
The Network and the Society:

Structure and Agency in Castells’ Theory

Introduction

The article explores the tension between structure and agency as laid out by Castells, from The Rise of the Network Society (1996) to Networks of Outrage and Hope (2012). With agency and structure being the main axes around which general theory rotates, Castells’ work appears to be affected by discontinuity rather than continuity. The first part of his theory mainly deals with structure and with the “pre-eminence of social morphology over social action”, while the second is based on agency, and on the role played by grassroots movements. 

Flows, Spaces, Identities

Castells’ comparison between “space of flows” and “space of places” (1996) – somehow based on Ruggie’s (1993, 172) – defines contemporary topological pattern, elaborating on the tendency of ruling classes to survive economic crises by allocating wealth to international assets, so as to take it away from local populations. The process had already been understood by Hannerz (1996) as an opposition between global prosperity and local poverty or, according to Lasch (1995) as a revolt of the elites, and it reproduces the tendency of capital to outsource resources in transition periods between old and new hegemonies, as in the case of the relative decline of American power (Arrighi & Silver 1999).

The original Castells’ theory can be framed in the light of Harvey’s work (1990) on post-industrialism, wherein the externalization of national wealth is a process by which capital produces a new allocation of resources, which prevents it from suffering the effects of over-accumulation. This is Arrighi’s (1994) “extensive accumulation strategy”: a process to which networks have committed themselves by scattering wealth all over the globe. On the social side, in Castells, a connection is established between global networks and the individualization process: in recent decades, “the end of patriarchalism” has been strengthening individual autonomies, which in turn, in a virtuous circle, inspire the adoption of digital devices (2000a, 375-76). While individualization process supports the adoption of new technologies, the rise of collective identities is mostly grounded in physical places and intended as a resistance to the depersonalization brought by globalization. Though Castells states that networks are both “components of social structure” and “agencies of social change” (2000b, 698), in fact the latter plays a small role in his classical theory.
A key-concept is the “pre-eminence of social morphology over social action”, by which Castells (1996, 469) refers to the technology-driven evolution of the system, whereas identity-building processes are inspired by a defensive project. Here come Castells’ ideal-typical forms of identity: the legitimizing, imposed by the institutions for labeling social groups; the resistance, produced by subalterns in reaction to marginalization; the project, the “proactive” one, which leads groups to exploit their own self-definition and promote the transformation of society at large (1997, 7-8). Each of these forms would crystallize and shape a peculiar configuration. The legitimizing identity produces the “civil society”, intended as a rationalized set of rules, while resistance leads to narrower “communities”, fighting against the rest of the world. The project finally shapes the most complex configuration: a “subject”, in Touraine’s sense, able to promote both its own development and the transformation of society as a whole. 
Identity appears as a subaltern reaction to global flows, producing a growing juxtaposition, if not a “bipolar opposition between the Net and the Self” (Castells, 1996, 3), a “schizophrenia between structure and meaning”. The topological separation between spaces and flows also entails a definition of social conflict, so that the supremacy of the few over the many depends on the likelihood of embracing networking to “fulfil goals”: “elites are cosmopolitan, people are local” (2000a, 415). The “articulation of the elites” and the “segmentation and disorganization of the masses”, Castells states, are the hallmark of our society as well as its “twin mechanism of domination”.
The structure/agency tension here takes the shape of a spatial topology in which subaltern actors are walled them off from the rest of the world. This comparison between the global strength of ruling classes and the merely defensive role assigned to local cultures is perhaps too accentuated, considering that the world is rather made of an “assemblage” of different spatial entities (Sassen 2007), and that the space of flows is itself hierarchized, with immigrants – a blind-spot in Castells’ analysis - being its lumpenproletariat (Moores 2012). 

The Information Age trilogy shows a disproportion between the order of flexible production and the weak role attributed to agency. Castells’ review of 1990s movements is telling, as in all cases - the Zapatista Army, the American Militia, the Aum Shinrikyo sect, Al-Qaeda’s network of terror, the anti-globalization front - are inspired by a communitarian solidarity, and their goal is the opposition to global values, if not the shaping of a “communal heaven” (1997, 67). This comparison between networks and movements relies on two assumptions: the emphasis Castells puts on structure; the limited autonomy of social subjects with respect to the ostensible organization of the system, driven by the need to generate the innovation by which it reproduces itself.

In his review of Castells’ trilogy, Van Dijk observes how the transition to the network society is not a coherent process by which all assets follow a “networked” pattern, but a “dual” one, based on a combination of centralization and de-centralization. Hence his critique to Castells’ “reification” of the net (1999, 220-23), relying on the assumption that networks constitute nothing but an excellent organizational model, while history is still made of peoples and ideas. Van Dijk also spot the disproportion between structure and agency: so that the consequence of the Information Age is the “inevitable marginalization” of movements in relationship to the structure of the network society. Not accidentally, Castells’ investigation of movements will require a new conceptualization of social action.

Counter-power and Agency

In the last Castells’ phase, the idea goes that the media are not the holders of power - they constitute the space where power is decided. Power is no longer embedded in the networks, but results from a negotiation between antagonist players, as in his taxonomy of forms of authority (2011, 774-76). Networking power is the elementary one, exercised by exclusion from innovation and expressing the authority of connected over non-connected; Network power is based on the inclusion of subjects and their submission to a given set of standards; Networked power is that of social actors over other social actors in the network; Network-making power is finally the power of some groups to switch financial and technical networks.
The network society relies on both traditional and novel forms of authority - the control of infrastructures, or the struggle for hegemony within the net. Furthermore, Castells now takes into account the role of groups able to “reprogram” networks: communication platforms are no longer “reified”, but modelled after human ideas. Analytical and political aspects go together: a more flexible idea of social system is the backdrop against which the category of agency takes on a new meaning, bringing political struggles to Castells’ attention. The novelty is the rise of “mass self-communication”, determined by the universal access to the Web, which allows people to participate in public debate (2009, 54-5). Web users are given a new powerful tool, combining the granularity of digital platforms and the fiduciary nature of inter-personal ties. 

Castells’ analysis (2009) is affected by a double fault. Firstly, the entire news industry is likened to a public opinion control system – which cannot be taken for given. Secondly, the diffusion of the Web is related to the widening of democratic debate. In this respect, Castells does not consider the extent to which networks are exposed to concentration tendencies, giving rise to very few hubs attracting the most part of resources. He pays attention to the struggle for the appropriation of networks, rather than to the authorities rising up within the net and to the new regime of sovereignty - namely the “network” and “networked” power. A paradox seems to emerge: while the first part of Castells’ theory is mainly dedicated to the “structure”, the second fails to give adequate consideration to the structure of the Web and its power-law organization (Faloutsos, 1999).

The last chapter in Castells’ work marks a discontinuity, as he previously prioritized structure over agency: power was embedded in networks, with people being subordinate to the new world order. In his new conceptualization, Castells links power to the groups able to reprogram networks, giving centrality to action. A key to this lays in the recovery of Touraine’s theory, based a dynamic view of the system, far from the rigid comparison between structure and agency. According to Touraine (1992), complex systems are no longer characterized by classes, which are over-determined by an objective configuration – the position in the international division of labour. Social dynamics are rather ruled by movements, which are not given once for all, but depend on the specific instances they are inspired by and on their self-consciousness. Castells (2012) eventually pushes this aspect to its limits, suggesting that new movements have nothing to do with traditional ideologies. What is the more relevant, an affinity emerges, according to the late Castells, between the two-way structure of the Web and grassroots movements, while in any evidence social media can be turned into political tools only upon specific circumstances (Margetts & al 2016, 114-118). When it comes to the Arab Spring - Castells’ main example - social media were vested with the role of collecting political ideas due to the fact that other spaces for debate were censored (Jamali 2015, 12-13).

Even if Touraine provides useful key-concepts, from a methodological standpoint Castells rather follows Giddens’ lesson. According to Giddens, “social analysis must be founded neither in the consciousness or activities of the subject, nor in the characteristics of the object, but in the duality of structure” (1979, 120). When it comes to power, things are not different: it can either be defined in terms of people’s “intent or will” or in terms of a property embedded in the community or society at large. We should not “eliminate one of these types of conception at the expense of the other”, Giddens (1984, 15) continues, but “express their relation as a feature of the duality of the structure”. Likewise, Castells eventually took on this dialectic interpretation, while reflecting on the power/counter-power dyad:

By counter-power I understand the capacity by social actors to challenge and eventually change the power relations institutionalized in society. […] Wherever is domination, there is resistance to domination […]. We have witnessed in most of the world the growth of social movements […] (Castells 2007, 248).

Castells’ use of Latour is more ambiguous, as he considers movements as a “new form of subject, akin to what Latour has brilliantly theorized as the actor-network” (1999, 45). According to Latour (1996, 370-74), the advantage of thinking in terms of actor-network is “that we get rid of the tyranny of distance”, in this way doing justice to social configurations not implying geographical proximity: a property that Castells would extend to the global inspiration of the “networks of outrage and hope”. Nonetheless, Latour’s idea deals with a theoretical assumption – the ability of the actor-network concept to connect macro and micro levels – which has nothing to do with networks as such. It is a mistake, he writes, to give networks a “common technical meaning” in the sense of media infrastructures. Not surprisingly, Latour concludes that networks can be “longer” or “shorter” but not “bigger” than each other, thus undermining the “axiological myth of a top and of a bottom of society”: on the contrary, Castells’ theory is grounded in a bottom-up view, which is the only backdrop against which the “insurgent politics” concept makes sense. In other words, Castells’ networks play a role in the widening of the political arena, while not taking the shape of a different sociological pattern, as in Latour. This theoretical distance has been stated by Latour himself, while observing that networks do not refer to things “that have the shape of a net”, but rather to a form of inquiry – the one necessary to redistribute action in the social world (2010, 5).
In his classical work, Castells defined identity as a defensive strategy, in opposition to global flows: in his new theory, groups build their identities within digital platforms. New movements, Castells argues, rise within the Web rather than against it, being animated by the exchange of ideas made possible by the space of flows: only at a later stage do they shape a physical configuration, likely to affect the “space of places” and encourage traditional activities and occupations of squares. At the crossroads between the space of flows, by which the culture of new movements is inspired, and the space of places, which puts them to the test of political struggle, a new entity is taking shape: the “space of autonomies”. This is a hybrid space, half digital and half material, able to convert global ideas into local instances, while at the same time equipping Castells with the missing link between structure and agency. According to him, this is the case of contemporary movements – Arab Spring or 15M – and their virtuous relationship with the affordances of the Web. 

These organizations, Castells notes, are inspired by the participative culture of the Web, which makes them radically different from previous movements. Contemporary movements are born in a spontaneous way from the bottom of society, due to the indignation generated by abuse of power, take shape through the discussion enabled by the Web, do not have a real ideological program; are made of a multitude of individuals and they do not accept any leadership; and finally translate their global inspiration to urban places. The latter aspect is problematic, if we consider that action “requires physical locations as stages for its performances” and that urban spaces are still the most powerful generators of conflict (Gerbaudo 2012, 28). What is more relevant, asymmetric positions among members of a movement are rather a state of fact, as, to quote Melucci, “it is not possible to eliminate power with a simple declaration of intent” (1996, 347).
The leadership issue is important, its absence appearing as a translation of the distributed project of the Web. A horizontal pattern would take shape, which exploits such decentralized structure in order to build a democratic front. We could in any case wonder if the absence of a leadership may eventually weaken movements rather than enforcing them, as seems confirmed by the evolution of both Western and North African struggles. According to Harvey (2012, 84), this is what the new left can hardly explain: “how can radical decentralization” work without “some higher-order hierarchical authority” is not clear, and this refusal of any centralization “accords too well” with neo-liberal discourse. A similar disapproval is expressed by Dean (2010, 19-32), who warns about the hidden connection between the progressive-like ideology of the Web and the neo-liberal emphasis on decentralization; while an explicit critique is that of Gerbaudo (2012, 19-20), for whom Castells does not consider that mobilizations require “a process of gathering or assembling of individuals and groups”, and thus a sort of centralization and “togetherness”. 

To some extent, Castells’ theory shows similarities with Negri’s “multitude”, which is made of differences, while members of working classes did share objective conditions: the factory no longer being the core of capitalism, a new composition arises, which relies on a plurality of bodies. This pre-eminence of agency is hardly surprising in Negri, not only considering his political ambition but also the particular version of Marxism he contributed in defining. For Negri, history is driven by the evolution of proletariat, while capital tends to modify its apparatuses so as to adapt itself to social morphology and control its transformations: so that structure is nothing but a “negative” response to collective action. The “investments” of the Empire, Negri and Hardt write (2000, 360), “are constructed according to the rhythm of the acts of resistance that constitute the being of the multitude”, to the point that all “Empire’s regulatory and repressive procedures must finally be traced back to the constitutive action of the multitude”. 

In a similar vein, in the last Castells the proportions between system and agency are turned upside down, even though this “pre-eminence” of action over structure is rather ambiguous, his theory being traditionally framed in systemic analysis, in which objective configurations play a fundamental part: urban morphology, transport infrastructures, high-tech districts, financial flows (Castells 1989; Castells & Hall 1994). Late Castells’ insistence on social movements then appears as a theoretical surprise:

The more corporations invest in expanding communication networks […], the more people build their own networks of mass self-communication, thus empowering themselves (Castells 2009, 421).

In ten years, the “segmentation and disorganization of the masses” turned into the self-organization of people’s networks, showing Castells’ transition from an explanation grounded in the role of structure to one dedicated to the power of agency. Part of the problem is that political and theoretical discourse overlap: the Web is opening up a democratic arena and strengthening the role of agencies. Here Castells is arguably flawed with respect to his use of Giddens’ categories, which distinguishes between power and action. The case “of social constraints in which individuals ‘have no choice’ are not to be equated with the dissolution of action as such”, Giddens writes (1984, 15): even upon this border-line circumstance, action must not be “replaced by reaction”, as Castells basically did, by first attributing a merely defensive function to collective identities. “Constraint, in other words, is shown to operate through the active involvement of the agents concerned”, Giddens continues (1984, 289), clarifying how action is a property embedded in any social frame exactly as power is distributed among daily life situations. Conversely, action needs “power in the sense of transformative capacity”, Giddens argues (1984, 15), but the two concepts are not one; while Castells ultimately linked the unheard-of pre-eminence of agency over structure to the rise of a new distributed power. As Dean (2016, 73) pointed out, this statement is part of a broader tendency: with the web becoming increasingly a closed system and the Internet Studies increasingly taking the side of agency rather than of structure, resulting in the displacing of attention from the consolidation of monopolies and the narrowing of space for social action. Moreover, how could communication networks – built by big companies at the cost of enormous investments – become suitable for political appropriation, would call for a strong explanation, which Castells does not provide. 

The reasons of Castells’ theoretical shift might require a deeper analysis than that possible here. Interestingly, in the last years a new discourse has become dominant, which reverses the optimism sparked after the Arab Spring. In some cases, opposite and implausible assumptions have even been made, about the Skinnerian passivity of social media users (Zuboff 2019). Once again, a cyclical logic seems to apply, with utopian stages being widely legitimized by the alleged decentralized nature of innovation, which paves the way to a centralization moment (Wu 2010). The overlapping between two instances – the supposed openness of digital networks and the spread of movements – has probably led Castells to focus on agency, which is obviously not a problem per se. This notwithstanding, digital networks are less a spontaneous social form than they are an infrastructure, and their simple adoption can hardly be held as a proof of people’s empowerment. To what extent talking politics on line may be a way of reprogramming networks – Castells’ version of Melucci’s challenging codes – is a good question, without the Web morphology and proprietary nature being problematized. In our perspective, and even more, it is also a main theoretical limit, as Castells prioritizes contents over form; or, we can say, the message over the medium.
Overturning Van Dijk’s critique, I think that last Castells’ work falls short in his explanation of the role of structure. In the “recursiveness” of daily life, Giddens writes (1979, 5), “structure is both the medium and the outcome” of social practices. On the contrary, Castells eventually pays little attention to the network as a medium, while focusing on movements and their ability to reprogram networks (the outcome). If we consider that Castells’ recent work is mostly dedicated to media theory, while his classical trilogy dealt with the restructuring of society at large, two problems arise. Firstly, Castells focuses on the networked nature of movements, with little attention given to the overall conditions upon which these movements assume their meaning. Secondly, as for the specificity of “mass self-communication”, a deeper analysis is needed, also detecting the structure/agency tension in the field of digital technologies, their morphology accounting for the structure while usages account for the latter.

The first limit has been analysed by Fuchs (2009; 2012). His first point is Castells’ tendency to isolate networks as a key variable, thus underestimating other factors, which affect contemporary society more than networks do. Following Fuchs, finance still accounts for the majority of assets, while in 2008, at the beginning of global crisis, “information industry made up” no more than 4.59% of them. To think of our society as information-driven, therefore, is a reductive interpretation, which does not do justice to its complexity. As for the “networked” movements idea, Fuchs adds, some context is needed: Web diffusion shows a totally different rate in the countries studied by Castells – ranging from Libya’s 5.9% to Iceland’s 97.8% – thus rendering any generalization unlikely. All factors have to be considered, Fuchs argues, rather than assuming “a linear connection between the technical availability of political information and the change of collective consciousness” (2012, p. 781).

Castells and Media Theory

Not accidentally, Castells proposes (2009, 137-92) an analysis of the effects brought about by TV – based on Damasio’s neuroscience – while not providing insights into the consequences generated by digital networks. I suspect this contradiction to be rooted in Castells’ ambiguous relationship with McLuhan. In one way, Castells (1996, 5) puts distance between his theory and McLuhan’s determinism, arguing that media and society are intertwined, and only a dialectic interpretation can account for the way technology “embraces” society as well as the way people “use” it. In another way, though, Castells does need McLuhan in order to give strength to his main argument - the rise of networks as a new paradigm. “The unit is the network” (Castells 1996, 198), for instance, is a clearly McLuhan-inspired statement, not to mention the “Internet Galaxy” metaphor. Even though Castells claims to transcend the technology/society dichotomy, his early work is affected by a sort of infrastructural determinism (Garnham 2000). 
Castells’ early determinism can be illustrated through a confrontation with Harvey, according to whom (2010, 123) capitalism is made of seven “activity spheres”: technology and organizations; social relations; institutional arrangements; production and labour; relationship to nature; daily life; mental representations. None of these spheres, Harvey argues, is by definition more important than the others, as in reductionist explanations: any of them “evolves in its account” while at the same time showing a “dynamic interaction with the others”. While Castells ultimately reduced late capitalism to the one-dimensional logic of networks, Harvey shows how relationships between the spheres are not “harmonious”; rather, the internal crisis of any of them can generate a cascade of effects and lead the system as a whole towards a new definition. Social change is not necessarily driven by technological networks, and Castells’ insistence on their role has correctly been understood as a deterministic, even though persuasive, solution. 

In the second part of Castells’ work there is no longer room for a structural account, and for an analysis of the technical properties of the Web as such. Castells is well aware that power is still at stake in the networks, but he reduces it to the presence of “vertical” agencies, meant to contend hegemony in digital spaces. As to the relationship between grassroots action and social media, Castells limits himself to his argument that the Web reduces the power of gatekeepers, thus opening up new spaces for public discussion. While briefly taking into account the “network gatekeeping theory” (Barzilai-Nahon 2008), however, he pays little attention to its implications, and namely to filtering and framing effects due to the topology of the Web. Here Castells’ assumption is fragile: the Web multiplies “the entry points in the communication process”, he writes (2009, 136), so that barriers to the new arena become low and “anyone can upload a video to the Internet, write a blog”. Castells happens to make a mistake: the Web is not simply building a democratic arena while giving shape to a new environment in which, to put it in Shirky’s (2007) words, the “filter, then publish” formula is turned into its opposite version (“publish, then filter”). The ability of the Web to shape social action is a well-discussed issue, in terms of negative externalities (Lanier 2010), fragmentation due to algorithmic “bubbles” (Pariser 2011), up to the rise of a new sovereignty (Bratton, 2016). Similarly, online debate happens to be jeopardized by the rise of authorities within the blogosphere (O’Neil 2009), the personalization of “networked” politics (González-Bailón 2013), polarization and “walled gardens” effects (Pariser 2011), the spread of opinion cascades (Sunstein 2017), the inability of social media as such to favor engagement (Boyd 2005). Although these theories are questionable, they need to be taken into account.
The technical-human complex, and how to deal with it, rather lies at the heart of Alberto Melucci’s work on codes, which in his turn is a fundamental author for Castells’ theory. Though technological innovation is driven by groups which make use of it for reaching “goals fixed by the dominant social relations”, the control of the techno-human assemblage is never fully achieved. The space for social action must be therefore carved out at the junctures between technique and culture, where revealing the “shadow side of the technological power” is key to reversing the symbolic order of reality: in order words, for Melucci action does require the contestation of “technocratic power” (1996, 356-57), which Castells does not consider.
Conclusions

The decentralized bias of the net is a hard to debunk idea, while centralization tendencies reveal the non-democratic nature of the Web (Barabási 2002, 85), upon which the majority of resources concentrates around a handful of hubs. By definition, power-law is valid at the structural level, while not saying anything about the way people use the Web: it is exactly the issue that Castells underestimates, while prioritizing autonomous action over technological constraints. How the appropriation of the net could overturn its nature is something that still needs to be proved. I suggest here that a deeper inquiry on networked movements also requires the understanding of the Web technical patterns and their effects. As for the uprisings studied by Castells, an analysis of a 600,000-tweet “Tahrir dataset” showed a small minority of people responsible for the most part of messages related to Egyptian demonstrations: an evident “manifestation of [the] power law” ruling the Web (Wilson & Dunn 2011, 18), revealing that decentralization can be the aim of social movements, but centralization is the shape they will take. Ethnographic research on the same movements detected a similar tendency towards centralization, revealing the decisive role of a bunch of activists (Valeriani 2011). A survey on the 15M movement’s use of Twitter – based on a sample of 580,000 tweets – showed a similar pattern. Ten percent of users generate 50% of traffic while “other hubs” emerge, “which we call information sinks” and receive a lot of messages “but rarely act as spreaders within the network”, in this way exploiting the energy of the movement to enforce their own authority (Borge-Holthoefer & al 2011, 6). As for the lack of a structural analysis, in Castells no room is made for the material conditions upon which digital practices take place; so that he never mentions Twitter’s concentration bias, which has been widely proved (Wu & al., 2011). “By definition a network has no centre”, Castells writes (2000a, 15) - while it does.

Finally, a few words about the link between Castells’ work and overall theory. A social habitus, Bourdieu writes (1972, 72), is a system of “durable, transposable dispositions”, to be intended as both “structured structure” and “structuring structures”. Bourdieu’s concept is close to Giddens’ “duality”, and reminds us that a structure is both the outcome of social activity and the rule by which it is governed. Appropriation of networks follows by definition the submission to their technical standards, also dictating possibilities and preventing alternative uses. Bourdieu’s concept of “double negation” comes to mind, which makes hardly plausible a radical reprogramming of networks, showing that the double negation mechanism is not only due to the inflexibility of technologies but as well to the rigidity of social frames. Only a better understanding of the “structuring” properties of digital platforms can provide an explanation of contemporary society. This is what Castells first realized at the macro level of investigation, by taking into account the new global “paradigm” of the Internet - and what he did not realize at the micro level, by not recognizing the way social practices can be over-determined by the affordances of the Web. 
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