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INTRODUCTION

Manuel Castells is one of the most important contemporary
social scientists. His nicely crafted research questions have
captivated many students and his findings have both inspired
and provoked other scholars. His ideas about media net-
works and power are simultaneously among the most widely
accepted and most often critiqued. Today, conversations
about media, networks, and power begin with Castells’ ideas.

At an intuitive level, many of us have seen significant
changes in our economic, political, and cultural lives, and
explaining these changes often seems to include stories about
digital media. To help make sense of these distinctions that
we can intuit, Manuel Castells advances a network perspec-
tive on the media, and this introductory chapter serves to
outline the kinds of things that a network perspective reveals,
and the kinds of things it obscures. In the final pages of this
chapter I will introduce the conceptual approach of the book
and outline the rest of the chapters. Throughout the book,
key terms—and the definitions for these terms—are itali-
cized in the text and repeated in a glossary at the end of the
book.
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A NETWORK PERSPECTIVE ON THE MEDIA

There are many analytical frames through which we can
study the media, and I will argue that Castells has done much
to develop one of the most prominent frames: that of the net-
work perspective. Competing analytical frames might reveal
how inequities in gender, race, ethnicity, or other forms of
social inequality explain how media shape information skills,
content production, or political knowledge. Other analytical
frames privilege particular units of analysis, and could reveal
how political actors such as nation-states or large corpora-
tions build and manipulate the power of the media. But a
network perspective on the media has three fundamental
assumptions.

The first assumption of a network perspective on the
media is that we should do more than look at large groups
and organizations as our unit of analysis. Sometimes media
conglomerates, state regulators, and major political parties
exert an enormous influence on and through the media. But
the digital era is replete with examples of how individuals
used cheap consumer electronics to have a significant impact
on our political, economic, and cultural lives. Moreover, dig-
ital media artifacts themselves, such as websites and social
networking applications, can be meaningful units of analysis
and offer good evidence about the structure of social interac-
tion. In this way, studying the media must involve studying
large organizations that build and manage media infrastruc-
ture, the individuals who produce and consume content over
media, and the content that is produced and consumed over
media.

The second assumption of a network perspective on the
media is that the links between units of analysis—whether
organizations, individuals, or content—are more reveal-
ing than the units on their own. Understanding the media



