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The political public sphere cannot be understood in the context of government and media institutions alone. Increasingly, political public spheres are cultural, affective, personal - simultaneously global and local. Since Jurgen Habermas’ description of the bourgeois public sphere that emerged in eighteenth century Europe, the concept of ‘the public sphere’ has sparked a plethora of debate and discussion regarding what makes up the public sphere and to what degree the public sphere is constituted through culture. This comprehensive exam explores the intersection of culture (meaning, everyday practices, communication and identities), the public and contemporary democracy in order to understand how political participation and political subjectivities are changing in globalizing societies. 

In order to do so I hope to address the following questions: In what ways are the Habermasian and Arendtian notions of the public sphere still useful for describing public life? Historically, what role has culture played in the constitution of publics and counterpublics? To what extend do publics and counterpublics shape identities? What are the cultural and affective aspects of political competencies? How do modes of communication found in everyday experiences of media and popular culture articulate of both public and personal politics? In a globalizing world increasingly driven by networked communications, how are digital cultures effecting how the public and private spheres are experienced? How is culture facilitating new global configurations of interlocking counter-publics? Can a public sphere exist without civil society, without borders, without state institutions, and without citizens?

In The Structural Transformations of the Public Sphere (1989), Habermas maps how publics are informed by shifting practices and policies of the emerging culture and media industry (Garnham, 2007; Scannel, 2007), beginning in eighteenth century Europe. He famously draws on the Horkheimer’s and Adorno’s (1946) analysis of the “cultural industries”, to account for the decay of the bourgeois public sphere with the expansion of the mass media and public relations industries. In his later work (1992, 1993, 1996) he would modify this position, through an engagement with Benjamin’s (1968) considerations about media, technology and the politicization of aesthetics. 

The range of work that has since developed exploring how culture and publics intersect and constitute possibilities for political change is rich (Peters, 1993; Hohendahl and Lieberman, 1979; Fraser, 1995; Garnham, 1993; Dahlgren, 2003, 2005, 2006; McGuigan, 2005, 2014). At the centre of this work are questions of counterpublics (Fraser, 1990; Warner, 2002), deliberative publics (Dryzek, 2004), the public sphere and experience (Hansen, 1993; Negt, Kluge & Labanyi, 1988), the cultural public sphere (McGuigan, 2005), the performative nature of publics (Bhatkin, 1984; Gardiner, 2004), affective and intimate publics (Berlant, 2011; Papacharissi, 2015), recursive publics (Kelty, 2012), distinctions between publics and audiences (Livingston, 2005; Couldry, Livingstone and Markham, 2007), digital publics (Dahlberg, 2011) and the disintegration of publics with the ubiquity of digital information and communication technologies in capitalist societies (Fuchs, 2014; Barney, 2006). 

Discussions of publics, culture and politics, has also involved the work of Hannah Arendt who sparked a rich discussion around the meaning of public life in the modern era and the potential for new expressions of political freedom. Much of Arendt’s work (1958, 1961) centered on the nature of action and freedom and through this analysis, we encounter the cultural dimensions to political freedom – the freedom to act, to speak, and to create through interaction with others in public spaces. This work would influence Curtis’ discussion of aesthetics and politics (1999), Zerilli’s analysis of feminism and freedom (Zerilli, 2005) and Sliverstone’s (2007) examination of the mediaopolis, among others (Calhoun, 1997; Staiger, 2009). 

Today, cultural transformations and new forms of mediated life (Papacharissi, 2015; Fuchs, 2014) would seem to be calling into question the status and critical possibilities aligned with questions of publics and culture (Barney, 2006). Nonetheless, this literature still offers useful resources for exploring how culture and media help to define contemporary life. The cultural aspects of civic competences - meanings, practices, communication, identities and experiences of citizens increasingly play a role in the constitution of publics as people retreat from formal political institutions towards newer forms of political involvement in social movements, activist groups, citizen campaigns and global opinion-building efforts (Dahlgren, 2003; Downey and Fenton, 2003). While the liberal conception of the public sphere is not satisfactory in a global society (Fraser, 1995, 2014), incorporating a cultural analysis with the notion of the public sphere is helpful for analyzing discursive arenas and communicative circuits that increasingly reach beyond civil society, political institutions, and state borders (Fraser, 2014). Within the context of emerging publics and counterpubliccs, the production of culture plays a key role in supporting “new ways of imagining identity, interests, and solidarity” that make possible the “the conditions that enable collective choices about the nature of society” (Calhoun, 2002). As such, the cultural public sphere helps us to understand how everyday experiences of media and culture inform new political subjectivities as they relate to political, economic and social changes of modern Western societies. 
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