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PUBLIC SPHERE 
ALIENATION:

A MODEL FOR ANALYSIS 
AND CRITIQUE

Abstract

This paper reintroduces the theory of political alien-

ation as a model for analysing and critiquing public sphere 

structures, arguing that commodifi ed and professionalised 

media and organisational structures distance the general 

public from the production of public opinion and limit the 

public’s capacity to use communication for democratic 

empowerment. These communication norms and prac-

tices act as a counter-force to more deliberative forms of 

communication and (re)create fi ve conditions of alienation 

– commodifi cation, social isolation, meaninglessness, 

normlessness, and powerlessness – that infl uence what 

individuals know, how they interact, and who ultimately 

has power in the political process. Integrating literature on 

public opinion, deliberative democracy, mediated com-

munication, and collective action, this paper off ers an anti-

normative lens for critiquing currently existing practices 

and understanding how contemporary communication 

structures operate systemically.
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Introduction
Ideally, political communication is governed by the rules of communicative ac-

tion (see Habermas 1984, 284-289) or deliberation (see Gastil 2008, also Burkhalter, 
Gastil, and Kelshaw 2002, 405). Public spheres, however, are o� en dominated by 
non-deliberative forms of communication. And though deliberation is o� en used 
as a framework for understanding and critiquing political communication, contem-
porary scholarship lacks a counter-framework for understanding what happens 
when communication in the public sphere routinely falls short of this ideal. So 
although much research explores how singular communication channels function 
or how the normative model of deliberation may be realised in practice, scholars 
have not provided a macro-level perspective that adequately describes structures 
that fail to live up to deliberative ideals and the eff ects these structures may have 
on individuals who interact within them. 

In this paper, I reintroduce the concept of political alienation and apply it to the 
context of Western, democratic public spheres, exploring how commodifi ed and 
professionalised communication structures can distance the public from the pro-
duction of public opinion and subsequently distort the public’s role in democratic 
governance. As a theory concerning the eff ects of structure on individual agency, 
alienation provides an apt lens for critiquing public sphere practices because it 
highlights the ways that non-deliberative structures hinder individuals’ ability to 
use communication to govern themselves. Moreover, this model allows us to think 
about the potential eff ects that non-deliberative structures may have on individuals. 
Because structures limit the agency of actors who interact through them (Giddens 
1984), communication channels that alienate individuals from the production of 
public opinion likely have cognitive ramifi cations, aff ecting the way that individu-
als think about their roles in governance. 

The model of public sphere alienation presented here looks at both the struc-
tural conditions and cognitive eff ects of non-deliberative communication routines, 
providing an anti-normative theory for analysing and critiquing currently exist-
ing practices and their cognitive consequences. In this paper, I fi rst review what a 
deliberative public sphere would look like in practice, then contrast that ideal with 
contemporary communication routines, using the model of public sphere alienation 
to look at both how non-deliberative communication structures operate and how 
they aff ect those who communicate through them. 

Public Sphere Structures and Deliberation
A public sphere is “a theatre in modern societies in which political participation 

is enacted through the medium of talk. It is the space in which citizens deliberate 
about their common aff airs, hence, an institutionalised arena of discursive interac-
tion” (Fraser 1992, 57). In other words, public spheres are communicative spaces 
through which private individuals discuss public aff airs, formulate public opinion, 
and communicate these opinions to the state (Habermas 1989). And in large-scale 
democracies, this communication is facilitated, in part, through media outlets and 
organisations that allow mass, dispersed publics to communicate with one another. 
Interactions within these public sphere structures, then, aff ect the public’s ability 
to use communication as a means for democratic control. Although communica-
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tion structures do not act deterministically, as routinised ways of interacting they 
constrain the agency of actors who interact within them (Giddens 1984). So even 
though individuals may retain some agency when acting within communication 
structures, the norms and practices that make up these structures limit and pre-
scribe the public’s ability to interact with one another in the formation of public 
opinion. In short, diff erences in organisational and media structures can infl uence 
whose voices are represented and what opinions are expressed (Ginsberg 1986; 
Herbst 1993). 

For media and organisational structures to empower citizens, they must allow 
individuals to eff ectively express their political opinions to decision-making of-
fi cials. Ideally, public sphere structures enable this type of expression by acting as 
a forum for deliberation, or non-coercive and egalitarian political conversations 
in which individuals share information, discuss underlying values, and weigh the 
pros and cons of a broad range of solutions (Gastil 2008). Deliberation is essential 
to utilising public spheres for democratic control because it a� empts to mitigate 
the alienating forces of hierarchical communication structures by (1) fostering “en-
lightened understanding” (see Dahl 1989, Fishkin 1991; also Chambers 2003) and (2) 
creating conditions of communicative equality (Benhabib 1996; Dahlberg 2005). 

These two goals are intimately intertwined. For public sphere structures to “en-
lighten” us, they must enhance individuals’ ability to make the choices they would 
have made if they had full information (Fishkin 1991). When people hold low levels 
of information or believe inaccurate information, their opinion preferences may 
diff er from the opinions they would hold with be� er information (Fishkin 1991; 
2009; Kuklinski et al. 2000). Knowledgeable citizens have more stable a� itudes, can 
link their interests and a� itudes, and tend to choose candidates who hold views 
consistent with their a� itudes (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996). In sum, enlightened 
understanding equates to the knowledge individuals must hold in order to eff ec-
tively govern themselves. Facilitating enlightened understanding, then, requires 
public sphere structures to provide avenues through which individuals can acquire 
accurate and relevant information necessary to form opinions that are refl ective of 
underlying preferences.

Media structures facilitate enlightened understanding by providing individuals 
with the information necessary to make political choices. Individuals likely rely 
on shortcuts provided by the media in forming their public opinions (Zaller 1992; 
Popkin 1994) and draw on media content in their interpersonal political discus-
sions (Gamson 1992). Organisational structures can also lead to more enlightened 
public opinions by fostering communication among citizens. While those who 
take a mediated view of deliberation (Page 1996) may see citizen-to-citizen com-
munication as largely trivial in comparison to the formation of public opinion that 
is directed by political elites, citizen-to-citizen deliberation that is rooted in access 
to information and a� empts to adhere to the rules of communicative action (see 
Habermas 1984) does lead to more informed, cohesive, and stable political views 
(Fishkin 1995; Gastil and Dillard 2001; Eveland 2004). Rather than replacing citizen-
to-citizen deliberation, mediated deliberation serves as a tool for citizen-to-citizen 
deliberation by providing information and opinion guidance (Mutz and Martin 
2001; McLeod et al. 2001) and, ideally, enhances the development of enlightened 
understanding.
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For public sphere structures to be deliberative they must not only enhance 

enlightened understanding; they must also provide equal opportunity to speak 
under fair and egalitarian conditions (Benhabib 1996; Dahlberg 2005; Gastil 2008). A 
large-scale deliberative public sphere again relies on the media and organisational 
structures to meet these needs. Organisations and mediated networks provide 
representation to dispersed members of the public by allowing private individuals 
to publicly connect with one another in the interest of achieving a common goal 
(Bimber, Flanagin and Stohl 2005), and sustained organisational involvement is 
crucial to maintaining infl uence over policy decisions (Hacker and Pierson 2010). 
For this type of representation to serve a democratic function, however, margin-
alised individuals must be able to use organisational and mediated networks to 
eff ectively express their opinions to people in positions of decision-making power. 
Routinised communication structures can either enable this type of associational 
representation or hinder it. Recent work in collective action theory illustrates this 
link, showing how emerging technologies that restructure how individuals organise 
and communicate can change the ways that individuals and collectives express 
opinions and use the media to infl uence decision-making (see Benne�  2003; 2005; 
Bimber 2003; Bimber, Flanagin, and Stohl 2005). 

So, a deliberative public sphere empowers democratic citizens by increasing their 
enlightened understanding and creating opportunities for individuals and groups 
to eff ectively express their public opinions. Because this model is a normative ideal 
(as opposed to an existing practice), it serves as a guidepost by which to critique the 
current structures of the public sphere (Gastil 2008, xii), but it does not provide an 
adequate means for describing public sphere structures that fail to live up to this 
ideal. In many contemporary public spheres, top-down, commodifi ed, isolating, 
and mystifying media and organisational structures crowd out more empowering 
avenues and limit their democratic potentials. In the next section, I focus specifi cally 
on structures of the public sphere that result in conditions of alienation, providing 
a model for critique that sits on the opposite end of the spectrum of the deliberative 
model widely used in the political communication literature. 

Public Sphere Alienation
Mészáros (1970) articulates alienation as the commodifi cation of human labour 

and the consequent isolation of the individual. Alienation is:
The universal extension of “saleability” (i.e. the transformation of everything 
into commodity); by this conversion of human beings into “things” so that 
they could appear as commodities on the market … and by the fragmenta-
tion of the social body into “isolated individuals”… who pursued their own 
limited, particularistic aims “in servitude to egoistic need,” making a virtue 
out of their selfi shness in their cult of privacy (Mészáros 1970, 7).

Mészáros refers to a defi nition of alienation based on labour relations in indus-
trialised societies that convert human beings into commodities, thereby isolating 
them from one another and stripping them of their collective power. Scholars of 
government have applied this concept to processes outside of labour relations, 
particularly for the purposes of this paper, to processes that distance citizens from 
their governing power (Rosenberg 1951; Seeman 1959; 1975; Fini� er 1970).
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Using the lens of alienation allows us to more clearly delineate which individuals 
perform which functions and discuss who ultimately has power in the production 
process. In the context of public spheres, communication norms and practices that 
distance individuals from the production of public opinion estrange citizens from 
their governing power and result in fi ve conditions of political alienation – com-
modifi cation, social isolation, meaninglessness, normlessness, and powerlessness 
(Seeman 1959) – that infl uence what individuals know, how they interact, and 
whose opinions are ultimately expressed. To explain this model and illustrate its 
applicability, I discuss each condition below, providing a description of each condi-
tion and using it to critique currently existing practices.

Though these conditions appear as distinct headings, this is only for ease of 
discussion. The fi ve conditions are closely related, and communication norms that 
produce one condition o� en produce others. In addition, though I have separated 
out the eff ects of organisational and media structures, in many cases they work 
together to produce public sphere alienation, reinforcing one another by position-
ing the general public in similarly passive positions. Finally, although this paper 
focuses primarily on media and organisational routines, I also a� empt to integrate 
research concerning the cognitive aspects of these conditions and suggest ways 
these may be a result of structural conditions. 

Commodifi cation

The primary impetus for public sphere alienation is commodifi cation, which 
occurs when public opinion is produced for profi t. For individuals acting within 
commodifi ed structures, work is transformed into a saleable object and workers 
are separated from the products of their labour (Mészáros 1970, 7). Rather than 
performing work for the sake of the completion of a project, tasks are undertaken 
for some outside reason, namely fi nancial rewards (Seeman 1959), and the product 
of that work becomes a commodity that can be bought and sold for profi t. When 
commercialised and capitalistic interests dominate structures within the public 
sphere, public opinion becomes a saleable product constructed for the demands of 
the market, transforming public opinion from a tool for democratic empowerment 
into a means for profi t. 

In the context of organisations, commodifi cation occurs when organisations shi�  
their focus from representing the interests of wide-spread membership to maxi-
mising professional and economic effi  ciency. Lobbying and litigation o� en prove 
more effi  cient than mass, active participation at inciting eff ective policy change, 
costing organisations less time and money and producing more consistent and 
eff ective results than widespread public participation (Epp 1998; Skocpol 1999). 
Recognising this, individuals join advocacy organisations in order for lobbyists to 
represent their interests to political fi gures. “There is usually no other reason to 
join these groups – lobbying is what they do, and those who join understand that” 
(Berry 1999, 369). 

Because of this, many organisations focus on a small staff  of professionals funded 
by checkbook membership. Under these organisational structures, professionals are 
paid to create eff ective expressions of public opinion. This allows wealthy individu-
als the opportunity to outsource their democratic responsibilities to experts, rather 
than participate in the formation and expression of public opinion (Skocpol 1999), 
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and commodifi es opinion by transferring the duty of producing opinion from the 
voluntary activist to the subsidised professional (Ginsberg 1986). Moreover, because 
this shi�  towards professionally produced public opinion requires fi nancial dona-
tions rather than the participation of the general public, it may further marginalise 
disadvantaged groups (Hacker and Pierson 2010). Those in lower socio-economic 
groups are already less likely to be able to participate in the political process (Brady, 
Verba, and Schlozman 1995; Skopcol 1999). The dominance of commodifi ed public 
opinion organisations likely increases their exclusion. 

Similar to organisational commodifi cation, mediated commodifi cation occurs 
when monetary effi  ciency becomes the primary goal for news organisations. 
Because market forces tend to drive out public aff airs content (Bagdikian 2004; 
McChesney 2004), capitalistic media structures o� en lead to this condition. The 
opinions of those already in power generally receive signifi cantly more media 
a� ention than those of the general public (Benne�  1990; Entman 2004), in part 
because of the effi  ciency of this form of reporting (Entman 1989). Governmental 
press offi  ces o� en subsidise capitalistic news organisations by generating pre-
constructed news, making reporting on government aff airs a more effi  cient and 
economical enterprise because they essentially do the journalists work for free 
(Cook 1998). Similar trends emerge in the public relations industry. Because news 
is expensive to produce, journalists rely on public relations experts to provide pre-
constructed stories that subsidise the costs of news gathering (McChesney 2004). 
This pushes citizens out of public sphere conversations because including them 
would be monetarily ineffi  cient.

Modern punditry serves as a particularly concise example of mediated com-
modifi cation, though the phenomenon is underexplored. Although pundits’ ide-
ally act as authoritative experts who can contribute specialised knowledge to the 
public debate (Nimmo and Combs 1992) and aid in enlightened understanding, 
punditry, like the news media more generally, has become a for-profi t industry. 
This encourages pundits to produce profi table content rather than enlightened 
opinions and continues the trend of producing effi  cient, rather than enlightening, 
news content. 

Because structural conditions of commodifi cation replace the work of the citi-
zen with the work of professionals, commodifying public sphere structures likely 
reduce citizens’ confi dence in their own political competency. In short, with the 
job of citizens being performed more effi  ciently and eff ectively by professionals, 
individuals may not feel they are capable of performing the task of citizenship, thus, 
commodifying structures likely reduce individuals’ internal effi  cacy (see Niemi et 
al. 1991), preventing citizens from understanding themselves as either capable of 
self-governance or a vital part of the governing process. 

Isolation

The second condition, isolation refers to an individuals’ connection to her 
community. In the context of public spheres, conditions of isolation can prevent 
individuals from collectively engaging in the production of public opinion and 
isolate those individuals who do engage in this process. Professionally focused 
organisations reduce the opportunities for individuals to engage in political dis-
cussions and, thus, opportunities for individuals to collectively construct public 
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opinion. Even within groups, however, isolation may occur when organisational 
norms prevent heterogeneous discussion, therefore producing opinions constructed 
in isolation. 

Coupled with commodifi ed organisational structures that displace the general 
public, declines in active organisational membership lead to conditions of isolation. 
Robert Putnam (2000) has documented a decline in community-based organisations, 
illustrating a tendency toward greater isolation. Although scholars, citing changing 
organisational trends, have expressed scepticism at results showing decreases in 
community ties (Ladd 1999; Norris 2002), the dominance of highly professionalised 
and commodifi ed organisations pushes individuals out of associational life and 
diminishes opportunities for diverse members of local communities to discuss 
public aff airs. Moreover, contemporary interest groups that do include members of 
the public tend to focus on specifi c policies or events rather than entire communi-
ties (Berry 1999; Skocpol 1999; Wuthnow 2002; Bimber 2003) limiting the extent to 
which organisations can create sustainable communities. This diminishes the once 
strong bonds and enduring commitments that characterised earlier organisations 
(Wuthnow 2002) and depletes the opportunities for diverse individuals to discuss 
public aff airs and formulate collective expressions of public opinion. 

Networking technologies provide opportunities to circumvent these traditional 
structures, creating avenues for diverse groups of people to communicate with one 
another and circumvent the isolating eff ects of time, space, and scale (Bimber 2003; 
Coleman and Blumler 2009), but these new structures may foster new forms of isola-
tion. Because networking and data mining technologies allow political organisers 
to quickly activate latent groups (Bimber et al. 2005; Howard 2006), organisations 
do not need to maintain regular group members, diminishing the need and op-
portunity for individuals to gather and create community bonds.

Conditions of isolation can also arise when individuals are gathered for dis-
cussion. Some groups, fearing confl ict, avoid talking politics (Eliasoph 1996), es-
sentially isolating themselves from discussions of political aff airs and thus active 
expressions of public opinion. In addition, some individuals will remain silent 
when they perceive that their opinions diff er from those of other group members 
(Noelle-Neumann 1974). This suggests that gathering individuals together is not 
enough to combat the eff ects of isolation. Even when citizens are not socially iso-
lated, homogeneous discursive norms may prevent citizens from speaking up and 
alienate them from presumably collective expressions of public opinion.

Tendencies toward homogeneous talk are exacerbated in enclave-based medi-
ated communication. Enclave discussion “occurs within more or less insulated 
groups, in which like-minded people speak mostly to one another” (Sunstein 
2007, 77). As Sunstein argues, the proliferation of targeted media outlets provides 
individuals with a growing power to fi lter what they are exposed to, allowing 
individuals to self-select the information they hear and isolating them for outside 
information and opinion. 

These structural forms of isolation likely have consequences for the way indi-
viduals think about one another. Declining participation in organisations limits the 
public’s opportunity to build social trust with one another (Putnam 2000), limiting 
their willingness to engage in communication with outside groups and form a sense 
of collective identity. In addition, like-minded discussion proliferated through both 
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media and organisational structures catering exclusively to enclaves can increase 
extremism and group homogeneity, encouraging polarisation and harming the 
ability for heterogeneous groups to identify common interests (Sunstein 2007). In 
short, these structures likely result in cognitive isolation, limiting the public’s ability 
to connect with one another and see each other as co-members of a community.

Meaninglessness

The third condition of public sphere alienation, meaningless, occurs when 
communication structures mystify the distinctions between or the consequences of 
choices. Public sphere structures can contribute to meaninglessness indirectly by 
fostering isolation or directly by distorting information. These structures dampen 
the public’s ability to form enlightened understanding and, in doing so, hamper 
the opportunities for fair and egalitarian communicative engagement. 

Because individuals become isolated from competing expressions of opinion 
when engaging exclusively in enclave deliberation (Sunstein 2007), commodifi ed 
news structures that target enclaves foster meaninglessness. Aside from diminish-
ing individuals’ opportunities to learn from one another (as discussed through 
isolation), segmentation and targeting emphasise difference over similarity, 
highlighting the risk that out-groups present to in-groups and preventing the pos-
sibility for compromise (Gandy 2001). This decreases individuals’ ability to form 
enlightened understanding by discouraging them from considering and learning 
about competing viewpoints. 

Further, because these practices foster meaninglessness, targeted news content 
allows commentators and journalists to proliferate information that, if not wholly 
inaccurate, severally frustrates individuals’ abilities to understand the real tradeoff s 
between choices (Kuklinski, et al. 1999; Sunstein 2007). This problem is exacerbated 
when individuals are not only uninformed, they are misinformed, holding factually 
inaccurate information (Kuklinski et al. 2000). Those who pay a� ention to more 
extremist, and enclave-based media outlets hold higher levels of misinformation 
(Hofste� er et al. 1999), suggesting that enclave-based communication practices can 
not only proliferate misinformation, they can prevent individuals from achieving 
enlightened understanding.

Normlessness

Structural and cognitive normlessness is o� en referred to as anomie (Dean 1961; 
Fini� er 1970; Seeman 1959; 1975) and coincides with conditions of anarchy (Seeman 
1975). In either real or perceived conditions of normlessness, individuals may feel 
that working within the system is futile and a� empt to move outside of the system, 
either by circumventing it or by engaging in illegal activity, in order to accomplish 
desired goals. When the public sphere creates conditions of commodifi cation, social 
isolation, and meaninglessness, citizens may begin to feel that communication no 
longer serves as a vehicle for democratic control. In short, they begin to distrust 
the role of public sphere structures in the democratic process. 

Dating back to Habermas’s (1989) conception of the public sphere, scholars have 
lamented the potential for its structures to hinder, rather than foster, enlightened 
understanding, collective action, and democratic empowerment. In other words, 
they have warned of the potential for public sphere normlessness. Under this 
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condition, although the trappings of democratic communication still survive, they 
are largely anarchistic enterprises in which professionals vie for personal gain. In 
contemporary public spheres, strategic communication, “the scientifi c engineering 
and targeting of messages that subordinate the ideals of deliberation and transpar-
ency to the achievement of narrow political goals” (Benne�  and Manheim 2001, 282) 
threatens to seriously undermine the ability of media and organisational structures 
to serve as forums for eff ective democratic empowerment. 

Polls serve as an example of this dynamic. Rather than using polls as a means 
for understanding the opinions of the general public, campaigns may utilise polls 
to more carefully cra�  strategic messages. These measures gauge responses to simi-
lar messages worded in diff erent ways to determine which persuasive arguments 
about a pre-determined policy option will be most appealing to the public (Jacobs 
and Shapiro 2000). These fi ndings are then used to sell pre-constructed opinion to 
the public. Subsequent polling can then use these fi eld tested messages to produce 
results that rest more on semantic diff erences than preferences, ultimately construct-
ing public opinion that purposefully undermines the public’s will. Campaigns 
producing public opinion through these means disregard the role of the public 
sphere in expressing opinions from private citizens to governmental offi  cials, and 
the public opinions produced fail to advance democratic empowerment. 

Public sphere structures that produce conditions of commodifi cation and iso-
lation tend to prevent individuals from engaging in political activities by either 
replacing citizens with professionals or preventing them from engaging with one 
another. In addition, because they likely produce cognitive conditions of alienation, 
such as low levels of faith or trust in themselves, politics, deliberation, and one 
another, alienating structures likely diminish people’s engagement. The literature 
on the eff ects of political distrust a� est to the cyclical problems associated with this 
type of cynicism. Several scholars have documented the lack of trust or confi dence 
citizens hold for governing institutions and politicians (Benne�  1998; Levi 1998; 
Ladd 1999) the media (Benne�  1998; Cook and Gronke 2001), and other citizens 
(Levi 1998; Putnam 2000; Wuthnow 2002), as well as the connections between lack 
of trust and declines in civic participation (Putnam 2000). Although a democracy 
necessitates some level of distrust to keep governing offi  cials in check, severe 
cynicism can be detrimental to society. Deep cynicism may result in anomie, as 
people doubt the validity of the institutions that structure society and the validity 
of democracy as a desirable political ideal (Levi 1998; Gastil 2000).

When individuals lose their faith in deliberation as a viable means for deciding 
on community issues, they are likely recognising the normlessness within the pub-
lic sphere. When public sphere discussion is dominated by alienating structures, 
citizens may begin to lose faith that communication can serve any purpose other 
than strategic manipulation. In short, they begin to lose faith in the possibility of 
deliberation. Though this concept has not received much scholarly a� ention, the 
connection between alienating structures and faith in the deliberative process is 
worth exploring. When members of a community recognise that professionals 
working within public spheres routinely shut them out of the conversation, peddle 
opinions for profi t, disseminate misinformation, and fragment community bonds 
they may begin to lose faith in the prospect of deliberative communication. 
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Powerlessness

The result of all these conditions is powerlessness. Political powerlessness occurs 
when individuals lose their ability to make governmental-decisions (Seaman 1959). 
In the context of public spheres, powerlessness refers to the condition in which the 
general public loses control over the production and distribution of public opin-
ion. Susan Herbst’s (1993) dichotomy of top-down and bo� om-up expressions of 
opinion illustrates how public sphere structures can produce powerlessness. Ac-
cording to Herbst, citizens, rather than those already in power, generate bo� om-up 
expressions of public opinion (e.g., le� ers to representatives and traditional forms 
of protest). The power to express and defi ne public opinion in these cases fl ows 
up from the citizen. 

Alienating structures, however, create a top-down dynamic of opinion that 
gives political professionals greater power over the generation of public opinion. 
These structures can be poorly designed to handle sporadic feedback from the 
public (Coleman and Blumler 2009) who subsequently play a largely passive role 
in the construction of public opinion through these channels. Again, polling most 
clearly demonstrates the top-down dynamic (Ginsberg 1986; Herbst 1993). Polling 
allows political professionals to construct public opinion, deciding which opinions 
to measure and who can express opinions and providing a limited range of opin-
ions from which to choose (Herbst 1993; Lewis 2001). (Advances in deliberative 
polling techniques [see Fishkin 1991; 2009] do a� empt to correct some of these 
problems, and these will be discussed in further detail in the conclusion.) Ginsberg 
(1986) calls this the “domestication” of public opinion, stressing citizens’ inability 
to control its production. 

In the context of organisations, powerlessness results in a shi� , “from large-
scale organisations to computers, opinion survey analyses, and electronic media 
campaigns directed by small staff s of public relations experts” (Ginsberg 1985, 149). 
Under this condition, civic associations transform form membership-based organi-
sations to advocacy groups, heavily dependent on professionalised constructions 
of public opinion rather than the input of the public. Emerging data mining and 
targeting technologies complicate this condition by fostering avenues for highly 
managed forms of participation. Utilising these tools, campaigns combine data from 
multiple sources, including information about lifestyles, consumer choices, census 
records, and voter registrations, and results from polls and surveys, to design highly 
personalised and strategically targeted messages and mobilisation eff orts (Gandy 
2001). Campaigns deliver these personalised appeals through individualised 
communication channels, such as cell phones or social networking accounts, to 
individuals who are likely to be receptive to the strategically constructed message 
(Chadwick 2006; Montgomery 2008). These technologies enhance the effi  ciency of 
highly professionalised organisations that create opinions for the public rather than 
facilitate the communication of opinions from the public.

“Astroturf” organisations may be the most explicit example of how political 
professionals strategically cra�  collective action while simultaneously limiting the 
power of the public. “Astroturf” organisations refer to political associations founded 
by professional lobbyists that appear to represent members of the public but whose 
members are not in regular contact with one another and do not play an active role 
in the organisational structure (Benne�  and Manheim 2001; Gandy 2001; Howard 
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2006). Members of these groups may not know they are being represented, and 
when they do voice their opinions, they o� en do so through carefully cra� ed mecha-
nisms and messages controlled by the subsidising organisation (Howard 2006). 

Top-down media structures produce similar results. Five corporations own the 
majority of traditional media sources (Bagdikian 2004) diminishing the potential for 
content produced outside of these structures to receive a� ention. Further, traditional 
news practices such as indexing – tying mediated debate to offi  cial debate (Benne�  
1990) – additionally privilege those already in position of power. Although new 
forms of digital and networking technologies off er opportunities for circumnavi-
gating powerful media outlets or challenging their gate keeping functions (Benne�  
2003; Bimber 2003; Coleman and Blumler 2009; Norris 2000), internet traffi  c is still 
concentrated around corporate interests, and the bulk of user-generated content 
receives insignifi cant amounts of a� ention (Dahlberg 2004; Hindman 2009). As long 
as emerging channels of communication are dominated by the same market forces 
and top-down structures that pervade the more traditional arenas, technological 
advances cannot guarantee reductions in powerlessness (Dahlberg 2001; 2004). 

Scholars o� en defi ne cognitive feelings of powerlessness as low external effi  cacy 
(Niemi, Craig, and Ma� ei 1991; Morrell 2003). Citizens with low levels of external 
effi  cacy do not feel that they have a say in government decisions and think that 
their representatives do not care about their opinions (Niemi et al. 1991). In other 
words, cognitive powerlessness refers to an individual’s awareness of her structural 
powerlessness; it is “an individual’s feeling that he [sic] cannot aff ect the actions of 
government” (Fini� er 1979, 390). When individuals get pushed out of the public 
sphere through top-down structures that provide li� le opportunity for them to 
provide meaningful or eff ective input in governmental decision-making, they likely 
begin to lose faith in the political system as a means of democratic government.

Moving Forward
By now it should be evident that these dimensions are not mutually exclusive. All 

of these conditions are interconnected, and conditions and structures of alienation 
are not easily disentangled. Organisational and media structures that produce one 
condition of alienation o� en foster other conditions, and cognitive conditions of 
alienation o� en reinforce existing structural designs. As this piece has shown, public 
sphere structures aff ect who expresses opinions and, ultimately, what opinions 
are expressed. Though we have progressed a great deal in our understanding of 
individual public sphere structures, more work needs to be done integrating our 
understanding of the eff ects of these separate structures and parcelling out the 
potential eff ects of alternative forms of political communication. The framework 
provided here provides a mean for performing such systemic analysis. 

The hierarchies produced through alienating conditions can lead to commodifi -
cation by turning public opinion into a commodity that is bought and sold for profi t, 
isolation by discouraging collective action and fostering enclaves, meaninglessness 
by capitalising on isolation and distorting information, normlessness by eroding 
the public’s ability to utilise the structures of the public sphere to eff ectively express 
their public opinions, and ultimately powerlessness by fostering top-down expres-
sions of opinion. Researchers interested in understanding the eff ects of public sphere 
structures on democratic governance should continue to explore the role that alien-
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ation plays in transforming public opinion from expressions of the general public 
to commodifi ed expressions generated by a small group of political professionals. 
Below, I present a few ideas for utilising this model and suggest projects oriented 
towards uncovering how structures work individually and in conjunction to foster 
alienating conditions as well as the systemic eff ects of such structures.

Studying the Systemic Production of Public Opinion

Case studies may be a particularly productive way to study the eff ects of alien-
ation on public opinion. Utilising this framework, researchers could look at how 
political actors produce issue-specifi c expressions of public opinion or organise 
specifi c movements to be� er understand how the confi guration of communication 
structures alter the general public’s role in public opinion production and decision 
making. These studies would focus on the connection between interpersonal and 
networked communications, media intake, and organisational membership, ex-
amining how issue campaigns and opinions are developed across communication 
structures and exploring how these structures work together to infl uence whose 
opinions are expressed and what opinions are produced. In addition, comparison of 
the formation of public opinion concerning similar issues in diff erent public spheres 
may be a way to discern the eff ects that systemic derivations have on the produc-
tion of public opinion. Such comparative studies would a� empt to link people’s 
interactions through diff erent structural formations of the public sphere, such as 
online networks versus localised networks or diff erent national public spheres.

Advancing Methodologies

Scholars also need to recognise their role in alienating the public from expres-
sions of public opinion. Scholars should undertake work that coincides with 
a commitment to recognising the researcher’s role in validating certain public 
sphere structures, and thus understandings of public opinion. Too o� en scholars 
undermine more collective and active forms of expression, using top-down meth-
odology that gives the scholar, rather than the citizen, control over the expression 
of opinions. While the best polls do a� empt to ground their measures of opinion 
by honing their instrument with more open-ended and bo� om-up forums such as 
focus groups, scholars’ almost exclusive use of polling in operationalising public 
opinion (Korzi 2000) promotes a conception of public opinion that diminishes the 
publics’ role in its production.

Certainly, scholars should continue to explore how individual opinions are 
cognitively developed, but we must recognise our power as researchers and work 
toward building methodologies that examine how citizens construct opinions 
without the direct infl uence of researchers. Polls are valid and helpful, but as 
scholars actively defi ne public opinion (Converse 1987; Korzi 2000), their overuse 
serves the purpose of delegitimizing other forms of expression. When scholarship 
repeatedly portrays citizens as apathetic and incompetent without a discussion of 
the structures that may lead to these types of alienation, political professionals can 
justify the exclusion of lay citizens from the political process. This delegitimizes the 
general public and undermines the role of citizens in democratic governance. 

An established scholarship on deliberative structures has a� empted to correct 
at least part of this problem by reinserting informed interpersonal discussion into 
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the process of opinion formation. This scholarship moves toward a more nuanced 
understanding of the public’s civic capacity and the relationship between the indi-
vidual and society in the formation of public opinion. Deliberative scholars have 
introduced and begun to study several methodologies, including the deliberative 
poll (Fishkin 1991; 1995; 2009), citizen juries (Crosby 1995), and institutionalised 
panels for citizen deliberation (Gastil 2000; Gastil et al. 2011; Knobloch et al. 2011), 
aimed at producing more representative and enlightened opinions, and overviews 
of this literature suggest that these mini-publics can be eff ective at aff ecting macro-
politics and prevent the co-optation of public discourse (Goodin and Dryzek 2006). 
Similar methods a� empt to use the Internet as an arena for deliberation (Muhlberger 
2005; Fishkin 2009) and may lower the high costs of participating in these more 
taxing forms of opinion expression. Though this work must keep constant vigil on 
the ways that non-deliberative and deliberative structures collide and infl uence one 
another (see, for example Hendricks 2006; Cornwall 2008) it moves us forward in 
both defi ning public opinion and in recognising the capacity for citizens to become 
capable decision makers when given the proper resources, such as information and 
time, to devote to opinion formation. 

In addition, scholars should undertake more community-oriented studies. Ad-
vances in collective action theory have pointed toward ways that new information 
and communication technologies have allowed citizens to circumnavigate top-
down, commodifi ed, and isolating channels of the public sphere and reclaim their 
role in the formation of public opinion (Benne�  2003; 2005; Bimber 2003; Bimber 
et al. 2005). Researchers should continue to study both geographically localised 
and transnationally networked communities to understand how members of the 
public form, discuss, and express public opinions in their own words and from 
the ground up. Scholarship that relies on qualitative methods, such as interviews, 
ethnographies, direct observation, and focus groups can allow us to understand 
public opinion as it emanates from the people, and combined with studies which 
rely on surveys, content analysis, and network analysis can show how network 
structures interact with one another and infl uence the role of the public in utilis-
ing public sphere structures for democratic control, particularly in comparison to 
more traditional means. 

Together, these literatures indicate that changes in structures leads to changes 
in the public’s democratic empowerment and point toward ways the public sphere 
may be transformed. Any a� empt at reform, however, must take a sobering look at 
the realities of hierarchical and commodifi ed contemporary public spheres. If we 
hope to reintroduce citizens into the process of democratic governance, we must 
be explicit about the forces that alienated them in the fi rst place. 

References:
Allport, Floyd H. 1937. Toward a Science of Public Opinion. Public Opinion Quarterly 1, 7-23.

Bagdikian, Ben H. 2004. The New Media Monopoly. Boston: Beacon Press.

Berry, Jeff rey M. 1999. The Rise of Citizen Groups. In T. Skocpol and M. Fiorina (eds.), Civic 
Engagement in American Democracy, 367-393. Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution.

Bennett, W. Lance. 1990. Towards a Theory of Press-state Relations in the United States. Journal of 
Communication 40, 2, 103-125. 

Bennett, W. Lance. 1998. Ithiel De Sola Pool Lecture: The Uncivic Culture: Communication, Identity, 
and the Rise of Lifestyle Politics. PS: Political Science and Politics 31, 4, 740-761. 



34
Bennett, W. Lance. 2003. Communicating Global Activism: Strengths and Vulnerabilities of 

Networked Politics. Information, Communication & Society 6, 2, 143-168. 

Bennett, W. Lance. 2004. Branded Political Communication: Lifestyle Politics, Logo Campaigns, and 
the Rise of Global Citizenship, In. M. Micheletti, A. Follesdal and D. Stolle (eds.), Politics, Products, 
and Markets: Exploring Political Consumerism Past and Present, 101-126. New Brunswick, NJ: 
Transaction.

Bennett, W. Lance. 2005. Social Movements beyond Borders: Understanding Two Eras of 
Transnational Activism. In. D. Della Porta and S. G. Tarrow (eds.), Transnational Protest and Global 
Activism, 203-226. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefi eld.

Bennett, W. Lance and Jarol B. Manheim. 2001. The Big Spin: Strategic Communication and the 
Transformation of Pluralist Democracy. In W. L. Bennett and R. M. Entman (eds.), Mediated 
Politics: Communication in the Future of Democracy, 279-298. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
University Press.

Bimber, Bruce. 2003. Information and American Democracy: Technology in the Evolution of Political 
Power. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Bimber, Bruce, Andrew J. Flanagin and Cynthia Stohl. 2005. Reconceptualizing Collective Action in 
the Contemporary Media Environment. Communication Theory 15, 4, 365-388. 

Brady, Henry E., Sidney Verba and Kay L. Schlozman. 1995. Beyond SES: A Resource Model of Political 
Participation. American Political Science Review 89, 2, 271-294. 

Castells, Manuel. 2000. The Rise of the Network Society. (2nd ed.) Oxford: Blackwell Publishers.

Chadwick, Andrew. 2006. Internet Politics: States, Citizens, and New Communication Technologies. New 
York: Oxford University Press.

Coleman, Stephen and Jay G. Blumler. 2009. The Internet and Democratic Citizenship: Theory, Practice, 
and Policy. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Converse, Philip E. 1964. The Nature of Belief Systems in Mass Publics. In C. Apter (ed.), Ideology and 
Discontent, 92-106. London: The Free Press.

Converse, Philip E. 1987. Changing Conceptions of Public Opinion in the Political Process. Public 
Opinion Quarterly 51, 2, 512-524. 

Cornwall, Andrea. 2008. Deliberating Democracy: Scenes from a Brazilian Municipal Health Council. 
Politics & Society 36, 4, 508-531. 

Cook, Timothy E. 1998. Governing with the News: The News Media as a Political Institution. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press.

Cook, Timothy E. and Paul Gronke. 2001. The Dimension of Institutional Trust: How Distinct is Public 
Confi dence in the Media? Paper presented at the annual meeting of the Midwest Political 
Science Association, Chicago. 

Crosby, Ned. 1995. Citizens Juries: One Solution for Diffi  cult Environmental Questions. In O. Renn, 
T. Webler and M. Wiedemann (eds.), Fairness and Competence in Citizen Participation: Evaluating 
Models of Environmental Discourse, 157-174. Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic.

Dahl, Robert A. 1989. Democracy and its Critics. New Haven. CT: Yale University Press.

Dahlberg, Lincoln. 2001. The Internet and Democratic Discourse: Exploring the Prospects of Online 
Deliberative Forums Extending the Public Sphere. Information, Communication & Society 4, 4, 
615-633. 

Dahlberg, Lincoln. 2004. Cyber-publics and the Corporate Control of Online Communication.. 
Javnost – The Public, 11, 3, 77-92.

Dean, Dwight G. 1961. Alienation: Its Meaning and Measurement. American Sociological Review 25, 
5, 753-758. 

Delli Carpini, Michael X. and Scott Keeter. 1996. What Americans Know about Politics and Why it 
Matters. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Eliasoph, Nina. 1996. Making a Fragile Public: A Talk-Centered Study of Citizenship and Power. 
Sociological Theory 14, 3, 262-289. 

Entman, Robert M. 1989. Democracy without Citizens: Media and the Decay of American Politics. New 
York: Oxford University Press. 

Entman, Robert M. 2004. Projections of Power: Framing News, Public Opinion, and U.S. Foreign Policy. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press.



35

Epp, Charles R. 1998. The Rights Revolution: Lawyers, Activists, and Supreme Courts in Comparative 
Perspective. Chicago: The University of Chicago.

Eveland, William. 2004. The Eff ect of Political Discussion in Producing Informed Citizens: The Roles of 
Information, Motivation, and Elaboration. Political Communication 21, 2, 177-193. 

Finifter, Ada W. 1970. Dimensions of Political Alienation. American Political Science Review 64, 2, 389-
410. 

Fishkin, James S. 1991. Democracy and Deliberation: New Directions for Democratic Reform. New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Fishkin, James S. 1995. The Voice of the People: Public Opinion and Democracy. New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press.

Fishkin, James S. 2009. When the People Speak: Deliberative Democracy & Public Consultation. New 
York: Oxford University Press.

Fraser, Nancy. 1992. Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the Critique of Actually Existing 
Democracy. In C. Calhoun (ed.), Habermas and the Public Sphere 109-142. Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press. 

Gamson, William A. 1992. Talking Politics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Gandy, Oscar H., Jr. 2001. Dividing Practices: Segmentation and Targeting in the Emerging Public 
Sphere. In W. L. Bennett and R. M. Entman (eds.), Mediated Politics: Communication in the Future 
of Democracy, 141-159. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Gastil, John. 2000. By Popular Demand: Revitalizing Representative Democracy through Deliberative 
Elections. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Gastil, John. 2008. Political Communication and Deliberation. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Gastil, John and James P. Dillard. 2001. Increasing Political Sophistication through Public 
Deliberation. Political Communication 16, 1, 3-23. 

Gastil, John W., Katherine R. Knobloch, Justin Reedy, Mark Henkels, and Katherine Cramer Walsh. 
2011. Hearing a Public Voice in Micro-Level Deliberation and Macro-Level Politics: Assessing 
the Impact of the Citizens’ Initiative Review on the Oregon Electorate. Paper presented at the 
National Communication Association 97th Annual Convention, New Orleans.

Giddens, Anthony. 1984. The Constitution of Society: Outline of the Theory of Structuration. Cambridge: 
Polity Press.

Ginsberg, Benjamin. 1986. The Captive Public: How Mass Opinion Promotes State Power. New York: 
Basic Books.

Goodin, Robert E. and John S. Dryzek. 2006. Deliberative Impacts: The Macro-Political Uptake of 
Mini-Publics. Politics & Society 34, 2, 219-244. 

Habermas, Jürgen. 1984. The Theory of Communicative Action. (T. McCarthy Trans.) Cambridge: MA, 
MIT Press.

Habermas, Jürgen. 1989. The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category 
of Bourgeois Society. (T. Burger Trans.) Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Hacker, Jacob S. and Paul Pierson. 2010. Winner-Take-All Politics: Public Policy, Political Organization, 
and the Precipitous Rise of Top Income in the United States. Politics & Society 38, 2, 152-204. 

Hendricks, Carolyn M. 2006. When the Forum Meets Interest Politics: Strategic Uses of Public 
Deliberation. Politics & Society 34, 4, 571-602. 

Herbst, Susan. 1993. Numbered Voices: How Opinion Polling has Shaped American Politics. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press.

Hindman, Matthew. 2009. The Myth of Digital Democracy. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Howard, Philip N. 2006. New Media Campaigns and the Managed Citizen. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 

Jacobs, Lawrence R. and Robert Y. Shapiro. 2000. Politicians Don’t Pander: Political Manipulation and 
the Loss of Democratic Responsiveness. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Korzi, Michael J. 2000. Lapsed Memory? The Roots of American Public Opinion Research. Polity 33, 1, 
49-75. 

Knobloch, Katherine R., John W. Gastil, Justin Reedy and Katherine Cramer Walsh. 2011. Did They 
Deliberate? Applying a Theoretical Model of Democratic Deliberation to the Oregon Citizens’ 



36
Initiative Review. Paper presented at the National Communication Association 97th Annual 
Convention, New Orleans.

Kuklinski, James H., Paul J. Quirk, Jennifer Jerit, David Schwieder and Robert F. Rich. 2000. 
Misinformation and the Currency of Democratic Citizenship, Journal of Politics 62, 790-816. 

Ladd, Everett C. 1999. The Ladd Report. New York: The Free Press.

Levi, Margaret. 1998. A State of Trust. In V. A. Braithwaite and M. Levi (eds.), Trust and Governance, 77-
101. The Russell Sage Foundation series on trust, v.1. New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Lewis, Justin. 2001. Constructing Public Opinion: How Political Elites Do What They Like and Why We 
Seem to Go Along with It. New York: Columbia University Press.

Lippmann, Walter. 1922. Public Opinion. Orlando: Harcourt-Brace.

McChesney, Robert. 2004. The Problem of the Media: U.S. Communication Politics in the Twenty-First 
Century. New York: Monthly Review Press.

McLeod, Jack M., Dietram A. Scheufele and Patricia Moy. 2001. Community, Communication, 
and Participation: The Role of Mass Media and Interpersonal Discussion in Local Political 
Participation. Political Communication 16, 3, 315-336. 

Mészáros, István. 1970. Marx’s Theory of Alienation. (A. Glunden Trans.). London: Merlin Press.

Montgomery, Kathryn C. 2008. Youth and Digital Democracy: Intersections of Practice, Policy, and 
the Marketplace. In W. L. Bennett (ed.), Civic Life Online: Learning how Digital Media Can Engage 
Youth, 25-49. The John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation Series on Digital Media and 
Learning. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.

Muhlberger, Peter. 2005. The Virtual Agora Project: A Research Design for Studying Democratic 
Deliberation, Journal of Public Deliberation 1, Article 5. 

Morrell, Michael E. 2003. Survey and Experimental Evidence for a Reliable and Valid Measure of 
Internal Political Effi  cacy. Public Opinion Quarterly 67, 4, 589-602. 

Mutz, Diana C. and Paul S. Martin. 2001. Facilitating Communication across Lines of Political 
Diff erence: The Role of Mass Media. American Political Science Review 95, 97-114. 

Niemi, Richard G., Stephen C. Craig, and Franco Mattei. 1991. Measuring Internal Political Effi  cacy in 
the 1988 National Election Study. American Political Science Review 85, 4, 1407-1413. 

Nimmo, Dan D. and James E. Combs. 1992. The Political Pundits. Praeger Series in Political 
Communication. New York: Praeger.

Noelle-Neumann, Elisabeth. 1974. The Spiral of Silence: A Theory of Public Opinion. Journal of 
Communication 24, 2, 43-51. 

Norris, Pippa. 2000. A Virtuous Circle: Political Communications in Postindustrial Societies. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.

Norris, Pippa. 2002. Democratic Phoenix: Reinventing Political Activism. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
University Press.

Off e, Claus. 1999. How Can We Trust Our Fellow Citizens? In M. E. Warreen (ed.), Democracy and Trust, 
42-87. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Page, Benjamin I. 1996. Who Deliberates?: Mass Media in Modern Democracy. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press.

Popkin, Samuel L. 1994. The Reasoning Voter: Communication and Persuasion in Presidential 
Campaigns. London: University of Chicago Press.

Putnam, Robert D. 2000. Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community. New York: 
Simon & Schuster.

Rosenberg, Morris. 1951. The Meaning of Politics in Mass Society. Public Opinion Quarterly 15, 1, 5-15. 

Seeman, Melvin. 1959. On the Meaning of Alienation. American Sociological Review 24, 6, 783-791. 

Seeman, Melvin. 1975. Alienation Studies. Annual Review of Sociology 1, 91-123. 

Skocpol, Theda. 1999. Advocates without Members: Recent Trends in American Civic Life. In T. 
Skocpol and M. P. Fiorina (eds.), Civic Engagement in American Democracy, 461-510. Washington, 
D.C.: Brookings Institution.

Sunstein, Cass R. 2007. Republic.com 2.0. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Wuthnow, Robert. 2002. Loose Connections: Joining Together in America’s Fragmented Communities. 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.



37

Zaller, John R. 1992. The Nature and Origins of Mass Opinion. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 
Press.

Zukin, Cliff , Scott Keeter, Molly Andolina, Krista Jenkins and Michael X. Delli Carpini. 2006. A New 
Engagement?: Political Participation, Civic Life, and the Changing American Citizen. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press.




