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Communication and 
Democracy in a  
Networked Society: 
Review Essay of Media
and Political Engagement 
and The Internet and 
Democratic Citizenship

Lewis A. Friedland1

Peter Dahlgren, Media and Political Engagement: Citizens, Communication, and Engagement, 
Cambridge University Press (New York), 2009. 

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

The two books under review pose critical questions and advance knowledge of the field 
of civic and public communication in substantial if different areas. Taken together, they 
form an essential overview of some of the most important questions facing the field of 
communication today and indeed, in important ways, help to define how communica-
tion might shape the democratic agenda in the West for the next decade or more.

The books share a common set of themes. Contemporary democracy is not working. 
Citizens are disengaged from both civil society—the arena of association, private life, 
culture and social networks—and the public sphere (or spheres), the space(s) in 
which civil society intersects with political will formation, policy, and governance. 
A communication system in epochal transformation is both a leading cause of this 
crisis and a necessary if not sufficient part of its resolution. For both Dahlgren and 
Coleman and Blumler, this resolution is an “agonistic” process involving political, 
social, and cultural conflict that is now a more or less permanent aspect of public life.

Despite these common problematics, however, these are very different books in 
theoretical emphasis, content, scope, and approach, and these differences also shape 
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their respective strengths and weaknesses. Dahlgren approaches the contemporary 
problem of political engagement broadly. He roams expertly over a vast literature and 
pays great attention to the broadly cultural aspects of civic life, arguing that con-
temporary citizenship demands both open democratic political structures and wide 
cultural inclusion. His range is trans-European, with some attention to global issues 
and national contexts beyond Europe.

Coleman and Blumler, in some contrast, take a more focused, theoretical, and ana-
lytical approach, cutting more precisely through contemporary problems of democratic 
governance in Europe, but with a strong focus on the United Kingdom. They are most 
deeply concerned with the problems of proper representation in a formally democratic 
parliamentary state whose claims to legitimacy rest on the weak consent of the gov-
erned, a consent that is rapidly slipping away for many of its citizens. They end with a 
major, concrete, and practical policy proposal and design for a “civic commons” that 
could serve as a both national convener and a necessary filter of civic space.

In this review, I briefly present the major arguments of Dahlgren’s Media and Polit-
ical Engagement (MPE) and Coleman and Blumler’s The Internet and Democratic 
Citizenship (IDC), pointing towards common problems and different approaches. In 
concluding, I consider the remarkable and important agenda for both research and 
policy the books offer.

Media and Political Engagement
In MPE, Peter Dahlgren assembles, articulates, and critically reviews a number of 
major central themes in contemporary communication and political theory. A central 
claim is that democracy emerges both unevenly and through political struggle, in dif-
ferent societies, circumstances, and cultures. Furthermore, democracy is always at risk 
and under attack from antidemocratic forces. Formal democratic institutions may hide 
undemocratic practices that actively attempt to exclude both large numbers and broad 
groupings of citizens from the discursive frameworks, tools, opportunities, informal 
spaces, and political structures to form their own political identities and assert them in 
the public sphere(s).

A central proposition of MPE is that the role of media theory is not only to explain 
the processes and institutions of communications and media but “also the fundamental 
features and processes of the modern world” (p. 4), which are made manifest through 
media. Dahlgren draws from three theoretical frameworks: political communication, 
public sphere theory, and “culturalist” theory. Political communication is concerned 
with the political communication system proper: institutions, actors, media, and citi-
zens. Although sometimes “too formalistic,” it is indispensable for understanding 
the realm of formal democratic politics. The public sphere tradition is derived from 
Habermas and his critics. It emphasizes the procedural character of deliberative 
democracy, is critical of existing institutional and power relationships, and is embed-
ded in normative frameworks. Finally, the culturalist framework (preferred over 
cultural studies) addresses “meaning, identity, and practices—highlighting the idea of 
sense-making agents,” illuminating the “subjective realities of citizenship” (p. 6).
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Because Dahlgren explicitly eschews synthesis, and embraces what he calls a post-
modern, pluralist understanding of science, these frameworks are never systematically 
brought together. Rather, the three framing paradigms are used as lenses in a series of 
chapters that take up specific problems in communication and democracy.

The first chapter frames fundamental issues of democratic deficits and declining 
civic engagement. The framing of the chapter addresses arguments well known to dem-
ocratic theorists  —declining civic engagement, trust in government, and party loyalty. 
Dahlgren argues for a normative position, “tempered by caution,” that operates in the 
“force field” between normative arguments for strong participation and a democratic 
realism that recognizes that participation will always be less than we might hope for 
(p. 14). Nonetheless, democracy requires a “minimal level of civic input to function,” 
and, in part, the book sets out to specify what this minimum might mean in a represen-
tative system that will, inevitably, channel participation through formal channels. 
Dahlgren argues, however, that expanded engagement is both necessary and possible 
through traditional activities —working with parties for voter, legislative, and policy 
mobilization —and extraparliamentary channels of new politics, including civil society 
networks, activist groups, campaigns, and protests.

Dahlgren’s most novel argument, however, concerns the ways that the social, psy-
chological, and cultural structures of everyday life shape politics at its core. The feel-
ings of powerlessness and cynicism engendered by late-modern society lead many 
citizens to feel excluded. This, in turn, is linked to the (authentic) recognition of the 
undemocratic nature of government by elite, as well as inequalities of class, race, and 
gender that are exacerbated by economic disempowerment and the decline of the wel-
fare state, which further undermines the conditions of quality of life necessary for 
civic participation. Dahlgren speaks of “the psychic devastation of late modernity” 
and the attendant feelings that citizens lack the competence to participate. All of these 
trends are further exacerbated by globalization and the reduction of all decisions and 
values to rational choice in a marketplace. The logic of late modernity leads towards 
pluralization but also fragmentation of underlying cultural frameworks, “neotribalism,” 
in Alberto Melluci’s term. This fragmentation is well aligned with both consumerism 
and multiculturalism, which together work to undermine the modern nation-state, its 
unified public culture and public sphere. Further increased “individualization,” in 
Beck and Beck-Gernsheim’s term, accelerates a sense of personal autonomy, erosion 
of political and cultural authority, and the decline of membership in organizations. The 
other side of autonomy, however, is the compulsion of individuals to take responsibil-
ity for aspects of life (e.g., schooling, pensions, health) that were previously part of the 
social foundation of the welfare state. Finally, the network society connects individu-
als loosened from social structure via complex social and communication networks 
that increase both autonomy and anomie.

In this rich and complex argument, Dahlgren charts the possibilities of increasing 
engagement primarily through new social movements and alternative politics (as 
indeed did Habermas more than twenty-five years ago). Still, he is cautious, recogniz-
ing that the new politics tends to generate decentralized, single-issue networks that can 
be profoundly at odds with governance in a complex society.
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The subsequent chapters explore this complex, paradoxical logic of the possibili-
ties of increased democratic engagement in a society of individualizing and loose ties, 
bound by networks of communication. Dahlgren addresses the evolution of the media 
landscape as a whole, including changes in mass media, concentration, deregulation, 
digitalization, and journalism. His discussion is rooted in the recognition of the under-
lying social and cultural fragmentation of audiences, leading to an irreducible het-
erogeneity. New “media logics,” in turn, reshape fundamental understandings of 
politics, religion, and other cultural frameworks.

This new social terrain expands the boundaries of the civic in two ways: both the 
formal rights and obligations of citizenship and the informal terrain of cultural and 
social citizenship dominated by themes of differences, identity, and cultural recogni-
tion. A tension emerges between universalist and state-centered notions of citizenship 
and those based on agency and identity. Drawing on both Habermas and his own 
earlier work on the public sphere, Dahlgren argues that there are strong and weak 
public spheres. He considers what forms of politics, deliberative or “agonistic” (follow-
ing Chantal Mouffe), are appropriate under what circumstances, arguing that “civic 
talk” takes multiple forms. While recognizing the role of more formal deliberation, 
Dahlgren (I believe) ends up endorsing Mouffe’s vision of agonistic pluralism, in 
which adversaries engage in regular conflict rather than seek consensus through 
deliberative interaction.

Concluding with the role of online public space, Dahlgren analyzes the broader case 
of NGOs in Europe as civic and public networks through a range of extremely useful 
specific cases, including formal EU networks as well as social movement networks. 
This last chapter is the most specifically empirical, and the cases are very useful for 
visualizing his broader argument, although the larger themes are not always pulled 
through. He presents the useful concept of media generations, noting that while the “dot 
net” generation is clearly more media literate and networked, it is less likely to under-
stand that democracy involves obligation. He concludes, drawing from Robert Dahl, 
with a call for a “reformation of democracy, enabling it to function better in a world 
shaped by globalization and new electronic media” (p. 201), a reformation that will 
involve new forms of active citizen participation and a new civic culture.

This is a an excellent and important book, the work of a mature, leading scholar in 
the field, touching on virtually every important theme of contemporary democratic and 
civic life as it is influenced by communication, media culture, and the logic of net-
works. It is hard to imagine that Dahlgren has brought together so much of the central 
argument, and addressed so much of the relevant literature, in a mere two hundred 
pages. Indeed, it should be read by any scholar working in the field, and it is suitable 
for both graduate and advanced undergraduate seminars.

Early on, Dahlgren eschews synthesis, and indeed, a synthesis of the vast multiple 
literatures; arguments; and social, cultural, and political logics that this book surveys 
would be almost impossible. In this sense, this highly theoretical and proto-synthetic 
monograph stops just short of what the most sophisticated readers might ask of it: a 
drawing together of what Dahlgren sees as the central tendencies of the developments 
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he so ably describes. In part, this is a choice of theoretical position and style, and an 
explicit one. The logic is decidedly “both/and,” and this may be necessary in a book 
of this scope. His longtime readers, however, may want him so plant a few more stakes 
in the ground. Still, the book is a major contribution to the contemporary literature.

The Internet and Democratic Citizenship
In IDC, Stephen Coleman and Jay Blumler address many of the same issues of democ-
racy and citizenship raised by Dahlgren, and yet these two books both are and feel 
distinct. Where Dahlgren roams broadly, the logic and organization of IDC move con-
tinuously towards a goal: the explication of a proposal for a new civic commons in 
cyberspace (significantly revised and update from Realising Democracy Online, an 
earlier proposal in 2001). The civic commons is both a theoretical and practical policy 
proposal, framed at the level of the nation-state in the United Kingdom. Before address-
ing the commons proposal, we turn to the systematic and careful argument that lays the 
foundation for this proposal that gives IDC much of its force and plausibility.

The “crisis of disengagement” forms the starting point for Coleman and Blumler as 
well. In novel formulation, they posit two forms of anxiety over political disengage-
ment. For political insiders, anxiety takes the form of nostalgia for an idealized era of 
“civic cohesion, dutiful citizens and clear political choices” (p. 2). Reengagement, for 
this group, represents a return to neglected political norms, using new tools and tech-
nologies to restore trust in those who govern. The second form involves feelings among 
ordinary citizens of being unacknowledged and disrespected. For this group, receiving 
government and mass media stories is insufficient. They also want to share knowledge 
in the form of individual and local expertise and common sense. But their overall con-
cern is not the restoration of trust but to build efficacy of citizens: “energetic and auton-
omous civic activity beyond the management of the state and capable of sharing the 
outcomes of governance” (p. 3). It is worth noting that efficacy for Coleman and 
Blumler goes far beyond the usual measures of traditional political communication to 
the real effects that citizens might have on policy formed in the public sphere and car-
ried through in government. This is at the heart of their overall framework and proposal 
and represents a break from much of the political communication literature that tends 
to stop at psychology’s edge.

To realize this new vision, they argue that three roles of citizenship are necessary. 
Legal-judicial citizenship refers to official membership in a national political commu-
nity, with its attendant rights and responsibilities. Political citizenship extends beyond 
legal definitions of community membership to the active role of members of a body 
politic, who can potentially exercise democratic influence. It relies on information 
gathering; deliberation in many forms; and efforts to influence public opinion, policies, 
and decisions. Affective citizenship mobilizes feelings of civic belonging, loyalty, and 
solidarity. Coleman and Blumler argue that all three moments are instantiated in actual 
citizenship in the modern polity. Each of the three is potentially contested in each 
generation.
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Active citizens are oriented towards autonomous civic practice, while contemporary 
policy making is increasingly conducted within an institutional void. Therefore, new 
political spaces are required to weave together active citizenship and policy making. 
Coleman and Blumler view the Internet as “an empty space of power,” vulnerable to 
both state-centered logics and “occupation by citizens who have few other spaces 
available for them to express themselves in constructive, democratic ways” (p. 9). (This 
is in some contrast to Dahlgren’s notion of media logics, including the Net.)

The central arguments of the book, then, are as follows: First, relations between 
policy and political elites and the public are in a period of “transformative flux.” People 
increasingly expect to be heard, and government is having trouble responding to this 
need. Second, an “inexorable impoverishment of mainstream political communication 
is taking place.” Parallel to Dahlgren’s claims of minimal conditions for citizenship, 
Coleman and Blumler argue that we have regressed considerably below this mean and 
that this trend is rooted in both the media system and structures of political life. Third, 
interactive digital media do have the power to “improve public communications and 
enrich democracy.” But the necessary political infrastructure to do so is lacking. How-
ever, its realization, they believe, is a realistic political goal, and the subsequent argu-
ment leads towards proving its necessity and plausibility and developing policy designs 
that might lead to it. The program is decidedly national, geared toward the United 
Kingdom, and this specificity is its strength. By rooting their argument in a national 
political context, their vision moves from abstraction and is, implicitly, held account-
able. The reader can judge for himself or herself whether, in the end, it is realizable or 
at least plausible. Before turning to the arguments for the commons itself, however, we 
need to understand the broader underpinnings of Coleman and Blumler’s arguments.

First, Coleman and Blumler understand democracy’s problems as a deficit of delib-
eration: “The most exciting and innovative participatory exercises have in common an 
aspiration to promote and utilise public discussion as a means of engendering the col-
lective production of policy decisions worthy of public consent” (p. 15). Deliberative 
democracy involves five conditions: free and fair elections, rule of law, freedom of 
speech and assembly, government accountability and responsiveness to the public, 
and a civil society sector separate from the state and market. All of these conditions 
are necessary for democracy, but they can vary in type and degree. Furthermore, delib-
erative action involves communicative action (following Bohman) to be “based on an 
acknowledgement of social interdependence and a search for mutual understanding” 
(p. 18). This underscores the recognition that solidarity in a complex, multicultural 
society requires the mutual recognition of groups and, further, critically, that this 
broader public recognition is a condition of a public sphere that is larger than either 
in-group cultural public formation or the simple pluralism of public spheres.

A sophisticated and close argument follows in support of the realism of deliberation 
in the contemporary national state, which can only be suggested here. Coleman and 
Blumler very effectively criticize arguments that the public lacks competence and that 
social and rational choice models of preference formation are inevitable. They, 
like Dahlgren, accept a variant of Mouffe’s “agonistic” democratic politics. They 

 at ESPM on November 23, 2010hij.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://hij.sagepub.com/


368  International Journal of Press/Politics 15(3)

demonstrate that deliberation is possible across extended time and space and discuss 
the strengths and limits of a variety of now-well-known means of doing so, including 
citizen juries, consensus conferences, deliberative polls, and online aggregating recom-
mender systems like Slashdot.

But perhaps their most important contribution is the suggestion, simple but subtle 
and often neglected, that deliberative democracy is not an end in itself. It only meets its 
own internal normative standards for effectiveness when it is “embedded within the 
constitutional structure of policy formation and decision-making” (p. 39). Public delib-
eration must be linked to governance but not appropriated or manipulated by govern-
ment officials and politicians. This, in turn, is linked to a theory of “direct representation” 
as a way to bridge the gap between the plebiscitary, but ultimately cacophonous and 
fragmented, direct democratic sphere of the Internet and protest and the “indirect rep-
resentation” of formal governance. In a rich analysis of the forms of disconnection 
between citizens and political actors, Coleman and Blumler demonstrate how the pub-
lic actually wants to participate more in democratic life, but only if it can feel that its 
voice is both heard and effective. Direct representation would ground a democratic 
system that rejects the paternalistic modes of governing characteristic of the welfare 
state but adopts technologies and techniques of discussion that move beyond the lim-
ited choice among preestablished policy agendas. It calls for an “ongoing rather than 
episodic political conversation, inhabiting trusted spaces of everyday communication 
rather than being confined to official zones of electoral manipulation. . . . [I]t offers citi-
zens the prospect of representative closeness, mutuality, coherence and empathy, with-
out expecting them to become full-time participating citizens” (p. 80).

Before moving to the civic communication commons, we need to examine one 
final set of arguments in favor of electronic democracy (e-democracy). Coleman and 
Blumler argue that media interactivity opens up the possibility for a more dialogical 
style of public communications. The rise of the political blogosphere opens a more 
subjective space for citizen self-expression: “Blogs are fast becoming the sophisti-
cated listening posts of modern democracy” (p. 87). They allow for the expression of 
incomplete thoughts and “lower the threshold of entry to the global debate for tradi-
tionally unheard or marginalized voices” (p. 88).

To support their arguments, Coleman and Blumler offer two rich cases of 
e-democracy from above: a series of experiments in online public input to parliament 
in the United Kingdom running from 1998 to 2006; and a local experiment in Bristol, 
the Community Campaign Creator, in which civic communication organizers help citi-
zens develop local campaigns around issues of their choice. They discuss the limits of 
e-democracy from above. Most of all, the rhetoric of participation exceeds the extent to 
which citizen views are actually taken into account in policy formation, which, para-
doxically, leads to greater cynicism and disillusion. At worst, this form of rhetoric 
decoupled from action is manipulated by political elites precisely for this purpose.

A second set of experiments in e-democracy from below includes the BBC’s ICAN 
experiment, in which users were provided a database of resources on twelve hundred 
civic issues and an online community space; “Netnums,” a grassroots support network 
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for local mothers; and the Stop the War coalition beginning in 2001. E-democracy from 
below successfully mobilizes citizens, providing voice, but has its own limits. Move-
ments from below are disconnected from power and policy as well. The networks are 
often ephemeral. And some forms of online activism from below are nihilistic and 
destructive.

The proposal for the civic commons is designed to combine the respective 
strengths of e-democracy from above and below, while minimizing their respective 
limitations. There are three central premises of the commons: democratic institutions 
and processes need to become sensitized to the way that real people tell their stories, 
democracy must maintain contact with those it governs, and “public interaction with 
the democratic process must leave its mark” (p. 166).

To meet these goals, Coleman and Blumler called for a new civic commons in 
cyberspace, in 2001, with the following characteristics. It would be a new public space 
in the dual sense of an accessible common ground for citizens and a civic space 
between the market and the state. Their commons would be an enduring structure, a 
publicly funded organization independent from government “designed to forge fresh 
links between communication and politics and to connect the voice of the people more 
meaningfully to democratic institutions” (p. 170). The commons would facilitate 
deliberation upon and reaction to important issues at all levels of government (local to 
national). It would be transparent; accountable; and answerable to a broad range of 
stakeholders, including communities (of place and interest), local government bodies, 
public-service broadcasters, civil society organizations, as well as formal parliaments 
and assemblies. It would have the task of promoting access and accessibility to new 
technologies and any spaces of public information or debate. It would have the power 
to regulate online deliberation with a “light touch,” to ensure broadly civil behavior, 
including the training of online moderators. There would safeguards against commer-
cial capture. And a key role would be to summarize large-scale public conversations 
using new visualization and mapping techniques.

On top of these key principles, Coleman and Blumler propose a “Civic Commons 2.0.” 
They argue that the growth of the Internet in the past decade, and in particular social 
media, leads to new possibilities for an “open-source” commons in a networked public 
sphere. Commons 2.0 would involve a greater reliance on the collaborative and col-
lective intelligence capacities of Web 2.0. This represents a shift of their vision in the 
public sphere as well, from one that has a “connecting rather than an integrating func-
tion.” Commons 2.0 retains most of its original functions but relies more on the dis-
tributed network to realize them: “In thinking of the public sphere as a constellation of 
intersecting networks, rather than a space occupied by an ontologically homogenous 
collectivity, we are seeking to adapt the civic commons to the co-productive logic of 
contemporary governance” (p. 180). 

Finally, Coleman and Blumler argue that the Commons 2.0 is realizable vision. 
Citing a large survey in the United Kingdom designed and carried out by Coleman, 
they argue that citizens support such a vision. Citizens surveyed were skeptical that 
government would really listen to them, but almost 80 percent would support an online 
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space to debate policy issues. Clearly, there is a tradition of public-service communi-
cation in the United Kingdom, the BBC, which has managed to negotiate the transition 
to a much more commercialized media universe while still developing its own online 
citizen capacities. In a personal communication, one scholar very familiar with the 
proposal suggested that its plausibility depends on the continued survival of a Labour 
government, and this seems correct. But the proposal itself is nonpartisan and, at least 
in principle, could achieve broader support. That said, the authors offer little evidence 
of the practical political potential of adaptation, but that is not their intention and is 
hardly a flaw in a book of this scope. Still, demonstrating political viability is central 
for proposed large-scale policy designs. For many in the United States, it is hard to 
imagine how such a proposal could be politically viable, at least implemented from 
above (although there are the beginnings of local commons that, combined with the 
mixed public-private foundations of the U.S. public television and radio system, could 
form a model for implementation in the United States following a classical American 
associational path).

The larger question raised through the Civic Commons 2.0, particularly for U.S. 
readers, is how unique the United Kingdom might be. A reasonable skeptic might be 
persuaded that this is both a valid vision for the United Kingdom and, possibly, an 
attainable one. But in the United States, the Internet remains a space that is both more 
open and anarchic and, at the same time, increasingly enclosed by its own emerging 
political-economic structure.

Taken together, these books are essential reading on the current state of communica-
tion and democracy. Dahlgren frames the cultural and social challenges of late moder-
nity in a masterful way. Coleman and Blumler take up these very challenges, while 
proposing in concrete detail the kind of directly representative politics that would 
respond to them and the communication structures that would enable this response. 
They address the cultural challenges to democratic participation in a society of net-
worked individuals, while not giving up on the possibility of participatory democracy. 
Furthermore, they point toward a policy framework that is both plausible and within the 
realm of political possibility (at least in the United Kingdom), pointing towards both a 
new role for communication and new forms of governance. In this sense, both books 
are exemplars of a critical approach to communication with a practical intent.
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