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Abstract

Digital communication technologies, social web platforms, and mobile communication have fundamentally altered the
way we communicate publicly. They have also changed our perception of space, thus making a re-calibration of a spatial
perspective on public communication necessary. We argue that such a new perspective must consider the relational logic
of public communication, which stands in stark contrast to the plain territorial notion of space common in communica-
tion research. Conceptualising the spatiality of public communication, we draw on Low’s (2016) sociology of space. Her
relational concept of space encourages us to pay more attention to (a) the infrastructural basis of communication, (b) the
operations of synthesising the relational communication space through discursive practices, and (c) power relations that
determine the accessibility of public communication. Thus, focusing on infrastructures and discursive practices means high-
lighting crucial socio-material preconditions of public communication and considering the effects of the power relations
which are inherent in their spatialisation upon the inclusivity of public communication. This new approach serves a dual
purpose: Firstly, it works as an analytical perspective to systematically account for the spatiality of public communication.
Secondly, the differentiation between infrastructural spaces and spaces of discursive practices adds explanatory value to
the perspective of relational communication spaces.
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1. Introduction still be considered the default geospatial reference of

public communication—given that hybrid communica-

Analyses of public communication and concepts of the
public sphere have always been linked to questions of
citizenship and polity (e.g., Fraser, 2014). The notion
of a public sphere as an intermediary sphere for dis-
course between representatives of the political system
and society is conceptually bound to the nation-state.
However, we question whether the nation-state should

tion ecologies have developed in the past two decades
(Chadwick, 2011). While the dominance of methodolog-
ical nationalism in the social sciences has long been
criticised (e.g., Volkmer, 2014, pp. 11-13), the emer-
gence of digital networks has made the re-calibration
of a spatial perspective on public communication even
more pressing.
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We argue that such a new perspective must consider
the relational logic of networked public communication
and digital technology, which stands in stark contrast to
a plain territorial notion of space (e.g., Kavada & Poell,
2020). Inthe digital age, public discourse has loosened its
ties from territorial arenas (e.g., Heft et al., 2021). Recent
descriptions understand public communication as net-
works in which individuals and collectives connect to
exchange information and opinions (e.g., Friedland et al.,
2006). Empirical studies provide evidence that these
networks exhibit specific spatial patterns. For exam-
ple, people living close to one another connect much
more frequently than the geographically distant, and
cosmopolitan cities have greater salience in those net-
works than other cities and regions (e.g., Takhteyev et al.,
2012). Thus, we see that public communication is spa-
tially structured, but a territorial understanding of space
alone isinsufficient to properly comprehend its structure.
Therefore, we propose the concept of ‘relational com-
munication spaces’ which offers the tools to systemati-
cally consider and investigate the spatiality of public com-
munication while refraining from presupposing a default
spatial form or logic of public communication. In our
understanding, public communication is communication
that: (1) addresses a public, which means a collective
that potentially includes strangers (Klinger, 2018, p. 259);
and/or (2) is accessible to others (such as social media
posts or conversations in public space).

For our theoretical endeavour, we draw on the soci-
ology of space. We show that this theoretical frame-
work serves well as a basis to identify specific spatial
figures in the empirical analysis of communication phe-
nomena. More specifically, we build on the concept of
relational spaces, which emerge as “relational arrange-
ment([s] of living beings” and things (Low, 2016, p. 131).
These arrangements structure human actions and are
simultaneously structured by human agency. Thinking
about public communication with the terms and con-
ceptual tools provided by Léw’s sociology of space, we
can conceive of specific spatialisations of public com-
munication as a relational communication space shaped
by the complex intermeshing of infrastructured spaces
and the spatial patterns of discursive practices. The two
central socio-material building blocks of relational com-
munication spaces are infrastructures and discursive
practices. Other spatial dimensions of public communi-
cation, specifically the discussion of places (and their
meaning), are not the focus of our concept. Since all
communication is inherently relational, the term ‘rela-
tional communication space’ may seem tautologic at first
glance. However, the emphasis on the relational char-
acter serves to contrast an absolutist (i.e., space sim-
ply exists and is a container of social processes) or rela-
tivist (i.e., space emerges out of relations between things
while humans are not included) understanding of space
(Léw, 2016).

We argue that infrastructures and discursive prac-
tices are central building blocks of relational communi-

cation spaces; their spatialisation shapes who can partic-
ipate in public communication and how. Fundamentally,
the question of the spatiality of public communication
is a question of participation and inclusion. Technical
and social infrastructures are the foundations from
which public discourse emerges (Marres & Lezaun, 2011,
p. 496; Pfetsch et al., 2019, p. 97)—and these are usually
spatially bound. Whether one has access to, for exam-
ple, a stable and fast internet connection or an edu-
cation in media literacy, depends on where one lives
and how resources are allocated there. Despite their
often “hard-wired” nature, infrastructures are subject to
human agency and the exercise of economic and politi-
cal power (Miiller et al., 2017, pp. 5-6). Discursive prac-
tices in turn are structures of meaning and knowledge
production as well as circulation (Keller, 2005). Parallel to
infrastructures, discursive practices exhibit a spatial pat-
tern depending on the issue around which public com-
munication evolves and presuppose basic competencies
such as the mastery of a local language.

In the remainder of this article, we argue that the
concept of relational communication spaces makes rele-
vant aspects of public communications’ complex spatial
structuring visible and accessible for empirical research.
We explain why this concept is sensitive to the power
relations ingrained in the spatial distribution of discur-
sive practices and communication infrastructures. Then,
we demonstrate how the concept of relational commu-
nication spaces translates into strategies for empirical
research. Finally, we conclude that the concept of rela-
tional space provides an analytical grid to reveal the spa-
tiality of public communication which illuminates ques-
tions of participation, visibility, and exclusion.

2. The Spatiality of Public Communication

2.1. Conceptualising the Spatiality of Public
Communication: A Desideratum

The study of public communication in the digital age
requires a rigorous revision of the assumptions about
the spatiality of public communication. Such a revision
should unveil spatialisations of communication beyond
the territories of cities, nation-states, or other ‘container
spaces.’ This is not to say that territory has become irrele-
vant, but that it is only one spatial figure among others—
in contrast to what has been criticised as methodological
nationalism. According to Wimmer and Schiller, method-
ological nationalism is a “coherent epistemic structure”
(2002, p. 308), that takes the nation-state or society
as the default unit for empirical analyses. This has also
been the case in theory development and research on
the public sphere and public communication. Among
others, Fraser has criticised the “Westphalian blindspot”
(2014, p. 19) in Habermas’ Structural Transformation of
the Public Sphere, this blind spot being a conceptuali-
sation of the public sphere tied to a bounded political
community and territory. This liaison made sense as the
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concept of the public sphere developed following the
rise of democratic nation-states in Western Europe in
the 20th century. However, the concept of a national
public sphere has always missed forms of public com-
munication that take place on other scales (such as the
translocal level; e.g., Wehden & Stoltenberg, 2019) and
alternative spaces of discourse with their own infrastruc-
tures of communication (as described in the concept of
“subaltern counterpublics” by Fraser, 1990, p. 67). With
digital media and social networking platforms, those
alternative spaces have become more visible as well as
accessible to more people and now compete with mass-
mediated, national arenas of public discourse (Friedland
etal., 2006, p. 8).

In communication studies, many concepts such as
the public sphere refer to a spatial dimension. However,
a systematic scrutinisation of spatiality as an explana-
tory factor in empirical analyses is missing in most cases
(Wehden & Stoltenberg, 2019, p. 1401). In regards to
research on public communication, particular spaces
and places have been described as a constitutive ele-
ment of the public sphere (e.g., Habermas, 1962/2013,
pp. 92-98.). Other vital research fields referring to the
spatiality of public communication are comparative stud-
ies of communication systems in different countries
(Hallin & Mancini, 2004), digital divide research focus-
ing on spatially bound disparities regarding access to and
use of digital services (e.g., Stern et al., 2009), the con-
ceptualisation of proximity as a news value (e.g., Schulz,
1990), research on news geography (e.g., Wilke et al.,
2012), descriptive studies of local and municipal media
landscapes in the 1980s (see Beck, 2003, for a sum-
mary), or works on transnational public spheres (e.g.,
Heft et al., 2021).

While recent contributions on the transnationalisa-
tion of public spheres (e.g., Couldry, 2014, pp. 52-53),
the rise of global social movements (e.g., Tarrow &
McAdam, 2005), media history (Schittpelz, 2017), issue
publics (e.g., Marres, 2007, p. 371), and global commu-
nication networks (e.g., Friedland et al., 2006; Volkmer,
2014) have increasingly questioned the dominance of
national public spheres, their notion remains powerful
(Korn et al., 2019, p. 21). Inspired by these writings, we
propose a spatial perspective on public communication
that moves beyond the Westphalian blindspot.

2.2. Relational Concept of Space

Research on material politics (e.g., Marres & Lezaun,
2011) and the affordances of platforms (e.g., Colleoni
et al., 2014, p. 329) emphasise that public communica-
tion emerges from human interactions with, or based
on, infrastructure. Ethnographic research investigating
media production sites shows that they result from
an “entanglement” of various human and non-human
actors (Bonini & Gandini, 2020, p. 3), thus emphasis-
ing the relationality inherent to the production process.
Moreover, humans, their interactions, and the infras-

tructure they use operate on different scales: One can
talk about local issues even whilst situated at another
place by using globally operating platforms such as
Twitter (e.g., Wehden & Stoltenberg, 2019). Low’s con-
cept offers us the framework to combine structure
and interaction in thinking about the spatiality of pub-
lic communication. Léw defines space as a “relational
arrangement of living beings and social goods” (2016,
p. 131). The core of this understanding of space lies in
two processes: the placement of social goods and liv-
ing beings at locations (‘spacing’), and the ‘synthesis’
of space comprising those social goods and beings via
“sensual, affective and conscious” and discursive pro-
cesses such as mappings and genres of talk (Knoblauch
& Low, 2017, p. 5). What does this mean for a rela-
tional theory of public communication? The relational
concept of space encourages us to pay more attention
to (a) social goods and the infrastructural basis of com-
munication and (b) operations of synthesising commu-
nication spaces through collective discursive practices.
While the processes of spacing and synthesis alone pro-
vide little information about how the processes of space
creation are regulated, our case of public communica-
tion renders visible normative implications of these pro-
cesses. The concept points to (c) power relations gov-
erning access to material and social infrastructures and
the knowledge of discursive practices (Adams & Jansson,
2012, p. 310).

We want to highlight three aspects of Low’s defi-
nition of space, which demonstrate why this concept
particularly fits our purpose: First, human beings play
an essential role in the constitution of space, for exam-
ple through communication. Consequently, space needs
to be understood as inherently social. Even though
Low speaks of “living beings” in her definition, and
includes non-human beings in principle (2016, p. 131),
we will focus here on humans as communicating actors.
Humans constitute spaces in a dual sense: In a con-
structivist sense, humans process their surroundings
cognitively and affectively; thus, they synthesise spa-
tial arrangements. Equally important, humans actively
place goods and other humans in their physical envi-
ronments while also being passive subjects in such pro-
cesses, which matches the interactive nature of commu-
nication. Second, the term ‘arrangement’ implies that
space is the result of a process. Although spaces can
become institutionalised, they do not “simply exist” but
are “created in action” (Low, 2016, p. 145). Spaces,
understood as arranged goods and beings, are constantly
subject to change: such arrangements can dissolve or
be rearranged. This characteristic appears particularly
important in the context of highly dynamic communi-
cation spaces (e.g., Korn et al.,, 2019, p 21). Finally,
the term ‘relational’ emphasises that space is a prod-
uct of putting objects and beings into relation (Low,
2016, S106). Taken together, the constant interaction
between synthesis and spacing makes it possible to
speak of an infrastructured space from which relational
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communication spaces emerge (Schafer & Wessler,
2020, p. 315).

2.3. Building Blocks of Relational Communication Spaces

In the context of public communication, social goods
are infrastructures that enable the emergence of debate
(e.g., Pfetsch et al., 2019, p. 97) or the “experiences of
publicness” (Abidin, 2021, p. 4). They can materialise
in the form of social networking platforms, print media,
fibre optic cables, or public spaces in cities. Other forms
of infrastructures include social infrastructures such as
educational institutions disseminating knowledge about
media literacy or people with explicit knowledge in, and
implicit embodied knowledge of, discursive practices.
The way infrastructures are economically and politically
governed as well as their spatial scope also prestructure
which sorts of relational communication space emerge.
In other words, it matters which social goods form infras-
tructures constituting spaces of public communication as
they pose “different demands on synthesis” (Knoblauch
& Léw, 2017, p. 5).

For social goods and living beings to constitute space,
they not only need to be placed but also synthesised
in order to construct an abstract whole from the social
goods and humans linked through spacing. Although Low
conceptualises synthesis mainly as an individual process,
such as memorising or the mere processing of the envi-
ronment (2016, p. 135), it can also be related to com-
munication practices on the level of social interaction
as these processes feed into shared norms and routines
of discursive practices. Importantly, these practices are
increasingly digitally mediated and are primarily organ-
ised by discursive knowledge orders (Reckwitz, 2008).
In the context of public and especially digital communica-
tion, speakers must imagine an audience or community
which they address, since the recipients are dispersed
(e.g., Litt & Hargittai, 2016). Imagining them as a counter-
part, thereby putting oneself in relation to others, opens
the space for public communication. Simultaneously, the
practices have a spatial notion: be it the imagined audi-
ence that is concentrated locally or geographically dis-
persed or the collective memory of groups of people
that share experiences and memories due to where they
live (in different regions and nations, in an urban or
rural setting).

Addressing the spatiality of infrastructures and
discursive practices of public communication means
considering processes of power and inequalities.
Infrastructures and knowledge about discursive prac-
tices and the use of infrastructures are spatially centred,
unequally distributed or fragmented (e.g., Meusburger,
2001). Two questions are relevant in this context: Who
has access to infrastructures and knowledge about their
use? And who is ultimately involved in public commu-
nication? The latter is inherently conditioned by the
question of access, but access does not necessarily yield
participation. It should also be emphasised that this

perspective can bring into focus not only processes of
exclusion, but also of inclusion through, for example, the
lower barriers to publication made possible by digital
media. In refraining from presupposing a certain spatial-
isation of public communication, we do not suggest a
“wholeness” of publics, encompassing everyone in a ter-
ritory or a perfectly connected network. This can make
our framework attractive to research looking into dis-
connections (Pfetsch, 2018), public communication of
marginalised groups in counter publics, or “refracted
publics” (Abidin, 2021).

So far, we have talked about the spatialisation of
public communication in a rather abstract way; how-
ever, it is worth considering the concrete spatial forms
by which public communication could be structured.
Summarising the state of research, Low distinguishes
four spatial figures: territory, network, place, and tra-
jectory (2020, p. 153). These serve as heuristics in the
description and empirical analysis of relational commu-
nication spaces. Territory describes an idea of space as
a surface or container, that is, a space defined by its
boundaries and which thus establishes an inside and an
outside (logic of differentiation; Knoblauch & Loéw, 2020,
p. 273). Many legacy mass media, for example, corre-
spond to a territorial logic and are aligned in their distri-
bution to the borders of nation-states, cities, or language
areas (Schiittpelz, 2017, pp. 27-28). With the emergence
of digital media, public communication has increasingly
been thought of as a network, in which also legacy media
are included, as these platforms enable follow-up com-
munication as well as networking across national and lin-
guistic boundaries (e.g., Neuberger, 2017). But it is not
only with the spread of digital communication infrastruc-
tures that network spaces emerge; we also understand
road or electricity grids as networks because they fol-
low the logic of connectivity. Places play a role in pub-
lic communication as spaces of encounter, for example,
public spaces in cities (e.g., Castells, 2008, p. 79), and
have been described by Habermas (1962/2013), in his
historical analysis, as an important infrastructure for the
emergence of the public sphere. One-way communica-
tion from a sender to one or more recipients can be
thought of spatially as a trajectory. With their logics of
differentiation and connection, however, territorial and
network spaces are—in our understanding—central to
the analysis of public communication. Although places
and trajectories also structure public communication, we
argue that they form part of network spaces (e.g., places
as nodes of a network) and territorial spaces (e.g., trajec-
tories as unidirectional government communication in a
city; see also Knoblauch & Low, 2020, p. 273).

Having discussed the theoretical implications of
understanding public communication as a relational com-
munication space, in the following section we will argue
that an empirically grounded perspective on the spatial-
ities of communication profits when the mutual inter-
dependence of socio-material infrastructures and discur-
sive practices is systematically considered.
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3. Relating Infrastructures and Discursive Practices

Infrastructures consist of (more or less stable) relations
between social goods, which enable, deny, incentivise,
or complicate discursive practices (Low, 2016; Star, 1999).
Discursive practices, in turn, are culturally and institu-
tionally embedded, historically routed, and collectively
learned practices of meaning-making and knowledge pro-
duction as well as circulation (Keller, 2005, p. 25). As for
their institutional and symbolical stabilisation in time and
space, discursive practices establish knowledge orders in
highly specialised fields such as in science, issue-centred
public communication networks but also with respect to
non-discursive practices in everyday social actions, such
as making eye contact. These knowledge orders structure
social life as they enable actors to communicate about
“existing things” suggesting definitions of true, normal, or
moral claims by delineating them from their opposites.
Knowledge orders can be analysed regarding both their
symbolic (interpretative schemes, classifications, phe-
nomenal, and narrative structures) and socio-material
dimensions (materiality of infrastructures of knowledge
production and circulation). The notion of discursive
practices enables us to start from the basic assumption
that for any public communication to emerge, practices
of meaning-making presuppose socio-material infrastruc-
tures of knowledge production and circulation (Keller,
2005, p. 9) as well as collective learning and issue-based
experimentation (Sayman, 2020, p. 317). Systemically
relating the spatial figures of infrastructures with those
of discursive practices points at the structural power rela-
tions at play in relational communication spaces (Korn
et al.,, 2019, pp. 31-32; Plantin & Punathambekar, 2019).
This change in perspective is necessary as the history of
infrastructures and publics shows that the emergence
of a public sphere (Habermas, 1962/2013) historically
required congruent scales between publics and infras-
tructures, especially at local, regional, and national lev-
els (e.g., Schittpelz, 2017, pp. 27-28). In line with Léw
(2020, p. 153), we suggest that scales are outcomes
of processes of spatial synthesis and thus, are unlike
spatial figures, which are spatial arrangements resulting
from embodied interaction between subjects and objects.
Moving away from focusing solely on scales of com-
munication networks helps to examine the making and
complex intermingling of spatial figures by infrastructur-
ing and the emergence of issue-specific discursive prac-
tices. These configurations of spatial figures in relational
communication spaces exhibit new patterns of social
inclusion/exclusion, access, and visibility.

Hence, our perspective emphasises how power rela-
tions between “stakeholders and users shape how com-
munication networks are imagined, put in place, and
mobilized for different ends” (Plantin & Punathambekar,
2019, p. 166). Literature on platforms and datafication
has stressed the platformisation of existing infrastruc-
tures, which is an effect of the declining modern “infras-
tructural ideal” of broad service delivered by public

monopolists. The digitalisation of public communication
by private platform providers generated low cost and
dynamic alternatives to legacy media. Based on their abil-
ity to create ecosystems around their services, provid-
ing interconnectedness and programmability, platform
providers have become very powerful actors with infras-
tructural qualities. Shifting power balances between pub-
lic and private actors raises the question of which infras-
tructural ideal could replace the old ideal of a territo-
rially homogenous provision of basic services by public
(quasi-)monopolists (Plantin et al., 2018, p. 307). One sig-
nificant effect of such power asymmetries is that social
groups have unequal access to digital infrastructures
which has consequences for the discursive practices of
the affected communities (Sayman, 2020). We stress that
this perspective explicitly includes embodied competen-
cies and social networks as some form of social infras-
tructure (Pipek & Wulf, 2009, pp. 456-457).

We link infrastructures and discursive practices sys-
tematically in order to enable us to use spatial figures
to highlight power relations in processes of public com-
munication. At the same time, it also allows us to shed
light on how public communication shapes the spatiality
of infrastructures by problematising the consequences
of unequal access or representation. In line with Low’s
notion of the duality of space, we suggest looking in
both directions of the mutual structuration of space
and power relations; for example, by looking at conflicts
and negotiations concerning spatially extended infras-
tructures, such as discussion about internet access in
rural areas (e.g., Burrell, 2018). It is necessary to specify
and differentiate the term ‘infrastructures’ to show its
linkages to discursive practices and to explain why this
relation is necessary for the analysis of relational com-
munication spaces.

First, the infrastructures of digital communica-
tion networks build on their connections to other
major infrastructures, most importantly electricity grids.
Interrelations between such major infrastructures are
equally important in structuring access and mobility
as more narrowly defined relations between discur-
sive practices and infrastructures. However, the socio-
materiality of digital communication infrastructures can
be separated into four layers: devices and access net-
works, backbone networks, platforms, and contents
(Flensburg & Lai, 2020). These infrastructural layers
arrange socio-material goods in certain configurations,
thereby enabling the circulation of data and the occur-
rence of discursive practices within the infrastructured
space. This is because the spatiality of public commu-
nication depends on the affordability, accessibility, and
reliability of devices for end-users positioned within a
multiple infrastructured space. Each level of infrastruc-
ture has its own spatial scope and scale, thus incentivis-
ing (and inhibiting) certain mediated discursive practices
(Plantin & Punathambekar, 2019). If stabilised across
space and time, infrastructures enhance the probability
of learning and routinising discursive practices.
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Second, the most striking example for an institution-
alised infrastructure is the provision of internet access,
which exhibits clear spatial patterns. Empirical analyses
with data from Italy and Germany show that there is a
positive causal link between the provision of broadband
internet on the municipal level and voting for populist
parties, suggesting that the provision of infrastructures
for digital communication incentivises the occurrence of
specific discursive practices, such as the circulation of
populists’ communication rhetoric and strategies, which
also spill over to offline spaces (e.g., Schaub & Morisi,
2020). Conversely, individuals living in areas without
these infrastructures will likely not take part in certain
genres of digitalised public communication or may find
ways to acquire access to high-speed internet through
mobile devices and the internet as opposed to an under-
ground information and telecommunication infrastruc-
ture (“mobile-first” strategy; Kersting, 2020, p. 2). This
leads to the conclusion that individuals outside infras-
tructured spaces will probably have fewer opportunities
to learn the discursive practices (such as instant messag-
ing, posting, tweeting, blogging, etc.) that enable them to
participate in digital networks of public communication—
which may potentially render them less able to assess
information sources.

Third, another important dimension of infrastruc-
tures for public communication are educational infras-
tructures that provide media, information, and digital
literacy (Koltay, 2011), or more broadly, any embodied
skill helping actors to redesign, use, or configure media
infrastructures. Infrastructures for media literacy also
exhibit specific spatial patterns. Research in the field of
digital inequality in Germany shows that levels of dig-
ital literacy and the provision of digital infrastructure
correspond with spatial scales (such as rural, suburban,
and urban), presenting evidence that rural regions lag
behind (Kersting, 2020). Moreover, the spatial dimen-
sion of the digital divide overlaps with and reinforces
pre-existing patterns of inequality based on age, gender,
class, disability, or ethnicity, ultimately leading to an ever
faster growing divide of participative inequalities medi-
ated by uneven access to, and different levels of, com-
petency in the use of public communication networks
(Kersting, 2020, pp. 5-9). Put simply, places or county
types matter in how people can make sense of digital
media and infrastructures, which means that the adap-
tation of a diffusing technology is mediated by individ-
ual and structural variables, such as places and spatial
scales (Burrell, 2018; Stern et al., 2009). While people
in rural areas without a broadband connection in the
US have usage patterns for entertainment purposes sim-
ilar to those who live in urban and suburban contexts,
they use the internet less for everyday activities and
economic purposes because they lack both digital pro-
ficiency and a reliable connection to access high-quality
images and content flows (Stern et al., 2009). It becomes
evident that these spatially bound conditions of access
(Stern et al., 2009, p. 393) are structuring the develop-

ment of people’s skills in handling the infrastructure and
making use of it. Thus, the occurrence of discursive prac-
tices requires both access to socio-technical infrastruc-
tures and opportunities to learn competencies concern-
ing their usage.

Prior analyses of the relations between infrastruc-
tures and discursive practices have highlighted pitfalls
of monopolised, missing, or highly manipulative com-
munication infrastructures and the censoring, oppress-
ing, and muting of certain social groups as their digi-
tal competencies do not match the affordances of com-
munication infrastructures (or vice versa). One striking
example of the relevance for relating discursive prac-
tices and infrastructures is the unequal access of differ-
ent social groups to digital media devices and platforms.
This inequality is (among other factors) based on the spa-
tial and physical availability of internet access and the
required competencies for making use of it. This leads
to a “digital divide” of social groups wherein the rela-
tions between infrastructures and discursive practices
prestructure how diversely and frequently social groups
(not individuals; van Dijk, 2013, p. 109) take part in pub-
lic communication networks (van Dijk, 2013, p. 114).
Consequently, the notion of infrastructures is not lim-
ited to technical arrangements of social goods—it also
includes digital competencies (see Koltay, 2011, for an
overview) of relationally positioned social groups (and
their respective categorisations, such as the old/young
or urban/rural). Thus, we argue that the intermingling of
social and technical infrastructural elements constitutes
an infrastructured space inhibiting and/or incentivising
the occurrence of specific discursive practices for certain
social groups.

The aforementioned arguments exemplify that the
making and institutionalisation of spatial figures on dif-
ferent levels of infrastructural layers (socio-technical,
media literacy, educational, and economic) should be
differentiated from spatial figures as preconditions and
effects of discursive practices. This difference serves
the need to understand power relations within rela-
tional communication spaces playing out on the level
of social groups. Differentiating the spatialities of infras-
tructural layers and discursive practices meets the need
to re-relate their figurations in a second step; for
example, regarding a certain issue around which pub-
lic communication emerges, or for exploring why cer-
tain communities are hardly (or not at all) present in
public communication about controversial matters that
affect them.

4. Operationalising the Relational Communication
Space

Drawing on the sociology of space enables us to under-
take differentiated analyses of the spatiality of public
communication. Distinguishing the processes of spac-
ing and synthesis helps in understanding two chal-
lenges of public communication: the causes of spatial
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heterogeneity within the relational communication
space and the different opportunities for participation
in public communication. The concept of the relational
communication space does not determine a specific spa-
tial configuration, neither theoretically nor normatively.
Instead, the spatialisation of public communication is
subject to empirical analysis. It can be described and
interpreted through the heuristic spatial figures of net-
work and territory (as well as place and trajectory as
subordinates). All spatial figures can occur simultane-
ously and are not mutually exclusive; for example, actors
can use different communication infrastructures that
enable a more territorially or a more network-like struc-
tured communication space. Territorially bound infras-
tructures can also be integrated into translocal discur-
sive practices. Conversely, potentially globally networked
infrastructures can be used for locally bound discourses.
Whether the different spatial figures and their logics
of connection and differentiation are in conflict or pro-
ductively complement each other is also a question for
empirical analysis.

Additionally, investigating the spatiality of public
communication is not an end in itself because we can
use the conceptual lens of spatial theory to highlight
the effects of structural power relations in and prior
to processes of public communication. These can range
from social groups being structurally excluded due to
a lack of technical infrastructures in a certain area or
the overrepresentation of certain voices and communi-
ties that are more skilled with the requisite discursive
practices (at the cost of others). In addition, it is pos-
sible to assess power struggles concerning the spatial-
ity of infrastructures and publics, such as the ongoing
discussions about high-speed internet access in rural
areas (infrastructures), or conflicts concerning the gov-
ernance of infrastructures filtering illegal or undesirable
media content within certain regulative spaces (mostly
territorial), such as the EU (publics). This also allows us
to identify development potentials and areas of action:
Where do infrastructures fail to do justice to discursive
practices? Which infrastructures and resources remain
unused? Which skills for participating in public discourse
are unequally distributed? Who can participate and who
becomes visible in the relational communication space?

How can we translate our theoretical concept of a
relational communication space into empirical strategies
to answer those questions? The strategies will eventu-
ally be determined by the research questions posed,
but fundamentally the concept of relational communi-
cation space prompts us to work with mixed methods
and to incorporate various data sources. This accounts
for the infrastructures as well as practices central to the
relational communication space. Such approaches can
increasingly be found in the social sciences, such as map-
ping methods (e.g., Karsgaard & MacDonald, 2020) or
netnography (e.g., Kozinets, 2010). Since ours is a rela-
tional approach, the collection of network data would
be our preferred choice. Combined with content analysis,

it is not only the communicative interactions between
actors that can be investigated but also their references
to places (e.g., Reber, 2020) or actors located in certain
places. Moreover, the network represents referenced
and addressed goods and human beings. Thus, the net-
work retraces the process of spacing, of putting things
and humans into “relational arrangements” (Léw, 2016,
p. 131). The network perspective is also well suited to
address questions of power structures, visibility, and the
ability to connect. For example, network analysis can be
used to identify particularly central as well as isolated
nodes, the formation of clusters, whose location and
topics can be traced, and to analyse the emergence of
the different roles that the nodes assume (such as hubs
or brokers) which influence the flow of communication
(e.g., Himelboim et al., 2017). Methodological strategies
that focus on the flows and paths of the object of anal-
ysis and map how interconnections are built (grouped
under the label of ‘following the XY, e.g., an issue or
actors), can be applied to explore the full range of infras-
tructures used to disseminate information or narratives
and identify the actors involved (e.g., Ball, 2016; Marres
& Rogers, 2005).

The processes of synthesis, namely the imagination
of an audience, the invocation of shared narratives and
their perceptions and interpretations (conceptualised
here as discursive practices), can be interpreted within
the paradigm of (spatial) discourse analysis (e.g., Glasze
& Mattissek, 2009; Witschge, 2008) and understood
empirically by well-established methods such as quanti-
tative and qualitative content analysis, as well as inter-
views (e.g., Burrell, 2018), diary studies (e.g., van Dijk,
2013), multi-sited ethnography (e.g., Marcus, 1995; for
a reflection of “ethnographic research in the age of plat-
forms” see Bonini & Gandini, 2020), and surveys (e.g.,
Litt & Hargittai, 2016). Again, these insights will com-
plement the structural network analyses of the goods
and humans involved (Jackson & Foucault Welles, 2016,
p. 398). However, using network analysis does not mean
that one will only find network spaces of communica-
tion. Rather, the relational communication space will
present itself as a structure with different spatially struc-
tured communicative densifications and infrastructures
in which the various spatial figures and their logics over-
lap and interfere.

5. Conclusions

We have set out to develop a concept of the spatiality
of public communication because the social and tech-
nological developments of the last two decades have
shown that the prevailing territorial understanding of
space is insufficient to capture the spatiality of public
communication. Therefore, we propose the concept of
‘relational communication space,’ based on Léw’s con-
cept of space as a relational arrangement of humans
and things (2016, p. 131). Our application of Léw’s con-
cept to public communication leads to four conceptual
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innovations regarding theoretical thinking about com-
munication spaces. First, the emergence of public com-
munication spaces can be traced back to two central
processes: the use of infrastructures for the purpose
of communication, and the synthesis of communicative
relations between actors through discursive practices.
Second, both infrastructures and discursive practices are
spatially bound and thus structure the spatiality of public
communication—this is a main contribution of the con-
cept of the relational communication space. Third, the
spatial arrangements can be described and interpreted
through the simple heuristics of networks and territories.
Fourth, the spatiality of infrastructures and discursive
practices implies a spatial distribution of (latent) power
structures relevant for the investigation of (in)equality in
public communication.

What is the added value of this concept for analysing
and understanding public communication? While the
spatiality of public communication is systematically con-
sidered, the spatial configurations are not normatively
laden (such as the idea of a unified national public
sphere). Instead, our concept is created for the empiri-
cal investigation of the spatiality of public communica-
tion. The spatial features of infrastructures and discur-
sive practices are indicators of who can participate in
public communication and how. By focusing on both
dimensions (communication infrastructures and discur-
sive practices), any incongruence or mismatch between
the two can be identified, allowing potential interven-
tions to be derived.

We invite future research to apply our concept and
to systematically account for the spatiality of public com-
munication. The study of the spatiality of infrastructures,
especially their gaps and access restrictions and their
role in the emergence of public communication could be
particularly interesting for research about media gover-
nance. The focus on discursive practices and their impli-
cation in synthesising relational communication spaces
could be relevant for research investigating agenda build-
ing, the diffusion of narratives, frames, etc., and com-
municative strategies of activists, social movements, or
other groups. Fundamentally, the concept of the rela-
tional communication space draws our attention toward
central questions surrounding the participation, inclu-
sion, and visibility of people and groups from a variety
of spatial locations in public communication.

While this article aimed to systematically consider
the spatiality of public communication, the integra-
tion of another central parameter of human action is
still pending. Further developing the concept of rela-
tional communication space would require integrating
the time dimension. In our argumentation, temporality
has been mentioned repeatedly: Infrastructures change
through technological developments, which may also
affect discursive practices. Discursive practices, in turn,
are only formed through repetition. Infrastructures can
also shape certain rhythms and affect the speed of com-
munication; for example, digital media enable faster

communication than legacy mass media (Kavada & Poell,
2020, p. 197). Finally, the discourses that can change
infrastructures are also shaped by events that may
stretch over years (e.g., the Cambridge Analytica scan-
dal led Facebook to adjust its API while also sparking an
ongoing debate about the role of social networking sites
in elections and the need for regulation). Considering
both the spatiality and temporality will greatly enhance
the analysis of the emergence of relational communica-
tion spaces.
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