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Göran Bolin 
 
8  Institution, technology, world: Relationships between the media, culture, and 
society 
 
[This is a pre-print of chapter 8 in Knut Lundby (ed.) (2014): Mediatization of 
Communication, Berlin & Boston: De Gruyter Mouton, pp. 175-197.] 
 
Abstract In this chapter three approaches to mediatization are discussed: the 
institutional, the technological, and the media as world. Each of these has a different 
ontological and epistemological background, and it is argued that this has 
consequences on which questions are posed, and which kinds of answers are possible 
to give. For these backgrounds it is accounted, with a special focus on how these 
approaches theorize the relationship between media and society, how media are 
defined and which historical perspective is privileged.  
 
Keywords: mediatization, modernity, second modernity, media technologies, cultural 
technologies, culture, society, Baudrillard, structuralism 
 
1  Introduction: The different strands of mediatization 
The widespread popularity of the concept of mediatization has, as is usually the case 
with popular concepts, brought with it a range of different uses, interpretations, and 
perspectives. All these perspectives are based in specific epistemological approaches, 
in turn possible to relate to basic ontological standpoints. In this context I want to 
focus on three such areas where clarification is needed. Firstly, different takes on 
mediatization vary in their views of the relationship between the media and society: 
How can we understand this relationship? What is the possible impact of the media on 
society? Or what roles do we ascribe the media in mediatization processes? Secondly, 
and following from the first, it is not always entirely clear what is meant by “the 
media”, and although various theorists do mention the mass media and digital media, 
we seldom see differentiation between different types of media in mediatization 
theory; thus, one could ask whether all media play the same role in social and cultural 
processes. And although many refer to the media as mass media or digital media, 
there are few who distinguish between media as organizations and as technologies. 
Thirdly, although most mediatization theories describe and analyse processes and thus 
implicitly deal with historical change or modernization processes, the specificities of 
their historical perspectives are seldom discussed at length.  
 Against the background of these three areas of enquiry, I want to discuss three 
mediatization approaches. Firstly, I will account for the “institutional” perspective, 
focusing on the media as institutions and how they have related to other social and 
cultural institutions. As this account is well represented in the literature, I will deal 
with it quite briefly. Secondly, I will describe the “technological” approach to 
mediatization, emphasizing the technological impact of the media on wider social and 
cultural processes. Thirdly, I will contrast these two perspectives with the “media as 
world” perspective. This perspective is less insistent on theorizing the concept of 
mediatization, to the benefit of a more general discussion on the role of media in 
culture and society. If the two first perspectives emphasize historical linearity and 
process in an objectivist manner, the “media as world” perspective is more 
phenomenological in the sense that it adds an experiential dimension, and is hence 
more subjectivist. While the two first perspectives, from an objectivist position, focus 
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on the question “What does it look like?”, the third adds the phenomenological 
question “What does it feel like?”. The following discussion will emphasize the 
consequences of each of these perspectives on the analysis of the roles and 
relationships between media, communication, culture, and society.  
 To be clear from the outset, I do not argue that any of these are “wrong” and 
that there is one, superior and “right” version of mediatization theory. Although I 
should also make it clear from the outset that I, like anyone else, speak from a certain 
position and have preferences when it comes to these perspectives, it should be 
emphasized that they are rooted in the fact that each one opens up for different sets of 
questions, and that my preferences are based in these sets of questions and not on the 
intent to dismiss any of the approaches as false, wrong or reductionist.  
 
2  The institutional perspective 
Quite often in accounts of mediatization the media are theorized in their capacity as 
institutions, and as such are seen as an external force that has come to affect other 
social institutions and social life (e.g. Asp 1990; Strömbäck 2008). This take on 
mediatization builds on a specific set of ontological and axiomatic presuppositions 
about the nature of society, which often takes its departure in the “media logic” theory 
of Altheide and Snow (1979). This is the “processual” (Krotz 2007) or the 
“institutional” (Lundby 2009a: 5; Hepp [2011] 2013: 42; Hjarvard 2013: 4) 
perspective on mediatization, focusing on institutionalizing processes on the meso 
level, for example in journalism.  
 This perspective is founded on the drive for causal explanation, and with it 
follows a specific linear historical perspective whereby events follow in causal order, 
and the historical direction is described in terms of progress (or, indeed, decline). It is 
also based in the analysis of institutions, or spheres, related to one another, as 
exemplified in this quote from Jesper Strömbäck: “The process of the mediatization 
of politics can be described as a process through which the important question 
involving the independence of the media from politics and society concludes with the 
independence of politics and society from the media” (Strömbäck 2008: 241). The 
quote sets up “society” as separate from “politics” as well as “the media”, all of which 
are seemingly independent from each other. In the article, Strömbäck also marks out 
“four phases” of the mediatization process, in the first of which – “the media” – 
becomes “the most important source of information and channel of communication 
between the citizenry and political institutions” (Strömbäck 2008: 236). Following 
from this, there was a time when “political institutions” operated without the 
influence of “the media”, while today these institutions have been invaded, or 
subsumed, by the media. This quote obviously only makes sense if by media we mean 
mass media institutions, for example the institution of journalism, as one could well 
argue that modern mass democracies have never been and could never function 
without some form of mediating technologies extending the human body (in antiquity, 
for example in ancient Greece, rhetoric was clearly a communications technology 
used for political purposes, although not one that extended the human body).  
 The ways of looking at the relationship between media, society, and other 
social institutions (politics, the economy, education, etc.) naturally differ between 
scholars. One can also, for example in Stig Hjarvard’s extensive writing from within 
an institutional perspective, see a gradual nuancing or fine-tuning of these 
relationships, most explicitly in the introductory chapter of his recent The 
Mediatization of Society (Hjarvard 2013), where he emphasizes the “role of the media 
in culture and society” (p. 2, my emphasis). With this he points to “culture” and 
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“society” as larger and more encompassing entities, within which social and cultural 
institutions are then related to one another.  
 Describing these relationships is a delicate matter, and there are also instances 
in Hjarvard’s earlier writings that are more unclear when it comes to this relationship, 
for example in his oft-quoted definition of mediatization as “the process whereby 
society to an increasing degree is submitted to, or become dependent on, the media 
and their logic. This process is characterized by a duality in that the media have 
become integrated into the operations of other social institutions, while they also have 
acquired the status of social institutions in their own right” (Hjarvard 2008: 113). This 
quote seems to imply, if we think of “the media” as institutions (for example, 
journalistic news media), that they are separate from “society” and that their logics 
would then also be developed from society’s outside. There is, however, another way 
to read this quote, thinking of the media here not as institutions but rather as 
technologies having become integrated into other social institutions (that then to a 
certain extent relate to these technologies in specific ways). Such a reading would 
perhaps make more sense.  
 The advantage of the institutional perspective is that it can easily be 
operationalized into the analysis of powerful media institutions affecting or 
influencing various social processes in society – or from society’s outside, as some 
seemingly suggest. Thus there is a wealth of studies engaging in the mediatization of 
politics (e.g. Asp 1990; Strömbäck 2008; Mazzoleni and Schulz 1999), war (e.g. 
McQuail 2006), religion (e.g. Hjarvard and Lövheim 2012), fashion (Skjulstad 2009), 
and storytelling (several examples in Lundby 2008), to name but some areas of 
enquiry. A disadvantage is, as Knut Lundby (2009b) has pointed out, that the 
institutional approach, especially that which leans most heavily on the media logic 
perspective, often (although naturally not always) brings with it sweeping 
generalizations, and oversimplifications of the workings of the media. Nick Couldry 
(2012: 135–136) extends this criticism, questioning whether all media share the same 
logic, whether this logic is stable or changes over time, and whether this model can 
actually capture the complex dynamics of the social. Indeed, as Friedrich Krotz 
(2009: 26) argues: “there is no media logic independent of social and cultural 
contexts, and independent of history”.  
 Another problem with the institutional perspective on mediatization is that it 
largely neglects the role of media as technologies in less institutionalized forms. 
Although there are examples of mediatization processes around which the relationship 
is not between institutions but between institutions and individual subjects (i.e. 
children) through “play” (Hjarvard 2013, chapter 5), most institutional perspectives 
deal with the relationship between journalistic institutions and other institutional 
spheres in society. It is definitely not overstating the case to say that the mediatization 
of politics is the dominant perspective in this regard, and that the two institutions of 
journalism and politics are the most well-researched.  
 The institutional approach also works within a quite short-term historical 
perspective. For example, this approach seemingly presupposes that politics at one 
point in history was independent of the media in society, while at a certain historical 
moment the media entered the political stage and affected the political process, for 
example the process of opinion formation. However, this only makes sense if we 
think of the mass media and journalism as institutions, as modern politics has always 
involved media as technologies (pamphlets, books, newspapers, etc.). Indeed, Jürgen 
Habermas’ ([1962] 1989) seminal work on the bourgeois public sphere pointed to the 
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centrality of privately owned newspapers as the vehicle through which political 
deliberation occurred, and around which political discussions were centred.  
 There is of course no denying that political opinion formation has changed in 
many aspects over the years, even in their less institutionalized forms, and surely the 
print, electronic, and digital web-based media have been involved in these changes. 
The question is, however, if they have done so from a position outside society, as 
Strömbäck seems to imply. As technologies are born and developed within social and 
cultural frameworks, that is, inside society, it makes little sense to argue that the 
technologies themselves affect society from outside.  
 Neither is there any denying that journalism as an institution, or a field, grew 
increasingly stronger over the 20th century, and has become an important institution 
“in its own right”, as Hjarvard (2008: 113) rightly points out. The institutional 
perspective on mediatization is, of course, one approach that can be adopted for the 
analysis of these processes, but there are also other, competing, perspectives that can 
be adopted, depending on one’s research interest (cf. Habermas [1968] 1972). 
Elsewhere I have suggested another way of analysing this growth in autonomy of the 
subfield of journalistic production, within the framework of Bourdieuian field theory 
(Bolin 2007). However, it can also be analysed as a process of professionalization 
(e.g. Petersson 2006) or as one of institutionalization (Ekecrantz and Olsson 1994).  
 
3  The technological perspective 
A very different take on mediatization is represented by what could be called the 
technological perspective, emphasizing the technological impact on the social and 
cultural process. These analyses are often on a more abstract historical and societal 
level, even on the level of modernization. Some would argue that it could also be 
labelled the “second modernity” perspective (Lundby 2009a: 2). Second modernity is 
said to follow on a first modernity, supposedly marked by rationality, the nation state 
and the nuclear family. As argued by Ulrich Beck and Christoph Lau (2005), rather 
than theorizing the present in terms of postmodernity, a term that suggests that 
modernity is now over, we should speak of second modernity as there is no clear 
break in societal development, but rather a “transformation” of the basic institutions 
of society. Today, in a similar argument Scott Lash (2005) claims that mediatization 
is “the form that reason takes in second modernity”. Lash takes a wide historical grip, 
taking his departure in the development of reason. The argument is similar to 
Hjarvard’s, in that Lash argues that ‘the logic of the media is taking over more and 
more areas of life’ (Lash 2005: 1). However, and contrary to Hjarvard and others who 
focus on the media as institutions, Lash emphasizes the media as technologies. Where 
representatives of the institutional perspective highlight institutional forms, Lash talks 
of “the equivalent to digital media”, emphasizing the technological aspect.  
 The roots of Lash’s perspective are to be found among medium theorists such 
as Marshall McLuhan and Jean Baudrillard. McLuhan, of course, did not use the 
concept of mediatization, but his most famous slogan “the medium is the message” 
(McLuhan 1964) indeed suggests that it is the technology and not the institutional 
form of the media, or the content, that is of importance. Baudrillard does indeed use 
the concept of mediatization quite early on, and despite Kent Asp’s (1986, 1990) bold 
claim to have introduced the term, Baudrillard in fact was already using it at the 
beginning of the 1970s, for example in the 1971 article “Requiem pour les media” 
(1971, also in Baudrillard [1972] 1981: 164–185), but more elaborated in his 
L’échange symbolique et la mort (Baudrillard 1976: 98), later translated into English 
as Symbolic Exchange and Death (Baudrillard [1976] 1993). Here Baudrillard, in a 
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discussion of Walter Benjamin’s ([1936] 1977) theses on photography and film in the 
age of mechanical reproduction as well as Marshall McLuhan’s (1964) analysis of the 
impact of television, discusses the idea of “l’information médiatisée”, claiming that 
today’s object “no longer has anything to do with yesterday’s object, any more than 
‘mediatized’ information has with the ‘reality’ of facts” (Baudrillard 1993: 63).  
 It is quite easy to misread Baudrillard’s quote as a suggestion that there is no 
reality (of facts), which, as Hjarvard (2008: 111) points out, is a simplification of his 
argument. At the same time it obviously produces ambivalences, as the same Hjarvard 
argues that Baudrillard, and postmodernist thinkers more generally, “proclaims the 
disappearance of reality”, and has too-grand theoretical claims (Hjarvard 2008: 111). 
These ambivalences highlight a common misinterpretation of Baudrillard’s ideas, 
likely with roots in an insufficient acknowledgement of the philosophical traditions 
from which he comes. And although Baudrillard is most often dismissed as a 
“postmodernist”, his thinking is rather rooted in neo-Marxist, structuralist semiology, 
linguistics, and anthropology. Thus his interest is not in the media as institutions, but 
rather in the (dis)abilities of the media as technologies to provide for symbolic 
exchange and communication, and that they provide for simulations of 
communication, that is, to make us believe we are communicating while we are 
actually engaged in an empty mimicking of genuine symbolic exchange. And this is a 
far cry from denying any external reality as such. I will return to this quote, but I first 
want to take a detour to explain the philosophical roots of Baudrillard’s thinking.  
 Baudrillard has basically two influences: Marxist theories of production and 
consumption, and Saussurean structural linguistics (and, in its wake, structural 
anthropology), not least the way the semiological heritage of Saussure was managed 
by Roland Barthes, for example in his The Fashion System (Barthes [1967] 1990). 
Rather than proclaiming the disappearance of physical reality, Baudrillard is pointing 
to a shift in our relation to basic categories of production and consumption, and to 
‘the object’. If Marx ([1867] 1976) in Capital pointed to a change in our relation to 
objects under industrialization and the rising capitalist system of production, whereby 
the fetish character of the commodity stripped the object of its relations to the labour 
laid down in the production process (by, for example, an artisan), Baudrillard, in a 
series of five books (1968; [1970] 1998; 1981; [1973] 1975; 1993), points to another 
shift whereby the emphasis on production has changed to the benefit of consumption, 
and the sign qualities of commodities.  
 In traditional political economy from Adam Smith ([1776] 1991) and onwards 
over Marx and others, the distinction between the use and exchange values of 
commodities was introduced and theorized. Use value, as described by Marx, is that 
which fulfils a human need, irrespective of whether this need stems from “the 
stomach” (material needs), or “the imagination” (immaterial needs) (Marx 1976: 
125). All objects that fulfil human needs have use value. Objects that in addition can 
be sold on a market also have exchange value. Exchange value is produced through 
human labour (plus raw material), as human labour has the capacity to produce more 
than it takes to be reproduced.  
 However, already in the 1950s it was apparent to economists such as John 
Kenneth Galbraith (1958) that phenomena such as advertising interfered with these 
laws of economic theory. Baudrillard was indeed influenced by Galbraith (see, e.g. 
Baudrillard 1998: 70), but took his ideas on the symbolic dimensions of commodities 
a step further. In line with Galbraith, Baudrillard argued that the signs attached to 
consumer goods contributed to the exchange value of the commodity. However, he 
also argued that this “sign value” is also a value in its own right, contributing to the 
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status of the consumer when consumed. Furthermore, he argued that what we pay for 
when buying commodities today is less and less connected to their use value – that is, 
their functionality – and more and more to the sign value itself. An illustrative 
example from his PhD thesis from 1968 – Le système des objets – is the tailfins of 
American cars. These fins signify “speed”, but in their functionality actually do not 
make the car faster (rather to the contrary). But it is not the functionality of driving 
fast that the consumer pays for, but rather the sign “speed” in terms of “that is really a 
fast car”. And when consumed by the buyer, this sign value confers to him or her a 
certain status as “one who drives a really fast car”.  
 Baudrillard thus expanded on the value forms that were introduced in political 
economy to “utility value, commercial value, statutory value” (Baudrillard 1981: 
125). And in Baudrillard’s analysis, there is also a shift in emphasis from the 
functionality of the object, over its commercial qualities as commodity, to its 
signifying qualities over time (a relative loss of functionality that Lash [2005] also 
points to). Let us return to the context of the quote in which Baudrillard refers to 
“mediatized information”, by quoting the passage in full:  
 

Every image, every media message and also every surrounding functional 
object is a test. That is to say, in all the rigour of the term, it triggers response 
mechanisms in accordance with stereotypes or analytic models. The object 
today is not ‘functional’ in the traditional sense of the term: it doesn’t serve 
you, it tests you. It no longer has anything to do with yesterday’s object, any 
more than ‘mediatized’ information has with the ‘reality’ of facts. Both object 
and information already result from a selection, an edited sequence of camera 
angles, they have already tested ‘reality’ and have only asked those questions 
to which it has responded. Reality has been analysed into simple elements 
which have been recomposed into scenarios of stable oppositions, just as the 
photographer imposes his own contrasts, lighting and angles onto his object 
[…]. Thus tested, reality tests you in return according to the same score-card, 
and you decode it following the same code, inscribed in every message and 
object like a miniature genetic code (Baudrillard 1993: 63).1 

 
This quote illustrates the way Baudrillard sees the changing status of the object, and 
how he incorporates the fact that the value of the object is of another kind today, 
compared to historically (although the exact period he is referring to is unclear). What 
we consume today, he argues, is increasingly the sign value of the object, rather than 
its functional use value. The reason for this shift can be attributed on the one hand to 
the organizational principles of “the system of objects” (i.e. capitalist commodity 
production), and on the other, to the ability of the media to technologically organize 
communication into a structured code, a kind of structure that Danish linguist Louis 
Hjelmslev once described as “an autonomous entity of internal dependencies” (quoted 
from Barthes 1990: 3).  
 There is no doubt that the structuralist influences from Barthes’ The Fashion 
System shine through here, as fashion is a good example of the dominance of sign 
value over use value, whereby the “signifier/signified distinction is erased” 
(Baudrillard 1993: 87). Fashion, however, is based on tangible commodities, 
produced by a combination of raw material (cloth, linen), labour, and design. In the 
contemporary world of digital intangible objects and commodities, the principles by 
which fashion works have extended to non-tangible, digital commodities. In the next 



 – 7 –  

section I will thus discuss the wider implications of sign value in relation to 
production in contemporary media and cultural industries.  
 
3.1  Sign value and the labour of signification 
To Baudrillard, the most important feature of contemporary objects and commodities 
is their sign qualities. The sign value of commodities as they are conferred on 
physical objects by, for example, the advertising industry, adds to their economic 
value according to the logic that consumers are prepared to pay more for a distinctive 
commodity (one that distinguishes the consumer from his or her fellow consumers in 
what Bourdieu [1979] (1989) would label a “field of consumption”). To use the 
analogy of fashion, haute couture is more distinctive than mass-produced clothing 
from H&M or GAP. The fashion (de)sign of haute couture is produced through 
semiotic labour, that is, in the practice of signification carried out by the designer: 
Alexander McQueen, Vivienne Westwood, and their colleagues. And the exchange 
value of haute couture is more dependent on the signifying practices of this group of 
designers than it is on the quality of the raw material they work with (although this 
naturally also contributes to the exchange value of fashion commodities). This is what 
Baudrillard (by way of Barthes) hints at when he argues for the dominance of sign 
value over use value – the function of covering the body, or keeping it warm, is of 
less importance than the effect of distinguishing the clothes-bearer from his or her 
contemporaries.  
 Now, why is an understanding of the fashion system important in the process 
of mediatization (or, for that matter, anything else outside the fashion system)? This 
was admittedly a relevant question to Baudrillard at the time his theories were 
formulated. In his attempts at elaborating Marx’s theory of value, Baudrillard wanted 
to develop a political economy of the sign. However, although he did acknowledge 
that “the epicentre of the contemporary system is no longer the process of material 
production” (Baudrillard 1975: 130), which was rooted in his early critique of Marx 
whom he argued was only useful for analysing “material production” (Baudrillard 
1981: 165), he has had surprisingly little to say about the specific character of the 
opposite, the “immaterial” or intangible commodities supposedly dominant at the time 
in the late 1960s and early 1970s. It is not surprising, then, that his writings are often 
incoherent, and that he had obvious difficulty freeing himself of the dominant 
perspective on commodities as having some kind of material or tangible base. At his 
best, using examples from fashion and the above-mentioned example of the tailfins of 
American cars, he could point to instances in which the non-functionality of sign 
value dominated over functional use value. But he did not formulate a coherent theory 
of pure sign commodities, that is, commodities entirely constructed of combinations 
of signs.  
 However, just as we can say that the ideas of McLuhan are of more obvious 
relevance today (cf. Merrin 2005: 45), we can hold that the ideas on sign value and 
the relative importance of signifying practices are of importance if we are to 
understand the cultural commodities that circulate consumption markets in the digital 
present – a present that is – if not dominated – then at least heavily marked by sign 
commodities. Today, with the widespread digitization of the media, it follows that 
media content to an increasing degree is becoming separated from its tangible 
carriers. With the sophisticated personal, digital, and mobile means of consumption of 
today (hardware such as laptops, mobile phones, and tablet computers, and software 
services such as social networking sites, Spotify, iTunes, Voddler), the cultural object 
as an assemblage of digits can travel between a range of different tangible carriers. 
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Before digitization a piece of music, a novel, a feature film, was bound to its material, 
physical form: the record, the book, the celluloid film. The object itself – the song, the 
narrative of the novel, the cinematic film – is a construction composed of an “edited 
sequence”, “scenarios of stable oppositions” that have to be “decoded” according to 
the “same score-card” they were encoded in. They are pure sign structures that have 
no tangible base. The semiotic labour of composing the cultural object has its 
correspondence in the semiotic labour of consuming it.  
 Sign value, then, as theorized by Baudrillard, is – just as is exchange value – 
the result of the development of the fetish character of the commodity (i.e. the 
abstracted reified labour) (Baudrillard 1981: 130–142). It contributes to exchange 
value, as the example of fashion obviously reveals. But it can also be extracted as a 
value in its own right, which is realized in consumption: the value that differentiates 
the consumer from other consumers. It therefore also has a relatively autonomous 
relation to exchange value, and circulates in a different economy, determined by a 
different logic: that of differentiation. If use value, as theorized by Baudrillard, is 
coupled with a functional logic, and exchange value with an economic or commercial 
logic, sign value is coupled with a differential logic (Baudrillard 1981: 123). These 
logics are governed by the general principles of “utility, equivalence, difference” 
(Baudrillard 1981: 126). In this sense, sign value replaces neither use nor exchange 
value, but adds a quality to the object, in the same way as exchange value adds the 
quality of equivalence to the logic of utility. That something has sign value does not 
mean it is emptied of use value, but rather that the compositions of value are more 
complex.  
 It could be argued that the intertwinement of these logics is more pertinent 
today, since cultural objects have become freed of their fixation to tangible carriers. A 
piece of music in its commodity form was previously bound to its tangible carrier. It 
thus had a material base in raw material as well as the sign qualities. When you buy a 
piece of music from iTunes today, this is not the case. Arguably, you need the means 
of consumption to decode the commodity into consumable form, but the commodity 
itself – the thing you buy from iTunes – has no tangible base. It still has a material 
quality, of course, since light floating through fibre optic cables also consists of 
physical energy, but you cannot put the song as a commodity in your pocket or hold it 
in your hand unless it is laid down on a physical carrier.  
 The above argument means that the commodity in itself, the thing bought and 
sold, is a composition of signs without any raw material. There are of course means of 
production taken advantage of in the process of production (studio space, 
microphones, instruments, computers), but the act of signification does not tool a raw 
material into something new. And thus, for the digital commodity, the labour of 
signification is of crucial importance for its exchange value. Imagine, for example, the 
production process behind a hit single by Lady Gaga: she or someone else has an idea 
for a song, a combination of chords and a melody over a beat. When the involved 
musicians are content with how the tune sounds there will be object form, there will 
be use value and in the process of marketing and promoting the tune, there will be a 
commercial form and exchange value added. But what is the signified? The signifier 
“Bad Romance” as a commodity and object, that is, as a cultural product that has both 
use and exchange value (it is functional in that you can dance to it, and it has 
economic value as you can sell it), has no signified besides the tune itself. Of course 
its individual components in the forms of lyrics, instrumentation, and generic 
belonging carry a range of connotations, but as a commodity, that is, as a unique 
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combination of signs (sounds, timbre, harmonies, etc.), it has no signified besides its 
own signifier. Furthermore, it shares this quality with all other pure sign commodities.  
 Admittedly, there were cultural commodities that were pure sign structures 
before digitization as well. Music pieces as well as television and radio programmes 
are all examples of non-tangible commodities that existed in the analogue era. But 
digitization radicalizes the non-tangible sign commodity, if not by quality then by 
scale, reach, and transformability. As non-tangible objects, however, contrary to 
tangible commodities that become worn down in use, intangible commodities have a 
potential for eternal life. This is where the commercial sign system must work at its 
own destruction in order to close the production–consumption circuit. As tangible 
commodities wear down with use, non-tangible commodities in sign systems wear 
down by the signifying practices producing new signs: the fashion of 2014 will be 
destroyed by the introduction of the fashion of 2015.  
 So, to summarize this section, mediatization, as argued by Baudrillard (and 
his followers, such as Lash 2005), is related to the technological features of the 
media, rather than the institutional arrangements of the media as media 
corporations, or the institution of journalism. Instead, the objects and phenomena 
that are seen as mediatized are subjected to the logic of the medium as a 
communication technology. Mediatization has to do with form; not in the same 
way as McLuhan argued that form was the most important effect of the media, but 
form in the way information and content are subsumed the code imposed by the 
media. “What is mediatized”, argues Baudrillard, “is not what comes off the daily 
press, out of the tube, or on the radio: it is what is reinterpreted by the sign form, 
articulated into models, and administered by the code (just as the commodity is not 
what is produced industrially, but what is mediatized by the exchange value system 
of abstraction)” (Baudrillard 1981: 175–176).  
 Mediatization, then, does not result from the impact of technology itself, and 
neither is it produced by the ways the media are organized into institutions of either 
mass or personal media. It is rather an effect of the system of signification. This is 
also where it can be suspected that the root might lie in the misconception of 
Baudrillard’s mediatization concept, and the idea that he is denouncing the existence 
of reality. What he is arguing for is thus not the disappearance of physical reality, but 
the increased presence of what could be called self-directed signifiers, that is, 
signifiers without signifieds or referents outside the sign system itself. But it does not 
follow from this that these combined signifiers/signifieds are not real. They might be 
intangible, but they are nonetheless taken account of by consumers and media users in 
social action. This means that sign structures are real in the sense that they do exist, 
are acknowledged to exist, and are acted upon in ways that indicate that media users 
and consumers think of them as existing. Even simulations are real in this sense – as 
simulations. And signs and simulations are also part of society. Furthermore, it is 
equally clear that the simulations are born, interpreted and acted upon inside, rather 
than outside, society. This brings us back to the discussion on the relationship 
between media as institutions and technologies on the one hand and culture and 
society on the other, and in the next section I will introduce a third position.  
 
4  The media as world perspective 
A third, more integrated, approach to mediatization can be labelled the “media as 
world” perspective, whereby mediatization is regarded as a force, perhaps what 
Andreas Hepp (2013: 54) has termed a “moulding force”, working from within 
societies (rather than from outside). And indeed, Hepp, his colleague Friedrich Krotz, 
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and their research environment at the University of Bremen can be said to work 
within this tradition, emphasizing “mediatized worlds” (Krotz and Hepp 2011, cf. 
Krotz 2001). 
 The roots of this perspective are somewhat harder to trace, and the background 
is more heterogeneous. Furthermore, although the concept of mediatization is adopted 
in these debates it is used in a wider sense, referring to the more general role of the 
media in culture and society. A typical example of this approach can be seen in the 
following quote from Paul Lazarsfeld’s (1941) classic text “Remarks on 
administrative and critical communications research”, where he postulates that 
“critical research is posed against the practice of administrative research, requiring 
that, prior and in addition to whatever special purpose is to be served, the general role 
of our media of communication in the present social system should be studied” 
(Lazarsfeld 1941: 9). We should note that Lazarsfeld is talking about “the general role 
of our media of communication in the present social system”, which is something 
quite different from “the independence of politics and society from the media”, as 
Strömbäck (2008: 241) believes. It is also very far removed from the version of 
mediatization as subsumption under the code advocated by Baudrillard.  
 So, an underlying presupposition in Lazarsfeld’s quote is an integrated social 
world. It does not ascribe to “the media” an outside position, as either institution or 
technology. To quote one of the pioneers of Swedish media and communication 
research, Kjell Nowak, the media are “an integral part of fundamental social and 
cultural processes, and of human life in contemporary (and past) society” (Nowak 
1999: 68, my translation). Lazarsfeld does not use the concept of mediatization, while 
Nowak does (Nowak 1996: 159–161; 1999: 67). Still, their view on the role of the 
media in social and cultural processes is nonetheless the same.  
 Lazarsfeld and Nowak are, of course, not alone in sharing this view on the 
relationship between our communication media and society. This perspective is far 
older than that, and some of the influence of what I here call the “media as world” 
perspective can be attributed to American philosopher John Dewey, who, in his 
Democracy and Education, proposed that “[s]ociety not only continues to exist by 
transmission, by communication, but it may fairly be said to exist in transmission, in 
communication” (Dewey [1916] 1923: 5). This quote was later picked up by James 
Carey (1975: 2), who used it to distinguish between a transmission and a ritual 
approach to communication. While the transmission approach privileges causality and 
linearity in communication, the ritual approach is apt to answer other kinds of 
questions – on shared meaning, culture, identity. If a society exists both by 
communication and in communication, it also follows that there are no 
communicating positions outside society. Surely there might be institutions, and these 
might have autonomous status in relation to other social institutions (political parties, 
for example). But these institutions will also be a part of the wider society, and 
contribute to its specific character. So, the institutional perspective on mediatization 
as I have described it above has to a great degree adopted a transmission perspective 
on mediatization, while what I call the media as world perspective is closer to the 
ritual approach.  
 This ritual approach is integrative. It does not presume society as atomistic but 
rather as a whole – encompassing several dimensions, but nonetheless an integrated 
unity. Its roots are traced by Carey to the functional sociology of Durkheim ([1912] 
2001) in his The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, but it can also be found in the 
writings of Raymond Williams ([1962] 1966), whom Carey (1975: 19) explicitly 
quotes. However, to me another quote than that referred to by Carey, taken from the 
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same chapter in Williams’s Communications, is more fitting for illustrating the ritual 
view on the relationship between media and society:  
 

Many people seem to assume as a matter of course that there is, first, reality, 
and then, second, communication about it. We degrade art and learning by 
supposing that they are always second-hand activities: that there is life, and 
then afterwards there are these accounts of it. […] We need to say what many 
of us know in experience: that the life of man, and the business of society, 
cannot be confined to these ends; that the struggle to learn, to describe, to 
understand, to educate, is a central and necessary part of our humanity. This 
struggle is not begun, at second hand, after reality has occurred. It is, in itself, 
a major way in which reality is continually formed and changed. What we call 
society is not only a network of political and economic arrangements, but also 
a process of learning and communication (Williams 1966: 19). 

  
It is quite clear from the quoted passage that Williams opposes a view that separates 
mediated communication from reality, and is especially opposed to denigrating 
communication and art to “second-hand activities”. These are rather to be seen as “a 
central and necessary part” of society. In this sense the representations, accounts, 
stories, and ideas of individuals are part of social reality just as much as are the more 
physical objects society also comprises.  

The ritual perspective does not primarily analyse casual effects, directions of 
influence and impact. Although it is also involved in descriptive analysis of the state 
of the media, seeking answer to the question “What does it look like?”, it is equally 
occupied with the analysis of meaning. It thus adds the subjectivist question “What 
does it feel like?” to the objectivist descriptive approach.2 It focuses not only on the 
materiality of social and cultural relations but also on subjective perceptions of them. 
This is sometimes theorized as an oscillation between the two perspectives, a will to 
overcome the objectivist/subjectivist divide. One example of such an approach is the 
“constructivist structuralism” of Pierre Bourdieu ([1987] 1990: 123). This approach 
holds at its centre the axiomatic view that social structures have come into being as a 
result of social actions formed not only by the objective structures that structure 
behaviour, but just as much by the agent’s interpretations of these structures. As 
David Morley (1997: 126) once formulated it, “macro structures can only be 
reproduced through micro-processes”, and these micro–macro relations can only be 
studied if one tries to understand the world-views of individual subjects related to the 
structuring constraints of previous social action. This is, of course, a classical tension 
between structure and agency, which has also been formulated by Marx: “Men make 
their own history, but they do not make it as they please; they do not make it under 
self-selected circumstances, but under circumstances existing already, given and 
transmitted from the past” (Marx [1852] 1995). The “circumstances” mentioned by 
Marx have been formed by previous generations, who in turn have acted within the 
structural constraints as well as possibilities of even earlier generations, in a perpetual 
generational spiral. The constraints as well as the possibilities to overcome them 
include all the structuring institutional arrangements made in culture and society, 
which develop in conjunction with each other. However, the ritual view need not 
necessarily encompass a linear historical explanation, but is rather open to alternative 
historical understandings, taking their departure in alternative conceptualizations of 
historical time alongside the linear, for example in circular time (emphasizing its 



 – 12 –  

repetitive, ritualistic quality) or even punctual time (whereby time is defined not by its 
succession of moments but by its social or cultural quality).  

This is also a perspective on social and cultural development that could 
emphasize the role of the media not in terms of causality but as archive, as a common 
intellectual resource, a heritage that includes prehistoric art and literature, early forms 
of communication and cultural formation, cultural practices, the assemblage of 
cultural technologies at our disposal in the form of both technological hardware 
(machines of different kinds) and technological software, that is, the various 
techniques men and women have developed for communication (the signifying 
practice of language as such, poetry, genres, and other presentational forms, etc.) – in 
sum, all the things that have played a part in the forming of our present social and 
cultural worlds: the poetry of Homer; the cave paintings of Altamira, Spain; the 
archaic, Akkadian and Assyrian cuneiform tablets; the Gilgamesh epic.  

In this approach mediatization points more to the roles of the hardware and 
software of communication in society and how we as social and cultural beings form 
– and are formed by – the surrounding media landscape as “material and mental 
environment” (Nowak 1996). Mediatization, then, points to the increased presence of 
the media as technologies in society, and the consequences of this on its qualitative 
character (Hannerz 1990; cf. Fornäs 1995). According to Nowak (1996: 164–166), 
social and cultural action is carried out within as well as with and through the media 
environment. First, we communicate within an increasingly media rich environment 
where we have access to increasingly many and more differentiated media 
technologies. Second, these media technologies increasingly allow human–machine 
interaction, so that we more often communicate with technology, for example with 
Apple’s “intelligent assistant” Siri, who “understands what you say, knows what you 
mean, and has the answers you need”.3 Third, we naturally communicate through 
technologies such as e-mail, SMS and chat rooms, mobile phones, etc. And if society, 
as Dewey (1923) argues, exists in communication, this is indeed an increasingly 
technified – mediatized – form of communication. In combination, these increased 
communicative possibilities make us live a virtual “media life”, as Mark Deuze 
(2012) argues in a similar way to Nowak, albeit updated to the contemporary media 
environment. This media life is virtual, not in the sense of “fake” or “simulated” but 
in the sense of that which “is so in essence or effect”.4 It is a “real fact” according to 
the logic that holds that “[i]f men define situations as real, they are real in their 
consequences”, as the Thomas theorem goes (Merton [1949] 1957: 421–422). In this 
sense, Baudrillard’s simulations and simulacra are real in their consequences, which is 
why they should not be dismissed as not having to do with reality. And in this sense, 
we should acknowledge some mediated phenomena produced in an increasingly 
mediatized communication environment as important instances of late modern media 
life. Let me conclude the discussion by giving some examples of media phenomena 
that indeed have an impact on the character of society, but are difficult to analyse in 
terms of the media imposing themselves on a supposedly previously unmediated 
phenomenon. Two such examples are the media event (the Eurovision Song Contest, 
the Olympics) and the sign commodity (texts, audiences, formats, the brand). These 
phenomena have little existence outside the media, either as institutions or 
technologies. Nonetheless, they need to be seen as social and cultural phenomena that 
are clearly part of our present social realities.  
 
5  Objects and commodities in a media(tized) world  
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In this last section I want to briefly discuss some late modern phenomena that are 
indicative of our mediatized worlds of the present. They have been chosen because 
they are examples of phenomena that do not pretend to represent or make a mediated 
account of a social reality outside the institution of the media, but nonetheless need to 
be considered part of everyday social reality.  
 The first example is the Olympic Games in their modern form. While these 
games do indeed have an unmediated prehistory dating back to ancient Greece (ca. 
776 BC to 394 AD), it should be noted that the modern games as introduced in 1896 
by Pierre de Coubertin appear during the era of mass communication: the mass press, 
and the new medium of cinematic film. The modern games are also, contrary to the 
ancient games, international. This presupposes some form of communication medium 
to report back to the partaking national audiences. Indeed, it would be peculiar if one 
arranged an international competition of supposedly great national interest if there 
were no means to report back to citizens of partaking nation-states.  
 We can thus argue that the modern Olympic Games have never occurred in 
unmediatized form. The media as technologies and as institutions (sports journalism) 
have always been an integrated part and a main component. Admittedly, the media 
technologies have changed since 1896, which has had an impact on the ways the 
Olympic Games have been mediated back to national audiences, the ways they have 
been represented. But there has never been an unmediated Olympic moment in the 
modern era. The Olympic Games are mediated in the meaning that they develop in 
tandem with the media organizations and technologies involved in their mediation to 
national audiences.  
 Perhaps even more striking in this respect is a phenomenon like the 
Eurovision Song Contest (ESC). This long-standing institution in European television 
history, initiated in 1956 by the European Broadcasting Union (EBU) and broadcast 
yearly to European (and some other) audiences, was in fact initiated as a cultural 
technology (Bolin 2012) to communify the European countries through a common 
entertainment competition. From having been a limited phenomenon at its start (only 
seven countries took part in the first competition), it has today grown to be one of the 
largest non-sport media events in Europe.  
 As a production initiated by the EBU, however, it has little life separate from 
the media; that is, if by media we mean the integrated efforts of television, the 
Internet, the tabloid press, weeklies and fan press, as well as the music media – record 
companies, streaming services, and others with an interest in making revenues out of 
the music. From an institutional perspective, the ESC is an institution in its own right. 
It naturally affects other media institutions, including journalism, but it makes little 
sense to say that this conglomerate of media technologies and institutions has an 
impact on other non-media institutions in society, as the media form is always already 
there. There is no unmediated version of ESC that can be affected, and although there 
is a live studio audience present at each final, the production is clearly not aimed at 
these individuals but rather at the viewing audience in countries all over Europe 
(Bolin 2006: 202).  
 Most media commodities today also have the characteristic of being sign 
commodities.5 The most obvious example is the media text, or, as the industry jargon 
goes, content. The first of these appears with broadcasting technology, whereby the 
radio programme or television show, initially broadcast live, consists of nothing but 
airwaves. Indeed, this is just the point Thomas Streeter made when he called his book 
on the history of commercial broadcasting policy in the US Selling the Air (Streeter 
1996). The commodity at the basis of the commercial broadcasting system was a 
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combination of signs that were technologically encoded and decoded in the transfer 
from broadcaster to the viewing and listening audience. Broadcasting was analogue, 
at least initially, and with digitization this quality is further established. However, 
with digitization even media texts that were previously not pure sign structures but 
were rather firmly bound to their tangible carriers – for example the book or the 
newspaper – now became intangible and versatile, and could float between 
technological platforms of storage and distribution. With digitization, then, many (if 
not most) media texts become pure sign commodities.  
 A specific content form is the format, that is, the basic idea for the production 
of a television show (often in the reality genres) that allows for national adaptation. 
Formats are a specific kind of commodity that is bought and sold at the large 
television MIP-TV and MIPCOM fairs in Cannes, France, and other places in the 
world. In the words of Australian television researcher Albert Moran, in turn quoting 
a television producer, a format is similar to a pie, whereby “the crust is the same from 
week to week but the filling changes” (Moran 2004: 5). However, this crust is, 
contrary to the crust in an apple pie, not possible to put on a plate, and it is consumed 
in its sign form, as a principle for how to put together and produce a television show. 
This is also why the legal frameworks protecting this commodity are so weak, which 
makes this specific market for formats totally reliant on the common belief among 
those involved in the commodity. If the involved parties of buyers and sellers were to 
doubt the value of the commodity, the market would disappear instantly.  
 A second sign commodity that appears, not with digitization but rather with 
the rationalizations of the commercial mass media, is the audience. Audiences, if we 
distinguish this commodity based on statistical aggregation from the social subjects 
who listen, read, and watch mass media, have become an increasingly sophisticated 
statistical construct. This commodity is worked upon by the marketing and audience 
analysis divisions of large media companies, and is tooled into the commodity that is 
the basis of their revenues. This construct is based on mathematical calculation, 
estimations and probability theory through a range of data-generating technologies: 
telephone and postal surveys, people meters, user panels, etc. Although there have 
been dramatic advances in methodology, all these techniques share the disadvantage 
that they do not represent social reality 1:1. They are estimates, ranging from pure 
guesswork to statistical descriptions with high significance – but they never equal 
social reality. They are merely representations of this social reality, and the basis for 
the calculation of prices for advertising (or other marketing techniques). The 
commodity sold is based on the common agreement between seller and buyer on a 
price, and the mutual belief that the calculated statistics are good enough. Like any 
other market, the audience market is based on the belief that the signifier – the figure 
indicating the size and composition of the audience – has a referent in social reality 
(cf. Galbraith 1970).  
 A third sign commodity is traffic. In the digital world, media users have 
increasing access to means of production and distribution on social networking sites 
and other forums that, as their business model, have user traffic at their centre. The 
tightened bonds between the telecommunications industry and other parts of the 
media and advertising industries mean that much of the media economy builds on 
bytes transferred through fibre optic cables or Wi-Fi networks. In such an economy 
even waste turns into economic value, because it matters very little to the 
telecommunications companies what content flows through their networks as long as 
it produces traffic. Illegal downloading is then also to the benefit of these companies, 
as is spam mail. Spam mail, in fact, is a very peculiar entity in this economic circuit. 
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Most of it is never opened by its addressee, and quite often it goes directly, via spam 
filters, to the waste-basket. Nonetheless, it contributes to the “traffic commodity” 
(Van Couvering 2008). This is, however, a general kind of traffic commodity. 
Through new business models and opportunities provided for by digitization, there 
has also appeared a specific traffic commodity. As the telecommunications companies 
– our telephone and Internet service providers – have access to the data we as users 
produce, they can also map out our behaviour on the web and produce user behaviour 
profiles. The websites we visit, the patterns of our e-mail correspondence, our patterns 
of search on Google, Yahoo! or bing, our postings on social networking sites like 
Facebook, produce information that can then be sold to third parties to take advantage 
of through cleverly constructed algorithms that provide us with tailored marketing 
messages. And all these commodities have the quality of being intangible. They 
consist of aggregated information in large data banks that can be harvested and turned 
into economic value by those who control the communication flows.  
 My fourth example of a sign commodity is the brand. A brand can be 
described as a complex signifier, constructed in semiotic labour with the purpose of 
producing a specific signified connected to a company or a consumer commodity. The 
brand is the most obvious sign commodity, as it is a construct that everyone 
acknowledges as a construct. A brand is descriptive as well as prescriptive. It is “a 
practical effort to make the world conform to the structures of the conceptual” 
(Carrier 1998: 2, quoted in Moor 2007: 5). As such it works at the level of the sign, 
and is thus subsumed by the laws of signification. In the traditional industrial 
production of tangible commodities, brand differentiation was adopted as a strategy to 
separate one commodity from another within the same functional area. With increased 
market competition, branding strategies became more important, and hence the sign 
value of commodities, as the value brands are built on, gradually took command over 
the functional use values of objects and commodities, and the sign value itself became 
the most important object of consumption (Baudrillard 1968: 229). We need only take 
a quick look at the mobile phone market to realize that brand recognition is more 
important than the technological information of functionality; Apple has been 
particularly successful through their (de)sign strategies, creating hype around their 
products, most notably the iPhone and iPad. A strong consumer demand is created 
through this, built less on functionality and more on sign appearance: “iPhone 5 – The 
biggest thing to happen to iPhone since iPhone”, as the self-hype on Apple’s web 
pages goes. This slogan is followed in an animated row by six other slogans, the first 
dealing with its design and the next five with its functionality (technical performance, 
new application features, etc.).6 Design is thus the first and most important argument 
in the brand construction of Apple’s iPhone.  
 These four kinds of sign commodities arguably are indicative of how 
contemporary media industries work. This is an aspect of “the media” – as institutions 
and technologies – that is not truly possible to grasp only with the institutional or the 
technological mediatization perspective alone, and as these examples reveal, there is a 
need to take seriously the workings of communicative signification as well as 
approaches rooted in phenomenology and social constructionism if we are to 
understand contemporary media landscapes. The second modernity perspective, with 
its roots in linguistic, anthropological, and (post-)structuralist theory, and the world 
perspective in phenomenology need to be brought together and seen as 
complementary rather than as rivals, as they highlight different aspects of these roles 
of the media. Or, to phrase it differently, if we cannot consider the institutional power 
relations in conjunction with the specificities of both technological and 
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communicative form, and if these cannot be related to the subjective apprehensions of 
media users and producers, we have little chance of capturing the complexities of late 
modern media cultures and societies.  
 
6  Conclusion 
In the above I have tried to discuss three strands of, or approaches to, mediatization 
theory. First, I have discussed the institutional perspective, with its mainly causal 
explanatory approach, leaning towards a linear, transmission perspective, based in an 
historical view that could be described as close to a modernization perspective. As the 
focus is on the impact of the media as an institution affecting social processes, it 
mainly theorizes the media as a phenomenon that works on social institutions from 
the outside. This is mediatization as institutional impact, and the logic emphasized is 
that of the institution.  
 Second, I have accounted for the technological perspective, which is based in 
linguistics, structural anthropology, semiotics, and Marxism, arguing that we have 
now entered a second modernity, and emphasizing the play of signifiers, sign value, 
and a media and cultural production process marked by signifying practices. The 
historical view is not necessarily linear, although there are also strong such 
influences. The role of the media in this perspective is on the level of form, and 
concerns how it provides a code that is decisive for the quality and character of 
communication. This is mediatization as communicative quality. The logic 
forefronted is that of the sign, and the impact of signification and difference.  
 The first and second perspectives are both centred on a specific, processual 
view on history. In the first case linearity and causality are emphasized, while the 
second approach, in line with its post-structuralist influences, forefronts the break 
with previous historical developments. But this is also a perspective informed by 
linear thinking, as you can only introduce a break if there is a previously formed, 
continuous succession of events. However, both have very little to say about 
individual action, the dynamics of media use, or the consequences of perception on 
the structural matrixes that form our cultures and societies.  
 Third, I have pointed to the media as world perspective, rooted in 
phenomenology and social constructionism, and with a clearer, integrative approach 
to the relationship between media, culture, and society. It shares with the second 
perspective an emphasis on the production and sharing of meaning, but is less post-
structural and rather rooted in constructionist approaches and the will to overcome the 
micro–macro divide in theory. If there is a logic emphasized – and it should be 
stressed that the concept of logic fits less well within this paradigm – it is to be found 
in the interplay between a logic of relations and a logic of the social, of action. Within 
the world perspective the interpretive actions of human subjects are acknowledged, 
and contrary to post-structural sign theories, whereby meaning is produced as an 
effect of signification, the world perspective has a sensitivity to the range of 
interpretations made, all resulting from the variations in different experiences of the 
human subjects. This is the “constructivist structuralism” argued for by Bourdieu, or 
the lived experience of Williams, and it also appears at the bottom of theories such as 
the encoding/decoding perspective of Hall ([1973] 1980), and so on. These are all 
approaches that have tried to overcome some of the problems that at the bottom line 
can be traced back to the classical tensions in the philosophy of science: 
subjectivism–objectivism, structure–agency, individual–society. They are, of course, 
not solved by the arguments above, but their reappearance is constantly provoked by 
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the continuously new constellations and relational conditions of the media, culture, 
and society.  
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