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Introduction: “You Can’t Stop the Signal!” 

 

 

In complex societies, the public sphere consists of an intermediary structure between 

the political system, on the one hand, and the private sectors of the lifeworld…on the 

other. It represents a highly complex network that branches out into a multitude of 

overlapping international, national, regional, local, and subcultural arenas. 

—Jürgen Habermas, Between Facts and Norms 

 

If there exists a weakest link in undemocratic tightening of controls over the 

public sphere and freedom of speech, it is the Internet. And when it breaks, the 

information flow is impossible to stop. 

— Svetlana Kulikova and David Perlmutter 

 

 

In the 2005 sci-fi movie Serenity, the captain of a small smuggling ship, Mal, 

and his crew stumble across a secret recording that implicates the current government 

in crimes that caused the deaths of millions of people. Faced with limited resources 

and an oppressive regime bent on destroying them, the crew takes their precious 

information to ―Mr. Universe,‖ a futuristic hacker who has the capacity to inject it 

into the wild communication torrents of the internet. “You can't stop the signal, Mal,‖ 

he explains. ―Everything goes somewhere, and I go everywhere.‖ Upon transmission, 

the government ceases to hunt the captain and his crew, realizing that once the signal 

of information is unleashed into the public sphere it cannot be undone. The public 

demands an inquiry, and the governmental regime is substantially weakened. 

As we move through the new ―information age‖ of the 21
st
 Century, the flow 

of communication in the multitude of networks we call the internet
1
 proceeds at an 

unimaginable pace, bringing news, discourse, and entertainment to hundreds of 

millions of people. From political activists in China using specialized tools to tunnel 

                                                
1 There are technical variations between common terms for the ―internet‖, including the World Wide 

Web, Net, Web, etc. For simplicity‘s sake I will be using ―internet‖ as a blanket term to describe all 

interlinked electronic networks, though many examples will use specific terminology where 

appropriate or necessary.  
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out through the ―Great Firewall‖, to Wikileaks‘s dissemination of classified material, 

to the millions of blogs, tweets, and websites that abound throughout the web, we all 

have the resources to be Mr. Universe. Anyone who has observed the progression of 

the internet over the last few years cannot help but be awed by its effects on personal, 

national, and international affairs. It is estimated that over 29% of the world‘s 

population is now online.
2
 In late 2008, Google announced that it had indexed the 1 

trillionth unique URL (Uniform Resource Locator). We are only beginning to 

comprehend the power of this decentralized network that runs every millisecond of 

every day, and we are faced with momentous questions as to how we will develop 

and use this technology in the future.  

Before we can begin to answer such a question, a far more fundamental issue 

must be examined—one that I believe should be at the very crux of our discussion of 

the internet: what are the political and social consequences of modernity, and can its 

aspirations of reason and universality be redeemed? This is precisely the question that 

has been addressed for some decades now by Jürgen Habermas, who offers a spirited 

defense of the core elements of the Enlightenment while rejecting its metaphysical 

grounding. Modernity, characterized by rationalization, advanced capitalism, and a 

massive pluralization of religious beliefs and interpretations of the good life, has 

dissolved established structures of society. It has torn apart the previously fused 

elements of facticity and validity that characterized political orders based on heredity, 

divine right, and raw power. Without the possibility of drawing upon these elements, 

                                                
2 "Internet Users - Top 20 Countries - Internet Usage." Internet World Stats - Usage and Population 

Statistics. 
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modernity must, as Habermas has written, ―create its normativity out of itself‖
3
 with 

the tool we are left in a postmetaphysical world—language and its coordinating and 

legitimating power.   

The purpose of this work is to explore the postmetaphysical justification and 

structure of democracy as advocated by Habermas by examining the concept of the 

public sphere. This examination takes place amidst a long-running debate in 

democratic theory between liberal and republican thinkers who have separated into 

their respective trenches, only occasionally reaching out to the other side. In contrast 

to these two traditions, a third major school of democratic theory, known as 

deliberative democracy, has begun to emerge in the last several decades. While this 

tradition has numerous proponents, the most comprehensive philosophical framework 

came with Habermas‘s 1992 Faktizität und Geltung, translated to English in 1996 as 

Between Facts and Norms (BFN). In it, Habermas provided the application of his 

theories of discourse ethics and communicative action to democracy and law, 

providing an incredibly rich reconstructive account of how the power of language can 

be harnessed to soothe the tension that has emerged between facticity and validity in 

our modern political systems and social interactions.  

While there has been much written about deliberative democracy and the 

internet, both together and separately, we are perpetually playing catch-up to a 

technological phenomenon that is difficult at best to be tamed for academic 

interrogations. Quite simply, the internet is too large and evolves too quickly for there 

to be any comprehensive understanding of it. My endeavor in this project is not to 

account for all facets of the internet in their relation to social interactions, but to 

                                                
3 Habermas, quoted in White p.91 
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explore the possibilities of the internet as a digital political public sphere at the 

postmetaphysical intersection between cyberspace and democracy. The public sphere 

forms an essential component in a modern understanding of democracy as a space 

where ―private people come together as a public‖
4
 to discuss the most important 

aspects of their society. This work picks up on the role of the political public sphere, 

focusing on the ways in which the internet offers a space for developing 

communicative action. I believe this project is essential as Habermas has been quite 

skeptical of the internet, arguing that it is simply comprised of ―millions of 

fragmented chat rooms‖ and ―isolated issue publics‖
5
 Below, I argue that the internet 

is already functioning as a digital public sphere along the theoretical framework 

developed by Habermas and augmented by feminists, specifically examining the 

ways in which its unique characteristics—pervasiveness, decentralization, potential 

for anonymity, and low usage cost—make the digital public sphere particularly suited 

for its normative self-understanding.   

In this work, I utilize a variety of methods—drawing from theoretical models, 

case studies, political events, stories, and personal experience. I believe that a variety 

of approaches is necessary to encapsulate the full potential of the internet. As an 

individual whose life is thoroughly permeated by online interactions, I relate my 

experiences knowing that they may not be constitutive of everyone‘s interactions. By 

drawing on a variety of stories and case studies that illustrate both the greatest 

successes and darkest tragedies of the digital public sphere, I hope to develop an 

accurate model of its functioning and potential. 

                                                
4 Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere (STPS) p.27 
5 Habermas 2006, p.423 
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I proceed by giving an overview of Habermas‘s theories of communicative 

action, law, and democracy in Chapter 1, focusing on his reconstructive project of 

democracy as the process through which modern public autonomy can be legitimately 

realized and communicative action translated into positive law. Chapter 2 traces the 

conceptual and historical development of the public sphere, from Habermas‘s 

Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, to critiques by feminists and others, 

to Between Facts and Norms. I then turn to the digital public sphere, examining its 

history and unique features in Chapter 3. Chapter 4 presents several case studies, 

events, and experiences which show various ways in which persons and organizations 

are using communicative action to bring issues into public debate, develop identity, 

influence public opinion, and circumvent structures of money and state power. This 

leads to a discussion in Chapter 5 of some of the problems that the internet faces as a 

public sphere, including fragmentation, colonization by profit oriented actors, 

anonymity and the ―digital divide,‖ and some of the ways these concerns might be 

mitigated. I conclude with some reflections on the future of the digital public sphere.  
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1.  Habermas and Discourse Theories of Democracy 

Modernity can no longer derive the standards it uses for orientation from 

 models offered by other epochs. Modernity sees itself as dependent  

exclusively upon itself—it has to draw on itself for its normativity.  

—Jürgen Habermas, The New Conservatism 

 

 

Since at least the time of Aristotle, who argued that ―man is by nature a political 

animal,‖
6
 one of the foremost questions confronting humans is how to regulate social 

interactions. In the journey from the Athenian model of the polis, to the absolutist 

monarchies of Medieval Europe, to the Enlightenment thinkers of Locke, Rousseau, 

and Kant, to modern democratic theory, this question has been integrally tied with the 

concept of freedom. In 1819, Benjamin Constant argued that there was a fundamental 

difference between the liberty of the ancients and the liberty of the moderns. The 

former viewed freedom through political participation in the state—one could not be 

free without being a public citizen. The latter, however, understands freedom through 

the concept of the private individual, and is manifest in their power to determine their 

own good life apart from the state.
7
 These two concepts have remained in democratic 

theory through the branches of republicanism and liberalism, but as we will see the 

historical and philosophical developments of human history now require us to grapple 

with these concepts under what Habermas calls ―postmetaphysical‖ conditions, a 

separation of the historical fusion of facticity and validity that leads us to 

communication, language, and discourse as the source of our social coordination. In 

this chapter, I begin in Section 1.1 by examining the traditional intertwinement of 

facticity and validity and its separation in modernity. Section 1.2 includes a brief 

                                                
6 Aristotle, Politics, I.1253a2 
7 Benjamin Constant, 1816 
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critique of Kant‘s conception of practical reason based on Habermas‘s arguments, and 

leads to a discussion of communicative action as the postmetaphysical source of 

cultural reproduction, social integration, and socialization.  Section 1.3 reconstructs 

Habermas‘s theories of law and the co-origination of rights and democracy.  

 

1.1 The Fusion and Separation of Facticity and Validity 

The central theme of Between Facts and Norms is a tension between ―facticity‖ 

and ―validity‖ that resides on several levels of social interaction. Broadly, these terms 

refer to ―a social reality on the one side and a claim of reason (which is sometimes 

belied by the reality) on the other.‖
8
 We can see this in our ability to take a dual 

perspective in evaluating our social circumstances. On the one hand, we can examine 

the empirical facts around us—for example, if I break the law the state will prosecute 

me for it. On the other hand, as Kant pointed out in his Groundwork of the 

Metaphysics of Morals, we can always question, from a first person perspective, the 

reasons that underlie such a social reality, and evaluate their worth—should the state 

prosecute me; are the maxims upon which it acts right and valid? As Habermas 

shows, these two factors of social life have been traditionally ―fused‖ together 

through institutions that, while once formed the bedrock of social order, have now 

broken apart, leaving us with a potentially explosive tension that must be mediated.  

There are two ways in which this tension between facticity and validity has been 

historically soothed: through the lifeworld on the one hand, and strong, sacred 

institutions on the other. The term ―lifeworld‖ as developed by Habermas, refers to an 

―all-penetrating, yet latent and unnoticed‖ knowledge that is not explicit, but rather 

                                                
8 Rehg, xi 
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―lacks the possibility of being challenged.‖
9
 It is an implicitly shared body of 

assumptions and experiences that informs a particular viewpoint or outlook on the 

world, and provides a common framework for social interactions. Most generally, the 

concept of the lifeworld can be understood as a horizon of possible meaningfulness.
10

 

When a large percentage of a population‘s lifeworld background is in common, the 

possible range of disagreements is narrowed to a manageable level, and whatever 

disputes arise can be dealt with easily.  

 A second way that this tension has been explicitly reconciled comes in the 

form of religious orders, monarchies, tribal hierarchies, and other similarly organized 

social systems. These institutions present an ―apparently unassailable claim to 

authority‖ which (from a sociological perspective) is maintained through a ―complex 

of interpenetrating cultural traditions, social orders, and personal identities‖
11

 that 

fuse together the facticity of social reality and its validity. In ―A Genealogical 

Analysis of the Cognitive Content of Morality‖, Habermas argues that we can see this 

in, among other places, Christian morality. On the one hand, The Ten 

Commandments, or the teachings of Jesus represent a strong factual ―must‖: thou 

shall do/not do x. On the other hand, the must is intricately connected to a 

comprehensive validity system, whereby the command is delivered in the context of 

an ―all-knowing and completely just and loving God‖
12

 that also promises eternal 

salvation and is the creator of all the natural laws of the universe. The validity claims 

of religion and tradition are further fused with their facticity through ―ceremonially 

                                                
9 Habermas, Between Facts and Norms (BFN) p.22 
10 David Ingram, p.74 
11 BFN, p.23 
12 Habermas, ―A Genealogical Analysis of the Cognitive Content of Morality‖ in The Inclusion of the 

Other, p.9 



 14 

fixed patters of communication‖ that restrict challenges to authority, and ―sacred 

objects, which instill onlookers with mixed feelings of terror and enthusiasm‖,
13

 

creating a stable social order.  

These two ways of fusing the tension between facticity and validity are no longer 

available to us, however, under the conditions of modernity. The massive social 

pluralization that has come to define Western democracies means that there are an 

―increasing variety of groups and subcultures, each having its own distinct traditions, 

values, and worldview.‖
14

 While implicit norms based on a common lifeworld may 

have worked in small, undifferentiated groups, the size and social complexity of 

modern states (that do not rely on coercive measures to ensure homogeneity) preclude 

their usefulness for social coordination.
15

 Sacred religious foundations, too, become 

unavailable under conditions of modernity. With the spread of pluralism, first in 

Europe as a pragmatic solution to religious violence, we are now confronted with a 

situation where the claims of a particular religious order can no longer serve as 

universal reasons and hence they lose their dimension of validity.
16

 Previously 

objective reasons are reduced to the level of subjectivity in the face of a spectrum of 

worldviews, while at the same time rationalization and scientific advances erode them 

in what Weber called the ―disenchantment of the world‖: the loss of the ―sacred 

canopy‖ that defined a single, authoritative religious worldview.
17

 Discussions that 

once simply reinforced the established order gradually became reflexively 

interrogative, undermining traditional self-understandings. The result of this 

                                                
13 BFN, p.24 
14 Rehg, xvii 
15 BFN, p.25 
16 Habermas, The Inclusion of the Other, p.10-11 
17 Rehg, xvii  



 15 

pluralization and rationalization is a fundamental split in the facticity of our social 

realities and the validity that once informed them. We can no longer find sufficient 

justifications for practices ―simply by calling attention to the contexts in which they 

were handed down.‖
18

 We must, therefore, find some other way to integrate and 

coordinate societies that rests on a validity dimension acceptable under conditions of 

modernity.  

 

1.2 From Practical Reason to Communicative Action 

With the demise of the sacred orders of religious institutions, and the complex 

pluralization of worldviews that characterizes contemporary societies, we need some 

source of reason in order to inform the validity of our social relations, that is, to 

explain why we should afford them legitimacy from a participant‘s perspective. 

Habermas‘s critique of traditional sources of validity is not limited to sacred orders—

it also extends to encompassing metaphysical frameworks for a solution, such as 

Kant‘s conception of practical reason. We can examine this reasoning by looking at 

Kant‘s moral theory, which centers on the categorical imperative (CI) as a test for 

permissible maxims of action.
19

 As Kant formulated it in the Groundwork, it states: 

―act only in accordance with that maxim through which you can at the same time will 

that it become a universal law.‖
20

 Through the CI, Kant believed that he had 

identified a framework that could transform merely subjectively valid moral norms 

into those that were objectively valid and universally applicable. A problem, 

                                                
18 BFN, p.97 
19 The following argument is adapted from my paper, ―The Categorical Imperative in a Moral World?‖, 

previously submitted as part of the requirements for PH214 Morality and Values, at the London School 

of Economics and Political Science 
20 Kant, Groundwork p.31 
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however, arises in Kant‘s premise of our capacity for pure reason. When we 

individually apply the procedure to test the categorical imperative (the CI-

procedure)
21

, the contradiction tests all rest on the idea of a universal and a priori 

concept of reason that can overcome all the multiplicity of empirical differences that 

humans embody. As Habermas has pointed out, this makes Kant ―vulnerable to the 

objection that he has committed a petitio principii‖
22

 in regard to pure practical 

reason and the capacity of the transcendental ego to be ―the author of its principles 

independently of alien influences‖.
23

 Even when agents sincerely attempt to abide by 

the moral law via the CI, and diligently test their maxims in relation to it, it seems 

inevitable that at some point their supposed pure rationality will be unable to 

disentangle itself from empirical experience. This might happen when an agent‘s own 

life history affects their reasoning process in the CI-procedure—perhaps they have a 

different understanding of the telos of an action, or they cannot will a world that 

another agent finds perfectly acceptable. Nietzsche was especially critical of Kant‘s 

moral theory, arguing in the Genealogy of Morals that the categorical imperative 

―smells of cruelty‖
24

 and reflected a forgotten history of punishment. As Habermas 

argues, Kant assumed ―that in making moral judgments each individual can project 

himself into the situation of everyone else through his own imagination‖,
25

 which 

given our ever-increasing plurality of backgrounds seems exponentially unlikely. 

When this happens, we find that the maxim in question has failed to make the 

                                                
21 As formulated especially by Christine Korsegaard and John Rawls. See Korsgaard, Christine M. 

―Introduction‖, in Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals. Trans. Mary Gregor. New York: 

Cambridge UP, 1997. and John Rawls, Lectures on the history of moral philosophy. Cambridge, Mass: 
Harvard UP, 2000. 
22 Habermas 1990, p.78 
23 Kant, Groundwork p.54 
24 Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals, p.65 
25 Habermas 2001, p.33 
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transition to from subjectively to objectively valid, and cannot be claimed by all 

agents. Ultimately, Kant‘s theory rests on a ―preestablished harmony of reason 

beyond the empirical world‖ that ―presumes consensus prior to actual public 

discourse.‖
26

 While the core of Kant‘s commitment to universal morality and the 

dignity of the individual to be of great importance, we must find some other way of 

ensuring their validity. The critique of tradition, religion, and metaphysics as sources 

for validity means that we must find a ―postmetaphysical‖ source of justification—

one without recourse to a ―God‘s eye viewpoint‖ of morality.
27

 Habermas argues that 

this necessity leads us to language and communication as the source of social 

integration and coordination.
28

  

 Let us first examine the broad features of Habermas‘s theory of language by 

examining the nature of validity. Drawing upon the work of Karl Bühler, Habermas 

argues that any speech act with the goal of reaching mutual understanding (as 

opposed to strategic ends)
29

 is fundamentally a matter of claim-making. As José 

Medina explains it, ―when we speak we make a claim…as to the validity of what we 

are saying.‖
30

 Each speech act contains three different types of validity claims, though 

one is usually primary and the others implicit. The first type of validity claim 

concerns matters of truth or objective correctness, and refers to ―the external world of 

objects and spatiotemporal entities‖ as facts.
31

 ―The Earth is the third planet from the 

sun‖ is an example of such a claim. The second type of claims is intersubjective, and 

                                                
26 Rehg, xii 
27 Habermas, 2001 p.11 
28 For Habermas‘s critique of utilitarianism, empiricism, and other moral theories, see ―A Genealogical 

Analysis of the Cognitive Content of Morality‖ in The Inclusion of the Other.  
29 Baynes, p.203 
30 José Medina, p.5 
31 Ingram, p.82 
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has a rightness or ―ought-validity‖ orientation.
32

 These are geared toward the social 

world of rights, norms, values, duties, and the like,
33

 and can be seen in claims like 

―everyone should help those in need,‖ and ―it is wrong to kill other persons.‖ Finally, 

there is validity that corresponds to subjective correctness, or authenticity.
34

 It 

concerns the subjective world of ―personal self-understandings, thoughts, intentions, 

feelings, and wants.‖
35

 Thus we might say, ―I feel hurt by your actions,‖ or ―I want to 

be an astronaut when I grow up!‖ Two notes must be made here: first, speech acts  

often contains more than one type of validity claim, and may embody all three types.  

―I feel hurt by your actions‖ has subjective (I sincerely feel hurt), objective (there was 

an event where your actions caused me pain), and intersubjective (what you did was 

wrong) dimensions. Usually one type of claim will be primary, but the others are 

often there. Second, validity claims that are merely asserted in a speech act are not 

fully articulated, and cannot maintain to be valid until they have gone through a 

process of argumentation in which the claims are justified.
36

 To understand this 

process, we must turn to the concepts of communicative action and reason.  

Communicative action (CA), most generally, refers to the interactions of 

language users seeking to develop mutual understanding by raising and justifying 

validity claims in discourse.
37

 Habermas argues that there are three such types of 

discourse, which correspond to the three types of validity claims identified above. 

Theoretical discourses redeem the validity of truth claims, practical discourses 

                                                
32 Medina, p.5 
33 Ingram, p.82 
34 Medina, p.5 
35 Ingram, p.82 
36 Medina, p.6 
37 White, p.28 
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resolve claims of rightness, and therapeutic discourses concern claims of authenticity 

and subjective correctness.
38

  At the core of all of these is the concept of 

communicative reason (CR)—the ―rational potential built into everyday speech‖ that 

enables the redemption of the three types of validity claims.
39

 CR draws upon a 

formal-pragmatic understanding of language use that ―goes beyond semantic and 

syntactic analyses of meaning and grammar to examine the general structures that 

enable competent speakers actually to engage in successful interaction‖
40

. There are 

several features of CR that distinguish it from other conceptions of reason. First, it is 

not attached to a metaphysical system (such as that of Thomas Aquinas), philosophies 

of consciousness (Kant), philosophies of history (Hegel),
41

 or a macrosubject of state 

or society.
42

 It is a postmetaphysical concept found in the presuppositions and 

interactions between language users. Second, CR cannot be looked to as a source of 

concrete prescriptions— it ―makes an orientation to validity claims possible,‖
43

 but it 

does not by itself give us a strong prescriptive ―must‖ of any specific content beyond 

the ―weak‖ presuppositions of language use oriented toward understanding. Third, 

while CR does away with the broad metaphysical assumptions of practical reason as 

found in the theories of Kant, it does not shy away from the universal aspect of 

reason. Under this theory, when two agents engage in communication through 

language in order to reach an understanding,
44

 they inevitably commit themselves to 

certain idealizing presuppositions concerning the act in which they are engaging. 

                                                
38 Medina, p.7 
39 James Bohman and William Rehg, ―Jürgen Habermas‖, 2009 
40 Rehg, xiv 
41 Rehg, xiii 
42 BFN, p.3 
43 BFN, p.5 
44 BFN, p.4 
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These presuppositions embody another level of tension between facticity and validity; 

as Habermas explains, language users   

must assume that they mean the same thing by the same words and 

expressions; they must consider themselves as rationally accountable; and 

they must suppose that, when they do arrive at a mutually acceptable 

resolution, the supporting arguments sufficiently justify a (defensible) 

confidence that any claims to truth, justice, and so forth that underlie their 

consensus will not subsequently prove false or mistaken.
45

 

 

Let us take each of these characteristics in turn, and examine how they form the basis 

of communicative reason. First, we have the idealizing presupposition that language 

users mean the same thing when they use the same words. As Habermas notes, 

―members of a language community must proceed on the performative assumption 

that speakers and hears can understand a grammatical expression in identical ways.‖
46

 

This is already implicitly understood in our everyday language use: when I engage 

someone else in language, perhaps by asking them how they are doing, I am assuming 

that they have the ability to understand the various parts of the sentence, the words 

that it contains, and their meaning. It would be odd and self-defeating if I presumed, 

alternatively, that they could not understand the grammar and words of my act. Thus 

we are forced to make the idealizing presupposition, even if it later happens to be 

false, that we can proceed with a common understanding of words and grammar—a 

tension between the facticity of the pragmatic necessity of the interaction, and the 

possible validity of common understanding.  

Second, Habermas claims that language users must consider themselves 

mutually accountable when they attempt to reach a common understanding, or more 

specifically, that ―they tie their agreement to the intersubjective recognition of 
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criticizable validity claims‖.
47

 Here Habermas draws on C.S. Pierce‘s understanding 

of scientific knowledge translated into a framework for language to make the claim 

that with the assertoric sense (as opposed to a mere utterance) of an agent‘s statement, 

―a speaker raises a criticizable claim to the validity of the asserted proposition, and 

because no one has direct access to uninterpreted conditions of validity, ‗validity‘ 

must be understood in epistemic terms as ‗validity for us.‘‖
48

 The domain and range 

of this validity may be understood in several ways. For example, if I were to remark 

to a friend that it is snowing outside, I am raising a factual claim about our current 

situation they may either accept (yes, it is indeed snowing) or reject (no, it is not 

snowing). If they accept my claim, then we have formed an intersubjective 

understanding of the fact that it is indeed snowing. If we disagree about the fact that it 

is snowing—perhaps my friend cannot see the snow—then we shift our mode of 

interaction to a discourse, where the particular point of disagreement can be isolated 

and tested, with the goal of reaching a mutual rational acceptance on the basis of the 

better argument.
49

 Thus the tension, or gap, between the facticity of my original 

statement and the validity of the intersubjective truth that is formed is mediated 

through discourse. Other claims, however, have a much wider audience. Rehg notes 

that when we make the claim that the Earth is a rough sphere, we are not raising the 

claim that this is true for two people, or our generation, but that the Earth is a sphere 

for all generations and persons, and that anyone who contends otherwise is 

mistaken.
50

 All truth claims about the objective world, or moral rightness claims 
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about ―interpersonal relationships that any autonomous adult should find rationally 

acceptable‖,
51

 refer to a universal audience. With Pierce‘s understanding of truth and 

language, truth becomes an ideal assertability, or as Habermas explains it ―the 

vindication of a criticizable validity claim under the communication conditions of an 

audience of competent interpreters that extends ideally across social space and 

historical time.‖
52

  

 This leads us to the third part of the idealizing presuppositions that language 

users make—that they believe the claims they raise that aspire to universal acceptance 

are true for a universal audience of language users across time and space. Of course 

this does not mean that, even if accepted at the time, these claims cannot subsequently 

be proved mistaken. ―If members discover that a crucial term was understood in two 

different ways‖, Rehg writes, ―or that they were seriously self-deceived or that they 

were mistaken about certain facts or norms—then there are grounds for questioning 

the original agreement are reopening the discussion.‖
53

 Here, as Pierce theorizes, time 

becomes an ―unlimited communication community‖
54

—an unlimited horizon of 

language users that embodies yet another tension between facticity and validity. This 

tension is one between the facticity of the necessity to reach ―sufficient‖ satisfaction 

of validity claims, and the ―projection‖ of the horizon of ultimate validity that will 

never be reached and can only have an ideal character.
55

 By sufficient, Habermas 

means that it ―qualifies our current practice of argumentation as an exemplary local 

embodiment of the (unavoidably assumed) universal discourse of an unbounded 
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community of interpretation.‖
56

 It must reflect the best knowledge and arguments that 

we have at the time, and be ever-mindful of the fact that its validity may be opened 

again in the future. We can now understand what Habermas means when he says that 

validity claims are ―Janus-faced‖—they both ―overshoot every context‖ and at the 

same time ―must be both raised and accepted here and now‖
57

 if they are to be 

effective in social coordination.  

 Understanding the coordinates and functioning of communicative action will 

be essential as we move forward into both Habermas‘s account of democracy and 

assessing the capacity of the internet to function as a digital public sphere. As we 

have seen, CA, containing the concept of CR, is a postmetaphysical source of action 

coordination oriented to understanding that ―detranscendentalizes the noumenal 

realm‖
58

 of Kant by relying on the pragmatic presuppositions of language users and 

the redemption of different types of validity claims. At its core, it rests on the fact that 

agents always retain the ability to take a yes/no stance in response to validity claims 

and demands justifying reasons for their acceptance.
59

 It has three dimensions in 

social coordination, shown in Figure 1.1 
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Figure 1.1: The Formal Pragmatic Taxonomy of Validity Claims
60

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The three coordinates of truth, rightness, and sincerity are integral to the 

―rationalized lifeworld‖ of modernity, and are crucial to its reproduction. While each 

relates to every level of society, they primarily refer to 1) the creation, critique, and 

transmission of knowledge; 2) the coordination of action via intersubjectively 

recognized validity claims; and 3) the formation of identity.
61

 These are shown in 

Figure 1.2. Just as speech acts can contain more than one type of validity claim, the 

language in the rationalized lifeworld interacts in a two-dimensional fashion, as can 

be seen in Figure 1.2. 
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Figure 1.2: Contributions of Reproduction Processes to Maintaining the 

Structural Components of the Lifeworld 
62

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These three dimensions of language and validity claims—knowledge, social 

integration, and identity, will form the basis for our examination and evaluation of the 

digital public sphere as we move into Chapters 3 and 4. For now, however, we must 

continue with democratic theory to understand the role of the public sphere in 

general. As Habermas notes, the hope that we might be able to integrate the entirety 

of society through CA is bound to be thwarted under the conditions of modern 

societies we have already explored above. Specifically, contemporary pluralistic 

societies, embodying the ―liberty of the moderns,‖ cannot rely on a homogeny of 

lifeworld backgrounds to limits potential disputes. The number of disagreements 

between citizens using CA to secure social stability face quickly multiplies beyond its 
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effective capacity. The strong validity dimension of CA means that it is difficult to 

secure agreement even among small populations—to extend it to an entire state ―must 

hopelessly overtax the integrating capacity of communicative action.‖
63

 Citizens 

would simply shift to strategic action or break off communication altogether. This 

reality, then, points toward the necessity of a mutual understanding about the 

―normative regulation of strategic actions‖,
64

 which leads to positive law as the 

postmetaphysical coordinating system of intersubjective rightness.  

 

1.3 Discourse Theories of Law, Democratic Legitimacy, and Rights 

 In Between Facts and Norms, Habermas argues that positive law has the 

capacity to provide the necessary ―facticity‖ of a social order by remove the 

overburdening demands of communicative action, but crucially only when coupled 

with a system of democracy and individual rights. Thus the tension between facticity 

and validity is moved to the level of the democratic state, in which both private and 

public autonomy are simultaneously secured.  

 Under the ―dual character of law‖ that Habermas develops, two crucial 

features are identified: first, positive law must serve as the basis of a ―stable social 

environment‖ for individuals to form identities, pursue private life plans, and 

generally act in a strategic fashion.
65

 One might think of this as a ―zone of freedom‖ 

that defines most conceptions of positive law, in that whatever is not expressly 

forbidden is allowed. Here the state‘s role becomes one of enforcement—a 

―functional equivalent for the stabilization of behavioral expectations by spellbinding 
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authority.‖
66

 Second, and perhaps most crucially, positive law must preserve the 

validity dimension that would otherwise be secured through communicative action—

it must ―issue from a discursive process that makes them rationally acceptable for 

persons oriented toward reaching an understanding on the basis of validity claims.‖
67

 

This is essential for a normative understanding of law from the perspective of the 

addressee: as Habermas argues, subjects must always be able to comply with ―legal 

claims…on account of their normative validity as well, hence out of ‗respect for the 

law.‘‖
68

 As we cannot rely on sacred foundations of religion or tradition, Habermas 

instead trances the normative understanding of law back to the democratic ideals of 

Rousseau and Kant, who showed that a legal order can only maintain its legitimacy 

only by establishing the rights of its members, and specifically to ensure the creation 

of ―normatively valid rules that deserve their addressees‘ uncoerced, that is to say, 

rationally motivated, recognition…‖
69

 Or, as Kant argued in Groundwork, ―A person 

is subject to no laws other than those that he (either alone or at least jointly with 

others) gives to himself.‖
70

 Thus, in the final analysis, we see that at least 

conceptually modern positive law can unburden the overtaxed capacities of 

communicative action through the factual enforcement of the state, but only when it is 

intricately linked with a democratic mode of governance that serves a source of 

legitimacy for the ―genesis of law that claims to be rational because it guarantees 

liberty.‖
71
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How, then, are we to understand the nature of this legitimacy that modern 

positive law must embody?
72

 Habermas argues that the two traditions that have 

historically dominated the debate over democratic legitimacy, liberalism and 

republicanism, both misunderstand this problem through attempting to justify the 

legitimacy of a legal system by an overreaching appeal to either individual rights or 

public will formation. Therefore, his goal is to produce a model of law that reconciles 

―private and public autonomy at a fundamentally conceptual level‖
73

 This is achieved 

in his intersubjective account of rights and democracy not in a hierarchical model that 

subsumes one to the other, but as co-originating manifestations of the same idea that 

preserves the conditions for communicative action.  

 A central problem that has plagued democratic theorists is how to balance the 

(potentially) competing notions of private and public autonomy—the former 

corresponding to persons pursuing their individual happiness and conception of the 

good life, and the latter being a political community‘s self-legislation.
74

 On the liberal 

side, the legitimacy of law is defined primarily through securing the rights that make 

it possible for individuals to pursue their life plans. These rights are designed to 

protect individuals from the ―tyranny of the majority,‖ and are seen in the Bill of 

Rights. While Kant attempted to reconcile human rights and popular sovereignty 

through his concept of autonomy, Habermas argues that he should still be read in 

light of a liberal conception of rights. Kant conceived of a system of natural law that 

is ―legitimated, prior to its differentiation in the shape of positive law, on the basis of 
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moral principles and hence independently of that political autonomy of citizens first 

constituted only with the social contract‖
75

. Kant believed that the fundamental moral 

nature of human rights, as derived from the autonomy of individuals, was paramount 

and not to be infringed upon by enacted law. In fact, he argued that it was impossible 

for the two to conflict, because ―no one exercising her autonomy as a citizen could 

agree to laws infringing on her private autonomy as warranted by natural law‖
76

. In 

essence, the very nature of private autonomy precludes its violation by a public 

collective.  

The problem with this solution, Habermas maintains, is that ―political 

autonomy must be explained on the basis of an internal connection between popular 

sovereignty and human rights,‖
77

 effectively denying the importance of the will-

formation process contained within the social contract and placing primary 

importance on the morality of the autonomous individual. As we have seen, however, 

we can no longer rely on Kant‘s grand theories (or those of natural law) under the 

demands of a postmetaphysical level of justification, and must therefore seek out a 

different method to understand this reconciliation. 

Rousseau, on the other hand, takes a different approach to reconciling the 

problem between private and public autonomy, focusing on the creation of a political 

system which makes public autonomy primary. This was famously formulated in his 

conception of the ―general will,‖ which centered on what was common to all, and yet 

not the mere summation of individual desires. In order to protect the essential rights 

that liberals maintain to be primary, Rousseau‘s model postulated that ―the united will 
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of the citizens is bound, through the medium of general and abstract laws, to a 

legislative procedure that excludes per se all nongeneralizable interests and only 

admits regulations that guarantee equal liberties for all.‖
78

 As Rousseau conceived it, 

the very purpose of politics was to convert individual, success-oriented (i.e. liberal) 

actors into citizens that were concerned with what was best for the political 

community as a whole.
79

 In this way, the rights of individuals cannot be violated 

because they can only be understood in the context of the needs of the community—

the most important aspect of one‘s life is not to pursue a private conception of the 

good life, but rather to realize the community‘s common political project.  

 This communitarian/republican model has come under harsh criticism, 

because it conceives of ―autonomy as the realization of the consciously apprehended 

form of life of a particular people‖
80

 and does not sufficiently protect individual 

rights. The difficulty with Rousseau‘s model is that it requires a level of ethical 

homogeneity and presupposed shared values that is difficult (and undesirable) to 

achieve. In Democracy in Question, Alan Keenan writes that ―the task Rousseau faces 

is to discover how to transform a mass of heterogeneous individuals into a single 

entity such that their common existence is regulated by an authority that comes from 

and applies to each individual equally‖.
81

 If such a common understanding is not 

achieved, then the only recourse to ensure the general will is a forced consensus 

through state coercion. Reading Rousseau‘s prescriptions for education of children in 

the Government of Poland, we come across a passage that seems incredibly 
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frightening, especially in the light of the fascist and totalitarian movements of the 20
th
 

Century: 

The newly-born infant, upon first opening his eyes, must gaze upon the 

fatherland, and until his dying day should behold nothing else…he has eyes 

only for the fatherland, lives only for his fatherland, lives only for his 

fatherland; the moment he is alone, he is a mere cipher; the moment he has no 

fatherland, he is no more; if not dead, he is worse-off than if he were dead.
82

 

 

Given what we now know about the dangers of extreme nationalism, Rousseau‘s 

prescriptions are unacceptable. Not only does it have the potential to incite 

international, racial, and religious violence, but it also does not respect the autonomy 

of the individual. Any action that attempts to ―force‖ individuals to be ―free‖ in a 

specific ethical community violates their right to self-determination. Rousseau thus 

places too much weight on public autonomy, sacrificing private rights to ―the self-

conscious realization of the ethical substance of a concrete community‖.
83

  

 Both Kant and Rousseau fail to adequately address the problem of law and 

human rights—through appeals that favor an overreaching model of either a private 

autonomy or public autonomy. These approaches ―miss the legitimating force of a 

discursive process of opinion- and will-formation, in which the illocutionary binding 

forces of a use of language oriented to mutual understanding serve to bring reason 

and will together,‖
84

 which is the only source of rationality left to use in a 

postmetaphysical world. For the legitimacy of law in the modern context, we must 

not look to models that restrict political autonomy to individual morality or to overly 

homogenous social contracts that seek to protect rights through a community. Rather, 

we must develop a model in which ―the addresses of law are simultaneously the 
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authors of their rights…[the substance of which] resides in the formal conditions for 

the legal institutionalization of those discursive properties of opinion- and will-

formation in which the sovereignty of the people assumes a binding character‖.
85

 In 

Habermas‘s reconstruction of democracy, this is done by centering the account of 

legitimacy on the Discourse Principle (D), which ―lies at a different level than the 

distinction between moral and ethical discourse… underlies both morality and law,‖ 

and is ―prior to the distinction between [them]‖.
86

 Drawing upon the requirements of 

discourse ethics and communicative action, (D) is formulated thus:  

D: Just those action norms are valid to which all possibly affected persons 

could agree as participants in rational discourses.
87

 

 

This discourse principle can have many uses, as it is by itself only applicable to action 

norms in general. It can branch out into morality where it universally informs what 

could be considered as valid, and ethics, where it relates to the actions a specific 

group. At both of these levels, however, (D) involves a fundamental affinity for 

―symmetry, reciprocity, and reflexivity‖.
88

 It embodies the concept of communicative 

action by offering a process by which the coordination of action norms can reach 

intersubjective validity.  The discourse principle can be used to show how the 

principle of democracy can be justified as a procedure for decision-making without 

subsuming legal norms to moral or ethical argumentation, while still allowing their 

introduction in political discourse: ―the principle of democracy only tells us how 

[opinion- and will-formation] can be institutionalized‖.
89

 This differs from morality 
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because ―whereas the moral principle operates at the level at which a specific form of 

argumentation is internally constituted, the democratic principle refers to the level at 

which interpenetrating forms of argumentation are externally institutionalized‖.
90

 It is 

part and parcel of the effort to detranscendentalize Kant‘s practical reason. The 

democratic principle, as a form of (D) for legitimating external relations is thus 

recognized as the procedure for the creation of legal norms, which are codified into 

positive law through legislative institutions.  

 As Habermas argues, a discourse-based conception of democracy can be 

understood only within a comprehensive system of rights, the purpose of which is to 

set out the ―communicative framework for a rational political will-formation‖ and 

secure such a framework through positive law.
91

 Thus the principles of democracy 

and rights originate together to preserve the space for ―communicative freedom‖—the 

mutually presupposed possibility of reaching understanding with another.
92

 These 

rights must include 1) “the greatest possible measure of equal individual liberties‖
93

 

(a la Rawls‘s formulation in A Theory of Justice); 2) rights that result from the 

recognition of one‘s status as a member of a political community; and 3) rights to 

realize one‘s legal protection as such. These three rights are simply the application of 

(D) to the form of law as such, and should not be understood as simply traditional 

liberal rights held against the state; they constitute the ―private autonomy of legal 

subjects‖
94

 in a community that enables the pursuit of life plans.  
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These rights securing individual autonomy are then combined two additional 

categories which ensure that legal subjects ―become authors of their legal order‖
95

—

which we have already explored through the dual character of law via Kant and 

Rousseau. These are: 4) the equal opportunity to participate in political opinion- and 

will-formation in the creation of legitimate law; and 5) the living conditions necessary 

to make use of the rights listed in (1) through (4),
96

 which secure the positive rights of 

political participation. The totality of this system allows one to ―understand how 

popular sovereignty and human rights go hand in hand, and hence grasp the co-

originality of civic and private autonomy‖.
97

 It is important to note, however, that 

unlike Kant‘s model these rights are not simply established by virtue of our 

rationality—they must be secured through the very legal system they help legitimate. 

These rights, so formulated, remain ―unsaturated‖ and incomplete; they are merely 

the form that concrete political communities and legal systems must take up. Thus 

―the legal system must be imagined as a circular process that recursively feeds back 

into and legitimates itself‖.
98

  

Through this process of the self-legitimation of law through the principle of 

democracy, Habermas offers a convincing model of democracy that reconciles the 

liberal and republican models while opening up a theoretical avenue to 

―operationalize‖ the tension between facticity and validity in the genesis of positive 

law as the system through which social coordination can take place.  
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2. Deliberative Politics and the Public Sphere 

 

As we saw in the previous chapter, Habermas offers a theoretical 

reconstruction of both positive law under the postmetaphysical conditions of 

modernity and a normative understanding of the how the discourse principle is related 

to rights and the justification of democracy. The goal of this chapter is to examine 

how such a system of deliberative democracy might function, with the continuing 

theme of mediating the tension between facticity and validity and the goal of 

relieving the overtaxed capacities of communicative action. I begin in Section 2.1 

with a brief overview of the role of the state in the formation of law and its relation to 

a discourse model of democracy. This leads into the primary subject of the chapter—a 

discussion of the public sphere. I offer a brief summary of Habermas‘s development 

of the public sphere in The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere in Section 

2.2. Section 2.3 focuses on alternative accounts of the public sphere, encompassing 

critiques from Horkheimer, Adorno, Seyla Benhabib, and Nancy Fraser; it also 

includes an excursus on the deficits of neutrality in the public sphere. I conclude with 

Section 2.4, offering a reconstruction of the purpose, nature, content, and actors of the 

public sphere and its crucial role in deliberative democracy. This reconstruction will 

form the framework for our evaluation of the internet as a digital public sphere in 

Chapters 3, 4, and 5.  

 

2.1 Deliberative Politics 

In Between Facts and Norms, Habermas develops a model of deliberative 

politics that sees the state as an important, but not paramount, institution situated in 
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the midst of wide-ranging informal societal discourses that generate ―communicative 

power.‖
99

 As we have seen, communicative action alone cannot hope to perform the 

necessary integrative function of coordinating legitimate action norms in complex 

societies—a requirement better satisfied by positive law when imminently connected 

with a complex of democratic governance and rights. The state becomes necessary, 

however, when we consider that these rights must be enforced, and that there must be 

some formal institution to facilitate the process of political will-formation and its 

transition into law. In other words, the facticity of social coordination must be 

preserved. As Habermas writes, ―political power is not externally juxtaposed to law 

but is rather presupposed by law and itself established in the form of law.‖
100

 This is 

the crux of the modern state, which, as Weber wrote in Politics as a Vocation, claims 

a monopoly on the legitimate use of force within its territory.
101

 At the same time, 

such laws must be constituted in a democratic fashion to maintain their validity; in 

accordance with (D), which governs all action norms in general, ―the only law that 

counts as legitimate is one that could be rationally accepted by all citizens in a 

discursive process of opinion- and will- formation.‖
102

 These two facets of law 

compromise an internal tension that must be mediated through a constitutional state 

and the democratic process.  

 The constitutional state is ideally situated as the institution which draws upon 

the communicative power generated among its citizens and transforms it into 
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administrative power through legitimately enacted positive law.
103

 In democratic 

states, the legitimacy and authority of the government draws on the principle of 

popular sovereignty—the legitimating force that stems from its citizenry.
104

 In light 

of the requirements of (D), popular sovereignty understood among the lines of a 

discourse-theoretic perspective means that laws enacted by the state must reach a 

threshold of rational accountability that  

follows from the institutionalization of interlinked forms of communication, 

that, ideally speaking, ensure that all relevant questions, issues, and 

contributions are brought up and processed in discourses and negotiations on 

the basis of the best available information and arguments.
105

  

 

Due to the massive scale of modern democratic states, it is not feasible for the entire 

citizenry to meet in a common physical deliberative space, the way that the citizens of 

Athens did in the agora. As such, the discourses that inform the creation of law take 

place via proxies in parliament or other legislative bodies, which are comprised of 

representatives of the citizens.
106

 Crucially, however, such representative bodies can 

maintain legitimacy in their purpose of opinion- and will-formation only so long as 

they ―remain anchored in the informal streams of communication emerging from 

public spheres that are open to all‖
107

 In order to reconcile the strong requirements of 

(D) with the pragmatic necessities of the size of modern states, it is necessary for 

parliamentary representatives to remain porous to the needs of the citizenry writ 

large. This point will be expanded on substantially below in section 2.4.  
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 When confronted by a problem or issue that must be solved, the most basic 

question that confronts legislatures is: what ought we to do?
108

 However, this ―ought‖ 

can have several different senses depending on the issue at hand, each of which 

generating a different set of reasons and applicable domains. We can trace these 

shifting ―constellations‖ of reason and will formation through the deliberative process 

of a legislative body, and see how they connect up with the requirements as 

developed above. When problems are first introduced into the legislature, they 

usually arrive as a pragmatic ought, in that they ―pose themselves from the 

perspective of an actor seeking suitable means for realizing goals and preferences that 

are already given.‖
109

 Such pragmatic considerations are initially purely subjectively 

desirable, however, and are bound to conflict with the perspectives and ideas of other 

representatives. The disagreements over the raised issue must then shift into one of 

three possible modes of deliberation—ethical, moral and bargaining.  

 Let us examine these modes of deliberation in a parliamentary body. Ethical-

political questions concern the critical self-understanding of a political community. 

They may touch upon environmental regulation, immigration policy, or the protection 

of cultural and ethnic minorities.
110

 Ethical questions concern how a community sees 

itself, and how it wishes to see itself as an ―emphatic ‗we‘; it is not an ego identity 

writ large, but rather supplements the individual‘s identity.‖
111

 Moral questions, on 

the other hand, are universal, and refer to questions where the ―chances of survival in 
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general are at stake‖, such as in education, healthcare, and social policies.
112

 They are 

not directed at a particular political community, but rather toward all agents. Given 

the massive pluralization of viewpoints over ethical and moral questions, it is 

improbable that complete agreement will be forthcoming in these types of debates. 

The diverse range of opinions on the existential self-understanding of a political 

community is an ongoing and reflexive self-assessment that cannot be solved in an 

afternoon of deliberation. However, just as language users in general are confronted 

with the conflicting demands in reaching an understanding, so too are legislators 

faced with the necessity to craft solutions to real world problems through the 

legislative process. In light of such necessity, legislators can shift to bargaining, the 

third type of discourse. In bargaining, actors seek to cooperate though compromising 

that leads to an arrangement that  

(a) is more advantageous to all than no arrangement whatever,  

(b) excludes free riders who withdraw from cooperation, and 

(c) excludes exploited parties who contribute more to the cooperative effort 

than they gain from it.
113

  

 

Parties to a bargaining process may offer threats and promises, as well as reasons in 

an attempt to convince others of their position, which culminates in a compromise 

that can be accepted for different reasons by each party—pragmatic, ethical, etc.
114

 

However, in order to reconcile such practices with the normative demands of (D) in 

crafting legitimate law, bargaining must be regulated by procedures of fairness that  

provide all the interested parties with an equal opportunity for pressure, that 

is, an equal opportunity to influence one another during the actual bargaining, 
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so that all the affected interests can come into play and have equal chances of 

prevailing.
115

 

 

When such matters are brought to their culmination in the legislative process, ideally 

one would like outcomes that rest on a rationally motivated consensus. If such a high 

threshold is not met (as is frequently the case), then majority rule can represent ―a 

caesura in an ongoing discussion…the interim result of a discursive opinion-forming 

process.‖
116

 The results of these legislative debates and bargains are then sent to the 

executive branch, which controls and regulates the use of administrative power for 

the purpose of enforcing the law. 

Thus we can see the theoretical reconstruction of the constitutional state in its 

entirety as the mediating institution between the weak communicative power 

generated in the popular sovereignty of the people and the factual enforcement of law 

by the state. Parliamentary bodies are designed to convert communicative action, 

which cannot by itself serve as a coordinating mechanism in modern societies, into 

administrative power informed by communicative power via fair procedures of 

arguing and bargaining. However, the deliberative politics of parliament cannot 

simply presume to represent the legitimating force of the citizenry because they were 

elected. In The Social Contract, Rousseau writes that ―The English people believes 

itself to be free. It is greatly mistaken; it is free only during the election of the 

members of Parliament. Once they are elected, the populace is enslaved; it is 

nothing.‖
117

 His point, of course, is that the accountability of representatives is based 

on infrequent elections, and cannot really be said to represent the will of the people. 
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Deliberative democracy takes up this concern by insisting that politics cannot take 

place merely in the center of formal parliamentary bodies, but must draw upon the 

reasons, issues, and debates that spring up from the day to day experiences and 

informal communications of citizens. In other words, deliberative politics must reside 

within ―the interplay of institutionalized deliberative processes with informally 

developed public opinions.‖
118

 Our reconstruction of democracy must, therefore, 

include a theory of the public sphere as the source from which deliberative politics 

gains its legitimating force.  

 

2.2 Historical Conceptions of the Public Sphere 

The public sphere, most generally, refers to the informal streams of 

communication among citizens that take place outside of the formal institutions of the 

state. It is embedded in lifeworld backgrounds, and draws its content from the lives of 

individuals and communities. While there have been many prominent thinkers who 

have elaborated on the nature and purpose of the public sphere, among them Kant, 

John Stuart Mill, John Dewey, and Hannah Arendt, the seminal historical account of 

the public sphere is Habermas‘s Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit, published in 1962 

and translated into English in 1989 as The Structural Transformation of the Public 

Sphere (STPS). In it, he argues that the rise of the bourgeois public sphere was a 

unique historical development that stands opposed to the notions of publicity that 

existed in both ancient Greece and the Medieval period—it was only able to develop 

―alongside the rise and transformation of the modern state, as well as on the basis of 
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capitalist economic activity.‖
119

 Up until the 18
th
 Century, the terms private and 

public had no meaning outside of their respective relationship to an absolute state: 

―‗Private‘ designated the exclusion from the sphere of the state apparatus; [while] 

‗public referred to the state that…had developed into an entity having an objective 

existence over against the person of the ruler.‖
120

 This relationship changed, however, 

when long-distance trade became a staple of modern capitalism, carrying along with 

it a traffic in commodities and news that began to shape public authority into ―a 

palpable object distinct from both the representative publicity of the ruler and the 

older estates‖
121

 and the common people. It is within this context of the rise of the 

merchant class that the notion of ―civil society‖ first came into existence, as private 

economic reproduction separated out a public that was neither the state nor private 

family, but stood in counter to both of them.
122

   

Habermas traces the philosophical development of the public sphere as the 

place in which private citizens come to make use of their public reason back to Kant, 

who wrote that the public sphere must be conceived of as the bridge between politics 

and morality.
123

 For Kant, it was philosophers and citizens in the public sphere that 

helped spread enlightenment through the use of reason addressed to the world as a 

whole. In the political context of a ―republican constitution,‖ Kant viewed the public 

sphere as the genesis of legitimate law for it embodied a ―popular will that has its 

source in reason‖
124

 because, as Habermas notes, ―laws empirically had their origin in 
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the ‗public agreement‘ of the public engaged in critical debate.‖
125

 This use of public 

reason was the crucial connection between morality and law for Kant. In The Critique 

of Pure Reason, he wrote that ―The touchstone whereby we decide whether our 

holding a thing to be true is conviction or mere persuasion is therefore external, 

namely the possibility of communicating it and of finding it to be valid for all human 

reason.‖
126

 In essence, the public sphere ensured that both that the private wills of 

each individual were harmonized as the ―unity of transcendental consciousness,‖ and 

that politics had the possibility of becoming moral.
127

 

Historically, the rise of the public sphere rested on the developments and 

imperatives of capitalist trade, which formed a fertile ground for the emergence of 

public opinion when intermeshed with an emerging literary public and the increasing 

prominence of journalism. ―The news itself became a commodity‖,
128

 Habermas 

writes, as information regarding prices and noteworthy events were increasingly in 

demand. The importance of news was formed in a symbiotic fashion with the 

emergence of institutional bases that would form the bedrock of the public sphere, 

such as coffee houses in London, salons in France, and table societies in Germany.
129

 

While originally these places were used by businesspersons to facilitate trade, they 

also came to play a role in increasing networks of communication between members 

of the literary public, which took novels, plays, journals, and the like as its content.
130

 

This public, composed of an educated elite, was transformational in that its 
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membership began to conceive of themselves as ―the opponent of public authority‖
131

 

and demarcated from the formal apparatus of the state. There were four major 

features that, although never perfectly realized, formed the crucial characteristics of 

this new form of social organization—a core that is essential to consider as we 

develop the conceptual role of the public sphere and then apply it to the digital public 

sphere.  

First, the institutions under which the emerging public sphere reproduced 

itself ―preserved a kind of social intercourse that, far from presupposing the equality 

of status, disregarded status altogether.‖
132

 Essentially, there were believed to be 

common class interests that necessitated the ―bracketing‖ of status differences in 

favor of higher capitalist goals.
133

 While in reality status was never truly ignored as 

an important factor, at least in principle it worked in tandem with the second feature 

of the public sphere: the idea that ―rational argument‖ became the final source of 

authority in disputes—not status, rank, or social position.
134

 We can understand this 

along the lines of communicative rationality described in Chapter 1. Together, 

Habermas argues that these created a notion of ―common humanity‖ that subsumed 

class and status hierarchies to the general force of superior argumentation.  

Rational argument was directed toward the third crucial feature of the public 

sphere: the practice of ―problematizing‖ certain aspects of society that up until this 

point had been out of bounds.
135

 As the relative power of the state and church 

declined, societal issues that had once been entirely within their domain came under 
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the scrutiny of the emerging bourgeois public. Forth, and finally, the emerging public 

was inclusive in principle (though as we will see, this historical assertion is 

problematic). Habermas writes that the public sphere ―stood or fell‖
136

 with the 

principle of universal access—anything else would undercut its very purpose. 

Inclusivity was maintained through a variety of means, such as the places of public 

discussion in coffeehouses, but even those with access to ―cultural products—books, 

plays, journals—had at least a potential claim on the attention of a culture-debating 

public.‖
137

 This description of inclusivity is weak at best and does not meet a 

sufficient threshold of inclusivity, especially in light of (D). I will expand on this 

point in section 2.3.  

The general effect of these four features of the public sphere was that the 

newly emerging bourgeois public sphere ―institutionalized…a practice of rational-

critical discourse on political matters.‖
138

 It was, for the first time, ―a public making 

use of its reason‖
139

 as it explored the new relationships between the state and family. 

Instead of the ancient public, which focused on ―the properly political tasks of a 

citizenry acting in common‖, the focus of the modern bourgeois public shifted to 

―civic tasks of a society engaged in critical public debate,‖
140

 which would have 

monumental effects on the manner in which politics is conceived. In essence, the 

public sphere came to act as a mediating force between society and the state, with the 
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effect of both holding state power accountable and transmitting the interests of 

bourgeois society to the state as the manifestation of public opinion.
141

   

   

2.3 Alternative Accounts of the Public Sphere 

This idealized reconstruction of the public sphere was doomed to disintegrate 

even before it was fully realized, according to both the historical developments that 

Habermas traces in Structural Transformation (informed by the critical analysis of 

the Frankfurt School in the works of Horkheimer and Adorno), and feminists 

critiques that emerged in the latter part of the 20
th
 century. The first point attacks the 

social possibility of a functioning public sphere under conditions of the modern 

welfare state and mass media, while the second criticizes the notions of inclusivity. 

We must pay close attention to these arguments as they can serve as a test against 

which we can evaluate more modern reconstructions of the public sphere and the 

possibilities of inclusion within the digital public sphere.  

First, Habermas argues that while the concept of a public sphere required a 

sharp delineation between public and private, these lines became increasingly blurred 

as private organizations gained public political power and the state penetrated the 

private sphere.
142

 This can be seen especially in the emergence of the welfare state, 

which irrevocably intertwined the needs of private citizens with the functioning of the 

state. Drawing upon Marx‘s analysis of the entrance of the mass proletariat to the 

public sphere, Habermas shows how its once crucial mediating purpose between state 

and society is destroyed as the ―process of politically relevant exercise of and 
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equilibration of power now takes place directly between the private bureaucracies, 

special interest associations, parties, and public administration,‖ while the public is 

only tangentially included.
143

 The rise of the proletarian masses ―led to an 

interlocking of state and society which removed from the public sphere its former 

basis without supplying a new one.‖
144

  

The rise of the mass proletariat coincided with the rise of the mass media, 

which began to orchestrate society from a centralized monopoly through the 

consumption of culture. The development is explored in length by Max Horkheimer 

and Theodor Adorno in their seminal book, Dialectic of Enlightenment. In it, they 

argued that the ―culture industry‖ creates products, lifestyles, and materials for 

consumption by the masses that lead to a ―fusion of culture and entertainment.‖
145

 

Horkheimer and Adorno argued that the technological developments of mass media, 

such as film, radio, magazines, and later television, form a system such that ―each 

branch of culture is unanimous within itself and all are unanimous together‖
146

 

through the demands of capitalism. One especially troubling aspect of the new mass 

media is its decidedly one-way nature: while certain forms of communication, such as 

the telephone, offered a place for an autonomous subject to participate, radio, 

television, and cinema offer no such possibilities:  

The former liberally permitted the participant to play the role of subject. The 

latter democratically makes everyone equally into listeners, in order to expose 

them in authoritarian fashion to the same programs put out by different 

stations. No mechanism of reply has been developed.
147
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While Dialectic was written during World War II with the examples of fascist 

propaganda through film and radio in mind, it is not difficult to apply the analysis to 

contemporary American life. The blending of news and entertainment has become 

unavoidable, as 24 hour news cycles and ratings push producers to find that perfect 

mix for maximum consumption. Even in their time, Horkheimer and Adorno noted 

that in magazines like ―Life and Fortune the images and texts of advertisements are, 

at a cursory glance, hardly distinguishable from the editorial section.‖
148

 In the terms 

of communicative action, the epistemic and coordinating roles of media that are 

supposed to be maintained through reasoned debate is supplanted by a blend of 

opinion and entertainment that is unthinkingly consumed as any other trinket.  

 The shift to mass media also means that the content of news to be consumed is 

decided upon from above by elite editorial decisions. Mass media allows ―executive 

powers to produce or let pass nothing which does not conform to their tables, to their 

conception of the consumer, or above all, to themselves.‖
149

 The owners of the media 

own the gateway to mass consciousness, and through their power set the agenda of 

what culture is. In the face of such massive organization, it becomes practically 

impossible for an individual to cut across the dominant positions; as Horkheimer and 

Adorno write, the culture industry ―sweeps aside objections to itself along with those 

to the world it neutrally duplicates. One has only the choice of conforming or being 

consigned to the backwoods…‖
150

 Without being a part of the mass consciousness as 

defined by consumption of culture, one simply has no place in modern societies. 

Individuality exists only so far as it is preserved through categories of ―mass products 
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manufactured for their type‖
151

, while the system ―rejects anything untried as a 

risk.‖
152

 With the analysis of the Frankfurt School, Habermas sees the public sphere 

as making a dramatic historical shift from ―rational-critical debate‖ to a 

―depoliticization of the public sphere and…impoverishment by removal of critical 

discourse.‖
153

 The public sphere, in this analysis, has become merely a channel for 

advertisements defined by interests of the powerful producers of culture and news, 

which far from being subject to the critical discourse necessary to elucidate the needs 

of society is passively consumed by the masses. As such, any hope of the public use 

of reason to uncover truth about our collective political needs is lost.  

*** 

While Horkheimer, Adorno, and Habermas lament the loss of the critical 

nature of the public sphere that emerged in the Enlightenment, there are some who 

question its historical normative understanding in a much more fundamental way.  

Seyla Benhabib, for example, notes that there is ―almost a décalage, a rupture, here 

between the normative model and the social analysis, which seems to be already 

implicit‖
 154

 in STPS. She brings attention to the fact that ―while the male bourgeois 

citizen was battling for his rights to autonomy in the religious and economic spheres 

against the absolutist state,‖
155

 they relied at the same time on a fundamentally 

nonconsensual, inegalitarian structure of the home that was not admissible to the 

public sphere as a question of justice. Benhabib shows that the traditional line of 

demarcation between these two spheres has historically ―been part of the discourse of 
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domination that legitimizes women‘s oppression and exploitation in the private 

realm.‖
156

 By constructing a model of the public sphere that excluded women in terms 

of both their presence and issues that concerned them, we must examine to what 

extent the history of the public sphere can be reconciled with contemporary 

egalitarian demands of reciprocity.  

In ―Rethinking the Public Sphere‖, Nancy Fraser offers an ―alternative 

account‖ of the public sphere based on the work of Joan Landes, Mary Ryan, and 

Geoff Ely that stands in opposition to Habermas‘s idealized reconstruction. Fraser 

offers three excellent points to show how the public sphere has been fundamentally 

exclusive. First, the bourgeois public sphere was based on masculine norms, both 

explicitly and implicitly. Explicitly, Landes notes that in France the republican 

concept of the public sphere culminated under the Jacobin rule with the ―formal 

exclusion of women from political life‖ altogether.
157

 If women cannot even access 

the political arenas in which discourse is being carried out, there is no chance for 

them to be part of it. Implicitly, there are also barriers to women‘s entry in the public 

sphere. Fraser notes the ways in which the feminist movement has deconstructed 

discourse itself as masculine: men tend to interrupt women more than women 

interrupt men; men speak longer and take more turns speaking, and women‘s 

interventions are often ignored.
158

 These informal discourse norms implicitly benefit 

men while marginalizing women‘s voices. Furthermore, by insisting that personal 

differences be ―bracketed‖ from public discourse, women are fundamentally 

disadvantaged. Many of the pertinent features of society that were repressive toward 
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women fell under the domain of the private sphere, and hence were ―inadmissible‖ to 

―public‖ discourse. These explicit and implicit barriers to inclusivity for women 

undermine the capacity of communicative action, and cannot be reconciled with the 

normative demands of (D) for regulating intersubjective action norms. Any account 

of the public sphere must promote both equality of access and agenda setting for all 

persons.  

Second, in the very term bourgeois we already can see a distinction based on 

class. Ely contends that ―exclusionary operations were essential to liberal public 

spheres not only in France but also in England and Germany.‖
159

 In this 

understanding, the blossoming of private associations in the ―age of societies‖ served 

as both a testing and parade ground for the new elites who wished to differentiate 

themselves from the old aristocratic class that was identified with the absolutist 

state.
160

 Far from being a source of deliberation, the public sphere served a class-

specific social purpose. Like Horkheimer and Adorno, Fraser also notes that class has 

an effect on agenda-setting for discourse. When the press is the medium through 

which public dialogue occurs, it can become another structural impediment to lower 

classes or marginalized groups that do not have the resources to take part in the 

conversation. Finally, class discrimination worked in a symbiotic fashion with gender 

discrimination, as historically women have been completely financially dependent on 

men and barred from an independent existence. Consequently, status markers of the 

bourgeois public sphere worked to further exacerbate both class and gender inequity.  
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Fraser‘s third important critique is that Habermas‘s notion of a single, 

monolithic public sphere is neither historically accurate nor normatively desirable, 

and that is ―precisely because he fails to examine…other public spheres that he ends 

up idealizing the liberal public sphere.‖
161

 Mary Ryan has written about the ways in 

which 19
th

 Century ―elite bourgeois women,‖ despite their formal exclusion from the 

male-dominated public sphere, built ―a counter civil society of alternative, women-

only, voluntary associations‖ in which they could discuss issues that were important 

to them.
162

 Even lower class women were able to find ways to become involved in 

various aspects of public life, such as through street protests, parades, women‘s rights 

advocacy groups, and ―supporting roles in male-dominated working-class 

protests.‖
163

 Fraser picks up on this point by showing how in ―stratified societies‖ 

subordinated social groups (women, workers, people of color, and gays and lesbians) 

form subaltern counterpublics.
164

 By this, she means that people who are either 

formally or informally excluded from the discourses of the bourgeois public sphere, 

or who wish to discuss topics that are considered inadmissible there, form parallel 

discursive arenas that simultaneously ―function as spaces of withdrawal and 

regoupment…[and] as bases and training grounds for agitational activities directed 

toward wider publics.‖
165

 The feminist movement in the United States is an excellent 

example of how a subaltern counterpublic provided a space for women to come 

together, discuss issues that were not seen as matters of public discourse in a male-

dominated public sphere, and launch movements to influence society at large.  
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The point that Fraser wants to stress is that ―the bourgeois public was never 

the public‖
166

 historically, and that to focus on it exclusively is harmful to the spheres 

of discursive reasoning that helped social movements push for egalitarian reforms. 

We can understand the nature of these subaltern counterpublics along two of the 

dimensions of communicative action formulated above. First, they are a place where 

identity is formed. Benhabib writes that this is part and parcel of modernity:  

…in the realm of personality formation, the development of individual 

identities becomes increasingly more depended on the reflexive and critical 

attitudes of individuals in weaving together a coherent life story beyond 

conventional role and gender definitions.
167

 

 

Here, language is used to relate personal experiences, which in a community help 

form a reflexive and critical identity that evolves along with its members. Second, 

language becomes a coordinating mechanism for demanding justice—an assertion 

that a situation is wrong and a subsequent demand for rightness. The feminist 

movement is an excellent example that shows the power and multifaceted nature of 

communicative action at work. Similar case studies of identity formation and action 

coordination will be presented in Chapter 4 on the digital public sphere.  

 

Excursus on Neutrality and Toleration in the Public Sphere 
168

 

We can also explore an alternative account of the public sphere in relation to 

toleration, a characteristic that has come to define most liberal western democracies. 

The concept of toleration first emerged in Europe as a pragmatic solution to the 
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violence of the wars of religion—it was ―the only way to stop the killings for the sake 

of eternal salvation.‖
169

 Thus a societal convention emerged whereby society was 

divided into two areas: 

the first, built around matters that were relevant to order and peace, 

constituted the political sphere, a domain subject to the political authorities 

and public regulation; the second, concerned with issues that were irrelevant 

to order and peace, defined the private realm as one in which the state had no 

business and hence no reason to intervene with coercive action.
170

 

 

However, with the advent of the ―liberal‖ state, seen in the United States and post-

Revolutionary France, a double movement changed the nature of toleration. First, 

with the recognition of the ―universal right to free conscience and free association‖
171

 

enshrined in constitutions, toleration was converted from an attitude toward others to 

a legal norm. Anna Galeotti writes that ―the state [now had] a duty of toleration that 

corresponds to the right of religious freedom.‖
172

 Second, this new sense of universal 

freedom gave rise to the idea of neutrality.
173

 While in the pre-liberal states the 

private sphere was designated for pragmatic reasons of peace, now ―the political 

irrelevance of differences is transformed into political indifference and blindness 

toward them,‖ that is, they should simply ―be ignored.‖
174

 Because ―there are many 

conceptions of the good and, often, they are not compatible‖
175

, it is best if the state 

remains neutral, while maintaining the right for individuals to pursue these versions 

of the good in the private sphere, protected by rights.  
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At first glance, this conception of liberal neutrality, with its formal equality of 

respect condition of toleration, seems to be a viable way to regulate the differences 

and plurality that have become so characteristic of our modern states. And indeed, it 

is a far cry from assimilation. As Anne Phillips dryly remarks, ―tolerance is surely an 

advance on intolerance‖.
176

 However, there are several ways in which we can show 

that toleration as non-interference under the liberal conception not only does not go 

far enough, but also harms minority groups though its structure. Due to the defining 

nature of the public/private distinction, liberal toleration cannot account for collective 

identities ―that are linked to different cultures and traditions, which have a different 

dimension and weight from those of personal opinions and beliefs.‖
177

 As collective 

identities, such as those based on culture, religion, or sexuality 
178

 seek to be 

expressed in the public sphere by nature, toleration and neutrality have a strong 

detrimental effect in that they do not allow these identities to be recognized, while at 

the same time implicitly maintaining the ―normalcy‖ of the majority group‘s public 

character.  

 A strong example of this occurring is in the case of homosexuality. As Phillips 

notes, when homosexuality was decriminalized in places such as the United States it 

was a redefinition of ―sexual preference as a matter of private variation, but this 

carried with it an implicit warning that the homosexuality should not be too 

public.‖
179

 Under the public/private split, the right of homosexuals to their lifestyle in 

private was maintained on justificatory grounds that it is a personal matter that should 
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not be part of public decisions. This conception carries strong implications with it 

because it drives the minority identity underground. ―The ‗hands off‘ toleration that 

relegates differences to the private sphere,‖ Phillips writes, ―leaves the presumptions 

of the host culture untouched, and all the adjustment is one-way.‖
180

 What has been 

shown to happen, especially in the case of homosexuality, is that the majority 

(heterosexual) group maintains the status quo of recognizing their lifestyle as ―good‖ 

or ―normal,‖ while never being forced to confront their possible prejudices or reasons 

of dislike for the minority identity, which is seen as the other—alien or ―abnormal.‖ 

There are good reasons, therefore, to dissolve the private/public distinction on the 

grounds of a fuller understanding of equality and justice: group identities often are 

expressed in the public sphere, while neutrality and toleration demand it to be kept 

private and maintain the status quo acceptability of the majority identity.
181

  

 The notion of toleration as non-interference also has consequences for how we 

make political decisions, because it makes certain assumptions about what it means to 

be a citizen. While liberal democracies define citizenship in legal terms, there is a 

difference between the negative right to participate (e.g., you cannot keep me from 

voting) and the positive right of being able to participate (I can vote!). As Galeotti 

argues, ―legal inclusion coupled with a public disdain for those who are 

different…[has] so far failed to ensure equal respect and equal dignity to members of 

formally excluded groups.‖
182

 If we need to come together to make political 

decisions, and if our citizenship contains within it members of minority identity 

groups who are seen as ―second class,‖ or ―perverted‖ or ―abnormal,‖ how in can 
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these persons, their perspectives and opinions be given the respect they are due? Yes, 

they may have legal rights, and they may be tolerated in that their private decisions 

are not restricted, but this notion of toleration is deeply lacking if we want to fully 

understand what it means to have equal respect for citizens, and justice in terms of 

their right to participate in the political process.  

*** 

 We have seen that there are significant challenges that the historical 

conception of the public sphere must account for: from the rise of mass media and 

consumption of information, to feminist critiques, to minority groups who have been 

excluded from the political process. It is important to note that Benhabib and Fraser 

rightly understand that a properly functioning public sphere is critical to the success 

of democracy in modernity. Communicative action cannot by itself hope to integrate 

an entire society, and in fact is more subject to the types of exclusionary processes 

identified in this chapter. What is needed is a model of the public sphere that matches 

its normative self understanding and includes all three dimensions of communicative 

action—knowledge, rightness, and identity. Along the lines that Benhabib has 

formulated, the public sphere must be such that the ―agenda of the conversation is 

radically open‖
183

 to both participants and issues—or as Fraser writes there must be 

―no naturally given, a priori boundaries.‖
184

 We must keep these prescriptions in mind 

as we move forward into Habermas‘s later work and begin exploring the structure of 

the internet as a public sphere.  
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2.4 The Role of the Public Sphere in Democracy 

Let us return to Between Facts and Norms, where Habermas presents his most 

recent thoughts on the public sphere. This reconstruction is heavily informed by his 

work since the time of Structural Transformation, especially in Theory of 

Communicative Action and The New Conservatism. Instead of examining the 

historical evolution of the bourgeois public sphere, in BFN Habermas attempts to 

work out the meaning and purpose of the public sphere in the context of his 

procedural understanding of democracy. As we have seen, Habermas draws out a 

tension between the demanding requirements of (D) and the fact that in massive, 

complex, pluralistic societies it is impossible for society to be integrated on the basis 

of communicative action alone. To that end, we explored positive law as creating a 

zone of freedom for pursuing individual life plans that relieves the demands on 

communicatively oriented actors. In order to maintain the necessary validity 

dimension, however, we also saw how crucial it was for the formal deliberative 

institutions of parliament to remain responsive to the needs of citizens. Such bodies 

must remain ―porous, sensitive, and receptive to the suggestions, issues and 

contributions, information and arguments that flow in from a discursively structured 

public sphere, that is, one that is pluralistic, close to the grass roots, and relatively 

undisturbed by the effects of power.‖
185

  

Thus in the context of democratic theory, the necessity of the public sphere 

comes from two points: on the one hand, legislatures are not designed to discover and 

identify the salient issues that press on society—they do not have the capacity or the 

information to do so. As they are structured primarily as a ―context of 
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justification‖,
186

 they must rely on the ―context of discovery‖ that happens in the 

informal, unregulated public sphere to identify the issues that should be taken up.
187

 

We can begin to see the division of labor and interplay between the formal 

institutionalized sphere of the legislative body, which brings the coercive force of law 

and state enforcement, and the public sphere, which draws its content from the needs 

of citizens at the most basic level through everyday communication.  

We now have the theoretical tools to reconstruct an ideal model of the public 

sphere, which I present in four parts based in part on Habermas‘s theoretical model in 

BFN: function, nature, content, and actors. These four dimensions will form the basis 

for the exploration of the internet as a digital public sphere, and the three dimensions 

of communicative action contained within them will serve as their evaluative criteria.  

Let us first examine the function of the public sphere in more detail. It is 

primarily a source of communicative power that is generated from the linguistic 

interactions between persons in the form of communicative action. Habermas argues 

that there are two primary purposes of the political public sphere: first, it serves as a 

―sounding board for problems that must be processed by the political system;‖ it is a 

special type of ―warning system with sensors that…are sensitive throughout 

society.‖
188

 We can understand this along the epistemic dimension of CA—i.e. what 

is happening that demands our attention? Second, once issues are identified, the 

public sphere must ―convincingly and influentially thematize them, furnish them with 

possible solutions, and dramatize them‖
189

 so that they may be effectively taken up by 
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the formal channels of the political system. This corresponds to the rightness 

dimension of CA—what should we do and how can we form an intersubjective 

justification for such norms. These thematizations need not coalesce into a single 

opinion, and nor would we expect them to given the pluralistic nature of modern 

democracies. They should represent different segments of society that can be taken up 

and formally justified in a parliamentary setting. We can add to these two purposes 

identified by Habermas the contributions from Benhabib and Fraser to create a third 

role of the public sphere—specifically, to provide a space for the formation and 

exploration of identity. This is understood along the third dimension of CA—sincerity 

and subjective authenticity in the relation of individual and group experiences. While 

this dimension is not prima facie political, we have seen in the example of the 

feminist movement that it is in fact essential for injecting new ideas and issues into 

politics—for insisting that there are problems that demand attention. This dimension 

facilitates the reflexive formation of individual and group identity that becomes an 

essential context for the functioning of democracy.  

The purpose of the public sphere thus can be conceived of along the three 

lines of truth, rightness, and identity—an unfolding communicative area where issues 

are identified, thematized, amplified, deliberated, and finally directed toward the 

government for action. Habermas makes use of Bernard Peter‘s model of ―sluices‖ to 

describe how information and problems are transferred from the periphery of society 

to the center of the legislature.
190

 Even though ―the capacity of the public sphere to 

solve problems on its own‖
191

 is quite limited, it plays an essential role in the 
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democratic process in virtue of its unique ability to be sensitive to specialized needs 

in massive societies that might otherwise be invisible to the limited capacity of the 

formal political structure.  

What, then, is to be the nature of the public sphere? We can explore this 

question on three levels of social space, based on a model developed by Claus 

Offe
192

: at the ―top‖ are the deliberations of political elites, who argue within the 

formal area of parliament and the like. Below them lies a second level of actors, a 

―multitude of anonymous groups and collective agents [who] influence one another, 

form coalitions, control access to the means of production and communication,‖
193

 

and have historically dominated the public sphere. Finally, at the level closest to 

everyday communication of persons everywhere, we find the true origins of 

communicative power. Here, in the ―microsphere of every day communication‖,
194

 is 

…an open and inclusive network of overlapping, subcultural publics having 

fluid temporal, social and substantive boundaries. Within a framework 

guaranteed by constitutional rights, the structures of such a pluralistic public 

sphere develop more or less spontaneously. The currents of public 

communication are channeled by mass media and flow through different 

publics that develop informally inside associations. Taken together, they form 

a ―wild‖ complex that resists organization as a whole.
195

  

 

We can now appreciate a fuller understanding of the necessity of rights identified in 

Chapter 1. Cohen and Arato have written that they institute ―the public spaces within 

civil society in which democratic legitimacy is generated.‖
196

 These spaces might 

range from ―episodic‖ publics (coffee houses, meetings in the street), to rock 

concerts, private organizations, and the like. Even abstract publics of ―isolated 
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readers, listeners, and viewers‖ are brought together, through Habermas believes this 

takes place ―only through mass media‖
197

(this will be disputed below). In any case, 

this multiplicity of informal public spheres, differentiated through time, geography, 

and organizational structure, remain porous to one another and together form a single 

―text of ‗the‘ public sphere, a text continually extrapolated and extending radially in 

all directions‖
198

 In BFN Habermas maintains that there is ultimately only one public 

sphere, but that it is comprised of a continuously shifting and dynamic multiplicity of 

smaller public spheres that are cross-linked in a thousand ways to each other. In its 

second and third levels, our focus here, the fundamental nature of the public sphere 

can be thought of as a ―social space‖
199

 that mediates between the political system 

and ―private sectors of the lifeworld and functional systems‖
200

 and generates 

strongly normative, but weakly integrative, communicative power.  

Next, we can examine the content of the public sphere, especially in relation 

to the concerns raised by feminists and the excursus on neutrality. In conjunction with 

the inclusive requirements of (D), the public sphere must be formed through 

communication between all ―those who are potentially affected‖
201

 by an 

intersubjective norm, and must be open to all topics that citizens raise. In this 

understanding, the crucial criticism made by feminists is incorporated by dissolving 

an a priori private/public split. Habermas now rightly argues that it is in the private 

experiences of individuals that the material for the public sphere originates. The 

private sphere is the only area in which ―socially generated problems can be assessed 
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in terms of one’s own life history,‖
202

 but this does not mean that it is sealed off from 

public debate. Rather, ―the public sphere draws its impulses from the private handing 

of social problems,‖
203

 showing that the distinction between the private and public 

spheres is not one of issues or relationships, but simply ―different conditions of 

communication.‖
204

 All issues must be open to the possibility of thematization, and 

that it is only through discourse that social issues (women‘s rights, labor rights, the 

green movement, etc.) can be effectively bundled and presented to the legislative 

bodies for action. As Jean Cohen and Andrew Arato have argued, historically the 

expansion of rights for disenfranchised groups comes about in precisely this way: 

rights ―begin and are reaffirmed when asserted by individuals, groups, or movements 

in the public spaces of civil society.‖
205

 We can see, therefore, that far from being 

required to bracket differences, the public sphere must be understood as a multiplicity 

of venues in which the three types of validity claims—truth, rightness, and 

sincerity—can be discussed and formed into public opinions.  

 Finally, we can examine the actors in the public sphere. As we have seen, a 

significant percentage of the actors are individuals and small groups everywhere, 

engaging in the every-day discourses and interactions that make up a 

communicatively structured lifeworld. These individuals also come together in larger 

associations to form the basis of civil society—the ―spontaneously emergent 

associations, organizations, and movements‖ that together form a ―network of 

associations that institutionalizes problem solving discourses on questions of general 
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interest.‖
206

 These groups may be comprised of political parties, professional 

organizations, labor unions, environmental advocates, religious communities, 

feminist organizations, human rights advocates, and more. These groups are designed 

to generate public influence, but can only capitalize on social power ―insofar as they 

can advertise their interests in a language that can mobilize convincing reasons and 

shared value orientations.‖
207

 Historically and theoretically, civil society groups play 

an enormous role by making demands for rights against the state. Habermas refers to 

this as the ―self-referential character of the practice of communication in civil 

society‖
208

; the groups that comprise civil society are only possible through the rights 

of association and communication that they are continually interpreting, preserving, 

and expanding though political action.
209

 One can especially think of feminist, lgbt, 

and immigrant groups as constitutive of this type of action. The civil rights movement 

in the United States, through the principle of non-violent protest, is one of the best 

examples of groups utilizing already ―established‖ constitutional rights to demand the 

full realization of equality under the law. The life of social movements ―depends on 

whether they find organizational forms that produce solidarities and publics, forms 

that allow them to fully utilize and radicalize existing communication rights and 

structures‖
210

 to bring subjective experiences and life stories into the public and make 

moral validity claims.  

There is a two-fold aspect of civil society groups acting in the public sphere: 

on the one hand, they serve as a coordinating body for individuals concerned with 
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particular issues, and build public support to bring pressure onto the established 

deliberative bodies of the legislature. On the other hand, they are continually 

defending and expanding the rights that make such a process possible. The 

recognition of this second role can be especially seen in Justice Potter Stewart‘s 

opinion in New York Times Co. v. United States, the landmark case in which the 

Supreme Court upheld the right of the Times to publish the Pentagon Papers: 

In the absence of the governmental checks and balances present in other areas 

of our national life, the only effective restraint upon executive policy and 

power in the areas of national defense and international affairs may lie in an 

enlightened citizenry -- in an informed and critical public opinion which alone 

can here protect the values of democratic government.
211

  

 

This brings us to another crucial actor in the public sphere—journalists. As we have 

seen above, Horkheimer, Adorno, and Habermas are all critical of the role of the mass 

media in contemporary societies, and for good reasons. Nevertheless, they play an 

important role in supplying and transmitting information throughout society, which is 

part of the epistemic or truth function of communicative action. The press exhibits a 

special power, as it faces increasing pressure in terms of selection (increased 

availability of input information through new technologies of communication) and 

demand (through the consumer tendencies identified above).
212

 The mass media‘s 

power is derived because it acts both as a bottleneck (controlling the ―entry of topics, 

contributions, and authors‖
213

) and a mouthpiece (competing with other economic 

actors following market strategies for a public with limited ―receptiveness, cognitive 

capacity, and attention‖
214

). In contrast to this gloomy depiction, Habermas constructs 
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the normative role of mass media as one of being ―receptive to the public‘s concerns 

and proposals‖ so that it can ―take up these issues and contributions impartially, 

augment criticisms, and confront the political process with articulate demands for 

legitimation.‖
215

 This corresponds to both the epistemic and normative dimensions of 

CA within the public sphere. Despite the tension between a public sphere dominated 

by power structures and the informal networks of citizens and associations, the 

balance of power can shift in the favor of the latter in times of ―crisis consciousness.‖ 

These are moments when the actors at the periphery of the public sphere force topics 

into the organized media and associations that resist them.
216

 In these ―periods of 

mobilization, the structures that actually support the authority of a critically engaged 

public begin to vibrate‖
217

 and the power shifts back toward the communication that 

is closest to the citizens.  

*** 

 The purpose of this chapter was twofold—first to present the historical and 

theoretical development of the public sphere and some of its criticisms, and second to 

present an idealized reconstruction that will serve as the framework and evaluative 

yardstick for the digital public sphere. From the arguments presented above, it is clear 

that there are several requirements that a public sphere must fulfill for our modern 

understanding of democracy: 

1) It must be fundamentally egalitarian and inclusive in terms of access and  

content.  
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2) It must embody communicative rationality along all three dimensions of 

communicative action—epistemic, normative, and subjective.   

3) It must be sensitive to the experiences and needs of all citizens, and 

function as an effective sensory network for problems that demand 

attention by the legislative body of the state.  

4) The above requirements must work together so that individuals and civil 

society can transform private experiences into public opinions, build 

grass-root support for solving political problems, and enlarge the 

realization of protected rights. Most broadly, it must facilitate the 

translation of communicative action from citizens to the state in a 

reflexive and critical fashion to secure communicative freedom as the 

coordination of action through positive law that has strong claims to both 

facticity and validity.  

 

In contrast to this idealized reconstruction, of course, is the disturbing picture 

of a public sphere historically exclusionary and riddled with power structures in the 

mass media that lead to a depoliticization of communication and the loss of reason in 

the creation of law. These two contrasting orientations will form the basis of our 

discussion as we move forward into considering the internet as a digital public 

sphere—they will become the eyes through which we explore and evaluate the 

transformational role that the internet has for democratic theory and practice.  
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3. The Groundwork of the Internet 

Now that we have explored the history, theoretical purpose, and nature of the 

public sphere and reconstructed an ideal model in relation to Habermas‘s framework 

of democracy, we turn to the groundwork of the internet in order to determine its 

potential as a digital public sphere. As there is no single method of presenting 

information or engaging in action the internet, and as the interactions we can 

categorize are forever shifting due to its decentralized and open nature, I can only 

hope to capture a small moment in time of the most important features that relate to 

the public sphere. This chapter explicates the most basic framework and mechanisms 

for understanding the internet as a public sphere, the functioning of which will be 

expanded upon in the next chapter. It is designed to analyze the structure of the digital 

public sphere in relation to the criteria developed at the end of Chapter 2. I proceed 

by offering a brief overview of the history of the internet in Section 3.1, which is 

followed in Section 3.2 with a discussion of some of the most important features that 

distinguish the internet from other types of public spheres. Section 3.3 looks at some 

of the actors on the internet, and I conclude in Section 3.4 by developing several 

models of communication and information sharing on the internet, along with an 

explanation of how the groundwork of the internet creates a superior public sphere.  

 

3.1 The Technological Revolution of the Internet 

John Naughton writes in The Observer that ―a funny thing happed to us on the 

way to the future. The internet went from being something exotic to being boring 
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utility, like mains electricity or running water—and we never really noticed.‖
218

 The 

goal of this section is to trace how the internet became such a pervasive feature of our 

lives (though admittedly this history applies almost entirely to the most developed 

states around the world—a point to be expanded upon in Chapter 5).  

The first memo that set out a vision for the internet was written by J.C.R. 

Licklider, a computer scientist working at MIT. In it, he envisioned a ―galactic 

network‖—a ―globally interconnected set of computers through which everyone 

could quickly access data and programs from any site,‖
219

 as one commenter as 

described it. The memo was written in 1962—the same year that Habermas first 

published Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit. Licklider went on to work for DARPA 

(the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency; then called ARPA), where he and 

others were tasked to create technologies that would help the U.S. military in the Cold 

War against the Soviet Union. One of their primary goals was to devise a network 

that would allow military bases to communicate in the event of a nuclear attack that 

destroyed other infrastructure.
220

 The network had to be decentralized and flexible so 

that it could continue to operate even if significant portions of it were destroyed. The 

first network between computers was established between UCLA, UC-Santa Barbara, 

University of Utah, and Stanford University. In 1969, researchers at UCLA and 

Stanford attempted the first test of the network: 

"We set up a telephone connection between us and the guys at SRI...," 

Kleinrock [one of the primary scientists] said in an interview: "We typed the L 

and we asked on the phone, 
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"Do you see the L?"  

"Yes, we see the L," came the response.  

"We typed the O, and we asked, "Do you see the O."  

"Yes, we see the O."  

"Then we typed the G, and the system crashed"... 

Yet a revolution had begun"...
221

 

From that first tentative communication, ARPANET grew by leaps and bounds. By 

1972 it comprised some 23 different nodes around the United States,
222

 which is the 

same year it was demonstrated to the public and email was created.
223

 By 1973 there 

were connections to computers in the United Kingdom, Norway and Sweden, which 

were established through satellite communication.
224

 The information revolution had 

not only begun, but was spreading around the world.  

With the increased proliferation of nodes and the evolution from a purely 

military tool to a universal communication network, researches realized that they 

needed common, universal standards for transmitting data. This came in 1974 with 

the introduction of TCP/IP, which to this day serves as the standard for internet 

communication. Michael Foomkin writes that TCP/IP served several crucial 

functions, the most important of which 

…is that it defines a packet switching network, in which data is broken up into 

standardized packets that are then routed to their destination via an 

indeterminate number of intermediaries. Thus, two parties do not need to be in 

direct contact to communicate, and neither sender nor receiver need to know 

or care about the route that their data will take.
225
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In other words, data that is shared between computers on the internet does not simply 

travel from point A to B, but rather has an enormous number of paths that its chopped 

up ―packets‖ can take. This is known as an ―open-architecture network,‖
226

 and with 

it new unified networks began to spring up around the world. In 1985, ARPANET 

was split into two networks—half of it became MILNET, which was used solely for 

military purposes, while the other half was opened up for non-military 

communication.
227

 A breakthrough came in 1989 when the European research 

institute CERN (which had its own network standards up until this point) switched 

over to TCP/IP, helping to create a truly global internet.
228

 With common 

communication standards and global recognition of its value, the internet revolution 

was steadily increasing its membership. By the end of the decade over 200,000 

computers were connected together.
229

 In this historical progression, we can see that 

the early internet rested on two fundamental principles: no central ownership of the 

network, meaning that no one could completely control its use or content, and an 

equal treatment of data packets—meaning no application of the internet was favored 

over the other.
230

  

What we now think of as ―the internet‖—web pages that are accessed and 

interacted with through a browser—was introduced in 1991 as the ―world wide web,‖ 

now known as web 1.0.
231

 There were many factors that came together to make the 

1990s an exponentially influential decade in the internet revolution. First, according 
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to Moore‘s law, computer circuits got smaller, faster, and cheaper, to the point where 

it became feasible for middle class individuals to own personal computers. This was 

greatly facilitated by the development of operating systems such as Microsoft 

Windows and Apple OS. These graphical user interfaces allowed the general public 

an easy way to interact with technology that did not require any programming 

knowledge. These operating systems provided the platform for ―web browsers‖—

programs through which users could access the web pages of web 1.0. The first of 

these browsers, Mosaic, was released in 1993 and allowed individuals to view web 

pages that contained a mixture of text and images.
232

 Access to the internet was 

facilitated by an increasing number of Internet Service Providers (ISPs) like America 

Online (AOL), which gave people an easy way to access the internet through dial-up 

modems. By the late 1990s, over 30 million Americans were using AOL for a variety 

of services, including email, instant messaging, internet browsing, and community 

boards. The 1990s also saw the rise of search engines, which allowed users to seek 

out information as it rapidly multiplied on thousands of websites. While Yahoo was 

the first internet search giant in 1995, Google rapidly became the most popular search 

engine through its ―PageRank‖ algorithm, which based 

the relevance or importance of a web page on the weighted sum of the page 

ranks that linked to the corresponding page. The more a web page correlated 

with topics, the more relevant a page would be and this page would be ranked 

higher for that specific search term.
233

 

 

One of the fundamental features of web 1.0 was hypertext—clickable ―links‖ that 

would take you from one page to another with no intermediary. While hypertext is so 

engrained in modern internet usage we hardly recognize it, at the time it was a 
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revolutionary development that integrated the entire web into one ―text.‖ Hypertext is 

the mechanism that links the entire internet together into one common sphere—

without it, web pages would be isolated apart from one another, and only by knowing 

the exact address of information could you access it. Thus we can see the 1990s as the 

emergence of the internet as a facet of every-day life, both in terms of increasing 

access to information and providing new avenues of communication. Admittedly, the 

United States led the rest of the world in internet adoption (which has not been 

without its consequences), but it was undoubtedly the blossoming of a wide spread 

revolution.  

 The end of the 1990s provided some sobering assessments of the internet. The 

dot-com crash undermined confidence in the value of the internet as thousands of 

startup companies with no real products went bankrupt. Between March of 2000 and 

October 2002 the collapse of the tech bubble cost the Nasdaq over $5 trillion.
234

 The 

AOL-Time Warner merger, hailed as one of the most important in decades, ended in 

ruin and since then AOL has played only a minor role. The 2000s eventually 

rebounded, however, with the emergence of ―web 2.0‖—a new plethora of websites 

that capitalized on increased internet speeds, increased memory capacity, and a 

widespread userbase. The rise of social websites was especially important during this 

time with Myspace and Facebook leading the way and Twitter soon to follow. 

Entertainment through video sharing sites such as YouTube became prevalent, as did 

a variety of companies that offered ways to share links and comment on them, such as 

Slashdot, Digg, Reddit, and del.icio.us. Wikipedia pioneered the concept of 
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collaborative editing, and peer-to-peer sharing software opened up new ways of 

distributing files. Thousands of message boards, Internet Relay Chats (IRCs), instant 

messaging, and video and voice chat services have given internet users more ways to 

communicate than is possible to detail here. It is enough to say that if web 1.0 opened 

the door to mass usage of the internet, web 2.0 has been a pivotal point for its 

development as a social space and medium. Figure 3.1 below attempts to show one 

way of visualizing a very small percentage of the massively interconnected modern 

internet. All such visualizations are ultimately futile, as there exists no database or 

mechanism by which we could catalogue the entirety of the internet. But even this 

brief picture gives us insight as we move on to explore some of the unique features 

and actors that make up the contemporary internet. 

Figure 3.1—A visualization of the connections between a small  

percentage of IP addresses on the internet, as of 2005 
235
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3.2 Characteristics of the internet 

 As the internet developed over the latter part of the 20
th
 and the beginning of 

the 21
st
 century, it has come to embody several beneficial characteristics that offer it 

unique possibilities in terms of functioning as a public sphere. I want to briefly 

explore some of these features, looking specifically at the internet‘s pervasiveness, 

the multiple ways in which it can be accessed, low usage cost, and its potential for 

anonymity. 

 Among the world‘s most developed states the internet truly has become a 

―boring utility.‖ Within these countries internet users account for a remarkably high 

percentage of the population: in 2010, the United States was at 77%; Japan 78%; 

United Kingdom 83%; and Germany 79%.
236

 Even looking at the entire world, 

approximately 29% of the population currently has internet access.
237

 As we saw in 

the historical analysis above, the lowered costs of personal computers, coupled with 

an increase in the number of ISPs has indeed meant that the internet has become an 

essential part of our daily lives. While much of our actions on the internet are still 

mediated through desktop or laptop computers, mobile ―smart‖ phones are helping to 

increase internet use substantially, especially in states with undeveloped 

infrastructure. As of 2010, it is estimated that there are over five billion mobile phone 

connections around the world,
 238

 and though not all of them have the capacity for 

internet access the number that do has been steadily increasing. In general, the near 

universal wireless networks that now cover many states around the world mean that it 
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is possible, through a phone or wireless modem, to access the internet anywhere at 

any time. Simply surveying the multitude of possibilities that individuals have to 

access the internet leads to a dizzying array of devices: desktop and laptop computers, 

mobile phones and wireless modems, tablets and e-readers, game consoles, and 

watches. The internet has completely penetrated our lives—it is in the very air, 

constantly waiting to be tapped into. Figure 3.2 shows a graph of internet users as a 

percentage of total population for six countries (Norway, United States, Czech 

Republic, India and China) over the time period 1990 to 2007. This graph not only 

shows the thoroughness of internet penetration in advanced western states, but also 

the rapid increases in former Soviet satellites, South America, and the two most 

populous states of China and India. As these developing nations continue to build 

infrastructure and wages rise, the number of internet users will undoubtedly continue 

its upward growth.  

As the number of internet users has grown around the world, the costs of 

using it have significantly decreased. Most coffee shops, restaurants, and universities 

around the United States offer completely free wireless internet through WiFi, which 

allows dozens of people to connect to a single access point. New smartphones also 

offer wifi ―hotspot‖ capabilities, meaning that they can transform themselves into an 

internet access point for nearby devices based on its cellular connection. Increasing 

numbers of towns and cities around the world are also offering municipal wifi, either 

as a paid or free service, which affords blanket access over a large area. 
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Figure 3.2—Number of internet users per 100 people: 1990-2007 
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The proliferation of free internet access is an amazing achievement, because it brings 

the cost of communication down enormously. Most, if not all, town libraries in the 

U.S. also offer computers for patrons to use which further decreases the cost of entry 

for using the internet. These efforts should be applauded—if the internet is to function 

as a public sphere, then it is vital that access be made available to all. If we recall the 

discussion of the co-originality of democracy and rights, the fourth category of rights 

is designed to ensure ―equal opportunities to participate in processes of opinion- and 

will-formation in which citizens exercise their political autonomy…‖
240

 The 

widespread availability of internet access speaks to its structural inclusivity of access, 

which is essential for a public sphere. The mere potential of complete inclusivity, i.e. 
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240 BFN, 123 



 78 

no explicit cost to entry, is a unique feature of the digital public sphere, and should 

already help us to distinguish it from other forms of the public sphere. 

While these developments should help dispel some concerns over a ―digital 

divide‖, there is another type of cost the internet brings down—the opportunity cost 

of communication. In discussing the possibility of ―strong democracy,‖ Benjamin 

Barber has written that ―if, in Aristotle‘s time, the self-governing polis could extend 

no further than the territory a man could traverse in a day (so that all men could 

attend any assembly), the ultimate permissible size of a polis is now as elastic as 

technology itself.‖
241

 The success of the public sphere, digital or otherwise, is 

inherently tied to the possibility of communicative action between citizens. In this 

light, we should want to decrease the opportunity cost, or true cost (defined as what 

you give up in order to get it) of communication as much as possible. The internet 

helps decrease opportunity cost in several ways: first, the speed of the internet itself 

means that comments, news, video, and pictures can be posted and viewed almost 

instantly for no monetary cost. With digital cameras and internet connections, for 

example, individuals and journalists can take pictures and video recordings and 

instantly upload it to the internet for mass dissemination and publication. The internet 

also affords opportunities for individuals to host their own website, blog, journal, or 

news organization, either for free or incredibly low costs. There is an amazing variety 

of free online platforms that enable individuals to upload any type of content they 

wish. Whereas in the past the entry costs to create even a simple flier were daunting 

for most people (paper, ink, printing press, time), the internet has made it 

exponentially easier to publish information. The specific mechanisms through which 
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this is accomplished will be expanded on below in Section 3.3. From protestors 

uploading Tweets in Iran and Egypt, to ordinary citizens documenting police 

brutality, to political activists publishing information on their websites, the 

opportunity cost of publishing content in the digital public is fundamentally 

egalitarian.   

Second, the internet reduces the opportunity cost of disseminating, 

commenting, and sharing these inputs once they are introduced to the digital public 

sphere. In the historical model of the public sphere already analyzed, information 

sharing, discussion, and thematization was mediated through face-to-face 

interactions, mass media, and the literary world. While each of these has unique and 

beneficial characteristics, they also have large time and energy opportunity costs 

associated with them. Indeed, one of the foremost critiques of a more robust politics 

that focuses on deliberation comes from the massive size of modern states. David 

Held notes that an active form of democracy in the ancient Greek city-states 

flourished only because ―in these communities communication was relatively easily, 

news traveled quickly and the impact of particular social and economic arrangements 

was fairly immediate.‖
242

 The technology of the internet, while admittedly different 

from the face-to-face interactions of a robust polis, has a similar effect in that it 

allows a massive amount of citizens to view, share, and comment on material that is 

introduced: anyone can, when presented with interesting or important information, 

share it with thousands upon thousands of others in the single click of a mouse, 

adding their own comments and inviting dialogue with others.  

                                                
242 Held, p.12.  
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The massive proliferation of devices through which we access the internet 

also reduces the cost of viewing, sharing, and commenting on information in the 

digital public sphere. Laptops and smartphones mean that citizens need not go to the 

agora in order to take part in public deliberations (which was only possible with a 

massive slave population and the subjugation of women to the household)—rather it 

comes to citizens whenever they wish to engage in it. This is especially true for 

transnational issues, such as climate change, violent conflicts, trade disputes, and the 

like. In previous models of the public sphere communication between citizens across 

oceans and continents was sporadic, slow, and difficult at best; with the internet, it is 

no more difficult to talk with someone from my university than someone on the other 

side of the world. This is further facilitated by online translators such as Google 

Translate,
243

 which provides translations between 57 different languages.
244

 By 

opening up instantaneous and free translations, isolated readers in one language or 

another suddenly have access to a whole new world of information, which is 

especially important for non-English speakers. Taken together, these examples show 

that the framework of the internet significantly decreases the opportunity cost of 

participation in discussions and disseminations of information.  

This discussion of opportunity costs, both in terms of publishing and 

participation, bodes well for the inclusivity requirement of an ideal public sphere, 

which must be such that each participant has an equal chance to 1) initiate and 

continue communication, 2) make assertions, recommendations, and explanations, 

                                                
243 www.translate.google.com 
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and 3) express their wishes, desires, and feelings.
245

 The digital public sphere goes a 

long way in removing the sexist and bourgeois aspect of the public sphere within 

already developed nations, and increasingly within developing nations. 

One of the final features of the internet that differs from other conceptions of 

the public sphere is its relation to anonymity and identity. We have already identified 

some problems in the ways the public sphere has historically related to identity. In 

Structural Transformation, Habermas identified a historical phenomenon whereby 

persons (theoretically) ―bracketed‖ their status differences and let the best rational 

argument win discussions. 
246

 We have also seen how the wars of religion in Europe 

necessitated a bracketing of religious differences in the public sphere, leading to a 

conception of toleration that removed religious identity from public debate. Finally, 

we saw the critique of bracketing, neutrality, and toleration in terms of its effects on 

minority group identity and women, and examined the necessity of individuals being 

able to express their life history—the subjective dimension of communicative action. 

The internet stands at a unique crossroads in terms of identity, because it rests on 

different levels that are determined depending on the interaction at hand. These can 

be categorized into three levels in the digital public sphere.  

First, users might wish to present an identity similar to the one that they do 

outside the digital sphere. They might do this through presenting information and 

commenting on websites with the use of their real name, similar to letters to the editor 

in traditional newspapers. Many websites also give users the opportunity to ―log in‖ 

and comment through Facebook, which is strongly linked to their ―real‖ identity and 
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 82 

friends, and hence carries a large amount of ―trustworthiness‖ online. By using their 

real name or Facebook identity, individuals using the internet can both be held 

responsible for their comments and postings, and confirm upon them a strong 

affirmation of sincerity—which is an essential component of CA. While sincerity has 

its own validity dimension, it affects the other levels as well. Language users who 

wish to come to a common understanding must presuppose that the speaker is not 

trying to deceive them if they are to redeem validity claims. Using ―real‖ names and 

identities online is becoming increasingly popular, though it carries concerns over 

privacy and may not allow individuals to express their true opinion out of concerns 

for retaliation.  

Second, users in the digital public sphere may choose to interact through a 

pseudonym, username, handle, or avatar, which are online identities that are not 

necessarily associated with ―real life‖ identities. I myself have a multiplicity of 

internet usernames—one, ―viperphantom‖, is used for email and forums where I wish 

to add a sense of legitimacy. My other usernames (which must remain anonymous in 

order to serve their function), are used when I have concerns over privacy or are 

asking questions that may be contentious or provocative. This is especially important 

when one presents information or opinions that are counter to the majority opinions, 

because it allows for a degree of freedom that cannot be found in face-to-face 

interactions.  

 In general, usernames and pseudonyms operate on a ―constructivist‖ fashion, 

similar to the model used by Alexander Wendt in his discussion of international 

relations. Wendt begins with two actors—alter and ego—in an anarchic ―state of 
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nature.‖ They have not yet encountered one another, and as such have no basis for 

forming a conception of the other. When the first interaction finally takes place, ego 

makes a ―gesture‖ that may take many forms
247

— a demonstration of the terms upon 

which they wish to proceed. Alter, in turn, must make inferences of what the gesture 

means, and respond in some appropriate and rational way.
248

 This first ―social act‖—

the process of ―signalling, interpreting, and responding‖
249

 is the beginning of an 

intersubjective understanding of identity and sincerity for both the actors that is 

reinforced as the processes are repeated.
250

 In this fashion, identity is constructed over 

time for internet usernames, which may create a strong enough reputation to be 

treated similarly to a ―real‖ name or Facebook profile, i.e. they are known to be 

sincere in the claims they are raising. Pseudonyms also have the effect of forcing the 

reader, viewer, or listener to focus more on the content of what is being said (the 

claims being made) in a way that is conducive for a public use of reason.
251

 They can 

also be ―held to account‖ by presenting a clearly identifiable entity that users can 

respond to that is nevertheless shielded from physical harm. Thus we can see that 

pseudonymous usernames allow for a degree of anonymity that enables the 

presentation of potentially provocative comments and material, while offering the 

greatest flexibility in terms of incorporating as much of an individual‘s life 

experiences as they wish.  

                                                
247 Wendt 1992, 404 
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251 Some usernames subvert this paradigm by commenting in ways that are only fully understandable 
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Søren Kierkegaard‘s work.  
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Third, individuals may choose to publish content completely anonymously. 

This can be done on two levels—many comment mechanisms simply have an option 

to withhold any type of user information, in which case their comment will appear 

with the name ―Anonymous.‖ However, internet servers often keep logs of the IP 

addresses of the commenters, which can be used to determine their geographical 

location. This is becoming increasingly prevalent as internet postings become 

material for legal battles—divorces, illegal music and video sharing, and bullying and 

threats of violence. To circumvent these IP logs, users have the ability to use ―proxy 

networks‖—tools that obscure their IP address by encrypting their data and routing it 

through a series of randomly connected ―nodes.‖ A model for one of the most popular 

and robust proxy networks, TOR (The Onion Router), is presented in Figure 3.3: 

 

Figure 3.3—The TOR Proxy Network
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 85 

Anonymity on the internet is a double edged sword for several reasons. On the one 

hand, by removing any type of accountability, individuals are more likely to post 

extreme, hurtful, and harmful content. The prime example of this is 4chan,
253

 which is 

comprised of a number of message boards that are filled with unimaginable offensive 

content, including racism, sexism, and extreme pornography. Anonymity can also 

lead to illegal file sharing, and in more serious cases can be used by terrorist groups 

to coordinate plans. More frequently, however, anonymity is used to simply used to 

―troll.‖ Trolling, generally, is  

a provocative posting intended to produce a large volume of frivolous 

responses… It may consist of an apparently foolish contradiction of common 

knowledge, a deliberately offensive insult to the readers of a newsgroup or 

mailing list, or a broad request for trivial follow-up postings.
254

 

 

In the terminology of communicative action, trolling radically undermines the 

sincerity claim of the poster, meaning that any epistemic or rightness claim that they 

then raise is almost impossible to evaluate. Obviously such actions cast doubt on the 

potential of the digital public sphere, and constitute a significant problem that we will 

return to in Chapter 5. Nevertheless, true anonymity does have some good uses—it 

can be used to raise questions and offer opinions that users would be scared or 

ashamed to in other circumstances. By offering less accountability than pseudonyms, 

anonymity may allow for more frank discussions that must focus exclusively on the 

content of what is presented, and not the identity of the poster. In other words, by 

removing all accountability it can promote unrivaled levels of sincerity—as we will 

see in case examples in Chapter 4. In addition, anonymity may be useful for citizens 

who are engaging in action against the governmental apparatus, such as when it 
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becomes unresponsive to citizens‘ needs or attempts to enforce rule from above. In 

these ―crisis‖ situations anonymity can become an invaluable tool for citizens seeking 

to organize in opposition to the state. This point will also be expanded upon in 

Chapter 4.  

  

3.3 The Actors in the Digital Public Sphere 

 The historical and technological factors outlined above have enabled an 

incredibly diverse spectrum of individuals, organizations, and networks to become 

actors in the digital public sphere. Lowered technological and opportunity costs and 

widespread availability mean that today‘s internet is home to millions of different 

types of websites for information sharing and interaction. I want to briefly note some 

of the most important categories of actors in the digital public sphere, paying close 

attention to the ways in which they are linked through hypertext and social sharing 

mechanisms, and the opportunities individuals have for communicative action within 

and between them. These categories are comprised of: 1) online forums, which are 

comprised solely of ―posts‖ from its members; 2) ―Basic‖ websites that may belong 

to individuals, news organizations, civil society groups, and individuals; and 3) social 

networking and sharing sites.  

 At the most ―basic‖ level of the internet, what we called web 1.0 above, we 

find single websites that may be owned by a number of different types of actors. One 

of the oldest and most basic forms of a website is an internet ―forum‖—an ongoing 

dialogue where discussions are sorted into categories, issues, and questions. Users log 

in with a pseudonym or their real name, and add comments to existing ―threads‖ 
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(conversations) or start new discussion threads. The discussion is presented in simple 

chronological fashion—no weight is given to ―popular‖ users, except for ―mods‖ 

(moderators) who are tasked with ensuring a fair and respectful discussion. Figure 4 

below shows a typical forum example: 

 

Figure 3.4—Forum example from xkcd.com 
255

 

In Figure 3.4, we can see that users can not only present new information, but also 

quote previous users and expand, modify, or critique what was previously written. 
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There are also opportunities for the forum members to add in ―avatars,‖ and many 

websites add in profiles with information such as the number of posts and 

membership date, which play into the constructivist model of identify formation 

outlined above. Membership length and number of posts confer legitimacy on 

pseudonymous authors, and make it more likely that their comments will be treated as 

sincere, which is essential for communicative action. Forums are a good example of 

the periphery of the digital public sphere—it is ―close to the ground‖ because they are 

comprised of content from thousands of individuals, and often revolve around 

communities with a shared interest. They are also hosts for the ―subaltern 

counterpublics‖ that Fraser and Benhabib noted to be essential for identity formation. 

By their very nature, forums are suited to groups centered on an important issue, and 

offer a familiar place for discussion with supportive members. Because no post 

carries more weight than any other, many power structures are neutralized and users 

are encouraged to focus on the arguments and subjective experiences presented.  

 Moving on from forums there are a vast array of websites that are geared 

primarily toward disseminating information, and may be owned by individuals, 

companies, organizations, or governments. Today, websites are the primary method 

for disseminating information, from local communities to global audiences. They 

have become the modern information locus because the internet offers an efficient, 

effective, and reliable platform to broadcast to the entire world. If an individual 

wishes to know the stance of Amnesty International on a particular issue, they go to 

their website. If a citizen of the United States wishes to know the latest goings on at 

the State Department, they visit their website. The ease that this affords individuals, 
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the wealth of information that can be presented, and the egalitarian methods of access 

have given these actors the best medium in history to achieve their goals. They can 

also direct users to other like-minded organizations through hypertext links, leading 

to a strong networking effect for particular issues and interests. Figure 3.5 shows a 

screenshot of the Amnesty International webpage as an example of a civil society 

group: 

Figure 3.5—The Amnesty International Homepage
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In Figure 3.5, we can see multiple sources for information—at the top there are 

general links to mission statements and news, while the bulk of the page is taken up 
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by pictures, video, and columns devoted to more news and particular issues. There are 

also links on the left hand side to donate, become involved, and learn more about the 

organization. Thus the website functions not only as a source of information (an 

epistemic role), but also as a conduit for people to become involved in real-world 

action (a normative/action role). This combination of presenting information and 

translating it into action is crucial for activists and organizations that rely on the 

formation of communicative action in the base of the citizenry.  

Journalists and news organizations also use websites to complement their 

other mediums of publication, which have often become the most popular outlet. All 

established mass media organizations offer websites that mirror their print or 

broadcast media, and most of them also post additional content that complements 

their ―official‖ publication. An online outlet for traditional mass media increases its 

potential audience on a global level—the New York Times, for example, is no longer 

limited to readers of the print edition, but can be by individuals the world over.
257

 

Websites also allow mass media to update content instantaneously, leading to the oft-

decried ―24/7 news cycle‖ that has eclipsed older models. While the advent of the 

internet has undoubtedly increased the audience and ability of traditional mass media, 

one of the more interesting developments comes from journalists and commentators 

who have created organizations that solely function online. The rise of ―blogs‖ over 

the last decade is immense, and has come to occupy a primary place in political 

deliberation. ―Blogs‖ (originally called weblogs) are similar to an online journal, and 

may be operated by anyone from individuals up to news operations employing 
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source. 
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hundreds of contributors. Anyone can set up and publish their own blog for free, 

through services hosted by any number of providers, including Google, Tumblr, 

Blogger, WordPress, and more. Blogs are comprised of text, photographs, music, 

videos, graphs, and any other content that can be translated into a webpage. They can 

embody all three parts of communicative action by relaying subjective experiences, 

making normative claims, or introducing objective facts. Political blogs, with their 

lightning quick publication and ability to circumvent the editorial bottlenecks of mass 

media organizations, have become indispensible to modern politics. As a recent New 

York Times article detailed, blogs have become part of the periphery of the public 

sphere—the edges from which the political issues of the day are created and 

transmitted inward toward the center of the state and the mass media:  

Mr. Maldonado, 26, is one of the dozens of young aides throughout 

[Washington D.C.] who rise before dawn to pore over the news to synthesize 

it, summarize it and spin it, so their bosses start the day well-prepared. 

Washington is a city that traffics in information, and as these 20-something 

staff members are learning, who knows what — and when they know it — can 

be the difference between professional advancement and barely scraping by… 

For Mr. Maldonado, who said that ―the information wars are won before 

work,‖ that means rising early to browse all of the major newspapers, new 

polling data, ideological Web sites and dozens of news alerts needed to equip 

his bosses with the best, most up-to-date nuggets… 

Andrew Bates, a media monitor in the White House communications office, is 

up by 4 a.m. to look over 30 to 40 Web sites and blogs, as well as watch the 

morning television news and talk shows, and send out relevant news clips to 

the top ranks of the Obama administration. He has even been known — with 

the help of Google Translator — to translate articles from other languages.
258

 

These hundreds upon thousands of blogs are linked to one another and established 

media organizations through hypertext, which offers both a method of citation and 

way for users to quickly travel to other websites. We can already see how the 
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―messy‖ communications that proliferate on the edges of the digital sphere are being 

cross-linked with one another, and, crucially, recognized by the ―elite‖ discourses that 

occur in the formal spheres of the state. They are also closely linked with social 

networking and publication sites, such as Facebook and Twitter, explored below. 

Figure 3.6 offers a view of the front page of the Huffington Post, one of the most 

popular online political blogs: 

Figure 3.6—The Huffington Post Homepage 
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In Figure 3.6, we can see a variety of media and links—each of which corresponds to 

an original article, an article by a mass media organization such as the New York 

Times, or solicitation for reports from people ―on the ground.‖ It also gives us a good 

transition into the second category of online actors—social networks.  

Social networks play a transformative role in the integration of the internet by 

linking it together in a million ways through webs of communication. It both connects 

websites that might otherwise be separated from one another and offers opportunities 

for individual users to take a critical stance on information provided by allowing for 

votes, comments, and responses. Social networks are the birthplace of communicative 

action in the digital sphere—information, comments, and dialogue all come together 

in a reflexive and critical network of interactions, which together form an ad-hoc and 

decentralized web of communication. They also function as networks through which 

information from the established mass media and smaller online blogs can be 

circulated. Taken together, their massive potential allows for experiences, events, and 

topics to gather popular support and be transmitted to the formal deliberative bodies 

of the state for action. Instead of differentiating individual social networks, we can 

see that they all combine similar features, but place different weights on particular 

mechanisms. There are three types of social networks that I wish to explore here, each 

of which emphasizes either publication, circulation, or aggregation. All of these 

networks have some features in common: they all require the creation of an account 

and profile, which serves as the identity from which information is published. They 

all allow for the creation of virtual networks of ―friends‖—other users who you are 

connected to and to whom you share content with. Finally, they all allow for 
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discussion, usually though the form of written comments, but also through video and 

sound.  

If we focus first on the networks that give weight to publication, we find a 

massive array of possibilities. Websites like Flickr
260

 allow users to upload, store, and 

share digital photographs, while enabling ―titles, tags, location, people and more to 

give your photo context‖.
261

 YouTube offers a similar functionality with videos, 

providing ―a forum for people to connect, inform, and inspire others across the globe 

and acts as a distribution platform for original content creators and advertisers large 

and small.‖
262

 There are also several blogging services, such as Tumblr,
263

 which 

differ from traditional blogs by affording more opportunities to create social networks 

of followers. All of these publishing social networks allow users to upload original 

content for mass dissemination, either through the build-in networking features or 

through alternative networks. Their primary advantage is in hosting content and 

categorizing it in sensible ways. This happens through user-given descriptions and 

titles, and most importantly ―tags.‖ Tags are one type of ―metadata‖—labels that 

content creators and viewers can attach to information. They are a ―bottom-up‖ 

method of organizing information, as opposed to a hierarchical ―top-down‖ system. 

Paul Heymann writes that tagging allows ―a large, disparate group of users to 

collaboratively label massive, dynamic information systems like the web, media 

collections of millions of images, and so on.‖
264

 Thus we can see that these websites 
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are primarily useful for hosting content and providing mechanisms for sorting it into 

categories.  

The next type of social networking sites focus on circulation—specifically by 

prioritizing the sharing of information and comments. Primary examples can be found 

in the websites Facebook and Twitter. Facebook, which describes itself as a place to 

―keep up with friends, upload an unlimited number of photos, share links and videos, 

and learn more about the people they meet‖,
265

 does this by presenting users with a 

news ―feed,‖ the content of which is made up by the submissions of their networks of 

―friends.‖ An example of Facebook feed is shown in Figure 3.7. This gives a good 

example of the typical mix of content that one might find in a news feed—at the top 

is a post by a user about a school event, which other users have commented on. In the 

middle is a photo album, and at the bottom is an external link that is being shared 

through Facebook. While Facebook offers users to make their content private, Twitter 

is an example of a social network that is mostly open and public. Twitter works by 

encouraging users to ―tweet‖ short messages that may range from personal 

experiences, to links, to photos and videos, or interests in general. Tweets are 

combined from friends that each user follows into a similar news feed. An example is 

shown in Figure 3.8 below.  
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 96 

Figure 3.7—A Facebook News Feed 
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266 This example comes from my own Facebook profile, and I have redacted the identities of the 

posters to protect their privacy.  
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Figure 3.8—A Twitter Feed 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As we can see, users can comment on other Tweets, repost them, and use hashtags (a 

specific form of tagging) to link their tweet with a particular topic. Tweets may come 

from individuals, journalists, news organizations, and even states. The United States 

now utilizes twitter for a variety of organizations and individuals, including most of 

the Federal departments, the President, Senators, and Congresspersons. To illustrate 

the massive potential of such networks, we can see that Barack Obama 
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(@BarackObama) currently has approximately 6.5 million ―followers.‖
267

 Despite the 

disparities in the numbers of followers an account may have, however, they all 

remain fundamentally equal in that no ―tweets‖ are given priority over others.
268

 The 

Twitter news feed simply reports them as they come in. Thus Obama‘s tweets appear 

alongside those of Nick Kristoff, personal friends, The Economist, and Doctors 

without Borders. We can thus see that the advantages of the circulation-focused 

networks lies in their ability to quickly disseminate information to massive numbers 

of people (500 million for Facebook,
269

 190 million for Twitter
270

) while remaining 

more or less egalitarian in the way information is presented, which distinguishes it 

from traditional mass-media which is subject to editorial decisions.  

The final level of social networks focuses on aggregation. Broadly defined, 

they are websites that encourage users to submit information and links which are then 

democratically ―voted‖ on to bring the most interesting and important submissions to 

the top of the aggregation. One popular social news aggregator is the website 

reddit,
271

 which describes itself as 

a source for what's new and popular on the web. Users like you provide all of 

the content and decide, through voting, what's good and what‘s junk. Links 

that receive community approval bubble up towards #1, so the front page is 

constantly in motion and (hopefully) filled with fresh, interesting links.
272

 

 

In addition to allowing users a ―vote‖ in what they find interesting or important, 

reddit also features a robust commenting system that is attached to each story, link, 

picture, etc., that is submitted. Each of those comments is in turn, voted upon, which 

                                                
267See http://twitter.com/#!/BarackObama 
268 There is, however, a ―verified‖ label that affirms the identity of well-known public persons, and 
Twitter has recently been experimenting with ―promoted‖ tweets 
269 "Statistics | Facebook." <http://www.facebook.com/press/info.php?statistics>. 
270 Schonfeld, Erick. "Twitter Now Has 190 Million Users Tweeting 65 Million Times A Day." 
271 www.reddit.com 
272 "Reddit FAQ." <http://www.reddit.com/help/faq#Whatisreddit>. 
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is designed to promote helpful/interesting/relevant comments whilst burying off-topic 

or ―trollish‖ comments. Social news aggregators like reddit are usually divided into 

sub-topic areas, which are user-defined and attract interested followers. These sub-

topics may include entertainment, politics from the local to translational level, 

specific issues such as climate change or feminism, and ethical worldviews including 

philosophy, religion, and atheism. An example of the ―front page‖ for the politics 

sub-reddit is provided in Figure 3.9.  

Figure 3.9—The monthly top-scoring submissions to the politics sub-reddit 
273
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Figure 3.10 provides a sample conversation about a recent news event. Notice the 

similarity between the comments here and the comments in the simple forum model, 

with the primary difference being the ability to up-vote or down-vote comments.  

Figure 3.10—comments from a reddit post 
274

 

 

Social networking sites that focus on aggregation like reddit (and thousands of 

others
275

) promote a critical use of reason by its users in three ways: voting on 

                                                
274 From 

<http://www.reddit.com/r/news/comments/fd30n/american_terrorist_tries_to_blow_up_one_of_the/> 
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submissions, emphasizing a robust commenting system, voting on comments 

themselves. Say, for example, that a user submits a news article from a mass media 

organization, but gives it a misleading title (as commonly happens in order to 

sensationalize the news). Users can click the link to the article, read it, compare it 

with the submission, and then take a critical stance on it in the comment section. 

Other users can then offer their own comments (perhaps they heard a different side of 

the story from another news source, or from personal experience), and up-vote or 

down-vote other users arguments. We can already see how different this is from 

traditional mass media, which offers few real opportunities for people to reflexively 

criticize content in the same medium in which it is presented. Through hypertext, 

commenting, and voting, the three dimensions of communicative action come to play 

in redeeming truth, rightness, and sincerity validity claims. The primary benefits of 

aggregative social networks lie in their ability to provide democratic mechanisms that 

encourage a critical stance toward information and arguments provided, which creates 

a hierarchy based on importance, relevancy, argumentative force, and interest.  

 To sum up, we can see that there are several categorizations of actors that take 

place in the digital public sphere: at the ―basic‖ level we have forums that offer a 

community for commenters focusing around specific issues. Alongside these are 

websites for civil society groups and mass media, which are increasingly in 

competition with a huge network of blogs and online news organizations. Then there 

are social networks, which we placed into three categories based on the weight that 

they give to different functions—publication, dissemination, and aggregation—with 

different strengths for each. Social networks deserve special attention because they 

                                                                                                                                      
275 For example dig.com, delicious.com, Slashdot.com, and many others 
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have become the primary tool for sharing information around the digital public 

sphere. This can be seen by the prevalence that they are given even within the 

established organizations of the mass media. Figure 3.11 shows a recent article from 

The Guardian, with the opportunities for sharing on social networks highlighted. 

Figure 3.12 shows the additional options that are given if the user clicks on the green 

―share‖ button: 

Figure 3.11—Sharing mechanisms on The Guardian  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 103 

Figure 3.12—expanded options for social networks 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The same options, more or less, abound on all major news organizations. It speaks the 

massive communicative energy that can be generated through these social networks—

on the one hand, information is easier to disseminate than ever. But the crucial aspect 

of these networks is that they are reflexive and have the potential to redeem all three 

types of validity claims that can be raised through communicative action, which 

differs significantly from traditional mass media. While there are thousands of other 

important actors and mechanisms in the digital public sphere (instant messaging, 

video chatting, email, collaborative editors, interactive portals, etc.), it would be 

impossible to cover all of them. The above categories can offer us a useful foil to 

explore the digital public sphere and the ways it functions, as we move on to examine 

different models of communication.  

 

3.4 Models of Discourse 

As we have seen in the previous sections on history, characteristics, and 

actors, the digital sphere public sphere is quite different from other historical models 

of the public sphere, as analyzed by Habermas, Benhabib, Fraser, and others. It is 
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increasingly inclusive, and provides low-cost communication opportunities to 

individuals with varying amounts of anonymity. There are a number of different 

categorizations of tools and mechanisms by which individuals and organizations can 

publish and share information, while simultaneously affording opportunities to judge 

them. I want now to juxtapose three models of the public sphere—bourgeois, mass-

media, and digital—to explicitly elucidate the structural differences between them 

and show why the digital public sphere is superior according to the ideal model 

developed in Section 2.4 

 The first model, drawn from the historical analysis in Section 2.2 and 

critiqued in Section 2.3, is the bourgeois public sphere that Habermas developed in 

Structural Transformation. I present a graphical model of the bourgeois public sphere 

in Figure 3.13 

Figure 3.13: Bourgeois Model of the Public Sphere 
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The diagram brings out both the benefits and problems of the first historical model. 

On the one hand, this model of the public sphere served as place for critical debate on 

public issues, which can be coalesced into public opinions through the press and 

informal communication to make demands on the state. On the other hand, it was 

fundamentally exclusionary to a large number of people, issues, and identities. 

Because of its exclusionary nature, the first appearance of the public sphere is 

incompatible with our current normative understanding of the nature and purpose of 

the public sphere. A public sphere must be fundamentally open to all persons, issues, 

and problems.  

 The second historical model is that of a public sphere dominated by mass 

media, as analyzed by Habermas, Horkheimer, and Adorno in Sections 2.3 and 2.4, 

presented in Figure 3.14: 

Figure 3.14: The Public Sphere Dominated by Mass Media 
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As we have seen, there are several fundamental flaws in the model of the public 

sphere that is dominated by mass media. We have already explored the 

producer/consumer critique offered in the concept of the culture industry. Our 

primary focus here is the mass media‘s strong hierarchical nature, which concentrates 

power in ―gatekeepers‖ of the organizations that produce the news. Two issues should 

be of primary concern: first, the narrow ―bottlenecks‖ in the uptake and selection of 

which news events and issues are worthy for dissemination. Reporters and editorial 

boards control the ―entry of topics, contributions, and authors‖
276

 due to two 

structural demands—limited space and resources that are inherent to any 

organization, and competition with other economic actors for a public with limited 

―receptiveness, cognitive capacity, and attention.‖
277

 This relates to the second 

primary problem—the decidedly one-way flow of information. Individuals and 

organizations in the public sphere, whether they are attempting to sway opinions, 

build support for a topic, or simply gain recognition for an event have limited options 

in the mass media market. While they can attempt to attract attention of reporters, if 

actors want to bring attention to issues that fall too far outside of the ―acceptable‖ 

range of issues they face an uphill battle with editorial boards. As Horkheimer and 

Adorno noted, the culture industry simply ―sweeps aside objections to itself along 

with those to the world it neutrally duplicates.‖
 278

 

Taken together, these two critiques of the hierarchical nature of the mass 

media public sphere mean that not all issues of importance will be introduced to the 

public sphere, and those that do are formulated as entertainment. There are limited 

                                                
276 BFN, p.376 
277 BFN, p.377 
278 Horkheimer and Adorno, p.118-119 
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options for recourse for issues that are not deemed worthy, and these may simply ―die 

out‖ due to lack of attention. The mass media, therefore, cannot function in the 

manner that we have seen is necessary for the public sphere to fulfill its role in a 

democracy.  

If we turn to the digital public sphere, we can see that it differs significantly 

though the characteristics we have already explored above. A diagram of the digital 

public sphere is presented in Figure 3.15:  

Figure 3.15: The Digital Public Sphere 
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Figure 3.15, not coincidentally, resembles Habermas‘s description of the public 

sphere as a ―‗wild‘ complex that resists organization as a whole.‖
279

 It also closely 

resembles Figure 3.1—a decentralized, fluid, overlapping multitude of publics where 

information and dialogue flows from the periphery of individual users drawing upon 

experiences, which are shared and bundled together through millions of avenues. The 

digital public sphere is different from previous models of the public sphere because 

its structure is fundamentally egalitarian, open, decentralized, and reflexive. By 

allowing anyone to bring up any topic or type of validity claim through multiple low-

cost methods of communication that can be circulated amongst the citizenry at large, 

the structure of the digital public sphere is superior for its critical function in a 

democracy. Christopher Weare calls internet communication a ―many-to-many‖ 

model, which is distinguished from ―one-to-one‖ (telephone) and ―one-to-many‖ 

(mass media) models.
280

 Notice too that the digital public sphere does not replace 

other public spheres, but integrates and interacts with them—helping to neutralize 

their exclusionary features by offering avenues for all citizens to take part in ongoing 

discussions. As we have explored it thus far the structure of the internet is content-

neutral—it may become just as problematic as the culture industry of mass media if it 

is used primarily for entertainment. But the structure of the digital public sphere holds 

great potential to serve in a capacity much closer to the ideal model that is so 

necessary to the democratic models we have developed. What is needed are concrete 

examples of individuals and actors utilizing the structure of the digital public sphere 

                                                
279 BFN, p.307 
280 Karakaya Polat, p.443 
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to present and redeem validity claims through communicative action and channel the 

results toward the formal apparatus of the state—a task we take up in Chapter 4.  
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4. The Internet as a Digital Public Sphere 

 

In the previous chapter, we explored how the structural groundwork of the 

internet provided egalitarian opportunities and tools for a variety of actors in the 

digital public sphere. The purpose of this chapter is to offer specific case studies that 

illustrate how the various actors and mechanisms of the digital public sphere facilitate 

communicative action and the redemption of validity claims in the context of 

democratic politics. This is done in four sections, which range from ―normal‖ politics 

to crisis situations: Section 4.1 is devoted to explaining some of the problems with 

research methodology on the internet, and presents a case study of the redemption of 

epistemic validity claims through communicative reason on the website Wikipedia. 

Section 4.2 explores some examples of the ways in which subjective experiences in 

subaltern counterpublics become part of a reflexive creation of identity, as well as the 

ways they can be channeled into the digital public sphere, discussed, and 

disseminated to make normative claims against the state. Section 4.3 explores the 

creation and coordination of rightness claims in digital civil society through the 

example of moveon.org in the Iraq War and the 2006 and 2008 elections. Section 4.4 

examines alternative media and various ―crisis‖ events, focusing on the ways in 

which the digital public sphere can circumvent established structures of power. As a 

disclaimer, most of these examples are drawn from the United States, which I am 

most familiar with as well as being my place of citizenship. Undoubtedly examples 

and counterexamples could be drawn from other states around the world.   
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4.1 Research Methodology, Communicative Reason, and Wikipedia 

Before we can proceed into more complex case studies in the digital public 

sphere, it is necessary to show that discussions that take place in internet forums, 

comments, blogs, etc., contain at least a minimum possibility for promoting 

communicative rationality through discourse. As we saw in Chapter 1, there are 

certain unavoidable pragmatic presuppositions involved in the generation of 

communicative reason through language. Specifically, language users 

must assume that they mean the same thing by the same words and 

expressions; they must consider themselves as rationally accountable; and 

they must suppose that, when they do arrive at a mutually acceptable 

resolution, the supporting arguments sufficiently justify a (defensible) 

confidence that any claims to truth, justice, and so forth that underlie their 

consensus will not subsequently prove false or mistaken.
281

 

 

The goal for explaining a digital public sphere, then, is how to translate these criteria 

such that online discussion can be evaluated in relation to them—a difficult task to 

say the least. Lincoln Dahlberg has wrestled with this difficulty at some length, 

criticizing the vast majority of empirical research that has been done on online 

communication.
282

 According to Dahlberg, one of the core problems with empirical 

studies is that  

operationalisation requires researchers to focus upon these aspects of the 

public sphere that for which narrowly defined and measurable indicators can 

be found, thus neglecting other aspects less amenable to quantification. The 

result is a serious loss of meaning.
283

  

 

For example, we can consider a 2010 study by Scott Robertson, Ravi Vatrapu, and 

Richard Medina about discourse on Facebook during the 2008 election.
284

 In that 

                                                
281 Rehg, xv 
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283 Dahlberg, p.31 
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study, the authors analyze two years of Facebook postings on the walls of Barack 

Obama, Hillary Clinton, and John McCain according to several criteria. Among these 

were frequency of posts, duration of participation, number of cross-posts to different 

walls, number of hypertext links included in each post, characteristics of pronouns 

used, and participation patterns.
285

 By running some 687,626 individual postings 

though a variety of statistical analyses, the authors come up with graphs and charts, 

and then offer a discussion of the possibility of the internet relating to conceptions of 

the public sphere. Similarly, a 1997 study by Steven Schneider on discussions around 

abortion in Usenet groups looks at quantifiable criteria such as ―the frequency of 

expression and average quantity of expression‖ or ―tendency of participants in the 

newsgroup to stay ‗on topic‘…which is operationalised as the proportion of messages 

that are concerned with the abortion issue.‖
286

 These studies are almost completely 

pointless, as Dahlberg notes, because they miss the point of Habermas‘s theory of 

communicative reason. No amount of data can tell us anything about the qualitative 

nature of communication. What is needed is some method to get ―at meanings not 

accessible through measurement,‖
287

 specifically whether validity claims can be 

redeemed through online discourse. Another problem exists in attempting to provide 

qualitative analyses of online deliberation. Dahlberg argues that examples like Eliza 

Tanner‘s 2001 ―textual analysis‖ of internet forms suffers from ―a lack of evaluation‖ 

in terms of the quality of deliberation.
288

 ―Tanner‘s examination of the public use of 

reason simply wanders off into a description of what was being discussed in the 
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286 Quoted in Dahlberg, p.31 
287 Dahlberg, p.32 
288 Dahlberg, p.32 
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forum‖
289

 he writes. How then, can we hope to offer an evaluation of the digital 

public sphere?  

Thus far, our discussion of the digital public sphere in Chapter 3 was geared 

toward offering a taxonomy of the structure of the internet—laying out its most 

important historical moments, unique characteristics, and important actors. What we 

need now are examples of how the essential aspects of communicative reason work in 

the digital public sphere. We must be cautious proceeding here—we cannot simply 

extrapolate from single instances that seem to either confirm or deny a critical public 

use of reason. But ―in the end,‖ as Dahlberg notes, ―we cannot escape case 

analysis‖
290

 if we want to have any hope of offering a qualitative analysis. What is 

needed are specific case examples that show the possible ways in which 

communicative action functions in the digital public sphere. My goal is not to prove 

that all communication on the internet takes place in such a fashion, but simply to 

offer and explicate a number of cases in which the communicative action and the 

mechanisms of the public sphere seem to be in work. To that end, I want to offer an 

example of the redemption of epistemic validity claims through communicative 

reason on the Wikipedia discussion page for global warming.  

Wikipedia embodies many of the characteristics we have already identified—

especially usernames and forum discussions—but crucially oriented toward creating a 

common project of intersubjectively recognized truth claims in the form of 

encyclopedia entries. Wikipedia describes its goal of reaching consensus in its entry 

pages as  

                                                
289 Dahlberg, p.32 
290 Dalhberg, p.36 
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…the primary way in which editorial decisions are made on Wikipedia. There 

is no single definition of what consensus means on Wikipedia, but in articles 

consensus is typically used to try to establish and ensure neutrality and 

verifiability. Editors usually reach consensus as a natural and inherent product 

of editing; generally someone makes a change or addition to a page, then 

everyone who reads it has an opportunity to leave the page as it is or change 

it. When editors cannot reach agreement by editing, the process of finding a 

consensus is continued by discussion on the relevant talk pages.
291

 

 

The ―talk‖ pages are like many of the nested forums we have already explored in 

Chapter 3. Here, users can raise questions about the validity of certain facts or their 

presentation in the main encyclopedia article, and other users can either defend or 

agree with the questioning of the validity claim and move to change it. Talk pages are 

also archived, so that new users can go back and read previous debates to form an 

understanding of why certain decisions were reached, or if new information becomes 

available to re-open previously closed discussions. To offer a taste of one of these 

talk pages, I present a small segment
292

 of the discussion from the Wikipedia page on 

global warming in Figure 4.1. We come into the conversation at the point where user 

―Thoams Yen‖ is asking why the results of the ―Twentieth Century Reanalysis 

Project‖ are not included in the global warming page. 
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292 ―Talk Page for Global Warming‖ accessed from 
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Figure 4.1: A sampling of the “talk” page for Wikipedia’s entry on global 

warming 
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Let us examine some of the most important features of the example in Figure 

4.1, specifically in their relation to both unique features of the internet and 

communicative action. Here the primary concern is an epistemic claim about the 

relevance of new data to our understanding of climate change. In the discussion, we 

notice that the posts come from a variety of users—some of which seem to relate to 

real names (―Thoams Yen‖) and some which are more likely pseudonyms (―Arzel‖). 

Usernames are important in establishing trust and discerning sincerity, as we explored 

in Chapter 4 through the constructivist model. Wikipedia utilizes this constructivist 

understanding by placing some restrictions on controversial pages—such as global 

warming, abortion, the Iraq War, etc. This is done in response to vandalism by 

anonymous users, who attempt to distort or sabotage controversial entries. To combat 
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this effect, Wikipedia requires users to contribute a small number of ―good‖ edits to 

other pages in order to demonstrate their sincerity. In Figure 4.1, we can see that user 

―Thoams Yen‖ has not yet contributed enough edits to directly edit the global 

warming page, and hence turned to the discussion board in order to raise an epistemic 

validity claim over the inclusion of potentially relevant information. It would be a 

mistake to read this procedure as exclusionary for two reasons: first, the vast majority 

of Wikipedia articles are open to editing by all—only those pages that have been 

subject to vandalism are afforded extra protection. Second, ―Thoams Yen‖ is not 

actually being excluded from the creation of the article, because he/she is always able 

to raise questions on the talk page. Were a consensus to form there about the new 

material, it would easily be incorporated. 

 In order to question the current content of the page, ―Thoams Yen‖ links to an 

article on the Wall Street Journal‘s website, which she/he believes to hold valid 

information that stands in contrast to the current consensus. Here the powerful 

networking effects of the internet come into play through hypertext, which allows any 

user anywhere to instantly access information and use it in an argument. However, as 

―Awickert‖ notes, the WSJ article is in fact an Op-Ed, and as such is not considered a 

reliable source for an encyclopedia article on a scientific phenomenon. Later, 

―Awickert‖ finds the actual journal article that the Op-Ed references, and suggests to 

the other users that some of the information contained in it could be valuable, with the 

support of ―Thoams Yen.‖ Other users disagree, however, citing specific numbers 

from the study, and arguing that one journal article that is yet to be assessed by the 

scientific community does not carry enough weight to change the broad content of the 
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global warming article which is geared toward long-term scientific consensus. Further 

on in the discussion (not shown in Figure 1), the suggestions of ―Thomas Yen‖ are 

ultimately rejected, in large part to their failure to distinguish between the nature of 

an Op-Ed and scientific consensus, as well as the fact that the username was quite 

new and had not provided many good edits elsewhere—leading the deliberators to 

doubt her/his sincerity.  

 The above example demonstrates the operation of communicative action in 

the redemption (or discarding) of epistemic validity claims, and shows how 

intersubjective agreement is created amongst anonymous users. It utilized 1) a 

reflexive forum for comments; 2) hypertext links to provide evidence for the validity 

claim raised; and 3) a constructivist understanding of trust and sincerity to reach the 

final conclusion. It is not always possible, of course, for individual users to come to a 

consensus (or near consensus) on a particular topic page. In that case, Wikipedia has 

several processes that can help to resolve disputes. The first of these is the ―Third 

Opinion‖:  

Third opinion is a means to request an outside opinion in a dispute between 

two editors. When two editors do not agree, either editor may list a discussion 

here to seek a third opinion. The third opinion process requires observance 

of good faith and civility from both editors in the discussion. The less formal 

nature of the third opinion process is a major advantage over other methods of 

resolving disputes.
293

  

 

By bringing in a third opinion, the hope is that a mostly objective survey of the 

presented facts will yield a resolution that might otherwise be obscured by egos. If 

there is significant disagreement among more than two editors, or if the disagreement 
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is more complex, then there are more options available. Users may post a ―Request 

for Comment‖ tag, which is ―an informal, lightweight process for requesting outside 

input, and dispute resolution‖.
294

 Disputes can also be submitted to the ―Mediation 

Cabal‖ (a tongue-in-cheek name), which describes itself as  

a bunch of volunteers providing unofficial, informal mediation for disputes on 

Wikipedia. We do not impose sanctions or make judgments. We are just 

ordinary Wikipedians who help facilitate communication and help parties 

reach an agreement. 

 

The Mediation Cabal is comprised of trusted, self-organized users who have an 

interest in resolving disputes, and has grown up completely organically within 

Wikipedia. Its commitment, like that of the ―third opinion‖ option and the ―request 

for comment‖ is to an impartial assessment of the facts of the argument presented. 

However, if these do not produce a consensus, then disagreements can be sent to the 

Mediation Committee, the highest formal level mechanism for arguments.
295

 

Mediation Committee members must be nominated and are subject to a public, 

written application process where they discuss their philosophy and experience with 

dispute resolution. Nominees are then affirmed or rejected by a majority vote of the 

existing Mediation Committee members. It is important to note, however, that the 

Mediation Committee is rarely used, and that the Wikipedia community on the whole 

is grounded in user-to-user consensus. Higher level formal dispute resolution 

processes, such as the Mediation Committee, will only take on a case if both sides 

have presented exhaustive arguments supporting their position.  
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Thus we can see that the primary mechanism of redeeming truth claims within 

Wikipedia is consensus through reasoned argumentation that relies on facts provided 

through hypertext links to other parts of the digital public sphere. The sincerity of 

different usernames is scrutinized based on a constructivist model of identity 

formation, which facilitates the deliberations over epistemic claims. This idealized 

process does not always lead to idealized outcomes—there is no doubt that inaccurate 

information, vandalism, and frivolous information abound on Wikipedia. As a New 

York Times article suggests, Wikipedia‘s goal of making ―the sum of human 

knowledge available to everyone on the planet at no cost‖ is a daunting task. 

―Depending on your lights, it is either one of the noblest experiments of the Internet 

age or a nightmare embodiment of relativism and the withering of intellectual 

standards.‖
296

 Nevertheless, it is a collaborative, ongoing, and constantly changing 

process that embodies communicative action at its core. Wikipedia shows that 

communicative rationality and the redemption of truth claims is possible between 

among anonymous users in the digital public sphere. Despite all odds, they combine a 

limitless miasma of networked information into a comprehensible, cited, peer-

reviewed whole. It is a structural blueprint that has been copied by millions of other 

websites and organizations around the world who have recognized its potential. It 

would be impossible and absurd to claim that CA always occurs on the internet; 

through years of experience I know that the opposite is in fact true. Just like in real 

life, argumentation can only happen if the parties to it are committed to reaching 

mutual understanding. What the digital public sphere does is provide a uniquely 
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inclusive, cheap, powerfully interlinked network that offers individuals a chance to 

establish trust and work toward common goals.  

 

4.2 Lifeworld experiences and Subaltern Counterpublics 

Now that we have seen one way communicative action functions within 

Wikipedia in an epistemic role, I want to turn to the opportunities that various 

websites offer for channeling individual experiences into the public sphere, the role 

this plays in the reflexive formation of identity, and the ways they influence rightness 

claims. As we have seen, countless opportunities exist for uploading many different 

types of information to the internet—blogs, tweets, YouTube videos, comments, and 

the like. While some of this material is frivolous or meant purely for entertainment 

purposes, many online communities devote significant attention to issues that 

resonate within society and touch on important political questions. In this section I 

want to provide several examples of individuals and groups utilizing the framework 

of the internet both to share personal experiences and form the kind of counterpublics 

that Fraser and Benhabib identified as being crucial to modern identity formation.  

Many of the examples below are from reddit.com, which is a social 

networking website with a focus on aggregation. Reddit is in many ways a mirror of 

the public sphere as a whole, because it is organized into different ―subreddits‖—

individual communities with a specific focus, such as politics, environment, gaming, 

philosophy, or pictures, that are integrated into a common ―front page.‖ One such 

subreddit is ―AMA,‖ or ―Ask Me Anything‖—a place where people can share 

interesting or important experiences, solicit questions, and discuss issues. These 
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AMAs range from Egyptian protestors,
297

 to photojournalists,
298

 to Native Americans 

that live on reservations,
299

 to survivors of the Columbine shootings,
300

 to third 

deployment soldiers in Afghanistan.
301

 These thousands of dialogues offer unique 

possibilities for people to be as truthful in their questions and answers as they wish—

as they are protected by pseudonymous usernames. Not beholden to an editorial board 

or the demands of publishing companies, the AMA subreddit allows people to 

circumvent the structural power of mass media to directly tell life stories. Such 

discussions often combine all three types of validity claims: the poster claims to be 

sincere and offers insights into truths that might otherwise be obscured, and in the 

broader discussion users will often begin to formulate rightness claims based on the 

topic and evidence at hand. AMAs acquire considerable attention on reddit, and 

through other social networks branch out across the digital public sphere.  

In the United States, an enormous topic of debate over the last decade has 

been the war in Afghanistan, which began after the events of September 11, 2001. 

One reddit member, ―Hoo-raah,‖ is a soldier who recently returned from his/her third 

deployment in Afghanistan. They write: 

Without giving away my personal details, I am a First Lt. in the U.S. Marine 

Corp. I am 25 years old and I've spent the past 3 years in Afghanistan, off and 

on. I estimate that I've probably killed close to 50 human beings during my 

time there. At first I kept count, but after a while I lost the desire to know just 

how many lives I had taken. Obviously I can't go in to details of where I was 

stationed or the missions I was part of. With that said, AMA.
302
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Here are some of the questions and responses that resulted from the thread: 

 ―theinvisiblenovel‖: 

What does it feel like to take another human life? Is it what you thought it 

would be like? Do you feel any remorse for the lives you took? Did you take 
any civilian lives?‖ 

 

―Hoo-raah‖: For me there's two feelings I have. The first has to do with 

shooting someone during combat at long range. Right at the point where you 

can't make out their face, which happens to be the majority of my kills. These 

types of kills don't really affect me at all. I liken them to target practice, as 
terrible as that sounds. 

The second are close range kills. Those where you can see the face of the 

enemy as they die. There's really nothing on earth that can describe the feeling 

of watching someone bleed out in front of you, and it was totally your doing. 

Some of these are haunting, yes. Do I feel remorse for them? Sometimes, 

because they were probably simple farmers protecting their land. But at the 

same time, they were trying to kill me. 

 

―chaiwalla‖:  

Do you believe in what you are doing there? That it will result in some kind of 
good down the line? Do you think of the families of those whom you killed? 

 

―Hoo-raah‖: Do I believe in what we are doing? Well, I believe in what I was 

doing personally, which was to break up the opium poppy cultivation trade. It 
directly funds the Taliban, so destroying their funding helps everyone. 

Do I think of the families of those whom I've killed? Everyday. 

 

―Discoltk‖:  

Were all of them in combat and attacking you, or does this include collateral 

civilian deaths? How about friendly fire? Do you / would you feel different 

about killing those who are trying to kill you vs. the unintended deaths? Do 

you think Afghanistan would be better off if we sent an army of doctors, 

engineers, and teachers, instead of more men with guns? 

 

―Hoo-raah‖: I have friends who were killed by friendly fire, but (God I hope), 

I was never the cause. Nearly everyone I have killed has been someone who 

was trying to kill me during combat. I say nearly, because I do believe I may 

be responsible for a few civilian deaths, though it was never confirmed. We 

did a lot of raids and a lot of times shit got crazy really fast. The poppy 

farmers had a habit of keeping their family in the same place as their drugs, 

which sometimes lead to civilian deaths. 
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And would we be better off if we sent an army of doctors, engineers, etc? No. 

The main problem is the poppy farms. We were doing what needed to be 

done. However, Obama has recently changes tactics. He's setting up programs 

to persuade farmers to grow other crops, which we should have been doing all 

along. As opposed to going in and burning them. 

 

―elgopo‖: Did you vote for McCain or Obama and why? 

―Hoo-raah‖: ...Ron Paul... 

―paul-ish‖: Ron Paul opposes most troop deployment overseas. Do  

        you? 

―Hoo-raah‖: Yes I do. However, when the commander-in-chief 

tells you to go, you go. 

 

This kind of discussion could never happen in a medium other than the internet. 

Soldiers are rarely, if ever, allowed to talk to traditional media sources, and even if 

they were they would be under guidelines as to what is admissible. A soldier could 

never admit to opposing overseas deployment, or would be likely to discuss their 

psychological condition. Anonymity allows us to evaluate the sincerity of the 

soldier‘s responses in an entirely different light. Now of course, the poster may be 

trolling or simply lying—which can be the other effect of anonymity. On reddit 

sincerity is gauged in several ways. ―Karma‖ is a running tally of the number of 

―upvotes‖ that users receive for submissions and comments, and is compared 

alongside the age of the account. With our constructivist understanding of sincerity 

and identity, this means that older accounts + more karma = generally more 

trustworthy, and hence more likely to be sincere. The mods of the AMA subreddits 

can also privately verify the identity of a poster without publically disclosing the 

information. Once sincerity has been gauged, then other types of discussions abound. 

In the issue of the Afghan War, ―Hoo-raah‖ provides subjective experiences (how it 

feels to shoot another human), objective facts (assessing his work with the poppy 



 125 

farms), and intersubjective rightness claims (we should not be deploying troops 

overseas). The truly fascinating thing about these threads is that while the ―OP‖ 

(original poster) is undoubtedly the center of attention, the discussions multiply 

between other users who debate and use the examples of the OP to support their 

arguments. Other users around the web can also view the discussion and share it 

through any networks they may be a part of, simply by coping the hyperlink. In this 

way, the discussion begins to spiral out across the digital public sphere, where it 

becomes part of the debates in millions of other digital coffee houses around the 

world.  

Another topic of considerable importance that faces many contemporary states 

is how to approach native populations who have been marginalized by colonization, 

such as in the United States, Canada, and Australia. In the U.S., Native Americans 

face a host of cultural stigmas and are disproportionately affected by substance abuse, 

while receiving little to no attention by the national media. One redditor, ―drofwarc‖, 

offers an AMA writing: 

IAmA Native American who lives on a reservation. Whenever I bring up that 

I'm Native American (whether on the internet or in person) people always 

have a dozen questions about Pow Wows, Casinos, the reservation, and a 

bunch of other things, so I thought it would be fun to throw this up and answer 
as much as I can!

303
 

 

―IdesOfMarch‖: 

 How does the tribe feel about "outsiders" in general? I know you said 

there isn't a F**K WHITEY stigma, but how do some of the people you 

are around feel about working with non-tribal people? 

 How closely do you follow Native American rituals? 

 How do Native American tribes feel about other tribes? 
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 How do Native American people feel about a Native who has a 
romantic relationship with someone from outside the tribe? 

 

―Drofwarc‖: Most people are fine working with/being around people of any race 

(there are a few racists/homophobes/bigots though, that can't be helped) People 

who are new to the town are generally ostracized pretty fast, though. This is 

really an "everyone knows everyone" kind of place, and even if you don't know 

people by name you still recognize them from walking around/being at the 

store/etc. People generally adjust fast to the town/school, though. 

     As far as rituals go, we've only got a couple: Nee-Dash, Feather Dance, 

which is held in the dance house/long house on the summer and winter solstices, 

and the Restoration Pow Wow, which is an anniversary celebration held on the 

day our tribe was federally recognized. I usually attend at least one of the feather 

dances and the Restoration every year, as it's a good place to meet up with 
people you haven't seen in a while, catch up with friends, and eat good food. 

Our tribe has a rivalry of sorts with another Oregon tribe, the Confederated 

Tribes of Grand Ronde. You may recognize them as the people who helped the 
cast of Little People, Big World, build a long house. Those bastards. 

     Some of the elders prefer it if the younger members marry someone who is 

also a tribal member, but it generally isn't a big deal if someone is f**kin' 

whitey. A disproportionate number of tribal women marry Mexican/South 

American guys though, I think it's more than likely because of culture 

similarities. 

 

―unfriendlyfire‖: What benefits do you get from the government? (e.g. I know here in 

Canada there are plenty of scholarships etc). Any common myths you'd like to bust 

for any uneducated/uncultured white people? Is poverty/crime a problem for your 

tribe? If so, what do you think are the causes/solutions to it? 

 

―drofwarc‖: The "Native American" checkbox on scholarships is going to be 

put to the test in these next few months, as I apply for scholarships. The 

median income isn't that low here, though people do tend to live in less than 

upkept houses. My theory for this is that they see their subsidized (though 

decent quality) house as "cheap" and decide to not take care of it. My family 

personally takes really good care of our house, as both my parents came from 

rather poor families, they take pride in being able to have a presentable house. 

As far as crime, this is a reallyyyyy quiet community. We've had 1 murder in 

the last like 30 years. 

     As far as common myths go: No one here aside from the really really old 

elders have "Indian Names." Even then they have them more as a joke than 

anything. Yes we do have a "Pow Wow" but it is more of a culture 

fair/summer celebration of food and art than anything. Our tribe did not 

actually have traditional pow wows, we had/still have much different cultural 

events for the different equinoxes. 

 



 127 

Again, we have a discussion that would be impossible in print media, radio, 

television, etc. Users can ask questions that would be almost impossible in a face-to-

face setting (i.e. how do you feel about ―outsiders‖; what are your subjective 

experiences in this area), and the OP can feel free to respond as truthfully as they 

wish. There are seemingly candid, questions and answers that allow individuals to 

learn directly from someone‘s experiences, and in turn have a discussion about the 

larger societal implications to formulate claims about what we should be doing.  

We can expand these ideas of identity, sincerity, and rightness by examining 

counterpublics in the digital public sphere. The internet abounds with places for 

groups to gather around questions and issues that are specific to a certain identity—a 

―reflexive narrative that makes a group and/or an individual unique, distinct from 

others…based on lineage, religion, lifestyle, and/or political orientations.‖
304

 I want to 

focus on three groups that face significant oppression in the United States—atheists, 

feminists, and ―lgbt‖—and the opportunities the digital public sphere affords them. 

Lauren Langman has written extensively about identity in the ―networked public 

sphere‖, arguing that  

The ―virtual public spheres‖ of a global civil society not only provide 

information and communication but act as identity-granting subcultures that 

foster collective identities. The ―virtual public spheres‖ of the Internet enable 

what Kahn and Kellner (2004) call ―post-subcultures,‖ interpersonal networks 

of discussion, debate, and clarification that, however, virtual, nevertheless 

foster or create spaces for the democratic construction, negotiation, and 

articulation of new constellations of project identities…
305

 

 

This description lines up rather well with the discussion of identity and 

communicative action already developed above through Habermas and Benhabib. It 
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is part of an ongoing and fluid process whereby we come to understand who we are 

and where we stand in relation to other members and groups in a society.  

One example of this kind of digital counterpublic is the atheism subreddit,
306

 

which provides information about atheism and offers a space for individuals to 

discuss how being an atheist affects their lives. It is not uncommon to read about 

―coming out‖ stories—some of which end well and some which result in individuals 

being ostracized from their families. One user, ―mylamexscreename‖, recounts 

her/his story on the atheism subreddit thus: 

Well r/atheism, I came out to my parents today about being atheist and let‘s 

just say it didn‘t go well. I've been avoiding telling them awhile which I know 

is probably not the best route, but I knew my parents wouldn't handle it well. 

Unfortunately, I was right. They already get mad at me enough as it is 

(especially my mother) and this just pushed my mother over the edge. I was 

ready for screaming and yelling and disbelief, but what I actually got was 

silence and a door in my face as my mom left the room saying "she was done 

with me," and "she can't face me." My father didn't believe me as though I 

was lying about it, but then took me outside to talk and basically avoided that 

topic and told me I needed to apologize to my mother which I could not 

possibly do because she would not let me speak to her as she locked herself in 

her room. All of this in a matter of 5 minutes and the end result being my exit 

from the house. I'm fairly certain that I won't be able to come around my 

mother for some time now…
307

 

 

The original post received 659 comments by other users, the vast majority of which 

comforted the OP, offered advice on how to cope with being cut off from a family, 

and encouraged her/him to be proud of who they were. The outpouring of support 

was so great that ―mylamexscreename‖ added to the original post, writing  

I cannot thank you guys enough for the support. The whole situation is 

starting to sink in and I'm actually really glad I came to /r/atheism. I have very 

few atheist friends and this subreddit always seems to put me at ease when I'm 

frustrated over what people think or say about my lack of belief. 
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These types of posts are primarily of a subjective nature—the OP is simply looking 

for space and an audience to relate a troubling story. These counterpublics can also, 

however, take on a rightness dimension through communicative action: the atheism 

subreddit has served as the launching point for several campaigns directed toward the 

American government. A recent collaboration resulted in a letter writing campaign to 

members of Congress asking for the removal of the words ―In God We Trust‖ and 

―Under God‖ from American currency and the Pledge of Allegiance in accordance 

with the Establishment Clause of the Constitution.
308

 With a community membership 

of over 118,000 readers, the potential for such efforts to transmit the group‘s 

consensus to political representatives is quite significant. It is one example of the way 

the digital public sphere provides space for counterpublics based on identity that then 

organizes to make demands on the state. 

Other individuals that face strong discrimination in the United States are 

members of the ―lgbt‖ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender) community. As such 

sexual identities challenge the dominant ―heterosexist‖ majority, they are often 

pushed underground (as we saw in the excursus on neutrality and the public sphere in 

Chapter 2). Such marginalized groups often come together in communities that 

provide a space where identities can flourish with less fear of reprisals. These can be 

seen in the digital public sphere in examples like the lgbt subreddit,
309

 which provides 

a place for members of the lgbt community to share stories, seek advice, and discuss 

political issues. In a coming out post, ―finallyiam‖ writes 
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College freshman here. I've repressed these feelings for so, so long. My 

parents will hate me, my sister will hate me, my friends might distance 

themselves... 

But I'm gay. And GEEZ does it feel liberating to just type that. I've lacked the 
courage for so long, to even admit it to myself. 

I'm scared sh*tless to tell my friends. I don't know if I'll ever tell my family. 

But there's a gay girl I know, sweet as can be, and I'm marching down to tell 

her first. She'll be supportive. I know my friends are going to judge me, and 

they will act disgusted. I'll let them know when I feel the time is right. 

But to just embrace it. To no longer feel embarrassment and shame...and I'm 

just telling it to you, Reddit. I'm trembling as I type this. I don't think I've ever 

felt this joyous in my life. These are tears of happiness.
310

 

 

Such posts often spark comment threads of other users describing their coming out 

stories, along with the happiness and difficulties that it brought them. The lgbt 

subreddit is a place where subjective experiences can be shared and stories told about 

similar struggles for recognition in one‘s family, community, and society. It is 

important to note that pseudonyms play an important role in these coming out posts 

by providing distance between the speaker and her audience, which can reduce fears 

of reprisal. Knowing that such a post is made in a community of 21,000+ supportive 

users provides an already-existing support network. As with the atheism subreddit, 

these users also come together to build normative political campaigns for equality.  

Other posts on the lgbt subreddit offer links to stories that range from the social and 

legal movements to legalize gay marriage to continued violence and discrimination 

that abounds across the world. There are also links on the main page of the lgbt 

subreddit to other subreddits that revolve around non-dominant sexual identities and 

chatrooms for people to discuss issues in real time. What we see with the links in this 

(and other) subreddits is the way in which counterpublics can become linked to one 

another—spreading out and integrating with the common ―text of ‗the‘ public sphere, 
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a text continually extrapolated and extending radially in all directions‖
311

 as 

Habermas writes. The lgbt subreddit thus is invaluable both as a safe site for sharing 

subjective experiences and forming identity, and as a launching point for engaging 

with the digital sphere at large.  

 As a third example, we can look at the way in which the feminist movement 

has utilized the digital public sphere to form counterpublics of discussion and engage 

in activism. There are hundreds upon thousands of websites that provide information 

on feminism and feminist-related news—two popular examples are feministing.com 

and jezebel.com. Feministing describes itself as   

an online community for feminists and their allies. The community aspect of 

Feministing – our community blog, campus blog, comment threads, and 

related social networking sites – exist to better connect feminists online and 

off, and to encourage activism. We hope that the Feministing community will 

provide a forum for a variety of feminist voices and organizations.
312

 

 

Feministing provides an interesting hybrid approach to publishing by simultaneously 

offering blog posts that are written and edited by a professional staff and a 

―community blog‖ where anyone can publish material. The stories on these edited 

and open blogs link and are linked in a thousand ways to other feminist websites, 

news stories, and political action campaigns. The ―TwoXChromosomes‖ subreddit,
313

 

for example, provides links to resources on relationships and sex, women‘s health, 

rape and domestic violence, pregnancy and parenting support, and birth control.
314

 

These are prime examples of the ways in the information sharing capabilities of the 
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digital public sphere are utilized to create spaces for feminist dialogue and link to 

resources useful to women. 

The feminist movement has also successfully leveraged the unique 

characteristics of the digital public sphere—pervasiveness, low usage cost, global 

nature—to build support for women‘s normative claims and rights around the world. 

Langman writes that a 2000 study by V. Mohagadam on feminist networks in the 

Middle East shows how  

activists used the Internet to create international links between women in 

Muslim countries and Diaspora communities to exchange information on their 

situations…and to support strategies that strengthen and reinforce women‘s 

initiatives and struggles through various means such as publications, 

conferences, exchanges, and so on.
315

 

 

Here the power of the internet is used in a transnational context not only to share 

information about feminism, but also to form networks of support groups and bolster 

political action. Individual experiences come together to form an evolving identity of 

what it means to be a women, what it means to be a feminist, and how these self-

created identities interact with society. A study by Alexandra Hrycak and Maria 

Rewakowicz on the use of the internet to support ―micro-publics‖ for feminists in 

postcommunist Ukraine shows how online blogs and websites have become ―a central 

force in producing ‗virtual community‘ among young feminists who…are seeking to 

use newfound freedoms to expand women‘s rights.‖
316

 The ability for women to form 

transnational networks—for information sharing, identity formation, and political 

organization—is a truly revolutionary manifestation. Instead of being separated into 

specific nation-states with varying amounts of masculine domination, women now 
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have opportunities that are not limited by their geographical location. This is essential 

for places where women‘s rights are not even formally recognized or even 

fundamentally discounted, such as Saudi Arabia. The digital public sphere thus 

becomes a tool in the struggle for recognition; as Cohen and Arato argue, rights 

―begin and are reaffirmed when asserted by individuals, groups, or movements in the 

public spaces of civil society.‖
317

 As the pervasiveness of the internet continues to 

grow, we can imagine that it will become even more essential in the political battles 

for the extension of rights to all persons.  

I want to offer one final example that ties together many of the themes of 

communicative action we have been exploring above to show how they specifically 

function through the framework of the digital public sphere. Consider the case of a 

woman who was recently subject to an invasive body search by the TSA in the United 

States. Security protocols at airports have been the subject of much debate, especially 

the new ―backscatter‖ machines which have raised privacy and health concerns. This 

woman was wearing a personal sanitary device which caused the backscatter machine 

to flag her for an invasive bodily search. The search triggered memories of a sexual 

assault some years back, causing the woman to break down in tears and severe 

emotional anguish.
318

 Traumatized by her experience at the airport, she wrote to the 

blog of the company that produced the sanitary device, which posted her letter and 

encouraged other women to build a movement to reject the pat-downs.
319

 Google 
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estimates that 15 other blogs and websites linked to that initial post.
320

 One of those 

blogs, BoingBoing, has a much larger audience and re-posted the original letter and 

commentary.
321

 That post received much more attention—Google estimates that 762 

other blogs and websites linked to it.
322

 BoingBoing is also well integrated with social 

sharing networks, which means that it rapidly spread around the web. A link to the  

Boingboing post was tweeted1,120 times, posted to 3,376 Facebook profiles, viewed 

2,482 times on StumbleUpon (a social news aggregator), and received 556 upvotes on 

reddit.
323

 From there, the links become too dispersed to trace, but it was undoubtedly 

re-tweeted and re-shared on Facebook and reddit to hundreds and thousands of other 

users. Thus a sincere subjective experience from a single individual, a story that has 

great relevance to an ongoing political debate was able to traverse the interconnected 

spheres of the internet to reach thousands upon thousands of individuals because it 

resonated with them. If we (conservatively) assume that each twitter follower and 

Facebook user has 100 friends, then that means an additional 449,600 people could 

have seen the article just with the first re-post. The subreddit that it was submitted to 

has another 500,573 readers,
324

 who can in turn put it on their blogs or share it in 

other ways. It becomes easy to see how a personal story can attract massive amounts 

of attention completely outside of the mass media—a story, moreover, that is critical 
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of the state and its invasion of privacy and became a huge part of the demand for the 

U.S. government to revise their screening procedures at airports (it was even posted 

in the comments of the official TSA blog
325

). It embodies several of the dimensions 

of communicative action, and moreover corresponds almost exactly to the type of 

ideal functioning of the public sphere that we have developed thus far. A model of 

how the story spread is presented in Figure 4.2: 

Figure 4.2: Sharing Experiences in the Digital Public Sphere 

 

This story shows the interlocking types of validity claims and the power that they can 

bring about when they are redeemed through the digital public sphere—a theme that 

we continue in section 4.3 
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4.3 Digital Civil Society and Moveon.org 

In the previous section, we saw how individuals and groups could utilize the 

internet to form save havens of identity exploration and create transnational networks 

for political action. In this section, I want to explore the effects of MoveOn.org to 

illustrate how communicative action is utilized in the digital public sphere to make 

intersubjective claims of rightness and how those claims are translated into action 

within the political workings of the state. MoveOn is one representation of digital 

civil society—it is part of the ―spontaneously emergent associations, organizations, 

and movements‖ that form a ―network of associations that institutionalizes problem 

solving discourses on questions of general interest.‖
326

 Digital civil society is not 

conceptualized here as replacing traditional civil society organizations, but rather 

complementing them and providing alternative modes of organization that cross-link 

with ―real‖ political groups in thousands of ways. Victoria Cartly writes that MoveOn 

successfully organizes ―people not only online, but more critically in face-to-face 

forms of both contentious and institutional politics and thereby represents a symbiotic 

relationship between cyberspace and local space.‖
327

 This linkage between the 

internet and ―real world‖ discussions is essential to the notion of the digital public 

sphere, because it highlights the uniqueness of its organizational and information-

sharing potential while incorporating the power of face-to-face interaction.  

MoveOn was founded in 1998 by Wes Boyd and Joan Blades,
328

 and since 

then has grown to over 5 million members in the United States.
329

 It pioneered the 
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online model of ―grassroots‖ organization which helped elect Barack Obama to the 

presidency in 2008 
330

 by creating a ―new form of participatory politics‖
331

 that 

tapped into public anger at the Bush Administration. Ever since the 2000 election 

when the Supreme Court abruptly halted a recount in Florida, but especially after the 

decision to invade, George Bush faced a huge political opposition in the United 

States. The Patriot Acts, warrantless wiretapping, extraordinary rendition, the tortures 

at Guantanamo Bay and Abu Ghraib, and other events infuriated liberals and 

progressives who felt that their president and political system had taken a dangerous 

turn. Frustratingly, even the Democratic Party seemed to be out of sync with its base, 

and made only weak attempts of oversight. In short, massive tension emerged 

between the operations of the state and the opinions formed in the everyday 

discussions of millions of citizens. This, of course, is precisely the tension that the 

public sphere is supposed to soothe—which means that its crucial function was being 

obscured. From the Democratic Party‘s unwillingness to take on the President, to the 

New York Times‘s refusal to call waterboarding torture,
332

 and the general failures of 

the mass media to critically analyze the justification for the invasion of Iraq, 

American politics was in disarray. MoveOn successfully entered the political scene to 

provide tools and organization to facilitate the creation of communicative power—the 

conversion of critical debate into action within the political structure of the state.   

To help discontented citizens formulate intersubjective norms that could be 

―bundled‖ and transmitted toward representatives in the state legislature, MoveOn 

used a number of tools in the digital public sphere that we have already explored. 
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One, the ―Action Forum‖ is a combination blog, discussion board, and rating 

mechanism that ―allows ideas to be rated so that the organization knows what people 

feel most passionately about, and asks members to fill out a progress report to gauge 

how satisfied they are with the work MoveOn is doing.‖
333

 This was combined with 

other methods of communication like ―action alerts‖—mass emails that inform 

members of pressing political deadlines and urges them to contact their 

representatives, and massive online petitions that are delivered to political 

representatives. These tools harness the massive scale and low usage costs of the 

digital public sphere to deliver powerful, concentrated opinions to elected officials—

the crucial linkage that mediates the tension between informal and formal public 

spheres. These linkages were bolstered by ―real world‖ activities, organized through 

online tools like Meetup. Meetup allows ―people who are interested in a particular 

issue to organize meetings or protest events by voting on a time and place to meet in 

their local area.‖
334

 MoveOn leveraged these online tools to translate the online 

discussion over what we, as a political entity, should be doing into concrete action in 

the form of rallies, fundraising events, mass-letter writing campaigns, phone calls, 

flyers, press conferences, and buying advertisements in print and television media.
335

 

The unique characteristics of the internet as a digital public sphere are put to use to 

create political opinion and will through communicative action and channel it to the 

state apparatus.  

We can see the power of MoveOn and the digital public sphere to create 

influential claims of rightness in three particular issues in the United States: the Iraq 
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War, the 2006 midterm election, and the 2008 election. The invasion of Iraq, was 

MoveOn‘s first raison-d’être, and their response utilized many of the online 

mechanisms described above to create public pressure on the state. MoveOn worked 

with other civil society groups around the world to coordinate the largest ever 

worldwide protest in February 2003, and served as the ―online headquarters‖ for the 

―Virtual March on Washington.‖ That protest involved hundreds of thousands of 

citizens signing online petitions and calling and faxing every Senator in the U.S.
336

 

They also raised $37,000 online in less than a week to run advertisements in the New 

York Times to protest the imminent invasion.
337

 After the invasion, MoveOn 

―organized a translational email drive to enlist signatures for a citizens‘ declaration 

that appealed to the international law via the United Nations‖, collecting over one 

million signatures within five days.
338

 With these examples, it becomes easy to see 

how the networking effects of the digital public sphere can come into play to help 

focus the discussions of citizens into tangible pressure that can correct the state when 

the formal methods of representation break down, and a rift emerges between popular 

sovereignty and elite decision-making.  

In 2005, MoveOn‘s focus shifted to the midterm elections, where they 

supported progressive anti-war Democrats. Building on the already established 

userbase, they organized over 7,500 house parties across the nation to ―debrief the 

electoral process and discuss new ideas and strategies.‖
339

 These real world meetups, 

organized through online tools, eventually led to over 7,000,000 phone calls to 
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districts around the country to support anti-war candidates. Online organization was 

critical for these events—as the 2006 Election Report writes, ―the ‗liquid‘ internet 

technology we developed for the phone program‖
340

 was essential to is success. 2,600 

members also hosted screenings of a documentary on the Iraq war for friends and 

communities around the country,
341

 bringing about opportunities for individuals to 

discuss the moral and ethical aspects of U.S. foreign policy.  

 In the election, MoveOn targeted 60 House districts that they thought were 

most vulnerable to Democratic take-overs,
342

 and worked with other organizations 

like VoteVets.org to promote ―‗global witnessing‘ from soldiers returning from the 

Afghanistan and Iraq wars.‖
343

 This allowed soldiers (like the one in the AMA post) 

to relay their experiences in the war, which then became part of the discussion over 

its normative correctness. MoveOn also utilized online fundraising techniques to raise 

over $27 million,
344

 which they used to run television advertisements in their ‗Red-

Handed‘ campaign which ―criticized Republican incumbents for being caught…in 

accepting money from defense contractors in Iraq while voting to protect them from 

punishment for war profiteering‖ and other offenses.
345

 Ultimately, MoveOn was 

essential in the election of six Democratic Senators and 27 Democratic 

Congresspersons 
346

—an enormous part of the effort that brought in a Democratic 

Congress in 2006. MoveOn‘s tactics show the ways in which a digital civil society 

organization was able to create and channel political will that resulted from online 
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and offline communicative action among citizens, working around established party 

structures and mass media.  

In 2008 MoveOn was again essential in the massive Democratic victories, 

delivering over 933,800 volunteers to the Obama campaign for a combined 20.8 

million work-hours.
347

 Through small, grassroots donations they also raised over $88 

million for the presidential campaign and almost $4 million for senate campaigns.
348

 

MoveOn continued its ―online-to-offline organizing‖ tactics of using online tools to 

get people engaged in the election through discussion, and then channel that energy 

into real world activities. Upon the organization‘s endorsement, Barack Obama said 

In just a few years, the members of MoveOn have once again demonstrated 

that real change comes not from the top-down, but from the bottom-up. From 

their principled opposition to the Iraq war…to their strong support for a 

number of progressive causes, MoveOn shows what Americans can achieve 

when we come together in a grassroots movement for change.
349

  

 

The 2008 election was especially notable for its strong youth involvement, which 

MoveOn helped foment through its integration with Facebook and other social 

networks, creating online videos and ―social pressure‖ to encourage young Americans 

to vote.
350

 Again, we see the ways in which social networks can be used to organize 

massive political power—ultimately leading to Obama‘s historic election in 2008.  

 MoveOn is not just about election cycles. Recently, it teamed up with other 

digital civil society members to reject an attempt by the Republican controlled House 

to pass a bill that would redefine rape for federal medical programs. Essentially, the 

provision would have defined rape solely as ―‗forcible rape,‘ ruling out federal 
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assistance for abortions in many rape cases—such as statutory rape—in which force 

was not involved or could not be proved.‖
351

 In response MoveOn sent messages to 

its members and launched an online petition,
352

 cooperating with Emily‘s List—a 

progressive women-oriented political group which sent their own petition out to their 

600,000+ members.
353

 Both of these organizations ―spread the word‖ through email 

and social networking sites like Facebook. A spontaneous Twitter campaign, 

organized through the hashtag #dearjohn (in a reference to John Bohner, the Speaker 

of the House), reached untold thousands of other internet users. With the ability to 

reach so many people in such a short period of time, the digital public sphere sparked 

massive amounts of deliberation and communication that turned into communicative 

power—within a few days, public pressure grew so great that Republicans removed 

the amendment from the bill.
354

  

By providing tools that are easy, quick, and powerful, digital civil society 

working in the digital public sphere offers unique opportunities for citizens to raise 

rightness validity claims about the direction of the state—from wars, to elections, to 

reproductive rights. MoveOn and its collaborators are prime examples of the 

communicative power these discussions can bring about, and their continued 

successes mean that more and more groups will begin to use their methods. Recently 

the Tea Party has had substantial success in organizing through the digital public 

sphere, mirroring many of the online tools that have been so successful for 

progressives. We should pay attention to these developments, as they speak to a trend 
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in the redistribution of power in favor of a vibrant democracy, and play an essential 

role in the workings of a modern democracy.  

 

4.4 Media and the Digital Public Sphere—From the Everyday to Revolutions 

 Thus far we have explored how communicative action works in the digital 

public sphere among a number of lines—redeeming truth claims, facilitating identity 

formation, relaying subjective experiences, and building popular support for moral 

decisions. I want to turn now to the role of the media in the digital public sphere, and 

examine how it can redeem its crucial epistemic and normative functions in the 

deliberations of a citizenry. The goal of this section is to show how citizens in the 

digital public sphere shift their role from mere consumers of news that is organized 

from above to take on the task of producing the news—circumventing economic and 

political pressures that dominate mass media. In everyday politics, this has the effect 

of pluralizing existing narratives of events that are already reported upon by the mass 

media in order to provide differing evidence for the redemption of truth claims about 

the world around us; in revolutionary times the digital public sphere leverages its 

unique characteristics of cost, anonymity, and decentralization to become a powerful 

counter to state power.  

  We have already explored the problems of media above in the discussion of 

The Culture Industry and the different models of discourse at the end of Chapter 3. 

Habermas provides a succinct summary in a 2006 journal article: 

…the dynamics of mass communication are driven by the power of the media 

to select, and shape the presentation of, messages and by the strategic use of 
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political and social power to influence the agendas as well as the triggering 

and framing of public issues.‖
355

  

 

In addition to unfairly augmenting the power of media tycoons like Rupert Murdoch, 

mass media in the hands of the state or politicians (like Silvio Berlusconi) allows 

certain individuals to ―immediately convert media power into public influence and 

political pressure‖
356

 for personal gain. In authoritarian states such as China and 

North Korea, this selection and fabrication of the news is expanded upon 

considerably as oppressive regimes attempt to dampen discontent and craft 

legitimation. The digital public sphere, however, offers unique opportunities to 

circumvent these deficits of traditional mass media in a number of ways.  

 First, we can see that simply by spending more time on the internet, users 

move away from a passive reception of news dominated by a few mass media 

organizations to an active, multi-perspective take on events and political issues. 

According to a recent Pew Research poll, 61% of Americans currently get some kind 

of news online—second only to television.
357

 In addition, 75% of those who get news 

online do so through email or social networking sites, and 52% in turn share news 

with others through those mechanisms.
358

 The increase in online news consumption 

has two important consequences. First, the ―agenda‖ of what is important is not 

necessarily set by an editorial board, but becomes split between established news sites 

and the internet‘s digital citizens. Through email, Facebook, Twitter, and blogs, 

opportunities abound to promote stories and issues that might otherwise be ignored 

                                                
355 Habermas 2006, p.415 
356 Habermas 2006, p.421 
357 "The New News Landscape: Rise of the Internet." Pew Research Center. 
358 Ibid.  



 145 

(as we saw in the TSA example above) and offer critical commentary. A friend may 

post a recent New York Times Op-Ed on deficit reduction on your Facebook wall, but 

with some thoughts of their own and potential points of disagreement. This combines 

several aspects of communicative action—an epistemic role of adding new facts 

about a situation and a normative role through suggesting that the facts merit some 

type of action. In addition, users can share their own subjective experiences or stories 

through social sites that focus on publication like blogs, YouTube, Twitter, and 

Facebook. In fact, many of the ―established‖ mass media organizations are choosing 

to incorporate this ―on the ground‖ reporting by individuals into their ―official‖ 

broadcasts, recognizing the weight that such personalized, immediate accounts can 

lend to a story. It is becoming increasingly common for tweets and YouTube videos 

to be incorporated as primary sources in mainstream journalism—a trend that will 

likely continue as the prevalence of technologies and infrastructure that enable it 

continues. Thus through sharing, commenting, and offering individuals a chance to 

―produce‖ the content of news, the digital public sphere begins to pry open the closed 

narratives of mass media and encourages citizens to become agenda setters in 

addition to consumers through communicative action.  

 We can especially see the power to ―check‖ established news outlets in the 

rise of alternative media in the digital public sphere. Langman writes that the internet 

has allowed for the creation of ―a vast proliferation of alternative news sites that not 

only report information not covered by the mainstream press, but advocate and indeed 

either organize or attempt to aid the organizational efforts of others.‖
359

 This was first 

evident in the Zapatista‘s use of the internet in 1994 to support their struggle against 
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the Mexican government and the North American Free Trade Association.
360

 In 

Radical Media, John Downing argues that at the time there was ―no space within the 

dominant political arena in which people could participate in the state‘s decision-

making process.‖
361

 Through various web forums, however, the Zapatistas were able 

to overcome the dominant news media and inject new facts into the debate. As one 

organizer put it: ―We try to provide a service that presents a different view on the 

news from the regular U.S. and Mexican media. We do this by searching many news 

sources and selecting the news which would otherwise get lose in the noise.‖
362

 

Another organizer wrote that ―[o]ur mission is strictly informative. We use the 

Internet to inform people about what is happening here, but mainly to counter the 

government‘s disinformation.‖
363

 Here we can see a movement utilizing the low-

usage costs of the internet to check a dominant news narrative by providing 

alternative information (a truth function of communicative action) and building 

transnational support networks to support their cause (a rightness function of 

communicative action). This was uniquely enabled by the groundwork of the digital 

public sphere; as Downey and Fenton note, the movement was bolstered by the 

―transnational public sphere as the Zapatista‘s struggle drew support from journalists, 

academics and human rights groups around the world.‖
364

 

 More recently, we can see the power to check mass media in internet-based 

organizations like Media Matters,
365

 a progressive website that attempts to provide 
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factual rebuttals to right-wing broadcasting. In a statement on their website, they 

write: 

Using the website mediamatters.org as the principal vehicle for disseminating 

research and information, Media Matters posts rapid-response items as well as 

longer research and analytic reports documenting conservative misinformation 

throughout the media. Additionally, Media Matters works daily to notify 

activists, journalists, pundits, and the general public about instances of 

misinformation, providing them with the resources to rebut false claims and to 

take direct action against offending media institutions. 

 

We can understand the actions of Media Matters as embodying one of the core 

principles of communicative action—the fact that any type of validity claim (in this 

case, epistemic) can be challenged by language users, which then requires some type 

of defense or support if it is to be redeemed. For example, in recent attacks on 

Planned Parenthood, Laura Inghram on Fox news claimed that "Planned Parenthood 

makes most of its money from the abortion procedure", and "without the abortion 

services, Planned Parenthood is basically out of business."
366

 Media Matters took on 

Inghram‘s claim, and showed to the contrary that  

Planned Parenthood Receives 15% Of Its Annual Revenue from abortion 

Services. According to data from the most recent Planned Parenthood Annual 

Report: Abortion accounted for 3 percent of total services (approximately 

328,308 of 10,943,609 services). At an average cost of $500, total revenue 

from abortion services was approximately $164,154,000. Revenue from 

abortion services was less than 15 percent of the total annual revenue, which 

was $1,100,800,000 [Planned Parenthood Annual Report 2008-2009, 

accessed 2/17/11].‖
367

 

 

Here, Media Matters has questioned the factual assertion made by a commenter on 

Fox news, and provided alterative information from a primary source that asserts a 

different picture. While one website questioning a mass-media report that is simply 

accepted by millions of viewers is unlikely to have much of a difference, Media 
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Matters and other alternative news sites like Alternet.org utilize Twitter, Facebook, 

reddit, Digg, and social networking sites to disseminate their findings and create a 

groundswell of counter-claims that are spread through millions of peer-to-peer 

communications at practically no cost. These counter-arguments can then be used in 

both online and offline deliberations between people everywhere, moving the public 

sphere away from a simple consumption and toward critical reasoned arguments in 

the pursuit of redeeming factual claims. In short, we can see how the digital public 

sphere offers unique resources to counter established mass media narratives and 

spread facts to promote dialogue and deliberation—a crucial epistemic role for the 

effective functioning of a public sphere.  

*** 

 While the digital public sphere offers opportunities to counter the 

broadcasting power of mass media and present alterative factual claims, it also allows 

for citizens to take a stance against state power. In the following discussion, we move 

away from ―ordinary‖ politics and toward situations where state power has become 

disconnected from the popular sovereignty that provides it with legitimacy, such as 

when it deliberately obscures political dialogue or threatens political dissenters. This 

is true as much in established democracies such as the United States as in autocracies 

and authoritarian regimes. A primary example can be found in case of Wikileaks, 

which has leveraged the unique characteristics of the internet to establish itself as a 

viable challenge to state power by acting as a refuge for whistleblowers. 

Whistleblowers occupy an interesting intersection in communicative action by 

releasing factual information due to moral or ethical concerns. Although Wikileaks 
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has published millions of documents that expose corruption around the world,
368

 I 

want to focus here on the recent publication of documents related to the U.S. led wars 

in Iraq and Afghanistan.  

 While there are competing theories on the power of the president in the United 

States, one of its staunchest critics is Arthur Schlesinger who has argued that the 

power of the executive has steadily increased over time to become an imperial 

presidency. In his book of the same name, Schlesinger argued that foreign relations 

provide the president ample opportunities to work outside of the checks and balances 

that the Founders envisioned. By controlling information and claiming power in 

―crisis‖ situations, the executive branch steamrolls over any objections in the name of 

national security. This tendency reached a high point in the context of the Cold War, 

which  

gave presidents the opportunity for sustained exercise of those almost royal 

prerogatives [to make war]. What began as emergency powers temporarily 

confided to presidents soon hardened into authority claimed by presidents as 

constitutionally inherent in the presidential office: thus the Imperial 

Presidency.‖
369

 

 

The greatest example of presidential overreach during that time came in the form of 

the Vietnam War—a bitter conflict that split the citizens of the United States apart. It 

was a war never acknowledged as a war by Congress that rested on a fabricated 

event: the Gulf of Tonkin incident. In 1971, during the Nixon Administration, the 

publication of the Pentagon Papers by the New York Times uncovered years of lies 

that had been presented to the American populace by several presidents, including the 

secret bombings of Cambodia and Laos. The documents were provided to the Times 
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by whistleblower Daniel Ellsberg, who had come to believe that the president was 

engaged in ―a wrongful war‖; in his words, the Pentagon Papers   

demonstrated unconstitutional behavior by a succession of presidents, the 

violation of their oath and the violation of the oath of every one of their 

subordinates—I, for one—who had participated in that terrible, indecent fraud 

over the years in Vietnam, lying us into a hopeless war.
370

 

 

When the Nixon Administration brought a legal case against the New York Times to 

force them to halt publication, the Supreme Court vigorously upheld 6-3 the right of 

the Times to publish the documents. In that decision, Justice Black offered the 

strongest support for freedom of the press, arguing that  

The Government's power to censor the press was abolished so that the press 

would remain forever free to censure the Government. The press was 

protected so that it could bare the secrets of government and inform the 

people. Only a free and unrestrained press can effectively expose deception in 

government. And paramount among the responsibilities of a free press is the 

duty to prevent any part of the government from deceiving the people and 

sending them off to distant lands to die of foreign fevers and foreign shot and 

shell. 
371

 

 

Justice Steward concurred with the majority opinion, writing 

In the absence of the governmental checks and balances present in other areas 

of our national life, the only effective restraint upon executive policy and 

power in the areas of national defense and international affairs may lie in an 

enlightened citizenry—in an informed and critical public opinion which alone 

can here protect the values of democratic government. For this reason, it is 

perhaps here that a press that is alert, aware, and free most vitally serves the 

basic purpose of the First Amendment. For without an informed and free press 

there cannot be an enlightened people.
372

 

 

Here we see the full power of the public sphere laid out—not merely to make 

demands on the state apparatus, but to directly challenge its authority and disseminate 
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information that exposes its corruption. In Habermasian terms, civil society begins to 

fight back against the colonization of the public sphere by state power, and engage in 

communicative action to change the course of foreign policy that differs from the will 

of the people.  

 In the beginning of the 21
st
 century, however, the power and secrecy of the 

state has progressed even further. The United States is currently engaged in a ―global 

war on terror‖—an unprecedented expansion of executive power that culminated in 

the Iraq War, again premised on known misinformation that was nevertheless brought 

before the American people and United Nations to argue that a grave and imminent 

threat was posed by weapons of mass destruction. In the face of a complacent mass 

media who reiterated the Bush Administration‘s claims, and a Congress that stood 

idly by, various actors in the digital public sphere provided crucial support in 

exposing the facts behind these wars, as we have already seen in the case of 

MoveOn.org. However, an even more radical challenge has recently arisen in the 

form of Wikileaks, which has published thousands of internal documents related to 

the wars. In Civil Society and Political Theory, Cohen and Arato write that ―only an 

adequately defended, differentiated, and organized civil society can monitor and 

influence the outcomes of steering processes of money and power‖;
373

 Wikileaks has 

proved that the digital public sphere is one of the best hopes to that end.  

 The broad goal of Wikileaks is to provide a service for whistleblowers to 

anonymously leak information through a secure website that also acts as a distribution 

platform to anyone with internet access. According to the main page, Wikileaks 

publishes ―material of ethical, political and historical significance while keeping the 

                                                
373 Cohen and Arato, p.472 



 152 

identity of our sources anonymous, thus providing a universal way for the revealing 

of suppressed and censored injustices.‖
374

 Wikileaks capitalizes on the unique 

characteristics of the internet to make leaks safer and increase their impact in several 

ways. First, by offering an ―anonymous drop box‖ secured with strong encryption, 

Wikileaks democratizes the opportunities for anyone to disseminate information. 

While Ellsberg had to sneak sections of the Pentagon Papers out one at a time, Xerox 

and return them, visitors to the Wikileaks site can upload a file in seconds. Second, 

Wikileaks protects the identity of whistleblowers by operating many servers across 

multiple international jurisdictions, does not keep logs of IP addresses.
375

 The website 

uses strong encryption to ensure that information passed within its system cannot be 

tapped into, and ―scrubs…documents to insure that no digital traces embedded in 

them can identify their source.‖
376

 A recent New Yorker exposé writes that Wikileaks  

is primarily hosted on a Swedish Internet service provider called PRQ.se, 

which was created to withstand both legal pressure and cyber attacks, and 

which fiercely preserves the anonymity of its clients. Submissions are routed 

first through PRQ, then to a WikiLeaks server in Belgium, and then on to 

―another country that has some beneficial laws,‖…where they are removed at 

―end-point machines‖ and stored elsewhere. These machines are maintained 

by exceptionally secretive engineers, the high priesthood of WikiLeaks. One 

of them, who would speak only by encrypted chat, told me that Assange and 

the other public members of WikiLeaks ―do not have access to certain parts of 

the system as a measure to protect them and us.‖ The entire pipeline, along 

with the submissions moving through it, is encrypted, and the traffic is kept 

anonymous by means of a modified version of the Tor network, which sends 

Internet traffic through ―virtual tunnels‖ that are extremely private. Moreover, 

at any given time WikiLeaks computers are feeding hundreds of thousands of 

fake submissions through these tunnels, obscuring the real documents. 
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As the Wikileaks website notes, it has never been responsible for revealing the 

identity of any whistleblower that has submitted information.
377

 Anonymity is vital 

when potential whistleblowers fear reprisals from an oppressive state—Ellsberg 

potentially faced over 100 years of prison due to the leak of the Pentagon Papers. 

Together, we can see how the massively complex and intertwined features of 

encryption, decentralization, and compartmentalization come together in Wikileaks to 

provide true anonymity for individuals wishing to disseminate factual information 

into the digital public sphere as evidence in discussions.  

 Third, Wikileaks‘ structure means that it is almost impossible to halt the 

spread of information. Whereas the Nixon administration could easily seek an 

injunction against the New York Times, Wikileaks is spread out over at least 20 

different servers in different states and is registered on hundreds of domain names 

around the world. 
378

 Together, these provide several benefits: 1) information is not 

held in any central database, meaning that simply shutting down one server has no 

effect. In 2008, a US District Judge ordered the domain name of the US Wikileaks 

(wikileaks.org) to be suspended after an injunction was sought by Swiss banks when 

Wikileaks published information on tax evaders.
379

 While the domain name was 

indeed suspended, it had little effect as users could simply type in the IP address of 

the Wikileaks server, or go to one of the hundreds of mirror sites that volunteers 

created in response the injunction. Eventually, the District Court reversed its ruling, 

concluding that it had no effect on the ability of Wikileaks to disseminate 
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information.
380

 2) By routing information between multiple states with strong but 

differing laws regarding freedom of speech and press, Wikileaks is able to evade legal 

demands from any single state, while enjoying the benefits of all. When the Church of 

Scientology threatened legal action against the website in 2008 in response to the 

posting of secret internal documents, Wikileaks simply replied that they would ―not 

comply with legally abusive requests from Scientology any more than Wikileaks has 

complied with similar demands from Swiss banks, Russian offshore stem-cell centers, 

former African kleptocrats, or the Pentagon‖,
381

 and ignored the request. In essence, 

Wikileaks is everywhere and nowhere—it transcends national borders through the 

internet while relying on a multitude of domestic laws in states like Iceland and 

Sweden for redundancy protection of publication.  

 Through combining the unique features of the digital public sphere, Wikileaks 

is able to provide an incredibly easy mechanism for whistleblowers while protecting 

their identity and hosting an unbreakable and unchallengeable network for 

distribution. It enables the dissemination of information that is crucial for the 

functioning of communicative action in terms of the opinions that citizens form over 

what should be done with regard to a particular issue. One of the first instances of 

Wikileaks fighting back against the U.S. GWOT was in 2007, when they posted a 

Guantanamo Bay detention manual that dated back to 2003. In it was the revelation 

that certain detainees in the camp were not allowed to be visited or observed by the 

International Committee of the Red Cross,
382

 which directly contradicted previous 
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statements by the U.S. military.
383

 In 2010, Wikileaks released a classified video from 

an Apache helicopter in Baghdad that recorded the killing of 12 persons, among them 

Iraqi children and two reporters from Reuters. The video, titled ―Collateral Murder‖ 

by Wikileaks, was released on YouTube and showed that at no time was the 

helicopter responding to hostile forces the ground, despite the claims from the 

military.
384

 The video has since been viewed over 11 million times on YouTube.
385

 

Reuters had long sought the release of the video through a Freedom of Information 

Act, but had been rebuffed by the government.
386

 By making the information instantly 

available to everyone in the digital public sphere, Wikileaks has been able to 

circumvent any possibility of the evidence being taken down. The factual claims 

presented in this information became the subject of widespread discussion in the 

United States over the standards that military pilots were held to—energizing 

communicative energy and discussion across the nation.  

 In July of 2010, Wikileaks released over 90,000 internal reports from the U.S. 

military related to the war in Afghanistan, working with The New York Times, The 

Guardian, and Der Spiegel to provide worldwide publication and analysis. A 

Guardian article on the release writes that the files show  

a devastating portrait of the failing war in Afghanistan, revealing how 

coalition forces have killed hundreds of civilians in unreported 

incidents, Taliban attacks have soared and Nato commanders fear 

neighbouring Pakistan and Iran are fuelling the insurgency.
387
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The reports offered an internal perspective on the Afghan War—a conflict that the 

U.S. has been engaged in for some 10 years now. Not only did it offer a much more 

sober assessment of U.S. progress in defeating the Taliban and Al-Qaeda, but it also 

highlighted numerous previously secret or unknown aspects of the war, including 

massive civilian casualties and suspected support for terrorist groups from Pakistan. 

The release of the documents was incredibly significant for the ongoing debate on the 

Afghan war strategy, especially as President Obama pushed to increase the number of 

U.S. troops there. According to the New York Times,  

The disclosures, with their detailed account of a war faring even more poorly 

than two administrations had portrayed, landed at a crucial moment. Because 

of difficulties on the ground and mounting casualties in the war, the debate 

over the American presence in Afghanistan has begun earlier than expected. 

Inside the administration, more officials are privately questioning the 

policy.
388

 

 

Again, we can see the critical role that the digital public sphere is playing in the 

normative debate over the direction of foreign policy. By countering the narrow and 

editorialized flow of information on the Afghan war controlled by the U.S. 

government, Wikileaks plays an important epistemic role by exposing secret facts that 

citizens can then use in formulating opinions over the correct course of action.  

Soon after the Afghan war disclosures, Wikileaks released another 390,000+ 

internal military documents related to the Iraq war, offering an inside look at the 

progress made their and secrets that the U.S. had been keeping. Adam Brookes, 

writing for the BBC, said that they  

found, with relative ease, reports of horrible abuse committed by Iraqi security 

forces on detainees - beatings, electrocution, the use of an electric drill on a 

man's legs. The Americans were aware the abuse had taken place. On some, 
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not all, of these reports was marked "no further investigation", suggesting that 

American forces took no action on learning of the abuse.
389

 

 

Other revelations include the extensive use of private contractors, the extensive 

support of Shiite combatants by Iran, and the fact that the U.S. ―surge‖ had little to do 

with quelling violence within Iraq.
390

 Researchers, journalists, and volunteers the 

world over are still pouring through all of the documents in an attempt to catalogue 

all of its contents.  

While the revelations of the Afghan and Iraq war logs will take years to fully 

understand, we can already point to the theoretical importance of Wikileaks and the 

digital public sphere. Glenn Greenwald has written that the problem with modern 

political journalists is that they ―rely on their relationships with government officials 

and come to like them and both identify and empathize with them.‖
391

 Conversely, 

Wikileaks is ―truly adversarial to those powerful factions in exactly the way that these 

media figures are not‖,
392

 which speaks to its critical role in rebutting dominant state 

power. The normative self-understanding of journalists and the media in a democracy 

is not to merely repeat the talking points given to them in a press briefing. The media 

must constantly be active in its epistemic purpose in seeking the best and most 

accurate information possible, so that citizens can use their findings in deliberations 

in the public sphere. The conduct of the mass media in the run-up to the invasion of 

Iraq highlights the cost of failing in this normative role. In a time of massive state 

secrecy, Wikileaks is a bastion of transparency—an integral resource for citizens to 

gather information that they can use in discussions and arguments over the proper 

                                                
389 "Wikileaks: Iraq War Logs 'reveal Truth about Conflict'" BBC. 
390 "The Iraq Archive: The Strands of a War." The New York Times. 
391 Glenn Greenwald. "WikiLeaks Reveals More than Just Government Secrets." Salon.com. 
392 Ibid. 



 158 

path their country should take. The Economist recently wrote a candid assessment of 

American politics, arguing that   

American citizens mostly have no idea what they are doing, or whether what 

they are doing is working out well. The actually-existing structure and 

strategy of the American empire remains a near-total mystery to those who 

foot the bill and whose children fight its wars.
393

  

 

This observation is embarrassing at best, and deadly to thousands of people across the 

world at worst. It paints a picture of a bumbling citizenry being led into expensive 

wars without knowing what they are doing, which is hardly consolation for the 

thousands upon thousands of Iraqis and Afghans that have died as a result. What hope 

does a citizenry have to make informed deliberations if the power structures of the 

state they are members of are systematically repressing and classifying the essential 

facts that must be the basis of that deliberation? This is why the preservation and 

expansion of the digital public sphere becomes so essential to the continuation of 

democracy: it has the power to effectively resist the colonizing effects of economic 

and state power. Wikileaks may come or go—its place in history is assured by 

pioneering one way citizens can assert that they are the primary source of legitimacy 

in a democracy, and take back control of the information they need to make informed 

decisions in the guidance of the state. It is we the people, tied together through 

communicative action, who must take control of our political future.  

*** 

Finally, this paper would be remiss to not include a brief acknowledgement of 

the ways in which the digital public sphere has been used in the democratic uprisings 

taking place across the Middle East and Northern Africa. While I cannot make any 
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definitive statements at this time, it seems clear that the internet has played some 

positive role. As Clay Shirky noted in a recent article in Foreign Affairs, ―the use of 

social media tools…does not have a single preordained outcome. Therefore, attempts 

to outline their effects on political action are too often reduced to dueling 

anecdotes.‖
394

 Nevertheless, it is telling that autocratic regimes around the world such 

as China employ huge numbers of censors to constantly monitor and remove content 

from the digital public sphere, as well as restricting access to information on 

controversial political topics.
395

 It is also telling that when unrest does develop in 

these regimes, the first move is often an attempt to limit or shut down the internet 

completely— itself a testament to the potential of the digital public sphere. Both of 

the recent revolutions in Tunisia and Egypt utilized the unique characteristics and 

opportunities of the internet extensively. In Tunisia, the initial rebellion was ―set off 

after a fruit vendor, Mohamed Bouazizi, burned himself to death after being 

humiliated by the police. His desperate act led to protests, which were recorded on 

mobile phones, posted on the Internet, shared on Facebook and eventually broadcast 

by Al Jazeera.‖
396

 Mona Eltahawy writes: 

Twitter taught me everything about the momentous events in Tunisia: the 

uprising has been hashtagged. 

A stream of tweets, all including #Sidibouzid (Bouazizi‘s hometown), flows 

through my Twitter feed every day in Arabic, English and French, carrying 

links to Tunisian blogs, video filmed by protestors (which provided much 

of Al Jazeera’s coverage) and live updates from solidarity demonstrations in 

other Arab cities. 
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My friend, the Boston-based Mauritanian-American activist Nasser Weddady, 

has become a one-man information feed. He re-tweets the latest from Tunisian 

activists and bloggers and — 140 characters be damned — provides context 

and analyses.
397

 

Here we have another example of communicative action working in the digital public 

sphere—personal experiences turn into facts that resonate with a population such that 

they take to the streets, demanding change and a role in their collective destiny. In 

Egypt, the death of Khalid Said is pointed to by many as one of the initial sparks that 

led to the revolution, catapulted into the digital public sphere. According to the New 

York Times,  

Within five days of his death, an anonymous human rights activist created a 

Facebook page — We Are All Khaled Said 
398

 — that posted cellphone 

photos from the morgue of his battered and bloodied face, and YouTube 

videos played up contrasting pictures of him happy and smiling with the 

graphic images from the morgue… 

 

Mr. Eid [A human rights lawyer] said that Facebook, YouTube, Twitter and 

cellphones made it easy for human rights advocates to get out the news and 

for people to spread and discuss their outrage about Mr. Said‘s death in a 

country where freedom of speech and the right to assemble were limited and 

the government monitored newspapers and state television.
399

 

 

Here we can again see the unique characteristics of the digital public sphere being 

brought into action to facilitate communicative action. Social networking sites make 

it incredibly easy for protesters to upload information, photos, and videos of what is 

taking place ―on the ground‖ and share it instantaneously online. These social 

networks become linked to one another in thousands of ways—exponentially 

increasing the reach of the facts that become essential to debates. We can also see in 

the above quote the ways in which the digital public sphere can subvert state-
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controlled media, and launch a peer-to-peer information revolution. Because of the 

lightening fast speed at which it takes place and the massive amount of individual 

actors, links, photos, and videos, it becomes nearly impossible for the state to regain 

control over the situation. One of the leaders of the ―Facebook Revolution‖ was Wael 

Ghonim, a marketing executive for Google. In discussing the uprising in an interview, 

Ghonim said 

I want to meet Mark Zuckerberg one day and thank him [...] I'm talking on 

behalf of Egypt. [...] This revolution started online. This revolution started on 

Facebook. This revolution started [...] in June 2010 when hundreds of 

thousands of Egyptians started collaborating content. We would post a video 

on Facebook that would be shared by 60,000 people on their walls within a 

few hours. I've always said that if you want to liberate a society just give them 

the Internet.
400

 

 

In the face of such massive democratic potential, the only recourse of oppressive 

regimes may be, as happened in Egypt, to completely shut down the internet within 

the state. The idea that politicians could simply hit a ―kill switch‖ and eliminate the 

digital public sphere when it is used to organize citizens against the state is a 

troubling prospect indeed, though there are some methods to stave off such an event 

that I cannot describe in detail here.
401

  

 The digital public sphere is not only useful for citizens seeking to organize 

and spread information within an oppressive regime, but also to build support in the 

international community—a process that highlights its transnational nature. The 

protests in Egypt, though resting on long-term grievances, broke out with at least 

some motivation (it is impossible to gauge how much) from the revolution in 
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Tunisia—transmitted through millions of online and offline channels. Once Egyptians 

had taken to the street, they also sought advice and information from Tunisians 

through the internet. On Facebook, Tunisians wrote to Egyptians saying ―Advice to 

the youth of Egypt: Put vinegar or onion under your scarf for tear gas.‖
402

 In other 

postings and forums, ―young Egyptian and Tunisian activists brainstormed on the use 

of technology to evade surveillance, commiserated about torture and traded practical 

tips on how to stand up to rubber bullets and organize barricades.‖
403

 From Tunisia to 

Egypt, the transnational digital public sphere has been instrumental in spreading 

information around the world, and is continuing to do so as revolutions expand to 

Libya, Morocco, Yemen, Iraq, and other states around the world whose people have 

suffered under authoritarian regimes. Seyla Benhabib recently wrote of the digital 

public sphere that ―what we have witnessed is truly revolutionary, in the sense that a 

new order of freedom – a novo ordo saeclorum – is emerging transnationally in the 

Arab world.‖
404

 The digital public sphere should be seen as one of the most important 

tools and spaces that has enabled it.  

 Throughout this chapter, I have highlighted the many facets and workings of 

the digital public sphere, both in relation to communicative action and the broader 

model of deliberative democracy. From Wikipedia and Media Matters securing truth 

claims through online communicative reason, to members of the lgbt community 

using subreddits as a safe place of identity exploration, to the revolutions across the 

world, the digital public sphere is undoubtedly changing the nature of politics. The 
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case studies presented here highlighted the unique features of the internet as an open, 

sensitive, and egalitarian social space to discuss the most important issues that people 

face around the world. As the successes of communicative action unfold, the digital 

public sphere holds great potential to institute a revised self-concept of what it means 

to be a citizen—a revitalized image of power that is hopeful for the future of 

democracy. Nevertheless, there remain some significant challenges to such a 

conception—concerns that I address in Chapter 5.  
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5. The Dark Side of the Internet—Fragmentation, Colonization, Anonymity, and 

the Digital Divide 

 

Thus far we have traced the historical development of the public sphere from 

18
th
 Century Europe to the contemporary digital public sphere in the United States 

and around the world. We have seen some of the internet‘s unique characteristics, and 

explored several case studies that illustrate how they embody various aspects of 

communicative action in a revitalized digital public sphere. The discussion thus far 

has been almost completely positive in order to demonstrate the potential of the 

digital public sphere. We must, however, now turn to the ―dark side‖ of the digital 

public sphere, and examine some of its deficits in order to present a fair assessment. 

While the problems I discuss in this chapter are far from insignificant, I do not 

believe they are so problematic as to destroy the liberating potential of the digital 

public sphere. With the presentation of each problem, therefore, I also include 

possible remedies that citizens and governments can take and should demand if wish 

to develop the crucial role that a political public sphere plays in modern democracies. 

Section 1 of this chapter is devoted to a discussion of the ―digital divide‖, which 

stands in contrast to the inclusive description given in Chapter 3, and undermines its 

egalitarian potential. Section 2 examines how the characteristics of the internet may 

in fact undermine communicative action through anonymity and destroy its epistemic 

function through massive amounts of superfluous chatter. In section 3 I present a 

discussion of ―fragmentation‖ and group polarization. I conclude in Section 4 by 

examining the problems of economic colonization and sincerity. 
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5.1 The Digital Divide 

One of the major concerns over treating the internet as a digital public sphere 

is structural in nature, and stems from Marxist thought. Simply put, because the 

ability of persons to engage in online deliberation is hampered by monetary and time 

constraints, the internet may be furthering class distinctions and creating new 

privileges for those with the resources to control the online agenda. Citizens who 

have the resources to buy a computer, pay for internet access, and have the time to 

use it, become the new bourgeoisie who control the means of information production, 

while the voices of those without such means become excluded from the 

conversation. This is especially problematic for the normative self-understanding of 

the public sphere, which must be such that all persons can influence discussion and 

raise issues that are important to them. The public sphere must remain ―pluralistic, 

close to the grass roots, and relatively undisturbed by the effects of power‖
405

 if it is 

to effectively soothe the tension between democratic will formation and positive law.  

The problem of unequal access to the internet is called the ―digital divide,‖ 

and has been written on extensively by authors like Pippa Norris. It is applicable both 

within developed states and between developed states and less developed states. If we 

recall some of the statistics on internet use from Chapter 3, even Norway—the 

country with the most developed internet structure—is still approaching 90%. Most 

other ―developed‖ states hover in the high 70 to low 80 percent rage. While internet 

access is steadily increasing in these countries, it is far from universal which means 

that inevitably some people will be excluded from participating in the digital public 

sphere. In a transnational context, this is especially worrisome as less developed 
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states are caught in a catch-22 of not being able to influence discussions about global 

inequality. This is further complicated by time: even though the digital public sphere 

has low opportunity costs compared to other physical manifestations of the public 

sphere, it still requires a certain amount of leisure that is far from the norm around the 

world. Thus, it is possible that those with large amounts of free time are dominating 

discussions in the digital public sphere simply because they have more opportunities 

to write, comment, and share information.  

To illustrate the digital divide within the United States, we need look no 

farther than Wikipedia, one of our case studies in Chapter 4. A 2010 study undertaken 

by the Wikimedia foundation concluded that less than 15% of its contributors to the 

encyclopedia are women
406

—a digital divide in the form of a gender gap. Noam 

Cohen, writing for the New York Times, argues that the gender gap shows up in 

Wikipedia in terms of emphasis: ―is a category with five Mexican feminist writers 

impressive, or embarrassing when compared with the 45 articles on characters in ‗The 

Simpsons‘‖?
407

 While it is not exactly certain why such a gap exists, we can offer 

some hypotheses. Because Wikipedia was started by a ―hard-driving hacker 

crowd‖
408

 of young males, it has resisted attempts to impose strict rules on the 

website, which as Joseph Reagle notes can have the effect of resisting ―goals like 

diversity, as well as a culture that may discourage women.‖
409

 It may also be the case 

that because of the historic patriarchic division of labour between men and women, 

the later have less free time because they are expected to perform uncompensated 
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―domestic‖ work like housekeeping and child care. Less time is translated to a higher 

opportunity cost to contribute online (or just sheer exhaustion). Regardless of the 

cause, a sex gap in the digital public sphere can lead to a circular process of less 

information on women available online, which then discourages women to seek it, 

and so on. Fewer women in the digital public sphere means that experiences, issues, 

and the scope of normative claims are all narrowed, which is the opposite of the ideal 

model we have developed.  

In contrast to the Wikipedia study, a recent report by the Pew Research Center 

found different results in their examination of the demographics of Twitter users, 

summed up in Figure 5.1. Noticeable features include a higher percentage of female 

users than male users (10% vs. 7%), and higher usage for Blacks and Hispanics (more 

than double and triple that of Whites, respectively). Also notable is the absence of an 

income-based disparity among Twitter users, with those earning less than $30,000 

tweeting as much as those in the $50k to $75k range. We are left, therefore, with a 

mixed picture of the gap of internet users in the United States. There are definite 

feminist and Marxist concerns that should not be overlooked. As Hannah Masuga has 

written, ―in as far as our society grows digitized, unjust disparities will translate onto 

new technologies.‖
410

 But these concerns are not always manifest in the digital public 

sphere, which allows for some optimism that while disparities are broadly replicated 

throughout society, the internet has some potential to reduce them. The case studies 

examined in Chapter 4 give weight to the idea that the digital public sphere is the 

most egalitarian model in history in terms of access, and provides numerous 

invaluable resources for women and groups around the world.  
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Figure 5.1: demographics of Twitter users
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The problem of the digital divide is much more pronounced when we consider 

the relationship between states. A U.N. Human Development Report from1999 sums 

up the situation thus: 

The network society is creating parallel communications systems: one for 

those with income, education and literally connections, giving plentiful 

information and low cost and high speed; the other for those without 

connections, blocked by high barriers of time, cost and uncertainty and 

dependent upon outdated information.
412
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As we saw in Chapter 3, the birth of the internet came about exclusively in the most 

developed states, specifically the United States and Europe. Thus critics of the 

internet‘s potential as either a digital public sphere or as an engine of economic 

growth rightly point to a North-South divide. This analysis suggests that already 

existing economic inequalities between states are reflected in the technology gap,
413

 

which in turn has the potential to further exacerbate inequality. We can see the digital 

divide represented in Figure 5.2, which shows the relationship between the 

percentage of internet users and the log of GDP/capita in 2007. We can see a clear 

correlation between GDP and internet users, from the Democratic Republic of Congo 

(0.37% internet users, $349 income per capita) to Norway (85% internet users, 

$49,013 income per capita). The disparity between the African continent and Western 

Europe and the United States is particularly disheartening. It reflects the general gap 

in development between the North and the South, the causes of which are numerous 

and far too complex to be discussed here. Again, the concern is twofold: first, the 

citizens without internet connectivity will be unable to use the digital public sphere 

for domestic opinion and will formation; second, they will not be able to participate 

in the transnational digital public sphere, both missing out on communication and 

precluded from introducing information and concerns. Thus the digital divide 

represents a structural impediment to the functioning of communicative action, 

destroying the hope of an egalitarian process of sharing experiences, discovering 

information, or building political support for necessary issues.  
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Figure 5.2: Internet users and GDP/Capita around the world
414

 

 

 What, then, can be done to address these structural concerns over access, both 

within developed states and around the world? One recent data point that is hopeful 

for the future of gender equality within the U.S. is that younger generations seem to 

be much more uniform in their use of the internet. In a recent study, Pew concluded 

that in 2009, 93% of all Americans ages 12-29 used the internet, which is 

significantly higher than the overall population.
415

 Hopefully this will begin to 

correlate in the coming years with increases of information and content published by 

and for women. Nevertheless, while the usage costs of the digital public sphere are 
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significantly less than that of other historical models, it can go only so far in reducing 

the already existing inequality in a society. While the digital public sphere is unique, 

it must be put to work to bring concerns over gender and class inequality to the state 

for action. Technology can increase equality only so much—the rest must be the 

result of citizens demanding legislation and programs that reflect our moral 

understandings.   

 To help bring about the full potential of the digital public sphere in already 

developed countries to play its critical role in democracy, I believe that internet 

access a fundamental political right. To recall the discussion of rights from Chapter 

1, we must remember that some level of positive rights—rights to participate in 

political opinion and will formation—are essential if citizens are to ―become authors 

of their legal order.‖
416

 If the digital public sphere is becoming an essential space for 

communicative action, as the case studies of Chapter 4 suggest, then it is essential 

that all citizens have the ability to access it. As Habermas writes, citizens must have 

―equal opportunities to participate in processes of opinion- and will-formation in 

which citizens exercise their political autonomy.‖
417

 Conceiving of internet access as 

a political right may sound excessive at first, but universal internet access can be 

promoted in two simple ways: for those that already have computers, towns and cities 

could develop a municipal wireless internet service that would be paid for at a low 

monthly rate. It is not difficult to imagine the benefits that towns and cities could reap 

from offering such a plan, which would be used by businesses and innovators alike. 

Second, for those without computers, towns, cities, and states should ensure public 
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libraries have adequate resources to provide all citizens with the chance to access the 

internet. Many libraries already provide computers for this purpose, and their efforts 

should be supported by all levels of government to promote a vibrant and inclusive 

democracy. These two steps would go far in reducing the structural inequalities of the 

digital public sphere.  

 To increase access around the world, the United Nations and other developed 

states should work together to provide free internet access via satellite and other 

means. A private plan along these lines is already under way—spearheaded by Kosta 

Grammatis. Grammatis is the CEO of ahumanright.org which plans to  

improve the human condition by advocating for and safeguarding global 

access to information as a human right. We serve to facilitate mans ability to 

contribute and access knowledge, to further mankind‘s ability to receive, seek 

and impart information and ideas. Our vision is to connect all people by 

creating and stewarding a freely available decentralized global system of 

communication.
418

 

 

Ahumanright.org is raising funds to buy communication satellites that would allow 

them to provide free, low-bandwidth internet access to developing countries with the 

eventual goal of providing access to the entire world. With an initial budget of just 

$150,000 to buy the first satellite, such a project could be easily completed with 

minuscule amounts of help from governments around the world. To do so would not 

only help create infrastructure to support economic growth, but to express a moral  

commitment that the voices and concerns of all people should be heard in the digital 

public sphere. These steps would not guarantee complete equality, but they would go 

a long way in overcoming historic discrimination that has shut disadvantaged voices 

out of domestic and transnational discussions and debate over our political future.  
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5.2 The Problems of Internet Communication—Babble and Anonymity 

 

―We are eager to tunnel under the Atlantic and bring the old world some 

weeks nearer to the new; but perchance the first news that will leak through 

into the broad flapping American ear will be that Princess Adelaide has the 

whooping cough.‖
419

 

—Henry David Thoreau 

 

Beyond structural concerns over internet access, there is a much more 

fundamental problem that has the potential to destroy the possibility of 

communicative action in the digital public sphere. I want to explore the deficits of 

communication and deliberation in the digital public sphere in two areas: first, that 

the internet may become simply a realm of entertainment, and second, that anonymity 

may promote certain behaviors that are antithetical to the type of reciprocity and 

respect that is necessary for language users who wish to find mutual understandings. 

These potentially devastating features of the digital public sphere are summed up in a 

humorous n+1 article: 

Now, through a million open channels, the wisdom of the people is 

represented, and they can write back to power—or at least to posters of 

YouTube videos. A lot of this writing has been insightful, strange, and witty. 

A comparable amount has been racist, homophobic, misogynistic—and a 

great many people have simply posted cute photos of their pets.
420

  

 

Let us take the last point first—that the internet is simply a place for entertainment 

and frivolous material. In the well-known work Amusing Ourselves to Death, Neil 

Postman argued that the medium through which information is presented has 

enormous consequences for its content: ―Because of the way it directs us to organize 

our minds and integrate our experience of the world, it imposes itself on our 
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consciousness and social institutions in myriad forms.‖
421

 While Postman was 

primarily concerned about the effect of television, his critiques can be equally applied 

to internet communication such as that seen on Twitter and Facebook. In the first 

chapter of that book, he offers an example of smoke signals, saying ―while I do not 

know exactly what content was once carried in the smoke signals of American 

Indians, I can safely guess that it did not include philosophical argument.‖
422

 The 

point is simple—the simplicity of the medium limits the complexity of possible 

arguments. Postman‘s critique goes further, however. Writing about the dystopia of 

Brave New World, he argues that Huxley was concerned that ―the truth would be 

drowned in a sea of irrelevance…Huxley feared we would become a trivial culture, 

preoccupied with some equivalent of the feelies, the orgy porgy, and the centrifugal 

bumblepuppy.‖
423

 Is it not possible that this is exactly what communication on the 

internet is—a massive torrent of smoke signals in the form of 140 character tweets, 

Facebook status updates, and nonsensical comments that are the result of  

decontextualized, ego-centric chatter? What hope does communicative action have if 

the core of communicative reason—the raising, questioning, and redemption of 

validity claim—simply does not exist? Or if it does exist in isolated pockets, that it is 

drowned out by a flood of entertainment? 

It is not difficult to find evidence to support the situation described above. The 

all-time most viewed videos on YouTube are almost exclusively music videos—#1 

being a Justin Bieber song with over 480,000,000 views.
424

 A 2007 study found that 
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41% of tweets consisted of ―pointless babble,‖
425

 and a 2010 study found that 73% of 

the ―trends‖ (topics organized through hashtags) on Twitter had only a single active 

period of around a week.
426

 Thus the concern is that there is something about the  

internet, something about its structure or medium that is leading to increasingly short 

attention spans that are filled up with inconsequential tweets and entertainment 

videos. 140 characters is almost exactly the amount contained within this sentence, 

which cannot hold a lot of commentary once a link is included. There is no doubt that 

attention spans have shortened significantly since the advent of the internet, but what 

are the consequences for communicative action? 

Postman wrote in 1985 that it seems like ―most of our daily news is inert, 

consisting of information that gives us something to talk about but cannot lead to any 

meaningful action.‖
427

 This phenomenon applies as much to the internet today as the 

television in the ‗80s. Postman‘s concern is that this entertainment aspect comes to 

dominate through the medium it is presented in—obscuring the other functions of 

language. In our model, this would have the effect of destroying the core of 

communicative action. Journalism, for examples, becomes more about grabbing your 

attention and keeping you watching than uncovering facts. The dominance of 

entertainment corrupts the epistemic function of CA: instead of seeking the truth of 

events through a multitude of perspectives that are compared and criticized, people 

might simply browse through a wall of information until they see a picture that 

catches their eye. There is no doubt that this happens all the time—I am as guilty as 
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anyone in that regard. The subreddits I subscribe to and the blogs I frequent combine 

news and silly pictures side by side without anything to tell them apart at first glance. 

Much of it is just interesting stuff that I enjoy browsing through. These possibilities 

are endless, and demoralizing when juxtaposed with the case studies in Chapter 4. 

The same effect holds true for raising and questioning different types of 

normative claims—by making news into entertainment, the substance of events that 

form the basis of political discussion never materializes. Hubert Dreyfus makes a 

criticism of the internet based on Kierkegaard‘s analysis of the aesthetic sphere of 

existence, where ―people make enjoyment of possibilities the center of their lives.‖
428

 

Here, the citizen in the digital public sphere levels all qualitative distinctions, and 

characterizes websites into the simple categories of interesting and boring.
429

 It seems 

like a lot of work to attempt to offer solutions to real world problems when there are 

dozens of cute cat videos to watch on YouTube. Instead of asking each other what 

should be done about a certain issue or problem, we browse pictures or read online 

comics. Thus an epistemic deficiency in communicative action leads to a normative 

vacuum, reducing the importance of the digital public sphere. 

While it is undeniable that much of the data that passes back and forth on the 

internet is comprised of ―pointless babble‖ or pure entertainment, I am not convinced 

that it negates the potential of the digital public sphere for three reasons. First, 

communication within the digital public sphere is, at its core, two-way. It is a many-

to-many network, as opposed to a one-to-many network of television, radio, or print 

periodicals. There always exist opportunities for commenting, sharing, and taking a 
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critical stance—the type of questioning that is essential for communicative reason. 

Even if is not always present, the potentiality of dialogue sets the internet apart. 

Second, the digital public sphere is not reducible to any one website, or even a 

collection of websites. Twitter and YouTube are popular to be sure, but they by no 

means exhaust the potential of the digital public sphere. They are merely the first 

pioneers of new types of communication that will be expanded upon and improved as 

new innovators come on to the scene. Because of this, I do not think there are any 

inherent and unavoidable structural deficits in the medium of the digital public sphere 

that orient it exclusively to entertainment. Second, the many examples given in 

Chapter 4 above seem to support Habermas‘s assertion that in times of ―crisis 

consciousness‖—when events and issues that resonate with the public develop—the 

public sphere (digital and otherwise) reclaims its political self-understanding; in these 

―periods of mobilization, the structures that actually support the authority of a 

critically engaged public begin to vibrate.‖
430

 We should not discount the power of 

organizations like MoveOn.org, or the fact that Wikileaks has been nominated for a 

Nobel Peace Prize,
431

 or that a new Egyptian father named his daughter Facebook in 

honor of the pivotal role it played in the revolution there,
432

 or space the internet 

provides for embattled identities. These events and illustrations do matter, and they 

show that people recognize the power of the digital public sphere and will use it when 

they believe in something. It would be unreasonable to suggest that any medium has 

the power to revitalize a nation‘s sense of civic engagement, but the digital public 

sphere offers unique tools to those who want to engage with others.  
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A much stronger structural critique of communication in the digital public 

sphere stems from concerns regarding anonymity. As the argument goes, because so 

much of the discussion online is done either through pseudonyms or complete 

anonymity, ―people—even ordinary, good people—often change their behavior in 

radical ways,‖
433

 in what has been termed the ―online disinhibition effect.‖
434

 We 

must remember that all types of norms formulated along the lines of (D) require 

persons to engage in communication with ―symmetry, reciprocity, and reflexivity‖.
435

 

In other words, there are certain moral features build into the very process of 

attempting to reach a rationally-secured mutual understanding with other language 

users. While we have seen that anonymity in the digital public sphere can be 

beneficial, it is also used to devastating ends. While a seemingly modern problem, the 

implications of anonymity have been explored throughout philosophy. In Book II of 

The Republic, Glaucon recounts the story of the ring of Gyrges—a magical object that 

would render him invisible when he put it on. Glaucon asks us to imagine a situation 

where we had two such rings, and gave one to a ―just‖ person and the other to an 

―unjust‖ person. What would happen? Simply,  

…the actions of the just would be as the actions of the unjust; they would both 

come at last to the same point. And this we may truly affirm to be a great 

proof that a man is just, not willingly or because he thinks that justice is any 

good to him individually, but of necessity, for wherever any one thinks that he 

can safely be unjust, there he is unjust.
436
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Glaucon‘s point is simple—when you know that you cannot be held to account for 

your actions, you have an incentive to act according to whatever brings you the 

greatest profit. With this story, we can begin to see how anonymity on the internet 

may have the effect of promoting unethical behavior.   

 Evidence of the internet being used for unethical means is not difficult to find. 

Here is an account from a 2007 New York Times article: 

Like most mobs, the one that pursued Megan Meier was cruel and unrelenting. 

Its members gathered on the social networking site MySpace and called 

Megan a liar, a fat whore and worse. Megan, 13, fought back, insulting her 

tormenters with every profanity she knew. But the mob shouted her down, 

overwhelming her computer and her shaky self-confidence with a barrage of 

hateful instant messages. ―Mom, they‘re being horrible!‖ Megan said, sobbing 

into the phone when her mother called. After an hour, Megan ran into her 

bedroom and hanged herself with a belt.
437

 

 

In 2009, anonymous ―trolls‖ mobbed the online tribute page of a 17 year old girl from 

Long Island who committed suicide, posting ―pictures of nooses, references to 

hangings and other hateful comments.‖
438

 In 2006, an 18 year old from California 

died in a car crash, and pictures of her body were posted to the internet. Anonymous 

trolls ―e-mailed the photos to her parents with subject lines like ‗Hey, Daddy, I‘m still 

alive.‘‖
439

 It is difficult to imagine more terrible examples of corrupting the necessary 

respect that is needed for communicative action to function. Hannah Masuga writes 

that ―anonymity allows users to divide themselves and others from their identities as 

community members….[creating] a kind of social distance that encourages the 

process of dehumanization.‖
440

 This is the terrifying dual consequence of 

anonymity—just as it can be used to protect identity from retribution, so can it be 
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used to destroy another‘s through relentless harassment. It is the polar opposite of the 

type of mutual understanding that communicative action attempts to reach.  

While thankfully the number of these extremely offensive episodes is 

relatively rare, a far more common occurrence in the digital public sphere is 

anonymity and pseudonyms leading to sexist and hurtful comments. Even at Reddit, 

which is usually an inclusive and respectful community, sexist language can be 

widespread. One user, ―AncientGates‖, describes her experiences thus: 

I'm no latecomer to the internet party, so I've been dealing with this since I got 

online at around 12 years old. The minute you de-lurk [begin actively 

commenting] on ANY SITE, you'd better not have a feminine username, and 

you'd better not pipe up when someone asks "Why do girls think ____?" and 

say "I'm a girl, maybe I can help explain?" Because you'll be told you're an 

attention whore, or alternately, a liar. The standard "default gender" most 

users assign to others online is male.... and if someone refers to you as "he", 

you'd better not correct him, because then you're trying to bring attention to 

yourself somehow, and then it's TITS OR GTFO [a derogatory request for 

nude pictures or ―Get The F**k Out]. Being a girl online either means dealing 

with the abuse, or keeping your head down and never "coming out". Save in 

specific sheltered communities, although even those aren't always a 
guarantee.

441
 

 

Because there are few, if any, consequences for sexist/racist comments or slurs, users 

may hope to gain popularity among other sexist males or racists, who can ―upvote‖ 

them anonymously. Derogatory comments are not only offensive in the extreme, but 

preclude any formation of mutual understanding. Imagine that you are posting on the 

lgbt subreddit, seeking comfort from a horrible situation in which you were just 

verbally assaulted, and the first commenter on your story writes a homophobic slur. 

You might hesitate to ever do such a thing again, let alone attempt to have a broader 

discussion about discrimination in American society. There is no doubt that 
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anonymity is a pervasive problem for the digital public sphere in terms of promoting 

hurtful and unethical comments, which can undermine the possibility of 

communicative action.  

 Several remedies exist to mitigate the negative effects of anonymity in the 

digital public sphere. First, as we saw in Chapter 3, by no means does all 

communication on the internet happen anonymously. Much of it is tied to 

recognizable online identities, either through Facebook or in the form of pseudonyms. 

These more concrete identities make it easier for people to be held accountable for 

their actions, especially when tied to a ranking system. Reddit allows for comments to 

be voted upon by users, and other online communities have similar mechanisms for 

―liking‖ or ―disliking‖ comments, or rating them on a scale. These tools allow users 

to down-vote or ―bury‖ hurtful and disrespectful comments. This works better on 

some websites than others, but the general trend seems to be that the more time users 

spend with one another, the more likely they are to protect one another from hurtful 

comments. 

Finally, many online communities employ some system of moderators, whose 

job is to ensure a respectful environment exists. Users can report comments or 

offensive commenters to the moderators, who upon review can choose to warn or ban 

them. The ―TwoXChromosome‖ subreddit has a policy that ―Anyone who engages in 

misogyny, misandry, transphobia, or otherwise hateful or disrespectful commentary 

here will be banned.‖
442

 If we are to take hurtful and hateful comments that are the 

result of anonymity seriously, then measures like these should be supported on all 
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websites and commenting systems. Moderators are like parliamentarians—their role 

is to facilitate the best discussion possible. Obviously a rogue moderator can begin to 

wield too much power, but a group of co-equal mods usually produces a cross-

checking system that leads to an environment where communicative action can 

flourish.  

Ultimately, anonymity in the digital public is fundamentally ambivalent. It can 

be used to expose massive governmental corruption and provide a safe haven for 

minorities, and it can be used for the worst type of spiteful and hateful remarks that 

lead children to kill themselves. We should support the mechanisms identified above 

as much as possible in an attempt to secure the conditions of respect, reciprocity, and 

reflexivity that is necessary for an ideal public sphere.   

 

5.3 Fragmentation and Group Polarization 

The overarching purpose of this work is to examine how the digital public 

sphere functions based on the philosophical models of Habermas. It is important, 

therefore, to note that he has largely dismissed the potential of the internet. He has 

only made a couple of comments on the potential of a digital public sphere—one in a 

2005 acceptance speech for the Bruno Kreisky Award,
443

 and the other in a 2006 

journal article.
444

 Both remarks center on the problem of ―fragmentation.‖ Here is 

what Habermas writes in a footnote to the 2006 article: 

The Internet has certainly reactivated the grassroots of an egalitarian public of 

writers and readers. However, computer-mediated communication in the web 

can claim unequivocal democratic merits only for a special context: it can 

                                                
443 Axel Bruns. "Habermas And/against the Internet." Weblog post. Snurblog. 
444 Habermas, 2006 



 183 

undermine the censorship of authoritarian regimes that try to control and 

repress public opinion. In the context of liberal regimes, the rise of millions of 

fragmented chat rooms around the world tend instead to lead to the 

fragmentation of large but politically focused mass audiences into a huge 

number of isolated issue publics. Within established national public spheres, 

the online debates of web users only promote political communication, when 

news groups crystallize around the focal points of the quality press, for 
example, national newspapers and political magazines.

445
  

 

There seem to be two related claims here: first that in liberal regimes (our main focus) 

the internet is not a digital public sphere, but a series of isolated and fragmented ―chat 

rooms‖ that devolve into issue publics, and second, that the only meaningful 

communication that does happen on the internet centers around the already 

established press. The second point is expanded upon in his 2005 speech, where he 

claims that in the digital public sphere ―the contributions of intellectuals lose the 

power to create a focus.‖
446

 Let us tease out the implications of these brief remarks to 

see if they are warranted.  

Cass Sustein has written extensively against the possibility of a digital public 

sphere, largely along the lines of Habermas‘s own comments above. He argues that 

the internet is marked by ―group polarization‖—a phenomenon where ―members of a 

deliberating group typically end up in a more extreme position in line with their 

tendencies before deliberation began‖(italics in original).
447

 As evidence, Sustein 

notes a 2005 study of 1400 blogs that found, among other things, that like-minded 

blogs seem to be more heavily interlinked: ―…powerlineblog.com, a conservative 

blog, is linked to by only twenty-five liberal blogs—but by 195 conservative blogs. 

Dailykos.com, a liberal blog, is linked to by forty-six conservative blogs—but by 292 
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liberal blogs.‖
448

 It seems that both Habermas and Sustein are claiming that the digital 

public sphere is simply comprised of antagonistic and fragmented groups. For 

Sustein, this means that any type of mutual understanding becomes impossible to 

secure, and for Habermas it means that the clarifying epistemic role of the 

professional press is lost among the isolated silos of individual issues.  

 Both of these critiques are unwarranted. Let us take the arguments in turn: 

first that fragmentation is pervasive in the digital public sphere, and second that it can 

only be countered by contributions by the intellectual elite. In terms of fragmentation, 

while it may be true that people have preferences for one type of blog or another, I do 

not see why this is due to any type of structural deficit of the digital public sphere. 

People have preferences the same way that they do for newspapers (Guardian vs. 

Daily Mail, or New York Times vs. Wall Street Journal), or civic groups, or friends, or 

ice cream flavors. Indeed, Sustein argues that there are ―several reasons [for group 

polarization], and all of them apply on the blogosphere as elsewhere.‖
449

 I am not sure 

what to make of such a sweeping, psychologically based statement. If anything, the 

digital public sphere makes it less likely that group polarization will occur. The social 

news aggregators that we have seen in the likes of Facebook, Reddit, Slashdot, 

Google Reader, and elsewhere make it more likely that one will be exposed to a 

variety of epistemic content, normative propositions, and subjective experiences. In 

addition, through pseudonymous and anonymous commenting, readers are often 

forced to examine the content of what is being said, as opposed to always knowing 

the political inclinations of a commenter beforehand. Sustein‘s argument, therefore, is 
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too broad to serve as evidence against the digital public sphere, and may in fact be 

countered by several of its characteristics.  

 Habermas‘s claim is somewhat related—arguing that the internet is mostly 

comprised of ―isolated issue publics,‖ with the implication that these detract from its 

possibility to function as a political public sphere, especially in the epistemic realm of 

journalism. This charge (in a footnote!) is incredibly vague. Moreover, as Axel Bruns 

notes, it is contracted by Habermas‘s earlier remarks in the paper, where he claims 

that ―although a larger number of people tend to take an interest in a larger number of 

issues, the overlap of issue publics may even serve to counter trends of 

fragmentation.‖
450

 It is not clear how focusing on specific issues can counter 

fragmentation in the ―real‖ public sphere while simultaneously leading to increased 

fragmentation in the digital public sphere. Let us nevertheless take the argument on 

with the example of subreddits—each of which is oriented toward a particular topic. 

Two subreddits that would seem to be mutually exclusive—/r/atheism and 

/r/christianity—have actually enjoyed some fruitful cross-dialogue, which shows how 

supposedly ―isolated‖ issues can become linked to one another. For example, 

―TimothyCratchet‖ posted in the atheist subreddit, saying:  

I am a Christian who would like to discuss *anything* with r/Atheism... I'm 

not going to shove anything down your throats, and I'm not going to attempt 

to evangelize or crazy shit like that. Feel free to discuss anything, whether it 

be sports, or politics, or anything! 

Just want to show everybody that not all Christians are crazy Bible-beaters, 

and be comforted that people aren't so different after all.
451
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TimothyCratchet received over 607 responses, mostly from genuinely interested 

parties who asked questions like did the OP believe in free will in heaven, or if they 

believed in evolution. Some negative comments were undoubtedly present, such as 

―thisisj3w‖ who wrote ―All of the understanding and love for christians in this thread 

makes me sick.‖
452

 Interestingly, even in a supposedly ―isolated‖ and ―polarized‖ 

group, this comment was one of the lowest-ranked on the entire thread, with a score 

of -1. A similar cross-posting recently happened on the Christianity subreddit, where 

an atheist offered to answer questions from Christians.
453

 There too, the dialogue was 

mostly positive, with users asking questions like why the OP turned from faith, and if 

they would believe in god if scientists found some force that could not be explained 

through scientific means. Again, hateful comments such as ―What's the point in trying 

to debate with a stillborn corpse?‖
454

 were downvoted—that comment had a score of  

-6. While it would be easy to provide an infinite number of examples that suggest 

either the internet was comprised of issue publics, or that it was mostly 

interconnected by hypertext and the outreach as shown above, it seems that there is 

nothing that structurally promotes fragmentation. Far more likely is that the digital 

public sphere offers opportunities for persons who have different interests and ideas 

to come together in an attempt at discussion and dialogue in ways that would be 

impossible without it. 

 Finally, Habermas‘s claim that deliberations in the digital public sphere 

obfuscate the contributions of the intellectual elite, or that the only meaningful 

contributions center on its contributions, is confusing and troubling. The division of 
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labor between the formal legislative arena of the state and the public sphere, as 

formulated by Habermas in BFN, must be such that the former remains ―porous, 

sensitive, and receptive to the suggestions, issues and contributions, information and 

arguments that flow in from a discursively structured public sphere, that is, one that is 

pluralistic, close to the grass roots, and relatively undisturbed by the effects of 

power.‖
455

 In the same 2006 article, he warns about how the dynamics of ―mass 

communication are driven by the power of the media to select, and shape the 

presentation of, messages and by the strategic use of political and social power to 

influence the agendas as well as the triggering and framing of public issues.‖
456

 As 

we have seen from the previous chapters, the mass media exhibits numerous deficits 

in its normative self-understanding, from presenting the news in an entertaining 

fashion to obscuring alternative facts that do not fit into a certain agenda. It is 

puzzling why Habermas would be so dismissive of a medium that seems to be 

supporting precisely the type of public sphere he holds as the ideal. As Bruns writes, 

the suggestion that a citizenry at large cannot foster the type of political deliberation 

needed to sustain a democracy—a role reserved for the media and intellectual elite—

simply ―smacks of paternalism.‖
457

 This is not to say that professional journalism (or 

even established mass-media) is irrelevant, for it surely plays an invaluable role in 

any type of public sphere. But Habermas‘s claim that the pluralization of writers in 

the digital public sphere is on balance negative is unsubstantiated and contrary to its 

value that we have seen in the case examples from the Zapatistas to Wikileaks to 

Media Matters.  
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5.4 Economic Colonization  

A growing concern among those who see the potential of the digital public 

sphere is the phenomenon of ―colonization‖ by economic interests. There are three 

related concerns that I wish to raise here, all of which point toward dangerous trends 

from the normative perspective of the public sphere that would undermine the 

functioning of communicative action: net neutrality, algorithms, and ―astroturfing.‖ 

The potential colonization of the digital public sphere would undermine its essential 

role in democracy by replacing the steering power of communicative action with that 

of money and power, precluding the normative validity of a rationally secured mutual 

consensus.  

The first concern here is with net neutrality—shorthand for internet neutrality. 

As we saw in Chapter 3, the internet was founded on ideals of equality; Tim Berners-

Lee, one of its principle architects, writes that ―the Web evolved into a powerful, 

ubiquitous tool because it was built on egalitarian principles and because thousands of 

individual universities and companies have worked…to expand its capabilities based 

on those principles.‖
458

 By creating a decentralized network where data packets are 

treated equally and no information was given more weight than any other, the internet 

embodied the ideal that all communications are treated equally by the system, 

regardless of the content. That fundamental principle, however, is being undermined 

by economic actors who wish to create a hierarchical system.  

In general, the fight over net neutrality refers to an evolving situation whereby 

ISPs (Internet Service Providers) would no longer treat data packets equally, but 
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would support some more than others depending on their economic relationship to the 

content of the data being sent. This can be seen in the recent merger of Comcast (an 

ISP) and NBC Universal, which produces content. The fear is that Comcast could 

privilege the speed at which video or other content from NBC is delivered to its 

subscribers, while slowing down video and content from other producers.
459

 This 

trend is worrisome to economists, who fear the financial implications of a 

balkanization of internet content and speeds, but it should also be incredibly 

worrisome to citizens at large who use the internet for much more than mere 

entertainment. It is not difficult to imagine a future in which certain ISPs only connect 

to certain data—all regulated by contracts and money. If you want access to YouTube 

and Twitter, then sign a contract with AT&T, which will give you the fastest speeds, 

but you‘ll have to pay extra to get a good connection to Facebook. If blogs and the 

New York Times website are more your cup of tea, then sign up with Comcast! They 

have the best speeds for you there, but watch out for extra fees to view the Guardian. 

An even more terrifying prospect is ISPs separating content into ideological 

categories, privileging the speeds of liberal over conservative blogs, or American 

YouTube videos over Al-Jazeera‘s live internet feed. A retreat from the fundamental 

principles of equality that the internet was founded on would radically undermine its 

potential as a digital public sphere and the conditions for communicative action, 

which above all demand egalitarian access and ability to participate in dialogue. 

Instead, we would be left with a maze of economically stratified interests that would 

privilege economic imperatives over normative validity.  
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The solution to this problem is net neutrality. Tim Wu, who coined the term, 

writes that net neutrality can be thought of as a  

network design principle. The idea is that a maximally useful public 

information network aspires to treat all content, sites, and platforms equally. 

This allows the network to carry every form of information and support every 

kind of application.
460

 

 

In the United States, the F.C.C. has already proposed rules that would allow the 

government to ensure net neutrality, though it is currently engaged in legal battles 

with giant ISPs such as Verizon who dislike the idea.
461

 If citizens around the world 

wish to maintain the egalitarian nature of the digital public sphere to ensure its 

benefits in promoting democratic governance, then they must continue to petition 

their governments to ensure net neutrality becomes codified in law. Many civil 

society and interest groups already exist within the digital public sphere, such as Save 

The Internet,
462

 which believes ―the Internet is a crucial engine for economic growth, 

civic engagement and free speech…[they are] working together to preserve Net 

Neutrality, the First Amendment of the Internet, which ensures that the Internet 

remains open to new ideas, innovation and voices.‖
463

 As with any political right, it is 

only an engaged citizenry that has the ability to ensure its realization. People in 

individual states and across the world must come together in the public sphere—

digital and otherwise—to demand that their access to these integral forums for 

discussion be preserved.  

 The second problem in terms of economic colonization comes in the form of 

algorithms. Generally, the algorithmic critique of the digital public sphere argues that 
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the role of unseen code exerts an invisible power on discussion and deliberation. 

Stuart Geiger writes that ―Habermas‘s philosophical justification for discursive 

power…is short-circuited by the algorithmic power constituted in today‘s most 

popular aggregation services.‖
464

 It is not difficult to see how this works—when you 

go to Google to search for a particular topic like immigration, what determines the 

first result that appears? The answer is that no one knows, because Google‘s search 

algorithm is a closely guarded trade secret. Although some of the returns are based on 

the PageRank algorithm—which ranks websites in terms of their interconnectedness 

to other websites—Google employs ―more than 200 signals‖ to return results, the 

precise mix of which is a mystery.
465

 The problem is that these search results are 

beginning to embody some aspects of colonization, undermining the epistemic nature 

of communicative action. Google‘s instant search, for example, is supposed to cut 

down on search times by ―instantly‖ displaying search results as you type. But certain 

queries are mysteriously blacklisted, requiring the user to press enter before the 

search results appear. ―Bisexual‖ is one such term, as is ―homoerotic‖ and ―Phillip K. 

Dick‖.
466

 When CNN questioned Google about these censored items, the company 

responded that  

There are a number of reasons you may not be seeing search queries for a 

particular topic. Among other things, we apply a narrow set of removal 

policies for pornography, violence, and hate speech. It's important to note that 

removing queries from Autocomplete is a hard problem, and not as simple as 

blacklisting particular terms and phrases.
467
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While it may make sense to not immediately show links to hardcore pornography 

sites to anyone who enters a search string, terms like bisexual are by no means 

intrinsically linked to porn. It is not so much the specific terms that are worrisome, 

however, but the fact that Google wields great invisible power in determining which 

links are visible and which are not. By undermining the availability of facts users in 

the digital public sphere are seeking out, Google is undermining the epistemic 

dimension of communicative action, and the possible normative claims that could be 

based on them. It is not difficult to imagine how economic interests could begin to 

skew search results, paying for heightened prevalence. This already happens to some 

extent with Google‘s AdWord marketing service, and has moved to Twitter, where 

companies like Best Buy, Red Bull, Sony, Starbucks, and Virgin America pay to have 

their tweets ―promoted‖ to prevalence in search results.
468

  

While this injection of money into a primarily communicatively structured 

public sphere has potentially devastating consequences, it is not immediately clear 

that it will do so. The shadow blacklisting of certain terms is certainly worrisome and 

should be criticized, but we must remember that algorithms are not everything on the 

internet. As we have seen, much of the shared information and deliberation in the 

digital public sphere is done on a peer to peer basis—like sharing links and creating 

hashtags. We should not discount the power of massively integrated peer to peer 

networks, which together can have much more power than any ranking algorithm on 

any website. Decentralized communication in the digital public sphere is not 

completely independent of economic colonization, but neither is it beholden to it. If 

we have seen anything in the examples above, it is that the digital public sphere has a 
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multitude of resources to work around established power structures, and bring people 

together in new ways that are radically different from anything seen before.  

 The last challenge of economic colonization of the digital public sphere comes 

from so-called ―astroturfing‖ campaigns—fake comments and discussions that appear 

to be ―spontaneous grassroots mobilisations but which has in reality been 

organised.‖
469

 For now, astroturfing seems to be mostly limited to posting comments 

and links to social news networks, but has the potential to threaten the entire digital 

public sphere. George Monbiot has written extensively about astroturfing, and has 

even been contacted by persons who are paid by organizations to run them. One such 

employee  

was part of a commercial team employed to infest internet forums and 

comment threads on behalf of corporate clients, promoting their causes and 

arguing with anyone who opposed them. Like the other members of the team, 

he posed as a disinterested member of the public. Or, to be more accurate, as a 

crowd of disinterested members of the public: he used 70 personas, both to 

avoid detection and to create the impression there was widespread support for 

his pro-corporate arguments.
470

  

 

Dailykos.com has written about a similar plot that originated in the firm HB Gary:  

Using the assigned social media accounts we can automate the posting of 

content that is relevant to the persona. In this case there are specific social 

media strategy website RSS feeds we can subscribe to and then repost content 

on twitter with the appropriate hashtags. In fact using hashtags and gaming 

some location based check-in services we can make it appear as if a person 

was actually at a conference and introduce himself/herself to key individuals 

as part of the exercise, as one example. There are a variety of social media 

tricks we can use to add a level of realness to all fictitious personas.
471
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This absurd level of fraud is terrifying for those who recognize the potential of the 

digital public sphere, because it goes right to the heart of its potential—a grassroots, 

egalitarian medium. It chips away at the sincerity that is so necessary for 

communicative rationality. By utilizing features of the digital public sphere that make 

it unique—anonymity and low usage cost—these companies have the potential to 

organize an ―democratic‖ consensus from above by making it seem like the interests 

of the elite have broad support below. Moreover, if astroturfing tactics become so 

widespread that users become suspicious of comments by default, then the digital 

public sphere has a most serious problem. If we begin to assume that comments in the 

digital public sphere are not sincere, and are simply the work of economic actors, then 

a downward spiral will ensue that spells the death for communicative action.   

Nevertheless, there are certain measures that citizens can take to defend this 

economic colonization of economically motivated actors. Many sites require users to 

interpret a ―captcha‖ in order to register, which guards against computers 

automatically filling out registration forms. An example of a captcha is shown in 

Figure 5.3: 

Figure 5.3: A captcha example
472

 

Websites like reddit also employ sophisticated anti-spam and anti-astroturfing 

techniques, the precise details of which must be kept secret in order to prevent 

reverse-engineering. Most communities also and allow users to report suspicious 
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profiles and comments, which is ultimately one of the most effective methods. 

Diligent work by redditors recently uncovered hundreds of spamming and 

astroturfing accounts, which were banned and the originating IP addresses flagged as 

suspicious.
473

 Astroturfing is a serious problem that the digital sphere must constantly 

guard against, though public pressure on companies that engage in such tactics, 

community and individual efforts, and electronic analysis.   

*** 

The purpose of this section was to identify the ―dark side‖ of the digital public 

sphere, specifically by looking at the deficits that might inhibit the optimistic 

structure and functions identified in Chapters 3 and 4. The problems of anonymity, 

fragmentation, economic colonization, and the digital divide are very real, and should 

be taken incredibly seriously. I hope the remedies I have suggested here show that 

these problems do not fundamentally undermine the potential of the digital public 

sphere, and that its structural characteristics can be used to overcome the same 

problems it creates. Ultimately, the full potential of the digital public sphere can only 

be realized by a citizenry that begins to understand its essential role in modern 

democracies. Only then will people everywhere stand up and demand measures to 

ensure the digital public sphere has the resources to defend and expand its critical role 

in facilitating communicative action throughout society.    
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Conclusion 

 

Over the past five chapters, we have explored the history, philosophy, and 

importance of the public sphere in modern democracies. I have attempted to build the 

best possible theoretical model of the public sphere that reflects a devotion to reason 

and equality that is crucial for the creation of law and the legitimacy of our political 

systems. I have offered numerous case studies and thoughts on how the internet as a 

digital public sphere provides unique characteristics that move us closer to this ideal 

model, and some concerns that would diminish its functionality. Taken as a whole, I 

believe the digital public sphere is an outstanding achievement of technology that is 

currently only scratching the surface of its potential. We are still in the ―wild west‖ 

phase of understanding this new digital frontier, and it is the actions of individuals, 

organizations, and governments over the next decades will be decisive in its future.   

I am hesitant to make predictions about such a massive, rapidly evolving 

phenomenon, and yet I think there are two (main) paths the digital public sphere 

might take. It seems certain that the internet will continue to grow in the near to 

medium future, as more and more organizations and individuals come to rely on it for 

social and economic needs. The first path of the future internet is rather gloomy; it is 

characterized by the problems presented in Chapter 5 which have become 

overwhelming. Chief among these is economic colonization, which radically 

undermines the conditions for reaching mutual understanding along any dimension of 

communicative action. The thought that ISPs might separate out information for 

special treatment based on financial imperatives, or that companies would employ 

astroturfers to create fake democratic consensus, is terrifying. The trends of economic 
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colonization are, unfortunately, likely to increase as the successes of the digital public 

sphere continue. There is too much to be exploited in the online populations around 

the world for capitalist interests to stay away for long. 

Anonymity may also be a decisive factor in this path—it may be implicated in 

so many illegal and harmful activities that governments around the world decide it is 

too dangerous, and implement invasive monitoring systems like those in China. This 

would shred any hope for citizens who wish to ensure that the state remains 

responsive to their needs by constantly checking it through decentralized networks of 

communicative power. It is also completely plausible that in the future every citizen 

will be forced to interact online through identities that are registered with the state. 

This would, of course, preclude the many valuable instances of anonymity explored 

above—from ―coming out‖ in safe online communities, to leaking pertinent 

information that the state deems dangerous to national security. Once the state begins 

to regulate every aspect of political life, the crucial division of labor between formal 

and informal communication and individual freedoms become lost under a leviathan 

of ―security.‖ Instead of implementing the results of deliberations in the public, the 

state becomes a repressive force that cannot meet the validity dimension that is so 

necessary for democracy.  

The second possible path is one where people across the world and unified 

through the digital public sphere come together to ensure that it remains a fertile 

ground for the formation of communicative action. In this optimistic future of the 

internet, access becomes near universal as citizens demand access to the forums in 

which they decide their collective political future. Networks of actors discussing 
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events and coordinating action come into their own as grass-roots movements realize 

their potential. Millions upon millions of commenters and contributors constantly 

fact-check each other, and in so doing hold state and economic actors to account. In 

Justice Potter‘s words, it is the realization of critical public opinion from an 

enlightened citizenry that serves as the guardian of democratic government.
474

 

This second path is possible, but only if individuals, organizations, and civil 

society take the necessary steps to preserve the digital framework that I have 

described above. As Cohen and Arato consistently argue, rights are not just words on 

paper, but rather ―working propositions‖
475

 that must be constantly reaffirmed to 

maintain their potency. If we, as members of groups and political organizations, 

citizens of particular states, and citizens of the world, do nothing to defend this 

communicative space, then it will undoubtedly wither away. In this work, I have 

attempted to elucidate the prospects of the digital public sphere in the hopes of 

providing a framework that will itself be debated and discussed. If we come to realize 

what can be accomplished through the digital public sphere and the vast potential it 

holds, then my hope for its future is bright.  
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