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Chapter 1
Knowledge-Based Innovations and Social
Coordination

Three themes have been central to my research program: (1) the dynamics of science, tech-
nology, and innovation; (2) the scientometric operationalization and measurement of these
dynamics; and (3) the Triple Helix (TH) of university-industry-government relations. In this
introductory chapter, I relate these three themes first from an autobiographical perspective to
(i) Luhmann’s sociological theory about meaning-processing in communications with (ii)
information-theoretical operationalizations of the possible synergies in Triple-Helix rela-
tions, and with (iii) anticipation as a selection mechanism in cultural evolutions different
from “natural selection.” Interacting selection mechanisms can drive the development of
redundancy; that is, options that are available, but have not yet been used. An increasing
number of options is crucial for the viability of innovation systems more than is past perfor-
mance. A calculus of redundancy different from and complementary to information calculus
is envisaged.

1.1 The Spring of “1968” in Prague, Paris, and Amsterdam

On 21 August 1968, the Soviet Union and its allies invaded Czechoslovakia. In that
year I was a third-year student and went to Prague to attend discussions. During this
summer, Prague had become a meeting place for intellectuals. I left Prague the day
before the Russian invasion. Earlier that year, I had been in Paris in March, shortly
before the student revolt in May; and since 1967 I had been attending meetings of
the Critical University in Amsterdam on Sunday evenings. The various discussions

This chapter is partly based on: Leydesdorff (2010). Luhmann Reconsidered: Steps towards an
empirical research program in the sociology of communication. In C. Grant (Ed.),Beyond Universal
Pragmatics: Essays in the Philosophy of Communication (pp. 149–173). Oxford: Peter Lang.

© The Author(s) 2021
L. Leydesdorff, The Evolutionary Dynamics of Discursive Knowledge,
Qualitative and Quantitative Analysis of Scientific and Scholarly Communication,
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-59951-5_1
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2 1 Knowledge-Based Innovations and …

focused on the changing role of science and technology in the dynamics of capitalism
from neo-Marxist and other perspectives.

In the Action Program of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia (published on
April 5, 1968), the Central Committee of the Party formulated its reform program as
follows:

[…] it will be necessary to prepare the country for joining the scientific-technical revolution
in the world, which calls for especially intensive cooperation of workers and agricultural
workers with the technical and specialized intelligentsia, and which will place high demands
upon the knowledge and qualifications of people, on the application of science. (ČSSR, 1968,
at p. 3)

Why were these words considered as such a serious threat to the Soviet system
that the Russian orthodoxy thought they had to send in the army? The Czechoslovak
government had repeatedly stated that it did not intend to change existing alliances.
The reasons for the invasion were mainly ideological.

The issue of “the scientific-technical revolution” has a long history in Marxist
ideology. In a footnote to Capital I (at p. 393, note 89), Marx himself speculated:
“if technology could enable us to free man from work sufficiently, the nature of
capitalism would change, since the basis of this mode of production would fall
away” (Marx [1857] 1973, p. 709; italics in the original). In other words, Marx had
envisaged another possible regime change to a knowledge-based economy that is
different from and potentially an alternative to the communist revolution.

In Grundrisse: Foundations of the Critique of Political Economy, Marx ([1857]
1973) elaborated on this question as follows:

Nature builds no machines, no locomotives, railways, electric telegraphs, self-acting mules
etc. These are products of human industry; natural material transformed into organs of the
human will over nature, or of human participation in nature. They are organs of the human
brain, created by the human hand; the power of knowledge, objectified. The development of
fixed capital indicates to what degree general social knowledge has become a direct force of
production, and to what degree, hence, the conditions of the process of social life itself have
come under the control of the general intellect and been transformed in accordance with it.
To what degree the powers of social production have been produced, not only in the form
of knowledge, but also as immediate organs of social practice, of the real life process. (at
p. 706).

Note that Marx proposed “the development of fixed capital” as an empirical
indicator of the transformation from political to a knowledge-based economy.

During the period 1850–1870,Marx spent most of his time studying in the Library
of the British Museum (Higgins, 2017). Among other things, he had set himself the
task to study the possibility that science and technology had become sources of
societal wealth more than labour. (A model with two independent variables was not
available in his time.) On the basis of his calculations, however, he rejected this
hypothesis and concluded that the main contradiction at the time remained the one
between capital and labour (e.g., Capital III [1894]; 1972, Chap. 5, p. 90 ff.).

In his time, Marx witnessed the prelude to the emergence of a knowledge-
based economy. For example, William Henry Perkin’s research on dye-stuffs in
England during the late 1850s developed into an industry in Germany (Beer, 1959;
cf. Braverman, 1974, pp. 161f.; Etzkowitz, 2008, p. 25). However, Capital I (1867)
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was written in a key period of the shaping of nation-states with their respective
political economies. The unifications of Germany and Italy in 1870, for example,
followed upon the Meji Restoration of Imperial Rule in Japan in 1868, the end of the
American Civil War in 1865, and the Commune de Paris in 1870.

For example, Noble (1977, at p. 7) argued—with a focus on the USA (Thomas
Edison)—that “the major breakthroughs, technically speaking, came in the 1870s.”
He dated “the wedding of the sciences to the useful arts” as the period between 1880
and 1920, that is, after Marx’s period of studies. Braverman (1974) used the term
“scientific-technical revolution” for this same period (1870–1910)when he described
the regime change as follows:

The scientific-technical revolution … cannot be understood in terms of specific innova-
tions—as is the case of the Industrial Revolution, which may be adequately characterized
by a handful of key inventions—but must be understood rather in its totality as a mode of
production into which science and exhaustive engineering investigations have been inte-
grated as part of ordinary functioning. The key innovation is not to be found in chemistry,
electronics, automatic machinery, aeronautics, atomic physics, or any of the products of
these science-technologies, but rather in the transformation of science itself into capital.
(pp. 166f.)

In summary, the Action Program of the Czechoslovak Communist Party reopened
a debate withinMarxism by suggesting the possible transformation of the communist
state into an open society oriented to science, technology, and innovation, while
guided by a socialist inspiration (fraternité). A think-tank at the Academy of Science
ofCzechoslovakia under the leadership of RadovanRichta formulated this possibility
as follows:

The productive forces should not be seen in the narrow and unhistorical pattern that stabilized
under the impression of industrialization (and in general accepted these conditions)—that
they conceived of them merely as the sum of the means of labor and the labor force—but
in the broad Marxian sense as a rich and variable multiplicity of production forces of the
human kind—thus including the social combination and science, the creative faculties of
man and the forces of nature which he has appropriated. (Richta et al., 1968, pp. 20f.; cf.
Richta, 1963)

The invasion of 1968 led to decades of stagnation. It would take until 1989,
before Alexander Dubček, the Secretary-General of the Communist Party, who led
the reforms during the Spring of 1968, could be democratically elected as chairperson
of the federal parliament of Czechoslovakia.Might Czechoslovakia have found away
to realize a new form of Euro-communism if the Soviets had not intervened?

1.2 Science and Technology Policies in the West

In the very different context of western democracies, the changing role of science
and technology (S&T) in society was placed on the agenda of the Organization of
Economic Co-operation andDevelopment (OECD) in Paris—after its transformation
in 1962 from an organization for distributing Marshall help into a think-tank for
the development of science, technology, and innovation policies (Elzinga, 2012).
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The economic issue in the background was the so-called “residual factor” or, in
other words, the realization that the continuation of post-war growth could not be
explained in terms of the increased productivity of the traditional production factors
(Solow, 1957; OECD, 1964). Was this residual factor a reflection of scientific and
technological developments? For science-policy purposes, however, one needed to
understand the role of S&T in society beyond labeling it as “residual.”

An elaboration of other theoretical perspectives had becomeurgent after the Soviet
launch of the first Sputnik in 1957. Sputnik I came as a surprise, and was perceived
as a challenge not only to the U.S. but also to capitalism and democracy as economic
and social systems. The President’s Science Advisory Council and other mecha-
nisms such as the Advanced Research Projects Agency (ARPA) in the Department
of Defense were established to insure U.S. technological competitiveness in the mili-
tary and space arenas (Eisenhower, 1965; York, 1970). During the 1960s, the OECD
took the lead in developing and coordinating S&T policies among themember states.
Science policies in these countries were shaped during the late 60s and early 70s
(OECD, 1963, 31976, 1971; Weinberg, 1963).

In theNetherlands, for example, the first minister for science policywas appointed
in 1971; in Sweden, S&T policies were initiated since 1965 (Elzinga, 1980). Initially,
these S&T policies were narrowly confined to budget allocations; but the so-called
“Harvey Brooks Report” of the OECD (1971)—entitled Science, Growth, and
Society: A new perspective—addressed the relations between science, technology,
and society more broadly. For example, “policy for science” and the use of “science
in policy” were distinguished.

In 1973, a left-wing government came to power in the Netherlands with the
program of democratizing knowledge, power, and income. The science-policy
component of this program was elaborated into a system of sectorial councils
including citizen representatives.1 The focus on external democratization led, among
other things, to the development of science shops at Dutch universities and there-
after elsewhere (Leydesdorff, 1980; Leydesdorff & Ward, 2005). The issue was to
articulate and democratize the demand for knowledge and innovations from perspec-
tives other than those of the state and large industries with their own R& D facilities
(Sclove, 1995).

1.3 Science Studies: The Sociological Perspective

At the Critical University in Amsterdam, discussions were pursued mainly in terms
of the debates about “critical theory” in neo-Marxism (Habermas, 1968b; Marcuse,
1964) and euro-communism (e.g., Althusser, 1965, 1975) as an alternative to, for
example, the “new industrial state” (Galbraith, 1967). We discussed among other

1Brief van de Minister voor Wetenschapsbeleid, Nota Sectorraden Wetenschapsbeleid. Den Haag:
Tweede Kamer, zitting 1977, 14623, nrs. 1–3.
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thingsMarcuse’s (1964) technocracy thesis inOne-Dimensional Man andHabermas’
(1968a and b) critique of this analysis. Marcuse’s (1955) book Eros and Civilisation,
for example, related the critical tradition of the Frankfurter Schule with the counter-
movements of the late 1960s such as the anarchistic “Provo”movement inAmsterdam
(cf. Hollak, 1966).

Against Marcuse, Habermas (1968a, b) argued that technocracy and bureaucratic
rationalization are not “natural forces,” but theoretical constructs that can be consid-
ered atmost as tendencieswhen operating in society.2 InHabermas’ opinion, it would
be mistaken to consider “rationalization” as a single force; one can for example
distinguish technical (means-ends) rationality from practical rationalization:

Above all, it becomes clear against this background that two concepts of rationalization
must be distinguished. […] Rationalization at the level of the institutional framework can
occur only in themedium of symbolic interaction itself, that is, through removing restrictions
on communication. Public, unrestricted discussion, free from domination, of the suitability
and desirability of action-orienting principles and norms in the light of the socio-cultural
repercussions of developing subsystems of purposive-rational action—such communication
at all levels of political and repoliticized decision-making processes is the only medium in
which anything like “rationalization” is possible. (p. 118)

As is well known, Habermas further developed a distinction between systemic and
“life-world” dynamics in his studies of the transformation of the public sphere (Struk-
turwandel der Oeffentlichkeit; Habermas, 1974) and then in the Theory of Commu-
nicative Action (1981). Less well known is his extensive study entitled Erkenntnis
und Interesse (Habermas, 1968b; translated as Knowledge and Human Interests)
about three knowledge interests—rationalities—operating in the different sciences.

The three “knowledge interests” distinguished byHabermas (1987 [1968b]) were:
(i) the technological one of the natural sciences, (ii) the historical-hermeneutical
one of understanding in the humanities, and (iii) an emancipatory interest in social
change on the basis of reflection and critique. According to the author, one can expect
scholars working in these three domains to develop different criteria for “objec-
tivity”: nomothetical, hermeneutic, and ideology-critical, respectively. From this
perspective, a sociology of science should not focus only on themicro-organizational
differences between disciplines, but also explore their relations with these macro-
socio-epistemic drivers. As amember of theFrankfurter Schule, Habermas, however,
remained at this stage neo-Marxist: he questioned the room for unrestricted discus-
sion (“Herrschaftsfreie Diskussion von allen mit allen”) from the perspective of the
critical tradition (Horkheimer & Adorno, 1969 [1947]).

2In the French discussion, Althusser (1974) would analogously formulate a “self-critique” arguing
for a “coupure épistémologique” (an epistemological turn) by turning away from an objectivistic
analysis of class structures (e.g., Althusser, 1970; Poulantzas, 1968) towards a focus on historical
processes of change.
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1.4 The Habermas-Luhmann Discussion

The relation between the micro-sociological and macro-sociological analysis of
science, technology, and innovation has been core to my research interests. However,
Habermas’ theorizing evolved increasingly in a normative direction given his claim
of counterfactual openness in the discourse (e.g., Habermas, 1987 [1985]). In this
context, it was an eye-opener to read Luhmann’s objections against Habermas’ argu-
ments in the so-called “Habermas-Luhmann discussion” (Habermas & Luhmann,
1971).

In addition to elaborating on the perspective of Parsons’ (1937; 1951) social-
systems theory, Luhmann (1980; cf. 1971, at p. 344 ff.) argued that (i) domi-
nance is structurally present in discussions; discussions cannot be “unrestricted”;
(ii) Habermas’ appeal to “rationality” might easily be used as a sanction against
contributions deemed undesirable and therefore labeled as “irrational”; (iii) language
structures discussions; and (iv) time constraints set inevitable limits to the discus-
sions.3 According to Luhmann, “critical theory” as advocated by Habermas had
increasingly become irrelevant since outdated. As he put it:

The portrayal by Habermas is consistent and true. Only the relevance of the analysis and
vocabulary can be denied. It is not a goal, but an important aspect of sociological system
theory that it uses a concept of action that no longer allows a fundamental separation of
practice and technology. (1971, p. 293; my translation)

Against Habermas’ analysis, Luhmann (1971, p. 21) proposed to abandon
(neo-Marxist) historicism—that is, drawing “lessons from history”—and turn to
constructivism:

What can no longer be presupposed (e.g., “historical facts”, L.) will have to be brought forth
in the construction of our basic categories. […] Their suitability will have to be judged using
different criteria, i.e., no longer from the point of view of the accurate repro-duction of what
is simply pregiven and waiting to be discovered, but from that of grasping and reducing this
contingency of possibleworlds.As the basic category for describing how this is accomplished
in consciousness and communication (and not merely physically or organically) I suggest
the concept of meaning.

Note that both Habermas and Luhmann called for a theory of meaning as founda-
tional to sociology. However, Habermas elaborated this theory in terms of commu-
nicative action, whereas Luhmann theorized communication structures. InMarxism,
action provides a way to change structures, but this relation between action and
intended changes had become less obvious given the increased complexity of an
increasingly knowledge-based economy. Reflexive systems can adapt innovatively
and be resilient against external steering. Luhmann formulated this at the time as
follows:

Social structures do not take the form of expectations about behavior (let alone consist of
concrete ways of behaving), but rather take the form of expectations about expectations.
(1990b, p. 45 [1971, p. 63])

3I have summarized Luhmann’s argument in Dutch in Leydesdorff (1977).
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From this perspective—that is, focusing on the dynamics of expectations—
“action” is no longer an explanans (Giddens, 1979; Latour, 1983 and 1988), but
action needs to be explained in relation to structures. However, expectations are not
obviously observable. The specification of structures of expectations operating selec-
tively and thus potentially interacting requires a theory at the macro-level (such as
Marxism).However, Luhmann turned for the elaboration of a structuralist perspective
to Parsons’ (1951) concept of double contingency in interhuman relations.

Double contingencymeans that each of us (Ego) expects the other (Alter) to enter-
tain expectations as we entertain them ourselves. This second contingency among
expectations comes on top of the first contingency of empirical processes in the phys-
ical and biological conditions. Sharing of meaning and communication of informa-
tion enable us reflexively to entertain and develop structures in our communications.
Note that this approach is sociological and not linguistic: communications can be
mediated symbolically providing meaning to reflections.

I agree with Parsons and Luhmann that double contingency can be considered as
the micro-operation of the social system. This basis is not grounded in observable
behavior, but in reflexive communications. I shall show in a later chapter that the
coding of the communications adds a hyper-reflexive layer at the supra-individual
level. From this perspective, both actions and texts are part of a first contingency; they
are historical and observable. From an evolutionary perspective these observables in
the first contingency provide the variation. However, inter-human communications
develop evolutionarily in terms of selection mechanisms. Selection criteria are not
immediately and unambiguously observable. As Luhmann (1995, at p. 164 [1984,
p. 226] formulated: “communications cannot be observed directly, only inferred.”
(italics in the original).

In other words, interactive rationality, which Habermas distinguished from
means/ends rationality, is shaped in terms of meanings provided and shared among
humans reflexively. Providing meaning to information can be considered as the
selection of a signal from the noise. Not all information is meaningful; and one
or more selections can be involved. However, the selection mechanisms cannot be
inferred from the observable variation. Unlike variations (which are phenotypical),
selection is “genotypical”—a system’s property—and may also be deterministic.
Habermas’ assumption that the social system of communications can be considered
as unrestricted (“herrschaftsfrei”) specifies a counterfactual; somewhat comparable
to “all men are born equal.” However, normative assumptions are not sufficient for
understanding the complex dynamics under study. We need research programs!

1.5 “Wertfreiheit”

The distinction between different rationalities (e.g., technocratic or capitalist ratio-
nalities) potentially operating upon one another—but not necessarily in a single
Marxian dialectics—finds its origin in Max Weber’s work and relates directly to
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Weber’s Marx-critique or, more generally, his critique of historicism.4 According
to Weber, values are ideal-typical constructs: they operate in history as coordina-
tion mechanisms. The Sinn der Wertfreiheit—the commitment to value-freeness—
in the social sciences serves our ability to study these values without an a priori
commitment to them. Value-freeness is an epistemic condition for the objectiva-
tion of “verstehende Soziologie” (Weber, 1913). Without Verstehen (“understanding
the meaning of action from the actor’s point of view”) the sociological analysis
remains substantively empty. Human agency is “intentional” (Searle, 1983). Both
understanding and explanation are needed in the sociological analysis.

For explaining the status of values, Weber used the metaphor of the Greek Gods
who operate above human history, but are present within it. History is then consid-
ered as a Kampfplatz (battlefield) of völlig unaustragbare (completely incompatible)
values (e.g., Weber, 1919, at p. 608f.). Weber (2015 [1904], at p. 203 ff.) opposed
(among others, Marx’s) historicism. He explained the analytical tension between
sociological analysis and historical studies as follows:

In the interest of the concrete demonstration of an ideal type or of an ideal-typical devel-
opmental sequence, one seeks to make it clear by the use of concrete illustrative material
drawn from empirical-historical reality. The danger of this procedure, which in itself is
entirely legitimate, lies in the fact that historical knowledge here appears as a servant of
theory instead of the opposite role. It is a great temptation for the theorist to regard this
relationship either as the normal one or, far worse, to mix theory with history and indeed to
confuse them with each other.

Seeking to understand the system’s dynamics, Luhmann’s (1971: 291 ff.) program
of studies was radically anti-historicist, as when he formulated, for example, as
follows:

Our flight must take place above the clouds, and we must reckon with a rather thick cloud
cover.Wemust rely on our instruments. Occasionally, wemay catch glimpses below of a land
with roads, towns, rivers, and coastlines that remind us of something familiar, or glimpses
of a larger stretch of landscape with the extinct volcanoes of Marxism. But no one should
fall victim to the illusion that these few points of reference are sufficient to guide our flight.
(Luhmann [1984, pp. 12–13]; 1995, p. l).5

Note that the “volcanoes ofMarxism” (e.g., Habermas?) are considered “extinct.”
From a systems perspective, history can be considered as morphogenesis (Archer,
1982 and 1995). The historical events provide variation, but the systems dynamics
are structural: they operate in terms of selection mechanisms (Hodgson & Knudsen,
2011). From Luhmann’s perspective, Weber’s values are not Greek Gods, but the
results of resonances among interhuman intentions and communications. These
structures, operating like “GreekGods” in the background, also need to be explained.

In my opinion, Luhmann’s contributions to the Habermas-Luhmann discussions
were very rich, and they are important for the argument to be developed in this

4Popper’s (1957) term “historicism” is not used by Weber.
5The metaphor of the airplane flying on the basis of instruments is taken from Maturana (1978,
p. 42). The flight metaphor refers also to the Preface of Hegel’s (1820) Rechtsphilosophie where he
wrote that “the owl of Minerva begins its flight only with the onset of dusk.”



1.5 “Wertfreiheit” 9

study about the dynamics of discursive knowledge as systems of rationalized expec-
tations. However, I will use Luhmann’s proposals without orthodoxy, and change
them when necessary, in my opinion. I will also emphasize some aspects differ-
ently from the scholarly reception of Luhmann’s work in Germany and elsewhere.
My main purpose is to operationalize this sociological theory and to proceed to the
measurement (Leydesdorff, 1995).

At the time of the debate with Habermas,6 Luhmann (1971, p. 34; 1990a, b, p. 27)
was ahead of his time when he drew the following conclusion about the dynamics
and evolution of meanings:

The function of meaning then does not lie in information, i.e., not in the elimination of a
system-relative state of uncertainty about the world, and it cannot, therefore, be measured
with the techniques of information theory. If it is repeated, a message or piece of news
loses its information value, but not its meaning. Meaning is not a selective event, but a
selective relationship between system and world—although this is still not an adequate
characterization. Rather, what is special about the meaningful or meaning-based processing
of experience is that it makes possible both the reduction and the preservation of complexity;
i.e., it provides a form of selection that prevents the world from shrinking down to just one
particular content of consciousness with each act of determining experience. (1990, p. 27)

In addition to this quest for the specification of social selectionmechanisms poten-
tially different from “natural selection,” the long-termprogramof theory construction
was at the time formulated as follows:

No matter how abstractly formulated are a general theory of systems, a general theory of
evolution, and a general theory of communication, all three theoretical components are neces-
sary for the specifically sociological theory of society. They are mutually interdependent.
[…]

The decisive questions now become: How are these various theories related to one another?
What unifies them? How must a theory that integrates them be constructed? (Luhmann,
1975, at p. 96; 1982a, b, at p. 261.)

This program was ambitious; further research questions were supposed to follow.
However, the program never took off in terms of empirical methods. For example,
Luhmann’s conclusion that “meaning cannot be measured with the techniques of
information theory” (1990a, b, p. 27) was, in my opinion, too hasty. As I shall show,
information theory can be extended with a theory of redundancy which enables us
to estimate the imprint of meaning processing on information processing, and thus
to take steps toward the operationalization of this program of studies.

6Habermas ([1985] 1987) revised his critique of Luhmann’s program after almost two decades, as
follows:

As Luhmann’s astonishing job of translation demonstrates, this language can be so flexibly
adapted and expanded that it yields novel, not merely objectivating but objectivistic descriptions
even of subtle phenomena of the life-world. […].

As a result, the critique of reason carried out as a critique of metaphysics and a critique of power,
which we have considered in these lectures, is deprived of its object. (p. 385).
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1.6 Meaning and Information

Meaning is provided to events and information with reference to “horizons of mean-
ings.” Providing meaning to information can be considered as the selection of a
signal from noise. The result is “meaningful information.” The additional dimen-
sion of other possible meanings potentially resounding in each local selection makes
the selection dynamics of processing meaning internally structured and non-linear,
with the noted potential of preventing “the world from shrinking” by selections. As
against Darwin’s “natural” selection, cultural selection may add options to a system
and thus not reduce complexity. I shall argue below that the sharing of meanings
among human beings can generate redundancy by operating as a feedback against
“the arrow of time” differently from the generation of uncertainty—that is a conse-
quence of Shannon’s (1948) proposal to operationalize information as probabilistic
entropy.

New options can be added when the codes of the communications—the horizons
of meaning—interact as control mechanisms in addition to and in interaction with
the observable interactions at the level of the data. Both vertical and horizontal
differentiations are then possible (Simon, 1973) and can operate upon one another.
However, selections cannot operate without variation.

In my opinion, the variation-generating mechanisms were insufficiently specified
byLuhmann,who posited, with reference toBateson (1972), that “all information has
meaning” (Luhmann, 1995, p. 67). Information, however, is empirical and contains
uncertainty. In Shannon’s (1948) information theory, information is yet-meaningless
uncertainty or, in other words, (potentially random) variation. The specification of
system(s) of reference is needed to provide this yet-meaningless information with
meanings. Luhmann’s specification of variation, however, is only in terms of frictions
and irritations. Consequently, “information” cannot be measured from this perspec-
tive (cf. Baecker, 2017). However, I shall argue that the relations between (Shannon-
type) information-processing and meaning-processing can further be clarified by
extending information theory with a calculus of redundancy.

When different perspectives provide different meanings to the same informa-
tion, one can expect redundancies in the overlaps among perspectives. In informa-
tion theory, redundancy is defined as the complement of the information given the
maximum information capacity—that is, the total number of options. Redundancy
provides a measure for the options that were hitherto not realized historically but
which could have been realized (Brooks & Wiley, 1986). (Adding redundancy adds
also to the maximum information content, while the latter is equal to the sum of
information and redundancy.)

Whereas Shannon-type information—H = −Σi pi log2(pi )—is (by definition)
positive, selective feedbacks can be measured as negative bits or, in other words, as
redundancy. The sharing of meanings on top of but different from the communication
of information can generate synergy under specifiable conditions. Synergy enlarges
the number of options at the above-individual level. In my opinion, this dynamic of
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adding options provides an operationalization of Luhmann’s (1990a, b, p. 27) call
for the specification of a “selection that prevents the world from shrinking.”

I shall distinguish between (i) redundancy as the not-yet-realized options at each
moment of time and (ii) the generation of redundancy as new options resulting from
the synergy in the interactions among codes in interhuman communications. The
latter redundancy operates upon the former, which is by definition at each moment
the complement of the information to the maximum entropy.

Interpersonal intentionality can be expected to encompass both information in
the first contingency of historical observables and redundancy in the second contin-
gency of expectations. The two have to be unraveled analytically. I shall argue that
historical and evolutionary processes operate as feedbacks on each other but with
opposite signs. Note that interpersonal communication can be considered as inten-
tional; however, the word “intentional” has a meaning at the supra-individual level
different from individual intentionality.

The net result of the interactions between information and meaning processing
can be measured in bits of information (Leydesdorff & Ivanova, 2014; Leydesdorff,
Johnson, & Ivanova, 2018). If this net result is positive, historical realization in orga-
nizational formats prevails; if it is negative, self-organization of the communications
is indicated changing and overwriting organizational shapes.

Self-organization means that the communication dynamics is guided by a code
in the communications which tends to take over control from agency in terms of
determining what can be communicated in specific communications. For example,
scholarly discourse is coded differently from political discourse or market trans-
actions. When the codes are not observable, they can be hypothesized and these
hypotheses can be operationalized and tested. The possible interactions among codes
are probably limited. For example, one cannot legitimately pay for the truth of a
statement.

In summary: socio-cultural evolution has a complex dynamic of organization
and self-organization that is different from biological evolution. For example, there
can be trade-offs between selection mechanisms. Biological selection is based on
genotypes that are hard-wired, historically present, and thus observable (e.g., as
DNA). The “genotypes” of cultural evolution are codes of communication which
can further be developed because they are not hard-wired. They are structures of
expectations operating at a level above the hardware. Interactions among the codes
can be positive or negative given historical constraints. Information theory enables
us to measure whether new options (redundancies) are being created, to what extent,
and in which relations.

In other words, the relations between evolutionary theory and systems theory
can further be specified using communication theory. Increasingly, it has been my
program of studies to relate these Luhmann-inspired ideas aboutmeaning-processing
with an information-theoretical operationalization (Leydesdorff, 1995; Shannon,
1948; Theil, 1972) and, thirdly, with the anticipatory mechanisms involved in the
cultural evolution of expectations and meanings in the second contingency (Dubois,
2003; Luhmann, 2002a; Leydesdorff & Franse, 2009; Rosen,1985). The essays



12 1 Knowledge-Based Innovations and …

underlying this bookwere collected and reorganized in order to illustrate this progres-
sion: the questions are often Luhmann’s; the answers are sometimes mine. Let me
first distance myself from Luhmann and then return to the autobiographic narrative.

1.7 “Luhmann Reconsidered”

In my opinion, Luhmann’s contributions have been obscured by attempts in his later
work—mainly in the 1990s—to develop an overarching philosophy of observation
on the basis of Spencer Brown’s (1969)Laws of Form. The focus on Spencer Brown’s
very abstract andmathematical ideas has led to theoretical discussions among someof
Luhmann’s leading followers, but hardly to empirical research and the testing of theo-
retical claims. In my opinion, Shannon’s mathematically theory of communications
provides amuchmore fruitful methodology, because this theory—based on probabil-
ities—provides instruments for the measurement (e.g., Theil, 1972). At the interface
between Luhmann’s sociological theory of communication and Shannon’s mathe-
matical theory of communication puzzles can be formulated that ask for empirical
research, modelling, and simulation (Leydesdorff, 1995).

For example, I mentioned above the puzzle (raised by Luhmann already in 1971)
of specifying social selection mechanisms other than “natural selection.” Although
Luhmann placed this and other puzzles on the agenda, he refrained from the elabo-
ration and testing of these ideas as hypotheses. The theorizing thus tends to become
a closed and highly codified artifact despite the empirical intentions. The focus on
naturalistic “observations” brings the risk of historicism; without specification of
“expectations” testing and therefore refutation become impossible. Differences are
not yet significant because they are meaningful.

In a critical reflection on Luhmann’s œuvre, Gumbrecht (2006; 2019) proposed
to distinguish among Luhmann I, II, and III as follows:

1. “Luhmann I” (mainly—but not exclusively—in the 1970s) denotes the contribu-
tions to the Habermas-Luhmann discussion about the premises and construction
of sociology as a theory of society.

2. During the 1980s, “Luhmann II” incorporated Maturana & Varela’s (1980)
theory of autopoiesis; that is, self-organization (Luhmann, 1995 [1984]). In
my opinion, this program of studies begins with the publication of Liebe als
Passion in 1982 (Luhmann, 1982b—translated as Love as Passion (Luhmann,
1986a)—includes the foundational study Soziale Systeme (Luhmann, 1984)—
Social Systems (Luhmann, 1995)—and culminates in Die Wissenschaft der
Gesellschaft—The Science of Society—published in 1990. Because of its specific
focus on science as a communication system, the last book is most relevant for
this study.

3. “Luhmann III” denotes the philosophy of observationwhich Luhmann developed
during the 1990s in order to provide his work with a fundament in an axiomatic
system to be derived from Spencer-Brown’s (1969) Laws of Form.
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“Luhmann I, II, and III” are not necessarily consecutive although there is a
pattern of development. I agree with Gumbrecht that “Luhmann III” is problematic:
following Spencer-Brown (1969) and other scholars in cybernetics (e.g., Baecker,
1999; Kauffman, 2003), Luhmann accepted in the early 1990s—on the basis of
discussions with Von Foerster and Baecker—that a distinction that is identified can
be considered as an observation. In the social sciences, however, the identification
of a distinction specifies only an observational category—an empty box—and not
yet an observation.7

In biology, a predator can observe its prey after distinguishing and identifying
it in its environment. In the social sciences, observed values to be filled into the
empty boxes thus generated have still to be determined empirically, for example,
by measurement (De Zeeuw, 1993). The status of observations thus is different:
not the observations, but observational categories are generated by distinctions and
identifications. Observations are the results of the measurement and can be tested for
their statistical significance.

“Luhmann II” provides another, and, inmyopinion,most creative and original part
of his œuvre. Crucial to the theory of that time is a sociological specification of the
autopoiesis model of Maturana & Varela (1980 and 1984) in a series of studies. The
autopoiesismodel—autopoiesis is theword for self-organization in classicalGreek—
combines structure and action and thus allowed Luhmann to bridge the gap between
Parsons’ structural functionalism and symbolic interactionism in sociology (Grathof,
1978; cf. Giddens, 1981, p. 167). The communication structures are reproduced
and changed by interactions which are carried by agents. However, the biological
model of autopoiesis cannot be applied to inter-human communications without
modifications. As Luhmann (1986b, p. 172) put it:

[…] living systems are a special type of systems. However, if we abstract from life and define
autopoiesis as a general form of system-building using self-referential closure, we would
have to admit that there are non-living autopoietic systems, different modes of autopoietic
reproduction, and general principles of autopoietic organizationwhichmaterialize as life, but
also in other modes of circularity and self-reproduction. In other words, if we find non-living
autopoietic systems in our world, then and only then will we need a truly general theory of
autopoiesis which carefully avoids references which hold true only for living systems. But
which attributes of autopoiesis will remain valid on this highest level, and which will have
to be dropped on behalf of their connection with life?

7Luhmann (II) had up until that time (that is, approximately 1990) worked with two major distinc-
tions: (i) system and environment, and (ii) (individual) “consciousness” and inter-human “com-
munication.” In his 1990 book about the Science of Society, Luhmann explicitly objected to this
reduction of sociological reasoning to observing as the basic concept of sociological analysis by
formulating as follows:

It would perhaps be possible to abandon the idea of a human subject and only use the words
“observers” and “observations.” However, such semantic changes do not lead anywhere as
long as there is only one way to identify the observer, namely as a human being. (p. 14; my
translation)

As noted, human beings (“consciousness systems”) were not Luhmann’s subject of study except
in their relation to communications. As stated above, “action” needs to be explained.
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A sociology based on the “autopoiesis” of communications can be considered
as a form of radical constructivism (Knorr-Cetina, 1989). As against other forms
of constructivism, the focus is on the constructedness of the constructs and not on
the constructing agency (Luhmann, p. 515 ff.; cf. Latour, 1983). In science and
technology studies (STS), however, the focus has been mainly on explaining macro-
structures in terms of micro-sociological agency (e.g., Knorr-Cetina, 1981; Krohn
et al., 1990; Latour&Woolgar, 1979; Latour, 1996; cf. Leydesdorff, 1993; Luhmann,
1995). From this perspective, one can consider Luhmann’s approach as a paradigm
shift from the Latourian approach prevailing in STS (Nowotny, 1990; cf. Wagner,
1996). I return to this issue in Chap. 3.

1.8 Codification

The meaning of a communication is a second-order variable attributable to the
communications. The latter are first-order attributes of communicating agents.Mean-
ings originate from communications and feedback on communications. When selec-
tions can operate upon one another, a complex and potentially non-linear dynamics
is generated. In other words: communications are provided with meanings in a layer
other than agency. Meanings are based on reflections; they are attributes of the links
and not of the actors at nodes in networks, and are therefore by their nature inter-
subjective (Fig. 1.1). The communicators—Luhmann used theword “consciousness”
for individuals—provide variation to systems of communication.

The codes coordinate the communications by discarding the noise on the basis
of selection criteria. These coordination mechanisms are not “given” or directly
observable. The theoretical task is to specify the selection mechanisms in terms
of specific codes. The codes in the communications are structural and therefore
determine the selections. For example, one can say different things in a courtroom,

Communications with 
communicators 

Communications Communications with codes of 
communication operating as 
coordination mechanisms  

Fig. 1.1 Communications can be considered as attributes of communicators, but they can also be
considered as second-order units of analysis to which codes of communication can be attributed
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in parliament, in a newspaper, or in a class, because of differences in the codifications
in the language given respective settings.

Codes developed in the communication provide criteria for the selections and thus
coordinate the system in which they emerge. Codes, however, have to be constructed
as a further refinement of language in a historical process before the logic of the
selection can take control over the logic of variation in the communication from
which the codes emerged. This emerging order builds on support structures that have
to be reproduced; for example, in terms of carrying institutions.

1.8.1 Husserl’s “Intersubjective Intentionality”

Luhmann elaborated on three disciplinary backgrounds for the specification of selec-
tion mechanisms in interhuman communications: (i) Husserl’s (1929) “intersubjec-
tive intentionality” in the philosophical background; (ii) Parsons’ (1963a, b; 1968)
“symbolically generalized media of communication” for the sociological opera-
tionalization; and (iii) Maturana’s (e.g., 1978) “autopoiesis” or self-organization
theory for the dynamic model.

First, Luhmann’s œuvre can be considered as an attempt to operationalize
Husserl’s philosophical concept of “intersubjectivity” sociologically in terms of
inter-human communications (Luhmann, 1995; cf. Knudsen, 2006). Luhmann was
fascinated by Husserl’s philosophy. For example, Paul (2001, at p. 374) described
this commitment to Husserl’s philosophy as follows:

[…] one can hardly overestimate the importance of Husserl’s phenomenology for Luhmann
(1996). I can distinguish two levels of influence. First, Luhmann extends Husserl’s project,
bequeathing legitimacy not only on reflection or conscious action but also on the experience
of the world. Second, his analyses of the constitution of the social follow directly upon the
problem posed by Husserl as to whether and, if so, how, intersubjectivity can be understood.

Meanings can be shared in a non-linear dynamic co-evolving as a feedback on
the underlying flow of information. As Luhmann (2002a, at p. 53 ff.) formulated:

A variant of operative constructivism […] is presented today under different brand names:
for instance, formal calculus; second-order cybernetics; the theory of closed, “autopoietic”
systems; or radical constructivism. Its disciplinaryprovenance is veryheterogeneous, ranging
from mathematics to biology and neurophysiology to the theory of automata and linguistics.
[…]

But how would it be if one could successfully show that Husserl already uses this theory,
except that, with concepts such as “subject,” “spirit,” or “transcendental phenomenology,”
he places it within a tradition that already in his time had little chance of a future. […] I
believe that this is possible if one […] distinguishes whether systems are constructed on the
basis of intentional acts of consciousness or on the basis of communication.

In the fifth of his so-called Cartesian Meditations, entitled “Uncovering of the
Sphere of Transcendental Being asMonadological Intersubjectivity,” Husserl (1929)


