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What becomes of our model of the public sphere if we no longer view it as a mediating

space between “civil society” and “the state”? Put bluntly: what would the public sphere look like

if there were no state? How would our theoretical understanding of the public sphere change if

the state were no longer seen as the sine qua non of political speech and action?

Coming to grips with these questions will first require a reexamination of our current

understandings of civil society and their relation to anarchist political thought. The past twenty

years have seen, in different spaces and spheres, the simultaneous rise of a “political theory of

civil society” and a “social practice of anarchism.” While social scientists and scholars of

communication have eagerly dissected the related concepts of civil society and deliberative

democracy (Habermas, 1989; Cohen and Arato, 1992; Gutmann and Thompson, 1996; Keane,

1998; Putnam, 2000) radical activist groups loosely clustered under the umbrella of the “anti-

globalization movement” have consciously appropriated anarchistic rhetoric, organizing

strategies, and goals. (Klein, 2000; Klein and Levy, 2002) Somewhat surprisingly, there has been

little dialog between these theoretically inclined scholars of civil society and more practically

minded anarchist activists.  While this neglect can be traced, in part, to what Yale anthropologist

David Graeber called the “lack of attention to anarchist ideas in the academy,”1 (Graeber, 2004)

there can be no doubt that it also stems from a variety of misunderstandings and deliberate

distortions. Blinded by unfair caricatures and popular prejudices, anarchists and theorists of civil

society miss the occasionally startling overlap between their political philosophies.

Below, I attempt to draw understandings of anarchism and civil society into a kind of

dialog, keeping in mind that both anarchy and civil society are less “complete, hermetically

sealed systems of thought” than they are “political attitudes.” (Roy 1989, 7) The goals of this

                                                  
1 Graeber remarks: “There are still thousands of academic Marxists, but almost no academic anarchists.
This lag is somewhat difficult to interpret. In part, no doubt, it's because Marxism has always had a certain
affinity with the academy which anarchism obviously lacked: Marxism was, after all, the only great social
movement that was invented by a Ph.D.”



dialog are four-fold. First, I hope to recover a kernel of radical thought buried within the concept

of civil society, a kernel often obscured by the warm and fuzzy cloak given to it by many of its

conservative and communitarian partisans. Second, I hope to detail how even the most

progressive explications of civil society over-emphasize (or at least elide) the role of the state, an

overemphasis that can be partially corrected by paying closer attention to several proto-

understandings of civil society articulated within anarchist theory. In this section, I trace a

“shadow history” of Western political thought, drawing on the work of Tocqueville, Dewey,

Arendt, and Habermas, as well as their modern interpreters.  I then return to my initial question,

with the hope that this insight into the relationship between civil society and the state will clarify

an associated concept: the place of the public sphere in a stateless political system2. In other

words, I ask how our normative understanding of the public sphere might change if we were to no

longer envision its primary function as the mediation between the state and civil society. Finally,

I use this revamped understanding of the public sphere to tackle the following, more practical

question:  how we can best theorize the existence and normative implications of the thousands of

locally grounded “public sphericules” that seem to dominate our digital era? Can our de-centered

theories of civil society help us make some sense out of our increasingly fractured public

landscape?

Anarchism and Civil Society

I have already noted that the hostility between political theorists and anarchist activists

could be attributed up to stereotypes and mutual misunderstandings. Over the course of this essay

I hope to provide a more nuanced understanding of both anarchist political philosophy and the

                                                  
2 I actually refer less to a stateless society than I do a society in which the state is no longer seen as the sine
qua non of political action and existence. As will become clear, the anarchism I refer to in this paper is of a
“radical reformist” variety that does not envision the immediate abolishment of the state via revolution, but
rather its progressive displacement across larger and larger areas of social life



radical roots of the idea of civil society. Before I begin, however, it is necessary to clear up at

several misconceptions of what I mean by “anarchism.”

One of the simplest ways to grasp the oft-misconstrued anarchist ideal is to focus on the

distinction between state and government. Anarchist theorists express an implacable hostility to

the state, defined in a Weberian sense as the legitimate monopolization of the means of violence

within a certain bounded political territory. Such states, anarchists stress, are neither inevitable

nor fundamentally natural to human social existence, but are rather historically contingent. As

such, anarchists contend, states can be opposed and replaced. States, however, are not simply

reducible to governments, as Kropotkin notes:

State and government represent two ideas of a different kind. The State not only includes

the existence of a power placed above society, but also a territorial concentration and a

concentration of many or even all the functions of the life of society in the hands of the

few. (Kropotkin 1986, 10)

Peter Manaicas describes the anarchist ideal as “a society—a human association—in

which authoritative and legal coercive power is altogether eliminated. There would still be ‘social

control’ but there would be no social controllers. Instead, regulation would be determined by fluid

agreements between participants.” (Manicas and Paul Avrich Collection (Library of Congress),

1974) Elsewhere, Manicas elsewhere argues that “anarchy” would better be described as

anocracy (akratia), that is, the absence of all domination rather than the absence of authority or

government; authority would exist in the ideal anarchist society, but it would be an authority

consented to freely and locally rather than imposed from above. (Manicas 1982, 146) And unlike

their libertarian counterparts, many left-wing anarchists are just as opposed to “corporate power”

as they are the state. Daniel Guerin argues that anarchism “is really a synonym for socialism …

only one of the streams of socialist thought, that stream whose main components are a concern

for liberty and haste to abolish the state.” (Guerin, 1970)



Finally, one must add to my working definition of anarchism the explicit assertion that, in

the words of Remi Roy:

The current of anarchism which [I] defend is not revolutionary ideology but a form of

radical reformism. This social vision, rather than calling for apocalyptic transformations,

sees anarchy as one end of a continuum, the other being a hierarchy of power

concentrated within the apparatus of both the state and the capitalist system.  (Roy 1989,

8)

 Here, Roy echoes a number of anarchist theorists who eschew the notion of revolution as a final,

decisive, and apocalyptic break with the past, favoring of a more open-ended and provisional

conception of political change. I return to these ideas below.

  It should be clear that several popularized versions of anarchism, in both its “green-

primitivist” and “black bloc” forms, are not the focus of this essay. Primitivism, or “green

anarchism,” has received a surprising amount of scholarly attention, largely due to the well-oiled

publicity machine operating under the direction of chief spokesman, John Zerzan. As the

magazine Green Anarchy succinctly notes: “most green anarchists agree that [civilization] is the

underlying problem or root of all oppression, and it needs to be dismantled.” (“What is Green

Anarchy?”)  Many green anarchists thus anticipate the kind of apocalyptic transformation that

Roy and others specifically exclude from their analysis.  The other current of anarchism to

receive widespread popular attention has been that of the so-called “black bloc,” a group of

masked anarchists who routinely engage in deliberate (though minor) property destruction at

various protest events. Ignoring the questions that surround the strategic utility of “black bloc’”

protest methods (Paris 2003), it is important to emphasize that the bloc is neither an intellectual

movement nor a theoretical attitude. As one anonymous black bloc member puts it, “we don't

have a party platform, and you don't have to sign anything or go to any meetings to join us. We

just show up at all kinds of demonstrations.” (ibid) Although the media-friendly pronouncements



of black bloc members and green anarchists have captured the public eye, neither begins to

represent the range and diversity of anarchist political thought.

If the place of anarchist theory within the tradition of Western political philosophy is

misunderstood, the intellectual standing of civil society isn’t much better, despite its near-

universal popularity as a catch-all political term. At the dawn of the 21st century, the concept of

“civil society” been used to endorse everything from increased attendance at the local Elks Club

to the Ukrainian “Orange Revolution” to the funding of religious charity groups by the Federal

Government. George W. Bush reportedly invoked the words of Alexis de Tocqueville in a March

2005 speech before religious service organizations, noting that the Frenchman “really figured out

America in a unique way" because he saw that "Americans form associations in order to channel

the individualistic inputs of our society to enable people to serve a cause greater than

themselves.” In her essay “What the Hell is Civil Society?” political theorist Neera Chankhoke

writes “although it has become popular across societies of very different levels and across all

ideological hues, the notion of civil society has become confused and confusing.” (Chandhoke

2005) And as Aziz Choudry has recently noted:

There is no shortage of definitions of civil society. Gramsci, de Tocqueville, Putnam,

Hegel, Marx and many others have written volumes on the subject. But other than general

agreement that it spans all forms of organizations between the household and the state,

the notion seems to mean all things to all people. (Choudry 2002)

In an age when the idea of civil society has come to be both “confused and confusing”

and mean “all things to all people,” it is important to keep in mind that one can identify a

radically democratic kernel that lies at the heart of idea of civil society, a kernel that transcends

its current popularity amongst NGO grant-makers and proponents of “faith-based initiatives.”

This kernel has both historical and theoretical antecedents.  By looking back at the “rebellious

civil society” that emerged in the run-up to the collapse of communism in Eastern Europe, I



believe we can begin to excavate a concept that overlaps, in a number of interesting ways, with

aspects of anarchist political thought. This overlap, in turn, can help us start to rethink some of

our basic ideas about the public sphere.

Rebellious Civil Society

In his reexamination of the civil society occasioned by the English translation of

Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, Habermas acknowledges the importance of

events in Eastern Europe to the development of his thinking about civil society its the publics:

The concept of civil society owes its rise in favor to the criticism leveled, especially by

dissidents from state-socialist societies, against the totalitarian annihilation of the

political public sphere. Here Hannah Arendt's concept of totalitarianism, with its focus on

communication, plays an important role. It provides the foil that makes it understandable

why the opinion-shaping associations, around which autonomous public spheres can be

built up, occupy such a prominent place in the civil society. It is precisely this

communicative praxis on the part of citizens that, in totalitarian regimes, is subjected to

the control of the secret police. The revolutionary changes in eastern and central Europe

have confirmed these analyses. (Habermas 1989, 454)

What were these revolutionary changes and how do they relate to the theoretical concept

of civil society?

In a series of essays collected in Letters From Prison and published in the mid-1980’s,

Polish dissident Adam Michnik begins to formulate a vocabulary of opposition that would, by the

early 1980’s, dominate the anti-communist movement in Eastern Europe. Since the end of World



War II, Michnik writes, two attempts had been made to reform Soviet-style communism, and

both total revolution from below (Hungary 1956) and reform from above (Czechoslovakia 1968)

had failed. “I believe that what sets today’s opposition apart from the proponents of these earlier

ideas is the belief that a program for [political] evolution must be addressed to an independent

public, not to totalitarian power,” argues Michnik, “Such a program should give directives to the

people on how to behave, not to the powers on how to reform themselves. Nothing instructs the

authorities better than pressure from below.” (Michnik 1985) Although the phrase “civil society”

is absent from these essays, Michnik cites workers committees, independent labor unions, mutual

aid societies, and the Catholic Church as potentially transformative institutions representing the

“true interests of the workers.”

In a more philosophical vein, Vaclav Havel expresses an equally nuanced understanding

of the revolutionary potential of civil society in his essay, “The Power of the Powerless.”

Identifying “living in truth” as the primary goal of dissidents in a post-totalitarian society, Havel

turns his back on the direct challenge to the authority of the Soviet system.  “The primary purpose

of [dissident] movements,” Havel famously writes,

Is always, as we have seen, to have an impact on society, not to affect the power

structure, at least not directly and immediately … These movements, therefore, always

affect the power structure as such indirectly, as part of society as a whole, for they are

always addressing the hidden spheres of society. (Havel 1985)

Like Michnik, Havel does not use the phrase “civil society” in his essay, referring instead to

society and its “hidden spheres.” His implication, however, is clear.

In 1980, Andrew Arato was one of the first political theorists to first draw the attention of

Westerners to the monumental struggles taking place behind the Soviet Iron Curtain, specifically

the struggles of the Polish Solidarity movement. “The categories of civil society are not

extraneous to the Polish events,” Arato prophetically wrote in Telos in the spring of 1981. “The



participants themselves and their Western collaborators have characterized their struggle in terms

of civil society against the state.” (Arato 1981, 23) For Arato, the scattered dissident groups of

Eastern Europe in the early 1980’s coalesced around four primary beliefs, beliefs that, together,

helped these movements turn away from direct challenges to state power. The single-party system

was entrenched and could not be overthrown, Solidarity leaders assumed; pressure against the

system would come from below and would be centered around the institutions of society rather

than the state; movement pressure in the form of publicity could force the one-party system to

adhere to its own stated juridical norms; and, finally, the “organization … of an alternative,

critical public sphere can bypass the state altogether by setting up parallel institutions.” (32)

Arato continued his analysis in a second Telos article, “The Empire Against Civil

Society,” which analyzed the Solidarity movement after its initial suppression by the pro-Soviet

state regime.  Despite the collapse of Solidarity, Arato argued, the movement had scored several

impressive achievements: institutional successes with an emphasis on legal freedoms like the

right to assemble associate, and strike, as well as the creation of a “new public sphere” centered

around samizdat literature. (Arato 1982, 24) Remnants of the libertarian “New Left,” Arato wrote

after Solidarity’s collapse, “should have seen Solidarity’s stress on an alternative public sphere

and direct democracy as one of the few authentic continuations of their own efforts.” (18)

Of course, the dissidents of Eastern Europe were wrong about one fairly important thing:

although entrenched, the Soviet-style single party system could be, and was, overthrown.  Jeffrey

Isaac summarizes the truly astounding series of European events of the late 1980’s as proof that,

in Havel’s words, “civic initiatives continue to possess a remarkable power to resist ‘the irrational

momentum of anonymous, impersonal, inhuman power.” Arguing against the dominant

interpretation of the revolutions of 1989 as an unalloyed triumph for liberal capitalism, Isaac

writes of

the importance of nonelectoral, nonparliamentary forms of political activity—in



particular the kinds of civic initiatives that played an important role in resisting

communism--in opposing authoritarianism and constituting genuine spaces of democratic

politics. While the "high politics" of normal liberal democratic institutions are important,

these need to be supplemented by--and sometimes challenged by--more vigorous, grass-

roots forms of citizenship. (Isaac 1996, 1)

Given this background, is it any surprise that the 1989 English translation of Jurgen

Habermas’s Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere found such a wide and eager

audience? Two hundred years after the overthrow of the ancien regime, it seemed that civil

society was once again on the march. Both in Eastern Europe and elsewhere, “the powerless,”

operating from their base within civil society, were achieving a level of state power that neither

Habermas nor Havel could have predicted.

From Insurgency to Democratic Stabilization

Of course, in theoretical and practical terms, the “Velvet Revolutions” of 1989 produced

neither utopia or the end of history, the giddy ramblings of Francis Fukayama not withstanding.

In actually existing post-communist societies, many analysts point instead to a demobilization of

civil society forces following the collapse of the Soviet Union:

Much of the literature on post communist civil society … stresses its relative weakness,

whether compared to other regions or to the high expectations of 1989-91. This emphasis

on weakness is especially notable given that, only a decade ago, so many observers

expected post communist civil society to be unusually strong and vibrant. (Howard 2002)

As Cohen and Arato note, “one of several reasons governmental elites turn to or revive

political society is to help demobilize civil society.” The turn to political society has as one of its

primary goals the marginalization of civil society, attempting to replace its mobilized forms with



more institutionalized ones. (Cohen and Arato 1992, 69) Indeed, following their improbable

ascent to state power, Havel and many of the former dissident leaders (along with NGO’s and

world finance and governance institutions) began to speak of civil society as less a disruptive and

mobilizing force than as a necessary ingredient in the successful institutionalization of democratic

norms. Havel’s own change in focus is evident in his lecture to Macalester College in April 1999:

Civil society as I have just described it is in reality the only truly solid foundation of a

democratic political system. Political parties and the basic institutions of a democratic

state work well only when they continually draw strength and inspiration from a

developed and pluralistic civic environment and are, at the same time, exposed to well-

founded criticism from such an environment. The intention is not to exclude the

parliament, the government or the political parties from public life or to circumvent them.

It is just the opposite: The aim is to enable them to work to the best of their ability as

institutions that constitute the culmination of the democratic system.  (Havel 1999)

In the same address, Havel offers a crucial insight into his post-revolutionary thinking

about the relationship between civil society and the state:

The second pillar of civil society is constituted by a strong self-government within the

system of public administration. This means that citizens elect not only the members of

the central representative bodies, but also their representatives in the self-governing

bodies of municipalities and regions and that these lower representative bodies have

substantial jurisdictions and funds of their own. All that which does not have to be

decided at the central level, or within the hierarchy of state administration, is decided by

the elected representatives of the people at lower levels. In other words: One of the basic

dimensions of civil society - and at the same time one of the forms of its development, or

preconditions for it - is a decentralized state. (ibid)

Although there can be little doubt that the state envisioned by Havel is federalist in

character, his emphasis on the state as a pre-requisite for civil society is clear. In this, he is in



agreement with virtually the entire range of civil society theorists. As Roy acknowledges, “there

appears to be a common thread in the work of all post-Marxist theorists [of civil society]. Their

ideal centers around the idea of a self-regulated civil society in which the state is reduced to

limited and precise functions. They optimistically contend that the existing state apparatus can be

used to protect civil society, to extend individual and social rights, and extend democracy into

new spheres of life.” (Roy 1989, 83)

Giddens notes that the state can, at least in part, be seen as an emancipatory social force,

while Held argues, “without the protective … and mediating functions of the state, struggles to

transform civil society will become ghettoized and divided.”  Pierson contends that the state is the

ultimate guarantor of independent civil institutions, and Keane argues, “a sovereign state power is

an indispensable condition for the democratization of society.” Cohen and Arato dismiss “neo-

conservative” attacks on “statism, while. Frankel sums up the dominant view of the necessity of

the state structure when he writes:

[A] society that has no national institutions also has no real chance of a democratic public

sphere. If one believes … that administration and social planning will be necessary to

maximalize equality, preserve environments, and support all those unable to do paid

work, … that disputes between individuals and groups will require a system of rules and

rights, than either one places all humanity’s hopes in world government in a world

government or one acknowledges the necessity for national institutions (all the above

quotes from Roy 1989, 83)

Against this dominant tradition, I want to argue that the state is neither necessary nor

sufficient for the existence of civil society. In this, I echo classic anarchist critiques of state

power, but also argue that many of these anarchist critiques travel down the same road as civil

society theorists—up to a point.  Both sets of theorizers focus on non-statist forms of political

action, spheres of resistance outside parliamentary democracy, the importance of autonomous



associations, the nobility of “localism,” and the dangers of bureaucracy, whether found in

government or the market.  Post-Marxist civil society theorists, however, see state power as a

facilitator of the good and a check on the bad, while anarchists see the sate as a primary enabler

of both oppression and “bureaucratic bigness.” If this argument about the non-necessity of the

state is correct, we can begin to envision civil society’s corollary, the public sphere, in a

dramatically different way.

Anarchism and Civil Society

I now look more directly at anarchist political philosophy and its relationship to theories

of civil society.  Moving away from the more historical approach I adopted in the previous

section, I try to uncover anarchistic strains in the work of a few well-known democratic theorists.

All four of these theorists—Toqueville, Dewey, Arendt, and Habermas—have been analyzed

through the lens of anarchism before, but to the best of my knowledge, no author has brought

them together in a single work. The purpose of this synthesis is both to map out a “shadow

tradition” within the dominant narrative of Western political thought and to establish the

argument that anarchist political philosophy contains within it an implicit theory of civil society,

This theory can in turn be used to analyze our 21st century public sphere.

Tocqueville, Civil Society, and Liberal Constitutionalism

Although no overview of civil society that I am aware of unites Tocqueville, Dewey,

Arendt, and Habermas (Cohen and Arato’s magisterial work on the political theory of civil

society inexplicably ignores Dewey, for instance), the work of each represents an attempt to de-

center the state from its primary position in relation to political life. For many thinkers within the

current civil society renaissance, this de-centering attempt begins with Democracy in America;



indeed, a quote from Tocqueville occupies the very first line of Robert Putnam’s 1995 article

“Bowling Alone.” It is thus something of a shock to see the French aristocrat referenced as a

forerunner to anarchism in April Carter’s “Anarchism and the State.” (1971) The aristocratically-

inclined strain of liberal constitutionalism that emerged in the early 19th century, Cater contends,

shares many of the concerns of anarchist thought.

Anarchist thinkers like Kropotkin and civil society theorists like Tocqueville looked at

the progressive promises of almost a century’s worth of nominally democratic revolutions and

saw the increasing growth of state power, regardless of the radical language these revolutions

used to justify themselves. Both deplored the bureaucracy of post-Napoleonic France, warning

against the “wider social implications of the bureaucratic mentality” and the de-humanizing

effects of the bureaucratic state. Both men share a somewhat aristocratic suspicion of popular

democracy yoked to the state system. Both shared similar concerns with regard to the

nationalized police force, the complex and indecipherable post-Napoleonic legal code, and the

increasing ability of the state to wage war on a massive scale. Both see the solution to these ills

lying in some sort of federalism and in the establishment of domination-free “voluntary

associations.” Indeed, in his famous discussion of voluntary groups in America, Tocqueville

sounds surprisingly anarchistic themes:

Americans of all ages, all stations in life, and all types of dispositions, are forever

forming associations. They are not only the commercial and industrial associations in

which all take part, but others of a thousand different types—religious, moral, serious,

futile, very general and very limited, immensely large and very minute … If they want to

proclaim a truth or propagate some feeling by encouragement of a great example, they

form an association. (Tocqueville 1969, 513)

Compare this with the description of the ideal voluntary association provided by the

Russian anarchist Voline:



It is not a matter of organization or disorganization [of voluntary associations], but of two

different principles of organization. Of course, say the anarchists, society must be

organized. However, the new organization … must be established freely, socially, and

above all, from below. The principle of organization must not issue from a center created

in advance to capture the whole and impose itself but, on the contrary, it must come from

all sides to create nodes of coordination. (quote from Carter 1971, 56)

Carter argues that the link between constitutionalist and anarchist theories exists “not only at the

analytical level but in their common adherence to certain values”-- the value of local community,

the importance of a wide range of independent associations, and the value of individual freedom

seen in terms of social activity and responsibility. (ibid)

Tocqueville, of course, was certainly no anarchist; despite his fondness for American

federalism and “associative institutions” he valued the ultimate authority of the state and thought

it necessary to facilitate a wide range of social functions. That is why, Carter agues, anarchists

press for something like a radicalization of liberal constitutionalist theory:

Local community [for anarchists] is seen not simply as a desirable intermediary between

the individual and the state but as the basis for society totally free of any state

organization. The local is often seen as the base for direct action and social change, and

demands … civil disobedience as the fulfillment of the responsibility of citizenship. (54)

Like pre- and post-revolutionary political theorists in Eastern Europe, anarchists can thus be seen

as emphasizing a “revolutionary” concept of civil society, while liberal constitutionalists like

Tocqueville primarily emphasize civil society’s stabilizing tendencies.

Dewey and Local Community

If there is an intriguing if uneasy fit between the work of Tocqueville and anarchists like



Kropotkin, an even more productive comparison can be made between anarchism and the

political philosophy of John Dewey. Although he has been labeled, at times, a quintessential

American liberal and a socialist, Peter Manicas argues that Dewey is best seen as a radical, and

what is more, a radical with distinctly anarchistic tendencies. These tendencies do not imply that

Dewey was an “anarchist,” in the strict sense of the term, but they do hint that any exploration of

civil society can be philosophically worthwhile if they examine Deweyan thought through an

anarchist lens. Manicas argues that Dewey’s anarchist tendencies can be seen most clearly in his

work on the state, his idea of democratic localism, and his thinking about the possibilities for

social change.

“Except for explicit anarchist thought,” Manicas notes, “no one saw more explicitly than

Dewey that for the modern age, the state was not part of the solution, but was, instead, part of the

problem.” (Manicas 1982) In the 1927 essay “Nationalism and its Fruits,” Dewey lists the wages

of state centralization: “fear, jealousy, suspicion, and war.” And throughout The Public and its

Problems, Dewey argues that the state must be seen as essentially contingent that is, the product

of joint action, rather than an abstract force existing above and beyond human society.

If Dewey’s diagnosis of the ills of state centralization bear some resemblance to anarchist

theory, his proposal of possible remedies is even more closely related to anarchist concerns. The

solution to the modern “cruse of bigness” and its accompanying alienation is not to perfect the

technocratic potentialities of governmental machinery but rather to reinvigorate the local

community through democratic participation and communication. “In its richest and deepest

sense a community must always remain a matter of face-to-face intercourse,” Dewey writes.

“Unless local community life can be restored the public cannot adequately resolve its most urgent

problem: to find and identify itself.” (Dewey 1991, 216) And in one of his most explicitly

anarchistic passages, Dewey draws a sketch of his ideal democratic society:

Territorial states and political boundaries will persist, but they will not be barriers which



impoverish experience by cutting man off from his fellows … Competition will continue,

but it will be less rivalry for acquisition of material goods, and more emulation of local

groups to enrich direct experience with appreciatively enjoyed intellectual and artistic

wealth.” (217)

All this, of course, could come out of the blueprints for the early stages of an anarchist utopia.

Finally, Dewey’s understanding of the possibilities, limits, and methods of radical social

change have much in common with some strains of anarchist political thought. Although many

19th century anarchist writers, especially Bakunin, imagine the coming of anarchism through a

cataclysmic world revolution, others see anarchism as a more gradual process of social change in

which the methods of resistance are an intrinsic part of everyday life. Manicas cites the anarchist

Gustav Landauer, who argues that:

One can throw a chair or destroy a pane of glass; but those are idle talkers and credulous

idolaters of words who regard the state as a thing or a fetish that one can smash in order

to destroy it. The state is a condition, a certain relationship among human beings, a mode

of behavior among between people; we destroy it by contracting other relationships, by

behaving differently toward one another … we are the state and we shall continue to be

the state until we have created institutions that form a real community and society.

(Manicas 1982)

If one recalls Dewey’s dismissal of Marxist revolutionary utopianism, his emphasis on pedagogy

and the school, and his focus on habit as the “groove of behavior,” the parallels between Dewey

and the anarchists become even more apparent.

Of course, all of the preceding represents just one side of Dewey’s complex and

sometimes contradictory political philosophy. It does, however, begin to point towards a more

anarchistic conception of the public sphere, especially in regards to the democratic uses and

potentials of communication. Communication, for Dewey, is de-centered from the state and exists

in the local community; its purpose is not to provide intelligence and guidance to state organs but



rather to “help the public find itself” and bring the “Great Community” into being. The public

sphere we encounter in The Public and Its Problems is fragmented without being fractured,

geared towards the “sharing” rather than the “aggregation” of knowledge, and resolutely local

without being impotent.  Without mentioning either anarchism or civil society, the work of

Dewey represents the beginnings of an early and halting attempt to integrate anarchist theory and

civil society. We shall return to this project in the pages ahead.

Arendt and the Council System

Following Manicas’ lead, political theorist Jeffrey Isaac draws on Dewey’s thought and

his anarchistic tendencies when discussing the “rebellious politics” of Hannah Arendt, “a politics

best seen as a form of radical democratic politics with a pronounced anarchist strain, a politics

based on the flourishing of spontaneously constructed voluntary associations and oriented

primarily toward civil society.” (Isaac 1993, 140) Isaac unites Arendt’s thought with John

Dewey’s, arguing that both philosophers see politics as geared not to a final, ultimate good but

rather a relative good that is continually “in-process” in the “in-between” spaces where citizens

meet, deliberate, and articulate common concerns. Isaac makes much of the anarchists’ avoidance

of grand, metaphysical solutions to political problems, drawing this notion into dialogue with

Arnedt’s own implacable anti-Marxism. Like Dewey, Arendt emphasizes the provisional and

local character of genuine political solutions, and like Dewey, Arendt shares a quasi-

communitarian conception of politics that still does much to avoid the idealistic valorization of

community structures present in much of the literature on civil society.

If Dewey’s most significant quasi-anarchistic concept is his notion of the

communicatively generated local community, than Arendt’s discussion of the “council system” in

On Revolution is one of her major contributions to the stock of non-state oriented political

theories. The council system, consisting of concerned citizens spontaneously coming together to



deliberate, articulate, and engage in a form of revolutionary political praxis, is Arendt’s paradigm

for democratic action. The council system was foreshadowed by Thomas Jefferson’s proposal for

an American ward system, and emerged in such disparate political moments as the 1871 Paris

Commune, the Russian Soviets of 1905, and the Hungarian councils of 1956.  Arendt’s councils,

emerging as they do during moments of revolutionary tumult, further sharpen the line between

rebellious visions, alluded to above in our analysis of the Polish Solidarity movement. and the

more stability generating conceptions of civil society.

It is important to note here that neither Arendt nor Isaac fundamentally deny the validity

of parliamentary politics-- they are indeed “anarchistic” in temperament, but only to a degree. In

this sense, they are more “hard-headed” than Dewey and closer in spirit to those post-Marxist

theorists who allege that civil society is only possible through the mediation and protection of the

state. As we shall see, Habermas takes this ambiguity one step further, arguing that while

anarchistic forms of political communication and interaction are perhaps the most conceptually

consistent with his social theory, modern rationalization has rendered impossible the realization

of these more radically democratic forms.

Habermas and Anarchist Thought

Remi Roy, alone out of nearly all theorists of civil society, draws attention to the

anarchistic strains underlying Habermas’s conception of the public sphere. A committed liberal

and (in his later writings) constitutional theorist, Habermas’ radicalism is easily overlooked,

especially by those familiar with his gradual move away from away from the cultural Marxism of

the Frankfurt School. By looking at Habermas from an anarchistic perspective, however, his

intellectual trajectory appears less unidirectional than often assumed. What’s more, Habermas

himself addresses the issue of anarchism in the article “Popular Sovereignty as Procedure,” latter

appended to his major work of political theory, Between Facts and Norms. (1996)



Roy draws a parallel between the work of William Godwin, an anarchist philosopher of

the Enlightenment, and Habermas’ writings on the public sphere.  Godwin argued that it was

“only through the ‘freedom of social communication’ and the extension of the public sphere that

reason and truth will spread.” (Roy 1989, 94) Godwin held anarchism to be, at its root,

“uninterrupted conversation”:

Public discussion and social intercourse are prerequisites for the anarchist transformation

of society. Godwin saw the possibility of the public sphere replacing the state. This real

would be more public than private because it would exclude none, yet it would be more

private than the state since it would be a non-coercive forum for determining what the

private-public distinction would entail. (95)

In this description of Godwin’s political philosophy, we hear echoes of Habermas, with

his notion of freely constituting, coercion-free public spheres, as well as the more recent work of

Guttmann and Thompson, who argue that the distinction between a public and private issue

should be radically indeterminate and open to deliberative reinterpretation. In a description of the

public sphere that parallels much anarchistic thought, Habermas writes that the bourgeois public

sphere “may be conceived above all as the sphere of private people come together to form a

public,” ideally, in a setting free from the influence of both the state and private interest.

(Habermas 1989, 27)

Nevertheless, like many of our previous thinkers, Habermas is no anarchist. His public

sphere is ultimately mediation between the state and civil society, rather a replacement for it.

Habermas himself acknowledges this in his essay “Popular Sovereignty as Procedure.” Writing of

the inevitable democratic disillusionment currently associated with Europe’s faltering experiment

in welfare-state socialism, Habermas wistfully notes that: “reformism can bring about social

pacification solely by way of social welfare interventions, but in doling so parties are absorbed

into an expanding state apparatus.” (Habermas 1996, 52) Because of its importance to the overall



thrust of my argument, I quote from some length the passage that follows this diagnosis of the

social-democratic distemper. The “rationalization” of social statism:

helps explain the relevance of the discourse between anarchism and socialism that has

been carried on since the nineteenth century. What was already practiced in the petit

bourgeois revolution of the sans culottes finally received rational justification and partial

theoretical elaboration in anarchist social criticism and the idea of council democra Here

the techniques of self-organization … were probably less important than the

organizational form itself: the voluntary association. Such associations displayed only a

minimal degree of institutionalization. The horizontal experience at the level of face-to-

face interactions were supposed to coalesce into an intersubjective practice of

deliberation and decision making strong enough to maintain all the other institutions in

the fluid condition of their founding phase … a society integrated through associations

instead of through markets would be a political, yet nevertheless dominion free order.

(53)

If the theoretical ideal of communicative rationality is contained within anarchist political

forms, however, he modern reality of the system dominated society has made any realization of

that ideal less attainable than ever. Habermas notes that:

The anarchist projection of society made up entirely of horizontal networks of association

was always utopian; today, it is still less workable, given the regulatory and organization

needs of modern societies (ibid).

Habermas both acknowledges the normative force of the anarchist ideal and contends that

is has become a practical impossibility. It is this gap “between facts and norms” that helps explain

the fundamental pessimism that pervades “Popular Sovereignty as Procedure.” Liberal politics is

inherently instrumental in nature, raising the potentially devastating question of how the

communicatively generated power of popular sovereignty can hope to have any effect on the

public sphere.  Habermas’ answer is to abandon the anarchist political project, giving it instead a



“methodological turn” and using it to critique the blindness of both liberal democratic and

systems theory (such was the goal, I would argue, of The Theory of Communicative Action).

Politically, Habermas redefines the relationship between the public sphere and its administrative

counterpart; specifically, he broadens the means by which that sphere can be said to influence

government organs. Even instrumental decision making must append normative justification after

the fact, Habermas contends. Therefore, “communicatively generated legitimate power can have

an effect on the political system insofar as it assumes responsibility for the pool of reasons from

which administrative decisions must draw their rationalizations.” (56) Public deliberation, in

other words, can set boundaries which administrative entities cannot cross.

Let’s recap our argument. Roy and others have pointed out the anarchist elements of

Habermas’ theory of the public sphere, and Habermas himself has at least briefly acknowledged

the accuracy of these characterizations. However, Habermas contends that the anarchist political

project is utopian and unrealizable, and thus redefines his communicative concerns, combining

his methodological arguments with a surprisingly limited political program.

Summary

We can now draw together a number of threads. First, I hope it is clear that there is a

definite anarchistic undercurrent to many theories of civil society. Historically, these arguments

have emphasized the importance of voluntary associations, the correspondence between radical

democracy and community, the virtues of federalism, and the importance of political activity

existing outside the state.  I also hope that it is clear that many of these anarchistic undercurrents

are ambiguous, and are often explicitly rejected by civil society theorists in favor of more statist

approaches.

Three additional points are of special importance. First, we again encounter the

distinction between “rebellious” and “stabilizing” civil society first discussed in our overview of



Eastern European social movements, especially in the work of Hannah Arendt. Isaac alludes to

this tendency in his discussion of the “aristocratic” elements of Arendt's thought. For Arendt and

many anarchists, true democratic action is forged in praxis, in modes of struggle that exist outside

“everyday” political life. At the same time, however, Dewey provides a less agonistic

understanding of civil society that is also amenable to anarchistic interpretation.  “The state is a

condition, a certain relationship, and we destroy it by contracting other relationships, by behaving

differently toward one another,” argues the anarchist Landauer, and Dewey echoes this contention

with his claim that “the revolutionary radical” should take care not to overlook “the force of

ingrained habits.” A radical method of social change that sidesteps revolutionary praxis would

involve “contracting other relationships” in order to undermine the “force of ingrained habit.”

Finally, I hope it is apparent how much of anarchistic political thought finds its

grounding in theories of communication, whether this grounding be Dewey’s link between

community, communication, and democracy (Carey 1989), Habermas’ notion of “counter-public

spheres,” the uniquely deliberative voluntary associations emphasized by Tocqueville, or

Arendt’s idealization of the council system as “nothing less than a direct regeneration of

democratic practice.” (Isaac 1993) In conclusion, I further elaborate on this link between radical

communication theories and anarchism, returning to the basic question posed at the beginning of

this paper: how can anarchism help us rethink our understanding of the public sphere?

Conclusion: Anarchism and the Public Sphere

Fragmentation and the Public Sphere

In our 21st century digital media universe, concerns about the possible “fragmentation” of

the public sphere loom large. Given the proliferation of Internet technologies, talk radio, blogs,

and personal news web sites, such concerns are understandable. Habermas himself has



acknowledged the existence of multiple, overlapping public spheres, as have other theorists

drawing on his work. (Calhoun 1992) Perhaps the most pessimistic assessment of the

fragmentation of the public sphere comes from Gitlin, who asks whether a democracy

Require[s] a public or publics? A public sphere or separate public sphereicules? Does the

proliferation of the later, the comfort with which they can be cultivated, damage the

prospect for the former? Does it not look as though the public sphere, in falling, has

shattered into a scatter of globules, like mercury? (Gitlin 1989, 173)

Gitlin acknowledges the argument that deliberatively constituted public sphereicules are

possible, but charges that “such an arrangement presumes a rough equivalence of resources for

the purpose of assuring overall justice.” (173) His fears are exacerbated if we understand the

public sphere, as many post-Marxist theorists of civil society do, as a mediating institution

between civil society and the state.  Habermas lays out the thematizing and aggregating aspects of

the public sphere when he schematically places it between civil society and the state. “The line

between state and society,” he writes, “divided the public sphere from the private realm.”

(Habermas 1989, 53)

Private    Public

Much of my own research concerns the growth of participatory, localized, internet-based

media.  Such research inevitably prompts the question: How does the growth of grassroots media

affect deliberation, debate, and the emergence of public opinion? Does it contribute to the

Civil Society    Political Public Sphere The State

Conjugal Family    Literary Public The Court



fragmentation of the public sphere so feared by Gitlin and others? Or does it facilitate a

reinvigoration of the public?

Some scholars have spoken of the revolutionary potential of “grassroots journalism” and

“blogging”; indeed, the very newness of the participatory journalistic phenomenon, combined

with the inevitable and uniquely American excitement brought about by the promise of greater

democracy through technology, has led a number of usually sober and serious-minded people to

wax rhapsodic about the impact of the new social practice. Dan Gillmor, a celebrated blogger and

former technology correspondent for The San Jose Mercury News has written that we are

witnessing “journalism’s transformation from a 20th century mass media structure to something

profoundly more grassroots and democratic” (Gillmor 2004, xii), while Orville Schell, dean of the

University of California at Berkeley School of Journalism has noted that “the Roman Empire that

was mass media is breaking up, and we are entering an almost-feudal period where there will be

many more centers of power and influence.”  (“The Future of the New York Times.”) Of course,

along with the celebration comes the inevitable backlash; Steve Lovelady of the Columbia

Journalism Review has publicly referred to bloggers as “salivating morons who make up the

lynch mob.” (Rosen 2005)

 Although they may not realize it, both Gillmor and Lovelady are talking about the public

sphere when they praise or condemn grassroots journalism. Gillmor feels that the promise of

digital fragmentation outweighs its perils, while Lovelady observes the corruption and

disintegration of a “rational public” once mediated by professional journalism.

Are these the only ways of talking about the impact of grassroots journalism upon the

public sphere? They may be, as long as we continue top view the public sphere as fundamentally

an integration of the public in relation to the state. Over the course of my research into the growth

of participatory media, however, I have grown increasingly weary of the endless back and forth

between those who feel that this media is the ultimate salvation for the public sphere and those



who see it as contributing to the public’s untimely death. We need new thinking, I argue, in order

to properly theorize about the growth of a new media universe.

In an attempt to rethink the “big-picture” impact of grassroots journalism, I ask the

following question: what becomes of our model of the public sphere if we no longer view it as a

mediating space between “civil society” and “the state”? Put bluntly: what would the public

sphere look like if there were no state? How would our theoretical understanding of the public

sphere change if the state were no longer seen as the sine qua non of political speech and action?

Coming to grips with these questions will first require a reexamination of our current

understandings of civil society and their relation to anarchist political thought. Below, I attempt to

draw understandings of anarchism and civil society into a kind of dialog, keeping in mind that

both anarchy and civil society are less “complete, hermetically sealed systems of thought” than

“political attitudes.” (Roy 1989, 7) The goals of this dialog are four-fold.

First, I hope to recover a kernel of radical thought buried within the concept of civil

society, a kernel often obscured by the warm and fuzzy cloak given to it by many of its

conservative and communitarian partisans. Second, I hope to detail how even the most

progressive explications of civil society over-emphasize (or at least elide) the role of the state, an

overemphasis that can be partially corrected by paying closer attention to several proto-

understandings of civil society articulated within anarchist theory. In this section, I trace a

“shadow history” of Western political thought, drawing on the work of Tocqueville, Dewey,

Arendt, and Habermas, as well as their modern interpreters.  I then return to my initial question,

with the hope that this insight into the relationship between civil society and the state will clarify

an associated concept: the place of the public sphere in a stateless political system3. In other

words, I ask how our normative understanding of the public sphere might change if we were to no

                                                  
3 I actually refer less to a stateless society than I do a society in which the state is no longer seen as the sine
qua non of political action and existence. As will become clear, the anarchism I refer to in this paper is of a
“radical reformist” variety that does not envision the immediate abolishment of the state via revolution, but
rather its progressive displacement across larger and larger areas of social life



longer envision its primary function as the mediation between the state and civil society. Finally,

I use this revamped understanding of the public sphere to tackle the following, more practical

question:  how we can best theorize the existence and normative implications of the thousands of

locally grounded “public sphericules” that seem to dominate our digital era? Can our de-centered

theories of civil society help us make some sense out of our increasingly fractured public

landscape?

For Habermas and many of his followers, the synthesis of the public sphere with the state

is essential. As we have seen, he dismisses the anarchist political project of civil society without

the state as utopian. Or as Calhoun summarizes, “large scale modern society would be impossible

without such systemic integration (and dreams of doing away with such large-scale societal

integration are not only romantic but dangerous because reduction in scale can only occur in

catastrophic ways.” (Calhoun 1992, 31) Of course, like most theorists who make these sorts of

blanket proclamations, Calhoun neglects to elaborate on why large-scale society is so necessary

or why attempts to change it would be so catastrophic. If Calhoun has any specific theory in

mind, he probably refers to the Bakuninite revolutionary dream of the cataclysmic smashing of

the state structure. I hope to have shown that such offhand comments need further justification,

that many challenges to the “necessity” of the state structure can be found submerged within civil

society theory itself, and that the anarchist program of social change contains a moderate,

Deweyan element, in addition to its more revolutionary impulses.

For the time being, let’s not dismiss the conceptual notion of “doing away with large

scale social integration” out of hand; rather, lets apply an understanding of this anarchistic public

sphere to questions of digitized fragmentation.  Historically, philosophers of the public sphere

have approached their subject from two but distinct complementary perspectives. According to

the liberal view, discussed in my opening section, the public sphere stands as an integrating

device between society and the state. Public opinion, formulated within civil society, is mediated

or “transmitted” to the organs of the state via a public sphere composed of autonomous opinion



transcribing organizations. Amongst theorists of the public sphere with more of a focus on the

journalism, that sphere often has the secondary function of providing its citizens with the accurate

information they need to in order to render proper judgment upon state conduct. On this view, the

key function of journalism in the public sphere is to serve as an “accurate” conduit of both

opinion and information in order to aid self-government.

Other theorists, coming from a more “critical” perspective, still see the public sphere as

standing between the state and society. These theorists, usually operating from within a

Gramscian or Foucauldian tradition, see civil society as a field of conflict that both mediates

societal conflict and can serve as a “staging ground” for limited attacks on state or governmental

power.  Civil society, Gramsci writes,

has become a very complex structure and one which is resistant to the catastrophic

‘incursions’ of the immediate economic element (crises, depressions, etc.). The

superstructures of civil society are like the trench-systems of modern warfare. (Gramsci

1999)

On this view, the key function of “revolutionary” journalism in the public sphere is to create a

“counter-hegemonic force” that can facilitate a “war of position” against state power in the battle

to overthrow capitalism.

How does research into alternative journalism mesh with these unique but overlapping

perspectives?

‘Trickle up’ Journalism

Arguing that the mainstream press’ ability to faithfully mediate between the state and the

public sphere is inadequate, Jay Rosen, Dan Gillmor, and other blogging-partisans argue that the

internet will facilitate a kind of “journalism from below.” While this “trickle up journalism” will



not replace the mainstream media, it will increase the sources of information that flow into the

larger mainstream press. In a perfect information system, this increase in information would lead

to better journalism and a more accurate picture of the public sphere. Alternative media aids the

cause of “trickle-up” journalism and thus aids the cause of truth.

This notion of trickle up journalism sees the conduits of information that emerge from

grassroots media as rivulets that eventually empty into the large lake that is the public sphere.

Local knowledge, on this reading, is to be valued insofar as it can help solve the larger questions

that vex our body politic. As Dan Gillmor argues, “I don't think mainstream media are necessarily

less relevant in the mission of helping people keep themselves informed. The new entrants

[bloggers, etc] are adding context and facts and viewpoints that we - and readers who want to

know more - can use to create more complete news reports.” (Gillmor 2004)

Balkanization and ‘Public Sphericules’

Seeing the proliferation of online information sources a potential threat to the health of

the body politic, Cass Sunstein’s argument about the “ghettoization” of online opinion is well

known. (Sunstein 2001) Rather than grassroots journalism aiding the cause of truth, it will

sequester various social actors inside their own “mini-truths,” leading to a breakdown of

deliberation and a short-circuiting of the state-public sphere conduits. I have already mentioned

Gitlin’s complementary argument about the creation of “public sphericules,” which implicitly

draws upon a state-centric understanding of the importance of public information. Gitlin writes:

If the State is to be an instrument of the public good, the public must first be sovereign

and capable of asserting its good, so the State may belong to the public and act

accordingly. Toward this end, the public needs access to information about matters of the

public moment; it needs rights of political organization, speech, and assembly; it needs

deliberation. (Gitlin 1998, 167)



According to this argument, the hope for a “trickle up journalism” that will improve the quality of

public discourse is either overstated or hopelessly naïve. At best, grassroots media will nibble at

the truth “from the edges”; at worst, it will divide up the public sphere into a host of armed and

antagonistic camps.

Fighting a “War of Position” in the Political Sphere

 Left and right-wing attitudes towards grassroots journalism often echo a Gramscian

perspective, arguing less about truth than the degree to which various journalistic reports will

advance a partisan position. According to this view, the goal of grassroots journalists should be to

colonize the public sphere in a way that will affect the ability of various political groupings to

influence or seize state power.  In his analysis of what he calls tactical media, David Garcia

writes that online information sites “attempt to hack the structure of the information environment

for political purposes.” Tactical media, for Garcia, is media “exploited by groups and individuals

who feel aggrieved by or excluded from the wider culture.” (Garcia and Lovink 1997) Leon

Trotsky, who wrote during the Russian Civil War that the press “was a weapon not of an abstract

society, but of two irreconcilable armed, and contending sides,” (Trotsky 1976, 149) voiced an

earlier but even blunter understanding of the political role of the media.  While most political

bloggers would certainly not see themselves as tactical media activists or Trotskyites, there is

little doubt that many of them see the truth of their work as less important than its ultimate impact

on the “political game.”

Although not exhaustive, these three perspectives on the relationship between grassroots

journalism and the public sphere generally summarize much of the traditional thinking on the

issue. Drawing on anarchist theory and a radicalized philosophy of civil society, however, I have



tried to theorize the place of the public sphere in a stateless political system. In other words, how

might our normative understanding of the public sphere and grassroots journalism might change

if we were to no longer envision the public sphere’s primary function as the mediation between

the state and civil society.

Creating Alternative Communities Through the Media’s Ritual Function

 Rather than understanding grassroots journalism as process that does or does not provide

“information,” we can instead see it as a ritual that connects dispersed communities together

through cyberspace. As Carey writes:

A ritual view of communication is directed not toward the extension of messages in space

but toward the maintenance of society in time; not the act of imparting information but

the representation of shared beliefs.  If the archetypal case of communication under a

transmission view is the extension of messages across geography for the purpose of

control, the archetypal case under a ritual view is the sacred ceremony that draws persons

together in fellowship and commonality. It sees the original or highest manifestation of

communication not in the transmission of intelligent information but in the construction

and maintenance of an ordered, meaningful cultural world that can serve as a control and

container for human action. (Carey 1989)

  Although this ritualized function of journalism has historically served to strengthen the

nation-state, such a conclusion no longer automatically holds in an era of the Internet. One can

see the importance of grassroots journalism as lying outside the interplay between public sphere

and state, instead, seeing its power resting in the maintenance of diverse societies and cultures in

time.



Grassroots Journalism as ‘Concientization’

 Drawing on the work of Paolo Freire and other radical theorists of democracy,

Clemencia Rodriguez contends that alternative media should no longer be primarily viewed as a

game-piece in battles over state and media power. Rather, she argues, engaging in the act of

producing grassroots journalism can “account for the process of empowerment, concientization,

and fragmentation of power when men, women, and children gain access to and reclaim their own

media.” (2003) This a perspective is similar, in some ways, to Carey’s ritual view, though it

incorporates more radical elements of democratic thought. Rodrieguez sees the creation of

alternative media as meaningful at the individual and community level, shunting aside question of

informational power at that the level of the state. She writes that:

 “citizens media implies first that a collectivity is enacting its citizenship by actively

intervening in and transforming the established  mediascape; second, that these media are

contesting social codes, legitimized identities, and institutionalized social relations; and

third, that these communication practices are empowering the community involved, to the

point where these transformations and changes are possible. (Rodruiguez 2001, 43)

For Rodriguez, the impact of alternative media is to be seen less on the distribution of

state power than it is upon those who are producing that media in the first place. Such media

affects the public sphere, but at the level of the individual rather than the state..

Local Intelligence and Gift Exchange

Grassroots journalism can lead to the creation of “local intelligence,” gleaned from

localized communities and transmitted to other localized communities through a process

resembling gift exchange. In many ways, this process echoes the utopian dreams of John Dewey,



who argued that a great community, grounded in the “neighborly community” could emerge

through communicative advances. My perspective, however, de-emphasizes Dewey’s hopes for

the creation of a national public opinion or great community, stressing instead the idea of shared

intelligence at a local level.  If Dewey argued that the construction of a great society would also

require building a great community, he also argued that “the machine age in developing the Great

Society has invaded and partially disintegrated the small communities of former times without

generating a Great Community... No amount of aggregated collective action of itself constitutes

community." (173)

If Dewey’s work approximates a kind of locally grounded, non-revolutionary anarchism,

than we can complete his metaphor by imagining a series of local communities united by means

of their own systems of democratic, grassroots journalism, yet shunning any need or desire to

build up a state or large scale governmental structure. Such a society is, of course, utopian. But it

is, I would argue, a utopian concept fully grounded within Dewey’s own conception of what a

radically democratic public sphere would look like. What’s more, it is a kind of utopianism

consistent with its pedagogical and anarchist underpinnings, utopianism that does not necessarily

require a dramatic, revolutionary break with past social practices in order to thrive. It remains

perched between an idealized anarchistic horizon and a more “liberal” modesty of purpose and

aims. Both the ideal and the reality seek, as Isaac puts it, the “in between spaces” of democratic

communication, the “oases in the desert” where an honest but fragile conception of democracy

can survive.

Over the preceding pages, I have tried to sketch out an alternate relationship between

grassroots media, civil society, and the public sphere. I argue that as long as our notion of the

public sphere is seen primarily in relation to state power, our understanding of the fragmentation

or penetration of that sphere will veer between utopian optimism and despondent gloom.  If we

begin to see the public sphere as detached from the state, or indifferent to it, however, we can



begin to think about alternative media in new ways. By examining the relationship between

theories of civil society and anarchist political thought, I have attempted to show that thinking

about the public sphere in such a way is both possible, and in some ways, foreshadowed by the

great theorists of civil society.
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