
Publics/Counter 
Publics

Pub 101 

Week Six: 
February 23, 2021



Some 
Research Have you ever dated someone solely 

online?

1. Did you meet them on your own?

2. Did you consider it a relationship?

3. Did you ever meet?

4. If it ended, how did it process?

5. How does a relationship online 
compare to offline or face-face



Where do 
you 
belong?

Take 5 minutes and think about the groups 
or places you engage with.

Write down your top three.

In breakout rooms discuss: What are three 
aspects that make them your top three?

Pick a person to report back to the main 
group.



What is a 
Tribe? 

“We all have a basic need to 
connect with other human 
beings. Making friends, 
connecting with others, 
sharing  experiences, keeping 
up with popular culture, and 
keeping up with current trends 
and developments in your 
community all are ways and 
reasons for connecting with 
other people.”

~Seth Godin



Jürgen Habermas

“The Structural Transformation of the 
Public Sphere”

From: “Representational” culture, where 
one party sought to "represent" itself on 
its audience by overwhelming its subjects, 
generally by the state, the king or the 
church.

To: Self-organizing and Self-determining.



Who is missing from 
this happy coffee 

shop conversation?



BREAK



Publics and 
Counterpublics



What is a 
Public?

•

•



The ‘public’ according 
to Warner, is

• …self-organized, 

• a relation between strangers, 

• characterized by a mode of speech that is both personal and impersonal

• constituted through mere attention

• the social space created by the reflexive circulation of discourse

• shaped by the temporality of the its circulation

This would suggest that any media that incites social interaction

between others could have its own public. 



Publics

“…when a form of discourse is 
not addressing an institutional 
or subcultural audience, such 
as members of a profession, its 
audience can understand itself 
not just as a public but as the
public.”

Source: Hans Haacke



Publics

“A public can also be … a concrete audience, a crowd 
witnessing itself in visible space, as with a theatrical 
public.”

• Also has a sense of totality, bounded by the event 
or by the shared physical space. Ex. Performer on 
stage – knows where their public is, how big it is, 
where its boundaries are, and the time of its 
common existence.

• Hans Haacke



Publics

“Another form of public comes into being only in relation to texts and 
their circulation.

“Without the idea of texts that can be picked up at different times and 
in different places by otherwise unrelated people, we would not 
imagine a public as an entity that embraces all the users of that text, 
whoever they might be.”

• Hans Haacke



A Modern 
Public 
Sphere 
then…

“…is a domain of our social life in 
which such a thing as public 

opinion can be formed.”

Source: Dajah Black



One big 
public 

sphere?

•
•
•
•



Nancy Fraser

There isn't ONE big comprehensive 
public, with a great lot of jolly chaps all 
intellectually sparring together. 
Rather, the modern world is composed 
of a lot of (multiple) different public 
spheres. They overlap, like a big 
complicated Venn diagram. 



Multiplicity…

Arenas that develop in parallel to or 
subordinate to public arenas and 
“…where members of subordinated 
social groups invent and circulate 
counter discourses to formulate 
oppositional interpretations of their 
identities, interests, and needs.” 

Source: Fraser, 1990, p.67



Exercise
In the main classroom, take five minutes 
and come up with at least one 
counterpublic within the following publics:

• Fashion

• Cooking

• Crafts

• Writing



Counterpublics

"As conceptual models of the public sphere have 
moved toward multiplicity, "counterpublic" has 
emerged as a critical term to signify that some 
publics develop not simply as one among a 
constellation of discursive entities, but as explicitly 
articulated alternatives to wider publics that 
exclude the interests of potential participants.”                                      

Source: Robert Asen, "Seeking the 'Counter' in Counterpublics"



What is this 
all about?



Sharing 
Common 

Understanding 
of Identity, 

Interests, and 
Needs

•

•
•
•
•



What do 
Counterpublics

do?

• Develop alternative norms for public argument

• Engage in argument in political & political spheres

• Enact identities through new styles

• They can be Weak (conversations) or Strong (action-based)

• Formulate oppositional interpretations (identities, interests, 
needs) by creating a new language

~Josie Madden



Leading a public could give us a strong sense 
of belonging and purpose. 

Ø However, how do we know where to 
draw the line between a rational 
movement and a destructive political 
faction? Hitler had a public, Trump has a 
public, and so does ISIS.

Is the social left one big public or are there 
counterpublics? What are they?



Publics or 
Counterpublics Tribes



Identifying Your 
Audience/Tribe 

• What is a tribe you lead or participate 
in? 

• What unique value do you provide to 
the tribe? Is this needed or wanted? 

• Does your community already exist? 

• What is the tribe you envision for your 
own public self?



Thought Homework

What is your vision of your
public?
• What is it?
• What are some of your counterpublics?
• How have they developed? Are they active (weak 

or strong)


