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			  In lieu of an abstract, here is a brief excerpt of the content:
			  REVIEWS Lucidly argued, convincing, and elegantly written, Chen's study is a major contribution to East-West studies, comparative literature, and cultural hermeneutics. RoIfJ. Goebel University ofAlabama in Huntsville HANS ULRICH GUMBRECHT and K. LUDWIG PFEIFFER, eds. Materialities ofCommunication. Trans. William Whobrey. Stanford: Stanford UP, 1994. xvi + 448 pp. Most American academics—even those who have been forewarned to read the last chapter first—will find this suggestive collection of truly interdisciplinary essays rather difficult. Culled from two German volumes which were themselves apparently the products ofseparate seminars, the papers sometimes sound like a lovers' quarrel in another tongue, where one does not know the lyrics but certainly remembers the tune. They are progress reports for insiders, and their shortcuts are the result ofa shared language and sense ofpurpose. The problem for many on the outside will be the relative unfamiliarity ofthat language—systems theory and postHusserlian phenomenology—and ofthe methodological assumptions that it entails. The systems theory at issue is not the sometimes dreary functionalism of Parsonian sociology, but rather an emphasis on self-referentiality and autopoiesis derived from the biology ofthe Chilean Francisco Várela, who contributes a very interesting and elegant chapter on AIDS, and adapted for sociology by the German Nicolas Luhmann, who also has an essay here. The older systems theory—coming from classical mechanics—emphasized equilibrium and the importance ofenvironmental inputs. The new-model systems theory posits that 1) systems self-generate as they differentiate themselves from their environment in order to solve problems, and 2) they maintain internal coherence even as they grow more complex. At stake in the picture is autonomy ofsystems. They are self-created and self-referential, and have themselves as their goal. This way of conceiving systems explains how complex organizations—be they biological or social—can keep on looking familiar in spite ofgrowth and turnover, how they maintain their identity. This notion of organicism does not bear any relation to New Critical thought, for systems are large and refuse closure, and thus cannot be translated into structuralism. By looking at the internal constitution ofsystems, and not at their interactions with the environment, the systems theorist also renders problematic older maps of causality. Ifsystems are autonomous, then changes in the environment do not determine the shape ofchanges within the system, although they will create the state in which internal changes take place. A shift in the environment might well serve as impetus for transformation, but it will not define the result. Furthermore, this emphatic notion ofsystems independence also undercuts what could be called the classical mechanics of subjectivity, which can no longer be defined as action on the world or the imposition ofwill. In fact, Luhmann makes communication, not individuals , the basic unit ofstudy. It is not people, but communication—the ground oftheir integration—that constitutes the social system. Discourse lies at the root. What might not be immediately apparent in my brief pass at the theory of autopoiesis, is the very postmodern epistemologica! sophistication ofa Várela or VcH. 20 (1996): 194 THE COMPAnATIST a Luhmann, the hermeneutic uncertainty that is central to their accounts. Nevertheless —and this is particularly true of Luhmann—a strong Husserlian claim is explicitly retained. Through theory, one can bracket the apparent and the irrelevant and derive the conditions of possibility for phenomena and behavior. So it is that the avowed aim oíMaterialities ofCommunication is to discover the material conditions of possibility for modes and circuits. Eschewing the philosophy of the subject, systems theory as presented in Gumbrecht's two articles (and in his conception of the project of the book) does not dally with the interpretation of phenomena or events. Rather, it devotes itself to the study of the systemic and material instabilities—invisible to us participants—that make interpretation seem necessary. The theorist's attention is commanded not by the meaning ofthe body, ofthe text, ofthe circuit, but by the resistant medium that makes meaning an issue. When put this way, the project ofthis book—in spite, or because ofall its debts to the transcendental moves of phenomenology—should look quite congenial to those interested in postmodernism. There are indeed several elegant, recognizably deconstructive essays (most notably by Martin Stingelin... 
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