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Abstract: Social life is rife with networks of any kind. Nowadays, sociological concerns for
networks, relations, associations, processes, mobilities, and flows are intensive and em-
blematic. This reflection takes “networks” and their multiple products as starting points for a
new sociological imagination. It hence outlines a set of current theoretical and methodologi-
cal issues for approaching the wide and diverse field of the sociology of networks in a critical
manner, beginning from the analytical distinction between the critical and the normative-
functionalist sociology of networks. The paper concludes with reference to contemporary
digital society and the critical use of network data (Big Data), that is, ever-larger quantities of
information generated by human communicative interactions in social networking platforms
and other web activities.
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1. Introduction

Over the last few decades, the focus on networks has grown tremendously and signi-
fied an increasingly vibrant sociological area. Yet despite the promise of revitalising
and unifying all sociological research under the banner of a theoretical interest in re-
lationships, this area lacks a clear research trajectory and a coherent framework and
rationale: “It is much easier to pull ideas and methods out of context if a field appears
to others as a largely unorganized grab bag of measures, tools, and ideas” (Erikson
2013, 220). The task of this paper is less concerned with developing a coherent or
unified sociological theory of networks than with informing about some critical possi-
bilities, which have yet to be explored in depth.”

In general, the (diverse) social network research tradition warns us against any
theoretical or methodological attempt to “reify, hypostatise, and ultimately mystify

' For Emily Erikson (2013, 220), this disturbing and persistent situation “can frustrate the efforts of
individual researchers and impede the overall progress of the field. Sub rosa disagreements can lead
important fields to drop out of top journals when the quality of work remains high but consensus is
difficult to achieve”.
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“society” (or some equivalent) as an entity distinct from the nexus of human interac-
tivity which, properly speaking, comprises it” (Crossley 2015, 3). Drawing from the
established work of classics, such as Tonnies (1957), Simmel (1950) and Moreno
(1961), as well as from the quantitative “revolution” of the 1960s (Barnes 1969), Bar-
ry Wellman and Barry Leighton, in their Networks, Neighborhoods, and Communities:
Approaches to the Study of the Community Question (1979), famously introduced a
network analysis perspective on the social, pertaining to the search for social linkag-
es, flows of resources, and spatial distributions. And in his latest book titled Net-
worked (co-authored with Lee Rainie), Wellman extends this perspective to elaborate
on our contemporary digital lives within networked operating systems which require
from us to develop new “skills for handling problems”, as well as to “actively network”
and “forge alliances” (Rainie and Wellman 2012, 9).2

During the 1990s, we witnessed the emergence of different influential schools of
thought and inquiry. Harrison White (1992) linked social networks to culture, identity,
communicative interaction, agency and language,®> and Manuel Castells (1996) sug-
gested that we live in a speedy “network society”, in which information (that is, the
key commodity) flows across time and space between loosely connected individuals
and groups of people:

[...] dominant functions and processes in the information age are increasingly organized
around networks. Networks constitute the new social morphology of our societies, and
the diffusion of networking logic substantially modifies the operation and outcomes in
processes of production, experience, power, and culture. While the networking form of
social organization has existed in other times and spaces, the new information
technology paradigm provides the material basis for its pervasive expansion throughout
the entire social structure. (Castells 1996, 469)

2 |n overall, Rainie and Wellman articulate a techno-fetishistic and techno-optimistic
approach as to the direction of the current (disadvantageous) working conditions and social
developments of late capitalism. According to the authors, people today experience more
creative, self-directed and self-determined working conditions: “Many of the most technologi-
cally connected workers have jobs built around creative effort rather standardized paper
pushing. This thrusts more autonomy and authority onto individual workers. Flexible
arrangements with bosses, peers and subordinates encourage independent thinking and
perhaps even creativity” (Rainie and Wellman 2012, 15-16).

® This also refers to a large group of authors around Harrison White, such as Peter Bearman,
Ronald Breiger, Paul DiMaggio, Mustafa Emirbayer, David Gibson, Roger Gould, John Levi
Martin, Ann Mische, John Padgett, and Charles Tilly (Fuhse 2015). In specific, Harrison
White’s Identity and Control (1992) triggered a long chain of seminal empirical studies on the
central theoretical and methodological assumption that “a social network is a network of
meanings” (White 1992, 67). This central assumption implies that the (reciprocating)
identities of social actors, individual or corporate, gradually emerge from the multiple roles
these actors actively perform in their particular networks (which inherently contain social dy-
namics and are the essential sites of co-evolutionary meaning-formation). That is why the
social researcher’s analytic framework must now strategically move from the traditional atom-
istic “focus on the individual to a relational analysis” (Morris 2004, 2). The person then ceas-
es to be the fundamental, unquestioned and unproblematised elementary building block of
social analysis (White 1992, 197). In general, the main proponents of relational sociology
(Harrison White, Mark Granovetter, Peter Bearman, Paul DiMaggio, Charles Tilly, Roger
Gould, and Ann Mische) rejected the obsolete structuralism of network analysis and
proceeded to variously model social structures neither as patterns between individuals (in the
tradition of Radcliffe-Brown and Nagel) nor as meaningless entities, but as meaningful dy-
namic networks.
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This pertains to an ongoing cultural process of re-constructing fluid identities, associ-
ations and linkages that transcend older ties of place, time, gender, class, race, eth-
nicity, and so on. In this sense, “networks”, as complex emergent structures of inter-
connection between actors (see Figure 1), do not merely reflect the social structure
but rather re-shape and even re-create society (Urry 2000). Importantly, social net-
works involve all levels of our stratified reality and affect both individual success or
failure and the development of large-scale social phenomena, such as social move-
ments and protests, markets, academic communities or political regimes (Fuhse
2015, 1).
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Figure 1: A picture is worth a thousand words: A small social network depicting indi-
vidual human agents and their relationship pattern.
Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Katz_centrality. CC attribution: "A simple social network: the
nodes represent people or actors and the edges between nodes represent some relationship between
actors" by ADuvvuru, licensed under CC BY 3.0

2. Two Sociologies of Networks

We therefore set out from the fundamental assumption that sociology must study
communicative interactions and social relationships between individuals, rather than
isolated facts or individual attributes and personality characteristics.* In general, the
sociology of networks sees networks as complex socio-cultural formations® and as
uncertain results of collective action (and less as a precondition), and focuses on
meaningful communication, interdependence, unplanned order, mobilities, flows and
relations, transcending the old dualistic dichotomies between action and structure,
individual and society, micro and macro, or local and global, as well as the various
analytic attempts to distinguish between them (Dépelteau and Powell 2011; Fuhse

4 Although he never directly used the phrase “social networks” in his writings, Georg Simmel (1950,
22) systematically focused on how social communicative interactions are influenced by the multiple
ways in which people get connected to one another, and argued that the societal forms “are conceived
as constituting society (and societies) out of the mere sum of living men. The study of this second area
may be called ‘pure sociology’, which abstracts the mere element of sociation”.

® To use Jan Fuhse’s words, all social networks are “intersubjective constructs of expectations and
cultural forms” (Fuhse 2009, 52).
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2015). It is arguable to assume that there is a profound tension between the critical
and the normative-functionalist sociology of networks (Martinez 2007).° Yet, the cur-
rent sociological literature (especially the methodological part) seems to emphasise
on the latter one.

According to the normative-functionalist approach to social networks, the actions
and interactions of individuals or “network agents” are more or less dictated by belief
system, institutional norms, rules and obligations (Coleman 1988). Adherence to
such norms has moral importance and is a key to success and social recognition. On
the contrary, a critical network approach turns the focus of our analytic attention upon
the strong tensions, contradictions and disparities in social capital between the domi-
nant and minority social groups or classes, identifying the hidden influences or causal
effects of structural factors, such as socioeconomic status, social inequalities, ethnici-
ty, and gender (Martinez 2007).

This approach is somewhat evident in Pierre Bourdieu’s (1977) critical theorisation
the field of education as a relational network of class-based social positions. That is,
the educational system (as a whole) serves as a powerful mechanism that helps to
maintain and perpetuate the status quo, as well as to reproduce and legitimate exist-
ing social patterns and inequalities, as higher-class individuals (and elites) are seen
to “naturally” deserve their place in the social hierarchical structure. For instance:

By doing away with giving explicitly to everyone what it implicitly demands of everyone,
the education system demands of everyone alike that they have what it does not give.
This consists mainly of linguistic and cultural competence and that relationship of
familiarity with culture which can only be produced by family upbringing when it transmits
the dominant culture. (Bourdieu 1977, 494)

A critical network analytic framework thus poses urgent questions on the stratified
nature of social capital (Stanton-Salazar 2011), as well as on the complex links be-
tween social capital and dominant societal values and attitudes, underlying multiple
issues of conflict, ideology and power relations (beyond the mere focus on institu-
tional and interpersonal trust). As Norbert Elias rightly observes: “Power is not an
amulet possessed by one person and not by another; it is a structural characteristic
of human relationships—of all human relationships” (Elias 1978, 75). In this regard,
decontextualising the crucial dimension of cultural, racial and socioeconomic status
(including the common practices of exclusion and discrimination) from the discussion
of social capital and access to resources, as James Coleman (1988) does, offers an
inadequate account of social capital processes.

Additionally, the need to address inequalities of economic power, political power
and cultural power (reputation) that shape (and are shaped by) social relations
moves the center of our critical analysis to local network interactions, which give rise
to hegemonic discourses and in turn guide collective action and societal change. We
must then discern and transform potentially negative interactions into mutually bene-
ficial cooperation and collective intelligence (Helbing 2016). What is also evidenced
in terms of network power is that network structure matters (Borgatti and Halgin

® Another possible tension is pointed out by Stephen Borgatti and Virginie Lopez-Kidwell
(2011), who analytically distinguish “between two ways of network theorizing: ‘theories of
networks’ focus on tie formation, treating networks as the dependent variable; and ‘network
theory’ deals with effects of networks, treating them as an independent variable” (Fuhse
2015, 14).
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2011) and influences who the hubs in a communication/social network are and what
resources they control.

3. Social Network Analysis

Furthermore, Nicholas Christakis and James Fowler (2009) use social network anal-
ysis” to determine how associations (e.g. proximity, mating, grooming) within social
groups affect a person’s health, physical activity, tastes, mood, happiness, wellbeing,
and so on. But they do not efficiently elaborate on symbolic power and the differential
access to social networks and social resources, albeit their profound analytic empha-
sis on the holistic (top-down) influence and dynamics of large, fluid social groupings.
In addition, critical agency, identities and the meaning of action are seen as the out-
come of supra-personal transactional processes in the communicative networks. By
exclusively focusing on the effects of networks (treating them as an independent var-
iable), “network theory” also downplays the bottom-up (agent-based) dynamics of
individual personality, creativity, improvisation, imagination and emotions.

In this network approach, the “size” of the nodes (knowledgeable actors with
bounded reflexivity) depends on the value of their “degree centrality” (number of con-
nections). In general, centrality pertains to someone’s structural position in the net-
work, that is, near center vs. near edge, reflecting the extent to which an agent’s con-
tacts are well-connected to others. The centrality measures are essential metrics to
understand and analyse the position of an actor in a network. They come in many
variations, as shown in Figure 2.

" Social Network Analysis (SNA) offers a set of tools to empirically extend our theoretical
intuition of social connectivity and of the relational patterns that construct social structure. It
is noteworthy to mention that Social Network Analysis is a parallel field to Network Science in
that “there is very little overlap between researchers in the respective fields despite the simil-
iarity of the problems. Whereas solutions to problems in social networks have tended to be
data-oriented in that models and statistical tests are based on the data, those in network
science have tended to be phenomenon-oriented with analogies to problems in the physical
sciences often providing the backbone for solutions. Methods for social network analysis
often have causal hypotheses (e.g. does one individual have an effect on another, does the
presence of a common friend make friendship formation more likely) motivating them and
involving micro-level modeling. In contrast, methods in network science seek models gener-
ated from some theoretical basis that reproduce the network at a global or system level and
in so-doing reveal features of the data generating process (e.g. is the network scale-free,
does the degree-distribution follow a power-law)” (O'Malley and Onnela 2014, 2).

® Since the mid 1990s, social network analysis has been rapidly maturing as an interdiscipli-
nary or transdisciplinary scientific research field, with the publication of many handbooks and
edited volumes, and the development of new advanced software packages. But it is often
accused of seriously lacking specific analytic attention to complex intersubjective processes
of symbolic interpretation and meaning-construction. For instance, Arthur Stinchcombe
strongly criticises social network analysis as follows: “One has to build a dynamic and causal
theory of a structure into the analysis of links [...] We need to know what flows across the
links, who decides on those flows in the light of what interests, and what collective or corpo-
rate action flows from the organization of links, in order to make sense of intercorporate rela-
tions” (Stinchcombe 1990, 381).
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Figure 2: Variations in centrality measures.
Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Centrality. CC attribution: "Examples of A) Betweenness centrali-
ty, B) Closeness centrality, C) Eigenvector centrality, D) Degree centrality, E) Harmonic centrality and
F) Katz centrality of the same graph" by Tapiocozzo, licensed under CC BY-SA 4.0

Although network location is indeed important, the critical analytic attention on the
way reflexive identity processes operate to structure social institutions and exchang-
es should not be undermined. Traditionally, mathematical sociologists and social
network analysts (inspired from matrix algebra and graph theory) formalise the social
structure, draw on the foundations of the realist epistemology, and aim to dismiss
normative explanations of social behaviour in favour of an “objective” analysis of the
social distribution of possibilities (Wellman 1983).°

° Nowadays, sophisticated computer programs provide both descriptive and analytical
accounts in terms of the patterns and configurations of ties. These programs offer pictures
(visualisations) of the social networks being studied, as well as the matrix of connections and
calculations representing the patterns and configurations of ties, so that “objectively meas-
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Yet, over against objectivist, technicist, or positivist concerns, a critical sociology of
networks should bring people in the centre of a relational theory of society, as Norb-
ert Elias (1991) perceptively did it. It is the people who act and societies are power-
laden communicative networks (dynamic figurations)'® of human beings, not disem-
bodied actions or “actants” or “heterogeneous materials”, pertaining to the vague
processual “work of translation” or “mediation”, which somehow results in the spon-
taneous creation of sociotechnical objects, “hybrids” and “collectives” (Latour 2005;
Mol and Law 1994; Law 1992).

We thus have to argue in favour of a new, radical network theory that “clearly lo-
cates itself in the humanities and cultural studies rather than faking scientific formal-
isms, simulating scientific interdisciplinarity and ultimately ending up as history of sci-
ence and technology [...] A new network theory therefore needs to be a critical net-
work theory, be built on the insight that networks — and the Internet — are neither
good <1)1r bad per se, nor universal models and descriptors of culture” (Cramer
2007).

4. Networks and Critical Awareness

Moreover, when focusing too much on tie formation and nodal interactions (treating
networks as a dependent variable), “theories of networks” overestimate obvious and
empirically observable interactive relationships. Hence, they tend to overlook the
theoretically deductible relationships in the social fields (Bourdieu) or social configu-
rations (Elias). Human "agents" do not act and interact in a social vacuum (rationally
drawing on an unlimited reflexive capacity and instrumentally reflecting on the best
ways, tools or techniques to achieve unquestioned goals) and do not "freely" shape
their social communicative networks. These networks can be seen as a causal factor
forming social dynamics. In other words, they involve causal inference and not “just
methodology” or “mere description” (Borgatti et al. 2009).

Individuals construct their personal and social networks and, concurrently, they are
constructed by those networks: “Many networks are the product of dynamical pro-
cesses that add or remove vertices or edges. For instance, a social network of
friendships changes as individuals make and break ties with others. [...] The ties
people make affect the form of the network, and the form of the network affects the

ured social connections allows us to avoid qualitative evaluations that lead to subjective, and
possibly biased, understanding of specific social phenomena” (Eisenberg and Houser 2007).
By setting up the normative goal of a critical network theory, of course, does not imply a
complete rejection of networks as templates for organising sociality but rather to reflect upon
the limits of networks as models for organising the social (Mejias 2010).

'% Social figurations, as networks of relations between people, are never static; they are al-
ways in a state of structured flux (or deterministic flux) and their “dynamics can be seen in
the longer and shorter term and might include state formation processes, civilizing and de-
civilizing processes, or the deamateurization of sport amongst many others” (Liston and
Mennell 2007).

" For Florian Cramer (2007), a new network theory should radically take apart from a long
series of false identifications: “Feedback is not interaction, computation is not cognition, stor-
age is not memory, data is not knowledge, telecommunication switches are not social net-
working. The cybernetic mapping is not the cultural territory”. Hence, it would effectively
avoid the trap of conflating phenomena that any critical theory must rather differentiate: “tele-
communication switches from social networking, machine feedback from human interaction,
computation from cognition, storage from memory, data from knowledge, syntax from se-
mantics, and so on” (Cramer 2007).
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ties people make. Social network structure therefore evolves in a historically depend-
ent manner, in which the role of the participants and the patterns of behavior they
follow cannot be ignored” (Newman et al. 2006, 7). Therefore, social theorists and
researchers ought to maintain a critical explanatory view on the ongoing dialectic of
bottom-up and top-down emergence in contemporary complex social systems (Fuchs
and Hofkirchner 2005).

Besides, network power is naturalised by language (and ideology) and human
agency is always relationally mediated by symbolic backgrounds, internalised semiot-
ic processes or embodied knowledge (like Bourdieu’s Habitus'?), which function in
between cognition and society (Koegler 2012). As Hans-Herbert Koegler sophisticat-
edly puts it, “human selves mutually relate to one another’s beliefs and assumptions
within a context constituted by a shared background of assumptions and practices.
Linguistic communication consists of agents producing explicit statements based on
this backdrop, which are addressed to one another by recognizing the involved
agents as expressive-reflexive subjects of a common understanding vis-a-vis a sub-
ject matter” (Koegler 2012, 53). Communication also involves the ongoing silent
workings of the social unconscious, that is, invisible and unreflective processes,
which include power relationships, social conventions and cultural norms, determin-
ing how one experiences and evaluates their networked self, their networked world,
and the emergent relationships (networks) between or around them as “natural” (Da-
lal 2001, 2004)."

Most importantly, a critical sociology of networks and relations (like any critical so-
ciology) must presuppose “not only an analysis of the forces of social domination, but
also an analysis of the social forces of emancipation and the possibility of a trans-
formative politics of emancipation”, as well as “an ethics, or at least some formulation
of normative criteria of moral judgement and some indication of the ‘good life’” (Van-
denberghe 1999, 62). That is, we need a critique of pure reason, a critique of judge-
ment, and a critique of practical reason. The latter entails seeing things otherwise, as
well as creating and expanding new possibility spaces for critical agency albeit its
(inescapable) network embededness.™

'2 That is, the practical sense of the game and of the position occupied by the social agent
(Bourdieu 1977).

'* For Farhad Dalal (2004), all group processes (or social processes) are essentially power
processes. He thus criticises the founding father of group analysis, S.H. Foulkes, for keeping
his group analytic model “clean” by the use of “scientific terms” like nodes and networks. Alt-
hough Foulkes maintains time and time again that the individual is permeated to the core by
the social, he does not adequately manage to take the leap himself into the truly social. In
this line of analysis, Foulkes remains “in a pseudo-scientific frame to say that the individual is
a node in a network of communication, or sometimes he says that the individual resides in a
field of communications. These terms (node, network, field) are drawn from physics, and so
his analogy lends itself to be thought of as something objective; i.e. as a description of fact
that is not influenced by the vagaries of social convention” (Dalal 2004, 7). Dalal uses here
the term “pseudo-scientific” because “the notions of network, node and so forth are ultimate-
ly metaphors and analogies” (Dalal 2004, 20, n.2). See also Eran Fisher’s (2010) conception
of networks as ideology. According to “the new spirit of networks”, Web 2.0 platforms are
serving neoliberal interests and legitimating capitalism (Fisher 2010).

' The concept of embededness means that, “[...] action is always socially situated and can-
not be explained by reference to individual motives alone, and that socials institutions do not
arise automatically in some inevitable form but rather are socially constructed” (Granovetter
1990, 95-96).

“e
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5. Networks and Data in Digital Society

The analytical concern on critical human agency is crucial in theorising our increas-
ingly globalised, reflexive and information-saturated “hypernetworked world”," which
is seriously threatened by digital divide, exploitation of digital labour, corporate domi-
nance, ownership, and control over large parts of the media and communication
technology, infrastructure and content (let alone cybercrime, data theft or fraud, sys-
tematic large-scale surveillance and massive manipulation of Internet users).’® This
calls for new forms of policy and regulation, heavily informed by critical network think-
ing and complexity science (Helbing 2015), able to affect Internet access and con-
tent, as well as to promote collective intelligence, sharing, collaboration, diversity,
pluralism and the deconcentration of power, running the Internet of Things as a par-
ticipatory Citizen Web."”

Furthermore, much sociological research to date has focused on various aspects
of online social networking, such as online relationships and online—offline connec-
tions, friendship and intimate relationships, profiles and self-presentation, privacy and
surveillance, anonymity and trust, and so on. But since such research tends to locate
the actor at quite different levels, suggesting a conceptual separation between indi-
vidual-oriented and system-oriented agency, we should rather prefer the term “social
intermediaries™—instead of “SNS” (Berg 2012). This arguably provides a reflexive
way to re-conceptualise SNS with respect to their functional position in the social,
thus offering an important alternative to contemporary instrumental and institutional
accounts (Berg 2012, 12):

social intermediaries should not only be regarded as sites and applications that provide a
means for individual pursuits or function as instruments for harvesting personal infor-
mation but rather as distinct and somewhat independent entities. Understood in this way,
social intermediaries enter the social situation as a third actor, while at the same time
providing the infrastructural condition for that very situation [...] In this sense, such a con-
ceptualisation of social intermediaries provides an opportunity to shift focus towards the
social realm as such, which facilitates the establishment of an understanding that can be
critically related to a larger theoretical whole.

"> Online networks, like other contemporary techno-social systems, consist of “large scale physical
infrastructures [...] embedded in a dense web of communication and computing infrastructures whose
dynamics and evolution are defined and driven by human behaviour” (Vespignani 2009: 425). The
multiscale nature, diversity and complexity of these networks are crucial features in better understand-
ing them. Both methodological and epistemological advances in complex online networks are provid-
ing an integrated framework, without however achieving true predictive power of their behaviour. This
particularly indicates that chaos, unpredictability, non-linearity and indeterminacy, as significant consti-
tutive features of the emergent virtual worlds, should always be placed at the centre of the critical
analysis (Tsekeris and Katerelos 2012).

In some sense, the surprising proliferation of digital networks in the 21st century has demonstrated

the highly ambivalent and contradictory potentials of technological development. What is substantially
required is to mobilise their empowering qualities through an effective critique of corporate dominance.
This also urges for new critical developments in sociological perspectives and imagination.
" Nowadays, as Dirk Helbing (2015) describes, a wide range of previously offline devices (such as TV
sets, fridges, coffee machines, toothbrushes, and cameras), smart wearable devices (such as activity
trackers) and measurement sensors are connected to the Internet, creating the “Internet of Things”
(IoT) or “Internet of Everything” (IoE). Soon there will be more networked machines than human users
in the Internet. This provokes a huge explosion in data volumes and calls for entirely new paradigms
for running our smart networked (algorithmic) societies. In the last instance, the Internet of Things,
with its vast underlying networks of sensors, can arguably make socioeconomic self-organization pos-
sible in a distributed and bottom-up way. The crucial question on how to make a data-oriented ap-
proach based on distributed control work rather requires a critical complexity science (Helbing 2015).
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Critical network thinking is also aimed by Manuel Castells who puts a very strong
emphasis on the mobilisation capacities of the Internet: “The Internet provided the
safe space where networks of outrage and hope connected. Networks formed in cy-
berspace extended their reach to urban space” (Castells 2012: 81). Online social
networks “allowed the experience to be communicated and amplified, bringing the
entire world into the movement” (Castells 2012: 169). Although, in his Networks of
Outrage and Hope, Castells (2012) obviously overestimates the role of the Internet in
society and downplays or neglects the irreducible multidimensionality of society and
its broader relational context (see Fuchs 2012), thus fetishising or naturalising digital
networks, instead of being critical against them. Changing the world nowadays re-
quires among many things a genuinely critical and anti-reificatory understanding of
technological networks (of any kind).

Besides, critical sociological thinking, as advanced by Max Horkheimer, Theodor
Adorno and Herbert Marcuse, who were heavily inspired by the Marxist concept of
emancipation, urges us to create proper analytical frameworks that will help people to
see and get rid of hidden structures of oppression and exploitation, as well as to real-
ise that economic relations are emergent products of human work (Ingram and Si-
mon-Ingram 1992). Hence, a critical sociology of networks should overtly oppose to
any version of naturalism, instrumentalism and technological determinism, with the
aim to reconceptualise (1) society as a total relational system and (2) communication
infrastructures and networks as relationally influenced by the political organisation of
economy (political economy).

Of course, online social networks have so far enabled many de-centralised politi-
cal activities challenging top-down state control and domination. They played an ac-
tive role in the Arab Spring, the mass popular insurrections in Turkey, the grassroots
protest movement of Los Indignados (the “Outraged”) in Spain and Portugal, the pro-
test movement Occupy Wall Street in USA, and the so-called “square” movement of
Aganaktismenoi in Greece, also known as the Indignant Citizens Movement (let
alone the huge contribution of blogs to the social upheavals and the Jasmine Revolu-
tion in Tunisia, resulting in the collapse of Ben Ali's government, as well as to anti-
authoritarian and anti-poverty popular movements throughout the Arab world such as
Libya, Egypt, Syria, Iran, Yemen, Algeria, Morocco, Jordan, Bahrain, Syria, Kuwait,
etc).

However, up-to-date experience implies that the “democratising effects” of social
networking platforms (like Twitter) may also reduce the level of critical public discus-
sion, rather than substantially elevating it, as well as absorb “the accuracy that
comes from reliance on experts” (Tenopir 2007, 36). Ignorant mob attitudes and mis-
information never go away, so that “our collected information becomes infected by
mistakes and fraud” (Keen 2007, 65). We therefore need to permanently provoke and
challenge Web 2.0’s ideological embedment and false claims, often reinforced by
powerful commercial interests, states, and professional elites (Scholz 2008). In the
same critical line of thought, Vincent Mosco (2014, 28) perceptively argues against
repeated pro-innovation biases and hyper-optimistic accounts, emphasising that we
should do “more than marvel at the advance in technology over the decades, be-
cause history suggests that technological progress does not necessarily bring about
advances in the practice of democracy, and sometimes can result in genuine regres-
sion”.

'8 For a relevant discussion, see Boikos et al. 2014. Nevertheless, we do need a true social
media revolution that makes “social media” truly and fully social (Fuchs 2014).

CC-BY-NC-ND: Creative Commons License, 2016.



tripleC 14(2): 397-412, 2016 407

Last but not least, a critical sociology of networks must apprehend and interrogate
the nature, character and dynamics of the data produced within the myriad intercon-
nected networks around us. On the one hand, the social is being re-fabricated and
re-configured through ubiquitous data-driven processes. According to David Beer
and Roger Burrows (2013, 63), “the ‘stuff that makes up the social fabric has
changed ... social associations and interactions are now not only mediated by soft-
ware and code but they are also becoming increasingly constituted by it”."° One the
other hand, power is being made more and more invisible and taken-for-granted by
the inczzeased presence of complex digital data systems throughout society (Lupton
2014).

This entails a critical data science aiming to discover and uncover power effects
and exploitative relationships of any kind (Kitchin 2014). For instance, Nikos Askitas
utilises Google analytics (big data heuristics) to detect and highlight the profound re-
lationship between right radicalism in contemporary Germany, that is, the case of the
Alternative for Germany (AfD) party which rises in eastern Saxony, and the decrease
of income level (after the latest expressions of hostility towards foreigners and refu-
gees) (see Figure 3).%'

¥ |In addition, “the processes involved in naming, structuring and processing data [...] are
profoundly social with tremendous sociological implications” (Halford et al. 2013, 180).

0 Vincent Mosco (2014) rightly warns us against highly powerful data politics and digital
positivism (data processes of meaning-making are never innocent, neutral and objective), as
well as against the systemic practice to assess patterns in society as the ultimate goal of Big
Data, since it “is increasingly used to analyze, model, and forecast human behaviour” (Mosco
2014, 182).

2! This also offers a vivid empirical demonstration of the fact that “25 years after the German
reunification and after billions of solidarity taxes paid, the East is still far behind the West not
just in terms of income but also in terms of tolerance and cultural pluralism” (Askitas 2016).
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Figure 3: A scatter plot of income level by land and Google search intensity for AfD,
showing that bad economic conditions breed right radicalism, as well as that the pro-

liferation of AfD in the east will most likely make things worse.
Source: www.askitas.com/2016/02/23/the-german-east-west-divide-in-light-of-the-events-in-saxony/
(Courtesy of Nikos Askitas, Institute for the Study of Labor, Germany)

Rather than “just following” the data and data scientists, we need a critical reflexive
awareness of the complex forms of knowledge being produced, as well as of our own
role in that process. Furthermore, doing critical work with Big Data “involves under-
standing not only data’s formal characteristics, but also the social context of the re-
search amidst shifting technologies and broad social processes. Done right, ‘big’ and
small data utilized in concert opens new possibilities: topics, methods, concepts, and
meanings for what can be understood and done through research” (Dalton and
Thatcher 2016).

6. Concluding Remarks

Nevertheless, we still need to find new concepts, research methods, frameworks and
radical alternatives (Fuchs 2014, 2015) that can be placed in the service of generat-
ing a more critical understanding of complex social networks®? and their potential to
contribute to progressive social change within contemporary communicative capital-

22 Such critical understanding pertains not only to how power works, but also to what it
means to be human and to have a human society.
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ism. In addition, we must continue to challenge emerging power inequalities and re-
main critical of what we may find.

Meaningful networks of any kind are behind complex systems (which are located
on the boundary or edge between order and chaos) and capture the intricate web of
connections (or clusters) among their constituent units. This web has non-trivial cor-
relations and specific scaling properties (Palla et al. 2005). Network organisation
must however be interpreted not only in terms of the coexistence of their structural
subunits (communities) associated with more highly interconnected parts, but also in
critical theoretical terms. Having a critical grasp of both the universal and specific
(essential) features of the networks associated with huge sets of data (Big Data),
which are accumulating at a tremendous pace in various fields of human activity, has
become a very significant task.

Living in a multiplicity of social networks entails an ongoing playful interdependen-
cy that profoundly provides us with the very possibility of human communication, co-
operation, creativity, dialogue, synthesis and critique. A critical sociology of networks
openly recognises, acknowledges and celebrates interconnectivity, emergence and
change, so that we can become active co-participants and co-creators rather than
passive subjects or arrogant masters of our nonlinear relational world. This conflict-
ridden world contains undecidable mixes of love and hate, empathy and power (Dalal
2004, 18):

Humans are not only always in social networks and so constitute them, it is also the case
that they are simultaneously formed at the deepest of levels by the vicissitudes these
networks. We continually influence and are influenced by each other—and this is not a
matter of choice, or something one can ‘rise’ above. We are empathy machines, ‘de-
signed’ by the processes of natural selection to relate to other human beings. Where one
will be drawn to love or to hate will be dependent on where one is positioned by the multi-
tude of contesting and intersecting discourses and ideologies—in other words by power
relations as they drive the vicissitudes of the social contexts that we inhabit.
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