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THE CARING PUBLIC SPHERE:
REFRAMING THE CONCEPT IN ERA OF
CARE CRISES

Anastasia Kavada

This article reframes the public sphere concept by bringing it dialogue with feminist theories of
care. Care ethics foreground vulnerability and interdependence, suggesting that vulnerability is
a shared condition and that we are all dependent on each other in order to survive. This helps
to rethink the role of the public sphere within the democratic system, as a space not only for
opinion formation, but also for the development of citizens with the necessary skills and dis-
positions to take care of the issues discussed in public. A focus on care also aids in reconsidering
public affairs as issues that are intimately connectedwith needs and vulnerabilities; listening as
an act of care; the processing of emotions as a key function of the deliberative process; and
personal testimony as an important type of argumentation. The concept of care further
helps in refinining the universal access principle by highlighting the importance of intimate
spaces, where participants feel safe to be vulnerable, and of how these multiple publics can
be interconnected through mobilising relationships of interdependence. Finally, it allows us
to consider “care work” for communication infrastructure, including both media technologies
and people’s bodies, as a constitutive part of the public sphere.

KEYWORDS public sphere; care; vulnerability; interdependence; social media; misinforma-
tion; emotion

Introduction: Crises of Care

In the thirty years since the English translation of Habermas’ “Structural Transform-
ation of the Public Sphere” new concerns have emerged with regards to politics, media
and the relationship between them. Changing historical conditions thus call for a reconsi-
deration of the framework, so that it can more readily respond to the current political and
communication environment. This article attempts such a reframing by bringing the
concept of the public sphere in dialogue with theories of care developed within feminist
scholarship. As this article shows, the foregrounding of care can help in imagining different
ways in which our democracies can operate so that they can address some of the major
crises of the last fifteen years.

The 2008 economic crisis challenged the fundamental compromise between capital-
ism and electoral democracy. This provided fertile ground for a wave of movements in the
early to mid-2010s demanding “real democracy,” a system that serves the people rather
than the elites and capitalism. More recently, liberal representative democracy has come
under assault by the rise authoritarianism and right-wing populism that have transformed
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popular indignation towards inequality into an attack on minorities, immigrants and
progressive values.

The political crisis is accompanied by a social one that is manifest in the weakening
social protections for the poor and the vulnerable. The rise of individualism and the break-
down of traditional of social bonds compounds these conditions (Brown 2015; The Care
Collective 2020). At the same time, climate change and biodiversity loss are presenting
an existential threat to humanity, eliciting feelings of deep anxiety and frustration with a
political system that seems unable to stem environmental destruction. The combination
of these conditions has led to a crisis of mental health, to an increasing sense of isolation,
anxiety, and —particularly for those at the edges of society—the emotionally exhausting
struggle for everyday survival (Butler 2015).

Our systems of public communication seem unable to address these crises. Indeed,
they often tend to exacerbate them. Trolling, hate speech and disinformation have
weakened trustworthiness in public communication and a sense of mutual respect.
Commercial social media platforms have been at the eye of the storm in recent years as
they dominate public debate. They have become popular sources of news consumption,
particularly for younger citizens, even though these platforms are not considered as
news producers and are thus not bound by the same values of (at least relative) objectivity
and fact-checking as broadcasting or the press. With a business model based on metrics
and user interaction, their algorithms are designed to prioritise content that fuels quick
reactions by as many users as possible, often at the expense of considered opinions and
respectful debate (Albright 2017; Fuchs 2021).

These interlocking crises can be broadly recast as crises of care: as a structural
inability to “care well” for the poor and the downtrodden, for the natural environment
and for other species, for the polis and the common good, for the truth and the integrity
of our communication with each other. Yet, while this inability to “care well” is the overlay-
ing characteristic of these crises, care can also be a means of addressing their roots—the
intersecting systems of oppression and injustice currently in operation and their effect
on systems of production, reproduction and governance.

Combined with some of the key normative values on which the public sphere is
based, such as a belief in equality and the power of deliberating with others on issues of
the common good, care can help us to reconsider the forms of deliberative democracy out-
lined by Habermas so that it can produce what Nieto-Romero et al. (2023) call “care-tizens,”
citizens who are ready to take care of the common good. This can be achieved by firmly
embedding care within the norms and rules of the deliberative process. A focus on care
also highlights the aspects of “care work” (Puig de la Bellacasa 2017, 4) that are necessary
to support deliberation, including care for people’s bodies and for the spaces and technol-
ogies of communication that make up the infrastructure of the public sphere.

Since care is an activity that is normally undertaken by the marginalised and less
powerful in society, including women, the working class, people of colour and, historically,
slaves, the concept of care highlights disregarded perspectives and experiences within
deliberation. It can thus shed light on some of its “canonical silences,” as Willems (2023)
calls them. But most importantly, it aids in transforming the public sphere concept in
ways that begin to address these silences, as well as the critiques of scholars on the exclu-
sion of women (Benhabib 1992; Fraser 1992), the working class (Negt, Kluge, and Labanyi
1988) or race (Willems 2023) from public sphere theory. A focus on care can therefore aid in
bringing to the centre concerns that only tend to be theorised from or within the periphery.
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The sections that follow explain how the concept of care can aid in rethinking the func-
tion of the public sphere within the political system. It then considers how it changes the
normative underpinnings of the deliberative process, and finally how it addresses constitu-
tive silences in the “care work” involved in communication infrastructure. To ground this
more theoretical analysis, I bring some examples from the deliberative practices of social
movements which have constituted an inspiration for this theoretical analysis.

I also reflect on how this reframing of the public sphere can inform our inquiries into
the role of the media by focusing on corporate social media platforms. As I attempt to
show, a focus on care helps us recast questions around the troubling aspects of such plat-
forms for the public sphere, including trolling, misinformation, fragmentation, as well as the
exclusion andmarginalisation of the less powerful. The emphasis in this respect is not on an
exhaustive analysis of the role of social media in democracy, but of how the change in per-
spective suggested by this article can help in reframing some of the key questions that we
ask regarding this role.

The Concept of Care

To conceptualise care, I draw on feminist political theory and particularly on the work
of Tronto (1993; 2013) whose analysis of the concept in relation to democracy provides a
rich basis for this enquiry. Fisher and Tronto (1990, 40) suggest that caring is.

a species activity that includes everything that we do to maintain, continue, and repair our
“world” so that we can live in it as well as possible. That world includes our bodies, our
selves, and our environment, all of which we seek to interweave in a complex, life-sustain-
ing web.

Thus, care is not confined only to other human beings, but can include animals,
objects or the natural environment (and, as will be clear later on, media infrastructure)
(Puig de la Bellacasa 2017; Tronto 1993).1

Care ethics focus on vulnerability and dependency. Vulnerability highlights our
mutual need to care for others and to be cared for in order to survive. Thus, vulnerability
is not a weakness, but a shared condition that can serve as the basis of political solidarity
within a democratic system (Robinson 2011; Tronto 2013). This emphasis on vulnerability
also points to our mutual dependency or interdependence, the fact that in order to
survive we are always embedded in webs of caring relationships for our families, friends,
colleagues, communities, and nature (Tronto 2013).

For Tronto (1993, 104), “Care is both a practice and a disposition” as it involves both a
caring attitude and an active process or a set of “doings” that we can think of as “care work”
(Puig de la Bellacasa 2017, 4). In this respect, Fisher and Tronto (1990) think of caring as a
process that involves distinct phases, each one associated with a specific set of actions. The
first one, “caring about” includes the recognition of needs and evaluation of whether and
how these needs should be addressed (Tronto 1993, 106). The second phase, “caring for”
refers to dividing and taking responsibility with regards to the needs that have to be met.
“Care-giving,” the third phase, is the actual, often physical, work of care that focuses on the
“direct meeting of needs” (Tronto 1993, 107). “Care-receiving,” the fourth phase, refers to
the feedback regarding the care process particularly on the part of care-receivers. In
later work, Tronto (2013) added a fifth phase, “caring with,” that includes deciding collec-
tively and democratically how to undertake the activity of caring as a society. This phase
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“requires that caring needs and the ways in which they are met need to be consistent with
democratic commitments to justice, equality, and freedom for all.” (Tronto 2013, 23) Thus,
by connecting care with democracy, Tronto’s conception of care provides a valuable
springboard for rethinking the public sphere model, starting with the function itself of
the public sphere within the democratic system.

Reframing the Role of the Public Sphere Within Democracy

Habermas (1989) considers the public sphere as a space of public opinion and will
formation where citizens deliberate on issues of common concern. Its benefits are both
cognitive and practical. In cognitive terms, the public sphere allows for a better-informed
public opinion to arise, while in practical ones, it helps in “establishing relations of mutual
understanding” (Habermas 1989, 151). The latter is crucial for citizens to enact their will as
“The communicative power of shared convictions issues only from structures of undamaged
intersubjectivity.” (Habermas 1989, emphasis added)

However, what care brings to our attention is that developing such relationships of
“undamaged intersubjectivity” also requires different kinds of “care work” that go beyond
the kinds of “communicative action” described by Habermas. Caring encompasses actions
that are both communicative and predominantly physical or non-verbal. It involves caring
for participants within the process of deliberation, as well as for the basic infrastructures
that make communication possible, including human bodies, communication spaces and
media technologies.

“Care work” may also be an outcome of the deliberative process in two different
ways. Firstly, because a “caring public sphere” helps to train citizens in the work of care
by fostering the necessary capacities and dispositions. “Caring about” develops people’s
attentiveness to the needs of others; “caring for” strengthens our sense of responsibility;
“care-giving” enhances our competence in performing the activities of caring; “care-receiv-
ing” facilitates our responsiveness to being cared for; and “caring with” builds trust and soli-
darity among the people involved in the caring process and enhances plurality and
communication (Tronto 2013, 35). As Tronto (2013, xii) argues, this can facilitate caring
“for and about democracy” itself, that is “a task for all citizens” within a democratic society.

The development of caring skills, dispositions, and relationships can then help citizens to
assume responsibility and undertake “care work” regarding the issues discussed in the public
sphere. Yet for this to happen, the framework should be more clearly connected to decision-
making and execution, even though implementation does not form part of the public sphere
itself. Such a conception brings the public sphere theorymore in line with other interpretations
and practices of democracy which emphasise direct participation in governance processes.
The framework thus begins to be liberated fromHabermas’ (2022) rather restrictive conception
of the public sphere as part of a system of (national) liberal representative democracy. For
Habermas, deliberation in the public sphere cannot result in binding decisions. Instead, the
public opinion emerging from it should inform the decisions of parliaments, and their
implementation by the organs of government that are invested with the power to act on
these decisions. However, if “Care is both a practice and a disposition” (Tronto 1993, 104),
then the “power to act” should be distributed more equally within the democratic system.

This reframing allows the model to more readily respond to concerns raised by
contemporary movements and mobilisations. In the 2011 protest wave, the call for “real
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democracy” was accompanied by the prefigurative practice of democracy in the squares
occupied by these movements, where the emphasis was on a radical understanding of
equality, as well as openness, transparency, direct participation and decision-making by
consensus (Kavada 2023). Current mobilisations around climate change have also launched
a critique towards the system of liberal representative democracy, which is seemingly
unable to deliver the necessary change at a fast-enough pace. Groups like Extinction Rebel-
lion (XR) have called for such decisions to be taken by citizens’ assemblies as a way of
moving past the institutional deadlock (Kavada 2021).

Therefore, instead of tying the public sphere model to a national system of repre-
sentative democracy, a focus on care provides the model with the necessary suppleness
to fit with different types of democratic practices, opening the way for imagining
alternative ways in which democracy can operate and the combinations between
direct, representative and deliberative democracy that can address the issues under
debate most effectively.

Reframing the Deliberative Process

Apart from changing the place of the public sphere within the political system, the
notion of care also helps in rethinking the principles of deliberation. It allows us to
reframe some of the key tenets of the deliberative process as it aids in (1) defining
public issues in terms of needs and vulnerabilities, (2) considering listening as part of
“care-work,” (3) including the processing of emotions within the deliberative process,
and (4) placing personal storytelling and testimony in a more prominent position.

Reframing the Meaning of Public Issues: From Interest to Need and
Vulnerability

Care helps us cast a critical eye on what is discussed in the public sphere or on how
we define public issues. Habermas notes that discussion in the public sphere should focus
on “matters of ‘public concern’ or ‘common interest’” (Fraser 1992, 112). The public sphere
thus operates “as a space of communication for a generalisation of interests that includes
all citizens,” (Habermas 2022, 165) helping participants to shift from positions of self-inter-
est to an orientation towards the common good that should lie at the basis of deliberation.

Care ethics can help us refine the meaning of “public concern” or “common interest”
by highlighting that public affairs are issues that many of us care about because they are
connected to our vulnerability and interdependence. These are matters that render us
vulnerable or that are closely linked to shared vulnerabilities. But they also cannot be
resolved individually, so interdependence is crucial.

This helps us to move away from the notion of “interest” to consider the needs that
are associated with common vulnerabilities. While our interests are intimately connected to
our needs, the notion of interest “can assume the quality of an attribute, a possession, as
well as something that engages our attention.” (Tronto 1993, 102) Shifting the focus from
interests to needs foregrounds the visceral and vital nature of public debate that is con-
cerned with issues of common survival. For instance, climate change is not something
that we simply have a shared interest in addressing, but a life and death issue that is associ-
ated with our survival as a species.
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However, this emphasis on needs and vulnerabilities challenges some of the key
assumptions governing liberal democratic theory and, by extension, the public sphere
model. One of the most fundamental is the distinction between private and public that
associates the notion of “interest” with the public, while “needs” remain part of the
private. As Benhabib (1992, 88–89, emphasis added) argues,

The discourse model of ethics is said to be about norms as opposed to values, about “gen-
eralizable interests” as opposed to “culturally interpreted needs,” about questions of “justice”
as opposed to questions of the “good life.” In some rough fashion the distinction between
these pairs of opposites is also said to correspond to public matters of norms versus
private questions of value, to “public issues of justice” as opposed to “private conceptions
of the good life,” to “public interests” as opposed to “private needs.” My claim is that in his
moral theory Habermas inherits a number of dubious distinctions from the liberal social
contract tradition that are at odds with the more critical and political intentions of his
theory of late capitalist societies.

The “liberal contract tradition” is based on an understanding of the citizen as auton-
omous, rational and able to pursue his interests in public. Yet as Pateman (1989, 6) notes,
“[f]ully to understand what it means to be an active citizen who is master of himself requires
the mirror provided by the private sphere that lies outside citizenship, a sphere in which
women are mastered by men.” Intimacy, vulnerability, connection, and many physical
needs are fulfilled in the private (domestic) sphere, so that the citizen can emerge
already cared for in public, able to pretend to a kind of individual autonomy that would
be impossible without the “care work” undertaken in private. Placing an emphasis on
needs rather than interests addresses this blind spot by foregrounding a view of the
citizen as vulnerable and interdependent, deliberating on issues that are directly related
to common needs.

In turn, this fosters a more inclusive public sphere in terms of both participants and
issues. As Tronto (2013) argues, the vulnerable and the “needy” have often been excluded
from democracy. The fact that some citizens may not have fulfilled basic needs of survival
often raises suspicion regarding their capacity to participate in public debate. Furthermore,
issues pertaining to care, housework and reproduction “have often been considered
matters of the good life, of values, of nongeneralizable interests,” relegated “in Arendt’s
terms, to the ‘shadowy interior of the household’,” (Benhabib 1992, 89–90) and thus
excluded from public debate. Care helps us to reframe the model in ways that confront
this legacy. The public sphere concept can thus become better able to respond to
current challenges, where precarity—of life, of the environment—lies at the core of con-
temporary issues, including climate change, environmental destruction and multiple
forms of inequality (Butler 2015).

This understanding of public affairs is also more fitting to the current media land-
scape where social media platforms blur the boundaries between private and public,
since they are both “publicly private” and “privately public” as Papacharissi (2010,
142) puts it. These are spaces where, for instance, the expression of a private story of
sexual harassment or of private grief over a loved one’s killing by police can become
matters of public concern as exemplified by the #MeToo and the #BlackLivesMatter
hashtag publics respectively. This greater permeability between public and private
does not mean a total disappearance of the private, but greater fluidity in the boundary
between the two.
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An emphasis on care also allows us to critically think of inequalities and power asym-
metries in the definition of public affairs. While vulnerability is a shared condition, we are
not all equally vulnerable or in the same way. Thus, the prominence garnered by different
issues offers an insight into whose vulnerabilities are privileged and why. As Tronto (1993,
124) puts it, care “is a way of making highly abstract questions about meeting needs return
to the prosaic level of how these needs are met. It is a way of seeing the embodiments of
our abstract ideas about power and relationships.” Therefore, a focus on care helps “us get
closer to resolving fundamental questions of justice more than continued abstract discus-
sions about the meaning of justice.” (Tronto 1993, 124)

Hence, the concept of care provides us with some guiding questions for deciding
whether an issue should be debated in public, questions that relate to vulnerability and
interdependence: With whose vulnerability is this issue related? Who does public discus-
sion render more vulnerable? What relationships and between whom would need to be
mobilised in order to find a solution to this issue? And what are the power asymmetries
that specific definitions of public affairs involve?

Reframing Listening as an Act of Caring

A focus on care highlights the vulnerability of participants in the public sphere and
thus the necessity for them to be taken care of within the deliberative process. Listening
attentively to each other is one way in which participants can care for each other in
deliberation.

This adds a different function to listening than the one it is traditionally accorded
within public sphere theory. Habermas thinks of listening in terms of opinion transform-
ation and consensus. In his conceptualisation of rational-critical discourse, participants
need to listen to one another and to reflect on each other’s positions as this allows
them to change their opinion based on emergent evidence and to arrive at a consensus.

Yet, listening is not only crucial for developing one’s opinion, but also constitutes an
integral part of care within the deliberative process. The first phase of caring identified by
Fisher and Tronto (1990) includes “caring about” which involves attentiveness to people’s
needs, while the fourth one, “care receiving” notes the importance of listening to feedback
from care recipients with regards to the caring process. If we think of public issues also in
terms of “culturally interpreted needs” (Benhabib 1992, 88) rather than simply as “generali-
sable interests,” then citizens need to become cognizant of other people’s living conditions
and experiences that affect their understanding of public affairs. Otherwise, care becomes a
paternalistic exercise, where needs are attended to in ways that infantilise and marginalise
the perspective of care recipients (Tronto 1993). This kind of attentiveness fosters empathy,
considered here not in terms of the capacity of putting oneself in the shoes of another, but
as an effort to see the world through the eyes of someone who has different experiences
than us and who thus interprets the world differently.

Within the process of deliberation, active listening can also be considered as part of
the actual work of “care-giving,” the third phase of the care process. Speaking in public can
be a terrifying experience for most people as it leaves them vulnerable to critique. Thus,
listening to each other is an act of not only recognising the interlocutors’ right to speak,
but also of taking care of their vulnerability when they put themselves forward in a
public forum. The purpose of this “care work” is to create a welcoming and validating
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environment for everyone, even for those we do not agree with. This is particularly impor-
tant for participants whose structural position has prevented them from not only speaking
in public, but also from being listened to (see also Kavada 2023 for a longer discussion
on this).

The reframing of listening as caring allows us to cast a critical eye on current social
media platforms and their impact on public discourse. Firstly, it helps us question the
impact of these platforms’ attention economy on our capacity for empathy. Whose
content, and thus needs, are being brought to our attention? And whose needs and vulner-
abilities remain obscure, ignored and thus uncared for? Secondly, it allows us to consider
whether and how these platforms facilitate the “care work” of listening. Do they allow for
active and attentive listening? Are they designed to show speakers that they are being lis-
tened to? Do they reinforce inequalities by ensuring that those not normally being heard
continue to be ignored? Do they exacerbate inequalities by placing speakers at risk of
becoming the targets of trolling and hate speech? And who is most at risk of being targeted
or not listened to?

Reframing the Role of Emotion in the Public Sphere

Caring for the vulnerability of participants within deliberation also trains our atten-
tion on the role of emotion in the public sphere. Habermas thought that discussion
should follow the “ideal speech” situation of rational-critical discourse. His notion of ration-
ality has been widely criticised for disregarding the inextricable links between emotion and
reason (Fraser 1992; Young 2000). As Jasper (2011, 286) puts it, “We need to recognize that
feeling and thinking are parallel, interacting processes of evaluating and interacting with
our worlds, composed of similar neurological building block.” Emotions are culturally con-
structed since the ways in which they are identified, expressed or managed are regulated
by societal norms and cultural ideas (Jasper 2011).

Yet, an emphasis on care allows us to go a step further in our understanding of
emotion within the public sphere. If we accept that deliberation needs to include different
emotional expressions and that emotions and reason are inseparable, then the deliberative
process should help participants not only to arrive at common understandings about issues
of public concern, but also at shared emotional states that are conducive to enacting the
participants’ will. This becomes even more important if, as outlined previously, we reframe
public affairs in terms of vulnerability and interdependence which means that such issues
are associated with strong emotions (Barnes 2008). It is therefore important to consider the
combinations of emotions that are expressed and worked through in the process of delib-
eration, as well as their sequencing. In other words, emotions can be considered both as an
input and an output of deliberation, both as something that needs to be collectively
processed within the deliberative process and as an outcome in itself.

This reframing of the role of emotion is instructive for our assessment of social media.
Such platforms prioritise content that triggers strong emotional responses and thus fuels
traffic and attention (Albright 2017). The main issue, in this respect, is not with emotional
expression per se. It is rather that the constant stimulation of intense emotion with content
that quickly disappears, only for the next triggering post to catch our attention, does not
allow the collective processing of emotions. For instance, a post may elicit anxiety and frus-
tration over an issue, but for the participants to be ready to enact their will, they may also
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need to gain a sense of resolve and hope. In other words, the focus of our enquiry should
not only be on the presence of emotion, but also on the ways it can be processed effec-
tively within public deliberation.

Reframing Evidence Through Personal Storytelling and Testimony

If we consider the deliberative process as a space where people work through issues
both cognitively and emotionally and where public affairs are intimately connected to our
vulnerability and interdependence, then personal storytelling and testimony can constitute
an important source of evidence. Notice, for instance, the power of personal testimony in
the #MeToo and #BlackLivesMatter movements that were fuelled by hashtags on social
media where personal experiences with regards to sexism and racism were exchanged
(Jackson, Bailey, and Welles 2020).

Relaying personal experience from one subjective perspective, instead of purporting
to speak objectively about an issue, can provide important empirical detail that is situated
and specific (Young 2000), thus shedding light on “culturally interpreted needs” (Benhabib
1992, 88). Personal testimony and storytelling can also allow people to more easily convey
and process emotions. They help participants in the deliberative process to become better
acquainted with each other and more knowledgeable about how issues are affecting
others personally. However anecdotal this evidence may be, it still provides important
information about the participants’ individual experiences and identity, thus fostering
interpersonal trust.

However, personal storytelling and testimony can be judged on a different basis of val-
idity than other kinds of expressions. Habermas (1984) acknowledges the existence of various
types of argumentation within communicative rationality, each associated with different
kinds of validity claims. The one that most clearly resembles what I am describing here is
“therapeutic critique” that focuses on “the expression of one’s own desires and inclinations,
feelings and moods, which appear with the claim to truthfulness or sincerity” (Habermas
1984, 21). The emphasis in this type of speech is not on whether what is relayed is factually
true, but on whether it truthfully and sincerely conveys what one feels and thinks.

Still, Habermas (1984, 21) perceives therapeutic critique using the framework of the
relationship between analyst and patient, where the analyst’s critique can help the patient
to reflect on his subjectivity “and to see through the irrational limitations to which his cog-
nitive, moral-practical, and aesthetic-practical expressions are subject.” In other words, Haber-
mas (1984, 21) considers “therapeutic critique” in rather individualist terms, suggesting that
its main purpose is to “clarify systematic self-deception” on the part of the individual.

By contrast, a focus on care shifts our attention to the function of “expressive speech”
within relations of interdependence. The emphasis is on developing better interpersonal
relationships as we become more familiar with people’s experiences and living conditions,
rather than on ridding them from their self-deception. Whether they are truthful and
sincere in relaying their personal story is an important marker here, even if we disagree
with them or if we think that their interpretation is factually untrue. In other words, this
type of evidence is judged based on authenticity, on whether it is authentic to people’s
experience, filtered as it is through individual values and personal interpretations.

This leads us to ask different questions with regards to the “information disorder”
(Nieminen 2024) observed on social media platforms where dis- and mis-information are
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rife. Fact-checking has been promoted as the solution to this problem. For instance, begin-
ning in 2016 Meta has been partnering “with independent third-party fact-checkers that
are certified through the non-partisan International Fact-Checking Network (IFCN)” (Meta
2021) to review posts flagged as potentially false. However, fact-checking alone cannot
deal effectively with the problem of authenticity, with the validation of whether
someone is truthful and sincere in relaying their personal testimony. Other markers are
necessary here regarding, for instance, whether people sincerely believe in the information
that they share, even if it is factually incorrect. It is rather difficult to judge that without
some measure of who people are, a problem exacerbated by the proliferation of bots
and fake accounts on social media. This does not necessarily mean that users should
employ their real names, as anonymity may enable participants to share personal experi-
ences that they would otherwise self-censor, particularly if they live in repressive
regimes. But it does emphasise the importance of consistency between individual identities
and the personal testimony shared on social media, a kind of authenticity that goes beyond
whether facts are presented accurately.

Reframing Universal Access

The importance of creating a space where emotions can safely be expressed and pro-
cessed, and where people are able to judge whether personal testimony is true to people’s
experiences and beliefs, all suggest the need for intimate spaces of deliberation. For people
to feel comfortable enough to be vulnerable within the deliberative process, they need to
have some sense of trust towards the space and its participants. This is more easily
achieved in smaller groups where people can get to know each other and develop relation-
ships of trust.

Therefore, a focus on care can lead to a refinement of the universal access principle
that is a core aspect of public sphere theory. For Habermas (2022, 149, emphasis in orig-
inal), deliberation within the public sphere “calls for the inclusion of all those affected by
possible decisions as equal participants in the political decision-making process.” This
seems to suggest the existence of a single public sphere where all citizens concerned
with an issue can participate. As mentioned earlier, Habermas (2022) thinks of the public
sphere as part of national system of liberal representative democracy, so he tends to
consider it as a single space operating on the national level.

However, this principle of universality and, by extension, the emphasis on a single
public sphere has been challenged in both empirical and normative terms. Habermas’ his-
torical account in the Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere has been criticised as
too idealistic, since the seventeenth and eighteenth century bourgeois publics that he ana-
lysed were far from being accessible to all. Instead, scholars have noted the existence of
parallel public spheres where those excluded from bourgeois publics could deliberate,
involving, for instance, women’s associations and salons (Fraser 1992) and proletarian
publics (Negt, Kluge, and Labanyi 1988). Fraser (1992) suggests that, historically, minority
or less powerful groups gathered in their own spaces where they could speak more
freely about the issues that concerned them. These “subaltern counterpublics,” (Fraser
1992) were important for developing solidarity and a common voice for their participants.

Yet beyond the empirical accuracy of Habermas’ historical account, scholars have
argued for the existence of multiple publics also in normative terms. For instance, Fraser
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(1992, 126) has suggested that in egalitarian societies, “under conditions of cultural diver-
sity in the absence of structural inequality,” multiple publics are necessary for maintaing a
plurality of opinion, forms of speech and cultural difference.

An emphasis on care reinforces the argument for multiple publics, noting the impor-
tance of smaller and more closed spaces from the point of view of intimacy. Such publics
are necessary for developing relationships of trust among participants in deliberation and
for providing a safer space to be vulnerable.

Social movements have used such exclusive spaces to foster both equality and inti-
macy. For instance, the women’s liberation movement of the 1970s and 1980s instituted
“safe spaces” that were open only to women. As Clark-Parsons (2018, 2128) notes, “The
archetypal feminist safe space was the separatist, women-only, consciousness-raising
group, where the license to speak and act freely was instated not merely for the therapeutic
purposes of voicing personal experiences,” but also for the collective identification of
instances of oppression that would lead to concrete action.

The 2011 protest wave of the “movements of the squares” also encompassed such
exclusive spaces. The movements’ decision-making process, which mainly took place in
physical assemblies on the squares, was open to everyone who wanted to participate,
putting in action Habermas’s principle of universal access. However, Occupy Wall Street
soon instituted Caucuses that were accessible only to specific groups, such as the
“People of Color Caucus” and the “Women’s Caucus” (Holmes 2023). Caucuses were
meant to allow participants that felt marginalised in the assemblies to debate issues in
exclusive spaces and from the point-of-view of minoritised identities.

However, such spaces always run the risk of becoming enclaves that are discon-
nected from other discursive processes. Care is not an antidote to this kind of isolationism
or particularism. As Tronto (1993, 142) suggests, since care “involves an engagement with
the concrete, the local, the particular,” then it can easily become parochial. If what we need
is a kind of “promiscuous care,” as the Care Collective (2020, 34) brilliantly puts it, care that
is “provided indiscriminately and across difference,” then we should guard against such
intimate spaces becoming enclaves.

This issue has become even more urgent with the advent of the internet and social
media that facilitate discussions about public issues in separate linguistic, ethnic or ideo-
logical bubbles. The algorithms of these platforms have been criticised for prioritising
content that is ideologically similar to posts that users have engaged with in the past.
While Meta has tried to tweak the Facebook algorithm to allow for more diverse content
to appear on users’ home feeds, these platforms are still accused for constituting what
Habermas (2022, 166) calls “semi-public spheres,” characterised by the “rejection of disso-
nant and the inclusion of consonant voices into their own limited, identity-preserving
horizon of supposed, yet professionally unfiltered, ‘knowledge’.”

To address this limitation, it is necessary to reflect on how these multiple publics can
become interconnected or whether their members would also need to meet in larger scale
public spheres to deliberate on public affairs. For instance, while Fraser (1992, 126) argues
for the value of multiple publics, she still points at the necessity “of an additional, more
comprehensive arena in which members of different, more limited publics talk across
lines of cultural diversity.” But how can this be achieved? How can the discussions
between multiple publics become connected? What is the scale of these multiple
publics and how can deliberation be scaled up (or down) depending on the issue under
discussion?
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While it is difficult to offer a comprehensive and definitive answer to these questions, the
notion of care provides some insights into ways forward. Firstly, in terms of the scale of the
public sphere, one could begin from the issue under discussion and the kinds of relationships
of interdependence that are mobilised for its solution. These are not set in stone as the scale
and connections between different publics can evolve as discussion on the issue progresses. As
Wolin (2016, 56–57) suggests, “Boundaries are the outlines of a context; or, more precisely,
boundaries signify the will to contextualize.” As the context changes, and as the need arises
for the issue to become contextualised in a larger or smaller scale, then the scale of deliberation
can also change and more or different connections can form between multiple publics.

For instance, the construction of a crude oil pipeline passing through indigenous
lands, that the #NODAPL protests in the US have contested2, may be first and foremost
a local issue involving the publics of the indigenous tribes whose lands run the risk of pol-
lution. This deliberation can, however, easily escalate to a national one over the govern-
ment’s environmental policy or to a transnational one over the destructive practices of
multinational oil companies in different countries.

This appears like more a pragmatic approach also in the current social media land-
scape that, on the one hand, facilitates the creation of secure enclaves and, on the
other, allows for publicity to flow from one locale to the other, challenging the boundaries
between publics and counterpublics, mainstream and alternative media, grassroots actors
and large organised interests. Together with Thomas Poell (Kavada and Poell 2021), we
have argued for a shift from the notion of counterpublics to “contentious publicness” to
capture this more fluid character of counter-publicity on social media as debate over con-
tentious issues constitutes different publics shaped by the spatial, temporal and material
relations that are instantiated by these platforms and the issues under debate.

The suggestion, therefore, is to start from the issue, not from the political system,
when deciding the scale of discussion and the flows and interconnections between mul-
tiple publics. Rather than tying the public sphere only to a national system of governance,
simply because it is the system that has the power to act on the public opinion emerging
from the public sphere, we should also look at the relations of interdependence that the
issue mobilises. At a time when the capacity of national governments to solve a global
issue like climate change is questionable, it seems to me that public sphere theory
needs to be open enough to help us imagine how political systems can be reformed to
address such existential crises effectively and at different scales.

Still, a key question that arises is whether these linkages betweenmultiple publics are
possible, whether participants would “share enough in the way of values, expressive norms,
and therefore protocols of persuasion to lend their talk the quality of deliberations aimed at
reaching agreement through giving reasons” (Fraser 1992, 126). Scholars like Mouffe (2000,
48–49) are very pessimistic in this regard, arguing that it is impossible to achieve a real con-
sensus between participants with different identities as this would violate “the frontier
between ‘us’ and ‘them’.”

Yet, as mentioned earlier, care highlights that issues under debate are intimately con-
nected to people’s needs of survival. Vulnerability and interdependence mean that we may
have to collaborate across difference in order to survive, in order to address our basic needs,
even if our identities make it almost impossible to do so. In other words, certain issues are so
vital that people will deliberate in the public sphere simply because they have to.

Furthermore, the practice of care-giving within the deliberative process may create
the basis for a “promiscuous” kind of caring relationships (The Care Collective 2020, 34).
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The practice of identifying needs from the perspective of another, of undertaking
responsibility for them, and the actual work of giving and receiving care can foster a
sense of solidarity across difference (Tronto 2013). It may also provide the basis for
more self-reflective public spheres, where participants are willing to collectively reflect
on and alter the norms and rules of deliberation, so that they are more inclusive of min-
ority practices and perspectives. This may go some way in creating a fertile ground for
caring public spheres that operate on multiple levels and for establishing flows and con-
nections between them as the need arises.

Reframing “Care Work” for Communication Infrastructure as Part of the
Public Sphere

So far, I have discussed “care work” mostly as part of the process of deliberation and
of the way it affects our understanding of public issues, deliberative norms and the hand-
ling of emotions. Yet, the “care work” that makes the public sphere possible also includes
the infrastructure that supports it. In this section, I would like to consider the implications
for the public sphere model if we bring the “care work” for infrastructure more clearly to the
fore and render it part of the theory.

Following Star (1999), we can conceptualise infrastructure in relational terms, as an
entity that emerges through the relations among people and between people and techni-
cal objects. Infrastructure also encompasses the set of organisational practices and social
norms that are associated with its development and use (Bowker et al. 1993). While Star
(1999) and Bowker et al. (1993) focus on technical infrastructure, Butler (2015) reminds
us that the human body is also part of the communication infrastructure that makes delib-
eration possible.

Thus, caring for communication infrastructure strengthens our focus on people’s
bodily needs and their effect on the deliberative process. Are they in a safe physical
space? Are they tired, hungry or cold? Are they physically vulnerable and therefore
unable to contribute? Caring for people’s bodies involves various activities, such as
cooking and cleaning, that are not included in Habermas’ communicative action.

Alongside human bodies, we can consider the “care work” that is invested in main-
taining the communicative space where deliberation takes place. This brings our attention
to contemporary media infrastructures and the considerable work that is invested in taking
care of them, from internet cables, to satellites to telephone masts, to media devices, to
digital applications, to software programmes, to internet servers and databanks.

This expands Habermas’ understanding of the communication infrastructure that
supports the public sphere. In a recent article, he (2022, 157) thinks of such infrastructure
in terms of “the news services, the media and publishing houses,” also including the
“specialists who perform authorial, editorial, proofreading and managerial functions.”
Habermas thus focuses on those who produce and curate information, rather than on
those who care for the material infrastructure of human bodies and communication
spaces. In other words, while Habermas (1989) extolls the function of coffeehouses for
the emergence of bourgeois publics, he spares little thought for the people who made
the coffee.

There are various reasons for this silence. As Negt, Kluge, and Labanyi (1988, 63)
argue, Habermas tends to disregard the work undertaken by the lower classes and the
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proletarian experience of the time. More “lowly work” is classed, gendered, and racialised as
it is undertaken by the less powerful in society. This is particularly the case for “care work”
whose more traditional forms, such as housekeeping or caring for the young, sick and frail,
tend to either be badly paid or not paid at all as they are often part of domestic duties.

As discussed earlier, such domestic activities also tend to be designated as “private”
within liberal democratic theory and thus left outside the public sphere (Benhabib 1992).
Yet, as I have argued elsewhere (Kavada 2023), caring for the civic body should be con-
sidered as part of democracy, as a key civic duty that should be undertaken democratically
(see also Tronto 2013). This was the case, for instance, in the movements of the squares that
offered free meals to all participants by operating quite sophisticated kitchen operations in
the occupied squares and parks (Kavada 2023).

This silence is compounded by the fact that “When infrastructure is working properly,
it is invisible to the user.” (Donovan 2016, 605). This is the case even for the people caring
for it as once bodies become part of infrastructure, they also recede into the background.
While the owners of platforms, such as Elon Musk and Mark Zuckerberg, garner much pub-
licity, infrastructure workers remain rather anonymous and disregarded even though their
labour is crucial “care work” for maintaining the public sphere.

Therefore, the lens of care brings communication infrastructure more clearly to the fore.
It reveals that infrastructure is necessary for the public sphere to exist in the first place and is
thus part of the “care work” required for public deliberation. Once we make this conceptual
shift, it becomes evident that work around media infrastructure needs to be equally shared
and democratically decided, as part of the “caring with” step of the care process. This
entails questioning the inequalities associated with this work, as well as its invisibility. The pol-
itical economy of digital infrastructure, for instance, has revealed all kinds of inequalities and
worker exploitation from the mines extracting first materials for digital devices to the factories
that produce them to the workers offering technical support (Fuchs 2021). This involves an
intersectional perspective that considers the interlocking systems of class, race, gender or colo-
nialism, among others, in shaping the inequality of this “care work.”

Focusing on infrastructure may also reveal broader inequalities that are constitutive
of the publics under study. For instance, Willems (2023) has demonstrated how the seven-
teenth century UK newspapers and coffeehouses were directly or indirectly involved in the
slave trade that enriched the bourgeois publics analysed by Habermas. In other words,
communication infrastructures are not simply used to support deliberation over public
issues, but may also be embedded in larger networks of trade and exchange that reinforce
global inequalities. By including “care work” for communication infrastructure within public
sphere theory, we can better address these “constitutive silences” (Willems 2023) by raising
questions around the broader uses of infrastructure. Can we be content with the function
of social media platforms as spaces of deliberation, if this infrastructure is employed to
reinforce the same inequalities that public deliberation aims to address?

Conclusion

This article argues that by bringing care to the fore within public sphere theory, the
concept can be reframed in ways that address some of its “constitutive silences” (Willems
2023) and allow it to more readily respond to contemporary conditions. A focus on care
adds another layer to the function of the public sphere within the political system. It
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suggests that for opinion and will-formation to occur in ways that are oriented to the
common good, deliberation within the public sphere needs to develop the participants’
caring dispositions and produce citizens to ready to undertake the necessary “care work”
to practically address the issues under debate.

Yet for this to happen, deliberation within the public sphere needs to include norms
beyond those suggested by Habermas, norms that can help to develop such caring
relationships and dispositions. Firstly, public affairs should be viewed not only in terms
of interests, but also in terms of “culturally interpreted needs” (Benhabib 1992, 88) and vul-
nerabilities that can be addressed only through relations of interdependence.

Secondly, participants need to take care of each other during the process of delibera-
tion by creating a safe environment where people’s vulnerabilities are attended to and
where caring relationships can flourish. Listening attentively to each other can contribute
to this as it helps participants not only to increase their understanding of each other’s pos-
ition, but also to create an environment where people feel safe to put themselves forward
in public and talk about issues that render them vulnerable.

Thirdly, a focus on care help us acknowledge the strong emotions associated with the
issues that render us vulnerable (Barnes 2008). The public sphere should thus operate not
only as a space of cognitive opinion formation, but also of emotional state formation
through the processing of collective emotions associated with public issues so that citizens
feel ready to enact their will as a collective.

Fourthly, the concept of care points to a reframing of the notion of evidence. If the
emphasis is on relaying “culturally interpreted needs” (Benhabib 1992, 88), then personal
storytelling and testimony gain considerable importance within public deliberation. Validating
such speech also focuses on sincerity and truthfulness rather than simply factual accuracy. The
emphasis is on ascertaining whether people sincerely believe what they say and whether their
personal testimony is consistent with their individual identities and experiences.

Yet apart from reframing the process of deliberation itself, a focus on care helps us
address perennial questions around the scale of the public sphere and its singularity or
multiplicity. It suggests the need for small scale and closed spaces where people can be
vulnerable with each other. However to prevent the formation of secure enclaves, care
also points to ways in which the scale of deliberation can change, as discussion about
an issue can progressively mobilise relations of interdependence at different scales in
order for issues to be resolved. This also highlights the interconnections and overlaps
that can form between multiple publics, where the caring norms of public deliberation
can facilitate participants to speak across difference and establish some shared ground,
particularly when they have to collaborate to solve issues of common survival.

Finally, a focus on care addresses a constitutive silence within public sphere theory
that tends to ignore the fundamental role of “care work” for the infrastructure that
makes deliberation possible. This includes not only technical infrastructure, but also
people’s bodies, bringing to the fore all sorts of disregarded activities that are most
often undertaken by the less powerful in society.

This reframing can aid our enquiry into the role of communication media within the
public sphere by providing a different set of questions to guide our research. Due to con-
straints of space, this article focused on corporate social media platforms, suggesting that
the “caring public sphere” raises questions around: whose vulnerabilities are privileged in
the definition and prominence of the issues discussed in public; whether these platforms
facilitate active listening (and of whom) and the processing of emotions; whether they
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allow us to judge the truthfulness and sincerity of personal testimony, alongside factual
accuracy; whether they facilitate connections between multiple publics; whether caring
for their technical infrastructure is a process undertaken democratically and whether this
infrastructure is reinforcing broader inequalities that make the development of such
caring relationships impossible in the first place.

The rethinking of the public sphere suggested in this article revolves around a central
paradox: that to address contemporary crises of care, the public sphere needs to employ
the same thing that is currently lacking—the participants’ capacity to “care well” for
each other within deliberation and for the infrastructures that support it. This may seem
like an impossible feat. But at a time when our common survival depends on working
across difference and in multiple scales to address issues of life and death, developing
the citizens’ caring skills and dispositions is an absolute necessity. By foregrounding care
within the public sphere framework, this article shows that the concept can be reframed
in ways that make “hope practical, rather than despair convincing” (Williams 1989, 207).
In an era of care crises, this is as much a necessity as it is a duty.

NOTES

1. Due to issues of space, this article does not include an exhaustive review of the care
concept, but focuses only on the writings that have informed the reframing of the
public sphere proposed here. Within media studies, Scannell (2014) has drawn on Hei-
degger to theorise the “care structures” of the media, discussing the taken for granted
ways that live broadcasting constructs the everyday lived experience of audiences.
However, Scannell’s account does not focus on interdependence and vulnerability or
the power asymmetries within care processes that form a crucial aspect of the analysis
in this article.

2. The #NoDAPL protests began in 2016, targeting “the completion of the Dakota Access
Pipeline as it received approval from the US government to cross through Sioux and
Lakota tribal lands and sacred sites in violation of US treaties. The Standing Rock Sioux
and other groups allied to thwart construction through legal action and then through
large-scale in-person protests at the site” (Hinzo and Clark 2019, 792).
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