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1. Introduction

This essay asserts the relevance of Jiirgen Habermas’
concept of a public sphere for political engagement via
the Internet. It contends that the Internet’s openness to
popular participation affords greater democratic poten-
tial than the traditional media in media-rich societies.
Democratic participation on the Internet complements
and affects the operations of more formal political
structures, adapting to and creating new trends in po-
litical engagement.

Section 2 notes the expanding scope of Habermas’ pub-
lic sphere, and the pervasiveness of the ‘network’ meta-
phor in his recent work. Habermas (1996) characterizes
both the public sphere and civil society as networks.
Manuel Castells’ notion of a ‘network society’ extends
Habermas’ scheme of communicative networks by
mapping the latter on to electronic networks. Castells’
theory is superimposed upon Habermas’ networked
public sphere and civil society, and this theoretical
complex is applied to new forms of networked political
participation. Sections 3, 4 and 5 discuss three types of
‘networked politics’ — online activism, protest move-
ments launched on Facebook, and civic engagement.
The examples in each section draw upon Habermasian
and network theory to present certain key features of
the public sphere, highlighting the latter’s relevance for
contemporary society.

Section 3 discusses the Zapatista movement and Se-
attle protests to demonstrate the public sphere’s need
for a safe deliberative space, the exertion of influence
upon the dominant sphere, the Net-enabled expansion
of the public sphere and political agenda, the symbiosis
of public and private spheres as a source of empow-
erment, and ideological diversity rather than absolute
consensus as an index of stronger democracy. Section
4 investigates Facebook’s potential as a digital public
sphere, by closely examining the 2008 protest move-
ment in Colombia against the guerrillas of the Revolu-
tionary Armed Forces of Colombia. Section 5 examines
how civic culture and structured civic engagement sup-
port and are promoted by the electronic public sphere.

The Minnesota E-Democracy is seen as a successful
instance of a civic public sphere, while the case of Am-
sterdam’s Digital City illustrates the public sphere’s
‘refeudalization’.

Section 6 concludes that the relevance and usefulness
of Habermas’ public sphere becomes evident through
an evaluation of the Internet as a democratic space (al-
beit with certain qualifications). It observes, however,
that further research needs to be conducted on the issue
of power within Habermas’ networked public sphere.
Recognizing and theorizing the inequitable distribution
of participatory power in the public sphere would make
Habermas’ concept more comprehensive and realistic.

2. Introduction: Habermas and Castells — a

Theoretical Complex

Habermas’ original conception of a public sphere de-
rived from a specific socio-historical context — the
emergence of a group within the educated and proper-
tied bourgeoisie of late eighteenth and early nineteenth
century Europe, whose public discussions of contem-
porary culture and politics were characterized by ra-
tional—critical argumentation. The critical quality of
discourse rather than personal status was the criterion
of participation. But the ability to conduct ‘rational’ ar-
gumentation was a product of a high level of education,
and participation was effectively restricted to the bour-
geoisie (Habermas, 1989, pp. 26—43). The contribution
of the bourgeois public sphere to democratic politics
was tenuous at best.

More recently, Habermas has conceded the need to ad-
mit ‘from the very beginning the coexistence of com-
peting public spheres’ and to take into ‘account the dy-
namics of those processes of communication that are
excluded from the dominant public sphere’ (1992, p.
425). The recognition of multiple agents/centres of de-
bate/opinion which are distinct from institutionalized
deliberative forums has two key effects: (1) it signifies
a shift away from an anachronistic participatory model
to one that is dynamic, flexible and better suited to con-
temporary democracy; (2) it implies a dichotomy and
creative tension between ‘competing public spheres’

www.communicationijcd.com

10

International Journal of Communication Development



ISSN - 2231 - 2498

January - March - 2012

and the ‘dominant’ or ‘refeudalized’ public sphere in-
stitutionalized in the mass media.

These effects form the basis of Habermas’ reformula-
tion of the public sphere as a ‘network for communi-
cating information and points of view [...] the streams
of communication are in the process filtered and syn-
thesized in such a way that they coalesce into topically
specified public opinions’ (1996, p. 360). The multi-
directional network of communication and informa-
tion exchange constitutes a new site of dialogue and
social interaction (nested within but distinct from civil
society) that detaches itself from ‘the public’s physi-
cal presence and extend[s] to the virtual presence of
scattered readers, listeners or viewers’ (p. 361). Quite
evidently, for the later Habermas, locale ceases to cir-
cumscribe the discursive space: there is far greater
openness to ‘popular participation’, ‘the requirements
of democracy and the nature of large-scale social orga-
nization’ (Calhoun, 1992, pp. 3-4).

The idea of a network informs not just Habermas’
notion of a public sphere, but also its underlying so-
cial structure. For Habermas, ‘civil society’ mediates
between social issues in the private sphere and their
transmission to the public sphere. Thus civil soci-
ety, albeit a medium, is not unilinear but a ‘network
of associations that institutionalizes problem-solving
discourses on questions of general interest inside the
framework of organized public spheres’ (p. 367). Such
a network is intrinsically egalitarian and underpins the
democratic potential of the public sphere. In sum, the
public sphere is a network that receives the issues upon
which it deliberates from other networks of social and
information exchange.

Habermas is concerned with the social and communi-
cative capacity of networks. Manuel Castells appears
to root his notion of the ‘network society’ (2004a)
within the new Habermasian framework, but goes be-
yond it by mapping the social-communicative aspect
of networks on to the technical-instrumental potential
of digital networks:

‘A network society is a society whose social structure
is made of networks powered by micro-electronics
based information and communication technologies.’
(2004a, p. 3)

Interestingly, the terms of Castells’ analytical frame-

work remain primarily social (though the technical
implications are never far from the surface). Just as
Habermas implied the reroutable character of networks
comprising the public sphere and civil society, Castells
notes the ‘reconfiguring capacity inscribed in the pro-
cess of networking’ that enables ‘the programs govern-
ing every network’ to selectively re-orient themselves
towards or to seek out new entities that may be assimi-
lated into the network in order to enhance its value or
performance (2004a, p. 23).

Further, Castells’ assertion that the network society op-
erates through a ‘binary logic of inclusion/exclusion’
which may shift with ‘changes in the network’s pro-
grams and with the conditions of performance of these
programs’ (p. 23) recalls Habermas’ (1992) assertion
that the operation of coexisting and competing public
spheres is built upon a logic of inclusion within / ex-
clusion from the dominant public sphere; and Haber-
mas’ (1996) characterization of civil society as a filter-
ing mechanism for deciding if a subject is of sufficient
‘general interest’ to be included for / excluded from
deliberation in the public sphere.

In a networked social system ‘value’ is decided by the
dominant social institutions (Castells, 2004a, p. 24).
Castells posits a realignment of networks to accommo-
date ‘dominant’ values: a hierarchy is created among
networks on the basis of the transmission of values
to them, or their adherence to particular values. This
reflects Habermas’ distinction between the ‘dominant
public sphere’ of the mass media and decentred, com-
peting public spheres. But a critical difference is the
agency Habermas seems willing to assign to the net-
work of public spheres. Habermas’ silence about the
influence of the dominant public sphere on competing
spheres opens up a range of possibilities — from active
resistance to alignment with dominant values.

The reconfiguration of the public sphere and the social
structure itself as a system of overlapping networks has
given rise to a new form of political engagement: ‘Net-
worked politics is individualized politics, which tries
to connect to many other individuals, suddenly identi-
fied as recognizable citizens’ (Sey and Castells, 2004,
pp. 378). Contemporary democracies are marked by
a perceptible increase in and shift to newer kinds of
extra-parliamentarian politics that emphasize ‘single
issues rather than overarching platforms or ideologies’,
and are more closely related to people’s lives and indi-
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vidual identities. Engagement with ‘lifestyle politics’
articulates and shapes selthood in ways that traditional
politics cannot (Dahlgren, 2000a, pp. 311-15; 2001b,
pp. 42-4).

The Internet’s capacity to create multidirectional net-
works that can expand endlessly makes it the platform
of choice for individual citizens, grassroots organiza-
tions, and political entrepreneurs who come together
in an autonomous programme to redesign the politi-
cal process. Lacking any direct control mechanism,
the network develops around certain goals specified
through deliberation within the network itself. While
contributing to the plurality of the public sphere, the
Internet also strengthens or stabilizes it, as voluntary
participation in an interactive political network is an
expression of commitment toward a personal political
option. As the examples in the following sections on
‘networked activism’ and ‘networked civic engage-
ment’ demonstrate, the use of the Internet for delib-
erative democracy confirms the dual orientation of
participants’ political engagement: while they directly
influence the political system through their political
programmes, they also seek to expand / contribute to
the public sphere and civil society and confirm their
‘own identities and capacities to act’ (Habermas, 1996,
p. 370).

3. Networked Activism

Three fundamental properties of digital networks — de-
centralized access / distributed outcomes, simultaneity,
and interconnectivity — facilitate the democratic mobi-
lization of activist networks across geographies. But
the power of these ‘counterpublic’ spheres to negotiate
with the dominant public sphere varies. Online activ-
ism may achieve the successful passage of oppositional
messages ‘from the seemingly remote spheres of micro
media [...] to mass media’ (Bennett, 2001, np). Such
‘crossovers’ constitute the dialogue that Habermas
deems necessary for reshaping the public sphere. The
subsequent discussion of the Zapatista uprising and the
1999 protests at Seattle against the WTO demonstrate
the crossover of messages, the Internet’s potential as a
democratic space, its ability to nurture counterpublics,
and to physically realize virtual activism.

The causes of the 1994 indigenous Zapatista rebellion
in Chiapas, Mexico are well documented (Cleaver,
1998, pp. 623-7; Castells, 2004b, pp. 75-82). While e-
mobilization efforts initially sought to consolidate pop-

ular support for the Zapatista movement, and construct
collective outrage against the Mexican government’s
adherence to the NAFTA’s neoliberalism, the Internet
soon began to be used in other innovative ways. On-
line conferences and multilingual discussion forums
facilitated active deliberation on the plight of Chiapas
and democracy in Mexico. Post-1994, the Internet also
functioned as a feedback device for people’s response
to inter/national plebiscites. Over a million people in
Mexico participated in the plebiscites, and there were
also about 81,000 responses from foreigners from 47
other countries (Cleaver, 1998, pp. 628-30).

The Internet created a corpus of readily accessible and
verifiable information about the movement. Interna-
tional observers flocked to Chiapas, and their depen-
dence on the Internet for firsthand and breaking news
(with its implicit ideological bias) caused media mes-
sages to pass from the alternate to the mainstream mass
media, or from the counterpublic to the public sphere.
Habermas sees the tendency of counterpublics towards
publics as a creative tension, necessary for the expan-
sion of democracy. Paradoxically, alternate validity
claims depend on the mass media for their validation
and incorporation. As Rucht notes:

‘[...] reactions of the mass media are a precondition
for the ultimate success or failure of these movements.
Therefore, from the local to the global levels, move-
ments struggle for public visibility as granted (or re-
fused) by the mass media. (2004, p. 32)’

Democratic deliberation requires a ‘safe space’ where
‘discourse counter to the dominant’ may be developed
(Palczewski, 2001, p. 172). The Internet offers a rel-
atively safe space for activists to deliberate and pro-
duce potentially subversive discourses, as decentral-
ized, ‘leaderless and virtually anonymous [...] broadly
distributed communication’ via electronic networks
challenges censorship even if it is closely monitored
(Bennett, 2001, np). The safety of virtual space was
central to the Zapatista movement, as mass support for
the cause could continue to be consolidated online (and
by extension via the mainstream media) even when the
Mexican army forced the rebels to retreat into the hills
in 1996. The most striking use of the Internet, however,
has been in linking autonomous movements at regional
and inter/national levels. Internet-enabled horizontal
collaboration between the Zapatistas have promoted
unity through diversity, allowing localized struggles to
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articulate common objectives without compromising
their autonomy and specificity. The intercontinental
meetings organized in Chiapas (1996) and Spain (1997)
drew thousands of grassroots activists, greatly enrich-
ing democratic institution-building, and expanding the
sphere of deliberative democracy. The mobilization of
‘overlapping social movement[s]’ via decentralized
electronic networks thus creates not a ‘single unified
movement’, but a powerful, flexible, and far-reaching
‘libertarian network’ (Juris, 2004, pp. 352—4).

The anti-globalization movement has effectively har-
nessed the strategic potential of the Internet to engage
with ‘non-state, transnational targets such as corpo-
rations and trade regimes’, and has demonstrated a
‘growing coordination of communication and action
across networks’ (Bennett, 2003, p. 144). The ‘Battle
of Seattle’ that resulted in the closure of the WTO min-
isterial meeting (1999) in Seattle was a watershed in
the movement against free trade. The preceding year,
the failure of the Multilateral Agreement on Investment
(MAI) had largely been an outcome of the Internet-
based campaign of a network of organizations from
about 70 countries. Although the online protests were
supplemented by their offline counterparts, the Internet
helped to cement the opposition that had begun simul-
taneously in several developed countries (Van Aelst
and Wargrave, 2004, p. 100). The anti-MAI movement
may be seen as a precursor to Seattle. Other than mass
protests, there were several reasons for the failure of
the Seattle Ministerial — the North—South divide and
US—Europe agricultural divide. But the popular pro-
tests had by far the most powerful symbolic value, and
were granted further visibility through extensive media
coverage (Juris, 2004, p. 343).

The Internet played a major democratizing role in mo-
bilizing opinion and subsequently translating it into ac-
tion. The Seattle protests were coordinated primarily
through email, electronic bulletin boards, chat rooms,
online forums, and mobile phones. This form of net-
working generated physical mobilization on an unprec-
edented scale — mass demonstrations were coordinated
and executed simultaneously in over 80 cities spanning
many countries. Throughout 1999 the StopWTO distri-
bution list provided detailed information on various as-
pects of the WTO, relevant to the protests. Other sites
— particularly the umbrella website of the anti-WTO
coalition — disseminated information, plans and sched-
ules of protests / demonstrations. All deliberations

were conducted in the public domain, and participation
in the campaign was open to all. The flexibility and
regenerative capacity of electronic networks proved
remarkably useful for the campaign’s continuity: when
authorities crippled the Direct Action Network’s (an
action group) digital network, a new ad hoc mobile
communications system could be re-assembled at short
notice (Van Aelst and Wargrave, 2004, pp. 100-102;
Hatcher, 2003, pp. 97-8).

The WTO History Project (www.wtohistory.org) at the
University of Washington provides personal testimo-
nies of and transcripts of interviews with several Se-
attle activists. A considerable number of interviewees
mention the importance of personal digital media to
social movements. All the interviewees draw attention
to the sheer plurality of voices within the movement,
and the advantages of horizontal collaboration between
multiple, widely dispersed groups and individuals. The
personal testimonies include accounts of evolving self-
hood, and scepticism of the mass media. Stephanie
Guilloud, an activist, combines notions of private and
public with the circulation of messages in the dominant
public sphere:

‘As we begin to un-learn the social idea that newspa-
pers and televisions tell us the truth, we see that indi-
vidual voices are equally as valid and important. Si-
multaneously, we see our individual lives as connected
to a much larger, more complex world. Our singular
experiences are one story among thousands. And there
were thousands. And we all have a story to tell.” (Guil-
loud)

The deconstruction of the dominant public sphere does
not lead to a simple validation or relatively increased
validity of the counterpublic sphere, but to a deeper
recognition of the private sphere of the self and its par-
ticipation in collective social articulation. Habermas
describes the inextricability of the private (‘individu-
al’) and public (‘much larger, more complex world’)
spheres: ‘the public sphere draws its impulses from the
private handling of social problems that resonate in life
histories’ (1996, p. 366), and ‘problems voiced in the
public sphere first become visible when they are mir-
rored in personal life experiences’ (p. 365). Selthood
or citizenship thus entails a blurring of boundaries be-
tween the public and the private. Narratives of personal
identity replace ‘collective social scripts as bases for
social order’. Highly individualized identity processes
(‘our singular experiences’) function as ‘interpersonal
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linkages’ as ‘network organization begins to displace’
overarching systems and institutional hierarchies that
hitherto conferred recognition and induced conformity
(Bennett, 2003: 146). Habermas’ notion of the reflex-
ivity of the internal and the external becomes the basis
of Net-enabled creative empowerment or ‘networked
individualism’ (Wellman, 2000, np).

The polycentric and non-hierarchical yet integrated
nature of networks opens them to popular participa-
tion. While the degree of openness implies respect
for diverse identities, the plurality of voices may re-
flect a plurality of purpose, or the network’s lack of
ideological coherence. But Bennett rightly notes that
openness to divergent views and concerted pursuit of
multiple causes while focusing on a common target —
rather than ideological unity — could make networked
counterpublics particularly effective (2011, np). As a
Seattle activist remarked, the protests ‘at times with
slightly different messages, but with a common goal
of democratizing the global economy [...] made the
“Battle of Seattle” such an important event’ (Almeida).
The shift from consensus-oriented deliberation to a
deeper discrete-issue-based democracy corresponds to
Habermas’ conceptual shift from the public sphere as
a unitary ‘realm [...] in which something approaching
public opinion can be formed’ (1964, p. 49) to a net-
work that synthesizes communication flows into ‘topi-
cally specified public opinions’ (1996, p. 360).

4. Facebook and Online Activism

Facebook, while ostensibly a platform for social net-
working, could function equally effectively as a plat-
form for online activism. It is becoming increasingly
common for individuals to create cause-based Face-
book pages or groups. Visitors freely post their com-
ments, related videos and news items on such pages,
voicing their views, stirring debates, and transforming
the Facebook ‘wall’ into a forum for deliberation, ar-
gumentation and discussion. Facebook’s global reach,
accessibility, and innovative methods of connecting
people (by comparing lists of ‘friends’ and identifying
‘mutual friends’) allow users to engage with a variety
of causes and socio-political movements.

The 2008 Facebook movement in Colombia to express
outrage against the guerrillas of the Revolutionary
Armed Forces of Colombia (known by its Spanish ini-
tials, FARC) demonstrated Facebook’s power and po-
tential as a Habermasian public sphere. Between 2002
land 2008, FARC had taken 700 Colombians hostage.

Sympathy and public anger about the plight of FARC’s
hostages was widespread in the country, as was fear
about what the powerful revolutionary army might do
next to disrupt civilian life and political processes. In
December 2007, FARC announced that it would soon
turn over Clara Rojas (a hostage), her four-year-old
son Emmanuel who had been born in captivity, and
another hostage to the Colombian government. For
the media, Emmanuel became a symbol — a promise
of freedom from FARC’s tyranny. As the media fren-
zy about Emmanuel’s imminent release continued to
grow, it emerged that he was not even in FARC’s pos-
session. The child had fallen ill a while earlier, had
been ‘dumped’ with a peasant family, and was now un-
expectedly in the government’s hands, although most
government officials including the president himself
were unaware of the fact. As news spread via the na-
tional and private media, people began to express their
disgust at both FARC and the government’s handling
of the matter, while also expressing their relief that
Emmanuel was safe (Kirkpatrick, 2011, pp. 1-2).

Oscar Morales, a young Colombian civil engineer and
an avid Facebook user, was surprised to find no anti-
FARC groups or activism on Facebook. Responding
to the media explosion around Emmanuel’s release, on
4 January 2008 he created a Facebook public group
called ‘One Million Voices Against FARC’ with a short
description of the group’s purpose (quite simply to
stand up to FARC) and a logo overlaid with the four
pleas ‘NO MORE KIDNAPPINGS, NO MORE LIES,
NO MORE KILLINGS, NO MORE FARC.’ In the
course of the next six hours, 1500 people joined the
group, and by late afternoon on 5 January, the group
had 4000 members. People had begun posting mes-
sages and opinions on the group’s wall, and many of
these generated organized and sustained discussions
among members. Members soon began to speak not
just of their resentment against FARC, but what they
ought to do about it. On 6 January, a consensus had
emerged that the burgeoning group should go public,
and by the time the group grew to include 8000 mem-
bers, people had begun to post ‘Let’s DO something’
repeatedly on the discussion board. The creation of a
public forum for discussion, the use of the Facebook
wall as a feedback mechanism for people’s responses,
and the resultant public deliberation had set the stage
for political action.
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Morales and other active members of the group decid-
ed to stage a national march against FARC on 4 Febru-
ary 2008, exactly a month after the group’s formation.
Morales insisted that the march should take place not
only in Bogota, Colombia’s capital, but also at other
locations throughout the country, including his home-
town of Barranquilla, and created an event called the
‘National March against FARC’. Group members in
other cities (such as Miami, Buenos Aires, Madrid,
Los Angeles, Paris and others), a significant propor-
tion of whom were Colombian émigrés, argued that it
ought to be a global demonstration as they wanted to
be involved in the movement too. Group members thus
began to plan a coordinated global march (Kirkpatrick,
2011, p. 4).

What followed was a remarkable instance of digital-
ly fuelled activism. According to press estimates, on
4 February about 10 million people marched against
FARC in hundreds of cities in Colombia. Almost 2 mil-
lion others marched in other cities around the world.
The mainstream media began covering plans for the
upcoming demonstration, with stories focusing inten-
sively on Facebook itself (a new American import in
Colombia at the time) as a channel for political mo-
bilization. Print articles and television programmes
gauged Facebook’s efficacy in terms of the astonishing
extent to which it allowed young people to mobilize
against FARC without feeling threatened, but rather
by drawing courage from the strength of numbers and
the magnitude of popular sentiment. (It was particu-
larly surprising that most Colombians who signed up
for the movement on Facebook did so under their real
names.)

As news and messages swiftly ‘crossed over’ from the
online public sphere to the dominant sphere constitut-
ed by the mainstream media in Colombia, the former’s
scope, scale and membership grew exponentially. A
symbiotic relationship was created between the two
public spheres: the media drew heavily on the opin-
ions, breaking news and ‘demonstration information’
provided by the Facebook page, and the admiration and
support of the mainstream media enhanced the cred-
ibility of and awareness about the Facebook group.

The political establishment also extended its full sup-
port to the anti-FARC movement. Local army com-
manders provided Morales with an armed escort, and
mayors and city governments throughout Colombia
worked closely with demonstration volunteers to fa-

cilitate the march by granting march permits and sanc-
tioning additional security. Even when the movement
had become a media sensation, Facebook remained the
central source of information, means of mobilization
and promotional tool. Besides helping coordinate a
global event and express public outrage on a massive
scale, Morales’ anti-FARC movement had very real
consequences. The joint statement drafted by Morales
and his group was broadcast on television all over Lat-
in America. Most significantly, FARC — acutely aware
of the impending march — publicly announced immedi-
ately prior to the march that they would release a num-
ber of hostages, including several former Colombian
congressmen. In the weeks that followed, they released
many more (Kirkpatrick, 2011, pp. 4-6).

Although Facebook was not designed as a political
tool, its creators realized intuitively that if the service
allowed people to reflect their genuine identities on-
line, a key aspect of their identities was likely to be
their views and passions about urgent contemporary is-
sues (Mezrich, 2010). Facebook’s founder, Mark Zuck-
erberg, would subsequently say that the anti-FARC
movement was ‘a very early indicator that governance
is changing — [and of how] political organizations can
form. These things can really affect peoples’ liberties
and freedom, which is ... the point of government. In
fifteen years maybe there will be things like what hap-
pened in Colombia almost every day’ (Kirkpatrick,
2011, p. 8). Indeed, four years after Morales’ stunning
success, one finds instances of political protest and
democratic participation generated, catalysed and sus-
tained by Facebook in every country and community
where the service has gained currency.

5. Networked Civic Engagement

Habermas perceives civic culture as the normative
bedrock of the ‘associational network of civil society’.
Civic culture comprises the set of preconditions for all
democratic participation. Indeed, the Internet has come
to play a significant role in promoting and strengthen-
ing civic culture. But it is not that the Internet makes
people want autonomy. It is simply that people search-
ing for autonomy tend to turn to the Internet as their
medium of choice. Under conditions of autonomous
citizenship and the operation of an open participatory,
formal political channel, the Internet could begin to
transform political engagement.

An open but formal communicative channel implies a
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regulatory mechanism to moderate the quality of dis-
course. While online exchange is often informal and
‘tangentially political’ but nonetheless sustains ‘inter-
personal and civic relationships’ (Coleman, 2007, p.
372), the moderation of online intercourse can only
enhance the quality of deliberation without detracting
from the creation of social capital through the network.
The rational—critical argumentation among citizens that
constitutes meaningful deliberation within the Haber-
masian public sphere can thus be maintained. The stud-
ies that Coleman reviews (2007, pp. 370-371) seem
to indicate that ‘more formally-structured modes of
online talk’ yield a more focused exchange and ratio-
nal—critical debate than relatively unstructured online
political talk and Usenet discussions. Departing from
Habermas’ normative ideal, unstructured Net forums
often unwittingly privilege the right to speech over so-
cial responsibility, leading to a ‘profusion of personal
statements framed as evaluative positions’ (Pinter and
Oblak, 2006). Their claim to democratic communica-
tion is superficial.

Moderated democratic deliberation is the critical fac-
tor behind the continuing success of the Minnesota E-
Democracy’s (MED) civic network, which reasonably
ganizers of the DDS connected inhabitants and local
politicians by linking the City Hall’s internal email
system with the DDS, and making municipal and other
local information available on an interactive electronic
bulletin board. Realizing the importance of a focused
democratic forum, the DDS’s e-discussion groups were
moderated by informed specialists (van den Besselar
and Beckers, 2005, p. 68).

Although the DDS initially met Dahlberg’s norma-
tive conditions, it was unable to preserve its autonomy
from economic power. From a government-subsidized
creative project, it changed into a self-sustaining non-
profit organization, and ultimately into a commercial
company. There were concomitant shifts in its goals.
When profitability became the primary motive, the
DDS came to be considered solely from a cost angle,
was found unsustainable, and liquidated (2005, p. 67).
The latter phases of the DDS’s evolution were charac-
terized by ‘better services’ at the cost of ‘citizen partic-
ipation’ and its aspirations to a democratic networked
community was at odds with its rigidly top—down cor-
porate structure. The cleavage between the founda-
tion’s managers (who held decision-making powers)
and the network’s members led the latter to abandon

the DDS’s democratic functions and use it merely as an
Internet service and content provider (Castells, 2001:
pp. 150-52)

The collapse of the DDS’s autonomy due to the intru-
sion of economic power reiterates the need for a demo-
cratic space that is protected not just from the domi-
nant discourse but from commercialization. The DDS’s
shift from a participatory civic culture to a consumer
culture throws into relief the possibility of the public
sphere’s refeudalization. The DDS failed as a public
sphere because ‘rational—critical debate [was] replaced
by consumption, and the web of public communication
unravelled into acts of individuated reception’ (Hab-
ermas, 1989, p. 161). Its post-privatization role as a
service provider led to a ‘sharing of culture’ that was a
‘joint consumption rather than a more active participa-
tion in mutual critique’ (Calhoun, 1992: 23). The com-
mercialization of the media fundamentally alters their
character and their relation to citizens: an ‘exemplary
forum’ for democratic debate degenerates into just an-
other ‘domain for cultural consumption’ (Thompson,
1995, p. 74). While Thompson critiques Habermas’
concept of refeudalization chiefly on account of its ex-
aggeration of consumers’ passivity (1990, p. 116), the
possible adverse effects of media commercialization
are certainly very real.

‘Privatized’ forms of participation undermine the de-
liberative energy of civic networks, but a serious chal-
lenge is also posed by other less demanding kinds of
political engagement: there is an overwhelming pref-
erence for direct individual-to-representative commu-
nication, rather than for rational—critical citizen-to-cit-
izen dialogue. But individual-to-representative online
services tend to be influenced and affected by those in
power — by corporate backing and/or government web-
sites’ tendency to ‘sell’ policies and personalities — thus
retarding their overall democratic potential (Dahlberg,
2001b, pp. 619-28). Despite providing a channel for
communicating with politicians / political candidates,
the liberal individualist model reduces dialogue be-
tween citizens, and citizens’ engagement with civic
associations, thereby impairing the creation of social
capital. Individual discourse lacks the rational—critical
character developed through debate; and divorced from
the possible deliberative outcomes in civil society the
individual does not possess sufficient autonomy to sig-
nificantly alter the political process. Hence individual-
to-representative interaction remains largely ‘expres-
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sive’, lacking the instrumental power of
sphere.

the public

6. Conclusion

The utility of Habermas’ public sphere in contempo-
rary media-rich societies becomes evident through
an assessment of the Internet’s ability to foster dem-
ocratic deliberation. The features of the Internet as a
democratic space (its relation to the dominant public
sphere, the private self, civil society, civic culture; its
accommodation of different perspectives, promotion
of focused rational—critical discussion; and the threat
of its commercialization and degeneration into mere
consumerism) largely correspond to Habermas’ char-
acterization of the public sphere. Although the Internet
has ‘unquestionably become a major medium in all in-
dustrialized societies’ (Dahlgren, 2001a, p. 74), and is
a better vehicle for extra-parliamentarian politics than
the traditional media, unqualified optimism about its
function as a public sphere should be resisted. Two
provisos must be kept in mind. First, Internet growth
has been phenomenal, but its use is still ‘far from uni-
versal’. Second, using the Internet to discuss / engage
with politics is a low priority, as compared to e-mail,
information searches and business transactions (Dahl-
gren, 2001b, p. 47; Sparks, 2001, pp. 83-9). Thus it is
difficult to conceive of the Internet as a substitute for
formal political structures. But as this essay has shown,
it provides an important and (for many) easily acces-
sible deliberative space, embodying significant demo-
cratic potential.

Habermas’ (1996) reformulation of the public sphere
signals a new critical project of rethinking democracy
and social structures in terms of networks. Rigorously
retheorizing the public sphere from the perspective of
social networks could yield important insights. The is-
sue of power, in particular, needs to be problematized.
While the bourgeois public sphere was essentially an
exclusive power structure comprising the educated and
propertied elite, Habermas’ networked public sphere
seems to elide the question of power, implicitly equat-
ing a distributive network with an equitable distribu-
tion of participatory power. Dahlberg notes that the rel-
atively open deliberative space of the Internet may be
‘colonized’ by ‘pluralist interest groups’ and ‘individu-
alist participants’ (2007, p. 130). More interestingly,
Castells points out that power in networks is controlled
by ‘programmers’ who are able to re/programme net-
lworks’ purposes and goals, and by ‘switchers’ who can

‘connect different networks to ensure their coopera-
tion’ (2004, p. 32). Further research is needed to iden-
tify these actors and thus locate the play of power in the
context of Habermas’ public sphere. While Habermas
accounts for external threats to the public sphere (from
the dominant discourse, commercialization, etc.), the
recognition of possible threats from within would make
the theory both more realistic and relevant.
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