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About thirty years ago Carl-Auer Verlag published a collection of audio tapes in the editorial series called “Autobahnuniversität”.  It was the case of two entire university courses, the last two held by Niklas Luhmann at the University of Bielefeld before his retirement: Einführung in die Systemtheorie (1991/92) and  Einführung in die Theorie der Gesellschaft (1992/1993). One important aspect is that we refer here to the audio recording of the university lessons held by Luhmann and not to the reading of two books. As a matter of fact, these audio tapes were the only form in which these lessons were published during the ‘90s. Until the 2000s, when the German publisher, after Luhmann’s death, decided to transcribe the audio recording and publish it in the classical form of 2 written books with the same titles. In this way, we have now two books whose original form was “produced” by its author as an oral and not as a written one. Moreover the “author” did not know these lessons would be, one day, published as printed books. He only knew that its lessons were recorded. Nevertheless, we learn from the german editor, Luhmann “hielt seine Vorlesungen frei, nur unterstützt von einigen knappen Gliederungspunkten”. From this point of view, we can observe the singular connection that the oral lessons  have with their transcription in written form as a  particular case of the more general connection between orality and literacy, this last connection being a part of the theory presented in the books.Taking into account the current digitalization of those audio tapes by the german publisher, to be freely listened and downloaded from Carl-Auer Autobahnuniversität web page, can we therefore speak of the audio tapes as a form of protodigitalization and in what sense? Or should we instead think of these podcast as a new form of orality? 

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, with the project “Niklas Luhmann – Theorie als Passion”, has undertaken the digitalization of Luhmann literary estate (Luhmann Archiv) and the Digitale Sammlung (Der Zettelkasten Niklas Luhmanns). 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 (scientific, academic in a broad sense) Heritage. Taking into account that a theory  requires to be rightly understood in order to be applied and the renewed worldwide interest in Luhmann’s theory, which is the proper way to preserve this heritage?

I think that a 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, the next step being the “production” a new form of analog.  

2023 will be the twenty-fifth anniversary of his death (november 1998). My idea concerns the possibility to “construct” an event, 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 (see, for a different area of knowledge, Museum and Society by the Museum fur Naturkunde, Berlin:  HYPERLINK "https://www.museumfuernaturkunde.berlin/en/science/research/museum-and-society"https://www.museumfuernaturkunde.berlin/en/science/research/museum-and-society). That would mean not using academic (scientific) instruments in order to communicate scientific knowledge such as: monologues, dialogues, interviews, readings, audio recording and video; combining narrative dramatizations and documentary narrative forms, biographical and theoretical contents. 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 and then upon the link analog/digital/analog, this letter intended as a different kind of materiality; 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. The exhibiton is intended to be open to live presencial interaction and, at the same time, is diffused on-line and recorded. All this being a first step towards more exhibitions.

