
CHAPTER 4

Si tes  for  Making Meaning I I I :
Commercia l izat ion and the  ‘Death of  the
Publ ic  Sphere ’

Thatcherism and Reaganism promoted a winding back of Keynesian
state interventionism and a return to laissez-faire market regulation.

The 1980s and 1990s saw this post-Keynesian logic grow to dominance
in the Anglo world. In the media sector, deregulation also became
fashionable, with a shift towards a ‘market-driven’ allocation of spectrum
and a winding back of state subsidies to PSB. An ascendant New Right
promoted commercialization of the cultural sphere, contending that
commercialization resulted in ‘choice’ and ‘consumer sovereignty’ over
media content. The argument was that media operating according to
commercial principles were compelled to deliver the products demanded
by audiences, or face bankruptcy. Those opposing this commercialism
argued that these shifts were undermining the public sphere and
threatened democracy itself. 

The ‘public sphere’ notion has been a feature of the Anglo media
policy debate since the mid-1980s. It was introduced into the debate by
a British left-wing intelligentsia demoralized by the rise of Thatcherism
and the resulting commercialization and privatization of cultural pro-
duction. The ‘public sphere’ notion, borrowed from Habermas, developed
into something of a knee-jerk catch phrase, effectively meaning a ‘social
democratic’ alternative to New Right-driven deregulation/ regulation 
of the media and telecommunications sector. Habermas’s notion became
Anglicized and reworked by cultural interventionists concerned with
Thatcherist moves (initially in Britain, but spreading to other Common-
wealth contexts) to deconstruct mechanisms for state intervention in the
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media sector. Four issues especially concerned the interventionist intelli-
gentsia: shifts towards ‘de-politicizing’ media regulatory decision-making
(as seen in the ‘auctioning’ of spectrum); the winding back of state subsidies
to PSB; the drive towards commercializing the culture industry; and the
emergence of global media corporations, which was seen to facilitate global
‘commercialized’ media flows which undercut ‘national cultures’. These
developments undercut the influence, power and employment prospects 
of the left-wing intelligentsia and the professional managers, as PSB 
was downsized and media regulation mechanisms wound back. Social
democrats argued (correctly) that Thatcherist commercialization of cultural
production undercut the ‘spaces’ available for ‘public’ debate and social
(democrat) control over media content. Commercialization and global-
ization were seen to produce the ‘death of the public sphere’. This was
equated with a de-democratization and re-feudalization of social decision-
making since decisions were removed from ‘public’ scrutiny (parliaments,
boards, bureaux and state corporations) and placed within the realm of
‘private spaces’ (private commercial businesses). 

The intellectual most responsible for introducing the ‘public sphere’
notion into the media debate was Nicholas Garnham. He argued that a
market allocation of cultural resources, combined with the destruction 
of public service media, threatened ‘public communication’, which he
suggested, lay at the heart of the democratic process (Garnham, 1986:
37–8). Garnham pointed to a string of negatives associated with this
process of commercialization, namely, a growing focus on privatized
domestic consumption built around the television set, the creation of
‘information rich’ and ‘information poor’ sectors and the replacement 
of ‘national’ cultural spheres with an international media market
(Garnham, 1986: 38). Garnham suggested that Thatcher’s winding back
of PSB narrowed the national public space for debate. This policy, 
he argued, served the emergent global capitalist elite, that is ‘it is in the
interests of the controllers of multinational capital to keep nation-
states and their citizens in a state of disunity and dysfunctional ignorance 
united only by market structures within which such capital can freely flow,
while at the same time they develop their own private communication
networks’ (Garnham, 1986: 52). So, for Garnham, killing national ‘public
sphere’, and fragmenting the ‘social’, was a precondition for creating the
‘international space’ needed by those building the new form of capitalism
associated with the global information economy (and globalization).

Within Garnham’s cosmology, there seemed to be an almost
deliberate (elite-directed ‘conspiratorial’?) dimension to the process of
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destroying democratic ‘public spheres’ and the state interventionist
bureaucracies built up under Keynesian social democracy. Garnham’s
(1986) solution was to defend, at all costs, public spaces such as PSB in
order to facilitate collective political decision-making (where a vision of
the ‘public good’ could be constructed). In the mid-1980s, Garnham
wanted to defend national public spaces. In effect, his project was defen-
sive and even conservative; it was a call to return to the earlier ‘national’
and ‘managerialist’ logics of Keynesian and Reithian interventionism.
However, a few years later, Garnham’s position had shifted to a call 
to construct a global public sphere as a means of building a ‘global
community’ and of creating the mechanics for this community to make
the global (capitalist) elite accountable to public scrutiny (Garnham,
1992: 371–2). Effectively, Garnham took the (social democratic) notion
of ‘state-managerialist’ intervention as a means of hemming in com-
mercialism at the national level, and transposed it to the global level. He
aimed to build mechanisms for a supranational democracy by creating a
global public sphere which could potentially be made up of a ‘federation’
of ‘local’ public spheres (Garnham, 1992: 371). 

What is  the publ ic  sphere?  

Habermas introduced the concept of ‘the public sphere as a sphere 
which mediates between society and state, in which the public organizes
itself as the bearer of public opinion, accords with the principle of the
public sphere – that principle of public information which once had to
be fought for against the arcane policies of monarchies and which since
that time has made possible the democratic control of state activities’
(Habermas, 1974: 50). The public sphere was a communicative fulcrum
for a small revolutionary minority, namely, the emergent European 
middle classes (‘free citizens’). These bourgeoisie/burgers used the new
Gutenberg-inspired media to further their interests and mobilize against
the then ruling feudal elites. The result was a print-mediated public sphere
(Habermas, 1992: 406), with bourgeois print media giving rise to reading
societies and discussion groups during the eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries. This produced ‘a relatively dense network of public communi-
cation’ (Habermas, 1992: 423) in Germany, France and Britain – that is
the bourgeois ‘public sphere’. This public sphere played a crucial,
facilitative role in sparking the bourgeois revolutions that eventually
dislodged feudal hegemony from Europe. The public sphere was thus a
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communicative fulcrum within which the bourgeoisie/burgers learned 
to constitute themselves into a counter-hegemonic force and generate
collective (public) power. Significantly, the public sphere was not mass
communication; it was active communication by and for a small
revolutionary minority:

Early bourgeois public spheres were composed of narrow
segments of the European population, mainly educated, prop-
ertied men, and they conducted a discourse not only exclusive
of others, but prejudicial to the interests of those excluded. 
Yet the transformation of the public sphere that Habermas
describes required its continual expansion to include ever more
participants (as well as the development of large-scale social
organizations as mediators of individual participation). He
suggests that ultimately this inclusivity brought degeneration
in the quality of discourse. (Calhoun, 1992: 3) 

So, once the bourgeoisie overthrew feudalism and created early
capitalist society, they reorganized governance in such a way that public
debate produced social decision-making instead of governance being the 
prerogative of a monarch. Hence the exercise of bourgeois capitalist 
power became public (regulated by a public debating forum), instead of
the property of a feudal elite (who had exercised power through private
decision-making). But in the process, the public sphere, as dialogical
communication, was lost. Over time, the public sphere enmeshed with
‘representivity’ and managerialism, becoming merely a means to
legitimate managerialist ruling elites. Habermas bemoaned the resulting
‘pseudo’ democracy which, he said, effectively constituted a ‘depoliticized
public realm’ (Habermas, 1976: 37). Hence, by the late twentieth century,
although there was the appearance of political participation in Western
democracies, the effects of offering voters ‘pseudo’ choices meant that
politicians faced increasingly cynical electorates. In Western, two-party
systems, the ‘choices’ began to look increasingly similar, with both parties
in societies like the USA, the UK and Australia effectively offering only
marginally different versions of the same elite-directed managerialism.
One consequence has been that Keynesian interventionists found
themselves unable to muster enough voter support to block the processes
of winding back the (managerialist) social-democratic state. 

Habermas contended that this bourgeois public sphere went into
decline after the consolidation of the bourgeois hegemony (Habermas,
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1989: Parts IV and V). This Habermasian perspective derives from the
Frankfurt School. To understand this position one needs to recognize the
importance of ‘the dialectical imagination’ in Frankfurt School thinking
(Jay, 1973). The ‘mechanism’ of dialectical conflict lay at the heart 
of Frankfurt School thinking. It regarded change as inherently socially
‘good’. Society progressed because for every idea (thesis) there was
necessarily an alternative perspective (antithesis). Hence, dialectical
conflict (the thesis–antithesis clash) was, for the Frankfurt School, both
‘natural’ and socially ‘useful’ since it prevented social stagnation and was
the driving mechanism of human ‘progress’, with ‘progress’ being equated
with the ‘syntheses’ emerging from conflict. Adorno, the Frankfurt
School’s founder, regarded the bourgeoisie/burgers as the key ‘antithesis’
of eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Europe, the feudal order being
‘the thesis’. These middle classes drove progressive change in Europe and
its colonies, for example the American and French Revolutions. However,
once the bourgeoisie were in control, they became a conservative force
(becoming the new ‘thesis’). In other words, when the bourgeoisie were
a (minority) progressive force struggling against the feudal order, their
public sphere was a dynamic and exciting communicative space in which
antithetical ideas were produced and circulated. However, once the
bourgeoisie achieved hegemonic control, their public sphere(s) became 
a communicative fulcrum for generating and circulating (‘conservative’)
ideas which helped to regulate their hegemony. Adorno and Horkheimer
(1979) and Marcuse (1964b) regarded this conservative public sphere 
as ‘affirmative culture’, that is culture necessarily affirming the existing
hegemonic order. This pessimistic vision underpinned the Frankfurt
School’s critique of the culture industry, an industry they believed
produced a ‘one-dimensional’ culture precisely because oppositional
(antithetical) ideas were absent. In essence, once the bourgeoisie became
rulers, an undialectical public sphere resulted. This was especially so after
bureaucratic managerialism emerged and much capitalist-bourgeois
power slipped into the hands of professional managers. But, even if under
‘managerialist capitalism’ social decision-making (within parliaments and
public boards) was subject to ‘public scrutiny’ (as opposed to the ‘private’
decision-making of feudalism), the Frankfurt School had a jaundiced view
of both social-democratic ‘managerialist capitalism’ and ‘Soviet mana-
gerialism’. Both managerialisms effectively represented post-bourgeois,
post-revolutionary ‘public spheres’. And although both systems claimed
to be accountable to the ‘people’, both constituted manipulative forms
of communication. From a Frankfurt School perspective, no ‘dialectically
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active’ public sphere existed under managerialism in either its capitalist
or Soviet forms.

This ‘dialectical’ dimension appears to have been missed by
Garnham and other cultural interventionists when they used Habermas’s
notion in their attempts to defend a 1920s–1970s’ model of ‘social
democratic’ media regulation and PSB against Thatcherist laissez-faireism.
The problem is that the public sphere, as discussed by Habermas, was
‘progressive’ only in a particular context – during the struggle against
feudalism. From a Frankfurt School perspective, it is problematic to
regard Reithian/Arnoldian PSB or the media regulatory machinery
developed by Keynesian capitalism as a ‘progressive’ public sphere in the
Habermasian sense. 

Commercial izat ion –  a  cr it ique

Certainly, the Frankfurt School and Habermas would, like Garnham 
and other cultural interventionists, be deeply concerned at the growing
commercialization of the media. In fact, there are compelling reasons to
look again at the Frankfurt School’s critique of the commercial culture
industry given the way in which commercialism is emerging as the key
organizing principle of the media and cultural production under post-
1990s global capitalism. Despite the fact that the Frankfurt School
produced its critique of the commercial culture industry many decades
ago, it retains surprising explanatory power.

The Frankfurt School was highly critical of the twentieth-century
culture industry. If the public sphere of the eighteenth century constituted
‘good’ communication (because of the bourgeoisie’s ‘revolutionary’
credentials at that stage), then the commercialized culture industry is 
the exact opposite (because those who drive this industry are no longer
a ‘progressive’ social force. Instead, they are part of a ruling group
concerned with maintaining its rule). For the Frankfurt School, ‘good’
(dialectical) communication involves debate and dialogue because this
constitutes the ‘machinery’ of an ongoing process of social change. There
needs to be a ‘communicative space’ for the expression of oppositional
ideas and ‘negation’, that is, a space for ‘the antithesis’ to emerge. Follow-
ing Adorno and Horkheimer’s lead, the Frankfurt School argued that 
the culture industry was inherently undialectical and one-dimensional,
producing ‘mass culture’ made by an elite group of professional com-
municators. This mass culture is presented ‘ready-made’ to audiences.
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The Frankfurt School regarded this as ‘bad’ communication precisely
because it encourages audiences to be passive, uncritical and dependent
on professional communicators. (This is the opposite of ‘popular culture’,
which is the organic culture people produce for themselves.) So mass
culture results from top-down, planned communication geared towards
producing ‘distracting’, non-dialogical communication. The Frankfurt
School, using Freudian notions, argued that mass culture was a form of
reverse psychoanalysis. If Freudian therapy involves encouraging a people
to ‘confront’ themselves and their circumstances, the culture industry does
exactly the opposite; it encourages people not to think about themselves
or their circumstances but rather to immerse themselves in the ‘pre-
arranged harmony’ of ‘distractions’, ‘escapism’ and manufactured leisure.
Adorno and Horkheimer lamented the way in which the culture industry
removed real choice, so that people were only offered the ‘freedom to
choose what is always the same . . . [and inducted into an advertising-
led world of] . . . shining white teeth and freedom from body odor. 
The triumph of advertising in the culture industry is that consumers 
feel compelled to buy and use its products even though they see through
them’ (Adorno & Horkheimer, 1979: 167). Under this system, news
becomes ‘infotainment’. Commodified culture makes people feel comfort-
able because it requires no effort and does not challenge them to think. 
It is a culture designed to relax, pacify and provide easy answers and
ready-made opinion. The audience is, in effect, ‘cretinized’. Instead 
of participating in an active dialogue, commodified culture immerses
people into one-dimensional, ‘affirmative culture’, where they are offered
a pre-arranged ‘false’ reconciliation of social contradictions, that 
is reconciliations serving the interests of the hegemonically dominant.
Pre-arranged harmonies precisely involve confirming the existing order 
(the ‘thesis’) and avoid antithetical ideas that might fundamentally
challenge this order. The Frankfurt School believed that a commercialized
culture industry effectively closed off the possibilities for dialogue
(dialectical conflict) because intellectuals (such as journalists), including
those with oppositional ideas, are forced to sell their skills to the culture
industry. 

For the Frankfurt School, the culture industry is a huge ‘patronage
system’ which turns intellectuals into ‘cultural workers’ within culture-
making bureaucracies. In the process intellectuals are ‘tamed’ – given that
they are paid to produce products ‘appropriate’ to the needs of their
employers. The ‘alternative’ is unemployment. If one opts out of such
employment because one harbours ‘oppositional ideas’, ‘antithetical’
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ideas are thereby rendered voiceless anyway. Alternatively, if one works
for the culture industry, one necessarily abides by the discursive rules and
‘managerialist’ practices of commercialized cultural production. Either
way, discursive closure is the result. Hence, the commercialization of
cultural production results in ‘distorted communication’ when measured
against Habermas’s dialectical notion of the public sphere. Enzensberger
(1974) disputed this logic, arguing that it was not possible to ‘tame’ 
all intellectuals: creative people would always find a way to promote
oppositional ideas.

In similar vein, Frankfurt School logic can be used to challenge the
notion of consumer sovereignty, a notion used to justify the enhanced
commercialization of late twentieth-century cultural production. Those
within the culture industry who mobilize the notion of consumer
sovereignty argue that professionals running commercial media simply
provide the public with what they want (as consumers). However, when
operating a commercial mass media system, it is necessary to deliver 
to advertisers the largest possible audience of those with disposable
income. This skews media content in two, interrelated ways. First, 
the middle classes are the ‘ideal’ audience for advertisers seeking a general
mass public with disposable income and a propensity to consume.
Consequently, mass media managers will seek to maximize the production
of content appealing to these middle classes, so as to attract these people
and thereby attract advertisers. Hence, commercial media systems tend
to ‘avoid’ content that alienates these audiences. Secondly, when con-
ceptualizing the ‘mass consumer market’, professional communicators
use the notion of ‘the public’. Effectively, ‘the public’ is a shorthand means
of conceptualizing ‘the average’ person being targeted. There is no such
average person. It is a pure intellectual construct. But it is a construct
with enormous consequences for media content because it produces the
myth of an ‘audience-type’ that journalists believe they are writing for.
In broad terms, it tends to result in media content catering to a ‘bland
average’ – content designed to avoid offending anyone. This eliminates
‘difference’ in favour of a ‘uniformity’ geared towards ‘middle of the road’
opinion. Ultimately, this reduces the range of ideas in circulation. Hence,
commercial media content has a propensity towards a middle-class
sameness which conveniently confirms the discursive needs of mana-
gerialist capitalism. From a Frankfurt School perspective, this is socially
problematic because commercialized mass media are seen to be closed,
uni-dimensional and unable to provide the sort of open dialogical space
which can help generate dialectically-driven social change. 
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However, the last decades of the twentieth century saw the rapid
growth of niche media – for example, proliferating cable television
channels – precipitated by both new media technologies and post-Fordist
production methods (which shifts the emphasis away from production
geared towards mass markets and towards niche marketing). In this
regard post-Fordist niche media appear to hold out at least some potential
for de-massifying media/cultural production and to provide some
potential for a culture industry that facilitates multi-voicing. At first sight
this might appear to create the conditions for the re-emergence of small
dialogical spaces (such as Habermas’s public sphere, or a Platonic
dialogue). However, this is not what is emerging, for at least three reasons.
First, there is the propensity for audiences to only pay attention to ‘their’
niche. Hence, post-Fordist commercial media do not provide the sort 
of ‘shared’ dialogical communicative space the Frankfurt School requires
for its dialectically-driven ‘public sphere’ model of social change.
Secondly, it is a communicative form that is part of what has been called
a ‘re-feudalization’ process – as public spaces, whose regulation was
previously subject to public scrutiny (through parliaments, public boards,
etc.), are shifted into private ownership. The growing privatizing of public
space has spread to a number of sectors, ranging from airwaves spectrum
and education sites to shopping malls. These privatized spaces are
designed for commercial profit, not the facilitation of public debate, and
the new owners have no vested interest in ever allowing their private
spaces to be used for social dialogue. Thirdly, because the new niche
media are mostly part of a network of privately-owned enterprises, most
niches are still run according to the logic of top-down, manipulative
communication, produced by professional communicators who target
that niche to generate profit for their employers. Increasingly, these
employers are global media corporations. The logic of a commercialized
culture industry remains in place but is now deployed in a more sophis-
ticated way. Instead of producing a single ‘mass’ message, multiple ‘niche’
messages are now produced. Murdoch’s News Corporation has emerged
as something of a model for this new form of neo-feudalistic cultural
production. Various (privatized) niches are part of a single networked
entity, manipulated and commercialized communication predominates
and the whole network ‘revolves’ around a nodal ‘coordinative’ fulcrum
of the ‘Head Office’, which has a similar networking role as that
previously played by feudal lords in the pre-bourgeois era. Murdoch is
happy for each of his empire’s niche components to run autonomously.
He uses communication professionals, who understand each sector, 
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to ‘work’ that niche for him. His power derives not from top-down
control of each niche of his empire, but rather from the accumulative
influence of reaching into so many different spheres. Allowing for
‘difference’ becomes a source of strength, just as it was for feudal lords
in the middle ages. It is an organizational-style that is neo-feudal rather
than managerialist. It also remains ‘distorted’ communication from 
a Habermasian perspective because it involves ‘the manipulative
deployment of media power to procure mass loyalty, consumer demand
and “compliance” with systemic imperatives . . . [as opposed to dialogue
concerned with] . . . the communicative generation of legitimate power’
(Habermas, 1992: 452). 

Alternatives to commercial izat ion

For those concerned about the commercialization, globalization and neo-
feudalizing of the culture industry, it is doubtful that viable alternatives
can be found by looking backwards to dated managerialist approaches
to communication. Twentieth-century managerialism does not have a
good record when it comes to producing communicative spheres which
allow for an unrestricted dialogical sharing of ideas. Managerialism
produces manipulative communication. Communication produced by
managerialist elites is inherently one-dimensional because it is skewed in
favour of whichever section of the managerialist elite is driving that
communicative system.

Twentieth-century managerialists have created five major forms 
of manipulative, one-dimensional communication: commercialized mass
communication (produced by business elites); Soviet state propaganda
(produced by the communist apparatchiks); fascist propaganda (produced
by far right corporatist alliances); ‘development’ communication’ (pro-
duced by third world Westernized elites); and ‘social democratic’
communication (run by intellectual elites motivated by Reithian,
Arnoldian and Keynesian interventionist logics). The latter has spawned
a variety of ‘political correctnesses’ within PSB and educational
institutions. So the idea that PSB represents a Habermasian public sphere
(Garnham, 1986: 49) seems rather dubious. Social democratic interven-
tionism produced just another form of managerialist one-dimensionalism.
Habermas himself says: ‘the basis and sources of an informal formation
of opinion in autonomous public spheres now can no longer be answered
with reference to the status guarantees of the social-welfare state and 
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with the holistic demand for the political self-organization of society’
(Habermas, 1992: 452). 

At heart, the ‘public sphere’ issue seems to be about creating
alternatives to one-dimensional, narrowed, manipulated or closed
communication. The New World Order that emerged in the 1990s
appears to be bringing in its wake a shift to a globally commercialized
communication network, which represents a particular form of one-
dimensionality. Whether communicative alternatives to this new closure
can or will be built remains to be seen. An alternative model would
presumably entail some form of institutionalized dialogue which
facilitates a free exchange of ideas (and conflict between contending
positions) and a process whereby collective decisions can be made on 
the basis of alternatives thrown up by the debates and conflicts. The
dialogical/dialectical process would also need to be seen as ongoing, that
is all decisions need to be seen as temporal, contextually-bound, ‘tenta-
tive’ and open to ongoing challenge and re-evaluation. No participant or
interest group can be allowed to freeze any past decision into a
‘permanent fixture’ or ‘truth’ because this would imply the curtailment
of dialogical engagement. Such dialogical spheres appear to have existed.
One is the bourgeois ‘public sphere’ as described by Habermas. Another
is the ecclesia or assembly of citizens of Athens in ancient Greece.
Athenian citizens were expected to participate directly in governing their
city-state by attending public gatherings (where issues were discussed and
voted on) and to take on any office that was allocated by drawing lots.
Plato’s ideas on governance, as set out in The Republic, were developed
from this Athenian model of a ‘dialogical’ ecclesia. 

But significantly, both the bourgeois public sphere and Greek
ecclesia were not mass communication forms. And both were based 
on exclusionary logics. Hence, the public sphere was the creation of a
revolutionary middle-class minority (of urbanized, educated, propertied
men). All other social interests were excluded, including plebeians,
peasants, women and, of course, the feudal aristocracy and clergy.
Similarly, only Athenian citizens could participate in the ecclesia. This
excluded the bulk of Athenian residents because most were slaves and
therefore not citizens. A quorum in an ecclesia was a mere 6,000 citizens.
Further, both the public sphere and ecclesia had limited life-spans 
as functioning ‘social dialogues’. Ultimately they became ‘deformed’ 
by, among other things, the development of professional, manipulative
communicators (‘rhetoricians’ in ancient Greece), politicians skilled 
in swaying mass opinion (‘demagogues’ in ancient Greece), politicians
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skilled at setting the agenda so as to limit what was discussed (the 
‘boule’ or steering committee set the ecclesia’s agenda), and the power 
of patronage (in terms of which wealthy people could manipulate key
players). 

It is possible that social dialogues (public spheres) that facilitate 
an unmanipulated sharing of ideas and the formation of citizen-driven
decision-making may be a pipe-dream. Contemporary notions of
citizenship involve non-discriminatory access to membership, democratic
participation in social decision-making for all members and reciprocal
rights and duties that are equal for all members. But this raises a number
of problems. First, today’s societies are demographically huge, (involving
millions of citizens), making it difficult to see how one could organize
real, unrestricted dialogical participation (as opposed to pseudo-
participation). Today’s societies have also become extremely complex,
involving a plethora of interest groups, ethnicities, creeds, etc.
Homogeneous populations are increasingly hard to find. This raises a
number of issues. For example, if decision-making is by way of majority-
voting, how is ‘difference’ accommodated? How are minorities (at 
best) given a real ‘voice’? And how (at worst) are they protected from the
tyranny of majoritarianism? How does one create the spaces for
‘difference’? How are individual liberties protected against infringements
generated by collective decision-making and/or surveillance which has
been legitimated by collective decision-making? Is it realistic to expect
that manipulation of communication flows and decision-making fora 
by elites (especially wealthy elites) can be prevented or even tamed?

If these sorts of issues were difficult to solve when nation states were
the norm, they are even more difficult to solve now, as globalization gains
momentum, because ‘publics’ are swelling to enormous sizes and the new
(networked) elites are learning to build global power bases that ‘defy’
regulation in a world that is ‘feudalizing’ globally. Perhaps ‘managerialist
regulation’ is simply no longer possible given the new complexities? And
could it be that our societies have simply grown too big for us to even
entertain the pretence that citizens can any longer participate in social
dialogues in which they can exercise real influence? Perhaps the notion
that public spheres can be built within global information capitalism is
a myth? Maybe population size and complexity now preclude anything
except pseudo-participation, and that we are now left with only elite
decision-making and elite manipulation of communication flows?

But to accept this would be to slip into a Frankfurt School pessimism
of the sort that Habermas, for one, tried to escape by proposing to build
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an ‘ideal communication’ situation. Perhaps one should instead be
reminded of Hans Enzensberger’s (1974: 5) insight that as information
and communication become more central to the economy, the possibilities
for dialectical social change actually increase because the information
economy depends upon creative productivity. Any attempt to block this
creativity will undermine the information economy itself. In essence,
communicative openness becomes necessary for economic growth, which
means the potential spaces for possible antithetical thinking may actually
increase. From an Enzensbergian perspective, a networked neo-feudal
system may actually be a progressive development because it potentially
adds new spaces where change-agents can operate. If it seems increasingly
difficult to regulate (nationally) so as to hem in the commercial net-
working elite, perhaps it is equally difficult to hem in those who would
seek to challenge global information capitalism and the New World
Order? 

Global information capitalists will be compelled (by their need to
produce profits and coordinate their global interests) to continually
expand the world’s digital communication networks. The sheer size of
the network makes it too large to control or to monitor or limit its uses
fully. So just as the old bourgeois revolutionary ‘public sphere’ grew out
of the Gutenberg print revolution, so too may new ‘human interactivities’
grow as a by-product of using the (as yet unimagined) possibilities
inherent in the evolving digital networks. For those who wish to challenge
the power of the emerging networker elite, there is no need to look
backwards to past communicative interventions such as the bourgeois
public sphere, the social democratic managerialist regulation or the
‘Reithian’, ‘nation-building’ logics of PSB. Instead, Enzensberger would
propose looking forward and seeking out the new ‘communicative spaces’
and potential contradictions as they emerge. 
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