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The Media in the Post-truth Age: The Internet from

the Perspective of Social System Theory

NABE Keiichi

The aim of this paper is to analyze “affective society” in the post-truth age from the perspective
of social system theory as elaborated by German sociologist Niklas Luhmann. According to this
theory, modern society is a functionally differentiated society to a high degree, where symboli-
cally generalized media of communication such as money, power, truth and love have developed
and each functional system observes the other functional systems or its environment through
binary codes such as true/false (the system of science), legal/illegal (the legal system), and
payment/non-payment (the economic system).

In his later life Luhmann analyzed mass media in terms of social system theory and insisted
that the binary code of the system of mass media is information/non-information, which enables
the system to select new information from its environment. New information selected in this
system, however, is severely limited; it must be true. Then, what is the binary code of the system
of the internet? We propose that it is connection/disconnection. Compared with the system of
mass media, for the system of internet it is more critical how communication is connected to next
communication, for disconnection of communication means the death of the system itself. On the
other hand, it is less important whether information is true or not than in the system of mass
media. This is why false or fake information is easy to circulate in the system of the internet. Bad
information drives out good—Gresham’s Law in the post-truth age.
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