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Abstract. The contemporary changes in the system of political communications associated 
with the expansion of media in the life of the contemporary person and society aim at 
better understanding of their nature and character. That makes relevant the appeal to the 
classical theory of media, which provides opportunities for the formation of new research 
approaches to improve existing theoretical concepts. This article discusses and clarifies 
the contribution of Niklas Luhmann (a classicist of the world sociology) to the sociology 
of media in the context of his theory of the social system. He characterized the latter as 
being autopoietic—that is, capable of self-reproduction (which also implies its ability to 
build relationships with itself—self-reflection), and of self-description. This article presents 
the author’s interpretation of Luhmann’s theories of the social system and media in the 
conditions of deep transformations of the media sphere. The latter is observed from the 
standpoint of the theory of political resonances, which play an important role in the pro-
cesses of self-organization and self-description of the contemporary society and its public 
sphere. The concepts of media and its classification proposed by Luhmann are analyzed 
too. Luhmann’s approach to the analysis of the specifics of mass communications in the 
contemporary conditions is studied as a possible basis for the modernization of the the-
ory of public policy in the context of modern information and political challenges. Such 
interpretation is considered as the moment of scientific novelty of this work.
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INTRODUCTION
The essence of politics is in the resonant nature of political effects and influenc-
es. Without political resonance arising in the public sphere, the feedback system 
does not function, the indicators of the implementation of political decisions are 
reduced, and, as a result, the effectiveness of the mechanisms for legitimizing 
state power diminishes. As I noted in my previous article: 

“Political resonance is various social strata’s spontaneous or partially manageable 
expression of public opinion regarding political events, politicians’ actions and 
decisions made by state institutions. Mass communication plays a significant 
role in generating political resonance, performing its informative function, 
creating a certain image of current political events and including these events 
into the space of public policy. In this case, we are not speaking about creating 
artificial attention-grabbing political events, regardless of their relationship with 
society’s real interests,” nor is it related to any biased manipulation via 
sociopolitical agenda by the media. Resonance is a flexible and effective tool 
used to influence public opinion and aimed at promoting the formation of 
collective consciousness and society’s collective will. Political resonance can 
be regarded as a tool for interlinking the interests of the authorities and society 
with the employment of public policy tools” [1, p. 247-254]. 

The increasing importance of resonance effects in politics in modern conditions 
is predetermined by the ability to resist the process of simulating public policy, 
which turns it into a means of manipulating public consciousness.

Resonance policy in the public sphere requires reliance on a systematic meth-
odology that is also applied to the study of media activities in modern society. 
However, the question arises: is it possible nowadays to form a certain strategy 
of behavior in relation to media in modern conditions without undermining the 
structural autonomy of the latter and the public sphere itself?  Is it possible for 
media to fulfill their functions of conveying objective information to society 
under conditions of an obvious strengthening of the conformist trend in their 
activities [2, p. 214]

Postmodern public policy theory popular today is based on several basic points:
1. Criticism of rationalism: denial of the possibilities of conscious argumentation.
2. Criticism of individualism: denial of the recognition of an autonomous and 

conscious individual.
3. Criticism of normativism: denial of the recognition of universal norms and 

their conscious acceptance.
4. Criticism of consensualism: denial of the possibilities of overcoming conflicts 

through consensus [3, p. 143-144].
At the same time, if one does not accept postmodern postulates, the following 

questions will remain relevant and will require additional clarification: how is 
publicity possible in a mass communications society? On what basis is the public 
space formed and how does it function? How does the process of communication 
function?
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In our opinion, a systematic approach to the study of media events and the func-
tioning of the public sphere allows us to bridge the gap between the extremes of 
determinism and postmodern ideas about the fragmentation of the public sphere 
as the bearer of some universally significant “meanings”. The substantiation of the 
need to connect a systems approach with a resonant vision of modern processes in 
the public sphere and the media sphere is the main goal of this article.

MAIN PART
Various researchers have proposed their own versions of a systems approach to 
the study of society as a complex whole and its media as a significant element. 
One of the attempts to clarify the nature and role of publicity within a wider and 
changing social context is made by Niklas Luhmann, a prominent thinker in sys-
tems theory.

Niklas Luhmann (1927-1998) was a German sociologist, Professor of the 
University of Bielefeld, one of the most famous representatives of systems the-
ory in sociology. He is regarded as one of the most influential sociologists whose 
work is recognized by European and international scientific communities. N.
Luhmann’s system theory is of great importance for the development of the so-
ciology of media.

Systems theory of society, created by N. Luhmann, is the cornerstone of his more 
general theory of society. The originality of the approach described by the research-
er lies in the fact that he made the concept of an autopoietic or self-referential 
system basic to his theory of society. Within the framework of this approach, so-
ciety acts as a system subdivided into subsystems capable of self-reproduction 
through self-reference [4, p. 154-168]. According to the sociologist, the key con-
dition for the existence of a self-referential system is its ability to describe itself 
according to certain rules, necessary for marking and preserving the boundaries 
between such a system and its environment. Communication for such a system 
turns into a basic process that ensures its reproduction and functioning at all levels. 
Especially important in this regard is the identification of system reproduction 
mechanisms, as well as the main ways of carrying out communication necessary 
for the functioning of this system.

According to N. Luhmann, communication within the system implies a con-
tinuous coding process [8]. Certain codes within the system open access to com-
munication channels that are closed to those social actors who do not possess the 
corresponding codes. Codes formed within the framework of other systems are 
not fundamentally operational for this system (for example, for the economy, the 
concepts of “love” or “morality” are absolutely invalid and they do not contrib-
ute to effective communication). Due to this coding, each system has the ability 
to self-identify without spreading this identification process to other systems—and 
is limited only to its own borders in relations with its social environment [14, 
p. 6]. The system description function is performed by “external observers”—
researchers who reconstruct the logic of its structure and behavior. At the same 
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time, the system, being a structured whole, is influenced by the structures of the 
external environment, which N. Luhmann characterizes with the help of the con-
cept of “structural interaction” [7, p. 1419-1441]. At the same time, the “struc-
tural isolation” of the system declared by the German researcher is connected 
with the general logic of its internal cycles, with the formation of a definite re-
action to external influences and with the subsequent analysis of this process.

N. Luhmann’s systems theory is of great importance for the development of the 
sociology of media. Media themselves is a key subject in Luhmann’s work, which, 
in particular, is evidenced by a quote from his famous book “The Reality of the 
Mass Media” (1995, part 1): 

“Everything that we know about our society, as well as the world in which we 
live, we know thanks to the media” [7, p. 9].

N. Luhmann is consistent in the implementation of his logic. He considers the 
media as one of self-describing systems which have become isolated from other 
systems within the framework of society as a result of the emergence of copying 
equipment that has formed an independent infrastructure of the mass media. Lu-
hmann generally refers to the mass media as “all public institutions that use 
copying equipment for the dissemination of information” [10, p. 10]. The main  
achievement of the mass media is the production of books, newspapers, maga-
zines, photocopies, etc., created in a serial way and distributed in large numbers. 
The “propagation technique” formed in this way plays a role in the process of 
self-determination (literally, differentiation (Ausdifferenzierung)) of the mass 
media system which is similar to the role of money in economy. The modern 
communication system creates for the sender and the recipient of information 
the feeling of being in the same physical space, although this does not correspond 
to reality” [13].

N. Luhmann ascribes the media, among other public institutions, a mediating 
role in the process of cognition. That is why media play a key role in his works. 
Clarifying the meaning of the concept of media, N. Luhmann makes an important 
distinction between media themselves and their forms symbolically referred to as 
communication media and dissemination media (Verbreitungsmedien).

At the same time, N. Luhmann does not proceed from the fact that consumers 
of a media product uncritically perceive the content of the media. He emphasizes 
that not only do the media spread knowledge and instill it in people’s minds, but 
they also form public critical perception of this knowledge. Moreover, the content 
of the media is subject to manipulation. Therefore, not only do the mass media 
disseminate knowledge, but they also spark critical thinking in the population who 
tend to take information “with a pinch of salt” [9, p. 9]. At the same time, N. Lu-
hmann considers media not only as an observation tool, but also as a structuring 
element of society. As a result, the concept of media put forward and substantiated 
by N. Luhmann plays a crucial role in the framework of his theories of communi-
cation and differentiation, as well as in formulating a diagnosis of the state of 
modern society.
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Considering the mechanisms of functioning of the media, N. Luhmann asks the 
following question: what makes it possible to regard a specific type of mass media 
communication (for example, a newspaper) as a medium? Is the newspaper a me-
dium in itself? What allows a newspaper to function as a medium? The theory of 
media proposed by N. Luhmann contains criteria for identifying media as such. 
Developing the logic he adopted, N. Luhmann presents three basic levels of media 
theory. For a deeper consideration of the levels mentioned, he distinguishes between 
the categories of media and their forms, between symbolically generalized media 
and dissemination media.

N. Luhmann begins the analysis of his media theory by referring to such a qual-
ity of media as “non-obviousness”. He believes it is not obvious that the commu-
nicated content reaches the addressee in the same form that the sender of the media 
message assumes it would. In other words, the fact that we can understand some-
thing with the help of media in the same way as the sender understands it is con-
troversial. N. Luhmann notes: 

“Why should someone focus his attention on this message from among many 
other messages, try to understand the addresser and form his own attitude based 
on the information given to him if he has the right not to do this?” [11, p. 191].

What is the peculiarity of Luhmann’s approach to media? His questions about 
the nature of this phenomenon are formulated as follows. What do we consider 
reliable in the framework of social processes? How do people know that they are 
able to understand something in the social reality surrounding them? What media 
messages (Botschaften) deserve public attention? Why do people believe that 
some things may attract more public attention than others? And what is especial-
ly important: how is it possible to communicate certain content in such a way 
that it is understood by the addressee? Answers to these questions are formulat-
ed by N. Luhmann with an emphasis on the media phenomenon: “Communication 
systems constitute themselves by distinguishing between media (Medien) and 
forms” [11, p. 195].

According to N. Luhmann, when there is an intention to communicate a mes-
sage, it should be aimed at a particular target audience. Social order becomes 
possible only when we are able to build certain structures of expectation and 
establish interrelated communication tools. Due to these tools, media may claim 
that they can understand things and phenomena that we do not understand in our 
daily life.

At the same time, media, according to Luhmann, is not a publicly manifested 
phenomenon. Media become visible through the forms in which they are embodied 
[1, p. 198]. And while media remain relatively vague, they can function everywhere 
and be associated with various forms. 

An example of such a medium is language that can take various forms: French, 
German, English, or Japanese, etc. The functioning of a language is associated with 
specific semantic forms, or rather, with grammar structures. It is through appropri-
ate grammar forms that a language as a medium becomes visible and understand-
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able. We can recognize something as a language when we recognize and use its 
specific grammar structures.

N. Luhmann emphasizes that media themselves are not included in a system as 
a substrate, but only  in their specific forms, since no single functional system can 
work with indefinite and shapeless elements. All these laws are inherent in com-
munication media [11, p. 201]. N. Luhmann clarifies the differences between me-
dia and forms through the example of a daily newspaper. The property of a news-
paper to be a medium is expressed neither in specifically designed layout, nor in 
the print, but in a grammatically ordered text that is perceived by the readers of a 
newspaper. As a result, media elements (words, block letters, print) become visible 
only through certain forms (grammar, lexis).

Another specific media form—symbolically generalized media—becomes pop-
ular in cases where social forms can no longer be made up of direct interaction 
between the authors of communication messages alone. The activities of these 
media are inextricably linked with the use of the so-called “buffer structures”, i.e. 
cases of communication whose participants imply in their interaction certain con-
ventional (agreed or generally significant) meanings. They also use universal (or 
generally accepted) means of symbolic exchange as a mediating means of com-
munication, due to which in response to one conventional action another conven-
tional action follows. An example of the use of such symbolically generalized 
media, in N. Luhmann’s opinion, is the purchase of bread in a grocery store. It is 
well known that for the purchase of bread it is necessary to have a certain amount 
of money in your wallet, and the offer of other means of payment (symbolic ex-
change) is unreasonable and ineffective in this context. 

How can we understand the functioning of the “buffer structures” in a situation 
in which a person who is not integrated into our system makes his choice? N. 
Luhmann explains the specificity of this understanding with the help of the con-
cept of symbolically generalized communication media, which, in his opinion, 
“are a new embodiment of conditioning and motivation”. He places communi-
cation in the media field, establishing a specific format of relationships and re-
ducing the risks during the communication process even in the of case inconven-
ient communication” [11, p. 204]. N. Luhmann means the following: 
symbolically generalized communication media are media that structure situations 
in a logical sense. This logic facilitates orientation in unknown and unfavorable 
situations. They thus ensure the success of communication—even when the lat-
ter is characterized by a high degree of non-obviousness. For this reason, N. 
Luhmann also defines symbolically generalized communication media as suc-
cessful media that guarantee the ultimate ability to provide a reliable understand-
ing of communication proposals. Among these successful media (or symbolical-
ly generalized communication media) N. Luhmann  distinguishes money in 
economics, power in politics, truth in science, love in intimate relationships, or 
the phenomenon of beauty in the arts. N. Luhmann points out that in economy 
people need money, since the natural exchange of material goods is now obvi-
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ously ineffective. Money is a communication medium, embodying the idea of 
payment and non-payment.

In Luhmann’s opinion, symbolically generalized communication media structure 
social situations. They help build systematic “buffer structures” that function in a 
logical sense. Due to them, certain situations become structured. From here, vari-
ous types of logic or various symbolically generalized communication media arise 
and coexist with each other.

Science focuses on truth as a medium, i.e. an idea of what is true or not true. 
Thus, science operates with the help of a symbolically generalized communication 
medium of truth. Through this medium, scientific communications become under-
standable, this medium guarantees their reliability. The question of truth automat-
ically relates to the field of science.

The key medium of the political sphere is power, as well as the question of le-
gitimizing the choices made by society (in relation to power). The logic of the 
political functions with the help of media: who can make this choice, and who 
cannot? Who has the power to make decisions, and who doesn’t? Power is one of 
symbolically generalized communication media, towards which the political is 
oriented and which we recognize as actually political.

The same scheme, in N. Luhmann’s opinion, is also effective in relation to 
daily newspapers. The content that is present in the newspaper is subject to the 
general logic of the mass media. At the same time, the basis of trust in the news-
paper for its readers is the inseparable connection of the latter with the concept 
of information. The newspaper is focused on the value of current events and 
operates with the help of more general media information and non-information. 
The mass media are guided by the symbolically generalized communication log-
ic when they search for and disseminate certain information that currently has a 
certain social significance [9]. As a result, what is news today may become ob-
solete tomorrow.

At the same time, the world of public media is diverse and has a pronounced 
pluralistic character. Various symbolically generalized communication media (and 
the logic that structures social life with help of these media) can coexist within the 
same situation or context and interact with each other.

Among the three basic concepts of the media theory, N. Luhmann specifically 
identifies the so-called “dissemination media” (Verbreitungsmedien). He believes 
that we are inclined to talk about dissemination media when it comes to the diver-
sity of created redundancy (Redundanz). Dissemination media are constantly ex-
panding the range of their communication. Given the scale on which this informa-
tion is disseminated, it inevitably becomes redundant (in terms of the possibilities 
for society to perceive this information).

According to N. Luhmann, any medium that spreads information in the public 
sphere, such as language, writing, typography, television, computers, including all 
media forms that lead to mass communication, is disseminating. In this case, mass 
communication acts as a certain conditional frame for forming relationships on the 
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basis of shared topics that the public is interested in and which have a chance to 
be at the center of public attention. Dissemination media make information acces-
sible, thus the latter can be perceived as trustworthy and known to many. As a result, 
it acquires the property of redundancy (Redundanz); this happens when this infor-
mation is repeated many times.

This is how knowledge and ideas shared by members of society are formed; 
the attitude to them is nonetheless different. To clarify the essence of this phe-
nomenon, the following quotation by N. Luhmann is well suited: 

“The mass media’s priority public function is to involve everyone in some joint 
reality, in other words, to involve everyone in examining (confirming) some of 
the statements that possess an operational function and turn events into reality” 
[4, p. 367]. 

Dissemination mass media assert themselves through the dissemination of infor-
mation, as well as through their contribution to the maintenance of some jointly 
construed reality.

Ultimately, the information spread through the media convinces us of our abil-
ity to take part in some jointly accepted reality. The latter is a reality of a special 
kind that has an imaginary and conditional nature, which is a key statement of 
Luhmann’s theory. At the same time, symbolically generalized communication 
media always structure a situation in different ways, since each of them produces 
completely unique types of logic and systems based on them; at the same time, the 
patterns inherent in one of such systems cannot be transferred to another system 
without conflict. Therefore, the logic of the media is one of the possible types of 
logic among other media. The logic of the media shapes views on current events, 
providing the public with a certain picture of reality:

1. Media fulfill a generative function. They do not mechanically perceive 
communication practices, but constantly transform their content.

2. Creation of new mass media is not aimed directly at changing social practices.
3. Only in the process of a gradual change in the relationship between media 

and society does the transformation of socially significant information occur. 
According to N. Luhmann, within the framework of three key phases of 
social evolution, which the researcher designates as “archaic societies—high 
cultures—global society”, the processes of integration, preservation and 
development of more and more complex social systems occur on the basis 
of constantly updated forms of communication [11, p. 357].

Thus, media, according to N. Luhmann, in the process of their development are 
gradually turning into a catalyst for social change. Changes in the ways and forms 
of their functioning are increasingly reflected in social practices. At the same time, 
according to the scholar, empirical and practical research should show which me-
dia cover social aspects at a new level, and which do not. At the same time, N. 
Luhmann distances himself from the concept of technical determinism proposed 
by Friedrich Kittler, who links the technical capabilities of media with the content 
they broadcast.
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Despite a number of methodological reservations, N. Luhmann believes that 
changes in the forms and methods of media contribute to changes in society. In his 
work The Society of Society (1997), Luhmann describes how various social forma-
tions can be understood through changing media. Archaic societies, in his opinion, 
were few in number, they relied on joint leadership or kinship  and they  knew each 
other. High cultures, in turn, relied on the printed word. Effective management 
became possible when communications began to play the role of a means of con-
trol. If new means of communication are discovered, new opportunities for inter-
action can be achieved through communication media. Facilitation of relocation 
and communication synchronizes people’s relationships. Global publicity emerges 
which relies on universal meanings. N. Luhmann also speaks of a global society 
that forms itself through global media. Without determinism, media become a cat-
alyst for changes in social practices. It is the proliferation of media and the trans-
formation of the mechanisms of their functioning that contribute to the formation 
of a new social reality.

In the context of classical sociology, Luhmann formulates a qualitatively new 
approach to understanding the nature of public authority [6, 12] in modern conditions:

1. Power is limited by a certain communicative community, in which the 
possible “no” of subordinates outlines the limits of the capabilities of the 
carriers of power.

2. A request for power as a communicative medium is formulated by society 
as an integral system.

3. The function of power as a communication medium is to increase the 
likelihood of a positive response (a “yes-response”) from the object of power.

4. Positivity and productivity of power as a communication mechanism is 
located in the wide space between attraction and coercion.

5. Power and freedom do not exclude each other. It is freedom that distinguishes 
power from violence and coercion. Relationships based on coercion are not 
power relations.

6. In relations of power, communication is fundamentally open; both parties 
can accept or reject this relationship.

As a result, power based on media communication facilities available, becomes 
capable of not only structuring public space, but also setting certain parameters of 
social and political order in the process of constant dialogue with society based on 
established communication formats, without reducing its activities exclusively to 
the functions of coercion. At the same time, it can be assumed that the role of the 
mass media as an intermediary between society and power in the matter of repro-
duction and improvement of the above-mentioned formats (as well as in increasing 
the symbolic capital of power) will only increase.
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CONCLUSION
On the basis of the aforementioned, we can conclude that in the context of the 
topic of resonant media policy the key role and methodological basis of N. Luh-
mann’s systems theory is the ability of media to act as an organizer of communi-
cation processes. This ability cannot be thought of without  a certain amount of 
symbolic capital of media (which is not a constant value and requires effort for its 
production), i.e., society’s trust in it and in the information disseminated by it.

To perform this organizing communication function, the fundamental media 
intermediaries (media in their original sense — such as money in economics, pow-
er in politics, and truth in science) which structure life in the framework of various 
social subsystems must initially have symbolic capital that determines their status 
in society.

Such capital necessary for structuring media (as well as for public institutions) 
is provided due to their reliance on public discourse, such as the discourse of jus-
tice, of management efficiency, of prosperity, etc. Society that supports these dis-
courses entrusts structuring media mentioned above with social capital which is 
necessary for them to function properly.

In turn, symbolic capital which supports such discourses reproduces  dissemi-
nation media—newspapers, magazines, television and the Internet. Reproducibil-
ity and strength of basic discourses that support a certain social order depend on 
the position of the latter. Media which reproduce symbolic capital can maintain 
discourses that are advantageous to the authorities, and they can even destroy them. 
Such media can both support and destroy the existing social order.

As a result, it is the joint work of uniting and reproducing media that forms 
public space, which contains meaningful discourses and a certain number of hier-
archically related media actors with the variable volume of symbolic capital. In 
this situation, public (political) power takes precedence over all other actors of 
public space not only at the expense of the amount of symbolic capital initially 
appropriated (recognized by society), but also at the expense of selective commu-
nication  with the most beneficial actors from political, economic and social net-
works. The latter provides it with additional opportunities in converting one type 
of capital into another.

Power itself in the course of its activities can also lose symbolic capital if its 
practical policy does not correspond to the discourses used by it (for example, 
discourses of well-being or justice), which in this case can be “turned” against it 
by its opponents, the mass media, or various opposition groups. Thus, certain dis-
courses act as the basis of a social or political order of a particular type. Their 
systematic reproduction requires coordinated work of the authorities, the media 
and other actors of the public space to form a public consensus on key issues of 
the “agenda”, taking into account both the inevitable volatility of the public space 
and the long-term tasks of social and political engineering.

The understanding of the social system proposed by N. Luhmann in terms of 
autopoiesis, i.e., self-reproduction, helps to eliminate the logical difficulties that 
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arise when using the concepts of a systems approach to explain social phenome-
na and, above all, public policy phenomena and mechanisms of its reproduction. 
In turn, N. Luhmann’s understanding of communication not as a process of infor-
mation transfer, but as a semantic, self-referential and self-replicating process is 
a prerequisite for forming an idea of the inevitably resonant nature of public pol-
icy. It is this vision  that should be the basis of the modern concept of public pol-
icy and new approaches to its study. And it is the appeal to the classics of the 
sociology of media, like N. Luhmann, that helps us modernize the theory of pub-
lic policy, public authority and public administration in the face of modern con-
ditions and challenges.
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