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Introduction

This essay attempts to bring together the seldom associated perspectives 
and discourses of philosophical hermeneutics, actor-network theory, and 
new media studies. Can philosophical hermeneutics contribute to under-
standing the deep changes in society and culture that the rise of global 
networks and new media have initiated? Does a network society based on 
digital communication offer new possibilities for constructing meaning 
and for conducting the conflict of interpretations such that demarcation 
lines between the empowered and the disempowered become flexible and 
processes of closure and exclusion are transformed into processes of vari-
ability? Does the shift away from a postmodern emphasis on difference, 
pluralism, and closed systems toward a new paradigm of open networks 
call for a reinterpretation of the social, of the foundations of knowing and 
acting, as well as for a new understanding of the real and the rational? 

We argue that interpretation can be interpreted as the construction 
of meaning through networking. The concern of hermeneutics has al-
ways been to overcome the fragmentation of meaning, whether caused by 
historical distance to original texts and artifacts, linguistic and cultural 
differences, or by alienation in the psychological or social construction 
of identity. Interpretation is called for, when understanding finds itself 
challenged to put together the fragments of personal, social, cultural, and 
ontological identity. Postmodern critique has deconstructed, decentered, 
and displaced identity on all levels. The job is now done and we are faced 
with the Humpty Dumpty question of how to put the pieces back together 
again. Postmodern deconstruction has not made hermeneutics obsolete. 
On the contrary, laying bare the differences, the fragments, the distances, 
and gaps has made hermeneutics more relevant than ever. A multi-cultur-
al, multi-religious, global society is more than ever dependent on world 
governance, on communication and consensus across many divisions, 
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boundaries, and diverse interests in order to guide collaborative action. 
Postmodernism has accentuated this problem, but has offered no solu-
tion. Still, postmodernism has not been in vain. It has made it clear that 
the construction of meaning cannot be a merely a textual exercise, an ef-
fort of reading, a semiotic endeavor, a “grand narrative,” but must include 
action and artifacts. This is where networks become important.

Networks are everywhere. A new interdisciplinary science of networks 
has arisen and has attracted much attention in recent years. Networks 
are being discovered, described, analyzed, and studied in disciplines as 
different as physics, biology, chemistry, informatics, communication, 
economics, mathematics, philosophy, and sociology. This not only makes 
it timely and relevant to reinterpret traditional discussions on universal 
forms of order in terms of networks, but it poses the problem of defining 
what is actually meant by the concept of a network and network science. 
The concept of network is as broad and as heuristically important as the 
concept of system. In many respects, it can be observed that where hereto-
fore systems were in the limelight, networks have assumed center stage. 
This raises the question of the relation of the two concepts. Are networks 
the same as systems? Are they different? Is network science an extension 
of systems science or even the legitimate successor to systems theories 
and models? Are there basic concepts and methods within the broad spec-
trum of network sciences that do not fit neatly into the systems paradigm, 
but instead, can constructively contribute to a renewal of the program of 
philosophical hermeneutics and answer the Humpty Dumpty question of 
order in a postmodern world? 

The concept of network as developed by what has come to be known 
as “actor-network theory”—ANT for short—describes the basic forms of 
social as well as epistemological and ontological order. Society consists of 
actor-networks. And since for ANT everything is social, including non-
humans and nature, the entire world appears as a “collective” of actor-net-
works. Accordingly, the conditions of the possibility of disclosing a world 
of meaning can be described by those processes, activities, and forms of 
communication that construct networks. Recalling Wittgenstein’s lan-
guage games which are neither purely cognitive nor purely embodied 
action, it can be said that social, epistemological, and ontological order 
cannot, even analytically, be distinguished into separate domains such na-
ture, society, and technology, but are integrated into “forms of life.” Being, 
knowing, and action are inextricably bound together in networks. Witt-
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genstein’s forms of life and his concept of language games may be seen 
as useful metaphors for understanding what actor-networks are all about. 
Language games are not closed systems, but constructs of communica-
tion whose normative rules can be challenged and transformed through 
communicative action. Indeed, insofar as language is like a game, and a 
game is action guided by normative rules, then meaning is action guided 
by norms. Similarly, from the point of view of actor-network theory, it can 
be claimed that networks arise, are maintained, and are transformed on 
the basis of certain forms of communicative action that are governed by 
what we will propose to call network principles or network norms. 

Network norms are the regulating principles of that activity that con-
structs meaning, an activity that can be called networking. Network norms 
guide communicative action such that social, epistemological, and onto-
logical order emerge. They are not deterministic laws. One doesn’t have to 
follow them. But if one doesn’t follow them, the result is disorder. They are 
norms in the same sense that Habermas’ criteria of meaning, truth, cor-
rectness, and truthfulness can be said to be normative. They take the place 
of—and therefore conflict with—many of the fundamental distinctions, 
such as subject/object, culture/nature, private/public, human/machine, 
by means of which modern Western society has come to structure its se-
miotic space. This conflict, and the accompanying challenge to rethink ba-
sic concepts, should not be fought out on the terrain of modernity. It is not 
a matter of discussing how networking blurs the difference between, say, 
the private and the public or society and nature and what consequences 
this may have. The challenge is to drop the older categories altogether and 
draw the map of the world differently than did modernity. Interpreting 
networks, that is, understanding networking means understanding those 
normative principles that guide those particular communicative activities 
that build, maintain, and transform networks. This is where new media 
studies come in. 

Hermeneutics makes it clear that we are dealing with meaning and 
re-opens the question of unity in a fragmented world. Actor-network the-
ory reinterprets the construction of meaning as networking. New media 
studies show how networking after the digital media revolution is done. 
Following the actors is important, but understanding and describing the 
general norms that guide their networking is a task that demands par-
ticular attention to conditions of communication, that is, to media. In 
the last decades much has been researched and written about so-called 
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“new media.” Still there is little consensus on what new media are, what 
makes them “new,” and if they should be considered “media” at all. It 
is an open question, whether the forces that are obviously transforming 
society can be traced to new media or if media are not much rather an 
effect than a cause of social change. Whatever new media may be and 
whatever their significance at the present juncture of world history may 
become, one thing seems to be clear to all, they are “digital.” There is good 
reason to speak of a digital communication revolution similar in scope 
and consequences to the revolution initiated by the invention of writing or 
of the printing press. It can be said that we are currently witnessing the 
transition to a digital culture much the same as history has witnessed the 
transition from an oral to a written culture or to a mass media culture. It 
is therefore reasonable to assume that new media studies can significantly 
contribute to understanding what a global network society is all about. 

Philosophical hermeneutics brought meaning down to earth and lo-
cated it in the historical concreteness of language. Actor-network theory 
showed that language is not purely cognitive, but an activity. Networking 
is communicative action in the sense of making connections and asso-
ciations. Communicative action, as Wittgenstein showed, is a ruled-gov-
erned activity. Networking therefore can be assumed to be constituted by 
norms. The norms that govern communicative action can be termed net-
work norms. Furthermore, communication is made possible by and is de-
pendent upon media. New media studies thus become a privileged access 
to describing network norms. On the basis of new media studies we will 
identify and describe certain network norms. These are connectivity, flow, 
communication, participation, transparency, authenticity, and flexibility. 
This list is provisional and non-exhaustive. Communication technologies, 
social and cultural practices, as well as the self-understanding of media 
users are changing almost daily. Nonetheless, there is sufficient consen-
sus on central concepts, issues, and characteristics of digital culture that 
it is possible to sketch out the lines along which research and controversy 
will run. In the spirit of heuristic provocation, therefore, we will view phil-
osophical hermeneutics and actor-network theory from the perspective of-
fered by new media studies in order to speak of networking as constituted 
by network norms that are understood as the basic concepts, structures, 
and characteristics of a global network society.

Network norms make up what can be thought of as a social operating 
system. The concept of a social operating system is based on new media 
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studies and the digital communication revolution. Nonetheless, it is de-
rived from the foundational insight of philosophical hermeneutics that 
all knowledge and action is mediated. There is no representation of the 
world and no construction of networks without media of some kind. For 
philosophical hermeneutics language was considered the primary form of 
mediation. If Heidegger had commented upon McLuhan’s dictum that the 
media is the message, perhaps he would have said, “Of course, language 
speaks.” Actor-network theory deepens and enriches the concept of media-
tion by understanding it in terms of “translation,” that is, the construction 
of hybrid actors and networks. New media studies largely follow McLuhan 
and focus on the social and cultural effects of digital media which are the 
form in which knowledge, action, and identity are “mediated” in the global 
network society. The concept of the social operating system has a com-
plicated family tree. It is derived from philosophical hermeneutics, from 
the description of actor-networks, and from the affordances of new media. 
This unlikely parentage puts it in the position to offer an alternative to the 
imperatives of algorithmic logic, functionality, and systemic closure that 
dominate present day solutions to the problem of complexity. 

Complexity can be seen as one of the most pressing problems facing 
the global network society. Increasing complexity in all areas from tech-
nical infrastructures, to mega-cities, interdependent networks of com-
munication, transportation, energy, information, etc., is emerging as the 
major challenge in the world today.1 Complexity means risk. It means 
that prediction and control become increasingly difficult, if not impos-
sible. Small mistakes lead to large scale disasters. The typical reaction to 
problems of complexity in all areas is control systems. Cyber-physical sys-
tems integration or cyber-physical equivalency is a case in point. These 
systems use ambient computing, sensor technology, mobile devices, wire-
less internet, and similar technologies in order to turn complex real-life 
situations and processes into automated information and communication 
systems, in short, cybernetic machines. This idea is admittedly nothing 
new. Already Norbert Wiener (1950) proposed cybernetics as a theory for 
communication, information, and control in both humans and machines. 
J. C. R. Licklider (1960), a pioneer of computing and the internet, spoke 
of a “man-computer symbiosis” that will “involve a very close coupling 
between the human and the electronic members of the partnership.” 

1 | See Helbing (2013) “Globally Networked Risks and How to Respond.” 
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In the fast-moving, complex environment that characterizes society 
today the effects of human error become the major source of uncertainty 
and can take on catastrophic proportions. Reducing human error by inte-
grating human action into automatic information and decision systems is 
no longer an option, but the inevitable solution. Human action, however, 
is multi-dimensional, and not merely instrumental. Human action cannot 
be reduced to pressing the right button at the right time, or failing to do 
so. Human action takes place in socio-technical networks that cut across 
all areas of life. Pressing a button is a matter of social struggles, economic 
choices, political positions, moral and religious values, and world views. 
These guide the awareness of problems and the allocation of resources. 
They are finding themselves being reconfigured along the demarcation 
between the imperatives of security, functionalism, and control on the 
one side and innovation, freedom, and contingency on the other. How can 
the risks of complexity and the justified needs for security and control in 
a global network society not lead to a cybernetic functionalism in which 
human error, or as Paul Ricoeur would say, “fallibility,” are reduced to a 
minimum and with it human choice, freedom, and creativity? 

The critique of techno-instrumentalism, the conflict of the human 
and the machine, already a theme of the industrial age, is today being 
discussed in terms of the attempt to integrate human knowledge and ac-
tion into automated information systems whose strength is predictabil-
ity and control under conditions of over-complexity. Algorithms are the 
generalized symbolic media of the network age. Money, power, certifica-
tion, knowledge, social capital, that is, the mechanisms of social integra-
tion are being mediated more and more by algorithms. We are entering a 
post-human world in which cognition, decision, and action are the results 
of heterogeneous networks composed of human and non-human actors, 
where the conceptual work of generations of thinkers within the param-
eters of modernity no longer can guide us, where long fought and hard 
won battles must be radically reinterpreted and seen from new perspec-
tives. This situation demands that the question of technology be reopened 
on a new basis and investigated on a terrain that no longer is demarcated 
by subjects, objects, societies, a demystified nature, and a desocialized sci-
ence. Much of the discussion about the emergence of a global network 
society and about the uses of the new science of networks (Barabási 2004) 
is dominated by the promise of introducing prediction and control into 
domains that have heretofore been considered irreducibly contingent. Au-
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tomated information systems, ubiquitous computing, big data, the inter-
net of things, networks of intelligent agents with instantaneous access to 
unlimited information will know more and will be able to make better 
decisions, faster, and above all with less risk than humans in almost all 
situations, from logistics, production and distribution to transportation, 
energy, communication, business and finance, and even education, health 
care, and science. How should we behave and how shall we understand 
ourselves when, as David Weinberger (2012) asks, the smartest person in 
the room is the room itself?

We propose the concept of a social operating system as a way of thinking 
about building, maintaining, and transforming networks without sub-
scribing to an algorithmic rationality and becoming dependent on cyber-
netic models of order. This claim could be misleading, since to speak of an 
alternative is to imply difference and choice. The idea of a social operating 
system should not be considered in opposition to cybernetics. It is not an 
anti-technical concept. It is a socio-technical concept. There is no alterna-
tive to the vision of Wiener, Licklider, and others who have prophesied the 
convergence of humans and technology, a post-human world populated 
by cyborgs. The traditional opposition between technology and society 
that characterized much of the discussion about technology at least since 
Marcuse’s vision of the “one dimensional man” in the 60’s is obsolete. 
Whether as master or as slave, technology cannot be opposed to society; 
it is society. What makes the social operating system a viable alternative to 
the logic of algorithms is not that it is somehow non-technical and pure-
ly social or “democratic,” but much rather that it points to the chaotic, 
unpredictable, uncontrollable, and “serendipic” character of the human-
computer symbiosis. 

The social operating system moves not away from but towards the edge 
of chaos. It orchestrates communicative action in such a way that freedom, 
creativity, and responsibility drive self-organization and the emergence of 
unpredictable—and thus uncontrollable, and therefore risky—events. On 
both sides of the technology debate, weather socio- or techno-determin-
ism, it has for decades been a commonplace for all to plead for the subjec-
tion of technology to the political process. The political process, however, 
as all social processes, is itself a socio-technical network, which links up, 
crosses, and entangles itself with economic, cultural, religious, education-
al, and scientific networks. In the global network society it makes little 
sense to think of politics as an isolated domain, a closed, functional sys-
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tem governed by its own unique code of exclusion and inclusion. No one 
must “leave” science in order to “enter” politics, no more than scientists 
must leave society in order to enter into contact with nature. As we will see, 
the typically modern division of the world into semi-autonomous domains 
of knowing and acting can no longer adequately describe the social space 
of networks or set the parameters for networking. Instead of speaking of 
politics as something different from science, and the social as something 
different from nature, and both as different from business, education, re-
ligion, or art, we will introduce the concept of the socio-sphere as the space 
of networking. The social operating system operates in such a way that a 
socio-sphere emerges as the stage upon which social processes, including 
politics, take place. There is therefore much at stake in a description of the 
emergence of social order through processes of reducing complexity be-
yond the imperatives of prediction, control, and security. It may be a good 
thing for both humans and non-humans, including algorithms, to be able 
and willing to take risks. The concept of the social operation system and 
the concept of a socio-sphere created by it attempt to describe the condi-
tions under which this could be true.

On the epistemological level, this essay takes up the program of philo-
sophical hermeneutics to describe the general conditions of knowledge 
and action and the processes by which meaning is constructed. At least 
since Kant this task as been associated with the endeavor to discover the 
transcendental conditions of the possibility of knowing located in “rea-
son.” Kant firmly established the ideas of “critique” and “reason” as the 
foundational forces of order in a world no longer under the control of ex-
tra-human powers. In order to fulfill this role, however, reason had to free 
itself from human weakness, from all prejudice, particularity, and bias. 
Reason needed to construct itself as “transcendental,” that is as purified 
of the conditions of embodiment and historical contingency. It is upon 
this basis that modernity has been built. From the perspective of “pure” 
reason it is possible to obtain objective knowledge untainted by instincts 
and interests, political and cultural idiosyncrasies, ideological illusions, 
and historical prejudices. 

This position, which goes back at least to Descartes’ critique of tradi-
tion, has come to be known as “critical rationality” or “critical theory.” It 
is based upon the supposed possibility of locating reason—Descartes’s res 
cogitans—outside the conditions of embodiment, time, space, and con-
tingency. Philosophical hermeneutics broke with the tradition of critical 
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rationality by giving up the critical position which somehow placed the 
construction of meaning outside of or beyond historical and social real-
ity. It brought reason back down to earth without, however, giving up the 
question of the general conditions of the constitution of meaning. Herme-
neutics became the self-explication of that being, whose being is meaning, 
a being that is a question for itself and therefore necessarily shares the 
contingency, open-endedness, and uncertainty of meaning. 

Actor-network theory admittedly does not see itself in the lineage of 
philosophical hermeneutics. On the contrary, ANT shares the general 
disdain of hermeneutics typical of poststructuralism. Nonetheless, the 
concerns of ANT for constructing instead of deconstructing meaning, for 
an embodied, historical knowing, and for the inextricable association of 
knowledge and action are also the concerns of philosophical hermeneu-
tics. The explication of a world of meaning starting from an ancient philo-
sophical fragment, a poem, a work of art, or an industrial power plant 
corresponds to the program of actor-network theory to follow the actors 
in their laboratories, in the rain forest, in the factory, and describe how 
they make associations, connections, relations, and assemblies linking ac-
tors together up to the level of global collectives. As Latour (2005: 11) put 
it: “Dispersion, destruction, and deconstruction are not the goals to be 
achieved but what needs to be overcome.” 

Following the lead of philosophical hermeneutics and actor-network 
theory this essay will portray rationality as consisting of cooperative action 
that is conditioned, but not limited by differences in criteria of validity, 
culture, and convictions. This means that the still unresolved debate be-
tween hermeneutics and critical theory, which arose in the 1970’s and has 
patiently waited till the storm of deconstruction abated, will be taken up 
again. It will be argued that Habermas’ universal pragmatics of commu-
nicative action offers fewer resources to explain the functioning of global 
networks than the open horizon of hermeneutic understanding as it can 
be interpreted from the perspective of actor-network theory. Rationality, it 
will be claimed, can be found within the context of those communicative 
practices that effectively build and maintain networks. In opposition to 
postmodernism and poststructuralism we will claim that rationality does 
not lie in dismantling grand narratives and laying bare differences, but 
in making associations, linking things together, building collectives, in 
short, networking.
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Networks can be considered the heroes of this story. Networks consist 
of actors, who, much like fractals, are themselves networks. These net-
works are hybrid and heterogeneous. They are made up of human and 
non-human actors. They cut across heretofore strictly separated domains 
of nature, society, and mind. They are built up of associations that are 
constantly at issue, operating under the pressure of shifting loyalties and 
flexible ties, enforced alone by the communicative efforts of all actors in-
volved and by their complexity and scale. If hermeneutics shows that in-
terpretation and understanding can be interpreted as networking, then 
actor-network theory shows that actors are themselves networks and that 
it is networks that do the interpreting. “Interpreting networks” therefore 
has a double meaning, describing both what interpretation does, and also 
who is doing it. Networks are doing the interpreting, as well as being in-
terpreted. In both cases what is at stake is the construction of meaning. 
This implies that rationality consists in making associations. From the 
perspective of new media studies, this view leads to a definition of ra-
tionality as the particular kind of networking that results from the so-
cial operating system. The norms and principles of the social operating 
system—connectivity, flow, communication, participation, transparency, 
authenticity, and flexibility—constitute the no longer transcendental, but 
nonetheless universal conditions of knowledge and action. They make up 
what it means to be “rational” in the global network society. They take the 
place of Kant’s transcendental principles of order. They are the rules, so 
to speak, of the language-game of networking. They set the conditions of 
exclusion or inclusion, of success or failure in the network society.

Philosophical hermeneutics, actor-network theory, and new media 
“translate” each other and form thereby a theoretical foundation for un-
derstanding the global network society. Foundational claims of this sort 
can easily be attributed to philosophical hermeneutics and actor-network 
theory, but are seldom encountered in the discourse of new media. On 
what basis can it be asserted that new media studies can contribute the 
theoretical resources we need in order to outline a general theory of order, 
knowledge, and action? If Luhmann’s dictum that society consists not of 
people, but of communications is true; and if McLuhan’s famous slogan 
that the medium is the message is taken seriously, then it is plausible 
to argue that major transformations in the technology of communication 
are accompanied by major transformations in society. The idea of a social 
operating system must be understood within the context of the digital 
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communication revolution, a revolution which has consequences for epis-
temology and ontology. Epistemologically this leads to a revision in what 
modernity has defined as rationality. But understanding rationality as net-
working also has consequences for how reality is to be understood. For 
philosophical hermeneutics meaning is being just as for actor-network 
theory the real is the social. When all there is is networks, what becomes 
of reality?

Reinterpreting reason and rationality as networking has consequences 
for our understanding of reality. Ontologically, this leads to a definition of 
the real as mixed reality in which being is a mixture of physical as well as 
so-called “virtual” reality. Physical space-time and cyber space-time are 
functionally equivalent and practically interdependent. Indeed, one could 
speak of cyber-physical equivalence. The world of meaning constructed 
by the social operating system is a mixed reality in which the physical re-
straints of space and time are no longer privileged ontological parameters 
of knowing and acting, but are mixed with so-called virtual reality in hy-
brid, heterogeneous actor-networks. Mixed reality should not be reduced 
to a kind of overlapping of physical and virtual worlds, which remain 
analytically as well as practically distinct. The idea of mixed reality em-
phasizes the irreducibly heterogeneous quality of the real. Mixed reality, 
therefore, will not be described in terms of a physical part and a virtual 
part that are somehow combined, but in terms of filters and layers. 

A filter is a like search query. Filters organize information around con-
cerns. Information enables action. A layer is an organized field of knowl-
edge and action, both physical and virtual, for a certain concern. It is the 
world, both physical and virtual, as it is understood and disclosed from a 
certain perspective, a certain interest, or program of action. Traditionally, 
knowledge and action were primarily determined by the filters of space 
and time. One had access to information and possibilities for action on the 
basis of physical, spatial, and temporal givens. There was only one filter 
and only one layer. Within mixed reality the filtering function of space 
and time has forfeited its dominance. Physical restraints are no longer 
determinative for knowledge and action. In this context Castells (1996) 
speaks of a “timeless time” and the “space of flows” characteristic of net-
work society. In opposition to Castells, however, we will argue that there 
is no natural or even artificial hierarchy of filters and layers, no privileged 
access to reality, even if certain networks are at any time larger and more 
powerful than others and even if networks compete for hegemony. To 
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limit one’s world to that which can be known and acted out within the 
physical constraints of space, time, and embodiment is no longer rational, 
indeed, it is no longer possible. Not to participate in some way in the global 
information and communication networks is not a viable option. The net-
work society is a construction of network communication. There is no 
alternative and no escape. Attempts not to participate in networking and 
not to follow network norms appear increasingly irrational and resemble 
psycho-social pathology.

The social operating system operates by applying filters and layers 
and constructs thereby a “socio-sphere,” a world of knowledge and action 
within a mixed reality. The basic units of this world may be said to be 
actor-networks. From the point of view of new media, actor-networks can 
be reinterpreted as constructions arising from the application of layers 
that are accessed by filters. Actor-networks do not simply exist. They are 
not things, substances, or essences. They are not even systems. They are 
much more like processes, performances, socio-technical rituals, and en-
actments. They are inextricably symbolic, social, technical, and natural at 
once. They are driven by the dynamics of making connections, of binding 
things together, of extending associations, of “translating” and “enroll-
ing” actors into networks. The ontology of actor-networks is less qualita-
tive than quantitative. They can be more or less real. This does not mean, 
however, that actor-networks are more or less “virtual.” The opposition of 
physical reality to a supposed virtual reality is misleading and from the 
pragmatic point of view useless. In the global network society reality is 
always already a mixture of the physical and virtual in much the same way 
as before the new media revolution reality was always a mixture of words 
and things. The concepts of the social operating system, the socio-sphere, 
of mixed reality, and of filters and layers are proposed as alternatives to 
distinctions such as words and things, nature and society, subject and 
object, and other modern categories. 

What has come to the fore in actor-network theory and new media 
studies is that it can make sense to speak of reality in terms of more or 
less.2 To speak of something being “more or less” real means that reality 
is inversely proportional to the amount of effort required to transform an 
actor-network, to open up a functional system, a “black-box,” and to re-

2 | “The real is not one thing among others but rather gradients of resistance.” 

(Latour 1988: 159)
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configure a network. It could be said that “network permanence” replaces 
“object permanence” as the decisive characteristic of the real. Reality be-
comes a “quantitative” measure of effort to create, maintain, and trans-
form networks. From the epistemological perspective, rationality may be 
said to describe the ways in which this can be done. Size does make a dif-
ference. The larger, the more complex, the longer lasting a network is, the 
more real it is and the more rational are those communicative practices 
that construct, transform, and maintain it. This is so for families, associa-
tions, machines, institutions, companies, nations, and cultures. Reality is 
not a given, but a task, it is a network effect.3

Philosophical hermeneutics speaks of “effective historical conscious-
ness” and a “fusion of horizons” (Gadamer 2004) in order to describe 
how networks are built, maintained, and transformed. These concepts 
usually describe how past or foreign traditions are integrated into the 
world horizon of the interpreter. Hermeneutical understanding operates 
to overcome alienation, fragmentation, and isolation. It is an operation of 
integration and association. It builds quite unashamed grand narratives, 
world views, values, and ideologies. But as postmodernism has convinc-
ingly shown, there is no longer an interest-free, objective, impartial, and 
somehow transcendental position from which it could be decided which 
network is the best, the most civilized, just, and humane. But postmodern 
cynicism with regard to grand narratives does not mean we can live with-
out them or that they serve no important purpose. The search for mean-
ing must not always be naive. After postmodernism has robbed us of our 
naiveté what remains is obviously not consensus, but instead a conflict of 
interpretations upon which one cannot simply turn ones back or burry 
one’s head, like Diogenes, in a barrel. The conflict of interpretations re-
mains. But the struggle now takes place on the terrain of the socio-sphere 
and with the weapons of the social operating system.

This essay attempts to show that the principle insights of hermeneu-
tics, that is, the primacy of semiotic coding instead of material or genetic 
coding, the historical, finite, yet open horizon of reality, the communica-
tive, non-subjective construction of meaning, and finally the goals of in-
tegration and association may be interpreted as activities of constructing 
actor-networks. It will furthermore be argued that today and in the future 

3 | “Each network makes a whole world for itself, a world whose inside is nothing 

but the internal secretions of those who elaborate it.” ( Latour 1988: 171)
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it is impossible to make associations that are large, stable, and durable 
without digital media. The collective is through and through digital and 
therefore a mixed reality made up of filters and layers that are implement-
ed, enacted, and controlled by the social operating system. This means 
that the construction of meaning is inseparably bound up with new media 
and digital information technologies. Cognition is distributed. Knowledge 
shifts away from a psychological or mental exercise that humans do and 
which is based on reading and interpreting “texts” to the not exclusively 
human communicative and action-oriented constructing of associations 
under the conditions of digital information and communication technolo-
gies. Associations are constructed between culture and nature, immate-
rial and material entities, as well as human and non-human actors. Net-
working cuts across the typically modern boundaries separating signs, 
things, machines, actors, social systems, organizations, institutions, cul-
tures, and nations. Interpretation is therefore not a cognitive or a psycho-
logical act. There is no significant difference between manipulating signs, 
observing a chemical reaction, designing and building a power plant, 
driving an automobile, cooking diner, or holding a seminar on Kant. In 
all these activities what is significant is the network that is constructed, 
de-constructed, transformed, or reaffirmed by the agency of all the actors 
involved, and not merely the human beings. 

The important point from this perspective is not the primacy of ac-
tion, performance, and practice. We are not proposing a theory of action 
instead of a theory of cognition. What is important is that knowledge and 
action are distributed throughout the network. The distribution, as actor-
network theory claims, is “symmetrical.” Cognition, action, performance, 
influence, and causality are not attributes that can be ascribed to human 
beings alone. This means that the social operating system and the socio-
sphere are not merely social, but natural, technical, even super-natural as 
well. The idea of the social in the concepts of a social operating system and 
socio-sphere should not be understood in the traditional sense of sociol-
ogy. The actor is the network and the network is the actor. It is the network 
that constructs meaning and does the interpreting. It is the network that 
acts, performs, and does things. Networks are interpreting and not merely 
interpreted. The individual actors who participate in the network—weath-
er they be human or non-human—are themselves networks that have at 
any certain time been more or less “black-boxed” into functional roles that 
are experienced as identities and ascribed to things. They are what they 
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are and can do what they can do, because of the chain of associations in 
which they are “enrolled” and which constitutes the network. In networks 
it is not only cognition that is distributed, but also competence, influence, 
and decision making. As Latour (2005: 245) put it, “Hermeneutics is not a 
privilege of humans, but, so to speak, a property of the world itself.”

The understanding of hermeneutics as networking and networking 
as guided by the social operating system that is proposed in this essay 
conceptualizes a constructivist, relational ontology and a vision of society 
characterized by fundamentally different distinctions and demarcations 
than those typical of Western modernity. As Bruno Latour has pointed 
out, there is no longer the need for such binary oppositions as those be-
tween mind and matter, things and signs, humans and machines, soci-
ety and nature, and God and the world which have set the parameters of 
thinking within Western modernity. Instead, the search for order leads to 
an examination of the characteristics and dynamics of networks and net-
working and attempts with the resources of philosophical hermeneutics, 
actor-network theory, and new media theory to construct a viable position 
for knowing and acting in a global network society.


