From analog to digital and vice versa? The materiality of communication
Stefano Magnolo

Niklas Luhmann was one of the most important sociologists of the past century, thanks to his Systems Theory, among the few attempts, the other one being that of Talcott Parsons, to offer a general theory of society. The University of Bielefeld has undertaken the digitalization of Luhmann’s literary estate. This allows us to refer to Luhmann’s scientific production as whole, to his theory as a single theoretical corpus. From this point of view, we could consider this social theory to be a Cultural Heritage (scientific, academic in a broad sense). If so, on the one side we have here to deal with a tangible heritage which are about to be digitalized. On the other side we have an intangible heritage represented by Luhmann’s theory of society. In the former case the digitalization of material supports fulfils the conservation (but also restauration) requirements. Taking into account that the digitalization project aims to enhance this tangible heritage by making it accessible to academic research and interested public, which is the proper way to preserve and enhance the intangible heritage?

Leaving aside the tangible heritage, this theory, which is a communication  theory, requires to be “communicated” within and outside the academic environment in order to fully unfold its potential. From this point of view, the digitalization of Luhmann’s work can be viewed as a starting point of a process, rather than the end of it. 

2023 will be the twenty-fifth anniversary of his death (november 1998). My paper will try to explore the possibility to “construct” the celebration of this anniversary as an exhibition, where a theory, considered as a part of the intangible cultural heritage is preserved through its “communication” to specialists and the broader public, by using a stage where “telling” science (the theory) in stories for adults. In this case, to act for the preservation and transmission of this theory is quite like acting as a museum. Moreover, in this respect, we could say that the exhibition “performs” the function of a museum collection where theory talks about itself in the form of a text (hypertext). By doing so, we have here, for example: the opportunity, by using the theory, to reflect upon the link between orality and literacy; to work upon the idea of memory and knowledge management; to construct the exhibition around the history of the theory, around its socio-political and cultural semantics, and so on. 

