sensed spatiotemporal expansion of im-
pulses to act that are experienced in the limbs (for instance). Mediated by
this differentiated experience of the organism’s own condition, a motor re-
sponse directed at the realization of the mode of the future takes place.
The lion creeps up on the antelope.57

57 For Plessner, consciousness is the entirety of the experienced relationship be-
tween the living being and the environment. There is no other way to understand
the following statement: “consciousness is not in us, but we are rather ‘in’ con-
sciousness—that is, we relate to our surroundings as motile, lived bodies” (Pless-
ner [1928] 2019:62). As embodied consciousness, the organism extends beyond it-
self and is directed toward the outer world; as embodied consciousness it realizes
the passing of the outer world into itself. The embodied self individually shapes
these executions. It directs itself toward its environment in accordance with its
current experience of the present and realizes individually shapeable references to
the future. This corresponds to Mead’s theory of consciousness, according to
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What I am referring to here as an organism’s fulfilled relationships to
the future are not plans for action but relationships to the future that are
relative to the condition of this organism and are experienced by it. It is a
matter of what the embodied self is involuntarily ready for. The way in
which it is involuntarily ready for something determines the speed of its
motor functions, its bodily tension, and so forth. The cow slowly comes to
her feet and resumes grazing, turning the plucking presence of her mouth
with the grass, which before only existed as an experienced relationship to
the mode of the future, into realized presence. This transition from the
mode of the future into the present is not guaranteed, however. The cow
may fail in her efforts to pluck the grass. Or the thirsty lab monkey expects
drop after drop of water as part of his participation in an experiment. The
drop coming is a fulfilled relationship to the future that determines the
monkey’s present behavior. His expectation of water is the reason he ac-
tively participates in the experiment (Lindemann 2005a, 2009c). There is
no guarantee, however, that what the “expector” is immediately ready for
will take place—there may be no water for him today. The lion leaps, but
lands in the grass next to the antelope. The organism can learn from such
failures, can position itself differently as it leaps, can leap more quickly.
Learning always includes a practical actualization of the past in the experi-
ence of other future affordances of the environment. This allows the or-
ganism to shape its relationships to the environment in an ever more indi-
vidual way, depending on its particular learning experiences. In this way,
the individual life process can become an individually shaped path of de-
velopment.

The possibility of disappointed expectations does not imply that they
were previously identified as individual expectations. Non-explicated, only
vaguely imagined expectations can also be disappointed. We do not have

which consciousness implies an organism reacting to the conditions it experi-
ences. These conditions become an impetus for the organism. The fact that an or-
ganism reacts to the conditions it experiences also mediates the temporally struc-
tured relationship of its consciousness to external objects, which, because of ful-
filled references to the future, are also perceived from a distance as relevant. It is
unclear whether Mead thinks of the organism even on the level of simple life as
being out beyond itself. He indicates that he does when he points to plant organ-
isms selecting substances for assimilation (Mead [1932] 2002:70); an organism
cannot be closed if it makes selections in its surrounding field. But he also writes
that it is only the emergence of consciousness that gives rise to a state of affairs in
which the organism is out among the things that it perceives (Mead [1932]
2002:69).
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to project a precise plan of action into the mind of the lion in order to say
that her expectation of seizing the antelope was disappointed. Expectations
are experienced, fulfilled relationships to field conditions in the mode of
the future. Even vague expectations can be disappointed.

The spatiotemporal structure of touch

A more precise analysis of space and time also allows me to further devel-
op the concept of touch. The state of affairs of boundary realization entails
living bodies delimiting an organized area of their own from their sur-
rounding field. At first, this field is spatially unstructured, so that the liv-
ing body delimits itself as a here/now from an unstructured space. The lat-
ter can only be characterized as forming a surrounding expanse with the
living body as its center. If this state of affairs is related back to itself, we
must speak of an embodied self that can orient itself toward its environ-
ment. This entails a differentiation of the spatial structure: now we have an
unstructured, surrounding space into which the embodied self can orient
itself toward something. Hermann Schmitz worked out the phenomeno-
logical difference between these spatial structures in greater detail by dis-
tinguishing between the unstructured space of vastness and embodied di-
rectional space (Schmitz [1967] 2005:§ 18, § 19). His phenomenological
analyses show very clearly that the spacelike extension of the living body
does not coincide with the measurable dimensions of the body. As a body
reflexively relating to its own boundary realization, the lived body is out
beyond itself; it is wherever its orientation comes to rest. This can be illus-
trated by considering the process of seeing: a self can look out into an ex-
panse without its gaze stopping at a certain place or body; it is oriented to-
ward an unstructured expanse. Or the self can focus its gaze on something;
now its gaze ends at that point toward which the lived body is oriented. In
this case, the gazing orientation has a goal, coming to rest in the body that
it beholds. This self-limitation is not complete, however, as the gaze is not
completely fixed on the beheld object. It always extends beyond it as well,
situating the object against an indeterminately given background. The
gaze can continue into this unstructured space and encounter other ob-
jects. Embodied consciousness extends as far as its orientation reaches. As
lived body, the experiencing, living body is out beyond itself. From out
there, the lived body is over against itself. Embodied consciousness extends
spatially as far as its perception reaches when it is hearing, seeing, smelling,
sensing an atmosphere, and so forth. The execution of embodied reflexive
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boundary realization allows for an embodied self to be connected with an-
other embodied self in a spacelike way. Embodied selves in their interac-
tions are entangled with each other in a spacelike way.58

The concept of touch can also be developed further by including the no-
tion of time. Touch means that an embodied self experiences another em-
bodied self directing itself toward it. This embodied relationship is tempo-
rally structured. Touch is experienced in the present; at the same time, the
experienced orientation of an embodied self in the present contains a
present relationship to the future. The touch experienced in the present is
aligned in a way that indicates how it will continue. We need not presume
that the prey experiencing a predator directed toward it has detailed expec-
tations. To understand why it flees, it suffices to posit a fulfilled relation-
ship to the future in the present experience of the prey which makes it in-
voluntarily ready for what might happen.

In the example of the guard birds, it is the case of embodied selves hav-
ing the experience of other lived bodies directing themselves in a competi-
tive way toward an object they must try to reach first. The baboon experi-
encing members of his own species turning their embodied orientation
against him—they charge him—succeeds in redirecting their oriented at-
tention in space toward a predator whose possible presence the baboon
suggests by means of his own embodied orientation. I understand exam-
ples such as these to indicate that embodied selves orient themselves in a
surrounding unstructured space in which their embodied boundary real-
izations may encounter each other. When the embodied boundary realiza-
tions touch each other, the selves experience each other and thus realize a
shared present. The possible presence of a lion in the surrounding space is
realized in the present in equal measure by the escaping/bluffing baboon
and his pursuers.

On the level of centric positionality, orientation toward something in
the present is fundamentally relevant to spatiotemporal formations of
structure. Orientation toward something in the environment starts in the
center of the lived body and returns back to the organism from the point
at which the orientation terminates. The location of the object or of the
other lived body is experienced from the organism’s own embodied center.
Plessner does not provide a more detailed characterization of the space in
which embodied boundary realizations encounter each other. In order to
work this out in more detail, I draw on Schmitz’s phenomenological ana-
lysis of space. His work ([1964–1980] 2005) can be understood as a phe-

58 See also Schmitz’s ([1980] 2005b:§ 288) analyses of embodied communication.
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nomenologically instructive elaboration of the theory Plessner developed
deductively in dialogue with biology.

Schmitz refers to the surrounding unstructured space into which the
lived body directs itself as the space of vastness [Weiteraum]. This corre-
sponds to our analysis so far, which Schmitz, however, enhances in several
ways. He shows how the space of vastness is not identical to measurable
three-dimensional space, but is rather the most general definition of space.
Space in the sense of a measurable, three-dimensional extension is one pos-
sibility of specifying vastness. The notion of a measurable extension pre-
supposes the possibility of breaking down the vastness into divisible units
that can be endlessly connected with each other. Thus if we were to link
the general definition of space with measurable extension we would have
to exclude many phenomena of a spatial character. The clap of thunder we
experience with our senses is, as phenomenal sound, spatially extended
and situated. The thunder is far above me to the right. But it would be dif-
ficult to specify how deep, long, or wide the clap of thunder is. If we recog-
nize the spatial extension of the thunder we experience with our ears, we
cannot equate spatial extension with measurable dimensional extension.
The same can be said of the extension of the weather we experience. Op-
pressive mugginess, for instance, seems to be spatially extended—the self
moves about in it. But it cannot be broken down into “units of mugginess
extension” either—e.g., cubic centimeters—that could be used to indicate
its extent in terms of a measurable three-dimensional space.

Given that dimensionality in the sense of dimensional extension in
length, breadth, and height can neither be specified for sound nor weath-
er, Schmitz suggests conceiving of vastness not as measurable but as un-
structured predimensional extension, undefinable by units of measure-
ment (Schmitz [1967] 2005:206). Schmitz puts forward numerous phe-
nomenological analyses in support of this general characterization of space
as unstructured extension (Schmitz [1967] 2005:47ff, 131ff), distinguishing
vastness from spaces that can be understood in terms of measurable, ex-
tended dimensions (Schmitz [1967] 2005:§ 134).

Unstructured vastness is “given direction” by the individual lived body.
Directions point from the lived body into the undetermined space of vast-
ness. This creates orientation in space starting from the lived body’s own
center as the absolute point of reference. Pathways are appropriated in spe-
cific ways within the framework of this orientation: first left, then right,
straight ahead, two lefts, then straight again, climb up an obstacle and
back down on the other side, straight ahead to the goal. This sequence can
solidify into directional routes. Depending on where the lived body is lo-
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cated, spatio-directional relationships to the future unfold in the present
and follow solidified directional routes. The following two examples
demonstrate this:

The smallest changes in the familiar path were enough to lead to the
failure of this kind of steering. If I removed an approximately 8 cm
high obstacle from the path my water shrews were used to following,
they at first blindly jumped up onto the no longer existing obstacle,
which was all the more surprising given that they were quite capable
of visually homing in on a similar object in unfamiliar territory. After
the small spill caused by this behavior, they would stand up on their
hind legs and use their whiskers and hands to feel around in the air for
where the edge of the barrier they just jumped at should have been.
Desert jerboas behave quite analogously despite their much better vi-
sion. In an unfamiliar space, they will easily locate a feeding dish. If,
however, they have become accustomed over the course of several
weeks to find the dish in a particular spot, they will literally search that
spot for hours instead of simply using their sense of smell and sight to
locate a dish placed only one meter away—something they could easily
accomplish “with an open mind,” i.e., without interference in the
form of previous habit formation. (Lorenz 1943:336 as cited in
Schmitz [1967] 2005:309)

Piaget (1952, 1954) devised a number of clever experiments in which
infants produced interesting effects on mobiles, toys, and household
objects, and then were given the opportunity to reproduce those ef-
fects—sometimes in slightly modified circumstances that called for an
accommodation on the infant’s part. For the first six to eight months
of life, Piaget’s infants basically repeated behaviors that reproduced in-
teresting results, but they made very few accommodations for the exi-
gencies of particular situations. For example, if the infant managed to
shake a rattle and produce an interesting sight and sound because her
hand was tethered via a string to the suspended rattle, removal of the
string did not lead to any changes of behavior; the infant made the
same arm movements. Piaget observed many other instances of this
“magical” thinking about how actions produce results in the external
world. (Tomasello 1999:72)

I see these examples as instances of habitual spatio-directional orientation
following certain routes. In the case of the rodents, the matter is immedi-
ately clear: their embodied orientation is like a habitual sequence of orien-
tations toward the future becoming fulfilled and, in turn, opening up new
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relationships to the future, depending on what part of the route the self
has arrived at.

The case of “Piaget’s infants,” as Tomasello puts it, seems to me to be
similar. The babies’ motor functions are directionally oriented. They reach
in a particular direction, grab hold of the object, and the event takes place.
Starting from their own center, they move their arms along the habitual
route. Like the rodent whose feeding dish was moved, the habitual, practi-
cal orientation is simply repeated again and again. This is not magical
thinking; it is rather that the infants follow a well-rehearsed route with
their hands. The conditions have changed and the old orientation no
longer gets them anywhere, but they are unable to give it up. The individu-
al self is geared to take this particular direction or to grab in this particular
spot, like it has always done.

The time-space of excentric embodied selves

Orientation directs itself into unstructured space where related lines of ori-
entation may encounter each other. Embodied interactions take place—
among birds, primates, or human beings. Embodied selves have the experi-
ence of directing themselves out of their own center into a space of vast-
ness in which embodied lines of orientation can encounter each other in
the present. In the space into which embodied selves deploy lines of orien-
tation, these selves touch the boundary realizations of other embodied
selves and are touched by them. This state of affairs as a whole character-
izes the structure of centric positionality.

Excentric positionality means that this state of affairs as a whole reflex-
ively refers back to itself. We misunderstand the “ex” in excentric position-
ality if we think of it merely in terms of an excentric embodied self. It is
rather the overall structure of centric positionality that has become reflex-
ive. The “ex” in excentric positionality refers both to the excentric position-
ing of embodied selves as well as to the corresponding modification of the
givens of the environment such as things and other embodied selves.

If we examine this state of affairs from the perspective of an embodied
self, we find that it not only experiences things and other embodied selves
by directing itself toward them, but experiences the fact that this is the
case. The state of affairs that there are selves and things in a shared space
stands out for an excentric self. It realizes that there is a shared space into
which it and other selves deploy lines of orientation that may meet. Above
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I discussed the modifications that emerge in this context for the social di-
mension; here I turn to the modifications of space and time.

Space

An analysis of order formation that relates the dimensions of space and of
the social to each other rests on the fundamental fact that excentric, em-
bodied selves are aware of a surrounding space of vastness. Boundaries es-
tablished between social persons and other entities turn the space of vast-
ness into a potentially social space, a space into which personal, embodied
selves direct themselves and in which a self can be touched by others. It
thus seems safe to assume the existence of a shared space in which embod-
ied selves meet and in which they can relate to objects that exist as the
same objects for all those involved.

In the relationship between the lived body and the environment in ex-
centric positionality, how the space of vastness is structured by directional
routes or forms of orientation is not set in advance. It is in this sense that
space must be “given direction” in practice. Excentrically positioned lived
bodies must themselves develop the forms in which they direct themselves
at the environment as well as the associated directional routes. A direction-
al space unfolds, starting from the self’s own lived body, to the left, the
right, up, down, in front, behind. These directions orient the self’s move-
ment in space as well as its reach into space using its motor functions. The
lived body must learn to reach into these directions, to develop its own
paths of movement for its limbs and specifically for its hands, paths of
grasping. The motor body schema develops in such a way as to give the
movement of the limbs an ordered structure. This embodied and spatial
structuring takes place in dialogue with the affordances (Gibson) of the en-
vironment. Tomasello’s example from Piaget of infants learning to use
their arms to produce effects describes one small step in the individual de-
velopment of the lived body that gives itself direction in the environment
by interacting with it. I will discuss action and the motor treatment of
things in more detail below in the section on the substantive dimension.

Variable centering

Directing oneself toward something is a kind of practical orientation. The
embodied self experiences surroundings that are spatio-directionally differ-
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entiated—turning to the left leads somewhere different than turning to the
right. Starting from the center of the lived body, different areas become de-
lineated and can be structured according to proximity and distance. Even
here, however, there are no measurable distances. The statement “When I
turn to the right I see a tree and beyond it a house” can be made without
referring to measurable intervals. Differentiations into spatio-directionally
distinct areas make it possible to establish common definitions in space,
e.g.: the area behind the mountain, the area downriver, on the other side
of the river. Such prominent spatial points of reference can serve the func-
tion of new centers of orientation.

The reflexivity of excentric positionality entails the spatial relationship
between self and environment becoming reflexive. This reflexivity relativizes
the embodied centers and is thus significant for the process of giving space
direction. The center from which directions unfold no longer has to be the
self’s own lived body; spatial structures experienced as prominent, such as
mountains, can also become reference points for directions in space. Bateson
([1949] 2000:125) describes the spatial structure in Bali as follows:

The Balinese are markedly dependent upon spatial orientation. In or-
der to be able to behave they must know their cardinal points, and if a
Balinese is taken by motor car over twisting roads so that he loses his
sense of direction, he may become severely disorientated and unable to
act (e.g., a dancer may become unable to dance) until he has got back
his orientation by seeing some important landmark, such as the cen-
tral mountain of the island around which the cardinal points are struc-
tured. (Bateson [1949] 2000:125)

I interpret this to mean that the reference point of embodied directional
space in this case is not the individual’s own lived body, but the central
mountain. If the inability to act can go as far as the inability to move, this
indicates that without a relationship to an external center of orientation,
the lived body described above becomes disoriented in a way similar to the
phenomenon of vertigo in modern Europe. When someone has vertigo,
they lose their embodied orientation to the point of no longer knowing
where up and down or right and left are. It becomes impossible to become
oriented, to direct oneself (forward, backward, up, down) from out of
one’s own center. If the loss of reference to an external point can have the
same effect, this means that an external point can structure the directional
space of the lived body.

The realization that the here/now of an organism’s own lived body does
not necessarily have to be the center of its spatial orientation allows a
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whole range of such phenomena to come to our attention. We can observe
temporary shifts of the center of orientation, e.g., in relationships of care
between adults and children. When a child moves toward an oncoming
car, the child spontaneously becomes the center of the responsible adult’s
spatial orientation in reference to which directions and dangers are experi-
enced. The specific kind of attention demanded by such relationships re-
quires the embodied directional space to be given direction in a way that
accords with these relationships.

Local space

Our description of ordered spatial structures requires another distinction
here. Embodied selves are directed toward things and selves in space. Di-
recting oneself terminates—if not completely—in the object that is per-
ceived. If this state of affairs is reflexively related back to itself, the self not
only gains latitude in which to experience itself directing itself toward an
object, but also experiences the fact that objects are given to it. The object
is not only given in a functionally structured directing-myself toward the
object, but can also be grasped as something that is more than what I can
do with it right now. This is also relevant to the analysis of the self’s rela-
tionship to space. If it is given to the experiencing embodied self that an
object is no longer fully exhausted by the former’s relationship to it, the
object can be set apart from its location. This object is here right now, but
it could also not be here; another object could be here instead. This simple
operation, which entails a negation of the object, leads to the possibility of
distinguishing the location of the object from the object itself. This ability
to negate, which modifies the self’s understanding of space, contains a cru-
cial characteristic distinguishing centric from excentric positionality. Ex-
centric, embodied selves functionally direct themselves toward the sur-
rounding space as an unstructured space of vastness, where a structured
space of locations becomes set apart that is different from the objects that
inhabit it.

The most important characteristic of local space is that it does not con-
tain any privileged directions. Directional space has centers from which di-
rections unfold; any spatio-directional characterization is meaningless
without reference to the center from which the directions emanate. Left,
right, up, down, in front of, and behind all lose their meaning without a
definitely given center from whose vantage point these directions are de-
termined. Determinations in local space are entirely different: a location is
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different from the objects and the possible presence of an embodied center
of direction located there.

Digital space

When the surrounding space is structured into locations that are indepen-
dent of objects, it can be determined by means of external measurement.
This measurement can be conceptualized using a method proposed by
Norbert Elias ([1984] 1994) for the measurement of time, which I will ex-
plicate in more detail below. Elias suggests that the measurement of time is
a three-part relation between a) the object to be measured, b) the reference
to the object that serves as unit of measurement, and c) the group in which
this reference is institutionalized. Thus in the case of spatial measurement,
a stick of a particular length, or the length of the forearm, an ell, can be
used as reference object. This reference object can be broken down into
subunits—such as a meter into 100 cm. In modernity, the spatial extension
of the reference object serving as standard of measurement has become in-
creasingly abstracted from a concrete object, to the point of consisting of
pure numbers. Exhaustively accessing local space by means of measures of
length, width, depth, and angle, definable by units of any particular size,
leads to the emergence of a new kind of space. This space is continuously
extended in three dimensions and consists of point-like localities that can
be defined in a variety of ways and whose relationships to each other can
be measured and plotted in a system of coordinates. Every local point can
be defined according to its position in relation to and distance from other
points. These relations can be given in units of measurements no matter
how small. Space that is exhaustively structured in this way I refer to as
digital. All references to local space as accessible by the lived body have
been erased here. It was not until the transition to modernity that the digi-
tization of local space became completely established.

The construction of maps is based on such an abstraction from embod-
ied directional space to digital space. A city map presupposes a uniform
unit of measure (nanometer, millimeter, centimeter, meter, etc.) that is
used to measure the space in question, the objects taking up space within
it, as well as their representation on the map. This is the only way for con-
trolled transformations from the territory to the map to take place. Con-
versely, the art of reading a city map arguably consists in translating digital
space into directional space. When I read a city map, I identify the spot
“where I am,” and unfold spatio-directional relationships from there. I am
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here and have to first turn right, then go straight, take a left at the third
intersection, and so on.

The distinction between the space of vastness, directional space, local
space, the latter’s formation into digital space, as well as the consideration
of variable ways of centering in space concludes a first characterization of
space. But how does this contribute to an analysis of order that factors in
the social dimension and, as in the case of sociology, investigates the for-
mation of order primarily from the vantage point of the social dimension?
First, it indicates that referring to “space” is too general. We must always
be more precise about what spatial structures are meant and what their re-
lationship to each other is. This can only occur in the context of empirical
research. But even the observations made so far call into question the al-
most universally accepted assumption in development theory that the ad-
vent of modernity was accompanied by a reduction of the importance of
space.

If we look at the modes of orientation in non-modern societies, we find
a dominance of directional space and of local space as tied to the lived
body, with the space of vastness also continuing to be relevant to order for-
mation. The onset of modernity, on the other hand, is characterized by an
increased relevance of digital space to order formation. The idea of urban
and regional planning alone, the planning and the practice of the organi-
zation of the flow of traffic and commodities, are unthinkable without a
generally established dominance of digital space. Only digitalized space al-
lows for a precise calculation of how many objects fit into a warehouse.

Human beings as the embodied actors of modern society have to situate
themselves in a local space tied to their lived bodies as well as living there
in reference to a digital space. They give themselves direction in this space
by locating themselves as embodied centers of direction in a spatially rela-
tive way. Shifts in local space require individuals to repeatedly adjust their
embodied directional orientation to digital space. People and commodities
fly from city to city on flight routes planned in digital space. Human be-
ings orient themselves in foreign cities using city maps by locating them-
selves in a directionally spatial way. It is not clear how space can be said to
have become less significant in this context. In this sense I have to agree
with Schroer’s criticism of this sociological “metanarrative,” although his
criticism/diagnosis does not attain conceptual clarity.

It is crucial to note that in the context of a sociology of space, the
claim made in classical theories of modernity as well as in current the-
ories of globalization that space has become “irrelevant” or “devalued”
(Bauman 2000:117f) is based on a confusion between space and place.
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Upon closer inspection, the pronouncement of the end of space means
a greater independence of economic, political, and social activities
from certain places. We can observe at most a successive replacement
of place by space in the development from primitive to postmodern so-
cieties. Communication and transportation technologies continue to
open up ever more spaces while at the same time loosening the rela-
tionship to place—without, it must be said, making place disappear al-
together, (Schroer [2006] 2016:172).

Schroer’s analysis would be correct if space were exclusively local or digital
space. Under this premise, the spatial orientation of simple societies would
have to be understood as tied to locality—the technical underdevelopment
of transportation means that people can only travel a distance of a few ki-
lometers. This, however, implies that the spatial order of “primitive soci-
eties” is, in principle, the same as our own, the only difference being that
modern means of transportation make it possible to reach more places that
are at a greater measurable distance from each other more quickly. Schroer
suggests expanding the notion of place into a notion of local space. While
this is a reasonable idea, it also universalizes local space as the dominant
order-forming spatial structure, which is not justified since premodern or-
dering systems of space are structured in a much more spatio-directional
way and maintain a relationship to the space of vastness.

Maurice Leenhardt’s impressive ethnography of New Caledonia, based
on twenty-five years of field research (Leenhardt [1947] 1979), describes an
ordering system of space that can hardly be understood if considered in
terms of modern local space.

If a man happens to be dealing with the upper world, drawn there by a
strong emotion, the sky can then be reached by an arrow the man
shoots into it. Other arrows follow the first, each nesting in the last,
and they soon build a route of communication permitting him to pass
from the earth to the sky. The same procedure with arrows is found as
far away as America. We see that space is without specific dimensions;
it is essentially qualitative. (Leenhardt [1947] 1979:45)

According to this description, vastness that is not structured by units of
measurement can be made accessible by directing oneself into it by means
of the flight paths of arrows—a procedure that appears absurd if we think
in terms of orientation in local space. Leenhardt provides another very in-
structive observation of how the different orders of space held by the colo-
nial administration and the New Caledonians led to armed conflict:
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[Space] is also discontinuous. The deified ancestors disappear into re-
gions which are their own, to islands remembered in myths, which no
one has ever seen, such as Bolotru Island for the Fijians or Suné Island
for the Solomon Islanders. We may believe these islands unreal, and in
fact they are. But the Melanesian considers our geography, and not his
own mythic world, unreal. The people of Buka had a strange experi-
ence some years ago which obliged them to reexamine their views
about Suné Island, the land in which their ancestor gods dwell. A
steamship dropped anchor off their coast each month, bringing mer-
chandise they were eager to buy. The white businessmen in Buka told
the natives the ship came from the Australian port of Sydney. The na-
tives confused the name of the city, Sydney, with that of the island of
the gods, Suné. They were sure that the boat was a dispatch from their
ancestors in Suné and the merchandise a gift of ancestral and divine fa-
vor. One day an incident occurred and they were forbidden access to
the ship. They protested, feeling that the boat was somewhat a posses-
sion of their own, as sons of these gods. Discussion, resistance, and ex-
citement ensued, and the administration, naively expecting a revolt,
sent troops to take police action. It would have been enough, however,
to explain to the natives the character and nature of the port of Syd-
ney; it was not the paradise of Suné Island, and the ship had no mythic
tie. (Leenhardt [1947] 1979:45f)

This account brings another characteristic of the unstructured space of
vastness to our attention, namely that it creates an accessible connection
between this world and the beyond. Objects entering the immediate vicini-
ty from the space of vastness may be from the world of ghosts, ancestors,
and gods. It is also possible for ghosts or ancestors themselves to come
from the space of vastness and to establish direct contact with the living. It
would be worth testing the hypothesis that ancestors and ghosts can only
function as actors if the space of vastness constitutes a relevant structure
within the ordering system in question.

References to an unstructured space of vastness are made impossible to
the degree that local/digital space becomes established as the dominant
structure of order formation. Taking into consideration that vastness be-
yond measure can be key for order formation entails caution regarding the
traditional sociological narrative of modernization. At the very least, it
would be advisable to reassess this narrative in light of a pluridimensional
theory of order formation. The inhabitants of Buka Island live in a space of
proximity, with a local space tied to embodied directional space. But refer-
ence to a non-dimensionally structured space of vastness also remains rele-
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vant to their overall ordering system of space. The reference to this un-
structured space of vastness is lost in the development of the modern or-
dering system, where space comes to be understood exclusively as local
space and finally as digital space, i.e., as a space that consists of a network
of places in close proximity to each other and in which one can measur-
ably move from place to place. The structure of modern space is one of a
nexus of currently given proximate spaces structured by digital or local
space and contains no reference to vastness. The fact that one can travel
large distances from one local space of proximity to another does not affect
the basic structure. We should be integrating such changes in the spatial
structure into our analysis rather than unreflectedly projecting the struc-
ture of modern space onto all ordering systems.

Sociology has not even begun to narrate the development of ordering
systems of space. Instead, an unreflected modernism has so far obscured
analysis. The phenomenologically inspired categorical structure of space I
worked out above should be understood only as a heuristic a priori; there
may be other orders of space that do not fit into these categories. Neverthe-
less, the categories I propose seem to me to be significantly more produc-
tive than what has been available thus far.

Research perspectives for the analysis of modernity can be derived from
this categorical structure of space. How did the space of vastness come to
be eliminated as a relevant order-forming factor? Was this elimination
completely successful, or is the space of vastness still relevant to the mod-
ern order of space? How do embodied directional space and local/digital
space interconnect? Is the global village of megacities even conceivable
without digital/local order formation? Is there evidence of an increasing
dominance of digital space in the development of architecture and urban
planning? What is the connection between the establishment of digital
space and the creation of the infrastructure for modern communication
technologies such as telegraphy, telephone, or the Internet?

Time

Centric positionality is characterized by the experience of fulfilled relation-
ships to the future and to the past. It is not necessary for a state of affairs to
be fulfilled in order for a realized relationship to it given in the mode of
the future to transition to it being given in the mode of the present. This is
the case, for instance, when an embodied self is involuntarily ready for
something that does not occur; the expectation is disappointed. The experi-
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ence of disappointment can be processed in the form of learning. The em-
bodied self tries to henceforth be a more careful observer; it may mobilize
past experiences in order to master a new situation. A fulfilled relationship
to the past is evident not least in the fact that centrically constituted selves
learn and are thus able to individually shape their life processes.

On the level of excentric positionality, this temporal structure reflexively
refers back to itself. Several modifications occur here. In addition to experi-
ences of relating to the past and to the future, there are now also experi-
ences of the fact that there are these experiences. This means that for the
embodied self, the past, future, and present become set apart as different
modes of time, and that these differences can together be distinguished
from duration.

This changes both the experience of disappointed expectations as well as
the possibility of dealing with them. The experience of being disappointed
for an excentric self is the experience of having been ready for something
specific. The expected state of affairs sets itself apart as such. The self can
ask itself whether there are other states of affairs it is involuntarily imagin-
ing which it would do better to no longer expect. Or the excentric self can
become unsure of whether it ought to hold on to a particular expectation
or not. The difference between the temporal modes of past, present, and
future points to the possibility of discontinuity. Something that existed no
longer does, or something that exists will not necessarily do so in the fu-
ture. Duration stands in contrast to this possible discontinuity. If some-
thing endures, it existed in the past and exists now and will exist in the fu-
ture.

Modal time

The structure of modal time is at the heart of many modern theories of
time. Modal time distinguishes between the modes of past, present, and fu-
ture by always relating the past and the future to a current present. A cur-
rent present contains a future that will follow upon this present as well as a
past that preceded this present. When the present future is realized, the
structure of modal time shifts. That which was present is now irrevocably
past; the expected future has arrived, and other future possibilities may
emerge from this present. This basic structure is found in what are other-
wise very different theorists such as Husserl ([1928] 1990), Mead ([1932]
2002), Luhmann (1978), Schmitz ([1964] 2005:§ 17, § 38), and Plessner
([1928] 2019). My argument is based primarily on Plessner and, in a limi-
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ted sense, on Schmitz, as both of these theorists think in terms of spatial,
embodied selves instead of consciousnesses like Husserl or systems of
meaning (consciousness, social system) like Luhmann. The restrictions
found in Husserl and Luhmann make it difficult to categorically grasp the
relationships between time, space, and lived body. The differentiated un-
derstanding of spatial relationships emerging from my readings of Plessner
and Schmitz is also an important advantage over Mead.

In order to clearly develop the importance of the present and its specific
relationships to the future, I will posit a thought experiment based on the
premise that orders of expectations on the level of excentric positionality
are not ensured by formal parameters as they are on the level of centric po-
sitionality. Under these conditions it may happen that all or at least all
structurally relevant expectations are disappointed. In that case, there
would no longer be anything an embodied self would involuntarily have
to be/permitted to be ready for. The only thing that would be given for a
self in such a situation would be itself as it is confronted with a suddenly
erupting but unstructured future. The self is now involuntarily ready only
for something to happen. There is still a transition from the future into the
present; something new is always happening. An experience of this kind
could take on the form of panic. In extreme cases, the panicked self’s dif-
ferentiated perception of its surroundings breaks down. All there is is a
threatening, vaguely given future and the impulse to flee—“get out of
here.”

In this case a relationship to the past would be cut off as well. A present,
fulfilled relationship to the past that is no longer valid in the present
would be severed. Attitudes acquired in the past, knowledge gained, would
become worthless; the possibility of learning from the fulfilled relation-
ship to things that happened in the past would become obsolete. The past
would be cut off and the self would be confronted with an unexpected fu-
ture not characterized by structured expectations. All that is certain for an
embodied self in such a situation is that it is here/now as this self and that
it faces an uncertain, possibly threatening future. The temporal structure
expressed in this state of affairs is the ideal type of modal time. Its key char-
acteristic is that it “contains modal differences of existence and non-exis-
tence: that which is present is here; that which is past is no longer; that
which is to come is not yet” (Schmitz [1964] 2005:156). These modal-time
differences also form the starting point of Plessner’s analyses of time, al-

3.4 Space and time under conditions of expanded world-openness

141

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124 - am 21.01.2026, 02:25:27. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


though Schmitz works them out in a phenomenologically more precise
way.59

The relevance of modal-time differences can also be phenomenologically
developed in reference to less dramatic cases than panic. An employee who
identifies completely with her job, lives for her job, is suddenly fired. The
order of her life upon which she could always depend erodes and will nev-
er be restored, at least not in this way. The continuity of her previous life is
gone and she is confronted with an open future. All that is certain about
this future is that it will come; the undetermined approach of the future
remains. Or a successful dancer breaks his leg and can no longer dance. Or
a woman receives a text message from the man she loves and with whom
she wanted to live out her life informing her that he is leaving her and
won’t be returning from his trip. The continuity of life breaks down in sit-
uations like these; the past painfully sets itself apart as irrevocably gone. All
that remains is a largely undetermined, vaguely threatening or empty and
dismal future about which the only thing that is certain is that it will
come.

If temporal modality becomes contoured in this way, the modal differ-
ence between past, present, and future also becomes clearly contoured. Ac-
centuating modal difference points to the irreversibility of time. The fu-
ture is not yet, the past is no longer, and everything that is is in the
present. While Schmitz focusses primarily on the modal differences, other
theorists emphasize another, no less important aspect: a future passing into
the present changes current relationships to the past and to the future. A
new future becomes possible on the basis of the present that is now cur-
rent, and the relationship to the past changes, while preserving the signifi-
cance of the modal differences. Even Luhmann, who has a preference for
unspectacular, everyday examples, reaches in this context for what is, by
his standards, a dramatic scene: “If my house burns down while I am on
vacation, this changes what this vacation was: it now turns out that my in-
surance coverage was insufficient, that I have to look for temporary hous-
ing, and so forth” (Luhmann [1980] 2004:242). The present that is charac-
terized by the arrival of an unexpected event changes the past and creates
new future possibilities. It would not occur to even the most overcautious
person, someone who plans everything in advance, that looking for tempo-

59 Modal time is key for understanding time as operatively relevant for embodied
selves. The main difference between this conception of time, which is based on
Schmitz and Plessner, and that of, e.g., Husserl or Schütz is that here the analysis
centers on the lived body with its sensory relationship to its environment.
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rary housing could belong to the possibilities that will specifically open up
for them in the future upon their return from vacation.

Overall, Luhmann’s understanding of modal time exhibits a certain
preference for the future. This becomes apparent not least in his theory of
meaning, which he defines as the relationship between actuality and po-
tentiality. Something that is in the present may continue in a variety of
ways (see Luhmann [1971] 1990:32). The meaning-processing operations
of consciousness (Luhmann 1987) and communication (Luhmann [1984]
2005:chap. 4; [1997] 2012:chap. 1) disintegrate and have to be continually
recreated. If time is understood as the sequence of meaningful operations,
the relationship between the present and the future takes on the greater
significance. By contrast, the relationship to the past is relevant for the for-
mation of order and thus for the duration of structures. According to Luh-
mann, however, structures are formed on an unstable foundation that re-
quires constant reproduction. Duration as its own category of time does
not figure in Luhmann’s work.

I will now turn to an examination of the modes of time (past, present,
future) as well as to the concept of duration as that which sets itself apart
from the alternation of temporal modes. Based on this I will work out a
theory of positional time. Positional time, i.e., the possibility of measuring
time and dating, seems to be particularly relevant for structure formation
in modern societies. Positional time is the analogue of local space in the
temporal dimension; here too we find the corresponding phenomenon of
digital time that can be measured in discrete units. The shift of order for-
mation to digital positional time is probably similarly significant for the
analysis of order formation under conditions of expanded world-openness
as is the dominance of digital local space for modern order formation.

Duration as chaotic multiplicity

It is the specific reflexivity of excentric positionality that initially allows the
state of affairs of modal time to emerge. What is here sharply accentuated
as the directedness and irreversibility of time sets itself apart, in turn, from
duration. Bergson ([1888] 1912) already emphasized the importance of the
phenomenon of duration for the organic as well as the inorganic world,
with both Plessner and Schmitz taking up his work in a more or less direct
way. Plessner’s theory construction and Schmitz’s phenomenological anal-
yses have an important advantage over Bergson, however: they possess con-
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ceptual clarity, in particular as concerns the relationships between time,
space, and embodied experience.60

I began my analysis of modal time by looking at scenarios in which im-
portant structure-forming expectations have broken down: the hard-work-
ing employee is fired; a woman’s lover ends their relationship with a text
message; the passionate dancer breaks a leg and will never be able to dance
again. In such cases, the parting, the chasm between the present and the
past is stark and painful—never again will things be as they once were. The
condition of the experience of “never again” is its contrast with the self’s
own duration. The excentric self lives on, outlives the collapse of its order
of expectation. It is precisely this fact that can be the painful thing. Every-
thing that mattered to me is no longer here, but I am still alive and have to
bear it. I was happy and sustained by our love, but no longer. Would it not
be better if I were gone as well, if I were dead? The irreversibility of time
stands out sharply and clearly for those affected, along with the fact that
they themselves are still here and will continue to be. Thus the state of af-
fairs of duration stands out at the same time as irreversibility.

Duration sets itself apart in a way that is correlated to modal time. But
what is its temporal character? Time understood as modal time makes
something like duration seem impossible. In modal time, the fact that
something exists is tied to the present. The present does not endure, how-
ever; there is a passage from the future into the present, and the past is sep-
arated from the present by a chasm. It is past. How then could an ego, an
excentric self, endure? It cannot be that I am in the past, the present, and
the future all at the same time—my past self is no longer; it is past. The
dancer I once was I will never be again. My present self does not endure
since the present has no duration, and I am not yet what I will be in the
future.

It would seem that duration is impossible to classify in terms of modal
time. Systems theory, for instance, only provides a kind of analogy of dura-
tion. For Luhmann, the state of affairs of something existing continuously

60 This holds in particular for Schmitz’s distinction between two forms of multiplic-
ity—chaotic and individualized multiplicity. As we will see below, this distinc-
tion is very helpful for a clear conceptual understanding of duration. Schmitz
([1964] 2005:319f) pays his respects to Bergson in relation to chaotic multiplicity
as well, noting that the latter had already referred to this phenomenon (Bergson
[1888] 1912:151) without, however, clearly conceptualizing it. I point this out on-
ly in passing, without the space to undertake a detailed comparison between
Bergson’s, Schmitz’s, and Plessner’s analyses of time within the context of the his-
tory of philosophy.
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is brought about in a secondary way by the observation of a succession of
events. The continuity of a process is brought about by elapsing operations
observing other operations by means of the before/after distinction (Luh-
mann [1984] 2005:443), thereby creating a process that endures for a par-
ticular period of time. The sustained existence of a system is brought about
by operations observing other operations by means of the system/environ-
ment distinction and forming corresponding structures (Luhmann [1984]
2005:443f). This preserves the modal-time orientation: duration is under-
stood as ongoing existence in relation to a secondarily created derivative
that has to be constantly maintained by means of operations occurring in
the present.

Schmitz puts forward a different proposal for categorically grasping du-
ration, based on an idea of Bergson’s. Schmitz grounds his proposal in a
differentiation within the theory of multiplicity, that is, in the distinction
between individualized and chaotic multiplicity (see Schmitz [1964] 2005:
§ 31, § 32, § 33). A multiplicity is a quantity consisting of multiple ele-
ments; it is possible to decide what belongs to this quantity and what does
not. Now such a multiplicity can either be individualized or chaotic. In an
individualized multiplicity, it is decided whether the individual elements
are different from or identical with each other. If it is clear whether and in
what way the elements differ from the other elements, the individual ele-
ments can be identified as such and distinguished from all the other ele-
ments. Such elements can be counted as discrete elements, which is why I
use the terms individualized multiplicity and discrete multiplicity inter-
changeably. The quantity of all Easter bunnies produced by the Lindt
Company would be an example of discrete multiplicity. While the individ-
ual Easter bunnies resemble each other, each individual bunny can be dis-
tinguished from all of the others. If I bought this bunny and not that one,
it is this one that I have to take home. If I want a different one, I have to
either exchange the bunny I bought or buy a second one.

In the case of chaotic multiplicity, it is not decided whether the ele-
ments of the quantity are identical to or different from each other. While it
is clear that multiple elements are involved, it is unclear whether and in
what ways the individual elements differ from or are identical to each oth-
er. A chaotic multiplicity consists of elements, but not of discrete ele-
ments. It is not a matter of fuzzy logic here, where there are only vague
boundaries but no question as to whether elements are completely identi-
cal to or completely different from each other. This question is significant
for chaotic multiplicity. It is a matter here of quantities with multiple ele-
ments, but since it is undecided whether the elements in the quantity are
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identical to or different from each other, they are uncountable. Since the
elements cannot be identified as elements that are different from each oth-
er, they cannot be counted.

Chaotic multiplicities can be absolutely or relatively chaotic. In the case
of absolutely chaotic multiplicities, it is completely undecided whether
and in what ways elements are identical to or different from each other. In
the case of relatively chaotic multiplicities, it is decided for some elements
whether they are identical or different from each other, while it is undecid-
ed for other elements.

How then can the duration of the excentric, embodied self with its ego
structure be understood as a chaotic multiplicity? It cannot be conclusively
determined whether an enduring object or state of affairs only existed in
the past or only exists in the present or will only exist in the future. There
are two possibilities for comprehending the relationship between modal
difference and duration. One is that the state of affairs in question is in the
past as well as in the present as well as in the future. The other possibility
is that it is undecided whether the state of affairs is only in the past, only in
the present, or only in the future. The first possibility contains a logical
contradiction that is all the more apparent in that the reality of a thing is
tied to the present. It follows from this that if the statement is true that
state of affairs X is in the present, it is also true that state of affairs X is real.
If, however, state of affairs X is also in the past and in the future, it is also
unreal. This would be a contradiction.

This contradiction can be avoided if we characterize duration as chaotic
multiplicity. In this case, the statement that state of affairs X endures
would mean that it is undecided whether it is only in the present and thus
real or whether it is in the past and in the future and thus not really exis-
tent. The converse is also true. It is not decided whether something that
endures can be assigned to one of the three temporal modes. Something
endures, then, insofar as it is undecided whether it is in one of the modes
of modal time or not (Schmitz [1980] 2005a:§ 277a).

The duration of the individual person

The concept of chaotic multiplicity makes it possible to grasp the changing
conditions in the duration of the individual person structured as an I. Inso-
far as this person endures into the past, she is identified with the past. This
person is still the I she was in the past in the present. I not only experience
the fact that things will never be as they were before, but I also ask myself

3. An Operational Theory of Reflexive Multidimensional Order Formation

146

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124 - am 21.01.2026, 02:25:27. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


whether I did not bring about the disaster myself. Thus the fired employee
might ask herself: why did I initiate those changes in the way we manage
our human resources? This contributed to the failure of the company. In
the same way, the dancer might ask himself: why did I make that leap? I
could sense that my leg would not be able to pull off that turn. I knew it
wouldn’t go well. And a student might ask: why did I hide my cheat sheet
so badly? Now I’m not allowed to take the test. The crucial thing here is
that it is not only the case that it was me who did something, but is also
undecided whether it is still me and will continue to be me (Schmitz
[1980] 2005a:§ 277b). The undecidability of this question has consequences
that Schmitz does not specifically address, but that to me seem obvious. If
it is possible to leave oneself in the past after having done something, the
problem is solved. The student can say: “It’s true that I didn’t hide my
cheat sheet very well during the test last week, but that won’t happen to
me again. I was stupid, but not anymore.” Similarly, the dancer can free
himself from his haunting past by discovering that, while he will never be
able to dance again, he has always had other skills that were covered up by
his dancing, skills he can now develop. At the same time, he discovers
what led to the accident: he leapt although he sensed that his foot was not
grounded. He acted against his own intuition. This will not happen again.
From now on he will listen to his inner voice. Accounts of oneself such as
these, not uncommon among members of the middle class in modern soci-
eties, show the clear attempt to exclude something from the duration of
the person. It is an active shaping of one’s own self as a continuous unit.
This reflexive, shaping relationship to the duration of the person is always
in tension with duration and modal time. The aim is to reflect on myself
now in order to discover what possibilities I have for shaping my future
differently, to uncover the already existing possibilities in myself that can
be used for the future. This reflexive relationship to the duration of the in-
dividual person has been described in the sociological literature as one of
the important structural characteristics of modern sociation (Bröckling
[2007] 2016).

Shared duration

As we saw above, excentric embodied selves also direct themselves into the
space of vastness as a shared space in which they can touch each other. The
space of vastness is temporally prior to the activities of the embodied self,
its perceptions and actions that take place in the present. It endures before
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perception, movement, and action have begun and does not break down
when these end. The space of vastness is characterized by duration insofar
as it is enduringly given as that into which a perceiving or acting self-direc-
tion can unfold.

Duration conceived in terms of chaotic multiplicity is also key to under-
standing the space of vastness in relation to modal time. It is not decided
that a space into which an embodied self gazes is only in the present, for
the transition of the future into the present would mean that it would be-
come a space that no longer is; it would no longer exist, it would be in the
past. This does not seem like a reasonable place to start. The space of vast-
ness is rather given to the embodied self as a space that endures, as a space
that was already there before a self unfolded a directional space in it.
Present space endures into the past and into the future. It is not decided
whether this space is identical to or different from the past or the present.
The space of vastness endures insofar as this undecidability exists. Insofar
as this space endures, it is neither positively determined by one of the
modes of modal time, nor is it certain that it is not determined by one of
these modes. In this space, what is currently happening stands out, and
thus what can be determined in terms of modal time as presently occur-
ring, as what was not yet there, for instance, yesterday (see Schmitz [1967]
2005:116ff).

Treating the analysis of the duration of the space of vastness as a condi-
tion for the analysis of the formation of social time reveals both its proxim-
ity to as well as its difference from other phenomenologically inspired the-
ories of time. The duration of the space of vastness seems to me to be a ba-
sic precondition for the ability to repeatedly act, as Schütz argues. At the
same time, my line of argument departs from Schütz’s when he attempts
to develop the possibility of social time, a time that is shared by ego and
alter, solely from the concept of time. Ilja Srubar (1979:47) notes that “it is
clear that public time is the dimension in which different perspectives can
come up against each other: public, because a supra-individual dimension
is required; time (and not space), because the world is perceived in an ego-
centric way, i.e., the respective ‘hic’ and ‘illic,’ that is, the spatial stand-
point, determines perspective along with the particular biographical situa-
tion.” What is important about this passage is that for Srubar, the spatial
aspect of the lived body as that which is here/this one prevents the emer-
gence of a shared, a public sphere. It is only in the temporal dimension
that a shared public time can emerge—the same phenomenon in the spa-
tial dimension would be impossible. This is the consequence of Schütz’s
limitation of the spatial dimension to the aspect of “here” rather than in-
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cluding encompassing space as well. His conceptualization of the space
that encompasses the lived body existing here is not phenomenologically
differentiated.

Schütz understands the shared, public time in which ego and alter are
embedded as objective, measurable time, which he distinguishes from in-
ner duration. “On the other hand, it is the inner time or durée within
which our actual experiences are connected with the past by recollections
and retentions and/with the future by protentions and anticipations. In
and by our bodily movements we perform the transition from our durée to
the spatial or cosmic time, and our working actions partake of both”
(Schütz [1973] 1990b:215f). Cosmic time is measurable time as it is con-
ceived in the natural sciences (Schütz [1973] 1990:215); for Schütz it is the
time shared by everyone.

Luckmann’s interesting alternative to this notion of social time, which is
in line with modern concepts of measurable time, bears a certain kinship
to the argument I am pursuing. His conception of inner time is not, or not
only, based on the stream of consciousness, but rather on what he calls the
inner rhythms of embodied, physical life. These rhythms have to be syn-
chronized, which occurs by means of reciprocal attention. Social time is
developed in this synchronization. “If attention to the other is being given
reciprocally, that is to say, if synchronization is achieved, sequences of ac-
tion originating with different individuals can be geared into one another
so as to form a unitary flow of social interaction” (Luckmann 1983:79).
Without saying so outright, Luckmann here departs from the purely con-
sciousness-oriented, non-space related form of social time suggested by
Schütz. The fact that his intuition was correct here is confirmed by the fol-
lowing.

In order to develop my argument, I will turn first to Norbert Elias’s con-
cept of continua of changes, which he uses to define time as a functionally
tripolar relation. “To relate different continua of changes to each other as
‘time’ is therefore to link at least three continua: the people who connect,
and two or more continua of changes, one of which takes on, within par-
ticular societies, the function of a standard continuum, a framework of ref-
erence, for the other” (Elias [1984] 1994:46f). Elias’s empirical references to
non-modern temporal structures are rather cursory. He thus interprets the
novel Arrow of God by Chinua Achebe as an ethnographic study about life
in an “Ibo village of Eastern Nigeria” (Elias [1984] 1994:163ff), using this
depiction to put forward a definition of time that is independent of the
continuum of change of the clock. The society in question here is a village
community, whose socially relevant time is determined by the course of
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the stars and the work in the fields associated with it. Both (the course of
the stars and the work in the fields) are continua of changes in which all
the members of the community are more or less socially involved. The
priest can determine by the position of the stars whether it is time, for in-
stance, to sow or to harvest. The continuum of changes of the stars serves
as a framework of reference for the recurring work that secures the life of
the village (Elias [1984] 1994:178). The sequence of these continua is, on
the one hand, self-evidently given; on the other, however, socially mediat-
ed by norms. The stars do not follow an independent course, but visit, as it
were, those to whom they appear, and must be accordingly greeted. If such
social norms are not observed in relation to, e.g., the moon, the entire pro-
cess of life may unravel (Elias [1984] 1994:165f).

This analysis suggests that cosmic shared time cannot be interpreted in
terms of measurable time. But even Elias does not quite rid himself of this
approach. He interprets the concept of continua of changes in such a way
that a clock, Schütz’s “chronometers” ([1973] 1990b:215), can also be con-
sidered a continuum of changes. For Elias, a clock is merely the more ab-
stract continuum of changes with the greater ability to synthesize which
has become the standard in modern societies, where other activities are
measured by clocks. Elius thus understands both the course of the stars,
with which the priest is in personal contact, and the modern clock as con-
tinua of changes. The difference is only one of precision and levels of syn-
thesis (Elias [1984] 1994:174).

A closer look at the ethnographic literature confirms important features
of Achebe’s novelistic ethnography, while at the same time making clear
the difference between such premodern continua of changes and clocks.
Premodern continua of changes are components of an indeterminate dura-
tion in which those involved live. Discrete units of measurement allowing
for a precise measurement of time are not yet available. An orientation to-
ward the continuum of changes of the course of the stars, for instance,
means that it is impossible to break time down into hours in the modern
sense: the hours of day and the hours of night are of a different length in
the winter than they are in the summer. The introduction of hours of a
uniform sixty minutes only succeeded once it was no longer the course of
the stars, but rather a mechanical clock with a striking mechanism that be-
came the framework of reference (Dohrn-van Rossum [1992] 1996). In the
premodern context, instead of a precise measurement of time there is an
embeddedness into a rhythmized duration of a practical relationship to the
world. As they experience changes in the surrounding world, the actors are
motivated to take action together. Their experience of the world shows

3. An Operational Theory of Reflexive Multidimensional Order Formation

150

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124 - am 21.01.2026, 02:25:27. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


them what it is time to do. This can be mediated to a greater or lesser de-
gree by rituals.

Leenhardt ([1947] 1979:79f) writes of New Caledonia that the more iso-
lated and secluded the life of a particular group, the more immediately the
coordinated activities of the group are determined by the rhythms that
take place in the surrounding space. In larger groups, elaborate rituals co-
ordinate work. It becomes the responsibility of the priest to determine the
proper time for sowing and harvesting different plants and to communi-
cate this to the others, which he does by planting miniature beds. These
beds are in some ways like a calendar that the villagers can use to orient
themselves. They repeat the actions of the priest.

“The time is favorable for farming because it is a repetition of the time
during which the priest has put his little mountain under cultivation, or a
repetition of the more venerable time when the gods previously permitted
good harvests. All reality and all efficacy are enclosed in this time which
has just been proclaimed. Therefore, it is essential to assure the right pas-
sage of this time with observances to ward off danger, for instance, in the
periods of conjugal prohibition during the yams’ growth” (Leenhardt
[1947] 1979:80).

Integration into the rhythmically structured duration in this case occurs
by means of rituals and the priest’s ritual work in the fields. The priest’s
rites structure the duration in which everyone lives together. This structur-
ing, however, has nothing to do with introducing measurable time. While
differentiations that are not confused in everyday experience are intro-
duced into the duration, it is not a matter of measured time with discrete,
countable units. Embodied selves are integrated into a continuous return
of events, whose beginning is communicated to them by ritual or immedi-
ately by events in the surrounding world, but whose phases have an indefi-
nite end.

In New Caledonia, the changes of the moon are used as a standard con-
tinuum of changes for the rhythmized duration of group life. The se-
quences of the moon, its periodic return, designate a new beginning. The
sequences of these beginnings define the course of the year. Every moon
has a name that corresponds to the events and activities that begin with it,
with ten such moons distinguished. This would seem to imply that, ac-
cording to exact calculation, the New Caledonian year is continuously
shifting in relation to ours. That, however, is not the case. Since the moons
last as long as the activities that begin with them, there are moons that last
longer than others, adding up to a year that roughly corresponds to ours.
The duration of this year is divided into parts, but not into countable
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parts. The concept of relatively chaotic multiplicity seems to me to be the
most appropriate one for characterizing the logical structure of these New
Caledonian “moon months.” Individual characteristics set themselves
apart from the course of time; especially beginnings are accentuated, but
then measurement becomes indistinct. Only the beginning of something
new is relevant. This is designated when it is time and communicated to
the embodied selves, in some cases mediated by the rituals of the priest.

The duration of things

Based on the foregoing reflections on the duration of space and its integra-
tion into a rhythmized duration, I now turn to two other forms of dura-
tion relevant to social theory: the duration of things and the duration of
structures of expectation. With the latter, we enter the key territory of phe-
nomenologically oriented sociology, including ethnomethodology and
Giddens’s structuration theory. Giddens in particular has always insisted
that everyday life is shaped by duration, especially what he considers re-
versible time. The routines of everyday life provide the security for being
able to do something again and again (see Giddens [1984] 2011:35).

I have chosen the simple example of metamorphosis for my analysis of
the duration of things. I see a shard of pottery lying on the ground. As I
bend over to pick it up, I am involuntarily ready for the associated haptic
experience. I pick it up; it feels strange. I feel the object and look at it more
closely: it is a piece of bacon rind. I drop it.

The thing that I saw, picked up, and dropped was one and the same
thing that outlived its metamorphosis from shard of pottery to bacon rind.
In this experience of disappointed expectations, it is on the one hand rela-
tionships to the future and to the past that stand out, and, on the other,
the phenomenon of duration. The thing endures while its relationships to
the future and to the past are modified. What the thing positively is, its
suchness, its properties, change. I was haptically ready for a shard of pot-
tery, but what in the fulfilled relationship to the future of picking up was a
shard, in the fulfillment of this future becomes a piece of bacon rind. And
yet it is the same thing that at first appeared as a shard of pottery and now
is a piece of bacon rind.

If we attempt to situate this transformation in modal time, we are con-
fronted with the fact that the thing is chaotically multiple in terms of its
temporal duration. The thing itself is neither identical to nor different
from the shard of pottery that it was. It endures from out of the present, in
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which it is a piece of bacon rind, into its past, in which it was a shard of
pottery that it no longer is. From out of the present it also endures into the
future. I am involuntarily ready to be confronted by a piece of bacon rind
if I choose to touch it again. This is what I assume for now, although I
could be disappointed again like I was the last time. But if my senses were
to again be confronted by another gestalt, I would only have more reasons
to ask about this thing that would have outlived yet another change.

Schmitz finds a succinct way of expressing this difference between the
abiding unity of the thing and its changing gestalt, writing that the thing
carries its characteristics like a “mask” (Schmitz [1978] 2005:168ff). The so-
ciological relevance of this figure of thought can be shown in a variety of
fields. In the case of a medical diagnosis, the patient’s body is distinguished
from the signs that are extracted from it: clinical signs, blood values, visual-
izations of the brain, and so forth. These signs are merged together to cre-
ate a diagnostically relevant gestalt, a process repeated every day in inten-
sive care units, for instance. A diagnostically relevant gestalt may one day
indicate that the patient is suffering from a viral infection of the brain,
while the next it turns out that he is suffering from a brain hemorrhage
(see Lindemann 2002a:94ff, chap. IV; Lindemann 2007). It is still the same
body, whose empirical gestalt yesterday appeared as a body with a viral in-
fection and today as a body with a brain hemorrhage. Physicians continu-
ously reevaluate diagnoses because they always count on the diagnostic
gestalt changing.

The duration of structures of expectation

The duration of structures of expectation can also be understood using the
concept of chaotic multiplicity. In order to show this, I will look at the
quantity of all background expectations that give structure to an interac-
tive situation. This structure of expectation exhibits a number of character-
istics of chaotic multiplicity: it is not decided what specific expectations are
at stake, whose expectations they are, and how many of them there are. It
is not until I am disappointed that I can tell what expectations were a com-
ponent of what structures of expectation, which makes it evident that it is
not decided in advance what expectations are in play. Only when one of
their expectations is disappointed do those involved become aware of what
expectations were structuring their interaction. This only becomes relevant
to the communication when the expectation is explicitly named in one
form or another, which changes the situation. Now it is clear that at least
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this explicated expectation is part of the quantity of the structural back-
ground expectations. Since it now has become clear for at least one specific
expectation that it is part of the quantity of all currently valid background
expectations, this quantity can no longer be considered completely chaot-
ic. Schmitz refers to this case as a relatively chaotic multiplicity: on the one
hand, there are expectations about which it is undecided whether they are
identical to or different from each other; on the other, it is clear for at least
one element that and in what way it is different from the others. Harold
Garfinkel’s breaching experiments ([1967] 2011:chap. 2) are attempts at us-
ing targeted breaches to tease out individual expectations from the chaotic
multiplicity of the structure of expectation. This turns a chaotic multiplici-
ty into a relatively chaotic multiplicity, as now it is decided for at least
some of the expectations which others they are identical to and which they
are different from—it is decided what these expectations are. At the same
time, there is an explication of what structures of expectation are valid, in
that while the structure of expectation as the quantity of all background
explications is chaotic in itself, it is clearly different from other structures
of expectation. The fact that, for instance, other structures of expectation
are at work in an academic discussion than in a declaration of love can be
communicatively shown by an explication of a disappointed expectation.
At the same time it becomes clear who has or had these expectations, or
who should have them.

As concerns the explicated expectation’s duration, if it is still part of the
valid structure of expectation, its relationship to the differentiations of
modal time is chaotic. It also holds for a defined expectation that it is not
possible to exclusively understand it as present and thus as not in the past
and not in the future. As part of a valid structure of expectation, an expec-
tation endures into the past: it can only be understood in the present as a
disappointed expectation if it was already at work in the past as a valid,
structuring expectation. By the same token, an expectation endures into
the future: as part of a valid structure of expectation, it remains an expecta-
tion that may perhaps be expected again in the future. If it turns out, how-
ever, that a disappointed expectation is not part of a valid structure of ex-
pectation, it ceases to exist, no longer belongs to the quantity of expecta-
tions that endure. It was once an expectation, but is so no longer.

Overall, these analyses show that there is not only a duration of the indi-
vidual person, but also an external duration that, analogously to shared
space, also enables encounters in the temporal dimension. It is not a mat-
ter here of social time in the narrower sense, but initially only of a dura-
tion that is the condition of individual activities and their perceiving, act-
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ing self-direction. This duration permeates the activities of individual
selves by placing them in relation to each other in a temporal rhythm. In
order to understand the structures of expectation that have become estab-
lished in modern society, however, we must take our analysis of time fur-
ther and include positional time with its discrete units. Sociological analy-
ses of time tend to at least implicitly consider this temporal structure to be
irreducible, which can be seen not least in the understanding of time as a
succession of minimal, point-like units.

Before/after sequencing – digital time

So far in our analysis of time, we have looked at modal time and duration.
The third form of time is the before/after structure and its cumulation in
digital time. The sociological theory of time lacks reflection on different
structures that should heuristically, that is, provisionally, be considered
universally valid. Intersubjective time is usually—in a particularly promi-
nent way in Schütz’s work—equated with the measurable time of physical
events, such as the measurable course of the stars, the ticking of the atomic
clock. That this kind of time, which is geared toward measurement, cannot
be equated with every form of orientation toward environmental events—
such as the return of the new moon, the disappearance of the sun, or the
rising of the evening star—should be clear by now.

The before/after structure situates all events into a series consisting of
discrete points arranged according to the before/after rule.61 This series is
both independent of modal time as well as of duration. The only way to
establish a connection between the series and modal time and duration is
to take into consideration the reflexivity of excentric positionality. I will
develop this line of thought starting from modal time, which is character-
ized by a transition of the future into the present. This continual transition
is realized by an embodied self having the experience of the fulfillment, or
not, of what it was involuntarily ready for. Expectations are disappointed,
or not. As we have seen, the disappointment of expectations leads to their
being identified as discrete expectations.

When expectations are identified as particular individual expectations, it
is possible to have exactly these expectations. The future that has not yet
come to pass is then no longer, in a chaotic way, only what one is involun-
tarily ready for, but rather includes the state of affairs that it is precisely this

61 This is the equivalent of McTaggart’s B- and C-series.
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that will/ought to happen. Based on this, other discrete events can be pro-
jected into the future. Such specific references to the future are themselves
embedded in expected states of affairs that constitute a chaotic multiplicity
(see Schmitz [1980] 2005b:482f).

Consider a shopping trip that begins with a disappointment: a glance in-
to the empty refrigerator. I see what all is missing or about to run out—
I’m going to have to go shopping before dinner. I make a shopping list
whose order is determined by whether the items require refrigeration or
not. At the top of the list are the items that won’t spoil in the cart while
being pushed around the store at room temperature for a while. Fresh
milk and other easily perishable products are lower down on the list; I will
add them to my cart just before I head for the check-out line. The order of
the list thus contains an arrangement of discrete expectations regarding
when I will add the items to my shopping cart between arriving at the
store and getting in line at the check-out. This sequence of identified ex-
pectations is embedded into the chaotic structure of expectation that de-
fines shopping at the supermarket. The shopping trip is part of my prepa-
rations for a dinner to which I have invited a number of friends. My plan-
ning rudimentarily situates the unstructured future of modal time into a
before/after series. First the shopping, then the preparation of the food,
then the arrival of my friends and our meal together. This order of expecta-
tions is still very closely tied to modal time. The before/after structure re-
mains approximate.62

The functional integration of the before/after series into modal-time ref-
erences, i.e., into various current presents, allows the process nature of life
to explicitly stand out. Fulfilled references to the past and to the future
mean that every present operatively carries the life process of a positional
entity. On the level of centric positionality, this process can be individually
shaped. The before/after series, which becomes possible with excentric po-
sitionality, allows processuality to set itself apart as such for embodied
selves. Not only can an excentrically positioned embodied self actively
shape its own life process, it can express and plan it itself. These plans are
always operatively mediated by the present, i.e., by the self’s experience of
its own state.

In order to understand how pure before/after sequencing and digital
time developed, we must go beyond Schmitz and connect our analysis of

62 Schmitz refers to time that is structured in terms of a before and an after as posi-
tional time. If this positional time is still very closely tied to modal time, he calls
it “modal positional time” (Schmitz [1980] 2005b:475).
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the before/after structure with the definition of time put forward by Elias.
Elias defines time as a functionally tripolar relation, which both allows
modal-time references to become objective and duration to become rhyth-
mic. The first step toward objectivation is for the approximate before/after
series to become oriented toward a continuum of changes, which in itself
is a relatively chaotic multiplicity. Orienting toward it allows embodied
selves to establish a standard for each other for when events (ought to) take
place, but this continuum is not made up of discrete elements. The impor-
tant step toward exact before/after sequencing, or digital time, is the re-
placement of the continuum of changes with a series of discrete positions.
In order for such a series to function as a measure of time, it must be orga-
nized according to the before/after distinction.

The difficult step in the development of digital time is the choice of
baseline. Is it a continuum of changes or a sequence of changes made up of
discrete elements with a before/after structure? Only once such a sequence
of changes has been identified and firmly standardized, does the before/
after series become digitalized and thus clearly distinguishable from modal
time and duration. An essential requirement for this transition was the me-
chanical clock, whose striking mechanism makes it possible to identify dis-
crete units. It was only then that the dependency on the continuum of
changes of the stars was broken. Hours came to be the same length in the
winter as they were in the summer; months began and ended in a precise
way. The difference between a sundial and a mechanical clock is that the
former is still embedded in a continuum of changes that does not allow for
the identification of uniform units.

However, the ideal determination of completely discrete points in the
sequence of changes foundered again and again on the “imprecision” of
mechanical clocks. This led to the development of atomic clocks, whose
deviations from the demanded precision are minimal, but still com-
putable. Thus the requirements were met for establishing a time in which
all events can be dated in a precisely accurate way. A digitalized time of
this kind consists of discretely, minimally sized units. In analogy to digital
space, I call this digital time. Physical methods such as carbon dating as
used in archeology are based on digital time, which allows for the very pre-
cise determination of dates in the past.

What is distinct about before/after sequencing and its development into
digital time is that while digital time orders events according to the before/
after distinction, it does not posit points from which irreversible directions
extend. Modal time, on the other hand, exhibits a distinct gradient: the di-
rection of time extends from the present-becoming-the-future into the
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present, which becomes a past present, which is separated from the current
present by the chasm of “never again.” Reality, however, as Mead, Plessner,
and Schmitz emphasize, is tied to the present, so that the transition of the
future into the present is also a becoming-real. This gradient of the present
with its distinction of being real does not apply to time as before/after se-
quencing or digital time. In digital time, there is no such thing as direc-
tions, or the directions between the discrete points are reversible. Nor is
there a point defined as “now” that is distinguished as real.63

The significance of space and time for the structure of the social
dimension

The goal of this work is to develop general formal structures that can serve
as heuristic assumptions for empirical analysis. My starting point was the
social dimension, where the problem of the contingencies of the shared
world is located; as a result, the difficulties arising from expanded world-
openness manifest themselves here in particular. I then showed how space
and time are operatively relevant dimensions. We must now ask whether
and in what way these dimensions are relevant to the problem of expanded
world-openness. Following Herminio Martins’s ([1974] 2015) distinction
between time as constitutively and operatively relevant to sociology (sub-
stantive temporalism) and time as a topic for sociological research (themat-
ic temporalism), I also distinguish between space as an operatively relevant
category and the social construction of space.

Expanding sociality to include the constitutive dimensions of space and
time is very useful in that it allows us to better understand how the social
undecidedness relation is determined. It also provides new possibilities for
introducing distinctions into the social dimension. The general question
is: what actors can encounter each other/touch each other in what ways in
what spatiotemporal structures?

The basic problem of sociological theories of space and time has so far
been their insufficiently differentiated categories when what is needed are
precisely calibrated ones. In the case of space, these can be found in the dis-
tinctions between the space of vastness, directional space, local space, and
digital space; for time in those between modal time, duration, before/after
sequencing, and digital time. This categorical differentiation makes it pos-

3.4.2

63 These characteristics of the before/after series led McTaggart to make the general
claim that time is not real. Cf. Schmitz’s ([1980] 2005a:476ff) critical response.
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sible to more precisely examine the ways in which ordering systems are
formed in historical spatiotemporal structures. Starting from the relation-
ship between the lived body and its environment, I explicated these cat-
egories according to the principle of reflexive deduction. Digital local
space and digital positional time structurally exhibit the greatest distance
from the lived body, which is why I turned to them last.

The categories developed here are to be understood as a heuristic a pri-
ori, i.e., they claim to be universally valid. They are not, however, equally
relevant to the formation of every society’s order. At the same time, there
is a logical progression to the categories. In the case of space, the space of
vastness, devoid of units of measurement, constitutes the simplest category
and forms the foundation for directional space. From here we can develop
the possibility of digital space with its remove from the lived body. In the
case of time it is somewhat different, as modal time and duration are not
based on each other, although modal time, before/after sequencing, and
digital time (like digital space at a remove from the lived body) are. The
mathematized spacetime of physics, in any case, is pure digital spacetime.

Whether or not this deductive sequence should also be understood as an
empirically observable line of development is an empirical question.
Günter Dux (1989) uses Piaget’s analysis of cognitive and moral stages of
development in an attempt to establish a link between more complex no-
tions of time and social development. This leads him to an interesting
finding: the development of complex cognitive abilities does not depend
on age, but on social factors, in particular schooling (see Dux [1989] 1998:
chap. 4.1, 373ff). Piaget too distanced himself from his earlier claims that
the developmental stages he described hold universally for every individu-
al. He had originally argued that the only deviations were cases of deficient
development, but later considered education to have the greatest signifi-
cance for cognitive development (Piaget 1976). Other sociological theories
of time also assume a close connection between social structure and time,
which is why both Nassehi (2008) and Rammstedt (1975) argue that there
is an evolution of time alongside a social evolution toward more complex
forms of sociation.

The categorical structure I am proposing here does not lead to the
question of necessary development as put forward by Dux, but rather im-
poses the cautious task of clarifying whether and to what degree there are
affinities between ordering patterns in the different dimensions. It seems
to be the case, for instance, that pure digital spacetime in combination
with modal time only began to develop in modern Western society. As the
section on the substantive dimension shows in more detail, this also facili-
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tated the development of technology, in particular advanced, self-control-
ling technology as is found in robotics, which relies on the construction of
futures in the sense of discrete elements in regulated sequences.

The problem of the acceleration of modern society, which plays a large
role in the socio-critical sociology of time, is presumably also based on the
fact that digital spacetime has become crucial for order formation. Hart-
mut Rosa’s ([2003] 2016:chap. 3) attempt to categorize social acceleration
can be understood in terms of the intersection of modal time and digital
spacetime. The expected limitation of an ensuing future has consequences
for self-referential expectations (see below). Expecting an objectively calcu-
lable end from the beginning has the effect of making time seem to be in
short supply, as if it is all happening too fast. This is precisely what takes
place on the basis of established digital time. Courses of action are broken
down into spatiotemporally identifiable elements whose densification can
be planned: unwinding after work from 8:43:59 pm (time measured in sec-
onds) until 9:03:25 pm, followed by premium leisure time, which is also
planned down to the second, and so forth.

Space-time structures of determining the social undecidedness relation

As I have pointed out, determination of the social undecidedness relation
requires a triadic structure. This structure allows for relationships of touch
to be objectified, thereby establishing an exemplary pattern or rule.

Against the backdrop of evolved categories of space and time, i.e., the
different forms of time (modal time, duration, before/after sequencing/
digital time) and space (the space of vastness, directional and local space/
digital space), we can now look with greater precision at the spatial and
temporal relationship of formed lived bodies to their environment and ask
what possibilities for positionalization emerge from it.

The space of vastness and the embodied directional space which has giv-
en itself direction in it is the space in which temporally constituted selves
meet and touch each other in the present. This makes possible the forma-
tion of social spacetime, culminating in the formation of digital spacetime
with its remove from the lived body. The more irrelevant digital spacetime
is to the formation of a particular order, the more actors such as ancestors,
demons, and spirits seem to have a realistic chance. The whereabouts of
ancestors and gods can hardly be given in an exact way in terms of longi-
tudes, latitudes, or time of day. And yet, despite the fact that they do not
have defined whereabouts in the modern sense, there is the real experience
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of gods or ancestors directing themselves at embodied actors, touching
them, becoming dangerous to them, or supporting them.

The social undecidedness relation calls for a twofold determination: one,
the institutionalization of the boundaries of the personal sphere and, two,
the establishment of a preference for either dividualization or individual-
ization. Not every form of determining the social undecidedness relation is
compatible with every form of spatiotemporal order. Thus a temporal or-
der in which the modal time of embodied experience is primarily embed-
ded in continuous relational structures seems to be more compatible with
dividualization and the recognition of spiritual beings as actors. Embed-
dedness in the duration of relational structures makes it impossible to de-
cide in a precise way whether the person speaking is exclusively the one we
can see (from a Western perspective) or whether this person is not at the
same time an ancestor existing in duration speaking as this person (Leen-
hardt [1947] 1979:chap. 11). The extreme case described by Marilyn
Struthers ([1988] 2001:269f) consists in current executions largely omitting
a reference to the duration of the self and instead being embedded in the
duration of relationships. In this case there is no speaker in the sense of a
continuous I, but only continuous relations to ancestors or to other
groups, which have effects in the present. Current embodied executions
are embedded in the duration of relationships, which, as duration, cannot
be definitively identified with one of the temporal modes.

Speakers and listeners who are embedded in the duration of relation-
ships in this way exist as embodied executions in the present without being
individualized in the sense of relating to themselves as continuous selves.
Their self-reference is rather structured in a dividualizing way, in that the
execution in modal time is embedded in the duration of relationships and
in the actions already performed in these relationships—i.e., it is the rela-
tionships and the deeds of the past that endure. Every present activity is a
repetition of the past, which, as such, endures into the present. At the same
time, every activity endures into the future: duration does not come to an
end with this present. That which will take place in the future will also be
a repetition of the continuous past and the relationships present in it.

The structure of embodied relatedness and its communicative represen-
tation are not tied to a shared presence, in the present, in a location in lo-
cal space. This insight allows us to clarify some key differences between the
approach put forward here and other phenomenological (Schütz, Luck-
mann) or interactionist (Goffman) approaches, as well as Giddens’s struc-
turation approach.
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For Schütz (1973b:219f), social time is formed as a synchronization in
the present interaction between attending persons. While Luckmann
(1983:79) extends this notion to include the dimension of the lived body
and the directedness of attention to each other, the presence of those in-
volved at the same time in a location in local space remains a key condi-
tion for social time. The operatively relevant units are either individuals or
at least the interaction between present individuals. The same is true for
Giddens. Following Goffman’s ([1967] 1982, 1981) analysis of encounters,
Giddens understands the present “setting” situated in local space within
the framework of co-presence with others as the operatively relevant unit
(Giddens [1984] 2011:142ff).

These conceptualizations are based on the implicit assumption that real-
ity is tied to a present in a specific local space. Everything that is not
present in this sense does not exist. It is no longer or it is not yet. In this
sense, social ordering patterns only exist insofar as they are reproduced in
the present in local space. If they are no longer reproduced in the present,
they no longer exist; they are in the past. Systems theory maintains this ori-
entation towards temporal presence, but not towards space: Luhmann con-
ceives of communicative events as placeless but in the present. This corre-
sponds to the logic of modal time.64 Things in the past and in the future
are only real insofar as they are kept in the present by fulfilled relation-
ships—as expectations in the case of the future and as actualizations in the
case of the past.

With the exception of Giddens, all of the approaches cited pass over ex-
ternal duration as a characteristic of time. Giddens interprets duration as
reversible time. Adam (1990) already pointed out the problems with this
conception (see above), and we can now render her criticism more precise:
for Giddens, reversibility means that temporal processes repeat themselves
without difference. Doing the dishes every day, to take up Adam’s exam-
ple, means doing the dishes every day as the same activity. Sowing the
fields every spring is sowing the fields every spring. Referring to this as re-
versible time is to isolate the temporal process and understand it as an al-
gorithmic sequence that is identically repeated, with the mode of repeti-
tion based on measurable intervals. This negates the fact that, as in the case
of regular sowing, these repetitions are also always new beginnings. Far
from an algorithm that repeats regularly at measurable intervals, what we

64 Authors who have explicitly argued for the ties between reality and the present
include Luhmann ([1984] 2005), Mead ([1932] 2002), Plessner ([1928] 2019) and
Schmitz ([1964] 2005).
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have here is an anticipated new beginning which is never entirely certain.
The moon is anticipated; the moon communicates that it is time to begin.
It must be appropriately greeted in its function to ensure its return. Instead
of referring to reversible time, I therefore suggest thinking in terms of a
modal time that is intertwined with rhythmized duration. Both the begin-
ning that is posited here as well as waiting on the moon can only be under-
stood in terms of modal time. It is not only duration, but the expectation
of a future. At the same time, since the moon with its cycles is experienced
as returning regularly, this modal time is embedded in a duration. Gid-
dens’s error was to conceive of duration in terms of digital spacetime. Re-
versible time in Giddens’s mode would look like this: in a uniform pat-
tern, the timer turns on the coffee machine every morning at 7:05:32 am.
If my expectation that the coffee will be ready by the time I finish my
shower is disappointed, the mechanism has failed. There is no anticipated
return of an entity that I have to greet appropriately, but only a digital, spa-
tiotemporally developed pattern whose functioning I am immediately
ready for. For Giddens, reversible, everyday time of this kind structures set-
tings in the context of the co-presence of human beings with irreversibly
elapsing lifetimes. The reversible time of systematic structures functions
here as mediation with more far-reaching spatiotemporal structures.

The alternative to such operative units directed at co-presence are triadic
constellations whose positions are not tied to the space and time of the lo-
cal space of the present, but can be distributed across duration and the
present and future of modal time. The present serves as the starting point
here as well, but not all involved entities have to be among those attending
in present local space. In the case of a rhythmized duration, the fulfilled
relationships to the future of the anticipation of the moon’s future pres-
ence can be understood as a reference to a relevant position of interaction.
The moon is not yet present; it is anticipated. Since the existence of all
those involved, including the moon, is embedded in a duration, the moon
becomes an actor relevant in the present without being unambiguously
present. Arguably, the space in which the moon endures could be under-
stood in terms of the unstructured space of vastness out of which it ap-
pears.

Under the premise that modal time and duration are primarily relevant
to order formation, it seems to be an untenable claim that operations have
to unambiguously take place in the present. Every present operation is in-
tertwined with rhythmized duration and thus endures into the past and in-
to the future. We cannot categorically exclude the possibility that none of
the involved operators are unambiguously operating in the present. The
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duration of “Dreamtime,” which is relevant to the order formation of in-
digenous Australians, can perhaps be best understood in this way. The
characteristic trait of this ordering system seems to be the absence of ac-
tions in the present; instead all actions are actualizations of the actions of
the heroes of Dreamtime and the relationships established within it (De-
scola [2005] 2013:147).

An order formation primarily characterized by a combination of modal
time and digital spacetime creates other possibilities for the determination
of the social undecidedness relation. In an ordering system of this kind,
duration is limited to the duration of the individual self. As such an indi-
vidual self, ego expects the expectations of an individualized alter ego, in-
sofar as ego anticipates the expectations of a third who will be present in
the future. If the respective fulfilled relationships to the future are attached
to the present, there is no reason not to include a third entity, who is cur-
rently absent from local space but who will be present in local space in the
future, as an operatively relevant position in the ego-alter-tertius constella-
tion. Present communications can also be addressed to entities absent from
local space who are present only in the sense of a fulfilled relationship to
the future, that is, one referring to third entities that will be addressable in
the future. This may seem odd or abstract, but such a structure character-
izes money transfers, for instance: alter fills out the transfer form to the
benefit of ego in the expectation that ego is expecting the remittance of the
sum and will accept it because he, ego, expects to be able to use the remit-
ted units of currency as a means of payment in commerce with currently
absent third parties. It is only under this premise that alter expects ego to
accept the transfer. The relevance of modal time, intertwined with digital
spacetime, institutionalizes a preference for individualization, which en-
tails at least one of the three operators—ego, alter, or tertius—unambigu-
ously operating in the present.

Each of these described positions in a triadic communication constella-
tion—i.e., that of the moon in duration or that of the future third identifi-
able in digital spacetime—are positions adopted by real, though not neces-
sarily individualized, personal actors, or actors who are addressed as real
persons in the future. Categorically excluded from this logic, however,
would be a reference within an ordering system characterized by a combi-
nation of modal time and digital spacetime to a past actor, such as a de-
ceased ancestor, as a real actor. The past is no longer; it was, but it is now
past. Thus references to no longer existing actors can only be metaphorical,
such as in the statement: I feel an obligation to the memory of my de-
ceased father. If, however, a duration is established in a group in which the
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deceased father can exist, such as in a continuous relationship to ancestors,
the problem appears in a different light. In that case, the deceased father
could appear as a real actor.

The categorical differentiation of the dimensions of space and time
show, on the one hand, that these differentiations are essential for an ana-
lysis of order under conditions of expanded world-openness. They also
show that the operativity of embodied executions of touch and communi-
cation may be tied to the present, but not always unambiguously and thus
exclusively. Here my argument differs crucially from systems theory,
which unambiguously ties all operations to the present. Furthermore, so-
cial operativity in the sense of embodied communicative executions is not
tied to present attendance in local space. Here I depart from action theory,
from phenomenologically oriented sociology, as well as from interactionist
approaches.

The substantive dimension: the lived body and technology

The substantive dimension of order formation contains two distinct as-
pects: 1) the substantive aspects of the perception of states of affairs and of
the treatment of objects, and 2) the substantive aspects of the relationship
between social persons, i.e., what is at stake in the relationship. The sociol-
ogist who has come closest to analyzing these two aspects of the substan-
tive dimension together is Mead. At least this is true where his thoughts on
institutions and composite acts come together (Mead 1925:265, 275). Apart
from that, the two substantive aspects of order formation seem to currently
be treated using separate theories. When considering the substantive di-
mension, systems theory looks at what is at stake in an interaction/commu-
nication. Luhmann defines the substantive dimension as one of three di-
mensions of meaning (substantive or factual, temporal, and social), and it
is primarily relevant in his analysis of the functional differentiation of soci-
ety (Luhmann [1984] 2005, [1997] 2012, [1997] 2013). On the other hand,
the perception of states of affairs and things and their practical use has
long been a subject of interest in science and technology studies (e.g.,
Linde 1972). Latour, for instance, describes societies as being structurally
stabilized by material technology (Latour 1994). In what to me is a much
more finely honed argument, Rammert (2016) aims in the same direction
with his concept of distributed action, which he develops following
Mead’s concept of institutionalized composite acts. Recent work in the
theory of social practices has also foregrounded the aspect of practical in-
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teraction with things (Bourdieu [1972] 1977; Giddens [1984] 2011; Schatz-
ki [1996] 2008); in some cases positioning it explicitly against Luhmann’s
non-sensory, quasi-mentalistic concepts of meaning and semantics (see
Reckwitz 2003).

The reason for expressly foregrounding the substantive dimension is ob-
vious enough. The substantive content of what is experienced is not ex-
hausted in spatiotemporal and social structures. Colors, smells, issues, the
substantive context of shared work projects, and so forth, are not only dis-
tinguished by their spatiotemporal setting or by the social entities in-
volved. The substantive/material qualities of things, such as their color or
their particular type of resistance, all demand specific treatment. The states
of affairs given to perception or in practical operative relationships have to
be grasped in their own right and cannot be reduced to the other three di-
mensions. The same holds for the second aspect of the substantive dimen-
sion, i.e., the character of social relationships. Here it is a matter of the
quality of the relation, which is different depending on whether it is of the
nature of, for instance, marriage/family, economics, or science. The sub-
stantive content of these relationships cannot be ascribed in their peculiari-
ty to social or spatiotemporal structures.

Understanding order formation starting from the relationships of excen-
tric embodied selves to their environment allows us to conceptualize these
different aspects in a differentiated way without reducing one to the other.
On the level of centric positionality, the two aspects of the substantive di-
mension are integrated in experiential, substantively and spatiotemporally
structured field conditions. The entity’s relationship to its surroundings ex-
hibits both aspects, but they do not set themselves apart in a differentiated
way for that entity. The reflexivity of excentric positionality, on the other
hand, makes it possible for the functionally relevant aspects of the lived
body-environment relationship to become differentiated for the experienc-
ing self. This is because, within the framework of the excentric lived body-
environment relationship, the area of personal and social relationships sets
itself apart as such for those involved and can thus be distinguished from
dealing with things. When this is the case, those involved can perceive the
difference between the practical, technical aspect of the substantive dimen-
sion as well as the aspect of what is at stake in interaction or communica-
tion. We will turn to the latter aspect in section 3.6. Here we are con-
cerned with the treatment of objects and the interaction with material
technology.
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Centric positionality

The substantive dimension is encountered when a field condition sets itself
apart in a practical way for an embodied self. Such a field condition consti-
tutes an invitation for the embodied self, to which it can respond accord-
ing to its functional possibilities of access and how it is experiencing its
condition at the moment. A sophisticated example of this would be chim-
panzees’ use of tools, as can be observed for instance when they “fish” for
termites. The animals’ perception is integrated into their experience of
their environment which is relative to their own condition. They grasp the
field condition according to their own condition (hunger) in relation to a
goal (something that is edible and mobile—termites—is hidden some-
where below me). A chimpanzee must grasp what is to be done (some-
thing needs to be stuck into the tunnels) and what is possible at the mo-
ment (things lying around here that I can use, things I have with me).

These differentiations are sufficient for us to be able to reconstruct how
chimpanzees use tools to reach termites that live in termite mounds or un-
derground.

A puncturing stick is first used [by the chimpanzees, GL] to create a
tunnel into the [underground, GL] termite nest cavity, which is fol-
lowed by the use of a fishing probe to extract prey. The use of multiple
tools to achieve a common function is relatively rare in all other
species other than humans. Therefore, it is intriguing that chim-
panzees in the Goualougo Triangle use tool sets on a regular basis. We
also documented strict adherence to tool forms at different nest types,
tool material selectivity, repeated visits to nests with reusable wooden
tool assemblages, and differences in material culture between adjacent
communities. (Sanz 2008:2; see also Sanz and Morgan 2007, 2010)

The following complexity must be given for such behavior to be possible:
the ape perceives the field condition “termites are hidden in/under.” He
understands his own ability to affect his environment. Trainable pathways
of grabbing, pressing, pushing, and pulling have to be worked into his
own directional space. Objects can be integrated into the to-be-rehearsed
or already rehearsed embodied directional pathways. In other words, the
body, in particular arms and legs, can be steered from out of its own center
along with an extension of its embodied capability of access (tool), which
is attuned to the object. This extension of the ape’s embodied capability of
access takes place in a way that is appropriate to the field condition: in or-
der to pierce the ground, he uses a thick stick; in order to get at the ter-
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mites, a thin twig. The chimpanzee recognizes his ability to affect his envi-
ronment, and thus, in a rudimentary way, understands causality, proceed-
ing from the channeled directional space of his own lived body. He recog-
nizes the functionality of the tool insofar as the tool is in practice integrat-
ed into the directional space of his lived body.65

The use of tools constitutes a substantively/materially functional rela-
tionship to the environment, which as such is already possible within the
framework of the complexity of centric positionality. This structure can be
described as follows:
1. The embodied self experiences its environment and the field conditions

in it.
2. It has the practical experience of directional space from out of its own

center in the sense of: I can jump forward, grab something to the right,
press something to the left, reach back in order to hit something in
front of me, and so forth, depending on the requirements of the envi-
ronment.

3. Objects can be integrated into embodied directional space. Their func-
tional integration into the embodied space of practical handling fol-
lows upon the experience had with tools.

4. This makes it possible to distinguish between different objects in terms
of their functionality for being integrated into embodied space in a way
that is appropriate to field conditions.

This structure evidently has a spatiotemporal character. The experience of
field conditions in the environment has a temporal structure. A field con-
dition is not only present, but also implies expectations, e.g., there are ter-
mites underneath me here somewhere. This expectation guides the act of
piercing the ground with a thick stick, followed by fishing with a thin
twig. Behavior such as this, as I have said, indicates a directional space into
which the motor body schema is embedded. In the context of centric posi-
tionality, this would also always be activity relative to the condition of the
organism in question, i.e., the perception of its own hunger and thus the
affordances in its environment.

65 There is a nice analogy in behavioral science to the phenomenon of “going na-
tive” in ethnology. This is when behaviors indicating a high level of intelligence
are privileged in relation to one’s “own” species, or even exclusively attributed to
it. Thus ape researchers consider apes to be the most intelligent animals. Mouse
researchers look for indications of intelligent behavior in “their” species—and
find them. When trained, mice can also achieve a similar understanding, tied to
their lived bodies, of the functionality of a tool (Okanoya et al. 2008).
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Excentric positionality

The increase in the reflexive complexity of the living being’s relationship
to its environment contained in excentric positionality is such that the
overall connection between experiencing self and experienced environ-
ment comes to reflexively refer back to itself. This contains a change that
also affects the relationship between the substantive and social dimensions.
On the level of centric positionality, there is a practical difference between
dealing with other embodied action centers and the mere handling of
things and field conditions. Embodied selves act differently depending on
which is the case, but this does not mean that this difference is given as
such. It is given, however, in the case of the reflexive structure of excentric
positionality.

Specific modifications of the spatiotemporal structure occur in the con-
text of the reflexive structure of excentric positionality, transforming the
space in which embodied selves touch each other into shared space with
states of affairs that are the same for everyone involved, even if from differ-
ent perspectives. Here we have the condition for the formation of spa-
tiotemporally complex, shared states of affairs, such as, for instance, insti-
tutionalized composite acts. In a rudimentary sense, even the purposeful
production and use of a tool constitutes such a composite act.

Institutionalized composite acts

According to Mead, a composite act is always a social act directed at a so-
cial object. Its social nature derives from the fact that multiple actors are
involved in it, each of them carrying out partial acts whose purpose is to
contribute to the composite act. The performance of a partial act exhibits a
temporal structure specifically directed at the composite act. In every par-
tial act, an actor (ego) anticipates another actor (alter) anticipating ego car-
rying out this partial act as a contribution to the composite act so that the
second actor can make his own contribution (Mead 1925:265). There is
one special characteristic of the social object that Mead tends to neglect,
however: only if it endures in time can the object of the composite act
function as an organizing unit of reference from the beginning of the com-
posite act until its end.

In any case, it follows from this understanding of the composite act that
it is a unit that those involved must express to each other. Every partial act
anticipates the expectations of the others involved and represents to them
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what kind of contribution is being made and what kind of contribution is
expected from the others. Mead also refers to this context as “institution”
(Mead 1925:275). I will thus use the term institutionalized composite act
in the following to refer to the connection between social action and social
object. A closer analysis shows that a triadic constellation is necessary in or-
der to understand institutionalized composite acts, which can be seen even
with the production and use of tools.

Technology as communicative proposal of meaning

Tools as well as simple and more complex technical artifacts are produced
in order to be used. This is already given in rudimentary form when an ac-
tor produces a tool for her own subsequent use. Here too, the expectations
of future users are expected, at least to an extent. When producer and user
are not the same person, the expectation of the expectations of future users
is, however, undeniably given. Tools and technology can only be produced
for the use of others if there are entities that relate to each other in terms of
expectations of expectations. The producer expects possible expectations
concerning usage on the part of particular or anonymous technology users.
These anticipations are embedded in the practical design of the technolo-
gy. The production and use of tools should thus be understood as a com-
posite act made up of several partial acts. A tool is a social object; its pro-
ducer orients its production toward a use relation, of which there are two
ideal types. The first gets by without a triadic constellation, while the sec-
ond necessarily implies one.

The first ideal type is a boundary case that is unlikely to exist empirical-
ly. Here the use of the tool is completely determined by its material design.
Its production is oriented toward the precisely expected expectations of its
users, and these expected expectations are so unequivocally incorporated
into the material form that a usage other than the one expected is practical-
ly impossible. I do not want to exclude the possibility that such a tool may
have once existed, but I think it is unlikely.

Actually produced tools, on the other hand, do not unequivocally deter-
mine their usage. They correspond to the second ideal type, which is char-
acterized by an ego-alter-tertius constellation. In this case, the produced
form of the tool does not completely determine its actual application. Per-
sonal thirds are required: the relationship between user and tool anticipat-
ed by the producer must be objectified from the perspective of a third ac-
tor in a way that extends beyond the tool’s material form. The producer
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not only expects the expectations of the users, but these expected expecta-
tions are objectified from the perspective of tertius. The addressed user not
only has certain expectations concerning usage, he ought to have certain ex-
pectations concerning usage—from the perspective of the third. These ex-
pected expectations are expected by the producer.

When working out my triadic concept of communication, above, I
called attention to the following points. Communication has a triadic
structure: embodied action centers find themselves in relations of touch
and relate reflexively to this fact by taking the positions of thirds. The in-
volved selves develop a pattern/rule to express an obligatory nexus of
touch, which in turn determines the social undecidedness relation. By
means of such patterns, embodied action centers recognize that they exist
in personal relations of touch. Personal selves interpret particular commu-
nicative messages from other personal selves as an indication of what oth-
ers want to communicate about what is at issue in this particular case; the
production of messages as well as their interpretations are performed with
reference to the expectations of tertius regarding compliance. I refer to per-
sonal selves communicating messages as alter ego and to those interpreting
another's messages as ego. Thus, communication is enacted within a tri-
adic ego-alter-tertius-constellation. It is crucial to keep in mind that ego, al-
ter and tertius do not denote individuals but rather particular positions in
the process of communication. The positions ego, alter and tertius are to
be understood neutrally with respect to the difference between dividual-
iziation and individualiziation. I interpret the production and use of tools
in analogy to this triadic structure.

Within an ego-alter-tertius constellation, tools are not only operated in
practice, but ought to be operated in practice in a particular way. Tools not
only imply a certain kind of operation, but connote their appropriate use.
The material shape of a hammer implies how it should be integrated as a
tool into a practical body schema. This shape does not determine whether
the hammer ought to be used to hit a nail or a human being on the head,
or whether it was made to express an actor’s fury with powerful blows to a
wall. I doubt that there are any tools that sufficiently determine their use
by their form alone. It seems, then, that tools not only specify a practical
meaning by means of their form, but that they also always symbolize their
appropriate use. I use the term symbol in its broadest possible definition
here. A tool is something that indicates possible forms of use. To say that a
tool functions as a symbol does not mean that explicit rules of use have to
be set forth, such as in an instruction manual. Possible future modes of us-
age can remain undetermined; there is no need for an explicit enumera-
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tion of what these modes of usage are. While here too there is an under-
standing of the difference between how a tool ought to be used and inap-
propriate usage, this only becomes clear in hindsight. A form of usage is
identified as inappropriate when an expected expectation of proper use is
disappointed. Only when the disappointed expectation is identified does it
become clear to all involved what form of use explicitly does not conform
to intended use.

The further a technology is removed from the lived body, the less likely
it is for its practical possibilities of use to be directly perceivable, and the
more obvious it becomes that made artifacts have to symbolize their use.
One kind of symbolic representation explicitly setting forth future forms
of usage would be the instruction manual mentioned above. Many arti-
facts today could hardly be operated without one. Reduced to forms of op-
eration that remain close to the lived body, a cell phone is probably not
good for much more than being thrown or scratching your head with it. It
is probably true that the vast majority of artifacts in a modern society—
such as washing machines, medications, laptops, exhaust hoods, or ATMs
—cannot really be used without an instruction manual. In all of these cas-
es, producers not only expect expectations concerning usage, but also ex-
pect standardized intended usages from the perspective of a third, made ex-
plicit in instruction manuals. But even here the indeterminacy of the un-
derstanding of correct usage cannot be completely resolved in individual,
identified, anticipated expectations. Instruction manuals explicitly estab-
lish in advance the rules for proper usage, but this does not exhaustively
cover all the forms of appropriate use of the tool. Even the usage explicated
by an instruction manual points to a multitude of possible but as yet unde-
termined usages. Whether these usages break the rules of proper use can,
in these cases as well, only be explicated in hindsight in view of identified
violated expectations.

The fact that its usage is prescribed does not exclude the possibility that
a particular artifact will be functionally adopted in ways outside of this in-
tended use. Particularly if we think of technology use in analogy to com-
munication, it becomes immediately obvious that the point is not the in-
tended use mediated by thirds as it is anticipated in production, but rather
the ways in which the technical proposal of meaning is adopted in prac-
tice. In order to maintain a social order that is strongly determined by
technically mediated relationships, it is thus imperative for the adoption of
technology to be steered by thirds. It is less the selection of information
and communication on the part of alter and more the understanding inter-
pretation of the communication, the practical usage, on the part of ego
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that determines what has been communicated and must be objectified ac-
cordingly by means of tertius. The producers of technology are no doubt
constantly being surprised by how their products are functionally inter-
preted and used. These usages must continually be brought into an order
oriented toward objectified patterns of use.

The purpose of artifacts such as pliers, hammers, or civilian airliners is
decided by means of the development of adoption patterns mediated by
thirds. Are civilian airliners means of transportation or bombs? Are nuclear
power plants a technology for the production of energy or a kind of immo-
bile nuclear bomb waiting to be ignited? It is true that there are certain
technical limits to the creative adoption of technology—it would be hard
to use an airplane to crack nuts, for instance. But practical adoption is less
limited than producers and the majority of rule-oriented users might
think. Once symbolic usage patterns are called into question by practical
adoption, they have to be overhauled. The repurposing of civilian airliners
as explosive devices has meant that the bodies of travelers are subjected to
more extensive security screenings in order to limit the possibilities of
practical adoptions of this kind. The debates over the use of the Internet
are centered less on the expectations of users and more on questions of
what constitutes an intended use as mediated by thirds. Was the Internet
created in order to establish a worldwide file-sharing network for music
and films? Was it created as a distribution medium for malware to knock
out as many individual computers as possible? Even though the providers
and producers of technical possibilities did not anticipate such usages,
their product was adopted in this way. Because it is uncertain what the In-
ternet might be good for tomorrow, appropriate intended use has to be de-
termined again and again. Every new use symbolizes a new proposal of
meaning.

Complex composite acts I

The symbolic character of technology emerges more clearly when we look
at more complex composite acts. The analysis of such composite acts in the
context of science and technology studies has tended to foreground ques-
tions deriving from action theory. Who contributes to the act? What is its
substantive nature (Rammert 2016; see also Rammert and Schulz-Schaeffer
2002)? Such questions allow us to distinguish between contributors acting
intentionally and those deploying set, mechanically consecutive effects, or
those deploying either this or that effect. This focus on action, however,
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makes it difficult to understand how actors symbolize their contribution
and their expectations to other contributors. Action theory is interested in
intentionality and effectivity; communication theory is more concerned
with whether all contributors are actively involved in the corresponding
symbol formations and, in particular, how to appropriately distinguish be-
tween symbols and the users of symbols. Finally, we must ask about the
ways in which contributors become symbolically and functionally integrat-
ed into the spatiotemporal process of the composite act.

In Rammert and Schulz-Schaeffer’s (2002) example, the question is:
“Who is flying the airplane full of vacationers to Tenerife?” The flight can
be understood as a projected composite act, and those involved who repre-
sent their contribution symbolically do so in a way appropriate for such an
act. Possible contributors include: the vacationers, the airplane/the autopi-
lot system as its control unit, the flight crew, and airport logistics (convey-
or belts, busses, escalators, and so forth). It is obvious that all of these enti-
ties make a contribution to the composite act of flying the airplane, but do
all of those involved represent themselves as making this contribution? Do
all of those involved expect the contributions of the other participants?
Which participants have expectations or expect expectations or expect ex-
pected expectations and represent this symbolically? Do all those involved
experience their condition, how they feel and how this changes, when ex-
pectations are either disappointed or met? Are there contributing entities
that are artifacts symbolizing their intended adoption?

It is from this vantage point, then, that we must analyze the escalators,
conveyor belts, the autopilot system, the co-pilot, the airline passengers,
the flight attendants, the airline, the cutlery provided with the meals, and
so forth. Are any of these entities interpreted as symbol users? Are there en-
tities that are also a symbol of their intended use? Vacationers can be iden-
tified as entities with expectations or with expectations of expected expec-
tations. Delays upset them and they symbolically express the disappoint-
ment of their expectations by complaining, but they also learn to deal with
the situation. I assume that the same holds for the flight crew and the hu-
man pilots.

Other entities prove to be advanced technical artifacts. They signal that
they are functional or that there is a problem. Will a close empirical look
allow us to determine whether a warning light signaling that an escalator
or an autopilot system are not functioning properly is issuing a symbolic
expression? Is the escalator itself the entity of which it is expected that it
will expressly symbolize its non-functioning, i.e., its non-contribution to
the composite act? Or is the escalator an entity that has an automatic signal
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that lights up when it malfunctions? In the latter case, the escalator does
not itself symbolize its non-functioning, but it is instead equipped with a
signal that indicates that the artifact is not, as is customary, contributing to
the composite act.

Even if it only indicates a malfunctioning of the autopilot system, the
technical signal is understood to reference time. The error signal disap-
points the expectations the pilots had of the artifact and they must decide
what to do given the changed reference to the future. Should the (human)
pilots fly the plane alone? Should the malfunction be remedied? A detailed
analysis of this kind of process of a technically mediated composite act will
examine the ways in which symbol users symbolize their contributions to
the composite act, how the use of technical artifacts are symbolized in
these artifacts, how symbolic and technical artifacts are functionally adopt-
ed, how actors symbolically represent to other actors that it is now up to
them to make their contribution to the composite act, and so forth.

The interpretation of technical artifacts as at the same time symbolizing
their appropriate use does not determine in general who is to be consid-
ered an actor. On the contrary, it becomes clear that the question of who is
an actor cannot be deduced from technically mediated episodes of com-
posite acts alone. Instead of fixating on episodes, we must look at the inter-
play of symbolic and technical mediations. The issue is not to determine
who has an effect on whom in a particular episode of the process. The em-
pirical question is rather what entities symbolize, have expectations, expect
expected expectations, and so forth. Then the symbol-using entities can be
distinguished from those that, while they do have an effect in the progress
of the composite act, are not symbol users. The intended use of these enti-
ties is symbolized in them, but this symbol appears on them; they do not
produce the symbol with their own activity.

It becomes clear on this point that actor-theory-informed analyses fixat-
ed on individual episodes are too imprecise. Latour concludes from his
studies of episodes that technology should be considered an actor just as
much as a human being should. One of his examples is the debate over
gun control in the United States. Latour accuses both advocates and critics
of gun control of not understanding what they are talking about. If a man
uses a gun to shoot, Latour argues, it is wrong to say that only the man act-
ed—without the gun, he would not have been able to shoot (Latour 1994).
This is true and also applies to the chimpanzee using a stick. It would be
incorrect to say that the chimpanzee alone angled for termites without the
correctly employed sticks, the thick and the thin one (see above).
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But Latour goes further: for him, the gun and the man are both in equal
ways actants in the implementation of the action (see Latour 1994). This
perspective points, on the one hand, to the expansion of the physical possi-
bilities of action brought about by the use of technology. At the same time,
it levels the different ways the embodied self and the technical artifact con-
tribute to the success of the action, suggesting that we must always start
from scratch when determining actor status. That, however, is highly un-
likely. Current events are not isolated episodes; they are rather embedded
in overarching composite acts. An analysis that starts from this perspective
can more accurately grasp the fact that the possibilities for action of a man
armed with a gun differ from those of an unarmed person. We would have
to ask whether a gun used in the United States has expectations, whether it
expects expected expectations, whether it actively symbolizes its contribu-
tion to the composite act in a generally recognized way. Or does the gun
contribute to the composite act as a manufactured artifact that is a practi-
cal affordance to act in a certain way and that symbolizes its own intended
use? If the latter were true, the gun would be a social object that technical-
ly mediates a social relationship between the producer and the users in-
volved in the composite act. The gun would not be an actor but an affor-
dance to act in a way that an embodied self without a gun would not be
able to. Anyone functionally realizing such an affordance presents herself
as someone who can exercise violence in a particular way (see Chapter 4).
Someone who uses a gun can, for instance, represent the assertion of the
normative expectation that no one may enter her property without her
permission in a qualitatively different way than someone without a gun.
Latour’s point—that the actor becomes a different kind of actor when us-
ing a gun—is also taken into account in this second interpretation.

Digital spacetime as a medium of construction for advanced artifacts

Let us return to the composite act of the vacationers flying to Tenerife.
There is an important aspect here we have not yet considered. This com-
posite act is not only broken down into the partial acts of different actors,
but the mediation of the partial acts is also geared to the validity of digital
spacetime. A date and time has been set for take-off, which in turn dictates
the time for check-in and baggage drop-off. The scheduled time of arrival
is the symbol for when and how relatives or friends initiate the institution-
alized composite act of “airport pickup.” The possibility of delays does not
contradict this. It is precisely the validity of digital spacetime that struc-
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tures expectations in such a way that delays elicit disappointment. A delay
must be communicated immediately so that connective actions can be
planned differently.

Digital spacetime constitutes one of the important structuring principles
of modern society. Measurable and regular working hours, the organiza-
tion of administrative processes in government and business, the planning
of work, athletic competitions with standings and performance compar-
isons, and many other things would not be conceivable without this space-
time structure. It is distinguished from the space of vastness, directional
space, and modal time by the absence of self-referential centering. Modal
time and directional space refer to a center from which directions unfold
into the space of vastness. The experience of the world always takes place
in the present and develops specific fulfilled references to the future and to
the past starting from the current here. None of this exists in digital space-
time. There are points in a four-dimensional space (including time) whose
relationships to each other can be calculated. The premises of observation
and reckoning are posited by observation/the position of the observer in a
calculable way. In digital spacetime, all points are reciprocally determined
by how they relate to all other points.

The mathematical properties of digital spacetime make it possible to
plot the changes in the conditions of bodies that can be registered in digi-
tal spacetime in a thoroughly constructed algorithmic sequence. This is the
basis for the technical construction of information and control technolo-
gies that are used in the building of computers and robots. Robot tech-
nologies are understood here in the widest possible sense: the autopilot sys-
tem of an airplane is a robot, just as is a self-driving car or a refrigerator
connected to the Internet of things that automatically notifies the con-
sumer or the grocery store that there is no more milk. For the autopilot
system of an airplane, this entails the following: incoming data concerning
distance from the ground, speed, the plane’s banking angle in relation to
the ground, and so forth, are included in the calculation of the flight path.
Calculating the flight path means computing discrete points at which cer-
tain sections of the plane are in certain positions. In other words, it means
calculating future flight positions. These calculated futures are continuous-
ly adjusted in relation to current calculations of the present flight position.

The key point here is that the control algorithm contains a recursive
loop that organizes the individual calculated positions into a before/after
sequence. The “after point” is analyzed to determine whether it corre-
sponds to the position that before was calculated as the after position. This
allows for technical control of movement in digital spacetime. The possi-

3.5 The substantive dimension: the lived body and technology

177

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124 - am 21.01.2026, 02:25:27. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


bility cannot be excluded here that in a certain designated range, the state
of affairs will pertain that the steering mechanism will steer either this way
or that way. The human pilot does not intervene into this technically cal-
culated steering mechanism. The “partial acts” (such as changes to the
flight path) of a portion of the composite act that is technically controlled
in this way are no longer conveyed symbolically. There are no actors sym-
bolically inviting each other to make their contribution. There is only the
interaction of robotic control and mechanical technology.

The difference between discrete and chaotic quantities seems to be of
great significance in the analysis of the particular functioning of such con-
trol processes. Expectation structures are chaotic quantities. It is not clear
how many expectations there are and who has them. Furthermore, the
time of embodied selves has a modal structure. For an embodied self,
something can be irrevocably over and it can find itself faced with a never
entirely determinable future, which, as an expected future, makes the
present into this present. By contrast, the before/after of digital spacetime is
discretely determined. There is a calculation of what position the airplane
will be at when, which may or may not correspond to the position mea-
sured at the “after” point in time. The flight path, digitally calculated in
spacetime, consists of a quantity of discrete elements that can be compared
with each other. The logical structure of chaotic or relatively chaotic quan-
tities is incompatible with this. For digital spacetime, the following state-
ment is never true: “As present expectation, the future is not only in the
future but at the same time in the present.” Here, the present and the fu-
ture have a chaotic relationship in that the present is not only the present,
but this present because of this expected future. By contrast, the point in
spacetime calculated in the present is unequivocally defined by this calcu-
lation, as is the point in spacetime calculated afterwards. These two points
can be clearly distinguished from each other. Another example: “An expec-
tation no one knew existed is disappointed; it is only thanks to the disap-
pointment that the expectation can be identified as an expected expecta-
tion.” An expectation identified in this way is not simply one of a quantity
of other individualized expectations but is set apart from a chaotic quantity
of expectations.

We thus find the following difference between these two temporal struc-
tures: if expectations had the structure of discrete variety, expectations or
expected futures would be stored as if in a database. A disappointed expec-
tation would mean that a certain element of the database did not corre-
spond to currently experienced reality. The expectation was already identi-
fied as such before its disappointment and distinguished from other expec-
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tations. If, on the contrary, expectations exhibit the structure of chaotic or
relatively chaotic variety, the quantity of my expectations does not exist as
a quantity of identified individual expectations. It is rather a quantity of ex-
pectations for which it is not decided whether the individual expectations
are identical to or different from each other. It depends upon current expe-
rience whether and in what way individual expectations are identified and
who is identified as having or having had these expectations. This logical
difference underscores in a precise way the structural particularity of digi-
tal spacetime.

To date science and technology studies have not adequately taken into
consideration the particularities of digital spacetime, translated into math-
ematical calculation, as the condition of advanced technology. Digital
spacetime is not only a central element of the order of modernity, but also
a medium of technical construction. In this multifunctionality, digital
spacetime probably constitutes one of the key operating principles of
modernity.

Principles of technical construction

The production and use of technical artifacts differ in terms of their prox-
imity to or remove from the lived body. Chimpanzees’ use of thick and
thin sticks described at the beginning of the section is an example of using
technical artifacts in a way that is close to the lived body. We can still ob-
serve usages of this kind in our contemporary everyday lives, e.g., when we
hammer a nail into a wall or use tweezers to remove a splinter from our
foot. In such cases, the lived body, the experiences of an embodied rela-
tionship to the environment, themselves function as media of construction
and of the use of technology. The principle of hammer use prevails in prac-
tice only because there is such a thing as the experience of pressure,
counter-pressure, swinging, and hardness. The extension of the lived body
by the tool remains oriented toward the operating principles experienced
by the lived body. The lived body as center that has effects on the world
constitutes the starting point for the understanding of causality; it is in this
sense that the lived body constitutes the principle guiding the develop-
ment of technology. An artisanal division of labor came to evolve within
this framework.

But even when usage is close to the lived body, it cannot be reduced to the
relation between the lived body and the tool. A tool is not only an artifact that
suggests  a  practical  use  by  an  embodied  actor,  but  also  symbolizes  its
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appropriate use by embodied actors. The tool is a thing to be functionally
operated as well as a communicative symbol if its appropriate use. Thus alter
produces a tool expecting ego’s expectations of use. The general validity of the
symbol is secured by means of the objectification of the communicative
proposal of meaning from the perspective of tertius. In this way, the artifact
symbolizes the generally valid rule of its appropriate use.

Once the rule of appropriate use has become precise enough that it can
itself be implemented in a material-technical way, multiple tools can be
combined into a machine. To this end, the sequences of actions that are
close to the lived body have to be translated into mechanical sequences. A
prerequisite for this process was the general establishment in the nine-
teenth century of digital spacetime, which became a construction medium
of technology.66 Digital spacetime makes it possible, for instance, to calcu-
late arm movements as a sequence of movements of a level/hinge construc-
tion. In order to generate a machine movement, the level/hinge construc-
tion merely has to be plugged into a power source. Multiple manual move-
ment sequences can then be mechanically reproduced and connected with
each other in a machine. “The principle of machine technology consists in
transferring human action functions that have been simplified by the div-
ision of labor, such as moving and handling, as well as specialized tools, to
an objective mechanism that is not restricted by the limits of organic force
and human dexterity” (Rammert 2010:2698). This fundamentally changes
the relationship between lived body and artifact. The artisan using a tool,
wielding it from out of the center of his own lived body, becomes a worker
who must adapt to the machine and its mechanical functioning (cf. Marx
[1867] 1990:chap. 15).67

In his “Machine Fragment,” Marx ([1857–58]1993:612ff) puts forward
another interpretation, however. There he writes that the machine is objec-
tivized “general social knowledge [that] has become a direct force of pro-
duction” (Marx [1857–58]1993:626). Here we have an indication of the rel-
evance of the communicative and institutional aspect of technology. In

66 It is true that there were very early attempts to disconnect the measurement of
time from the rhythms of nature, i.e., from continua of changes. One example of
this is the use of hourglasses. But it was not until the saddle time, i.e., from
around 1750, that the understanding of time in Europe and the United States
largely became disconnected from continua of changes and increasingly came to
be thought of in relation to a discrete sequence of changes.

67 This led to machine-like bodily actions, which were in turn aestheticized by
twentieth-century avant-garde theories of theater. One of the key protagonists of
this approach was Vsevolod E. Meyerhold (Bochow [1997] 2010).
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machine technology, the sequence of processing steps is mechanized, i.e.,
the rule (the symbol of the appropriate use of the partial tools) according
to which the mechanical movements of the cooperating partial tools are se-
quenced is determined by human actors during production of the ma-
chine, but then functions automatically. The cooperating partial tools are
steered by means of mechanical cooperation.

Even if the machine functions automatically it has to be controlled by
workers; in other words, machines also have to be used appropriately. On
the one hand, the worker is an appendage of the machine, but she can also
use it in an appropriate or inappropriate way. She can use it in a way that
causes the machine to produce faulty products or she can use it in a way
that leads to products without defect. Even the worker as appendage uses
and operates the machine based on communicative and institutional rules.
Combining multiple machines into a larger functional unit results in the
same problem of operation and coordination. Communicative and institu-
tional mediation is necessary for machines to be able to work together.

The development of technology seems to follow a recursive logic. Even a
tool is not only an extension of the lived body but also symbolizes its ap-
propriate use. The objectification of the rules of appropriate use makes the
construction of machine technology possible. If the rule of the appropriate
use of the consolidated “partial tools” is technically implemented in the
machine, the latter’s production and use requires knowledge of this rule
and of its technical realization.

In machine technology, then, human bodies are more fully replaced
than in the case of tools. This corresponds to Gehlen’s principle of technol-
ogy as replacing or outdoing organs. At the same time, however, the coop-
eration of partial tools ceases to be communicatively and institutionally
controlled but is instead controlled automatically. This is what we call a
first-order automation of control.

First-order automation of control is followed by second- to nth-order au-
tomations of control. Here we find the transition to cybernetic or comput-
er technology (Heintz 1993b). This is a “paper technology” (Turing) that
merely gives instructions as to how movements or material conditions are
to follow upon each other. Computer technology presupposes that the
principle of digital spacetime can be materially realized. This principle al-
lows for minimally discrete elements to become detached from each other
and then related to each other in the form of chains of any possible com-
position. If this succeeds, an algorithm can be implemented in a machine
and run there independently.
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Cybernetic technology, in turn, makes it possible to disambiguate the
communicatively institutionalized rules for the use of machine technology
in terms of a sequence of commands. This formalizes the rule of the appro-
priate use of the machine itself and symbolizes it as a formalized rule in a
calculation. If the calculation is formulated unambiguously enough, it can
be translated into machine code, i.e., into a sequence of discrete and thus
computable material conditions. The result is the automatic control of the
machine, which is applied to the already existing control of the coopera-
tion between the partial tools in the machine. This is second-order automa-
tion. The machine contains a first-order automatic control, to which the
second-order automatic control connects. I refer to this as recursive techno-
logical development: the automatic control of automatic control. Second-
order automatic control is a technology that also has to be communicative-
ly and institutionally controlled—in terms of the formulation of guide-
lines for intended use. As concerns production, starting from second-order
automation the interface between institutionalized intended use and func-
tioning automatization is the source code of the control program. Knowl-
edge of the source code makes it possible to intervene into the program in
order to reconfigure it rather than simply just apply it.68 The source code
determines how the program is supposed to be used.

The recursion of automation to already existing automated control can
be increased in terms of third, fourth, and so on orders of control. Third-
order automatization presupposes knowledge of the communicative-insti-
tutional control of second-order automatization, i.e., the source code of a
control program, and the ability to disambiguate it in terms of a formal
rule so that it can be translated into machine code. We find this in the con-
struction of computer programs that write computer programs.

But even third-order automation requires a symbolic understanding of
its appropriate usage. Even here the key criterion holds that the rules of ap-

68 A current example is the debate over whether the source code of control rules,
i.e., of computer programs, should be freely available so that everyone can shape
the rules of rule production or whether the production of these rules is some-
thing that can be individually acquired and sold. This debate is known as the de-
bate surrounding free access to source code or, more generally, surrounding free
software, and is dominated by those who advocate free access to source code. See,
for instance, Benkler (2006) as well as the following online articles:
http://www.gnu.org/philosophy/why-free.en.html (Stallmann 2009)
http://www.gnu.org/philosophy/philosophy.en.html (Free Software Foundation
2018)
http://www.unterstein.net/su/docs/CathBaz.pdf (Raymond 2001).
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propriate use cannot be exhaustively explicated; even here the symboliza-
tion of appropriate use points to possible, but not explicitly identified fu-
ture uses.

A good example of the principle of recursive technological development
can be found in the evolution of elevators. Elevators replace the exertion of
force required to raise or lower a box from floor to floor by connecting a
source of power with a mechanism that moves the box (cage) from floor to
floor. In the beginning, a person was required to operate the mechanism,
the elevator operator. Institutionalized intended use of the elevator was to
a definitive extent in his hands. He expected the generalized expectations
of the passengers who told him what floor they wished to be taken to and
had to control the mechanism in such a way that the cage floor was right
at the same level as the desired floor when it came to a stop. This commu-
nication between persons was replaced by an automated system that auto-
matically ensures that the floor of the cage and the desired floor are on the
same level when coming to a stop. Where the elevator waits for the next
passengers is left to chance. If it is known on what floors elevators are gen-
erally needed most, human actors would have to steer the elevator to these
floors. This step can also be automated, so that, for instance, the elevator
always automatically returns to the ground floor after every use. If, how-
ever, it varies where elevators are needed most, communication becomes
necessary. Take a large conference hotel with big conference rooms on the
tenth, fifteenth, and seventeenth floors. Depending on the size of the con-
ference, there is a greater or lesser need for elevators on these floors. By
means of communicative interaction, hotel employees can ensure that
there are always enough elevators ready for the attendees. The alternative
would be learning neural networks that autonomously send elevator cages
to the appropriate floors based on usage patterns (see Matthias 2004:176f).
Here too institutional forms of communication (instructions given to staff)
are replaced by automation. The example of the development of elevators
clearly shows how the automation of communication recursively builds on
itself. First came the automation that smoothly lined up elevator cage and
building floor, upon which another automation was based, that of the au-
tomatic control of what was previously a communicatively mediated distri-
bution of elevators on different floors. The initial programming and main-
tenance of the elevator control mechanism continues to be taken care of by
means of institutional communication, but even this could, in principle,
become formalized to the point of becoming automated. The development
of technology both replaces the physical and the lived body as well as ins-
tuitional communication.
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It follows from the above that we can distinguish between at least two
kinds of technical development. Technology develops, on the one hand, by
means of quantitative increases and, on the other, by means of an increase
in recursive complexity. Quantitative increase means that ever more pro-
cesses are technically connected with each other without symbolic media-
tion. An increase in recursive complexity refers to symbolic control being
reflexively captured, formally disambiguated, formulated as an algorithm,
and translated into machine code. This process must itself, in turn, be sym-
bolically controlled. The recursive increase in complexity makes self-pro-
gramming programs possible. It seems clear that these two modes of tech-
nical development stimulate each other: the quantitative scope of technical
mediation probably provokes an increase in recursive complexity, which in
turn makes possible quantitatively more extensive technical mediations.

The development of machine technology as well as of the technology of
control calculations inspires different forms of increased efficiency on the
level of the lived body. Machine technology inspires an increase in the effi-
ciency of the lived body by increasingly gearing the experienced lived body
to the body of digital spacetime. The physical body [Körper] folded into the
lived body [Leib] is calculated like a machine body facing an environment
of mechanical effects. It is in this sense that sports scientists study ways in
which air and fluid resistance can be best minimized in order to optimize
running or swimming performance. Here embodied experience is folded
into a machine body.

The development of control technologies on the other hand aims rather
at the technical enhancement of organic self-control. This requires the
identification of control processes as neuronal activity patterns (see Linde-
mann 2009c), which can then be technically optimized. One of the most
important questions in science and technology studies today concerns the
consequences of implementing robot technologies in everyday life and of
interlinking human self-control and robotic control mechanisms is (see
Lindemann and Matsuzaki 2014). It seems likely that one of these conse-
quences will be a new kind of intersection between modal time, direction-
al space, and the social order oriented toward the medium of digital space-
time.
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Symbol formation and institutionalization under conditions of expanded
world-openness

As we saw above in our categorical unfolding of the social dimension, the
representation of the distinction between the personal sphere and other
entities requires a triadic structure. The question now is whether our un-
derstanding of the formation of symbols should also be modified by ex-
panding the problem of reference. The most important sociological work
on the formation of symbols was put forward by Mead. Habermas treats
Mead’s position in detail, adding further dimensions to it by connecting it
to Wittgenstein’s theory of rule use. Neither Mead nor Habermas explicitly
consider the social undecidedness relation or the problem of the contin-
gency of the shared world. Both assume that in socially reflexive relation-
ships between human beings, institutions, commonly held norms, and
symbols with meanings shared by actors will emerge. In the case of norms
that can be criticized rationally, Habermas does go beyond Mead by intro-
ducing a third entity he refers to as “neuter” (Habermas [1981] 2006:35).

Symbol formation

Comparing my position with that of Mead and Habermas helps clarify the
significance of the difference between simple and expanded world-open-
ness for an understanding of symbol formation/symbolic representations
in the context of institutionalization processes. Two problems can be dis-
tinguished here that allow us to work out the difference between Mead’s
pragmatism and the theory of the excentric relationship between the lived
body and its environment:

 
1. The structure of reflexivity
2. Generalizing symbols by taking the attitude of the other

The structure of reflexivity

For Mead, reflexivity is social reflexivity and has a twofold significance: it
bridges the difference in perspective between ego and alter, making possi-
ble the creation of a common world and, second, makes individual self-
consciousness possible. Mead’s conception of the structure of social reflex-
ivity can be summarized as follows: the organism exists in its own perspec-
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tive, i.e., it perceives its surroundings according to its own temporal refer-
ences and what is substantively relevant to it. Thus, for example, the organ-
ism perceives a threatening object approaching it from the front right and,
at the same time, something behind it to the left it can get to quickly and
climb on top of. Obviously these practical perspectives will be different for
every organism. Mead refers to the whole of an organism’s practical rela-
tionships to its environment/the objects it encounters as a “consentient
set” (Mead 1925:258f, [1932] 2002:39–43; see also Joas [1980] 1985:chap.
8). If every organism constitutes the center of a consentient set, this means
that the world is fragmented into a multitude of such systems, each with
their own temporal structures and substantive references. Here already we
find an important difference in relation to the phenomenology of the lived
body: Mead does not develop spatial categories on the level of the organ-
ism’s practical relationship to its environment. For Mead there are only
practical relationships to other organisms or to objects; he does not pro-
vide an equivalent to the phenomenological distinction between the space
of vastness and directional space.

According to Mead, the organism exists in practical relationships with-
out becoming conscious of itself; reflexive self-consciousness only comes
about by means of perspective-taking in social relationships (Mead [1934]
2009:17f). This raises the question whether taking on the perspective of an-
other generates a reflexive relationship to oneself or whether a reflexive re-
lationship to oneself has to be presupposed as a condition of the possibility
of taking on the perspective of another.

If we start with the individual organism relating to its environment
from its own substantive and temporal perspective, the problem presents
itself thus: as long as the organism relates to its environment without re-
flexive distance, it is only conscious of its own sensations and the experi-
enced environment in the sense of “awareness” (Mead [1934] 2009:81). In
order for social reflexivity to emerge, the organism must be assumed to
possess the ability to take on the perspectives of others. Otherwise the or-
ganism would not be capable of noticing, e.g., that a stimulus in it triggers
the same reaction in a partner organism (see Schneider 2008:186). Further-
more, without the ability of perspective-taking, the organism would not be
able to relate to itself from the perspective of another. Joas puts it in a nut-
shell when he observes that the human being would be “confined to his
own body-centric perspective” (Joas [1980] 1985:158) if he did not have the
ability to take roles (Joas [1980] 1985:158). But the ability to take roles al-
ready presupposes the organism standing at a certain remove from its own
perspective. The organism relating to its environment from its own per-
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spective must be able to reflexively stand back from itself in order to take
on the role of the other. If this were not the case, the body-centric organ-
ism could never do anything but act from out of its own perspective. A re-
flexive remove from oneself thus constitutes the prerequisite for role or
perspective-taking and cannot be its result.

In order to clarify Mead’s argument, we should return to the discussion
surrounding the adoption of alter or tertius positions. The question is
whether the experience of an alter or an actually experienced tertius is nec-
essary for ego to adopt their respective positions. Mead argues that taking
on alter ego’s position necessarily requires an encounter with it. This can
easily be misunderstood to mean that for Mead, a reflexive remove from
oneself is the result of an encounter with the other. He does not, however,
provide a convincing argument for this. Instead he attempts to incremen-
tally move from the individual embodied self by way of an encounter with
the other to the generalized other, without being explicitly clear as to
whether a real third is necessary here. It thus remains open whether the
tertiary position is a reflexive position that can be occupied by ego or alter,
or whether a third embodied self has to occupy this position. Habermas’s
position is more consistent here (see below), in that he insists that an actu-
ally encountered tertius is necessary in order to adopt the latter’s position.

The structure of social reflexivity arising from the shared-world relation-
ship between the lived body and its environment as I am conceiving it here
differs both from Mead’s conception as well as from Habermas’s more
consistent position. The difference is that this relationship is already estab-
lished on the level of centric positionality. Including the spatial dimension
makes it possible to categorially grasp how others are experienced in an en-
counter even if there is no reflection of it. An ego experiences being
touched by an alter ego—even on the level of centric positionality, recipro-
cal embodied touch takes place. As noted, this observation constitutes an
extension of the theory of positionality; Plessner himself does not analyze
embodied touch on the level of centric positionality.

This extension allows us to better understand the reflexivity of excentric
positionality as a reflection of the lived body-environment relationship in
which embodied selves experience the touch of other selves. This leads to
the social undecidedness relation, which in turn allows us to understand
the emergence of order. We need to know more about how the reflexivity
of excentric positionality is operatively structured, however, so as to be
able to further develop the theory of the excentric relationship between the
lived body and its environment as an operative theory of order formation.
This is made possible by introducing the third as an operative realization
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of the reflexive structure of excentric positionality. For ego and alter, this
means that they experience themselves, from the perspective of real thirds,
as being in relations of touch.

The difference between the reflexive structure of excentric positionality
and that of perspective-taking in Mead becomes clear here. Mead thinks of
the operative execution of social reflexivity from the perspective of the in-
dividual organism taking on the role of the other: in the first step, this is
the perspective of the alter ego and in the second (in Habermas), the per-
spective of the third. Following Plessner, the social reflexivity of the experi-
ence of experiencing the other presents itself from the tertiary perspective.
Here, ego and alter experience themselves and their perception and action
aimed at the other from the perspective of tertius. The connection between
space and social reflexivity becomes obvious here. Plessner and Schmitz
posit a shared unstructured space of vastness, into which embodied selves
direct themselves and in which they can touch each other. I understand
the third as an experienced embodied directional center that mediates the
experience of the experience of being touched, and thus as the operative
realization of the reflexivity of excentric positionality. The third makes it
possible for ego and alter to reflect on their experience of their relationship
of touch. The triadically structured social undecidedness relation thus con-
stitutes the starting point from which the emergence of order is to be un-
derstood.

Symbols with identical meaning

In the previous section we distinguished between two forms of social re-
flexivity: 1) social reflexivity as theorized by Mead and Habermas, which
starts from the perspective of an embodied action center with the capacity
for perspective-taking; and 2) the social reflexivity of excentric positionali-
ty, which starts from the triadic social undecidedness relation, which in-
cludes the possibility of embodied action centers determining how they re-
late to each other by their triadic structure. The different forms of social
reflexivity also have consequences for the formation of symbols with a
meaning shared by actors.

In order to get to the heart of these differences, I will begin by looking
at the structure of perspective-taking in Mead, or rather at Habermas’s
more clearly structured account of Mead’s argument. The aspects of
Mead’s theory that are worth preserving will emerge along with the differ-
ences to the approach I am proposing.
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Mead/Habermas is trying to conceive of how understandable meaning
that can initially only be accessed by an external, understanding observer
becomes meaning that is accessible for the participants themselves. A relat-
ed question in this context is how a gesture can have an identical meaning
for different actors. For Mead/Habermas, the answer lies in a three-tiered
taking the attitude of the other, the starting point for which lies in the or-
ganized social composite act in which members of the same species coop-
erate with each other. The levels of perspective-taking are levels of the so-
cial reflexivity of the composite act.

Gestures have meaning even in the context of an unreflected social com-
posite act. This meaning is defined by one individual’s gesture being fol-
lowed by the gesture of another. The fact that a gesture refers to some-
thing, i.e., has meaning, is initially only accessible to an external observer,
who sees ego making a gesture to which alter also responds with a gesture.
The observer interprets the gesture of alter as referring to the gesture of
ego. Composite acts mediated by gestures are already found among social
insects or in insect parental behavior.

Mead uses the example of a wasp that paralyzes a spider and stores a lar-
va in it. The spider serves as food for the wasp larva. The social composite
act here is parental behavior, to which both the wasp and the wasp larva
make their specific contributions. The social object around which the
parental behavior is organized is the spider (Mead [1925] 2002:265). The
organized composite act of parental behavior takes place here without per-
spective-taking. The spider functions as a stimulus to which the wasp re-
sponds by paralyzing it and depositing a larva in it. The larva will respond
to this stimulus (the paralyzed spider) by feeding off of it and continuing
to develop. Social insects respond to each other in similar ways. They pro-
vide physiological stimuli for each other, to which the others respond in a
predetermined way. These responses in turn serve as stimuli for others to
make their contribution to the composite act of parental behavior or to the
preservation of the species.

A three-tiered form of social reflexivity turns a composite act whose
meaning only exists for an external observer into a composite act whose
meaning exists for the participants and is communicated by means of sym-
bolic gestures that have an identical meaning for these participants.

The perspective of an understanding external observer is necessary to be
able to analyze the taking of the attitude of another. For the observer, the
meaning of a gesture consists in the next gesture it elicits.

First attitude-taking: According to Mead, vocal gestures are a special kind
of gesture because ego can perceive his own gesture the same way as does
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alter. When ego hears his own vocal gesture, this elicits—at least to a cer-
tain extent—the same response in him as it does in alter, to whom the ges-
ture was addressed. In individuals of the same species, the response to the
vocal gesture will be the same in organism A as it will be in organism B
(see Mead [1934] 2009:63f). The first instance of attitude-taking consists in
ego putting himself in the position of the other and on this basis anticipat-
ing how alter will respond to ego’s gesture.

Assuming only this first level of attitude-taking, a greeting would look
like this: ego expects that vocalizing “hello” will lead to alter responding
with a vocal gesture. In this case, ego’s gesture not only has meaning for an
external observer, but also for ego himself, since he anticipates that his vo-
calization will result in a corresponding vocal gesture from alter. Ego sees
himself from the perspective of the other and acts according to the re-
sponse he expects from her.

Mead has to assume that perspective-taking already occurs on this level
since the relationship to the other as other action center only takes place
by taking the latter’s position. He also interprets the relationship of birds
imitating each other’s melodies as role-taking. When a bird sings a song, it
evokes the same response in itself as is exhibited by the bird that hears this
song. In the same way, Mead alleges that a lion addressing its fellow lions
with a threatening roar elicits in itself “at least a tendency” to respond in
the same frightened way (Mead [1934] 2009:63f).69

Thinking in terms of a spatial encounter between embodied selves al-
lows us to understand this relationship more modestly as reciprocal em-
bodied touch. It suffices to assume that the lion with its roar, for instance,
shapes the way in which it addresses its environment by vocalizing, and
thereby touches other embodied centers in their boundary realizations, in
their experience of their own condition. The advantage of this approach is
that it does not tie the possibility of touch or of being touched to member-
ship in the same species and to an instinctive sameness of response, but in-
stead emphasizes the state of affairs of embodiment itself. The lived body
of the zebra can also be touched by the lion’s roar—even if the zebra has
never come into contact with a lion.

For Mead it is the participating individuals’ membership in the same
species that guarantees that ego and alter will respond in the same way in
the context of first perspective-taking. It does not follow from this, how-

69 Schneider points out a strange consequence of this structure of perspective-tak-
ing: the roaring lion would have to, at least to a certain degree, be just as afraid of
its own roar as are those to whom it is addressed (see Schneider 2008:185f).

3. An Operational Theory of Reflexive Multidimensional Order Formation

190

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124 - am 21.01.2026, 02:25:27. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


ever, that they know they are using a symbol with an identical meaning.
The gesture has an identical meaning for an external observer, but the par-
ticipants do not know this. A second and third attitude-taking would have
to take place for them to achieve this awareness. According to Mead/
Habermas, in the second attitude-taking ego not only anticipates alter’s reac-
tion to his own gesture, but also that alter anticipates ego anticipating this.
Ego thus assumes that alter knows what follow-up gesture ego expects. In
this case, ego expects the gesture to also have meaning for alter. This means
that he addresses the gesture to alter as someone who will interpret it. For
ego to anticipate that alter will not merely react is to take the position of
alter as someone for whom the gesture has meaning and who interprets it.
Thus ego expects that saying “hello” constitutes a vocal gesture for both
parties, which alter will interpret and to which she will respond according-
ly. Ego takes the position of alter by anticipating that she will interpret the
gesture (see Habermas [1981] 2006:14).

With the second form of perspective-taking we have reached the level on
which ego perceives and recognizes another organism as an alter ego. This
only works in the described way, however, if it is clear in advance whose
vocal gestures are to be understood as symbolic gestures in the first place.70

In order for symbols to take on identical meaning for the parties con-
cerned, a third attitude-taking is required. Habermas develops this third lev-
el starting from the problem of the disappointment of expectations regard-
ing appropriate symbol usage (see Habermas [1981] 2006:14f). Ego uses a
gesture with a particular meaning, assuming that alter will base her inter-
pretation of it on the same meaning. If alter disappoints ego’s expectation
regarding the symbol’s meaning, the object of this disappointment is alter
not interpreting the symbol appropriately. Thus it is criticism or the antici-
pation of criticism that allows meaning to become generalized, thereby
creating a generalized meaning identity. This involves a more advanced re-
flexive structuring of the social relationship. Symbol users anticipate that
their symbol use can be criticized if they disappoint expectations of proper
symbol use. The internalization of this criticism is the third attitude-tak-
ing. It is on this level that “rules for the use of symbols” (Habermas [1981]
2006:15) are established.

Initially, Habermas develops his understanding of rule use exclusively in
the context of a dyadic conception of sociality, i.e., in the relationship be-
tween speaker and recipient (Habermas [1981] 2006:15ff). This includes

70 This clarity cannot be achieved by empathy. Lüdtke (2010) works out the prob-
lems resulting from Mead’s argument in detail.
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situations in which there are multiple listeners. The point is, however, that
Habermas thinks he can understand rule use by positing a speaker-recipi-
ent constellation. And yet doubt does seem to arise that the criticism of
rule use can be grounded in a dyadic constellation, for he goes on to intro-
duce a form of perspective-taking that makes reference to a third in his
analysis of the formation of rationally criticizable norms. Habermas refers
to this third as a “neuter” (Habermas [1981] 2006:35) and identifies it with
Mead’s generalized other. Habermas goes beyond Mead here, however, so
that, strictly speaking, the term “generalized third” would be preferable
here to that of generalized other.71 With the third attitude-taking we have
a situation in which “A understands that anyone who might adopt ego’s
and alter’s perspectives would have to take over the same system of per-
spectives. Under these conditions the concept of a concrete pattern of be-
havior can be generalized into the concept of a norm or action” (Habermas
[1981] 2006:36). This creates a situation in which the actors of the dyad no
longer encounter each other in an individual and arbitrary way, but rather
recognize that they are both guided by norms. If A and B internalize the
norm mediated by neuter, and thus the triadic constellation, the norm be-
comes one that is valid and can be criticized (Habermas [1981] 2006:36f).

Since Habermas uses the same figure of argument for the emergence
and stabilization of norms and for the rule-conforming use of symbols—
the anticipated criticism of the action as possibly not conforming to the
rules—it seems imperative to me that he use the same sociotheoretical fig-
ure of thought in both cases. In both cases we have to do with either a
dyadic or a triadic constellation. If context-independent generalization re-
quires the third, then the formation of symbols as lastingly valid ways in
which to shape expression can also only be understood by referring to the
third. This is particularly true if, like Habermas, one conceives of the for-
mation of symbols with identical meaning as starting from an asymmetri-
cal constellation such as that of teacher-student (see Habermas [1981]
2006:17). If alter ego is dependent on ego, interpretation of symbol use
must take place from the perspective of a third so that the asymmetry in
the relationship can be cancelled out by the rule of symbol usage. Haber-
mas seems to be one of those theorists who intuitively grasp the impor-
tance of the third in some contexts but fail to understand its systematic
function. If he had understood why the third needed to be introduced, he

71 Fischer (2010) suggests that even Mead’s generalization implicitly makes use of a
third. It is only Habermas, however, who makes this explicit, a fact passed over by
Fischer.
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would already have had to do so when he was addressing the formation of
symbols with an identical meaning.

Habermas’s theory of symbol use provides a nuanced sociotheoretical
foundation for Wittgenstein’s theory that the meaning of linguistic sym-
bols is determined by their use. For Wittgenstein, the semantic content of
linguistic utterances is determined by their use in everyday communica-
tion: “The meaning of a word is its use in the language” (Wittgenstein
[1953] 2001:§ 43, see also § 421). Habermas renders this hypothesis more
precise by framing it in terms of the ego/alter or the ego/alter/neuter con-
stellation.

The claim that the meaning of symbols is determined by their use
seems, in principle, to be ideally suited to a theory centering on the func-
tional relationship between the lived body and its environment. On the
other hand, however, we have Schmitz’s criticism of Wittgenstein, which,
while it has been largely ignored, is well worth considering. Schmitz ar-
gues that the use theory means that dead languages must remain inaccessi-
ble to us (Schmitz [1977] 2005:522f). Since the Greek in which Homer’s
Iliad was composed is no longer in use, the Iliad should be meaningless for
us—but that is not the case. This objection hardly seems refutable to me if
we understand use in terms of the active production and interpretation of
linguistic symbols. Habermas’s rule-based approach does not solve the
problem either, as his account of use theory foregrounds the creation of
linguistic symbols by speakers. Thus it would be necessary for Hector or
Achilles or someone who used their language in the same functional way
as they did to confirm or refute the interpretations of contemporary classi-
cists, who would have to defend themselves against their criticism. Despite
the fact that this is not the case, the Iliad has meaning for us. We think we
can learn something from this text, or from Old High German or
cuneiform texts, about the ancient Greek, Germanic, or Sumerian under-
standing of the world. All archeological research analyzing inscriptions
and texts would be doomed to failure from the beginning if Wittgenstein
were right. The use theory of meaning can only be salvaged by focusing on
the rule-based interpretation of linguistic symbols. This would contradict
Habermas’s take on the theory, but not Wittgenstein himself, whose asser-
tions here remain rather general.

3.6 Symbol formation and institutionalization

193

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124 - am 21.01.2026, 02:25:27. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Symbol formation under conditions of expanded world-openness

Starting from the social undecidedness relation requires a different struc-
ture of social reflexivity than that found in Mead or Habermas. The latter
structure is characterized by a tiered transition beginning with the reflex-
ive distance between the ego and itself, upon which the you-perspective,
and, in the next step, the tertius perspective are constructed. This sequence
is not sustainable if the social undecidedness relation is to serve as the start-
ing point. In that case, the creation of symbols with an identical meaning
for the participants acquires the following structure: reciprocal perspective-
taking between ego and alter is replaced by the reflection of the relation-
ship between ego and alter as mediated by the third.

Already on the level of centric positionality, the relationship between
the lived body and its environment includes the actors ego and alter direct-
ing themselves at and touching each other in an embodied way. Embodied
relationships are not completely predetermined but have to be shaped in a
process of learning, which opens up the possibility of modulating recipro-
cal embodied relationships. This includes the possibility of simulating rela-
tionships between lived bodies and their environments. An example would
be the deceptive maneuvers described in the section on the social dimen-
sion: Melton the baboon is pursued by the mother of the young baboon he
beat up. He runs away, then stops suddenly and goes down on his haunch-
es as if he were on the look-out for a lion. The baboon mother stops her
pursuit and follows the direction of the as-if gesture, scanning the sur-
rounding savanna for a lion. The possibility of simulations like this also
makes possible what Bateson and Haley describe as the difference between
combat and play (Bateson and Haley [1955] 2000:179f). In the case of play,
it is clear to the participating actors that they are situationally relating to
each other in terms of simulated combat.

Beings capable of such distinctions vacillate in their relationships to oth-
er embodied action centers between what these relationships are and the
possibility of the as-if. What is actually going on has to be determined on a
situation-by-situation basis in embodied relationships to the environment.
Are we fighting or are we play-fighting? Are you focusing your attention
on a lion or are you just pretending to?

The structure of excentric positionality is characterized by the becoming
reflexive of the overall structure of the relationship between the lived body
and its environment and the relationships between lived bodies given
within it. This reflexivity is realized operatively by way of tertius, rendering
comprehensible the difference between a realized lived body-environment
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relationship and an as-if-lived-body-environment relationship as it develops
between the embodied operators ego and alter. Ego and alter identify as-if
gestures as such from the perspective of tertius, distinguishing them from
immediately functional references to the environment. The as-if gesture
thus no longer functions as a simulation of the practical relationship to the
environment, but rather points as a symbol to the realization of the em-
bodied gesture as its meaning.

The relation between as-if gesture and that which is experienced in the
lived body’s relationship to its environment as real differs depending on
whether this relationship is structured centrically or excentrically. 1) Cen-
tric positionality: the as-if directional gesture simulates the presence of a li-
on. The gesture is not explicitly set apart as an “as if” from the threat of a
future presence. Those following the directional gesture experience the li-
on as a possible threatening presence in the future and assess whether they
need to get out of harm’s way. 2) Excentric positionality: if this relation is
reflexively grasped and the as-if gesture is understood as set apart from its
realizing direction, the gesture can point to the presence of a lion in terms
of a meaning. The as-if gesture becomes a symbol of the state of affairs to
which it points. The use of the symbol for the presence of a lion is inde-
pendent of whether a lion is really present or not, whether its presence is
being simulated or not.

In the first case, the lion’s presence, i.e., its reality, is playfully simulated,
with no explicit distinction made between the medium of playful simula-
tion, the as-if gesture, and simulated reality. The second case describes a re-
lation in which a distinction is made between reality and the as-if gesture
as a symbol, which makes it possible for the gesture to point to a state of
affairs without the participants having to experience it as real in their lived
bodies. Following Bateson’s idea of understanding the as-if gesture as play,
we could say that the symbolic as-if gesture is playfully identified with the
state of affairs to which it points.72 In this sense, the development of lan-
guages could be understood as a rule-governed differentiation of symbolic
as-if gestures that makes it possible to describe increasingly differentiated
states of affairs as possibly existing. Whether they really exist, ever existed,
or will exist in the future is irrelevant in this context.

In order to understand rule orientation, the formation of linguistic sym-
bols must be situated in the ego-alter-tertius constellation. In the relation-

72 I use the term “playful identification” in a similar way to Schmitz (Schmitz
[1977] 2005: § 226), who does not, however, analyze the rule-conform use of lin-
guistic signs.
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ship between ego and alter as it is reflected upon from the tertius position,
ego interprets alter ego’s gesture, which includes understanding himself as
an interpreter of a gesture directed at ego (himself). The outside perspec-
tive mediated by tertius guarantees meaning identity for ego and alter. Ego
interprets the symbol in front of tertius, anticipating the latter’s possible
criticism of a connection between symbol and meaning that does not con-
form to the rules. Ego interpreting, in front of tertius, the sensory appear-
ance of an alter ego as symbol use, at the same time construes alter ego as a
social person who uses symbols that point, in a rule-conform way, to a
state of affairs as their meaning. In the interpretation of a gesture as sym-
bolic, it is assumed that alter not only situationally addresses ego with her
gesture, but that she anticipates the execution of the gesture addressed to
ego, as well as ego’s interpretation, taking place in front of tertius.

Taking into consideration the problem of the contingency of the shared
world in our analysis of the production and interpretation of symbols has
the effect of prioritizing interpretation. Whereas Mead and Habermas fo-
cus on how an actor understands the meaning of his own gesture ad-
dressed to alter ego, including the contingency of the shared world intro-
duces a shift in perspective: the question now is whether an entity’s expres-
sion can be interpreted as a symbolic gesture in the first place. Thus it is
the interpretation of symbols rather than their production that gains cen-
ter stage. Furthermore, the rule-based interpretation of symbols, with a
rule-governed referral of the symbol to its meaning, is understood to neces-
sarily include the anticipation of criticism. The significance of this shift in
perspective is particularly evident in extreme cases. During rehabilitation
of patients in a vegetative state, for instance, it is not always clear whether
they can understand questions and answer them appropriately (see Linde-
mann 2005a, 2009b:chap. 6.2). The most simple form of symbol use that
can be found in this field is the yes/no code; the question is whether a min-
imal gestural reaction such as inclining the head, lifting an eyebrow, or
blinking an eye can be construed as an element of such a code. Therapists
in these situations try to intuitively determine whether a gesture can be in-
terpreted as symbolic in the sense of a yes/no code. Their interpretations
are guided by the anticipated criticism of their colleagues. Every interpreta-
tion is accompanied by the question whether other interpreters would con-
strue this gesture in terms of a yes/no code.73

73 Studies in this area represent the context of discovery of the theory of the third
(Lindemann 2005a, Lindemann 2009b: chap. 6.2).
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Until now—and this holds also for Habermas and Mead—socialization
has been foregrounded in analyses of symbol use. Thus it is the matter of
studying ways in which young children or apes (Tomasello) acquire lin-
guistic symbols. In the analysis of order formation, however, it is less a
matter of examining socialization processes and more of establishing how
successful socialization processes are identified in the field. Starting from a
triadic concept of communication gives rise to a twofold question. On the
one hand we have the traditional question of socialization; on the other we
must ask: how do parents and/or other experimenters come to interpret
the expressions of certain entities as linguistic symbols? These interpreta-
tions are understood as reciprocal executions. It is a matter, then, of exam-
ining how parents/experimenters construe, by way of thirds, their chil-
dren/apes as symbol users; furthermore, it should be examined how chil-
dren/apes construe their parents/experimenters as symbol users. How are
the contexts of language and speech shaped by symbolic displays and their
interpretations reciprocally carried out in front of thirds?

A renewed use theory of meaning

The question now is whether the theory of meaning proposed here avoids
the criticism Schmitz leveled against Wittgenstein and which also calls in-
to question Habermas’s reformulation of use theory in relation to Mead.
The theory of meaning proposed by Habermas and the one explicated here
both begin with the practical relationships between lived bodies and their
environment. They differ in that Habermas thinks of meaning starting
from the production of symbolic gestures and does not clearly distinguish
between the production of meaning as mediated by thirds and its recep-
tion as mediated by thirds. Taking the difference between these into ac-
count requires distinguishing between the triadic-reflexive production and
the triadic-reflexive interpretation of linguistic symbols, and foreground-
ing the latter in our understanding of symbols. The following graph sum-
marizes the result:

3.6 Symbol formation and institutionalization

197

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124 - am 21.01.2026, 02:25:27. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


tertius 

symbol (carrier of 
meaning) 

ego alter ego 

meaning 

Symbol and meaning in the ego-alter-tertius constellation

1. Alter ego produces a symbol addressed to ego in front of tertius and an-
ticipates criticism from the tertius perspective that the symbol was not
produced according to the rules.

2. Rule conformity refers to two aspects:
a) the ordering system of the sensory/perceptible material of the carri-

er of meaning, the sign, follows a rule;
b) the comprehensibility of the symbols, i.e., the carrier of meaning’s

reference to the meaning follows a rule.
3. Ego interprets something perceived as a symbol in front of tertius and

anticipates criticism from the tertius perspective that the symbol was
not interpreted according to the rules.

4. Rule conformity here also refers to two aspects:
a) by interpreting something as a symbol, ego construes it to be

formed in a rule-conform way and as being addressed to a recipi-
ent;

b) the rule-conform symbol contains, as such, a rule-conform refer-
ence from the carrier of meaning to the meaning which ego can
follow in his interpretation.

The key conclusion here is that two mutually irreducible triadic constella-
tions of symbol use can be distinguished from each other: the productive
and the interpretive use of symbols. In keeping with the principle that
communication is temporally retrograde, i.e., has to be conceptualized

Figure 2:
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from the vantage point of understanding, we will ascribe primacy to inter-
pretive use. This means that the communicative validity of the productive
constellation depends on the interpretive constellation. The productive tri-
adic constellation constitutes an attempt to create symbols, which, if they
are not interpreted, will not have existed as symbols.

Distinguishing between symbol-producing and symbol-interpreting tri-
adic constellations and ascribing primacy to the latter allows us to respond
to Schmitz’s criticism of Wittgenstein. Giving primacy to interpretive use
makes the interpretation of dead languages possible. The languages of the
Sumerians, the ancient Egyptians, or of the Homerian Greeks can no
longer be accessed in terms of a relation between producing and interpret-
ing triadic constellations. It is nevertheless possible, as Schmitz rightly
points out, to understand these signs within the framework of an interpre-
tive usage. The meaning of dead languages is also determined by their in-
terpretive use, which generates a rule-governed connection between lin-
guistic symbols and their semantic contents. The rule-conform, i.e., criti-
cizable use of symbols enables a rule-based, playful identification of sym-
bol and meaning in interpretation.

This new conceptualization of the use theory of meaning allows for an
effortless integration of the notion, set forth above, of tools as symbols of
their intended use into the theory of the formation of symbols as a special
use of symbols. In both the case of the use theory of meaning and of the
theory of the formation of symbols, it is a matter of a triadically structured
determination of meaning. The tool is playfully identified with its intend-
ed use and, like the symbols of living languages, can be altered again and
again.

All in all, it is possible to distinguish between different forms of playful
identification that appear to be relevant to sociological research.74

1. As described above, the tool points to appropriate ways in which to em-
ploy it and is thus identified with its intended use.

2. Images point to what they portray by means of a similarity to it and are
thus identified with their subject matter.75

74 This list makes no claim to completeness.
75 This form of playful identification became strongly foregrounded in the context

of the pictorial turn. In sociology, the meaning of pictorial signs has been pro-
ductively used for, e.g., the analysis of gender differences (see Goffman 1977; Lin-
demann [1993] 2011, 1996).
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3. Linguistic symbols point to explicated states of affairs in a more con-
ventionalized way and are playfully identified with these states of af-
fairs.76

4. Embodied, as it were theatrical, representations (such as described by
Goffman) are identified with the represented states of affairs. In this
manner, the existence of overarching institutions is symbolically por-
trayed and, conversely, institutions become a reality that can be experi-
enced in an embodied way.77

The first point has already been treated in detail in the previous section on
material technology. Points two and three concern a difference that has
been extensively debated in the semiotic literature: the difference between
visual or pictorial signs and acoustic or linguistic signs is discussed at
length by, e.g., Peirce (1983:65f) and Jakobson 1971 passim). The identifi-
cation between pictorial signs and meaning is considered to be motivated
by similarity, with the sign understood as pointing to its meaning by way
of a quasi-natural similarity, while the relationship between linguistic sign
and meaning is brought about by convention.

If, however, we take into account the significance of the triadic constel-
lation of interpretation, this contrast becomes less pronounced. Even if we
assume a relationship of similarity between carrier of meaning and mean-
ing, there is still the need for a determination mediated by a third, i.e., one
that is generalized, of what is to be interpreted as similarity. The pictorial
sign requires a determination as to how and to what extent the sign resem-
bles that to which it points as its meaning. A relation of similarity that is
purely natural and thus comprehensible for every actor in any historical
situation is unlikely. We must rather assume that ordering systems deter-
mine in a typical way to what degree something points to something else
by virtue of similarity and can thus be identified with it in a playful man-
ner. It is in this way that similarity, as it were, is conventionalized.

On the other hand, the assumption of playful identification endows con-
ventional signs with immediate relevance: in triadically structured inter-
pretation, signs are identified with the states of affairs they mean by way of

76 The relevance of linguistic symbols to sociological analysis is just about ubiqui-
tous. Ethnomethodology in particular has devoted its attention to the implica-
tions of the mediated immediacy of playful identification (Garfinkel [1967] 2011,
2002), in the context of its analysis of the paradoxical creative possibilities
brought about by the reflexive structure of language use. See also the studies by
Laing (1967, [1970] 1999) on the paradoxes of communication.

77 See also Goffman’s ([1967] 1982) analyses of the ritual shaping of everyday life
and of institutional reflexivity (Goffman 1977).
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mediated immediacy. This explains why states of affairs expressed in lan-
guage can affect us in ways comparable to immediately perceived states of
affairs. Thus, for example, my friend tells me about a situation in which
she was unfairly treated, and I react with spontaneous indignation—just as
if I had witnessed firsthand what happened.

The difference between pictorial and linguistic signs is preserved here,
but it is founded on the principle of coherence between carrier of meaning
and meaning that is shared by both kinds of signs.

I would now like to point out an important feature of symbolic repre-
sentations by looking at playful identification in the form of embodied
representations. The represented state of affairs is identified with its sym-
bolic representation by way of mediated immediacy. On the one hand, the
symbolic representation and the represented state of affairs are different, in
that the embodied representation is a means by which something other
than itself is represented. On the other, the represented state of affairs is
identified with its symbolic representation. In this way, the symbol and the
represented state of affairs enter into a relationship that oscillates between
identity and non-identity. This characterizes all forms of playful identifica-
tion.78 To give an example: the institution of money-mediated trade only
exists because the participants represent the trade and its designated pos-
itions for each other and in front of each other. Alter ego represents him-
self as someone who is prepared to give money for a proffered commodity.
Ego presents herself as someone who is prepared to give away a commodi-
ty for money, as long as it is symbolized at the same time that the proffered
money can be reliably passed on to third parties. The representation of
each individual position points to the other positions and also presents
these as the currently relevant structure of the institution of money-medi-
ated trade. The involved embodied actors identify their current embodied
executions with these symbolically represented positions or with embod-
ied actions to be executed in the future. The symbolically represented insti-
tution of trade, including the action positions contained in it, thereby be-
comes experienced reality for those involved.

The participants differentiate their relationships in multiple ways by
symbolically representing them and experiencing in an embodied way the
represented states of affairs as a reality to be accepted. Their embodied rela-
tionships to the environment are symbolically communicated and, at the
same time, this symbolic communication is shaped by the dynamic of their

78 The paradoxical tension between expression and meaning gives rise to the possi-
bilities of shaping social relationships that were of particular interest to Bateson.
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embodied relations of touch. On this basis we can now embark on a more
detailed examination of the symbolic shaping of social life.

Reflexive institutionalization

Following Mead, I interpret institutions as institutionalized composite
acts. I began analyzing them above in the context of the substantive dimen-
sion, where I distinguished between two aspects. I understand the substan-
tivity of the substantive dimension, for one, in terms of material technolo-
gy that requires handling in different ways and, for another, in terms of
the substantive and qualitative differentiation of the experienced environ-
ment. The second aspect of the substantive dimension is the matter at
stake in social relationships/communication. After having developed the
concept of the symbol in the previous section, we can now work out the
second aspect of the substantive dimension more precisely.

When developing the categories of the social dimension it became clear
that even on the level of centric positionality it makes a difference whether
other embodied selves are involved or not. This also holds for the substan-
tive dimension. Experienced field conditions in which other embodied ac-
tion centers are involved exhibit a genuinely substantive component: in a
relationship between embodied selves, there is always something specific
at stake. Who is snatching what food? Who is grabbing hold of whom?
Who is standing above/under whom? Who is feeding whom? If no other
embodied action centers are involved, such as when dealing with the prey
after a successful solo hunt or when gathering fruits alone, the substantive
aspect consists in the practical handling of the matter at stake. These two
aspects are already differentiated on the level of centric positionality, but
the fact that they are does not stand out as such for those involved.

The reflexivity of excentric positionality is distinguished by the fact that
field conditions [Feldverhalte] become states of affairs [Sachverhalte]. In this
context, the two aspects of the experienced states of affairs can be separated
as such: 1) the substantive aspects of the perception of states of affairs and
the treatment of objects and 2) the substantive aspects of personal rela-
tions, i.e., what is at stake in the relationship.

3.6.2
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Institutions and mediating institutions

In the context of the structure of excentric positionality, the relationship
between the lived body and the environment is not predetermined by in-
stincts. Who refers to whom/what in what way is not determined from the
outset. Forms of relating to each other have to first be established in the
process of sociation. Actors have to come to an understanding about who
is going to participate, what is to be at stake in a given situation, and in
what role they will act and relate to others in this situation. On the basis of
linguistic symbols, these problems are solved by forming, symbolically rep-
resenting, and legitimating institutions (Mead [1934] 2009:260ff, Berger
and Luckmann [1966] 1991:chap. 2.1), as well by building mediating or re-
flexive institutions, which I describe below in contrast to symbolically gen-
eralized communication media (Parsons 1963a, 1963b, 1968a, 1975; Luh-
mann [1984] 2005:161ff, [1997] 2012:chap. 4). As with symbol formation,
the analysis of institutionalization must systematically include the third.
Herein lies the difference between the theory I am developing and Berger
and Luckmann’s theory of institutionalization or the theory of the general-
ized other in Mead and Habermas as well as the media theories of Parsons
and Luhmann. These authors either do not refer at all to the third or only
do so selectively in order to allow for a solution to the problem of double
contingency, upon which the third disappears again. Under the premise of
simple world-openness, the suppression of order forming possibilities en-
abled by the third is of little consequence. An analysis starting from ex-
panded world-openness must meet higher standards, however. The double
reference problem—1) contingency of the shared world and 2) contingen-
cy in the relations between ego, alter, and tertius—requires a systematic
consistency in the conceptualization of order formation to which neither
Berger/Luckmann nor Habermas or Luhmann have to aspire. I thus in-
clude the third not only initially, but also systematically in my analysis of
order formation.

Institutions

Including the third casts the reference problem for the formation of insti-
tutions in the following light: the excentric, embodied action centers ego
and alter touch each other with reference to tertius. From alter ego’s per-
spective, the indeterminacy of this situation can be broken down like this:
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1. What is substantively at stake in the ego-alter-tertius constellation?
What is the substantive content of the relationship?

2. How do ego, alter, and tertius relate to each other in space and time?
3. How is the social undecidedness relation determined? Do the involved

lived bodies relate to each other as individuals or as elements of groups,
that is, as dividuals?

4. As whom should alter ego represent herself to ego with reference to ter-
tius? With what substantive objective?79

5. As whom should ego be addressed by alter ego with reference to ter-
tius? With what substantive objective?

6. As whom does tertius exist in relation to the substantive content of the
relationship and in relation to the participants ego and alter?

 
This six-fold indeterminacy exists for all participants, which means that it
always exists in multiple perspectives. Resolving this indeterminacy entails,
on the one hand, a substantive determination of what is at stake and, on
the other, ego-alter-tertius representing identities to and in front of each
other that are appropriate to the substantive content of their relationship,
addressing and interpreting each other accordingly, and creating a shared
order for their operative modal-time and spatial relations.

The complexity of this constellation is at the same time the key to its so-
lution. A communicative representation/interpretation in front of tertius
renders the substantive content of the relationship and the determination
of the identities of ego, alter, and tertius in the relationship objectifiable
and turns them into a pattern of the substantive relationship in which ego,
alter, and tertius adopt positions that relate to each other. As shown at the
end of the section on the dimensions of space and time, concrete analyses
of institutions must always also include the spatiotemporal relations of the

79 The aspect of representation/addressing/interpretation “as whom to whom” is
treated at least in part in almost all theoretical traditions. Prominent examples are
Goffman’s analyses of self-enactment (Goffman [1971] 1972) or Garfinkel’s
([1967] 2011) analysis of ways in which people represent themselves as compre-
hensible, intelligible, and responsible actors. Berger and Luckmann, following
Schütz, point to the typification of actors that results from institutionalization.
Simmel ([1908] 2009a) differentiates between actors representing themselves as
individual persons and representing their affiliation with a social circle. Luh-
mann ([1972] 2014:66) similarly distinguishes between representing oneself as a
person, i.e., as an individual personality, and representing oneself as a role-bearer.
In the development of symbolically generalized communication media, alter
ego’s represented self-determinations are systematically related to ego.
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triadic constellations involved: it makes a difference whether these are un-
derstood purely in terms of modal time or whether modal time is inter-
twined with digital spacetime or with a rhythmic duration with an only
rudimentarily established local space.

This understanding of institutions builds on Berger and Luckmann, ac-
cording to whom institutions are made up of typified actions which relate
types of actors to each other (Berger and Luckmann [1966] 1991:72). The
types of action correspond to the substantive dimension, to what is at stake
in the relationship. The types of actors correspond to the determination of
identity: as whom is alter ego acting/communicating, to whom is this ad-
dressed, and in reference to whom? Identities are objectified action pos-
itions that ego-alter-tertius occupy in the substantive context of institu-
tions; there is thus a plurality of identities.

It seems necessary to me to amend this concept of institutions in four
ways: 1) by examining how the social undecidedness relation is deter-
mined, 2) by a greater emphasis on the symbolic representation of institu-
tions, 3) by pointing to the spatiotemporal differentiations of the institu-
tion-forming triadic constellations and, in connection with this, 4) by ren-
dering more complex the concept of expectation.

Berger and Luckmann start from the notion of individual human actors
building an institutional order. In all likelihood, however, the existence of
individual human actors is a modern assumption. As I have shown, it is
not necessarily the case that there are only human actors and that these
have to be understood as individuals. The social undecidedness relation
opens up a different perspective, starting from lived bodies existing in rela-
tionships of touch and reflexively relating to this state of affairs. This re-
flexivity is operatively realized within a triadic structure, making it possi-
ble to determine the social undecidedness relation by institutionalizing a
preference for individualization/dividualization.

Berger and Luckmann do not explicitly refer to the necessity of institutions
being  represented.  If,  however,  we  understand  institutions  in  terms  of
evolving typical composite acts, every proposal of action must at the same
time be treated as a communicative proposal of meaning. When an actor
begins an institutionalized composite act, he is addressing other actors in a
symbolic  representation  of  this  institution,  inviting  them to  perform a
corresponding action. The symbolic representation of the institution, i.e., the
institutionalized composite act, should be understood triadically, as I have
been arguing. When proposing, in reference to tertius, meaning that sym-
bolizes an institution, alter ego expects ego to interpret this proposal in terms
of the progress of the institutionalized composite act.
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When considering the significance of spatiotemporal structures for the
character of alter-ego-tertius constellations, it is important to remember
that institutions are structured differently depending on how modal time
and embodied directional space are integrated into overarching spatiotem-
poral structures. We can expect it to make a difference for the formation of
institutions whether thirds figure as actors existing in duration, such as the
heroes of dreamtime in totemistic ordering systems, or whether they are
referred to within the framework of a calculated digital spacetime as future
thirds absent in local space. In these cases, each institution is characterized
by different contingencies. The possibility of an institutionalized compos-
ite act failing is always present, for instance, in the case of exchange-traded
contracts with calculated futures. Ego uses money she borrowed short-term
to buy a stock portfolio from alter ego, based on a calculation of the fu-
ture: the price will go up and she will be able to sell the stocks at a profit to
tertius tomorrow. While a miscalculation of the future is undesirable, it is
a risk that is part of the institutionalized composite act of the sale and pur-
chase of stocks. If, on the other hand, the actors exist in duration and the
heroes of dreamtime, operating in other actors, perform a ritual, the possi-
bility of an actor failing is not allowed for in the same way, or failure is
connected to overarching factors and may be catastrophic. In contrast, a
single stock market miscalculation is of limited significance. The ways in
which participants trust other actors and the structure of the progress of
institutionalized composite acts differ in fundamental ways.

Furthermore, we must render the concept of expectation more complex
as we develop our understanding of the formation of institutions. We will
distinguish between three aspects of expectations that are implicitly sug-
gested by Berger and Luckmann, and Mead, but not explicitly developed.
Insofar as expectations are the expectations of an embodied self, a disap-
pointed expectation has a bearing on this self’s well-being. Embodied ac-
tors are subjectively affected by the fulfillment or disappointment of their
expectations. Ego sits down on a chair, which, contrary to expectation,
does not remain stable but breaks in two: ego has a scare and gets hurt. In
an interaction, ego and alter ego touch each other, representing their rela-
tionship to or in front of thirds: ego approaches alter ego with open arms;
alter ego reacts with a defensive posture. Ego is disappointed but doesn’t
let it show, changing his gesture in front of the present thirds in order to
represent in a different way the kind of relationship he has to alter ego. I
refer to the aspect of being subjectively affected by the disappointment of
expectations as the “ipseistic dimension” of expectation (see in more detail
Lindemann 2009b:chap. 6.1). Ipseistic (that is, self-referential) expectation
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grounds the possibility that expectations will have a steering effect. Only if
an actor is himself affected in his well-being by a disappointed expectation
is there a motive for responding to this disappointment in some way. If ac-
tors were not themselves affected by the disappointment of expectations,
there would be no need to explicitly hold on to expectations or to change
disappointed ones. An expector could expect now this, now that without
this being of any significance for him.

The notion of ipseistic expecting is implicitly drawn on in sociological
theory without being named as such. In any case, the distinction between
normative and cognitive expectations established in sociology assumes that
actors are subjectively affected by the disappointment of their expectations.
Galtung (1959) insists that there has to be a reaction to the disappointment
of expectations and that there are, in principle, only two possible ways to
react: either the disappointed party counter-factually maintains her origi-
nal expectation or she changes it. Galtung calls expectations that are held
onto counter-factually “normative” and those that are changed after having
been disappointed “cognitive” (Galtung 1959:214–217). Thus alter ego ap-
proaches ego and visibly represents the kind of relationship they have for
all (thirds) by extending his hand for a handshake greeting. Ego responds
by nodding her head in greeting, which also contains a representation of
their relationship in front of thirds. Alter ego can respond to this by learn-
ing that a handshake greeting is not possible with this particular person. In
this case, the expectation that a handshake greeting will occur is of a cogni-
tive nature. But alter ego can also counter-factually hold on to the expecta-
tion that a greeting must include a handshake. This would be a normative
expectation. Luhmann adds that holding on to normative expectations
must be represented in relation to thirds; otherwise it is socially irrelevant
whether someone holds on to disappointed expectations or not. So it is not
simply the individual response to the disappointment, but the representa-
tion of this disappointment that characterizes normative expectation. In
this case, alter ego would have to express the fact that a greeting in the
form of a nod is actually inappropriate. The more severely alter ego is af-
fected by the disappointment of his expectation, the more severe can be his
representation of holding onto his disappointed expectation. This struc-
ture also, in turn, gives rise to standards for being subjectively affected and
the resulting bluntness and intensity of representations of disappointment.
Here we have the connection between violence as intense representation of
holding onto normative expectations and norms/law. If by representing
their disappointment in front of thirds, disappointed parties can hope to
find support for the appropriateness of holding on to their disappointed
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expectations, we refer to these expectations as institutional (Luhmann
[1972] 2014:44f).

This complex concept of expectation allows us to recognize two funda-
mental aspects of the stability of institutions. Participants orient their ac-
tions/communication/interpretations toward the expectations predeter-
mined by the institution. If this fails and expectations are disappointed, the
institution is buttressed by normative expectations. Both Luhmann ([1972]
2014:40–61) as well as Berger and Luckmann’s theory of institutions
([1966] 1991:chap. 2.1) indicate that this is how the stability of institutions
is guaranteed. Luhmann in particular strongly emphasizes the symbolic as-
pect of the representation of disappointed expectations and the distinction
between normative and cognitive expectations.

For institutions buttressed by institutionalized normative expectations,
individual deviations from these expectations are not a problem. The im-
portant thing is that those who disappoint expectations and/or those
whose expectations are disappointed represent their holding onto institu-
tionalized expectations. This can happen in different ways:
1. by justifying deviating behavior,
2. by negatively sanctioning deviating behavior,
3. by the physical application of force as an escalated form of a negative

sanction.
In the greeting example, ego could justify her behavior by saying that she
has an allergy that does not allow her to have skin contact with others. Ego
thereby represents the fact that she herself recognizes the norm she is vio-
lating and offers a justification. If ego’s justification is ratified in communi-
cation, alter ego can represent his own holding onto the norm and at the
same time accept ego’s deviation as a special case. The institution of a
handshake greeting is not called into question. If ego fails to offer an expla-
nation for her behavior, alter ego himself could propose one. He could as-
cribe ego’s behavior to a psychological contact disorder and represent this
in some way, e.g., by observing that his esteemed colleague can be a little
strange sometimes. In this way, alter ego makes it clear that he is holding
onto the disappointed expectation—people with psychological problems
are not a reason to change an institution. Since it includes a negative valua-
tion, the second explanation already participates in the second form. Hold-
ing onto the expectation can also be represented by simply appealing to
the validity of the norm and by negatively sanctioning the deviation, e.g.,
by saying: “Hey wait a minute, we shake hands around here!” or “What,
were you raised by wolves?” This can be accompanied by a threat of sanc-
tions: “If you don’t shake my hand, you’ll see what will happen!” The third
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kind of reaction constitutes an escalation of the second. The disappointed
person is overcome by rage and knocks ego to the ground. To not respond
to an offered hand with a handshake in this situation is seen as an unac-
ceptable norm violation. The spectrum of possible representations of hold-
ing onto disappointed expectations ranges from a sympathetic explanation
of the norm-violating behavior to killing the norm violator.80 Representa-
tions of holding onto disappointed expectations are only socially relevant
if they take place in front of or in relation to thirds who support the violat-
ed institutional expectations or whose consent can be assumed. Only then
is the representation of normative expectations valid in a generalized way.

Complex composite acts II

Let us now take another look at complex composite acts in light of our
analyses of symbol formation and institutionalized composite acts. In the
context of the substantive dimension, it was primarily the specific contri-
butions of individual entities that was at stake in these acts. If we look at
the composite act itself, we also have to consider what participants symbol-
ically represent as a composite act for and in front of each other. The des-
cription of the composite act from the observer perspective thus also en-
tails a reconstruction of what the participants described as a composite act
as they were performing it. The substantive interaction with things is em-
bedded in a description of the substantive content of the composite act.
Whom participants appear for/in front of each other as, whom they repre-
sent themselves as, whom they address, and what tertiary perspectives they
actualize are all oriented towards this substantive content. In this way it is
determined as what actor type (identity) someone participates in the com-
posite act, what she, with this identity, can demand of or ought to do for
others in the context of the composite act, and so forth. Determination of
the substantive content of the composite act and the involved actor types
significantly depends on the spatiotemporal structure of the particular or-
dering system.

80 Germanic legal codes included the possibility of killing the norm violator if he
was caught in the act. This also applied to theft. This violent representation of up-
holding normative expectations only applied to serfs, however, as freemen had
the possibility of compensating for the damage done by paying a fine, including
in the case of homicide (see Planitz and Eckhardt [1936] 1971:64).
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To clarify this point, I will now turn again to Rammert and Schulz-Scha-
effer’s (2002) example: “Who is flying the airplane full of vacationers to
Tenerife?” This time, however, I will look at it from the perspective of
communication. Since the flight is described in the field as a projected,
continuous process, it can be understood as an institutionalized composite
act. Departure boards indicate when this composite act will begin. Any
change, such as a delay in the beginning of the composite act, is an-
nounced. Individual partial acts are carried out in reference to the compos-
ite act, such as checking luggage, reserving a seat, and checking in. With
these partial acts, participants represent as whom—i.e., as what identity—
they are taking part in the composite act and in what ways their partial acts
should be understood as invitations to others to carry out their partial acts
in accordance with their identities.

What we analyze as a composite act depends on what is described as a
composite act in the field. Passengers have to have purchased tickets for
the flight to Tenerife and back to take place. How we evaluate the connec-
tion between the processes of buying a ticket and flying to Tenerife and
back depends on the symbolic representations found in the field. If they
are represented as two different composite acts, then they also have to be
observed or analyzed as two composite acts and their connection examined
accordingly. If these processes, however, are instead described as parts of a
single composite act, we have to analytically work out this connection. We
cannot exclude the possibility that different participants will symbolically
represent the unity of a composite act differently. For the vacationers, the
vacation itself may constitute a composite act and they may describe it ac-
cordingly as one that is broken down into different partial acts, such as
booking the tickets, taking the flight, spending time at the destination, and
flying home. It is very likely that the cabin crew on the plane and the
ground staff at the airport will each symbolically represent something else
as a composite act. Composite acts do not simply exist; composite acts are
rather what are represented in the field in a functionally effective way as a
nexus of partial acts. Identifiable partial acts can belong to different com-
posite acts.

Institutional composite acts take place and are nested into each other in
a meaningful way. The two aspects of the substantive dimension continu-
ously relate to each other in this process. This is because composite acts are
tied, on the one hand, to the functional handling of things or of advanced
technology, including advanced control technology, and, on the other, to
participants communicating with each other about the substantive content
of the institutions as they take place. This alone opens up the possibility of
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partial acts belonging to multiple different composite acts—something
that may only become visible from the observer perspective.

One aspect that is neglected in actor-network theory as well as in the
theory of distributed agency is the temporal structure of institutionalized
composite acts. In our example, we can assume that the execution of the
institutionalized composite act is taking place here and now. For the em-
bodied actors involved, the modal differences between the present, the
past, and the future are relevant and are themselves integrated into the or-
der of digital spacetime. (My description of the temporal structure of insti-
tutionalized composite acts will disregard for now the problems that
emerge when modal time is integrated into a duration.) An institutional-
ized composite act is realized here and now and is, at the same time, tem-
porally, spatially, substantively, and socially extended. The composite act
includes more participants than are currently involved here; a composite
act is substantively more complex than what is currently happening, which
only makes up part of the institutionalized action.

The substantive and social extension is only made possible by the spatial
and temporal extension. In terms of time, the individual partial acts have a
past and a future, without which the partial acts currently taking place
would lose their meaning. The reference to the future is realized by way of
expectations. This is significant for the characterization of those who oper-
atively carry the composite act: they have to be entities who realize refer-
ences to the future, such as in the form of expectations. Every current par-
tial act presupposes certain past partial acts or past composite acts. This
must be actualized and symbolically represented in a present partial act as
the concrete past without which the present could not take place. Partici-
pants operatively carrying the composite act must represent for and in
front of each other the structure of the references to the past and the future
of the institutionalized composite act currently taking place. The realized
references to the past and to the future also extend the institution spatially:
partial acts take or took place elsewhere as well, at the same time, in the
future, or in the past, making the partial acts taking place here possible or
continuing the composite act as a consequence of the partial act taking
place here.

If we now ask again who operatively carries the institutionalized com-
posite act, it becomes clear that a key operation made possible by the com-
posite act is to realize in the present references to the future and to the
past. The state of affairs that the temporal references are realized must be
distinguished here from the description, i.e., the symbolic representation,
of these temporal references. Operatively relevant entities exist as such in
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triadic constellations, operatively carry the unfolding of temporal refer-
ences, and represent this for and in front of each other. Neither the flat
concept of action put forward by actor-network theory nor the theory of
distributed agency are able to capture this. Both of these theories limit
themselves to the social dimension when they ask who is involved in an
action in what way. Only by including the spatial and temporal dimen-
sions does it become possible to more precisely determine the operations
carrying the spatial and temporal, and thus also the substantive and social,
extension of the composite act.

The structure of the composite act and the identities determined by it
also specify what expectations should be expected in what way. Agency is
tied to the presence of expectations and to the fact that their subjective dis-
appointment affects those involved. Such formal determinations do not,
however, define in advance what entities will be recognized as actors in the
field. We can ask, for instance, whether the escalator is disappointed in its
expectations when a passenger uses the stone stairs next to it. In my experi-
ence, escalators at German airports are currently not involved in composite
acts in such a way as to be recognized as operative carriers of expectations.
This does not mean that they are not involved in the execution of the insti-
tutionalized composite act. They are, but in a technical way and as a sym-
bol of their appropriate use. As such they are included technically and sub-
stantively in the operations of the composite act, but they do not operative-
ly carry it as it takes place. Vacationers, on the other hand, can relatively
easily be identified as entities with expectations or as expecting expected
expectations. They are subjectively affected if their expectations are disap-
pointed. This is the case, for instance, when a flight is cancelled. There are
a number of indications that this disappoints expectations which can be
held on to counter-factually: vacationers express their annoyance; the re-
sponsible ground staff apologizes for the inconvenience, and so forth. In-
stitutionalized composite acts can thus be surveyed and examined for who
is involved in what ways. Who operatively carries the composite act? What
entities make a composite act possible as material technology with a sym-
bolized intended use?

Finally, I will single out a partial act—the security check before board-
ing—and examine it in terms of the six-fold indeterminacy that institution-
alization turns into determinacy. Security checks are based on the assump-
tion that every passenger is an individual able to take on different roles in
different settings. As such the passenger is treated as a potential terrorist,
whose symbolic assertions to the contrary cannot be believed. Thus there
has to be a technical inspection focused on the functionally requisite
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means for carrying out a hijacking. By putting up with this treatment, the
passengers at the same time demonstrate that they do not pose a threat. If
they are carrying dangerous objects, it was a mistake and they are prepared
to give them up. The substantive content of the relationship consists in
making possible a safe flight as part of the composite act. Those involved
in the ego-alter-tertius constellation are, on the one hand, locally present;
on the other, the thirds in question are also absent. Who these absent
thirds are depends on the composite act into which the partial act is inte-
grated. From the perspective of the passengers, the security check is a par-
tial act of the composite act of taking the flight. In this sense, all passengers
and the flight crew who, in the future, will be on board the plane during
the flight, are future thirds from whose perspective the partial act of “secu-
rity check” is imperative. For those performing the check, it may be a par-
tial act of a search operation, with police or politicians relevant as absent
thirds.

This substantive constellation requires those involved to represent their
identities within the context of the composite act in such a way as to allow
for expectations of how or how thorough the security check will be per-
formed and how those involved ought to relate to each other in the pro-
cess. This also determines to what extent passengers may be subjectively af-
fected by the security check and the suspicion it evidences as well as what
expectations may and may not be disappointed here. It also establishes
how passengers are to respond to the disappointment of expectations in
terms of a normative or cognitive expectation style. Even if I see myself as
someone who would never threaten others and expect to be treated as a
harmless person, I have to put up with being suspected of posing a threat. I
have to cognitively process the disappointment of my expectation. Given
the assumption of generalized heterosexuality, those involved can have the
normative expectation that a thorough body search will only be conducted
by security personnel of the same sex as the passenger, since anything else
could be interpreted as sexual harassment. The homosexual composition of
the pairing of passenger/security staff member represents the asexuality of
the procedure. The subjective sensitivities of homosexuals are not taken in-
to consideration in this generalized expectation structure.

This example also makes clear that partial acts taking place here and
now can be meaningfully integrated into different composite acts. How
partial and composite acts relate to each other can only be determined em-
pirically.
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Reflexive institutions

Evidently, concrete sociation processes do not consist of a single institu-
tionalized composite act; multiple composite acts rather sustain a particu-
lar process of sociation. This can be observed even in so-called simple soci-
eties: group hunts, gardening, shared meals, and so forth, can each be un-
derstood as differently institutionalized composite acts.

Multiple institutions structuring different composite acts pose a new
kind of problem of order: that of the connection between institutions or
that of passing from one institutional action/communication sequence to
another. Furthermore, since not everyone always takes part in all compos-
ite acts, there is the problem of participant selection. Since partial acts can
belong to different composite acts, these problems also emerge when dif-
ferent composite acts are meaningfully nested into each other. Here too,
individual participants will experience a composite act being completed,
including in cases when other composite acts continue for other partici-
pants. Those for whom a composite act has been completed are faced with
the problem of how to pass over to other composite acts.

Berger and Luckmann analyze these problems in terms of what they call
“legitimation.” They derive from a specific problem of reference: different
institutions develop in the process of sociation, but they do not provide an
institutionally backed guarantee of their substantive compatibility. The
phenomenon of partial acts meaningfully relating to different institution-
alized composite acts, which leads to different composite acts being, as it
were, meaningfully nested into each other, does not seem to exist for Berg-
er and Luckmann. Instead they emphasize the problem of institutions de-
veloping independently from each other and thus becoming incompatible.
This problem is solved by reflexive institutionalization, that is, the institu-
tionalization of meaningful coherence between institutions, which Berger
and Luckmann refer to as “legitimation” (Berger and Luckmann [1966]
1991:110ff). Legitimations are institutions that reflexively refer to already
existing institutions. Reflexive institutionalization ultimately leads to the
institutionalization of an overarching symbolic universe.

Looking at legitimation from the perspective of multidimensional order
formation makes it clear that what we have here is not a compact reference
problem but a whole batch of problems. Keeping in mind the differences
between dimensions of meaning, we can distinguish between the follow-
ing aspects significant for clarifying the relationship between institutions:
1) What is the substantive relationship between institutionalized compos-
ite acts? 2)What is the spatiotemporal structure of the transition between
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one institutionalized composite act and the next? 3) How are the partici-
pants in the subsequent institutionalized composite act selected? 4) How is
an overarching context of meaning formed from the vantage point of
which all societal institutions are to be understood?

Legitimations in the sense of a “symbolic universe” (Berger and Luck-
mann [1966] 1991:113ff) solve all four of these problems at once, accord-
ing to the authors. If institutions relate to each other in a meaningful way,
they argue, this also determines the substantive connection (order of the
cosmos) between institutional composite acts, how they succeed each oth-
er, and what types of actors participate in individual institutions.

Berger and Luckmann develop their argument in dialogue with ethnolo-
gy. Their account indicates that compact solutions to the problems listed
above can, or could, work. Whether this is the case cannot be decided the-
oretically, but only in the context of an empirically grounded theory of so-
ciety. While I do not want to dismiss out of hand Berger and Luckmann’s
proposal as concerns non-modern societies, it does seem to me highly un-
likely that overarching legitimations solve the problem of passing from
one composite act to another and at the same time the problem of the se-
lection of those to be involved as well as that of the substantive and mean-
ingful connection between institutions in modern societies. It is even de-
batable whether there is such a thing in modernity as an overarching sub-
stantive and meaningful context that integrates the various differentiated
symbolic sub-universes.81 Berger and Luckmann themselves occasionally
seem to question this (Berger and Luckmann [1966] 1991:103). Thus it
makes sense to me to analyze the four problems separately and to consider
the possibility that there are also distinct reflexive institutional solutions in
reality.

Examples of the problem of passing from one composite act to another
are easy to find. The hut has been built, what institutionalized composite
act is next? Going hunting? A shared meal? Or something else? Is this decid-
ed in reference to an overarching universe of meaning or are there societal
institutions that regulate such transitions without having to appeal to the
overall scheme of things? The same problem is also found in modern soci-
eties. Work is over, now what? Go out for a beer with colleagues? Go home
where husband and children are waiting?

81 Luhmann ([1997] 2012, [1997] 2013) in particular argues that differentiation in
the form of functional differentiation without central control is characteristic of
modernity.
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Are there societal institutions that make a sequence possible while at the
same time determining who is involved? Are there institutions that gener-
ate substantively justified transitions between composite acts? Who partici-
pates in building the hut? Who goes along on the hunting trip? Who as-
sembles cars in a company? Who goes for a beer after work with whom?
What substantive reason is there for the hunt to come first and then hut
building—or the other way around?

These problems are solved by reflexive institutionalization, i.e., by insti-
tutionalizing a connection between institutions. The function of such re-
flexive institutions consists in making possible a selection of actors and
bringing about a readiness to participate in institutional composite actions
in a spatiotemporally and substantively coordinated way. This function
can be fulfilled in different ways, depending on whether there is a compact
solution or a solution focused primarily on individual dimensions of
meaning.

The theory of “symbolic media of interaction” (Parsons) or that of “com-
munication media” (Luhmann) are appropriate starting points for under-
standing how such reflexive or mediating institutions work. Parsons distin-
guishes between four media of interaction: money, power, value-commit-
ment, and influence/persuasion. He describes these as “mechanisms” that
“operate in social interaction in a way that is both much more specific and
more generalized than communication through language. Furthermore,
they have in common the imperative mood, i.e. they are ways of ‘getting
results’ rather than only of conveying information. They face the object
with a decision, calling for a response such as the acceptance or rejection
of a monetary offer” (Parsons 1963a:42).

The concept of mediating institutions shares this notion of success ori-
entation, albeit in a modified way. A new institutionalized composite act is
indeed initiated, but there are two key differences to the way Parsons char-
acterizes the situation. On the one hand, I understand the problem as be-
ing specifically related to the relationship between different institutions;
on the other, I see the problem as differentiated in terms of dimensions of
meaning and not as being limited to the social dimension. For Luhmann
and Parsons, a success medium increases the likelihood that ego will direct
alter’s selections in such a way that the latter will accept ego’s proposal of
meaning and make it into the premise of her own action (see Luhmann
[1984] 2005:161ff; Parsons 1968:142–143). This characterization of the
problem is not wrong, but it is both too general and too narrow.

Relating the problem to the social dimension alone is too general to al-
low for a distinction between individual institutional composite acts and
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mediating institutions. The communication within an institutionalized
composite act also aims at alter ego adopting a proposal of meaning and
participating in it accordingly. The motivation for this adoption is the pro-
posal of meaning’s bearing on the composite act in which the participants
are involved. This is different from the problem of how to pass from one
composite act to another, which is solved by mediating institutions.

At the same time, Parsons’s characterization of the problem is also too
narrow: it is not only the matter in the social dimension of creating a moti-
vation for alter but also of determining who from the sphere of legitimate
actors is concretely eligible to participate in this institutionalized compos-
ite act as an alter ego. Moreover, the problem to be solved not only exists
in the social dimension, as it is not only the matter of selecting and moti-
vating legitimate participants, but also of motivating others in a substan-
tively and spatiotemporally specific way. Here the substantive dimension
poses the simplest problem, as a transition to an existing institution pre-
supposes as given the symbolization of the composite act. This does not
hold for the spatiotemporal and the social dimensions, where reflexive in-
stitutions have to be generated that encourage concrete participants to
adopt the proposal of carrying out a composite act with others at a given
time in a given place.

Using the medium of power, a Parsonsian boss could be tempted to
command: Start producing cars! The obedient subordinate answers: Okay!
When? Where? With whom? Production cannot be initiated with power
alone; space, time, as well as the legitimate selection of those who are to be
involved also have to be symbolized in a general way. If that does not hap-
pen, subordinates can only represent their obedience, but they cannot be-
gin a composite act. A theory of multidimensional order formation is nec-
essary in order to be able to analyze transitions from one composite act to
the next.

Excursus: The function of success media in Parsons and Luhmann’s theory
of society

Parsons logically integrates his theory of media of interaction into his theo-
ry of societal differentiation by way of the four functions of adaptation,
goal attainment, integration, and the maintenance of latent patterns. This
model postulates a substantive-functional coherence between sociation

3.6 Symbol formation and institutionalization

217

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124 - am 21.01.2026, 02:25:27. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


processes.82 Each of the functions corresponds to a functional system in
which a medium of interaction is anchored. In the economic system the
medium is money, in the political system power, in the integrative system
influence/persuasion, and in the cultural trust system value-commitment.
In highly differentiated societies, these systems are fully differentiated on
the substantive level and exchange media between the systems have to be
developed. This requirement is also fulfilled by these same four media (see
Parsons 1963b:258ff).

Luhmann develops his theory of symbolically generalized communica-
tion media starting from the problem of double contingency (the social di-
mension). The existence of distribution media that allow for communica-
tion between entities at different locations makes it less likely, he argues,
that communicative proposals of meaning will be adopted. A specific form
of media is required to make it more likely that ego will adopt an alter
ego’s proposal of meaning and continue the communication. These suc-
cess media are referred to as “symbolically generalized communication me-
dia” (Luhmann [1974] 2005a, [1984] 2005:161ff). The problem is located
in the social dimension here as well, although problems in this dimension
can also be solved by a symbolic generalization in the temporal or in the
substantive dimension (Luhmann [1974] 2005a:213).83

Here we have an important characteristic of these success media. On the
one hand there is the dimension in which the problem to be solved is lo-
cated; on the other there is the necessity of solving the problem in such a
way that the solution contains congruent generalizations in the other di-
mensions of meaning. Only then will the solution be successful. Symboli-

82 Berger and Luckmann ([1966] 1991:101f) see this theory as putting forward the
notion of an overarching universe of meaning that meaningfully integrates all of
society. Parsons’s theory of society is a modern myth, they argue, which only
gained acceptance in sociology, and even there only temporarily. The rest of soci-
ety was unimpressed.

83 Luhmann merely touches on the insight that time itself is a symbolically general-
ized communication medium; he writes: time “becomes a kind of abstraction of
the compulsion to order as such” (Luhmann [1980] 2004:257) This is just another
way of saying that time in the contingent relationships between ego and alter it-
self produces the willingness to make selections. But Luhmann does not take this
step; instead he assumes that the success media operating in the social dimension
(money, love, etc.) themselves become temporalized. Given how effectively digi-
tal spacetime introduces the beginning and the end of institutionalized complex
acts and structures the sequence of such acts, it seems to me, however, to be more
appropriate to understand digital spacetime itself as a symbolically generalized
communication medium (see below).
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cally generalized communication media are success media that solve the
problem of how to motivate ego to adopt alter ego’s proposal of meaning.
In order to achieve this, alter ego declares his position in the temporal and
substantive dimensions in a generalized way and states that he will contin-
ue (temporal dimension) to hold to this position. He also indicates what
the communication is to be about—e.g., love, truth, justice.... Generaliza-
tions in the substantive and temporal dimensions allow for the ongoing
creation of motivations in the social dimension that enable the adoption of
even the most unusual proposals of meaning. According to Luhmann, gen-
eralizations of this kind make possible the structural, substantive-function-
al differentiation of functional systems, in which money is the medium of
the economy and power that of politics.84

Parsons’s and Luhmann’s understanding of success media is geared to-
ward a theory of society. By contrast, I work with the concept of reflexive
institutionalization, according to which individual institutionalized com-
posite acts and mediating institutions reflexively connect to existing insti-
tutionalization processes. Reflexive institutions do not themselves form in-
stitutionalized composite acts, but rather a mediating ordering system in
the social, substantive, spatial, and temporal dimensions that makes it pos-
sible to move from one institution to the next. – End of the excursus.

 
These problems, in my view, are best treated in the context of a multidi-
mensional order formation. There is a similarity here with Luhmann’s ap-
proach, which includes the substantive and temporal dimensions along
with the social dimension, omitting only the spatial dimension, which,
however, is also operatively relevant for order formation. Like Luhmann, I
am convinced that mediating institutions can only work if the respective
generalizations congruently take place in all dimensions. A purely social
order is inconceivable. But Luhmann also gives undue primacy to the so-
cial dimension, and here we must go beyond him. If we assume that all
four dimensions are equiprimordial, it follows that mediating institutions
not only solve problems in the social dimension, but that there are also
originary problems in the substantive, temporal, and spatial dimensions
that must be treated in a generalized way as well. We can thus expect prob-
lems and solutions that are specific to a particular dimension, but which

84 For a discussion of the differences between Parsons’s and Luhmann’s media theo-
ries, see Künzler (1987), who cogently characterizes the problematic relationship
between symbolically generalized communication media and language in Luh-
mann.

3.6 Symbol formation and institutionalization

219

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124 - am 21.01.2026, 02:25:27. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


are only effective if an appropriate and sufficient generalization in the oth-
er dimensions of meaning succeeds.

Order formation has to be understood as multidimensional because of
the excentric relationship between the lived body and its environment.
This calls for an important conceptual modification or clarification. Both
Luhmann and Parsons refer to “motivation.” For Luhmann, this means
that the meaning-processing consciousness system ego becomes motivated
not only to understand but also to adopt alter ego’s proposal of meaning.
If, by contrast, we start from ego-alter-tertius reciprocally affecting each
other in their lived-body-environment relationships, the underlying condi-
tion is not meaning systems closed off from each other but rather embod-
ied action centers touching each other. Mediating institutions make it pos-
sible to represent, in a generalized way, a structured transition to a new
composite act that includes a specific configuration of the respective rela-
tionship between the lived body and its environment—as transition to the
next institutionalized composite act. The word “motivation” sounds rather
psychological in this context; it is not about the psyche, however, but
rather about taking a stance of readiness to participate in the lived-body-
environment relationship. Rather than psychological motivation, what we
have here is the generation of embodied readiness to allow oneself to be
invited in a particular way by the givens of the environment.

Embodied readiness is necessary both in a positive and in a negative
sense. There is both a readiness to participate as well as a readiness to ac-
cept one’s own non-participation. According to the valid mediating insti-
tutions, actors A, B, and C are involved in the construction of a house, but
not D, E, and F. Why should D, E, and F accept this although they are of
the opinion that they could do it better? If it is not just a matter of con-
sciousness systems pondering to themselves, but rather of lived bodies af-
fecting each other, both problems arise.

The reference problem for the formation of reflexive institutions is so
basic that we find it not only in modern, functionally differentiated society
but in all ordering systems. Here is another significant difference between
my approach and that of Parsons and Luhmann, who consider the estab-
lishment of success media to be a characteristic of modernity.

Reflexive institutions of beginning and participation

Thinking from the vantage point of reflexive institutionalization allows us
to see, first, that the formation of such mediating institutions is necessary:
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there have to be institutionalized societal forms for functionally integrat-
ing individual composite acts into a substantive, social, and spatiotemporal
order. What mediating institutions come into play is an empirical
question. The way they actually emerge depends on the institutional com-
posite acts that are formed, the problems emerging from transitioning
from one to the other, and how these can be solved in practice. Develop-
ing the individual mediating institutions in more detail thus falls under
the purview of a theory of society: how certain mediating institutions
evolve depends upon the structural integration of an ordering system. It is
nevertheless important in this context to elaborate on why the existence of
mediating institutions is not limited to modernity.

There seem to be particular difficulties associated with finding a new be-
ginning once an institutional composite act has come to an end. After it
has begun, the continuing spatiotemporal and substantive course of an in-
stitutional composite act as well as current instances of participation can
be geared toward the corresponding institutional expectations. When an
institutional composite act arises that does not immanently find a way to
conclude, its termination may also have to be guaranteed by a reflexive in-
stitution. Such institutions, then, serve to address a specifically spatial,
temporal, social, and substantive problem situation that emerges when ex-
centric, embodied relationships to the environment are in place. But, go-
ing beyond the institutionalized spatial, temporal, social, and substantive
structure of a composite act, how is the spatial contemporaneity or the spa-
tially consecutive beginning of individual institutionalized composite acts
institutionalized and who is involved?

This problem can, as noted above, be solved in a compact way by appro-
priately generalizing all dimensions of meaning, leaving it open in what
dimension the problem primarily arose. This approach brings us close to
Berger and Luckmann’s notion of legitimation. It is also possible, however,
that the development of a mediating institution has its reference problem
in a particular dimension, so that the solution only becomes practicable if
compatible generalizations are developed in the different dimensions. It
would thus be important to know whether it is possible to distinguish be-
tween institutions of beginning (and ending), institutions of participation,
and institutions of the production of substantive connections. Even in the
case of simple societies, the answer will vary greatly.

The formation of a hunting party among the Araweté will serve as a sim-
ple example. There are animals that the Araweté hunt alone and those that
can only be hunted in a group. The transition to the institutionalized com-
posite act of hunting is not self-evident but must be brought about by one
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of the men (hunting is a male preserve) suggesting going hunting together.
The person who voices the invitation at the same time appoints himself
the leader of the undertaking. To invite others to go hunting together is a
delicate matter—if no one else wants to come along, you might end up
looking foolish. The initiator must therefore be shrewd in his expression of
the invitation; he must be able to correctly gage the mood of the group.
Only then does he have a chance of getting the others to participate (see
Viveiros de Castro [1986] 1992:111).

From the perspective of Parsons’s (1963a:45) four success media, what
we have here is a case of “influence/persuasion,” a medium defined by ego
getting alter ego (whom Parsons refers to as “object”) to change his inten-
tions in the way ego wants him to (this characterizes success media). This
constellation between ego and alter seems to describe the situation of
forming a hunting party sufficiently for analysis, both in terms of begin-
ning as well as of participation: ego approaches the social object alter ego
in the spirit of persuasion, with the aim of influencing his intentions in
such a way that the social object does what ego wants him to, i.e., accom-
pany him on a hunting trip. If we look at this example more closely, how-
ever, it becomes apparent that persuasion is not only a matter between ego
and alter. Persuasion is rather a triadic institutionalized form; the attempt
to persuade others takes place in front of thirds and in relation to thirds.
Ego addresses an invitation to different alter egos. Alter ego’s reception of
the invitation not only takes place in front of ego, but also in front of the
others in the group, in front of thirds. Alter ego, in the receiving position,
is confronted with the question: as whom am I representing myself in rela-
tion to thirds if I accept the invitation? The reference to thirds must also be
conceived temporally, such as if alter ego includes future, not currently
present thirds in his considerations. What will my wife say if I go hunting
again instead of repairing the roof of our hut? Would going hunting con-
form to our current relationships to the gods? Did hunting these animals
come up in the shamans’ nightly chants? Will the animals resent us for
hunting them again? Among the Araweté there is a great variety of possible
embodied action centers that each direct themselves at their environment,
so that an actual encounter with them in space must be anticipated. In the
same way, these action centers can occupy ego-alter-tertius positions.

This example shows that the institutional form of persuasion cannot be
understood if it is reduced to the social dimension. The triadic functionali-
ty of the reflexive institution not only exhibits a social, but also a spa-
tiotemporal structure and aims at the solution of a problem in the spa-
tiotemporal dimension: the question is not “who will do it?” (social dimen-
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sion) but rather “what are we doing here and now in view of what past and
what future?” There is an increased likelihood of persuasion if the topic of
“hunting certain animals” was prepared in the shamans’ nightly chants.
These chants establish relationships to the cosmic order; they address the
arrival of the gods, when they intend to appear, what their relationship to
certain animals is, and so forth. Thus the attempt to persuade others to
form a hunting party does not take place without reference to a temporally
prior actualization of the overarching universe, of the overall substantive-
social context of the ordering system and its spatiotemporal structure. The
effectivity of the reflexive institution of persuasion is substantially deter-
mined by its relationship to the legitimized order, which guarantees multi-
dimensional generalization.

In the context of other ordering systems, beginning itself is represented
in a symbolically generalized way. According to Leenhardt, a cosmic inter-
action constellation functions as an institutional form here. This constella-
tion consists first of the group waiting for a beginning, second of a priest/
chief, and third of divine stars or gods that send the stars as their signs. The
received divine communication specifies substantively and temporally
what is to be done, and the priest can then implement it in an action such
as seeding a bed, which in turn constitutes a substantively specified symbol
of beginning for the villagers: they understand this symbol and begin sow-
ing the same seeds. An end of the composite act does not require its own
institutional symbolization. It is carried out according to the institutional-
ized expectation structures and it ends when its substantive content has
been executed. The temporal sequence is determined by the substantive di-
mension and varies with the substantive necessities that emerge in the pro-
cess. The beginning of a new institutionalized composite act, such as a har-
vest, is symbolized in the same way (see Leenhardt [1947] 1979:79ff).
Along with its integration into the cosmic interaction constellation, the
priest’s garden bed becomes an institutionalized symbol containing a sub-
stantively, temporally, spatially, and socially appropriate generalization.

In Europe, the direct, symbol-mediated institutional communication
with the stars probably receded in the course of the Middle Ages and the
Early Modern Period. The appearance of the stars and the change of sea-
sons themselves became an institutionalized symbol of beginning. The ar-
rival of a particular season disposed alter ego to represent her readiness to
act, which ego experienced as an invitation to participate in a future com-
posite act. The obligatory character of this act was guaranteed by references
to thirds, which in the European Middle Ages ultimately pointed to God.
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In the medieval and Early Modern order, the appearance of the stars or the
change in seasons were not themselves communicative symbols used by a
god to address human beings. Elias’s analysis of time, which is more of a
theory of the symbolization of time, is helpful for understanding this. His
concept of continua of changes defines time as a functionally tripolar rela-
tion (see section 3.2). Time is symbolized in the continuum of changes of
the course of the stars or of the seasons. The position of the stars, the
change in the seasons thus become institutionalized symbols encouraging
adoption of proposals to begin, e.g., it is time to prepare for sowing.

Timing actions according to the stars and the seasons should not be con-
fused with the computation of time in the modern sense. The latter is im-
mune to seasonal variations and regulates sequences without taking into
consideration the substantive contents of the composite act. This is differ-
ent from the medieval conception, according to which work for the lord is
not completed after seven days and four hours but only once the work is
done, i.e., once the soil has been tilled, the harvest has been brought in,
and so forth. Differences specific to the various dimensions also become
apparent here. The time to begin work is decided by the seasons (appear-
ance of the stars, weather). But who is supposed to participate is decided
by traditional law and the power of the lord; these determine who is to
perform what services. Farmers could file a suit against their lord for un-
lawfully requiring them to participate in an institutional composite act, in-
dicating that the selection of workers was supposed to conform to the law
(see Schmale 1997).

Modern societies exhibit further distinctions. In the temporal dimen-
sion, time is no longer symbolized in a continuum of changes, but rather
in a discrete sequence of changes. In this way, digital spacetime becomes a
reflexive institution that indicates when something is supposed to begin
and to end; it governs and allows for transitions between institutional
composite acts. Here part of the structure of individual composite acts is
that they are broken down into processes that each have a defined end at a
defined place at a defined time. This makes it possible to symbolize the
end of a composite act as soon as it begins, not only substantively, but
above all temporally, and to keep this end symbolically present through-
out the entire substantive process. The time of rhythmic beginning, which
had its measure in the substantive process and was tied to interaction con-
stellations and the uncertainties they contain, is replaced here by the clock.
This, to me, seems to be the condition of the experience of acceleration
(Rosa [2003] 2016): the digital-temporal end of an action and the digital-
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temporal beginning of the next constitute the future horizon of every ac-
tivity. Time measured in this way can be said to demonstrate its own
scarcity.

The seminar begins at 10:15 am and ends at 11:45 am. Regardless of
whether the substantive problem has been discussed to everyone’s satisfac-
tion or not, the students begin to pack up their things at 11:45. This effica-
cy contains a matching generalization in the other dimensions. It must be
established in the social dimension that pointing to the time is enough to
conclude a composite act, and the dominance of digital spacetime over
substantive problems must be established. The substantive aspect must be
fundamentally integrated into metered time. This state of affairs is repre-
sented by individual students (alter egos) for the professor (ego) in refer-
ence to other present students as well as absent thirds such as the dean or
people with whom the students have appointments. The validity of the
generalization cannot be entrusted only to those present, since they could
decide to give priority to the substantive discussion and not to keep to the
time limit. A sustained insistence on the primacy of the substantive dimen-
sion would ultimately compromise the validity of the reflexive institution
of digital spacetime. Absent thirds, however, are unimpressed by substan-
tive problems, and it is in reference to them that digital spacetime as an
institution of beginning and ending of composite acts has to be upheld.

The validity of the reflexive institution of digital spacetime can be
demonstrated in any area of society. The workpiece (substantive dimen-
sion) arrives, is handled in a space of time measured by the minute or the
second, and rolls on. Defective workpieces land in the trash. The contrac-
tor commits to delivery of the finished product on a specified date, other-
wise penalties are due. The nurse is expected to perform four caregiving ac-
tions in two minutes and is observed to determine whether there is
enough time for a fifth action.

Transitions between composite acts take place as follows. Work ends on
May 23, 2019 at 5:03:24 pm (punching out on a time clock). The next insti-
tutionalized composite act to begin is a vacation trip. Return from this trip
on May 27, 2019 at 12:32:00 am—if the train is on time. Next is a taxi ride
home and sleep until 5:45:00 am, get up, have breakfast, go to work,
punch in on the time clock on May 27, 2019 at 7:01:12 am. This system
allows work time to be individually scheduled as flextime, which is predi-
cated on the ability to measure individual employee hours in a technically
precise way (such as automatically calculating them with a time clock and
a punch card). This, in turn, allows for an even more precise structuring of
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the social and substantive dimensions by way of the reflexive institution of
digital spacetime.

Once digital spacetime has been institutionalized, the fact alone that it is
such-and-such o’clock on such-and-such a day becomes a symbol for ego of
an alter ego’s expectation directed at her to participate in a certain compos-
ite act in a certain way. Digital spacetime only creates the readiness to be-
gin and end an act somewhere. The problems of the social dimension
(who is to be involved?) and the substantive dimension (how does the sub-
stantive connection between institutional composite acts come about?)
have to be solved in a different way—not to mention the problem of estab-
lishing an overarching context of meaning.

The reflexive institution of digital spacetime does require generaliza-
tions that are compatible with each other across all dimensions of mean-
ing, but it does not solve the key problems of the social dimension. How is
the readiness to participate in a composite act generated? How about the
readiness not to participate, even when there is a desire to do so? A mod-
ern, horizontally differentiated society develops reflexive institutions tai-
lored to solve these problems—e.g., competition or the creation of special
social forms such as networks and organizations. These mediating institu-
tions or social forms allow for a limitation/selection of the actors to be in-
volved in a composite act.

Not everyone with money and the readiness to buy, or a product and
the readiness to sell, can currently participate in a trade. An additional in-
stitution is required to solve this problem in the social dimension: compe-
tition. Competition describes a triadic constellation of the same type as the
“tertius gaudens” (Simmel [1908] 2009a:108ff). In a purely logical sense, the
triadic constellation of competition could refer both to the competition
between sellers and to the competition between buyers. It seems rather un-
likely, however, that buyers would compete over a seller. Buyers compete
with each other only when a seller has a monopoly on the sale of certain
products in a market. Now Baumol (1982) tries to show that because cur-
rently absent competitors could push onto the market if prices are too
high, even a monopolist cannot arbitrarily set her prices but has to include
these absent competitors in her considerations. If this is correct, it would
mean that the monopoly situation is secured by competition: in order not
to threaten her monopoly, the monopolist when setting her prices has to
take into account competitors who are currently absent but may be present
in the future; i.e., the prices must be set in such a way that it precisely does
not seem worthwhile to others to try to sell something on this market. On-
ly by taking into consideration absent competitors can the monopoly be
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maintained. Baumol’s analysis of markets characterized by monopolies
makes clear the significance of absent thirds for the institution of competi-
tion. What is specific about economic competition is that, in principle, a
limitless number of competitors is possible. Entrepreneurs always have to
reckon with the possibility that in the near future ever more competitors
will appear on the scene; they may be absent now, but they can be present
in the future. Thus it is not only decisive that competitors are now present,
and how many, but that competition is possible in the first place. Here
Luhmann’s argument holds that present thirds ought not to be entrusted
with the norm—it is just as true that they cannot be entrusted with stabi-
lizing competition. Present competitors could agree to a joint strategy and
bypass the competitive situation in the form of a rational distribution
among all present actors. If those present, however, always have to reckon,
in a structural sense, with ever more competition from actors not yet
present but possibly present in the future, it becomes impossible to escape
the competitive situation. Present competitors are always also the represen-
tatives of future competitors.

The spatiotemporal order of economic competition follows the logic of
digital spacetime. Currently and locally absent competitors may be here in
the future. Their number is indeterminate, but as possible individual com-
petitors they determine present relationships to others. Those involved
have to represent this state of affairs of open competition for and in front
of each other in order to create a valid situation of competition. By sym-
bolically representing competition for and in front of each other, partici-
pants identify their relationships to each other with the institutional struc-
ture of competition and, by the same token, competition is experienced as
mediated immediate embodied reality.

Reflexive institutions and the creation of social forms of mediation:
organizations and networks

Reflexive institutionalization enables the creation of new social forms that
make it easier to solve the problem of the mediation of institutionalized
composite acts. These forms are created in the social dimension and are
primarily tailored to solve the problem of participation in institutions. At
the same time, problems are solved in the temporal dimension, i.e., prob-
lems of the temporal succession of composite acts. I would like to now
look more closely at two examples of the creation of such social forms: or-
ganizations and networks.
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The monopoly on violence, whose significance will be examined in de-
tail in the following chapter, centralizes the effective threat of violence in
the central political power. The ability of a ruler to make law by virtue of
his own power is a source of institutional innovation (see Achter 1951).
Not least among these innovations is the ability of actors to give them-
selves a constitution within the legal framework established by the central
ruler. A historical example of this are the free cities of the Holy Roman
Empire in the High Middle Ages and Early Modern Period (Ebel 1966).
The historical achievement of actors giving themselves a constitution al-
lows for the creation of a new form of sociation: organizations with self-
given constitutions.

Organizations internally create their own domain of power (organiza-
tional hierarchy) and law (the organization’s constitution) with procedures
for sanctions. The distinction between members and non-members sets
boundaries (Luhmann [1964] 1999; Tacke 2008), with the specific institu-
tional structures of power and law only holding for members. The only
limitation on these structures is the requirement that they conform to gen-
eral law, which, however, does not strictly determine them. Because they
select their members according to self-imposed conditions and members
have the freedom to join and leave as they see fit, organizations can only
become established as a type once actors have begun to be released from
traditional duties (Luhmann [1975] 1982; Tacke 2008, 2011). This freedom
presupposes individualization (see on this point the section on the order-
ing systems of individualizing sociation and of contingent multi-sociation
in Chapter 5 and Lindemann 2018).

While organizations require a certain level of development in the insti-
tutionalization of power and law, their mode of functioning cannot be re-
duced to this. Organizations rather constitute a novel form of social order
that makes it possible to structure the execution of institutional composite
acts. The goals set by organizations define the substantive references of in-
stitutional composite acts and the criteria for the selection of actors to be
involved. Based on this, organizations can legitimately determine spa-
tiotemporal transitions between composite acts and select actors to be in-
volved. Since modern society cannot appeal to an overarching legitimation
the same way premodern societies can, it seems to require especially di-
verse ways of managing the transitions between institutional composite
acts. The creation of organizations is one example; another is the freedom
of contract guaranteed by modern law. Parties entering into a contract can
decide themselves what substantive obligations they will enter into, when
to begin honoring the obligation, and when to stop doing so. Contract law
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thus provides a highly variable institution for the construction of obliga-
tory beginning and ending. But even here, reference to the legal central
power is not abandoned: freedom of contract presupposes that mutually
agreed-upon services are enforceable by the courts, whose rulings are
backed by the state’s monopoly on violence.

In light of what we have seen with organizations, we may ask whether
other reflexive institutions like influence or value-commitment enable the
formation of specific social forms. It is my hypothesis that networks can be
understood in this way: as a social form that develops on the basis of the
institutional forms of influence and/or value-commitment. The conditions
for this development are significantly less sophisticated than they are for
organizations. Networks come about wherever there are more or less stabi-
lized relationships of influence or relationships characterized by similar
value-commitments or worldviews. Here we can see the features of net-
works that differ in a specific way from those of an organization: networks
do not consist of obviously hierarchical subordinate relationships; there is
no formal membership in a network; membership is fluid in a particular
way (Belliger and Krieger 2008:204). The strength of weak ties (Granovet-
ter 1973) is that far-ranging weak possibilities of influence can have far-
reaching consequences. The theory of small worlds (Milgram 1967), in
which someone knows someone who in turn knows someone else can also
be construed as an empirical study of the social channels of influence and
the possibilities that emerge from them. How influence can be exercised
depends upon how social relationships are exercised in the context of par-
ticular composite acts among friends, drinking buddies, at a night out
bowling, and so forth (see Lindemann 2012a). Like organizations, net-
works are a social form that cannot be reduced to the reflexive institutions
making it possible, but nor is it conceivable without them. Like organiza-
tions, one of the important functions of networks is their reinforcement of
the specific role of mediating institutions, i.e., solving the problem of how
institutionalized composite acts succeed each other and how the actors in-
volved in these acts are selected.
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Violence and Legitimacy

The variety of meanings of the word “violence” (see Grimm [1911]
1999:4910–5093; TOED 1989:654–655 has 273 lines under the “violence”
entry) make it impossible to use the term as a theoretical concept. For the
purposes of a social theory, we must restrict its semantic content, an ap-
proach that has proven successful with other terms, e.g., “power.” I begin
with a provisional definition:

Violence is an action that an ego performs against an alter ego. The vio-
lent act interprets an action/statement as the disappointment of an expecta-
tion that has to be maintained at all costs. The disappointment of the ex-
pectation contains the experience of a threat to the coherence of institu-
tions and symbolic and institutional mediations. When an embodied oper-
ator exerts violence, she claims to be exerting legitimate violence. Violence
is legitimate if a pattern in its use can be identified from the perspective of
thirds, that is, the valid representation of valid normative expectations. The
normative expectations legitimate violence represents as valid can be un-
derstood as the first forms of the formation of law. Since this law can only
be applied to legitimate social persons, the boundaries of violence symbol-
ize the boundaries of sociation.

Understanding violence in this way is to understand it as a constituent
of the social, i.e., as a modus of sociation, without thereby losing sight of
the specifically embodied components of violent interaction. This under-
standing of violence brings together three strains of the more recent socio-
logical discussion around violence, which so far have run alongside each
other without intersecting, and adds to them the question of the bound-
aries of the social. These three strains are, first, the treatment of violence as
immediate embodied interaction (Sofsky [1996] 2001; Collins 2008), sec-
ond, as moral action (Black 1983; Cooney 1998; Fiske and Rai 2015), and,
third, the discussion surrounding the role of the third in violence (Reemts-
ma [2008] 2012). My hypothesis is that violence should be understood in
the sense of “mediated immediacy” (Plessner [1928] 2019:298ff), that is, as
symbolic and institutional embodied action mediated by thirds. Those in-
volved use violence to represent to each other the validity of normative ex-
pectations in a generalized way. This necessarily implies that the addressee
of the violent action is a social person, as only the latter can violate norma-
tive expectations or represent their validity.
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The latter point leads to the question of the boundaries of the social,
which has to date been largely neglected in the discussion surrounding vio-
lence (for an overview, see Koloma Beck and Schlichte 2014). The debate
instead presupposes that only living human beings should be considered
legitimate social persons and understands violence as an interhuman
event. This is why it has not so far been necessary to distinguish between
violence and the physical exertion of force: this differentiation only be-
comes imperative once the sphere of social persons is no longer regarded
as supra-historically fixed. I will thus begin by showing how the analysis of
violence is connected with the problem of the boundaries of the social,
and then put forward a suggestion for how violence can be examined from
a sociological perspective that brings together the three strains identified
above. Here I will begin by situating my understanding of violence in the
theoretical discussion and elaborating the differences between my ap-
proach and Hobbes’s theory as well as the more recent sociological social
theories that tend to marginalize violence. I will then outline a concept of
violence that is informed by the notion of mediate immediacy. This con-
cept allows me to integrate different strains of the current discussion
around violence, which either emphasize the immediacy of violence (Sof-
sky [1996] 2001; Collins 2008), its moral nature (Black 1983; Cooney
1998), or the fact that it is mediated by thirds (Reemtsma [2008] 2012).
Here I introduce the notion of violence’s procedural order, according to
which violence cannot be isolated as an immediately given phenomenon,
but can only be understood in the context of such an order. Finally I ad-
dress the particular problems for the analysis of violence emerging from
the modern procedural order of violence.

Violence or the physical exertion of force

Until now, sociological research has not been concerned with distinguish-
ing between violence and an effective deployment of force. And yet if the
impact of the wind’s force damages the rotor blade of a windmill, we hard-
ly think of this as violence. But if the windmill’s owner gets angry and
punches the manufacturer in the nose, we consider this to be a case of vio-
lence. In both cases, force is exerted and in both cases spatially extended
things are damaged. Nevertheless, we distinguish categorically between
damage to a rotor blade caused by the wind and damage to a nasal bone
caused by a fist.

4.1
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In order to conceptualize the difference between the exertion of force
and violence, I suggest understanding violence as an event taking place
within the social sphere. Violence can only be exercised by beings that are
recognized as social persons and can only be directed at beings for which
this is also the case.

This connection can be established in two ways:
1. The sphere of social persons is equated with the sphere of human be-

ings. It is in this sense that human beings are violent toward each other,
leading to an understanding of violence as an anthropological univer-
sal. Thus Popitz ([1986] 2017:26) refers to human beings as having an
openness to being violated and a power to violate. Similarly, Collins
(2008), Reemtsma ([2008] 2012), and Trotha (1997) consider violence
to have an anthropological foundation. The sphere of legitimate per-
sons is defined here from the perspective of the modern observer. At
the same time, the notion of violence is limited to direct bodily vio-
lence, which assumes that violence can be identified firsthand from the
observer perspective as an immediate event.

2. But we could also reverse the relationship between violence and the
sphere of persons. Rather than defining the sphere of legitimate per-
sons from the observer perspective, we can ask whether violence plays a
particular role in defining the sphere of social persons in an observed
field. In this case the use of violence would represent for all involved,
in a functionally valid way, who a social person is. This perspective
does not exclude the possibility that chopping down a tree may be an
act of violence towards it. Empirically speaking, this would be the case
if there are indications that the practice of chopping down the tree con-
stitutes an act of revenge against the tree, or an act that may invite retal-
iation (Kelsen [1941] 2009). From this perspective, violence is the sym-
bolic form of communication that represents, or can represent, in a
way that is striking and immediately obvious to all involved, the
boundaries of the sphere of social persons. Such an understanding of
violence conceives it as an integral component of a societal context,
which leads to an important consequence: violence cannot be under-
stood as a merely immediate phenomenon. It always involves the iden-
tification of an occurrence by those involved as a violent event taking
place within the social sphere.

 
Opting for the second possibility means defining sociality in a formal way
that does not decide in advance what entities should be considered social
actors and in what way. Instead, sociality is conceived in such a way that
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determining the social undecidedness relation becomes visible as a phe-
nomenon. Following the sociotheoretical premises upon which this book
is based, I understand social persons to be beings that a) reciprocally expect
each other’s expectations and b) expect thirds to expect the particular ex-
pectations to be expected from others. Beings personally connected like
this form an institutional order (mediated by thirds) by communicating.
Triadically structured communication forms the smallest unit here that a
sociological observer can consider. It is only by taking into account institu-
tional/communicative processes that it can be decided in what ways the
sphere of social persons is limited and whether the latter are sociated in an
individualizing or dividualizing way. Neither the sphere of social persons
nor whether these persons are individuals or dividuals is presupposed by
the observer, who instead studies the ways in which social persons and oth-
er entities are distinguished by means of triadic processes of communica-
tion in the field and whether these persons are sociated in an individualiz-
ing or dividualizing way.

How, then, does violence come into the picture when analyzing the dis-
tinction between social persons and other entities? The stability of commu-
nication structures or of societal institutions has several sustaining ele-
ments, including, in a particularly prominent and also problematic way,
violence. The most important sustaining element of institutional sociation
is the implicitness of expectation structures, which leads those involved to
orient their actions/communication/interpretations toward such structures
of their own accord. When this is the case, institutionalized action or com-
munication processes take place more or less seamlessly. Institutional ac-
tion processes unfolding as a matter of course creates a situation in which
embodied actors relate to each other in a routine way, using technical arte-
facts more or less intensively. As long as things go smoothly, it is not vital
to distinguish between social persons and other involved entities. This is
the aspect that is given one-sided emphasis in actor-network theory, for in-
stance (see above). If, however, there is a crisis, a distinction must be made
between beings that count morally and those that don’t, or between those
that are to be held responsible in the case of trouble and those that aren’t.

When it is the matter of addressing a crisis in the institutional process,
violence can enter the picture in two ways: it can either stabilize or change
institutional procedures.

Stabilization: when expectations are disappointed, the first thing that
happens is that institutional repair measures are initiated. Attention is
called to the norm violator’s mistake and he corrects it, apologizes, or of-
fers an explanation for his behavior, thereby acknowledging the validity of
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the normative expectation. In this case, the validity of the norm is also al-
ways represented by the norm violator. He acknowledges the norm by
changing his behavior, feeling guilty, or being ashamed. The trouble is
contained; it doesn’t threaten the totality of the action nexus. If the norm
violator does not communicate the validity of the violated expectation, the
harmed party or a surrogate must represent it. This is particularly necessary
when those involved experience the disappointment of expectations as a
threat to the overall coherence of societal institutions. In this case, it must
be made clear in a generalized way that the normative expectation is still
valid. This is done by symbolically representing, in a generally binding
way, that the violation of these expectations is not acceptable. Herein lies
the importance of violence for sociation processes. The use of violence in-
dicates that those involved are concerned with representing the validity of
normative expectations in a generalized way. Violence represents the fact
that the addressee belongs to the sphere of persons and that the disappoint-
ed expectations are still valid.

Change: the institutional process, however, can also be experienced by
certain participants as itself a violation of normative expectations. In this
case, violence represents the demand to recognize in a generalized way as
normatively valid not the expectations that buttress the institutional pro-
cesses, but rather the expectations contradicting these. This would be the
case, for instance, when workers beat up a foreman insisting on enforcing
the prescribed break times.

Violence in this way becomes an element of the communicative process
in which those involved represent the validity of expectation structures for
each other, and hence differs from the mere exertion of force. Violence is
not an immediate event that breaks out of the communicative context, but
rather represents the fact that the addressee is a social person and that dis-
appointed expectations are still valid. Violence can thus be understood in
terms of “mediated immediacy” (Plessner [1928] 2019:298ff.). On the one
hand, it is immediately antagonistic embodied interaction; it is perpetrated
and suffered. On the other, violence is also mediated symbolically and
communicatively, which is why violence itself can become effective com-
munication. Violence is a symbol that can only be understood in the con-
text of other symbolizations. That is, violence cannot be understood with-
out speech about violence. Speech about violence is required in order to be
able to identify violence as such. This makes necessary a theory of violence
that conceptually grasps both its embodied immediacy as well as its sym-
bolic mediatedness.
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Violence in social science theories

The institutionalized self-conception of modern democratic states includes
their ability to confidently distinguish between the legitimate violence of
the state and illegitimate violence. Thomas Hobbes’s theory ([1651] 2012)
is one of the classic points of reference in the development of the modern
state’s conception of itself. According to Hobbes, illegitimate violence is vi-
olence exerted by individuals and belongs to the state of nature. Violence
here functions as a means to the end of survival and as such does not ex-
press anything. The transition to society is marked by individuals surren-
dering the right to violence to the Leviathan. Thus overcoming illegitimate
violence for the sake of the only legitimate violence makes society possible.
Legitimate violence must continue to be exerted by groups authorized to
do so and must be recognized as legitimate by those subjected to it in or-
der for there to be order in society. It is in this sense that Weber includes
physical coercion and its threat in his theory of law and domination (We-
ber [1921–22] 2013a:24, 53f, chap. 3). Violence becomes relevant for We-
ber in three different instances in the “Basic Sociological Terms” section of
Economy and Society: for one in his understanding of law, which he ties to
the existence of a staff engaged in the enforcement of the validity of norms
[Erzwingungsstab] (Weber [1921–22] 2013a:33f); for another in his analysis
of conflict as a form of social relationship (Weber [1921–22] 2013a:38–40)
and in his definition of power and domination (Weber [1921–22]
2013a:53f, chap. 3). In all of these cases, however, violence is not analyzed
as such, but only understood as a means for maintaining a social order or
of pursuing certain ends.85 Thus Weber’s sociology of domination largely
restricts its treatment of violence to the instrumental character of its use
without investigating its symbolic significance.

Parsons and Luhmann only refer to violence indirectly—when they are
addressing power. For Parsons, violence is not itself symbolic, but is sym-
bolized in the medium of power (Parsons 1975:97, 101), which is charac-
terized by legitimacy and generalization and not simply by the threat of vi-
olence. Parsons’s focus, then, is on the symbolically generalized communi-
cation medium of power. The relationship between power and violence is
similarly conceived in Luhmann’s theory of media, where violence appears

4.2

85 Michael Mann, who works out the historical realities underlying Weber’s theory
of power and domination, does not study violence as a discrete phenomenon ei-
ther, but rather focuses on the organization of violence and means of violence in
the service of power and domination (Mann 1986–2013).
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as a symbiotic mechanism, but not as a symbolically generalized commu-
nication medium (Luhmann [1974] 2005a, [1974] 2005b). Luhmann does
not give a detailed account of how the symbiotic mechanism of violence
works (Luhmann [1974] 2005b). We only learn that violence has some-
thing to do with the body and that it is not particularly pleasant for a body
when violence is done to it.

I attribute this reticence toward the phenomenon of violence to the fact
that since Durkheim ([1895] 2013) and Simmel ([1908] 2009a, [1908]
2009b), sociological theory has come to distance itself from the notion of a
state of nature. Instead, sociological research addresses logical problems in
the emergence of structures and the reproduction of order, with violence
becoming a side issue. For the most part, more recent social theories and
theories of society leave aside the topic of violence altogether, instead fore-
grounding the formation or the taken-for-granted process of institutional
societal ordering systems. An ordering system is understood, e.g., as the ac-
tion context of rational actors (Esser 1993), as the order of communication
of autopoietic systems (Luhmann [1984] 2005), as the cooperative action
context of human beings (Mead [1938] 1972a, [1938] 1972b) or of things
and human beings (Latour [2005] 2007), or as the communicative or sys-
temic coordination of action (Habermas [1981] 2004, [1981] 2006). The ba-
sic categories used to describe the principles of sociation in these social the-
ories do not include violence, and so their premise seems to be that socia-
tion can, or should, come about without violence. As noted, violence fea-
tures most prominently in Weber’s theory of action, and modern rational-
choice theories thus also take it into account, albeit only as a means to an
end—e.g., as resource or restriction when trying to secure power or domi-
nation. Bourdieu does refer to violence and distinguishes between “overt”
and “symbolic violence“ (Bourdieu [1980] 2014:126), but hardly addresses
the former, focusing instead on symbolic violence as it serves to obscure
relations of domination. Thus overt violence is excluded from the realm of
the symbolic, and its own symbolism—that which is at stake in a sociologi-
cal understanding of violence—disappears from view.

Violence does not figure at all as an issue within the general elaboration
of current social theory. It does not play a key role for either White (2008)
or Schatzki ([1996] 2008, 2003). The exclusion of violence in more recent
theories, in particular network theory and practice theory, almost seems
programmatic. The same holds for current work in the tradition of prag-
matism: there are arenas of justification, but no violence (Boltanski and
Thévenot [1991] 2006). In addition to Weber, who, however, largely un-
derstands violence in an instrumental sense, Foucault is an exception
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here. In Discipline and Punish (Foucault [1975] 1995), he gives a detailed ac-
count of the symbolic importance of violence. I will return to his work be-
low.

The marginalization of violence as a topic for general sociology seems to
have to do with theorists no longer assuming a state of nature and there-
fore not needing to conceptualize a transition from such a state to a sociat-
ed one. The notion of a state of nature was dismissed for good reason: soci-
ology has replaced the origin narrative with a material investigation into
the difference between modern and non-modern societies. The question is
whether this must necessarily lead to dismissing violence from general so-
cial theory.

The mediated immediacy of symbolic violent communication

In my attempt to formulate a concept of violence in the context of social
theory, I do not follow Weber. He primarily understands violence as an in-
strumental means, which obscures the sociologically relevant dynamic of
the immediacy of violent interaction and the symbolic and communicative
dimension of the use of violence. Instead I follow Plessner ([1928]2019:
298 ff.) in my understanding of violence as “mediated immediacy,” i.e., as
immediate embodied interaction that can also be technically mediated and
at the same time communicates in a symbolically mediated and general-
ized way and can only be identified and understood as violence by means
of communicative mediation.

The mediated immediacy of violence

In my analysis of violence as mediatedly immediate, I bring together three
aspects that often appear alongside of but disconnected from each other in
the sociological research on violence, and add to these the insight that vio-
lence plays an important role in the determination of the social undecided-
ness relation.
1. Violence is immediately embodied and can almost completely absorb

the attention of those involved. This is particularly true for those who
suffer violence. The willingness to allow oneself to become absorbed in
this way can become habitual.

2. Violence takes place within the moral realm and in the context of insti-
tutionalized courses of action. It is directed at an alter ego not fulfilling
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the expectations of her institutional position. Ego uses the violent act to
insist that the institutional expectations be held onto counter-factually.
Anyone who suffers violence either experiences this as the assertion of a
normative claim and allows themselves to be forced into a correspond-
ing institutional position, or as an act not justified normatively that
must be delegitimized.

3. The normative claim asserted by the violent act holds in a generalized
way if it is legitimized by thirds. Violence whose legitimacy is claimed
or disputed takes place not only between two actors, but also always in
reference to thirds. This allows for the procedural structuring of vio-
lence.

4. Violence takes place in the social realm. It symbolically represents who
is to be recognized in what way as a social actor: as a friend, as an ene-
my, as one subjugated.

 
The first point can be illustrated by looking at simple physical altercations.
Collins does not look for the cause of violence in the individuals involved,
but rather in the situative embodied interaction that leads into the “tunnel
of violence” (Collins 2008:360ff). In this tunnel, the attention of those in-
volved is focused on each other; they are completely absorbed by the dy-
namic of the violent interaction. This focusing of attention can also be
found in more subtle embodied forms of violence—e.g., in conflicts that
are carried out on the level of glances and gestures. Allowing oneself to be
monopolized by violent interactions in this way can become habitual: em-
bodied actors in this case adopt a permanent attitude to the world in
which they can be monopolized by violent interactions. The willingness to
fight or the possibility of being attacked become integrated into the actor’s
habitual attitude to the world, his habitus as Bourdieu ([1980] 2014:52ff.)
theorized it (see Koloma Beck 2016 passim).

Understanding violence as a means is to take on the perspective of those
who decide how it is to be used. For those who exert it or suffer it, by con-
trast, it is not a means that is applied in a clinical and calculated way (Sof-
sky [1996] 2001:70ff.). Those involved are caught up in the situation, are
carried away by its embodied dynamics, and even as perpetrators are al-
ways at risk of suffering violence. Parties to the situation are harmed by
their opponent or are afraid of becoming harmed and act accordingly. On-
ly if one side were completely inaccessible to the other and could, without
fear, command the means of destruction, would the logic of reciprocal vio-
lence be broken. Even in the case of a perfected drone war, this would only
hold if one side’s command center were safely out of the opponent’s range.
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Second point: the use of violence at least implicitly asserts a normative
claim. Initially, this claim does not (yet) have to be generally valid, and we
should not expect an elaborately substantiated claim from the beginning.
Black found in his analysis of the phenomenon of “self-help” that the vast
majority of acts of violence are morally motivated; i.e., are retributions for
a previous norm violation (Black 1983:36). Cooney (1998) arrives at a simi-
lar conclusion by way of an analysis of court records. Resorting to violence
seems to practically force perpetrators into a moral discourse. They legit-
imize their actions: the violence they exert serves to represent the necessity
of holding on to certain normative expectations at all costs. Fiske and Rai
(2015) explicitly elaborate on this aspect from an ethnological perspective.
The outcome is reflected in the title of their book: Virtuous Violence.

The moral dimension of the use of violence can be expressed in two
ways: either the violent act is a reaction to a disruption in the institutional
process and a totalizing representation of the necessity of holding on to the
expectation of continuity (case A); or the violent act is an assertion of a
normative claim aimed against the institutional process (case B).

Case A: There is a disruption in the expectations individual participants
have of institutional coexistence, to which there is an immediate violent re-
action. The degree of generalization of such moral orientations can be very
different: “No one looks at me like that, no one like you anyway.” “No one
shows up here wearing Nike sneakers, no one like you anyway.” This re-
flects the “code of the street” elaborated by Anderson (1999) in his ethnog-
raphy of drug dealers. Normative orientations more broadly generalized
include the Ten Commandments of the Christian God or the rules of
Sharia. A normative orientation claiming to go beyond the boundaries of
religions would be the ethos of human rights.

Case B builds on disruptive experiences such as these and makes a nor-
mative demand (to be materially better off, for instance) aimed against the
institutional process. An example of this would be superiors who are beat-
en up for trying to enforce compliance with institutional work processes
(see above). Or random strangers being held up and robbed. Since proper-
ty is an institution (Mead 1925:266f), even the latter case takes place in the
context of institutionalized procedures. The institution of property, medi-
ated by thirds, guarantees that the legitimate access to X is restricted to an
actor or to a group of actors. A robbery, then, is not only about using force
to take hold of an object held by another (individual gain). A robbery de-
nies the legitimacy claimed by anyone who owns something, whether this
is the intention of the robber or not. By taking away the object, she claims
to be its legitimate owner, forcing the former owner of X into the institu-
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tional position of non-owner. Whether violence against institutional pro-
cedures is a legitimate political act or is delegitimized as a crime is a
question to be answered in the communication following upon the violent
communication.

Victims of violence do not experience it as a simple physical occurrence.
Being robbed is not simply the experience of losing a thing, but rather of
an attack on a legitimate possession. If I am slapped in the face, I do not
experience this as a hand impacting on my cheek, generating a painful feel-
ing, but as an either normatively justified (as in the case of punishment) or
an unjustified attack on my person. In the latter case, the suffered violence
must be delegitimized.

Points 3 and 4: The third point, which is frequently neglected in the so-
ciological (non-) understanding of violence, is the role of the third
(Reemtsma [2008] 2012:266). Violence does not take place only between
two parties, but in reference to thirds (Cooney 1998; Koloma Beck 2011;
Nedelmann 1997:73; Reemtsma [2008] 2012:270).86 This is already implicit
in the above, since institutionalization can only be conceived in reference
to thirds. Only by including thirds can we understand how violence is wo-
ven into the distinction between social persons.

For one, thirds are essential when it comes to identifying the use of force
as violence as well as legitimizing the normative claim asserted by the vio-
lent act. The violent act interprets a prior event as an unacceptable viola-
tion of a normative claim by a social actor. If this claim is tacitly or explic-
itly recognized, the normative claim becomes a generally valid norm.

Decisive for the normative claim is not the psychological intention of
the perpetrator, but the communicatively formed insight into his inten-
tion. An event only immediately becomes violent because it is interpreted
as such by thirds. Legitimation by thirds, or the pressure to be legitimized
by thirds, refers to three aspects:
1. Determining the social undecidedness relation: do the entities involved

in the violent communication belong to the sphere of those who count
morally, i.e., are they legitimate social persons who can have intentions
and do they exist within an individualizing/dividualizing institutional
frame?

2. Rationalization and critique of normative expectations: should the nor-
mative claim asserted by the perpetrator of violence apply?

86 Keppler (1997) makes this point as well, albeit in a less emphatic way.
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3. Rationalization and critique of the appropriateness of the violent act:
is/was the violent act an appropriate way to represent the validity of the
norm?

 
The legitimacy of the violence can be questioned, i.e., criticized, by thirds
in all three of these aspects. A distinction has to be made in all of them
between exerting and suffering violence. A recognized social person being
“violent” toward entities not belonging to the sphere of those who count
morally is a case of non-violence. According to the rules of a modern soci-
ety, a human being who feels offended by a rabbit and kills it in response
is classified as having a mental disorder. The same applies if someone feels
violently attacked by a rabbit and tries to sue it. At most the owner of the
rabbit, if there is one, would be considered liable for not having properly
supervised it. But even then this would not be considered a case of vio-
lence—unless the owner sicced the rabbit on the other person. In distinc-
tion to the current delimitation of the sphere of social persons, in pre-mod-
ern Europe animals could be held accountable for their deeds as perpetra-
tors of violence (see Lindemann 2009b:chap. 3 with additional literature).
In a modern institutional framework, perpetrators have to be individual-
ized; it is never a group, but an individual actor who is responsible for a
violent act.

Once the basic question has been settled of whether the violence took
place between social persons, rationalizations can develop in reference to
the second and third aspects. These can be quite informal or strongly for-
malized. The second aspect concerns whether the asserted normative claim
is supposed to apply or not. If ego knocks down an alter ego because the
latter looked at the former in an unacceptable way, the question becomes
whether the demand not to be looked at in this way will be approved or
delegitimized by thirds. The fact that there are cases in which there is a
clear expectation that such a demand will be legitimized, and it is, shows
that rationalization by means of references to thirds cannot be equated
with pacification. Thirds can also embody an obligation to be violent. Ego
does not actually want to strike alter ego, but he cannot afford to put up
with being looked at like that in front of thirds.

Once it has been settled that the normative claim itself is justified, the
third question is whether the kind of violence exerted was appropriate. As-
suming that it is legitimate to react violently to the infringement of the
right not to be grinned at, it is still an open question whether it is appro-
priate to knock the norm violator down. This could be too violent; it
would have been enough to slap him in the face. But it could also be not
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violent enough. Ego’s reaction was too restrained; he should have at least
beaten the norm violator to a pulp, if not killed him.

If violence is understood as an immediate act and as suffering in the con-
text of a triadically structured occurrence, the violent occurrence already
contains the potential for criticism, for justification in response to criti-
cism, and thus rationalization in all three aspects.87 This highlights an im-
portant feature of my understanding of violence: I do not separate violence
as embodied interaction from its communicative rationalization. Violence
is not an isolated, irrational act taking the place of communication and ra-
tionalization but, understood as triadic, itself contains the potential for its
rationalization. Understanding violence in this way as mediately immedi-
ate makes its inherent reflexivity clear. Violence is not a purely immediate
act that can always and everywhere be identified as violent from the ob-
server perspective. It is rather a triadically reflexive event and thus embed-
ded in communicative contexts where other legitimations and delegitima-
tions take place. In order to be able to identify events as acts of violence, it
is thus necessary to trace back the semantic structure of the communica-
tion taking place in the observed field. Only by reconstructing the logic of
the field can events be observed as violent. For empirical research this
means that every identification of an event as violent must be contextual-
ized (Schlichte 2014). What violence is always also depends on speech or
discourse about violence, which leads to the connection between violence
and the formation of legitimate ordering systems.

Violence as embodied act and its symbolic generalization

Mediation by thirds is an integral component of violent communication; it
is what turns an application of force into violence. This means that from
the outset violence is already integrated into forms of rationalizing institu-
tionalization, which secures the legitimacy of violence or which can be
delegitimized by it. In order to understand how situative legitimations
with overarching, generalized semantic structures are mediated, we must
turn to the theory of reflexive institutionalization, following Berger und
Luckmann ([1966] 1991) as well as Luhmann ([1972] 2014), as shown in
section 3.4. Reflexive institutionalization allows us to understand how fur-
ther generalizations of meaning follow upon the institutionalization of sit-

4.3.2

87 I follow Habermas’s ([1981] 2006:35f) grounding of rational criticism in triadic
constellations here.

4.3 The mediated immediacy of symbolic violent communication

243

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124 - am 21.01.2026, 02:25:27. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


uationally observable processes (see above, section 3.4.2). We can distin-
guish here, as shown above, different levels of meaning generalization. The
lowest level is formed by institutions in the sense of concretely unfolding
institutionalized processes, which can also be described as composite acts
following Mead (1925:265). In order to ensure the practical cohesion be-
tween such institutions, mediating institutions must be created to inte-
grate individual institutionalized composite acts into overarching action
and communication contexts. This is the main idea underlying reflexive in-
stitutionalization. Institutions become integrated by the creation of institu-
tions that create meaningful contexts between them. Thus it is a matter of
higher-level institutionalization that reflexively connects with the institu-
tionalization of processes. Legitimizing descriptions of institutions and
mediating institutions can be understood, following Berger and Luck-
mann, as legitimations or theories of legitimation (Berger and Luckmann
[1966]: 1991:110ff). This level is concerned with societal discourses. It is
decisive for my argument here that the assumption of a tiered generaliza-
tion of meaning makes it possible to combine the level of concrete process-
es with that of societal discourses (see above, section 3.4; Lindemann
2009b:19ff). For the concept of mediated immediacy, this means that me-
diatedness also includes embodied practice being mediated by discourses.
The concept of mediated immediacy also makes clear why discourses and
their analyses are relevant: only if discourses function as mediations of em-
bodied relationships to the environment do they have an effect on practi-
cal societal processes (see Lindemann, Barth and Tübel 2018). It is in this
way that we can understand the relationship between violence and law.

The connection between violence and legitimate order, i.e., also the law
of this order, was already pointed out by Luhmann in his early sociology
of law (Luhmann [1972] 2014:83–90). In an early article that has been
roundly ignored by the more recent discussion surrounding the sociology
of violence, he describes violence as symbolic generalization. For Luh-
mann, symbolic communication media are characterized by the congruent
generalization they achieve in the three dimensions of meaning: substan-
tive, temporal, and social (Luhmann [1974] 2005a:213). Now the violent
representation of holding on to disappointed normative expectations, he
argues, achieves precisely this same generalization. Luhmann understands
law as the nexus of normative expectations that is congruently generalized
in all three dimensions of meaning (material, temporal, and social). “This
requirement leads to the primacy of physical violence in the treatment of
legal infringements” (Luhmann [1972] 2014:84).
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When violence represents holding on to congruently generalized expec-
tations, it becomes symbolic itself. “Physical violence only gains far-reach-
ing significance within social systems through generalisation as symbol for
further possibilities” (Luhmann [1972] 2014:84–85). Violence is itself a
symbol representing the validity of normative expectations in such a way
as to attain a generalization in all dimensions of meaning.

Conceiving violence as symbolically generalizable embodied action
forces us to give up the idea of violence as symbiotic mechanism (Luh-
mann [1974] 2005b). Symbiotic mechanisms integrate organic processes
into sociation, and Luhmann’s early systems theory already tended to por-
tray these processes as devoid of meaning. This becomes explicit in his late
theory, where meaning processing is limited to systems of consciousness
and communication. Assuming a separation between meaningless organic
processes and meaning-processing systems, symbiotic mechanisms fulfill
an important function by making meaningless organic processes accessible
to communication and the order formed by meaningful symbolic media.
Symbiotic mechanisms are not necessary for the theory, however, if sym-
bol formation is thought of as originating from the relationship of excen-
tric, embodied action centers to their environment. In that case, symbolic
generalization can begin immediately with embodied experience in the
sense of mediated immediacy.

Excursus on the dispensability of symbiotic mechanisms

I will now look at two pairings between symbiotic mechanisms and sym-
bolically generalized media to show the advantages of an approach based
on a theory of the lived body.

Symbiotic mechanisms become necessary as a theoretical concept when
a separation is presupposed between meaningless natural mechanisms sub-
ject to universal laws on the one hand and meaningful consciousness and
communication processes that make cultural variety possible on the other.
In other words, symbiotic mechanisms derive from a division between or-
ganic elements and meaningful, symbolically generalized communication
media that is more or less in line with the nature/culture distinction. Ac-
cording to this division, meaningless nature can only be connected to sym-
bolic generalizations by way of symbiotic mechanisms. Examples are sexu-
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ality and violence as symbiotic mechanisms and love and power as the cor-
responding symbolically generalized communication media.88

I am not convinced that these divisions adequately capture the phenome-
na. According to Luhmann, romantic love, which in Love as Passion (Luh-
mann [1982] 2012) he describes as a symbolically generalized communica-
tion medium, is supposed to be able to access meaningless organic-physio-
logical processes. Thus sexuality refers to the ways in which symbols, words
of love, are connected to the meaningless act of copulation. Ego utters tender
words to alter ego; alter ego plays coy but doesn’t rule anything out and holds
out  the  prospect  to  ego  of  carrying  out  the  meaningless  physiological
copulation mechanism; ego communicates that he only wants to if alter ego
does too.  The symbiotic mechanism of sexuality constitutes meaningful
references like this to the meaningless organic mechanism.

Alternatively, we could circumvent the modern separation between
meaningless organic processes and symbolic generalization presupposed by
Luhmann with a theory of the lived body. Understanding the relationship
between sensuality and meaning [Sinnlichkeit und Sinn] from the perspec-
tive of the lived body’s relationship to its environment makes it possible to
understand symbolic generalizations from the perspective of and in refer-
ence to the lived body. This allows for other ways of describing the mean-
ingful, sensual phenomenon of romantic love, being in love, and sensual
desire. Instead of talking about words of love, sexuality, and meaningless
organic processes, we should be looking at how lovers express the longing
they feel in their own breast for the one they love using gestures and lan-
guage. They have butterflies in their stomach; they want to breathe in the
smell of the one they love and feel the other’s lived body next to their own.
Following the theory of mediated immediacy does not compel us here to
dismiss the possibility that the conditions experienced in the lived body or
the experience of directing oneself at the beloved are symbolically mediat-
ed. People in love can learn from books or the Internet how they should
be feeling, how to show themselves, and how to symbolically express what
they are meaningfully and sensually experiencing. But this doesn’t change
the fact that the symbolically mediated embodied condition is also experi-
enced in an immediate way by the lived body. If we analyze sensual en-
counters in this way, we find that any time lived bodies touch there is
meaning. This is also true when embodied experience takes on a form that
can be described as the mechanism of body parts and mucous membranes

88 Luhmann refers to the following pairs: sexuality/love, violence/power, percep-
tion/truth, need/money (Luhmann [1974] 2005b:268–271).
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touching. Modern actors well versed in sexual medicine can experience the
meaning of their sexualized embodied encounter by allowing their embod-
ied experience to be guided by their physiological knowledge, thus in-
dulging in meaningless skin-to-skin and mucous membrane-to-mucous
membrane contact. The fact that meaningless organic processes exist for
these actors can then be understood as a possible—modern—symbolic
form of embodied touch.

Now one might object that love is too big a subject to be included in an
analysis of order formation. But the theory of the lived body also renders
superfluous the other symbiotic mechanisms—the relationship between vi-
olence and power can also be understood without recourse to the concept.
As in the case of “sexuality,” it seems inappropriate to me to assume the
existence of meaningless organic processes which symbolic generalizations
in the form of power can only access by means of the symbiotic mecha-
nism of “violence.” If, on the contrary, we give up the separation between
meaningless organic mechanisms and meaningful processes of conscious-
ness and communication, the embodied, meaningful phenomenon of vio-
lence and the claim of symbolic generalization it expresses come sharply
into view. Violence is aimed at other social actors who violate ego’s expec-
tations, which he holds on to nevertheless. This also holds for cases of vio-
lence that are easily mistaken as antisocial. Here is a fictitious example:
“Ego is walking down a city street and notices someone with a face ego
finds unbearable, a face ‘asking to be slapped.’ Ego socks the person one.”
Even in this case, ego was not senselessly throwing punches, and it is diffi-
cult to differentiate between a meaningless physiological process and
meaning. The perception of a face as unbearable, as a face “asking to be
slapped,” is characterized as meaningful precisely by the surge of arousal
provoked by the obtrusive sensory presence of such a face. This is why it
impossible not to punch it. The vehement bodily gesture of punching ex-
plicates the meaning of this face as one that must be punched. The mean-
ingfulness of the embodied experience has not yet been symbolically gen-
eralized itself, however. This requires a third to approve of the violent act
as legitimate. The third’s recognition means that the violent act is no
longer only a current embodied execution, but that it symbolizes violated
normative expectations in a generally recognized way. – End of the excur-
sus

 
Understanding violence as the basis of law formation is to understand law
from the perspective of embodied touch. The disappointment of an expec-
tation affects the embodied state of one or more of those involved such
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that they turn violently on the norm violator. Violence is the communica-
tive interpretation of an action as norm-violating. The dyadically struc-
tured act of violence (A injures B) has not yet been symbolically general-
ized here, however. By injuring B, A represents the fact that her normative
expectations were disappointed and that she is holding on to them. She
thereby claims that her expectations are generally valid and thus legiti-
mate. But the violent act only represents the validity of normative expecta-
tions and thus becomes symbolic when it is carried out in reference to
thirds. These have to recognize the appropriateness of the normative expec-
tations and the appropriateness of the reaction. The violent act within the
dyad is initially an assertion of a claim, but it is only by means of thirds
that it becomes a semantically identical symbol that appropriately expli-
cates valid expectations. The violent act must be identified and recognized
as appropriate by thirds from the perspective of thirds. We can formally
distinguish between three triadic constellations:
1. The thirds are present and legitimize the violent act as an appropriate

explication of holding on to valid normative expectations. The present
thirds can intervene if the violence goes too far or not far enough and
they therefore consider it illegitimate. As long as they don’t do this,
they condone the violent act, which thereby becomes a symbolic expli-
cation of valid normative expectations. It is also possible for the vio-
lence or the explicated normative expectations to be delegitimized after
the fact. Those who deemed valid the use of violence and the normative
expectations it explicates come under pressure to justify themselves. For
the present thirds, an after-the-fact delegitimation can be hampered by
the imperative to represent oneself in a consistent way as an individual.
An actor might make a fool of himself if he at first condones a violent
act and then questions this after the fact. The importance of present
thirds is enhanced if they are experienced as the representatives of ab-
sent thirds.

2. The legitimizing thirds are absent but their consent is imputed. This
puts the claim of legitimacy asserted by the violent act in limbo. Since
the claim has not been contested, those involved will tend to experi-
ence it as legitimate. But it has not (yet) been legitimized by thirds, and
it is possible that there was a spontaneous error of judgment. It is al-
ways possible that someone will ask after the fact whether these were
valid normative expectations or whether the violence went too far or
not far enough, and that the claim to legitimacy contained in the use of
violence will be voided. Then it becomes the case that the act of vio-
lence was never a legitimate, symbolically generalized representation of
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valid normative expectations; from the beginning it was a case of non-
legitimate violence.

3. Finally we have a boundary case of a form of violence not containing a
claim of symbolic generalization. The actors themselves do not assert a
normative claim of any kind and thirds are present, but not as thirds
who objectify embodied touch between ego and alter and identify a
pattern. They are rather drawn themselves into the dynamic space of re-
ciprocal embodied touch. There are no actors that fulfill the function
of a third; only an additional ego or alter ego in the antagonistic em-
bodied space of interaction. Everyone involved is drawn into the
dyadic, reciprocally focused, antagonistic relationship dynamic be-
tween lived bodies.

 
I include the third constellation as an ideal-typical boundary case that is
empirically highly unlikely. Even apparently random violence can scarcely
escape reference to legitimation. Street gang ethnographies demonstrate a
close connection between violence and honor. They are full of youths beat-
ing up or killing others for not showing them the proper respect (Ander-
son 1999), for standing around on their street corner (Papachristos,
Hureau, and Braga 2013), and so forth. Collins, however, criticizes this dis-
course of violence and honor in the social sciences for being well-intended,
but missing the heart of the matter. The point is, he argues, to achieve
dominance through violence (Collins 2008:233). Collins is right, that is
obviously what is happening, but he is so caught up in his own notion of
bodily immediacy that he cannot see what is just as obvious. The claim to
dominance is itself normative/moral and is symbolically represented and
generalized accordingly. Achieving dominance through violence demands
an understanding of self that is touchy in matters of honor, constantly al-
lowing oneself to be provoked to violence. Sensitive honor is part of a sym-
bolically structured relationship between the lived body and its environ-
ment where everything can be at stake very quickly. It is precisely in cases
like this where we can see that being violent in front of thirds is to find
oneself in legitimizing triadic constellations and thus automatically caught
up in the sphere of legitimation, morality, and, ultimately, law. And yet
for the purposes of empirical research, we should not exclude the theoreti-
cal possibility of symbolically meaningless violence, for this allows us to
see more clearly the structural peculiarities of triadically structured vio-
lence. It is also important to note (in reference to constellations 1 and 2)
that we can never exclude the possibility that there will be different legit-
imizing triadic constellations, such as when the others’ violent act is expe-
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rienced as a violation of law and one’s own as the representation of the
maintenance of a valid normative expectation.

What is distinctive about violent communication is that it symbolizes a
congruent generalization in all dimensions of meaning. Violence is aimed
at the operators of sociation, the excentrically embodied action centers. As
such, violence does not affect only partial institutional participation in in-
dividual composite acts, but the possibility of participation in all possible
institutionalized composite acts. This means that violence affects the order
in the social dimension as a whole. Violence directed at embodied action
centers affects the operative possibility of order formation in general. The
use of violence asserts that violated expectations will be held onto in the
future as well (temporal dimension)—the disappointment of this expecta-
tion will be responded to violently not only now, but in the future as well.
And it is not only here, in this place, that violated expectations will be held
onto—the norm violator will be struck dead elsewhere as well (spatial di-
mension). As a symbol, violence also represents the substantive dimension
to which the violated expectations refer. Violence against the offender es-
tablishes a substantive context, communicating the fact that the distur-
bance caused by such a deed will not be accepted without retribution.
Thus generalization takes place in the social, spatial, temporal, and sub-
stantive dimensions. Violence is a symbol that captures the normative
structure of the relationship between the lived body and its environment
in all dimensions and symbolically represents it. The symbolic nature of vi-
olence refers to the totality of triadically structured relationships between
lived bodies and their environment as well as to their discursive legitima-
tion.

The sociological dimension of Derrida’s critique of Benjamin

Understanding violence in this mediately immediate way as a symbol of
law sheds an interesting light on Benjamin’s ([1920–1921] 2009) notion of
mythical violence as imposed by fate, as well as on Derrida’s critique of
Benjamin’s argument. This discussion allows us to more precisely work
out the embodied, communicative meaning of violence. In his essay “On
the Critique of Violence,” ([1920–1921] 2009) Benjamin analyzes the rela-
tionship between violence and law, distinguishing between violence that
can appeal to already existing law and that is thus legitimate from violence
that posits law. Violence that posits law cannot appeal to existing law,
which only comes about in the first place by means of an act of violence.
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But if lawmaking violence cannot appeal to law, it must be unjust. If law is
posited by an act of violence, subsequent acts of violence that are said to be
legitimized by law become problematic, for their legitimacy is based on a
non-legitimized act of violence (see also Menke [2011] 2018:49ff).

Derrida (1992) objects to this that the reciprocal interpenetration must
be thought in both directions: the lawmaking act of violence participates
in the legitimacy of the law it makes. I understand this to mean that there
is a logical simultaneity here. If the violent act makes law, law is given with
the violent act; it does not follow the act but is equiprimordial with it. Be-
cause law is given with it, the violent act is legitimized in its very execu-
tion. But Derrida also poses the question of the relationship between law
and justice [Recht und Gerechtigkeit]: if the two do not coincide, law is un-
just and thus also unable to legitimize the violence that makes it.

A sociological analysis of the connection between violence and law—
one that is oriented toward the concept of expectation—allows us to clear
up this controversy. In particular, it allows us to better understand the
temporal relations between violence and law. Violence does not posit law,
but rather explicates normative expectations that already existed, thereby
making them into law. The many expectations that ego-alter-tertius have of
their surroundings and in particular of each other form—as I worked out
above—a relatively chaotic multiplicity. There is little clarity at the outset
about what the individual expectations are and who has them of whom
and will uphold them. It is only in the case of disappointment that individ-
ual expectations are identified from the (relatively) chaotic multiplicity of
expectations and are identified for everyone as such.89 Violence does not
posit law: if the expectations that are held onto had not already existed,
they could not have been disappointed. Expectations that are held onto de-
spite being disappointed form the legitimate, lawful rules that must be in
place for the overall context of the involved embodied action centers’ com-
munication to be upheld. Legitimate violence explicates the rules in place
as law by representing them as binding for everyone. This obligation de-
rives from the symbolic generalization made possible by the triadic violent
communication. Violence legitimized in triadic constellations is experi-
enced by those involved as necessary, and it is this necessity that Benjamin
understands as being imposed by fate. The expectation must be upheld for
the sake of upholding the order. This state of affairs is symbolically repre-
sented in the triadic violent communication.

89 On the difference between chaotic and relatively chaotic multiplicities, see p.
145–146.
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Here we can see the precise meaning of Derrida’s criticism of Benjamin.
If the violent act’s claim to legitimacy is honored by thirds, then the vio-
lence was justified. Legitimate violence takes place in front of thirds and
the relation in which the violent act takes place becomes objectified in its
representation in front of thirds. From the perspective of thirds, the pat-
tern in the act in question becomes recognizable and acknowledged as
such and the expectations at work become identifiable, which gives the vi-
olence as it is wielded the rule toward which it is oriented. From the chaot-
ic multiplicity of expectations that guide action and its interpretation, the
expectations that ought to apply as law are explicated in a way that is valid
for everyone. Whether this is successful or not is an empirical question. The
explicating symbolic representation may fail, so that the violent act is not
legitimized as a valid representation of the normative expectations to be
upheld. A strikes B dead, thereby representing in front of C the fact that
the killing of A’s relative X was not justified. But A does it in a way that is
not recognized, or A should have killed M or N and not B. But this only
becomes clear after the fact—the expectations were not defined to this de-
gree for anyone beforehand. The violent act misses its symbolic explica-
tion; it is not a successful explicative representation of valid expectations,
but merely the killing of a social person. Every violent representation of
the validity of normative expectations contains this risk, which should not
be confused with a change in law. While the incorrect explication of nor-
mative expectations does not change the law, there is always the possibility
of such a change. Triadic embodied relations exist in time, and in the tem-
poral executions of composite acts, the chaotically structured background
expectations may change and new explications become necessary. Since vi-
olently explicated law exists in time, successful explications are always con-
ditional. As such, law is always also potentially unjust.

The difference between my argument and those of Derrida and Ben-
jamin is, for one, that both start from the premise that violence posits law
instead of violence symbolically explicating normative expectations. For
another, the concept of triadic violent communication contains the possi-
bility of the rationalizing structuring of legitimate violence, which is of de-
cisive importance for the analysis of the relationship between violence and
order formation (see below).
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Perpetrators – victims – thirds

So far our analysis has tended to follow the perpetrator by theorizing as
communication the violent act ego uses to interpret alter ego’s action as a
violation of normative expectations. Taking the perspective of the victim
means asking how alter ego interprets ego’s representation of her legiti-
mate holding onto normative expectations. We can distinguish here be-
tween two ideal-type situations. Either alter ego (victim) or perpetrator
(ego) has homogenous relations to thirds that legitimize the violence. In
this case the violence is legitimate and alter ego has to accept it. Or alter
ego can appeal to competing relations to thirds, so that there are thirds
that legitimize the violence while other thirds delegitimize it. I have al-
ready addressed the situation of competing relations to thirds, so I will fo-
cus here on the first case in which alter ego has to accept the use of legiti-
mate violence.

Sofsky ([1996] 2001:chap. 4) gives a powerful description of the victim’s
experience of violence. He emphasizes two aspects: the experience of fear
and of pain—the fear of violence and being at the mercy of the pain inflict-
ed by the violence.

“Violence has an effect even before the first wound has been inflicted.
An acute, overpowering menace shatters the forms of time and space. The
familiar world suddenly seems alien and chaotic. It is as if an abyss has sud-
denly opened up. […] When fear is rife, the world shrinks; nothing exists
outside of your immediate vicinity. Being terrified means being frozen in
place, unable to move. You want to escape the danger, but you can’t. Your
flight impulse is blocked. Fear, after all, is nothing other than this antago-
nism between paralysis and flight” (Sofsky [1996] 2001:71). In the extreme
case of panic, a differentiated perception of the world breaks down. This
can also occur when experiencing pain (see Scarry [1985] 1987:33ff). In-
tense pain reduces everything to the experience of the hurting lived body
as it exists in the here and now, which also has the effect of the lived body
being experienced as real in the here and now. It is precisely in the paraly-
sis of the inhibited “get away!” that the reality of the pain or fear undeni-
ably forces itself upon the sufferer.

In situations that are not extreme cases, however, the experience of fear
and pain has a different effect. If fear is tied to the experience of being
threatened by violence, the structures of the world as they are experienced
by the affected individual do play a role in the undeniable reality of his ex-
perience of fear. My fear makes what I am afraid of into a reality I cannot
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call into question.90 The experience of measured doses of fear and pain in-
troduces the sufferer to the reality of a particular approach to the world.
From the child’s perspective, growing up is made up of the interplay be-
tween feeling threatened, being afraid, experiencing pain, and being lov-
ingly held. This process leads growing embodied actors to experience as re-
al a world, along with its normative structures, that is ordered in a certain
way.

A theoretically abstract, psychoanalytically grounded description of this
process can be found in Habermas’s analysis of the stages of perspective-
taking in the sociation of children. Almost as if he were inadvertently
stumbling into a theory of violence, he takes a surprising approach to the
violent communication of child rearing by describing it from the perspec-
tive of the victim of violence: alter ego recognizes the superior power of
ego and therefore follows ego’s threat-supported imperatives by taking the
perspective of the perpetrator. “B no longer connects his announcement of
sanctions only with individual imperatives but with the generalized expec-
tation that A will exhibit a willingness to obey under the condition of the
care he receives from B. A anticipates this threat and takes up B’s attitude
toward himself when following B’s imperative ‘q.’ This is the basis for the
internalization of roles—to begin with, of particularistic expectations that
are connected in pairs” (Habermas [1981] 2006:34). On this basis, A experi-
ences the opposition of a “suprapersonal will” (Habermas [1981]
20076:34), i.e., A not only submits to the violent threats of a concrete, nur-
turing interaction partner, but to the group to which A belongs. The figure
of the third brings this process even more sharply into focus.

I am not concerned here with recapitulating the structure of perspective-
taking; I have already done that above. What is interesting here is rather
the fact that Habermas, following Freud and Mead, describes sociation as
violent communication that leads to a pattern of ordered interaction. Vio-
lence and nurturing balance each other out in this process and create a
framework for each other. Both are essential. Alter ego, the victim, comes
to see the violence communicated to her in this way as legitimate and rec-
ognizes it as such. Habermas thus emphasizes the importance of inflicting
pain (sanctions) or causing fear in measured doses (threats) for the in-
volved parties’ experience of a particular social order and its norms as the
reality in which they live.

90 I here follow Schmitz ([1965] 2005:§ 24) and Berger and Luckmann ([1966]
1991), both of whom define reality in similar terms as that which someone at a
given moment cannot deny and has to accept as given.
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Diabolical symbolization – the boundaries of violence

The analysis of violence brings the explication of social theory full circle. I
began with the social dimension that is the social undecidedness relation,
already then indirectly addressing symbolization: our sensitization to the
touch of other social persons is stabilized by giving it expression in front of
and for each other. The drawing of boundaries as well as the preference for
individualization/dividualization must be symbolized if they are to be-
come stabilized. Mediated by the symbolic representation of how the so-
cial undecidedness relation is determined, the sensitization to other per-
sonal, embodied action centers is immediately experienced in embodied
relationships of touch. Violence now turns out to be a particularly signifi-
cant symbol of such a symbolically mediated immediate relationship: on
one hand, legitimate violence as embodied relationship is immediate; on
the other, it is mediated by thirds as a symbol of law.

As a symbol, violence can only be understood in reference to the com-
municative context in which it is embedded. This is relevant in several dif-
ferent respects. The embodied action centers involved in triadic constella-
tions of representing law do not have to be bodies in the modern sense of
the term. Anyone experienced by those involved in a particular order as an
action center with embodied directionality—in other words, able to touch
others—is an action center. Again, an instance of touch must be under-
stood as violence if it is recognized as such in the context of a triadic con-
stellation. What violence is cannot be decided by an external observer, but
must rather be identified according to the internal logic of the field. Since
the relationship is mediated-immediate, its order can be modified by both
sides. On the level of embodied touch, something can spontaneously be ex-
perienced as violence that was not experienced as such before. If this expe-
rience finds symbolic expression, there is a general modification of the sen-
sibility of the involved embodied action centers, leading to a change in
what is considered violence. On the other hand, there can also be symbolic
proposals of new sensibilities, e.g., in literature. If lived bodies become sen-
sitized by these representations, this too can lead to a change in the prevail-
ing understanding of violence.

Ritual circumcision allows boys or girls to become real men or real
women. Whether and in what ways this can be considered a case of peda-
gogical violence can only be decided by means of empirical study. The
same holds when a doll is pierced with needles. According to a modern
understanding of law, this is nothing more than an inept attempt to inflict
bodily harm, while in other ordering systems, such an act is seen as a
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harmful act of violence with potentially lethal effects against which the vic-
tims must defend themselves accordingly (Favret-Saada [1977] 2010).
When the Araweté go hunting, they are exposed to attacks by spirits, some
of whom also kidnap and rape the accompanying women. It is the respon-
sibility of the shamans to ward off these spirits’ attacks and to kill them.
Without this act of violence or the threat of it, the Araweté could not
maintain the expectation of moving about freely in the forest.

This leads to the following hypotheses:
1. The boundary between the personal sphere and other non-personal be-

ings must be immediately realized in embodied relationships of touch,
otherwise it is not experienced as a real boundary. For this reason, sym-
bols that immediately include the embodied participants in the sym-
bolization are particularly effective. This is what is unique about vio-
lence.

2. Who can become a victim of violence, in what way (as an individual or
as an element of a group) and what a violent act is can only be deter-
mined in the communicative context.

 
The institutionalization of  a  rule  that  distinguishes  between those with
whom communication is possible and those who are excluded from the
personal sphere both brings these circles together and separates them from
each other.  This  rule  is  literally  symbolic  and diabolic.  Etymologically,
symbolon is a sign of recognition, such as a broken ring whose two halves can
be joined together.91 It allows a guest to identify himself by producing the
matching piece. Diabolos, on the other hand, derives from the Greek verb
diabállein, which means to divide, antagonize. Luhmann is one of the few to
have seen the connection between symbolon and diabolon, which he points to
in his analysis of money (see Luhmann [1988] 2008:chap. 7): money allows
acquisition and communication to take place between ego and alter while
explicitly excluding others. Luhmann does not emphasize this aspect for the
other communication media as he does for the symbolically-diabolically
generalized communication medium of money.92 In the case of the logically
prior first tier of a two-tiered interpretation (see above), it is obligatory to

91 See A Comprehensive Etymological Dictionary of the English Language, 1 Vol, s.v.
“symbol.”

92 In the case of truth, the reference to the diabolical remains rather vague (see Luh-
mann [1990] 20015:193, 195). In his theory of society, Luhmann claims that the
diabolical is universal, but his example derives from the medium of money (Luh-
mann [1997] 2012:192f).
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understand the interpretation of the expression executed in front of tertius as
a symbolic/diabolical generalization.93 In a rule-governed process, those who
can communicate with each other are brought together and those with
whom communication is inherently impossible are excluded. It is important
to remember that symbolic-diabolical generalization does not aim at a moral
distinction in the sense of good/bad. It rather delimits the area in which
moral distinctions and obligations are relevant in the first place. Legitimate
violence, by symbolizing a holding fast to valid, disappointed expectations,
does precisely this. It represents the definition of the sphere of those of whom
it is normatively expected that they will fulfill expectations. For this reason
and for this reason alone it is legitimate to represent to them and in front of
thirds that violated expectations are being held onto. Violence is symbolic; it
brings together those who should be able to expect normative expectations
from each other.

Symbolic-diabolical  generalization  constitutes  the  binding  reference
point for the representation of boundary drawing. It is a matter here of
symbolizing the context in which beings encountering each other can touch
each other as persons in a comprehensible way. This symbolization repre-
sents the institutionalized boundaries for the communicative context in
question, in a generalized and valid way. In order to capture the distinctive-
ness of this diabolical symbolization, I refer to it as the diabolon-symbolon of a
communicative context, abbreviated as dia-symbolon or dia-symbolization.

At first glance it would seem that violence is a universal dia-symbolon
since it addresses those of whom normative expecting is to be expected,
and represents this symbolically and immediately. Only entities that can be
handled in an instrumental or technical way are excluded from this com-
municative context. And yet there is no ordering system in which violence
itself constitutes the diabolon-symbolon. The reason for this lies in the neces-
sity of the procedural structuring of violence.

93 I recall that the dual problem of “who is a communicating person?” and “what is
the relationship about?” leads to the expansion of the sociological concept of
communication, and in particular that of interpretation. Here it is a matter of in-
terpreting, first, who is eligible to be a social person and, second, what a social
person is communicating. A single-tiered concept of interpretation was enough
for traditional sociological theory with its starting point of simple world-open-
ness; by contrast I am emphasizing the connecting aspect which is symbolic in
the proper sense. Starting from expanded world-openness requires a two-tiered,
triadically structured concept of communication and interpretation that also
takes into account the interpreted representation of the separation between per-
sons and other entities.
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Procedural orders of violence

Procedural orders of violence are ideal types of how the social undecided-
ness relation is determined. The starting point for the development of such
procedural orders is the triadically structured concept of violence worked
out above. Violence is not only an immediate event; as a result of its triadic
structure, it is also essentially integrated into communicative and symbolic
mediations, including those of an overarching and discursive nature. The
stabilized structures of expectation of such procedural orders are the result
of reflexive institutionalization processes. An institutionalized structuring
of the use of violence can exhibit two tendencies: either the tendency to-
ward an uninterrupted, reciprocal, institutional obligation, mediated by
thirds, to use violence or the tendency in a society to increasingly subli-
mate violence. The first case would be given when, e.g., kinship groups op-
pose each other in an inextricable cycle of the obligation to return violence
for violence. In a situation like this, no group member can break rank and
cease being violent to the others since everyone has an obligation to their
group to seek revenge. Girard describes this as the “obligation to exact
vengeance“ that can lead societies into self-destruction (Girard [1972]
2005:15). This too is a case of triadically structured rationalization, which,
however, leads to the unleashing of what is ultimately physical violence.
Rationalization means here that violence is not exercised spontaneously,
but is rather driven by the obligation—mediated by thirds and thus criti-
cizable and justifiable—to take revenge. Societies caught in the obligation
cycle of lethal vengeance tend to destroy themselves. But the institutional
rationalization of violence, mediated by thirds, can also lead to directing
violence into channels that are more compatible with everyday life.

Tertius shows itself here to be relevant for a theory of the connection be-
tween law and violence in more ways than one. It becomes clear by look-
ing at the triadic constellation that the symbolic act of violence contains its
own rationality and legitimacy: it is symbolic because it is carried out in
front of thirds. As such it can be criticized and thus potentially be gov-
erned by rules. The claim to legitimacy asserted in the violent act can, in
the case of absent thirds, turn out to have been based on an error of judg-
ment and can be voided after the fact, or the claim to legitimacy can be
supported by present thirds but called into question by other thirds. The
empirical possibilities here are vast. The most impressive criticism of vio-
lence consists in exerting violence in return, which delegitimizes the prior
violence in reference to other legitimizing thirds. The more procedurally
structured the violent communication is, the more likely it is that criticism
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of it can be directed into procedural channels. A highly elaborated proce-
dure for the establishment of legitimacy is the verbal criticism of a verbally
asserted validity claim and its justification. Habermas describes this form
of sublimated violent communication as rational discourse free of domina-
tion. The lethal blow is replaced by the gentle compulsion of the better ar-
gument. The sine qua non of this procedure is that those involved submit
to the violence legitimizing the order (see the section “Perpetrators-vic-
tims-thirds,” above) or, in other words, follow a recognized procedural or-
der. The order is no longer challenged by violence; instead those involved
use the non-violent procedures of criticism and justification the order
made possible. This transition is enabled by the shared structure between
violent and verbal criticism. The rationality or legitimacy of violence is car-
ried by the social reflexivity of triadic symbol formation and communica-
tion just as much as are the procedures of reciprocal rational criticism.

This leads to a logically three-tiered understanding of normative order.
First tier: taken-for-granted expectations in the execution of communi-
cation and composite acts. In this case the normative expectations
guiding actors in the execution of composite acts and communication
are not identified as such or explicated. If normative expectations are
violated nevertheless, this is either overlooked or repaired in a situa-
tion-specific way in reference to the particular problem. Everyday life
continues more or less without a hitch.
Second tier: explication of law by legitimate violence. The violent act
identifies normative expectations and asserts the claim a) that these ex-
pectations should be generally recognized and b) that the violent act
represents the normative expectations in an appropriate way. If both of
these claims are approved by thirds, the violence is legitimate.
Third tier: the rationalization of legitimate violence by procedures. Le-
gitimate violence can be criticized and thus tends to be rule-governed.
The rule-orientation of legitimate violence makes possible non-violent
procedures of representing law. The criticism of violence can thus also
take on non-violent forms.

Violence and procedure

Vague indications of the link between violence and procedure can be
found in Luhmann. The legitimacy of law, he writes, can either be repre-
sented by violence or by procedures (Luhmann [1972] 2014:88–89). He ob-
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serves that procedures have come to replace violence as the symbolic repre-
sentation of law, and thus ascribes the same function to procedures as to
violence. Luhmann does not, however, work out this functional similarity
in any detail and it thus remains unclear how we are to understand the
transition from one form of the representation of the legitimacy of an or-
der to another. His earlier study on legitimation through procedure is not
enlightening in this regard either. Luhmann does not theorize the relation-
ship between violence, legitimacy, and law, and he refers to premodern le-
gitimacy and dispute settlement procedures only in order to demarcate rit-
uals from the procedures societies in the process of differentiation use to
guarantee legitimacy (Luhmann [1969] 2013:40).

In order to work out more precisely how procedural orders of violence
can be understood, I propose, following Girard, distinguishing between
four such ideal-type orders meant to serve as heuristic devices for guiding
empirical research. Procedural orders of this kind determine
1. how to delimit the sphere of legitimate persons,
2. whether lived bodies are addressed as individuals or dividuals,
3. how to identify the use of violence,
4. what ways there are to exert violence (differentiation into zones of per-

mitted, prohibited, and mandated violence, see Reemtsma [2008]
2012:103–106),

5. how violence can be legitimized and how we can distinguish between
legitimate and illegitimate violence,

6. what expectations violence can explicate as legitimate and normative,
therefore making them into the law of a society, and

7. how norms should be appropriately explicated and law appropriately
represented.

Only if it is possible to transform the procedural structuring of the repre-
sentation of law in such a way as to break the cycle of reciprocal violent
obligations can the self-destruction of sociation processes be arrested. Ac-
cording to Girard ([1972] 2005:21), three possibilities have developed for
transforming the immediately violent representation of law:
1. The violent representation of law is inflicted on a victim. Here law is

still represented in an immediate and violent, even if in a focused and
thus channeled way.

2. Violent representation is made more difficult and the conflict is solved
by means of pacifying compensatory acts or shifted onto proxy strug-
gles.

3. The representation of the validity of normative expectations is carried
out vicariously by a court, which punishes the guilty party. Here legal
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proceedings become the condition for the violent representation of
law, such as by public hanging or torture (Foucault [1975] 1995:chap.
1; see also Girard [1972] 2005:21f). Only the third form recognizes the
principle of guilt and criminal law in the proper sense.

4. Girard fails to consider a procedural structuring of violence that builds
on the third form: the modern constitutional form. Here even the rep-
resentation of law by the central power is no longer violent. The law-
representing procedures are themselves non-violent. The use of vio-
lence (confinement) is kept out of the public eye. Violence in this con-
text appears as a means that can be used for any desired purpose. It was
probably their fixation on the fourth form of the procedural structur-
ing of violence that led sociologists to conceptually turn their backs on
it and to focus instead on power and authority.

The procedural order of the sacrificial victim

According to Girard, the first channeling of violence occurs when it is no
longer exerted in an endless series of vendetta murders but instead comes
to be focused on a sacrificial victim. The sacrificial victim is killed as a gen-
eral violator of all norms whose validity is relevant to an existing order.
Symbolizing the validity of the norm by the violent act of sacrifice allows
all other conflicts to be solved in a nonviolent way. Girard suggests that
there was an original cathartic sacrifice that was then ritually repeated.
There is a twofold substitution here. In the first sacrifice, a sacrificial vic-
tim is chosen who has not violated the norm but is similar enough to the
norm violator to become the target of violence. The ritual then repeats the
first sacrifice in order to maintain its pacifying effect. In order for the ritual
sacrifice to be effective in this way, it also has to repeat the moment of re-
versal, in which the reciprocal violence is directed toward the sacrificial
victim (see Girard [1972] 2005:chap. 4).

The victim symbolizes all norm transgressions, thereby homogenizing
different references to thirds. These references can thus be detached from
concrete thirds in the violence exerted against the sacrificial victim, and a
generalized third becomes institutionalized as normative point of refer-
ence. In this way, all participants communicate to each other that the
norm is valid, but that they do not have to kill each other in order to repre-
sent its validity. Despite occasional norm violations they can all continue
to participate in institutionalized composite acts and pass from one act to
another.
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The procedural order of compensation

The second form of channeling introduces the principle of compensation
and begins to institutionalize particular procedures made possible by spe-
cific tertiary positions. These procedures entail nonviolent forms of recip-
rocality as well as mediation and arbitration between the parties. On this
level, the aggrieved party’s violent representation of law is replaced by par-
ticular procedures such as the exchange of gifts or the payment of punitive
damages, or by divine judgments or proxy struggles.94 But even the violent
representation of law does not always have to involve killing, as evidenced
by the phenomenon of “sham vengeance” (Kelsen [1941] 2009:307). Sham
vengeance clearly shows that violence is about representing the validity of
a violated norm. Here it is the spirits of the dead that demand blood
vengeance (see Steinmetz [1898] 1928:290ff), and it is in front of them that
this vengeance must be represented. This is done by carrying out the envis-
aged attack, which is considered tantamount to blood vengeance even if
no one from the other group is killed. What matters is that the fulfillment
of the duty to enact blood vengeance has been represented before the spir-
its (see Kelsen [1941] 2009:307f).

Introducing the principle of compensation into a triadic theory of the
social allows us to think through an important distinction. If a triadic con-
stellation is taken as the basis of our understanding of violence and law, it
becomes a question of the representation of the validity of normative ex-
pectations. This allows us to distinguish ordering systems according to
whether they emphasize the side of the norm violator or that of the ag-
grieved party when representing the validity of a violated norm. Law devel-
ops differently depending on whether pacification hinges upon the respon-
sibility of the norm violator to represent her intention of following the
norm in the future or upon the responsibility of the aggrieved party to rep-
resent the norm violation. In the latter case, law can develop in such a way
as to codify subjective rights that can be asserted by actors and whose viola-
tion they can respond to with legal action. This is the path Europe took as
it transitioned into modernity. From this we must distinguish other under-

4.4.3

94 Simmel’s distinction between the positions of mediator/arbitrator/judge and
those of the two conflicting parties is a very early instance of an author pointing
to the significance of triadic positions for law (Simmel [1908] 2009a:101ff). He
glosses over a key difference here, however: as long as there is no judge but only
an arbitrator or mediator, there can be no talk of guilt. When the aim is to bring
about a settlement between the parties, it is conciliation rather than the determi-
nation of guilt that has priority.
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standings of law that place a greater emphasis on the norm violator herself
expressing the validity of the norm, such as with shame or self-punish-
ment. Here subjective rights are not foregrounded as much as integration
into societal ordering relationships. This also prevents a society from being
destroyed by the violent representation of its laws, but the development
takes quite a different course.

The procedural order of the judicial system

One example of how law can develop when it is primarily the responsibili-
ty of the aggrieved party to represent the validity of normative expectations
can be found in Achter (1951), who treats the transition to the procedural,
judicial enforcement of law, Girard’s third form of the channeling of vio-
lence. The development Achter describes is based on the monopolizing of
the use of violence, which Elias ([1939] 2009) characterized as a central
component of the European process of civilization. Incipient centraliza-
tion made it possible to “secure the peace” by consolidating the possibility
of using violence with the central ruler. The ruler’s power to exert violence
allows him to posit law himself and to guarantee its enforcement. The ad-
ministration of justice is assigned to a court with the authority to deter-
mine the facts of the case, identify the guilty party, hold him responsible as
a subject, and punish him (Achter 1951; Lindemann 2009b:chap. 3). This
procedural structuring of violence relieves those involved from their duty
to themselves represent the legitimacy of normative expectations by means
of a violent act. The representation of the validity of law, however, is still
violent and takes place in a violent procedure before thirds that Foucault
calls “the spectacle of the scaffold” (Foucault [1975] 1995:32). Law but-
tressed by a central power and judges rendering verdicts in legitimate trials
create the conditions for a distinction between is and ought. I read
Achter’s study as an indication of a connection between the development
of a central power and the ethicization of law. The latter refers to the attri-
bution of the crime to the perpetrator and its judgment in moral terms. It
is because the perpetrator did not act how he ought to have acted that he
must be punished.

In ethicized criminal law, the symbolic aspect of violence becomes less
important for the everyday structuring of the relationships between em-
bodied action centers. A violent representation of law is no longer the re-
sponsibility of the aggrieved party, but is restricted to the violent and pub-
lic punishment enacted by the central power. This also allows for violence
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to be rationalized in a non-normative way, including the aesthetic or tech-
nical rationalization of the means of injuring and killing.95 A seemingly
paradox rule follows from this. The less the symbol of violence immedi-
ately dominates the relationships between embodied action centers, the
more likely it is that the means of killing and injuring will become ratio-
nally perfected. It is easier in pacified societies to learn how to injure and
kill more efficiently.

The procedural order of the non-violent representation of law

A procedural order not taken into account by Girard is the almost exclu-
sively procedural representation of the validity of law which characterizes
modernity and which is built upon the judicial ethicization of law. Court
trials in a constitutional democracy largely dispense with violent represen-
tations of law; offenders tend to be treated non-violently; and violent pun-
ishment—confinement—is not represented before thirds, but is for the
most part kept out of view. In the United States, “the people” fulfill the
role of petitioner in criminal trials (“the people vs. accused x”), but the act
of violence, confinement, is not represented before the people (see, on this
transition, Foucault [1975] 1995). It could even be claimed that modernity
is characterized by a development of trust in non-violent communication
(Reemtsma [2008] 2012). As a result, violence loses even more of its func-
tion as a representation of the validity or legitimacy of law, its symbolic na-
ture recedes even further, and the consequences described above become
even more radical. Violence becomes a fascinating aesthetic phenomenon
and the technical rationalization of the means to injure and kill also in-
creases considerably—to the point of a possible destruction of the planet.
This makes it seem as if violence is no more than a tool to be administered
in an instrumental or value-rational way.

The fourth, that is, the modern procedural order, developed in the tran-
sition to modern, horizontally differentiated society as the dominant pro-
cedural order and implies a paradoxical understanding of violence. While
it still holds here that violence can only be exerted within the social sphere,
the social sphere at the same time is supposed to be violence-free, with vio-
lence understood as the exclusion from the social. This understanding of

4.4.5

95 Aesthetic rationalization includes, e.g., athletic aestheticized violence in ancient
Greece, gladiator fights in the Roman Empire, medieval knights’ tournaments,
and the modern aesthetics of combat sports.
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violence corresponds to the differentiation structure of modern sociation
into substantively specified communication and action contexts such as
economy, politics, science, and so forth. From the perspective of reflexive
institutionalization, such contexts are formed by higher-level generaliza-
tions of meaning, i.e., by discourses, that describe institutional contexts as
meaningfully connected in a way that is relevant for institutional proce-
dures. Within the framework of this kind of differentiation, social persons
are sociated in a logically twofold way: on the one hand, as human beings
they are the institutionalized element of sociation (Lindemann 2018:101ff)
and, on the other, they are as such also sociated in different sub-universes.
In order to preserve the overall structure of a plurality of sub-universes,
none of these contexts should completely monopolize a human being’s
horizon of experience (Lindemann 2018:316ff).

It thus becomes clear why violence is seen as the exclusion from the
structure of modern sociation: victims of violence in particular are com-
pletely monopolized in their experience and thus structurally excluded
from the substantively differentiated form of sociation. But this is only per-
ceived as a problem because human beings are, precisely, not supposed to
become totally monopolized by individual institutional contexts or certain
procedures. It is the criticism of violent exclusion that makes clear the pre-
supposition of a basic inclusion. Violence can only be done in a criticizable
way to those against whom violence ought not to be done, that is, to hu-
man beings (see, e.g., Butler [2005] 2008:49). The criticism of violence ex-
presses its inclusivity.

In a society that is horizontally differentiated into different institutional
contexts, violence becomes a thoroughly problematic event that is not sup-
posed to occur. Violence is only supposed to take place on the margins of
society, and in such a way as to be “pure” or “legitimate” in Girard’s sense
([1972] 2005:25ff.). This kind of violence is superior; its goal is to make vi-
olence superfluous. Pure violence sees itself as the ultimate and conclusive
use of violence in the service of sociation, which will then continue to take
place without violence. Pure violence is always “mandated violence”
(Reemtsma [2008] 2012:104); in principle, the modern state is the entity
authorized to exert it. This understanding of the modern procedural order
of violence necessarily gives rise to an argument over what violence is and
what should be considered illegitimate behavior. In modernity, all vio-
lence apart from pure violence is considered normatively reprehensible
and calls for criticism. It thus becomes highly problematic to describe
events as violent, as this implies the necessity of normative criticism. Suc-
cessfully labeling certain events as violent imputes a normative consensus
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that state-exerted, i.e., pure, violence must put an end to the violence being
criticized.

The analytical potential of the reflexive understanding of violence pre-
sented here can be explicated by looking more closely at the argument
over how violence should be defined. The analytical distance created by
the reflexive understanding allows us to see parts of the sociological dis-
course around violence as integral components of the phenomenon they
purport to analyze. The debate over Galtung’s (1969) concept of structural
violence is explicitly a debate about what can meaningfully be called vio-
lence (see, for instance, Trotha 1997; Schroer [2006] 2016). While Trotha
(1997) makes the case for a narrow concept of violence, Schroer ([2006]
2016) advocates a broad one, arguing that sociology cannot otherwise artic-
ulate a criticism of society.

From the perspective of the understanding of violence I am putting for-
ward here, the debate looks like this: if, for instance, it were possible to
identify as violence the fact that children die of malnutrition even though
they could be adequately provided for, it would become imperative to use
state violence in order to put this violence to an end. It is true that such an
understanding of violence would have an exclusively sociopolitical charac-
ter (Trotha 1997:14), but this accusation applies equally to critics of a
broad understanding of violence. Every argument over whether or not a
particular phenomenon constitutes violence participates in society’s nego-
tiation of what should explicitly be considered violence and thus be
deemed illegitimate. The institutionalized discursive negotiation process
over what should be considered violence is part of the modern procedural
order of violence.

Keeping in mind the notion of mediated immediacy, it is vital to in-
clude this discourse in our understanding of violence. It is these discourses
that legitimize or delegitimize, and thus steer, the immediately functional
use of violence. According to the modern procedural order of violence,
defining a phenomenon as violent prompts the call for legitimate violence
as the violence to end all violence. Herein lies the implicit motive of Gal-
tung’s proposal. He himself writes that the words “structural violence” can
be replaced by the words “social injustice” (Galtung 1969:171). While he
does not explicitly state the advantage of referring to structural violence, it
is evident that it becomes more urgent to put an end to something by
means of state violence that has legitimately been defined as violent.

It is unlikely that starving children would be considered victims of vio-
lence today, although there are marginal discourses that do claim this. We
should consider, however, that in the 1950s the institutional performance
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of marital duties was unlikely to be seen as containing sexual violence. In
today’s view, sex without the consent of both partners is considered vio-
lent, including within marriage, and it appears problematic to us that this
was not so in the 1950s. In the same way, it may be that in the future it
will have been an act of violence that children died of hunger.

Thus instead of becoming involved in the debate surrounding narrow or
broad definitions of violence, it seems more useful to ask whether states of
affairs described by a broad concept of violence can be identified as violent
from the perspective of a mediatedly immediate understanding of vio-
lence. Galtung himself proceeds from the perspective of the victims of vio-
lence, who objectively suffer from their inability to realize the possibilities
available in a given society. Both of his examples as well as his operational-
ization of the concept of structural violence at the end of the book (Gal-
tung and Höivik 1971:73ff.) foreground those suffering from illness or
malnutrition, particularly children, who indisputably suffer from pain,
hunger, and thirst. For Galtung, this suffering constitutes structural vio-
lence if it was brought about by institutional action sequences performed
by human beings and if it could be avoided by changing the structure of
institutional action sequences.

It is the task of peace studies, Galtung argues, to connect the dots here. If
a connection between perpetrator and victim can be meaningfully com-
municated in the field, children dying of starvation would be an instance
of violence. If there is no connection between institutional procedures and
the death of children, we cannot speak of structural violence. There is an
implicit insistence here that the perpetrators who cause the starvation have
to be human. The difference between those who kill by means of direct vi-
olence and those who do so by means of structural violence has to do with
whether they are connected to their victims by shorter or longer action se-
quences (Galtung 1969:178). Identifying the institutional event chain is to
pinpoint a “violence channel” (Galtung 1969:178). Those benefiting from
the institutional structure or who actively sustain it become, from Gal-
tung’s observer perspective, users of violence. Societally speaking, this oc-
curs at the moment the identified institutional event chain (a world trade
order, for instance), is widely enough recognized for those concerned to be
aware of the murderous nature of their institutional acts. From this point
onwards, their killing is at the very least due to negligence, if not premedi-
tated, and their actions should be seen as a form of violence that must be
stopped by the use of legitimate state violence.

This understanding of violence is indeed compatible with the concept of
violence as mediated immediacy. The immediate, embodied suffering of a
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starving child would then be conceivable as the embodied effect of vio-
lence, provided that an institutional functional chain has been identified as
a violence channel. From this point onwards, perpetrator and victim are
identifiable as embodied actors connected to each other by such a channel.
That is to say: if we assume that sociation takes place as a process of reflex-
ive institutionalization, the execution of institutional procedures is carried
by embodied actors. If the connection between perpetrator and victim has
been discursively generated, the execution of individual, immediately oc-
curring, institutionally mediated procedures contains the knowledge that
they are structurally deadly. It is institutional procedures carried by em-
bodied actors that force starving children into a powerless, institutional
position that affords them only immediate suffering or death. Whether
this concept of violence is too broad is not a question that can be meaning-
fully answered from the observer perspective. It can only be decided what
effect it has or would have if such an institutional event chain were to be
legitimately described as violence.

The logical structure of this argument can be illustrated with an exam-
ple where technically mediated rather than institutional event chains are
identified as violence: imagine a huge desert area, thought to be uninhabit-
ed, that serves as an army test site for bombing from high altitudes. How-
ever, the desert is not in fact uninhabited, but is populated by an ethnic
group that lives underground. The bombing repeatedly leads to deaths in
the group. As long as the military is able to convince the public that the
area is uninhabited, the bombing does not constitute violence. If, on the
contrary, the event chain between the bombings and the deaths among the
desert population is identified, the bombing comes to constitute violence.
It is then the case of embodied actors using violence against other embod-
ied actors, which the latter have to suffer. Here we have a technical event
chain between perpetrator and victim. As long as the technical event chain
does not affect beings who count morally, there is no violence. If, on the
contrary, it affects beings who do count morally, it is generally considered
to be a case of violence. Galtung’s concept of structural violence applies
this notion to institutional event chains.

As long as it has not been established that the institutional event chain
constitutes a violence channel, structural violence is at most suspected of
constituting violence without the possibility of treating it as such, i.e.,
without the obligation of confronting it with legitimate violence. Perhaps
structural violence of this kind could be described as pure violence par ex-
cellence: it chronically forces its victims with their waning embodied resis-
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tance into a low institutional position without the possibility of identify-
ing it as violence.

Methodological implications of a reflexive concept of violence

It is in this way that the concept of violence I am proposing here takes a
position on whether a narrow or broad concept of violence is appropriate.
A narrow concept of violence ties violence to an immediate physical inter-
action. Popitz ([1986] 2017), Sofsky ([1996] 2001), and Collins (2008) all
prefer this definition. Galtung’s (1969) concept of structural violence
paradigmatically formulates a broad understanding of violence. According
to this understanding, violence does take place in immediate, embodied
interactions, but there are also forms of indirect, that is, structural vio-
lence, such as when societal structures impair the development of beings
recognized as persons or their ability to live healthy lives. According to
Galtung, an instance of violence would be a situation in which malnutri-
tion is not prevented although it would be possible to so.

A reflexive concept of violence invites us to exercise restraint as regards
the choice between a broad or narrow concept of violence. The (self-) defi-
nition of events or experiences as violence is itself part of the phenomenon
to be analyzed. A concept of violence that determines from an observer
perspective how to understand it no longer measures up to the field-inter-
nal reflexivity of the mediated immediacy of violent phenomena. Violence
is always, at least in part, a rationalizing discourse about whether an event
should be described as violent or not. Understanding violence in this sense
as mediatedly immediate has important methodological consequences for
its study. It allows us to look at violence both from the perspective of the
immediacy of embodied experience, working out its mediatedness from
there, as well as from the perspective of the mediatedness of violence, fac-
toring in the immediacy of embodied experience in a second step. These
two perspectives serve as each other’s correctives.

Approaching the phenomenon from the perspective of mediatedness
would initially foreground discourses around violence. The analysis here
would take place on at least the third step of reflexive institutionalization,
primarily looking at discourses that identify phenomena as violent events
(see for instance Koloma Beck and Werron 2013). Researchers would have
to consider phenomena as violent that are identified unequivocally as such
in the field as well as phenomena whose status is debatable. This method-
ological approach would compel researchers to read many contributions to
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the debate around violence in the social sciences and social philosophy, in-
cluding critical pieces, as operations in the field of violence. From the per-
spective of a reflexive understanding of violence, texts that determine vio-
lence from the observer perspective or that criticize a too narrow or too
broad understanding of violence would be read less as analytical contribu-
tions and more as assistance in the quest to identify possible violent phe-
nomena in the observed field.

In order for a violent phenomenon identified discursively in the field to
also be considered as such from the analytical perspective, we must ask
whether it can be reconstructed from the perspective of immediacy. What
I mean is the following: once a phenomenon has been discursively identi-
fied as violence, it can only be considered as such from the observer per-
spective if it can be shown that there are immediate, embodied events that
can be held to be realizations of the described phenomenon. It would thus
have to be asked whether
a) ego and alter are involved in a monopolizing, antagonistic, embodied

interaction (imposed/suffered) that
b) serves to represent the validity of normative expectations
c) with the expectation that thirds will legitimize this and
d) that the violence will push alter ego into adopting an institutional pos-

ition or force him out of his assumption of an institutional position.
Exclusively looking at phenomena that have been discursively identified as
violence in the field, or whose status as violence has been problematized in
the field, runs the risk, however, of identifying legitimate violence not as
violence but as the legitimate form of the creation of order. As long as it is
uncontested, the violence that is recognized as violence to end all violence
is seen as legitimate, as pure violence (Girard [1972] 2005:23f.). Particu-
larly in modern society there is a tendency to refer only to illegitimate vio-
lence as violence. If scholars rely exclusively on the discursive identifica-
tion of violence in the field as their search mechanism, they run the risk of
repeating the field’s blindness to legitimate violence in their analyses. The
possible invisibility of legitimate violence thus makes it necessary to con-
duct a search in the opposite direction, starting from the immediacy of vio-
lence.

A fictitious example will serve to clarify: married couples in the 1950s
may have assumed that it was not a case of violence when he enforced the
fulfillment of marital duty, i.e., sexual intercourse, against her resistance.
Performing the act of sexual intercourse may have been an event that was
considered, including by the parties involved, to be an integral part of the
institutional processes of a marriage. Exclusively using the discourses in
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the field as a search method would lead researchers to overlook this case of
possible violence.

Pretending for a moment that we could travel back in time, we can de-
velop the following case. Even without it being discursively identified as
violence, a time-traveling external observer still perceives the performance
of marital duty on November 26, 1955, as violence. It is an instance, in any
case, that satisfies the criteria of the concept of violence laid out above:
there is an antagonistic embodied interaction in which the two jostle with
each other and he overcomes her resistance, forcing her into the symbolic
and institutional position of a wife obliged to fulfill her duty. Since the
consent of thirds is assumed by those involved, this is a case of legitimate
violence. Thus the external observer identifies a phenomenon as violence
against the explicit view of the field. This, however, can only be the first
step; in a second, the observer would have to look for indications that the
event is identified as violence in the field. Perhaps there are conversations
between friends complaining to each other about their marital suffering or
soothing words of a mother explaining to the young wife that that’s just
how men are; she’ll have to put up with it. In the first case, the friends in-
stitutionalize an action sequence, e.g., meeting for coffee, in which it is le-
gitimate to identify the fulfillment of marital duties at least in part as vio-
lence. In the second case, the right to complain about illegitimate violence
is delegitimized by the mother. Observers finding out about things of this
sort from diaries, for instance, would have initial discursive indications of
the fact that the fulfillment of marital duties was also discursively or com-
municatively identified as violence. If no such indications are found, it
must remain an open question whether there was in fact no violence here
or whether it was a case of legitimate violence that could not be discovered
at the time.

Understanding violence in this way as mediatedly immediate shows that
it is impossible to isolate violence as a phenomenon and to identify it as an
immediate event from the observer perspective. Rather we must analyze vi-
olence in the context of its rationalizations, legitimations, or delegitima-
tions as mediated by thirds.

Summary

Violence is understood here according to the principle of mediated imme-
diacy. This has the effect of expanding the field of research, as there is no
such thing as exclusively immediate violence this side of institutions. The
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immediate exertion of force against bodies is only violence if it is directed
at bodies institutionally recognized as social actors. The pull of immediacy
generated by the descriptions of Sofsky ([1996] 2001), for instance, presup-
poses the institutional boundary establishment between legitimate social
persons and other entities. If the human victims of violence in his descrip-
tions were replaced by mice, they would not affect a modern reader in the
same immediate way. Adherents of the mouse totem, on the other hand,
might be affected similarly to how we moderns are when confronted with
human victims of violence.

Giving up an exclusive focus on the immediacy of the violent event al-
lows us to see that, and how, violence should be understood as an institu-
tionally and tertiarily mediated, immediate, antagonistic, embodied rela-
tion. This does not negate the immediacy of embodied relations to the en-
vironment, but rather accentuates the fact that immediate, embodied rela-
tionships to the environment are institutionally mediated. This commu-
nicatively frames the violent event and makes it communicative itself. I re-
fer to all of the institutionalized symbolic mediations in a given context as
its procedural order of violence. It is in the framework of such a procedu-
ral order that it is determined how the boundaries of the sphere of social
persons are drawn, whether involved embodied action centers are ad-
dressed as dividuals or as individuals, how an event can be identified as vi-
olent, and how the validity of normative expectations is to be represented.
In the final chapter I show how the procedural order of the judicial system
and the modern procedural order have an individualizing effect, while the
procedural order of reciprocity, in particular, is associated more with an in-
stitutional preference for dividualizing sociation.

Since violence can only be identified as such within the framework of a
procedural order, the analysis of violence must necessarily adopt a two-
pronged approach. In accordance with the principle of mediated immedia-
cy, we must on the one hand consider embodied immediacy, antagonistic
conduct and suffering, and on the other the institutionalized symbolic as
well as the technical mediations at play. Only within the framework of an
analysis of communicatively rationalizing procedural orders can violence
be understood, for it is only within the framework of a communicative
procedural order that a violent event can be identified as such. Empirically
it is a matter of asking whether a particular sociation context contains only
one or several competing or coexisting procedural orders of violence. Black
(1983) and others point out that modern societies are characterized by
competing procedural orders of violence. An analysis of a social context
must therefore include a consideration of what procedural order of vio-
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lence is relevant for the maintenance of normative expectations in this con-
text and what relationship this order has to other procedural orders. There
is a procedural order of violence in a nursing home as well as in a family, a
business, or a military barracks. It is an open question what their relation-
ship to each other is and what relationship they have to the modern proce-
dural order buttressed by the state/the law, considered by many social sci-
entists to be the only valid one.

This reflexive understanding of violence also leads to a new perspective
on the debate surrounding a narrow or broad concept of violence. This de-
bate should be analyzed as a component of the modern procedural order
of violence; in other words, this debate is part of the field to be analyzed.
The understanding of violence I am proposing here is an attempt to estab-
lish a sufficient analytical distance to my object of study. This distance al-
lows for a more precise distinction between the use of violence in the field
and its analysis.

Summary
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The Reflexive Formation of Order in Approaches to the
World

Allow me to recapitulate the outcome of the third and fourth chapters:
The embodied operators of triadic constellations exist in space and time.

This means that embodied selves realize their boundaries by experiencing
themselves and their state in a temporally structured way and by directing
themselves out of their own center into the surrounding space of vastness.
This space is potentially social in that the boundary realizations of embod-
ied selves can touch each other here in a temporally structured way. The
reflexivity of the overall structure is operatively realized in the taking on of
the perspective of thirds on the encounter between embodied selves. The
operations of order formation thus exhibit a triadically reflexive structure.

Ordering structures are formed in the different dimensions and made
compatible in the practical executions of excentric, i.e., operatively triadic
relationships between lived bodies and their environment. Structures are
stabilized by being expressed in triadic constellations. It is in this sense that
order formation follows the principle of mediated immediacy: in embodied
relationships to the environment, sensibilities and practical references are
formed and then stabilized by those involved expressing them for each other.

Within the social dimension formation of order is about determining
the social undecidedness relation. On the one hand, this concerns how the
borders of the personal sphere are drawn and on the other, whether em-
bodied action centers exist as individuals or as dividuals, that is, as ele-
ments of groups. A wide range of entities can be involved in such order
formation in an operatively fundamental way: spirits, animals, human be-
ings, plants, gods, or others. What entities participate in an ordering sys-
tem in a generally recognized way is subject to historical change. For an
ordering system to become established long-term, the structure of bound-
ary drawing and the other structures of order formation have to be stabi-
lized in a compatible way. This also includes the institutionalization of a
preference for either individualization or dividualization.

The formation of compatible social, spatial, temporal, symbolic, and
substantive structures is made possible by different triadic constellations.
Since space and time are considered to be particularly invariant as regards
historical modification, I will begin with these dimensions of order. Start-
ing from what is regarded—including by me—as the invariant structure of
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embodied, spatial actors’ relationship to their environment in modal time,
we can identify at least the following differences: it makes a difference
whether a relationship to the environment in modal time is oriented to-
ward a duration and refers to a space of vastness or whether the embodied
relationship to the environment is integrated into digital spacetime. It
seems that only the first form of relationship between lived body and envi-
ronment allows for the existence of spirits and makes possible an institu-
tional preference for dividualization. Within ordering systems whose lived-
body-environment relationships are primarily structured by digital space-
time, there is an institutional preference for individualization and such en-
tities as spirits, according to current knowledge, do not exist as generally
recognized social persons.

Symbol formation involves other differences in triadic relationships. In-
stitutions and symbols are objectifications made possible and reproduced
by triadic constellations. They are neither identical with the spatiotempo-
ral order nor with the spatiotemporal ego-alter-tertius constellation. The
symbolic dimension of order is thus neither spatial nor temporal and also
differs from the social dimension. It has a historically variable structure of
its own kind which guides actors in their relationships to each other. Al-
though it is not identical to the spatial, temporal, or social dimension, the
institutionalized symbolic order does not remain the same once and for
all. It is based on an objectification made possible by the reflexive structure
of triadic constellations and has to be actualized again and again. Tertius
does not disappear in the objectified institutional-symbolic order; on the
contrary, the objectification is generated and sustained by the the reflexivi-
ty-enabling tertiary perspective continuously being actualized by concrete
thirds. Otherwise the objectified rule of institution/symbol formation
could be arbitrarily applied and would thus no longer be a rule.

If the institutional and symbolic order is always tied to current execu-
tions in triadic constellations, the spatiotemporal structure of these con-
stellations remains continuously relevant to the formation of institutions
and symbols. Because it has to be maintained in embodied relationships to
the environment, the institutional and symbolic order is not at a remove
from spatiotemporal relationships. The spatiotemporal structures of triadic
constellations and the particular institutional and symbolic structures can
either support or destabilize each other.

The triadic, reflexively structured context can be traced back to two dis-
tinct observational units in which embodied action centers touching each
other are involved: spatiotemporal triadic communication substantively re-
lated to a particular topic and substantively oriented, spatiotemporal, insti-

5. The Reflexive Formation of Order in Approaches to the World

276

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124 - am 21.01.2026, 02:25:27. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


tutionalized composite acts. In spatiotemporally structured communica-
tion, participants express for and in front of each other whom they are af-
fected by to such a degree that they are challenged to communicate and
have to clarify what the substantive content of the communication is.
While institutionalized composite acts are inconceivable without commu-
nication about content and about with whom communication is possible,
they cannot be reduced to it. Institutionalized composite acts always in-
clude the embodied handling of things or the use of more or less advanced
technology.

It is clear that these operative units cannot be isolated from each other.
Institutions are integrated by communication, which in every partial act
symbolically represents the relationship to the composite act as well as ex-
pectations regarding how the sequence of actions will unfold. Further-
more, instances of triadically constituted communication form the units of
reflexive institutionalization processes/reflexive institutions and legitima-
tions that connect institutions to each other.

In each of the individual executions, structural connections are identi-
fied, actualized, and explicated in relation to specific problems in a way
that is sufficient for practical purposes. The overall context of spatiotempo-
ral, substantive, and symbolic relationships forms a constantly present
background of non-explicated expectations. These constitute a relatively
chaotic quantity, i.e.: individual characteristics and individual, structurally
relevant expectations or expected states of affairs are explicitly identified
while all other structurally relevant expectations have a chaotic relation-
ship to each other. In the case of the latter, it is undetermined what expec-
tations in what dimension of order are at stake or who has them. In the
case of disappointment, the non-explicated, not yet individually identified
background expectations with an initially chaotic relationship to each oth-
er become isolated as individual, discrete expectations. Only then does it
become clear what expectations exist and who has them.

Currently identified expectations or states of affairs point to a reflexively
ordered form of communicatively supported institutionalization. Touch
between ego and alter in the substantive and spatiotemporal dimensions
takes place in front of or in reference to tertius and in the course of its im-
plementation becomes objectified, that is, the validity of the rule-governed
pattern is represented. This integrates the relationship into a symbolic con-
text and allows for the formation and stabilization of spatiotemporal and
substantive patterns. On one hand, diabolic symbolization becomes impor-
tant here in its general limitation of communicative address, and on the
other the formation of institutionalized composite acts, whose participants
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symbolically represent and interpret each other for and in front of each
other. In this way they clarify what a particular institution is about, what
spatiotemporal structures it exhibits, and as whom ego-alter-tertius address
whom, or as whom they interpret a symbolic gesture. In triadically struc-
tured communication, institutions of beginning and ending are estab-
lished, connecting composite acts with each other and making possible the
progress from one composite act to another.

Legitimations must be distinguished from institutions of beginning.
The latter ensure the transitions between individual composite acts, while
the former create normative and meaningful connections between com-
posite acts and reflexive institutions, thereby also guaranteeing the legiti-
macy of limiting the circle of addressees and of particular institutional
forms of individualization/dividualization. Legitimations are second-order
reflexive institutions referring reflexively to first-order reflexive institutions
(e.g., of beginning or of competition), which in turn refer to institutional-
ized composite acts. In the social theory I am developing here, violence is
provisionally understood as the starting point for legitimations. Violent
communication asserts the claim of explicating the norms of an ordering
system in an immediate and at the same time generalized way, with “gen-
eralized” meaning that all the dimensions of order formation are involved.
The generality of the claim to legitimacy asserted in violent communica-
tion includes the challenge to provide other legitimations. The only way
for ordering systems not to become destroyed by their violently communi-
cated laws is for violence to be rationally and procedurally regulated, struc-
tured in the form of procedures. Legitimations of enduring ordering sys-
tems therefore contain modes of representing the law that are themselves
not directly violent.

The multidimensionality of order formation leads to a structured hypo-
thesis that guides my analysis of individual processes of order formation:
1. We can distinguish typical orders of approaches to the world.
2. Each order of an approach to the world exhibits a specific dia-symbolon

and associated symbols, securing the communicative context in a
twofold manner: the dia-symbolon represents the boundary between so-
cial persons and other entities while the associated symbols safeguard
communication.

3. Orders of approaches to the world are thus distinguished according to
how participants represent themselves for and in front of each other in
the triadic process of sociation. A fundamental difference is whether
participants represent themselves for and in front of each other as indi-
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viduals enduring across situations or rather as currently effective opera-
tors integrated into relationship networks, i.e., as dividuals.

4. The order of an approach to the world procedurally structures compati-
ble violent communication.

5. The order of an approach to the world is characterized by compatible
structures in the
spatial dimension,
temporal dimension,
and substantive dimension.

I refer to the entirety of the compatible structures as the order of an ap-
proach to the world. Since there is great empirical diversity here, individu-
al approaches to the world must be described by way of ideal types of or-
dering systems.

For this comparative approach to make sense, there have to be at least
two differently structured types of approaches to the world. In view of my
limited knowledge of ethnological and historical research, I hypothetically
distinguish between three types of ordered approaches to the world. There
are probably more.
A. The approach to the world of dividualizing sociation
B. The approach to the world of individualizing sociation
C. The approach to the world of multi-sociation
This classification supplements or replaces the pervasive distinction in soci-
ology between segmentary, stratified, and functional differentiation (Luh-
mann [1997] 2013:chap. 4).96 Here is how I see the difference between
these two kinds of typologies of society: the differentiation I’m proposing
is guided by the ways in which the social undecidedness relation is deter-
mined in the social dimension and how this is supported by structures in
the other dimensions of order formation. The traditional distinction, by
contrast, emphasizes the ways in which a society is broken down into so-
cial subunits. My approach of analyzing approaches to the world under-
stands these subunits as the differentiation of an ordering system into sub-
universes.

I introduced the notion of a “universe of meaning” in the context of
symbol formation and reflexive institutionalization, above. Berger and
Luckmann begin their analysis of symbolic universes in relation to the
problem of legitimation. They are addressing a problem here that emerges

96 Luhmann also distinguishes between “center/periphery” here as a possible form
of differentiation. He ultimately, however, holds to the threefold division when
describing dominant forms of differentiation.

5. The Reflexive Formation of Order in Approaches to the World

279

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124 - am 21.01.2026, 02:25:27. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


from their theory of institutionalization. According to this theory, differ-
ent institutions are created in the process of sociation, without, however,
there being an institutionally backed guarantee that individual institutions
will be compatible with each other. Their compatibility, the authors argue,
is achieved by the institutionalization of meaningful coherence between
the institutions. Berger and Luckmann refer to this process as “legitima-
tion” (Berger and Luckmann [1966] 1991:110ff). Legitimation ultimately
leads to the institutionalization of an overarching symbolic universe that
organizes all processes of institutionalization taking place at a given time
into a coherent nexus. In the context of the theory I am putting forward
here, the problem of coherence, at least that of normative coherence, is
solved by the procedural order of violence. It is by means of this procedu-
ral order that processes of institutionalization are presented as being nor-
matively coherent, which in turn makes ordering systems into legitimized
ordering systems. The way in which the ordering system is legitimized is
closely tied to the formation of the respective dia-symbolon and the spatial,
temporal, and substantive structures compatible with it.

Ordering systems can be internally structured into sub-universes of
meaning. Whether and in what way such an internal structure is possible
or necessary for the survival of the ordering system is an empirical
question. In other words: this question will have a different answer de-
pending on the ordering type.

Thinking in terms of different sub-universes of meaning makes sense if
these also exhibit the characteristics of a specific approach to the world.
I.e., sub-universes form a specific dia-symbolon, specific procedural struc-
tures of violence, and compatible structures in the substantive, spatial, and
temporal dimensions. Since the formation of sub-universes is also part of
overall order formation, an order can only become stabilized if its struc-
tures and those of the sub-universes are sufficiently compatible. Here it can
be enough to communicate that the structures of the sub-universe are re-
stricted to it alone and that there is no claim to validity for the overall or-
der. The order of multi-sociation is broken down into numerous sub-uni-
verses, such as religious universes or those of economy, politics, science,
and so forth. The different sub-universes are compatible insofar as the
claim to general validity is limited for each of them. Within a religious
universe, for instance, it may be obligatory to believe in a certain god and
only in this one. This reference to the beyond, however, is not binding for
everyone, and at the same time it must be made clear that this reference is
also not binding for the structuring of other universes of meaning. In this
way, very divergent universes of meaning can coexist.
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As long as law is secured directly by violent communication, a differenti-
ation into sub-universes of meaning is rather unlikely. This is because vio-
lence makes demands on the embodied action centers involved in a direct
and comprehensive way and mobilizes them for the maintenance of the
overall order. The procedural aspect of the representation of the legitimacy
of the overall order has to have become foregrounded for the differentia-
tion of an order into sub-universes to become possible. From this we can
deduce the following rule: the closer to violence procedural representa-
tions of law are, the less likely that sub-universes will evolve.

Dividualizing sociation

I derive the term “dividualization” from the works of Marilyn Strathern.
She argues that the Melanesian concept of the person does not refer to an
individual, but to a dividual, who stands in relation to others without
forming a closed unit (Strathern [1988] 2001:269f). Her example allows me
to work out the key characteristics of the ideal type of dividualizing socia-
tion.

Strathern follows Leenhardt, who was first to point out the distortion
involved in conceiving of Melanesians as individuals who have relation-
ships with other individuals. The individual here is rather fully absorbed in
the plurality of its relationships.

b      c 

a    a 

d                     a             a                     e 

a    a 

f         g 

The Melanesian dividual according to Leenhardt ([1947] 1979:154)

According to Leenhardt, the circle formed by the small “a” in fig. 3 de-
scribes an empty space where an I could be, but, within the framework of

5.1

Figure 3:
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the Melanesian conception of the person, is not. Instead of an individual,
there is a cluster of relationships. “The lines correspond to him and his fa-
ther, him and his uncle, him and his wife, him and his crosscousin, him
and his clan, and so forth” (Leenhardt [1947] 1979:153). Strictly speaking,
the center does not contain an individual actor but a representative of a
group. “To understand what I am writing here, it is necessary to visualize
the Melanesian social landscape. A young man is never encountered alone
but always in a united group of ‘brothers’ maintaining the same relation-
ships as a unit with other groups” (Leenhardt [1947] 1979:153). Thus every
small a is the replication of a group member in relation to the replications
of the elements of another group, for b, c, d, e, f, and g are not individuals
either, but relationships in a network without nodes.

The missing I is symbolized in Leenhardt’s figure by the circular forma-
tion of the small a’s, which enclose an empty center.

It is here where Strathern intervenes critically into Leenhardt’s model:
the circular formation, she argues, indicates that Leenhardt is still holding
on to the idea of the I. In Melanesia, however, there is no empty space
pointing to an absent I. There are only particular actualizing events that
create connections between groups.

a 

unifying act 

b 

The Melanesian dividual according to Strathern ([1988[2001:270–
275)

Strathern uses the model represented in fig. 4 in an attempt to understand
actors’ obligations to act.

Two relationships are involved, with the agent as pivot; they form, we
might say, an analogous pair. This follows from the fact that as a per-
son the agent is always socially distinct from the cause; and in acting
for or because of the cause also acts with reference to other causes. The
wife who grows food for her husband does so ‘herself’ because she is
separated from him by her own ties with her natal kin. Thus she acts
with reference to ‘two kinds of men’ – her spouse and her siblings. In
short, an agent who acts with one person in mind is also acting with
another in mind. (Strathern [1988] 2001:274)

Figure 4:
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This model modifies Leenhardt’s perspective in two ways. For one, Strath-
ern argues that an actualized relationship here is not an isolated dyad, but
rather a “recursive duality” (Strathern [1988] 2001:274). This relation, how-
ever, would be more appropriately described as triadic. The unifying act
only connects the actor with “a” insofar as a connection with/separation
from “b” is created at the same time. The second modification is that the
triadic structure is created in each particular execution. It is only a specific
actualization that creates the unit that is connected with the other two cor-
ners of the triangle and thereby also generates their connection. What we
would call an individual consists of a multitude of such relations. It is in
this sense that Strathern speaks of the Melanesian dividual as created by
specific, currently executed relations. Considered in terms of the spatial
and temporal dimensions, this can be described as the specific, current em-
bodied execution of individual triadic relations, without an agent/actor re-
ferring to himself as an I, or as a permanent action center.

It seems unlikely that Strathern’s description of the way in which ac-
tions are caused is exclusive to Melanesia. What she describes quite precise-
ly reproduces notions of perspective-taking in, e.g., the theory of symboli-
cally mediated interaction. Situating these notions in a triadic concept—
which Strathern’s work makes virtually unavoidable–can lead to either an
individualizing or a dividualizing relationship of actors to themselves. In
triadic communication, actors can represent themselves in front of and for
others as a permanently addressable action center and interpret others ac-
cordingly. But those involved can also reference themselves and each other
merely as current points of execution of a temporally continuous relation
rather than as permanent action centers.97

And yet the triadic constellations described for Melanesia exhibit pecu-
liarities that do not quite fall into line with a homogenization of this kind.
For one, experience in the Melanesian context is structured by reference in-
to an unstructured space of vastness. Leenhardt describes this space as “dis-
continuous” (Leenhardt [1947] 1979:45), by which he means that it cannot
be understood in terms of continuously measurable, three-dimensional ex-
tension. Unstructured space of this kind also contains “deified ancestors”
as well as spirits. This space can even be structured into regions to which
one can direct oneself or from which something comes, such as the islands
where the deified ancestors live, “Bolotru Island for the Fijians or Suné Is-

97 Without referencing the temporal dimension, LiPuma (1998:56ff) objects to
Strathern’s account by pointing out that “dividualization” and “individualiza-
tion” occurs in both Melanesia as well as modern Western societies.
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land for the Solomon Islanders. We may believe these islands unreal, and
in fact they are. But the Melanesian considers our geography, and not his
own mythic world, unreal” (Leenhardt [1947] 1979:45f). The existence of
unstructured spaces of this kind must be taken into account if we are to
understand the triadic executions of communication described by Strath-
ern. Considering the spatiotemporal characteristics of triadic constellations
immediately makes obvious the differences between this perspective and
the pragmatistic concept of perspective-taking. These differences are based
in the fact that embodied actualizations in modal time and directional
space are integrated into a duration and contain a strong emphasis on the
space of vastness. This gives triadic relations a particular character, which
can be shown by looking more closely at individual phenomena.

Parallel to male initiation is a rite for girls. Gimi girls are betrothed be-
fore puberty, and at her first menses the bride is ‘initiated’ by men of
her husband’s clan. They take male spirit from their forest and deposit
it in the female. She drinks ancestral semen (river water) and eats a
spirit child (a marsupial encased in sugarcane and vines, a penis).
These objects are forced on her. If she does not eat these foods she will
not bear her husband’s children. Childbirth becomes testimony to
male efficacy. (Strathern [1988] 2001:112f)

Strathern adds the following in an endnote: “This is also a sociological is-
sue: the male spirit that the bride has within her is paternal in origin. It
must be driven out and a ‘spirit child’ from the husband’s clan substituted
in its stead” (Strathern [1988] 2001:359).

Neither Strathern nor her source Gillison explains in more detail how
the ancestors exist in the forest in space and time. Given Leenhardt’s analy-
ses, it seems likely that spirits and ancestors exist in unstructured space,
i.e., in space that is extended but not measurably so. Regions or places can
be located in such a space with effects of their own without being measur-
ably extended. In terms of time, spirits must be thought to exist in dura-
tion. Ancestors, or their spirits, exist in the forest and it is undetermined
whether they are in the past, the present, or the future. As these enduringly
existing thirds, they are introduced by the men of the clan into the body of
the bride by means of certain substances. This separates her from the—also
enduringly existing—spirits of the paternal clan. Instead of them it is now
the spirits of her husband’s clan who are at work in the bride. This constel-
lation is marked less by a continuous I as it is by continuous relationships
mediated by spirits.
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Only if this restructuring of triadic relationships is successful will the
woman give birth to the children of her husband, i.e., her husband’s clan.
Giving birth to children is proof that the restructuring of triadic relation-
ships was successful. It demonstrates that the woman’s relationships in
modal time and directional space have become integrated into unstruc-
tured space and the duration of clan existence. When the woman will have
given birth, it will have been shown that the spirits of her husband’s clan
are successfully at work in her. This very nicely illuminates the structure
described by Strathern above: the bodily activity of the woman—giving
birth—documents that, and in what way, she generates the separation
from/connection to two kinds of men: separation from her father’s clan
and connection to her husband’s clan. It also becomes evident that it
would be a simplification to only point here to the bride taking on the per-
spectives of different groups and of these social relationships working in
her. It is not just the matter here of the currently living men in her father’s
and husband’s clans, but also of her relationship to the spirits of both of
these clans who are at work in her as a result of the infusion of substances.
These extracted her from the space and the duration of the paternal clan
and introduced (or forced) her into the spatial relationships and the dura-
tion of her husband’s clan. Strathern points several times to the violence
that is part of carrying out the ritual. In this constellation, it is more the
relationships between the clans that are seen as enduring than it is an indi-
vidual person.

The “unifying act” (Strathern 1988:276) expressing the success of the rit-
ual, and thus the separation/connection, is birth. Birth is thus conceived as
a communicative act that concludes the ritual by qualifying it as successful.
It does not make sense to me, however, to describe the communicative exe-
cution of giving birth as an action. The concept of action is strongly tied to
an orientation toward either value or instrumental rationality. Most
significantly, however, it is possible to intentionally refrain from perform-
ing an action. That, however, is not the case when a birth is induced by
spirits. It makes more sense to me to understand giving birth here as an
event that is endured with the lived body, an event that opens up a future
and thus also a past. The birth creates a relationship to the future insofar as
with this event, the woman/the child are integrated into the duration of
the husband’s clan; conversely, the birth creates a relationship to the past
by symbolizing for everyone involved that the woman’s relationship to her
father’s clan has been cut. This makes the birth, an event that accentuates
the embodied here and now of the present, into a valid communicative in-
terpretation of the bride’s initiation ritual into the clan of her husband.
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In the context of my discussion of the social dimension, above, I referred
to Schmitz’s semantic analysis of the Iliad in order to elucidate the variabil-
ity and difference of experiences of the lived body. According to Schmitz,
there is no word in the Iliad that designates the body as a unit. The body is
a “togetherness of limbs” or a “heap of limbs.” The body is not experienced
as having an impulse center, but rather sources of movement that can be
distributed in the chest area, the knees, the hands, and so forth. The body
is not a continuous unit; instead there are embodied implementations in
the present that consolidate the limbs/sources of movement (see Schmitz
[1965] 2005:§ 79). Even the heroes in the Iliad cannot really be referred to
as individuals. They are dividualized in their lived bodies; they do not have
a unified, continuous action center that could be described as an I, a soul,
or the will of the person. Analogously, we could speak for the Melanesian
person of a togetherness of relationship-instituting substances that serve as
motivation or create a receptiveness to be motivated.

The substances have to be brought together/separated: the substance
connecting the bride to her father must be removed from her and the sub-
stance relating her to her husband’s clan must be introduced into her. This
makes the bride receptive to the relational demands made by her hus-
band’s clan. The relational substances arranged into an unstructured space
and duration create connections to all manner of entities—to men, to chil-
dren to be born, to the earth, to plants, to spirits. The togetherness of the
relational substances is actualized depending on the situation, without ex-
plicative reference to an I, to a continuous action center. There are triadi-
cally reflexive implementations in modal time, but the excentric selves in-
volved do not make reference to themselves as continuous I’s. In terms of
modal time, individual relationships are actualized here and now and oth-
ers pushed into the background. But no I that would outlast the current
relationships is explicated along with this. In other words: no I is explicat-
ed in the triadic implementations as which the involved embodied selves
could find themselves in different social relationships. Instead the relation-
al substances and their effectivity are explicated in the communicative im-
plementations.

Taking the triadic concept of communication as our starting point also
allows us to engage with Descola’s criticism of Strathern:

However, without denying the existence of a theory of a “dividual”
person in Melanesia, we should bear in mind […] that that theory co-
exists alongside – or is in some situations supplanted by – a more ego-
centric conception of a subject; and there is no evidence to suggest that
this theory is a product solely of European colonization. […] [I]t is safe
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to accept as a universal fact the form of individuation that an indexical
consciousness of the self renders manifest and that is reinforced by the
intersubjective differentiation that stems from the use of “you.” (De-
scola [2005] 2013:117f)

This criticism is based on the fact that an individual actor linguistically
refers to herself as “I” and to her counterpart as “you.” The question now is
how to think about this reflexivity. I have already shown that pragmatism
considers it to be the individual actor’s reflection of herself. Starting from
this assumption would mean having to retract part of Strathern’s analysis.
If, however, we assume that reflection of oneself is a triadically mediated
reflexive execution, the linguistic particles pointing to “I” refer to the start-
ing point of current embodied executions. This, however, does not yet en-
tail a stabilizing explication of an “I” that is tied to its body and is thus
made up of “interiority” and “physicality” (see Descola [2005] 2013:116f).
Sharing this premise of Descola’s would, far from being “safe,” run the se-
rious risk of obscuring the reflexive structure of Melanesian explicative exe-
cutions. For here, as Descola himself admits, “the principles that constitute
one particular body…are distributed outside of it” (Descola [2005]
2013:118).98 Given this, the reference expressed in the first-person particles
merely refers to the current point of execution of dividuality. This point is
the current mediation, executed by means of reference to spirits, of the
continuous relationship between groups. The distribution between interi-
ority and physicality does not exist in reference to the individual but, if at
all, in reference to the triadic constellation of communication. Descola
cannot take Strathern’s analysis seriously because he does not allow the as-
sumptions guiding his observations to become unsettled.

As is the case with all other structural elements, the I is only stable and
only exists insofar as it is explicatively represented. Thus all we can say is
that there are current executions in modal time, unifying acts, but there is
no I. Different enduring relations, the relational substances, are explicated
in the triadic executions. As we will see below, individualizing sociation
explicates an I that outlasts situations and that is expected to take responsi-
bility for its actions.

The close connection between the dia-symbolon and the procedural or-
dering of violence clearly emerges within the framework of dividualizing

98 Translation significantly modified. For some reason, the published English trans-
lation eliminates reference to distribution outside of the body entirely (transla-
tor’s note).

5.1 Dividualizing sociation

287

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124 - am 21.01.2026, 02:25:27. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


sociation. The connection between individual groups contains a specific
form of the procedural structuring of violence that takes place by means of
the circulation of gifts. This corresponds to Girard’s second form of the
channeling of violence (see above) as it incorporates violence into the re-
ciprocal obligations between groups. Different actors are included in this
reciprocality as active, operatively fundamental units: human beings, spir-
its, tame and untamed animals, and plants. The exchange of gifts is a cur-
rent execution, a unifying act in Strathern’s sense. The success of the ex-
change is represented in the consumption of the exchanged goods. Con-
sumption—and here too I follow Strathern—is an interpreting, unifying
act, by means of which social relationships as relationships in the here and
now are integrated into the space and duration of group existence (Strath-
ern [1988] 2001:289).

The exchange of gifts and the consumption of goods play a key role in
the channeling of violence. The reciprocality of the social relationships and
the connections between the social actors are represented in this exchange.
The exchange of gifts connects to each other and, as a dia-symbolon, desig-
nates those who are to be recognized as social actors. A disappointment of
the expectations of reciprocity in the exchange of gifts threatens the overall
context connecting the individual activities with each other. This makes it
likely that the expectations disappointed in the exchange of gifts will be
represented by violence. The established and intensive exchange of gifts
has a double effect: it both channels and leads to violence. In his overview
of violence and war in Melanesia, Knauft cites Gordon and Meggit’s
ethnography, beginning his quote with a statement by a Melanesian fol-
lowed by an interpretation by the ethnologists:

“We make Te [ritual exchange of gifts, GL] first and then we fight.”
This adage can be interpreted in two ways: one clan builds up alliances
through the Te and then attacks the enemy; or Te transactions in-
evitably cause bad relations between groups because of inadequate ex-
changes or defaults that generate excuses for their engaging in warfare.
On the surface the Te enables people to establish friendly relations, but
in the process it creates potential conflict that lurks beneath the surface
of sociality, or actual disputes. (Gordon and Meggit 1985:149 cited in
Knauft 1990:277)

In the exchange of gifts, relationships are executed in triadic constellations
here and now and are thereby also integrated into the space/duration of
group relationships. If expectations of reciprocity are violated in the ex-
change, this leads first to verbal conflict over whether these expectations
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should be maintained or whether there should be a shift to learning. Such
disputes are nothing other than reciprocal criticism by means of which the
expectations are identified that must be held on to counter-factually. They
serve to explicate the norms of the ordering system. If the violation of the
expectation of a fair trade is situatively experienced as dramatic enough to
threaten the reciprocity of the exchange of gifts, the necessity of holding
on to these expectations counter-factually has to be represented in a gener-
ally binding way. Thus criticism and justification of the current exchange
of gifts transition into violent communication, i.e., the exchange of gifts
leads to war between those who can direct normative expectations at each
other. This violence routinely leads to fatalities and can even end in down-
right slaughter. If they are not able to flee, all members of the enemy clan,
not only the able-bodied warriors, are killed. Since reciprocity also applies
to slaying, violent communication has the tendency to become perpetuat-
ed in an unremitting series of blood feuds that characterize many societies
in New Guinea.

There are also ways, however, of stemming the impending spiral of re-
ciprocal violence by institutionalizing the reflexive institutions of power
and influence. To the extent that such institutions develop, so-called “big-
men” become established. These big-men have a following within the
framework of established networks. Big-men inhabit a political position of
leadership, within their group and in relation to other groups. They have
the power to escalate conflict or to secure peace. Their power can appear
particularly great when they are able to limit conflict and avoid war
(Knauft 1990:289ff).

Attempts to explain the prevalence of violent communication by ratio-
nal factors in the modern Western sense fail. The ecological hypothesis, ac-
cording to which dense settlement leads to a struggle over land, is not ten-
able; deadly conflicts occur equally in thinly populated areas. The plurality
of involved actors also diminishes the persuasiveness of this explanation.
The land of the defeated—that is, killed and banished enemies—cannot be
taken over because the spirits who live there and are connected to the van-
quished cannot be expelled in the same way. So as not to incur the
vengeance of the spirits, the victors avoid settling on the land formerly in-
habited by the murdered groups (Knauft 1990:270). If there were no spir-
its, the human actors of Melanesia could act according to Western assump-
tions about rationality. The fact that there are spirits is connected, as I have
shown, to the different structures of space and time of this ordering system
which this example allows us to see more clearly. The space of this order-
ing system cannot be defined in terms of measurable extension, but it can
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be subdivided into distinct areas. The unstructured space where the spirits
of the enemy exist can be distinguished from the space where the spirits of
one’s own group exist. These are two distinct areas that are differentiated
from each other in a vague way, e.g., “beyond the river” or “behind the
hills.” The space of the area itself is relatively chaotic, in the sense of chaot-
ic variety. Areas can be further differentiated into individual places, such as
“behind the hill by the three trees.” Spatial structures of this kind are dis-
tinguished by their practical relevance. They indicate where to go in order
to find something or what places to stay away from in order not to en-
counter someone, e.g., a spirit. But it is not the matter here of an extension
in the sense of a three-dimensional, measurable extension (see Schmitz
[1967] 2005:§§ 134, 137–139).

The ordering system of dividualizing sociation shows some initial differ-
entiation into sub-universes. Examples of this are gender-specific rituals
and the gendered division of labor. There are institutionalized composite
acts such as gardening, hunting, or warfare that are reserved to a particular
group of persons, either women or men. This can be understood in terms
of a differentiation of relationships to the world, for it is the matter here of
different substantive, spatial, temporal, and symbolic structures that gov-
ern an approach to the world divided along gender lines. Corresponding
reflexive institutions and procedures develop to buttress the specific inter-
actions between the gender groups (for a summary of these phenomena,
see Strathern [1988] 2001:chap. 3).

Differentiation into female and male universes is not the same as seg-
mentary differentiation. The latter refers to the existence of, in principle,
homogenous societal structures, such as families, between which there is
no division of societal labor (see Durkheim [1933] 2013:230). Luhmann
puts forward a similar argument (Luhmann [1997] 2013:27), stressing that
segmentary differentiation can “be translated into […] individuals” (Luh-
mann [1997] 2013:28). Statements of this kind widely miss the point of the
structure of dividualizing order that emerges from ethnographic research.
The ordering system described by Strathern and Leenhardt foregrounds
the relationships of exchange between groups and the ways in which the
genders are integrated into these relationships in different ways (Strathern
[1988] 2001:chap. 3). Here it is not homogenous and basically autonomous
segments, but rather groups dependent on each other that are the point of
reference for the formation of sub-universes of meaning.
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Individualization as a degenerate form

I would like to conclude this discussion of dividualizing sociation by look-
ing at the possibility that individualization is a manifestation of the deteri-
oration of dividualizing sociation. Knauft (1985) describes the New
Guinean society of the Gebusi, who are surrounded by other prospering
societies and are being forced into the defensive. The neighboring societies
belong to the type of dividualizing sociation and entertain far-reaching re-
lations of exchange and violent warfare. They are significantly more pros-
perous, have a larger population, and inhabit a larger territory.

The Gebusi are explicitly unwarlike. The norm is to always be friendly
to each other in order not to harm the spirit of good community. While
retaliation for norm violations is considered indecent, such violations are
definitely taken note of. Because the Gebusi frown upon violence, it is im-
possible for them to violently represent the violation of expectations in re-
ciprocal relationships such as exchange. Nor is there an institutionalized
obligation on the part of the norm violator to represent the validity of
norms by means of, e.g., shame.

Nevertheless, there are phenomena which the Gebusi interpret as vio-
lent acts representing the law. These are events that a Western observer
would classify as illness, while the Gebusi see them as suffering caused by
magical violence. This magical violence is interpreted as an illegitimate vi-
olent reaction to a previous disappointment of normative expectations.
The logic is as follows: A violated a normative expectation held by B, e.g.,
by failing to uphold reciprocity in the exchange of goods or women. The
Gebusi are actually obliged to accept the disappointment of normative ex-
pectations such as these. Some of them, however, do not, and use magical
violence to represent their holding on to normative expectations. But since
this violence is illegitimate, it must itself be punished. Since it is a matter
here of the violent representation of violated normative expectations, the
obvious approach is to identify the magicians responsible by asking whose
expectations were violated by the victim of the magical violence. Because
they violated the central norm comprehensively governing the social coex-
istence of the Gebusi—i.e., the maintenance of good community—it is im-
perative to identify and punish the perpetrators of violence. This is not
about relations between groups, but about the generation of individual-
ized act-guilt relations. The deed is explicitly judged in an ethical manner.
Following the norm of peaceful coexistence, the question of whether the
accusation of magical killing is true or not is decided in a rule-governed
procedure. If it is a matter of relations between individuals, the problem of
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individual interests has to also be considered. This is expressed in the way
in which the procedure is implemented and how the persons are selected
who carry it out. It takes the form of night-time séances in which a medi-
um establishes contact with spirits before the eyes of the villagers. The spir-
its give information allowing the person to be identified whose normative
expectations were violated by the bewitched person as well as details of
how the magical violence was conducted. The person thus identified must
publically cook a “sago,” a dish more or less difficult to prepare. If this is
not done successfully, the sorcerer is definitively convicted (Knauft
1987:465).

This process is evidence of how far-reaching the rationalization of vio-
lent communication in triadic constellations can be. Even without a cen-
tral power, the perpetrator’s legitimate isolation from the group can be se-
cured. It is very rare for relatives of a convicted and executed sorcerer to
respond with blood revenge. At the same time, this example also clearly
shows the inclusive character of violent communication, which is only
aimed at entities able to disappoint normative expectations.

The pacification of social coexistence and the individualization associat-
ed with it have two consequences. Statistically speaking, the prosecution of
sorcery leads to a homicide rate that is at least as high if not higher than it
is in the surrounding warlike societies. Forgoing the enforcement of recip-
rocal obligations by means of violent representations of the law prevents
the society’s integration into further-reaching relationships of exchange. In
the other societies of New Guinea, the expansion of such relationships of
exchange leads to many and varied economic developments. These devel-
opment possibilities are obstructed for the Gebusi because their society
lacks an institutional enforcement of the reciprocity of exchange. Further-
more, the Gebusi are always defeated in conflicts with their warlike neigh-
bors, who are able to establish trade-based alliances and thus also expand
militarily. Individualization here turns out to be a dead-end for the devel-
opment of a society.

Finally, I would like to consider whether the order of dividualizing soci-
ation can be understood within the framework of the nature/culture dis-
tinction. Embodied executions here are integrated into an order of space
and time in a practically relevant way, an order that is characterized by un-
structured space and time (which can be differentiated into practically rele-
vant areas) in which relational substances exist in the sense of a duration.
This allows for a strong integration into the surrounding space, its segmen-
tations, the entities at work in it, and thus also a highly developed embod-
ied sensibility for the effects of spirits. Surrounding space is not to be con-
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fused here with a space of proximity, with the connotation of local, not far
away. The unstructured space of vastness instead contains areas not found
in measurable proximity. In the order of dividualizing sociation, the
question whether spirits exist in the space of proximity, within a radius of
about two kilometers say, is simply nonsensical.

A thought experiment:
If we wanted to apply the nature/culture distinction to spacetime struc-

tured in this way, we would have to assume the existence of a space devoid
of meaning and an immaterial, cultural belief system that is distinct from
it. Such a space would contain measurably extended bodies and objects
and measurable physical phenomena such as light or sound waves. This
idea of space would destroy experienced space as it finds expression in
ethnography; it would force us to deny, for instance, the reality of relation-
al substances. Thus the bride ingests river water of a certain chemico-physi-
cal composition that has the immaterial meaning of creating a relation-
ship. This modern realism, however, brings with it its own problems. The
river water and its composition as well as the behavior of the involved bod-
ies are observable and measurable. Orientations towards norms, conscious-
ness, decision-making, or actions, by contrast, are not empirically verifiable
in this sense. They cannot be shown in the same way as a measured value
can be shown. Because they cannot be measured, Western social scientists
have to believe in norms, consciousness, decision-making. This places spir-
its and the decisions of an I on the same level. Neither of them can be ex-
perienced in an immediate way by the senses as can a measurably extended
object. The next consequence would be to only consider those things real
that exist in measurable extension. A peculiar corollary follows from this:
since pain as it is experienced does not exist in three-dimensional space ei-
ther, the pain experienced at the dentist’s, for instance, would be unreal.
The only real thing would be the measurement of neurophysiological exci-
tation. The former merely corresponds to a subjective experience that can-
not be located as such in three-dimensionally extended space, while the
measurement points to an objectively real state of affairs in three-dimen-
sionally extended space.

I must admit that I am not convinced by this position. Even if a doctor
explains to me that a shot won’t hurt because there are no nerves at the
incision point, I may still experience pain. It seems useful to me to hold on
to a phenomenological realism of this kind.

Holding on to phenomenological realism means starting from embod-
ied experience and the necessity of explicating it. This forces us to recog-
nize that there are different explications. In one form, those involved expli-
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cate in front of and for each other that they regard themselves as immateri-
al I’s that make decisions and are socially oriented. In other ordering sys-
tems there are communicative executions that explicate relational sub-
stances as real and as having an effect in embodied experience. One makes
as much, or as little, sense as the other. The difference is merely that one of
the explications is compatible with the methodological nature/culture dis-
tinction, while the other is not. But why in all the world should there only
be one ordered approach to it?

Soul individualism

Individualizing sociation by pointing to a soul is another way to determine
the social undecidedness relation. Soul individualism is characterized by
excentric embodied action centers referring to each other in communica-
tive explication as individual I’s, which are understood as souls with a free
will that can or ought to be made responsible for their actions. The soul-
individual endowed with a free will and integrated as such into a hierarch-
ical order based on God constitutes the dia-symbolon of this order. The
question whether and how a being is recognized as a social person is im-
manently connected to this being’s position in the hierarchical divine or-
der (Lindemann 2018:82ff). Descent and ascent are possible within this or-
der without calling it into question as such. In fact, it is precisely mobility
that makes it necessary to establish hierarchically legitimized procedures
for determining who in what position should be recognized as a social per-
son in what sense.

Soul individualization developed along with a specific procedural struc-
turing of violent communication distinguished by the centralization of
power and the establishment of the system of judicial trials. This relieved
the aggrieved party of having to violently represent the validity of norma-
tive expectations. Instead it was now the court or the penal system—
backed by the recognized central power—that did so. This solves a prob-
lem the Gebusi were not able to: on one hand, relationships of exchange
are pacified and can evolve into market relationships; on the other, those
involved can be certain that there will be a binding representation of those
expectations that can be held onto despite disappointment. Backed by the
central power, the law is explicated in legitimate proceedings.

An example of such an ordering system can be found in the historical
events occurring in Europe between the late twelfth century and the saddle
period (1750–1850). In the violent competition for power between the
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great rulers, individual rulers prevailed and established their rule over a
larger territory. The territorial ruler’s absolute power allowed him to make
law. Rather than simply balancing out infringements of the law or disap-
pointed normative expectations as under the old law, the individual culpa-
bility of the perpetrator was established in a trial. In these cases, it was a
matter of determining the material legal truth and of making an ethical
judgment about the crime. Because she committed it out of ill will, the
perpetrator was expected to take responsibility for what she did and had to
be punished for it (see Achter 1951). None of this exists in the order of di-
vidualizing sociation.

In these proceedings, torture became a legitimate means of discovering
the truth. Looking at torture, as well as the debates surrounding its aboli-
tion, gives us clear insight into the phenomenon of the communicative ref-
erence to the individual as an I-center endowed with a will. In this period,
the law of proof did not allow for conviction of capital crimes only on the
grounds of evidence but also required the testimony of witnesses and/or a
confession. The testimony of two witnesses was a prerequisite for convic-
tion; if there was only one witness or none at all, a confession was indis-
pensable for a legally valid conviction (Langbein [1976] 2006:4). The great
importance attributed to confessions was based on the doubts raised by cir-
cumstantial evidence. Here we find the essential difference between conti-
nental and English law: the latter allowed for convictions based solely on
circumstantial evidence without a confession or witness testimony.

It was not least due to the doctrine of the free will that developed in the
twelfth century that the stricter law of proof in continental Europe facili-
tated the introduction of torture. Fried summarizes the scholastic doctrine
of the free will in reference to Francis Bacon and Thomas Aquinas: “No
form of torture can violate the free will of a human being. What the will
wants under external coercion may not be sponte or spontanea voluntate,
but it always remains voluntarie. If coercion is stopped, what is confessed
voluntarie under torture becomes tortureless spontanea voluntas when it is
repeated or confirmed” (Fried 1985b:422f). The distinction between volun-
tarie and spontanea voluntas refers to the legal practice according to which a
confession was only considered valid if it was made without threat of tor-
ture. An offender could be tortured during pre-trial proceedings. If he con-
fessed, this was considered voluntary but not attributable to the sponta-
neous free will. That only came into play if the offender repeated his con-
fession without his hands being tied or without being shown the instru-
ments of torture. If, however, he withdrew his prior confession, what he
said under torture was still considered grounds for, at the very least, seri-
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ous doubts about his innocence. New pre-trial proceedings with more tor-
ture would, in any case, be justified in order to follow up on these suspi-
cions.

Thus there was indeed recognition of the fact that torture entailed coer-
cion, but it was denied that this coercion could affect the innermost core
of the free will. Higher being, the soul, could not be coerced by lower be-
ing, the body. The application of torture merely served to weaken the of-
fender’s resistance to the truth to the point that he would voluntarily tell
the truth: “Freedom and torture are siblings in the emerging Western cul-
ture of reason that seeks to know the truth” (Fried 1985b:424; Schmöckel
2000:237ff concurs). Attempts to regulate torture (e.g., in the criminal law
code Constitutio Criminalis Bambergensis or Holy Roman Emperor Charles
V’s criminal code) should not be seen as expressing fundamental doubt in
the truth of statements arrived at by torture. The aim was rather to prevent
a method which was in principle very well suited to bringing the truth to
light from becoming discredited due to misuse.99

The practice of torture was based on the assumption of a free will rooted
in the beyond. As all those subject to torture were recognized as being
equally free, this suggests an egalitarian understanding of personal sub-
jects. Thus criminal law as it emerged in the thirteenth century and whose
essential components included torture made no distinction between serfs
and yeomen (see Hirsch [1922] 1958:234). This established a form of equal-
ity in secular criminal law and in the practice of torture that in Christian
Europe had until then only existed as equality before God.

Torture addressed the individual soul as a continuous unity that is made
responsible in the here and now for something it did—in some cases a
long time ago. It was not about creating the conditions necessary for a set-
tlement, not of punishing the accused as an element of a group of equals.
It is rather that in criminal trials characterized by torture the perpetrator
was addressed as a continuous action center structured as an I responsible
for a certain crime committed of her own free will.100 The court had to de-
termine whether this was the specific person who committed this specific
crime at this time in this place. An attribution of this kind would hardly
be conceivable for Melanese dividuals, who do not exhibit duration as ac-

99 See the discussion among jurists on this matter, e.g., in Damhouder (1565) or
Carpzov (Falk 2001).

100 Several centuries later, Sartre hit the nail on the head in all naiveté, i.e., in igno-
rance of history: we are “condemned to be free” (Sartre [1943] 2010:574) – in
the context of criminal law as it emerged in the thirteenth century.
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tion centers structured as an I, but are rather embedded in the embodied
relationships to their environment—i.e., in the duration of their experien-
tial space. It seems likely to me that similar structures were in place in Eu-
rope until the thirteenth century. It was in the twelfth and thirteenth cen-
turies that European society began to undergo changes that make it neces-
sary to speak of individualizing sociation from this point on. This kind of
sociation addresses actors as soul-individuals with their own duration,
which is guaranteed by a binding reference to transcendence, that is, to the
Christian God. Inasmuch as she has an immortal soul, the individual al-
ready participates in transcendent eternity in this world.

Dia-Symbolon

The soul-individual endowed with a free will and at the same time inte-
grated into a hierarchical order with a secured reference to transcendence
can be understood as the dia-symbolon of individualizing sociation. There
was no equation here of the sphere of social persons and the sphere of liv-
ing human beings. What beings were accorded a free will grounded in an
immortal soul that allows for a belief in God, remained open—in more
than one direction. It is doubtful that only human beings were free in this
way and it is doubtful that this freedom applied to all humans. A signifi-
cant change in relation to the old law was expressed in the establishment
of freedom and equality. Under the old law, the free lords were the actors
obliged to maintain equilibrium. Methods of representing the law tended
to make use of violence; anyone caught committing a crime red-handed
could be slain without penalty. Otherwise, a crime threatening the equilib-
rium of the order had to be compensated in the form of a penalty, but in
any case there was no ethical evaluation of the deed (see Achter 1951). The
focus on compensation and reciprocity here has certain similarities to the
principles of gift exchange and its inherent reciprocity. Under the new law,
i.e., beginning approximately in the thirteenth century, actors came to be
addressed as I’s responsible for their deeds. This held for freemen as well as
those who were not free, which raised a problem that seems bizarre from
today’s perspective: which of the entities currently considered unfree can
be criminally prosecuted? Servants? Oxes? Housemaids? Trees? Dogs? De-
parting from the law of compensation to an ethical evaluation of crimes
also made it possible to include beings in legal proceedings that under the
old law could not commit crimes requiring compensation: from the mid-
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fifteenth until the mid-sixteenth centuries, ecclesiastical courts prosecuted
the evil deeds of rats, mice, insects, and other animals.

The documented ecclesiastical court cases make quite clear an aspect I
find particularly important here: the significance of hierarchy-backed deci-
sions about who can be considered a social person. According to the theo-
logico-philosophical doctrine of freedom of the will, this was a privilege re-
stricted to human beings. Canon law did not recognize animals as crimi-
nally liable subjects until well into the fifteenth century, meaning that
they could not be punished in ecclesiastical court cases. Beginning in the
mid-fifteenth century, however, renowned theologians and canon law ju-
rists began to argue that animals could also be punished by a “maledic-
tion” or major excommunication, i.e., exclusion from the Christian com-
munity (see Amira 1891:571). This view persisted for about a century, until
the mid-sixteenth century when it came to be disputed again and was sub-
sequently abandoned entirely.101

The animal actors against which ecclesiastical courts litigated did not in-
clude domestic animals but rather insects, scarab beetle grubs, rats, and
other noxious animals that threatened the harvest or food stores. The docu-
mented ecclesiastical court cases exhibit the following ideal-type pattern:
the responsible court decided whether the appearance of the damaging an-
imals was to be understood as their own action or whether it was an indi-
cation of the intervention of a higher power. Only once the decision of the
court made these animals into the legitimate addressees of communicative
activities could they be interpreted as social actors with the right to legal
representation in a court of law. Inclusion in legal communication consti-
tuted a form of recognition as a person with a free will. Procedural recog-
nition did not appeal to a general criterion holding everywhere and for all
time. It rather depended on the decision of the responsible authority in the
hierarchy whether, for instance, weevils or dogs are social persons with a
free will. This delimitation of the social world could always be renegotiat-
ed depending on the situation, and thus led to temporally and locally limi-
ted boundary establishments.102

101 In practice, anathemas against noxious animals seem to have been issued long
before the fifteenth century. See Berkenhoff (1937:84ff) and Evans ([1906]
1988:25ff).

102 The debates surrounding the inhabitants of the new world show that individu-
als in their particularity were determined by their similarity/dissimilarity to oth-
er individuated entities. This means that the question as to whether someone is
a social person or not was not posed as an “either/or” but in terms of “more/
less” similar (see Lüdtke 2015:chap. 7, chap. 8). Even those who were dissimilar
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Space and time

If it was to endure, individualizing order required compatible structures of
space and time. Two phenomena show how these developed in tandem
with each other: the establishment of linear perspective as the symbolic
form of relating to space, and the development of mechanical clocks,
which made it possible to isolate temporal reference from its sensory incor-
poration into the rhythmic duration of seasonal change.

Linear perspective allows for a relationship to space that starts from a
subject who faces objects as well as measurable space. “The first is the eye
that sees, the second is the object seen, the third is the distance between
them” (Dürer cited in Panofsky [1927] 2012:67). The things confronting
the eye and the expanse separating objects from the eye and each other
(the expanse between things) are both mathematicized in their extension.
Linear perspective is based on the idea of measurable space in which
things exist in measurable extension. This leads to a conception of space
distinguished by mathematical three-dimensionality, and brings about an
ambiguous relationship between subject and world. The “world of things,
an autonomous world confronting the individual” is drawn “into the eye”
of the observer, for how the world appears depends on his point of view
(Panofsky [1927] 2012:67). At the same time, linear “perspective subjects
the artistic phenomenon to stable and even mathematically exact rules”
(Panofsky [1927] 2012:67). The result is a tension-filled relationship be-
tween embodied directional space and mathematical space: on the one
hand, linear perspective requires a point of view from which to unfold,
thus accentuating a directional space that places the acting subject in its
center from which the order of space unfolds. On the other, linear space
makes it possible to mathematize space, so that the position of the eye as
viewpoint can also be calculated. In this way, the eye, as absolute point
from which lines of vision can unfold, becomes a point that can be calcu-
lated in relation to other points as a point where sight originates (see
Panofsky [1927] 2012:29f).

Following Cassirer, Panofsky calls this space a “symbolic form” deter-
mining perception and distinguishes this relation to space from other his-
torical relations, discussing at length the different structure of space docu-
mented in Greek art (Panofsky [1927] 2012:41–44). What is particular

5.2.2

remained in a relation of similarity, even if distant. For this reason, it seems,
these inhabitants were never completely excluded from the sphere of possible
actors.
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about space founded on linear perspective is that it is understood as a con-
tinuous system that can be reduced to the relations between height, width,
and depth. This resolves the relations of embodied space “between ‘front’
and ‘back,’ ‘here’ and ‘there,’ ‘body’ and ‘nonbody’ […] into the higher
and more abstract concept of three-dimensional extension” and thus
presents them “in the guise of a ‘coordinate system’” (Panofsky [1927]
2012:43). Space and every position in space becomes a mathematical quan-
tity or point that can be calculated in three dimensions.

The change in the relationship to space documented in the establishment
of linear perspective can also be seen in other areas,  particularly in the
development of a mechanical understanding of the world that spurred on the
possibilities  of  technical  construction  in  the  sixteenth  and  seventeenth
centuries (Schmidtchen 1997:549ff; Troitzsch 1991). The emergence of linear
perspective also corresponds to a change in the relationship to time that
became relevant in the fourteenth century and which is reflected in the
construction of mechanical clocks.103 Time measurement became indepen-
dent of the embodied integration into the rhythmic change of seasons and
was  aligned to  the  mechanical  measure  of  hours  that  were  always  and
everywhere the same (Dohrn-van Rossum [1992] 1996). Once measurable
time and space that can be measured in three dimensions became forms that
determined the lived body’s relationship to its environment, the individual
could identify herself  as a three-dimensional body isolated in the three-
dimensional space where it finds itself at a certain time at a certain place.
Accordingly, the space of experience was restructured in such a way as to
diminish the importance of a relationship to a surrounding unstructured
space of vastness. This modification first appeared in the order of individual-
izing sociation and became completely established once digital spacetime
became effectively institutionalized in the context of multi-sociation.

Differentiation of universes of meaning

Individualizing sociation is characterized by an internal tension. On one
hand, actors are addressed as responsible and thus also isolated soul-indi-
viduals with their own wills and their own duration. On the other, the in-
dividuals addressed in this way are again integrated into a hierarchical or-

5.2.3

103 The invention of the striking clock has not yet been precisely dated. Dohrn-van
Rossum refers vaguely to a period “between the ninth and the fourteenth cen-
turies” (Dohrn-van Rossum [1992] 1996:45).
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der and its overarching duration. This reference to transcendent duration
keeps the soul-individual in his place; he is integrated into the estates sys-
tem that also characterized the prior medieval period (until the twelfth/
thirteenth century) (Duby [1973] 1974). His position in the hierarchical or-
der is where God placed him. At the same time, his relationship to tran-
scendence also contains the possibility of understanding himself as a soul-
individual with his own duration, able to look from the outside at the
worldly order and to criticize it for breaking God’s commandments. The
individual is accorded the freedom of acting in line with the prevailing or-
der or of pursuing his own interests.

The tension between the integrating relationship to transcendence and
individual free will brought about two different kinds of sub-universes.
For one, sub-universes emerged that bound individuals to a particular
place in the hierarchical order, such as the estates-based universes of the
clergy, the nobility, and the peasants. These sub-universes exhibited differ-
ent substantive, spatiotemporal, and normative structures (Duby [1973]
1974). The delimitation of who belonged to such a sub-universe—i.e., its
dia-symbolon—was determined by its position in the overall order. The sub-
universe of peasants was determined to a significantly greater degree than
the others by spatiotemporal structures closely adapted to the change in
seasons. Peasants were unlikely to orient themselves according to a form of
time symbolized by the clock and independent of the change in seasons—
this was more relevant for the clergy, for whom this form of time deter-
mined, e.g., the discipline of monastic life. The differentiation of these
sub-universes corresponds to Luhmann’s characterization of this order as
stratificatory (see Luhmann [1997] 2013:section 4.6).

The ability of embodied action centers to also relate to each other as free
individuals independently of general precepts provided a starting point for
the formation of sub-universes structured in a second way. Thus individu-
als acquired the ability to create a sub-universe based on a substantive dif-
ferentiation of actions (the guild system). This sub-universe included its
own set of laws governing the proper completion of substantively specified
actions. There were specific temporal rhythms, specific gathering places,
and so forth. These distinctions were also integrated into the estates sys-
tem, but were not reducible to it. Neither were those sub-universes re-
ducible to the estates system that formed in relation to reflexive institu-
tions whose function it was to connect individual institutionalized com-
posite acts. Particularly relevant to the way in which society went on to
evolve was the institutionalization of money (Ingham 2004; Lindemann
2018:218ff), as can be seen in the sub-universe of mercantile activity and
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the money-lending that it made possible. Money-mediated trade and mon-
ey-lending contained their own spatiotemporal structures which could be
individually negotiated: a loan was given for a certain period and had to
then be repaid with interest to a specific person in a specific place. The ex-
act determinations within the general framework were consigned to the
discretion of individuals. Money, or the possibility of selling something for
money, functioned as the dia-symbolon for the participation in this sub-uni-
verse: anyone without money was excluded. Until the eighteenth century,
these sub-universes of rule-governed individual discretion were still sub-
sumed under Christian caritas (Le Goff [2010] 2016:148ff). The use of
money was incorporated into a general economy of social relations, which
can be seen in the three ways in which money was used in the Middle
Ages. Those with money used it to acquire land, to guarantee military safe-
ty for their own people, and for salvation (Le Goff [2010] 2016:34f). Under
these conditions, it was impossible for a form of economic communication
to develop that was based solely on the individual’s discretion. In the dis-
cursive debates surrounding these sub-universes that can be traced back to
the thirteenth century (Le Goff [2010] 2016:20ff), self-interest was consid-
ered a sin. This indicates how the differentiation into sub-universes orient-
ed toward media was captured by the stratified order, that is, by criticism
appealing to the beyond. As long as criticism of an action as sinful re-
mained effective, the characterization as sinful of an orientation toward
the sub-universe of purely economic action at the very moment it was tak-
ing on an independent existence successfully integrated these actions into
the hierarchical order.

The tension of individualizing sociation also became evident in spatial
relations. On the one hand, geometric space emerged as a symbolic form
of the relationship to space. On the other, this symbolic form did not be-
come fully established in the daily lives of the actors in their respective
sub-universes. The daily life of peasants exhibited a relationship to the sur-
rounding space, the land on which the actors lived, that was more in terms
of an area in which embodied action centers were situated and who re-
ferred to this space according to their customs. Spirits, demons, or devils
could also inhabit space in this area, thereby, in a more comprehensive
sense, imbuing it with a particular character. While the land was already
conceived of in terms of its measurements, it had not yet been reduced to a
measurable extension that could be treated purely as an immovable com-
modity. The dissolution of embodied relationships to space required vio-
lence. Polanyi’s ([1944] 2007) descriptions of the local population’s resis-
tance to the transformation of land into a commodity in the seventeenth
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and eighteenth centuries show this very clearly. Until this transformation
has been completed, land remains more than a measurable immovable
commodity.

The ambivalence of spatial relationships has an equivalent pertaining to
the boundaries of the sphere of social persons. It seems as if spirits can exist
in an unstructured space of vastness, or in a space of vastness structured by
embodied directions and areas. But it has not been possible to locate them
in a three-dimensional, mathematizable space. At least there are no docu-
ments to date that can be considered explications of the existence of spirits
in three-dimensional space. This leads to the hypothesis that if three-di-
mensional space comes to determine the structure of the relationship be-
tween the lived body and its environment, spirits, demons, angels, and so
forth lose space in which to exist. If this is true, the modifications of spatial
relationships taking shape in the fifteenth century changed the spatiotem-
poral structural conditions of sociation to such a degree that the existence
of these beings became problematic, at least for some. The new symbolic
form of space first became established among the educated, who, as en-
lightened individuals, dismissed the belief in spirits as superstition. From
an analytical distance, what we have here is less a struggle between enlight-
enment and superstition than spatial relationships with different struc-
tures. In this sense, the witch trials beginning in the fifteenth century are
an indication of how little the new symbolic spatial order had taken hold
in everyday life. The witch trials constitute a link between the criminal law
emerging in the thirteenth century (with its notion of individual responsi-
bility) and the existence of spirits, devils, and demons in experiential
space.104 Since the deeds of witches and sorcerers were evil and committed
out of ill will, criminal law had to intervene, making use of the customary
means of uncovering the truth. The truth had to be established by witness-
es in a hierarchically legitimized trial, which determined whether there
had been a pact with the devil (Neumann 2007).

The witch trials were criticized from the beginning. It was argued, for
one, that in a world created by God, spirits, demons, and devils could not
act on their own authority (see Thomasius [1701] 1986). This argument
refers to the tension between individual freedom and its integration into
the divine order, and was enough to stay particular witch trials. In the
eighteenth century, another line of argument began to assert that beings
such as spirits or demons do not exist in the first place. This had to do with

104 Behringer ([1985] 1997) shows how a magical relationship to the world and
state criminal law worked together at this historical moment.
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the increasing establishment of the new symbolic form of space. Once
space had become a calculable, thoroughly structured, three-dimensional
formation, the reality of spirits, witches, and sorcerers became the supersti-
tion of the uneducated (Behringer 1995). This development, however, also
destroyed the necessary condition of soul-based individualism, namely that
the free will of individuals is integrated into an overarching order backed
by transcendence and that all doubtful cases can be decided in hierarchi-
cally legitimized proceedings. Ultimately this development destroyed the
possibility of integrating institutionalized sub-universes through criticism.
The order of soul individualism began to break apart.

It is unclear at what point the possibility of individual freedom, based
on a universally binding reference to the beyond, and the possibility of the
integration of individuals by means of this reference emerged. In his theo-
ry of the Axial Period, Jaspers ([1949] 2014) discovered first indications of
the emergence of such ambivalent transcendent references roughly in the
period between 600 BC and the birth of Christ. Eisenstadt continued this
research and tried to identify different cultures of the Axial Period that
made possible different routes to modernity (Eisenstadt [2000] 2011). It is
on this basis that he developed his theory of multiple modernity. I do not
wish to enter into this discussion here, only to point out that beginning
approximately in the thirteenth century, communicative addressing of in-
dividuals became widespread and characteristic of European development.
At least contemporaries saw the radical understanding of Christian free-
dom—reflected not only but also in torture communication—as a distin-
guishing feature in relation to other advanced civilizations of the Axial Pe-
riod, e.g., China (see Fried 1985a). Further research is necessary to deter-
mine whether non-European Axial Period civilizations such as China or
India indeed addressed individuals in a less pronounced way. If we include
Achter’s (1951) analyses and his differentiation between old and tradition-
al law on the one hand and made law on the other, the specific dynamic of
individualizing sociation cannot be found prior to the thirteenth century
in Europe either.

Body individualism in contingent multi-sociation

The term contingent multi-sociation or simply multi-sociation refers to a
form of order formation in which individualization is no longer hedged in
by an overarching hierarchical order. Sociation takes place here by, in a
first logical step, legitimate social persons being identified who, in a sec-

5.3
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ond step, become integrated or can integrate into a wide variety of differ-
ent sub-universes.

As we have seen, the social undecidedness relation can be determined in
different ways. The dia-symbolon of dividualizing sociation is, as we saw
above, the possibility of participation in the group’s relations of exchange.
In the end, there are no doubtful cases: anyone who is situatively experi-
enced as being operatively effective and can disappoint normative expecta-
tions is a social person. In individualizing sociation, the dia-symbolon is the
free will, incorporated into a hierarchy backed by a universally binding ref-
erence to the beyond. Doubtful cases are decided from above by hierarchi-
cally legitimized authorities. The dia-symbolon of contingent multi-socia-
tion contains a substantive criterion: every entity that can be identified as a
living human body should be recognized as a social person. Doubtful cases
are decided by scientific experts, particularly from the fields of biology and
medicine (see Lindemann 2002a:chap. 7).

What a “human” is is defined by a fourfold demarcation I call the “an-
thropological square” (Lindemann 2009d:98; 2018:113ff). First there is the
question of when a human being is alive enough to be protected by the
specific rights expressed in human rights. In other words: at what point is a
human being alive enough to have the right to life? This question leads to
the well-known problems of boundary drawing at the beginning of life:
what status does an embryo have, a fetus, a preemie, or a baby that was just
born? Analogously, at the end of life there is the question of when a hu-
man being is no longer alive enough to be a person accorded guaranteed
protective rights. The well-known boundary questions asked at the end of
life are: at what point is a human being dead? When can treatment be ter-
minated? Both of these cases of boundary drawing have to do with bound-
aries that can be crossed. Something that is not yet a human person be-
comes one, and, on the other end, a human person becomes something
that is no longer one, a corpse. We can also identify two boundaries that
cannot be crossed: the difference between human and machine and that
between human and animal.

It is important to keep in mind here that these are not unambiguously
fixed boundaries, but are rather contested from the beginning. The anthro-
pological square does not describe tightly drawn boundaries, but rather di-
mensions in which the boundaries of human life are drawn and disput-
ed.105 Human beings are understood as living human bodies of this world

105 Not only the boundaries drawn at the beginning and end of life are conflicted
and problematic, but also those between humans and animals and humans and
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who, starting at an identifiable point in time, live for a limited period; as
living beings they are not on the same level as animals and they are not
machines. Other distinctions have become meaningless for the generally
binding understanding of humans (such as the difference between human
beings and God or human beings and demons). This anthropological
difference is a crucial institution of modernity: it draws the boundaries of
the social that are binding for modern society. Its understanding of the hu-
man is the cognitive condition for being able to talk generally about “hu-
man beings” in a way that includes everyone, without regard for specifics
of class, culture, or religious reference to the beyond. This cognitive uni-
versality of the human is closely tied to the normative universality ex-
pressed in human rights.

Those who are recognized as social persons based on this substantive cri-
terion can participate at will in the differentiation of sub-universes. These
processes of differentiation are no longer integrated into an overarching
whole by a religio-critical discourse, i.e., the differentiation of sub-univers-
es is no longer discursively observed in view of whether the logic of action
or communication of a particular sub-universe will threaten the overarch-
ing order. In this way, economy, politics, science, and so forth can emerge
as coexistent sub-universes, each making their own specific contributions
to the continued existence of the overall order.

In contingent multi-sociation, social persons are sociated in a logical
two-step process. On the one hand, as human beings they are the institu-
tionalized element of sociation and, on the other, they are sociated as such
an element into different sub-universes. The term “multi-sociation” em-
phasizes the involvement of the elements of society in multiple sub-uni-
verses. There is no general guideline governing which sub-universes social
persons should be sociated into. A wide variety of sub-universes can devel-
op and it is contingent in which of them social persons will actively partic-
ipate.

Luhmann’s systems theory postulates that the sub-universes of meaning
—he refers to the subsystems of functionally differentiated society—are no
longer integrated into an overall order, i.e., in his terms, into an overarch-

machines. Should human rights also be accorded to the great apes (Cavalieri
and Singer [1993] 2011), a demand made, for one, because of their cognitive
abilities? Should robots be given a special moral status (Fitzi and Matsuzaki
2013)? In the debates surrounding such questions, the boundaries of the anthro-
pological square are constantly being problematized and—at least so far—con-
stantly being restabilized.
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ing context of meaning (Luhmann [1997] 2012, [1997] 2013). This might
be true if order were only social order. If, however, order is understood as
the order of an approach to the world, we arrive at a different conclusion.
The latter perspective shows that multiple (sub-) universes of meaning can
emerge because the overall order is split into nature and culture. Nature
here is structured according to universal laws, on the basis of which a vari-
ety of cultures can develop, formed by the recognized social actors, human
beings. This split corresponds to the matrix of modernity described in
Chapter 2.

The structure of this overall order can be broken down as follows: na-
ture is determined by a spatiotemporal structure corresponding to measur-
able, digital spacetime. Modal-time structures and duration as well as di-
rectional space and the space of vastness are understood as subjective mo-
ments that have little to do with an objective, intersubjectively valid order
of space and time.

The dia-symbolon of this order is the living human body of this world.
This human being is characterized by a free will that exists in a three-di-
mensionally extended, this-worldly body—without a generally binding ref-
erence to the beyond. The individual human being with her three-dimen-
sional body is accorded freedom and dignity (Lindemann 2010, 2012b,
2018:chap. 3). This normative assumption holds universally for all human
beings—but only these.

Living human beings of this world are understood to be capable of
forming any manner of (cultural) universes (Lindemann 2018). The forma-
tion of these universes of meaning is to be understood as an always incom-
plete, historically open process. There is no conclusive answer to the
question of what kind of meaning formation, or universe-of-meaning for-
mation, human beings are capable of (see on this point the discussion of
anthropological assumptions in Chapter 2 as well as Lindemann 2014a;
2018).

Assuming that the different sub-universes can be coordinated with each
other by way of digital spacetime, individual sub-universes can develop
their own spatial and temporal structures as well as their own material ori-
entations and symbols. The temporal structure of a family with young chil-
dren or the rhythms of school are different from the temporal structures of
economy, science, or law. Furthermore, each of these sub-universes devel-
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ops different substantive and symbolic structures to stabilize itself.106 These
include, not least, reflexive institutions specific to the particular sub-uni-
verse that govern the selection of who is to be involved, i.e., fulfilling the
function of a dia-symbolon specific to that sub-universe. For the sub-uni-
verse of the economy, for instance, this means that those to be involved
have to have money at their disposal to buy things or commodities that
they can sell. This guarantees, at the very least, the possibility of becoming
sociated in line with the economy’s logic of action or communication. It
does not guarantee the concrete participation in individual composite acts,
i.e., the execution of individual acts of exchange of a commodity for mon-
ey. Those to be involved have to accept here that according to the institu-
tion of competition (see above), those actually involved are selected from
the larger pool.

In light of this differentiation of possible relationships to the world
found in, e.g., economic, familial, legal, or scientific action and communi-
cation, it makes sense to speak of a differentiation of sub-universes. This is
affirmed by Luhmann’s theory of functional differentiation, according to
which individual sub-universes can no longer be integrated into an overar-
ching pattern of meaning. My theory of approaches to the world aims at
an analysis of the conditions for the formation of sub-universes by under-
standing them as components of an overall order characterized by the sep-
aration into nature and culture and by a specific determination of the so-
cial undecidedness relation.

The difference between affirming and analyzing the order of modernity
becomes clear when we consider the significance of the order-forming
power of violence. The separation between nature and culture-forming hu-
man beings includes the notion that force is exerted in nature, but not vio-
lence. In this view, violence can only be directed at social persons and
these can only be human beings. Indirect forms of violence are also possi-
ble in relation to humans, e.g., when things are destroyed that for human
beings symbolize the actions of other humans. In these cases, too, human
beings remain the addressees of violence, even if indirect ones. Only in this
sense is it valid here to speak of violence against things. In the order of
contingent multi-sociation, violence cannot be wielded against a thing that
does not symbolize that it is related to another human being.

106 See on this point, e.g., the discussion surrounding the compatibility of family
and work, as well as the debates about the different temporal horizons of econo-
my, law, and politics.
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It is a characteristic of multi-sociation that physical violence is not sup-
posed to be exerted either within the framework of sub-universe-specific
institutionalized composite acts and communication nor within the frame-
work of particular reflexive institutions. The reason for this lies in the mo-
nopolizing character of violent communication, which fully mobilizes the
embodied action centers in all respects of order. Violence represents, in the
moment and in a way that brings together all dimensions of order forma-
tion (social, spatial, temporal, substantive, and symbolic), what expecta-
tions are to be held onto under all circumstances and in every way even if
they were disappointed. The monopolizing character of violent communi-
cation excludes the possibility that participants represent themselves for
and in front of each other as individuals who, on the one hand, are in-
volved in the logic of action or communication of a particular sub-uni-
verse, such as the economy, while at the same time remaining addressable
by any other kind of communication, i.e., they can become sociated fol-
lowing the logic of any other sub-universe.

As far as I can see, there are only three exceptions to this rule: the sub-
universe of the family and partially that of school, as well as the sub-uni-
verses of law and of politics. The function of the first is to socialize embod-
ied action centers into an order by means of balanced violent communica-
tion (see the section entitled “Perpetrators, victims, thirds,” above). The
function of the sub-universe of law is to represent the normative expecta-
tions valid for the overall order. Herein lies the function of law for all of
society (see also Luhmann [1972] 2014:83ff). This includes both the repre-
sentation of legitimacy by means of court proceedings that are to be car-
ried out without violence (Luhmann [1969] 2013, [1972] 2014:85–89) and
the violent but no longer public enforcement of the sentence (Foucault
[1975] 1995; Luhmann [1972] 2014:85–89). In most cases this entails vio-
lent confinement, but in cases of particularly egregious norm violations, le-
gitimate killing can also be prescribed. Politics between states or asso-
ciations of states also relies heavily on violence and the threat of violence.
Wars between states and threats of war are always possible ways of repre-
senting the rights of states to acquire and safeguard sufficient natural re-
sources, water, protection from terrorist attacks, and so forth.

Otherwise, the procedural order of violence characterizing multi-socia-
tion is distinguished by a far-reaching prohibition of at least physical vio-
lence. This serves the general goal of preventing one sub-universe’s logic of
action or communication from occupying the entire horizon of experience
of an individualized embodied action center, ensuring that individuals can
also always be addressed as potential participants in other universes of
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meaning. As we saw at the beginning of the chapter on violence, sociologi-
cal social theories are characterized by a pacifist understanding of socia-
tion. This can now be understood as an affirmation of the structurally nec-
essary renunciation of violence in the order of contingent multi-sociation.
An analysis of this order, including its special procedural order of violence,
is still outstanding. The challenge of a multidimensional analysis of order
is to understand the specific, structurally necessary rationalization of vio-
lence without falling into the trap of disavowing violence.

The reflexive relationship between social theory and a theory of society

These three sketches are meant to illustrate how a theory of society can be
formulated in the context of a theory of approaches to the world. Includ-
ing a theory of society is necessary for rational theory construction, and is
the only way to rationally verify the claim to universality a social theory
must necessarily make. The purpose of social theory is also to guide empir-
ical research on contingent multi-sociation, but the formulation of such a
theory is itself part of the operative reproduction of the sub-universe of sci-
ence and thus also of multi-sociation. In order to understand the relation-
ship between social theory and the theory of society better, we must take a
brief look at the relationship between theory and empirical research. Three
different levels of theory are relevant here, each of them with their own
specific relationship to empirical evidence: social theory, theories of limi-
ted range, and theories of society (see Lindemann 2009b:19–33).

A social theory develops general statements about what phenomena are
relevant to order formation and how to describe and analyze them. Thus,
e.g., action, interaction, communication, composite action, or situative
practice become the core concepts of different social theories. Insofar as so-
cial theories determine what to consider relevant for observation, they pre-
determine the object by formulating the key assumptions guiding observa-
tion and thereby structure empirical research. Since social theory, then, de-
cides in advance how something can appear as an empirical phenomenon,
it has the character of a universal a priori. It makes formal assumptions
that are thought to apply to the analysis of all historically occurring order-
ing types. Stating formal universal assumptions in this way only seemingly
contradicts the current dominant theoretical position. The demand to en-
gage with the logic of the field and to take situated practices seriously as
such without applying universal concepts prohibits, it is argued, universal

5.4

5. The Reflexive Formation of Order in Approaches to the World

310

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124 - am 21.01.2026, 02:25:27. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


formal assumptions.107 However, such a demand overlooks the fact that
the claim that there are only situated practices is itself a formal universal
assumption. Everything, according to this claim, should be observed as situ-
ated practice.

Scientific sociological observation is always guided by assumptions.
Making these explicit is the requirement of good scientific practice. Expli-
cating the assumptions guiding one’s observations, i.e., one’s own social
theory, also has an important methodological advantage. The more explic-
itly and precisely socio-theoretical assumptions are formulated, the more
likely it is that empirical data will have the chance to unsettle these as-
sumptions. The converse is also true: the more socio-theoretical assump-
tions remain implicit and vague, the less likely it is that empirical research
will be able to challenge these implicit assumptions. Only when theory is
made explicit can research discover that empirical phenomena cannot be
clearly and precisely grasped with the social theory being used. Unsettled
assumptions provide the occasion to reject, amend, or expand the social
theory being used in order to more precisely grasp the empirical phenome-
na.108 The concept of unsettling shows that this is not about immunizing
social theory against empirical evidence. The aim is rather to allow social
theory and empirical data to interrogate each other. The social theory I am
proposing here, then, is a heuristic a priori, i.e., one that is provisionally
valid and can be unsettled by empirical research.

Empirical research presupposes a social theory and leads to assertions
that are true for limited segments of order formation. These are theories of
limited range. It is in this sense that researchers can make empirically
grounded assertions about the spatiotemporal structures in the organiza-
tion of treatment in hospitals or about social inequality or about the con-
crete rules for the circumscription of the sphere of social persons. Theories
of limited range can be verified or falsified (Lindemann 2009b:23). Asser-
tions about the ideal-type connections between structures can be extrapo-
lated from such empirically backed theories (see Lindemann 2008a). I call
a connection of this kind the ideal type of an ordering system. The sketch-
es of different ordering types presented here attest to the possibility of for-
mulating different ideal-type ordering systems on the basis of existing re-
search.

107 See, e.g., Amann and Hirschauer (1997), who call for starting from the system-
aticity of the field instead of bringing one’s own concepts to bear on it.

108 On the concept of unsettling in distinction to falsification, see Lindemann
(2009b:21ff, chap. 6).
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The multi-dimensionality of order formation inherent in the social theo-
ry underlying my work has consequences for what is traditionally called a
theory of society. The very name of such a theory focuses on the order of
the social, thus implicitly giving primacy to the social dimension. This is
expressed in the statement that something, an X, is socially or societally
constructed. X can be any number of things, such as gender, space, or
time. Because I wish to express an expanded perspective on order, which is
neither limited to the social dimension nor grants it primacy, I use the
term “order” or “ordering system” in place of “society.” Thus I do not dis-
tinguish between societies or types of sociation, but rather between types
of order formation. Since, however, the concept of a theory of society is al-
ready established, I do use it as well. It should be clear, however, wherein
the difference to the traditional use of the term lies.

The reflexive insight that a theory of society is an event of societal com-
munication was emphatically propounded by Luhmann in particular (see
Luhmann [1997] 2012:chap. 1). The question now is whether this insight
can be used to generate more knowledge. I see a danger that the form of
reflexive integration into the communicative autopoiesis of modern soci-
ety put forward by Luhmann entails a kind of affirmative self-commitment
to modernity. This ultimately excludes the possibility of formulating a so-
cial theory that can claim to analyze other ordering systems commensu-
rately with the modern one—something that is only possible if the formu-
lated social theory sufficiently distances itself from the communicative
structural specifications of modernity. A formal universal social theory
must at least provisionally claim to do so; otherwise it could not even at-
tempt to understand the modern order as an ordering system alongside
other possible ordering systems, i.e., analyze the contingency of the mod-
ern order.

It would be naïve, however, to simply claim that the social theory being
used is universally valid. Such a claim becomes irrational if it does not in-
clude the reflection that this social theory is being formulated in the con-
text of modernity. It is for this reason that the theory cannot be separated
from the object it describes; as universal social theory it is at least also the
theory of the object it operatively reproduces.

If the reflexive integration of the theory into modernity is to be more
than a mere theoretical postulate, there must be a methodological possibil-
ity of critically evaluating the historical situatedness of universal social the-
ory. The distinction between heuristic formal universal a priori and heuris-
tic historical a priori serves this purpose. Comparing the two a priori as-
sumptions allows us to determine whether and how the heuristic formal
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universal a priori of social theory differs from the different historical a pri-
ori of the respective ordering types. The former formulates the assump-
tions guiding observation in empirical research leading to theories of limi-
ted range. The historical a priori is the result of an extrapolating reflection
(Lindemann 2008) that brings together theories of limited range in such a
way that the construction principles of a specific historical ordering system
can be formulated in terms of ideal type. Relating social theory and a theo-
ry of society to each other is thus a matter of theoretical reflection includ-
ing empirical research as an intermediate step. Empirically mediated theo-
retical reflection allows us to examine to what extent the principles of con-
struction characterizing the modern approach to the world of multi-socia-
tion—and in particular the structures of scientific communication—deter-
mine the theory of approaches to the world.

In systems theory, insight into the observer’s reflexive involvement in
the examined object becomes a certainty given from the outset which is
owed to the reflexive construction of the theory. This squanders a possible
gain in knowledge. The distinction between universal and historical a pri-
ori replaces theoretical certainty with open questioning and critical exami-
nation, made possible by the systematic place in the theoretical reflection
process given to empirical evidence. The social theory creates the condi-
tions for this by guiding empirical research in such a way as to make the
extrapolating generalization possible that is required for the formulation
of a theory of society. In that it makes possible a formulation of a historical
a priori, this extrapolating generalization is the condition for a rational
construction of theory. Theoretically explicating the historical a priori al-
lows us to reflect on whether the theory of approaches to the world consti-
tutes an event that reproduces the communicative structures of modernity.
Without such an empirically mediated theoretical reflection it would be
impossible to rationally criticize the social theory’s claim to universality.

Insight into this reflexive context allows me to draw the reader’s atten-
tion to a problem in the way in which I have presented my theory of ap-
proaches to the world. The theory is concerned with the problem of the
contingency of the shared world. This implies that, in principle, very dif-
ferent entities can function as social actors: gods, angels, animals, plants,
human beings, spirits, and so forth. And yet nowhere in this book do I
make direct reference to, e.g., interviews with ants or angels. Instead I
throughout only cite reports conveyed by human beings about their com-
munication with ants, angels, spirits, or the like. This is an example of the
stipulations of the historical a priori of modernity—i.e., its orientation to-
ward the anthropological square (see above)—operatively encroaching up-

5.4 The reflexive relationship between social theory and a theory of society

313

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124 - am 21.01.2026, 02:25:27. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748922124
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


on the formulation of the theory. The theory claims to distance itself from
modernity as well, but at the same time its operative elaboration repeats a
fundamental principle of legitimate modern communication by primarily
considering living human beings as social persons. For instance, a repro-
duction of modern structures of communication can be found in the ex-
amples cited in section 3.1 to elucidate the structure of centric and excen-
tric positionality. The section on centric positionality almost exclusively
presents examples with animals; it is not until the section on excentric po-
sitionality that human beings show up in the illustrations. Centric posi-
tionality is a formal characterization of the structure of relating to the envi-
ronment in which expressions of life may be understood, but not language
and symbolic communication. The latter is tied to the formal complexity
of excentric positionality. Although the theory presented here assumes that
it is historically contingent which beings appear, e.g., as centrically or ex-
centrically positioned, the order of the examples follows the structural
specification of the modern historical a priori, according to which differen-
tiated, linguistically communicated cultural formations are operatively
generated by human beings and not by spirits, ants, baboons,109 or gods.
Even a theory attempting to distance itself from the historical a priori of
modernity must submit to the structures of scientific communication pre-
scribed by this a priori. Counter to its own intention, the way the theory is
elaborated thereby repeats a blind spot of modernity. At least its reflexivity
allows us to recognize this.

109 As noted above, primates are an especially interesting case. Chimpanzees in par-
ticular seem to be the species that allows the validity of the boundary between
humans and animals to be called into question and restabilized again and again
(see footnote 107).
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