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The Habermasian public sphere: Taking
difference seriously?

LINCOLN DAHLBERG
Wellington, New Zealand

Abstract. The public sphere conception continues to hold center stage in debates an

visions of radical democratic society, and Jiirgen Habermas' work continues to be th

most popular starting point for developing this conception. However, the Habermasia

public sphere has also come under powerful and sustained criticism from many quar

ters. Here I concentrate upon the critiques of a group of theorists to whom I refer a

difference democrats. I examine the three key arguments of these critics: that the publ

sphere conception involves the exclusion of aesthetic-affective modes of communic

tion and hence the voices of certain groups; that it assumes that power can be separated

from public discourse, which masks exclusion and domination; and that it promotes

consensus as the purpose of deliberation, which marginalizes voices that do not read

ily agree. Against these claims I show that the Habermasian public sphere can b

read as maximizing the inclusion of difference in deliberative exchange. I demonstrat

how the conception extensively accommodates aesthetic-affective modes of discourse

how it accounts for both negative and positive forms of power in discourse, and how

it promotes the process over the end-point of rational discourse in public opinio
formation.

Many social and political theorists continue to argue that strong democ-

racy requires a public sphere of informal citizen deliberation enabling
the formation of rational public opinion that can critically guide polit-

ical systems.' Jiirgen Habermas remains the starting point for a large
proportion of these theorists' understandings of the public sphere be-

cause he continues to provide the most systematically developed critical theory of the concept now available. Habermas describes the public
sphere as an "intersubjectively shared space" reproduced through com-

municative rationality.2 Such rationality, also referred to as rational-

critical discourse or argumentation, is where participation is coordinated through acts of reaching understanding, rather than through ego-

centric calculations of success. Habermas first developed the details of
this conception in the Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere
(STPS) where he undertook an historical analysis of the late seventeenth
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and eighteenth century European Bourgeois public sphere.3 He has
since abandoned this flawed (exclusionary) instance of publicness as
the basis for democratic ideals and turned to the method of formal prag-

matics. Formal pragmatics allows the identification and explication of

normative conditions of argumentation presupposed by participants
engaged in communicative interaction.4 These conditions include the
thematization and reasoned critique of problematic validity claims,
reflexivity, ideal role taking (combining impartiality and respectful lis-

tening), sincerity, formal inclusion, discursive equality, and autonomy

from state and corporate interests.5 Together they constitute an idealized or normative conception of the public sphere, useful for the
evaluation of the democratic quality of everyday discursive practices.

While many social and political theorists agree with Habermas concerning the importance of citizen debate for strong democracy, many
are also critical of Habermas' specific public sphere formulation. Criticism comes from a variety of theoretical and political positions, ranging

from rational choice theorists to communitarians to postmodernists.
Here I focus upon the significant challenge to the conception's legitimacy put forward by a range of critics whom I group together and refer

to as difference democrats due to their focus on maximizing inclusion

in political discourse.
Difference democrat critics of Habermas' earlier STPS based under-

standing of the public sphere argued that it drew a homogenizing and
exclusionary boundary around a singular and topically sensitive public
sphere. These thinkers argued that this understanding was exclusionary
because it deemed some matters (e.g., domestic affairs) as off limits to
consideration.6 However, with the move to the theory of communicative

action, Habermas seems to have negated or at least sidestepped these
criticisms; the public sphere is now defined by a form of communica-

tion and not by a particular content. The public sphere is constituted
wherever and whenever any matter of living together with difference

is debated. When talking of the public sphere, Habermas is not talking
about a homogenous, specific public, but about the whole array of com-

plex networks of multiple and overlapping publics constituted through

the critical communication of individuals, groups, associations, social
movements, journalistic enterprises, and other civic institutions. By
the public sphere, Habermas is also referring to the universal public appealed to in moral-practical claims about justice. Furthermore,
the public sphere refers to the idealized form of the conception as
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derived from the presuppositions of communicative rationality, as outlined above.

However, difference democrats also question the democratic validity
of this notion of a communicatively constituted public sphere. They
argue that the promotion of a singular idealized form of the public
sphere as normative acts to promote particular voices while marginalizing others.7 In this article, I explore three powerful and interlinked
aspects of that critique: the exclusion of aesthetic-affective modes of
communication and hence certain groups' voices; the assumption that
power can be separated from public discourse, which masks exclusion
and domination; and the promotion of consensus as the purpose of de-

liberation, which marginalizes voices that do not readily agree. In all

three cases the public sphere idealization is criticized for being ideological: the claim that it stands as a norm of rational-critical discourse
obscures its bias towards the voices of particular groups. I examine
this three-pronged critique to determine the democratic validity of the

Habermasian public sphere in terms of accommodating difference. To
do this, I bracket the post-metaphysical yet critical status claimed for

the conception and its derivation through formal pragmatics, and instead focus upon the way in which the public sphere criteria operate

in relation to including multiple voices in rational-critical discourse.
Although in places disagreeing with Habermas' particular emphasis,
my argument develops a strong defense of the public sphere as conceived through the theory of communicative rationality. I show how the

communicatively constituted public sphere can be read so as to offer
a conception sensitive to difference and appropriate as a standard for
informal democratic contestation of diverse positions.
The form of discourse

The public sphere conception posits a reflexive, impartial, reasoned
exchange of validity claims where only the force of better argument
"wins out." Difference democrats argue that these requirements privilege a particular "rationalist" form of discourse, one that encourages
representational accuracy, logical coherence, and a dispassionate (disembodied) contestation of opinion.8 This form of discourse seems to
draw directly upon the style of communication valorized within modern Western philosophy and realized in the abstruse academic style
of argument of modern scholastic activity and legal adjudication.9
This rationalist style, according to these critics, is defined against and
to the exclusion of its "other": those "aesthetic-affective" styles of
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expression, which include multiple modes of everyday communication such as rhetoric, myth, metaphor, poetry, theatre, and ceremony.'0

These forms of speaking are separated from rational discourse and
defined as non-rational or private.

The exclusion of aesthetic-affective modes of everyday communication, from what is defined as the legitimate rational form of democratic
discourse, is seen by critics as privileging some groups' voices over oth-

ers. More specifically, the public sphere conception is seen as systematically marginalizing the voices of women and non-Western persons.

As Iris Young argues, women and non-Western persons more readily
- than white, middle class men - employ aesthetic-affective speaking
styles; their "speech culture" tends to be "more excited and embodied,

more valuing the expression of emotions, the use of figurative language, modulation in tone of voice, and wide gesture."'' In contrast,
white, middle class men's "speech culture" tends to be "more controlled, without significant gesture and expression of emotion," which

means such persons are generally more at ease with the didactic, disembodied, confrontational style that, according to critics, is privileged

by Habermas. Thus, as Eyla Rabinovitch argues, a public sphere that is
based on rational-critical discourse works to devalue and exclude the

modes of expression, and thus the voices and positions, of women and

marginalized groups.12 Furthermore, the conception is assimilationist and normalizing because the only way for marginalized groups to
gain legitimate entry to the public sphere is by adopting the privileged
mode of communication.13 By hiding exclusion and domination behind
a claim to neutrality and rationality, the conception acts ideologically to
promote the interests of already powerful social groups. All this clearly

undermines the conception's validity as a democratic norm.
The exclusion of aesthetic-affective modes of discourse is also seen by
critics as linked to an attempt by Habermas to block unconscious pro-

cesses that he sees as inhibiting inter-subjective communication. The
unconscious needs to be repressed in order to enable self-reflection,
autonomy, and rational communication. This attempt to exclude the
unconscious aspects from communicative rationality suggests, according to Peter Dahlgren, Jane Flax, and Young, a failure to break with what

Jacques Derrida refers to as the "metaphysics ofpresence."'4 The metaphysics of presence is where unity and, thus, transparency (immediacy

and unmediatedness) of meaning is assumed achieved in speech acts,
which ignores both difference and deferral in communication. Communicative rationality gains coherence, critics argue, by privileging the
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rationality side of the binary system reason/desire, mind/body, conscious/unconscious, etc. With the exclusion of the non-rational, meaning is contained and transparency achieved. With transparency, a direct

transference of meaning between speaker and listener takes place that

enables mutual understanding.

However, as many theorists attest, the unconscious-bodily-affective
aspects of communication cannot be removed to reveal purely rational
processes and true meaning.15 Habermas' understanding of rationalcritical discourse, according to Young, fails to take into account the fact
that meaning is always in excess of what can be understood discursively,

spilling out beyond the symbolic.16 The symbolic or discursive aspects

of communication (associated with reason) cannot be separated out
from the semiotic or figural aspects of utterances (associated with the
unconscious, the body, and affect), which makes Habermas' conception
of communicative rationality seem not only naive but an instantiation
of the metaphysics of presence.'7 Young argues that:
There is no place in his [Habermas'] conception of linguistic interaction for
the feeling that accompanies and motivates all utterances. In actual situations

of discussion, tone of voice, facial expression, gesture, the use of irony, understatement or hyperbole, all serve to carry with the propositional message
of the utterance another level of expression relating the participants in terms
of attraction or withdrawal, confrontation or affirmation. Speakers not only
say what they mean, but they say it excitedly, angrily, in a hurt or offended

fashion and so on, and such emotional qualities of communication contexts
should not be thought of as non- or prelinguistic.I8

Thus, the public sphere conception simply cannot exclude aestheticaffective aspects of interaction, even though its formulation may suggest this. However, according to difference democrats, its form does act

to suppress aesthetic-affective modes by devaluing them. This devaluing of aesthetic-affective modes of communication not only marginal-

izes or excludes those groups who express them, as seen above, but
limits the resources available for achieving greater understanding.
This is because the aesthetic-affective aspects of interaction actually
contribute in various ways to democratic communication. Take passion, for instance. Passion is not only inseparable from politics, as
Michael Walzer demonstrates, but positively contributes to democratic
communication.19 As Hoggett and Thompson point out, passion, and
the expression of emotion in general, can be very beneficial for reasoned argument and understanding:
The interpenetration of reason and passion does not necessarily hinder the
operation of reason; in fact it can facilitate it just as well as it can frustrate it.
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Reason without passion is reason without energy or dynamism. For example,

if cut off from aggression, reason lacks bite and sharpness. The constructive use of aggression underpins the capacity to cut through superfluous or
misleading detail and get to the heart of an issue, the ability to get hold of

an argument and critically dissect it, and the ability to hold on tenaciously
to a vital truth when counter-arguments are flying around. More generally

human emotions such as hate, love, and hopefulness contribute enormously
to our capacities both to understand and to be understood by the other.20

Difference democrats convincingly argue that we must embrace the
aesthetic-affective modes of communication in order to advance democratic culture. They also argue that such modes of discourse are not
taken into account in Habermas' conception of communicative rationality, which ends up marginalizing certain voices and limiting understanding. However, I want to show that this is not a necessary reading of

Habermas' conception. I will make my case by focusing on the inextricable link between the symbolic and the semiotic, leaving the problem
of the overflow of meaning and subsequent limitation on understanding

to the following section of this article.
The idea that the public sphere of communicative rationality excludes or

suppresses aesthetic-affective modes of discourse is based upon a particularly narrow reading of the conception. This "rationalist" reading
does not simply result from poor stylizations of the conception by critics
attempting to illuminate their own positions,21 but is also supported by

Habermas' own personal antipathy towards aesthetic-affective modes
of communication in politics.22 This reading of the public sphere is
further encouraged by a recent American, liberal strain of deliberative
democratic theory that does indeed promote a strongly rationalist sense

of political communication.23

In contrast to such a reading, the public sphere conception - as set
out in the conditions I have outlined above - does make room for
aesthetic-affective aspects of discourse, which clearly cannot, and need

not, be wholly separated from rational communication. The requirements of the conception that are seen as most exclusionary of the
aesthetic-affective modes - reflexivity, impartiality, and the reasoned
contestation of validity claims - are not only complemented by require-

ments that embrace difference (inclusion, equality, mutual respect) but
in themselves do not exclude the aesthetic-affective dimensions of in-

teraction. First, reflexivity should not be limited to systematic, analytical reflection, and certainly not to dry, dispassionate, self-analysis.

Reflexivity should include, as Scott Lash emphasizes, aesthetic and
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hermeneutic dimensions; as well as logical self-monitoring, reflexivity

involves intuition and imagination, which draw on feeling.24 Second,
the assumption that impartiality promotes non-emotional, abstracted,
disembodied dialogue is also mistaken. Impartiality indicates, as Selya
Benhabib notes, an ethic of "fairness" rather than a non-empathetic,

disembodied, judgment.25 According to Simone Chambers, drawing
upon Kant's political philosophy, impartiality is part of the requirement
of ideal role taking, demanding that rather than participants abstracting
themselves, they attempt to put themselves in the position of the "con-

crete other" and assess the situation from the other's perspective.26
Impartiality is complemented in this process by the condition of respectful listening that further links cognitive and affective aspects of
interaction. Of course, attaining understanding and impartial judgment
is always limited and partial in practice given context dependent subject

positioning. But the point here is that the attempt to take the position
of the concrete other in order to judge problems more impartially is not

bereft of feeling. Third, the reciprocal contestation of validity claims
does not limit exchange to the dispassionate style of interrogation and
analysis often found in modern law and science. The exchange of valid-

ity claims and reasons should not simply be equated with "dry logic."
Positions worth defending will usually be articulated and reasoned with

a degree of passion and commitment.
To illustrate this argument further, I will examine the public sphere
of communicative rationality in relation to three modes of aestheticaffective imbued expression that Young identifies as not only important but necessary to democratic discourse: greeting, rhetoric, and
storytelling.27 Greeting or public acknowledgment involves "gestures
of respect and politeness" that act to signify that parties will listen
to one another and take each others' positions seriously.28 As such,
greeting resonates not only with the difference democrats' concern
with recognition of the identity of the other, but also with the require-

ments for rational deliberation in the public sphere. Greeting helps get

deliberations underway. As Young says,
Greeting has a very important place ... in situations of communication
among parties who have a problem or conflict, and try to reach some so-

lution through discussion ... The political functions of such moments of
greeting are to assert discursive equality and establish or re-establish the

trust necessary for discussion to proceed in good faith ... [W]ithout such
spoken moments ofpoliteness, deference, acknowledgement of the particular

perspective of others, their goodwill and contribution to the collective, discussion itself would often break down.29
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Thus greeting is complementary to deliberations, setting the stage for

rational deliberation over often strongly disputed issues. Storytelling
or narrative also contributes to communicative rationality. It does so
by fostering "understanding among members of a polity with very dif-

ferent experiences or assumptions about what is important."30 Story

telling facilitates communicative rationality on various levels. First,
it helps to make claims visible as significant concerns for public debate when they may otherwise not be recognized within a particular
hegemonic discursive order because of "pre-understandings" of what
is legitimate. Storytelling can give a general account of why a particular problem constitutes an injustice needing public attention, and
more specifically, it can contribute to the development of a shared
normative language that allows a previously un-named injustice to be
spoken.31 Young recalls how sexual harassment came to be named,
and subsequently debated, in the 1970s and 1980s as a result of storytelling: "As a result of women telling stories to each other and to the
wider publics about their treatment by men on the job ... a problem
that had no name was gradually identified and named, and a social
moral and legal theory about the problem developed."32 Second, once

a problem is named and recognized as an injustice, storytelling can
contribute to rational communication by helping to "explain meanings
and experiences when groups do not share premises sufficiently to pro-

ceed [or continue] with an argument."33 As such, storytelling helps
in the taking of the other's perspectives. It helps groups to counter
prejudices and stereotypes, and to come to some understanding of
the experiences, needs, and concerns of differently situated groups.34
Third, storytelling can be central to the communicative practices of
"local" or "counter" or "diasporic" publics, helping develop identities
and positions before claims and reasons are thematized in the larger
public.35 Storytelling often works at these three levels at once. For
example, Robert Goodin tells of the democratic role of fiction, and
particularly of the autobiographical accounts of freed slaves.36 Narrative helped slaves to clarify their own situation, gain recognition
for their claims to justice, and better communicate their experiences,
identities, and positions. In her fascinating case study of Canadian
Aboriginal land claims, Angelia Means similarly demonstrates how
narrative may be used to gain recognition for, and understanding
of, otherwise silenced positions within inter-cultural argumentation.37

Hence, storytelling, like greeting, can strongly enhance acts of
communication aimed at understanding that constitute the public
sphere.
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At the heart of aesthetic-affective modes of communication is rhetoric.

Rhetoric is about how something is said, the affective, embodied, and
stylistic aspects of communication.38 It is about the use of language to
persuade, and some deliberative theorists including Habermas do see
it as a threat to rational deliberation. Chambers argues that interlocutors must only be addressed in terms of their rational capacity: they
must be "convinced" by the force of reason rather than "persuaded"
by rhetorical performance.39 However, rhetoric simply cannot be separated from communication. As shown earlier, "any discursive content
and argument is embodied in situated style and rhetoric."40 Arguing
that a certain form of communication does not contain rhetoric is sim-

ply naive about the rhetorical force involved in that particular form,
including in the form that is signified as non-rhetorical. The controlled

and measured expression that is often used in politics involves the
rhetorical trick of gaining attention and authority by drawing on social codes of rationality and impartiality, deflecting attention from the
partiality involved.41

Not only is rhetoric always a part of communication, but rhetoric can
make a positive contribution to communicative rationality by enabling
groups to address particular publics appropriately and effectively, thus

aiding the thematization and explanation of claims.42 While rhetoric
can be deployed to win support for dominant positions, it may also
be used to draw attention to marginalized concerns.43 This was the
case with the rhetoric deployed in the Civil Rights movement in the
United States in the 1960s.44 It was also the case, as Maurice Charland
explains, with the "impious" yet civil rhetoric of Mock Parliaments in
the Canadian woman's suffrage campaign: "Through parodic speeches

- such as debating why men should not have the vote - they [the
suffragettes] politely sought to produce laughter against their institu-

tionalised exclusion.""45 Mock Parliaments enabled women officially
excluded from the dominant political sphere to argue their case in pub-

lic. Such rhetoric is a form of civic protest. Some "rationalist" deliberative democrats may wish to exclude protest from the public sphere
because of its connotations ofuncivility. However, protest is very much

a communicative act when undertaken with the aim of raising issues
for deliberation rather than to coerce. The use of signs and banners,
street demonstration, guerrilla theatre, dance and song, offline and on-

line sit-ins, cyber-parody, graffiti and posters, etc. utilize creative and

sometimes "disruptive" forms of rhetoric through which marginalized

groups can gain a hearing for their voices and call into question more
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dominant positions. As Young notes, rowdy demonstrations, dramatic
performances, and even "disorderliness," can call attention to the argu-

ments of excluded voices and make others justify their positions more
thoroughly.46
Each of these aesthetic-affective imbued modes of communication

can contribute towards the communicative reasoning that constitutes

the public sphere. However, not all forms of communication contribute to rational deliberation, and some must be repressed in order
to maximize inclusion. We must be wary of certain manifestations of

aesthetic-affective and "dispassionate" communicative styles. Just as
narrow subdued deliberative forms may squash difference, so too might

strongly passionate styles.47 A distinction can, and must, be made between forms of discourse that contribute to greater understanding and

ones that are coercive. Richard Rorty opposes such a distinction. I
agree with Rorty that we should think of reason "simply as the process

of reaching agreement by persuasion," which means that the "standard Platonic and Kantian dichotomy of reason and feeling begins to
fade away."48 However, I disagree that we need a "blurring of the line
between rhetorical manipulation and genuine validity-seeking argument" for discourse to be more inclusive of difference.49 This "blurring" is not wise. Recent history clearly demonstrates how rhetoric
can be used to dominate and exclude. Some sort of "line" must be

"drawn" between rhetorical manipulation and rhetorical persuasion in
order to maximize difference.50 This is what the public sphere requirements do. They judge in favor of forms of discourse, whether abstract
logic or strongly passionate storytelling, to the extent that they enhance

democratic participation aimed at reaching understanding. The criteria
of ideal role taking act to exclude or repress coercive forms of dis-

course such as propaganda, deception, strategizing, dogmatic ranting,
and emotional blackmail. The application of such rules of discourse,

although here posed as idealizations for critical evaluation, have been
found in practice to be necessary to sustain inclusive deliberations and

"contain affect," and have proven successful even in the most volatile
situations involving strong difference and disagreement.51
Thus, the public sphere is defined by rational-critical discourse, a form

of communication that does not devalue desire and passion but rather
sets the criteria for their communicative expression.52 As Daniel Hallin
argues: "Reason in this sense is not opposed to passion, but to tradition
and authority, to coercion, and finally-because we are dealing here with

communicative and not instrumental rationality - it is opposed to the
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strategic pursuit of ends that are themselves subject to dialogue."53 The

democratic validity of political communication, no matter what form
that it takes, can be judged according to the public sphere requirements
understood in terms of the expansive reading I have given. However, the

argument that some forms of communication should be excluded (or
repressed) from deliberation brings us back to the transparency charges
introduced earlier. The exclusion of forms of discourse that involve

coercion implies that power can be readily identified and excluded,
which some critics argue is both naive and dangerous. I will now turn
to an examination of this argument.

Power, transparency, and the subject

This differentiation of persuasion from coercion leads some critics,
particularly those influenced by Foucault's analysis of power, to argue
that Habermas conceives the operation of power as negative, transparent, and able to be removed from communication. In other words, he is
seen as assuming that in the process of communication insincerity, ma-

nipulation, coercion, domination, etc. can be exposed and summarily
removed and hence understanding achieved.54 Critics argue that this
idea of power is naive at best. Drawing upon Foucault in particular
and poststructuralism in general, they argue that power cannot be fully

identified and removed from discourse, and that it acts positively (to
constitute subjects) as well as negatively. In fact, by calling for the re-

moval of power, Habermas' conception of communicative rationality
may act ideologically by obscuring the power relations it contains. Even

if we accept the argument made in the previous section of this article
- that the discursive form of the conception maximizes inclusion and
equality thus minimizing domination and exclusion - we still have to
admit that the conception demands certain behavior from participants.
Critics interpret these demands as the operation of positive, disciplinary

power. Dana Villa argues that the public sphere normative criteria represents an exemplary form of what Foucault showed as the operation of

modem disciplinary power, which relies not upon hierarchical, asymmetrical domination but upon the subjugation of selves through subjectification. "[T]he normalizing character of communicative action"
must be admitted: "the self-surveillance of the civically virtuous citizen

(who has internalized the hegemonic conception of the public good) or
communicatively rational agent (who has intemrnalised the hegemonic

conception of what constitutes 'the better argument').""' The public
sphere conception enforces a normalizing, disciplinary mechanism, a
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positive disciplining power, constituting subjects as "rational" commu-

nicators. The argument of critics like Jean-Franqois Lyotard, Chantal
Mouffe, and Villa is that "to act according to a norm is to be normalized
in some sense."56

This disciplining is in strong contrast to Habermas' claim that in argumentation subjects freely put forward and rationally challenge normative conditions. However, critics respond that this claim simply shows
that Habermas continues to rely upon a modernist rational subject, fur-

ther reinforcing the suspicion that communicative action is based upon

a simplistic transparency theory. Young argues that despite his insis-

tence upon a break with subject-centered reason, Habermas reasserts
a rational, abstracted subject.57 He presumes a unified, transcendent
subject who stands in a highly reflective relation to his or her interests,

values, and feelings, and in relation to others and the world at large.

John Peters argues that "Habermas' citizens resemble Rousseau's 'denatured' citizens perceiving the general will or Kant's world-citizens
purged of all 'particular interests' or John Rawls' citizens temporarily
ignorant of their own particularities."58 Mark Poster goes even further
in emphasizing this decontextualization, stating that: "the subject for
Habermas remains pre-given, pre-linguistic.""59 Thus, setting communicative rationality as the norm for democratic culture demands subjects who can separate reason from unreason, truth from lies, persuasion

from coercion, etc. Difference democrats (particularly more postmodern influenced ones) stress instead the socially constituted self, which
is embedded, fragmented and multiplied, and is thus unable to stand
outside of and objectively critique self, others and the world at large,
including the operation of power.
I believe this critique of power, transparency, and the subject is largely
based upon a poor characterization of Habermas' position. There are
three main misunderstandings that need to be cleared up here, to do

with power as negative, as able to be easily removed, and as able to
be clearly identified. First, Habermas does not define power as simply negative and as therefore needing to be summarily removed from
the public sphere. The public sphere norm calls for "coercion-free
communication" and not power-free communication. Habermas emphasizes the positive power of communicative interaction within the
public sphere through which participants use words to do things and
make things happen.60 Communicative rationality draws on the "force
of better argument" to produce more democratic citizens, culture, and

societies. Subjects are indeed molded through this constituting power,
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but their transformation is towards freedom and autonomy rather than

towards subjugation and normalization. As Jeffrey Alexander points
out, to act according to a norm is not the same as to be normalized.61
The public sphere norm provides a structure through which critical
reflection on constraining or dominating social relations and possibilities for freedom can take place. As Chambers argues, rational discourse
here is about "the endless questioning of codes," the reasoned questioning of normalization.62 This is the very type of questioning critics

like Lyotard, Mouffe, and Villa are engaged in despite claiming the
normalizing and repressive power of communicative rationality. These
critics have yet to explain adequately how they escape this performative

contradiction, although they may not be too concerned to escape it.63

The form of power that is to be excluded from discourse in the pub-

lic sphere is that which limits and disables democratic participation
and leads to communicative inequalities. Coercion and domination are
(ideally) excluded from the public sphere, which includes forms of
domination resulting from the maldistribution of material and authoritative resources that lead to discursive inequalities. This emphasis on
the ideal exclusion of coercion introduces the second point of clarification, that the domination free public sphere is an idealization for
the purposes of critique. Habermas is more than aware of the fact that,

as Nancy Fraser, Mouffe, and Young remind us, coercive forms of
power, including those that result from social inequality, can never be
completely separated from the public sphere.64 Claims that such power
has been removed from any really-existing deliberative arena can only
be made by ignoring or hiding the operation of power. However, this
does not mean that a reduction in coercion and domination cannot be

achieved. Indeed, this is precisely what a democratic politics must do.
To aid this project, the public sphere conception sets a critical standard
for evaluation of everyday communication. Chambers puts this nicely:
Criticism requires a normative backdrop against which we criticize. Criticizing the ways power and domination play themselves out in discourse
presupposes a conception of discourse in which there is no [coercive] power
and domination. In other words, to defend the position that there is a meaningful difference between talking and fighting, persuasion and coercion, and

by extension, reason and power involves beginning with idealizations. That
is, it involves drawing a picture of undominated discourse.65

However, this discussion of the idealizing status of the norm does not

answer claims that it invokes a transparency theory of knowledge. I
would argue that such claims not only fall prey to another performative contradiction - of presupposing that the use of rational discourse
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can establish the impossibility of rational discourse revealing truth and
power - but are also based on a poor reading of Habermas' theory of
communicative rationality. This is the third point of clarification. In
contrast to the metaphysics of presence, the differentiation of persuasion from coercion in the public sphere does not posit a naive theory
of the transparency of power, and meaning more generally. The public sphere conception as based upon communicative rationality does
not assume a Cartesian (autonomous, disembodied, decontextualized)

subject who can clearly distinguish between persuasion and coercion,
good and bad reasons, true and untrue claims, and then wholly remove themselves and their communications from such influence. For

Habermas, subjects are always situated within culture. The public
sphere is posited upon intersubjective rather than subject-centered ra-

tionality. It is through the process of communicative rationality, and
not via a Cartesian subject, that manipulation, deception, poor reasoning, and so on, are identified and removed, and by which meanings
can be understood and communicated. In other words, it is through
rational-critical communication that discourse moves away from coercion or non-public reason towards greater rational communication and

a stronger public sphere. The circularity here is not a problem, as it
may seem, but is in fact the very essence of democratization: through
the practice of democracy, democratic practice is advanced.
This democratizing process can be further illustrated in the important
and challenging case of social inequalities. Democratic theorists (both

deliberative and difference) generally agree that social inequalities always lead to some degree of inequalities in discourse. Thus, the idealized public sphere of full discursive inclusion and equality requires
that social inequalities be eliminated. Yet how is social inequality to be
fully identified, let alone eliminated? The idealization seems wholly inadequate given contemporary capitalist systems and associated social
inequality. However, it is in the very process of argumentation, even if
flawed, that the identification and critique of social inequality, and thus

of communicative inequality, is able to develop. Indeed, public sphere
deliberation often comes into existence when and where people become

passionate about social injustice and publicly thematize problems of
social inequality. Thus the "negative power" of social inequality - as
with other forms of coercion - is brought to light and critique by the
very discourse it is limiting.
This is not to say that subjects are merely effects of discourse, that there

are no critical social agents acting in the process. It is not to say that
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subjects within discourse cannot themselves identify negative forms of

power, cannot reflexively monitor their own arguments, cannot rationally criticize other positions, and so on. They can, and in practice do,
despite the instability of meaning. The point is that this reasoning and

understanding is (provisionally) achieved through the subject's situatedness in discourse rather than via a pre-discursive abstract subject. As

Kenneth Baynes argues, it is through discourse that subjects achieve a
degree of reflective distance (what we could call autonomy) from their

situations, "enabling them to revise their conceptions of what is valuable or worthy of pursuit, [and] to assess various courses of action with

respect to those ends."66 Democratic discourse generates civic-oriented

selves, inter-subjective meanings and understandings, and democratic
agreements that can be seen as the basis of public sovereignty. However, the idea of communicatively produced agreements, which in the
public sphere are known as public opinions, has also come under extensive criticism in terms of excluding difference, criticism that I want

to explore in the next section.

The ends of discourse: Public opinion formation
The starting point of discourse is disagreement over problematic validity claims. However, a certain amount of agreement, or at least mutual

understanding, is presupposed when interlocutors engage in argumen-

tation. All communication presupposes mutual understanding on the
linguistic terms used - that interlocutors use the same terms in the
same way.67 Furthermore, in undertaking rational-critical discourse,
according to Habermas' formal pragmatic reconstruction, interlocutors also presuppose the same formal conditions of argumentation.
These shared presuppositions enable rational-critical discourse to be
undertaken. However, as seen above, meaning is never fixed and understanding is always partial. Understanding and agreement on the use
of linguistic terms and of what it means to be reasonable, reflexive,
sincere, inclusive, non-coercive, etc. takes place within discourse and
is an ongoing political process.
There is one more important sense of agreement that is presupposed
by participants undertaking argumentation: consensus upon moralpractical claims, which means agreement on claims that implicate the
values and practices of all persons in a community. For Habermas,
moral-practical claims, unlike ethical or pragmatic claims, presuppose
general agreement due to their universal nature. When referring to
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discourse in the public sphere, rather than in official decision-making,
this consensus is what is known as (rational-critical) public opinion
(which is central to strong democracy because necessary to hold decision makers accountable). However, many difference democrats are
vehemently opposed to the idea of consensus being set as the goal of
political communication.68 These theorists emphasize the irreducibility of difference and argue that public opinion in the form of consensus

in pluralist societies is not possible without domination and exclusion. Consensus, they argue, can only result from a disciplining of
difference that suppresses the "true" agonistic nature of politics. Consensus through discourse is "equated with a collective subjectivity that
is inherently totalitarian" or "a type of disciplinary action (consensual
disciplines) aimed at taming and bringing order to a world of unruly
difference."69 Claims to rationally derived consensus act to hide this
disciplining.
I believe that this is a poor reading of Habermas' idea of agreement, at

least in terms of the formation of public opinion in the public sphere
(c.f. in official decision-making). I want to point out two main reasons
why I believe this is so, which will help further clarify the public sphere

conception. First, Habermas does not naively celebrate and promote
consensus. He sees "false" consensus resulting from "distortions" in
democratic communication. False consensus may arise from explicit
coercion, domination, and exclusion. This is so in the case of the threats

and bribes that are used by powerful groups to build coalitions in sup-

port of various military and economic objectives. False consensus also
occurs in a more subtle way, through the dominance of certain understandings and practices that close off critique and discussion of alternative positions. This is the case where tradition goes unquestioned,
thus supporting the status quo social relations. It is also what Habermas
refers to when speaking of instrumental-strategic rationality invading
and colonizing the public sphere, turning reasoning away from questions of justice to technocratic questions of means.70 For instance, in
consumer society questioning largely revolves around what are the best

choices between products in the market for individual need satisfaction. Another example is given by the so-called "war on terrorism."
In this case discussion in the mainstream public sphere has revolved
around the technical-strategic questions of how to eradicate "the enemy," rather than reflexive engagement with the moral-practical issues

underlying the conflict, such as the political and economic insecurity
felt in many regions of the world due to Western economic and cultural

dominance. False consensus, as Young points out, is also developing
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in the United States and elsewhere around major social and environmental problems, such as the causes and cures of poverty and green
house gases.71 Despite vigorous debate, the status quo social system
of capitalist production and consumption goes unquestioned because
models of human organization that radically challenge the present system have been largely excluded from public argument, which is focused
on individual-consumer and technical-market solutions.

Some democratic theories do promote consensus without adequately
considering such "distortions." Mouffe is right to criticize those consensus models of third way theorists and more rationalist deliberative
democrats that claim inclusion while attempting to rid decision making
of confrontation between strong ideological positions.72 Yet, Mouffe is

wrong to lump all so-called deliberative democrats in together. "Ratio-

nalist" deliberative democrats focus on procedures of democratic reasoning, often failing to account for the relations of power involved.73 In

contrast, critical deliberative democrats like Benhabib and John Dryzek

propose a public sphere discourse involving both confrontation and
respectful listening.74 Moreover, these theorists follow Habermas in
acknowledging that distortions in every-day communication will lead
to false consensus. Difference democrats may respond that there can
never be a "true" consensus since power cannot be separated from communication. However, as already noted, the public sphere conception
is an idealization that will not be fully realized in practice. Its purpose
is to help identify, critique, and challenge blockages to free and critical communication so that we can move towards the idealized public
sphere and rational public opinion. The public sphere idealization is a
check against false consensus.
Second, in Habermas' "two-track" model of deliberative democracy
public opinion formation through communicative rationality in public
sphere is distinct from, although ultimately linked to, formal processes

of government.75 Unlike formal decision-making, in the public sphere
there is no urgency or exacting demand for a final decision. Participants,

when undertaking discourse involving moral-practical claims, presuppose that reaching understanding or agreement could "in principle" be

achieved. However, "the phrase 'in principle' expresses the idealizing
proviso: if only the argumentation could be conducted openly enough

and continued long enough."'76 Rational consensus can only be noncoercively achieved if discourse is continued indefinitely. Thus, it is not

such a problem that undistorted consensus can never be fully realized.

In practice, public opinion is always in the process of formation. As
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Chambers says: "Consensual agreement, if and when it does emerge,
emerges gradually and is fragmentary and partial."77
It is the process that counts. Agreement may ultimately motivate dis-

course, but the process is more important than the ends. The process

is one of Bildung from which rational understandings, citizens, and
public opinions develop.78 Chambers explains this nicely:
The rationality of public opinion and will formation in general does not
depend on citizens reaching a rational consensus on all issues. A discursively

formed public opinion can represent a process of Bildung or education in
which citizens build better foundations to their opinions through discursive

interaction. Through discursive interaction on various issues from who are
we? to the best means of securing deficit reduction, citizens become more
informed about the issues; they become aware of what others think and feel;
they re-evaluate their positions in light of criticism and argument; in short, by

defending their opinions with reason their opinions become more reasoned.

The result of such interaction is that public opinion and the exercise of
democratic responsibility are embedded in reasoned convictions, although
reasoned convictions do not always need to reflect a consensus on an issue.79

Private individuals are transformed into public citizens through the
learningprocess of deliberation, developing public opinion(s) that can
hold government accountable. Again, this is a rational process but not
one bereft of agonistic aspects. As Chambers argues, "disagreement,
conflict, dispute, argumentation, opposition, in short, naysaying, are
essential aspects of the discourse process."80

This idea of public opinion as an ongoing process of rational
learning through argumentation is opposed to both the liberal and

communitarian models of publicity, models that some critics of
Habermas' public sphere conception come close to in their own
theories.81 Habermas, along with other critical deliberative theorists,

strongly rejects the liberal model of political communication and
public opinion. Political communication in liberalism is reduced to the
strategic struggle between interest groups for the attention and support

of an audience of self-seeking and divided private individuals. Public
opinion becomes the aggregation of the privately expressed opinions
of isolated persons.82 At the same time, rational public opinion does

not refer to Rousseau's "general will," which Habermas calls "the
false model of a formation of will" because it is not based on respect

for difference.83 In STPS Habermas criticizes Rousseau's "democracy

of non-public opinion" because Rousseau conceives of the general
will as a "consensus of hearts rather than of argument."84 Habermas
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rejects this civic-republican or communitarian notion of homogeneous
background moral convictions that each individual is always already
imbued with and that are merely to be rediscovered as the will of the

common subject. Deep-seated difference and strong disagreement
are part of pluralist societies that must be taken into account in any
legitimate model of strong democracy.

Habermas rejects these subject-centered conceptions, the "transcendental ego of the Critique of Practical Reason or the people of the
Social Contract"- the will of the individual and the will of the communal macrosubject.85 For both liberalism and communitarianism, democratic legitimacy is derived from the expression of already formed
opinions, either pre-discursive interests or pre-given values. Both positions are rooted in notions of a self-determining subject, individual

or collective. Against these, Habermas posits the discursive opinionand will-formation of a reasoning public. Rather than a consensus of
pre-discursive wills or hearts, public opinion formation occurs through
an ongoing process of rational deliberation that respects difference.

Conclusion

Difference democrat critics of the public sphere conception as conceived through Habermas' theory of communicative rationality have
argued that it supports exclusive political discourse for three reasons:
it promotes a rationalist form of discourse that devalues aestheticaffective styles of interaction, which results in certain groups' ways of
speaking being privileged over others; it assumes that power can be
separated from communication, which masks exclusion and domination; and it promotes consensus as the purpose of deliberation, which
marginalizes voices that do not readily agree. However, I have argued
that these critiques are in fact based on limited readings of Habermas.
My more expansive reading of the public sphere conception shows that
it does in fact accommodate aesthetic-affective forms of discourse, that

it accounts for both negative and positive forms of power in communication, and that it promotes the process rather than the end-point of

rational deliberation in public opinion formation.
In fact, disagreement and difference are the whole point of the public

sphere, which ideally combines both agonistic and respectful forms
of argumentation in a democratic contestation of position. On the one
hand, the informal discursive public sphere allows voices and conflicts

This content downloaded from 154.59.124.102 on Mon, 07 Nov 2016 14:47:22 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms

130

to be expressed in ways in which the more inflexible formal institutions of democratic governance do not allow. On the other hand, the
discursive conditions act to protect and nurture difference. The conception works to maximize inclusion, although this does rely upon the

exclusion of coercion and domination. This exclusion not only works
to define democratic communication, but also indicates that the public

sphere is a discursive process with continually contested boundaries.

This is not to say the public sphere idealization will be fully realized in practice, or that the conception will not be used uncritically,
as "rationalist" deliberative democrats often do, or that it will not be

used cynically to mask power, as Jodi Dean demonstrates is extensively being done by many of those individuals and groups embracing
information society rhetoric.86 As an idealization, the public sphere
conception is useful not only for the critical evaluation of the democratic quality of actually existing public communicative practices, and
thus for thinking about how they can be made democratic, but also
for highlighting limited and ideological forms of publicity operating
in the interests of dominant groups. Thus, for those theorists seeking
to critique present systems of coercion, domination, and exclusion, the

Habermasian public sphere remains a legitimate democratic norm.
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in public sphere(s) outside formal political decision-making.

24. Lash, "Reflexivity and its Doubles."
25. Benhabib, "Toward a Deliberative Model of Democratic Legitimacy," 82-83.
26. Simone Chambers, Reasonable Democracy: Jiirgen Habermas and the Politics ofDiscourse
(Ithaca, NY and London: Cornell University Press, 1996), 101. Ideal role taking requires
that participants take on both the position of the generalized (abstract) other and the position

of the concrete (particular) other. For more on how these conceptions of the other can be
synthesized within a theory of moral discourse, see Benhabib, Situating the Self; Brenda

Lyshaug, "Reciprocity, Respect, and Democratic Engagement: The Value of Deliberation
in a Heterogeneous Public;'," The American Political Science Association Annual Meeting
(San Francisco, 2001).
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27. Young, Inclusion and Democracy, 57-77.
28. Ibid., 58, 61.

29. Ibid., 59-60.
30. Ibid., 71.
31. Ibid., 72.
32. Ibid., 72-73. For a more in-depth treatment of how excluded women's groups have gained
recognition through narratives in the public sphere see Maria P. Lara, Moral Textures: Fem-

inist Narratives in the Public Sphere (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998).

33. Young, Inclusion and Democracy, 7.
34. Ibid., 73-74. See also Benhabib, The Claims of Culture, 14.
35. Young, Inclusion and Democracy, 73.
36. Robert E. Goodin, "Democratic Deliberation Within," Philosophy & Public Affairs, 29, no.

1 (2000): 81-109 at 95-97.
37. Angelia K. Means, "Narrative Argumentation: Arguing with Natives," Constellations, 9, no.

2 (2002): 221-245.
38. Young, Inclusion and Democracy, 65.
39. Chambers, Reasonable Democracy.
40. Young, Inclusion and Democracy, 64.
41. Ibid., 63-65.
42. Ibid., 67-70.
43. Sometimes marginalized groups have to take on the form of rhetoric used by dominant

groups in order to be recognized, which may involve "dispassionate" Western deliberative styles. However, this does not necessarily mean assimilation and normalizing, as
Rabinovitch argues it does. See Rabinovitch, "Gender and the Public Sphere," 348. The
voice of the dominant may be used strategically to argue for an expansion in style of public
discourse.

44. See Dryzek, Deliberative Democracy and Beyond, 70.
45. Maurice Charland, "The Place of Impiety in Civic Argument," Javnost/The Public 8, no. 3

(2001): 35-50 at 48-49.
46. Young, Inclusion and Democracy, 47-51.
47. For examples of how storytelling, greeting, and rhetoric can undermine deliberation, see
Dryzek, Deliberative Democracy and Beyond, 68-72; Hoggett and Thompson, "Towards a
Democracy of the Emotions," 117-118; Young, Inclusion and Democracy, 77-80.
48. Richard Rorty, "Justice as a Larger Loyalty," in Ron Bontekoe and Marietta Stepaniants,
editors, Justice and Democracy: Cross-Cultural Perspectives (Honolulu: University of
Honolulu Press, 1997), 18.
49. Ibid.

50. Some postmodern theorists celebrate and promote difference in and of itself. Others, such
as Mouffe, accept that in order to maximize inclusion we may need to restrict some voices
and modes of expression, and that confrontation in a democratic public sphere needs to be
"played out under conditions regulated by a set of deliberative procedures." While celebrating

passion and embracing the agonistic aspects of politics, explicitly positioning herself against
a deliberative model of democratic legitimacy, Mouffe argues that passions need to be tamed

"by mobilizing them for democratic ends." Mouffe, "Politics and Passions," 9-10. Also see
Mouffe, "Democracy, Power, and the 'Political,'" 246.

51. Hoggett and Thompson, "Towards a Democracy of the Emotions," 121.

52. See Kenneth Baynes, "Communicative Ethics, the Public Sphere and Communication Media," Critical Studies in Mass Communication 11, no. 4 (1994): 315-326, at 317.
53. Daniel C. Hallin, "Introduction," in Daniel C. Hallin, editor, We Keep America on Top of the

World (London: Routledge, 1994), 9.

54. See Steven Best, The Politics of Historical Vision: Marx, Foucault, Habermas (New York:

Guilford Press, 1995), 194; Dean, "Civil Society," 224-235; Mouffe, The Democratic
Paradox, 142-146; David M. Rasmussen, Reading Habermas (Cambridge, MA: Basil
Blackwell, 1990), 51-54.
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55. Dana R. Villa, "Postmodernism and the Public Sphere," American Political Science Review

86, no. 3 (1992): 712-721, at 715.
56. Chambers, Reasonable Democracy, 233.
57. Young, "Impartiality and the Civic Public," 70.
58. Peters, "Distrust of Representation," 564.

59. Mark Poster, The Second Media Age (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 1995), 48.
60. It is interesting that critics of Habermas' theory of communicative rationality disagree over
whether he has overestimated or underestimated power within discourse. While a number of

critics, including Mouffe, see communicative action as underestimating the pervasiveness

of power, Lash believes that it over-emphasizes power: "it claims to see power in places
where power just isn't." See Mouffe, The Democratic Paradox; Lash, "Reflexivity and its

Doubles," 150. Similarly, critics disagree about whether Habermas overestimates or underestimates the contestationary nature of democratic discourse. While Flax and Mouffe

call for more emphasis upon the agonistic aspects of politics, Young sees deliberative
democracy as already too conflictual. A deliberative democratic model contains both the
contestation of positions and the search for mutual understanding through this contestation: the two are brought together via the normative conception of the public sphere.
See Flax, "Is Enlightenment Emancipatory?" Chantal Mouffe, The Return of the Political
(London: Verso, 1993); Mouffe, The Democratic Paradox; Young, "Inclusion andDemocracy
Legitimacy."

61. Jeffrey Alexander, "The Long and Winding Road: Civil Repair of Intimate Injustice,"
Sociological Theory 19, no. 3 (2001): 371-400, at 374. Regarding norms, normalizing, and
Foucault, Alexander argues that

[t]he existence of a norm, and its partial institutionalization, cannot be
equated with normalization, a concept connoting ideological hegemony,
social conformity, and de-individuation. Foucault's power-knowledge nexus
can envison only normalization because it equates cultural conformity -

acting in accordance with normative prescriptions or ideals - with social
conformity. This is a fundamental theoretical error, one that has plagued even
the most sophisticated theorizing from Parsons to Bourdieu. This mistake leads

not only to the empirical distortion of contemporary life but also to moral
pessimism. It often produces political irresponsibility as well, for it denies the
possibility that there can be justice without radical rupture, without severing
the carefully woven filaments of democratising and modernizing societies. (Ibid.)

62. Chambers, Reasonable Democracy, 233-234.
63. For a discussion of the performative contradiction debate between Habermas and the poststructuralists see, Martin Jay, Force Fields: Between Intellectual History and Cultural Critique (New York: Routledge, 1993). I want to thank the editors of Theory and Society for
alerting me to this text.

64. Habermas, Between Facts and Norms, 325-326, 375-376; Fraser, "Rethinking the Public
Sphere," 225; Mouffe, The Democratic Paradox, 98-99; Young, "Communication and the
Other," 123-124.
65. Chambers, Reasonable Democracy, 8.
66. Baynes, "Communicative Ethics," 318.
67. See Habermas, The Theory of Communicative Action, 307.
68. See, for example, Jean-Frangois Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge

(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1984). Carol C. Gould, "Diversity and Democ-

racy: Representing Differences," in Selya Benhabib, editor, Democracy and Difference:
Contesting the Boundaries of the Political (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996),

172-174; Mouffe, "Democracy, Power, and the 'Political,"' 248; Flax, "Is Enlightenment
Emancipatory?"
69. Chambers, Reasonable Democracy, 157.
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70. This is not to deny the enabling power of strategic and instrumental action when in their
proper place.

71. Iris M. Young, "Activist Challenges to Deliberative Democracy," Political Theory 29, no. 5

(2001): 670-690, at 686-687.
72. See Mouffe, The Democratic Paradox; Mouffe, "Politics and Passions."
73. This is also argued by Dryzek, Deliberative Democracy and Beyond; Young, "Activist Chal-

lenges to Deliberative Democracy."

74. See Dryzek, Deliberative Democracy and Beyond; Benhabib, "Toward a Deliberative Model
of Democratic Legitimacy."
75. This two-track model is fully outlined in Habermas, Between Facts and Norms.

76. Habermas, Theory of Communicative Action, 42.
77. Simone Chambers, "Discourse and Democratic Practices," in Stephen K. White, editor, The

Cambridge Companion to Habermas (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1995),
250.

78. Jeremy Shapiro explains that: "Bildung literally means 'formation,' but also 'education'
and (cultural) 'cultivation.' In German these narrower meanings always connote an overall
developmental process. Willensbildung, literally the 'formation of will,' ... [is] translated as

'decision making.' Given the meaning of Bildung, Willensbildung emphasizes the process
(of deliberation and discourse) through which a decision was 'formed,' not the moment at
which it was 'made."' Jeremy Shapiro, "Translator's Preface," in Jiirgen Habermas, Toward

a Rational Society: Student Protest, Science, and Politics, trans. Jeremy Shapiro (Boston:

Beacon Press, 1970).
79. Chambers, "Discourse and Democratic Practices," 238-239.
80. Chambers, Reasonable Democracy, 158.
81. As Young notes, the agonistic model as proposed by Mouffe can "come very close to a model
of interest group competition in which aggregated might makes right." Young, Inclusion and

Democracy, 51.
82. Habermas, Between Facts and Norms, 362.
83. Habermas, "Further Reflections on the Public Sphere," 445.
84. Ibid.

85. Habermas, Between Facts and Norms, 103.
86. Jodi Dean, Publicity s Secret: The Ideology of Technoculture (Ithaca, NY: Cornell UP, 2002).
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