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and Growth of Public Discourse Through Habermas

Public life and public discourse have become bitterly divided over countless issues in 

recent years. But how did society reach this point? Has society always been this likely to devolve 

into infighting? When was public information valued by society, or was it ever? Jürgen 

Habermas investigates the formation of the public sphere, public discourse, dissemination of 

information and how these ideals shape society and democracy in his 1962 book “The Structural 

Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society.” 

Habermas, a renowned German political philosopher, is considered a member of the 

second generation of the Frankfurt School of Critical Theory. He is a Professor Emeritus of 

Philosophy at the University of Frankfurt and Professor of Philosophy at Northwestern 

University. He was awarded the 2004 Kyoto Prize for Arts and Philosophy by the Inamori 

Foundation, an international award to honor those who have contributed significantly to the 

scientific, cultural, and spiritual betterment of mankind.

Habermas has devoted his life to promoting European ideals about democracy, something 

he continues to do the German news magazine Der Spiegel noted in 2011. “The Structural 

Transformation of the Public Sphere” is one of Habermas’ most important contributions to 

building a world based on these ideals in the postwar period. The text was originally published in 

German in 1962. It was not translated to English until 1989 when the Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology Press published the translated edition by Thomas Burger and Frederick Lawrence. 
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Habermas’ text is well researched examining bourgeois societies in France, Germany and 

England. His work begins by asking the initial question what does “public” truly mean in the 

context of the individual, the community, the government, the press and physical locations. “The 

public sphere itself appears to be as a specific domain—the public domain verses the private,” 

Habermas writes before further examining the development of the bourgeois out of a growing 

European merchant class and a desire for information and power in society. He focuses on the 

idea society was formed first from relationships followed by the formation public and private 

domains. Then media, first by word of mouth and then by newsletters that became newspapers, 

radio, television and digital communications, developed as a way to increase understanding of 

the world around the society. It quickly though became a source of powerful influence. He sees 

the danger in a powerful media produced by a select few. Habermas acknowledges how the 

media can be used to direct the society, especially in a capitalistic framework: “The world 

fashioned by the mass media is a public sphere in appearance only…the mass media today strip 

away the literary husks from that kind of bourgeois self-interpretation and utilize them as 

marketable forms for public services provided in a culture of consumers.” 

As a German, it is expected that Habermas relies heavily on other German philosophers 

and academics, including Immanuel Kant, Karl Marx, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Hannah 

Arendt, to bolster his analysis of what makes public life and what it means to have a public 

discourse. The English translation reflects Habermas’ German writing style. He repeatedly lays 

the foundation of his argument from historical documents then applies philosophy and 

retrospection to the events. 

“The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere” is a commonly referenced and 

reviewed text in political science and communications fields. Dana Polan’s review, published in 
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Drake University Press’ “Social Text,” praises Habermas’ grounding in the everyday: “Indeed, 

what is very striking about The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere is the sheer 

physicality of its analyses of the realm of everyday life: this is a book that is very close to the 

lived ordinariness of culture-culture as the pages of books and newspapers, as the shape of 

shows, as the space of common interaction,” she writes. The book is accessible because of its 

relation to common experiences. It is an entry point to thinking critically about media’s role in 

shaping society. 

Polan’s criticism of Habermas centers on his lack of specificity or analysis about what 

makes a piece of culture different from a piece of media. Habermas argues that society is 

something formed naturally and that media is a force that shapes the direction of the society. 

Polan’s review argues that Habermas’ ideals are just that—ideal. They are ill-suited to the 

modern mediated world. Culture and the creation of cultural artifacts have changed, Polan writes, 

and must allow for media to be considered more than an outside force shaping the society. Polan 

argues that media, when considered part of culture, can provoke thought and change rather than 

exert brute force over the people. It is a way to inspire thought, consideration and action. 

In this time of increasingly divisive discourse and greying lines between the private and 

public sphere in the digital age, Habermas is a must read. It behooves journalists and members of 

government to read and consider how the public sphere as we know it was formed. 

Understanding this history and how society formed to separate into different spheres—upper 

class and lower class, public and private—is critical if we are to break through and find common 

ground and mutual understanding. Journalists especially would benefit from reading this text to 

better understand the role they play in disseminating information that can either build up or tear 

down a society.  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