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Detlef Pollack:Problems in Niklas Luhmann‘s functional theory of religion
Functional analyses investigate objects with regard to problems which are resolved by them.
A number of methodological problems arise from this approach.Four of these will be dealt
with in this article with regard to  Luhmann‘s approach: the problem of incongruent per-
spective,of the choice of the respective point of reference,of the breadth and indeterminate
nature of functional analyses, and of invariant needs for functional solutions to problems.
Special emphasis will be placed on the contradiction between the assertion of the non-
substitutability of religion and the proof of functional equivalents in Luhmann‘s theory of
religion, and on the tension between the possibility of the fulfilment of religious functions
and the inner-religious awareness of this functioning.

Rudolf Schlögl: Historians, Max Weber and Niklas Luhmann. Some remarks on the difficult (but
possibly fruitful) relationship between historiography and the theory of social systems
I. Recent developments in historiography make it likely that historians will recognize the
sociology of religion,designed by Niklas Luhmann,above all from a point of view inspired
by Max Weber. II.For historians,one of Niklas Luhmann‘s most important observations is
that religion,as a social system,fails to stabilise a generalised symbolic media of communica-
tion.The history of religion, during the whole of the early modern period, is therefore
characterised by the search for substitutes. III. Max Weber believed that the origin and
development of Western rationalism lay mainly caused in religion and especially in the
puritan denominations of Protestantism. In contradiction to this, Luhmann points out that
once a single ‘God of observation‘ is established, the uncertainty of salvation becomes a
major factor in the evolution of religion.A sociology of religion, grounded on a theory of
social systems,provides us with several concepts which could have a stimulating impact on
the history of religion in early modern society.For historians, an understanding of religion
based on communication, the typology of ways in which social systems are built and
Luhmann‘s concept of secularisation will be of great significance.

Peter Beyer:Religion as Communication in Niklas Luhmann‘s „Die Religion der Gesellschaft“ 
Luhmann‘s reorientation of his theory of society towards communication as the basic social
element raises the question of how he understood religion as communication.The article
examines this question in light of all of Luhmann‘s publications on religion,but especially as
concerns his final, posthumously published volume. The analysis reveals that, in effect,
Luhmann saw two types of religious communication: on the one hand there is the
paradoxical kind,communication that is also not communication,in particular ritual,myth,
and revelatory events.This type he considers problematic because it does not distinguish
clearly between information and utterance. On the other hand, there is communication
about the paradoxical kind of religious communication,namely interpretation,commentary,
speculation,and the like.This sort of religious communication is „normal“.
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Christoph Dinkel:Religious faith as a symbolic generalized medium of communication
In the theory of social systems it is a matter of dispute,whether religious faith can be seen as
a symbolic generalized medium of communication for the system of religion or not.The
article shows that in case of protestant religion, faith actually does have the function of a
symbolic generalized medium of communication.

Bernd Oberdorfer:„The good Lord sees everything“ – and we watch him doing so.Theological remarks
on Luhmann‘s conception of God as a „Kontingenzformel“
In his Die Religion der Gesellschaft, Luhmann argues that a monotheistic conception of God
functions as a „formula of contingency“ (Kontingenzformel) in the religious system because it
makes it possible to distinguish between accepted (official) and unaccepted (deviant)
communications within the system and at the same time conceals the contingency of this
distinction from the system itself. Luhmann‘s definition of God as a personal external
observer of the society, however, admittedly only corresponds to 17th and 18th century
theism,which has lost its plausibility since the criticism of Kant,Fichte and Schleiermacher.
The renaissance of a trinitarian concept of God which is based on the incarnated Christ in
20th century theology can be seen as a reaction to that criticism and as a particularly
consistent realization of a Kontingenzformel.

Günter Thomas:The distinction of trinity and the unit of God as a contingency formula
The following contribution enters into a dialogue with Niklas Luhmann‘s sociology of
religion from a specific perspective: Christian theology conceived as trinitarian theology.
Luhmann introduces his concept of God as a ,contingency formula‘ by which religious
systems deal with the paradoxes that emerge from their use of their own code.Within this
framework, God is considered to be the unity of the difference between immanence and
transcendence. However, this leads to a god who is even beyond the distinction between
distinction and nondistinction, beyond time and eventually without the ability to
differentiate self-reference and external reference.Against this conception, the essay argues
for taking seriously a trinitarian conception of God, with which 20th century theology
respond to the crises of the metaphysical conception of God.Trinitarian thinking does not
lead to unity but to difference as the starting point and endpoint of ‘drawing distinctions‘.
Such a readjustment.based on a trinitarian concept of God,has far-reaching consequences
for the relationship between immanence and transcendence.

Isolde Karle:Functional differentiation and exclusion as a challenge and chance for religion and church
Everybody seems to agree that the church has less cultural influence than formerly in
modern society.A differentiated analysis with reference to Niklas Luhmann shows however
that this is a one-sided perspective because the functionally differentiated society of today
has not only disadvantages, but also offers specific chances for religion and the church. In
addition to this,modern society is confronted increasingly with the problem of exclusion.
According to Luhmann, thanks to its special position in society, the system of religion has
specific and unique possibilities which enable it to counter the problems of exclusion.
Different forms of inclusion in relation to the church will be presented and the specifically
Christian sensitivity for the distinction between exclusion and inclusion will be shown.
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Rudolf Stichweh: World religion or world religions?
The essay analyzes Niklas Luhmann‘s „Die Religion der Gesellschaft“ in terms of its
contribution to the theory of world society. One decisive point is that Luhmann does not
stop at the fairly conventional argument of the segmentary differentiation of world religion
into a plurality of religious systems. Luhmann furthermore demonstrates an increasing
religious variety in present-day world society which is results from the increasing failure of
religious organizations (churches) to bind their members to them and from the progressive
individualization in behavioral choices. As religions do not accept external criteria of
evaluation (as so many other social systems have to do an ‘audit society‘) they are
„insulated“ from one another; this is a phenomenon that can to some extend be seen as
analogous to the reproductive isolation of populations in biological evolution. Religious
dogmatic then functions as a differential which reflexively controls the process of adaptation
of a religious belief system to itself.From this constellation the remarkable ongoing process
of diversification of religions in world society results.

Stephan Fuchs:Networks 
The empirical and explanatory range of network models is being explored in a variety of
fields, such as social movement formation and neural networks,with the aim of sketching a
general theory of network behavior. It appears that networks have some common
properties, including drift and core/periphery differentiation. In networks of culture, the
cores consist of institutions which give rise to robust realism,whereas peripheries are more
playful and experimental. „Systems“ may be a special case of networks – those which
achieve a high degree of closure,boundedness,and inwardness.

Thomas Hermsen:The art of economy and the economy of art 
The article gives an outline of the sociological reconstruction of the changes in the support
and promotion of art by commercial organizations in the transition to modern society.The
hypothesis on which the paper is based is that the changes in the use of art by commerce
and businenn are related to the process of social differentiation and to the increases in
complexity which this process leads to.The example of Germany shows that the adaptation
of the society to functional differentiation has changed the motives and conditions of
support for art by commercial and business organizations in the transition from the
entrepreneurial organization to the enterprise organization to include everything from
communication of appreciation of cultural and  decision-making ability to communication
of multi reference.

André Kieserling:The ending of the good society
There are two modes of differentiating between the good society as opposed to mere
society: representation and counter-representation.The case of representation is realized if
the good society is identified according to the form of system differentiation
institutionalized at the level of society. As long as stratification is the dominant form of
system differentiation,the good society can and in fact must be identified with the face-to-
face interactions in the upper class. In modern society this mode of representation doesn‘t
work any longer.The system of modern society is differentiated on a primary level into
functional systems like politics, science, religion etc, and none of these primary subsystems
can claim to represent the society within the society. Conceptions of good society have to
be reproduced outside of functional systems or else by protesting against them. These
changes from representation to counter-representation are discussed with reference to early
modern forms of face-to-face-interaction and contemporary protest movements.
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Dirk Kretzschmar/Niels Werber:Between globalisation and geopolitics.Regional observations of world
society through political semantics – the examples of the USA and Russia
Our contribution track a particular version of the difference between the local and the
global in the world society:For this purpose,Russia, the USA and Germany are compared
as areas of world society in terms of the question of the political self-description each
derives respectively from the fact of technical,economic,and communicative globalisation.
Today in Germany a semantic of globalisation prevails according to which, from an
exclusively technically and logistically shaped world system of communication an all-
inclusive, democratically integrated, and above all pacified world republic is emerging,
which at present is only waiting for global institutions to be set up.In Russia and the USA,
in contrast, a competing semantic of geopolitics is arising, partially based on pre-war
political theorists, and forming paradigms which should long since have had their day,were
the description of an „atopic“ world society beyond any geopolitical space is correct. In
these Russian and American geopolitical discourses, not only are traditional „sovereign
interests“ of nation states and economic reasons for current and future conflicts pointed out,
but increasingly „cultural“ differences between regions and territories are blamed for the
fissions and frictions among the segments of world society.
At the present time, one has to deal with two types of semantics, both based on the
observation of a world system that is totally globalised in terms of media, technology,
communications and logistics,but each arriving at different prognoses: at an optimistic one
of global unification and international institutionalisation on the one hand, and a a rather
sceptical expectation of future geopolitical and cultural conflicts on the other.

210 Abstracts 



Contents

Editorial  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3 

Detlef Pollack
Problems in Niklas Luhmann‘s functional theory of religion  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5 

Rudolf Schlögl
Historians,Max Weber and Niklas Luhmann.Some remarks on the 
difficult (but possibly fruitful) relationship between historiography 
and the theory of social systems  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 23

Peter Beyer
Religion as Communication in Niklas Luhmann‘s 
„Die Religion der Gesellschaft“  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 46

Christoph Dinkel
Religious faith as a symbolic generalized medium of communication . . . . . . . . . . . 56

Bernd Oberdorfer
„The good Lord sees everything“ – and we watch him doing so.
Theological remarks on Luhmann‘s conception of God as a 
„Kontingenzformel“ . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 71

Günter Thomas
The distinction of trinity and the unit of God as a contingency formula . . . . . . . . . 87

Isolde Karle
Functional differentiation and exclusion as a challenge and chance for 
religion and church  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 100

Rudolf Stichweh
World religion or world religions?  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 118

Stephan Fuchs
Networks . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 125

Thomas Hermsen
The art of economy and the economy of art  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 156

André Kieserling
The ending of the good society  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 177

Dirk Kretzschmar / Niels Werber
Between globalisation and geopolitics.
Regional observations of world society through political semantics – 
the examples of the USA and Russia  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 192

Abstracts  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 207

Contents  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 211

Authors  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 212

211



Über die Autoren

Peter Beyer is Associate Professor of Religious Studies at the University of Ottawa,Canada.
His publications include Religion and Globalization (Sage, 1994), a translation and intro-
duction of Niklas Luhmann,Religious Dogmatics and the Evolution of Societies (Mellen,
1984) and articles in numerous journals, including Soziale Systeme.His most recent publi-
cation is an edited volume entitled Globalisierung und Religion: Eine Auswahl englisch-
sprachiger Literatur (forthcoming,Würzburg:Ergon Verlag).

Christoph Dinkel, Dr. theol. habil, geb. 1963, Privatdozent für Praktische Theologie an der
Universität Kiel und evangelischer Pfarrer in Stuttgart.
Veröffentlichungen: Kirche gestalten. Schleiermachers Theorie des Kirchenregiments,
SchlAr 17, Berlin/New York: de Gruyter, 1996;Was nützt der Gottesdienst? Eine funktio-
nale Theorie des evangelischen Gottesdienstes,Gütersloh:Chr.Kaiser/Gütersloher,2000.

Stephan Fuchs is Associate Professor of Sociology at the University of Virginia. He has just
completed „Against Esentialism“, to be published this Fall by Harvard. Fuchs is currently
working on a sociology of mind.

Thomas Hermsen,Dr.,geb.1962,Studium der Sozialarbeit und Soziologie in Düsseldorf und
Bielefeld, zur Zeit Fachhochschullehrer an der Katholischen Fachhochschule Mainz,Fach-
bereich Sozialarbeit/Sozialpädagogik.Arbeitsschwerpunkte:Organisationssoziologie,Sozial-
arbeitswissenschaft,Verbändeforschung,Kunstsoziologie.
Veröffentlichungen u. a.: Kunstförderung zwischen Passion und Kommerz, Campus 1997;
Wohlfahrtsverbände und Sozialmanagement, Peter Lang 2000; Soziale Hilfe im Wandel:
Wohlfahrtsverbände im Reorganisationsprozeß (zus. mit D. Gnewekow), in: H:Willke, Sy-
stemisches Wissensmanagement, Lucius & Lucius (1998),261-304;Luhmanns Systemtheo-
rie in der Reflexion Sozialer Arbeit (zus.mit Th.Bardmann), in:R.Merten (Hg.),System-
theorie Sozialer Arbeit,Leske & Budrich (2000),87-112.

Isolde Karle,Promotion 1996 in Kiel,Habilitation 2000 in Bonn,Privatdozentin für Prakti-
sche Theologie in Bonn,Pfarrerin in Stuttgart.
Neuere Veröffentlichungen: Der Pfarrberuf als Profession. Eine Berufstheorie im Kontext
der modernen Gesellschaft, Christian Kaiser/Gütersloher Verlagshaus, Gütersloh 2001; Pa-
storale Kompetenz, in:Pastoraltheologie 89 (2000),508–523;Das Geschlecht als Konstruk-
tion.Strategien des ‚doing‘ und ‚undoing gender‘ in Unterricht und Gemeinde,in:Lernort
Gemeinde 17, Heft 2 (1999), 10–15; Seelsorge in der modernen Gesellschaft. Spezifische
Chancen,Ressourcen und Sinnformen der seelsorgerlichen Kommunikation, in:Evangeli-
sche Theologie 59 (1999),203–219.

André Kieserling, geb. 1962, Studium der Philosophie in Frankfurt a.M. und Soziologie in
Bielefeld,Promotion 1998,Wissenschaftlicher Assistent am Institut für Soziologie der Lud-
wig-Maximilians-Universität München.
Publikationen u.a.: Kommunikation unter Anwesenden.Studien über Interaktionssysteme
(1999),Ortsbestimmungen der Soziologie (2000,Hg.zusammen mit Ulrich Beck).

212



Dirk Kretzschmar,Dr.,geb.1961,ist Privatdozent für Slavische Philologie an der Ruhr-Uni-
versität Bochum.
Demnächst erscheint die Habilitationsschrift „Identität statt Differenz.Gesellschaftsstruktur
und Kunsttheorie in Russland im 18.und 19.Jahrhundert“ (Peter Lang Verlag)

Bernd Oberdorfer,geb.1961,ist Ordinarius für Evangelische Theologie mit Schwerpunkt Sy-
stematische Theologie und theologische Gegenwartsfragen an der Universität Augsburg.
Forschungsgebiete u.a.:Schleiermacher,Trinitätstheologie,ökumenische Theologie.

Detlef Pollack, geb. 1955 in Weimar, Studium der Theologie, Soziologie und Religionswis-
senschaft in Leipzig und Zürich,Promotion mit einer Arbeit über die Religionstheorie Ni-
klas Luhmanns, seit 1995 Professor für vergleichende Kultursoziologie an der Europa-Uni-
versität Viadrina Frankfurt (Oder).Arbeitsgebiete:Religionssoziologie,Neue soziale Bewe-
gungen,Systemtheorie,politische Kulturforschung.
Veröffentlichungen u. a.:Religiöse Chiffrierung und soziologische Aufklärung:Die Religi-
onstheorie Niklas Luhmanns im Rahmen seiner Systemtheorie, Frankfurt a.M. 1988; Kir-
che in der Organisationsgesellschaft:Zum Wandel der sozialen Lage der evangelischen Kir-
chen in der DDR,Stuttgart 1994;Politischer Protest in der DDR,Opladen 2000.

Rudolf Schlögl, geb. 1955. Ordinarius der Neueren Geschichte im Fachbereich Geschichte
und Soziologie an der Universität Konstanz.Neuerdings Forschungen zu Kommunikation
und Medialität der frühneuzeitlichen Gesellschaft.
Wichtigste Publikationen: Bauern, Krieg und Staat. Oberbayerische Bauernwirtschaft und
frühmoderner Staat im 17.Jahrhundert,Göttingen 1988.Glaube und Religion in der Säku-
larisierung. Die katholische Stadt – Köln,Aachen, Münster – 1700-1840, München 1995.
Aufsätze unter anderem zur Geschichte von Religion und Naturphilosophie vom 16. bis
zum 18.Jahrhundert.

Rudolf Stichweh,geb.1951,ist Professor für soziologische Theorie und allgemeine Soziologie
an der Fakultät für Soziologie der Universität Bielefeld.
Arbeitsschwerpunkte:Theorie der Weltgesellschaft,Soziologie des Fremden,Soziokulturelle
Evolution,Soziologie der Wissenschaft und der Universitäten,Historische Makrosoziologie.
Buchveröffentlichungen: Zur Entstehung des modernen Systems wissenschaftlicher Diszi-
plinen: Physik in Deutschland 1740-1890 (Suhrkamp 1984), Der frühmoderne Staat und
die europäische Universität: Zur Interaktion von Politik und Erziehung im Prozeß ihrer
Ausdifferenzierung (Suhrkamp 1991); Wissenschaft, Universität, Professionen (Suhrkamp
1994,stw 1146);Niklas Luhmann – Wirkungen eines Theoretikers (Hg.) (Transcript 1999);
Die Weltgesellschaft (Suhrkamp 2000,stw 1500).

Günter Thomas,Dr.theol.,Th.M.,geb.1960,Studium der Evangelischen Theologie,Philoso-
phie und Soziologie in Tübingen, Princeton (USA) und Heidelberg, theologische Promo-
tion in Heidelberg,soziologische Promotion in Tübingen,unterrichtet Systematische Theo-
logie an der Universität Heidelberg.
Neuere Veröffentlichungen: Medien-Ritual-Religion. Zur religiösen Funktion des Fernse-
hens.Frankfurt/M.:Suhrkamp 1998.(Hg.),Religiöse Funktionen des Fernsehens? Medien-,
kultur- und  religionswissenschaftliche Perspektiven. Opladen:Westdeutscher Verlag 2000.
Implizite Religion.Theoriegeschichtliche und theoretische Untersuchungen zum Problem
ihrer Identifikation.Würzburg:Ergon 2001.Aufsätze zur Theologie des 20.Jahrhunderts,Ri-
tual- und Religionstheorie.

Über die Autoren 213



Niels Werber, Dr., geb. 1965, ist Privatdozent für Literatur- und Medienwissenschaft an der
Ruhr-Universität Bochum. Zuletzt erschien „Kommunikation. Medien. Macht“ (stw),
demnächst erscheint der Folgeband „Raum.Wissen. Macht“ (zus. mit Rudolf Maresch).
Weiteres auf der Homepage:http://homepage.ruw-uni-bochum.de/niels.werber/

214 Über die Autoren


