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Jakob Arnoldi

Sense making as communication

Zusammenfassung: Dieser Artikel analysiert, wie Niklas Luhmann in der Entwicklung 
seiner Systemtheorie die Phänomenologie Husserls verwendet. Ein besonderer Schwer-
punkt liegt dabei auf dem Sinnbegriff. Beginnend mit Analysen von Luhmanns Über-
nahme Husserlianischer Begriffe wie Sinn, Noesis-Noema-Korrelation, Identität und 
Horizont, behandelt der Artikel die Frage, wie Luhmann eine Theorie kommunikativer 
Sinngebung konstruiert. Diese Analyse führt zunächst zu einer Diskussion über die Un-
terschiede zwischen Luhmann und der soziologischen Phänomenologie. Am Ende des 
Artikels wird die Verwendung der Theorie als Grundlage für die empirische Forschung 
erörtert, ein besonderer Schwerpunkt liegt dabei auf dem medialen Diskurs.

This article aims at showing the highly original way in which Niklas Luhmann 
builds upon Husserl’s phenomenology. Husserl is normally held to have exer-
ted influence on the social sciences through Schütz and Garfinkel, and also 
through Merleau Ponty, but we shall here see that Husserl’s thinking also has 
been taken in another direction. Luhmann is – in the Anglo-American World – 
associated with a theory of functional differentiation akin to Parsons. The theo-
ry of functional differentiation is however grounded on a more general theory 
of social systems (Luhmann 1982, xi) in which Husserl plays a significant role. 
The general theory of social systems is concerned with sense making systems. 
A strong link between the two theoretical levels exists: Function systems are 
mutually distinct subsystems of society because they make sense of informa-
tion in mutually distinct ways. 
That Luhmann is drawing on Husserlian phenomenology is an already well 
established fact (e. g. Merz-Benz / Wagner 2000; Bermes 2006; Knudsen 2006; 
Leydesdorff 2010; Nassehi 1993; Teubner 2001). My agenda here is three-fold.  
I will first analyze in some depth which elements of Husserl’s thought Luh-
mann takes up and how he does it. I will then, secondly, relate Luhmann’s phe-
nomenology of communication to the sociological tradition of phenomenology, 
by which I mean Schutzean phenomenology, ethnomethodology, and conver-
sation analysis. I will argue that sociological phenomenology, from the begin-
ning, but over time increasingly so, has been preoccupied with the meaning 
schemata (a term that will be explained in full later) which guide expectations 
and which are used (and constructed) by social agents in order to make sense 
of one another in interaction. Within a Luhmannian framework, schemata are 
still of crucial importance, but they now no longer are only social schemata, 
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but also schemata that guide the perception of the material world. The crucial 
implication of this is that it hence is Luhmann who succeeds in constructing a 
true sociology of knowledge (of the world – while phenomenology is sociology 
of only social knowledge). Thirdly, I aim to show how we with Luhmann have 
a phenomenology of communication which can be used for empirical analy-
sis of communication because the notion of meaning in Luhmann’s work (via 
Husserlian phenomenology) has affinities to various theories of semantics and 
from there to theories of discourse. I develop this with a particular focus on 
media discourse. Before I get to these points, however, I will try to show in (I 
am afraid tedious) detail the similarities between Luhmann and Husserl.

Intentionality and communicative themes

Ever present in Husserl’s philosophy is a strong intuitive notion of intentio-
nality. The core aspect of consciousness, Husserl claims (building on his for-
mer tea cher Brentano), is that it always is directed towards something. This 
›directedness‹ – being ›conscious of something‹ – is the core feature of inten-
tionality. Any perception, any thinking, in short, any intentional act, is an act of 
being ›directed towards‹ or ›containing something‹. ›Act‹, it must be stressed, 
has no connotation to ›action‹, but is related to mental occurrences such as 
perceptions, judgments, desires, beliefs, etc. 
The content of intentional acts is ›structured‹ or ordered by meaning. An inten-
tional act – or rather the part of it that Husserl calls the reelle content or noesis – 
bestows meaning to what is the object of the intentional act. This distinction 
between reality (object) and content does however not deny the existence of 
relations between the intentional act and the object that is intended to. A re-
lation is established between the act and an ›object‹ through the meaning or 
sense bestowed by the act: Meaning always refers – it singles out something. 
Meaning, Husserl asserts, as do contemporary linguistic theories, has a pointing 
character (Husserl 1983, 309). 
Husserl’s aim is to explicate intentional acts and phenomenological content. 
He wants – through what he calls the epoché or transcendental reduction – 
firstly to ›bracket‹ reality and secondly to focus on the stream of consciousness 
as such. The focus of the analysis is not empirical mental occurrences – the sub-
ject matter of psychology – but on consciousness as such (Husserl 1995, 26); 
»pure consciousness in its own absolute being« (1983, 113). Husserl also con-
ducts another reduction, an eidetic reduction with which he reaches an insight 
into the basic categories and essences of meaning. To sum up, Husserl aims 
at describing the process of sense making not as an empirical process but the 
process as such. Process, here, first of all means that we are dealing with a flow 
of consciousness, or (transgressing slightly from the epoché – see below) with 
concatenations of cognitive acts.
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Luhmann also performs an analysis of sense making but from a different star-
ting point. In one of his main works, Social Systems, Luhmann writes that the 
question of what meaning is best can be answered by a phenomenological 
analysis (Luhmann 1995b, 60). He then adds the following footnote:

The language of this description suggests a psychic system reference. One 
can and must abstract from that. Husserl did so in the direction of a theory 
of the transcendental subject. We abstract in the direction of a comprehen-
sive validity for personal and social systems. This means that in what fol-
lows concepts like intention, reference, expectation, experience, and action 
indicate elements or structures that can be assigned either to psychic or to 
social systems. On this theoretical level, the terminology does not yet bind 
us to one of these system references as opposed to the other. (Luhmann 
1995b, 512)

Luhmann is thus to understand Husserl’s theory of the transcendental subject  
as a still valid ›theory‹ of sense making psychic system (1997b, 50) even though 
Luhmann adds the critical note that the transcendental aspect is less important 
as sense making now also is located elsewhere. In addition to this, Luhmann 
himself investigates how another type of system, namely a communicative sys-
tem, also functions through sense making. Sense making should be under-
stood quite literally: Luhmann (1996, 19) at one place complains that the Eng-
lish sense making works better than the Sinngebung of his mother tongue. 
Luhmann pays little heed to the very core methodological and theoretical foun-
dation of Husserl’s thought namely the transcendental reduction. While the 
philosophical consequences of this are problematic and paradoxical,1 it is for 
the current purposes more important that he starts his systems theory with a 
comparison between two types of systems he then subsequently distinguishes 
sharply between, namely psychic and communicative systems. But even though 
they are fundamentally different and belong to each others’ environments, both 
types operate in the medium of meaning. And both of these types of system 
consist of elements which are not only temporal but ephemeral. 

Meaning and semantics

A communicative system has many similarities to a, no longer necessarily 
trans cendental, subject (or psychic system as Luhmann calls it). The following 
three starting points for Luhmann’s theory have all been taken directly from 
Husserl’s thought: 1) A social system also consists of streams of intentional 
›acts‹ – but now not cognitive but rather communicative. 2) Communication, 
like cognition, operates through an ›intentional pointing out‹. Luhmann how-

1 See Knudsen (2006, 117-9) for a discussion of the paradox and Luhmann's notion of second 
order observation which arguably salvages the dilemma.
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ever replaces Husserl’s transcendental object with ›communicative theme‹ 
(Luhmann 1995, 76). The pointing out entails a selection: Luhmann’s systems 
and Husserl’s transcendental subject are both only ›aware‹ of certain things 
while the rest of the world is temporarily put into a passive background. 3) As 
already made clear, communicative systems share with cognitive systems the 
fact that they operate through meaning; they use symbolic meaningful entities 
for their operations. 
Having performed the phenomenological reduction, Husserl is left with the 
phenomenological content of an act. This content is described as two-folded. 
On the one side is the intentional act as an actual event (in time) which Hus-
serl calls noesis. Noesis is, as it is fixed in time, real (reell) but not psychologi-
cal / empirical thanks to the transcendental reduction. We are instead dealing 
with sense bestowal as such and it is through the noetic element of the content 
that sense is bestowed (Husserl 1983, § 88). Noesis is (drawing on the Greek 
origin of the term) thinking (actual / reel). Correlating with that is an abstract, 
ideal, or irreal, element, namely the intentional content or the noema. Noema 
is the thought. Noema is the »intended as intended« (Husserl 1983, 214). It is 
an abstract, non-temporal, ideal entity – it is meaning or sense. Husserl also 
makes use of a third concept in relation to the perceptual ›input‹. This is named 
hyle and is the sensuous, ›raw‹ data that through noesis is ›structured‹, e. g. 
bestowed sense (205). Hyletic data are, Husserl says, formless stuff while the 
noesis creates stuffless form.
This transformation of hyle into noematic sense through noetic events echoes 
in Luhmann’s theory in several ways. Firstly, communication selects. A certain 
communicative theme is selected, just like intentionality implies a direction of 
the intentional gaze and thus selection of a certain intentional object. Secondly, 
communication creates order out of noise, or form out of a formless medium: 
Luhmann describes sense making as precisely a process by which systems re-
duce complexity and create order out of noise or form out of a formless void. 
They do so by attributing meaning – what Luhmann also calls symbolic gene-
ralizations – to the communicative themes. 
Husserl continues his analysis of meaning along two different routes: one is his 
detailed analysis of the noema-noesis correlation; the other is his horizon ana-
lysis. Luhmann in particular adopts Husserl’s notion of horizon in his theory 
but I will also follow in detail Husserl’s other track as there also here are im-
portant similarities and because an understanding of Husserl’s noesis-noema 
correlation informs the understanding of Luhmann’s notion of meaning.
The noesis-noema correlation is one of sense bestowal and sense bestowed; 
the noetic phase of sense-bestowal correlates with the abstract intentional 
content bestowed. Husserl’s example regards the perception of a blossoming 
tree in a garden. Even if the tree should be felled, the sense (Sinn) of the per-
ceived tree, the perceived as perceived (sense bestowed), remains as powerful 
or vividly as if the tree was actually there as a real (real) transcendent object. 
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What is left as Sinn is the ›tree‹, ›blossoming‹ etc. Husserl puts these words in 
double inverted commas to emphasize the change from the tree perceived to 
the perceived as perceived (1991, 214) and this is precisely the sense (Sinn) or 
the intentional content.
The other aspect of the noema is what Husserl calls the thetic character (1983, 
310). This regards not the sense content of the noema but the ›quality‹ of the 
noema. For example, there is a difference between the noema of an act of 
judging  and the noema of an act of wishing. As the noema always correlates 
with the noesis, also the noesis has a thetic character. Husserl makes a funda-
mental distinction between acts of judgment whose noematic sense is a pro-
position and acts of experience whose noematic sense is a singular meaning. 
However, several interpretations of Husserl (e. g. Hintikka 1975; Miller 1984; 
Smith / McIntyre 1982) claim that acts of experience such as the perceiving of 
a blooming tree in a garden also are propositional with the ›tree‹ being the 
subject and ›blooming‹ the predicate. Therefore, in the perception – for exam-
ple an act of experience intending to such a thing as, say, a blooming tree – the 
noematic sense will be complex: the perception of a blooming tree has to enter-
tain both ›tree‹ and ›blooming‹. In distinction to complex experiences, noematic 
senses of judgments are composite and thus propositional ›proper‹. These inter-
pretations (it is worth mentioned that the here mentioned ›sense-as-content 
school‹ forms one of least four different schools of Husserl interpretation) hold 
that what Husserl calls predicate-meaning is a main part also of the noematic 
sense of an act of experience (1983, 313). In spite of not being propositional 
proper, noematic sense of an act of experience also has something akin to a 
object. Indeed Husserl argues that such Sinn, being a complex meaning struc-
ture, contains both predicate-sense and what Husserl calls a ›determinable X‹ 
(1983, 313). Thus, most of the sense of perceiving the blooming tree consists of 
the predicate-sense ›blooming‹ – in fact Husserl calls the predicate-sense the 
›content‹ of the meaning. But the Sinn also contains a ›determinable X‹; ›some-
thing‹ towards which the predicate-sense is directed. In this case it is the tree 
even though ›tree‹ of course also itself has a descriptive content. If we on the 
other hand were dealing with a judgment, a propositional act, the noematic 
sense would be ›this tree is blooming‹. If it was an experience, there would be 
no judgment, and the noematic sense would be simpler, e. g. ›blooming tree‹.  
The latter is thus a singular (though complex) meaning, the former a proposi-
tion containing subject (S) and predicate (p). An attributive direct-object act 
(experience) entertains as noematic sense a single meaning, Sp while the 
meaning of a propositional act (judgment) is compositional S is p (Miller 
1984, 48, 62).
The last three passages are all broadly representative of the ›sense as con-
tent‹ school of interpretation of Husserl which claims that all noematic Sinne 
– also Sinne derived from simple acts of experience or perception – are seman-
tic entities. Hence they can be understood by means of linguistic semantics, 
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for instance possible-worlds semantics (but also through the notion of truth 
condition). Hintikka thus defines noematic Sinne as concepts which in turn 
can be understood as functions from possible worlds to extension (1975, 195, 
201, 205). In other words, meaning (noematic sense) is the ›rule‹ that specifies 
which propositions under which conditions (possible worlds) have truth value, 
have extentionality (Smith / McIntyre 1982, 21).
This conception of meaning is dependent upon meaning having a pointing 
character (Smith / McIntyre 1982, 126). Husserl himself stresses that the noema 
facilitates a relation between the intentional object and its mental representa-
tion. A noema is a »vehicle for directedness« according to Hintikka (Hintikka 
1975, 206). Luhmann for his part (1997b, 34), talks of systems’ sense making as 
a constant oscillation between self-reference and external reference. Through 
this oscillation, distinctions between the systems and their environments are 
constituted, and the system constructs external realities: Meaning has refe-
rence, but meaning is at the same time (or through oscillation) constituted 
self-referentially.
Luhmann draws on Spencer Brown’s notion of form (1979), to theorize how 
meaning ›points out‹ something. Or perhaps one should say that the poin-
ting out, the distinguishing something, is meaning (an idea that fits perfectly well 
with the above described interpretation of Husserl’s noema). Form establishes 
a boundary between system and environment (Luhmann 1997a, 45, 51; see also 
Luhmann 1990a, 82; 1996, 24). Any act of sense making both constitutes (or 
reproduces) the system and creates meaning. That double folded process itself 
has two consequences. Firstly, the observation creates a distinction between  
system and environment and secondly between external reference and self-
reference. This brings us back to the noema-noesis correlation. For Luhmann, 
the second distinction is compatible with Husserl’s distinction between noesis 
(self-reference) and noema (external reference) (Luhmann 1995b, xli; 1997b, 
33-34; 1998, 110). Luhmann’s comparison may seem far-fetched. It is indeed 
quite a simplification but recall that noesis is the act of ›thinking‹, the bestowal 
of sense, while noema is ›the thought‹. Luhmann refers to them as Vorstellen 
and Vorgestelltem (1997b, 33). And the most important aspect that Luhmann 
and Husserl in this regard share is that noematic meaning for both types of sys-
tems has a pointing character; that it establishes a relation between the object 
that is intended to and the intentional content of an act.

Meaning as recursive complexity reduction 

Meaning creates form out of noise, void, or hyle, but this structuring happens 
not so much through the meaning as through the operation whereby meaning 
is attributed – the noesis in Husserl’s terminology. In a Husserlian terminology 
this noetic structuring happens through the classification and meaning attribu-
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tion of / to the perceived, which happens based partly on memory and expecta-
tions (and habitus), partly in the stock of knowledge of the life world (Hintikka 
1975, 198; Husserl 1973, 42, 52). What is attributed is noematic meaning, which 
is left as the durable result of the ephemeral noesis. The hyletic data is struc-
tured, through the noesis, by attributing meaning (semantic entities) that hold 
within them certain truth conditions (intension) and certain expectations. And 
this happens based on previous experiences and previously generated know-
ledge, on recognitions. When we experience a tree we are already familiar with 
such a phenomenon and we use this previous experience to decide if the tree at 
hand fulfils the truth conditions of our concept (noematic meaning) ›tree‹. This 
brings us to another immensely important aspect for phenomenology, namely 
how existing meaning functions as schemata that guide new sense making.
Luhmann remoulds the argument concerning recognition into one of recur-
sivity. Luhmann argues that 1) sense making is a recursive process; 2) sense 
making involves classifications and identity attributions (what in the context of 
Husserl’s thought is referred to as intensions); and 3) sense making is depen-
dent upon, and itself creates, memory and (schemata for) expectations. 
That sense making is recursive means simply that also social systems are de-
pendent on the meaning previously generated. Similarly to Husserl’s psychic 
systems that consist of concenations of mental (noetic) operations, communi-
cative sense making systems consist of flows or concatenations of ephemeral 
(noetic) ›acts‹ (Luhmann 1995b, 47). These flows are flows in time, and there-
fore both types of systems are faced with problems of indefinite complexity: 
there are, first, indefinite numbers of single communicative or psychic ›acts‹ 
that need to be unified and there are, second, an indefinite number of possibi-
lities for future acts, future occurrences in the world. Just like Husserl’s trans-
cendental subject, Luhmann’s social system needs to condense the manifold of 
information into manageable size by (a) ›recognizing‹ (it should be ›recommu-
nicating‹) the given phenomenon as identical to previously experienced pheno-
mena or similar and thus belonging to the same class of phenomena and (b), 
based on this identification, to form expectations about the phenomenon so 
that there is time to direct the focus elsewhere (otherwise the system would be 
forced to observe the same phenomenon until the end of time). 

Meaning as identity and expectations

Either explicitly or tacitly Luhmann often refers to Husserl’s famous example  of 
the perception of a table (Husserl 1983, §41). One can perceive of this table 
in many different ways and through many single acts, but with noematic 
sense, the single perceptions can be condensed into a perception of the table 
being the one same table. The intentional object can be given identity (Hus-
serl 1995, 39, 42) or classified as belonging to the specie ›table‹. It is this core 
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element of Husserlian thought which Luhmann uses to construct a theory of 
sense making autopoietic systems with ephemeral elements. Luhmann (1995b, 
92), mimicking Husserl’s example of the table, describes meaning as identities 
(classifications) and as symbolic generalizations (990b, 75). Drawing on Spencer 
Brown’s algebra of form (Luhmann 1995b, 94; 1997a, 45-47; Spencer-Brown 
1979), Luhmann argues that meaning is the condensation of concenations of 
(noetic) acts into single (noematic) entities: The table we communicate (observe) 
about now is the same table we observed a split-second before; the stream of 
consciousness / communication may consist of discrete (noetic) elements but 
through (noematic) meaning our observations are not equally fragmented. The 
theme of communication (Vorstellen) is attributed meaning – the Vorgestelltem. 
Symbolic generalizations are noematic Sinne, or as Luhmann simply states 
they are generalizations precisely because they generalise many discrete ele-
ments in time.
Meaning condenses sense impressions or judgments of a given entity in that 
they help to categorize the entities of experience or judgement (e. g. asserting 
that the entity at hand belongs to the category ›table‹ to which belong many 
other similar objects). Identity attribution thus leads to a recursive modus viven-
di of the system (Luhmann 1997a, 47). In doing so, systems also form expec-
tations (1995b, 94-97): Meaning enables the system to precipitate the infor-
mation it receives. When coming upon a table the next time, the system does 
not (need to) start from scratch, that is, does not (need to) observe the table 
for a sustained period of time but instead immediately categorises it as a table 
and expects it to, say, be reasonably stable and level, be made of certain stur-
dy materials etc. The system uses its already generated meaning to interpret, 
cate gorize and form expectations about, the observed entity (Luhmann 1997a, 
47). Meaning (symbolic generalizations) can reduce complexity because they 
are time binding (1993b, 93). If something is attributed identity as, say, a table, 
this identity remains over time and is thus the basis for the formation of expec-
tations (Husserl 1983, §41; Luhmann 1990a, 34-5; 1997b, 31). On this back-
ground Luhmann talks not only of meaning as condensation (symbolic gene-
ralisation) but also of meaning as an actual / potential distinction: something 
actual (identity or generalization coupled with something expected).

Meaning horizons

The most often occurring definition of meaning in Luhmann’s work – often 
with direct reference to Husserl’s notion of the meaning horizon – is meaning 
as an actual / potential form (Luhmann 1990b, 23, 63; 1995b, 74; 1997a, 50). 
Husserl (1973, 32) operates with a distinction between external and internal 
meaning horizons which Luhmann integrates in his system theory (1995b, 
76-77) Husserl also makes another distinction between object and act hori-
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zon which Luhmann ignores and so will I, by and large, in this article. With 
the meaning horizon, Husserl shows that meaning is never fulfilled, that it is 
impossible to make sense of the world in full and that only partial views are 
possible. For Luhmann, this hypothesis becomes the prerogative of a system to 
select which we have already touched upon. All systems are faced with a high 
degree of complexity, we saw above, and meaning always entails a selection 
and thus a reduction of this complexity. Thus meaning equals selection: some 
is actualised – ›pointed out‹ as I wrote before, or marked one would say with 
Spencer Brown (Luhmann 1990b, 63) – while ›the rest‹ is left as the outside or 
the unmarked side of the form actual / potential.
However, the outside of the form needs careful elaboration. Meaning selects, 
but this does not mean that what is not selected is wholly marginalized or for-
gotten. The rest, the non-selected, remains as a horizon of potentialities which 
is an integral part of the meaning. This means that actual sense making always 
takes place upon a background of other ›things-in the world‹. The rest, the un-
marked is not forgotten but remains there as a hidden and passive, yet still 
present background as a vital frame of other possibilities in the world (Husserl 
1970, 143-49). For the late Husserl, this external horizon (I will turn shortly 
to the internal horizon) becomes the life world, that is, a shared background 
for meaning which among other things comprises a shared set of schemata 
or passive doxa which guides actual sense making (Husserl 1970, 164; 1973, 
52-4). The notion of life world is of course fully absent in Luhmanns’s theory 
because  it is replaced by a social system. Instead of individual sense making 
subjects whose experiences are ›co-ordinated‹ through shared schemata for 
sense making  and shared meanings, there is now a social, communicative, sys-
tem with its own schemata which guide its sense making. The next section will 
turn to these schemata.

Internal horizons, expectations and symbolic generalizations

Expectations are as written an important element of meaning. The external 
horizon  (which for the late Husserl equals the life world) is the amount of 
collec tively taken for granted ›stuff‹ in the world. It is on this background, that 
any given object or entity is selected, either cognitively or communicatively. 
But Luhmann also utilizes Husserl’s internal horizon. The internal horizon is 
the potentialities of the selected object, that is, expectations to the phenomenon 
which is made sense of. Also here a selection or a complexity reduction is nee-
ded because – and this is a parallel to the external horizon – the complexity of 
the ›intentional object‹ cannot be grasped in full. A system reduces complexity 
both by making certain things centre of attention and by focusing only on some 
aspects of that given entity. Only some elements, aspects or characteristics of 
the entity is actualised, is made sense of, while the rest is left as a horizon of 
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potentiality. But once again it is not so that this ›non-selected‹ horizon simply 
is left as an all together passive background. The horizon is always motivated 
by previous experience, both Luhmann and Husserl argue; what is ›excluded‹ 
from the sense of a given phenomena is virtually included in the form of possi-
bilities or expectations (see also Hintikka 1975, 200).
The central point for Luhmann is indeed that the internal horizon constitutes 
the expectations of the symbolic generalizations. Again the similarities with 
Husserl who speaks of the ›expectation-horizons of the multiplicities expected 
as normal‹ (Husserl 1970, 162) are striking. If we go back to the example with 
the table, we perceive of the table, generalize it as belonging to the category of 
table, which we have available to us as a linguistic category already formed by 
previous communicative operations, and at the same time form expectations 
about it. These expectations constitute the internal horizon. Based on previous 
experience, our perception of a table not only leads to the labelling and catego-
rization of the intended object as a table but simultaneously to the formation 
of a certain horizon of expected possibilities. In this way, the sense making 
system at any given time reduces complexity, that is, gain time, by structuring 
the expectations of how the object might behave in the future. And the sys-
tem uses already established meanings and expectations as schemata for new 
sense making and the formation of new meanings (symbolic generalisations). 
Meaning contains schemata for expectation that serve to structure the mea-
ningful world (Luhmann 1995b, 286, 293; 1997a, 83). Husserl by the way uses 
the term ›structure‹ in a similar way (1983, 355-63; 1995, 53). The system gains 
time (reduces complexity) by not having to keep all options open. When we 
perceive of a table, we categorize it as such and immediately form rather stable 
expectations about it which has the effect that we no longer have to observe 
it at length just to make sure that it will not, say, start emitting toxic fumes or 
play guitar. Instead we can concentrate on other things. The system uses mea-
ning as schemata in order to gain time and structure; to reduce the number of 
possible worlds.
Luhmann distinguishes between two types of expectations, cognitive and nor-
mative. Cognitive expectations are embedded in the type of symbolic gene-
ralisations we may call knowledge (Luhmann 1995b, 328) while normative 
expectations of course have to do with expectations about persons. The cru-
cial distinction for Luhmann however is that when cognitive expectations are 
disappointed, new knowledge is needed while normative expectations most 
often are upheld and the actions which break with norms are sanctioned or 
condemned. 
We saw that Husserl (1983, 337) makes a sharp distinction between empty 
hori zons of possibilities and motivated ditto. Husserl uses the term habitus (we 
have until now simply used the term ›memory‹) to describe lived experiences 
which have created latent structures of expectations for new experiences (1973, 
122). In addition to habitus, Husserl holds that the life world and its shared 
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meanings helps structure the expectations. In this sense, there is a clear link 
between the external horizon (life world) and the internal horizon of an inten-
tional object as the former partly structures the latter. The life-world is absent 
in Luhmann’s theory and replaced by the memory of the social system. As for 
the habitus, Luhmann avoids this particular theoretical term but as just written 
he does state that the system’s structure is partly based on memory (Luhmann 
1997a, 83). Also here, the past structure expectations to the future (see also 
1993b, 35). 
But expectations – or motivated horizons – are not only determined by past ex-
periences: Also when we have no previous experience of the given phenome-
non we encounter, there still are symbolic generalizations at hand for making  
sense of the phenomenon. Meaning has some abstract properties that help 
structure the expectations. Husserl (1983, 359) talks of ›ideal essences‹. At least 
all material objects are intended to as res temporalis, res extensa and res materia-
lis. That is, all noematic sense bestowed to such intentional objects contains, 
or is built upon, ›ideal notions‹ of time, space and causality: We make sense of 
things by observing things’ extension in space, their temporal transformations 
and their causes and effect. Within these basic structures or schemata, more 
restrictive motivated expectations are then formed. Luhmann in a similar vein 
talks of three meaning dimensions or meaning schemata through which mea-
nings are formed (Habermas / Luhmann 1971, 48; Luhmann 1995b, 87-89). 
Here the three dimensions are the object, the temporal and the social dimen-
sions.
Sense making is thus based upon, and entails the formation of, expectations 
which on the most basic level are structured based on ›ideal essences‹ or simp-
ly basic meaning schemata and which then are structured further by existing 
expectations inherent in symbolic generalizations, often preserved in language 
(Luhmann (1997a, 200) therefore calls them semantics), which for their part 
are the products of the systems’ previous operations (see also Martens 2000, 
262). In other words, the central and common phenomenological element 
which Luhmann brings into his systems theory is that sense making entails 
the constant use, formation, and reproduction of expectations which serve as 
schemata or ›scripts‹ for further sense making. It follows that uncertainty can 
be regarded as a crisis of these schemata. Or rather, that uncertainty forces 
the systems to operate with more plastic schemata for expectations. With grea-
ter uncertainty the horizon is ›bigger‹ write Husserl and Luhmann in unison. 
When faced with uncertainty, the observer is forced to approach inductively 
and to modalize the horizon expectations (Husserl 1973, 98; Luhmann 1995b, 
422) – to leave room for more possibilities. And once systems encounter such 
uncertainties, the scripts or schemata for making sense of the world changes 
accordingly, and becomes more contingent and uncertain and often, in self-
reflections, thematized as risk (Luhmann 1993b).
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A phenomenology of communication

So far, we have examined how Luhmann has taken a series of concepts from 
Husserlian phenomenology and turned it into a theory of communicative 
sense making. Instead of cognition we have communication; instead of an in-
tentional subject we have an observing and selecting system. But we still have 
sense making. The rest of this article could now explore how Luhmann uses 
this theoretical framework for, among other things, deliberations on the histo-
rical development of semantics (Luhmann 1980; 1997a), for instance of time 
(Gumbrecht 2001; Luhmann 1980) or of causation, or his theory of risk (Luh-
mann 1993b; 1995a) or contingency (1998, chap 3). However, instead of delibe-
rating on these topics, I would like to point out some of the implications of this 
phenomenology of communication by firstly relating this Luhmannian type of 
phenomenology to other social phenomenological theories and secondly by 
discussing some of its implications for empirical analysis.
How does Luhmann’s theory compare to the sociological phenomenology 
– the tradition from Schütz to Garfinkel to conversation analysis – which also 
is inspired by Husserl’s phenomenology? The answer to this question necessi-
tates, I will argue, a view of the development of this phenomenological tradition 
within social theory. Starting with Schütz and Berger and Luckmann (which I 
will call early phenomenology) and evolving into ethnomethodology and con-
versation analysis (which I will allow myself to call late phenomenology), this 
tradition has increasingly come to focus on what I will call social sense making, 
that is, sense making that involves making sense of other social agents (and 
the contingency of this). In what follows I will develop two propositions regar-
ding phenomenological social theory and the divergence between phenome-
nological social theory’s use of Husserl and Luhmann’s ditto. 
Phenomenological social theory has in the course of its development increa-
singly become preoccupied with what Luhmann would call normative expec-
tations (as opposed to cognitive). The reason is that phenomenological social 
theory has become increasingly preoccupied with the (mutual) sense making 
of the other. That is, the focus in on how actors perceive, interpret, adjust and 
response to the actions of others. As Berger and Luckmann made clear, a cen-
tral element in early phenomenology was the common background, which 
consists not only of meanings and expectations relating to other human beings 
but also to the (objective) world more generally. Early sociological phenome-
nology addresses the big question which Husserl himself posed (but never re-
ally completely answered) with his late theory of the Lebenswelt, namely how it 
can be that subjects experience the world in more or less identical ways (Schütz 
1962). The Lebenswelt is a shared (external) horizon, shared schemata for sense 
making and of course a shared stock of knowledge and meaning. In Schütz’s 
work, the overarching question is to a large extent how a shared perception 
and knowledge of the world emerges. The question is of course also – incorpo-



40 Jakob Arnoldi

rating Weber’s notion of verstehen – how people make sense of and understand 
each other. Slowly however, these two strands bifurcate. The stock of know-
ledge made available to all actors become a theme in sociology of knowledge 
(Berger / Luckman 1991; Hekman 1986, 29), a field in which phenomenology 
comes to play only a minor role. The question regarding the perception of 
other social agents becomes the central question for ethnomethodology. This 
tradition has its tentative beginning with Garfinkel’s PhD thesis (1952) with 
the telling title The Perception of the Other. From then on, the shared perception 
of the objective world (and the consequent cognitive schemata of expectations 
and memory) is pushed to the side in order to make place for elaborate analy-
ses of precisely the perception of the other and how social actors struggle with 
the contingency of social interaction.
Phenomenological social theory – objecting to structural functionalism – puts  
much less emphasis on structures and instead focuses on the dynamic construc-
tion of schemata for understanding of the other. Phenomenological sociologist 
would hence object that Luhmann proposes a reversal to an idea of individuals 
drawing on a (structurally) given resource of meaning schemata. The ethnome-
thodological claim is in this regard that these are constantly produced through 
interaction and that interaction is a highly unstable and contingent process. 
Garfinkel’s work is a case in point. Garfinkel draws heavily on Husserl but 
takes it in a different direction that Luhmann. Garfinkel states that social inter-
action and perception of the other is guided by ›background expectancies‹ that 
are used as a ›scheme for interpretation‹ (Garfinkel 1984, 36). Garfinkel indeed 
often uses a vocabulary reminiscent of Husserl’s – agents ›intend to things‹ for 
instance. Garfinkel’s important point is of course that these expectation hori-
zons are not given prior to, but instead constructed in social interaction. This 
was one of his original motives for looking beyond Parson’s interpretation of 
Weber (Garfinkel 1952, introduction) and instead turning to Schütz, and it is 
a predominant argument throughout later work. Social agents are not ›cultu-
ral dopes‹ (Garfinkel 1984, 68) but rational human beings that construct the 
›rules‹ or the schemata through interaction. 
In contrast to Schutzean (or early) phenomenology, Luhmann’s theory is not 
concerned with a life world that consists of background expectancies and a 
shared stock of knowledge – in other words schemata for making sense of the 
world and other human beings. Instead, we have a sense making system of 
another sort, namely a communicative one, which nevertheless makes sense 
based on various meanings and schemata. Such a system makes sense both of 
things and of persons so to speak (as both belong to the environment of the 
social system) and hence the focus of a Luhmannian analysis is not only the 
perception of the other, as is increasingly the case with later phenomenology, 
but instead also with the schemata for making sense of things and the non-
social world. 



Sense making as communication 41 

The first of the two propositions is therefore that it is Luhmann rather than 
early phenomenology who succeeds in constructing a true sociology of know-
ledge based on phenomenology. This is because it is Luhmann who creates a 
focus as much on human knowledge of the non-social world as on the social. 
Moreover, Luhmann with his focus on semantics and symbolic generalizations 
succeeds in including written and in some cases formalised and institutiona-
lised meaning (for example scientific knowledge) in his theoretical scope, some-
thing which is in stark contrast to phenomenological social theory – especially 
ethnomethodology with its focus on non-codified ›ethno‹ or folk knowledge. 
And finally, Luhmann’s theory is to an equal degree concerned with normative 
and cognitive schemata.
But, going back to Garfinkel, is this at the expense of the abandonment of the 
dynamic focus of phenomenological social theory and its critique of Parsonian 
notions of a normative repository a priori to human action? Luhmann’s theory 
may be read as though he retreats to a Parsonian type of structural functiona-
lism which assumes the existence of a fixed set of norms. I will however argue 
that Luhmann’s theory contains a radical departure from such a position.
Social systems are for Luhmann, as already mentioned, sense making systems. 
Like psychic systems, social systems are active and ›intentional‹ systems. They 
operate ›intentionally‹ precisely because intentionality always implies the ac-
tive selection of something on a background of other possibilities (Hintikka 
1975, 195). Such ›intentional‹ sense making processes always happen based 
on ›background expectancies‹ (horizons) that are used as a ›schemes for inter-
pretation‹ to repeat the quote from Garfinkel above. These expectations are 
primarily based upon previous sense making, hence social systems approach 
the future based on its previous ›experiences‹ (Luhmann 1993b, 35) just like  
psychic systems or subjects. The schemata are therefore never stable because  
the system constantly encounters new information that needs to be made 
sense of and incorporated into the existing schemata. Luhmann talks of the 
system’s irritability and says that a social system is in a constant cyclical pro-
cess consisting of the stages memory, irritability, information processing, reality 
construction, and memory (and thus schemata formation Luhmann 2000, 98). 
The system encounters information that does not fit existing cognitive or nor-
mative expectations and is subsequently forced to readjust the schemata, or, in 
the case of normative schemata, to sanction transgressions.
I recapitulate these elements in Luhmann’s theory in order to emphasise that 
Luhmann’s notion of expectation does not denote fixed sets of normative 
›rules‹ that are given prior to the observations and operations of the system. 
On the contrary, the expectations or schemata are products of the system’s ob-
servations, that is, products of the ›intentionality‹ of the system; products of 
the prior sense made by the system. The second proposition is therefore that 
Luhmann’s social systems do not contain rigid, prescribed structures, norms or 
schemata.



42 Jakob Arnoldi

The structures are instead the result of a (contingent) history of the system 
itself. One could further this argument by comparing the rigid Parsonian 
AGIL schema where each subsystem sustains the overarching system through 
the fulfilling of specific roles with Luhmann’s notion of autopoiesis where a 
subsystem’s only prerogative is its own reproduction. Or one could extend this 
by discussing how Luhmann combines his notion of autopoiesis with that of 
observation (and hence intentionality). The conclusion in any case remains that 
Luhmann’s theory of communicative sense making views expectations and 
schemata as processes, not as pre-given entities.
According to Luhmann, it is above all the mass media, one of the function 
(or sub) systems of modern society, which are the main creators of the social 
system’s memory and expectations and thus schemata. Science and law (two 
other sub systems) of course also create schemata of respectively cognitive 
(scien ce) and normative (law) memory and expectations, but it is the mass 
media that to the widest extent create the general ›background knowledge‹ 
(Luhmann 2000, 66) from which new communication can proceed. 
This is best exemplified with the news media. News media have, through their 
news criteria, their focus on events that break with our expectations as to how 
the world and our fellow human beings (ought to) behave. However, news 
media and other mass media do not only respond to ›irritation‹ but also create 
new schemata of memory and expectations, a new ›background‹ (Luhmann 
2000, 98). News media in other words respond to and recreate both cognitive 
and normative expectations. 
Also science and law and science are constantly reacting to irritation. Science is 
as an institution seeking to establish all that can be known and expected about 
the world and things in the world. But at the same time the scientific endea-
vour is to find new uncharted areas of investigation which then must be analy-
sed (Knorr-Cetina 1999). Law, built on normative expectations, is of course less 
proactively seeking the new and unknown and instead reacts to violations of 
expectations through sanctions. New legislation (in Luhmann’s theoretical lens 
placed on the system of politics) is also a response to irritation. 
I wrote earlier that this Luhmannian phenomenological analysis differs from 
phenomenological social theory in that focus here not only is on schemata for 
making sense of other actors but also of the world. And it is concerned not 
only with common sense like in Schütz’s work (Albersmeyer-Bingen 1986) or 
the ›ethno‹ knowledge like in Garfinkel’s but with all forms of knowledge, both 
common sense and highly specialised, formal, and institutionalised ditto. Why 
that is should now have been made clearer. To this can be added two further 
issues: Firstly, we are dealing with a stock of knowledge made available to social 
agents though culture and institutions such as education and science, and by 
means of various media (writing, news media, ICT etc.). And secondly, in terms 
of empirical study, this stock of knowledge as a result becomes more tangible. 
We are dealing with representations; textual, algebraic, discursive, figurative.
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Meaning and empirical analysis

This leads us to questions regarding empirical analyses of the meaning. For 
reasons of limitations of length of the article, I will here concentrate on the 
meaning  created by the news media. Media analysis is already an established 
field of research. The methodological and theoretical focus is on news as dis-
course. Phenomenology and ethnomethodology has some influence in this field 
(Altheide 1996), but the main force has generally been critical discourse ana-
lysis which has focused on ideology and the relationship between discourse, 
social practice, and power (Fairclough 1995; Laclau / Mouffe 1985).
Investigating the relations between social interests and media discourse is not 
far from sociology of knowledge such as the Strong program (Barnes 1977; Bar-
nes / Bloor / Henry 1996) which investigates relations between social interests 
and science (see the conclusion of article). The key question is how to reconcile 
Luhmann’s theory of meaning and communication with theories of discourse. 
The key to the answer is that Luhmann’s notion of meaning, being derived 
from Husserl, is propositional.
Meanings which describe are in linguistic semantics called descriptive, repre-
sentational, or – the term I will use most in the following – propositional mea-
ning. Propositions are logical entities that contain a subject and a predicate, e. g. 
›the cat smells‹. Another vital part of their definition is that they can be known, 
believed and doubted (Lyons 1995, 141) again showing the basis for using this 
term in relation to knowledge. While propositions in the classical definition 
are compositional, S is p, we saw above that singular Husserlian / Luhmann-
ian meaning may also be defined as propositional; Sp. We may therefore use 
Luhmannian theory to analyse both propositional (descriptive) meanings and 
concept meanings. Concept meaning has to do with single words while propo-
sitional meaning has to do with sentences, texts, or, as a general term, expres-
sions. 
Singular meanings are important as classifications (symbolic generalizations) 
and the meanings and expectations entailed in these often are of critical im-
portance for media discourse analysis. Generally however, the subject of news 
discourse analysis is utterances of sentences. These utterances are describing 
events, meaning that they assert propositions, wherefore they are a subclass of 
utterances, namely statements.
A good deal of, but not all, the meaning of statements consists of the propositio-
nal content. Propositions can be simple or complex just as sentences can con-
tain one or more clauses. Any proposition expresses a description of its subject 
as seen above. Statements can be analyzed in terms of the logical properties of 
the propositions that they purport to express. This includes negation, entail-
ment, conjunction, disjunction, modality and other terms known from formal 
logic. Luhmann for example refer specifically to modal semantics in his work 
on cognitive expectations and complexity (1995b, 320-330).
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Propositional or descriptive meaning is the most formal form of meaning, 
hence propositional meaning is basically context independent. But as state-
ments are utterances and utterance meaning is context dependent, we will 
therefore need to have a notion of utterance meaning to complement the notion 
of propositional meaning. This is by the way in distinction to analysis of the 
propositional content of formalized scientific knowledge where context mat-
ters relatively less. 
Utterances are fundamentally polysemic. A given utterance can express a range 
of different propositions. Which one, or ones, is dependent on context and on 
interpretations and ultimately the ontological beliefs and epistemic culture of 
the interpreter. The meaning of I can’t find the port is quite different depending 
on whether one is at sea or at home about to have desert. The written utte-
rances of news articles need of course to be less ambiguous in order to secure 
understanding but also here a range of aspects are dependent on context. That, 
among other things, goes for implicatures. Some things are entailed or strictly 
implied by the logical elements of sentences but much more is so to speak con-
veyed by utterances without being uttered.
So far we have only talked about the meaning of single sentences and single 
utterances  of sentences. News discourse is strings of statements that have cohe-
sion and / or coherence, that is, statements which build on each other and / or 
have the same referents or related or mutually relevant referents. Statements 
are the articulation of meaning by means of sentences and sentence fragments. 
Statements are by the way what Foucault takes to be the basic elements of his 
discursive formations in his method of archeology. His aim is to give a defini-
tion of the basic element of discursive formations which neither is grammatical 
sentence, nor logical proposition, nor speech act (Foucault 1972, 80-1). I will 
not use any of Foucault’s terminology but elements of his attempt to arrive at 
a notion of statements that is neither purely logical nor purely pragmatic (i. e. 
focused on speech acts) can also be found here. This generally is what creates 
similarities between Luhmann’s analysis of semantics and Foucault’s archeo-
logy.
News discourse has of course meaning derived from the meaning of the state-
ments of which they consist. However, parts of the meaning of texts also con-
sist of the meaning of the order of the statements. Simply the chronological 
order of the statements of a text is meaning bearing. One may based on that 
distinguish between the local (or micro) meaning of the statements that a text 
consists of and the global (or macro) meaning of the text taken as a whole. For 
example, the thematic ordering of a text changes the meaning of that text. I will 
therefore talk about structures of a text as something that is meaning bearing 
on a global level. 
News stories have typical structural elements such as headline, lead, back-
ground, specifications etc. (Dijk 1988a; 1988b). This structure is meaning bea-
ring in two ways. First, it creates meaning because it orders statements accor-
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ding to importance with the most important being uttered first. Secondly, it 
assigns different roles with different status to different sources. Hence a news 
story may have holders of power, experts and lay people in one singly story. 
These different roles are often instantly recognizeable (and important forms 
of context dependent meaning). Such structure influences reception of infor-
mation and also make different news as a genre (and the various subgenres) 
instantly recognizeable for the receivers. Such structures – I will in turn call 
them discursive structures or thematic structures – frame a text. We can, say, when 
watching  a TV program in a foreign language, easily classify the type of pro-
gram without understanding what is actually being said.
We saw above that any utterance of a sentence that contains a proposition is a 
statement of that proposition. On a macro level we can similarly say that the 
article as a whole states a (macro) proposition. Hence, an article is a macro 
statement. This emphasizes why the discursive or thematic structure is so im-
portant for the meaning of the global text. Those statements that are granted 
importance by the discursive structure are the ones that will play the biggest 
role on the macro level. Granting importance normally also means focusing 
on specific themes. This thus also shows how the notion of theme is connected 
with both discursive (or thematic) structure and thus with the global meaning 
of a text. 
In summation, Luhmann’s theory of meaning and communication can be con-
verged with a methodology of news discourse analysis which studies the state-
ments (micropropositional content) and the structures of statements (macro-
propositional content) of which news discourse consists. Such a line of analysis 
is arguably most developed in the work of Teun van Dijk (1985; 1988a; 1988b; 
1998).

Conclusion

Luhmann begins his »studies in sociology of knowledge«, Gesellschaftstruktur 
und Semantik  (1980) by arguing that social structure correlates with semantics. 
We may add to that social structure and institutions are (re) produced through 
semantics. Sociology of knowledge analyses knowledge because of this corre-
lation with social structure, that is, analyses knowledge in order to uncover 
the social and cultural influence on knowledge and the reproduction of power 
through knowledge (Eisenstadt 1988). Much in the same way, the aim of media 
studies is often to analyse dominant media discourses and how these create or 
enforce social structures and institutions.
What Luhmannian theory offers in this regard is a theoretical and methodo-
logical apparatus for analysing meaning and the generalisations and expec-
tations embedded in meaning. This article has attempted to elaborate on the 
theoretical part and briefly outline the methodological part in regard to media 
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discourse. Luhmann’s theory also posits a range of other assets. It distinguishes 
between different types of knowledge (by means of their belonging to different 
subsystems) yet it applies the same theoretical frame to all types of knowledge 
and norms. It clearly identifies empirical data for analysis, namely communi-
cation, text, discourse and other types of representations. While semantics are 
the foundations for all subsystems or institutions of society, communication in 
three function systems are regarded as being particularly important; science for 
generating cognitive expectations (i. e. knowledge), law for generating norma-
tive expectations and mass media for generating both cognitive and normative 
ditto. And perhaps most importantly, it provides a dynamic perspective on se-
mantics and their reproduction through communication. In his own empirical 
analyses, Luhmann was primarily interested in the bigger historical transitions 
of society and the correlating shifts in semantics. His most well known study 
is perhaps his analysis of the historically changing meanings of love (Luh-
mann 1986), but he also undertook a series of other studies of semantics which 
include  both cognitive and normative expectations on a more general level 
including different forms of knowledge, conceptions of time and causation, 
religious  worldviews, ethics, politics, educational programmes etc. (Luhmann 
1980; 1981; 1993a; 1997a, 893-1115). The same type of analysis may however  
also be applied to more micro changes in semantics (e. g. Arnoldi 2003) precise-
ly because the semantics constantly change and mutate and because these 
changes correlate with social, institutional and organizational changes.
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