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aBsTracT

The aim of this article is to discuss the propagation of opinions expressed on the 
Internet (digital media matrix) in view of a historical development of public opin-
ion. In order to address that, the article examines the debate concerning public 
opinion based on the works of Walter Lippmann (1961), Niklas Luhmann (1997; 
2000; 2005), Jürgen Habermas (1991; 1997) and Dirk Baecker (2004), whereas the 
concept of a digital media matrix is discussed together with the theories of Niels 
Finnemann (2001), David White (1964) and Kurt Lewin (1947). The relationship 
between media and public opinion is defined by the historical emergence of forms of 
coding between communication agents, previously comprising of senders and receiv-
ers (peer-to-peer communication), broadcasting (mass communication) and networks 
of nodes (digital communication). The propagation of public opinion is depicted as a 
form shaped by a network of nodes, therefore suggesting a diagram for the distribu-
tion of messages and opinions in digital networks described as ‘netclustering’. The 
article offers a synthesis of the literature on public opinion to suggest a model for the 
viral propagation of messages within networks such as Twitter and Facebook.
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I came to the conclusion that in any project we design or develop, the size 
and degree of complexity of the information and control system inscribed 
in it are the crucial factors, so that the all-embracing and absolute perfec-
tion of the concept can in practice coincide, indeed ultimately must coin-
cide, with its chronic dysfunction and constitutional instability. 

(Sebald 2001: 281)

PuBlic oPinion

The concept of public opinion was established as an empirical aggregate 
of individual opinions, ideas and agendas within the adult population. The 
concept has been used to address the organic complex of opinions that differ-
ent people grasp together, not individually, and how the sum of opinions 
affect society. The concept itself gained acceptance in the eighteenth century 
with the rise of the public sphere centred upon the Enlightenment in Europe. 
The English term derived from the French ‘l’opinion publique’ coined in 1588 by 
Michel de Montaigne (Lemert 1981). Because of this conceptual dependency, 
the development of the concept of public opinion is mirrored on the history 
of the modern era and the process of urbanization. According to Fred Cutler 
(1999), it was Jeremy Bentham who first presented a solid theory about the 
public opinion. The British philosopher and social reformer claimed that public 
opinion could pressure lawmakers and assure that rules were to be made for 
the best of everyone.

The German debate goes back to Ferdinand Tönnies (1922), for whom the 
public opinion (öffentlichen Meinung) had the same function in modern socie-
ties as religion had in pre-modern communities. But it was Jürgen Habermas 
who brought the discussion to another level. The German philosopher took 
the debate on the public sphere (Öffentlichkeit) to the discussion of public 
opinion. According to Habermas (1991), the public sphere is a universal, 
rational and disconnected to social hierarchies ground whereof public opinion 
is shaped. This general ground made it possible to address the public sphere 
as an abstract guideline from which political actions would flourish (Benhabib 
1992: 87). The debate was further developed to encompass the theoretical 
structure of the public sphere, the informational effects and the forces of influ-
ence that it has over society.

The public sphere (Öffentlichkeit) is the infrastructure related to open and 
democratic areas of debate that produce political opinions, such as cafés, 
public plazas, theatres or general meeting places. The public opinion, on the 
other hand, refers to the shaping of a political orientation in a given moment 
due to the debate produced at the public sphere. Therefore, public sphere 
(Öffentlichkeit) and public opinion (öffentlichen Meinung) were associated in a 
specific historical circumstances when, according to Habermas (1991), a new 
society emerged during the eighteenth century. These circumstances relate in a 
great deal to the need for open commercial areas where material goods could 
be exchanged. Together with material goods, news and matters of common 
concern could also be freely exchanged and discussed. The growing rate of 
literacy, the availability of literature and the establishment of a critical journal-
ism separated from the ruling authorities gave shape to a society that would 
eventually clash with the absolutist state, either by means of the public sphere, 
which was wider than the ruler’s power, or by means of the public opinion, 
which could not be controlled by the ecclesiastic structure.
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Despite Habermas’ acknowledgement that public sphere in capitalist 
western democracies is exceedingly prone to elite manipulation, his theoriza-
tion was nonetheless heavily criticized by authors such as Niklas Luhmann 
(with Habermas 1971) and Nancy Fraser (1992), especially in regard to the 
Habermasian ‘institutional criteria’. Fraser, for instance, highlights the 
hegemonic dominance and exclusion criteria that underlines the public sphere. 
The supposed universal arena would merely mirror a stratum of bourgeois 
men who see themselves as an enlightened and universal class fit to govern. 
Fraser also claims that the bourgeois conception of the public sphere requires 
bracketing inequalities of status, and the public deliberation, which was 
assumed as democratic, would serve as a mask for dominant groups in society 
and to the disadvantage of subordinates. Luhmann’s critique, on the other 
hand, refers to the general design of the concept:

In the eighteenth century, the emphatic demand of public life as a means 
for establishing reason came to be directed against this stress upon the 
necessity of social intercourse. But this is a rather narrow, as it were 
constitutionalized, concept of public life with demands such as freedom 
of opinion, freedom of the press, abolition of censorship. The polemic 
itself is based on a much more general concept of public, which forms 
the background to precisely such strategies as secrecy and hypocrisy and 
later the effort to protect a ‘private sphere’ (Privatsphäre). […] Public acces-
sibility of communications in the political apparatus of domination is thus 
expanded with the aid of the printing press, and only afterwards does the 
idea emerge of public opinion as the ultimate authority for the judging of 
political affairs. Although, indeed because, the public cannot decide politi-
cally, but rather lies to an extent outside the boundaries of the system of 
politics, it is used politically in politics and copied into the system. 

(2000: 105)

The public sphere and the public opinion are so deeply interconnected that 
Habermas (1997: 105) defines the first as a domain of social life in which 
public opinion can be formed. Cutting across all aspects of relationship 
between government and public sphere, the public opinion was understood 
as an informational structure of sociopolitical action with considerable impact 
on the decision-making process of political leaders due to its integrated 
hierarchies of social influence performed by gatekeepers and opinion leaders. 
Accordingly, Walter Lippmann (1961) understood the purpose of journalism 
as an intelligence work or a link between policy makers and the public. A 
journalist would act as an intermediary between the facts reported from 
policy makers and the citizens they inform. Notwithstanding the asymmetric 
position of policy makers, journalists and citizens, they all together give shape 
to the public opinion. In this model, the information could be used to hold 
policy makers accountable to citizens.

But public opinion, for Luhmann (1990b), is a paradox that pictures the 
invisible power of the visible. As a technological outcome from writing – 
which creates the public and, afterwards, the public opinion – it would not 
be related to the opinion of individuals, to a certain social judgment or to a 
general agreement in relation to a certain topic. Instead, it would be a network 
of communications that no one is required to take part of. This network would 
be significantly entropic and any action towards public opinion would require 
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a great deal of labour. In accordance to his concept of communication, public 
opinion does not convey any transmission of information, but rather dissemi-
nates information within a system. The public opinion would be a medium 
by which forms are created and dissolved through continuous communica-
tion. It would be a bottom-up social reality based on the very reproduction of 
communication (Maresch 1999).

Luhmann (1990b: 174) portrays public opinion by way of the binary 
medium/form polarization, where media are the weak gathering of over-
abundant elements and forms representing the provisory selection of such 
overabundant elements in a strong cluster. Public opinion is therefore the 
temporary gathering of consciousness by means of a structural coupling in 
view of a specific horizon of meaning. The lack of permanent properties makes 
public opinion a somewhat imaginary reference to which consciousness refers; 
at the same time the consciousness are not permeable to the public opinion. 
Mass media shape the public opinion but do not transfer contents to it; that 
is, at the same time public opinion comes from mass media, it is also created 
from them. As a compound of auto-organized atomistic opinions, public opin-
ion is produced by temporal and quantitative forms as an autonomous and 
differentiated reality that goes around by itself. This autonomous reality allows 
an observer to observe the medium while all the observers are mirrored on it 
as public opinion (Luhmann 1990b: 181).

This definition relies on the image of complex relations and refers to the 
history of the concepts of public sphere and public opinion – concepts tailored 
during the modern and pre-industrial bourgeois society of the eighteenth 
century. This social order created the conditions for the emergence of coffee 
houses in London, salons in France and Tischgesellschaften in Germany, 
where opinions became emancipated from the bonds of economic depend-
ence. These spaces paved a forum for social interaction at the same time it 
became a platform for airing one’s opinions and agendas for public discussion. 
The same setting of information outflow was spawned by the industrial 
era until the post-industrial societies. But when the computer brought the 
information age to the post-industrial societies, the public opinion scheme 
could hardly target the cluster of information within the digital media matrix. 
Even though Luhmann presented an entirely new approach to the concept of 
public opinion, the model still needs some rethinking in order to describe the 
digital mediascape. It is regarding this problem that we intend to present the 
image of a ‘netclustering’.

Media MaTrix

Niels Finnemann (2001) refers to the concept of media matrix to address a 
constellation of all existing media at a specific moment in time. According 
to Finnemann’s thesis, it is possible to identify the Internet as a digital 
media matrix made of a continuous variation between signs, messages and 
communications – a diagram of information and communication not entirely 
strange to the concept of public opinion. Finnemann’s concept of media matrix 
is also interesting as it refers to the attribute of metadescription provided by 
media. This concept, together with the ideas provided by Niklas Luhmann 
regarding the modern societies, provides a fairly accurate depiction of the 
digital clustering of opinions.

The core ideas of Niklas Luhmann (1997) regarding the computer 
world are two. The first one states that because computers add reflexivity to 
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communication autopoiesis, they establish for the first time a competition with 
consciousness. Computers and Internet would not only carry out distribution, 
transmission and understanding of information, they would also change infor-
mation and understanding, which from now on would be grasped through 
digital routines of processing and filtering. The second idea claims society 
needs a cultural form to survive every new distributive pattern of communica-
tion and the surplus of meaning it brings. Thus, if Aristotle’s principle of telos 
managed to deal with the surplus of meaning in writing, and Descartes’ prin-
ciple of a self-referential consciousness has given society a way to deal with 
the surplus of meaning in printed communication, there would have to be a 
way to tackle the surplus of meaning regarding computers and the Internet.

This image of a cultural form followed by another one is depicted by 
drawing a distinction among three major cultural forms in history. The first 
is the literary society of antiquity, the second is the printing-press soci-
ety of modern Europe, and the last one would be the computer society of 
the current globalized world. Luhmann refers to these media as cultural 
forms because they deal with the surplus of meaning in specific ways. In 
an approach that resembles the catastrophe theory of René Thom (1985), 
Luhmann claims society has passed over the first catastrophe (the writing) 
creating a Hochkulturen that organizes society in layers. The second catas-
trophe (the press) has introduced the possibility of comparing and analyz-
ing manuscripts since then standardized and mass-distributed across social 
layers, hence jeopardizing previous forms of classical authority.

According to Baecker (2004), the third catastrophe is the integration of 
computers into communication processes, which reorganizes communication 
styles and contents, thus changing the meaning and deconstructing the ways 
we previously viewed understanding. Every age would have found a way 
to deal with the problem of meaning, and the introduction of computers is 
about to bring its way. Some messages are going to be taken seriously and 
others are not. There are criteria regarding what to pay attention to and what 
messages to accept. Even though the introduction of computers put an end to 
the former meaning-processing paradigm, it is not yet clear how contempo-
rary society is organizing form and content.

Niklas Luhmann’s theoretical analysis of modern society develops a 
conception of communication given in relation to the concept of complexity. 
By observing complexity, Luhmann implies that actions are given only as 
contingent and unpredictable expectations. The more a system performs 
communications, the more it processes complexity. The theory draws a 
looping effect: any system that is faced with complexity is forced to give birth 
to a more fluid schema that can process the multitude of possibilities. And the 
process of communication is not performed by actors, as human beings do not 
communicate and only communication communicates (Luhmann 1990a: 31). 
Avoiding the background of action theories and subject-centred perspectives, 
Luhmann allows an explanation based upon the unities of communication 
with reference only to the social system that produces it.

Lars Qvortrup (2006) applied Luhmann’s social systems theory to digital 
media and revealed possible relationships between the digital media matrix 
and the Luhmannian perspective, seeing that there were strong reasons to 
consider the Web or the Internet as a subclass of autopoietic systems. This is 
because, on the one hand, the Internet is built upon recursive processes through 
components that influence each other. On the other hand, the operational 
boundary is also the environment and there is no central control or intentional 
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agency. Even if the Web cannot perform processes autonomously, self- 
development and auto-reproduction are nonetheless their basic mechanisms 
for processing complexity. Finally, self-reference and self-observation adds the 
necessary reflexivity to depict the Internet as a system that differentiates itself 
from its subsystems.

The digital media matrix could also be described via Luhmann’s concept 
of medium. Even if the Web is far too structured in comparison to loosely- 
coupled traditional media, such as sound waves or paper, this hypothesis 
allows a more direct approach to the problem of public opinion. For Luhmann, 
a medium is always given in a relation to a form. There is no form without a 
medium and media only exist because of forms. The simplest example is the 
footprint left in the sand when walking on the beach. The sand represents 
loosely coupled elements which are grouped together by something more 
solid – that is, the foot. The sand is thus a medium of the form imprinted on it, 
and the footprint is a form that only exists because of the sand.

Luhmann himself made reference to the concepts of medium and form to 
describe the public opinion as an environment made of political organizations 
and interactions that is internal to the political system (Luhmann 2000: 104). 
When a system realizes that something is observing it from the outside, yet 
ignoring how and by whom, the system projects itself as observable in the 
medium of the public. As a result, the function of the mass media does not 
imply production of the public, but rather representation. The public itself 
would be a permanent description of the other, including the mass media, 
and because it cannot be specified in view of a particular system, it would 
require a representation in the form of a projected reality in which all subsys-
tems (people) can take part of as observers. The public opinion, accordingly, 
would be the representation of the public by the mass media that simultane-
ously guarantees transparency and non-transparency, and where events can 
happen continuously (Luhmann 2000: 105).

digiTal MaTrix

When Claude Elwood Shannon and Warren Weaver (1962) first described 
the information coding between sender and receiver, the diagram indicated 
clear stages governed by mechanic rules of a society wired by telegraph and 
telephone. According to Hagemeyer (1979), Shannon successfully described a 
formal pattern of information comprising five connected stages: information 
source selects one message per unit of time; source supplies the transmitters, 
thus processing the message into a technical signal; transmitters feed a channel 
protecting the transmission from noise and interference; channels lead to one 
or more receivers, thus decoding and reconstituting the message; and, finally, 
the message is retranslated and arrives in the address.

The Shannon-Weaver information model relates to a context of telephone 
and telegram wired systems in which the mass media integrated networks 
had not yet come to exist. By the time television – which is intrinsically a 
network – takes over the society, the Shannon-Weaver diagram becomes 
immediately obsolete. In a peer-to-peer exchange model, which was based 
on telephone and telegraph companies, information and communication are 
processed according to the same ecological settings. It is an environment of 
limited complexity where sender and receiver are one and the same agent 
interchanging fixed positions. Digital networks come to further develop the 
plot, as any single sender could then operate any number of channels without 
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taking into account any proper receiver. By the time broadcasting came around, 
it overlapped the peer-to-peer and wired model to create a special sensibility 
that McLuhan (1967) claimed to complete the cycle of human sensorium. 

TV crossed a symbolic frontier and brought a new media reality that 
Günther Anders called ‘Medialität’ (Van Dijk 2000). The same way the wired 
peer-to-peer model was overlapped by TV metawatching, this broadcasting 
pattern was also overlapped by the networking pattern, once it brought a 
storable, manipulable and broadcastable transient world where we engineer 
our own dreams (Hamman 1996). According to Castells (2004), the network 
society integrates previous digital media into a compound of networks that 
processes and handles information by routines based on micro-electronic 
technologies. Because the key social structures and activities are organized 
around digital information networks, previous media distribution patterns are 
expected to work together with the spinning matrix of digital media.

For example, if a TV network broadcasts an extraordinary event, it is 
expected that newspapers will also report on it and add information. They 
work with an implicit arrangement that makes the system grow bigger by the 
time other sources join the reporting, consequently enlarging the matrix of 
information. This progression of adding one medium to the other in order 
to broadly spread the information is one of the main aspects of the digital 
media matrix, and all media take part in it. It is a matrix because it impacts 
consciousnesses and then turns back to media in looping effect. This matrix 
can be depicted with metaphors of diffusion and a proper description of its 
mechanisms. We will address these interior mechanisms with more focused 
metaphors, such as onion rings and the netclustering. If the clustering 
dynamics is the inner circuit that connects one digital node to the other, 
performing an operation similar to the public opinion, than the onion rings is 
the actual structure of this non-spatial matrix.

The coupling of one message to another, an operation that shapes the 
public opinion in the digital media matrix, resembles Luhmann’s concept of 
meaning. For Luhmann (2005), meaning is what connects one selection to 
another, the same way one message is linked to another in digital interactions. 
The connection between one input of information introduced by a medium 
and the reverberation guaranteed by another medium is what Luhmann calls 
‘meaning’. According to the German sociologist, one communication binds to 
the other as long as there is a context of meaning; or to say it another way, it 
is meaning that ties one communication to the other. Information transmitted 
over the digital media matrix only generates meaning inasmuch as one cluster 
transmits it to another, thus allowing information to travel among the digital 
rings of data. Meaning is thus a compound generated and engendered by a 
chain of multiple and steady interactions. It is somehow like a dialogue in 
which one phrase relies on the previous phrase in order to give continuity to 
the conversation.

This general regulation of selections implies that meaning is not produced 
through the act of understanding, but rather through the very process of 
communication. The process of communication is no longer defined as a 
direct action based on bilateral and at-hand participants, but in a spectrum 
of interactions hardly noticeable, a cloudy atmosphere of wide-ranging 
digital performances. The process of communication, for Luhmann, depicts 
a sequence of links between one theme and another that builds a memory 
without any action of agents or subjects. Instead, and because such agents are 
depicted as an amorphous and outspread compound of nodes, individuals and 
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electronic devices can hence be grouped in any number of configurations or 
arrangements, such as public opinion, consumer groups or the blogosphere.

These digital nodes are grouped according to context and might as 
well cease to exist the next moment. These cardiac movements of systole 
and diastole, contraction and expansion, or union and dissipation, are the 
heartbeat of the digital media matrix; that is, the Internet depicted as a field of 
oscillating relationships. The communication-node based model is intended 
to overlap not only the mass media irradiation model, but also the local layers 
of interaction and influence. In the digital media matrix, even the smallest ring 
can reach broader rings inside the system. Due to the lack of clear pathways 
regarding information distribution, it is feasible that even the smallest medium 
in the smallest community might reach bigger circles/layers of influence, since 
once they are providing information to broader circles they are also echoing 
in the local area.

onion rings

Izuzquiza described Luhmann’s idea on complexity as ‘the multidimension-
ality created by the unity of numerous and different perspectives’ (1990: 61). 
Complexity thus implies a surplus of relations and connections, which can be 
analyzed only due to the essential role of relations. Therefore, connection and 
selection are required conditions for operations within complex environments, 
and also the only way complexity can be approached. This mechanics between 
a variety of inputs and outputs is no longer based upon senders and receivers, 
but rather upon Alter and Ego, therefore comprehending the conception of a 
double contingence.

For Luhmann, Ego is always a communicating Ego (Adressante Ego). Alter, 
on the other hand, is always a communication-receiving Alter (Mitteilenden 
Alter), which creates a situation of double contingence at the two extremes of 
a communication event. Ego and Alter are not real people, and the terms are 
supposed to avoid any anthropomorphic suggestion. These are systems in a 
given context that share no contact with one another, for Alter and Ego proc-
esses information independently and autonomously, a distinction Luhmann 
made to set information apart from message. Consequently, Alter and Ego 
do not perform transmissions by turns and they are created only through the 
process of communication, which also works as their frame of reference.

This scheme creates a circular and autoreferential dynamic of information, 
inasmuch as Alter and Ego understand each other as communication and rely 
on the process as a nexus that creates both communication and communi-
cational agents all together. Acceptance and understanding of messages are 
no longer the purpose of communication, for communication itself does not 
depend upon the acceptance of messages or the content communicated. 
Luhmann describes the process of communication as steady sequences 
of connections, in such a way that one act of communication binds to the 
next, creating a dynamic where communication stages are detached from the 
purpose of communication.

From the point of view of understanding, acceptance or refusal of messages 
corresponds to the difference involving information and messages towards 
the reduction of complexity. Additionally, the exchange of information is not 
based on a spatial and geographical identification of clusters and messages 
because the circulation of information has no real geography, but a spec-
trum of inferences from one peer to the other – a diagram that leaves out 
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the principle of efficiency upon which previous communication models were 
based. This description is also in agreement with the differentiation medium/
form presented by Luhmann, as public opinion would be a form shaped by 
the clustering of data within digital environments. The relationship between 
clusters and public opinion is explained by means of how the concept of 
form relates to steady and varied collaborations: that is, how the gathering 
of different consciousness (digital clusters) is brought by the concept of form 
(netclustering). These inner operations in the digital media matrix can be 
depicted by the image of an onion, as it gathers a multitude of media just as 
an onion is enwrapped by growing rings.

The image of an onion is useful because it depicts single layers attached 
to bigger and smaller layers, thus conforming to this spectrum of media 
portrayed as a continuous integrated media sphere. The onion is a conglom-
erate of rings the way digital matrix is a gathering of media. There is no real 
structure except interconnected growing rings. The onion ring suggests inner 
and outer circles/layers in permanent crossover, an interlacement only possi-
ble due to the principle of data clustering that grants mobility to the layers 
as they grow and recede. The inner organization of an onion, together with 
the co-dependence of one layer upon the other, is analogous to the circula-
tion of communications performed by diffused clusters in cyberspace. As an 
evolutionary outgrowth of technological society, digital meaning cannibal-
izes former processing models – from face-to-face interaction to broadcasting 
media – into an atmospheric media compound.

This digital atmosphere is arranged as a non-hierarchical rhizome, there-
fore enabling that every element might get the chance to play wide-ranging 
roles in the system. In fact, most agents struggle to access broader circles/layers 
of influence. The atmosphere does not have a fixed structure though media and 
users acknowledge this world as an integrated worldwide system. The meta-
phor of an onion should then be highlighted as if the rings could move along 
the sphere: that is, the innermost layer must be able to turn itself in an exter-
nal layer. Different performances run through this continuous digital atmos-
phere and no agency actually controls the sphere. Because it is an autonomous 
system enwrapping digital performances, a tabloid or a blog may well attempt 
to put their transmission forward on the sphere. Contents are irradiated inside 
the rings and it may or may not gain support and thus more audience. Indeed, 
every medium wants to put their information vector as far as possible.

The image of onion rings also comprehends the diverse roles a medium 
play in the system. A newspaper, for example, can repeat some news received 
from other media if it meets the targets and the company values. Any given 
medium cannibalizes information from other media, but it is not up to them 
to decide which information is going to be on top of the system (media do not 
have access to these meaning operations: they are merely subsystems of the 
digital atmosphere). A blog may echo a report from a newspaper, but that might 
have absolutely no effect to the blogosphere, as the life of a message within 
the media matrix depends on subsequent feedback from other media. If none 
of them reverberate a received vector, the information is bound to be forgot-
ten. Nevertheless, the continuous stressing of a piece of information cannot 
guarantee the vector will flow successfully through the digital atmosphere.

This media matrix is depicted as onion rings because it moves over time 
while journalists are reporting to editors or a given user is stumbling upon a 
news story (viewing it on a mobile phone or writing about it on a blog). At the 
same time that the internal structures of news corporations are processing data 
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through editorial decisions that determine whether a story is worth publishing 
or not, users are feeding the amorphous Internet infinity without any clear filter. 
Once these data reach the Internet, they are equally ranked in regard to techni-
cal distribution within the onion/matrix. And as the rings go around, the data is 
continuously clustered throughout the system, thus providing variety of mean-
ings to different inputs regardless of its digital, printed or broadcasted nature. 
TCP protocol and hypertext provide links to a wide variety of documents and 
organizations, and their digital constitution allows a perfect integration among 
peers so large in number that it is more like a matrix than a system.

As a result, a particular story can be linked to the source material of a 
company or government website. Later on, witnesses can directly join in 
the process and the story background might be fed by links to archives. 
Commentaries from observers add perspective into a growing accumulation of 
data. The press still plays a major role, but it is surrounded by peers and media 
devices that are not press themselves. The story turns into a living organism 
whose nurturing process is composed of several stages that continue after 
publication. Reporters, editors, witnesses, archives and commenters add differ-
ent elements and it is not always clear who is gatekeeping the final material. 
The key feature of ‘multiloguing’ (Shank 1993) emphasizes that once a story is 
published on the Internet, the author loses control of it. Control, subsequent 
comments and responses to the story are shaped as an independent process 
that no one owns and that rapidly slips away.

Due to the active properties of this digital matrix, a communication event 
may happen anytime once an action or reaction takes place within the blogo-
sphere, forums or any interactive interface – zones that superseded the public 
areas created by the public sphere. In this meadiascape, a communication 
event is what proactively passes on the data fall further afield from where they 
started. An Internet viral is, at any given moment, a snapshot of these molecular 
cycles. E-mail, text, Twitter, RSS updates or social networks allow users to drill 
down into the information of a particular story. This production process, which 
integrates data as ‘metatagging’, turns the inverted pyramid – once the main 
model of news-making (a consequence of the central role of telegraph and tele-
phone) – into a normal pyramid attached to an inverted pyramid. This illustrates 
the iterative process of new media as a story that is forever unfinished, as it can 
be always updated. Deuze (2001) has gone further and suggested an octagon 
as a collection of pyramids, each representing a different but non-linearly inter-
connected part of the news story. Only the shared peaks of the eight pyramids 
would be seen as the traditional news lead. Yet, if the public sphere can be 
depicted by means of interconnected growing rings, it is yet necessary to 
explain how these layers relate to each other in a stepwise fashion that shapes 
the public opinion. This is the process we call ‘netclustering’.

Public Sphere Public Opinion

Modern Society Media Press Cafés; Public 
Plazas; Theatres

People Majority 
Agreement

Digital Media 
Matrix

Onion Rings Blogosphere; 
Internet Forums; 
Social Networks

Clusters ‘Netclustering’
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‘neTclusTering’

In December 1969, a group of researchers sent via the newly operational 
ARPANET a draft on network protocol standards called Request for Comments 
(RFC). The first RFC, entitled ‘Host Software’, was written by Steve Crocker 
and published on 7 April 1969. The Requests for Comments were written in 
a less formal style and have since then become typical of Internet draft docu-
ments. Although there was no Internet when the RFC was born, the technical 
community acknowledges these packs of documents to have shaped the 
Internet inner structure as it settled the protocol standards.

It started as a few informal memos trying to organize and deliberate about 
the current state of affairs within the underlying technology of networks: that 
is, the network protocols. These memorandums would describe methods, 
behaviours and feasible innovations regarding the rules by which computers 
exchange information. Later on, these sets of comments would be applicable 
to the Internet and Internet-connected systems. The RFC does not address 
anything related to the content distributed by Internet, only to the standards 
by which the Internet works. However, the very standards created by the RFC 
became an underlying principle of the Internet regarding the organization of 
data. This underlying principle is also the base of the idea of netclustering.

Each RFC, for instance, was assigned a unique serial number by an RFC 
editor. Once this number was published, it could never be rescinded or 
modified. The subsequent versions would be published as a revised document 
in such a way that one RFC supersedes the other (they would become 
deprecated, obsolete, or even ‘obsoleted’). The serialized RFCs dispose a 
continuous historical record on the evolution of Internet standards and prac-
tices. A similar Request for Comment system was established in Wikipedia 
during its beginnings as an informal process for requesting outside input about 
article content, particularly in regard to dispute resolution or user conduct 
according to Wikipedia policies and guidelines. Because of that, any article on 
Wikipedia has a continuous record available to the public on the tab ‘History’, 
a feature very similar to the serialization of the RFCs that deliberated about 
communication between computers.

These protocols were designed and discussed in an open and collective 
community whose contributions were made available to others bit by bit. 
Protocols are not a finished product, and their internal architecture is open in 
order to allow other people to gain a foothold on it. As the RFC evolved into 
a method of data clustering, other users began to copy the model and soon 
computers all over the world were creating and sharing content according to a 
pattern which later on would be known as the Internet.

‘Netclustering’ is accordingly a particular mode of processing, tagging and 
routing data common to both simultaneous and asynchronous interaction. 
Using the serialization of data, it integrates a model of filtering information 
that creates opportunities for random data to become a top trending topic or 
to go viral. In contrast to the world of news organizations or universities, in 
which fact checking or deep analysis prevail, netclustering nourishes a contin-
uous echo through the digital matrix. When news breaks in the blogosphere, 
it flows like in the telephone game, so that in each retelling made by peers the 
facts go further afield from where they started.

Even though current public opinion depicts a different mediascape in 
comparison to the twentieth-century media settings, netclustering is by all 
means a co-evolutionary heritage of previous media matrix. Because of that, 

JAMMR 4.2-3_Bastos_185-201.indd   195 3/2/12   6:56:46 PM



Marco Toledo Bastos

196

the press is still a major player inside the matrix, and a newsroom may begin 
the information processing any time based upon an alert that initiates the 
process of news-making. As soon as a journalist or an editor is aware of a 
breaking story, an alert is sent out. The netclustering, however, has changed 
what was previously a unidirectional procedure based on phone calls into a 
heterogeneous mass of media. Now the same alert can be sent via mobile 
phones, smart phones or any handheld peripheral. It might be sent by text 
as an e-mail, news update, tweet or RSS feed, thus instantly notifying the 
recipients.

Kurt Lewin (1947) first used the term ‘gatekeeping’ to describe a wife 
as a person who decides which food ends up on the family’s dinner table. 
The gatekeeper was consequently the person who decides what should pass 
through each gate section, of which there are several in any process. Later 
on, White (1964) would seize upon Lewin’s comments and relate them to 
journalism, thus describing the decisions that determine which information 
will go forward and which will not. That is, gatekeepers would choose which 
inputs were eligible to enter the media matrix, therefore controlling the flow 
of reported events based on principles of news values.

Gatekeeping still occurs at all levels of the digital media matrix, only 
now it has been enlarged to incorporate a multitude of senders and receiv-
ers. Gatekeeping means, with regard to the digital media matrix, the steady 
operations of selection. This particular function, which traditional media 
previously performed alone, has been promptly redesigned to embody a 
multitude of sources. Users have since then taken part in the story and rede-
signed the process through which ideas and information were filtered for 
publication. What was before an internal decision-making process by the 
media of relaying or withholding information to people is now a decentralized 
and dynamic process of following up on a story, with an updating structure 
that resembles the permanent imputing capacities of an e-mail thread or a 
web forum – models that bear a resemblance to the RFC standards.

It is interesting to note that gatekeeping for computing sciences implies 
a different set of operations. A gatekeeper is a device that manages domains 
and provides call control, providing address information to terminals within 
the zone and to gatekeepers managing other zones. Gatekeepers control the 
gateways which, in telecommunications terms, are the devices that interface 
two different zones and convey the actual information. The understanding of a 
gatekeeper, according to media theory, resembles otherwise what is depicted 
in the graph below as a small network. As network scaling with gatekeepers 
grows to a medium-large network, the gatekeepers fade away and turn into a 
variant of another gateway. This is particularly what occurred during the tran-
sition from broadcasting press (operated by gatekeepers) to the rings of data 
(carried out by clusters).

Figure 1: Gatekeeping course of action (White 1964).
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This particular clustering of digital data could explain why the peers have no 
control over the serialization of signals; or to say it another way, why the 
peers re-tell the previous facts while also adding some more. This is because 
gatekeeper and gateway are one and the same, and any given peer can no 
longer understand the extent or the consequences of a given thread. This 
contingent feature of data interchange has deep impact on chat interfaces 
inasmuch as a thread is not defined by its commencement but by its flow. The 
result is that any simultaneous interactive interface looks like a cross-talk in 
looping effect; any given phrase is crossed over by a multitude of utterances 
in the same screen. Not only the messages but also the contexts from which 
these messages come are frequently intercrossed. If the cross-talk is a major 
feature of social networks such as Facebook or MySpace, as well as micro-
blogging interfaces like Twitter, this is because this feature accounts for the 
very structure of netclustering.

The term netclustering is supposed to contrast with the idea of  
‘crowdsourcing’, a term coined by Jeff Howe (2006) to target a particular 
distributed problem-solving and production model. If crowdsourcing suggests 
the broadcasting of problems to an unknown group of solvers in the form of an 
open call for solutions, netclustering suggests the temporary gathering of online 
users to pass on information. The word ‘cluster’, or its gerund form ‘clustering’, 
is interesting because while ‘cluster’ means a closed group of elements closely 
gathered together, the gerund form ‘clustering’ implies a disperse amount of 
similar things to be brought together, assembled together and, finally, crowded 
together. This way clustering is both closed (as a group) and opened when it 
comes to its processing (assembling or furnishing with clusters).

Netclustering is a process that every peer is not only capable of, but is also 
entitled to. In the diagram above, the netclustering is depicted as a process 
that shapes the onion. Cluster is every ball portrayed around the onion. The 
clustering itself is an in-between area or the twilight of information, as it is 
open to the environment (processed in-between the environment) and related 
to the system autopoiesis closure. In Luhmannian terms, it is the interpene-
tration between the systems-closed dynamics and the environment-opening 
chaos. Netclustering temporarily groups the clusters to the environment and, 
because of that, meaning is processed according to the cluster’s selections but 
oriented towards the environment inputs.

The image of a digital onion is appealing because it both depicts the digital 
media matrix as a compound of media and offers an image of its internal 

Figure 2: Understanding H.323 Gatekeepers (Cisco 2006).
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dynamics. This graphic description also permits the localization of clusters 
(addresses) and the netclustering (spirals) throughout the layers of data. It 
depicts, in contrast to the modern society of the eighteenth century, the digital 
media matrix by means of onion rings, the clusters and the netclustering as 
processes that shape public opinion. In conclusion, the gathering of digital 
messages is shown in this diagram as a process fragmentally decoded by 
multiple users or serial clusters (represented as small dots over the spiral). 
In contrast to the peer-to-peer model that relies on people’s agreement to 
convey meaning and information, the digital media matrix conveys meaning 
and information by clustering data regardless of their meaning.

conclusion

The propagation of opinions in digital networks is granted by messages 
fragmentally decoded by multiple users (netclusters), whose steady and serial 
sequences of connections cluster one act of communication into the next, creat-
ing a dynamics where communication stages are exterior to the very process 
of communication. For that reason, information is not properly transmitted, 
but rather shared within an environment of contingent data where every node 
is a gateway and a gatekeeper for itself and to the others. The propagation of 
opinions is therefore created by one act of communication that binds into the 
other within a horizon of expectations, and this serialization of nodes is what 
allows the fusion effect: the gathering of different users and media agents 
to span information inside and outside the system. If the serialization turns 
possible for a node to be linked to another, it is the netclustering that carry 
out the operations to make data go around. The combination of these two 
operations allows the nodes to permanently select data.

This mechanism is evident in social networks such as Facebook or Twitter, 
the micro-blogging service that enables 140 characters messages known as 
‘tweets’. A usual tweet is not quite a message, but a compound of codes and 
tags that organize the delivered data. It is an index that points to a direction 
through the network. The message does not deliver actual content, but rather 
hyperlinks that drive the reader through the network. The user is a node 

Figure 3: The propagation of opinions in digital networks (Bastos 2009).
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inside the network whose function is to distribute information. A group of 
users handing on information gives form to a cluster, and the process through 
which nodes and data are clustered together represents a netclustering.

Twitter audience is made of intra-group linking that grows and shrinks 
along with small occurrences and interests, waves of enthusiasm or personal 
dramas. Gatekeepers and web developers continually try to cause viral distribu-
tive patters, but it is the autonomous tagging of data which changes and reroutes 
the original and intended meaning, and that offer the conditions for viral propa-
gations. At the centre of the propagation of opinions is the hyperlink, which 
not only indicates but expresses an act of indication. It is not only something to 
see, but rather something user A wants user B to see. That means language has 
been conflated by the method of transmission (signifier gaining supplementary 
value) that attaches intended and propositional meaning to non-intended and 
technical transmissions. This mechanic makes it possible for single opinions to 
escalate to the point that it voices a group’s opinion or a social feeling.

Digital networks such as Twitter facilitate this arrangement providing 
global keywords (‘hashtags’) to specific topics, which can be created and 
boosted by any user. The hashtag topology depicts the propagation of a 
meme (Dawkins 1986) within the digital network by means of collaborative 
links. Nodes represent people and/or devices and edges represent social ties 
among them. This network topology resembles the pattern of network tran-
sitivity, given that nodes tend to form triangles of connections by means of 
‘FoF’ (‘friends of friends’). But contrary to what node connectivity indicates, 
the propagation of opinions in digital networks suggests that each node inter-
acts directly or indirectly with all other nodes, and that this regular routine is 
necessary in order to spread any message.

This patter of propagation within Twitter network was an important and 
influential element in the protests following the 2009 Iranian presidential 
election, clustered along with the hashtag #FreeIran, or the rising number of 
posts related to the socio-economic situation in Venezuela during the first 
days of February 2010, clustered along with the hashtag #FreeVenezuela. Both 
hashtags are the outcome of a context of economic crisis, political uncertainty 
and threats against freedom of speech. These examples of trending topics 
express the forms of a digital public opinion that challenge the ‘rich get richer’ 
dynamics described by Barabási and Albert (1999) as a common feature in 
systems such as genetic networks and the World Wide Web. Even though 
the propagation of opinion in digital networks indeed follows a scale-free 
network, there is no evidence of any power-law distribution. This is mainly 
because unlike systems based on power-law distribution, the propagation of 
opinions within the digital networks does not rely on scale invariance, but 
rather on effective scale variation: that is, on netclustering.
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