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Abstract

In modern society, ‘the public’ is inevitably a mediated sphere as only media can
bridge its spatial, temporal and topical diversity. While this media has traditionally
been mass media (one-to-many), the arrival of the Internet has popularised meso me-
dia (many-to-many). In that context, the mediated public sphere has undergone sig-
nificant changes. On the one hand, media theorists emphasise the enabling character-
istics of digital media, hoping for an egalitarian public sphere and an empowerment
of media users. On the other hand, critics discuss the regulatory attributes of social
media platforms, which allow to preformat and to sanction communication more ef-
ficiently than ever before. This overview paper discusses the generic relationship be-
tween social media and mass media from a systems-theoretical point of view. Further,
it addresses the question of whether the social web is in fact on the path to democra-
tising the ‘public sphere’.

Zusammenfassung

Die ,Offentlichkeit‘ in der modernen Gesellschaft ist zwangsliufig eine mediatisierte
Sphire, da allenfalls Verbreitungsmedien — traditionellerweise Massenmedien — ihre
sachliche, rdumliche und soziale Diversitit iiberbriicken konnen. Seit den 1990er-
Jahren bietet indes das Internet als Universalmedium eine ideale Projektionsfldche
fiir Hoffnungen auf liberalere Offentlichkeitsstrukturen, die mit einem Empower-
ment der Mediennutzer und einem Bedeutungsverlust klassischer massenmedialer
Anbieter einhergehen sollen. Von den kommunikationserleichternden Effekten der
Onlinetechnologien unmittelbare Verdnderungen in den grundsétzlichen Strukturen
gesellschaftlicher Offentlichkeit abzuleiten, wire allerdings ein technikdeterministi-
scher Fehlschluss, der zuletzt immer wieder zu iibersteigerten Erwartungen gefiihrt
hat. Vor diesem Hintergrund stellt das vorliegende Ubersichtspapier auf der Basis
systemtheoretischer Einsichten zunichst ein Einordnungsmodell fiir Social Media
und Massenmedien vor, das ihre unterschiedlichen Wirkungsbereiche in der gesell-
schaftlichen Wirklichkeitskonstruktion herausarbeitet, und diskutiert daran ankniip-
fend, inwieweit sich bis dato tatsichlich von einer Demokratisierung der Offentlich-
keitsstrukturen durch das Social Web sprechen lésst.
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1 Introduction: Expectations and empirical developments

Since the 1990s, the web has been hailed as a possible means to achieving more liber-
al and transparent public structures, the empowerment of formerly passive media us-
ers and the undoing of traditional mass media providers. Dan Gillmor, for example,
proclaimed that “Grassroots journalists are dismantling Big Media’s monopoly on the
news, transforming it from a lecture to a conversation” (Gillmor 2006), while Yochai
Benkler maintained that “the network allows all citizens to change their relationship
to the public sphere. They no longer need be consumers and passive spectators. They
can become creators and primary subjects.” (Benkler 2006, 272; Benkler 2013)

Such positions are generally based on the premise that political and economic power
asymmetries are being dissolved by technology. In other words, as ‘prosumers’, in-
dividuals are expected to override the boundaries of the production and consumption
sphere, overcome the social roles associated with them and serve as a counterweight
to the centralisation of production in many sectors of the economy (Ritzer & Jurgen-
son 2010; see critically Dickel & Schrape 2016). In that vein, online technologies are
often referred to as “organising agents” (Bennett & Segerberg 2012, 752), which are
seen to build “protocols of communication between different communication pro-
cesses” (Castells 2009, 125), thereby promoting a more democratic public sphere by
means of technology (Carpentier et al. 2013).

However, to date these hopes and expectations have hardly been met. Worse, when
measured against the radical extremes of these claims, they were even significantly
disappointed. For one, empirical studies show that the number of Internet users seek-
ing to participate in the web from a political or otherwise deeper angle is small; that
social networking services are used primarily for entertainment and distraction pur-
poses; that only few user-generated offers are able to maintain a wider audience over
a longer period of time; and that the content of established media brands plays a key
role in the social web as well (i.a. Smith 2013; Newman et al. 2016). Moreover, it is
becoming increasingly clear that the more recent trend to classify contemporary pro-
tests (e.g. Arab Spring, Occupy Wall Street, Movimiento 15-M) as ‘““social media re-
bellions” resulted from an overestimation of the relevance of online communication
compared to traditional channels of distribution and modes of coordination (Fuchs
2015, 354). Finally, the basic infrastructures of the web are shaped to a much lesser
degree than expected by the users than by a small number of multinational technolo-
gy corporations that supply the central communication platforms and services of the
Internet. These corporations have the financial means necessary to continually invest
in research and development, to regularly provide new products to Internet users, and
thus to significantly influence their online experience (Haucap & Heimeshoff 2014).
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At the same time, however, user-generated content from the social web is increasingly
finding its way into mass media coverage. For example, social networking services
such as Twitter and Facebook are regularly screened and evaluated for new topics and
interesting statements by professional journalists. As well, an increasing number of
semi-professional news platforms have emerged that aim to complement or enhance
mass media reporting and hence offer expanded research options (i.a. Paulussen &
Harder 2014; Neuberger et al. 2014). In addition, the last years have seen several
waves of emotionally charged outrage on the social web that were shown to have had
an influence on political or business decisions (Bruns & Highfild 2015; Pfeffer et al.
2014). Finally, social media on the web have become central tools of collective action
in social movements and communities of interest—the whole without any disinterme-
diation of genuinely social structuring processes (Dolata & Schrape 2016).

In this respect, neither established distributions of social roles nor the Habermasian
levels of the public sphere' are simply overridden by the social appropriation of the
Internet. Nevertheless, the more efficient communication structures do give rise to
novel forms of reciprocal relationships between these levels. These relationships can
only be adequately identified, or named, on the basis of a sharp differentiation of the
distinct areas of influence of the various types of dissemination media. Against this
backdrop, this overview paper discusses the generic relationship between meso media
and mass media from a systems-theoretical point of view (section 2) and observes the
gradual changes and shifts in societal communication triggered by the appropriation
of online technologies (section 3). Further, it addresses the question of whether the
social web is in fact on the path to democratising the public sphere (section 4).

2 Levels of social reality construction

The notion of ‘public’ strikes as particularly ambiguous not only from the perspec-
tive of sociological systems theory; often it is laden with normative values and sug-
gests a uniformity that is unattainable in reality. From that angle, ‘the public’ always
remains a fiction to some degree (Schmidt 2001). To overcome this predicament, the
following classification model proposes to distinguish not according to levels of the

! Initially identified by Jiirgen Habermas ([1992] 1997, 374), these levels are differentiated ac-
cording to “the density of the communication, organisational complexity, and range—from the
episodic publics found in taverns, coffee houses, or on the streets; through the occasional ‘ar-
ranged’ publics of particular presentations and events, such as theatre performances, rock con-
certs, party assemblies, or church congresses; up to the abstract public sphere of isolated readers,
listeners, and viewers scattered across large geographic areas, or even around the globe, and
brought together only through the mass media.”
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public sphere but according to levels of social reality construction, in order to effec-
tively delimit the impact areas of social media and mass media from each other. The
model is guided by insights of operational constructivism (Luhmann 2002), which
assumes, similar to newer cognitive science, that the knower and knowledge are in-
extricably linked: “Luhmann’s theory of operative constructivism radicalises herme-
neutics by spelling out that observation always involves an observer, and as such it is
always biased. An observation (operation) is already an interpretation therefore it
makes no sense to distinguish between observation and interpretation, since all inter-
pretation involves observation.” (Rasmussen 2004, 177)

In contrast to radical constructivism, this perspective does not deny the existence of
an ontological reality. However, it does hold that that reality cannot be objectively
grasped without there being the bias of an observer. In this way, it serves as an ob-
servational horizon for a wide range of very different individual interpretations. This
is why socially crystallised symbolic structures and communicative references, such
as a shared time and numerical system or a common language, are necessary to en-
sure compatibility between these manifold views of reality. In addition, Luhmann
([1997] 2012) identifies functional systems of society (e.g. economic system, legal
system), which, via symbolically generalised communication media (e.g. money,
law) and binary distinction codes (e.g. payment/non-payment, legal/illegal), reduce
complexity in specific contexts. However, aligning general societal communication
along one of these specialised systems of meaning would contradict the functional
differentiation of modern society.

Non-specific and comprehensively used reality patterns or symbol structures con-
dense on the one hand through their steady reproduction and long-term condensation
in communication processes (Tomasello 1999; Berger & Luckmann 1966). Although,
this occurs in a way that is much too distributed and gradual to allow producing a de-
scription of the present that is commonly acknowledged across society in a continu-
ous manner. Therefore, on the other hand, a number of broadly received selection
and synthetisation sites have emerged in modern society that define, for the short
term, what is to be considered as relevant for society as a whole. In fact, it is this
function that is fulfilled by the mass media, understood not as a conglomeration of
specific organisations (e.g. publishers) and technical channels but as a functional sys-
tem of meaning that observes its environment according to the unspecific distinction
between “information/non-information” (Luhmann 2000, 24), or ‘cross-societal rele-
vance’ versus ‘cross-societal irrelevance’. In this way, the mass media are today ac-
complishing a description task that had been in pre-modern societies “regulated by
(competition-free) representation” (Luhmann 2013, 319).
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Together, the selection processes taking place in the various arenas of the mass me-
dia (e.g. news and reporting, entertainment, advertising) generate a depiction of the
present that is dramatically reduced in its complexity —yet which cannot be recipro-
cated by the recipient at the same scale of dissemination. Thus, mass media can be
rightly accused of excluding a wide range topics from societal discourse. Admittedly,
this does not change the fact that selection processes remain indispensable, since on-
ly a few topics can be disseminated across all of society at a given time. Still, this
does not mean that a public that could be uniformly addressed exists or that it would
be impossible for a recipient to distance him or herself from the depictions of reality
proposed by mass media. Newspapers have always, from their beginnings, catered to
targeted social milieus, and the same applies to electronic mass media (e.g. radio,
television), at the latest since their growing diversification (Stober 2004). Neverthe-
less, commonly known “condensates of meaning, topics, and objects” are continu-
ously emerging (Luhmann 2000, 37). These, be they classified as worthy of consent
or of rejection, in both cases serve as a guiding reference in communication.

The perception of the mass media as a functional system inevitably raises the suspi-
cion of a static theoretical approach in which bottom-up changes seem hardly con-
ceivable. However, Luhmann’s (2012, 18) notion of ‘meaning’ as a “product of the
operations that use meaning and not, for instance, a quality of the world attributable
to a creation, a foundation, an origin” by all means reflects the possibility of a trans-
formation. Similarly, just as ‘individuals’ as conglomerates of psychic and organic
systems cannot do without the internalisation of the references of social systems to
meet their (basic) needs, the meaning structures of social systems maintain them-
selves exclusively through reproduction in communication. However, since the ref-
erences of a social system are always interpreted situationally, these back references
oscillate consistently around the respective benchmarks—and this very blurriness al-
lows for their gradual change. Niklas Luhmann (ibid., 23) therefore considers sys-
tems of meaning to have a dynamic stability, which, in the case of the mass media,
would apply to the focus of their reporting as well.

Accordingly, the social construction of reality can be, similarly to the evolutionary
concept of ‘hierarchical levels’ (Gould 2002, 2007), conceptualised as a circular mul-
ti-level process that is characterised by numerous complexity-reducing selection stag-
es between these various levels.” Variations condense on less differentiated and elabo-

In this context, Steven J. Gould (1996, 215f.) stresses the radical contingency of (human) evolu-
tionary processes in general: “At any of a hundred thousand steps in the particular sequence that
actually led to modern humans, a tiny and perfectly plausible variation would have produced a
different outcome, making history cascade down another pathway that could never have lead to
Homo sapiens, or any self-conscious creature.”
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rated levels of communication until they are occasionally recognised at a higher selec-
tion level as relevant discontinuities, deviations or alterations (selection). In this way,
they gradually change the state of the observing system of meaning (restabilisation),
whereby changes of states at higher, more abstract levels of social reality construction
can in turn have repercussions on all lower levels of communication (Fig. 1).’

long-term
we-centered reality patterns

& 5
2 . . ~
f overall description of the present 2
® actual ‘common reality’ BN
& v
2
O
D Q\r\
zb\ L’%
0@ specific communication spheres e
&z" (e.g., communities of interest, issue publics, functional domains) >
2
N
ij
& Sl S
40 individual communication

Figure 1: Levels of social reality construction

3 Social media and mass media

From the perspective of such a multi-level model, different dissemination media types
facilitate the communication and social reality construction in distinct ways (Bardoel
1996). Micro media, such as the telephone, emails or chats, accelerate individual
communication; meso media such as blogs, podcasts or microblogging services, allow
for exchanges in objectively, spatially or socially defined spheres of meaning (e.g. is-
sue publics, communities of interest or practice, network domains); and mass media
define, amidst the ongoing competition of various providers, what is to be considered
as relevant in the so-called ‘general public’ by selecting and enhancing, from the mass
of circulating content, those offers that are characterised by a high degree of (antici-
pated) connectivity in cross-societal communication (Fig. 2). However, in view of the

For a more elaborate version of this multi-level model, see Schrape 2011, 2015.
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fundamental scarcity of cognitive resources, the main function of the mass media is
not to deliver a comprehensive and detailed representation of current developments
but to allow for ‘social forgetting” (Esposito 2008).

Micro Media Meso Media Mass Media
reach TGO Al I O I » ‘entire’ society
high e.g., big broadcasting
asymmetry stations, widely read

newspapers, popular
books and movies, digital
e.g., special interest news portals

stations, video-sharing
websites, podcasts,
weblogs, microblogging,

A

: e.g., e-mails, Facebook sites / groups
H instant messaging (SMS,
WhatsApp, Facebook
low Messenger etc.), chats
asymmetry telephone, postal letters

Figure 2. Types of dissemination media

In that sense, the relationship between social media on the web and mass media is
less about competition and more about a complementary coexistence. Just as the ra-
dio did not render the newspaper obsolete, nor television the radio, the Internet poses
no inherent threat to all previous media structures. This is because regardless of the
decoupling of the content from specific data storage and dissemination media, be it
e.g. paper, optical discs, film rolls or radio waves, mass media and social media op-
erate at different levels of social reality construction:

e  Social media on the web facilitate the exchange, and thereby the genesis and dif-
fusion, of content and statements at the meso-level of communication, whereby
the scope of simultaneously circulating topics is much higher here than it is in
the commonly known description of the present in a modern society. Insofar as
the evolution of social systems can be paraphrased as a “theory of waiting for
usable chances” (Luhmann 2012, 253), the pool of visible variations from which
systems of higher selection levels can choose in this way expands significantly.

e  Mass media, however, provide non-specific reference bases in communication
in that they observe the distributed communication processes at mid-level and in
that they introduce relevant discontinuities into the general discourse. Since
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mass media, as a social system, are no longer bound to any specific format since
the convergence of technical channels, novel or challenging content providers
(e.g. The Huffington Post) are now and again well-positioned to compete with
incumbents. However, in that case they gradually lose their interactive nature
and likewise transform into asymmetrical distribution sites.

From the outlined perspective, an erosion of the fundamental selection patterns and
role differentiations in the societal description of the present (and a loss of signifi-
cance for the mass media in this context) thus appears unlikely, in particular since
basal socio-structural barriers can be identified that are in conflict with radical re-
configurations.* For one, the classic problem of what or who manages to capture the
audience’s attention exists on the web just the same. For example, a blog post will
not receive the same attention, as a rule, as an article of an established news portal.

Secondly, even the most knowledgeable ‘information seekers’ (Wilson 2000) would
be overwhelmed if they had to identify all presently relevant or memorable changes
in the ‘world society’ by themselves: Mass media nowadays are “the source [...] of
most of our data concerning the society and the world—it would be insufficient to
confine oneself to the notions acquired directly, through perception or through per-
sonal knowledge.” (Esposito 2008, 188) Finally, laypersons who are active on the
web are usually unable to deliver the same quality of work as professionals can on a
continual basis, not least because their cognitive resources are limited by demands
from other areas of life (e.g. work, family, leisure).

Nevertheless, through the social appropriation of online technologies over the past 20
years, a large number of incremental changes and gradual shifts have been triggered,
including foremost (1) the development of algorithmically mediated personal publics,
(2) the facilitated emergence of secondary performance roles in functional contexts,
and (3) the concomitant intensification of interactions and exchanges between the
meso and macro levels of social communication.

(1) Hybrid forms between private and public communication are not an exclusive
phenomenon of the Internet. However, the algorithmically mediated semi-private
communication spheres emerging on social networking platforms such as Facebook
and Twitter bear a new quality of that hybridity. These ‘personal publics’ (Schmidt
2014) are characterised not only by the long-term transferability, scalability and
searchability of their content but also by automated factual, temporal and social

Such a perspective certainly emphasises persistences. However, in my opinion it can prevent
“proceed[ing] without overall analysis and [...] to focus on what is new (or what is considered to
be so0) as substitute for the essential” (Luhmann 2013, 314) or to attribute previously initiated dy-
namics (e.g. the disentangling of medial and political spaces) exclusively to the web.
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structuring services. They are oriented to the platform identity of the respective user,
including his or her established contacts and interests, as signalled by means of clicks.
These algorithmic filter and dissemination structures facilitate the identity and in-
formation management for each user, thereby obviating numerous types of situations
in which individuals feel overwhelmed or experience cognitive overload in the age of
digital connectivity. However, at the same time, the users of these services inevitably
abdicate some of their personal decision-making autonomy to the technological
structures of the respective platform and its distinct media logics (see, for the “multi-
plicity of the political self in social media”, Siri 2014, 233-237).

(2) Contrary to what was anticipated by many, professional journalism has thus far
not experienced fundamental competition by laypersons on the web. Nevertheless,
the dichotomy between provider and recipient roles does dissolve at certain points
since the Internet facilitates the emergence of secondary performance roles in func-
tional contexts (Stichweh 2005). Active Internet users (e.g. bloggers) differ clearly
from passive recipients in that they selectively perform journalistic research, curation
and structuring tasks. However, they also differ from professional journalists as
holders of primary performance roles since they do not necessarily follow estab-
lished journalistic conventions, for example with regard to the universality of topics
or periodicity. Very often, they also work without being embedded into any type of
organisational framework and are motivated primarily by short-term incentives and
personal interests. However, it is thanks to these same characteristics that amateur
journalists on the web are at times able to draw the public attention to subjects that
otherwise would not have been covered by mass media reporting. In this way, online
technologies contribute to an inner differentiation of the field between recipient and
producer roles, but they do not fundamentally resolve the underlying dichotomy of
professional providers and consumers (Dickel & Schrape 2016). This inner differen-
tiation, while particularly visible in the field of journalism, is also advancing in other
functional contexts (e.g. ‘citizen science’, crowdsourcing, public beta testing).

(3) Taken together, these expanded connectivity and participation opportunities lead
to an intensification of interactions and exchanges between the meso and macro lev-
els of social reality construction. The acceleration and facilitation of communication
by Internet and digitalisation increases not only the chances that new issue-focused
spheres of meaning take shape; the general user-centred dissemination of contents,
statements and opinions is also gaining ground in the social web. For professionals in
primary performance roles, or to put it differently, for the functional spheres of socie-
ty, these waves of dissemination and diffusion at the meso level of communication are
much more distinct and visible than was previously the case. This generates numerous
new possibilities for interaction; for journalism, for example, this leads to a larger
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number of potential sources for research, yet also to an increased pressure towards in-
tegration and topicality. Moreover, the new exchange opportunities at mid-level of
social reality construction allow for a faster user-driven identification of irregularities
and gaps in mass media reporting and coverage (Eberwein & Porlezza 2016).

4 Enabling and control

In this respect, the ‘reality of the mass media’ (Luhmann 2000) is not dissolved by
the online technologies, but it has become more permeable in many ways. Neverthe-
less, predictions “that the networked information economy will democratize the pub-
lic sphere” (Benkler 2006, 241) have hardly come true, namely because the men-
tioned communication-facilitating effects of the services on the web are accompanied
by a number of coordinating and regulatory characteristics (Van Dijck 2013).

For one, ubiquitously used services such as Twitter, Facebook or Snapchat contrib-
ute—with their predefined and reproducible protocols and filter paradigms, which
act as technically mediated social order patterns—significantly to the structuring of
the communication and media reception on the web. The embedding of clickable re-
action buttons on Facebook (‘like’, ‘love’, ‘wow’, ‘haha’, ‘sad’, ‘angry’), the charac-
ter limit on Twitter or the algorithmic curation on these social networking platforms
as well as on media streaming portals (e.g. Netflix, Amazon Prime, Google Play,
Apple Music) are not just technical gimmicks but rather social structure elements
that are incorporated in the platform design. Secondly, the infrastructures of the In-
ternet are opening up expanded possibilities of social control because the communi-
cation profiles of their users can be observed, evaluated and sanctioned by private
operators (or government intelligence agencies) to a degree that is much more exact
and effective than previously possible (Dolata & Schrape 2016; Galloway 2004).

This applies in particular to the socio-technical ecosystems of mobile devices such as
smartphones, tablets or wearables (as well as ‘smart home gadgets’) that are increas-
ingly used for personal online access. More explicitly even than in the general World
Wide Web, what prevails in the world of mobile media platforms are the rules and
regulations of private sector providers, which users and developers are obliged to ac-
cept by confirming the General Terms and Conditions. With the centrally coordinated
‘walled gardens’ of Apple’s iOS and Google’s Android devices, the production, dis-
tribution and use of media content and software has indeed become simpler. However,
this bundling and standardisation has also served to buttress the rule-setting and de-
termining influential force of a few globally dominant infrastructure operators.
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For the providers, this infrastructural power’ is accompanied with a previously un-
known control over the data that is generated continuously during the use of web
platforms, smartphones or tablets and their ecosystems. For example, Google today
is able to create user profiles (e.g. for advertising purposes) not only by resorting to
its search engine and email platform but also by evaluating its social networking ser-
vice Google+, Google Maps, Google Drive, YouTube, its software and media store
Google Play, as well as numerous application programs that are pre-installed on An-
droid devices. Moreover, with the practice by Google and Apple, begun many years
ago, to expand activities beyond their traditional areas of business (e.g. mobile pay-
ment services, home automatization, connected and autonomous cars), the mass of
integratable data continues to grow (Andrejevic 2015).

However, the reflex to flatly reproach the dominant corporations in online and mo-
bile communications for their infrastructural hegemony and the associated data pow-
er appears to be a step in the wrong direction. This is because the development, pro-
vision and operation of free of charge usable services and platforms is costly as well;
the survival in the rapidly changing market for communication and information tech-
nologies requires continual investments in research and development and; last but
not least, Google and Apple, or Facebook and Twitter, are for-profit companies that
must, for reasons of self-preservation, remain true to that mandate. Thus, to maintain
their core business and to remain competitive, information technology companies
must continually enhance their products and services and cater to user preferences—
and for this they are heavily dependent on mining and analysing user data (Shelanski
2013; Gerlitz & Helmond 2013; Van Dijck 2014).

The situation that basic communication infrastructures are operated and driven by
private sector providers is, of course, not an exclusive phenomenon of our time. The
invention of the metal movable-type printing press, for instance, was driven by Jo-
hannes Gensfleisch zu Gutenberg and his investor Johannes Fust above all due to
tangible economic interests; and from the mid-15th century on, it was able to spread
rapidly primarily in light of its high sales potential along the European trade routes
(Stober 2004). However, the novelty of digital modernity is the hegemony of a very
few multinational companies as the operators of the key infrastructures of communi-
cation, media distribution and information retrieval on a global scale. Indeed, such a
level of power concentration was not even reached at the height of former phases of
media consolidation (Zerdick et al. 2000).

‘Power’ is here understood, in the sense of Norbert Elias (1978), not as a firmly established entity
but as a volatile balance that has to be constantly renegotiated (e.g. between providers and users).
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This global bundling of private sector power over infrastructures and data, unprece-
dented in media history, can hardly be counteracted by means of national govern-
ment regulations —at least not without making serious compromises or accepting lo-
cational disadvantage (see Luhmann [1997] 2012, 83ff.). From the perspective of the
outlined multi-level model of social reality construction, however, an incremental
change from the bottom up appears possible, provided an increasing proportion of
users of such services are bothered by this concentration, change their preferences
and collectively express their displeasure, e.g. by initiating lively discussions on the
social web concerning this matter. Such episodes of ‘public outrage’, some of which
gain momentum on their own terms while others are triggered by non-governmental
organisations or journalistic coverage, can be expected to undergo a mass media re-
flection upon reaching a certain threshold of attention and visibility on the meso lev-
el of societal communication. As thus they may represent a serious disruption, or
discontinuity, for the targeted companies, forcing these to react—though not neces-
sarily in the sense of their critics. For such forms of bottom-up public pressure the
social web offers an ideal playing ground (Mdlders 2014).

5 Conclusion: Differentiation, complementarity, co-existence

The media transformation initiated by Internet and digitalisation by no means leads to
a disintermediation or dissolution of the socio-evolutionary crystallised role differen-
tiations and selection stages in the social construction of reality. On the one hand,
modern society requires, due to its temporal, factual and social diversity, a complexi-
ty-reduced description of the present that is acknowledged by a ‘general public’ and
that ensures a basal compatibility in communication. For this reason, it cannot do
without the continuous synthesising and disseminating services of the mass media (or
functional equivalents). On the other hand, social media on the web effectuate the ex-
change in specific communication contexts, or defined spheres of meaning, and facili-
tate user-centred distribution of contents and opinions, thereby expanding the pool of
visible variations of meaning to which functional systems at a higher selection levels
of social reality construction can respond (or in some cases have to respond).

In this respect, the current transformation of media structures is characterised less by
substitution, competition and resolution than by differentiation, complementarity and
co-existence. Against this backdrop, the potential for reciprocal irritations is en-
hanced, namely between communicative dynamics on the social web and mass media
reporting; between selectively participating laypersons and professionals; and be-
tween specific communication contexts and the so-called ‘general public’, whereby
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the latter essentially remains the product of a cascade of communicative attributions,
or a signifier, that only gains meaning from a specific perspective of observation.

However, despite this increased permeability between the various arenas of societal
communication and social reality construction, we cannot in any way speak of a gen-
eral democratisation of media structures or the ‘public sphere’. This is because alt-
hough the extremely advantaged positions of some publishers and broadcasting cor-
porations were eroded in the course of digitalisation, the Internet economy of today
exhibits a consistently higher level of concentration than former media markets.
Moreover, the need for a non-specific description of the present in societal commu-
nication, and therewith the need for a strong reduction of complexity in the construc-
tion of that present, does not simply vanish due to the Internet and digitalisation. In-
stead, a common description of the present remains indispensable not only as an ori-
entation for individuals as well as a point of reference for discourse and for cross-
societal decision-making processes. The belief that social change might be induced
solely by means of technological possibilities is thus still a fallacy that is founded on
technological determinism.
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