Commentary

Politics, Culture, and the Public Sphere

Geoff Eley

When I rashly agreed to contribute a commentary to this collection, I knew
that I would learn far more than I could ever hope to add. But the limitations
of my European expertise and modest comparative abilities leave me all the
more reticent now that [ am actually faced with the scholarly brilliance and
quiet authority of these essays. So in pulling a few thoughts together, I would
like to reflect briefly on some of the forms taken by the contemporary re-
ception of Jiirgen Habermas’s Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere,
which provides the main referent for this collection’s shared if only partially
explicated problematic.! In so doing, I hope to suggest ways in which the
existing discussion might be further developed.

For some three decades after its original German edition in 1962, Haber-
mas’s book had virtually no impact on historians in any language or na-
tional field. Indeed, the international resonance of its author’s other works
among social scientists proceeded largely independently of the standing of
this earlier book. In the English-speaking world his reception was defined
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far more by his renewed of critical theory in Knowledge and Human Inter-
ests and Theory and Practice (published in English in 1971 and 1973); by his
polemic against the West German student movement, Toward a Rational
Sociery (translated in 1970); by his analysis of the state under late capital-
ism, Legitimation Crisis (translated in 1975); and finally by his mature gen-
eral theory broached in Communication and the Evolution of Society (1979)
and culminating in the two-volume Theory of Communicative Action (1984).
These works moved from the original German into English with growing
rapidity.2 Thereafter, translations appeared virtually simultaneously, from
his disputes with French poststructuralism, an important collection of in-
terviews, and the many volumes of the philosophical-political writings to
the major theoretical treatise Between Facts and Norms and beyond.® Even
among the rising generation of historians in West Germany itself, who were
self-consciously fashioning a new “historical social science” partly under
Habermas’s influence, Strukturwandel der Offentlichkeit also mattered far
less than the various works of critical epistemology, which during the 1970s
were invoked with talismanic regularity.*

For many years, access to Strukturwandel through the English language
was gained mainly via the translation of a short encyclopedia article on “The
Public Sphere” in an early issue of New German Critique, a journal which
also pioneered the earliest discussions of Habermas’s idea.” In the book-
length English commentaries on Habermas’s work that began appearing
at the end of the 1970s, for example, Strukturwandel remained notable by
its absence. Surprisingly, it was no more visible during the 1980s in the
flourishing discussions of “civil society,” a concept that in many ways stood
in for the idea of the public sphere.® A French translation of the book
was published in 1978 as L'espace public: Archéologie de la publicité comme
dimension constitutive de la société bourgeoise, a title that managed to imply
both a Foucauldian inflection to the book’s intellectual history and a more
directly class-based social history than it actually possessed.” Otherwise, a
younger West German historian, Giinther Lottes, published an avowedly
Habermasian and highly original account of English Jacobinism and its
relationship to the “preprocedural” turbulence of the eighteenth-century
plebeian public.® Meanwhile, the appearance in 1972 of Oskar Negt and
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Alexander Kluge’s New Left theoretical tract, Offentlichkeit und Erfahrung,
also established a critical West German counterpoint to Habermas’s idea.”

In my own early work on political change in Germany between the 189os
and the First World War, I began using the concept of the public sphere at
the start of the 1970s. It proved invaluable for thinking about the changing
circumstances of political mobilization during the nineteenth century and
for placing the rise of German liberalism and its subsequent crises in a
broader meta-analytical frame. This was true of a number of Habermas’s
specific themes, especially the circulation of news and the growth of the press,
the rise of a reading public, the organized sociability associated with urban
living, the distinctive institutional infrastructure of social communication
accompanying the development of capitalist markets, and the spread of
voluntary associations, all of which helped connect the mid-nineteenth-
century coalescence of liberal parties to an emergent social history of the
German bourgeoisie. At a time when there were few supports in German
historiography for doing this, Habermas’s book encouraged me to think
conceptually about the changing dynamics of state/society relations and the
shifting space for political action in the new constitutional polities of the
later nineteenth century. Even more, it gave me a handle for understanding
what happened to politics next, when the dominantliberal approaches to the
organizing of public life started to break down.

Inlooking back through my first book, Reshaping the German Right (1980),
I am struck by how little explicit trace of Habermas it reveals, although one
of my main theses—concerning popular mobilization, the dissolution of an
older pattern of politics during the 189os, and a general broadening of the
political nation—was heavily indebted to his argument about the public
sphere.!” In the companion study I published with David Blackbourn in
1984, The Peculiarities of German History, which explored the relationship
between political forms and the cultural manifestations of a self-confident
bourgeois society, that indebtedness was far more visible.!! Moreover, in par-
allel work I was doing in the late 1970s and early 198os on the social history of
European nationalism and the growth of political culture, the public sphere
was certainly one of the organizing ideas.” T was always aware that Haber-
mas’s idea could not deliver the theoretical goods alone, it is fair to say, but
needed to be combined with other approaches to the cultural complexities
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of political change. For me these centered around the concept of civil society,
theories of ideology, and the ideas of Antonio Gramsci, whose reception
in Britain was then at its intensive height, converging in important ways
with the influence of Raymond Williams.!? In 1981, I published a long essay
on social history and political culture in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
Britain bringing all of this together. Among other things, this considered Ed-
ward Thompson’s writings within an explicitly Habermasian framework,
which I further reformulated in Gramscian terms.'

I describe this earlier moment not for the purposes of self-promotion but
to illustrate the kind of thinking Habermas’s book enabled. During that pe-
riod, to my recollection, virtually no historians were writing in consciously
Habermasian ways. The literary scholar Peter Hohendahl, who introduced
Habermas’s book into the English-speaking world through the pages of
New German Critique, was a vital exception, publishing in 1982 a key study
of the shaping of a German national literary tradition.'> But otherwise even
the advocates of Habermas’s centrality to critical theory showed little inter-
est in his historical arguments about the growth and transformation of the
public sphere as such. Remarkably enough, John Keane’s Public Life and
Late Capitalism (1984), avowedly inspired by a reading of Habermas, makes
no extended reference to the historical substance of Strukturwandel itself.
Similarly, Keane’s two volumes on the discourse of civil society in the 1980s,
which strategically captured the political momentum of that extremely im-
portant European discussion, made no connection to notions of the public
sphere.!

In the 19gos this suddenly changed. A first sign was Joan Landes’s stim-
ulating book on women and the public sphere in the French Revolution,
which by adding feminist critiques of political theory to Habermas’s his-
toricized framework excited widespread interest and debate. Around the
same time, Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall published Family For-
tunes, problematizing the public-versus-private distinction in a gendered
analysis of the making of the English middle class."” But the real impetus
came from the belated translation of Strukturwandel der Offentlichkeit itselfin
1989, powerfully reinforced by the published proceedings of an accompany-
ing conference.!® Since then, in fact, Habermasian discussions have broken
out all over the map.
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The most elaborate concentrations of work can be found in territories
originally mapped by Habermas’s book: eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
British history; the background to the French Revolution; formations of
bourgeois civility and associational culture in Germany. Specific topics eas-
ily follow: the steady accretions of an urban way of life in both provincial
and metropolitan settings; civic arenas of action and display in the form
of meeting houses, concert halls, theaters, opera houses, lecture halls, and
museums; the spread of pedagogy, science, and philanthropy; the flourish-
ing of print culture via the press, publishing, and other literary media; the
rise of a reading public through salons and reading societies, subscription
publishing and lending libraries; new spaces of sociability in coffeehouses,
taverns, and clubs; and the general universe of voluntary association. All
these areas of social and cultural history have been booming since the 1980s.!”
Notall historians working in them are directly inspired by Habermas’s ideas,
but the reception of Strukturwandel’s translation has shaped the environment
where they now have to think. Moreover, beyond these immediate domains,
ideas of the public sphere permeate discussion in a wide variety of transna-
tional and cross-disciplinary fields, linking literary scholars, historians and
theorists of art and architecture, film specialists, sociologists, anthropolo-
gists, political theorists, and anyone placing themselves in the disorderly and
undisciplined field of cultural studies.

In the process, the concept has migrated a long way from its original usage.
Aside from its general currency among historians and across the humanities
and social sciences as a term of theory, “public sphere” has become adaptable
for widely varying purposes. After the early “proletarian public sphere” pro-
posed by Negt and Kluge, we now have the black public sphere, the feminist
public sphere, professional public spheres, the “phantom public sphere,” the
global public sphere, the “indigenous public sphere,” the intimate public
sphere, the electronic public sphere, and so forth.?” The burgeoning new
journals in cultural studies have aired these discussions, mobilizing work
across the disciplines from literature to anthropology, philosophy to musi-
cology, history to communications: they include Critical Inquiry (founded
in 1974), Media, Culture, and Society (1978), Social Text (1982), Representa-
tions (1983), Cultural Critique (1985), Cultural Studies (1987), New Forma-
tions (1987), Public Culture (1988), International Journal of Cultural Studies
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(1998), and European Journal of Cultural Studies (1998). Moreover, even the
most casual visit to the Internet reveals an extraordinary wealth of activity
around the term, ranging across national and linguistic borders, inside the
academy and out, across all manner of disciplines and fields, from poetry to
psychoanalysis, law to markets, television to cybernetics.’!

In contemporary discourse, “public sphere” now signifies the general
questing for democratic agency in an era of declining electoral participa-
tion, compromised sovereignties, and frustrated or disappointed citizenship.
The term is called upon wherever people come together for collective ex-
change and expression of opinion, aiming both for coherent enunciation and
the transmission of messages onward to parallel or superordinate bodies,
whether these are a state, some other institutional locus of authority, or sim-
ply a dominant culture. Such publics might be local and extremely modest,
asin the public sphere of a particular institution like a company or university,
or in the actions of citizens in a special part of their lives such as parents in-
volved with school boards. Or they may be spatially quite indefinite, as in the
novel publics of the cyberspace, transnational diasporas, and globalization.

Where does this profusion leave us? Most obviously, the term has become
decisively disengaged from its author’s original purpose. Arguments can cer-
tainly still be made for the public sphere’s embeddedness in the consequences
of those large-scale societal transformations between the late Middle Ages
and the eighteenth century, where Habermas began his account. In Szruk-
turwandel, he linked an emergent political logic of transition to a complex of
long-run changes in that way, from trade-driven processes of capital accu-
mulation and the reconfiguring of state/society relations to the dissolving of
the household economy and the coalescence of the bourgeoisie into a new and
dynamic social force. But the term’s value has long emancipated itself from
this more specific beginning. Habermas himself now deploys the concept in
relation to citizenship and “democratic legitimation” more generally, using
it to express the “equal opportunity to take part in an encompassing pro-
cess of focused political communication” and the need to fashion a resilient
“communicational infrastructure” toward that end.?? It now functions as a
mobile theoretical term analogous to szate or society, and as such lends itself

perfectly appropriately to contexts other than the Western European ones
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Habermas originally discussed, such as the Japanese ones addressed in these
essays.”

Second, at a time of extreme uncertainty among social historians, when
the so-called linguistic turn and the new cultural history were placing them
uncomfortably on the defensive during the 1990s, Strukrurwandel offered
an account of democracy’s cultural prerequisites that remained grounded in
highly materialist ways. It begins with a particular model of the formation
of commercial society for understanding the transition from feudalism to
capitalism, embracing all the institutional innovations presupposed in the
organization of markets, of communications, of the creation of newspapers,
and so on, linking the circulation of ideas to a new infrastructural envi-
ronment of social organization and exchange. For its time this account was
impressively based on the social-historical scholarship then available.”* Tt
always implied a social history rather than just an argument about ideas. Its
beauty was to have theorized the emergence of modern politics in a way that
was precisely grounded in materialist social history and a broader concep-
tion of public action. In that sense, a recent claim that its appeal in the 1990s
was “the result of the slow decline of unreconstructed social history and the
linguistic and cultural turns in the discipline” is very wide of the mark: on
the contrary, it allowed key social bearings and lines of social explanation to
be preserved while so many voices were casting them out.”>

Third, there is perhaps more ambiguity to the concept of Offentlichkeit
than much of the English-language discussion allows. An unwieldy ag-
gregation of terms like publicness, publicity, public culture, and public opin-
ion translates the term perhaps more accurately than the customary public
sphere, which manages a rather clumsy and unsatisfactory approximation
of the complex German meaning. It connotes something more like “the
quality or the condition of being public,” making space for a set of ethical
and philosophical desiderata in addition to the more distinctly institutional
arena of political articulation foregrounded by many of the English dis-
cussions. If we consider the implications of publicness within this rather
different horizon, the changing coordinates of political life become more
intelligible than if we confine ourselves to the more familiar institutional
approach. The period since the 1g60s in particular simply is not graspable
using only a framework of constitutional liberalism, parliamentary politics,
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and reasoned public debate, any more than the turbulence of the 1960s was
assimilable by the already consolidated political culture of the postwar time.
Instead, violence, direct-action militancy, street demonstrations, the politics
of memory, visual culture, the mass circulation of images, and the commer-
cialized and mass-mediated domain of popular culture all require a different
kind of analytic from the one offered by Habermas’s classic account. These
aspects of 1968 exploded the terms of established political discourse. Theo-
retically speaking, they also expose some crucial difficulties at the center of
Habermas’s concept of the public sphere.

Whenever we are dealing with questions of conflict, disputation, and plu-
ralization in that way, we necessarily complicate the framework proposed by
Strukturwandel der Offentlichkeit, with its classic grand narrative of bourgeois
emancipation between the Enlightenment and the later nineteenth century,
followed by its twentieth-century degeneration and decline. The historical
picture of the rational political agency of a bourgeois citizenry as Haber-
mas described it, however flawed by exclusions and however idealized and
vulnerable to empirical critique, certainly retains its normative appeal for
democratic theory, postulating as it does a protected space of procedural de-
liberation and reasoned political exchange intermediating between state and
civil society. But to grasp the problems of democratic articulation in the sec-
ond half of the twentieth century, it is also necessary to engage Habermas’s
argument about the public sphere’s decline and fall, the “structural trans-
formation” of the book’s title. Thus, from the last third of the nineteenth
century, Habermas argues,

the growing contradictions of a capitalist society—the passage of compet-
itive capitalism into monopoly or organized capitalism, the regulations of
social conflicts by the state, and the fragmentation of the rational public
into an arena of competing interests—serve to erode the independence
of public opinion and undermine the legitimacy of its institutions. In the
cultural sphere proper, from the arts to the press and the mass entertain-
ment industry, the processes of commercialization and rationalization
have increasingly targeted the individual consumer while eliminating the
mediating contexts of reception and rational discussion, particularly in the
new age of the electronic media. In this way the classic basis of the public




Eley I Politics, Culture, and the Public Sphere 227

sphere—a clear distinction between public good and private interest, the
principled demarcation of state and society, and the constitutive role of a
participant citizenry, defining public policy and its parameters through
reasoned exchange, free of domination—disappears. The relations be-
tween state and society are reordered, to the advantage of the former and
the detriment of a free political life.?®

Here, there is an irony to Habermas’s critique of the Federal Republic’s
degraded public sphere as he saw it from a standpoint in the early 1960s,
which has some relevance for cognate discussions of post-1945 Japan. For in
reality, this 1962 lament for the supposedly vanished public sphere of classical
liberal modernity was actually part of a sustained contemporary plea to
create that ideal in West Germany in the first place. Strukturwandel drew its
impetus from a gathering political discussion of the early 1960s among the
so-called 1945ers—journalists, writers, social commentators, TV pundits,
academics, and other public intellectuals born roughly between 1921 and
1933, who as teenagers or young adults had experienced 1945 as their decisive
life-defining event, and who now were pressing for greater measures of
operative liberal democracy in the Federal Republic. By the end of the 1950s,
suffering the political culture of Konrad Adenauer’s authoritarian “CDU
[Christian Democratic Union]|-state” increasingly as a kind of democracy-
constricting claustrophobia, this postwar cohort strove for a new climate
of polite pluralism, national civility, and reasoned public exchange, in a
fundamental “politicizing of the public sphere.”?’

This commitment to securing the conditions of public reasoning was very
much the ideal animating Habermas’s 1962 book. But what figured there
as a nostalgia for something that had once existed but was now degraded
and lost was actually the novel desideratum of a maturing contemporary
generational critique, which sought to establish and consolidate a liberal
public sphere for the first time. In other words, so far from standing alone
as the generative theoretical text of a new and original tradition of analysis,
which is how Strukturwandel easily appears today, Habermas’s book was
actually one element in an extremely dense and much broader existing de-
bate about the desirable meanings of publicness—Offentlichkeit—for West
German democracy. That debate, which Habermas joined with his 1962
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book, was all about the importance of overcoming antidemocratic political
traditions.

Once we have clarified this context of the earlier 1960s, which was one
of perceived and demonstrable progress toward a fragile but functioning
pluralism, it is also much easier to appreciate the radicalism of the rupture
entailed by 1968—Dbecause the radicalism of the 1968ers’ critique was aimed
precisely against the hollowness of the new culture of public civility the
1945ers were so assiduously trying to produce. For example, during 1967—68
the outrage of the West German student movement was fuelled not only
by the excesses of Franz-Jozef Straul3, the CDU, and the far Right, but also
by the equally crude authoritarianism of the West Berlin Social Democratic
Party. Thus both of Willy Brandt’s successors as mayor of that city, Heinrich
Albertz and Klaus Schiitz, responded to students with an intransigence
that was especially inflammatory, feeding the hysteria against the Socialist
German Students, endorsing police illegalities, and generally demonizing
the exercise of the classic civil freedoms.

For the point I am making here, the most painful aspect of that polar-
ization was that these Social Democratic defenders of order represented
precisely the political groupings that the liberal advocates of the public
sphere necessarily relied upon for advancing their hopes. But once poli-
tics was taken out of doors, with all the resulting noise, theatricality, un-
predictability, shocking experimentation, physical transgressions, stylistic
excess, and rampant disrespectfulness, the resulting dynamism inevitably
broke through the frameworks of decorum and civility the 1945¢ers wanted
to protect. For while the procedures of formal (parliamentary) democracy in
the Habermasian sense needed certainly to be upheld, they needed equally to
be complemented by participatory energies and responsiveness to the grass
roots. And the completely unbending refusal of liberal and Social Demo-
cratic proceduralists to acknowledge this case seemed to the New Leftists
to expose the self-serving and narrow assumptions of the given system. For
the New Left the democratic potential of public sphere proceduralism was
always already circumscribed by the given rules of the polity. To establish
genuinely democratic publicness, therefore, radical extensions were needed.
In Dany Cohn-Bendit’s words: “A society that claimed to be democratic was
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made to confront its authoritarian structures, the authoritarian personality
was challenged, society’s smooth running profoundly shaken.”?®

These questions, and the related West German conflicts of the 1950s and
1960s, have obvious resonance for the Japanese histories presented in these
excellent papers. In their complex ways Nakai Masakazu, Maruyama Masao,
and Et6 Jun all struggled with issues analogous to those confronted by re-
spective cohorts of West German intellectuals who experienced the Third
Reich: how could democratic politic culture be reconstituted in societies sev-
ered from the normal resources of continuity and tradition, in which the
national past per se had lost its authorizing legitimacy and even seemed
to have been entirely disqualified? If these individual thinkers inevitably
diverged in many specific ways from Habermas and other West German
counterparts, then the structural syndromes of these two “postwars” remain
nonetheless comparable, and the specific differences can be as illuminating
in that respect as the similarities. Likewise, Wesley Sasaki-Uemura’s argu-
ments about “localization” and pluralization of the public sphere provide
excellent points of convergence with the West German protest movements
of the same period, whose comparative possibilities cycle back through the
Biirgerinitiativen (Citizens’ Initiatives), the new social movements, and even-
tually the Greens from the late 1960s to early 1980s. The fields of tension
between these new direct-action militancies and Habermas’s incorrigible de-
fense of communicative and proceduralist reasoning possess clear affinities
to the contemporary conflicts in Japan.

The classical framework of proceduralist Offentlichkeit is particularly ill-
fitted for the new types of publicness that erupted in the 1960s and 1970s, a
disjunction dramatically and poignantly illustrated by the conflicts Haber-
mas directly solicited with the West German New Left.”” This applies most
blatantly to the countercultural radicalisms of 1968, and here the essays by
Noriko Aso, Abé Mark Nornes, and Reiko Tomii provide another fasci-
nating plane of potential comparison, ranging across the official spectacle
of the Tokyo Olympiad, the potential counterpublic imagined by the doc-
umentarists, and the avant-garde interventionism developing around the
remarkable Model 1,000-Yen Incident. For example, in the West German
context we know something about the Situationist and avant-garde precur-
sors of Kommune I and other countercultural groups, and during the 1g60s a
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variety of bohemian and hedonistic subcultures in major cities like Munich,
Frankfurt, Hamburg, and West Berlin were crystallizing alternative publics
of some long-term importance. Across the North Sea in Britain, analogously,
it is also clear that the worlds of jazz and rhythm and blues, poetry in pubs,
folk music, little magazines, and art schools were just as basic to 1968’s
prehistories as the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament and the New Left
Clubs. For discussions of the public sphere, this area of stylistic dissidence,
aesthetic radicalism, and the associated cultural politics remains both seri-
ously neglected and a potential source of extremely fruitful comparison.*’
Finally, the most important of the counterpublics generated by the new
conflicts of the 1960s has been the feminist one, an area the essays in this
collection do not address. Feminist critiques have also been the most far-
reaching of the responses to Habermas in the decade since the translation of
Strukturwandel appeared.ﬂ As both history and idea, these have argued,
the public sphere was constructed around a system of gendered mean-
ings, whether in the formal intellectual discourse of politics, citizenship,
and rights, in the institutional arenas of publicness and publicity, in the asso-
ciational universe of civic engagement and sociality, or in the personal sphere
of family life. More generally, of course, both in theory and politics, femi-
nists have turned the relationship of the personal and the political completely
inside out since the explosions of the late 1960s and early 1970s, making it
possible entirely to remake the connections between everydayness and po-
litical life, whether in the family or the workplace, in sexuality and personal
relations, or in all the situations where pain and pleasure are produced.
The notion of the public sphere has turned out to be a very good way of
getting from these contexts of everyday life to an idea of political agency
and action. The concept’s usefulness for me was always about opening up
a space in this way to talk about politics without it being subsumed in
the conventional institutional understanding of how politics occurs. Such
a narrow understanding has been especially common for many workaday
historians, who might be very sophisticated in their handling of empirical
work, but recalcitrantly anti-intellectual when it comes to explicating as-
sumptions or making use of theory. There is a well-entrenched tendency
in such work to present politics as located in the political process narrowly
understood—oparties, legislatures, government. That is an abiding problem
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of our contemporary assumptions about politics, too, in terms of common-
sensical understandings. What I have always liked about “public sphere”
as a theory term, as a framework that we can take from Habermas, is that
it provides a way of conceptualizing an expanded notion of the political. It
forces us to look for politics in other social places.

This is useful not only for producing those histories of earlier periods I
have been describing. It is also useful for activating a sense of ordinary and
efficacious citizenship today. The “public sphere” in that sense is a space be-
tween state and society in which political action occurs with real effectivities,
whether in terms of the local effects, in building a sense of political agency,
or in behaving ethically in one’s social relations and allowing some notion of
collective goods to be posed, and thereby contributing to wider processes of
political mobilization. Itis one way of making connections between what we
think and do in everyday life, including the personal sphere, and the world
of politics at a time when such extreme and debilitating skepticism has ac-
cumulated about the purpose and potency of such action. When in popular
perceptions “politics” degenerates ever more cynically into a synonym for
corruption, self-interestedness, and machineries of privilege beyond realistic
popular control, the “public sphere” becomes a way of restoring intelligibil-
ity to the political process. It offers a possibility of reclaiming politics for a
realistic discourse of democracy.

Atatime of such depressingly extensive political disbelief—of disaffection
and disablementaround one’s agency as a citizen—this term “public sphere”
becomes an excellent starting point for thinking again about what politics is,
about where it takes place, and about how it can function as a space available
to ordinary people and not just to official or professional politicians. It al-
lows one to imagine—modestly and realistically—how a sense of citizenship
might be re-engaged, whether in the public sphere of particular institutions
like a university or a profession; in some local setting like a school board, a
workplace, or a community campaign; or in the new political communities
of the cyberspace. Such a renewed concept of citizenship may even infiltrate
the political process more conventionally understood, in relation to parties
and elections, the articulation of “interests,” and the presentation of demands
in government. This is clearly linked to notions of civil society as well, as the
ground on and from which political actions arise. So if I argue that the public
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sphere makes more sense as a structured setting in which contestation and
negotiation can occur, this is what I have in mind, whether it is historically
in relation to the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, to Japan and
Western Europe since 1945, to the 1960s, or to now.
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