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This Special Issue of Future Internet features the best papers from the 9th annual
conference “Comparative Media Studies in Today’s World (CMSTW’2021)”, which was
held between 20 and 21 April 2021, in St. Petersburg, Russia (virtually). From 2013 to
2021, the conference has gathered leading scholars in the area of comparative media and
communication research. In recent years, the focus of CMSTW has increasingly shifted
towards the study of online communication, especially that on social networking platforms
and similar portals of public and not-so-public communication.

In 2021, the conference theme was “Communicative architectures.” As the CMSTW
program chair, I deliberately chose this interpretation for two reasons. First, the aim was
to accentuate the juxtaposition of “communication vs. communicative” for the way in
which these terms are used in the various sub-fields of communication science. Second,
the emphasis was to radically expand these terms beyond their present narrow technical
use in the communication systems literature [1,2] and to allow for interpretations of the
architectures of communication that were as comprehensive as possible. In organizing
the call for papers, my colleagues and I aimed at linking “architectures” to “hierarchies”,
“structures”, “layers”, or even “assemblages” [3], as well as overlapping “spheres” and
“arenas” [4], to see how these architectural and spatial metaphors help in understanding
the factors that shape public and interpersonal communication in today’s (and, possibly,
future) Internet.

In other words, the scope of the conference was to explore the interplay between com-
munication architectures and other features of online life. For instance, recently, scholars
have proclaimed the rise of the platform society [5]. In it, affordances decide what message
the medium is [6]; algorithmic intermediaries, commercial corporations, and influencer
bloggers [7-9] compete in bypassing news agencies, and platforms impeach politicians [10].
The reshaping of power orders, the renewal of the public/private debate, context-bound
differences, and the transformation of discussion practices all pose the question of what
we are facing in the emergent communication architecture(s) of our life: Is there a horizon-
tal co-existence of communication platforms, a multi-level complex of arenas, or a brave
new world of (re-)emergent hierarchies? Additionally, to what extent can communication
phenomena be explained via the “architectural” view?

User talk is a major part of online communication at present and may be seen as
both the contents of the platforms (as “communication vessels”) and as an element of the
communication architecture itself. The authors of this Special Issue explored how features
of the communication structure and context relate to the content and discursive features of
Internet discussions.

Trying to answer the questions posed above, the papers link the phenomena of media,
psychological, or social-grouping nature to platform affordances, hierarchies of communica-
tors, geographical proximity of communication loci, or dynamics of seemingly structureless
opinion cumulation [11]. Thus, [12] demonstrates, among others, that large-scale interna-
tional discussions on social networks, such as Twitter, have a certain logic in how their
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news-like content changes into discussion on problematic issues with varying speeds,
depending on the distance from the geographical epicenter of the discussed event. With
predominantly methodological goals, the authors fine-tune and test several neural-network-
based models for abstractive summarization, but they also show how summarization
applied to real-world online debates allows for discovering their news/issues structure
from a comparative perspective.

Everyday communication similar to that described in [12] tends to create communities—
an element of communication architecture with dynamic composition, blurred borders,
thresholds to enter, and internal “center—periphery” structure [13]. Detecting communities
within socially mediated discussions helps to rethink the structure of social grouping as
well as its reasons. Discursive communities may be non-self-evident. The authors of [14]
checked seven automated methodologies for the detection of hidden communities in Twitter
discussions of varying volumes and languages. The analysis showed that, despite better or
worse precision metrics values, none of the methodologies allows for detecting large enough
communities (roughly two to ten, as was suggested in political polarization studies [15],
instead of the dozens detected by automated clustering). Thus, other methods of clustering,
such as those based on the Markov moment [16], may be better suited for community
detection on social media. Communities, however, may also be induced by user practices,
on the one hand, and algorithms, on the other. The authors of [17] demonstrate that both the
sequence of user messages and recommending algorithms may create differing communities
from an initial set of non-related users. Thus, communities on communication platforms
may be seen as emergent structures of a flexible and non-fixed nature, which, nonetheless,
may be predicted.

Emerging communities that rise naturally based on authentic opinion cumulation
need to be distinguished from communicative structures induced on purpose by strategic
communication actors and actions/activities, such as, e.g., instruments of computational
propaganda [18]. While the latter, in the form of bots and trolls, are studied actively, studies
of the more subtle and fine-tuned efforts of opinion induction are less frequent. The authors
of [19] developed a methodology for the detection of strategic communicators, whom the
authors call “network combatants” and reconfigure the structure of authentic discourse
and user relations within a given discussion.

Communication structures may also be hybrid [20]—that is, comprise both online
and offline milieus, which creates peculiar communication dynamics. The authors of [21]
describe communicative situations of phubbing, a form of face-to-face alienation and snub-
bing provoked by smartphone use in public, especially in interpersonal communication
in public spaces. The authors are, to our best knowledge, the first in the field of mobile
communication studies to address the issue of phubbing activation and the factors that
trigger it, including gender, age, and positive/negative affect.

The papers of the conference all confirm that the concept of communicative architec-
tures may be used as an umbrella term to designate and comprise the relations between
structural-hierarchical and other features of online communication. We hope for the wider
use of this term in future studies of Internet media.
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