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The public sphere and the media - You still need to do your OWN READING, finding your OWN 

SOURCES – these are brief notes and do not substitute your wider reading on topics and you cannot 

quote from these notes in assignments. The reference list on the last PowerPoint slide are a good 

place to start your own reading and/or the class resources list. 

Habermas public sphere 

1. Habermas was a contemporary German theorist who emerged from the Frankfurt school and argued 

that the ongoing project of human emancipation is dependent on the ability of publics to participate  

2. Societies should progress and improve on the basis of public agreement through inclusive rational 

discussion 

Model  

1. He argues that the public sphere consisted of a space for the development of shared culture and 

ideas, Located between the realm of public authority (government) and private realm of civil society  

2. Private individuals would come together into a shared space and public opinion would be developed 

through discussion of ideas, values and events.  

3. These feed into government and commercial sector, guiding their direction and holding them to 

account.  

Newspaper industry 

1. In 18th century – newspaper industry fed into and represented and responded to public discussion  

2. And the coffee houses were places for public discussion and opinion  

3. Where private individuals came together for rational, participatory public sphere 

System  

1. There is distortion of the independent, free, critical public sphere 

2. The open, rational public culture on which Habermas focused had been choked by hierarchical, 

instrumentalist ways of thinking focusing on pragmatism and organisational self-interest 

 

Media and public engagement  

1. Some see public engagement in politics and society in the form of informal, open culture of everyday 

micro-cultural interaction  

2. Where values, ideas, culture and opinions are constantly shared, exchanged and debated 

3. The outcomes of public interactions feed back into governing bodies in an ongoing manner 

4. Such theorists believe media and communications have a major role to play in the development or 

survival of a public culture  

Stimulating and informing debate 
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1. The first role of media in the facilitation of the public sphere is the provision of detailed and reliable 

appraisal of  Events, ideas, and discussions of public interest, Particularly relating to activities of government 

and other powerful institutions/ 

2. News, documentaries and other forms of media content should be trustworthy stimulators of public 

debate  

3. Media though is not entirely neutral, factual or unbiased 

Representing public opinion  

1. The media must be responsive, reflecting the range of developments in public culture and opinion, 

Rather than imposing an elite agenda 

 

Acting as an inclusive forum for conversation and discussion  

1. As well as relaying public culture and opinion back into the media though the intermediary of 

Journalists, writers, actors and others, Media can act as forums for the direct expression of ideas, opinions 

and information by people themselves 

2. Media should set themselves up as virtual spaces in which members of society directly interact and 

engage with one another 

3. Letters pages, phone-in-shows and comments facilities on news websites all constitute examples of 

this, But this is being replaced, some argue, by social media.  

Nurturing public belonging and community.  

1. The public sphere also implies participation in a broader public culture And the nurturing of a sense 

of cohesiveness, common identity and belonging.  

2. The political functions of the public sphere, it is argued, cannot be fulfilled unless people are engaged 

in society  

3. Which highlights the need to nurture some sort of common identity or values. This draws on the 

notion of fraternity – by French philosopher Rousseau – to refer to a national brotherhood, Characterised by 

strong bonds of attachment and mutual obligation and responsibility.  

Nation  

1. The public sphere is connected to the national state rather than anything local or international 

 

Nation as imagined community  

Anderson 

1. For Anderson, the combination of mass printing technology and the early stages of European 

capitalism 

2. Common printed materials generated shared cultural agendas and experiences 
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Newspapers 

1. The development of newspapers amplified this by providing shared experience of the nation 

2. Whole countries would engage with the same set of controversies and events at the same time,  

3. Media were partly responsible for the development of a sense among disparate people having 

something in common.Anderson terms this media induced sense of sameness ‘imagined community’ 

4. It is imagined, because the members of even the smallest nation will never know most of their 

fellow members, meet them or even hear of them, Yet in the minds of each lives the image of their 

communion  

Radio 

1. The print media was largely responsible for the construction of national identity before the 20 

century, followed by radio and television, Which enabled the collective engagement of substantial 

proportions of the national population with a shared set of cultural experiences 

2. It became possible the entire nation to sit down together, Digesting the same stories, ideas, art or 

music often at the same time 

National identity  

1. Fostering of national identity has been an element of public service broadcasting – the BBC Which 

bring national publics together.  

2. Television creates a shared sense of time – in the form of daily schedules of a collective annual 

calendar.  

3. The latter enabling populations to come together at regular intervals to experience key symbolic 

events From sports finals to political ceremonies, major national charity events and seasonal messages 

from the head of state 

4. The continued nurturing of shared public culture - connected to public participation and citizenship 

– depends on there being common media experiences across the population  

News media  

1. News media provides reminders to audiences about national identity.  

2. Overt expressions of national sentiment – can be found within coverage of national sports teams, 

immigration and wars.Under the surface of overt expressions,  through the use of ‘we’, ‘us’ and ‘our’ for 

example, is unspoken code for nation  

1. For much of the twentieth century it might be argued, national media tended to operate in a 

centripetal manner – Drawing geographically and sometimes cultural disparate people into shared spaces 

and binding them together- perhaps now centrifugal.  



4 
 

2. Both Habermas and those influenced by his work, note the bourgeois public sphere Declined 

alongside the continued rise of capitalism and commercial mass media, And that contemporary conditions 

are far from ideal  

3. The role of the media then relates to the inability of a commercialised communications system to 

facilitate democratic participation.  

 

Decline of the public sphere 

From facilitators to shapers 

1. The range of small-scale newspapers and pamphlets in operation during the 18th and 19th centuries 

Were regarded as suitable to facilitate public discussions. 

2. The intensification of capitalism precipitated a concentration of media power 

3. Greater control of the press – and broadcasting – fell into the hands of a small number of 

companies 

4. The impact of the media shifted from facilitator to shaper 

5. This has been used by corporate media to promote whatever set of political arrangements would 

best facilitate the consolidation of their power and profit.  

Opinion management  

1. The media is owned by powerful interests, but also other powerful interests use their wealth to hire 

professionals  

2. To enhance their image and promote ideas by influencing journalists and news agendas 

3. Press releases and other PR activities account for a substantial and increasing proportion of news 

content 

4. This is hijacking the public sphere and distorts public communication and debate By techniques 

associated with consumer advertising  

5. The broader control over discourse exercised by the powerful via public relations and advertising 

are understood  

Commercially driven content 

1. There is also a focus on profitability  

2. This then means that trivia, sensation, emotion and personalisation are focused on And distract 

the public from political engagement while ensuring debates are superficial, misinformed and centred on 

simplistic emotional response rather than critical reasoning 

Dumbing down 
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1. The theme of dumbing down is often closely connected to arguments about media and public 

sphere, Along with the decline of public service broadcasting and focus on facilitating public knowledge 

and participation through in-depth coverage of matters of public controversy. 

Circulation of culture 

1. The circulation of culture, ideas and opinion, is argued by Habermas and some of those influenced 

by his ideas, To have become an increasingly one-way process dominated by a media-driven agenda of 

superficial distractions,  consumerism, public relations and self-serving current affairs coverage, Rather 

than enabling public culture to influence and hold to account those in power 

2. Media, the state and other powerful institutions are involved in an ongoing dialogue with one 

another 

Online technology  

1. digital and online media technology, have prompted some to re-evaluate the relationship between 

media and the public sphere 

2. Some regard digital and online environments as offering renewed hope for development and 

engagement of participatory forms of culture and politics 

3. Others point to the commercial and corporate domination and the fragmentary and globalising 

possibilities of new media 

4. Many people follow their own narrow interests (echo chambers) rather than engaging in public 

debates.  

 

Decline of the national public.  

1. It is unclear whether the increasingly commercialised nature of the media environment is 

compatible with democratic participation. The idea of a fully inclusive, equal and informed participation 

sounds great but in practice, the rationalist version of public culture, Privileges an elite set of cultural ideas  

Whilst excluding more marginalised forms of culture and expression  

Criticism  

1. Particularly the focus of Habermas on the 18th and 19th century coffee houses tended to involve the 

wealthy and powerful males 

2. There is also no place in the rationalist vision for emotion, affectivity and subjectivity, Which are 

dismissed as commercialised distortions oriented towards the realm of the personal rather than the public.  

3. Champions of the public sphere who are critical of dumbing down have tended to be dismissive of 

content such as soap operas, reality television, game shows, popular news formats, celebrity culture, 

Which focus on emotion, identification and empathy  

 


