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As the current century draws to a close, sociology finds itself confronted with

tasks of a new kind. The society that we observe is no longer that of Marx, of

Weber, of Durkheim. Still less is it that of the Enlightenment or the French

Revolution. More than ever before, the past has lost its authority—even in

terms of the value criteria that were once fundamental to the pursuit of ra-

tionality. And more than ever before, perhaps for exactly this reason, it has

become uncertain what kind of future awaits us. Matters are little changed

by the application of specific scientific methods, of explanation and progno-

sis. However, it should be a least possible to appropriately describe what we

face.

In many respects, we are and remain beholden to the methods that gen-

erated the problems. One cannot simply abandon economic growth or the

regulatory state, long-term education in schools or ever more successful sci-

entific research, technologies or therapies of various types when one perceives

how many resulting problems arise from them. At the same time, confidence

is waning in the solutions on offer. Planners bemoan the complexity of the

situation and the improbability of achieving successful control. Others com-

plain the multiplicity in postmodern discourse, the unavoidable relativity of

all perspectives, the new lack of transparency. However, if one takes these

complaints literally, one might also discover new opportunities. If now the

world can be described only as polycontextural and if the methods of the de-

scription of science, as well as those of art, determine what can be made

visible or invisible, then right now it is possible to insist, according to the

method of description each time chosen, on theoretical rigor, on precision

and on elaborate awareness of one’s construction. Right a new accuracy and

a new responsibility for theoretical tools are possible. One can easily give up

the attitude to see the world correctly and thereby the temptation to teach

one’s truth to others. There is neither a non-controversial location for such a
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representation of society within society, nor a single correct method of de-

scription. But it is for exactly this reason that one must be mindful of making

the methods of description, the construction of theory, transparent: in order

that others can observe how to observe the world when it is observed in this

way. A theory that offers a description of society must, for its part, be exposed

to observation and description, and supply what is necessary for this.

The leads neither to a form of decisionism, nor to an “anything goes” ap-

proach. Even when one could arbitrarily select a starting point, the demands

of theory constructionwould very soon restrict the space for pursuing alterna-

tive possibilities. As soon as everything is only a matter of choice, considering

other choices very quickly reduces convenience. The construction is fixed in

place. One may make changes at any point, since there is neither nature nor

necessity, but each variation has consequences in the system; in principle it

should be possible to control such consequences, and this can be illustrated

by a work of art, but also by the pragmatics of juridical argumentation.

An overview of the state of the discipline shows that sociology is currently

not ready for such a task. From the methodological point of view, the problem

does not lie in the domain of empirical research. What is crucial is not the

collection of new data but rather a new way of dealing with what one already

knows. Empiricism may work out a program to fill in the gaps, but this is not

the primary concern. Even the classics, recognizable by the vultures circling

above their carcasses, offer little help. To be sure, the theoretical program of

the sociological classics is, as ever, exemplary and has not been matched yet;

however, the methods are hardly adequate for today’s tasks. One would need

to do similar things in a completely different way.

However, against the background of the past isolation of the discipline,

one can focus more on the new developments of interdisciplinary theoreti-

cal elaboration. One might also speak of transdisciplinary fields and refer, for

instance, to system theory, cybernetics, biological epistemology, evolutionary

theory, or communication theory. Here, truly fascinating theoretical develop-

ments are currently taking place and sociology should try them out for itself.

Yet this cannot occur neither as metaphorical discourses, nor through analog-

ical deductions. In sociology, external theories do not prove anything. What

is involved, though, is a kind of circular learning, a selective acquisition of ex-

periences that are based on approaches to theory building, already exploited

and already present in sociology. Currently, the best point of departure is of-

fered, in my opinion, by the differentiation of system and environment, and
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it is exactly this difference which is also particularly relevant to the ecological

issues in contemporary society.

The difficulties of such an undertaking arise from many sources. On the

one hand, they stem from the level of abstraction of the concepts and, on the

other, from the interdisciplinary nature of the resources. Above all, however,

they stem from the architecture of the theory itself, which is not constructed

hierarchically, but heterarchically; it cannot be viewed from a single point, but

is connected in the formof a network.There are neither a priori certainties, nor

a founding principle; rather, all concepts can be explained only as moments

of differences, as the marking of differences and as points of departure for

the opening and preforming of further options.

This theoretical architecture cannot be adequately made explicit in writ-

ing books as monographs, since they lack the necessary linearity that the text

would demand. All the more meritorious, then, is the attempt by Claudio

Baraldi, Giancarlo Corsi and Elena Esposito to represent the central decisions

of the theory in the form of a glossary. In so doing, it may be that the often dif-

ficult and sometimes inadequate translations from German into Italian can

be, if not resolved, then at least made visible. Above all, however, the form of

the glossary, which at first appears simply as a list of keywords and usable

as a dictionary, is a remarkable technique for representing theory. Since it is

exactly the breaking down of the theory into individual concepts that brings

into focus the problem of recombination—as if something that grew more or

less naturally were brought to a genetic laboratory and should there be tested

for the range of possible new combinations. The care with which the texts

have been developed for the keywords means that the glossary should find

ample opportunities for productive application, and as such consideration of

the “original intent” (as it is called in US constitutional law) should not be the

sole decisive perspective.
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