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• My long-term interest in the social consequences of the concentration of 

symbolic power in media institutions, specifically the power to re-present 

the social back to social actors:

• A strong form of symbolic power (‘the power of constructing reality’, 

Bourdieu 1990) . . . 

• sustained by a certain way of organizing things (‘the myth of the mediated • sustained by a certain way of organizing things (‘the myth of the mediated 

centre’: Couldry 2003, 2006, 2012) . . . 

• enacted through media rituals, eg the social form and embedded norms + 

category distinctions of reality media (eg Couldry 2004, 2008, 2014)

Still important, and relevant to deconstructing a powerful tool of social 

validation and discrimination!
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• But the issue of media institutions’ role in the social construction of reality 

now goes much wider

• Rise of social media platforms, as alternative foci of attention and objects 

of rhetoric 

• Increasing interdependence of mainstream media and social media (a 

double helix, Couldry 2012: 23) double helix, Couldry 2012: 23) 

• Increasing push across wider corporate sector to represent the space as 

social media platforms as ‘the’ space where the social happens:

• ‘the myth of us’ (Couldry 2014)

• ‘the Internet is not a technology; it’s a belief system’ (Joi Ito, Director MIT 

Media Lab, quoted Financial Times 5 August 2014)
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The myth of ‘us’

natural collectivity, emerging on social media platforms

Instead of ‘the nation now’ (Morley and Brunsdon 1978: 89) . . . ‘us now’

Media Guardian’s review of 

the top 100 top media influences

chose as its new number 1 ‘You’

Guardian 1 September 2013
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. . . Reflected in academic discourse:

• the rise of ‘a different social order . . . [a] networked [social] operating system

[that] gives people new ways to solve problems and meet social needs’ (Rainie 

and Wellman 2012: 8-9); ‘The new media is the new neighbourhood’ (2012: 13).

• and related to the economics of social media platforms:• and related to the economics of social media platforms:

Joseph Turow, The Daily You (2011, cf Jose van Dijck, Christian Fuchs)

• Facebook is ‘a fabric that can make any experience online social’ 

(Mark Zuckerberg: quoted van Dijck 2013: 67). 

• ‘You can’t be on Facebook without being your authentic self’ (Sheryl 

Sandberg, quoted A. Keen The Internet is not The Answer 2015: 67). 
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Is it enough to deconstruct the myth?

• It is important but insufficient to deconstruct the myth of us (and identify it at 
work), because it is more than rhetorical cover for a particular business 
strategy

• It is the cognitive/imaginative aspect of an attempt literally to reconstruct the 
social: ie to rebuild the spaces of the social, so that they can be spaces for the 
automatic generation of economic value, through:automatic generation of economic value, through:

• the gathering of data, and . . . 

• its subsequent aggregation . . . 

• for direct or indirect reuse for profit.

• Background: (1) the crisis in US and elsewhere of the earlier model of 
advertising (mass advertising to mass audiences): Turow 2011; (2) the vast 
expansion of technologies for tracking and surveillance (and their integration 
into everyday business of advertising); (3) content producers need to compete 
for ever-reducing advertising revenue (and so work closer with advertisers)
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Responses?

1. Analytically: avoiding the inscription fallacy (Couldry 2014), viz to read 
the world as if it really is the way we (as interpreters of texts) are 
disposed to read it to be . . . Treating today’s ‘sociospatial arrangements’ 
with scepticism, and recognising them as corporate projects.  

2. Sociologically: grasping the attempt of new media ‘institutions’ (eg
Facebook) to appropriate the spaces and forms of the social (MejiasFacebook) to appropriate the spaces and forms of the social (Mejias
2013) through the apparently innocent notion of ‘platform’ (Gillespie 
2010): ‘the possible social worlds’ that get excluded . . . 

3. Ethically: noting the cost for everyday human freedoms of our 
dependence on the systems for information transfer and surveillance 
that underlie such ‘social’ platforms (Cohen 2012 on ‘authoritarianism’)

4. Politically: to register these developments as a challenge to the normal 
boundaries of the political [prima facie opening up new political spaces, 
while building up an unprecedented power over the spaces of politics]
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In more detail:

• Mejias (2013) on the exclusions of network practice and design: 

‘what does the digital network include in the process of forming an 

assemblage and, more important, what does it leave out?’

• Julie Cohen’s attempt to build a ‘cultural environmentalism’ that 

challenges how we have come to value information exclusively in terms of challenges how we have come to value information exclusively in terms of 

system (market) logics; ‘the gap between the rhetoric of liberty and the 

reality of diminished individual control’ (2012: 4) over our lives with 

information systems;

• ‘the configuration of networked space is . . . increasingly opaque to its users’, 

yet it operates via ‘a system of governance that is authoritarian’ (Cohen 2012: 

202: 188-189)

• Need in response to build values based in how we live with information, and 

how that shapes our possibilities for self-formation and cultural development (5)
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The political challenge

• Not to turn our backs on the new platform-based ‘spaces of appearances’ 

(Arendt): ie not literally to go ‘off the network’ (cf Mejias 2013) . . . But 

• to hold onto other versions (actual, imaginary) of the social

• to see ‘social media networks’ (and the wider system in which embedded) 
as an explicit attempt to construct a certain social  until it seems naturalas an explicit attempt to construct a certain social  until it seems natural

• to grasp the risk of injustice that flow from concentrating the power to 
construct the ‘social’ (the ‘real’) in too narrow a set of institutions

• Dave Eggers’ novel The Circle (2013) as a fable of power (the desire to 
complete the informational circle, to control it, to totalize it), but also a 
fable of justice lost: the lost possibility of challenging the ‘meta-political 
injustice’ (Fraser 2005) of having others define who and how one can be

• Ontology as at stake in a genuine sociology of critique (Luc Boltanski, On 
Critique 2010).


