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A realm, where people can meet, discuss and form their opinions on matters of general interest,
is an integral part of modern democracy. This is the public sphere. Without such a meeting
ground, modern democracy would be void of its very essence. The public sphere is a precarious
realm in danger of being colonized by powerful state or economic interest. In modern mass
democracies, the forms of public discussion, public opinion and the entire infrastructure of the
public sphere become increasingly complex.

The public sphere is dependent on a range of social, political, economic, and media conditions.
That is why philosophers from John Dewey to Jirgen Habermas and Chantal Mouffe among
others have conceived the public sphere in terms of its continuous transformation. In the last
decades, we have witnessed rapid media developments and changes in the communicative
infrastructure. Mobile technology, the internet and especially the social media have enabled
new ways of political communication and yet again transformed the public sphere.

This course aims to reflect about the public sphere in view of recent media transformation. For
this purpose, three main public sphere theories will be discussed: A pragmatic one (Dewey), one
based on communicative rationality (Habermas), and one from a socialist perspective (Mouffe).
These theories are confronted with challenges posed to public deliberation by the media
transformation as discussed by Ethan Zuckerman, Cass Sunstein and Eli Pariser.

Learning outcomes

The objectives of this course are (1) to understand the function of the public sphere for
contemporary democracy (theory), (2) to get to know the different public sphere theories in
20th century philosophy, and (3) to reflect on the contemporary media changes and their impact
on the public sphere.

Teaching and learning methods




The seminar will discuss important texts of public sphere theory. The meetings will be started
with a short input on the context of the respective theory followed by a general discussion of
the selected readings. Students are required to read the texts beforehand and write a number
of short essays during the course of the semester.

Course preparation

Prior to the beginning of the course, no preparation is required. During the course, students
are required to read the assigned reading and write essays on these readings.
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