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Is the System Badly Named?
Noise as the Paradoxical (Non-)foundation

of Social Systems Theory

Justine Grønbæk Pors1

Through an analysis of the concept of noise, this paper argues that Niklas Luhmann’s systems theory 
is not only a theory built on binary oppositions such as system/environment, but also a theory full of 
paradoxical third things that challenges any idea of systems as stable, systematic entities. To 
revitalise the concept of noise I trace the concept back to the sources that Luhmann draws on, 
namely Heinz von Foerster and Henri Atlan. Moreover, I introduce Michel Serres’s theory of noise 
to emphasis that noise is not just an outside to orderly systems, but the unstable ground of always 
changing orders. Through this synthesis I conclude that systems should not be understood as 
predictable entities or identities with pre-given boundaries, but rather as autopoietic processes driven 
by indeterminacy and paradoxes. 
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Introduction 

The concept of noise is arguably one of the cornerstones in Niklas Luhmann’s theory
of social systems. The fact that systems depend on noise is a well-known systems
theoretical proposition. Indeed, according to Luhmann a system can only become a
system by partially overcoming meaningless noise, and, thus, owes its very existence
to noise (Luhmann, 2000, p. 258; Stäheli 1996, p. 8). As he states: “Without noise, no
system” (Luhmann, 1995, p. 116). The concept of noise and the idea that systems
depend upon noise was initially developed in information theory and cybernetics. In
his seminal paper from 1960, “On Self-organising Systems and Their Environments,”
von Foerster famously coined the slogan order-from-noise (von Foerster, 1981, p. 17).
The slogan describes the idea that systems construct themselves by relating to noise in
their environments. What drives systems to reconstitute and re-organize themselves
are meaningless disorder and noisy events. Only from noise can systems renew
themselves through processes of creating order from noise (von Foerster, 1984;
Luhmann, 2000, p. 258). As von Foerster put it “self-organizing systems do not only
feed upon order, they will also find noise on the menu” (von Foerster, 1960, p. 43).
Also theoretical biologist, Henri Atlan concurs: “the task of making meaning out of
randomness is what self-organization is all about” (Atlan, 1984, p. 110). Furthermore,
we find the same idea in Gregory Bateson’s work. In his formulation: “All that is not
information, not redundancy, not form and not restraints—is noise, the only possible
source of new patterns” (Bateson, 2000, p. 140). 
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