
See	discussions,	stats,	and	author	profiles	for	this	publication	at:	http://www.researchgate.net/publication/266139786

The	Meanings	of	Public	Sphere:	is	there	any
democratic	role	for	Internet?

CHAPTER	·	JANUARY	2011

DOI:	10.13140/2.1.1118.3364

DOWNLOADS

36

VIEWS

15

1	AUTHOR:

Joâo	Carlos	Correia

Universidade	da	Beira	Interior

110	PUBLICATIONS			38	CITATIONS			

SEE	PROFILE

Available	from:	Joâo	Carlos	Correia

Retrieved	on:	07	September	2015

http://www.researchgate.net/publication/266139786_The_Meanings_of_Public_Sphere_is_there_any_democratic_role_for_Internet?enrichId=rgreq-f1330f4d-315f-40f1-9f72-81e898f3cc6b&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI2NjEzOTc4NjtBUzoxNDU5NTEyNDczMTA4NDhAMTQxMTgwODg5NzMwOA%3D%3D&el=1_x_2
http://www.researchgate.net/publication/266139786_The_Meanings_of_Public_Sphere_is_there_any_democratic_role_for_Internet?enrichId=rgreq-f1330f4d-315f-40f1-9f72-81e898f3cc6b&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI2NjEzOTc4NjtBUzoxNDU5NTEyNDczMTA4NDhAMTQxMTgwODg5NzMwOA%3D%3D&el=1_x_3
http://www.researchgate.net/?enrichId=rgreq-f1330f4d-315f-40f1-9f72-81e898f3cc6b&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI2NjEzOTc4NjtBUzoxNDU5NTEyNDczMTA4NDhAMTQxMTgwODg5NzMwOA%3D%3D&el=1_x_1
http://www.researchgate.net/profile/Joao_Correia6?enrichId=rgreq-f1330f4d-315f-40f1-9f72-81e898f3cc6b&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI2NjEzOTc4NjtBUzoxNDU5NTEyNDczMTA4NDhAMTQxMTgwODg5NzMwOA%3D%3D&el=1_x_4
http://www.researchgate.net/profile/Joao_Correia6?enrichId=rgreq-f1330f4d-315f-40f1-9f72-81e898f3cc6b&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI2NjEzOTc4NjtBUzoxNDU5NTEyNDczMTA4NDhAMTQxMTgwODg5NzMwOA%3D%3D&el=1_x_5
http://www.researchgate.net/institution/University_Beira_Interior?enrichId=rgreq-f1330f4d-315f-40f1-9f72-81e898f3cc6b&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI2NjEzOTc4NjtBUzoxNDU5NTEyNDczMTA4NDhAMTQxMTgwODg5NzMwOA%3D%3D&el=1_x_6
http://www.researchgate.net/profile/Joao_Correia6?enrichId=rgreq-f1330f4d-315f-40f1-9f72-81e898f3cc6b&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI2NjEzOTc4NjtBUzoxNDU5NTEyNDczMTA4NDhAMTQxMTgwODg5NzMwOA%3D%3D&el=1_x_7


✐

✐

✐

✐

✐

✐

✐

✐

The Meanings of Public Sphere: is there any democratic
role for Internet?

João Carlos Correia

Introduction

The concept of public sphere is being challenged by new interesting questions:
what’s the meaning of public sphere, today, in face of the changes introduced by
Internet? Are those changes still compatible with the idea of publicity behind the
conceptual classic models drawn by Habermas? Are still compatible with the strong
notion and high normative demands that are implied in those models?

The aim of this text is to reflect on the connections among democratic deliberation
and the role performed by online news media in a context of growing pluralism. In
order to perform that reflection, we intend to develop a theoretical discussion on the
limits of the classic concept of public sphere in face of the social factum consisting in
the increasing fragmentation induced by digital media.

Today, most of political communication passes trough expert communicators.
This communicative division of labor threatens to undermine the quality of commu-
nication. Will the many-to-many communication possible with the Internet, helping
to produce political situations in which communicative asymmetry can be mitigated,
decreasing the gap between citizens and representatives?

Communication and models of democracy

The relationship between the citizen, the state and the public sphere is a basic
theoretical consideration and this can be traced back to the earlier days of the press.

Behind different conceptions of democracy we may find different conceptions
of media’s political role. Authors such as Dahlberg (2001b) and Christians, Glas-
ser, McQuail, Nordenstreng and White (2010) established a correspondence between
normative thinking about the media’s democratic potential and distinct models of de-
mocracy: the liberal individualist, the communitarian and the deliberative.

At the central core of liberal theories (Berlin, 1990; Nozick, 1974) is a common
belief based on the assumption that mostly individuals are motivated by self-interest
rather that any conception of common good. According Habermas (1996: 21), “in the
liberal or Lockean view, the democratic process accomplishes the task of program-
ming the government in the interest of society, where the government is represented
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as an apparatus of public administration, and society as a market-structured network
of interactions among private persons.”

In some versions of the liberal individualism the identity between the public
sphere and market goes even far. By conceiving democracy as a mechanism for cho-
osing political elites in the competition between parties through voting, it equates
to some extent, the political dynamics with the market game. Under this model,
communication is primarily one-way, directed to obtain informational that allows to
formulate a rational individual choice.

Communitarians such as MacIntyre and Charles Taylor argued that the standards
of justice must be found in forms of life and traditions of particular societies and
hence can vary from context to context (Taylor 1985; MacIntyre, 1978, 1988). Con-
sequently, communitarians emphasize the power of media to reinforce existing com-
munity ties as well as establish new ones.

With similarities with communitarian perspective, republicanism shares with it
the same emphasis on common good. For Habermas, (1996: 21) in this view politics
is “conceived as the reflective form of a substantial ethical life, namely as the me-
dium in which the members of some how solitary communities become aware of their
dependence on one another, acting as full deliberation as citizens, further shape and
develop existing relations of reciprocal recognition into an association of free and
consociates under law”.

According to Clifford Christians (2004: 236; 247), the communitarian perspec-
tive challenges “the dominance of Western individualist libertarianism as a workable
philosophy of the press. In the communal worldview, the community is ontologically
prior to persons.”So, in the communitarian perspective, “reporting must be grounded
historically and biographically”, and seek “to open up public life in all its dynamic
dimensions”.

Finally, the concept of deliberative democracy implies a political process through
which a group of people carefully examines a problem and arrives at a well-reasoned
solution after a period of inclusive consideration of diverse points of view (Gastil,
2008). For the supporters of deliberative perspective several trends contributed re-
cently to emphasize the need of rethinking the division between government and ci-
tizens, finding ways to strength the engagement of citizens in reflecting upon public
problems and policies and carrying public action and participating in public dialo-
gue. These trends include an increasing gap between citizens on one hand, and po-
liticians, political parties and government on the other; the declining of citizen trust
in governments; the declining party membership; the low rates of voting turnout in
many countries and the growing sense of alienation of citizens with respect to demo-
cratic governance. “Many new influences on democracy are the result of cognitive
and communicative division of labor that are the inevitable structural consequences
of technology, media and expertise” (Bohman, 2000: 47). Simultaneously, a large
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number of new initiatives, such as participatory budgets, citizen panels, deliberative
polls, consensus conference have demonstrated the possibility and power of citizen
engagement, participation, and even deliberation.

The discussion theory behind deliberative model implies a network of communi-
cative processes, inside and outside of the parliamentary complex and its deliberative
body, that sustain the existence of dialogic arenas where occur the formation of de-
mocratic opinion.

For the followers of the deliberative perspective “rather to focus entirely on how
to implement democracy in the nation-state, it is now more important to analyze how
other institutions, such as the media, may affect the political discussions of political
discussion, persuasion and communication” (Bohman, 2000: 47).

The concept and evolution of public Sphere

The notion of deliberative democracy generally refers to the need of to have a
strong public informal public sphere that should optimally possess three characteris-
tics:

1. the establishment of rational-critical argument (as opposed to social status) as
the sole criterion by which public contributions should be judged;

2. circumscription of discussion topics to the “domain of “common concern”;

3. openness to all members of the public (cf. Habermas, 1989: 36)

In The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere (1989), Habermas builds
his model of what he called the public sphere upon the development of the bourgeois
society verified in Britain, France, and Germany in the late 18th and 19th century.
Based on that context, he suggests that a space was then formed between the eco-
nomy and polity where people could be informed and discuss, so as to form decisions
and act upon them. Newspapers, books, salons and debating societies were the ins-
truments of an arena relatively independent of the Church and the State, characterised
by openness to all citizens, in the sense of the Enlightment. As follows, he sees such a
communicative forum as a model for a rational-critical debate amongst citizens, that
accordingly ensures political will formation, and that is therefore crucial for the emer-
gence of democracy. Since that earlier work, Habermas followed an anthropological
turn focused on the reconstruction of universal conditions of mutual understanding,
emphasising the political and ethical relevance of the use of language in everyday
life-word. The essential elements of Habermas’s work started to increase their atten-
tion to the category of agreement as a model of coordination of social interaction and
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to communicative rationality as an alternative to the instrumental rationality (see Ha-
bermas, 1987:57 -58). The use of language in order to achieve agreement with others
was, from that time on, saw as its original use.

Communication appeared, finally, as the basis of the conditions of possibility of
the fair acting which seems inevitably correlated with the growing development of the
communicative competences. Among the structural elements of this theory emerge
the rationally based consensus of normative kind obtained by the dialogical exchange
of arguments between agents that would suspend its personal interests and social
status (cf. Rehg in Habermas, 1996: xv).

The category of rational consensus of normative kind would provided a critical
dimension, claiming, as conditions of its accomplishment, for the absence of coer-
cion and for the establishment of equalitarian conditions for public communication
between social agents. The new paradigm of the rationality becomes not substantive
but discursive: it is focused not it the content, but in the form of the argumentative
procedures.

This whole argument followed a background of anthropological kind drawing
the difference between strategic action and communicative action (see Habermas,
1987: 144). By omitting the sociological, cultural and historical components of his
earlier work (1982), Habermas drew the communicational act in an idealistic way
articulating it increasingly with the very evolution of civilization.

Previously, the unfinished project of modernity was described as a failure of bour-
geois universalism. With the Theory of Communicative Action (1987), it will be lin-
ked to the achievement of individual and collective higher levels of communicative
competence. Before, the distortion of communication patterns was located in the past
history of individuals and communities, now it will be seen as being rooted in the
inability of individuals and communities to acquire conditions enabling it to reach a
new stadium (see Benhabib, 1994). Thus, “the consensus demanded at discursive
level, depends by one hand, of the irreplaceable 'yes' or 'no ' of concrete individuals,
and, by the other hand, of their ability to overcome their self-centred perspectives.
(. . . ) The method of discourse will cover the close relationship between the inalie-
nable autonomy of individuals and its insertion into intersubjectivelly shared ways of
life (Habermas, 1999: 22).

Finally, Habermas argues that advanced capitalist society cannot be conceptuali-
zed as social totality, because it is split into separate realms integrated on different
bases. Life-world is described as a linguistically organized stock of interpretative
patterns which are largely implicit but necessary for the conduct of practical social
interaction and communication (Habermas, 1987: 124: cit in Gardiner, 2004: 40).
Is the realm of personal relationship and of communicative action. It is in life-world
that people communicate with one another in a non-instrumentalist but intersubjetive
manner. Habermas idealizes the directly interpersonal relations of the life-world as
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counterpoint to a system ordered on the basis of a non-linguistic steering media (mo-
ney and power), integrating society impersonally through functional or cybernetic
feedback. So, new social movements are interpreted of the advocates of a threate-
ned life-world against colonization by the systemic forces of state and capital (cf.
Calhoum, 1992: 30-31).

The processes of rationalization within the life-world are said to occur through
communicative or through strategic action. The taking over of communicative impe-
ratives by strategic imperatives leads to colonisation of the life-world.

In its work on the philosophy of law, “Between Facts and Norms”, the unita-
rian concept of public sphere is replaced by a more pluralistic and multiform one:
an highly differentiated network of local, regional, scientific, political public sphe-
res where occur discursive processes of opinion formation and which main goal is
the diffusion of information and knowledge. That plurality of public spheres doesn’t
mean the absence of an overall public sphere in which all society creates self- refle-
xive knowledge about itself. The Habermasian conception of democratic deliberative
politic is based in a dual model, which is connected with the will formation in the
parliamentary complex but also with a concept of public sphere that is articulated
with an spontaneous network of informal public spheres dialogically discursive and
democratic. This means that the political system is now conceived as an open system
that can be indirectly influenced by a public sphere that produces transparency. This
means also the recognition of an ambivalent role to the media: if in 1962, media were
the leading responsible for opacity and refeudalization of public sphere, now Haber-
mas didn’t deny the ambivalence of media as social actors responsible by publicity
and transparency.

Media and Public sphere: The case against democratic

of media

A set of different scientific disciplines explored the way as media might influence
the political climate and the democratic process in modern democracies.

Of course a “public” should be conceptualized as something more than just a me-
dia audience, as a social reality existing as discursive interactional processes. Howe-
ver, in our complex and strongly mediated societies we have to accept as a funda-
mental element of contemporary public sphere the circulation of media messages in
many contexts, from the most structured and larger public fora to the broader micro-
contexts of everyday life.

The most important democratic functions that we can expect the media to serve
are listed in a well known article by Gurevitch and Blumler (1995: 97). These func-
tions include surveillance of socio-political developments, identifying the most rele-
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vant issues, providing a platform for debate across a diverse range of views, holding
officials to account for the way they exercise power, provide incentives for citizens
to learn, choose, and become involved in the political process, and resist efforts of
forces outside the media to subvert their independence.

However, “the communicative division of labour threatens to undermine the qua-
lity of communication and even to introduce distortions and manipulations, especi-
ally since the goals of mass media are typically not to democracy but rather to shape
communication in order to achieve great market share or to further the goals of their
paying customers” (Bohman, 2000: 48).

There is a growing concern that the mass media are not fulfilling these functions
properly:

a) The media industry by its nature is driven by economic rationality moving
away from the civic requirements supported by advocates of deliberative democracy.
Media have become increasingly commercial under the systemic imperatives of the
global economy. De-regulation and privatization of public services and the increa-
sing phenomena of infotainment are characteristics of the reality of the actual media
system, disturbing its contribution for public democratic deliberation

b) Public sphere involves critical reflection and distance. The media increasingly
call for participation and emotional involvement in a way that implies the generaliza-
tion of spectacle. News is more entertaining than informing, offering mostly gossip,
scandals, sex, and violence. Political news is more personalized than ever, focus
about individuals an leaders than about their ideologies. As consequence of the mar-
ket driven options and the dependence of political hierarchy, the media spend much
of their time looking for scandals in the private lives of politicians and their families,
but ignore much more serious consequences of their policies. While minor dangers
are hysterically blown out of proportions, much more serious dangers in our society
go largely unnoticed (Glassner, 1999; Bagdikian 1983; Fallows 1996; Capella and
Jamieson 1997; Bennett and Entman 2001; Barnett 2002).

c) The mediated public sphere of communications it’s under the attack of corpo-
rate money and power, even through systemic mechanisms that ensure that our leisure
is confined to more and more spaces where commercial messages are the only ones
permitted. In the absence of serious debate, voters are left with paid professional
political propaganda containing only meaningless slogans making them disinteres-
ted and cynical about politics. Our ways of communicating are becoming colonized,
trademarked and censored by the language of the “brand”, marking a climate of cul-
tural and linguistic communication. Most of major media are often responsible for a
generalization of a one-dimensional discourse, already analysed by classic thinkers
such as Adorno or Walter Benjamin, Heidegger, Karl Kraus and George Orwell: «the
language of total administration», the prominence of the illusion of a pure denotative
language, a kind of closed discourse that it does not explain but simply broadcast
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the social order, in a more or less subtle way. In cognitive terms, that language only
expresses the intervention of technocracy as an intrusion of instrumental rationality
at the most deep level of human consciousness, that is to say, the intromission of the
systemic imperatives in the ordinary language.

d) Public opinion is formed largely within the confines of a prior selection of
subjects of public attention. The task of setting the issues of public agenda is confis-
cated by politicians and the journalists of the major media. It makes sense to speak
of a kind of censorship that is not performed on the communication but that comes
itself from communication (see Rodrigues, 1985). We are facing the need of fighting
for the freedom of expression against the power from major media groups and other
primary definers to settle the public agenda.

e) There is still a strong dependence from primary definers and powerful source,
who hold the power, define the relationship and ultimately the news agenda by con-
trolling the access to and the flow of important information, building an hierarchy of
credibility based on power, legitimacy and authoritativeness (cf. Phillips, 2010: 88).

f) In news discourse and practice, frames and tipifications are basic cognitive
structures which guide the perception and representation of reality (Gittlin, 1980;
Tuchman, 1978). The critical problem is that those artificial constructs may lead
reporters to apply stereotypes, easy simplifications and incorrect labels.

In spite of the accuracy o some of those critics, we stand that the communicative
division of labor is demanded by social circumstances such as the complexity of
problems and the size of the body of citizens. Some of these critics are accurate;
others simply ignore the need of mediated communication in complex mass societies,
downgrading the level of audiences to the status of a mass of cultural dopes. In spite
of their pathologies, mediated communication makes rational publics possible.

The online media as public sphere

Since the appearance of Internet, many authors stand that the new digital environ-
ment expands the realm for democratic participation and debate and creates new pu-
blic spaces for political intervention, avoiding and overcoming the pathologies above
referred.

Some authors stand that computers have produced new public spheres and spaces
for information, debate, and participation that contain both the potential to invigo-
rate democracy and to increase the dissemination of critical and progressive ideas
(Kellner, 1998 apud Dahlberg 2001). The fear that the social asymmetries in com-
municative division of labor short-circuit the deliberation process strengths the hope
that the new communicative environment may help to surpass that threat.

Not surprisingly, the new social networks of the so called Web 2.0, similarly to
what happened to previous online forums, were loaded with euphoric expectations
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regarding the formation of a deliberative cyberdemocracy. Having in mind much
of the available literature, we find a sincere hope in the renewal of a global public
sphere built particularly by "the social spaces of Web 2.0, as exemplified by You Tube,
MySpace, Facebook, and the growing blogosphere"(Castells, 2008). Simultaneously,
we watch the presentation of a set of proposals seeking to overcome some of the
pathologies related to the daily practice of journalism, trying to reconcile it with more
inclusive social practices and democratic deliberation.

Accordingly to those aproaches, new media born in the digital environemet al-
lowing a strong interactivity with publics and generating a new kind of public discus-
sion, could overcome the dependence of economic and political systems, to open the
public agenda to issues that we’ll never find its way in traditional media, to be more
atemptive to alternative movements and social actores, to facilitate public dialogue
among citizens and, finally, to avoid the estereotypization induced buy mainstream
media in the the public communication

However, also many criticism has ben lauched against those hypothesis:
a) The supporters of phenomena such as civic and participatory journalism focus

their critics in the journalistic professionalism avoiding identifying other mechanisms
of power involved in the communicative process. The process of democratization
of civil society remains confined to the replacement of journalistic elites identified
as a major obstacle to citizen participation. The systemic dynamics of economic
and political nature remain hidden. Consequently, there is a movement of dilution
of journalistic professionalism which may lead to the abandonment of verification
procedures.

b) In what concerns to the new interactive tools, first structural problem is related
with the requirements of diversity and pluralism demanded by deliberative model and
the fear that online forums and political discussions in social networks, far from en-
couraging reasonable dialogue over shared issues, merely encourages communication
among very like-minded citizens.

Accordingly, the participation in social networks creates a sense of activity rather
than genuine civic involvement, producing an overwhelming passivity in participants
even while making them feel politically involved.This dysfunction will be aggravated
by the fact that lack of face-to-face involvement generates a kind of pseudo-public,
inconsequential, replacing a genuine commitment around public issues (Wilhelm,
1999: Sunstein, 2001).

In response to this criticism,we think that, surpassed some strong exagerations
made during the early years of Internet, there are reasons to believe that formats such
as on line journalism, foruns and social networks will help to achieve the balance
between adrress to the highly heterogeneous audience and to treat issues that vary
with the regard to the epistemic demands on sepakers in diverse social and local
contexts ( cf. Bohman, 2000: 56).
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Following the impulse of John Dewey, Bohman states that the main goal of a
reformist democrative deliberative project will be to develop democratic modes of
interaction between experts comunicators and their audience in public sphere. The
answer is not the a movement of dilution of journalistic professionalism, but the coo-
peration between experts in communication and ordinary citizens:

“First, the public must challenge the credibility especially in their capacities to
set agenda frames for discussing issues. Second (. . . ) the public must challenge the
reception by the media themselves, especially insofar as they may also report, repre-
sent and even define the «public opinion» of citizens who are stranger to each other”
(Bohman, 2000: 56). So, “what is needeed is a robust interarction between the au-
dience of citizens and the professional media over the nature and character of public
opinion and the power that media themselves exercise in virtue of defining this rela-
tionship and available forms and topics of communication (. . . ) We may say that we
are trading in a circle. In order of this ship to be possible, however, the public sphere
must function well under the conditions of mediated communication, and the public
sphere functions well only if there is a public with a robust sense of responsibility for
sustaining the publicity of mediated communication”(Idem, ibidem). It seems that
Bohman wasn’t talking about digital media, citizen journalism, online founs. Howe-
ver, some of his remarks seems to fit well with some reflections on digital democracy.

Some authors have developed the inter-media agenda-setting hypothesis, trying to
understand the mutual influence among media from several kind, showing a new kind
of complementary phenomena with democratic potential. For instance, Campbell,
Gibson, Gunbter and Touri (2010: 34-36.) deal, first, with online journalism under
the point of view of the first level of agenda setting as news originator. In this sense,
they stand that the classical question on “what media tell people to think” may be
changed to “what the bloggers and activists using news websites tell media to focus”.

Accordingly with this hypothesis, if a critical number of elite blogs and web sites
focus their attention on a particular story, it can attract the interest of mainstream me-
dia outlets. Prominent political report, opinion columnists and social activists from
digital media indicate the consumption of blogs and news websites as a part of their
routine information-gathering activities. In some circumstances, reporters and co-
lumnist are simultaneously also producers of blogs and participants and independent
news sites. So, this kinds of formats can act as news resuscitator or re-framer of past
news items. As news resuscitator, blogs and independent news websites, thanks to the
connections between many journalists with them, may return to past news items. For
instance, the blogs chatter may help to resuscitate or to keep an issue in the agenda.
As re-framer, online media may influence the public’s understanding of the news al-
lowing the promotion of alternative frames for news items already in the mainstream
media agenda, adding commentary, analyses and discussions and becoming a part of
the professional communication process inside mainstream media.
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Besides that, everyday, community of bloggers, citizen journalists and commenta-
tors offer alternative interpretations of the day’s events, and watch critically industrial
news and other sources providing further related (and often contradicting) informa-
tion enabling readers to better assess the accuracy of mainstream news stories.

Online media can work as a platform questioning the dominant media, asking
them about their representations of issues of collective interest. This “journalism
about journalism” contributes to reinvigorate the function of journalism in carrying
on and amplifying public conversation of people on the criteria and practices of media
system.

We stand that media channels open to diverse validity claims are still continuing to
appear, avoiding an absolute reification of the structure of public communication. The
appearance of new information channels that may be more sensitive to the pressures
from new social movements will bring to light new validity claims excluded from
public sphere. At least, some of this new experiences change in a significant way the
agenda setting function, thanks to the impact produced in the traditional mass media.
Also, some of them explicitly refuse to transform news in mere commodities and
audiences in mere consumers.

Finally, many of these experiences explicitly assume the critical interpellation
of the role of media in complex and pluralistic societies, trying to prove that media
should be more attentive to the representation of multiple life forms inhabiting life-
world. We also stand that this hypothesis challenges the self-portrait of deliberative
public sphere, with its trust in communicative rationality and in the strength of better
argument.

Philosophically, we stand for a return to a social theory, with a global project ori-
ented by principles that support a more comprehensive understanding of public life.
At the level of public sphere, one must to accept the existence of subaltern counter-
publics as parallel discursive arenas where members of subordinated social groups
invent and circulate counter discourses to formulate oppositional interpretations of
their identities, interests and needs (cf. Frazer, 1992: 123). Insofar as these coun-
terpublics emerge in response to exclusions within dominant publics, they help to
expand discursive space.

The theoretical solution to the social factum of fragmentation is to build an appro-
ach that have in account the multimodality of discursive practices within life world,
and the large diversity of the public spheres. The really strength from deliberation
will come from informal public spheres that bring to live, at least by some moments,
the experience of freedom slowly introducing changes on institutional public delibe-
ration.

What we do propose is that, instead of conceiving public sphere as only as a
specific social domain marked by consensus, we also see it as marked by numerous
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contradictions and by a considerable degree of heterogeneity, that’s to say as a poly-
dimensional reality, fluid and ambivalent.

Rather than accepting a singular set of deliberative standards, several scholars,
owing a insignificant debt to the work of Nancy Frazer, support the hypothesis that
different kinds of public spheres exist (Cammaerts and Van Audenhove, 2005; Dow-
ney and Fenton, 2003; Jensen, 2003; Papacharissi, 2004).

So, a increasingly number of theorist who have applied Fraser’s ideas stand that
online discourse consists of several culturally fragmented cyberspheres that occupy
a common virtual space, supporting the existence of plurality of rationalities inside
the public sphere, avoiding privileging deliberation above other forms of discourse
(Dahlgren, 2005).

So probably one must agree with Kellner assessment that the work of Habermas,
an impeccable civic intellectual and philosopher that never run from debate of their
own ideas, was undermined by too rigid categorical distinctions namely between li-
beral and contemporary public spheres, strategic and communicative actions, critical
publicity and manipulative advertising. Public sphere must be the locus of consensus
and public dialogue as much as the locus of the conflict, negotiation and fight for stra-
tegic gains. Some dualistic conceptions, even working as a conceptual and heuristic
framework (as Habermas explained more than once), may acquire an idealistic confi-
guration that doesn’t work to the comprehensive understanding of the contemporary
public spheres.
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