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Writing in the early days of network society, the historian Michael Warner asked whether
“the absence of punctual rhythms” in online communication required to “abandon
‘circulation’ as an analytic category” (Warner 2002: 98). This paper takes up the
challenge that circulation indeed needs to be reconfigured for digital and networked
contexts, where the objects that circulate are no longer material artefacts but references
between data points (e.g. users, sites, platforms). In journalism studies, circulation
traditionally referred to the number of copies distributed by newspapers. Increases in
circulation are and were often associated with the growing importance of journalism in
society. The concept of circulation itself so far has remained critically unexamined in
journalism studies although digital media have decisively changed its meaning and
dynamics. A logic of growth continues to be tied to circulation, nowadays implied in
statistics of users, growth of platforms or numbers of trackbacks in social media and
online communication. Such numerical evidence tends to short-circuit questions of
meaning and public relevance although a growing body of work is dedicated to analyse
cultures of circulation online (Horsti 2016; Braun 2015; Jenkins, Ford & Green 2013).
The aim of this paper is to offer a critical revaluation of circulation from a network
perspective, outlining how digital circulation needs to be disentangled from growth or
distribution. Instead, the processes in which meaning is generated through circulation
need to be contextualised within ‘natively digital objects’ in networked communication
(e.g. tags, html, web ontologies) that allow for digital circulation to take place (Drucker
2007; Rogers 2013; Beer 2013; Hui 2012). Through this dual focus on the level of
meaning and networking, the paper suggests that circulation can be developed into a
critical concept to study journalism in a networked environment (Valaskivi & Sumiala
2014), where references between different types of users and types of content proliferate
in decidedly disjunct temporalities.
The presentation will include preliminary findings of an empirical study on how
circulation differs between different networks of actors - journalists, activists and lay users
of social networks. The case study investigates distinct dynamics of circulation around a
group of bike activists who initiated a referendum on bike-friendly infrastructure in Berlin
in June 2016. The analysis will contrasts circulation on Twitter with coverage of the
initiative in German regional and national news media.

Works Cited
Aronczyk, Melissa; Craig, Ailsa (2012). “Introduction: Cultures of Circulation.” Poetics
40(2): 93-100. https://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.poetic.2012.02.001
Beer, David (2013). Popular Culture and New Media: The Politics of Circulation.
Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.
Drucker, Johanna (2007). “Performative Metatexts in Metadata, and Mark-Up.” European
Journal of English Studies 11(2): 177-191. https://dx.doi.org/
10.1080/13825570701452888
Horsti, Karina (2016). “Digital Islamophobia: The Swedish Woman as a Figure of Pure
and Dangerous Whiteness.” New Media & Society [online ahead of print]. https://
dx.doi.org/10.1177/1461444816642169
Hui, Yuk (2012). “What is a Digital Object?” Metaphilosophy 43(4): 380-395.
Jenkins, Henry; Ford, Sam; Green, Joshua (2013). Spreadable Media. Creating Value and
Meaning in Networked Culture. New York: New York University Press.
Rogers, Richard (2013). Digital Methods. Cambridge MA.: MIT Press.
Valaskivi, Katja; Sumiala, Johanna (2014). “Circulating Social Imaginaries: Theoretical
and Methodological Reflections.” European Journal of Cultural Studies 17(3): 229-243.
https://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1367549413508741
Warner, Michael (2002). Publics and Counterpublics. New York: Zone Books.

Contact

Dr. Christoph Raetzsch
Freie Universität Berlin
Institute for Media and Communication Studies
Division of Journalism Studies/Division of Organisational Communication
Garystr. 55
14195 Berlin
Germany
Tel.: +49 30/838-51125
Email: christoph.raetzsch@fu-berlin.de
Web: http://raetzsch.berlin

