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CHAPTER 18

Communicative Figurations: Towards a New 
Paradigm for the Media Age?

Giselinde Kuipers

18.1    Introduction: Figurations and Mediations

In What is Sociology? Norbert Elias introduces the concept ‘figuration’ 
with a metaphor: a game of cards. He writes:

When four people are sitting around a table and play cards together, they 
form a figuration. Their actions are interdependent. Indeed, common […] 
usage allows us to speak in this case of “game” as if it had some existence 
in itself. One can say “the game moves slowly.” But despite all objectifying 
expressions, it is in this case quite clear that the course of the game springs 
from the interweaving of the actions of a group of interdependent indi-
viduals. (Elias 2006[1970]: 172; author’s translation).

As Elias discusses these four people and their actions, he gradually unfolds 
the rationale of the figuration concept. This concept aims to overcome the 
distinction between ‘the individual’ and ‘the social’. To show how social life 
is always a process. To show that there are shifting balances of power, rather 
than fixed positions of power and subordination. Finally, this concept aims to 
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show that ‘the game’—and thus, any social interaction—has a reality and a 
logic of its own that cannot be reduced to the intentions of individual players.

But can one understand the game by just looking at the players? Elias 
mentions the role of the table, which should please Latourians. But what 
about the deck of cards? Without taking into account the cards—are they 
thrown or held onto, in one person’s hand, another’s, or on the table, 
isolated or in specific combinations?—the actions of the human play-
ers make little sense. The cards are part of the figuration. Not as actors, 
however. But what, then?

Reading this volume, it occurred to me that the cards are a medium. 
The cards relay information between the players, mediating their rela-
tions and interactions. They have content (numbers, colours), technol-
ogy (print) and a material basis (cardboard, plastic coating). They can 
be recombined to convey different messages. They encompass different 
genres, ranging from sophisticated (bridge) to simple (old maid), from 
global (poker) to local (Skat). They even can work on different ‘plat-
forms’. Today, many card games are played on the ‘meta-medium’ (see 
Hepp and Hasebrink, this volume) of the computer.

All human figurations are mediated. Elias, in the late 1960s, was fight-
ing different battles: against Parsonian functionalism, behaviourism and 
anti-historicism (Elias 2006 [1970]; Elias and Scotson 2008 [1965]). 
Thus, he was not concerned with issues of mediation and mediatization.1 
But in the twenty-first century‚ increasing mediatization is reshaping 
social life at a high pace. The role of media in human interaction has 
taken centre stage. This volume, and the larger research programme into 
Communicative Figurations that most of its authors are involved in, suc-
cessfully revives Elias’s notion of figuration to make sense of the current 
age of ‘deep mediatization’.

Reading the various chapters, I was struck to see how well the con-
cept of figuration worked to understand the way people organize them-
selves in fluctuating groups, organized through and around a wide range 
of media. The figurational approach allows researchers to bridge social 
life and media life, as well as social theory and media theory. This is an 
important and timely intervention. Neither social science nor media 
studies has, in my view, been able to successfully conceptualize the 
increasing interweaving of media and social life.2 The new figurational 
approach of the ‘Bremen School’ is an ambitious, potentially fruit-
ful step towards thinking about media and social life as integrated and 
co-constitutive.
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My reading of this volume was guided by three questions. First, does 
this figurational approach work? Does it allow us to see things that we 
previously did not? Do we see relations or patterns that we previously 
missed? Second, how does the new figurational approach relate to the 
figurational approach as developed by Elias and his followers? What does 
it add or improve? Third, is this, or can this be, the beginning of a new 
paradigm that bridges media and social theory?

18.2  D  oes the Figurational Approach  
Allow Us to See New Things?

The true test of any theoretical approach is its usefulness: does it allow us 
to see or understand things that we previously did not? In this volume, 
the figurational approach is employed to analyze a wide variety of topics: 
from (non)tweeting clerics to instant-messaging adolescents, and from 
political decision-making to hacker collectives. Methods vary too: con-
tent analysis, surveys, interviews, ethnography. Throughout, the chapters 
refer to the figurational approach as outlined in the introductory chapter 
by Hepp and Hasebrink (Chap. 2). This gives the volume coherence and 
shows the merits of the approach.

All chapters show, in various ways, how people and media come 
together to create fluctuating figurations. Various forms of media, or 
‘media ensembles’, are central to these figurations. As all authors show, 
the workings of these figurations cannot be understood without taking 
into account the diverse media practices of the actors involved. This is 
as true for adolescent friendship groups as it is for journalists, clerics, 
social activists or school principals. Moreover, these figurations are not 
fixed: they change, and they look different from different perspectives. 
Typically, the authors use the term ‘network’ (always with the same Elias 
quote) to describe these shifting figurations. The approach also comes 
with a clear methodological logic: in most chapters, looking for these 
networks of actors is the first step of the analysis. The second step is the 
connection of these networks with their media ensembles. Thus, the ana-
lytical steps automatically lead the authors to consider people and media 
in conjunction.

Many chapters highlight the nested nature of these figurations of 
people and media. All figurations are embedded in larger ‘figurations of 
figurations’. Thus, organizations and institutions also form networks, 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-65584-0_2
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which operate by the same mediated, fluctuating logic. This nesting is 
evident in the chapters in the second part, which deal with institu-
tions and organizations such as journalism, blogging, schools and the 
Church. The nested view is most effective, however, when applied to 
more fluid domains. The interweaving of different figurations helps 
us understand bottom-up social action, such as the repair cafés dis-
cussed by Kannengießer (Chap. 5) or the hacker collectives discussed by 
Kubitschko (Chap. 4). Furthermore, the analysis of everyday mediated 
and unmediated interactions, such as the social life in cities as analyzed 
by Hepp et al. (Chap. 3), is much enlightened by this layered approach. 
Finally, this interweaving sheds light on the interconnectedness of global 
and local, as shown by Robel and Marszolek (Chap. 7).

This nested nature of figurations can also be extended downwards, to 
everyday interactions or even to individual or intra-individual level: the 
formation of self and identity, the expression of emotions, the regula-
tion of bodies. The theoretical agenda certainly allows for this. However, 
the focus seems to be more on the upwards connection, from micro- 
towards meso- and macro-levels, rather than across micro-levels. Every 
now and then, the chapters offer tantalizing glimpses of an extension 
towards the shaping of selves and the role of emotions in these figura-
tions. For instance, Wolf and Wudarski discuss the emergence of new, 
informal ways of learning, and new forms of expertise in online gaming 
(Chap. 6). Friemel and Bixler show how adolescents bond while com-
municating through media, about media (Chap. 8). Pritzlaff-Scheele and 
Nullmeier show that people (sadly) have more trouble reaching deci-
sions in online settings (Chap. 12). In these cases, the figurations expand 
upwards, towards wider societal networks, but also downwards, towards 
the shaping of emotions and identities.

Throughout the volume, authors show how people and media come 
together in figurations through practice. The practice-based approach 
captures people’s simultaneous engagement with various media and 
other people, highlighting not only the interweaving, but also the co-
constitution3 of figurations through people and media. The focus on 
practice means that media and people are seen simultaneously, without 
one having analytical or causal precedence over the other. In some chap-
ters, the analytical focus on practice is combined with the nesting of figu-
rations on different levels—especially Hepp et al. (Chap. 3); Kubitschko 
(Chap. 4), Kramp and Loosen (Chap. 9); Breiter and Ruhe (Chap. 13);  
Friemel and Bixler (Chap. 8). In these cases, the new figurational 
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approach to me seemed the most productive theoretically: new connec-
tions between media, human action and social groupings became visible 
that would have been difficult to see with other perspectives.

This volume also shows—maybe inadvertently—how difficult it is to 
show the interweaving of people and media without looking at prac-
tices. Not all methods and topics are equally suited to a practice theory. 
As is explained in an insightful chapter on methods at the end of the 
book (Chap. 17), capturing practices is difficult in general. Sometimes, 
authors in this volume attempt to infer practices from media texts or sur-
vey responses. In these cases, the focus on practices becomes somewhat 
strained, and the simultaneous focus on people and media more tenuous.

Finally, all chapters see figurations are linked by shared ‘frames of rel-
evance’. This is a true innovation as compared with the original Eliasian 
concept. The focus on shared frames of relevance enables researchers to 
analytically separate figurations. The recurring problem in the study of 
(informal) networks is that they have no clear boundaries: in the end, 
everybody is connected to everybody, and everything is connected to 
everything. Too easily, scholars then fall back on conventional institu-
tional delineations. However, as the chapters in Part II on institutions 
and organizations show‚ in this era of deep mediatization organizations 
often have fuzzy boundaries and many outward connections, while inter-
nally they may be fragmented and scattered. The figurational approach 
allows us to see how ‘hard’ institutions such as schools, news organiza-
tions and even the Church are made up of various communicative figura-
tions, with different linkages to the outside world. Indeed, institutions 
and organizations in this perspective form the meeting point of many 
figurations, each held together by shared ‘frames of relevance’.

Again, the usefulness of the figurational approach is both theoretical 
and empirical. The ‘frame of relevance’ helps to identify and delineate 
the unit(s) of analysis, and it yields interesting empirical results. Like the 
focus on practice, not all contributors manage to make optimal use of 
this concept. Sometimes, authors do not need it because the figuration is 
rather easy to delineate. More often, the question where figurations end, 
of how to identify a figuration, is simply not posed. But when applied, as 
for instance in the contribution of Friemel and Bixler (Chap. 8), Robel 
and Marszolek (Chap. 7) and Venema and Averbeck-Lietz (Chap. 10), 
the notion of frame of relevance seems a powerful tool for dealing with 
the fluidity, unboundedness and interconnectedness of communicative 
figurations.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-65584-0_17
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-65584-0_8
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-65584-0_7
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-65584-0_10
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The figurational approach clearly has added value as a theoretical per-
spective. Throughout the volume, it works as a clear methodological 
guideline. The chapters consistently connect people with media practices 
and ensembles. In the majority of the chapters, the figurational approach 
works well to highlight issues and relations that would otherwise remain 
unseen. However, in some chapters the figurational approach was more 
integral to the analysis than in others. The perspective works best when 
the various elements of the Hepp–Hasebrink three-step programme 
(constellation of actors, frame of relevance, media practices) are inte-
grated with each other, and inform both theory and empirical approach. 
A truly fruitful use of this perspective, however, implies the adoption of a 
number of assumptions that to me appear to underlie the communicative 
figurations approach. As I see it, these assumptions are: (1) social life is 
relational; (2) social life is processual; (3) meaning is constitutive of, and 
emerging from, interaction. I will return to these assumptions at the end 
of this chapter.

18.3  D  oes the New Figurational Approach Improve the 
Old Figurational Approach?

The second question that occupied me during the reading of this volume 
was its relation to the original figurational approach, and ‘figurational 
sociology’ as I have come to know it. Reading the volume, I sometimes 
felt like Darwin on the Galapagos Islands. During a period of separation, 
two different species have evolved from the same finch. The figurational 
finch that I am most familiar with was developed by Elias’s students and 
their students, in the Netherlands, Germany and the UK (cf. Mennell 
1994; Wouters 2007; Dunning and Hughes 2013). The communicative 
figurations finch seems to me a uniquely German species, adapted to a 
habitat of media scholars and German social theorists.

Two innovations of the Bremen finch recur throughout the book: the 
focus on media and the explicit connection with practice theory. The lat-
ter, it seems to me, follows developments in social science as a whole. The 
specific inspiration in the communicative figurational finch seems to be 
the work of Nick Couldry (Couldry 2004, 2012). The figurational finch 
I am more familiar with has evolved in a similar direction, but mostly 
in interaction with the work of Pierre Bourdieu (1977, 1984). Both 
approaches have been concerned with the relation between figurations 
of different levels. The figurational sociologists, following the younger 
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Elias of The Civilising Process, have focused on the relation between soci-
etal change, state formation and ‘personality make-up’ or ‘habitus’. This 
has led to an engagement with the sociology of emotions and the body 
on the one hand; and with historical–comparative sociology on the other.

The communicative figurational scholars, maybe influenced by sys-
tems theory, have analyzed ‘figurations of figurations’, mainly focus-
ing on the interactions of systems and organizations within one society. 
Interestingly, the different approaches have sometimes come up with 
similar solutions. In this volume, the analysis of ‘figurations of figu-
rations’ leads Kubitschko to use the metaphor of the spiral (Chap. 4), 
which is exactly the metaphor chosen by Cas Wouters in his study of 
informalization (Wouters 2007). In this respect, the two schools seem 
nicely complementary.

What strikes me most in the communicative figurations finch is its 
cross-breeding with phenomenology. As noted above, I consider the 
focus on ‘frames of relevance’ an important, though not completely 
developed, theoretical innovation. This concept reflects a deeper engage-
ment with meaning-making as the basis of social life that seems inspired 
by phenomenology. This comes out clearly in the theoretical companion 
to this volume, The mediated construction of reality (Couldry and Hepp 
2016). The title says it all: Berger and Luckman for the media age.

There are also some characteristics that this finch has lost, or maybe 
that are still there but atrophied. I have already mentioned the absence 
of emotions and bodies, and the relative lack of attention to the figura-
tional shaping of selves—all classical themes of the younger Elias of court 
society and the civilizing process. Most notable is the near-disappearance 
of Elias’s core concept of the power balance. The figuration concept was 
originally developed in a study of urban inequality and conflict (Elias and 
Scotson 2008). Power balances are also at the heart of the game meta-
phor. The players in a game are, as Elias notes, both allies (Verbündete, or 
people tied together) and adversaries. In the course of the game, power 
relations shift, but these balances are supported by all players, the weak 
and the strong. Power is therefore strongly related to Elias’s other cen-
tral concept: interdependencies.

I am inclined to connect the disappearance of power in the Bremen 
school with the phenomenological slant. Add power to the social con-
struction of reality, and the result easily becomes rather paranoid, or at 
least deeply Gramscian: the social construction merely a projection of 
the powerful. However, several of the contributions in this volume could 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-65584-0_4
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have done with the relational power concept as developed in figurational 
sociology. To name some obvious examples: the relations between people 
with different levels of expertise in games (Wolf and Wudarski, Chap. 6);  
the shifting balance of power between journalists and their audiences 
(Kramp and Loosen, Chap. 9); the power structures limiting the media 
use of clerics (Radde-Antweiler et al., Chap. 11), and the varying impacts 
of national states on urban identity (Robel and Marszolek Chap. 7) or 
media use in schools (Breiter and Ruhe, Chap. 13). Moreover, the rela-
tive absence of power in the analysis makes it difficult to grasp the bal-
ances of dependence and power between people, media and media 
producers and organizations. In all case studies in this book, this is an 
invisible, but all-important figuration: between people and their media, 
between ‘users’ and producers’. Interestingly, in these media figurations 
power balances are often fluid, nested and complex—ideally suited to  
figurational analysis.

18.4  T  owards a New Paradigm?
The final question: do we see here the beginning of a new paradigm that 
bridges social and media theory? As I have argued here, this book presents 
a novel, potentially very productive approach. The combination of figura-
tional with practice theory is particularly good at simultaneously capturing 
people and their media, or media and their people. Certainly, from the per-
spective of social science, this is a great step forward. Despite considerable, I 
would say fundamental, changes to social life, the toolbox of sociologists has 
remained fundamentally unchanged since the 1990s (or maybe even since 
the 1800s). In general, media theory has done better in conceptualizing the 
two-way relationship between media and persons. Additionally, the commu-
nicative figurations approach offers a clear methodological recipe that works 
well across a range of topics, methodologies and even theoretical traditions.

As I noted above, the communicative figurations approach seems to 
hinge on three basic assumptions: (1) social life is relational; (2) social 
life is processual; (3) meaning is constitutive of, and emerging from, 
interaction. Not all chapters in this book embrace these assumptions, but 
the editors clearly do. These assumptions link this approach not only to 
figurational sociology, but to a wider category of theories, many of which 
are discussed in the theoretical introduction (Chap. 1).

The communicative figurations approach is a member of the family of 
‘relational theories’, which generally is said to include Elias, Bourdieu, 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-65584-0_6
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-65584-0_9
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-65584-0_11
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-65584-0_7
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-65584-0_13
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-65584-0_1
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present-day practice theory, network theory and new institutional the-
ory (cf. Emirbayer 1997; Uitermark et al. 2016). What connects these 
theories is a focus on relations rather than individuals, and on mean-
ing, value and power as emerging from relations between people. To my 
knowledge, media in any form are not central to these approaches. The 
chapters in this book show that media can be included seamlessly in a 
relational analysis. Here, we have maybe not a new paradigm, but surely 
the fruitful expansion of an existing paradigm.

The second assumption is the basic processual character of (medi-
ated) social life. Communicative figurations, and the figurations of these 
figurations, are constantly shifting because of the fluctuating nature of 
human and human–media relations. The backdrop of every interaction 
is formed by several longer-term processes, each moving at its own pace. 
As people are living their mediated lives, they are engulfed by processes 
of media diversification, growing connectivity and media omnipresence, 
rapid innovation and datafication (see Hepp and Hasebrink in this vol-
ume; Couldry and Hepp 2016). Inherent in the figurational approach, 
therefore, is the realization that things are always in flux. Moreover, dif-
ferent processes move at different speeds (Elias 2006 [1970]; cf. Abbott 
2001). Many authors embraced this processual approach in their frame-
work, but in their analysis reverted to more static approaches. I sym-
pathize with these authors. In fact, the main reason that I am at best a 
part-time Eliasian is the immense difficulty of being consistently proces-
sual in empirical research. However, in an era of fast and deep mediati-
zation, static approaches seem increasingly insufficient. This, then, is a 
paradigm shift that is difficult, but might be called for. Maybe here, a 
further integration of media and social theory might help. Media schol-
ars have been developing new tools to study their elusive, fragmented 
and flighty topic. Other scholars could use their innovation to try anew 
to capture change.

The third assumption is related to the blending of phenomenological 
and figurational perspectives in the communicative figurations approach: 
the centrality of meaning to (mediated) social life. This assumption trans-
lates directly into the concept of the ‘frames of relevance’, which concep-
tualizes figurations as connections of people through shared meanings 
and orientations. In other words: what makes a figuration is a sharing of 
meaning, no matter how fleeting and temporary. This sharing may lead 
to the construction of new meanings, which can be ‘carried’ towards yet 
other figurations. This solves a number of issues related to the original 
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concept of figuration. What is the boundary of a figuration? What sepa-
rates one figuration from another? How do people switch from one fig-
uration to another? Can they be part of several figurations at the same 
time, and how does this work? These questions were difficult enough to 
answer before deep mediatization. Today, the ramifications are almost 
impossible. The concept of a frame of relevance offers us a way to under-
stand the increasingly complex linkages between people, in a way that no 
paradigm I am aware of can do.

Let us return to the game of cards. The four players share a frame of 
relevance: the game. However, they may be playing their game in a place—
say, a bar—with other people. Presumably, they also share a frame of  
relevance, though less intensely, with these people. Possibly, their relations 
with the people in the room vary. Maybe the husband of one of the players 
is there. Marriage is typically a two-person figuration. The other players may 
have other shared frames of relevance with this person: family, friend, neigh-
bour. These nested and overlapping figurations can all be captured and ana-
lyzed with the concept of the ‘frames of relevance’, which can be expanded 
endlessly upward, downward and outward.

Now imagine a game of cards that is played online. Maybe all four 
players are in different corners of the world. One may be home alone, one 
in a train, one in a bar, one surreptitiously playing a game at work. In a 
mediated situation, the permutations are endless. To make up a figuration, 
physical co-presence is not necessary at all. Especially in such complex 
mediated cases, thinking of figurations as delineated by shared frames of 
relevance is a fruitful innovation. The consequence, of course, is that eve-
rybody is always part of many figurations at the same time, spread across 
different locations. But this ‘complex and also contradictory’ situation, 
as Hepp, Simon and Sowinska observe (Chap. 3), is the normal state of 
affairs for most people today.

With this budding new paradigm, we at least have the words to 
describe it.

Notes

1. � See however, Elias 2010 [1991] and Elias 2011 [1989].
2. � As a sociologist, I am sad to admit that media scholars have done a much 

better job at this than social scientists (see for instance Livingstone 2009; 
Couldry 2012; van Dijck 2013). Social scientists, when they consider 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-65584-0_3
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media at all, tend to conceptualize them either as a continuation of exist-
ing interaction patterns by other means, or as a ‘cause’ that has ‘effects’ on 
individuals and interactions.

3. � On co-constitution, (see Breiger 2000; Mohr 2000; Friedland et al. 2014).
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