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Abstract  

 

This dissertation provides an analysis of the uses of the concept of the public sphere in 
the works of three feminist political and social theorists: Nancy Fraser, Iris Marion 
Young, and Seyla Benhabib. My main argument is that Young, Benhabib, and Fraser all 
apply the concept of the public sphere as a mediating tool in taking distance to and 
building alliances with the Left tradition in the context of feminist debates since the 
second wave. Benhabib’s, Fraser’s, and Young’s discussions on the concept of the public 
sphere have been analyzed and confronted by many scholars. There are however no 
comprehensive, contextualized, or detailed analyses of the uses of the concept in their 
works, and my study is designed to do this.  

My thesis discusses the role of the concept of the public sphere in historically contex-
tualized theory debates in which Fraser, Benhabib, and Young participate since the 
early 1980s up until mid-2010s. I apply thorough reading of Young’s, Fraser’s and Ben-
habib’s texts, and my analysis of the uses of the concept of the public sphere in these 
texts is informed by a method of conceptual analysis drawn from conceptual history. 
Instead of trying to identify its fixed characteristics, I approach the concept of the pub-
lic sphere as contestable and historically contingent. I emphasize that concept for-
mation can be read as a part of politically charged theory debate: rather than an object 
of debate I approach the concept of the public sphere as a tool that helps to clarify, and 
that is used to defend certain positions in feminist political theoretical debate – and, 
vice versa, it is the debate that affects the way the concept is interpreted and formed.  

I argue that the negotiating of the Left tradition is a crucial and prevailing element of 
Benhabib’s, Fraser’s, and Young’s feminist argumentation and of their uses of the con-
cept of the public sphere. In my analysis I have found four distinct expressions of this 
negotiation: Firstly, I argue that during the 1980s the concept of the public sphere 
starts to emerge as a tool of renegotiating Marxist tradition faced with its Critical, post-
modern and socialist feminist critics. Secondly, in the discussions on the democratic 
and political role of civil society before and after the Cold War, the concept of the public 
sphere figures as a tool to take distance from the authoritarian expressions of political 
power but also from the un-critical valorization of the private market. Thirdly, the con-
cept of the public sphere figures as a tool to negotiate the so-called shift from the poli-
tics of (social) equality to (cultural) difference in social and political theorizing and 
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practice from the 1990s onward. Finally, I argue that the concept of the public sphere 
has a central role in both broadening the scope of “the political” as well as defending 
its limits and distinct features for both feminist and socialist movements.  

Taken together, the analysis of the uses of the concept of the public sphere provides a 
window to various debates within feminist political and social theorizing and brings 
out a common thread that runs through all these debates. The taking distance toward, 
holding on to, and reinterpreting elements of the Left tradition all figure in the feminist 
debates in which the concept of the public sphere is used in. At another level, the con-
cept of the public sphere is involved in and interpreted differently in various discus-
sions, and it is precisely these different debates that construct the concept of the public 
sphere and brings out previously unnoticed aspects of it.  
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1. Introduction  

 

In September 2015 I left a note to my students that their class was cancelled because 
of the strike organized by among others the labor union of academic workers. On Fri-
day the 18th of September a colleague and I walked to the “public square” where the 
#STOP demonstration against the government decision to cut workers’ salaries and 
benefits, and to limit the labor unions’ freedom to make collective agreements would 
take place. When we arrived at the town square in front of the Helsinki central railway 
station, it was already filled with people. There where huge banners and flags with dif-
ferent labor union symbols, and groups of workers who had traveled from all over Fin-
land were standing there in joint action. Not only were labor unions represented. 
Among others, the pink flag of Finland’s biggest non-governmental women’s organiza-
tion Naisasialiitto Unioni, proudly waved in the air, feminist activists standing below it. 
A stage was set for the speakers of the demonstration and we heard them – and they 
for sure heard us. Some 30,000 booed fiercely when the government spoke, and we 
applauded when the political opposition and the Swedish ILO representative gave their 
speeches. Women workers were at the center of attention since the government plans 
touched the public sector in which women form most of the working force. This event 
crystalized for me something that I had been working on in my research, namely the 
connection between the politics of the working class and the feminist movement, and 
the role of the public sphere as a site for their encounter. 

In this dissertation I analyze the concept of the public sphere in the works of three 
prominent feminist social and political theorists: Nancy Fraser, Iris Marion Young, and 
Seyla Benhabib – all widely discussed and recognized scholars who have developed 
and discussed the concept of the public sphere in their works. All three theorists have 
presented influential feminist critique toward standard conceptions of the public 
sphere, but the focus of my work is not in evaluating and comparing the three authors 
as feminist critics of public sphere theory. My objective is to analyze the uses of the 
concept of the public sphere in the specific contexts of the three theorists’ argumenta-
tion. This means that I do not treat the concept of the public sphere merely as a fixed 
object of feminist analysis. I approach the concept as a tool with which certain argu-
ments and positions are defended in the three theorists’ discussions. I argue that 
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Young, Benhabib, and Fraser all apply the concept of public sphere in negotiating1 as-
pects of the Left political tradition and feminist theorizing: I will demonstrate how the 
three theorists apply the concept of the public sphere as a mediating tool in taking dis-
tance to and building alliances with the Left tradition in the context of feminist debates 
since the second wave. I will also bring out the distinct interpretations of the concept 
of the public sphere related to this negotiation in the theorists’ texts from the early 
1980s up until today.  

The public sphere, a grand concept of political and social theory and science, has a 
strong practical echo to it. Having told about my research subject to various people 
inside and outside my discipline and academic environment, everyone seems to have 
an idea about “the public sphere” as a phenomenon of contemporary society. Most of-
ten, the immediate association is related to media publicity carried by newspapers, tab-
loid magazines, television, radio, and social media, and many people understand the 
notion of a political public sphere in terms of public media presentations and repre-
sentations of politicians and political parties. Moreover, modern public sphere theory, 
most importantly presented in the works of Jürgen Habermas, is based on diagnoses of 
the practical and concrete manifestations of the public sphere. Political and democratic 
theory concerning the concept of the public sphere is normative rather than descrip-
tive, however. The theorists are developing and defending a concept of public sphere 
that expresses certain political and democratic ideals, and the empirical aspects of pub-
licity are presented in the light of this “normative-political” project. What is the demo-
cratic function of the public sphere? How should we conceive the public sphere as an 
arena of political engagement and action? Who are the participants in the political pub-
lic sphere? What are the current challenges of the practical social and political life from 
the perspective of the actualization of the democratic and political ideal of the public 
sphere? These are among the most central questions asked in the democratic theoret-
ical discussion on the concept.  

Iris Marion Young, Seyla Benhabib, and Nancy Fraser are among the most central fem-
inist theorists concerning theoretical discussion on the concept of the public sphere 
and its normative implications. Several of Fraser’s texts represent the best-known and 
the most widely spread analyses on the concept of the public sphere in the field of fem-
inist studies as well as in general theoretical discussions. Her 1990 article “Rethinking 
the Public Sphere” is the most widely discussed piece of analysis, and other important 
texts include “Sex, Lies, and the Public Sphere” from 1995 and “Trans-nationalizing the 
Public Sphere” from 2008. Besides these texts, the concept of the public sphere is car-
ried along throughout her body of work from as early as the 1980s until today. Ben-
habib too is commonly cited democratic theorist of the concept of the public sphere. 

                                                           
1 With the term “negotiate” I mean both a discussion in search of an agreement and to deal with some-
thing difficult. 
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The most cited piece of her texts on public sphere is “Models of Public Space” from the 
1992 but the concept has a central position in her book Reluctant Modernism of Hannah 
Arendt from 1996 as well as the Claims of Culture from 2002. As a strong proponent of 
deliberative democratic theory, the concept of the public sphere is quintessential ele-
ment of Benhabib’s democratic theorizing. The core texts on the concept of the public 
sphere in Young’s work are “Impartiality and the Civic Public” from 1985 and “Polity 
and Group difference” from 1989 as well as her books Justice and the Politics of Differ-
ence from 1990, Inclusion and Democracy from 2000 as well as Global Challenges, from 
2007.  

The concept of the public sphere figures in a broad field of feminist theorizing. Ben-
habib, Young, and Fraser are the key theorists developing the concept of the public 
sphere in the frame work of Habermasian critical tradition and sympathize, some more 
than others, deliberative democratic formulations of political public sphere. The dis-
tinction between the public and private figures centrally in second wave feminist the-
orizing, and has preoccupied theorists such as Carole Pateman and Jean Bethke El-
shtain who are important critiques of the liberal conception of the public sphere which 
is based on excluding the familial sphere from the scope of political analysis. There are 
also several feminist theorists who focus on the work of Hannah Arendt. Scholars such 
as Mary Dietz, Bonnie Honig and Linda Zerilli have, from different perspectives, de-
fended the idea of “the political” as a distinct category of human existence, and relied 
on the concept of the public sphere as the “locus” of the political. Furthermore, Euro-
pean feminist scholars such as Chantal Mouffe and Anne Phillips have, each from dis-
tinct perspectives, payed attention to the concept of the public sphere in their works 
but who do not commit to either Habermas’ or Arendt’s theorizing. Mouffe’s radical 
post-Marxist democratic theorizing entails an ideal of agonistic public sphere. Phillips, 
in turn, has discussed the concept as part of her theorizing of democracy and (group) 
differences. Apart from the feminist political theory discussions the concept of the pub-
lic sphere is discussed in feminist history, media, education, as well as in post-colonial 
studies. 

The different “clusters” of feminist political theoretical discussion on the concept of the 
public sphere that I discuss above, are not clear cut. For instance, both Benhabib and 
Young, as well as Maria Pia Lara, have drawn from both Habermas’s and Arendt’s the-
orizing in their analyses. All these feminist political theorists who engage with the con-
cept of the public sphere have to some extent also discussed and critically responded 
to each other’s analyses and formulations of the concept. Benhabib and Honig, for ex-
ample, have disagreed on the distinction between associational and agonistic readings 
of Arendtian conception of public space (Benhabib 1992; Honig 1992). Mouffe, in turn, 
has criticized Benhabib as an advocate of the consensus-centric deliberative concep-
tion of the public sphere and defended her own model of “agonistic pluralism” as the 
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basis for a democratic conception of a public sphere. She has also criticized Young for 
not extending her conception of the “heterogeneous public” to envision a more post-
structural conception of the formation of group identities (Mouffe 1999, 1992). At the 
same time, Mary Dietz (1998) has criticized Mouffe and Phillips for partly failing in 
their efforts to radicalize the idea of the pluralist political community, and to combine 
the ideal of societal plurality and the idea of the public sphere as an arena of democratic 
politics. 

I argue that Benhabib’s, Fraser’s, and Young’s discussions represent the most persis-
tent commitment to the concept of the public sphere. Thus, their works seemed to be 
the most promising starting point for my research. I am not alone in recognizing the 
importance of Young’s, Benhabib’s, and Fraser’s contribution to the subject. There are 
numerous feminist and other scholars who have contributed important analyses of the 
three theorists’ interpretations and critique of the concept of the public sphere. Often, 
Benhabib, Young, and Fraser are discussed together as feminist theorists developing 
and criticizing the Habermasian concept of the public sphere and the deliberative dem-
ocratic tradition (Ackerly 2000; Ferree et.al. 2002; Asen 2002; Dahlberg 2005). Usu-
ally, the commentaries focus on Benhabib’s, Young’s and Fraser’s critique of the exclu-
sionary elements of the public sphere theory. The theorists are not always seen as like-
minded. Typically, Benhabib is discussed as a Habermasian deliberative democrat 
(Chambers 2004; Gimmler 2001), while Young’s defending of rhetorical aspects of pub-
lic communication are discussed as an alternative to the deliberative model (Chambers 
2004; Ackerly 2000; Triadafilopoulos 1999). Fraser’s concept of subaltern counter-
publics (and the idea of multiple publics) which she introduces in her article “Rethink-
ing the Public Sphere” has been discussed by scholars such as Jane Mansbridge (2017), 
Catherine Squires (2002), Jodie Dean (2001), and Lisa McLaughlin (1995). Fraser has 
also been discussed as a theorist with an interest in questions of political economy and 
the Marxist tradition, and her emphasis on socioeconomic equality as a condition for 
inclusive public life has been critically addressed by a few commentators (Johnson 
2018; Lovell 2007; McLaughlin 2004; Bargu & Bottici ed. 2017).  

Benhabib’s, Fraser’s, and Young’s discussions on the concept of the public sphere have 
been analyzed and critiqued by many scholars. There are, however, no comprehensive, 
contextualized, and detailed analyses of the uses of the concept in their works, and my 
study is designed to do this. Extending the discussion of the three theorists’ feminist 
critique of the Habermasian public sphere theory and their challenging of the exclu-
sionary conceptions of public sphere, my thesis discusses the role of the concept in his-
torically contextualized theory debates in which Fraser, Benhabib, and Young have par-
ticipated since the early 1980s up until the mid 2010s. I approach the three theorists 
as feminist theorists with interest in politics and democracy. Even though not every 
piece of the theorists’ works can be characterized as “feminist theory,” feminism is a 
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prevailing and central part of each of the three theorists’ argumentation. All three the-
orists are engaged with feminist theory debates and have pondered on the political 
prospects of the second wave feminist movement, including the socialist feminist 
movement. They have, moreover, all consistently highlighted questions related to gen-
der equality and gender justice in their works. The concept of public sphere, as I will 
argue in the thesis, has a central role in their feminist argumentation.  

Furthermore, my study addresses the role of the Left tradition in Fraser’s, Young’s, and 
Benhabib’s discussions in which they apply the concept of the public sphere. The three 
theorists share an interest in Marx and critical theory and they all engage in debating 
the political and democratic role of the New Left and other social movements as suc-
cessors to traditional working-class movements. Benhabib, Fraser, and Young have 
from their different perspectives all engaged with questions related to, among other 
things, structural justice, socioeconomic equality, public welfare, and the capitalist 
world order. On a general level, it seems that in the 2000s issues such as (post)social-
ism, neo-liberalism, and capitalism in the global era have framed the discussion on the 
idea of the public sphere both from critical and from optimistic perspectives (Clarke 
2004; Dean 2002; Harutyunyan et.al. 2009; Hill & Montag ed. 2000; Mouffe 2005). De-
spite the interest in the public sphere in the 21th century theory discussions, and de-
spite the Marxist background of the Frankfurt School of Critical Theory within which 
Habermas developed his concept of the public sphere, the role of the Left tradition for 
Benhabib’s, Young’s and Fraser’s uses of the concept of the public sphere remains 
unanalyzed. I will argue in my thesis that taking stance on the aspects of the Left tradi-
tion is a crucial and prevalent element in their feminist argumentation and of their uses 
of the concept of the public sphere from their early socialist feminist theory debates to 
their discussions on global democracy. 

To sum up, my thesis is an original contribution to the analysis of Benhabib’s, Young’s, 
and Fraser’s feminist discussions on the concept of the public sphere: Firstly, my study 
traces the uses and formation of the concept in the whole body of the three theorists’ 
works rather than merely focusing on the key texts. Secondly, my research highlights 
the role of the Left political tradition in the three theorists’ feminist discussions in 
which the concept of the public sphere is applied. Thirdly, I show how approaching the 
concept as a tool rather than as a mere object of theorizing provides us with a novel 
understanding of the concept as a theoretical resource for feminist analysis: its mean-
ing and political-theoretical impetus depends on the specific discussion contexts in 
which the concept is used. 

The Methodological Approach and the Research Literature of the Thesis 

According to dictionary definitions, “public” means open and accessible, general, and 
common. It also means state-related, and it is used to refer to the people that forms a 
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polity – or “the public.” Many of these same attributes are attached to the ideal of dem-
ocratic politics in contemporary societies. Political processes should be accessible and 
open, politicians should listen to the opinions of the “general public”, and their pro-
grams and decisions should be guided by the idea of the common good. Moreover, the 
concept of the public sphere, as understood more broadly than the legal and official 
political sphere, refers to arenas of political engagement that are open and accessible 
to all, express common concerns, and bring people together as a political public rather 
than as a mere audience for the official politics. When observing actual societal phe-
nomena, it seems apparent that openness and accessibility are ideals rather than self-
evident features of political life. In actual societal contexts people are left out from pol-
itics, and decisions are made in privacy and without a democratic mandate. However, 
many theorists, and most certainly politically active citizens, hold on to the ideal of the 
intertwining of publicity and democratic politics. The political potential of the concept 
of the public sphere cannot be found in the pages of a dictionary, however. Certainly, 
many would claim that the potential cannot be found by means of theoretical analysis 
either. After all, politics and “the public sphere” occur and take form outside of schol-
arly discussion. This said, it is my contention that concepts are more than definitions 
of “actually-existing” phenomena, and that theory discussion is not entirely separate 
from politics.  

The method that I apply in my analysis of the uses of the concept of the public sphere 
in Benhabib’s, Young’s, and Fraser’s works is conceptual analysis drawn from concep-
tual history. Instead of trying to identify its fixed characteristics, I approach the concept 
of the public sphere as contestable and historically contingent. I look at the specific 
uses of the term “public sphere” in the specific contexts in which it is used, and I exam-
ine the argumentative and rhetorical purposes of the concept in Young’s, Benhabib’s, 
and Fraser’s texts. Rather than as an object of debate I approach the concept of the 
public sphere as a tool that helps to clarify, and that is used to defend, certain positions 
in feminist political theoretical debate – and, vice versa, it is the debate that affects the 
way the concept is interpreted and formed. The method of the dissertation follows the 
methodological approach supported by conceptual historians of political thought, most 
importantly Quentin Skinner (1974, 1978, 1988) and Reinhart Koselleck (1996, 2002, 
2018), and developed by Finnish political philosophers Tuija Pulkkinen (2003, 2008) 
and Kari Palonen (2005, 2016).  

The conceptual historical approach is not widely used among feminist scholars. Pulk-
kinen has been among the few to introduce the conceptual historical approach to the 
gender studies context and she has further developed the approach with an emphasis 
on the postmodern conception of textual politics (Pulkkinen 2008, 2019). With my 
work I hope to contribute to the development of the research that focuses on the his-
torical, contextual and political aspects of concept formation, which I believe deepens 



 Introduction 

7 
 

and enlivens feminist social and political theoretical analysis. In line with Koselleck 
(2011), I defend a method of concept analysis that focuses on the actual use of the 
terms and their uses in specific situations. But while conceptual historians are looking 
at concepts in broad and diverse historical contexts, my work treats the texts of Young, 
Benhabib, and Fraser as the primary context of concept formation and contestation. 
Thus, my intention is not to make arguments on the history of the concept of the public 
sphere at large, but rather to investigate its application in a strand of feminist political 
theorizing. This said, I do approach the texts historically in the sense that I analyze 
them as part of the strands and currents of theoretical debate rather than as timeless 
pieces of theory. Also, I see Young’s, Benhabib’s, and Fraser’s texts as a part of society 
at large, responding to certain political and social changes and taking a stand on certain 
problems concerning the currents of social and political life. The concept of the public 
sphere travels in the theorists’ texts and has different argumentative purposes, 
whether in the context of socialist feminist debate in the early 80s, or in their discus-
sion on the prospects of democracy in the current times of globalization.  

In accordance with Koselleck (2011), Göering (2013), and Pulkkinen (2003), I ap-
proach concepts as being attached to words but at the same time as being more than 
words. Concepts become understandable only in relation to a web of other words, some 
of which are used as parallels, some as opposites to the specific term at hand. The term 
“public sphere” figures as the center of my analysis. I see the concept of the public 
sphere as emerging in a web of different terms that are related to each other. Besides 
attending closely to the specific uses of the term I also examine the uses of other public-
related vocabulary such as “public space,” “the public realm,” “public,” “public life,” and 
“publicity.” Furthermore, I pay attention to forms such as “the public sphere” and “pub-
lic spheres,” as well as idioms such as “the model of the public sphere,” or the “idea of 
the public sphere.” I also analyze the concept of the public sphere in relation to its coun-
ter-concepts and vocabulary such as “the private sphere,” “the private realm,” “the do-
mestic sphere,” and “privacy,” and as a part of a wider net of related concepts such as 
“democracy,” “civil society,” “state,” and “the political.” The way I approach it, the con-
cept of the public sphere is more strictly related to the exact idiom “public sphere” than 
an analysis on an idea or notion of public sphere would necessarily insist upon. How-
ever, at the same time I do not think that focusing solely on the idiom “the public 
sphere” is enough to make sense of its usages.  

While thoroughly reading, analyzing and to some extent also criticizing the research 
literature, I focus on different public-related vocabulary, the contexts in which the vo-
cabulary is used, and on the argumentative function of that vocabulary. Conceptual 
analysis as a specific method does not figure explicitly in my analysis, however. This 
means that the chapters of my thesis do not provide a systematic comparison of distinct 
vocabularies and parallel concepts, and I do not reflect on the concept of the public 
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sphere primarily in a methodological framework. Rather, it is the results of the analysis 
that are the starting points for the discussion. I also highlight the importance of terms 
and idioms in the contexts in which they are central in order to understand the specific 
ways in which theorists operate with the concept of the public sphere. The main objec-
tive of my study, however, is to bring out and discuss the distinct ways that the concept 
of the public sphere is applied in Benhabib’s, Young’s, and Fraser’s works as a mediat-
ing tool to take distance to and build alliances with aspects of the Left tradition in the 
feminist debates they participate. 

My methodological approach to the concept of the public sphere is not only historical 
but political too (Pulkkinen 2008, Palonen 2005). I am intrigued by the idea that polit-
ical philosophical analysis of concepts should not be limited to the theoretical texts of 
political thinkers but should be broadened to embrace the writings and speeches of 
acting politicians to highlight the applying of concepts as political tools (Palonen 2005). 
My analysis does focus on theoretical texts, but I too approach the concept of the public 
sphere as a political tool of a sort: The concept of the public sphere is applied in de-
fending certain politically charged theoretical positions and to criticize others. The 
three theorists in the focus of my analysis are involved in debating politically signifi-
cant issues, and their theorizing is informed by an ethical motivation to point out ex-
isting societal problems, and to envision solutions to these problems. At the same time, 
the three theorists’ discussions and concept formation are not political, I argue, in the 
sense that the theorists would directly communicate with acting politicians or other 
political actors. Rather, the political activity of the concept formation is conducted in a 
dialogue with other theorists. In this sense, the scholarly debate could be seen as a field 
of textual politics in its own right.  

How does my methodological approach to the concept of the public sphere as a histor-
ical and political tool differ from other approaches that apply historical analyses and 
political perspectives on the concept? Habermas’s Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit 
(1962) is a historical presentation of “a category of bourgeois society” formed in 18th 
and 19th century Europe. Habermas’s outlining of the concept of the public sphere in 
Strukturwandel is also meant as an ideal in a normative sense. He presents the bour-
geois conception of the public sphere as an ideal to which certain current problems can 
be compared, and that can provide some normative standards toward which contem-
porary society should be developed. Young, Fraser, and Benhabib are also quite explicit 
about the normative importance of the concept of the public sphere. Especially in their 
most analytical texts on the concept of the public sphere they view the concept as rep-
resenting an ideal aspect of democratic society: the public sphere is presented as the 
arena of political participation that is open and accessible to all, in which (reasonable) 
public opinion is formed, and which forms the basis for legitimate and accountable po-
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litical decision-making. From the feminist point of view, the three theorists have high-
lighted the conditions for realizing the equality and accessibility of the public sphere 
and evaluated the standard models of the public sphere from the perspective of gender 
inclusion. Benhabib, Fraser, and Young also adopt a certain historical approach in their 
analyses, referring in their analyses to both modern and pre-modern ideas and mani-
festations of the public sphere while reflecting on the applicability of the idea of the 
public sphere in feminist democratic theorizing (Young 1985; Fraser 1990; Benhabib 
2000). 

My methodological approach to Young’s, Fraser’s and Benhabib’s uses of the concept 
of the public sphere differs from both Habermas’s and the three feminist theorists’ ap-
proaches. Firstly, the historical materials I refer to in my work consist of texts written 
by three contemporary feminist theorists, and the role of references reaching further 
back in the past is less important for my analysis. My intention is not to carve out one 
ideal of the public sphere from my research material, nor am I trying to write a con-
temporary feminist history of the concept of the public sphere based on Benhabib’s, 
Young’s, and Fraser’s texts. Rather, my intention is to historicize and contextualize the 
concept of the public sphere in the three theorists’ works, and to point out how the 
interpretations of the concept are essentially dependent on the contexts in which the 
concept is used. Secondly, my research is not set to evaluate an ideal of the public 
sphere against actual democratic and political problems, and my feminist objective is 
not to point out defects or make improvements to a democratic ideal of the public 
sphere based on feminist critique. Rather, my study seeks to clarify how the concept of 
the public sphere is used as a tool of theoretical debating when political and ethical 
motivations are concerned. I am interested in the “textual political” aspects of Young’s, 
Fraser’s, and Benhabib’s feminist argumentation and in how the theorists apply the 
concept of the public sphere in reinforcing, defending, reconceptualizing and distanc-
ing themselves from certain positions in the feminist debate. I am also very much in 
favor of considering the possible political implications of conceptual history in “teach-
ing politicians the styles of both the conceptual reading of politics and a political read-
ing of the uses of the concepts,” (Palonen, 2005). I hope my research will contribute to 
this project.  

The research material consists of books, articles, reviews, and columns in which Young, 
Benhabib and Fraser apply and refer to the concept of the public sphere. Apart from 
the core texts, such as Young’s “Impartiality and the Civic Public,” Fraser’s “Rethinking 
the Public Sphere,” and Benhabib’s “Three models of public sphere,” I have systemati-
cally and carefully traced the uses of the concept of the public sphere in the total pro-
duction of each of the three theorists. The material stretches from the early 1980s to 
the mid 2010s. Benhabib and Fraser continue to write and participate in feminist po-
litical theoretical discussion today, but the most recent works by the three theorists 
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that I include in my analysis are Benhabib’s Dignity in Adversity from 2011, Young’s 
Responsibility and Justice from 2011, and Fraser’s (et.al.) Transnationalizing the Public 
Sphere from 2014. I discuss the works and texts of the writers in the context of the 
timing of their publication, but the structure of the study does not slavishly follow a 
chronological order, and the texts of different periods of time are discussed together 
for argumentative purposes.  

Main Arguments and the Structure of the Thesis 

My main argument in the dissertation is that Benhabib, Fraser, and Young, all apply the 
concept of public sphere in negotiating aspects of the Left political tradition in feminist 
social and political theorizing. In this negotiation the concept of the public sphere is 
used both as a tool to take distance to, but also to hold on to aspects of, Marxist thought 
and practice. In my analysis I have found four distinct expressions of this negotiation: 
1) the encountering of Critical Theory, socialist feminism and postmodernism in the 
so-called “post-Marxist” era, 2) the recognizing of the political role of civil society in 
between the spheres of state and the market economy in the context of welfare capi-
talism, Western liberal state, and globalization 3) the defending of inclusive democracy 
during and after the claimed shift from the politics of social equality to the politics of 
difference, and 4) the reinterpreting of the boundaries of “the political” from the per-
spective of both Leftist and feminist political aspirations.  

There are some discourses that I refer to that need to be briefly clarified. My analysis 
does not comprehend the whole of the Left tradition, or all its distinct branches and 
interpretations within feminist discussion. In my study the focus is on the intepreta-
tions of the parts of the legacy of Marxist theory and socialist politics that have been 
debated in the Critical theoretical as well as U.S. based second-wave socialist feminist 
discussions. The themes and arguments that I highlight as part of the negotiating of the 
Left tradition within the feminist debate arise from the texts that I analyze. These texts 
that are written in the 1980s onward, touch issues such as the legacy of totalitarianism 
and totalist interpretations of political goals and subjectivity; welfare-state; distribu-
tive justice; the economic and gendered axes of power etc. As my study will show, the 
role of social movements has been crucial in shaping the discussion. The movements 
associated with the “New Left,” a wave of political activism emerging in the 1960s in-
cluding the second wave feminist movement, the environmental movement, the civil 
rights movement, and the gay and lesbian liberation movement, as well as their suc-
cessors from the 1980s up until today have influenced and inspired the scholarly dis-
cussion. 

In addition to this, two more particular remarks on the concepts and dicources that I 
refer to in my analysis: Firstly, the “post-Marxist” era refers to a phase of political and 
social theorizing starting from the 1970s that distanced itself from traditional Marxism 
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and reinterpreted and developed Marxist theory tradition to better respond to contem-
porary political phenomena and ideals. The term “post-Marxism” is perhaps the most 
famously used by Chantal Mouffe and Ernesto Laclau in Hegemony and Socialist Strat-
egy (1985), but the spirit of post-Marxist theorizing reaches back to the writings of 
postmodern theorists such as Foucault and Lyotard, and even the Critical School theo-
rists such as Jürgen Habermas2 during the 1970s and 1980s. Secondly, the shift from 
the politics of social equality to politics of difference is a discourse which Young, Ben-
habib, and Fraser refer to in their works from the beginning of the 1990s. The shift 
refers to the growing interest in culture and difference in social and political theory 
while questions related to political economy and economic equality have played a 
lesser role.  

The chapters do not follow a chronological order of Young’s, Benhabib’s and Fraser’s 
publications despite the historical perspective I adopt in the analysis. Rather, the chap-
ters are organized in accordance to the above-listed four distinct usages of the concept 
of public sphere in negotiating feminism and the Left tradition which, at least partly, 
overlap timewise. The first chapter focuses on the very early texts, but this is to high-
light the importance of the distinguishable but unexamined background for the theo-
rists’ uses of the concept of the public sphere, and the “emerging” phase of concept 
formation. The three following chapters address the theorists’ texts from the 1980s 
until today but within the chapters I have highlighted distinct temporal contexts of de-
bate.  

In chapter 2 of the thesis, The Beginnings: The Concept of the Public Sphere and Socialist 
Feminism in the “Post-Marxist” Era, I focus on Young’s, Fraser’s, and Benhabib’s early 
writings from the 1980s in which they discuss the future of Marxist political thought 
and the potentials of new social movements in the “post-Marxist era.” Public-related 
vocabulary is applied to take distance from Marxism but also to hold on to Marxism 
and defend it against some critiques. I will develop my argument through three distinct 
but interrelated discussions. I begin my analysis by looking at the somewhat peculiar 
notion of “the public sphere of economy,” which, I will argue, theorists apply as a tool 
to rethink the distinction between the public and private that has worked to exclude 
women from socialist analysis. While the notion of “the public sphere of the economy” 
can be traced back to socialist feminist discourse, there are texts in which varied and 
undefined public-related terminology is applied to capture political, rather than eco-
nomic, aspects of social activities. In the second part of my analysis I will focus on the 
uses of these public-related vocabularies in the context of a political-theoretical tur-
moil in which Marxism is challenged from the point of view of societal plurality, the 
linguistic turn, and the questioning of political utopianism. In the third part I argue that 

                                                           
2 Note, however, that the Critical School is often referred to as “neo-Marxist” rather than “post-Marxist” 
theory. 
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with the help of the concept of the public sphere the theorists seek to think beyond the 
socialist feminist aspirations, to question the rigid division between the public and pri-
vate, and to highlight the intrinsic value of the political public sphere as the site of fem-
inist emancipation.  

Despite the several similarities between the theorists’ argumentation, I also highlight 
some differences between them. Benhabib, I argue, is the most explicit about the need 
to take distance from the Marxist tradition, and the concept of gender difference arises 
as a central category in her alternative post-Marxist feminist analysis. Young in turn is 
the most critical of the three theorists about using the public-private distinction as a 
framework for socialist feminist analysis and wants to develop a pluralist conception 
of public life drawing from both “cultural” and “humanist” feminist traditions. Fraser 
in turn is least concerned to define her theory as an alternative to Marxist or socialist 
theorizing and she is the most concrete in developing an idea of the public sphere as a 
site for critically postmodern, socialist feminist politics. 

In chapter 3, The Public Sphere between the Market and the State, I analyze the uses of 
the concept of the public sphere in negotiating the Leftist inheritance regarding its re-
lationship to the state. The analysis deals with texts from the mid 1980s to the 2010s. 
Inspired by the New Social Movements, all three theorists, some more emphatically 
than others, apply the concept of the public sphere in defending the extra-state char-
acter of feminist politics. However, at the same time, the theorists oppose the uncritical 
valorization of civil society as an independent arena of social activities escaping dem-
ocratic legal regulation. Their use the concept of the public sphere seeks for a middle 
ground between criticizing public institutions of power and recognizing their neces-
sary function in promoting democracy and limiting private economic power. I will de-
velop my argument in three parts, each part being provided with a distinct discussion 
context: I will analyze Young’s, Benhabib’s, and Fraser’s texts from the mid-1980s to 
the early 1990s and argue that the three theorists apply the concept of the public 
sphere as part of their critique of the U.S. welfare state capitalist society. Thereafter, I 
will discuss uses of the concept of the public sphere as an in-between category between 
the liberal state and the private market after the fall of totalitarian socialism in Europe. 
The theorists, I argue, use the concept in negotiating the prospects of democratic poli-
tics in the “post-socialist condition” during the aftermath of the Cold War. The last part 
of my argument examines the theorists’ discussion on the “global public sphere” 
formed by activists, citizens and groups in the global civil society. The discussion which 
has its peak in the 21st century involves reinterpreting the role of the public sphere as 
a global force against both undemocratic political rule, and against unruly corporate 
actors. 

I also point out some important differences between the theorists. According to my 
analysis, Fraser is more positive than Young and Benhabib toward public institutions 
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in promoting gender justice, especially in the context of discussing the welfare state 
and global democracy. For her, the concept of the public sphere loses its critical func-
tion if there is no public power that can respond to its claims by means of law. Young 
in turn highlights at every step of her theorizing the “changing-society-through-soci-
ety” type of activities independent of legal channels. The public sphere figures in her 
argumentation as a site of political resistance and change which does not always de-
pend on legal means. In Benhabib’s discussion the unofficial public sphere of opinion 
has an independent role beside the market and the legal institutions with their distin-
guished roles. In her argumentation Benhabib defends gender justice in the welfare-
state-capitalist society and global distributive justice, but she does not defend any 
straightforward link between public claims-making and legislation. 

In chapter 4, The Ideal of the All-Inclusive Public Sphere: Negotiating (Social) Equality 
and (Cultural) Difference I highlight the usage of the concept of the public sphere in 
negotiating the Left legacy in the context of claims for democratic inclusion. I examine 
Fraser’s, Young’s, and Benhabib’s feminist discussions on the concept of the public 
sphere in their texts ranging from the mid 1980s until the 2010s. Revisiting the three 
theorists’ feminist discussion on the conditions lacking for a genuinely inclusive con-
cept of the public sphere, I argue that the three theorists’ arguments are intertwined 
with their negotiating of the claimed political and theoretical shift from the politics of 
social equality to the politics of difference. In the first part of the chapter I examine 
Fraser’s concept of subaltern counterpublics (1990/1997), Young’s concept of a hetero-
geneous public (1985/1990), and Benhabib’s notion of the female ‘public sphere’ 
(1996/2000), and I will highlight the role of each of the concepts in responding to the 
growing relevance of the “politics of difference” in social and political theorizing. In the 
second part of the analysis I broaden the examination to the theorists’ texts written 
around the mid 1990s and 2000s. Firstly, I discuss applying the concept of the public 
sphere in the context of Fraser’s question whether “recognition or redistribution” is 
the main framework for discussing justice in contemporary democracies. Secondly, I 
examine the uses of the concept of the public sphere in the context of discussing “the 
claims of culture” in globalizing democracies, which figure centrally in Benhabib’s 
works. Thirdly, I examine the uses of the concept of the public sphere in the context of 
addressing the “global challenges” for democratic politics and theory that are high-
lighted in Young’s texts. I argue that the concept of the public sphere figures in the three 
theorists’ works as a mediating tool with which they strive after a theory that would 
match claims of socioeconomic as well as cultural justice. 

Benhabib, Young, and Fraser respond to the shift from the politics of equality to the 
politics of difference each in distinct and not always consensual ways. According to 
Fraser, the class perspective has been neglected in feminist and critical theorizing since 
the 1980s and she applies the concept of the public sphere not only to highlight the 
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intertwining of cultural and economic political claims but also to bring out some nor-
mative limits concerning the politics of difference. Young, in turn, argues repeatedly 
against dualistic frameworks for analyzing economic and cultural justice claims. Yet, 
she often uses the concept of the public sphere to specifically defend cultural politics. 
Benhabib, for her part, treats the shift in political claims making as a more or less “nat-
ural” development. She refers to the concept of the public sphere as an overarching 
normative principle as a legitimization basis for the claims of culture.  

In the fifth chapter The Public and the Political: Negotiating the Boundaries for Feminist 
and Socialist Politics I argue and show how the three feminist political theorists apply 
the concept of the public sphere in negotiations with the Left and feminist theorizing 
through rethinking what is, and what is not, political. I analyze the uses of the concept 
of the public sphere as the “marker” of the political from three distinct perspectives. 
Firstly, I analyze the uses of concept broadening the scope of what counts as political 
matter. I bring out how Benhabib’s, Fraser’s, and Young’s feminist arguments not only 
focus on politicizing the personal but also on politicizing the economic. Secondly, I ex-
amine the uses of the concept of the public sphere in a discussion in which the three 
theorists defend the value of personal privacy against the unwanted or uncontrolled 
consequences of participating in the public sphere and politicizing personal issues. The 
concept of the public sphere is used in defending personal privacy and in criticizing 
economic privacy. Thirdly, I analyze the ways the concept of the public sphere is used 
to distinguish the political from the a-political activities. My analysis shows how the 
concept of the public sphere is applied as a normative standard that helps to distin-
guish political from a-political activities of both the working class and the feminist 
movement. I will discuss each of these distinct uses of the concept of the public sphere 
in the context of my three theorists’ arguments concerning the feminist movement on 
the one hand, and the working-class movement on the other. I argue that the uses of 
the concept of the public sphere reflect on the one hand the theorists’ striving for a 
theory that recognizes the interrelatedness of both socialist and feminist politics. At 
the same time there is also a tendency in the three theorists’ discussions to highlight 
distinct features of the political projects of the working-class and feminist movements. 

There are also differences between the theorists. Fraser argues that the working class 
claims to politicize the economic are the basis for the feminist claim to politicize the 
personal. On the contrary, Young claims that the feminist claim “the personal is politi-
cal” challenges rather than builds on the modern political tradition, including the work-
ing-class movement. Furthermore, Young and Benhabib rely clearly more on Arendt’s 
theorizing than Fraser does when they discuss the public “activities” and “attitudes” 
that make the working class a political collectivity. Nor does Fraser see interest politics 
as a problem concerning working-class politics but instead criticizes it as an aspect of 
bourgeois class politics.  
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Through these four usages of the concept of the public sphere that I have distinguished 
in my analysis of Benhabib’s, Young’s, and Fraser’s texts, I am able to show how the 
theorists use the concept of the public sphere in negotiating between aspects of the 
Left political and theoretical tradition, and feminist theorizing. At one level, the analy-
sis of the uses of the concept of the public sphere in this thesis provides a window to 
various debates within feminist political and social theorizing, bringing out a common 
thread that runs through all these debates: Taking distance to, holding on to, and rein-
terpreting elements of the Left tradition appears to be a central feature of the feminist 
debates in which the concept of the public sphere is used. At another level, it is pre-
cisely these debates that construct the concept of the public sphere and bring out pre-
viously unnoticed aspects of it. The concept of the public sphere is involved in and in-
terpreted differently in various discussions such as in socialist feminist analysis of the 
public/private distinction, interpreting the role of feminist politics in the welfare state 
capitalist society, pondering on the economic and cultural conditions for the inclusion 
of women and other oppressed groups in politics, and defending the distinguishable 
political characteristics of feminist and socialist activism. My analysis of the three the-
orists’ discussions provides a novel interpretation of the historically contingent con-
cept of the public sphere as a tool for negotiating feminism and the Left in the works of 
Fraser, Benhabib, and Young. 
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2. The Beginnings: The Concept of the Public Sphere and So-
cialist Feminism in the “Post-Marxist” Era 

 

My mother has told me that the spring 1981 when I was born was the only year that 
we missed the May Day March during my childhood. Indeed, the picture that I have of 
the time when my mother was a young adult looks very political: there were demon-
strations for peace and justice, political youth met each other in international gather-
ings, people wore badges and signs with political messages, they sang political songs, 
made political jokes, and embraced solidarity. It seems there was a “public sphere” 
emerging in the political activities in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Now, I read 
Young’s valorization of the global public sphere3 formed by movements and groups 
that join in communicative action to promote justice and peace and to resist the power 
of international money and war machinery in the 21st century. I also read Habermas’s 
historical descriptions of the bourgeoius public sphere formed in the 18th century Eu-
rope. Indeed, the public sphere as a modern social phenomenon has a long history 
reaching back several centuries. What about the concept of the public sphere? John 
Dewey’s The Public and its Problems (1927), Hannah Arendt’s The Human Condition 
(1958), and finally Jürgen Habermas’s Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit (1962), repre-
sent perhaps the most known works on the idea of the public sphere in political theo-
rizing. The analysis of Benhabib’s, Fraser’s, and Young’s engagement with the concept 
of the public sphere, in turn, often focuses on their texts from the early 1990s. However, 
according to my analysis, my three theorists’ interest in the concept of the public 
sphere reaches back to the early 1980s. What then is the role and purpose of the con-
cept of the public sphere in Benhabib’s, Fraser’s, and Young’s early texts?  

In this chapter I analyze the uses of the concept of the public sphere in Iris Marion 
Young’s, Nancy Fraser’s, and Seyla Benhabib’s texts from the early 1980s to the 1990s, 
the focus being on the texts written in the 1980s. My objective is to discuss how the 
public-related terminology is applied in the theorists’ argumentation during discus-
sions concerning the future of Marxist political thought and the role of social move-
ments in the “post-Marxist” era. With the quotation marks around the expression 
“post-Marxist era,” I imply a hesitation whether the context of the three theorists’ dis-

                                                           
3 Young 2007 Global Challenges, cited as GC from here on. 
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cussion in the 1980s USA was in fact post in the sense of departing from the Left tradi-
tion, or was it rather post in the sense of the reworking of that tradition from the per-
spective of new theoretical innovations and political claims. My analysis will bring out 
how public-related vocabulary is applied to imply a distance from Marxism but also to 
hold on to it and defend it against some of its critics.  

My analysis shows that the concept of the public sphere is not yet an established part 
of the theorists’ writings, and the uses of the exact term “public sphere” are sporadic 
and unanalytical. However, I find it valuable to examine these sporadic uses of the term, 
as well as other public-related vocabulary in the theorists’ texts. It is my contention 
that the analysis reveals important aspects of the socialist feminist and Critical theo-
retical background of the concept of the public sphere and also has relevance for an 
understanding of the concept as a political tool in the three theorists’ later discussions. 
Furthermore, examining the concept of the public sphere in its still “fragile” phase 
brings out its historical and contingent character. The concept has not always been 
present as a given theoretical “idea,” and the centrality of the concept for the three the-
orists’ analyses is not apparent from the beginning.  

The distinction between the public and the private figures as an important framework 
for interpreting and applying the concept of the public sphere in the three theorists’ 
early texts. In line with Jeff Weintraub4 I see the interpretation of the concept of the 
public sphere in the framework of socialist feminist theorizing as a relatively independ-
ent approach to the concept: The focus of the critique is the exclusion of the domestic 
sphere and the oppressive effects this has on women from the scope of Marxist theory 
(and other standard political analyses). In the meanwhile, the concept of the public 
sphere appears as a residual category comprehending everything that is outside the 
domestic sphere. Socialist feminists have paid attention to the neglect of private care 
and house work in the analysis of “production relations” and pointed out the workings 
of patriarchal-capitalist power that condemn women to a “separate sphere”. My analy-
sis will demonstrate how Benhabib, Fraser, and Young use the expression “the public 
sphere of the economy” in their socialist feminist debate. While doing this they high-
light the workings of capitalist-patriarchal domination. I will argue, however, that the 
public sphere is not only treated as a “residual category” that provides a comparison 
point with the analysis of the oppressive elements of (bourgeois) domesticity. The 
“public sphere of economy” also figures as a locus of women’s emancipation in the 
three theorists’ discussions. 

Socialist feminist discussion is not the only background for the three theorists’ early 
discussions. Benhabib, Young, and Fraser draw from Habermasian Critical Theory in 

                                                           
4 Weintraub 1997.  
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their discussion. While The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere5 was not yet 
translated into English at the time most of the texts I am examining were written, Ha-
bermas’s Critical Theory and theory of communicative action were already being dis-
cussed among Anglophone scholars.6 I argue that the three theorists find Habermas’s 
theory on communicative ethics a fruitful starting point for developing political theo-
rizing that recognizes societal plurality, the role of communication, and democratic 
utopianism. In their texts the three theorists refer to the public character of language 
and communication, the role of publicity in building political solidarities across diver-
gent standpoints and perspectives, and the intrinsic value of public participation that 
cannot be reduced to any specific political goal. Nevertheless, they all, to varying de-
grees, also criticize Habermas’s and other Critical and Marxist theorizing from a femi-
nist perspective, pointing out their lack of attendance to the gendering of social reali-
ties and the potential of new social movements, such as the second-wave feminist 
movement, in forming the future of democracy.  

From the point of view that I will call the “stretching” of socialist feminism the concept 
of the public sphere is, I argue, applied when distancing from some rigid elements of 
the Marxist tradition and socialist feminist theorizing is required. This stretching en-
tails reconceptualizing the public/private distinction as well as its gendered nature, to 
better capture the conditions for political change in contemporary Western society. It 
also includes highlighting the role of the public sphere as a sphere of political partici-
pation and questioning the focusing on the domestic sphere in feminist theorizing. In 
addition, it draws from the postmodern theorizing of Lyotard, Foucault, Rorty, and Der-
rida,7 emphasizing the productive character of language and its role in the public con-
testing of the boundaries of the political, as well as questioning a unitary conception of 
political community. However, the stretching, I will show in my analysis, has its limits 
which has the effect of toning it down. Especially the relying on a binary conception of 
gender continues to affect the three theorists’ discussions in a way that hinders more 
radical and innovative uses of the concept of the public sphere in renewing socialist 
feminist analysis. At the same time, I will argue, possible alliances between the theo-
rists’ commitment to normative theorizing in the spirit of the Critical tradition on the 
one hand and postmodern theorizing on the other are undermined in some of the the-
orists’ analyses.  

Despite the similarities between the three theorists when it comes to applying public-
related vocabulary, I will however also highlight some important differences between 
the theorists. Benhabib is clearly the most critical about postmodern theorizing, while 

                                                           
5 Habermas (orig. 1962) 1989. 
6 See, for example, Thompson & Held (ed.) 1982; Bernstein 1983; Roderick 1986. 
7 Benhabib, Young, and Fraser comment and/or apply these postmodern theorists in their argumenta-
tion, but they do not yet engage with the discussion on postmodernism within feminist theorizing, a 
discussion that later expanded from the beginning of the 1990s. 
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at the same time she is the most explicit about the need to develop feminist theorizing 
outside the Marxist framework. Benhabib, I will show, builds on Habermas’ theory of 
communicative ethics, and defends “a sphere of non-violent communication” as a dem-
ocratically inclusive notion to be applied in post-Marxist Critical and feminist theoriz-
ing. Fraser, in turn, is the most explicitly committed to socialist feminism, while at the 
same time she is the most serious of the three theorists in her attempt to incorporate 
poststructuralist methodology into socialist feminist critique. In this context she refers 
to the public sphere as an actual societal site of discursive political contestation. Finally, 
Young is the least concerned with debating Critical Theory and postmodernism, and 
she tries to find transformative potential in bringing together different strands of fem-
inist theorizing. She, I will argue, is the clearest of the three theorists about the intrinsic 
value of public life for feminist politics and her vision of a pluralist public sphere starts 
to emerge as an attempt to look beyond the Enlightenment tradition in political 
thought.  

This chapter is divided into three parts through which I will develop my argument. In 
all subchapters my aim is to bring forth the emerging of the concept of the public 
sphere as a tool for negotiating the role of Left tradition within feminist theorizing, 
based on the aspirations of then contemporary social movements, and the challenges 
posed by poststructuralist and postmodern theorists. In the first subchapter I will ar-
gue that the three theorists refer to “the public sphere of the economy” as a part of their 
socialist feminist argumentation in which they seek to renegotiate the distinction be-
tween the public and the private that has worked to exclude women from socialist anal-
ysis.  In the second subchapter I argue that public-related terminology is applied in 
negotiating the prospects of the Marxist tradition in the political theoretical “turmoil” 
in which Marxism is challenged from the point of view of societal plurality, the linguis-
tic turn, and the questioning of political utopianism. The third subchapter examines 
references to publicity, the public, public life and the public sphere in the stretching of 
socialist feminism. I will on the one hand point out how these theorists strive to look 
beyond the public/private dichotomy as an analytical framework in socialist feminist 
theorizing. On the other hand, I suggest that some of the elements of essentialism that 
these theorists wish to avoid, nevertheless remain in their theorizing. 

 

2.1. “The Public Sphere of the Economy” 

When analyzing the application of public-related terminology and the uses of the spe-
cific term “public sphere” in Young’s, Benhabib’s, and Fraser’s early texts I discovered, 
somewhat unexpectedly, that in some contexts the theorists refer to the public sphere 
as the economic sphere, or as comprehending the economic sphere. Based on my over-
all analysis it is fair to state that referring to the public sphere as the economic sphere 
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is rather sporadic in the three theorists’ works who, in general, refer to the category of 
the public sphere as a characteristically political part of civil society while the economy, 
as a distinct sphere of social activity, is discussed as a private category. However, I find 
analyzing the uses of the idiom “the public sphere of economy” in Young’s, Benhabib’s, 
and Fraser’s works essential to understand their early feminist applications of the con-
cept of the public sphere. In this subchapter I will argue that the theorists refer to the 
public sphere of economy as a part of their socialist feminist argumentation in which 
they seek to renegotiate the distinction between the public and private that has worked 
to exclude women from socialist analysis.  

In his essay “The Theory and Politics of the Public/Private Distinction”8 Jeff Weintraub 
suggests that in feminist theorization there has been a tendency to draw the distinction 
between the public and the private to mean the distinction between a larger political 
and economic order and family. According to Weintraub in this feminist theorization 
of the public/private dichotomy, the market economy becomes “he paradigmatic “pub-
lic” realm”9 According to Weintraub, socialist feminists such as Michelle Zimbalist 
Rosaldo, Heidi Hartmann, and Gayle Rubin, writing at the end of the 1970s and early 
1980s, focused their feminist analysis on the domestic sphere, which according to 
Weintraub resulted in treating the public sphere as a residual category. At the same 
time, argues Weintraub, the public/private distinction has worked as a framework that 
has “helped provide a theoretical emancipation from more rigid Marxist frameworks” 
that have neglected the significance of the domestic sphere when analyzing the oppres-
sive effects of capitalism10. The feminist analysis of the domestic sphere has focused, 
according to Weintraub, on making this category visible in the first place, pointing to 
its gendered character, and highlighting the power relations affecting the lives of 
women in the domestic sphere. In the meanwhile, a question remains how the public 
sphere is treated in the analysis. In Marxist feminist analysis, Weintraub argues, the 
distinction between “reproduction” and “production” and home(work) and work has 
affected the interpretation of the public sphere. Relying on the production/reproduc-
tion schema the public sphere is presented as the sphere of the market economy.11 

Weintraub also discusses some opposing positions in feminist theorizing that question 
interpreting the public sphere in terms of the market economy (Ehlstain12) or aim at a 
more pluralist account of the public/private distinction than the one presented in so-
cialist feminist discussions. One of the theorists representing the latter position is 
Nancy Fraser, who according to Weintraub is ”one of the current feminist writers most 
perceptively sensitive to the complexities of the public/private distinction and to the 

                                                           
8 Weintraub 1997 in Kumar & Weintraub: Public and Private in Thought and Practice, 1-42. 
9 Ibid., 7. 
10 Ibid., 30. 
11 Ibid., 32-33. 
12 Ibid., 33, Weintraub refers to [Ehlstain 1981, Public Man, Private Woman]. 
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need – both theoretical and practical – for the complexification rather than simplifica-
tion”13. I could not agree more on this analysis of Fraser’s theorizing. However, in the 
context of my discovering of the uses of the term ”public sphere” as referring to the 
sphere of the economy, I need to consider Fraser’s, as well as Benhabib’s and Young’s 
application of the concept of the public sphere in a Marxist feminist framework. What 
is worth pointing out to begin with, is that some of the books Weintraub refers to in his 
discussion on the socialist feminist analysis of the public/private distinction include 
texts from Young, Benhabib, and Fraser. Young’s article “Beyond the Unhappy Mar-
riage: A Critique of the Dual Systems Theory” appears in Women and Revolution to-
gether with Hartmann’s “The Unhappy Marriage of Marxism and Feminism.”14 Ben-
habib in turn has edited the book Feminism as Critique15 to which Weintraub refers to 
in the beginning of his analysis, and which includes essays written by both Fraser and 
Young.  

In my analysis I will concentrate on selected texts by Young, Benhabib, and Fraser in 
which they refer to the public sphere as including the economic sphere of paid work. 
Fraser’s “What’s Critical about Critical Theory”16, Young’s “Socialist Feminism and the 
Limits of Dual Systems Theory”17 and Benhabib’s introduction to Feminism as Cri-
tique,18 co-written with Drucilla Cornell, provide the basis for my analysis. I will discuss 
each of the three theorists’ texts in turn, making a threefold argument to highlight their 
distinct perspectives in the discussion. Firstly, I argue that Fraser refers to the public 
sphere of the economy in the context of highlighting the ideological distinction be-
tween the domestic sphere and the sphere of paid work that excludes domestic activi-
ties from the analysis of capitalism. Secondly, I argue that Benhabib conceives the pub-
lic sphere of the economy as a part of a wider public sphere from which women have 
been excluded, and she refers to the public sphere of paid work as an emancipatory 
goal for women. Thirdly, I argue that Young refers to the public sphere of the economy 
in the context of criticizing socialist feminists for focusing too much on the domestic 
sphere in their analyses. Instead, Young calls for greater attention to the sexism and 
other gender-related injustices that women face in the public sphere of working life.  

Fraser: The Domestic Sphere as an Economic Sphere 

As various feminist economists have argued, the domestic sphere has been left out 
from hegemonic conceptions and analyses of the economy. By forgetting the domestic 
sphere, and neglecting issues connected to care, for instance, these feminist scholars 

                                                           
13 Ibid., 34. 
14 Sargent (ed.) 1981. 
15 Benhabib & Cornell 1987 (ed.) Feminism as Critique, cited as FC from here on. 
16 Fraser 1985 “What’s Critical about Critical Theory” is cited as “What’s Critical” from here on. 
17 Young (orig. 1980) 1990 “Socialist Feminism and the Limits of Dual Systems Theory.” 
18 Benhabib & Cornell 1987, “Introduction” in FC, 1-15. 
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argue that general economics has adopted a narrow and partly distorted picture of the 
economy.19 The problem of a lack of economy-related analysis of the domestic sphere 
has also been one of the central second-wave socialist feminist critiques of Marxist the-
orizing.20 Among others, Nancy Fraser has claimed that the biggest problem of Marxism 
is its androcentric and gender-blind conception of social labor that excludes women’s 
unpaid work from socialist analysis.21 According to Fraser, the lack of gender-con-
scious analysis of the economy concerns not only traditional Marxist theorizing, but 
also Critical theoretical approaches that have in many other respects managed to de-
velop more dynamic and up-to-date categorizations and analyses of modern capitalist 
realities but have remained blind to gender.  

In her article “What’s Critical about Critical Theory? The Case of Habermas and Gen-
der”22 Fraser discusses Jürgen Habermas’s Critical social theory from a feminist per-
spective. Fraser’s objective is to evaluate, whether Habermas’s theory, especially The 
Theory of Communicative Action,23 can provide an insightful enough analysis of late 
modern (Western) society from the perspective of the struggles and wishes of the 
women’s movement. Fraser criticizes Habermas’s otherwise promising theoretical 
framework for gender blindness. Habermas’s four-fold scheme divides society into the 
domestic sphere, the political public sphere, the economy, and the state, all serving a 
specific societal function and representing distinct spheres of societal activity. Accord-
ing to Fraser, Habermas does not realize the underlying gender assumptions and polit-
ical effects of his model, which in turn blunts the critical edge of his theory. Fraser ar-
gues that one of the serious pitfalls in Habermas’s dichotomous framework is that it 
hinders us from considering the domestic sphere as influenced and organized by the 
economy. More specifically, Fraser questions the gendered distinction between domes-
tic childrearing work and paid work outside the familial sphere.24  

Habermas adds to the ideological formulation of the distinction between childrearing 
and paid work, Fraser argues, by insisting that the activities of symbolic reproduction25 
cannot be taken care of by economic institutions.26 Thus, following Fraser’s reading of 
Habermas’s theory, the care of children cannot be arranged outside the familial sphere, 

                                                           
19 See, for example, Waring 1990; Nelson 2006; Ferber & Nelson ed. 2003. 
20 See, for example, Hartmann 1974; Federici 1975; Eisenstein 1978; Sargent (ed.) 1981. 
21 Fraser 1985 “On the Political and the Symbolic,” 206-208. 
22 Fraser 1985 “What’s Critical.” 
23 Habermas 1984, 1987. 
24 Fraser 1985 “What’s Critical,” 99-111. 
25 Habermas formulates the concepts of symbolic and material reproduction in The Theory of Commu-
nicative Action (1984 Vol.1, 1987 Vol.2). Symbolic reproduction concerns the reproduction of norms, 
cultural values, and identities by means of communicative action; material reproduction concerns the 
reproduction of the “physical” world through labor.  
26 Fraser 1985 “What’s Critical,” 109-110.  
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in commercial daycare centers for example, without “pathological” results. Fraser ar-
gues that Habermas’s conception of the distinctively different spheres of childrearing 
and the economy reinforces women’s subordinate societal position. Fraser writes:  

Now this [Habermas’s urge to separate childrearing from other work] 
amounts to a defense of one aspect of what feminists call “the separation of 
public and private,” namely, the separation of the official economic sphere 
from the domestic sphere, and enclaving of childrearing from the rest of social 
labor. It amounts, that is, to a defense of an institutional arrangement which is 
widely held to be one, if not the, linchpin of modern women’s subordination. 
(“What’s Critical,” 110) 

Fraser repeats the familiar feminist critique of neglecting the role of childrearing, as 
social labor and its connection to the historical oppression of women in Marxist theo-
rizing.27 In the above passage, Fraser presents the public/private distinction as be-
tween the (official) economic sphere of social labor and the domestic sphere. On one 
side of the criticized dichotomous framework is the private sphere of symbolic chil-
drearing activities managed by women, on the other side is the public sphere of mate-
rial economic activities taken care of by men. Habermas himself does not use the ter-
minology of public and private in the context of opposing symbolic domestic activities 
with material economic activities outside the domestic sphere. Instead, in his analysis 
the public/private distinction is conceived as running either between the economy and 
the state or between the family and the political sphere within the civil society – not 
between the domestic sphere and the economy.28 Based on my analysis, it is Fraser 
who interprets Habermas’s discussion on symbolic and material reproduction in terms 
of the public/private distinction. 

Fraser’s article provides a careful and more explicated analysis of the public/private 
distinction in Habermas’s The Theory of Communicative Action. I argue however, that 
separation between the public economic sphere and the private domestic sphere as a 
less analyzed framework stems from Fraser’s socialist feminist commitment. I argue 
that the distinction between the public economic and the private domestic sphere is 
used both as an object and as a tool in Fraser’s critique, which aims at dismantling the 
gender-blind, and unruly, categories in socialist and Critical Theory. Drawing from fem-
inist critique of public/private distinction Fraser argues that domestic labor, such as 
childrearing, is as material as any other laboring activity, and cannot be excluded from 
the analysis of capitalist power relations. As in the texts of many other socialist feminist 
theorists, Fraser refers to the public sphere as the sphere of the economy to highlight 

                                                           
27 See, for example, Beauvoir 1949; Firestone 1970; Hartmann 1979; Rubin 1975. 
28 Habermas 1987, 303–331. 
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in contrast capitalist-patriarchal oppression in the domestic realm, something which is 
left out in mainstream socialist analyses. 

Benhabib: The Public Sphere of the Economy – Open and Accessible to All? 

“What’s Critical about Critical Theory?” was first published in 1985 in the journal New 
German Critique and has since appeared in many other publications, one of which is 
Feminism as Critique,29 edited by Seyla Benhabib and Drucilla Cornell. In this book, Ben-
habib and Cornell argue that to find a productive liaison between Marxist and feminist 
politics, some of the background assumptions of orthodox Marxism need to be chal-
lenged. The distinction between the public and the private is highlighted in Benhabib’s 
and Cornell’s discussion, and they argue that there is a consensus among several writ-
ers in the volume, including Fraser and Young, that the distinction, when used ideolog-
ically and in a naturalizing manner, is injurious to women. Although the critique of the 
public/private distinction plays a central role in Benhabib’s and Cornell’s discussion, 
the theorists do not explicate or analyze their treatment of the distinction. I argue that 
in the introduction in Feminism as Critique a distinction between the public sphere of 
the economy and the private domestic sphere is implied as an unanalyzed framework; 
yet it is also used in the text as a tool to criticize rigid Marxist theorizing.  

In their introduction, Benhabib and Cornell highlight the applications of the public/pri-
vate distinction in several of the articles included in the volume.30 The distinction be-
tween the public sphere as comprehending the economic sphere and the private do-
mestic sphere is brought up in their comments on the articles by Linda Nicholson, 
Nancy Fraser, and Maria Markus in this order: 

With the emergence of capitalism, the economy was constituted as a public, 
societal sphere in which all could participate. […] The result, Nicholson argues, 
is the narrowing down of the concept of production to the production of food 
objects and commodities alone. This precludes an adequate understanding of 
traditional female activities […](FC, 4-5) 

As Fraser points out […] At one level, the public/private dichotomy runs be-
tween the economy and the administrative state apparatus on the one hand, 
and the nuclear family on the other. […] At a second level, the public/private 
dichotomy contrasts some shared conception of the general good with partial 
or individual interests in civil society. The economic sphere, when contrasted 

                                                           
29 Benhabib & Cornell 1987 (ed.) FC. 
30 Fraser 1987, 31-55; Markus 1987, 96-109; Nicholson 1987, 16-30 in Benhabib & Cornell 1987 (ed.) 
FC. 
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with the administrative state apparatus and the sphere of political participa-
tion and opinion formation, is “private” in this sense. (FC, 6-7) 

The dichotomy between a public sphere of the economic, and private, per-
sonal, realm assigned “naturally” to women, in fact places women in a double 
bind. Markus suggests that the solution to this double bind may come through 
the realization that Women’s movement cannot simply mean “raising” women 
to the level of men, but through challenging the “uniformization and prescrip-
tion of aspirations and socially accepted and rewarded life and career pur-
suits’.” (FC, 9) 

With regard to the first quotation, I want to highlight that Benhabib and Cornell inter-
pret Nicholson’s discussion within the framework of the public economy/private 
household dichotomy despite the fact that Nicholson herself does not use the terminol-
ogy of public/private distinctions in her article.31 Also, when commenting on Fraser’s 
uses of the public/private distinction in the second quotation, Benhabib and Cornell 
misinterpret Fraser’s analysis of Habermas’s sociological scheme. I, however, would 
argue that the public/private distinction which Fraser claims is formulated in Haber-
mas’s theory is interpreted first as the distinction between the state and the (official) 
economy, and second as a distinction between the domestic sphere and the public 
sphere of civil society. In neither of these cases is the economy interpreted as belonging 
to the public side of the distinction.32 Maria Markus is the only one of the three contrib-
utors who explicates and analyzes the distinction between the public sphere of the 
economy and the private domestic sphere in her discussion.33  

It seems to me that the distinction between the public sphere as comprehending the 
economic sphere, and the private domestic sphere is used in Cornell’s and Benhabib’s 
discussion as a rhetorical tool with which the authors can highlight some socialist fem-
inist arguments. An important content of the feminist critique is that the domestic 
sphere is not adequately considered in the mainstream Marxist analysis. In the context 
of commenting on Nicholson’s essay, Benhabib and Cornell point out how the gendered 
distinction between the domestic sphere and the (public) economic sphere leads to a 
narrow understanding of women’s work at home such as childrearing and care for the 
sick and elderly.34 Benhabib and Cornell also bring out Fraser’s critique of Habermas’s 
distinction between symbolic and material reproduction and her highlighting of the 
materiality of household activities as well as their connectedness to the “power of 

                                                           
31 Nicholson 1987 in FC, 16-30. 
32 Fraser 1987 in FC, 31-55. 
33 Markus 1987 in FC, 97, 102-103. 
34 Benhabib & Cornell 1987 “Introduction” in FC, 5. 
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money.”35 Finally, Cornell and Benhabib pay attention to Markus’s analysis of the hier-
archy between proper female attributes of domesticity and male attributes of success 
in the sphere of paid work that reinforces the lower status of women in the working 
life.36 

I argue, however, that the feminist content of Benhabib’s and Cornell’s discussion on 
the distinction between the public and the private is not solely focused on pointing out 
the importance of attending to the domestic sphere. What is important to note, I claim, 
is how the “publicity” of the economic sphere is argued in the authors’ discussion by 
relying on its openness and accessibility in contrast to the exclusive and closed private 
realm.37 For Benhabib, it seems, the sphere of paid work is a public sphere in the sense 
that it is, or at least promises to be, open to everyone, and a feminist emancipatory 
project includes entering this public sphere. This aspect of Benhabib’s theorizing re-
mains important in her later texts as well. In Situating the Self,38 Benhabib criticizes 
Habermas’s theory, among others, for leaving the distinction between “the public 
spheres of polity and economy on the one hand, and the familial-domestic sphere on 
the other” as it is39. Benhabib suggests that women’s growing entry into the labor mar-
ket has disrupted the picture of the public sphere as a restricted, masculine sphere.40 
In her more recent book, The Claims of Culture, Benhabib argues that in modern liberal 
democracies “the political sphere, together with economy and certain domains of civil 
society, is considered “public” in multiple senses: accessible to all; shared by all; and in 
the interest of all”41. These ideal aspects of publicity which Benhabib attaches to the 
economy, are the same ones highlighted in the context of discussing the public sphere 
as a sphere of political participation.  

Young: The Oppression of Women in the “Public” Sphere of the Economy? 

Iris Young is the only one of the three theorists who explicates and analyzes socialist 
feminist uses of the public/private distinction. Rather than just referring to the distinc-
tion as a kind of taken-for-granted framework in feminist theorizing, Young analyzes 
its potential as a tool for socialist feminist critique. In “Socialist Feminism and the Lim-
its of Dual Systems Theory,”42 originally published in 1980, Young argues that dual sys-
tem theorists typically rely on the “model of separate spheres” to find grounds for their 

                                                           
35 Ibid., 7. 
36 Ibid., 9. 
37 Ibid., 4-6. 
38 Benhabib 1992 Situating the Self, cited as SS from here on. Chapter 3 “Models of Public Space” was 
originally presented as a paper at a conference on Habermas and the public sphere in 1989 (see Ben-
habib 1992 SS, 114). 
39 Benhabib 1992 SS, 13. 
40 Ibid., 12-13, 109. 
41 Benhabib 2002 The Claims of Culture, cited as CC from here on, 85. 
42 Young 1990, 21-35, I refer to the reprint in Throwing Like a Girl, cited as TLG from here on. 
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dualist account of oppression. This model, according to Young, suggests that men and 
women have been placed historically in distinct societal spheres of production. While 
women’s sphere of production has been the family, men’s sphere of production has 
been outside the family. Young writes:  

The model of separate spheres seems to provide us with the distinct structures 
and histories that the dual systems theory requires. The history of patriarchy 
will be constituted in the history of relations in the “domestic” sphere, while 
the history of class society will be constituted in the “public” sphere, on which 
traditional Marxism focuses. (TLG, 27) 

According to Young, the model of separate spheres seems to universalize the separa-
tion between family and work even though this separation is characteristic to capital-
ism. Universalizing this separation, Young continues, easily leads to confirming rather 
than challenging the bourgeois ideology behind the distinction. According to Young:  

Bourgeois ideology itself promoted and continues to promote the identifica-
tion of women with home, domesticity, affective relations, and “nonproduc-
tive” activity, and defines these as structurally distinct from the “public” world 
of “real” economic life. For this reason socialist feminists should be suspicious 
of this identification of women’s situation with a distinct sphere of private do-
mestic relations […]. (TLG, 28) 

In the previous two quotations, Young refers to the public/private distinction as a dis-
tinction between the domestic sphere and the economic sphere. Relying on Rosalind 
Petchesky’s critical analysis of a “model of separates spheres,”43 Young criticizes the 
way the public economy/private domesticity distinction has been used in socialist fem-
inist theory. According to Young, a major issue with the dual systems theory’s reliance 
on this distinction is that women’s oppression is explained within a distinct domestic 
framework, though meanwhile the public sphere is left outside the theorization. Young 
points out that most women work both outside and inside the home, and that many of 
those women are oppressed in the sphere of paid work. Furthermore, Young argues, 
the oppression of women in the sphere of paid work is gender specific, and cannot be 
paralleled with any oppression related to relations of production. Women are, for ex-
ample, harassed at their workplaces by their superiors, and they are sexualized not 
only in commercial images but also in their working roles, such as in customer ser-
vice.44  
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Of the three theorists, Young seems to have the most critical approach to the distinction 
between the public sphere of the economy and the domestic sphere. Young points out 
how relying on the distinction limits the focus of a feminist analysis of oppression to 
the domestic realm and hinders the inclusion of a gender perspective in the critique of 
capitalism in general. It is also worth pointing out that Young uses quotation marks 
around the term “public” when she refers to the public sphere as an economic sphere. 
I read this as a sign of Young’s hesitation to use the term “public” when talking about 
the economic sphere. I argue, however, that even if Young criticizes the way the dis-
tinction between the public sphere of the economy and the private domestic sphere 
has been used in feminist theorizing, she nevertheless relies on that distinction when 
making her own contribution to the socialist feminist discussion in which discrimina-
tion against women in the labor market is answered from various perspectives.45 
Young’s objective is to criticize the emphasis on the domestic side of the distinction in 
the socialist feminist discussion in order to overcome the oppression of women in the 
economic life outside the domestic sphere.  

 

2.2. The Emerging Concept of the Public Sphere in the “Post-Marxist” 
Debate 

In the previous subchapter I analyzed the sporadic references to the term “public 
sphere” with which Young, Benhabib, and Fraser refer to the economic sphere, or the 
sphere outside the domestic realm. I discussed how operating with the concept of the 
public sphere in the theorists’ texts from the 1980s is not yet as analytical or as “aware” 
as in their later texts. The term “public sphere” as referring to or comprehending the 
economic sphere expresses the unestablished role of the concept of the public sphere 
in the theorists’ early works, but it is still not without a politically charged purpose. The 
idiom “the public sphere of the economy,” I have argued, stems from the theorists’ so-
cialist feminist background and is applied when highlighting the role of the domestic 
realm in the socialist analysis. In the current subchapter I examine the three theorists’ 
texts from the exact same period, but I will focus on the uses of the public-related ter-
minology with a more explicated connection to the Critical tradition and to Habermas. 
The three theorists are allied with Critical theorists who have re-conceptualized the 
Marxist tradition from the perspective of critiques of modernity (Adorno, Horkheimer) 
and have reinterpreted the legacy of modernity (Habermas). At the same time, they 
have sought to incorporate some poststructuralist, and most importantly, feminist el-
ements into the Critical theoretical discussion. Public-related terminology emerges in 
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the three theorists’ discussions as a tool to negotiate the insights of poststructuralist, 
critical, and feminist theorizing. 

According to Felipe Gonçalves Silva, Critical Theory arrived in the USA during the Jew-
ish exile from Europe in the 1930s but began to awake more interest in the 1960s when 
the theory was incorporated into student movement politics, and into the making of 
the American New Left. However, argues Silva, the peak of Critical theoretical discus-
sion in the U.S. does not take place until the 1980s. Silva mentions Benhabib, Fraser 
and Young as among the most important theorists from the “new American feminist 
Left,” who engaged in Critical Theory discussion from the perspective of “difference” 
and aimed at incorporating the discussion on difference into a social theory which had 
a practical motivation.46 My analysis demonstrates how the concept of the public 
sphere emerges in the three theorists’ discussion in which they negotiate the Left tra-
dition from the perspective of Critical, feminist, and postmodern critique What be-
comes apparent when reading the theorists’ texts from the early 1980s is a tension 
between Marxist theorizing and postmodern theorizing, which to me seems more than 
a theoretical dispute. The discussion reads to me as a debate concerning the political 
commitments of social and political theorists: Are Marxists and Critical theorists too 
committed to a tradition which manifests itself as totalitarian politics under socialist 
regimes? Are postmodernists flirting with liberalism when they distance themselves 
from normative theorizing? 

The concept of the public sphere, formed in the discussion at hand, is not established 
or apparent. The references to public-related terminology are not very many either, 
but are enough to suggest that the concept of the public sphere started to emerge as a 
tool to approach some of the issues raised in the discussion on the prospects of the 
Marxist tradition. Whereas in the previous subchapter I focused on the uses of the very 
exact term “public sphere,” I here examine the uses of various public-related terms, 
such as “public”, “public space” or “public sphere.” Furthermore, I include in my analy-
sis arguments and expressions that do not entail the term “public.” I do this to argue 
how the “idea” of the public sphere which becomes explicated under the term public 
sphere in the theorists’ later discussions began to take shape in not yet clearly defined 
language in their early writings. Some of the expressions that I will examine, such as 
“the sphere of communication” or “the sphere of collective action” relate, I argue, more 
to the concept of the public sphere applied in the theorists later texts, than the expres-
sion “the public sphere” interpreted as the sphere of the economy does. The unestab-
lished use of public-related terminology as well as the implicitly public sphere-related 
expressions in the theorists’ texts add to the understanding of the emerging phase of 
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applying the concept of the public sphere in the three theorists’ feminist argumenta-
tion. 

I will proceed with a threefold argument. I argue, firstly, that the theorists use terms 
such as “public,” “public space” or ”public sphere” in configuring a context for pluralist 
politics which builds on radical rethinking of the conceptions of a unitary political sub-
ject and society typical to the modern political tradition. Secondly, I argue that the the-
orists apply public-related vocabulary in their defending of the “linguistic turn” in po-
litical theorizing. The public sphere figures in their discussion as a setting for political 
communication that is highlighted as an alternative to the emphasis on political con-
sciousness in the Marxist tradition. Thirdly, I argue that the idea of publicity provides 
the three theorists with a model of a contestable, open-ended and democratic political 
utopia.  

Defending a Pluralist Society 

In articles such as Benhabib’s “The Utopian Dimension of Communicative Ethics,” Fra-
ser’s “Michel Foucault – A Young Conservative,” and Young’s “Impartiality and the Civic 
Public,” all from 1985, the three theorists argue that the modern political conception 
of an autonomous self must be reformulated for the purposes of emancipatory theory 
and praxis. They argue that perceiving “the self” as a coherent, rational and unchanging 
figure outside their surroundings has worked to exclude from the political dialogue 
persons who do not seem to fit into this picture. The theorists recognize the efforts of 
several Critical theorists, such as Adorno, Horkheimer, and Habermas, in replacing a 
unitary conception of the self, as well as of postmodernists such as Foucault and Lyo-
tard. Benhabib, Fraser, and Young argue, moreover, that a feminist perspective is 
needed to provide an even more heterogeneous conception of the political subject. 
They argue for greater attention to gender and other identity differences among peo-
ple. They claim that the subjects entering moral-political dialogue do not have to, even 
in an ideal constellation, leave behind their personal backgrounds or attributes, and 
that the artificial boundaries between justice and care, autonomy and dependence, and 
public and private must be reinterpreted.47 

The modern idea of a coherent and unitary self has been addressed by several political 
philosophical scholars, and many of them have been engaged with postmodern as well 
as feminist theory.48 The political importance of the critique of a modern concept of the 
subject is related to the problem of excluding “difference.” The fiction of a coherent, 
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unitary human subject is applied to exclude other “I’s” from social and political life and 
to deny their agency as subjects on the basis that they are “different” and not the 
“same.” Instead of arguing for the inclusion of Others under the scope of a unitary Self, 
several theorists argue that a more differentiated conception of the subject needs to be 
developed. Young’s discussion in “Impartiality and the Civic Public” and Benhabib’s 
“The Generalized and the Concrete Other” provide the clearest examples of the three 
theorists’ feminist critiques of the modern conception of the self.49 To Benhabib, rely-
ing on the ideal of “the generalized other” in modern political theory, contributes to the 
exclusion of women from the public sphere. Benhabib argues that an inclusive and vi-
able theory of morality and political justice requires defending a conception of the pub-
lic sphere in which people participate as “concrete others” and do not try or need to 
hide their various backgrounds.50 According to Young, reconceptualizing public life in 
contemporary social and political theory cannot be based on an ideal of impartial rea-
son and on an ideological concept of coherent political subjectivity. Instead, political 
public life should include different groups and actors and not claim to represent an 
impartial point of view.51  

I argue that the three theorists’ critique of the unitary conception of political subjectiv-
ity is extended from the analysis of the conception of “the self” to the conceptions of 
collective political subjects. At the same time, their discussion is more clearly directed 
at Marxist theorizing rather than social contract theory. Here I align myself with Pulk-
kinen’s analysis of a Hegelian-Marxian political ontology that takes community rather 
than the individual as its starting point when thinking about political subjectivity. As 
Pulkkinen points out, both liberal and Hegelian-based theorization emphasize the sin-
gularity (rather than plurality) of the subject. This singular conception is confronted 
by postmodern theorists, and as my analysis also shows here, feminist theorization.52 
In her analysis of Benhabib’s Critique, Norm, and Utopia,53 Young agrees with Benhabib 
that Marxist thought has relied on an ideal of expansion and emancipation of the sin-
gular collective subject, the proletariat. As both Benhabib and Young seem to agree, the 
conception of class collectivity in traditional Marxist thought denies or misses the plu-
rality of people and their experiences. Both Benhabib and Young, although they disa-
gree on the depth of the problem, argue that Marxist theory carries the same lapses of 
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modern thought that have resulted in the neglect of “difference” in the republican and 
liberal tradition.54  

Public-related terminology and Habermasian discourse ethics appear in the theorists’ 
discussion when they describe the distinct role of new social movements, such as the 
second-wave feminist movement, in forming more heterogeneous political collectivi-
ties: 

[According to Benhabib:] What we learn from these movements is that there 
is no unified subject of history, but that there are at the most different, strug-
gling collectives, grouped around eminently fragile and revisable normative 
conceptions if identity, self-limiting but experimental and inspirational in their 
search for new ways to interacting with inner and outer nature, new ways of 
organizing our living and public spaces, and new ways of conceptualizing and 
living in peace and security. (“Rhetorical Affects,” 157) 

[Fraser writes:] I want to contrast the standpoint of the individualized con-
crete other with another possibility which focalizes the collective dimension 
of the relational concept of identity. I shall call this version “the standpoint of 
the collective concrete other.”[…] I claim that such an ethic of solidarity is su-
perior to an ethic of care as a political ethic. It is the sort of ethic which is at-
tuned to the contestatory activities of social movements struggling to forge 
narrative resources and vocabularies adequate to the expression of their self-
interpreted needs. (“Toward a Discourse Ethic of Solidarity,” 427-428, Fraser’s 
emphases) 

[According to Young:] The new social movements of the 1960’s, 70’s, and 80’s 
in the United States have begun to create an image of a more differentiated 
public that directly confronts the allegedly impartial and universalist state. 
[…][A]new kind of public has become possible which might persist beyond a 
single demonstration. This public is expressed in the idea of a “rainbow coali-
tion.” (“Impartiality,” 397-398) 

As the quotations reveal, both Young and Benhabib apply public-related terms in de-
fending a pluralist conception of political collectivity. Benhabib mentions the role of 
public spaces as the sites for the more pluralist politics of various social movements, 
and Young applies the concept of “differentiated public” in defending the politics of a 
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“rainbow coalition.” Fraser does not use public-related vocabulary in her article “To-
ward a Discourse Ethic of Solidarity”55 but she does appeal to contestatory and com-
municative activities as the basis for developing solidarity between the various partic-
ipants of social movements. It is important to note, I think, that the theorists all refer 
to the “new social movements,” among which the feminist movement acts as a model 
for a new pluralist concept of social and political collectivities. According to Benhabib, 
Habermas fails to recognize the creative democratic role of groups such as the peace, 
the women’s, and the ecology movements. Fraser discusses new ways of conceiving 
feminist solidarity, and Young uses the notion of a “rainbow coalition” of various move-
ments of the New Left as an example of a pluralist public. It appears to me, then, that 
when the three theorists rethink the Marxist and Critical tradition from the perspective 
of pluralist collective political subjectivity, they rely on the idea of the public sphere, 
and they see the role of the feminist movement as an important part of the constitution 
of differentiated public life.   

According to my analysis, in addition to their discussions on political subjectivity, the 
theorists also criticize the ideal of unity when talking about society on a more institu-
tional level. Benhabib, Fraser, and Young discuss tendencies in the Marxist theory tra-
dition to analyze society through an all-encompassing system of capitalist economy 
that explains all oppression. Furthermore, the theorists distance themselves from vi-
sioning a future society without oppression as a unitary construction in which different 
areas of human activities and institutions, the state, the economy and the civil society, 
are melted into one. The theorists argue that Critical Theory and the New Left have 
already convincingly tackled these problems, but they claim nevertheless that feminist 
theorizing and some strands of poststructuralism can contribute to the project. Accord-
ing to Benhabib, for example, the politics of the women’s movement escapes the sole 
focus on the question of socioeconomic status and thus opens the way for more plural-
ist and open-ended visions of a future society.56 Young, for her part, claims that feminist 
analysis has shown the independent workings of patriarchal power and thus capitalism 
cannot be conceived of as the only and all-encompassing system of oppression.57 

Fraser, in turn, applies the concept of the public sphere in her analysis of Dominik La-
Capra’s critique of Marxist and neo-Marxist theorizing. She suggests that LaCapra’s 
analysis would benefit from the notion of  ”the Habermasian public sphere” understood 
as “the institutionalization of the critical dimension of life; it is not and cannot be the 
whole of life”58. In her discussion, I argue, Fraser refers to the public sphere as an eman-
cipatory institution that coexists rather than seeks to replace other societal institutions 
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(Fraser does not specify these other institutions), and thereby pluralizes the concep-
tion of the emancipatory institutional organizing of society.59 However, despite the fact 
that she applies and defends Habermas’s concept of the public sphere in arguing for a 
pluralist conception of emancipatory institutional arrangements, Fraser nevertheless 
argues that the tendency of totalization is not the main problem that Marxist theorizing 
needs to tackle. It is instead the lack of a gender perspective “in virtually every strand 
of Marx”60. 

“The Linguistic Turn”: From Consciousness to Communication 

Writing in 1995, Fraser makes some concluding remarks on the debate between her-
self, Benhabib, Judith Butler, and Drucilla Cornell in Feminist Contentions61 in her essay 
“Pragmatism, Feminism, and the Linguistic Turn,” and writes that “what began as an 
exchange about feminism and postmodernism has turned largely into a dispute how 
best to interpret the linguistic turn”62. According to Fraser, focusing on the linguistic 
turn is not surprising, given the major change of emphasis from “the epistemological 
problematic” to discourse and the social construction of reality in contemporary phil-
osophical discussion.63 Based on what I have read in Benhabib’s, Fraser’s and Young’s 
texts, the “linguistic turn” was already part of the three theorists’ texts from the 1980s, 
even if the feminist discussion on postmodernism first started properly in the 1990s. 
According to my analysis, the three theorists see the turn from consciousness to com-
munication in Critical Theory as parallel, yet not consistent, with that of the poststruc-
turalist linguistic turn. I argue that the Habermasian concept of the public sphere be-
gins to emerge as a basis for thinking of collective political communication in the three 
theorists’ texts. On the one hand, public-related terminology applied, as in highlighting 
the communicative character of political action and claims making, in comparison to 
the focus on “class consciousness” in Marxist theorizing. On the other hand, the termi-
nology is used in bringing the postmodern-inspired discussion on the productive na-
ture of language closer to the actual political battles of prevailing societal constella-
tions.  

As part of her discussion on Jean-Francois Lyotard in “Epistemologies of Postmodern-
ism” Benhabib describes the turn from consciousness to language by referring to the 
terms private and public. Benhabib argues that Peirce and Saussure make the im-
portant claim that one cannot make sense of language if the focus of analyzing it is in 
“private marks.” Instead, Benhabib argues, Saussure and Peirce defend the public char-
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acter of language. In Benhabib’s analysis, public designates the shared and active char-
acter of language, whereas private connotes with the subject and his or her mind in the 
singular. According to Benhabib, the change of perspective from private consciousness 
to public language in philosophy has had the consequence of moving the focus of anal-
ysis from the individual subject to the collective one: the “epistemic subject” is con-
ceived as a community of selves or language users. Critical, however, of Lyotard’s in-
terpretation of the language turn, which according to Benhabib leads to the abandon-
ing of the epistemic subject altogether, Benhabib defends the Habermasian pragmatic 
take on the language turn.64 

Benhabib’s objective in the context of her discussion on the different interpretations of 
the language turn is finding renewed normative grounds and emancipatory force in 
philosophical and social critique. She turns to Habermas, who according to Benhabib 
can combine the performative perspective on language on the one hand and a trust in 
a rational political subjectivity and validity claims on the other. Criticizing Lyotard’s 
postmodernist theorizing, Benhabib argues that relying on some version of the Enlight-
enment idea of reason and a trust in the possibility of making judgements about the 
validity of everyday narratives, is a necessity for emancipatory theory. Benhabib also 
argues that Lyotard’s theory represents “neo-liberal value pluralism” while Haber-
mas’s analysis represents neo-Marxist radical democratic theory. According to Ben-
habib, Marxist analysis does not need to rely on one political metanarrative to defend 
the possibility of a normative evaluation of arguments presented in public discussion, 
as Lyotard suggests. Furthermore, Benhabib argues that Lyotard’s vision of open-
ended public discussion based on freely-flowing information naively forgets the struc-
tural power relations between people who condition such discussions.65 

Fraser, too, has focused on the dispute between the postmodern/poststructuralist and 
Marxist/Critical theory tradition in a number of her early texts.66 When it comes to the 
specific issue of the linguistic turn, however, Fraser is more positive than Benhabib in 
reconciling the productive character of language and the unpredictability of “language 
games” emphasized in postmodern theorizing by Critical Theory and the Marxist tra-
dition. In the introduction to Unruly Practices Fraser writes that her objective in the 
essay “Struggle over Needs” in the same book was to overcome the limitations of so-
cialist-feminist Critical Theory as they appeared at the time the essay was written.67 
Drawing from poststructuralist theory, Fraser claims that people’s needs are not 
simply given and ready to be satisfied by correctly allocated welfare services, but are 
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instead interpreted as the result of discursive contestation. The public sphere emerges 
in Fraser’s analysis as an institutional locus for the politics of need interpretation:  

[S]omething is political if it is contested across a range of different discursive 
arenas and among a range of different publics. [...] In democratic theory, if not 
always in practice, a matter does not usually become subject to legitimate state 
intervention until it has been debated across a wide range of discourse publics. 
(UP, 166) 

I argue that Fraser’s discussion on “publics” in “Struggle over Needs” serves her objec-
tive of combining Critical Theory with a poststructuralist perspective on language in at 
least two ways. Firstly, Fraser refers to “publics” as an institutional context for the pol-
itics of discourse. Adding to the sociological analysis of welfare-capitalist society, Fra-
ser highlights the role of different publics, authoritative or counter-hegemonic,68 as 
concrete arenas of everyday communication which at the same time figure as sites for 
discursive contestation, and for the “making” of political reality. Secondly, publicity is 
also referred to as a context for politicizing issues that are depoliticized and privatized 
within the hegemonic politics of need interpretation. Thus, I claim, Fraser brings the 
contested element of language into the center of her feminist analysis of the interpre-
tations of what counts as “political” and what does not.  

Contrary to Benhabib and Fraser, Young does not participate in disputing the relation-
ship between the Marxist theory tradition and poststructuralism or postmodernism. 
This said, Young finds commonalities in poststructuralist, feminist and critical theoret-
ical projects, and a central objective of her work is to theorize political communication 
and language in the hope of building on a heterogeneous concept of political life.69 Ac-
cording to Young, Habermas’s discourse ethics provides a fruitful starting point for un-
raveling the concept of normative reason at the basis of modern political thought.70 
Siding with Benhabib’s analysis in Critique, Norm and Utopia,71 Young argues, however, 
that Habermas’s theory is not radical enough to fully challenge the suppressing of dif-
ferences between people in political processes. At the same time, Young claims that 
Benhabib too falls short in providing adequate resolution to the problems she has 
traced in Habermas’s theory.72 Young’s, I would say postmodern-spirited, objective to 
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reveal the repressive workings of the very core concepts of the Enlightenment tradi-
tion, leads her to defend a model of public communication that includes forms of polit-
ical expression that do not strike one as typical modes of “rational” dialogue. 

In an article “Four Models of the Public Sphere in Modern Democracies” Myra Marx 
Ferree et al. classifies Benhabib’s, Fraser’s and Young’s work as representing a “con-
structionist theory” of the public sphere. According to the writers, these theorists are 
“pessimistic […] about the possibility of separating oppressive power from speech”, 
and their feminist critique of public sphere theory focuses on how “every definition of 
“politics” situates it as a separate “sphere” apart from and in some ways “naturally” 
opposed to private life”73. In another article, “Promising Alliances: The Critical Feminist 
Theory of Nancy Fraser and Seyla Benhabib,” Margot Canaday argues that Benhabib’s 
and Fraser’s analyses show how postmodern theorizing can be combined with the Crit-
ical tradition. According to Canaday, Benhabib and Fraser succeed in combining the 
“modernist commitments of Habermas” with a feminist critique of the public/private 
distinction and postmodern “concerns with difference;[…]; the political centrality of a 
discursive contestation over meaning; the deconstructive technique of exposing the 
gap between rhetorical ideals and their actuality[…]”74. Based on my analysis of the 
early texts in which the concept of the public sphere remains at an emerging level, I too 
can conclude that the three theorists aim at combining critical, postmodern, and femi-
nist theorizing, and I argue that they apply a public-related vocabulary in negotiating 
the ways these can be combined. However, what my examination reveals is that the 
motivation for combining these three lines of theorizing lies at least partly in reinter-
preting the Marxist tradition and searching for new political directions for Left-in-
spired social movements.  

Utopias after Marx  

One common nominator, I argue, between the Marxist theory tradition and feminist 
theory is that the objective of the theorizing is not merely descriptive but is normative-
political. The aim of theorizing is to trace the wrongs of society and the obstacles to 
political change, and to develop models of better realities. “Critique” in all these tradi-
tions, I claim, should not be understood only as pointing to the current problems but 
as providing a vision of a better future that is radically different from the current con-
stellation. Benhabib captures this point well when she explains the difference between 
norm and utopia in her article “The Utopian Dimension of Discourse Ethics”: “By "trans-
figuration" [utopia] I mean that the future envisaged by a theory entails a radical rup-
ture with the present, and that in such a rupture a new and imaginative constellation 
of the values and meanings of the present takes place. The concept of fulfillment 
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[norm], by contrast, refers to the fact that the society of the future executes and carries 
out the unfinished tasks of the present, without necessarily forging new, imaginative 
constellations out of this cultural heritage”75.   

Criticizing Habermas’s theory of communicative ethics, Benhabib argues that Haber-
mas pays too much attention to idealizing the demands for “justice, equality, civil 
rights, democracy, and publicity” by bourgeois revolutions, at the cost of forgetting the 
potential of socialist, communitarian and anarchist movements that are “seeking qual-
itatively new relations among self, nature, and others”76. I argue, however, that Ben-
habib’s own trust in the utopian moment of the Enlightenment also leads her into de-
fending what she calls “the fulfillment” of bourgeois revolutions, and she too sees “pub-
licity” as having a key role in emancipatory theory and politics. In her article “The Uto-
pian Dimension of Communicative Ethics” from 1985, Benhabib writes: 

Habermas has attempted to reestablish the link between Enlightenment and 
emancipation, and to bring the project of emancipation in the light of the pub-
lic by going back to the Enlightenment legacy of practical reason. (“Utopian 
Dimension”, 85) 

Benhabib argues, however, that fulfilling the “universalistic promise of social contract” 
by including groups that have been excluded based on their sex, class, race and social 
status, is not enough to (re)establish the link between emancipation and the Enlight-
enment. According to Benhabib, more transformative aspects of moral theory need to 
be considered rather than merely realizing the old idea of bourgeois universalism. 
However, a few years later in her article “Critical Theory and Postmodernism: On the 
Interplay of Ethics, Aesthetics, and Utopia in Critical Theory,”77 Benhabib defends a 
critical theoretical position when she argues: 

The project of bringing home the diffused, the senseless, and the split off in “a 
sphere of non-violent communication” is how critical theory attempts to think 
beyond modernism while not abandoning the utopian legacy of the Enlighten-
ment (“Critical Theory”, 1448) 

While Benhabib does not directly refer to publicity in this second quote, I argue that 
the expression “a sphere of non-violent communication” is related to Benhabib’s de-
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fending of Habermasian discourse ethics, which in turn lies at the basis of his concep-
tion of public deliberation.78 Furthermore, I pay attention to the use of the spatial ex-
pression “sphere” in which various groups should be included. The expression “a 
sphere of non-violent communication” bears some significant similarities, I argue, with 
the concept of the public sphere in Benhabib’s later texts. In her article “The Utopian 
Dimension of Communicative Ethics,” Benhabib estimates that Habermas’s discourse 
ethics is not enough to include oppressed groups in the public sphere of practical rea-
son, and demands a feminist reconsideration of his theory.79 In the later article “Critical 
Theory and Postmodernism,” Benhabib, however, defends the critical theoretical posi-
tion against postmodern theorists who want to give up upon the legacy of Enlighten-
ment. It seems to me then, that the notion of public sphere starts to emerge in Ben-
habib’s texts amid rethinking the legacy of Marxist utopianism from critical and femi-
nist perspectives. At the same time, she defends the Habermasian critical theoretical 
position against a postmodern one.  

There is a disagreement between Benhabib and Young about the level of the critique of 
modernity that is required for a radically different vision of political life. Young argues 
that emancipatory politics and a renewed ideal of publicity require a radical parting 
from the Enlightenment ideal of impartial reason.80 The highlighting of a more hetero-
geneous political and public expression is offered by Young as an alternative to the 
ideal of “the civic public” representing the impartial point of view.81 However, claiming 
a radical break with Enlightenment political ideals, such as impartial reason, does not 
lead Young to abandon the utopian strand inherent in the Marxist and Critical Theory 
traditions, I argue. In her review article on Isaac D. Balbus’s book Marxism and Domi-
nation from 1984,82 Young criticizes the Marxist utopia of breaking down the capitalist 
relations of production as the vision of liberatory politics.  

Balbus argues quite cogently that a theory of liberated democratic politics can-
not be derived from the assumption that political life is determined by the 
mode of production. Radical theory requires a vision of politics as an aspect of 
human activity and interaction distinct from the production of goods and the 
meeting of needs. [...] Socialists have much work ahead in developing a theory 
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and vision of truly democratic political structures by which people can gain 
real control over the conditions of their lives. (“Review Balbus”, 185) 

Although ”public sphere” or parallel terms are not mentioned in the quotation, it is my 
contention that there is a connection between Young’s talk about “politics as an aspect 
of human activity,” and her defending of the distinguishable role of the public sphere 
as a site of political activities in several of her later texts.83 The quotation brings out 
how Young develops her idea of the distinguished political aspect of social life as an 
alternative to socialist theorizing. On the one hand, she highlights the idea of “politics” 
as separate from “production.” On the other, Young valorizes the role of political life as 
a distinguished sphere of societal activity with an intrinsic value that cannot be re-
duced to a mere instrument of socialist revolution. It seems to me, then, that Young 
perceives the sphere of political interaction not only as a condition for developing new 
political visionaries, but as a vision in itself.  

Defending the political-normative dimension of Critical and Marxist theory against 
poststructuralist withdrawal from normative theorizing is a central theme in Fraser’s 
Unruly Practices,84 a collection of essays written between 1981 and 1989. At the same 
time, confronting the Marxist normative tradition from the perspective of feminist the-
ory and practice is central to the general argumentation of the book. The concept of the 
public sphere figures most centrally in her essay “What’s Critical about Critical The-
ory?” but Fraser also applies public-related terminology in other essays in Unruly Prac-
tices. In the essay “The French Derrideans: Politicizing Deconstruction or Deconstruct-
ing the Political,”85 Fraser argues that if poststructuralist theorists would recognize the 
innovative openings of current feminist scholars they would be able to envision a post-
Marxist conception of “the political” and continue to be empirically and normatively 
engaged. Fraser argues that the feminist critique of the public/private distinction com-
bines the objective to reinterpret the meaning of “the political” and the striving toward 
a more just society. Through the dismantling of the gendered public/private distinc-
tion, and through the inclusion of women as well as feminized and privatized issues in 
the public sphere, the work of feminist theorists and activists can have a transforma-
tive effect on the future.86 

I have now discussed the three distinct uses of the emerging concept of the public 
sphere in the context of the “post-Marxist” theory debate. In the first part of the sub-
chapter I discuss applying the concept to defend a more pluralist conception of political 
life and subjectivity, and in the second part I argue that the concept emerges as a tool 
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to respond to the “linguistic turn” in social theorizing in a way that recognizes the dem-
ocratic importance of communication. In the last part of the subchapter I bring out how 
the three theorists participate in the rethinking of the meaning of political utopianism 
in socialist thinking and politics. Young’s defense of the inherent value of political life, 
for example, is posed as a critique toward the traditional Marxist interpretation of the 
“purpose” of politics. According to Benhabib, it is possible to maintain a vision of a bet-
ter future without suggesting the end station of a political battle. Benhabib argues that 
“the sphere of non-violent communication” should be conceived as an endless task of 
integration and differentiation and thus, I argue, she perceives this sphere of commu-
nication as a “utopian vanishing point” replacing totalizing visions of the future. Finally, 
Fraser criticizes certain strands of poststructuralism for abandoning “politics” and sug-
gests that the socialist feminist claim for a more inclusive public sphere has a key role 
in imagining better futures.  

 

2.3. The Concept of the Public Sphere and the “Stretching” of Social-
ist Feminism 

In the previous subchapters I have first discussed Fraser’s, Benhabib’s, and Young’s 
socialist feminist uses of the term “public sphere” as referring to the economic sphere 
of work, and second the emerging public-related vocabulary applied in the theorists’ 
early engagements with Marxist and Critical Theory debates. In this subchapter I dis-
cuss the uses of public sphere-related vocabulary in the three authors’ works form the 
1980s to the shift of the 1990s as an effort to develop socialist feminist discourse based 
on some of the issues raised in the context of discussing the prospects of post-Marxist 
theorizing. The third subchapter, then, seeks to combine the issues discussed in the 
two previous chapters, and argues that the “critical theoretical” and “socialist feminist” 
backgrounds for applying public-related vocabulary are intertwined in a few of the the-
orists’ texts. A concept of public sphere, I will argue, emerges in the theorists’ texts as 
a tool for “stretching” socialist feminism and the socialist feminist interpretation of the 
public/private distinction toward a more postmodern and explicitly political direction 
(the political public sphere, not the economic public sphere) while at the same time 
holding on to some normative premises of critical social theory.  

In the spirit of socialist feminist theorizing, all the three theorists seek to overcome a 
rigid division between the public and the private. The discussion, I argue, begins from 
questioning dualist accounts of our social realities, especially the distinction between 
the public and the private. While aiming at overcoming dualist thinking, I will continue 
by arguing that the three theorists focus more and more on the concept of the public 
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sphere. On the one hand I argue that the concept of the public sphere provides the the-
orists with a political vision which brings the intrinsic value of public participation into 
the center of socialist feminist analysis and enables the highlighting of the role of fem-
inist movements in transforming the political sphere. On the other hand, I argue that 
the theorists are unable to give up some of the dualisms they have been criticizing and 
still hold on to some essentializing and binary conceptions of gender. It would appear 
that the gender dichotomy between the masculine and the feminine or between women 
and men that has been attached to the public-private distinction remains even when 
the focus of theorizing is in the reinterpreting of the meaning of the public sphere be-
yond the rigid distinction between the public and the private. Thus, while the feminist 
critique of the public/private distinction is indeed essential for challenging the stand-
ard public sphere theory from the perspective of feminist aspirations, the same distinc-
tion “haunts” the feminist treating of the concept of the public sphere in a way which 
poses a challenge in “stretching” socialist feminist analysis with the help of the concept 
of the public sphere. 

Part of this challenge is the broader context of feminist discussion in the 1980s and 
early 1990s in which Benhabib, Fraser, and Young participate. In their discussions they 
participate in a feminist debate in which the idea of “gender difference” figures cen-
trally. The three theorists comment on works of Carol Gilligan, and also Julia Kristeva 
and Luce Irigaray who despite of their postmodern aspirations have been criticized for 
relying on essentialist conceptions of femininity (or maternity).87 Despite their obvious 
commonalities, the subchapter is organized to emphasize the three theorists’ distinct 
approaches to the discussion at hand. Firstly, I argue that Benhabib is the most critical 
about a Marxist framework as a basis for socialist feminist theorizing, though she does 
defend the utopian strand of the Left tradition in outlining a post-Marxist feminist vi-
sion. My analysis shows that Benhabib draws from Carol Gilligan’s work and seeks a 
feminist conception of political utopia through the conception of the public sphere that 
would include “female experience” in its scope. Secondly, Young applies the concept of 
the public sphere in defending an anti-dualist socialist feminist thought and practice 
and is the most explicit of the three theorists in challenging the focus on the domestic 
sphere in socialist feminist theorizing. At the same time, as I will show, the concept of 
a heterogeneous public emerges in her argumentation as a locus for inclusive political 
communication in the spirit of the theorization of Carol Gilligan and Julia Kristeva. Fi-
nally, I claim that Fraser, when distancing herself from an analysis of a structural dis-
tinction between the domestic sphere and the public sphere(s), pays the most attention 
of the three theorists to confronting the essentializing elements of traditional socialist 
and critical theorizing and she applies the concept of the public sphere in visioning so-
cialist politics that recognizes the contested character of the political. 
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Benhabib: The Public Sphere and the Post-Marxist Feminist Utopia 

In the introduction to Feminism as Critique, Benhabib and Cornell argue that the union 
between Marxism and feminism requires a radical rethinking of the Marxist tradition. 
Firstly, Benhabib and Cornell argue that feminist theorists should question the “para-
digm of production” as an explanatory framework for women’s oppression. It is not 
enough, these two theorists argue, to complement the discourse of production with 
that of re-production, because this leads to belittling the intersubjective character of 
caring and nurturing. Furthermore, the theorists argue that it is not adequate to speak 
of gender as if it was “class” nor can women’s oppression be explained and fought with 
exactly the same concepts and logic as class oppression. Finally, Cornell and Benhabib 
argue that feminist theorists working within the critical Marxist tradition should aim 
at uncovering the roots of Marxist social theory in the “experience of Western moder-
nity.” This means going even deeper into questioning the background ideals and cate-
gories of Marxist as well as other modern political traditions which contribute to the 
exclusion of women, and to the hindering of their emancipation and liberation.88    

Benhabib criticizes socialist feminism that takes as its unquestioned objective the al-
tering of production relations, or equates women as a political collective with class, 
though she does defend the Left tradition for its commitment to utopian thinking. How-
ever, with regard to political utopias, Benhabib claims that feminists need to develop 
their own political visions that are not reduced to the Marxist goal of workers’ emanci-
pation.89 In their introduction to Feminism as Critique, Benhabib and Cornell argue that 
many socialist feminists have suggested that women’s liberation means liberation from 
exploitative housework, an unfortunate narrowing down of the idea of feminist eman-
cipation.90 Also, a couple of years later in her discussion in “The Debate over Women 
and Moral Theory Revisited” in Situating the Self, Benhabib criticizes Marxist feminists 
such as Catharine McKinnon for relying on a utopia of a classless society that would 
end oppression, including that of women. Benhabib claims that feminists cannot rely 
on a utopia that denies the existence of the political, as differences, conflicts and con-
troversies will always be part of our social and political reality.91  

Despite disagreement among feminists concerning the details of the preferable femi-
nist utopia, Benhabib and Cornell argue that there is a ”consensus around a minimal 
utopia of social life characterized by nurturing, caring, expressive and non-repressive 
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relations between self and other, between self and nature”92. A further analysis of Ben-
habib’s writings reveals that Carol Gilligan’s research on feminine ethics of care93 pro-
vides a basis for Benhabib’s discussion of feminist utopianism. According to Benhabib, 
Gilligan has managed to write woman’ voice in moral theory that has been based on 
masculine values as well as on gender-blind interpretations of moral subjectivity.94 The 
concept of public sphere appears in Benhabib’s argumentation while she defends the 
inclusion of “female experience” under the scope of moral and political consideration 
which has hitherto been reserved for masculine experience only: 

Inner nature, no less than the public sphere of justice, has a historical dimen-
sion. In it are intertwined the history of the self and the history of the collec-
tive. To condemn it to silence is, as Gilligan has suggested, not to hear that 
other voice in moral theory. I would say more strongly that such discourse 
continues woman’s oppression by privatizing their lot and by excluding from 
moral theory a central sphere of their activities. (“Generalized”, 418) 

I pay attention to Benhabib’s reference to the “other voice” firstly as arising from “inner 
nature” and secondly as referring to “woman” in particular. Benhabib also suggests that 
not to include “inner nature” under the scope of morality reinforces women’s oppres-
sion and the “privatization of their lot” and excludes “their activities.” The public 
sphere of justice is described earlier in the article as a sphere of transcendence, or as 
Benhabib puts it, a sphere in which history is made. This sphere has been, according to 
Benhabib, reserved for men, who strive for autonomy and unity as “generalized oth-
ers.”95 In her analysis Benhabib refers to women as “concrete others” and view the in-
clusion of an ethics of care as a condition for women’s inclusion in the moral sphere. 
During her analysis Benhabib does pose the question “Are we not all ‘concrete oth-
ers’?”96 But the question is left hanging in the air and treating women as representing 
the “other voice” and the perspective of the “concrete other” is maintained throughout 
Benhabib’s discussion. 

Based on my analysis, Benhabib is not in favor of dismantling binary oppositions, such 
as the distinction between the public and the private, or feminine and masculine, alto-
gether. Suggesting in the introduction to Feminism as Critique that feminist or feminine 
identity is dependent on some sort of binary oppositions, Benhabib supports a view 
that feminist theory should aim at realizing the hidden “utopian traces of a future mode 
of otherness”97 within the prevailing constitution of gender. Furthermore, Benhabib 
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argues that a rejection of Gilligan’s work as “essentialist” in certain feminist circles is 
an expression of a postmodernist retreat from utopia. In her essay “The Debate over 
Women and Moral Theory” Benhabib claims that Young’s postmodernist critique of the 
unitary subject at the basis of Carol Gilligan’s moral theory entails “belittling the im-
portance of the coherent sense of individual identity”98. From another perspective, in 
“On Contemporary Feminist Theory” from 1989, Benhabib defends the feminist project 
of “engendering the political subject” on which the theories of Nietzsche, Freud, and 
Marx have relied. However, Benhabib worries that poststructuralist theorization of 
subject leads to the disrupting of the (political) category “women,” which has only re-
cently been discovered by feminists.99  

In their critical analysis of the orthodox Marxist framework which socialist feminists 
should be wary of, Benhabib and Cornell argue for unraveling the basic concepts of 
orthodox Marxism100 rooted in “Western modernity.” Benhabib and Cornell highlight 
the distinction between the public and the private as a central framework which mod-
ern political theory has relied on and which needs to be re-conceptualized.101 I argue, 
however, that despite her critique of the distinction, Benhabib continues to rely on it 
and builds on it her own feminist vision. In Feminism as Critique, Benhabib and Cornell 
argue that Marxist feminists have been too hung up on explaining the lot of women 
with oppressive production relations. This failure, argue Benhabib and Cornell, has led 
to distorting women’s historical experiences, which are instead rooted in the “aspects 
of communal and public life”102. My claim, however, is that Benhabib’s highlighting of 
the private domestic sphere as the feminine sphere neglects the role of public life in 
forming women’s experiences. Finally, I argue, Benhabib bypasses the essentialism cri-
tique directed at Gilligan’s scheme, and her critique of a unitary conception of class as 
a collective subject is not reflected in her views on women as a collective. Rather, the 
specific set of values and concerns that are presented as characteristic to interaction in 
the domestic realm are taken to express the experiences of all women regardless of 
their racial, economic or sexual status. 

In her article “Toward a Feminist Rhetoric: The Gilligan Debate Revisited” from 
1992,103 Kathy Davis discusses the feminist reception of Carol Gilligan’s In a Different 
Voice.104 This book, published in 1982, Davis argues, gained surprisingly wide interest 
among feminist scholars from both the left and the right, and from postmodernists to 
“equal rights” feminists. According to Davis, one of the factors that made Gilligan’s book 
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so popular among a variety of scholars was its clear relevance to feminist discussions 
on the value of gender difference.105 Davis argues that the Gilligan controversy should 
be viewed in “a political context,” by which she means that the debate on her work was 
much about whether emphasizing distinct female ethics was good or bad for feminism 
from a normative political perspective. As an example of the political framing of the 
response to Gilligan’s book, Davis raises this question: “Is care a moral resource for 
women, enabling them to take action in their public and private lives or is it simply a 
symptom of female oppression, an accouterment of the sexual division of labor that 
relegates women to the private sphere?”106 Based on my analysis of Benhabib’s discus-
sion, I would say that Benhabib falls into the former camp. In my view, she defends 
Gilligan’s theorizing by highlighting the value of female experience gathered in the do-
mestic activities, and the inclusion of the female experience in the sphere of moral-
political reflection.  

Young: Socialist Feminism beyond Public-Private Dualism? 

In “Socialist Feminism and the Limits of Dual Systems Theory,”107 Young argues that 
the lack of attention in the socialist movement given to questions relating to women’s 
oppression led to the development of the radical feminist movement in the 1960s. Rad-
ical feminists, Young argues, rejected the narrative of class oppression and emphasized 
sex oppression as the most important form of oppression. Social feminists shared the 
radical feminists’ argument about the undermining of the “women question” by the 
New Left. However, socialist feminists did not want to abandon socialism altogether, 
but aimed at developing theoretical schemes that would give equal weight to explain-
ing oppression either as a capitalist or a patriarchal phenomenon. These schemes were 
later referred to as “dual system theories.” While Young recognizes the contribution of 
dual systems theorization to feminist socialist theory and the feminist movement, she 
argues that the model needs to be replaced with a non-dualist one. The dualist socialist 
theory, Young argues, fails by leaving many social phenomena outside the scope of fem-
inist analysis and by not confronting Marxism in its core areas.108  

According to Young, the distinction between the public and the private is a central 
framework upon which dual systems theories rely. On the one hand, some of the dual 
systems theorists, such as Nancy Hartsock, who focus on psychological explanations of 
patriarchal power structures, claim that the institutional distinction between the do-
mestic sphere occupied by women and the public sphere outside the domestic sphere 
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occupied by men is the result of mothering. Men seek to distance themselves from 
motherly femininity and to reaffirm their masculine identity in an exclusionary public 
sphere, while women stay in the orbit of motherly care while adopting a longing for 
men who, unlike women, break out of the domestic sphere.109 On the other hand, Young 
argues, dual systems theorists such as Heidi Hartmann who analyze the patriarchy as 
a social structure rely on a “separate spheres theory.” This theory is meant to describe 
two distinct spheres of power relations: the domestic patriarchal, and the public capi-
talist sphere.110 Young sees problems in both of the ways in which the public-private 
distinction is applied in dual systems theory. Firstly, Young argues that the public-pri-
vate distinction is treated as a cross-cultural and ahistorical construction and thus the 
feminist analysis remains on a very abstract and idealistic level. Secondly, Young ar-
gues, theorists miss the importance of analyzing the structures of public institutions 
that contribute to the oppression of women. 

As I have argued, Young criticizes the applying of the distinction between the public 
and the private in socialist feminist theorizing on the basis that it has disregarded the 
analysis of patriarchal oppression outside the domestic sphere. However, according to 
my analysis, Young does not highlight the concept of the public sphere only in the con-
text of theorizing the sources of women’s oppression. I argue that for her the public 
sphere also represents a goal for women’s liberation and is a source of social and po-
litical power. In her article “Humanism, Gynocentrism and Feminist Politics,”111 Young 
argues that the emphasis on women’s emancipation in terms of entering public life, 
whether economic, political, artistic or scientific, is typical of the humanist feminist tra-
dition. On the other hand, gynocentric feminism, Young argues, fosters skepticism to-
ward public institutions, as these institutions are based on masculine values and 
norms. Instead, gynocentric feminists have sought to reclaim feminine values and ac-
tivities. Commenting on de Beauvoir in her article, Young writes:  

She is a socialist, of course, and therefore asserts that the achievement of full 
humanity by both men and women requires elimination of capitalist domina-
tion. She calls for a participation of women in these public world-making 
achievements, but does not question the prominence male-dominated society 
gives to achievement itself, and to public activities of politics competition and 
individual creativity. (“Humanism, Gynocentrism,” 175) 

Young’s goal is to bring together gynocentric and humanist perspectives that, accord-
ing to her, have both been influential in liberal as well as socialist feminist theorizing 
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and practice.  Young argues, in line with her analyses on psychological-ideological the-
ories of women’s oppression, that gynocentric feminist theory lacks structural analysis 
of institutions, tends to reinforce stereotypical perceptions of gender, and idealizes the 
private sphere. On the other hand, humanist feminism, which has highlighted the goal 
of including women in all public sphere activities, has according to Young failed to con-
front the masculine, racial and class biases inherent in the tradition of humanism and 
has devalued femininity and everything associated with it. Ultimately, however, Young 
worries that gynocentric feminism, while providing a powerful critique of dominant 
masculine values and revaluing feminine expression, reinforces the confinement of 
women to a separate private sphere and fails to offer ideas how women could gain 
power in the public world.112  

“Humanism, Gynocentrism and Feminist Politics” also appears also in Throwing Like a 
Girl and Other Essays in Feminist Philosophy and Social Theory” in the section titled “The 
Politics of Difference.” It is the first essay in the section, followed by “Impartiality and 
the Civic Public” and “Polity and Group Difference.” In these essays, Young outlines an 
idea of a heterogeneous public, which, I argue, Young applies to bring together “femi-
nine” and “masculine” values and practices for the conception of an inclusive political 
life. Young argues that Habermasian communicative ethics have not adequately at-
tained the role of group-specific experiences and identities in providing a concrete ba-
sis for developing an idea of a democratic public.113 In “Impartiality and the Civic Pub-
lic” Young sides with theorists including Habermas, Ehlstain and others in highlighting 
the emancipatory role of public life, but she adds:  

Examination of the exclusionary and homogeneous idea of the public in mod-
ern political theory, however, shows that we cannot envision such renewal of 
public life in recovery of Enlightenment ideals. Instead we need to transform 
the distinction between the public and private that does not correlate with an 
opposition between reason and affectivity and desire, or universal and partic-
ular. (TLG, 107-108) 

I claim that the articles “Impartiality and the Civic Public” and “Polity and Group Dif-
ference” highlight Young’s commitment to the public rather than the private sphere as 
an objective of feminist critical social theorizing. Young also focuses specifically on the 
public sphere as a sphere of informal political activity and views a heterogeneous pub-
lic as an emancipatory sphere of feminist and minority politics. At the same time, Young 
seeks to include in the concept of public life the critique presented in the “gynocentric” 
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feminist tradition by highlighting the positive reinterpreting of the activities and qual-
ities attached to femininity and the female condition and mobilizing them in feminist 
politics.  

In her analysis, Young relies on both Gilligan’s and Kristeva’s theorizing as contributing 
to the “gynocentric” perspective in feminist theorizing.114 Young defends Gilligan’s 
analysis of the missing perspective in the tradition of moral theory, while at the same 
time she criticizes her for continuing to rely on a dualist account of reason on the one 
hand and affection on the other.115 Young also valorizes Kristeva’s approach to lan-
guage, which according to Young makes it possible to challenge the devaluing of female 
experience and expression in current political culture. Young relies on Kristeva’s theo-
rizing in challenging the idealization of unity and consensus in Habermasian discourse 
ethics.116 I argue that Young refers to publicity and public life as the locus for combining 
the re-valuation of the feminine experience and the focus on emancipation and the 
struggle against oppressive structures found in the humanist tradition. I do, however, 
think that a dualist and somewhat essentializing account of masculinity and femininity 
and their attachment to two distinct genders remains in Young’s account of a hetero-
geneous public. Nowhere does Young question the conceiving mothering and care as 
the basis of female experience, and she suggests that the inclusion of women in public 
life is conditioned by the inclusion of affection, emotion, and love in public communi-
cation.117 

Fraser: Toward an Anti-Foundationalist Socialist Feminism – the Idea of Public 
Discourse 

In their joint article, “Social Criticism without Philosophy,” Fraser and Nicholson dis-
cuss the public/private distinction as a tool of anti-essentialist socialist feminism. Ac-
cording to them, Michelle Zimbalist Rosaldo and a few other contributors in an anthro-
pology collection Women, Culture and Society118 from 1974 applied the gendered dis-
tinction between the public and the private as a theoretical tool to circumvent some 
problems of previous socialist feminist analysis, such as Firestone’s, which had relied 
on essentialist conceptions of gender difference as a basis for women’s oppression. The 
hierarchical distinction between the public sphere occupied by men and the domestic 
sphere occupied by women was applied as a framework to explain women’s oppres-
sion based on their confinement to the domestic sphere, and not based on their femi-
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ninity. However, Fraser and Nicholson claim, the “separate spheres” explanation con-
tinued to rely on an ahistorical and cross-cultural diagnosis of women’s oppression, 
and was applied to legitimize gender differences blind to other differences and axes of 
societal status, such as class, race and sexual orientation.119 But how then has Fraser 
herself treated the distinction between the public and the private? Does she reinterpret 
the distinction from an anti-foundational perspective? 

In her article “What’s Critical about Critical Theory?” Fraser recognizes Habermas’s ap-
proach to the public/private distinction as more attentive to the (institutional and 
structural) plurality of late capitalist society than some of the rigid second-wave femi-
nist formulations. In Habermas’s account, Fraser argues, the public/private distinction 
does not describe a distinction between two (ahistorical) gendered spheres of female 
and male activities. Rather “the public” refers to the sphere of state institutions and 
arenas of political participation while “the private” refers to domesticity and the mar-
ket economy. Thus, it seems that Habermas manages to provide a more institutionally 
pluralist account of the public/private distinction than the one found in some socialist 
feminist theorizing. However, argues Fraser, Habermas fails to recognize the essential 
role of the gendering of social reality for the formation of late capitalist society. She 
describes how “feminine and masculine gender identity run like pink and blue 
threads”120 within the public spheres of state administration and citizenship, as well as 
the private spheres of the economy and the domestic realm in late capitalist society. 
Fraser sees the gendering of both public and private institutions and roles as quintes-
sential for the reproducing of capitalist-patriarchal domination and calls for their rad-
ical transformation.121  

Fraser then valorizes Habermas’s complex account of institutional divisions between 
the public and the private, and she provides a detailed analysis of the gendered aspects 
of these divisions in late capitalist society. Yet Fraser is not fully prepared, I argue, to 
question the underlying essentialist interpretation of gender binary that affects the in-
terpretations of the categories of the public and the private. For instance, Fraser sug-
gests that the inclusion of women in the public sphere of opinion forming would re-
quire opening up the concept of citizenship to a more feminine role that encompasses 
“life-fostering childrearing,” as if the role of childrearer would define women, or at least 
condition their inclusion as women in the public sphere.122 Fraser also suggests that an 
alternative to promoting democratic inclusion through allowing women to participate 
“as women” and men “as men” would be degendering of gender roles, which Fraser is 
hesitant to defend.123 It seems to me that the mere presence of a distinction between 
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the public and the private in the analysis is enough to reinforce other binary concep-
tions, or perhaps reveal their persistence. Despite the fact that Fraser both criticizes 
the gendered distinction between the public and the private, and that she specifically 
points out the need to develop more complex accounts of the public and the private, 
she continues to rely on a binary conception of masculinity and femininity in her anal-
ysis.    

The same, as I have aimed to show in my analysis, happens in both Young’s and Ben-
habib’s discussion. Both theorists criticize the gendered public/private distinction and 
both seek to develop a concept of the public sphere which does not exclude women 
based on their private roles. Yet, while they outline a more inclusive conception of the 
public sphere in their texts they argue for adding femininity, and female experience as 
valid perspectives in the public, and seem to suggest that this is how women can be 
included in the public sphere on a par with men. In a way, I argue, the man/woman 
distinction is detached from the public/private distinction and is applied instead as a 
distinction within the public sphere. In this respect the three theorists’ aspirations of 
thinking beyond dualisms, and their drawing from postmodern theorizing to develop 
socialist feminist analysis are not that radical. The concept of the public sphere that 
starts to emerge in their analysis based on their critique of the public/private distinc-
tion continues to carry within it a certain essentializing understanding of female and 
male experience and attributes.  

It is my contention that Benhabib’s, Young’s, and Fraser’s application of the concept of 
the public sphere in stretching socialist feminist theorizing echoes a standpoint femi-
nist perspective. Standpoint theory, which was first developed by Nancy Hartsock,124 
was meant to broaden the Marxist idea of the experience of class oppression to include 
the experiences of women. In her article “Truth and Method: Feminist Standpoint The-
ory Revisited,”125 from 1997 Susan Hekman confronts the decline of the influence of 
the standpoint feminist perspective that began in the late 1980s. According to Hekman, 
there are three main reasons for the decline: Marxism was discredited both in theory 
and practice; standpoint theory seemed unfitted to adequate theorizing of difference; 
and standpoint theory was conceived as opposing postmodernism and poststructural-
ism.126 While analyzing the uses of public-related vocabulary in Benhabib’s, Fraser’s, 
and Young’s early discussion, it seems to me that they are in the midst of the process 
that Hekman describes. On the one hand, they are defending the Marxist tradition but 
argue for its more or less radical reinterpretation for the purposes of feminist politics. 
On the other hand, the tools they have, do not seem perfectly fitted to their aspirations 
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to combine postmodern elements with a critical socialist feminist perspective. As I 
have argued, the dualist account of gender difference remains part of their theorizing.  

Following this line of thinking, I argue that Fraser’s application of the concept of the 
public sphere as a context for anti-foundational socialist feminism is more convincing 
when she engages more deeply in the politics of discourse. The public sphere repre-
sents for Fraser an arena of discursive contestation and a basis for the formation and 
justification of political identities and claims. In “Struggle over Needs,” Fraser explains 
how the outlining of various social needs in politics involves negotiations and contes-
tation over discourses: 

Let me spell out some of the presuppositions and implications of the discourse 
sense of “politics.” This sense stipulates that a matter is “political” if it is con-
tested across a range of different discursive arenas and among a range dis-
course publics. Note therefore that it depends upon the ideal of discursive pub-
licity. (UP, 167) 

According to Fraser, it is essential to pay attention to the effects of hegemonic uses of 
discourses and to understand the power of discourse in forming political claims. Fraser 
claims that feminists have contested the hegemonic interpretations of the political and 
the personal by developing their own language to describe reality (marital rape, do-
mestic violence, etc.) and formed their own public spheres to help in the struggle over 
social discourses.127 Also, Fraser notes, feminist discursive politics can tackle and ques-
tion the labeling of welfare policies and benefits as either “masculine” or “feminine,” 
and this has direct consequences on how different benefits are organized and allocated 
to men and women respectively.128  

Not only, I argue, does Fraser emphasize the role of the politics of discourse in various 
publics as affecting the subject matters of politics, she also highlights the role of publics 
in the  “self-constitution of new collective agents or social movements” and reinterpret-
ing the meaning of “women” “in the sense of discursively self-constituted political col-
lectivity, albeit very heterogeneous and fractured one”129. Continuing in line with this 
thought in her article, “The Uses and Abuses of French Discourse Theories for Feminist 
Politics,”130 Fraser argues that focusing on discourses helps to explain the dynamics of 
the formation of social identities and collective agents such as the feminist movement. 
According to Fraser, rather than relying on psychological or biological explanations of 
identity formation, discourse theory highlights how, for instance, gender identity is 
produced through social practices. Fraser argues that besides “signifying practices,” 
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social identities also consist of many different layers of identifications and interpreta-
tions that change over time.131  

Based on my analysis, I claim that Fraser discusses publicity in the context of seeking 
to develop anti-essentialist and anti-foundational feminist theorizing. However, Fraser 
also defends theory that would be politically and normatively committed as well as at-
tentive to social movement claims-making, as the Marxist tradition typically is. Despite 
the obvious benefits of discourse theory for the analysis of the formation of social, and 
political, collective identities, Fraser claims that not all types of discourse theories are 
fit for this purpose. According to Fraser, the main problem of discourse theory pro-
moted by, for example, Julia Kristeva132 is the lack of attainment of actual, context-re-
lated, social practices and the active distancing from social movements as promoters 
of social change.133 According to Fraser, the contested nature of meanings and values 
and their constant discursive interpretation and reinterpretation does not mean that 
we must give up on normative evaluation of political claims-making. Fraser argues that 
the outcome of a political debate should reflect the ideals of equality, accessibility and 
fairness that should condition public discussion.134 I conclude then that in Fraser’s dis-
cussion the concept of the public sphere, while still relatively unexplicated, emerges as 
a tool of configuring anti-essentialist socialist feminism. This, as I have discussed, stems 
from her emphasis on the role of various publics as arenas of discursive politics. Fraser 
applies public-related vocabulary in defending on the one hand an anti-foundational 
interpretation of political claims and needs, and on the other hand highlighting the im-
portance of a normatively committed socialist feminist critique.  

 

2.4 Conclusion: The Emerging Concept of the Public Sphere and the 
Forming of Critical Alliances 

The critical feminist public sphere of Fraser and Benhabib incorporates post-
modern insights into a universalist model. Fraser and Benhabib’s version of 
the public sphere shares some modernist commitments with Habermas [...]. 
But Fraser and Benhabib add to this not only the long-standing feminist con-
cern with public and private, but several elements that might be part of a post-
modern critique of the public sphere [...]. (Canaday 2003: “Promising Alli-
ances,” 65) 
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Written in 2003, Margot Canaday’s article “Promising Alliances. The Critical Feminist 
Theory of Nancy Fraser and Seyla Benhabib,”135 addresses the writings of Fraser and 
Benhabib from the 1990s from the perspective of their attempt to combine Haber-
masian Critical Theory with postmodern and feminist theorizing. According to Cana-
day, both Benhabib’s and Fraser’s theorizing can be interpreted as building “promising 
alliances” between these three theoretical perspectives. The concept of the public 
sphere, argues Canaday, appears in Benhabib’s and Fraser’s theorizing as a mediating 
concept between postmodernism, feminism and Habermasian Critical Theory in a way 
that points toward a critical liaison between them rather than their juxtaposition.  

I find Canaday’s argument compelling, although I am not as optimistic as she is about 
the overcoming of the conflicted relationship between postmodern theorizing and the 
universalist tradition represented in the works of Habermas, for instance. In line with 
Canaday’s argument concerning the building of “promising alliances,” I have argued in 
this chapter that Benhabib and Fraser, as well as Young, have engaged in a dialogue 
between postmodern, critical, and feminist theorizing to respond to the problems of 
preceding political (theoretical) traditions. Also, as Canaday does,136 I highlight the 
feminist critique of the public/private distinction and the notion of “difference” as im-
portant aspects of this dialogue. Apart from including Young in my argument, there are 
two other important differences in my analysis compared to that of Canaday’s: Firstly, 
I have analyzed the three theorists’ texts from an earlier period of the 1980s and fo-
cused on the public sphere as “an emerging” concept which is used as a tool to negotiate 
different theory traditions. Secondly, I have argued that Marxism and socialist theoriz-
ing form the basic reference point to their discussion. The building of alliances between 
postmodern, feminist and critical theorizing comes back to the negotiating of the role 
of the socialist and Marxist tradition in the face of the challenges placed upon it, and 
the concept of the public sphere emerges as a tool in this negotiation. 

I have proceeded with a three-fold argument. Firstly, I have examined the use of the 
idiom “the public sphere of the economy” in Young’s, Fraser’s, and Benhabib’s early 
texts, and argued that the idiom stems from their socialist feminist background. The 
notion of the public sphere of the economy is applied as part of the three theorists’ 
socialist feminist critique of the public-private distinction which has concealed gen-
dered power relations in the domestic sphere and contributed to the exclusion of 
women from the “public” sphere of paid work. In the second part of my analysis I have 
focused on the “emerging” concept of the public sphere as a tool to address the problem 
of the ideal of unity in the modern political tradition, including the Marxist tradition. 
The emerging concept of the public sphere is used in the theorists’ commentaries as an 
idea of a site of pluralist politics, and as a theoretical notion that links postmodern, 
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feminist and critical theorists’ aspirations to develop political and social theorizing 
from the perspective of societal plurality. In the third part of the chapter I have ana-
lyzed the uses of the concept of the public sphere as a tool to “stretch” socialist femi-
nism in a way that addresses the mutual importance of criticizing gendered power re-
lations neglected in traditional socialist and Marxist theorizing, mapping possibilities 
for political emancipation and change, and defending a pluralist and open-ended con-
ception of politics. 

I argue that there are basic similarities between Young’s, Benhabib’s, and Fraser’s fem-
inist argumentation. Concerning the stretching of socialist feminism, for instance, I 
have demonstrated how certain essentializing interpretations of gender remain in 
their texts despite the theorists’ otherwise convincing efforts to overcome the dualist 
interpretations of the public/private distinction. However, there are also differences 
between the theorists. Benhabib and Young are more attuned to “difference feminism”, 
such as Carol Gilligan’s theorizing, in their discussions than Fraser is, and Fraser and 
Benhabib are more involved with debating postmodernism than Young is. According 
to my analysis, in Young’s argumentation emphasis is placed on the intrinsic value of 
public life, political heterogeneity, and deeper-level questioning of the universalist tra-
dition. Benhabib highlights the departure from orthodox Marxism and the inclusion of 
gender difference in conceptions of the political and the public sphere, but she does not 
question the basic premises of the Enlightenment tradition. Fraser, I argue, provides 
the most concrete application of the concept of the public sphere as a tool to combine 
socialist feminist commitments to postmodern theorizing. She uses the concept in de-
scribing actual societal arenas in which gender identities and other differences, as well 
as socialist feminist goals and objectives, can be interpreted and reinterpreted demo-
cratically.  

My analysis focuses on Young’s, Fraser’s, and Benhabib’s texts, including several book 
reviews, written in the 1980s in which the term “public sphere” is not yet used system-
atically. Rather, in this chapter I have referred to the “emerging” concept of the public 
sphere through idioms and vocabulary that are related to the concept of the public 
sphere but do not mark any established interpretation of it. It might seem that the id-
iom “the public sphere of the economy” that I have analyzed in the subchapter has vir-
tually nothing to do with the concept of the public sphere in its established democratic 
theoretical meaning. I argue, however, that the uses of the idiom reveal something im-
portant about the socialist feminist aspirations that affect the three theorists’ analyses 
of the concept of the public sphere later. Also, the analysis of the sporadic and dis-
persed public-related terminology applied in the theorists’ commentaries on postmod-
ern and Critical Theory reveals the background of the concept of the public sphere in 
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negotiating the Marxist tradition in Young’s, Fraser’s, and Benhabib’s feminist theoriz-
ing. This negotiation, I will show in the upcoming chapters, remains a central feature 
of their application of the concept of the public sphere. 
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3. The Public Sphere between the Market and the State 

 

As I am writing the third chapter of my dissertation a video is circulating in the social 
media in which a U.S.-based Finnish journalist, Anu Partanen, the author of The Nordic 
Theory of Everything, basically praises the Nordic welfare state and suggests that the 
United States has a lot to learn from it. In the video, Partanen ingeniously refers to val-
ues highly appreciated in U.S. society, such as freedom and security, and argues that 
these principles of the good life are most likely to be actualized in a welfare state such 
as Finland. The video is uplifting because of its brave and public presentation of the 
happiness-contributing aspects of welfare state, which is quite rare to hear in today’s 
hegemonic public sphere, even in Finland. Here (too) the welfare state is often pre-
sented in terms of its costs, and the right-wing politicians claim that we cannot afford 
the welfare state system without outsourcing and cuts.137 The public media also re-
peats the discourse of the need to save money and often uncritically reports the gov-
ernment’s austerity measures for poor, sick, and precarious people. The market plays 
a big role in “producing welfare,” too, and at the same time it has become commonplace 
to talk about a welfare society rather than a welfare state. Perhaps the video and its 
popularity also reflects a change in the public discourse on the democratic role of the 
state. What it certainly reminds one of is the contingency of the relationship between 
the market economy, political civil society, and legal institutions in democratic socie-
ties. 

In this chapter I analyze the uses of the concept of the public sphere in Seyla Ben-
habib’s, Iris Marion Young’s, and Nancy Fraser’s works ranging from the mid-1980s to 
the late 2010s in which they discuss the role of the public sphere as an in-between 
category between the state and the market. I argue that allied with the ideas promoted 
by the New Left, the theorists adopt a critical stance toward the state as a channel for 
feminist politics and apply the concept of the public sphere in defending the extra-state 
character of feminist politics. However, at the same time, the theorists oppose the un-
critical valorization of civil society as an independent arena of social activities that es-
capes democratic legal regulation. Thus, their uses of the public sphere also reflect 
seeking for a middle ground between criticizing public institutions of power, and rec-
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ognizing their necessary function in promoting democracy and limiting private eco-
nomic power. I pursue this argument in three distinct discussion contexts: In the first 
part of the subchapter I discuss the way the three theorists apply the concept in their 
critical reflections on the U.S. welfare state capitalist society. In the second part I dis-
cuss uses of the concept of the public sphere in negotiating the “post-socialist condi-
tion” in which socialist states crumbled at the end of the Cold War. Thirdly, I examine 
the theorists’ discussion on the “global public sphere” formed by activists, citizens and 
groups in global civil society, and its relation to global neoliberal regimes. 

In the first subchapter I discuss how, in their texts from the mid-1980s to the shift of 
1990s Young, Benhabib, and Fraser participate in a general democratic theoretical dis-
cussion with several theorists who have voiced concerns about the de-politicization of 
society due to the blurred distinction between state institutions (providing welfare) 
and the capitalist market.138 While sharing the basis premises of the diagnosis of the 
de-politicization of “late capitalist society” or “welfare capitalist society” in Western 
countries, Benhabib, Fraser, and Young look for a more optimistic angle to the discus-
sion by considering the role of new social movements in the repoliticization of society. 
Beside this “general” discussion on the de-politicization of the public sphere, the three 
theorists participate in a feminist debate on the welfare state.139 Based on my analysis, 
I claim that the concept of the public sphere is applied in the three theorists’ works to 
promote an understanding of feminist politics that seeks to combat the suggested bu-
reaucratic, disempowering and patronizing effects of the welfare state politics by en-
gaging in various activities and collective will-formation in social spheres outside of 
state institutions. In the context of this discussion the concept of the public sphere is 
referred to as a sphere of political participation. This said, the use of public-related ter-
minology in the discussion implies that the concept of the public sphere is still in its 
“emerging phase.” The use of the exact term “public sphere” is still rather sporadic and 
theorists use a variety of expressions such as “the public sphere of the state” and terms 
such as “public life,” “public space” and “public” in their texts.  

In the second subchapter, I discuss Benhabib’s, Fraser’s and Young’s texts from the 
early 1990s during which the influence of Habermas’s work on the public sphere, es-
pecially his The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere and Between the Facts 
and Norms140 is central to their argumentation. At that time, it would seem to me that 
the concept of the public sphere was part of the democratic theoretical hype around 
the idea of a “civil society.”141 I argue that Benhabib, Fraser, and Young apply the con-
cept of the public sphere in their democratic theoretical discussion in defending a 
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three-fold conception of democratically functional societal spheres, including the mar-
ket economy, the state, and (political) civil society. The theorists, I argue, valorize, on 
the one hand, the idea of the public sphere as a sphere of political action that is not 
reducible to the state institutions, and see the potential of the concept in distancing 
themselves from state-socialism. On the other hand, the theorists also criticize overly 
idealistic conceptions of the autonomy of civil society and the public sphere as well as 
the disparagement of the democratic and distributive role of the state. When it comes 
to the three theorists’ arguments concerning the objectives of feminist politics, how-
ever, I argue that all three apply the concept of the public sphere in defending extra-
state feminist politics against state censorship and control over issues related to cul-
tural production, such as pornography. 

Since the early 2000s, Benhabib, Young, and Fraser have adopted a global perspective 
in their democratic theorizing. They are not alone since the 2000s seems to be the 
golden age of globalization theory in the social and political sciences. In the context of 
the three theorists’ discussion, globalization refers to many intersecting developments 
in our societies: the physical and mental borders of the nation-state have become more 
porous, affecting the lives of people through flows of information, goods, money, cul-
ture and people themselves. Increasing attention has also been paid to global problems 
that escape the limited context of a nation-state, from cultural imperialism, exploita-
tion of the global poor, and international criminality to environmental destruction. The 
globalization discourse in the social and political sciences is also a visible part of the 
theorizing of the public sphere, while many theorists are inspired by the concept of the 
global public sphere emerging in the “global civil society.”142 According to my analysis 
in the third subchapter, one of the central themes in Fraser’s, Young’s, and Benhabib’s 
discussion on the prospects of global democracy is the expansion of a global free mar-
ket economy and the socioeconomic injustice it causes. The theorists voice the problem 
of the weakening power of nation-states to control and regulate the economy to secure 
a just distribution of wealth both locally and globally. At the same time, however, sev-
eral states have, according to the theorists, developed in an undemocratic direction. 
The global public sphere is presented as a counterforce against the expansion of vari-
ous forms of injustices contributed by the global market economy and by undemocratic 
uses of public power.  

All three authors explicate the role of women’s movement as part of the global move-
ment against the unruly economic and political power of corporations, quasi political 
transnational institutions, and authoritarian states. This said, the analysis of the dis-
cussion around globalization highlights, I argue, the differences between the three the-
orists. It is as if agreement about the necessity of a democratic movement against the 
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unholy union of money and power deepens their analyses and brings forth their dis-
tinct approaches within that framework. In the subchapter I discuss how Fraser’s ap-
plication of the concept of the public sphere reflects a positive attitude toward the pub-
lic power as a “muscle” for feminist politics more often than the other two theorists’ 
discussions do. Young’s uses of the concept of the public sphere highlights “changing-
society-through-society” types of activity that are independent of legal channels. This 
feature is already present in her discussion on welfare-capitalist society but gains re-
newed emphasis in her discussions on global justice and the prospects of a global pub-
lic sphere that various feminist movements are a part of. Finally, in Benhabib’s discus-
sion the public sphere is presented as the unofficial sphere of opinion formation which 
sometimes, but not necessarily, also leads to changes in the law. Whether it is the re-
thinking of gendered national identity or global distributive justice, Benhabib is reluc-
tant to defend any straightforward link between public claims-making and legislation. 

 

3.1. Revitalizing the Public Sphere in the Welfare-State-Capitalist So-
ciety 

Joining the analysis of Habermas’s The Legitimation Crisis and The Theory of Communi-
cative Action, as well as several other democratic theorists,143 Young, Fraser, and Ben-
habib apply the concept of the public sphere in arguing for the repoliticizing of those 
welfare capitalist societies that suffer from the blurred distinction between the public 
state and the private economy. Instead of calling for reinstating a strict separation be-
tween the public and the political state and the private sphere of the market economy 
the three theorists, according to my analysis, defend the political role of an unofficial 
public sphere located in civil society between the market and the state. In the spirit of 
the New Left and new social movements, such as the second-wave women’s movement, 
the theorists defend the role of movements and oppressed groups in building up a re-
newed public life as an in-between-sphere distinct from both private economic activi-
ties and public state activities. Their discussion represents a critical response to polit-
ical theoretical discourse in which the expansion of “the social sphere,” and the grow-
ing role of new social movements, are seen as symptomatic of market and state intru-
sions into people’s everyday lives.144 Benhabib, Young, and Fraser are more positive 
about the role of new social movements and highlight their active role in repoliticizing 
the public sphere. 
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When looking at the theorists’ feminist argumentation more closely, I argue, Young, 
Benhabib, and Fraser all participate in a feminist debate concerning the patriarchal 
role of the welfare state and the new possibilities of feminist resistance. In their dis-
cussion, both Young and Fraser refer to Carol Brown’s article “Mothers, Fathers and 
Children: From Private to Public Patriarchy,” which was published in 1981 in Women 
and Revolution: A Discussion on the Unhappy Marriage between Marxism and Feminism. 
The article claims that in contemporary Western society the state has taken control 
over reproduction, which was previously in the hands of fathers and husbands and ex-
ercises the power of “public patriarchy” over women.145 There are several other recog-
nized pieces of feminist theorizing that address the welfare state published during the 
1970s and 1980s. Elisabeth Wilson’s Women and the Welfare State from 1977, Carol 
Pateman’s “Patriarchy and the Welfare State” from 1987, and Helga Maria Hernes’s 
book, which Benhabib relies on in her analysis, Welfare State and Woman Power: Essays 
in State Feminism from the same year, should all be mentioned as core texts in the fem-
inist debate.146 Although the welfare state has been examined from several different 
political perspectives in general theoretical discussion, Brown’s, Pateman’s, and Her-
nes’s feminist discussions can be seen as arising from the context of socialist feminist 
discussion. While being positive about the general distributive role of the welfare state 
built by socialist movements and parties, feminist critics pay attention to the patriar-
chal aspects of the welfare state. Some feminists working in the same period have ap-
proached the welfare state dilemma from a slightly different angle. Katharine McKin-
non, for instance, has argued that Marxism does not have a proper theory of the state 
and thus has not adequately considered the role of the state, firstly, when executing 
male domination over women, or secondly, when the potential of the state as a tool of 
radical politics is considered.147  

Rather than aiming at developing a feminist theory of the state or considering the po-
tential of the state in promoting feminist politics, Young, Fraser, and Benhabib refer to 
the concept of the public sphere as an arena for feminist politics that is critical of the 
welfare-state and opposes the “public patriarchy” of the state by developing alternative 
modes and channels for political influencing. However, while the concept of the public 
sphere is treated as a sphere of feminist resistance against androcentric and paternalist 
welfare state measures, the theorists pay less attention to the public sphere as a coun-
ter force to the marketization of society. Thus, even if the starting point of the three 
theorists’ negotiation of the political prospects of the welfare capitalist society lies in 
the problem of what I would call the economization of the political sphere, they pay 
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less attention to the role of the capitalist market than that of the welfare state in their 
arguments concerning feminist politics.  

Besides the commonalities between Fraser’s, Benhabib’s, and Young’s argumentation 
there are also differences. Based on my analysis, Fraser is clearly the most optimistic 
about the welfare state in providing gender equality. While she sees a problem in the 
de-politicization of society caused by the blurred distinction between the public state 
and the private economy, she nevertheless argues that in the times of the feminization 
of poverty, feminists cannot turn their backs on the welfare state. I will argue that Fra-
ser uses the concept of the public sphere in arguing for a feminist reinterpretation of 
the (gendered) needs and roles that the welfare state reproduces. Benhabib takes the 
opportunity to defend the idea of the public sphere as a normative guideline for the 
politics of the women’s movement. According to my analysis, Benhabib bypasses the 
role of the welfare state in providing distributive justice. One of her major concerns is 
the privacy-intruding welfare measures, and she defends the role of the public sphere 
as a buffer zone between the state and the intimate sphere. Young is the most explicit 
in arguing against the de-politicizing effects of the distributive politics of the welfare 
state, even though she recognizes the gains that feminists can achieve with the help of 
the welfare state. For her the repoliticization of the welfare capitalist society means 
providing alternatives for the distributive paradigm and administrative regulation of 
peoples’ lives, and she defends the concept of the public sphere as an arena of autono-
mous cultural politics.  

The Blurred Distinction between the Private Economy and the Public State 

In Justice and the Politics of Difference in a chapter titled “Insurgency and the Welfare 
Capitalist Society,” Iris Marion Young discusses the problem of de-politicization of 
(U.S.) society starting from the 1950s.148 Young claims that in welfare capitalist socie-
ties a distributive paradigm of justice dominates in politics. Young argues that political 
conflict is reduced to interest-group politics over distributive shares while in-depth 
questions concerning the societal background conditions, institutional arrangements 
and decision-making processes are left out of the political debate. Along with the pro-
cess of privatizing the political debate, the public sphere of deliberation and political 
conflict shrinks and becomes de-politicized. Citizenship is diminished to client-con-
sumerism as people become focused on wanting goods and evaluating the government 
based on how well it supplies them with goods and services, and they do not participate 
in the political debate about the overall conditions of societal justice. Citizens co-oper-
ate with private corporations and various, unequally positioned, interest groups com-
pete for resources with the result that the political sphere starts to resemble a market. 
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Also, the privatization of politics shows in that political decisions are made in privacy 
while government agencies co-operate and form partnerships with private interests.149 

According to Young, a central background feature of the de-politicization process of 
welfare capitalist societies is the blurring of the distinction between the public state 
and the private sphere of economic activities. Young writes: 

Welfare capitalist institutions tend to break down the distinction between the 
public sphere of state activity and the sphere of private-enterprise economic 
activity. Government assumes overt and widespread responsibility for man-
aging and distributing the benefits of economic processes. At the same time, 
private institutions such as corporations, unions, and other associations begin 
to resemble government in organization, power, and scale. (JPD, 67) 

Young argues that in welfare capitalist societies public and private institutions take on 
each other’s tasks and features, which leads to the privatization of politics. It is im-
portant to note, I think, that Young refers to the economic sphere as belonging to the 
private sphere. With the clear difference from the early socialist feminist discussions 
in which the economic sphere was presented as “the paradigmatic public sphere,”150 
here the economy is clearly discussed as belonging to the private side of the public/pri-
vate distinction. In Young’s argumentation, privatization means specifically the spread-
ing and growing influence of economic activities in society. At the same time, the state, 
which Young refers to as “the public sphere of state activity,” is not viewed as a mere 
victim of the intrusion of private economic power. Rather, Young views the state as 
internalizing some of the market logic of the economic sphere and participating in the 
de-politicization of society. Although, as Young argues, welfare capitalist societies are 
more humane than capitalist ones as political effort is put into realizing distributive 
equality, the unfavorable consequence of the states’ involvement in the economy is the 
de-politicization of the public space.151 

While mapping the possibilities of repoliticizing late-capitalist society, Young em-
braces the role of so-called new social movements, including the women’s movement 
in bringing the political back into the public sphere. According to Young, since the 
1960s new social movements started to emerge and expand into the sphere of civil 
society. These movements were different from the earlier oppositional social move-
ments, such as Marxist and social democratic movements, in that they did not focus 
their energies into transforming state power. Instead, they aimed at pushing back both 
state and corporate power from the social sphere. An example of a new social move-
ment that plays an important role in repoliticizing the public sphere, Young argues, is 
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the (second-wave) women’s movement. According to Young, the women’s movement 
continues to add to the repoliticization of public life through politicizing culture. As a 
counter-reaction to the colonization of everyday life by corporate actors and govern-
ment, Young argues, social movements such as the women’s movement aim to reclaim 
cultural meanings, symbols and choices and bring out the political aspect of seemingly 
mundane practices.152 Not only, then, does Young argue that the women’s movement 
contributes to the repoliticization of the public sphere by pushing back both private 
and public powers, the state and the economy, but she also emphasizes the role of cul-
tural politics as an important part of repoliticization at the core of the women’s move-
ment.  

A similar analysis is provided by Fraser in her article “What’s Critical about Critical 
Theory?” in which she argues, following Habermas, that ”welfare state capitalism rea-
ligns the relations between the (official) economy and the state, that is, between the 
private and public systems. These become more deeply intertwined with one another 
as the state actively assumes the task of “crisis management””153. Defending Haber-
mas’s analysis, Fraser argues that the separation between the public state and the pri-
vate economy is questioned in the welfare capitalist society in which the state aims at 
influencing and regulating the economy and uses economic measures in managing so-
cial issues. This role of the state reinforces the treatment of citizens as welfare clients, 
which in turn has a de-politicizing effect on society as people do not see themselves as 
political agents but as clients and consumers. The concept of “the public sphere of opin-
ion formation” appears in Fraser’s analysis as the arena of citizen engagement. In the 
welfare state capitalist society, Fraser argues, the private roles of the consumer and the 
client become more and more important at the same time as the public sphere of opin-
ion formation shrinks.154 

In her article “What’s Critical about Critical Theory?” Fraser raises some critical ques-
tions related to Habermas’s dark view about the intrusion of the state and the economy 
into the social spheres of life, and his theory of the role of social movements in this 
process. According to Fraser, Habermas sees the emergence of new social movements 
as a response to the colonization process and the identity threats created by it. Criticiz-
ing Habermas on this point, Fraser sees the role of social movements not as reactionary 
and protective but rather as reinterpreting “the political” and as creatively using the 
expansion of the social sphere in late capitalist societies.155 Like Young, Fraser defends 
the role of the public sphere as an arena of political participation outside the immediate 
context of official state politics, and she sees the role of the women’s movement as im-
portant in constituting this extra-state public sphere. With a clear difference to Young, 
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however, Fraser does not see “the distributive paradigm” as a causal factor in the de-
politicization of late capitalist society, neither does she emphasize the role of the 
women’s movement in politicizing culture as the key to the repoliticization of the pub-
lic sphere. Rather, she continues to see distributive politics as quintessential to the fem-
inist politics in times of feminization of poverty.156  

Benhabib, too, argues that in contemporary Western societies the boundaries between 
the public and the private are changing. In her article “Feminist Theory and Hannah 
Arendt’s Concept of Public Space”157 Benhabib discusses Arendt’s diagnosis of a loss of 
public space in modern societies followed by the rise of the social, namely the process 
in which economic activities are expanded outside the domestic sphere while at the 
same time the political sphere is narrowed down to the institutions of the modern 
state. Along with the “rise of the social,” as Benhabib continues her reading of Arendt, 
the political public space turns into ”a pseudo-space of interaction in which individuals 
no longer ‘act’ but ‘merely behave’ as economic producers, consumers and urban city-
dwellers”158. The same analysis is repeated in Benhabib’s discussion on Habermas’s 
theorizing of the welfare state plagued by the economizing of the political public sphere 
and the related bureaucratization of everyday life. In her essay “Models of Public 
Space,” as in “Feminist Theory and Hannah Arendt’s Concept of Public Space,” Ben-
habib writes: 

Undoubtedly, our societies are undergoing tremendous transformations at the 
present. In really existing western democracies, under the impact of corporati-
zation, the mass media, and the growth of business-style political associations, 
like PACs and other lobbying groups, the public sphere of democratic legiti-
macy has shrunk. [...] This impoverishment of public life has been accompa-
nied by the growth of the society of surveillance and voyeurism on the one 
hand (Foucault) and the “colonization of the lifeworld” on the other (Haber-
mas). (“Feminist Theory”, 109; SS, 112) 

This quotation from Benhabib’s texts highlights the role of the economization and the 
growing influence of private economic actors in the process of the de-politicization of 
society and the shrinking of the public sphere. Benhabib refers to the “shrinking” of  
“the public sphere of democratic legitimacy” as a broader space of citizen engagement 
than the legal sphere. The state power in the form of colonizing bureaucracy or privacy-
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intruding surveillance is presented in a negative light, and Benhabib calls for a “critical 
theory of the public sphere”159 to combat this development. 

Despite her defending both Arendt’s and Habermas’s diagnoses of the blurred distinc-
tion between the market and the state and the de-politicization of public life, Benhabib 
also searches for positive aspects in the contemporary constellation. Benhabib inter-
prets Arendt’s diagnosis of the shrinking public space and of the “rise of the social” as 
overly negative, and as clinging to a nostalgic picture of pre-modern society. Criticizing 
Arendt’s position, Benhabib defends the role of emancipatory movements such as the 
worker’s, women’s, and civil rights movement that have all contributed to the “rise of 
the social” by politicizing issues that have previously been considered apolitical and as 
belonging to the private realm. In “Feminist Theory and Hannah Arendt’s Concept of 
Public Space,” Benhabib examines the potential of Arendt’s diagnosis of the decline of 
the political in the context of welfare capitalist society from the perspective of contem-
porary feminist struggles and defends the social movements’ active participation in the 
public debates in civil society. At the same time, Benhabib argues that Arendt’s high-
lighting of the specific character of the political public space should be embraced by 
feminist actors who should see past the bureaucratic channeling of their claims though 
welfare state institutions, and who should contribute to the repoliticization of public 
space beyond legal institutions.160 

All three theorists, then, take on the problem of the de-politicization of society and dis-
cuss it in terms of the blurring of the distinction between the public state and the pri-
vate economy. Does this mean that they are defending the boundary between the pub-
lic and the private which they have questioned in so many other contexts? Yes and no, 
I argue. When the public/private distinction is conceived as a distinction between pri-
vate economic interests and the state, Benhabib, Young, and Fraser do indeed defend 
it. They are worried that the intertwining of economic interests and political power has 
un-democratizing and de-politicizing effects. Furthermore, they seem to suggest that 
the problem of blurring the distinction between the public state and the private econ-
omy is related specifically to welfare state societies. At the same time, the solution 
which the theorists offer is not to reestablish the distinction between the political 
sphere of the state and the private sphere of economic activities. Rather, in their argu-
mentation, the political public sphere emerges as an in-between arena of citizen en-
gagement which cannot be reduced to receiving benefits, or Benhabib, Fraser, and 
Young defend the role of social movements, importantly feminist movements, in build-
ing up a political public sphere that is not equal to state institutions but is instead lo-
cated in the sphere of civil society.  
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Feminist Politics in the Public Sphere: Resisting “Public Patriarchy” 

An interesting perspective on the feminist debate on the welfare state is presented in 
Susan A. Ostrander’s “Feminism, Voluntarism and the Welfare State: Toward a Femi-
nist Sociological Theory of Social Welfare” from 1989.161 According to Ostrander, soci-
ological debate on the welfare state has to move beyond the “public state” – “private 
life” division with the help of (socialist) feminist theorizing in order to capture a more 
nuanced vision of the welfare state. Ostrander argues that the rethinking of the pub-
lic/private division is followed by the reconceptualizing of associational life in the 
realm of civil society as an arena ”for reconstructing a societal response to social wel-
fare needs”162. Rather than just referring to the associational life as a mediating sphere 
between “the public” and “the private,” Ostrander suggests that there is a need for a 
further “blurring” of the distinction and to see aspects of publicity and privacy in all 
“spheres” or institutions of society. This blurring might lead, for example, to consider-
ing the “public” aspects of associational life as contributing to the production of wel-
fare.163 It is my contention that Benhabib’s, Fraser’s, and Young’s texts reflect this kind 
of visioning of the public role of women’s, and other, movements in relation to the wel-
fare state. They defend the “in-between-sphere” of public activities of citizens, political 
groups, and movements as the key to re-politicize and democratize welfare capitalist 
society beyond a “traditional” public-private distinction. 

The changes in the forms of domination along with the development of the welfare 
state are discussed in detail in Young’s essay “Women and the Welfare State” in which 
she defends Carol Brown’s notion of public patriarchy. According to Young, Brown ar-
gues that in the welfare state male domination is moved from the domestic sphere to 
institutions outside the family. According to this argument, men leave the economic 
burden of taking care of the family to women, and continue to an even greater extent 
than before to exercise their power through institutions such as the state and corpora-
tions. Meanwhile, women become economically dependent not on their husbands but 
on the state and on corporations.164 Continuing this line of discussion on Carol Brown 
in Justice and the Politics of Difference, Young argues that along with the bureaucratiza-
tion of production, workplaces, and the rest of society, old ways of domination, such as 
the rule of husband-father, shrink, though at the same time new ones emerge.165 Young 
formulates the role of new social movements, including the feminist movement, in 
fighting against these new forms of domination as follows:  
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Often they [social movements] seek less to expand the scope of the state’s wel-
fare services than to respond to the invasion of nearly every area of social life 
by both public and private bureaucracies. (JPD, 83) 

Continuing her discussion on the role of social movements in repoliticizing the public 
sphere, Young continues: 

Because in welfare-capitalist society the state is largely depoliticized, insur-
gent movements can best create and nurture autonomous publics in the space 
of civil society. (JPD, 88) 

Young presents the unofficial public sphere developed by new social movements as 
providing an oppositional political arena for welfare state bureaucracy. Young high-
lights the value of autonomy from the state and conceives the role of the associational 
public life as opposing the bureaucratic invasions in social life. Young discusses private 
bureaucracies as an object of political opposition too, and gives examples of opposing 
commercialized culture, identities, and interests.166 When it comes to examples con-
cerning the women’s movement, however, much of Young’s critique focuses on the 
public bureaucracy (and the patriarchy) of the welfare state and on defending the cre-
ation of a voluntary-based service sector.167  

Like Young, Fraser sees the development starting from the blurred distinction between 
the public state and the private economy which leads to the “colonization” of the soci-
etal spheres by the welfare state, as a potential threat to gender justice. Examining Ha-
bermas’s theory from a feminist perspective, Fraser notes that women and men are 
unequally positioned as clients of the welfare state. Not only are women more often in 
need of welfare state measures than men, but in addition (U.S.) welfare measures such 
as insurance programs are gendered, as men are treated as individual workers and 
women as members of failed families. Introducing the concept of “public patriarchy,” 
Fraser claims that the welfare capitalist regulation of domestic and public (opinion for-
mation) spheres introduces new forms of male domination and creates “modernized” 
and “rationalized” forms of women’s subordination. This contention, however, does 
not lead Fraser to suggest that social movements should aim at removing the mecha-
nisms of the economy and the state from social spheres. Fraser is optimistic about the 
new gender roles created in the wake of the institutionalization of welfare capitalist 
society as women are gaining more economic independence outside the domestic 
sphere. Moreover, the colonization of the domestic and social spheres brings about the 
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possibility of politicizing gendered roles and identities and contesting their ideological 
placement in separate spheres.168  

Even if Fraser clearly has a more positive view of the “feminist” role of the welfare state, 
she nevertheless relies on the notion of the public sphere as an unofficial arena of po-
litical movements’ activities in her call to reinterpret and contest welfare state politics. 
An unofficial sphere of political activities plays an important role in responding to the 
bureaucratizing of social life and in resisting the “god’s eye perspective” in social poli-
tics, Fraser argues. In her excellent analysis of the power of discourse in welfare state 
praxis in “Women, Welfare, and the Politics of Need Interpretation,”169 Fraser consid-
ers the role of the feminist movement in forming empowering counter discourses and 
interpretations of the “needs” of the subjects of welfare state services and benefits. 
“The social” appears in Fraser’s discussion as the arena of competing need interpreta-
tions: 

As I conceive it, the social is not exactly equivalent to the traditional public 
sphere of political discourse defined by Jürgen Habermas, nor is it coextensive 
with the state. Rather the social is a site of discourse about people’s needs, 
specifically about those needs that have broken out of the domestic and/or 
official economic spheres that earlier contained them as “private matters.” 
(UP, 156) 

Fraser argues that the feminist movement has an important role in participating in the 
discursive contestation over needs, and in the future of the welfare state in general. 
Interestingly, in the essay Fraser sees the sphere of “the social” as distinct from “the 
public sphere.” However, the arena of “the social” is described with public-related vo-
cabulary in Fraser’s later text “Struggle over Needs,”170 published in Unruly Practices. 
In the article, Fraser continues to defend the role of the feminist movement as a partic-
ipant in the discursive contestation over peoples’ needs in various “publics.”171 

Benhabib, who discusses the blurred distinction between private economic interests 
and public power in her articles “Models of Public Space” and in “Feminist Theory and 
Hannah Arendt’s Concept of Public Space” focuses on developing a feminist critique of 
the welfare state. According to Benhabib, the welfare state disempowers women 
through a “patriarchal-capitalist-disciplinary bureaucracy”172. Benhabib argues that 
along with the impoverishment of the public sphere bureaucratic intrusion in people’s 
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lives has increased oppressive effects on, among others, women. According to Ben-
habib, feminists have managed to politicize many issues that have been considered not 
to belong to ethical-political discourse. At the same time, Benhabib argues, often the 
feminist politicization of issues, such as domestic violence, child abuse and the consti-
tution of sexual identities has led to bureaucratic state measures that have disempow-
ered rather than empowered women.173 According to Benhabib, feminists should join 
in a critical alliance with Habermas’s as well as Arendt’s public sphere theory. In her 
essay “Models of Public Space,” Benhabib writes:  

[F]eminist theory itself sorely needs a model of public space and public speech 
which returns it to the politics of empowerment. The feminist critique of Ha-
bermas’s model of the public sphere must be complemented by the appropri-
ation by feminists of a critical theory of the public sphere. (SS, 112) 

And continues:  

These bureaucracies (patriarchal-capitalist-disciplinary bureaucracy) have 
frequently disempowered women and set the agenda for public debate and 
participation. In reflecting about these issues as feminists we have lacked a 
critical model of public space and public discourse. (SS, 113, original emphasis) 

In Benhabib’s discussion from 1992, the concept of the public sphere is already more 
explicitly formulated as a specific concept (although the title of Benhabib’s essay’s is 
“Models of Public Space” – not “Models of the Public Sphere”). Benhabib refers to “a 
critical theory of the public sphere” and to “a critical model of public space and public 
discourse.” She writes about the public sphere as a specific idea(l) to which feminist 
theory should be committed. The public sphere is not discussed as a loosely defined 
phenomenon of society to which social movement activities attach themselves to, but 
more empathetically as a normative ideal. In this context the normative ideal of the 
public sphere figures as a tool to defend feminist politics outside the welfare state as a 
kind of a buffer zone between individuals and state bureaucracy. Also, Benhabib seems 
to partly hold on to an idealizing conception of the public sphere before the institution-
alization of the (U.S.) welfare state. She calls for a return to the politics of empower-
ment, suggesting that there has been a preferable era of feminist politics before the 
institutionalizing of the welfare state.   

What is common to all three theorists, I argue, is how they all apply the concept of the 
public sphere as an oppositional force against welfare state bureaucracy. They engage 
each from a slightly different angle in the feminist debate concerning the role of the 
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welfare state as representing “public patriarchy.” At the same time, one of the begin-
ning points in their discussion, namely their concern about the intrusion of the private 
market logic into the social spheres, plays a lesser role in their feminist analyses. They 
do not, for example, speculate whether the marketization of the social spheres of life is 
the result of the expansion of extra state economic powers. Instead they concentrate 
on analyzing the effects of welfare benefits and policies in civil society and the domestic 
sphere. Furthermore, the theorists do not focus on defending the public sphere of new 
social movements as a counterpower against “the private sphere of the economy.” In 
this sense I argue that their feminist use of the concept of the public sphere reflects a 
greater criticism of welfare administration affecting (gendered) subjectivities than to-
ward the influence of the expanding capitalist market on gender equality. 

In her recent book Fortunes of Feminism. From State-Managed Capitalism to Neo-Liberal 
Crisis, Fraser suggests that one of the big “ironies” of the history of feminist critique is 
how the critique of “welfare-state paternalism” actually played into the hands of neo-
liberal resentment toward what iscalled the nanny state.174 Indeed the same kind of 
concerns about too much state involvement in people’s lives are raised both by feminist 
critics of the patriarchal welfare state and by right wing liberal critics of the welfare 
state. I argue that Benhabib’s, Fraser’s and Young’s discussions from the mid 1980s and 
early 1990s can also be read within this framework. A crucial difference is, of course, 
that Benhabib, Fraser, and Young criticized the welfare state as an institution for re-
flecting male-domination and public patriarchy, while the neo-liberal rhetoric of the 
nanny-state “feminizes” the welfare state to make it look of lesser value. Also, the three 
theorists’ discussions should, I argue, be conceived of as a part of the New Left critique 
of authoritarian state institutions and as a call to reinforce the political and democratic 
role of citizens and social movements. Their discussion entails some perhaps not com-
pletely thought-through emphases on the negative effects of the welfare state while at 
the same time their analyses fail to fully attend to the growing influence of the capitalist 
market in society.  

There are, however, important differences between the theorists in the way they treat 
the welfare state in their feminist analyses. Fraser is the most optimistic of the three 
about the empowering role of the welfare state and discusses the sphere of unofficial 
discursive contestation through various publics in terms of a possibility of building a 
more inclusive and open means to engage in developing the welfare state from a femi-
nist perspective. Young sees positive aspects in welfare-state distributive politics, but 
in her argumentation the autonomous character of the public sphere is emphasized. 
Finally, Benhabib defends a critical model of the public sphere as a normative guideline 
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for feminist theory and politics that aims at resisting the intrusion of the welfare state 
into peoples’ private sphere.  

 

3.2. The Public Sphere Between the State and the Market in Liberal 
Democracy 

In the previous subchapter I have claimed that Benhabib, Young, and Fraser conceive 
the public sphere occupied by various social movements, including the women’s move-
ment, as the key arena of political activity when the separation of (private) economic 
activities and (public) state activities is blurred. In their feminist argumentation, the 
three theorists highlight the role of the public sphere in opposing, contesting and rein-
terpreting the norms and practices of welfare state capitalist society. In this subchapter 
I continue to examine the use of the concept of the public sphere as an “in-between 
category” distinguished from both the market and the state, but in a different discus-
sion context. The three theorists, I argue, apply the concept of the public sphere in crit-
ically reviewing the post-Cold War “victory” of liberal democracy in which the market 
and the liberal state are separated. According to my analysis, Benhabib, Fraser, and 
Young interpret and apply the concept of the public sphere as a sphere of unofficial 
political activities which has a distinguishable societal function and role beside the 
(equally important) market and the state. The role of the state in regulating the private 
economy is recognized by the three theorists and they highlight the function of the un-
official public sphere in co-operating with the state in opposing and regulating unruly 
private markets. At the same time, the three theorists continue to emphasize the extra-
state character of the public sphere in their specific examples of feminist politics.  

Jürgen Habermas’s Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit175 took almost 30 years to be 
translated into English. The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere176 was pub-
lished in 1989, during a period of some significant political transformations in the 
Western world: The Cold War ended, the Soviet Union dissolved, and the Berlin wall 
was torn down. These political transformations inspired many scholars to theorize civil 
society as a quintessential part of democratic society. The idea of a civil society seemed 
to capture the momentum of a new rise in democracy after socialist totalitarianism. At 
the same time, the potential of civil society as an arena of political activities and partic-
ipation was considered an alternative to a thin conception of the political sphere man-
ifested in the legal institutions of the liberal state on the one hand, and to a de-politi-
cized conception of civil society as a mere arena of market relations on the other. In his 
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1992 (trans. 1996) book, Between Facts and Norms,177 Habermas presents an updated 
conception of the public sphere that would better respond to the challenges of the then 
current (Western) democracies. Two general features of the book that differ from The 
Structural Transformation are first, the more abstract and ahistorical take on the con-
cept of the public sphere, and second, a more important and positive democratic role 
given to the state.  

Both The Structural Transformation and Between Facts and Norms figure in Benhabib’s, 
Young’s, and Fraser’s discussions during the 1990s. In these discussions, the concept 
of the public sphere becomes more clearly defined and articulated as an important part 
of the three theorists’ discussions on the deliberative model of democracy. Deliberative 
democratic theory, in short, presents an ideal of democratic legitimacy based not 
merely on voting but on the public reasoning of private individuals. There are other 
democratic theoretical trends too, such as participatory democracy or radical democ-
racy that value broad citizen engagement. Deliberative democratic theory highlights 
the ideal of consensus as the result of rational discursive debate, and defends not only 
the ideal of actively engaged political citizenry, but also formal institutions of political 
decision making. While Benhabib, Fraser, and Young explicate their critical position 
and take part in the deliberative democratic discussion, their uses of the concept of the 
public sphere are, I argue, more explicated and analytical than in previous discussions. 
All three explicate the democratic function of the public sphere as an open and acces-
sible arena of political participation on which governments should rely in their deci-
sion making, and which govermentsshould be accountable to. On the level of the theo-
rists’ uses of public-related terminology, I claim, expressions such as “the model of the 
public sphere,” “the concept of the public sphere”, and “the idea of the public sphere” 
are applied to emphasize the specific and established role of the concept of the public 
sphere in democratic theorizing. 

I suggest that the deliberative democratic interpretations of the concept of the public 
sphere are intertwined in negotiating the role of Left tradition in the face of the dis-
course of the vindication of liberal democracy after the fall of East European socialist 
regimes. In the first part of the subchapter I claim that the concept of the public sphere 
figures as a democratic theoretical middle ground in Young’s, Benhabib’s, and Fraser’s 
discussions in which they mark their criticism of aspects of socialism, but also distance 
themselves from uncritical valorization of liberal democracy. On the one hand, the 
three theorists highlight the value of a relatively autonomous sphere of political par-
ticipation and opinion-formation, besides the equally important spheres of the market 
economy and state institutions. State socialism is rejected by all the three, but so is a 
Marxist ideal of a self-ruling people. On the other hand, the theorists apply the concept 
of the public sphere in confronting an uncritical valorization of civil society. The three 
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argue that the state has an important role in promoting democracy by, for example, 
regulating economic activity and by furthering social equality through distributive 
measures, tasks that the unofficial public sphere could not cope with. In the second part 
of the subchapter I argue that their sporadic and rare references to feminist politics in 
the context of discussing the role of the public sphere in relation to the state and the 
market, reflect the value they put on pursuing feminist claims without state interven-
tion. I suggest that their examples of feminist politics related to cultural and intimate 
spheres might reflect a distancing from socialist feminist frameworks and a building of 
alliances with liberalist approaches that oppose state authoritarianism and censorship. 

There are also differences between the three theorists. Young is clearly the most criti-
cal of the three theorists concerning the democratic potential of the state. On the one 
hand, she describes it as “not necessarily an evil” institution of political power that can 
provide conditions for furthering democracy, on the other hand it should be held ac-
countable by the public sphere of civil society. Fraser, for her part, is the most positive 
of the three theorists in visioning a co-operation between “weak publics” of civil society 
and “strong” parliamentary publics. Benhabib, in turn, highlights the democratic role 
of the liberal state as a necessary counterpart to the political civil society and the public 
sphere therein. It should also be noted that both Benhabib and Young discuss the pri-
vate market as having an important democratic role while Fraser does not, even if she 
too accepts the separate sphere of market relations as part of liberal democracy.  

The Critical Role of the Public Sphere in Liberal Democracy 

Nancy Fraser’s article “Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Critique of Actually Existing 
Democracy”178 from 1990 represents, I argue, one of the most thorough and analytical 
examples of feminist democratic theoretical responses to Habermas’s The Structural 
Transformation of the Public Sphere. In the article Fraser discusses the concept of the 
public sphere as it is formulated in The Structural Transformation from the perspective 
of its potential for feminist critique. In her essay Fraser argues that despite the “bally-
hoo about ‘the triumph of liberal democracy’” in the US, social critique of late-capitalist 
societies remains as relevant as ever, and that Habermas’s concept of the public sphere 
is a most promising resource for such social criticism.179 Fraser praises Habermas’s 
idea of the public sphere which highlights the specific political characteristic of citizen 
engagement that is not reducible to the logic of the market or state administration: 

Those of us who remain committed to theorizing the limits of democracy in 
late-capitalist societies will find the works of Jürgen Habermas an indispensa-
ble resource. I mean the concept of “the public sphere,” […]. The political and 
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theoretical importance of this idea is easy to explain. […] Take, for example, 
the longstanding failure in the dominant wing of the socialist and Marxist tra-
dition to appreciate the full force of the apparatuses of the state, on the one 
hand, and public arenas of citizen discourse and association, on the other. All 
too often it was assumed in this tradition that to subject the economy to the 
control of the socialist state was to subject it to the control of the socialist citi-
zenry. (“Rethinking,” 56) 

“Rethinking the Public Sphere” is the first article in which Fraser commits herself to a 
specific concept of the public sphere and focuses on examining the concept rather than 
just referring to it as one part of a more general argument. Here, Fraser refers to the 
concept of the public sphere and to the idea of the public sphere and defines its role for 
democratic theorizing. Fraser valorizes the distinct democratic role of the public 
sphere as an arena of political activity outside of state institutions. She argues that the 
Habermasian concept of the public sphere should be appreciated by Marxists who have 
failed to see the difference between the rule of the people and the rule of the state.  

Fraser begins her analysis of the usability of the concept of the public sphere by criti-
cizing state socialism. However, later in her article Fraser criticizes the liberal concep-
tion of a strict division between the state and the economic civil society. According to 
Fraser, this conception denies the role of the state in regulating the national economy 
and in promoting socioeconomic equality. While socioeconomic inequality works to 
exclude people from the political public discussion, Fraser suggests, the state should 
have the role of regulating economic activities in the sphere of civil society.180 Accord-
ing to Fraser, the strict separation between the state and civil society is flawed even if 
civil society is conceived as being separate from the market economy. In this concep-
tion civil society refers to arenas of voluntary associations and social interaction that 
are neither bound to state administration nor to market interests.181 A better way to 
conceptualize the relationship between the state and the public sphere of civil society 
is to distinguish between weak unofficial publics and strong parliamentary publics:  

Thus the bourgeois conception of the public sphere supposes the desirability 
of a sharp separation of (associational) civil society and the state. As a result, 
it promotes what I shall call weak publics, publics whose deliberative practice 
consists exclusively in opinion formation and does not also encompass deci-
sion making [...] [S]overeign parliament functions as a public sphere within the 
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state. Moreover, sovereign parliaments are what I shall call strong publics, pub-
lics whose discourse encompasses both opinion formation and decision mak-
ing.  (“Rethinking,” 75, original emphasis) 

Fraser highlights the positive role of the state in both regulating the economy and in 
co-operating with the public sphere of civil society. The conceptual move to include the 
parliamentary activities of the state in the scope of the public sphere shows Fraser’s 
interpretation of the democratic role of the state: The state is not conceived as an ad-
ministrative and bureaucratic institution but, emphatically, as a forum for democratic 
decision making. On the one hand, then, Fraser applies the concept of the public sphere 
in distance herself from the monolithic conceptions of societal institutions in Marxist 
theorizing, and emphasizes the democratic role of the public sphere of civil society that 
enforces critical popular political engagement. On the other hand, Fraser applies the 
concept of the public sphere in criticizing liberalist laissez-faire relationships between 
the state and the civil society, emphasizing the distributive-political role of the state 
and referring to the democratic parliament as a public sphere in its own right. 

Benhabib’s 1992 essay “Models of Public Space” is her first analytical discussion on the 
concept of the public sphere, which she calls the model of the public sphere.182 As the 
title of the article suggests, Benhabib is inspired not only by Habermas’s public sphere 
theory but also by Hannah Arendt’s concept of public space. According to Benhabib, 
both the Arendtian and Habermasian ideas of the public sphere highlight the value of 
extra-state political participation in well-functioning democracies. In her essay “To-
ward the Deliberative Model of Democratic Legitimacy,”183 written four years later, 
Benhabib defends the deliberative concept of the public sphere as an alternative to the 
liberal conception. One of the central arguments by which Benhabib distinguishes the 
liberal and deliberative models is that the liberal model, according to Benhabib, locates 
the public sphere in state institutions only. The deliberative model in contrast, Ben-
habib argues, locates the public sphere in civil society, which according to Benhabib 
furthers democratic inclusion and provides thus a more legitimate ground for political 
decision making.184  

In the spirit of deliberative democratic theorizing Benhabib emphasizes the distinct 
value of the economy, the state and civil society (and the public sphere within it) for a 
well-functioning democracy. In her review article185 on Habermas’s Between Facts and 
Norms Benhabib argues that even Habermas’s public sphere theory has evolved from 
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The Structural Transformation toward a more optimistic vision of society in which rep-
resentative state institutions and the public sphere of civil society would coexist and 
support one another. In her review article Benhabib writes:  

Whereas the earlier work exhibited a certain skepticism toward representa-
tive institutions and advocated the radical democratization of interest groups 
like trade unions from within, the later work rejects the Marxian critique of 
representative democratic institutions as utopian and philosophically ill-
founded-wrong, then, not only in practice but also in theory. A two-track the-
ory of democracy in which representative institutions exist alongside and con-
tend with a vibrant and free public sphere and civil society of associations, so-
cial movements, and citizens’ initiatives is sketched. (“Review BFN”, 725) 

What the above quotation reveals is how Benhabib’s defending of the democratic role 
of the public sphere of civil society beside the state, is related to her urge to distance 
herself from Marxism. Benhabib argues that Habermas’s Structural Transformation ex-
presses his commitment to Marxist critique since it rejects representative institutions 
and supposes that ”the single principle of organization – radical democracy – can be 
appropriately applied to all institutions”186. In the meanwhile, in Habermas’s more re-
cent work, Benhabib argues, this Marxist critique is rejected, and the two-track model 
of democracy is formulated. Benhabib applauds Habermas’s book which, according to 
Benhabib, recognizes that both the state and the market economy are to stay in modern 
Western democracies. Benhabib also agrees that the Left should abandon the ideal of 
radical democracy which would transcend the logic of money and administrative 
power. 

When it comes to the democratic role of the state, Benhabib defends Habermas’s inter-
pretation of the “legitimizing of legality” according to which sovereign power can jus-
tify the legal regulation of the citizenry by acting as an “abstract medium of regulating 
communicative freedom.”187 This rather abstract description of the democratic role of 
the state as a neutral reflector of the democratic will is accompanied by a more con-
crete formulation in Benhabib’s alarming note about the idealism around the conquer-
ing of liberal democracy after 1989. According to Benhabib contemporary liberal de-
mocracies are facing problems such as the rise of right-wing leaders, and movements, 
the dismantling of welfare state, decline in trust in the political systems among people, 
and the commercialization of communication channels.188 Thus, even if Benhabib 
clearly defends a dual-track model of co-operation between the public sphere of civil 
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society and the state against what she calls radical Marxism, she nevertheless also sug-
gests that the state has an important role in resisting the commercialization of political 
civil society and the rise of right-wing politics. Benhabib resists the dismantling of the 
welfare state, although she also sees the “logic behind money” as a mechanism for solv-
ing collective action problems.189  

By the time Young explicated her interpretation of “the idea of the public sphere” in her 
essay “Civil Society and its Limits,” which appeared even in its original version as late 
as 1999,190 both Benhabib and Fraser had explicated their critical commitment to the 
Habermasian “model” almost a decade earlier. While Young has drawn from Haber-
mas’s other works, such as the Theory of Communicative Action,191 and while she in fact 
is the only one of the three theorists who refers to Habermas’s earliest English text on 
the concept of the public sphere, “The Public Sphere: The Encyclopedia Article,”192 she 
has evidently not seen The Structural Transformation as useful for her theoretical pur-
poses. In fact, Young does not discuss The Structural Transformation in virtually any of 
her texts, and “Civil Society and Its Limits” is no exception. Instead, Young refers to 
Between the Facts and Norms, in which Habermas develops the concept of the public 
sphere from a historical research in a more democratic theoretical direction to offer 
solutions to problems concerning contemporary societies.193 In “Civil Society and Its 
Limits,” Young analyses the function of the Habermasian idea of the public sphere194 for 
a well-functioning democracy. Young defines civil society as a “third sector” sphere of 
citizen activities that are not reducible to state or economic activities, and she de-
scribes the function of the public sphere located in civil society as exposing injustice in 
the state and the economy, and in holding the powerful accountable for their actions 
and decisions.195  

According to Young, the main function of the public sphere is to expose the arbitrary 
power of both the state and economic actors, hold the institutions of power accounta-
ble, and influence both economic and state institutions in promoting democratic jus-
tice. Young continues to defend civil society and the public sphere within it, as the pri-
mary arena for democratic politics while she continues to have a skeptical view of the 
state. However, in comparison to her earlier discussions on welfare capitalist society, 
the state and the economy are now more clearly referred to as two distinct institutions 
and the role of the public sphere within civil society is described in relation to both 
separately. To put it another way, the democratic assignment that Young gives to the 
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public sphere is not so much to provide a critical counterpower against welfare-state 
capitalism, but against the commercial market and the state separately:  

If we admit distinctions of state, economy, and civil society, then we admit that 
there are important distinctions of power. […] the power of state institutions 
is not just a necessary evil, but […] sometimes have uniquely positive capaci-
ties for limiting, though not eliminating, the potentially harmful effects of eco-
nomic power. Under these circumstances of institutional complexity, I suggest, 
democracy is better thought of as a process that connects ‘the people’ and the 
powerful […] The public sphere is the primary connector between people and 
the power. (ID, 173, original emphasis) 

According to Young, civil society of which the public sphere is a part, the state, and the 
market, at best, limit and support one another. The public sphere has an important role 
in limiting and exposing both the misuses of public power of political elites, and the 
private power of corporate actors. At the same time, Young argues, positive state action 
can counterbalance the fragmentation of civic life and support the least advantaged 
persons and groups whose voices are perhaps not heard in unofficial debate.196 While 
Young defends the democratic role of the state on these various levels, she nevertheless 
argues that there is an unresolvable tension between the state and the sphere of civic 
engagement and that the civil society, the state, as well as the private market are 
needed in limiting each other in a well-functioning democratic society. 

One of Young’s objectives in the “civil society and its limits” is to ”argue against those 
who suggest that civil society serves as a preferred alternative to the state today for 
promoting democracy and social justice”197. According to Young, there are three dis-
tinct political theoretical clusters of state criticism and idealization of civil society: lib-
ertarian, communitarian, and post-Marxist. According to the libertarian critiques, civil 
society should be left alone to deal with social and economic problems and the role of 
the state is merely to secure the liberty of people. The communitarian critique in turn 
claims that state politics undermines the autonomous collective action. Finally, the 
post-Marxists, to which Young dedicates the longest discussion, criticize state socialism 
for collapsing the boundary between the economy and the state, and raise critical ques-
tions concerning the capacities of the welfare state to act under capitalism and under 
the infiltration of private economic power in state institutions. Young argues that each 
of these critiques misses the state’s role in promoting democracy by providing citizens 
with conditions of “self-development.”198 
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Young’s earlier discussion on welfare state capitalism, I argue, reflects the position she 
calls a post-Marxist critique of the state, which entails a clearly pessimistic view of the 
state and an emphasis on the autonomous character of the public sphere of civil society. 
On the other hand, in her more recent discussion in the “Civil Society and Its Limits” 
Young seems to take a step away from this post-Marxist position by defending the mu-
tually important democratic roles of both the state and the public sphere. At the same 
time, I argue that Young continues to criticize the “totalizing tendencies of state 
power”199 which, according to Young, traditional Marxism has failed to recognize, and 
she defends the role of the public sphere of civil society in opposing these totalizing 
tendencies. Moreover, while Young criticizes the libertarian position which idealizes 
the capacities of the unofficial public sphere and diminishes the distributive role of the 
state, she at the same time argues that the relatively independent capitalist market has 
an important role to play in limiting freedom-threatening state power. Highlighting the 
role of the public sphere in checking and opposing both corporate and state power, I 
argue, Young holds on to the idea of the public sphere as a wedge between the major 
institutions of the market and the state.  

As I have discussed, then, in these selected texts by Young, Benhabib, and Fraser the 
applying of the concept of the public sphere takes a more specified and analytical form 
and the concept is referred to with such terms as “the model of the public sphere” or 
“the idea of the public sphere” in order to highlight the specific content of the concept 
with regard to the theorizing of democracy. Deliberative democratic theory becomes 
the most obvious context for applying the concept, although especially Young has in 
several of her texts also criticized the deliberative democratic model.200 In my current 
analysis I highlight the way the three theorists describe the public sphere as a distinct 
category between the spheres of economic activities and state activities. The matter, I 
argue, is not only to figure out a neutral “model of democracy” in which institutions of 
public power, the market and civil society coexist and complement each other. It is my 
contention that the defending of the democratic idea of the public sphere has a more 
critical role in the theorists’ texts. I argue that the concept of the public sphere is ap-
plied to negotiate a post-socialist conception of democracy which cannot be reduced to 
laissez faire liberalism, nor to the socialist state (or to the utopia of a stateless society). 
Essential to this negotiating is to define the public sphere as distinct from the state 
institutions but not too distinct, to conceive the public sphere as part of “private” civil 
society but not as merging into the market economy.  
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Extra-State Feminist Politics in the Public Sphere of Civil Society 

So far, I have examined Benhabib’s, Fraser’s, and Young’s discussions in which they 
refer to the concept of the public sphere as a democratic theoretical model or idea. I 
have argued that the theorists on the one hand emphasize the specific political role of 
the public sphere of civil society, and on the other hand defend the role of the state, as 
well as that of the private market to ensure a well-functioning democracy. All three 
theorists, I have argued, claim that the public sphere of civil society cannot function 
alone but needs the state to secure basic rights, provide material conditions and limit 
misuses of private power. However, when it comes to the theorists’ arguments con-
cerning the feminist movement in the context of their democratic theoretical discus-
sion, I argue that each of them applies the concept of the public sphere in defending 
feminist politics that operates in the sphere of civil society, outside of legal institutions. 
The state which is seen as a positive contributor to a well-functioning democracy in the 
theorists’ general democratic theoretical analysis is not specified as a contributor to 
gender justice. On the contrary, the three theorists claim that many of the important 
political claims raised by the women’s movement have their place in the public sphere 
of civil society but need not or should not be channeled through legislation. This is spe-
cifically clear when the theorists argue about the feminist claims related to cultural 
representations or intimate life. 

In her thought-provoking article “Feminism-by-Design: Emerging Capitalisms, Cultural 
Feminism, and Women’s Nongovernmental Organizations in Post-Socialist Eastern Eu-
rope,”201 Kristen Ghodsee analyzes the widespread emergence of Western feminist 
NGO activities in Eastern post-socialist counties after the fall of Soviet communism in 
1989. Ghodsee describes how the ”institutions of Western feminism – the women’s ad-
vocacy groups, the gender think tanks, the battered women shelters, the rape crisis 
hotlines, the women’s resource centers, and so forth began springing up everywhere 
throughout the former communist countries”202. According to Ghodsee, these seem-
ingly well-meaning and empowering organizations partly manufactured a discourse of 
women’s despair in post-Soviet countries. They played into the hands of neo-liberal 
interests by undermining any positive influence that state socialism had had on 
women, and by creating an enemy in the prevailing patriarchal culture rather than 
pointing to the possible disempowering effects of neo-liberal finance politics for 
women in these countries. Ghodsee argues that while NGOs were on a mission to 
strengthen civil society in post-Soviet countries they were often financed by the same 

                                                           
201 Ghodsee 2004, 727-753. 
202 Ibid., 731. 



The Public Sphere between the Market and the State 

82 
 

institutions of economic power that wanted to support free market societies after the 
collapse of the state-ruled economy.203  

Ghodsee’s analysis, I argue, has relevance in analyzing Benhabib’s, Fraser’s, and 
Young’s discussion on the role of the public sphere for feminist politics in the post-
socialist context. Firstly, the three theorists valorize civil society and the public sphere 
within it as the preferable arena over the state for both pressing and implementing 
feminist claims. Secondly, Benhabib, Young, and Fraser also focus on “cultural” issues 
in their examples, leaving the economic-political dimension out of this focus. Thirdly, 
they do not pay attention to the “politics of extra-state feminism,” especially given the 
general context of theorizing democracy in the post-socialist condition. This leads to 
bypassing the political context that might affect the critical stance toward “state-femi-
nism,” and to not considering the possible “unhappy marriage” between free market 
liberalism and feminist cultural politics. Admittedly, there are also aspects of Fraser’s, 
Young’s and Benhabib’s theorizing that do not fit into Ghodsee’s criticism. The theo-
rists’ examples of the democratic function of the public sphere for feminist politics do 
not concern post-Soviet counties but U.S. society. Thus, three theorists are not attempt-
ing to “export” Western feminism into post-Soviet countries. Neither are the theorists 
“cultural feminists,” even if their examples here focus on some cultural issues. Still, a 
question arises whether the three theorists apply the concept of the public sphere to 
defend extra-state feminist politics in a way that undermines the possible “marketiza-
tion” of feminist politics on the one hand, and neglects the role of feminists influence 
through legal institutions? 

Fraser has consistently defended the state, especially the welfare state, as entailing the 
potential for feminist politics. It would be hugely misleading and ungrounded to claim 
that her overall feminist theorizing would be “state-critical” and that she would uncrit-
ically valorize civil society as the arena for feminist politics. However, in this respect it 
is worth looking at her article “Rethinking the Public Sphere” in which she formulates 
the potential of the Habermasian concept of the public sphere for feminist politics in 
the “post-socialist condition.” According to my analysis, she sees the potential of the 
concept, or the “model” of the public sphere, as useful for feminist politics, precisely 
because it highlights the unofficial extra-state character of political action. Fraser reck-
ons that the Habermasian concept of the public sphere is an important resource for 
feminist theorists and activists who have confused the public sphere with the state or 
with the sphere of paid employment.204 According to Fraser, these confusions have 
practical consequences 
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[W]hen agitational campaigns against misogynist cultural representations are 
confused with state censorship, or when the struggles to deprivatize house-
work and child care are equated with their commodification. In both these 
cases, the result is to occlude the question whether to subject gender issues to 
the logic of the market or the administrative state is to promote the liberation 
of women. [...]The idea of “the public sphere” in Habermas’s sense is a concep-
tual resource that can help overcome such problems. (“Rethinking,” 57) 

Fraser defends the Habermasian model of the public sphere as highlighting a specific 
type of political action and participation that is not reducible to legislation, and in 
which social relations are not defined by “buying and selling” but are instead negoti-
ated in discursive political interaction.205 By viewing the public sphere as distinct from 
both the market and the economy, I argue, Fraser seeks to formulate a post-socialist 
conception of politics that withholds a critical attitude toward the private market but 
also distances itself from state rule. In the case of campaigns against misogynist cul-
tural representations, Fraser criticizes the way these campaigns have been interpreted 
as demands for state censorship. Here, I argue, Fraser suggests that such campaigns 
should be directed at the public at large, and should be handled within civil society, 
rather than by legal means. As I have discussed in the previous section, in her article 
“Rethinking the Public Sphere” Fraser dedicates a long discussion to the positive role 
of the state in democratic politics as a necessary counterpart for the public sphere of 
civil society. However, Fraser does not discuss feminist politics in the context of de-
fending the democratic role of the state. Rather, the feminist potential of the concept of 
the public sphere lies in its critical distance from the state. 

Young too pays attention to the extra-state potential of the public sphere for the femi-
nist movement in Inclusion and Democracy. In the chapter “Civil Society and its Limits,” 
Young lists several “functions of the public sphere”206 among which are exposing the 
unruly state and corporate power, influencing policy, and “changing society through 
society.” In her discussion on the first function of the public sphere, Young mentions 
the role of woman activists in publicly resisting arbitrary military power, while in the 
context of discussing legal influencing, feminist politics is not mentioned. The longest 
discussion on feminist politics is included in Young’s discussion on the function of the 
public sphere in “changing society through society.” According to Young, public dis-
course in the sphere of civil society can transform social reality without legal means. 
Instead of legal reforms, political change can come about through affecting peoples’ 
attitudes through public discourse. According to Young:  
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Many of the changes wrought by the contemporary feminist movement for ex-
ample, have had this character. [...] [I]ssues like pornography are best dealt 
with by means of intra-social transformation rather than legislation. [...] Public 
discussion, demonstration, and boycott are useful ways of calling directly on 
the public for people to examine their behavior and desire. (ID, 179) 

I argue that it is not a coincidence that Young brings up feminist politics in this precise 
context. Even though the public sphere is broadly discussed in her analysis as a political 
arena of opposing and influencing the state’s decisions, feminist politics is only men-
tioned in the context of defending the public sphere as a sphere for attitudinal, rather 
than legal, change. In Young’s argumentation, she does not see the state and legislation 
as a proper channel for pushing feminist claims and relies on the concept of the public 
sphere as an extra-state arena for feminist political activism that bypasses the political 
channels of state institutions. Here, Young seems to continue in line with her earlier 
valorization of the autonomous women’s movement organizing healthcare, rape crisis 
services and shelters for battered women as a political alternative to the capitalist wel-
fare state,207 as discussed in the previous subchapter.  

In Benhabib’s discussion, too, the Habermasian concept of the public sphere, I argue, is 
presented as modeling a platform for feminist politics that is not dependent on legal 
influencing via state institutions. According to Benhabib, the concept of the public 
sphere helps to distinguish feminist politics of empowerment from legal reformist fem-
inism, as well as from radical feminism, which according to Benhabib ”can hardly con-
ceal its own political and moral authoritarianism”208. While discussing feminist cri-
tiques of the deliberative model of democracy in her later essay “Toward a Deliberative 
Model of Democratic Legitimacy,”209 Benhabib highlights the distinction between what 
she calls “cultural and social rethinking” and the legislative implementation of issues. 
Commenting on Fraser’s analysis of the democratic role of “subaltern counter publics” 
in making the public sphere more inclusive, Benhabib writes: 

In such “subaltern counter publics,” to use Fraser’s term, the lines between the 
public and the private, for example, can be renegotiated, rethought, chal-
lenged, and reformulated. It is nonetheless a long step from the cultural and 
social rethinking and reformulation of such distinctions as between the public 
and the private to their implementation in legislation and governmental regu-
lation. [...] 
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Opinion-making publics, as found in social movements, for example, can lead 
us to reconsider and rethink very controversial issues about privacy, sexuality, 
and intimacy; but this does not mean that the only or even most desirable con-
sequence of such processes of public deliberation should be general legisla-
tion. (“Toward,” 83-84) 

I argue that in her discussion in the “Models of Public Space” and in “Toward a Delib-
erative Model of Democratic Legitimacy” Benhabib refers to the public sphere located 
in the associational sphere of civil society as a political buffer zone which provides an 
arena for politicizing privatized issues but in a way that shields the personal sphere 
from state regulation and intrusion. In her analysis on the deliberative model of dem-
ocratic legitimacy, Benhabib argues that the feminist critique of the public/private dis-
tinction should preferably not lead to legal changes, and in her examples of the issues 
that call for cultural and social rethinking Benhabib focuses on issues related to inti-
mate life.  

In the first part of this subchapter I discussed how in the theorists’ general discussion 
reflecting on the prospects of liberal democracy in post-Cold War Western societies, 
Benhabib, Fraser, and Young highlight the critical function of the public sphere of civil 
society, but at the same time they highlight the important role of the state in promoting 
equality and welfare. In the second part of the subchapter I discuss how the autono-
mous and extra-state character of the public sphere of civil society is highlighted in 
theorists’ arguments concerning feminist politics, and state legislation is not viewed as 
a productive way of furthering feminist claims. The concrete examples of feminist po-
litical claims that the theorists mention, are related to intimacy, sexuality, pornography 
and cultural representations. Arguing against state regulation and censorship in these 
matters, the theorists all defend the public sphere as an autonomous and open-ended 
forum for addressing feminist claims concerning these matters. On the one hand, the 
three theorists seem to refer to a rather limited sample of the claims raised by the fem-
inist movement that might affect the way they perceive the role of the public sphere of 
civil society in relation to state institutions. On the other hand, their conception of the 
state’s involvement in the politicization of misogynist culture, pornography, and sexu-
ality focuses on the restrictive and controlling elements of the law. The state, then, is 
not referred to as a democratic institution with a distributive role but as a legal insti-
tution that can potentially limit the liberties of its citizens. 
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3.3. The Global Public Sphere: Resisting Unruly Economic and Politi-
cal Power 

In this subchapter I examine Benhabib’s, Fraser’s, and Young’s discussion on the chal-
lenges of global democracy, and their application of the concept of the public sphere in 
this context. While in the previous subchapters I have demonstrated how the public 
sphere is presented as a sphere of political participation outside the state institutions 
within a national civil society, in the context of globalization discourse the public sphere 
is presented as an aspect of global civil society. Meanwhile, “the state,” which the public 
sphere is paired with, is conceived more and more as a global actor, and other transna-
tional political institutions are also discussed as possible institutional counterparts to 
the global public sphere. Perhaps most importantly the relationship between the pri-
vate market and state power is reinterpreted in the theorists’ discussions. Instead of 
the welfare state that takes on “economic” tasks in relation to the civil society and the 
domestic sphere, and instead of the liberal state as an equal actor beside the distinct 
institutions of the private national market and the public sphere of civil society, global 
institutional power is described as an unholy union of global corporate capitalism, neo-
liberal politics, and military force. Poverty and the unequal distribution of wealth, 
global insecurity and the undemocratic use of power are highlighted as the main prob-
lems of the global world order. In this framework, I claim, the oppositional role of the 
public sphere is highlighted as the site of resistance against the undemocratic uses of 
economic and political power.  

The theory discussion on the global or transnational public sphere at large, is not a 
homogeneous one. There are strands of theorizing that focus on the formation of global 
communication networks and technologies, transnational information flows, and 
global access to media contents, and a few of these discussions address the role of the 
global networks and technologies in promoting democracy.210 There is also the Marxist 
position represented by Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt, who are skeptical of the con-
cept of the public sphere which they see as too naïve to describe the possibilities of 
resistance against the systems of oppression in a time of neoliberal power and global 
capitalism.211 Then there are democratic theorists who focus on the normative impli-
cations of the “ideal” of the global public sphere and who see the potential in the con-
cept of the public sphere in promoting societal change on a global level, but claim nev-
ertheless that challenges and obstacles for actualizing the democratic potential of the 
concept remain.212 Belonging to this group of democratic theorists, Benhabib, Young 
and Fraser use the idiom “the global public sphere” to describe the public gatherings 
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and demonstrations of various activists and movements such as the women’s move-
ment, but also as dispersed networks and, for example, social media campaigns, orga-
nized as a counterpower to global rule.213 Young’s, Fraser’s and Benhabib’s interpreta-
tions of the global public sphere have been discussed by some commentaries, too, alt-
hough a thorough analysis of the three theorists’ application of the concept of the pub-
lic sphere in the global democratic theoretical framework is still missing.214 

There is, I argue, a renewed outspokenness in Benhabib’s, Young’s, and Fraser’s texts 
on globalization, too, about the problem of socio-economic inequality, poverty and the 
need to tackle these problems in politics. All the theorists take issue with global poverty 
reinforced by global corporate capitalism, and all three are concerned about diminish-
ing democratic “muscle” to counter and regulate the private economy. The three theo-
rists defend the global public sphere as an important democratic counterpower to 
tackle these issues. I claim that Young is the most focused of the three theorists on the 
oppositional role of the global public sphere, and the most skeptical about the positive 
role of states in promoting justice, and she applies the concept in defending political 
activity as “changing society through society,” which appeals directly to corporate ac-
tors, for instance, to change their norms and practices. Benhabib continues to defend 
the nation-state as a necessary institutional complement to the “weak publics” of civil 
society both on the national and global levels. She does not, however, emphasize the 
need to advance distributive justice by legal measures. In Fraser’s argumentation, the 
efficacy of public opinion is the most urgent question. She calls for strengthening the 
accountability of transnational political institutions without which the global public 
sphere remains powerless.  

These positions are translated in Young’s, Fraser’s, and Benhabib’s distinct conceptions 
of feminist politics in the global constellation. I argue, firstly, that Benhabib applies the 
concept of the public sphere in a state-territorial framework when she discusses immi-
gration to Western countries. In her examination, the public sphere is referred to and 
discussed as an arena of politicizing gendered conceptions of citizenship in the hope 
that some of this ethical political discussion will be reflected in the official political dis-
course, and sometimes even in national legislation. Young’s analysis of the masculine 
logic of the US security state reveals Young’s highly critical stance toward a Western 
feminism that accepts the rhetoric of the security state as the basis of its arguments 
concerning the situation of “the poor women of the world.” Resenting this patronizing 
feminist discourse, Young applies the concept of the global public sphere in arguing for 
a more equal conception of global political movement. Thirdly, I argue that Fraser re-
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lies on the concept of the global public sphere as a model for conceiving feminist poli-
tics as an anti-neoliberal movement that maintains a critical distance from the official 
institutions of public power but at the same time seeks to reinforce official global chan-
nels in order to press feminist claims.  

Benhabib: The Global Public Sphere Resisting “the Empire” 

In a chapter called “The Law of People, Distributive Justice, and Migrations” in Rights 
of Others, Benhabib claims that what is missing from Kantian cosmopolitan theorizing 
is a recognition of global economic interdependences between people. According to 
Benhabib, Western states need to realize that the very system of global capitalism ben-
efits rich countries while at the same time exploits the poor. Criticizing John Rawls for 
his contention that the wealth of Western liberal countries depends on their own 
achieved political culture, institutions, and morality, Benhabib points out how current 
global capitalism has its roots in Western imperialism and the West still benefits from 
this legacy.215 At the same time, as Benhabib points out in Dignity in Adversity, the room 
for maneuver of national political institutions is undermined by the expansion of the 
global free market. Not only, Benhabib argues, is the power of (Western) nation-states 
to promote distributive justice undermined by the global free-market economy, these 
states are also losing their position as the primary context of belonging. In Asia, for 
example, Benhabib argues, corporations have created geographical zones of their own 
and the democratic attachment of workers to their countries is weakened at the same 
time as their loyalties are expected to belong to the corporations they work for.216  

Benhabib pays attention to the fact that although nation-states have lost power when 
it comes to the possibilities of regulating the (national) economy, they have attempted 
to regain power by undemocratic means. As Benhabib puts it, ”the global neoliberalism 
and the unleashing of market forces seem to go hand in hand with the authoritarian 
reassertions of sovereignty”217. According to Benhabib, many states such as the USA, 
Iran and China are trying to strengthen their sovereignty by military reinforcement, 
closing borders and withdrawing from global norms such as human rights. Benhabib 
calls the world order in which the capitalist free market economy and authoritarian 
states are entangled in an unholy union, the empire. According to Benhabib, the empire 
manifests itself in economic-political coalitions such G-7, the IMF and the World Bank 
as well as in state-organized military operations such as the war against Iraq. Referring 
to the work of Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt,218 Benhabib argues that in contrast to 
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the hegemonic empire states of the past, today’s “Empire” is dispersed and uses glob-
alization discourse to expand its power.219  

In her article “Crises of the Republic: Transformations of State Sovereignty and the Pro-
spects of Democratic Citizenship,” Benhabib applies the concept of the global public 
sphere in defending the possibilities of global resistance against “the empire” of un-
democratic political and economic power. According to Benhabib, the global public 
sphere emerges while activists around the world co-operate to battle against global 
injustice. Benhabib defends the global public sphere as an important counterforce to 
the empire. An example of such a global public sphere is the World Social Forum, which 
gathers social groups and movements organized under, for instance, women’s and eth-
nic rights, environmental issues, and claims for democratic economy, in order to plan 
and raise awareness about obstacles and prospects of global justice.220 At best, argues 
Benhabib, the global public sphere is a “popular sovereign” that acts as a global alter-
native to the territorially bound conception of democratic citizenry.221 In her analysis, 
Benhabib relies on an idea of “democratic iterations” through which the global popular 
sovereign can act as “the author of the laws”:  

“Democratic iterations” are processes of linguistic, legal, cultural, and political 
repetitions-in-transformation [...]. Through such iterative acts a democratic 
people who considers itself bound by certain guiding norms and principles, 
reappropriates and reinterprets these, thus showing itself to be not only the 
subject but also the author of the laws. [...] Popular sovereignty no longer refers 
to the physical presence of people gathered in a delimited territory, but rather 
to the interlocking in a global public sphere of the many processes of demo-
cratic iteration in which peoples learn from one another. (“Crisis,” 69 original 
emphasis) 

Benhabib presents the global public sphere as “the interlocking of processes of demo-
cratic iteration,” and of common learning. The ideal of global learning is highlighted in 
Benhabib’s discussion elsewhere too. In her essay “The Arab Spring: Religion, Revolu-
tion and the Public Square,” for instance, Benhabib describes the efforts of Arab revo-
lutionaries in claiming to liberate the public square but highlights also the arising of a 
global space of resistance that allows the world’s people to learn from each other by 
entering public dialogue via social media, for example. In Benhabib’s example, Ameri-
can labor activists and the Egyptian revolutionists communicate with each other via 
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global media networks, significantly the social media on the internet, to show each 
other solidarity despite the differences between their political claims.222  

Despite the political potential of the emerging global “popular sovereign” and the 
global public sphere, Benhabib does recognize the need to enforce transnational dem-
ocratic institutions as the “muscle” of the global public resistance to the empire.223 Ben-
habib seems more receptive to the idea of reinforcing nation-states as democratic legal 
institutions. According to Benhabib, the idea of the global public sphere ”emerging 
through the meetings of World Social Forum” and the idea of global civil society, are 
”complementary to republican federalism”224. In The Rights of the Others, Benhabib also 
argues against the legal imposition of global distributive principles, and claims instead 
that a liberal nation-state can still provide a democratic context in which both the re-
quirements of legitimacy and accountability of political power can be achieved.225 
Whether it is the relationship between the global public sphere and global governance, 
or between the global public sphere and the state, I argue, the link between political 
claims and their implementation remains frail in Benhabib’s theorization. This connec-
tion is built on the idea of democratic iterations ”in which global principles and norms 
are reappropriated and reiterated by constituencies of all sizes, in a series of interlock-
ing conversations and interactions[...]” which ”[...]may be messy and may yield less 
than ideal results”226. On the one hand, Benhabib chooses “weak” and uncertain results 
of global public sphere claims making, rather than implementing the claims through 
“strong” and legally binding principles executed by international institutions that lack 
democratic legitimacy. On the other hand, she barely describes the ideal link between 
the world public and sovereign states as any more binding.  

Based on my analysis, I claim that the Western state figures in Benhabib’s argumenta-
tion not only as the manifestation of the power of the empire but also as a context for 
democratic politics. Being reluctant to support “cosmopolitan law” in the case of global 
distributive measures that would balance the inequalities created by global capitalism, 
Benhabib argues that the nation-state holds the most adequate context for such 
measures.227 I claim, however, that as Benhabib’s focus turns to considering the nation-
state as the locus for democratic politics in the era of globalization, the question of dis-
tributive legislation is dropped from her examination. Instead, Benhabib’s focus is on 
issues related to immigration that, despite being linked to economic disparities be-
tween poor and rich counties, is analyzed in Benhabib’s works in relation to human 
rights and cultural political claims, par excellence. Referring to the process of “reversed 
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globalization”228 Benhabib highlights the movement of people from the poorer coun-
tries to the global cities of the West. I argue that Benhabib brings the concept of “the 
global public sphere” into the framework of Western nation-states through her focus 
on immigration, while her analysis focuses on the democratic prospects of the coexist-
ence of various people with distinct and often contradictory cultural backgrounds in 
the same state territorial spaces.  

Gender equality as a democratic value becomes a vocal point of Benhabib’s analysis of 
“jurisgenerative politics” in the contexts of “reversed globalization.” According to Ben-
habib, jurisgenerative politics refers to the democratic processes in which people take 
on a role as the authors of the laws, rather than as its subjects. The already familiar 
notion of democratic iterations appears in Benhabib’s discussion to describe the rein-
terpreting of and the contestation over the meaning of laws and other institutional 
norms in the public sphere of civil society.229 According to Benhabib, “l’affaire foulard” 
or “the scarf affair”230 in France provides an example of the remaining challenges for 
jurisgenerative politics and of the workings of democratic iterations in the context of 
reversed globalization. Expressing her disappointment at the banning of Muslim head-
scarves in French public schools, Benhabib writes: 

The girls’ voices are not heard in this heated debate; although there was a gen-
uine public discourse in the French public sphere […] the girls’ own voices 
were hardly listened to. […] I am not suggesting that legal norms should origi-
nate through collective discursive processes and outside the framework of le-
gal institutions: the legitimacy of the law is not at stake in this example; rather 
it is the democratic legitimacy of a lawful but in my view unwise and unfair 
decision which is at stake. (RO, 191-192, original emphasis) 

The French state figures in Benhabib’s discussion as the site of “reversed globaliza-
tion,” and “the French public sphere” is presented as an arena of participating in dem-
ocratic iterations and jurisgenerative politics within the civil society of a multicultural 
nation-state. In this case the negotiation is about the use of the Muslim scarf, which 
Benhabib sees as an opportunity to renegotiate “French identity” and to build a more 
heterogeneous conception of French citizenship. Still, Benhabib seems to settle with 
the conclusion of a lost opportunity for a mutual learning process, and she continues 
to defend the decision to ban Muslim headscarves in French public schools as legiti-
mate in a legal sense. Benhabib argues here that Muslim immigrant women’s demands 
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to be treated as equally free to choose their clothing should be heard by the French 
majority and the state for the sake of democratic legitimacy on which the law should 
be based – still Benhabib does not push further or problematize the fact that it is ex-
tremely difficult to affect the legal processes from the position of an excluded minority. 
Benhabib seems to be content with the “weak” link between the claims raised in the 
unofficial public realm on the one hand and the official legal system on the other.  

In her article “Global Feminism, Citizenship, and the State,” Valentine M. Moghadam 
observes that the state remains an important addressee for the claims of feminist 
movements in North Africa and the Middle East even in global times. Many of the issues 
brought up by the movements, such as family law, which is under the state’s jurisdic-
tion, calls for national-level activities. As Moghadam also points out, the need for state-
centered feminist politics does not exclude the need to act in a more global framework 
as well.231 I argue that Benhabib’s discussion on what I refer to as “the global public 
sphere in the state territorial framework” is an attempt to combine the state-centered 
level and the global level within feminist politics. At the same time, when Benhabib’s 
discussion turns to consider the potential of the “global” public sphere in the state ter-
ritorial framework, Benhabib is reluctant to argue that the claims raised in the public 
sphere of civil society should be translated in national laws. As with her discussion on 
the claims against economic injustice on a global level, she valorizes the unpredictabil-
ity and understanding-broadening effects of public sphere battles concerning the gen-
dered ideals of citizenship. Benhabib does not take a clear stance on whether the 
French state’s decision to ban the use of Muslim headscarf in public schools should 
have been legally dismantled, it seems that she sees the potential of the jurisgenerative 
politics in the public sphere of civil society in altering thinking patterns and expanding 
general discussion that may sometimes, but not necessarily, lead to legal changes as 
well.  

Young: The Global Public Sphere “Changing Society through Society” 

Young discusses trans-border issues of justice, such as global poverty, environmental 
destruction and military conflicts in several of her democratic theoretical works.232 In 
Global Challenges (2007), Responsibility for Justice (2011), and Inclusion and Democracy 
(2000), Young attempts to look at these issues specifically from the point of view of 
those peoples, mainly in the Global South, who are the main sufferers of the negative 
consequences of globalization. Young claims that economic interdependence between 
the world’s peoples cannot be ignored in democratic theorizing. While showing some 
hesitation toward calling global capitalism the economic system that causes global so-
cioeconomic inequality and injustice, Young agrees that economic inequality is a global 
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problem that requires global solutions. Furthermore, like Benhabib, Young claims that 
economic prosperity in Western countries is built on the legacy of colonialism and the 
exploitation of non-Western countries. According to Young, South Asian, African and 
Latin American countries are often dependent on Western investment, although the 
profits of such investments are not ploughed back into these countries. At the same 
time, Western-based, global corporations often exploit workers in the developing 
world.233 

While Western states are often faced with fiscal problems such as the problem of not 
being able to regulate prices, non-Western counties are not only subjected to the global 
market, they are also forced to adjust their financial politics to the requirements of 
multinational financial institutions.234 According to Young, it is not the case that the 
diminishing democratic role of the state in controlling and regulating the economy 
would mean that states have become powerless. The militaristic and paternalistic road 
that the United States has taken since 9/11, for example, proves quite the opposite. 
According to Young, the U.S. security state works on two levels. On the one hand, they 
threaten “from the outside” in trying to control their own citizens. Here Young points 
out how the state uses its power, for example, to deny citizens the right to assemble in 
public spaces. Thus, the implementation of the ideal of homeland security leads to the 
shrinking of the sphere of free opinion-forming in civil society. On the other hand, the 
security rhetoric, Young argues, has been used to legitimize the U.S. military actions in 
foreign countries, the Middle East in particular. The Western security state, moreover, 
takes a patronizing role while relying on the rhetoric of protecting non-Western 
women and children from their (male) oppressors.235  

While Benhabib’s theorization on issues related to gender justice in global times takes 
the Western nation state as a potential locus for global democratic politics, it is Young 
whose feminism draws her away from this Western context. In Global Challenges, 
Young writes about the masculine logic of the security state, by which she means that 
the position the state takes and the support it gains among its citizens is based on the 
gendered discourse of the guiding father (the state) and its people in need of protec-
tion. The logic of the masculine security state works internally as well as externally, 
Young argues. Internally, the state claims to provide security for its citizens while at 
the same time expects their obedience and limits their civil liberties. (White) women 
and children are supposedly protected from foreign men, but at the same time they are 
expected to accept the dependent and submissive role given to them. At the same time, 
non-white and foreign residents are treated as “bad” citizens. The logic of the mascu-
linist security state works externally too. Even Western feminists, Young argues, have 
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taken on the position of saviors of third world women, while at the same time forget-
ting the domestic structures of gendered oppression. Young sees Western feminism as 
counterproductive to the cause of global feminism, particularly as the state’s military 
actions are partly legitimized by the discourse of gender equality.236 According to 
Young ”it is difficult for feminists in Western societies not to be heard as continuous 
with this stance of superiority and paternalistic knowledge of what the poor women of 
the world need”237. 

According to Young, a global public sphere of unofficial citizen activity has emerged as 
a counterforce to resist global corporate and state power. In Global Challenges: War, 
Self-Determination and Responsibility for Justice, Young discusses Habermas’s claim 
that the demonstrations and anti-war campaigns against the US-led war on Iraq in 
2003 signaled an emerging of a European public sphere. While she agrees with Haber-
mas on the importance of the European-based demonstrations against U.S. actions, 
Young claims that the public demonstrations were not limited to Europe but were 
global. Young herself highlights the countries in the southern hemisphere as the basis 
of the global public sphere.238 While Young’s sharpest critique toward the undemo-
cratic use of power under globalization is directed at US military power (which she 
calls a global dictatorship), Young also argues that the major objective of the global 
movement for justice is to limit the power of money, for it is that power that renders 
most global institutions with political-economic power undemocratic, exclusive, and 
lacking in transparency. In her discussion in Inclusion and Democracy Young valorizes 
the emergence of transnational and global public spheres that can hold powerful global 
actors accountable and expose their harmful activities and “demand transnational at-
tention to matters of democracy and distributive justice”239. The global civil society has, 
according to Young, already succeeded in raising awareness about the call for global 
debt forgiveness.240  

I argue that while Young calls for reinforcement of democratic transnational as well as 
local institutions in balancing global economic inequality, and even if she defends 
global distributive legal measures, such as global taxation and the pardoning of state 
loans to third world countries, her application of the concept of the global public sphere 
reveals a general distrust of political action that is channeled through any kind of pow-
erful institutions.241 In Global Challenges Young argues for a “social connection model 
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of responsibility” that is enacted socially through “public communicative engage-
ment,”242 in contrast to the “liability model of responsibility” which aims at finding re-
sponsible agents and bringing them to justice: 

A final feature of the social connection model of responsibility that distin-
guishes it from the liability model of responsibility is that the forward looking 
responsibility can be discharged only by joining with others in collective ac-
tion.    […]The structural processes can be altered only if many actors in diverse 
social positions work together to intervene in them to produce different out-
comes. (GC, 179) 

Using the anti-sweatshop movement as an example, Young continues to contrast act-
ing together with finger pointing:  

The social connection model [...] also has rhetorical advantages in public dis-
cussion that aims to motivate people to take responsibility for rectifying social 
injustice. […] A social connection model of responsibility distinct from and 
complementary to a liability model allows us to call on one another to take 
responsibility together for sweatshop conditions, without blaming anyone in 
particular for the structures that encourage their proliferation. (GC, 180) 

According to Young, social responsibility means shared responsibility, which concerns 
every single one of us who are linked to systems of exploitation. The anti-sweatshop 
movement, for example, has given a voice to the exploited workers themselves, giving 
them more autonomy than the well-meant working condition policies suggested to 
them from the outside. The movement, Young argues, has also succeeded in making a 
change by affecting the choices of consumers and thereby also motivating corporations 
to change their practices for the sake of their public image.243 In a way, Young’s valori-
zation of global social movement activities as an autonomous force against corporate 
and unruly state power resembles Negri’s and Hardt’s theory of the multitude. She is 
clearly the most skeptical of the three theorists about current political institutions and 
puts her trust in joint action and the direct influencing of people to promote justice. At 
the same time, Young’s stance is perhaps not that radical given her trust in the basic 
structural setting (civil society, the private economy, state and political institutions) to 
develop democratic politics.  

Young’s model of social responsibility which I discussed in the previous section, I ar-
gue, can be read as a critique of the patronizing stance in certain Western feminist cir-
cles. In my reading, Young applies the concept of the global public sphere to give equal 
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voice to women who are among the main sufferers of global systems of exploitation. 
The idea of social responsibility enacted in public communication is not only an argu-
ment reminding us that we have a responsibility for justice, it is also applied to claim 
that we should all be able to take responsibility as capable political agents despite the 
laws and powerful institutions that are in many ways failing people. An interesting 
analysis of Young’s works on global justice is provided by Nancy Bertoldi, who argues 
that Young’s discussion on the transnational public sphere and political responsibility 
points toward a new paradigm of global feminist empowerment, which Bertoldi calls 
the “autonomous development paradigm.” In her article, Bertoldi argues that the core 
of “autonomous development paradigm” is the conception of the social constitution of 
(political) agency. An important aspect of the social constitution of agency, argues Ber-
toldi, is highlighted in Young’s notion of political responsibility as a social, rather than 
a personal or legal matter.244 I suggest that Young’s notion of the global public sphere 
is compatible with the social conception of political agency in that it highlights the pos-
sibilities of political change even in the absence of reliable democratic legal institutions. 
I have referred to this aspect as a “changing-society-through-society” type of activity, 
and argued that Young defends it as one aspect of the activities of the global public 
sphere.  

Fraser: The Efficacy Condition of the Transnational Public Sphere  

In Scales of Justice (2008) Fraser argues that ignoring the effects of neo-liberalist poli-
tics and global free-market capitalism on deepening global socio-economic inequality, 
leads to misframing the theorization of justice. It does not make sense, Fraser argues, 
to claim fair distribution of economic wealth if the voices of those most affected by 
world economic disparities are not heard in the discussion. Fraser also claims that with 
the fall of the Bretton Woods system and the expansion of the global finance market 
during the last decades, the role of the state in steering the national economy has been 
seriously curtailed. Like Young and Benhabib, Fraser too argues that while the power 
of nation-states in regulating the economy has diminished and while the power of ex-
tra-political transnational institutions and global corporations has grown stronger, 
there is a tendency among nation-states to reaffirm their power by undemocratic 
means. There is a great need, Fraser argues, for strengthening and democratizing 
global institutions that can resist undemocratic state and corporate powers and that 
can respond effectively to global injustices created by neoliberal regimes and global 
free market capitalism.245 
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In her article “Transnationalizing the Public Sphere: On the Legitimacy and Efficacy of 
Public Opinion in a Post-Westphalian World,”246 Fraser argues that the current theo-
rizing on global public spheres has not properly attained the necessary conditions of 
democratic legitimacy and efficacy of public opinion that are crucial to public sphere 
theory. Fraser’s objective is to re-politicize public sphere theory relying on the critical 
model of public sphere outlined in Jürgen Habermas’s works. However, Fraser argues 
that the repoliticization of the public sphere theory is pointless without first question-
ing the nation-bound, Westphalian interpretation of the idea of the public sphere.247  

Only recently, thanks to post-Cold-War geopolitical instabilities, on the one 
hand, and the increased salience of transnational phenomena associated with 
globalization, on the other, has it become possible – and necessary – to rethink 
public-sphere theory in a transnational frame. Yet these same phenomena 
force us to face the hard question: Is the concept of the public sphere so thor-
oughly Westphalian in its deep conceptual structure as to be unsalvageable as 
a critical tool for theorizing the present? (SJ, 78) 

Fraser’s question is rhetorical, for she does believe that the concept of the public sphere 
is salvageable in the global constellation. There are challenges, however, of which one 
of the most important is the lack of a corresponding sovereign power as the addressee 
to the claims of the global public sphere. The claims made in the public sphere and the 
opinions formulated by its participants, Fraser argues, must be met by a politically 
powerful institution that is able to implement the claims in concrete legal measures. 
With a clear difference from Benhabib then, Fraser sees the translating of public opin-
ion on binding laws as a necessary condition for a useful conception of the transna-
tional public sphere. Furthermore, unlike Benhabib, who after all defends nation-states 
as the democratic institutions even in the face of global problems, Fraser highlights the 
need to ”construct new addresses for public opinion, in the sense of new, transnational 
public powers that possess the administrative capacity to solve transnational prob-
lems”248. 

In their article “Is the World Social Forum a Transnational Public Sphere? Nancy Fraser, 
Critical Theory and the Containment of Radical Possibility,” Janet Conway and Jakeet 
Singh249 argue that Fraser’s in many respects valuable theorization on the democratic 
role of the World Social Forum nevertheless obscures important features of its activi-
ties. According to the writers, Fraser interprets the WSF as an example of the formation 
of a global public sphere which, to have political impact, needs institutional correlates 
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that can execute the demands of social movements. In their article, Singh and Conway 
claim that if we hold on to Fraser’s conception of a critically potential transnational 
public sphere conditioned by political power as its addressee, then the World Social 
Forum cannot be a public sphere: the activities and movements within the World Social 
Forum are not seeking representation or direct implementation in institutions, the au-
thors claim.250 Singh’s and Conway’s arguments concerning the extra-state character 
of the activities of WSF resemble Young’s analysis of the global public sphere and its 
“changing-society-through-society” activities, a critical democratic role which does not 
depend on transnational or national legal institutions. 

Not only does Fraser emphasize the efficacy condition of public opinion, I also argue 
that economic justice and distributive politics are highlighted in Fraser’s discussion on 
the efficacy of global public opinion. While Fraser argues that the legal implementation 
of public opinion is a necessary condition for withholding its emancipatory potential, 
Fraser emphasizes the economic-political objectives of democratic decision making. 
The pressing issue in the post-Westphalian context, argues Fraser, is on the one hand 
to reinforce the democratic accountability of transnational institutions such as the IMF 
and the World Bank that use economic-political power. On the other hand, it is crucial 
to build global public institutions that have the capacity to regulate the economy with 
a democratic mandate. I argue that her emphasis on issues related to political-economy 
leads Fraser to revisit even her own previous interpretation of Habermas’s public 
sphere theory. According to Fraser (2008), Habermas’s The Structural Transformation 
of the Public Sphere suggests that the focus of public opinion formation is the national 
economy.251 Furthermore, Fraser claims that Habermas’s Between the Facts and Norms 
was also based on a background assumption of ”a sovereign territorial state which 
could steer a national economy in the general interest of national citizenry”252. Accord-
ing to my analysis, the organizing of the national economy is not highlighted as the ob-
jective of public claims making in Fraser’s earlier account of Habermas’s public sphere 
theory. It would seem that the analysis of global constellations motivates Fraser to ap-
ply the concept of the public sphere in this capacity to organize the economy frame-
work in a more forcible way than in her previous discussion. 

In her essay “Feminism, Capitalism and the Cunning of History,”253 Fraser sees new 
types of pitfalls of exclusion and inefficacy in an uncritical valorization of the global 
civil society.254 Fraser visions an “anti-neoliberal” feminist politics that would reinter-
pret both “anti-étaism” and “post-Westphalianism” in a way which would not diminish 
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the important democratic role of public power in implementing the claims and issues 
raised by the people: 

Reclaiming the mantel of participatory democracy, feminists might militate 
now for a new organization of political power, one that subordinates bureau-
cratic managerialism to citizen empowerment. The point, however, is not to 
dissipate but to strengthen public power. Thus, the democracy we seek today 
is one that fosters equal participation, while using politics to tame markets and 
to steer society in the interest of justice. [...] Given capital’s transnational reach, 
the public capacities needed today cannot be lodged solely in the territorial 
state. (FF, 226) 

Fraser has throughout her works defended positive aspects of the (welfare) state in 
promoting gender equality, but I argue that it is in her latest works on global democ-
racy that the “efficacy condition” of social movement activities is even more than before 
related specifically to feminist politics. I think that there is a slight difference in Fraser’s 
theorizing compared to her discussion in her 1990 essay “Rethinking the Public 
Sphere.” In this article Fraser defends the role of the democratic state as a necessary 
counterpart to the public sphere of civil society on a general political level, but at the 
same time she highlights the extra-state character of the public sphere as useful for 
feminist politics. In her discsssion on the transnational public sphere, her critique is 
emphatetically directed at the idealization of civil society and transnational public 
spheres faced with the lack of efficient political institutions, even in the context of dis-
cussing feminist politics.  This said, Fraser does not abandon the notion of the transna-
tional public sphere as a relatively independent sphere of voluntary action which, ac-
cording to Fraser, is ”indispensable [...] to those who aim to reconstruct critical theory 
in the current “postnational constellation””255. 

What is common to both Young and Fraser is that they both see feminist politics as 
strongly linked to the movement against global economic injustice. While Young em-
phasizes the autonomous activities of the global movement against international cor-
porate and state power, Fraser calls for an anti-capitalist feminist politics that would 
also utilize transnational democratic institutions. In Scales of Justice Fraser argues that 
feminist movements should not forget the issue of political economy and the distribu-
tion of wealth, which according to her poses one of the most urgent questions of the 
global era. Defending a feminist agenda attuned to the questions of economic distribu-
tion and social equality in a broader sense, Fraser argues for renewed appreciation of 
institutional political decision-making power as a tool for feminist politics. Fraser is 
skeptical whether the territorially bound nation-state can work as a proper addressee 
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to the feminist claims of the global era and she recognizes the efforts of feminist activ-
ists among others in claiming accountability for both national and international insti-
tutions and in rendering their unruly political power visible to the general public. When 
it comes to the theorization of the public sphere, moreover, Fraser argues that feminist 
theorists, including herself, have not adequately paid attention to the Westphalian 
framework in which the concept has been analyzed.256  

 

3.4. Conclusion: The Public Sphere of Civil Society as a Critical 
Wedge 

Once one adopts the standpoint of the family and looks out, it seems very pe-
culiar to treat civil society as the “private” sphere; and this recognition ought 
to raise questions about the whole notion of a dichotomous model of public 
and private. Since at first there was not much traffic between feminist writing 
and “mainstream” political theory [...] it took some time for this problem to be 
faced explicitly and systematically. One of the first people to do so was Pate-
man [...]. Since “domestic life is … paradigmatically private for feminists,” she 
notes, it is civil society that is the “public” realm. (Weintraub 1997, 31 [Carole 
Pateman, 1989, 121-122]) 

In his intriguing analysis of the feminist interpretations of the public-private division, 
Jeff Weintraub suggests that it is largely due to the feminist highlighting of the domestic 
sphere as a “forgotten” private sphere in political science and thought that has revealed 
the contingent interpretation of civil society as a “private” sphere. As Weintraub argues 
with Pateman, the liberal conception of the public/private distinction which runs be-
tween the state and civil society camouflages the exclusion of women from life outside 
the domestic sphere as well as the patriarchal power relations in the domestic realm. I 
would add to this that the private civil society and the public state division in liberal 
thought makes civil society appear a mere arena of commercial relations. Yet, as vari-
ous democratic theorists among others have pointed out, there are also political as-
pects of civil society that cannot be reduced to either the private market or the public 
state. The political aspects of civil society, manifested in mediated debate and contes-
tation about “common concerns” by members of the polity, are in turn referred to as 
the public sphere in this democratic and political theoretical discussion. 

I argue that the use of the concept of the public sphere as referring to the political as-
pect of civil society is established in Fraser’s, Benhabib’s and Young’s discussions in 
which the public sphere is interpreted as an in-between category between the private 
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market and the public state. I agree with Weintraub that the focus on the domestic 
sphere in second-wave feminist discussions supports interpreting civil society as part 
of the public realm, conceiving “everything outside the domestic sphere.” However, I 
argue that in Benhabib’s, Young’s and Fraser’s texts in which the public sphere is dis-
cussed mainly in relation to the domestic sphere, the conception of the political public 
sphere remains vague: is it the state, work life, or the arena of civic activities? When 
the discussion turns to negotiating the role of the public sphere as an in-between cate-
gory between the state and the market, I argue that the public sphere becomes more 
strictly defined as a political part of civil society. I argue that the three theorists’ use of 
terms such as “the model of the public sphere” or “the idea of the public sphere” reflect 
the establishment of the interpretation of the public sphere as the sphere of political 
discursive interaction occupied by “private” individuals, groups and political associa-
tions. This general understanding of the public sphere remains in the theorists’ texts 
whether the public sphere is discussed in relation to the welfare state, the post-Cold 
War liberal state, or to global power regimes.  

In this chapter I have argued that the concept of the public sphere as referring to the 
political-discursive arenas within civil society is applied as a kind of critical wedge be-
tween legal institutions and the sphere of market relations. In this “critical wedge” the 
concept of the public sphere has a central role in negotiating the Marxist tradition and 
feminist politics in contemporary societal constellations. I have distinguished three 
contexts for this negotiation, each emphasizing distinct features. Based on my analysis 
of the three theorists’ texts from the mid-1980s to the early 1990s, I claim that they 
apply the concept of the public sphere in defending the role of new social movements 
in repoliticizing the welfare-capitalist society which is depoliticized by both state and 
market bureaucracies. In texts since the 1990s, the three theorists have formulated 
their democratic theoretical positions after the Cold War and the fall of the Soviet Un-
ion. Here, the public sphere is described on the one hand as the democratic alternative 
to the authoritarian socialist state and as a critical alternative to the liberal “thin” con-
ception of the political sphere. On the other hand, the theorists’ discussion on “the 
model of the public sphere” is almost technical at times and they describe a harmonious 
triangle of the market, the public sphere of civil society, and the state that each have 
their important function in a democratic society. In the context of discussing global de-
mocracy, the oppositional role of the public sphere against global capitalism and cor-
porate powers as well as undemocratic political institutions is highlighted.  

The focus of the three theorists’ feminist critique is turned from the domestic sphere 
to the role of feminist politics in the public sphere of civil society in relation to the state 
and the market. Firstly, I have argued that all three theorists apply the concept of the 
public sphere in criticizing the welfare state for using patriarchal power against 
women. I have, however, also pointed out that Fraser is the most positive about the 
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way in which the welfare state can have positive effects on gender equality. Secondly, 
I have argued that the three theorists continue to use the concept of the public sphere 
in highlighting the extra-state character of feminist (cultural) politics in their texts in 
which in general they emphasize the complementary democratic role of the state 
alongside of the public sphere of civil society in countering the unruly aspects of the 
private market. Thirdly, I have argued that in the context of globalization discourse, 
each of the three theorists apply the concept of the public sphere in defending feminist 
politics as part of the anti-capitalist or anti-poverty movement. Highlighting the differ-
ences between Fraser’s, Benhabib’s, and Young’s positions, I have claimed that Young 
continues to defend the extra-state character of anti-imperialist feminist resistance. 
Despite her defending the role of nation-states and “cosmopolitan-federalism,” Ben-
habib is reluctant to defend a straightforward link between legislation, and the feminist 
or Leftist claims raised in the public sphere of civil society. Finally, Fraser is the most 
emphatic about the joint anti-capitalist project of feminist and other social movement 
politics, and about the importance of global political institutions in implementing the 
claims of the global public sphere in official political decision-making. 
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4. The Ideal of the Inclusive Public Sphere: Negotiating (So-
cial) Equality and (Cultural) Difference 

 

On International Women’s Day, March 8, 2018, the largest national newspaper in Fin-
land, Helsingin Sanomat, published a self-critical article on the proportion of women 
appearing in their articles. The result of their internal analysis over a period of a month 
showed that of the names quoted in their articles, female names accounted for only 30 
percent. The result, according to the article, was in line with a similar study done in 
Swedish printed media. Obviously, as the article brought up, the unequal proportion of 
men and women in the media reflects the inequality in society at large and the fewer 
number of women than men in positions of power. An attitudinal problem among jour-
nalists was also recognized as a reason for gender bias.257 The inequality of media 
presentation in various media channels and thereby also the inequality of participation 
in the public sphere, is a well-documented and discussed problem throughout the 
world. Not only women’s but also for example racial and ethnic groups’ inclusion in the 
public sphere remains unfulfilled. Political economy also plays a role, while the media’s 
focus on quoting and interviewing people that already have economic and political 
power only reinforces the exclusion of those without adequate cultural or material cap-
ital from the public media. To me, the public sphere, manifested for instance in public 
media, provides an illuminating example of a site of unequal societal power relations 
in the intersection of class, gender, race and other axes of group identifications.  

In this chapter I examine Fraser’s, Young’s, and Benhabib’s feminist discussions on the 
concept of the public sphere in in their texts from the late 1980s to the 2010s that fo-
cuse extensively on conditions for actualizing the ideal of the public sphere as a space 
for political participation that is open and accessible to all. The three theorists argue 
that there is a disparity between the ideal of the inclusive public sphere and its actual-
ization. Furthermore, the theorists claim that the problem is related to the concept of 
the public sphere itself, which entails exclusionary elements. The failure of the ideal of 
the public sphere, then, is not only a failure in practice, it is also a failure in theory, in 
as much as theoretical concepts reflect normative assumptions of what political partic-
ipation should look like, who the proper participants in the public sphere are, and what 
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the goals of their actions in the public sphere should be. “Difference” appears as a cen-
tral category of their criticizing and reconceptualizing of public sphere theory. In-
spired, rather than frightened, about the arrival of various activist groups, social move-
ments and so on into the political sphere, the three theorists claim that public sphere 
theory should take as its starting point the plural political reality rather than hang onto 
an ideal of a unitary and cohesive public. 

The critique of exclusion as well as the defending of a more pluralist concept of the 
public sphere has been acknowledged by several commentators on Young’s, Ben-
habib’s, and Fraser’s theorizing.258 Fraser’s concept of “subaltern counterpublics” as 
well as Young’s concept of a “heterogeneous public” have both been discussed among 
feminist scholars, who have evaluated the potential of these concepts in providing a 
more differentiated and inclusive idea of the public sphere.259 Benhabib’s feminist con-
tribution to developing Habermasian discourse ethics and the concept of the public 
sphere has also been recognized, and her theorizing has been both valorized and criti-
cized from the perspective of the idea of democratic inclusion.260 In addition, Fraser’s 
analyses of “the transnational public sphere” has been widely discussed, again mainly 
focusing on the question of inclusion.261 To me, pointing out the pitfalls of exclusion in 
Habermasian public sphere theory and the deliberative democratic concept of the pub-
lic sphere is the most explicit and significant feminist contribution to the discussion on 
the concept of the public sphere in Benhabib’s, Fraser’s, and Young’s texts. “Revisiting” 
the feminist discussion on the absent conditions for a genuinely inclusive concept of 
the public sphere from a historical and political perspective, I argue that the three the-
orists’ arguments on the ideal of an all-inclusive public sphere are intertwined with 
their negotiating of the alleged political and theoretical shift from the politics of social 
equality to the politics of difference. 

In the forthcoming analysis I show that Young’s, Benhabib’s, and Fraser’s discussions 
on the conditions for an inclusive public sphere in their texts starting from the early 
1990s, coincide with a growing emphasis on “the politics of difference” in their texts. 
Furthermore, while all three theorists discuss the ideal of an inclusive public sphere 
from the perspective of how welcoming it would be for diversity and differences among 
people, these theorists also lean toward the Left tradition in which social equality has 
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been conceived as the primary condition for justice. In my analysis I intend to show 
how the concept of the public sphere is applied as a tool to distance the three theorists 
from some parts of Leftist tradition that have interpreted political equality as parallel 
with the ideal of political unity. At the same time, all three theorists aim at compre-
hending a theory in which social equality and cultural diversity are addressed as 
equally important political ideals and goals. On both these levels of negotiation, the 
democratic ideal of inclusive public sphere figures as the marker of critical distance 
from the unitary aspects of the modern political tradition, including the socialist tradi-
tion on the one hand, and of reconciliation between the political-economic and cul-
tural-political claims, on the other.  

In feminist discussion, the negotiating of equality and difference has traditionally cen-
tered around the question whether the feminist movement should highlight women’s 
equal rights to work, education, property, and politics, and their inclusion into the 
world of men or should it rather aim at highlighting the specificity of female experience 
and the female standpoint and reclaim “womanhood” from its misogynist and patriar-
chal interpretations. In her famous essay from 1988, “Deconstructing Equality-versus-
Difference: Or, the Uses of Poststructuralist Theory for Feminism,” Joan Scott argues 
that in fact the opposition between equality and difference is a false antithesis: the op-
posite of equality is not difference but inequality, and the opposite of difference is unity. 
Scott continues that more specific examples of equality and difference need to be given 
in order to provide fruitful comparisons with their suggested opposites.262 Indeed, in 
Benhabib’s, Fraser’s, and Young’s analyses, the concept of the public sphere is applied 
as a tool to bring together the claims of (social) equality and (cultural) difference, and 
to emphasize their intertwining as necessary conditions for political inclusion. This 
said, I also argue that the opposition between the politics of difference and social equal-
ity has a central rhetorical and discursive role in the theorists’ works, and at times the 
concept of the public sphere figures as a tool in highlighting the distinction between 
the two. 

As a discourse in the development of the women’s movement, “equality” and “differ-
ence” have been conceived as a move from a humanist tradition at large, toward the 
radical, cultural feminist tradition. The movement has also developed by examining the 
multiplicity of interrelated differences and group identity-based power positions. 
However, in the context of my analysis it can also be interpreted as a shift from the 
claims of socioeconomic equality to the claims of cultural “recognition.” Anne Phillips 
presents this point well in her article “Equality vs. Difference: A Severe Case of Dis-
placement?”263: ”When considering the shifts in left thinking over the past fifteen years, 
it is hard to avoid some notion of displacement: the cultural displacing the material; 
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identity politics displacing class; the politics of constitutional reform displacing the 
economics of equality. Difference, in particular, seems to have displaced inequality as 
the central concern of political and social theory”264. Phillips concludes her discussion 
by stating that while the overly dichotomous conception of the politics of difference 
and the politics of social equality is counterproductive for a comprehensive theory, 
there is nevertheless a risk in discussing the conditions for justice under the umbrella 
of the politics of difference only. According to Phillips, economic subordination cannot 
be tackled properly through the discourse of difference.265 

The discourse of the shift from socioeconomic equality to “identity politics” is not only 
adopted in some feminist discussions but figures centrally in general democratic theo-
retical debate as well. For example, certain Leftist theorists have criticized identity pol-
itics as disrupting the socialist political project that strives for equality.266 I argue in 
this chapter that Benhabib, Fraser, and Young use the concept of the public sphere to 
negotiate the shift from “equality” to “difference,” each in distinct and not always con-
sensual ways: Fraser is the most concerned about the neglect of the class perspective 
in feminist and critical theorizing, and she applies the concept of the public sphere not 
only to highlight the intertwining of cultural and economic political claims but also to 
bring out some normative limits of the politics of difference. Young, in turn, is the most 
critical of the three theorists about operating within a dualist framework between eco-
nomic and cultural justice claims. On the other hand, the public sphere as a site of pol-
itics of difference is defended in many parts of her work. Finally, Benhabib, who accepts 
the growing emphasis on identity and cultural politics as a historical shift in political 
claims making, applies the concept of the public sphere as an overarching modern po-
litical principle on which emancipatory politics should be based.  

In the first part of the chapter I focus on three distinct concepts applied by each of the 
three theorists in turn. I examine Fraser’s concept of subaltern counterpublics (1990), 
Young’s concept of a heterogeneous public (1985), and Benhabib’s notion of the female 
‘public sphere’ (1996). These concepts are introduced and further developed in the the-
orists’ texts from the mid-1980s to the mid-1990s. Both Fraser’s and Young’s concepts 
have been discussed in the commentary literature as an important part of the theorists’ 
critique of the exclusionary elements of standard public sphere theories, such as Ha-
bermas’s deliberative democratic conception of the public sphere. Benhabib’s notion 
of “the female public sphere” cannot be considered an established concept, but it too is 
meant to contest unitary conceptions of the public sphere. I analyze the three alterna-
tive concepts as critical tools with which the theorists aim at responding to the new 
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social movements’ demand that political life should include difference without forget-
ting the class aspect of the political power relations and oppression. Gender difference 
is in the focus of all the theorists’ analyses and feminist politics is seen as an important 
part of questioning and opposing hegemonic constellations.  

In the second part of my analysis I broaden the examination to Fraser’s, Benhabib’s, 
and Young’s texts written around the mid-1990s to the mid-2000s and analyze sepa-
rately the uses of the concept of the public sphere in three distinct discussion contexts 
which have their inspirational background in each of the three theorists’ works. Firstly, 
I discuss the application of the concept of the public sphere in the context of Fraser’s 
question whether “recognition or redistribution” is the main framework for discussing 
justice in contemporary democracies. Secondly, I discuss the uses of the concept of the 
public sphere in the context of discussing “the claims of culture” in globalizing democ-
racies, a question that figures centrally in Benhabib’s works from the mid-1990s until 
today. Thirdly, I examine the uses of the concept of the public sphere in the context of 
addressing “global challenges” for democratic politics and theory that are highlighted 
in Young’s works. All three theorists participate in each of these discussions, and I bring 
out and examine some important disagreements and debates between them. The con-
cept of the public sphere, I will argue, is applied as a tool to reconcile “the claims of 
social equality” and “the claims of difference” in the context of societal diversity in both 
local and global constellations.  

 

4.1. Alternative Concepts as Critical Tools 

Fraser’s concept of subaltern counterpublics, Young’s concept of a heterogeneous public, 
and Benhabib’s notion of the female public sphere267 are developed to respond to the 
defects of the existing dominant conceptions of the public sphere. Each concept was 
introduced at a different time: Young’s concept is from 1985, Fraser’s is from 1990, and 
Benhabib’s from 1996. The articles and sections in which Young’s and Fraser’s con-
cepts are developed, are later reprinted in Young’s 1990 book Justice and the Politics of 
Difference, and Fraser’s Justice Interruptus268 from 1997. In my analysis I will not only 
discuss the theorists’ alternative concepts in the context of their original appearance 
but also in the context of these books. Young’s Justice and the Politics of Difference is 
framed as responding to the call from the new social movements to address and re-
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write the traditional political ideals and practices which have prioritized unity and eco-
nomic redistribution over difference and cultural politics. Justice Interruptus, in turn, 
crystallizes and gathers together Fraser’s critical responses to the so-called “post-so-
cialist condition” manifested in the fading interest in political economy in political the-
orizing and social movements’ activities. Benhabib’s The Reluctant Modernism of Han-
nah Arendt (1996) sets out to challenge the legacy of totalitarianism, manifested for 
example in authoritative communism, with the help of a rethinking of the political po-
tentials of modernity. Ranging over almost two decades the discussion on a heteroge-
neous public, subaltern counterpublics, and the female public sphere, is part of a 
broader discussion context in which the theorists take a stand on the claimed shift from 
the politics of equality to the politics of difference, renegotiating the role of feminist 
politics in the post-Marxist era. 

Many commentaries have addressed the question of democratic inclusion while dis-
cussing Young’s concept of a heterogeneous public and Fraser’s concept of subaltern 
counterpublics.269 Fraser and Young develop their concepts to provide a solution that 
would better meet the conditions for democratic inclusion in contemporary societies. 
Fraser defends a theoretical framework in which there are not one but many public 
spheres and refers to subaltern counterpublics as sites for oppressed groups to raise 
their voices silenced in the hegemonic public sphere. Young, too, argues that a hetero-
geneous public offers a vision of public citizen engagement which is open to various 
groups that have been oppressed and dominated in political life. Benhabib’s idiom “the 
female ‘public sphere’” which she presents in The Reluctant Modernism of Hannah Ar-
endt, is barely discussed by commentators,270 and it does not have the same analytical 
role in Benhabib’s theorizing in the way that Young’s and Fraser’s concepts do in their 
works. However, Benhabib is widely recognized as a feminist and provides a delibera-
tive democratic critique of exclusionary conceptions of the political sphere.271 Her dis-
cussion on the female public sphere reveals interesting aspects of Benhabib’s stance 
on the ideal of the political public sphere that includes difference.  

The inclusion/exclusion problematic is the most highlighted part of Benhabib’s, 
Young’s and Fraser’s feminist critique of existing public sphere theories. But the anal-
ysis of their uses of an alternative vocabulary reveals, too, that their discussions are 
intertwined in negotiating of the growing emphasis on the politics of difference, and 
the role of the Left tradition during this shift. Focusing solely on alternative, critical 
concepts is not enough to bring out the political dimension of the theorists’ analyses. A 
heterogeneous public, subaltern counterpublics, and the female public sphere are op-
positional concepts, thus it is crucial to pay attention to what exactly they are meant to 
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oppose. My analysis highlights the concept of “the bourgeois public sphere” formulated 
in Habermas’s Structural Transformation, Young’s interpretation of the early republi-
can concept of “the civic public,” as well Benhabib’s interpretations of the modern ide-
als of publicity, as the oppositional counterparts to the three theorists’ concepts. Some 
important differences between the theorists appear here: the subaltern counterpublic 
sphere is set in opposition to bourgeois hegemony, the concept of a heterogeneous pub-
lic questions the civic ideals of political participation, and the female public sphere is 
applied to critically reinterpret the unitary legacy of modernity. 

My argument in this subchapter is threefold. Firstly, I discuss Young’s concept of a het-
erogeneous public, and argue that the concept is applied to highlight the role of new 
social movements in a building of democracy that includes people from various back-
grounds and with various group affiliations in comparison to traditional class politics. 
I also argue that the concept of a heterogeneous public is applied to include class as a 
cultural axis of oppression. Secondly, I analyze Fraser’s use of the concept of subaltern 
counterpublics to highlight the intertwining of class and gendered conditions for polit-
ical participation, but when it comes to the oppositional role of the counterpublic 
sphere, economic equality is highlighted as its main objective. Thirdly, I examine Ben-
habib’s analysis of what she names “the female ‘public sphere’” in the context of her 
valorization of the shift from totalitarian interpretations of politics toward the ideal of 
a differentiated public. The notion of “the female ‘public sphere,’” I argue, figures in 
Benhabib’s analysis as an example of the partly hidden potential of modernity for a 
more differentiated conception of social and political life. 

Young: A Heterogeneous Public 

Ever since the early 1980s Young has claimed that the ideal of rational political com-
munication is based on ideological and false distinctions between reason and affection, 
partiality and objectivity, as well as bodily communication and formal and/or written 
deliberation. According to Young, these distinctions lead to excluding several groups 
from public discussion as their ways of expressing themselves are either considered 
unfit for public discourse or are labeled as representing a “partial” point of view. Sev-
eral scholars have paid attention to Young’s development of a “model” of democratic 
communication as an alternative to, or as a modification of, the deliberative democratic 
mode of communication.272 Instead of promoting the unitary, stripped-down concep-
tion of public deliberation, Young argues that difference should be considered an asset 
in public communication. According to Young, inclusive public communication consists 
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of rhetorical and narrative elements and welcomes distinct kinds of ways of political 
expression and embodied differences between the participants of the public sphere.273  

Young introduces the concept of a heterogeneous public in her article “Impartiality and 
the Civic Public” from 1985. The concept is also central in “The Ideal of Community and 
the Politics of Difference” from 1986, and it is further elaborated in her article “Polity 
and Group Difference” from 1989 as well as in her classic book Justice and the Politics 
of Difference from 1990.274 The concept of a heterogeneous public is highlighted as a 
condition for inclusive public life. In Justice and the Politics of Difference Young writes: 

The primary meaning of public is what is open and accessible. The public is in 
principle not exclusionary. [...] Indeed, in open and accessible public spaces 
and forums, one should expect to encounter and hear from those who are dif-
ferent, whose social perspectives, experience, and affiliations are different. To 
promote a politics of inclusion, then, participatory democrats must promote 
the ideal of a heterogeneous public, in which persons stand forth with their 
differences acknowledged and respected, though perhaps not completely un-
derstood, by others. (JPD, 119) 

Several commentators have discussed and evaluated Young’s concept of a heterogene-
ous public as a critical idea that helps to consider the conditions of democratic inclu-
sion. Some commentators such as Judith Squires and Adam Tebble have evaluated 
Young’s idea of a heterogeneous public as a pluralist model of democratic representa-
tion. Others, such as Chantal Mouffe and Elaine Stavro have discussed the limits and 
the potentials of Young’s conception of group differences at the basis of her concept of 
a heterogeneous public, and still others, like Zuzana Uhde, sees a heterogeneous public 
as modeling a structural setting for the actualization of the idea of “differentiated soli-
darity” in striving for justice. 275 It is essential to note that rather than just critically 
commenting on the already existing vocabulary, Young develops her own term “a het-
erogeneous public.” This, I argue, signals that she perceives the existing concepts as so 
severely flawed that rather than using these terms she promotes her own. The same 
kind of “concept-political” maneuver, I argue, is Young’s development of the concept of 
“communicative democracy” as an alternative to “deliberative democracy” in order to 
highlight her idea of a political life that would be inclusive of different forms of political 
expression.276  

One should, I argue, also pay attention to the hegemonic opposite of the ideal of a het-
erogeneous public: the concept of a heterogeneous public is developed as an opposite 
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concept to that of a “civic public.”277 According to Young, the idea of a civic public was 
formed and promoted in the works of Rousseau, and later Hegel, who according to 
Young, prompted the conception of a unitary and homogeneous public realm express-
ing an impartial point of view, as the opposite to the affective dimensions of life re-
served for (bourgeois) domesticity. Young suggests that before the institutionalizing of 
the ideal of a civic public, 18th-century urban public life seems to have been lively and 
inclusive. Relying on the works of Richard Sennett, Marshall Berman, Jürgen Habermas 
and Joan Landes,278 Young argues that cities with boulevards, coffee houses and 
printed media provided new opportunities for social life, gatherings and discussion, 
and fostered encounters between people from different classes and backgrounds.279  

To me, Young’s description of “the civic public” as a historically established phenome-
non or idea, is applied to describe the elements of unitary and exclusive conceptions 
and ideals of political life in contemporary society. In a similar way, a historical “heter-
ogeneous public” as a description of premodern urban political life is “manufactured” 
as well to tease out and highlight certain preferable characteristics of current public 
life and political collective engagement. At times, Young seems to exaggerate the dis-
tinction between the unitary and exclusive concept of “the civic public” and the inclu-
sive concept of a heterogeneous public, which affects her reading of some of her 
sources. For instance, Habermas’s article “The Public Sphere. An Encyclopedia Article,” 
which Young refers to when she describes a historical heterogeneous public life, barely 
gives a plural account of public life, I argue. In the article, Habermas does not speak 
about streets, coffee houses, or passionate public life in 18th-century Europe. The only 
example he gives about the concrete manifestation of the public sphere during that 
time is printed media, such as newspapers and “moralistic and critical journals” as a 
medium and fora for rational political discussion among the bourgeois.280  

Obviously, Young is not a historian, and neither is Habermas for that matter. It is crucial 
to understand that Young’s reading of certain historical phenomena and developments 
is related to her main objective to confront the challenges of inclusive public life in con-
temporary society. Indeed, the concept of “a heterogeneous public” represents an ideal 
of democratic participation in contemporary societies which not only tolerates but 
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treasures the differences between its participants. For Young, the “new social move-
ments” that appeared in the political field of civil society during the 1960s and 1970s, 
represent a shift toward public life that questions the traditional emphasis of the unity 
of democratic politics: 

[T]he new social movements of the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s in the United 
States have begun to create an image of a more differentiated public [...]. Move-
ments of radically oppressed groups, including Black, Chicano and American 
Indian liberation tend to reject the assimilationist ideal and assert the right to 
nurture and celebrate in public their distinctive culture and forms of life [...]. 
The women’s movement too has claimed to develop and foster a distinctively 
women’s culture [...]. The street demonstrations that in recent years have in-
cluded most of these groups, as well as traditional labor groups and advocates 
of environmentalism and nuclear disarmament, sometimes create heteroge-
neous publics of passion, play, and aesthetic interest. (“Impartiality,” 397) 

Young’s emphasizes the free expression of one’s “culture and forms of life” as one of 
the main elements of a differentiated public. In the context of defending a more inclu-
sive conception of political life, Young supports a concept of a heterogeneous public as 
modeling a pluralist and embodied public life in contemporary societies.  

Not only is the concept of a heterogeneous public applied to oppose exclusionary ele-
ments of contemporary political theoretical ideals and political practices. It is also ap-
plied in the context of negotiating a shift from a “distributive” or class perspective on 
justice to that of a “politics of difference.” This negotiation is most apparent in Young’s 
Justice and the Politics of Difference from 1990. In this work Young continues to apply 
the concept of a heterogeneous public and develops her arguments presented in the 
articles “Impartiality and the Civic Public” as well as “Polity and Group Difference.”281 
In the introduction to Justice and the Politics of Difference, Young writes that the book 
responds to the challenges directed at the socialist theory of justice in the face of post-
modern critiques of reason, and to the implications of new social movement claims.282 
The questioning of the distributive paradigm of justice is one of the central themes of 
the book, and this paradigm is confronted by the conception of “the politics of differ-
ence.” Young argues that her objective is to find ways to maintain class perspective 
when analyzing justice, but without reducing the discussion to matters of distribution: 
”I argue that instead of focusing on distribution, a conception of justice should begin 
with concepts of domination and oppression. [Such a shift] exhibits the importance of 
social group differences in structuring social relations and oppression [...]. I argue that 
where social group differences exist, and some groups are privileged while others are 

                                                           
281 Young 1989 “Polity,” 250-274. 
282 Young 1990 JPD, 3. 



 The Ideal of the Inclusive Public Sphere: Negotiating (Social) Equality and (Cultural) Difference 

113 
 

oppressed, social justice requires explicitly acknowledging and attending to those 
group differences in order to undermine oppression”283. 

How does class oppression figure in Young’s discussion, then, if the concept of distri-
bution is put aside, and what is the role of the concept of a heterogeneous public in 
negotiating the role of class politics in the context of a politics of difference? While 
Young’s critique of impartiality has been most explicitly directed against republican 
and liberal politics and thought, she argues that the traditional Left has also relied on 
the ideals of impartiality and unity. This argument is clearest in her original title “Im-
partiality and the Civic Public” in which Young argues that Marx was the first to ques-
tion the claimed impartiality and universality of the state but, Young argues, Marx 
stopped short in questioning the ideal as such.284 Young argues that the contemporary 
feminist movement has questioned the universalist tradition, including both its liberal 
and socialist strands. While Young claims that the humanist tradition has failed to rec-
ognize difference as a political asset, the so-called difference feminists, argues Young, 
would in turn benefit from a strong emphasis on the value of public life that is typical 
of the humanist tradition.285 Furthermore, Young argues that the Left should question 
the ideal of a unitary political collective that has guided their activities. According to 
Young, some of the Leftist activists and groups have had difficulty in accepting the au-
tonomy of each group participating in the battle against injustice. Young argues that it 
is crucial that oppressed groups have the opportunity to organize in smaller and sepa-
rate groups in order to defend their distinct voices that are easily silenced in the gen-
eral discussion.286 Based on my analysis I claim, then, that the concept of a heterogene-
ous public in Young’s discussion is applied to challenge the Left political tradition by 
defending “the politics of difference” of so-called identity political movements. 

However, rather than putting aside the “class question” as such, Young uses the concept 
of a heterogeneous public in adding class under the umbrella of “the politics of differ-
ence.” As the earlier quotation from “The Ideal of Impartiality and the Civic Public” 
shows, Young views “traditional labor groups” as one of the participants in a heteroge-
neous public. In Justice and the Politics of Difference Young also systematically mentions 
the poor and working-class people in her analysis of oppressed groups that should be 
represented in political life, beside other groups such as ethnic minorities, sexual mi-
norities, indigenous people, and disabled people.287 From this perspective, the idea of 
a heterogeneous public is not intended to exclude questions of socioeconomic equality 
from the political agenda in the democratic public sphere. Rather, Young adds class as 
one axis of difference and thereby defends a concept of democratic coalition politics in 
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which more traditional labor movements as well as new social movements associated 
with the New Left co-operate to fight against oppression.  

At the same time, Young presents all the groups participating in a heterogeneous public 
as cultural political movements. In her essay “Displacing the Distributive Paradigm” 
included in Justice and the Politics of Difference Young emphasizes the politicization of 
culture as an important aspect of the challenging of the dominance of the redistributive 
paradigm in welfare-capitalist societies.288 In the context of her discussion on a heter-
ogeneous public, I argue, Young continues to refer to cultural politics as a general no-
tion which characterizes the political activities of a heterogeneous public. Not only 
does Young add class as one of the group attachments that constitute a heterogeneous 
public, but in Justice and the Politics of Difference Young even calls class a “cultural mi-
nority” and suggests that women, old people, disabled people as well as working class 
people are all fighting against cultural imperialism.289 I conclude, then, that in Justice 
and the Politics of Difference Young applies the concept of a heterogeneous public in 
interpreting class politics as cultural politics. A question that would be worth asking is 
whether this interpretation misses an essential element of class oppression and poli-
tics, namely the unequal distribution of economic resources and aspirations for socio-
economic equality.  

Fraser: Subaltern Counterpublics 

In her article “Rethinking the Public Sphere,”290 originally published in 1990, Fraser 
argues that Jürgen Habermas’s concept of the public sphere is an “indispensable re-
source” for critical democratic theory, as it helps to tackle problems related to demo-
cratic realities in a post-Soviet era. Yet, Fraser argues, the concept of the public sphere 
needs to be rethought from a feminist perspective. While the concept of the public 
sphere, Fraser argues, helps to democratize some of the ideas and forms of both the 
socialist and the feminist movement by highlighting the role of open discursive will 
formation in the sphere of civil society, its promise of democratic inclusion remains 
inadequate. The concept fails on the one hand in responding to socioeconomic inequal-
ity, which according to Fraser is one of the greatest hindrances to democratic partici-
pation in the public sphere. On the other hand, the concept is not sensitive to societal 
plurality, and thereby has its starting point in a very limited and biased political expe-
rience.291 In the article, Fraser develops the concept of subaltern counterpublics to re-
spond to the exclusionary elements of Habermas’s public sphere theory. Fraser argues 
that, in fact, in society there are many public spheres rather than just one:  
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I propose to call these [alternative publics] subaltern counterpublics in order 
to signal that they are parallel discursive arenas where members of subordi-
nated social groups invent and circulate counter discourses, which in turn per-
mit them to formulate oppositional interpretations of their identities, inter-
ests, and needs. (“Rethinking”, 67, original emphasis) 

Subaltern counterpublics, according to Fraser are alternative publics to hegemonic 
ones, formed by oppressed societal groups such as women, ethnic minorities, and sex-
ual and gender minorities, among others. The emerging and upholding of subaltern 
counterpublics, argues Fraser, helps to balance the unequal conditions of democratic 
participation in the mainstream hegemonic public sphere. As an example of subaltern 
counterpublics Fraser gives the U.S. second-wave feminist movement that according to 
Fraser has created a network of communication, publishing, media, festivals and aca-
demic events that have helped to expand the sphere of public discourse.292  

As with Young, I argue that Fraser’s development of the concept of “subaltern counter-
publics” as a critical addition to the existing concept of the public sphere reveals the 
level of her criticism. It is not enough for Fraser to operate with the existing vocabulary 
of Habermas’s theorizing. Instead, she invents her own concept to highlight what is 
missing and what is required for a better theory. While Young formulates her concept 
of a heterogeneous public as a counter concept to that of “the civic public,” Fraser pre-
sents the concept of subaltern counterpublics as an oppositional concept to the “bour-
geois public sphere.” The concept is not only applied to pluralize Habermas’s singular 
concept of the public sphere but the concept of the bourgeois public sphere in particu-
lar. Relying on the works of historians such as Mary Ryan, Joan Landes, and Geoff 
Eley,293 Fraser argues that various counterpublics emerged as a response to the exclu-
sionary bourgeois public sphere in 18th-century Europe and North America. The rising 
bourgeois middle class sought to gain a ruling class position by claiming their distinc-
tiveness from both the aristocratic and plebeian classes, and gendered rhetoric played 
an important part in the process of class distinction. According to Fraser, the separa-
tion between feminine domesticity and the masculine public sphere were used not only 
to exclude women from participating in society, “femininity” and “masculinity” were 
also used to highlight the distinctiveness of bourgeois culture in comparison to the old 
aristocracy on the one hand and the lower classes on the other.294  

In my reading, Fraser applies what I would call a cultural-economic perspective in her 
analysis of the formation of the hegemonic bourgeois-masculine public sphere and in 
the formation of counterpublics. She does not explicate such a perspective, but I argue 
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that her discussion on the findings of social historians highlights the intertwining of 
class and cultural exclusion. What I find particularly interesting is how Fraser applies 
Bourdieu’s concept of distinction in describing how the formation of the bourgeois pub-
lic sphere was intertwined with cultural class formation. The notion of distinction 
which Bourdieu develops in the book of the same name describes class status as related 
to access to cultural capital. The lower classes have less of it and the higher classes 
more. The result is that the higher classes can exercise power over the lower classes 
through highlighting cultural distinction between different social classes.295 It seems 
to me that Fraser’s analysis of cultural distinction forms the general framework for dis-
cussing class exclusion and domination in 18th-century bourgeois society. I think here 
that Fraser’s discussion of subaltern counterpublics relates to Young’s analysis in 
which, I have argued, Young seeks to include working class politics under the umbrella 
of politics of difference.  

The intertwining of the politics of class and the politics of culture in Fraser’s discussion 
on subaltern counterpublics is related to the background of the concept. The concept 
of subaltern counterpublics is based on Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s use of the term 
“subaltern” and Rita Felski’s discussion on the feminist counter-public-sphere. Both 
these theorists, although in different ways, are known for their cultural analysis of cap-
italism in which they combine the analysis of cultural politics with questions related to 
political economy. In her famous essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?”296 from 1988, 
Spivak asks whether the groups that cannot participate in the hegemonic culture of 
their imperialist homelands can their raise voices against injustice, or even exist in the 
condition of their non-existence in the hegemonic use of language and discourse. 
Spivak concludes her essay with the answer, “the subaltern cannot speak,” suggesting 
that subaltern people, especially women, do not have a place in a conversation in which 
they are not listened to, and in which their agency and subjectivity are not recognized. 
The term counterpublic, in turn, seems to give a more optimistic answer to Spivak’s 
question, or at least the concept can be conceived as offering a possible route for sub-
altern groups to gain a political voice under discursive political hegemony. Felski de-
velops her concept of “the feminist counter-public sphere” in her 1989 book Beyond 
Feminist Aesthetics: Feminist Literature and Social Change. Felski describes the role of 
the “feminist counter-public sphere” as the contesting and opposing of the male-de-
fined culture industry in the contemporary mass-society.297  

Based on my analysis so far, I argue that Fraser’s application of the concept of subaltern 
counterpublics in fact highlights the interlocking of the redistribution and recognition 
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perspectives which Fraser in her later texts examines as separate categories.298 Having 
said this, I argue that Fraser implies that socioeconomic inequality is the most im-
portant hindrance to the actualization of the inclusive public sphere in our societies, 
and suggests that subaltern counterpublics have an essential democratic role in strati-
fied societies299 in which social equality is not yet attained.300 According to Fraser, strat-
ified societies are ”societies whose basic institutional framework generates unequal 
social groups in structural relations of dominance and subordination”301 and in these 
societies “the bracketing of status differentials” is not an option to foster inclusive pub-
lic communication. Fraser claims that social inequality needs to be eliminated rather 
than bracketed. According to Fraser, ”this does not mean that everyone must have ex-
actly the same income, but it does require the sort of rough equality that is inconsistent 
with systematically-generated relations of dominance and subordination”302. Fraser’s 
emphasis on tackling social inequality differs from Young who, as I discussed earlier, 
emphasizes more the effects of “cultural imperialism” than socioeconomic inequality 
as the objective of political resistance. Furthermore, while both a heterogeneous public 
and subaltern counterpublics describe a setting for oppositional politics, it is Fraser 
who emphasizes the bourgeois public sphere as an object of opposition, while the con-
cept of “the civic public” that Young uses does not have the same emphasis on the class 
as an aspect of its hegemonic position.  

Subaltern counterpublics have an important role in opposing hegemony under the con-
ditions of social inequality in stratified societies, Fraser claims. She does defend a plural 
conception of the public sphere in the context of an imagined egalitarian society too, 
but here the term “subaltern counterpublics” is dropped from her analysis. Fraser ar-
gues that in (possible future) societies in which social equality prevails there is a need 
for a plurality of publics, not counterpublics, which can ”promote intercultural commu-
nication”303. While counterpublics are presented as forums for “fighting back” bour-
geois-masculine hegemony in socially unequal societies, I argue that Fraser applies the 
plain term “publics” in visioning egalitarian multicultural societies,304 which she de-
scribes as ”classless societies without gender or racial divisions of labor”305. It seems 

                                                           
298 For dualist analyses, see Fraser 1997 Justice Interruptus; Fraser & Honneth 2003: Redistribution or 
Recognition? A Political-Philosophical Exchange. 
299 Fraser 1990 “Rethinking,” see p. 66 for Fraser’s definition of a stratified society.  
300 Ibid., 65, 65-68. 
301 Ibid., 66. 
302 Ibid., 65. 
303 Fraser 1990 “Rethinking,” 70. 
304 It is important, I argue, to differentiate between the concepts of “publics” and “counterpublics” as 
counterpublics refer more to the unequal power relations between the publics and the objective of a 
given counterpublic to counter hegemonic publics. For an interesting discussion on different counter-
public-related vocabulary see Squires (2002) who distinguishes between “counterpublics” “enclave 
publics” and “satellite publics”. See also Leppänen (2016, p.136), who argues that Fraser’s concept of 
“subaltern counterpublics” highlights oppositional element in politics. 
305 Fraser 1990 “Rethinking”, 68. 



The Ideal of the Inclusive Public Sphere: Negotiating (Social) Equality and (Cultural) Difference 

118 
 

to me, then, that a double framework distinguishing cultural politics and distributive 
politics begins to take form in the way Fraser applies the distinct terms “publics” and 
“subaltern counterpublics” in her analysis. Fraser suggests in her analysis that cultures 
are something that are preservable, communicated and exchanged (through different 
publics), while class is an aspect of social reality that should be abolished with the help 
of counterpublics.  

Benhabib: The Female “Public Sphere” 

Earlier I have discussed Young’s arguments concerning the exclusionary logic of the 
impartial and rational model of public communication and how she prefers the model 
of “communicative democracy” over “deliberative democracy.” Benhabib, on the con-
trary, defends the deliberative model and claims that the biggest problem with regard 
to exclusions from the public sphere concerns the actualization of an idea, not the idea 
itself.306 There is, however, one particular subject which Benhabib has examined as a 
deeper-level problem of the deliberative and Habermasian model of the public sphere, 
and that is the exclusion of “difference” which these standard models reinforce. Ben-
habib’s articles “Models of Public Space” as well as “The Generalized and the Concrete 
Other” both claim that in order to provide a truly inclusive model of the public sphere, 
democratic theorists must accept and recognize “feminine difference” as a legitimate 
aspect of the self-understanding of the body politic and desist from excluding women 
from the public sphere based on their gender.307 Extending her focus from gender to 
other axes of difference, such as race, religion, and ethnicity, Benhabib has defended a 
pluralist conception of the public sphere in several of her books, such as Democracy 
and Difference, and Claims of Culture.308  

In The Reluctant Modernism of Hannah Arendt,309 Benhabib insightfully notes how all 
the major democratic theorists who concern themselves with the concept of the public 
sphere, including Arendt and Habermas, base their normative accounts of the public 
sphere on a nostalgic picture of the past. With the help of the idealizations of historical 
public spheres, Habermas and Arendt are able to highlight problems related to the 
weakening public arenas of political participation in contemporary societies. Benhabib 
is concerned that this kind of nostalgic view of the past prevents tackling problems that 
face current societies. Instead, Benhabib suggests that public sphere theorists should 

                                                           
306 Benhabib 1992 SS, 110-111, 1996 “Toward,” 81-83, 2003 The Reluctant Modernism of Hannah Ar-
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tion (Paperback) from 2003. 
307 Benhabib 1992 SS, 89-120, 1986 “Generalized,” 402-424. 
308 Benhabib (ed.) 1996 Democracy and Difference, cited as DD from here on, 2002 CC. 
309 Benhabib (orig. 1996) 2003 RMHA. 
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critically reflect the historical basis on which modern public spheres have been devel-
oped.310 Underlying normative conceptions of the public sphere is, according to Ben-
habib, the ideal of “a sovereign deliberative body of citizens” that needs to be rethought 
in its historical context. Benhabib argues that the sovereign deliberative body of citi-
zens that has been claimed to be jeopardized in contemporary society by the contesta-
tion of groups, such as the working classes, or women, or cultural minorities, is from 
its very beginning a fiction.311 According to Benhabib, theorists miss the fact that the 
public sphere was from the start based on severe exclusions: ”Throughout history, and 
in different cultures and societies,” Benhabib argues, ”women, laborers who used their 
bodies, those who did not own property, as well as certain racial, religious, ethnic and 
linguistic groups have been excluded from participation in the public sphere”312. 

At the same time, like Young and Fraser, Benhabib argues that there are and there have 
been public venues for excluded groups despite formal and informal exclusions in the 
hegemonic public spheres. In The Reluctant Modernism of Hannah Arendt, Benhabib 
provides an analysis of a “female public sphere” under the title “The Salons as Female 
‘Public Sphere.’”313 In her discussion of Arendt’s biography on an 18th-century Euro-
pean Jewish salonniére, Rahel Varnhagen,314 Benhabib argues that ”Rahel Varnhagen’s 
life and her moment of “glory” coincided with that brief intermezzo in German cultural 
history when the Enlightenment, the ideals of the French Revolution, the spirit of Prus-
sian reforms and German Romanticism came together to make possible that ephemeral 
but still fascinating public sphere – “the Jewish salonnieres of Berlin””315. In this section 
Benhabib writes: 

Almost in every respect, the salons, as modes of the public sphere, contradict 
the agonal model of public sphere of the polis which predominates in The Hu-
man Condition. Whereas Greek polis, and the public sphere characteristic of it, 
excludes women (and other members of the household, like children and serv-
ants generally), the salons are spaces dominated by female presence. (RMHA, 
19) 

Benhabib sees the early modern salon culture as a perfect example of the sociability 
created amid the modernization of society, and refers to the salon as a public sphere 
which provides an emancipatory space for women, in this case Jewish women, who 
wanted to distance themselves from patriarchal family structures and traditions.316 
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Benhabib describes the salon as “a space of sociability in which the individual desire 
for difference and distinctness could assume intersubjective reality”317 and she writes 
that in comparison to the official public sphere of the polis, which demanded a rational 
mode of discussion, the salons provided an opportunity for “free,” “amorphous,” and 
“erotic” expression.318  

The negotiation of difference and equality is a central theme of The Reluctant Modern-
ism of Hannah Arendt. Benhabib does defend the modern ideal of equality in the sense 
of common humanness, but also in the sense of political and social (including eco-
nomic) equality. However, class seems to play only a minor role in Benhabib’s discus-
sion of the notion of the female public sphere, even though she clearly sees the modern 
ideal of equality as the condition for the emerging of “public spaces” in which social 
differences can flourish. On this note, Benhabib does recognize the “cleavage between 
ideals and reality” and argues that ”despite their egalitarian humanist rhetoric, class, 
rank, and religious differences continue to play a role. The salons are not spaces for the 
whole people, including the laborers, the gardener, the milkmaid, and the coach driver. 
They are largely upper-middle-class phenomena”319. Benhabib recognizes exclusion-
ary elements in the understanding of the public sphere in Arendt’s theorizing, and she 
points out that even though the salons provided alternative female-friendly public 
spheres, they continued to exclude people based on class status. However, Benhabib 
also reminds us that the problems of exclusion are related to the realization of the ide-
als of publicity and do not jeopardize the ideal itself. Later in the book, Benhabib argues 
that in the light of the history of the public sphere, it can be questioned whether “the 
public” can ever escape its conflictual character of who is in the public sphere and who 
is not. The challenging of “the identity of the body politic,” as Benhabib calls it, should 
not then be interpreted as a crisis but as a constitutional element of any democratic 
public sphere.320  

Benhabib has defended the basic premises of public sphere theory in her other works 
as well. In “Toward a Deliberative Model of Democratic Legitimacy” Benhabib claims 
that some feminist theorists, such as Iris Marion Young, has confused “conceptual” and 
“institutional” critiques of the public sphere. Whereas institutional critique is directed 
at specific historical and contextual manifestations of the public sphere, Benhabib ar-
gues, conceptual critique implies that there are essential problems of exclusion inher-
ent in the concept of the public sphere. According to Benhabib, Young’s critique of the 
idea of “the civic public” in her article “Impartiality and the Civic Public” is directed at 
but one historical manifestation of the concept of the public sphere, and that the con-
cept of “a heterogeneous public” is offered as its replacement in this historical context. 
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While Benhabib defends Young’s critique on this “institutional” level, she rejects 
Young’s critique of the normative ideal of impartiality at the basis of the idea of the 
public sphere and claims that ”some Enlightenment ideals are part of any conception 
of democratic legitimacy and the public sphere. The point therefore is not a rejection 
of the Enlightenment tradition in toto but a critical renegotiation of its legacy”321. 

As with Young and Fraser, I claim that Benhabib’s feminist critique of public sphere 
theory should not be read only as adding to some general and ahistorical concept of the 
public sphere in democratic theorizing. According to Benhabib, The Reluctant Modern-
ism of Hannah Arendt focuses on “paradoxes of equality-difference” under moder-
nity.322 According to my analysis, the notion of the female public sphere is applied to 
defend the ideal of equality as a condition for difference. Furthermore, in the introduc-
tion to The Reluctant Modernism of Hannah Arendt Benhabib argues that the period af-
ter authoritarian communism has provoked and brought out the urgency for theorizing 
a politics of difference, or as Benhabib often calls it “identity politics” in democratic 
theorizing. Benhabib writes that ”after the demise of authoritarian communism and 
the world-wide retreat from Marxist theory, Hannah Arendt’s thought has emerged as 
the critical political theory of the post-totalitarian moment. In addition, the rise of iden-
tity politics, from the politics of gender to the politics of nationalism and ethnicity, 
sends us back to Hannah Arendt”323. Discussing Arendt’s conception of totalitarianism, 
Benhabib highlights how the totalitarian society ”squeezes people together until they 
become one, thus eliminating the public spaces between them [...]”324. The public 
sphere figures in Benhabib’s book as the site for the actualization of the ideal of plural-
ist political life, and her notion of the female public sphere is referred to as an early 
expression of pluralist political and social life.  

Benhabib’s notion of the female public sphere does not compare to Young’s concept of 
“a heterogeneous public” or Fraser’s concept of “subaltern counterpublics.” The exact 
idiom the “female ‘public sphere’” appears only in a chapter title in Benhabib’s discus-
sion in The Reluctant Modernism of Hannah Arendt. Benhabib names the phenomena of 
salons as a female public sphere but she does not explore the expression in her analy-
sis.325 I argue that it is no coincidence that Benhabib has not found as urgent a need to 
develop an alternative vocabulary as Young and Fraser, and that at the same time she 
is the most committed of the three theorists in the Habermasian deliberative demo-
cratic theoretical framework, in which the concept of the public sphere is a central part. 
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At the same time, I argue that her application of the notion the “female public sphere” 
in her general project emphasizes her need to include “difference” in politics. Benhabib 
refers to the salons as spaces for mixing and mingling people who represent different 
(upper class) ranks and positions. Furthermore, and perhaps more importantly, the 
salons are described as sites for “female” presence and alternative forms of communi-
cation that contest the strict rational discourse required in the official public sphere. 
Benhabib sees the “politics of difference” as the key feature in challenging and reinter-
preting political ideals and realities after the fall of the East-European totalitarian so-
cialist regimes. Benhabib’s notion of a female public sphere is applied in confronting 
the legacy of totalitarianism, but also in defending the modern ideal of equality as a 
condition for differentiated public life. 

  

4.2. The Concept of the Public Sphere: Reconciling “Equality” and 
“Difference” 

In the previous subchapter I analyzed Benhabib’s, Young’s and Fraser’s discussion of 
three concepts with which each of the theorists have approached the problem of exclu-
sion of various groups of people from the public sphere and confronted the lack of at-
tention toward the problem of exclusion in standard public sphere theories. I have ex-
amined Benhabib’s notion of the female public sphere, Fraser’s concept of subaltern 
counterpublics, as well as Young’s concept of a heterogeneous public, and highlighted 
the context-related and politically charged uses of each of the concepts. I have argued 
that rather than merely responding to some abstract and generalized problem of ex-
clusion in mainstream public sphere theory in their texts from the mid-1980s to the 
mid-1990s, Benhabib, Fraser and Young apply their concepts in negotiating the grow-
ing significance of “the politics of difference” in relation to the legacy of the Marxist 
tradition and socialist politics. In this subchapter I will continue to examine the three 
theorists’ discussion on the conditions for an inclusive public sphere as part of this ne-
gotiation. But now I will examine the concept in three distinct discussion contexts rang-
ing from the mid-1990s to the 2010s. These three contexts are 1. The discussion on the 
“turn from the politics of distribution to the politics of recognition,” 2. The discussion 
on the “claims of culture,” and 3. The discussion on “global challenges” for democracy. 
I argue that in each of these three discussion contexts the authors apply the concept of 
the public sphere as an ideal of an all-inclusive sphere of political engagement which 
seeks to look beyond the claimed antagonism between the claims for socioeconomic 
inequality and the claims of cultural justice.  

Young, Fraser, and Benhabib apply the concept of the public sphere in a few books 
which take as their starting point the “shift” from the emphasis on distributive justice 
to that of “cultural” justice. While, however, the “cultural” in their discussions from the 
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early 1990s refers mainly to the oppression and political aspirations of various groups 
that have long been established, albeit discriminated against, in U.S. society, their focus 
changes in their later texts to considering multicultural issues in a more global context. 
This is not a straightforward shift, as Young’s “Epilogue: International Justice” in Justice 
and the Politics of Difference326 from 1990 already implies a growing interest in a global 
perspective, and as Benhabib’s Democracy and Difference327 from 1996 highlights the 
urgency to analyze identity politics in a global context. I would, however, dare to claim 
that the three theorists’ works at the approach of the 21st century reflect a clear em-
phasis on analyzing the politics of culture from a global perspective.328 This global per-
spective includes issues related to immigration, Muslim immigration in particular; is-
sues concerning the collective identity and self-determination claims of global cultural 
minorities; and human rights. In applying the concept of the public sphere in the con-
text of these discussions, the ideal of democratic inclusion remains a central objective: 
no one should be excluded from participating in the public sphere based on their cul-
tural identity, and “the politics of culture” should be accepted as a legitimate part of the 
public discourse on justice.  

Several political theorists have addressed the distinction between the politics of social 
equality and the politics of difference in its various forms. There are theorists working 
within, or in dialogue with, the Left tradition who have suggested that the focus on 
“identity politics” has led to neglecting questions of political economy, and has high-
lights specific group issues rather than addressing issues of justice that concern every-
one.329 There are also theorists working within the continental political tradition who 
have taken the “politics of difference” as their starting point and have continued in the 
spirit of Hegel’s concept of anerkennung to theorize oppression in terms of the misrec-
ognition of various oppressed groups, and who prioritize misrecognition as a cause for 
oppression with its deeply felt consequences for various groups’ self-identity.330 Then, 
there are theorists such as Benhabib, Fraser, and Young, who have sought to address 
the “cultural shift” by seeking for a comprehensive theory that would recognize both 
social equality and cultural justice. As feminist theorists whose objective is to develop 
a comprehensive democratic theory to deal with both cultural and economic injustice, 
the three theorists, however, disagree with each other on several points, and do not 
represent a larger consensual feminist perspective on the economic vs. cultural justice 
problematic, either.  
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In my analysis I will show that the claim for a culturally pluralist and inclusive public 
sphere can be understood in the context of debating and renegotiating the shift from 
questions of socioeconomic equality to questions of cultural difference. I begin by ana-
lyzing the uses of the concept of the public sphere in the context in which the theorists 
explicate the discourse of the shift from redistribution to recognition. Initiated by Fra-
ser, this discussion starts from the claim that political economy risks being forgotten 
in current social and political theorizing. At the same time, cultural or “identity politics” 
should not be considered trivial or less important than distributive politics. In my anal-
ysis I discuss not only Fraser’s but also Young’s and Benhabib’s interpretations of the 
shift from the politics of social equality to the politics of difference. I argue that despite 
their differences in the debate, they all apply the concept of the public sphere as a rec-
onciling link between different justice claims.  

In the second part of my analysis I continue to look at the uses of the concept of the 
public sphere in the context of the discourse that expresses the turn from the politics 
of distribution to the politics of difference, focusing on the theorists’ discussion on mul-
ticultural disputes and dilemmas in contemporary (Western) societies. I argue that 
Benhabib and Fraser apply the concept of the public sphere as a normative framework 
for addressing multicultural issues that are suggested to cause friction in Western so-
cieties, though they do not emphasize this normative aspect regarding distributive pol-
itics. In my analysis the three theorists view the claims of cultural minorities as aligned 
with the “feminist politics of difference” that has resisted the exclusion of women from 
the public sphere based on their suggested gender difference. At the same time, Ben-
habib and Fraser have a tendency to view gender equality as an established part of 
Western societies with the result that gender equality becomes one of the evaluative 
standards with which the justification of the “claims of culture” from outside the West 
can be evaluated. All three theorists strive for an overarching theory. But, I argue, 
Young is the most convincing in her use of the concept of the public sphere as the locus 
for a politics of difference which resists the patronizing politics of tolerance331 and 
highlights the intertwining of socioeconomic and cultural issues. 

Finally, I move on to the discussion on the global public sphere in the context of dis-
cussing “global challenges” for democracy. In Benhabib’s, Fraser’s and Young’s discus-
sions, the obstacles for political inclusion and representation arise as the most pressing 
global problem. Much of the theorists’ discussions on the inclusion problematic circu-
lates around the redistribution-recognition dilemma. But, I claim, when the theorists’ 
discussion on the conditions of inclusion in the global era is concerned, the cultural vs. 
economic justice debate plays only a minor role. But having said that, at the same time 
the role of the concept of the public sphere as a tool of imagining inclusive political 
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constellations conditioned by cultural and economic equality is more highlighted in 
their texts than ever.  

Reconciling the Shift “from Redistribution to Recognition” 

Fraser begins her book Justice Interruptus: Critical Reflections on the “Postsocialist” Con-
dition332 from 1997 by stating that all the chapters included in the volume are meant 
to diagnose the “postsocialist condition,” by which she refers to the condition of West-
ern societies after the fall of the Soviet Union at the turn of the 1990s. It is not only the 
institutional manifestations of the socialist era, Fraser agues, that need to be critically 
reflected by political theorists, it is also the change in the climate of political ideals and 
political claims making. Firstly, according to Fraser, there is a legitimate worry about a 
lack of political visions that could replace the socialist one without forgetting still im-
portant issues relating to political economy. Secondly, there is a need to respond to the 
shift in political claims making from the claims of social equality to the claims of cul-
tural difference, and to find ways to bridge these two sets of political claims in a pro-
ductive way. All the chapters of the volume, Fraser claims, seek to challenge the rigid 
division between the politics of social equality (redistribution) and the politics of dif-
ference (recognition).333  

The essay in Justice Interruptus called “From Redistribution to Recognition” represents 
the first explicit account of Fraser’s critical theoretical separation of the politics of re-
distribution and recognition, and was widely discussed by democratic theorists and 
was, as Kevin Olson puts it, ”hailed as a major intervention even by those who disa-
greed with its core oppositions”334. In the essay Fraser claims that for theoretical pur-
poses it is essential to highlight the distinguishable character of redistribution claims 
and recognition claims. Fraser classifies social movements as either recognition claim-
ants or redistribution claimants, or both. The gay and lesbian movement is presented 
as claiming recognition, working class movements are asking for redistribution, and 
feminist as well as anti-racist movements represent both perspectives equally. In the 
previous chapter I argued that in the article “Rethinking the Public Sphere” from 1990 
(which is also included in Justice Interruptus) the concept of subaltern counterpublics 
figures as a tool to highlight the cultural political aspects of the class struggle, while 
still prioritizing social equality as a background condition for a democratic public 
sphere. In the essay “From Redistribution to Recognition” Fraser more clearly (or ana-
lytically, as she says) separates the class perspective from the cultural political per-
spective. But how is the concept of the public sphere applied in this “dualistic” frame-
work? 
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Based on my analysis of the uses of the concept of the public sphere in Fraser’s discus-
sion in the essay “From Redistribution to Recognition,” I argue that the concept figures 
as a reconciling link between different justice claims. Despite the general framework 
of Fraser’s article, which highlights the need to distinguish between the economic and 
cultural aspects of justice, she uses the concept of the public sphere in the context of 
emphasizing the need to take both cultural-political and economic-political aspects 
into account when thinking about the conditions of equal participation and justice. In 
the essay Fraser writes: 

Cultural norms that are unfairly biased against some are institutionalized in 
the state and the economy; meanwhile, economic disadvantage impedes equal 
participation in the making of culture, in public spheres and in everyday life. 
The result is often a vicious circle of cultural and economic subordination. (JI, 
15) 

The concept of the public sphere appears in Fraser’s text as the locus for “equal partic-
ipation in the making of culture,” and Fraser claims that this equal participation is hin-
dered by economic disadvantage. The concept of the public sphere is mentioned a few 
times in the essay335 and each time the concept is used to highlight the ideal of equal 
participation and inclusion. Furthermore, Fraser presents the obstacles to equal par-
ticipation in the public sphere as exemplifying the intertwining of cultural and eco-
nomic injustice, “a vicious circle of cultural and economic subordination.”  

Fraser’s essay “From Redistribution to Recognition” is accompanied by an article on 
the same theme “Recognition or Redistribution? A Critical Reading of Iris Young’s Jus-
tice and the Politics of Difference,” which was written two years earlier.336 Fraser’s dis-
cussion on “redistribution” vs. “recognition” can also be read as a critique of Young’s 
book which, according to Fraser, focuses too much on the question of difference while 
neglecting questions of political economy. There is a long-standing debate between 
Young and Fraser about the way in which the distributive and cultural perspectives on 
justice should be combined in critical democratic theoretical analysis. Fraser has on 
several occasions emphasized that her classification of social movements and axes of 
oppression in accordance with the redistribution/recognition-framework is merely 
analytical, and does not deny the intertwining of cultural and economic aspects of op-
pression and political claims making in actual societal contexts.337 Some critics, such as 
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Judith Butler and Young herself, have argued, however, that Fraser’s analysis repro-
duces a dualist conception of oppression, and deems the so-called politics of recogni-
tion as less important than that of redistribution.338  

In her article “Unruly Categories: A Critique of Nancy Fraser’s Dual Systems Theory” 
Young claims that while Fraser’s early articles such as “What’s Critical about Critical 
Theory?” as well as “Rethinking the Public Sphere” highlight the simultaneousness of 
the economic-cultural battles, her later articles, such as the “From Redistribution to 
Recognition,” make almost an opposite argument by distinguishing economic from cul-
tural political claims.339 I too see that there is a change in Fraser’s discussion from the 
early articles Young mentions and her essay “From Redistribution to Recognition” 
written a few years later. The cultural manifestations of capitalist oppression are more 
explicated and highlighted in the earlier essays while in the latter essay the point is 
made about distinguishing the politics of cultural recognition and economic equality. 
Since the mid-1980s Fraser has consistently defended the claims of social movements 
to include issues related to cultural or identity-based discrimination and suppression 
in political debate, and have argued that these issues are no less important than the 
traditional claims of economic and political equality. From the mid-1990s on, the argu-
ment that questions related to political economy are neglected in contemporary theory 
and politics becomes more central in Fraser’s writings, and separating the claims of 
cultural and economic justice becomes more highlighted.  

However, when looking at the concept of the public sphere and how Fraser applies the 
concept in negotiating the “cultural shift” in democratic politics and theory, I argue that 
the intertwining of economic and cultural justice is still emphasized: The concept is 
applied to refer to a concrete locus for open and inclusive political life, which in turn is 
conditioned by cultural, identity-based, political and economic equality. It is my con-
tention that the same reconciling role of the concept of the public sphere is present in 
Young’s texts as well, even though her approach to the dilemma of the “cultural shift” 
is different from that of Fraser’s, and even though there have been disagreements be-
tween the theorists on the matter.  

Compared to the earlier discussion on a heterogeneous public in Justice and the Politics 
of Difference, Young’s approach on defining culture and cultural groups as embedded 
in power relations is somewhat altered in her later discussion. As I have discussed in 
the previous subchapter, in Justice and the Politics of Difference Young refers to differ-
ent groups, such as laborers, as victims of “cultural imperialism.” However, in Inclusion 
and Democracy from 2000, Young claims that group differences should not be thought 
of in terms of “cultural ethnicity.” This, argues Young, is the common interpretation of 
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the politics of difference by Left and liberal critiques. Rather, Young argues that group 
differences should be considered more like class ”inasmuch as they concern structural 
relations of power, resource allocation, and discursive hegemony”340. It seems to me, 
then, that Young’s prevailing attempt to theorize democratic inclusion from the per-
spective of both class and “identity politics” relies more on a cultural political perspec-
tive in the early texts, while the class perspective is reappreciated in the later analysis. 
Still, rather than arguing for a strengthening of the distributive paradigm of justice, 
Young highlights the value of democratic inclusion conditioned by an accepting and 
welcoming of a plurality of social and cultural perspectives in the public political 
sphere.341 Also, the class condition of so-called identity political groups is discussed 
empathetically as a condition to be able to participate in social and political life on 
equal terms with others.342 It would seem that the concept of public sphere as the locus 
for all-inclusive political participation figures as a tool to approach the politics of dif-
ference and the politics of social equality as intertwined perspectives in both Fraser’s 
and Young’s discussions.  

Young’s, Fraser’s, and Benhabib’s texts from the late 1990s up until today express a 
more global perspective on democratic theorizing than their previous works. In the 
introduction to her edited book Democracy and Difference from 1996, Seyla Benhabib 
writes that the celebration of the victory of liberal democracy after the fall of authori-
tarian communism has to be contested: ”the global trend toward democratization is 
real, but so also are the oppositions and antagonisms asserting themselves against this 
trend in the name of various forms of difference – ethnic, national, linguistic, religious, 
and cultural”343. While supporting the democratic role of the “new social movements” 
that have contributed to the shift from issues of distribution to the “politics of iden-
tity/difference since the 1970s and 1980s”344 Benhabib argues that globally, the poli-
tics of identity/difference has been manifested in many anti-democratic ways. 
Whereas groups of people have become victims of genocide, religious fundamentalism 
and nationalist movements have gained increasing support.345 I pay attention to two 
aspects of Benhabib’s discussion here: firstly, Benhabib appreciates the turn from dis-
tributive politics to a politics of difference, and she welcomes the democratic moment 
after what she calls “authoritarian communism.” Secondly, she treats difference as a 
problem. The title of the introduction to Democracy and Difference is “The Democratic 
Moment and the Problem of Difference”346 and her main argument seems to be that the 
identity political shift that started already in the 1970s with the rise of new social 
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movements has to be reevaluated in the new post-communist situation in the global 
context.  

The concept of the public sphere, I argue, plays a central role in Benhabib’s discussion 
in Democracy and Difference, in which she seeks to redefine the democratic conditions 
for identity politics. In “Toward a Deliberative Model of Democratic Legitimacy,” Ben-
habib examines the possibilities of responding to the challenges of the era of the poli-
tics of difference with the help of deliberative democratic theory. Benhabib argues that 
there are three “public goods” that each have an essential role in well-functioning de-
mocracies: the good of economic welfare, the good of “a viable sense of collective iden-
tity;” and the good of democratic legitimacy. Benhabib writes: 

Complex modern democratic societies since the Second World War face the 
task of securing three public goods. These are legitimacy, economic welfare 
and a viable sense of collective identity. [...]The present essay is concerned 
with one good above others which democratic societies must attain: the good 
of legitimacy. I will argue that legitimacy in complex democratic societies must 
be thought to result from the free and unconstrained public deliberation of all 
about matters of common concern. Thus a public sphere of deliberation about 
matters of mutual concern is essential to the legitimacy of democratic institu-
tions. (“Toward,” 67-68) 

According to Benhabib, the good of legitimacy must be prioritized as the normative 
basis of democracy, while economic welfare and collective identity, despite their nec-
essary democratic function, can be also secured by undemocratic regimes.347 Although 
Benhabib does not herself explicate the connection, I read the categories of “public 
goods” in line with her argumentation in the introduction of the book, as (1) economic 
distribution, (2) securing of identity, and (3) democratic politics.348 To me, it seems 
that Benhabib relies on the “good of democratic legitimacy” as an overarching regula-
tive framework for both the politics of distribution of economic welfare and for the 
claims of identity-political group rights. Furthermore, “the public sphere of delibera-
tion” has a central role in Benhabib’s objective to secure a democratic basis for the 
claims of economic welfare and collective identity. 

The problem of difference returns in Benhabib’s analysis of feminist critiques of delib-
erative democratic theory. In the first part of “Toward a Deliberative Model of Demo-
cratic Legitimacy” Benhabib defends the Habermasian notion of the public sphere as a 
more inclusive one than the liberal conception. She claims that what is missing from 
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the Rawlsian principle of public reason is ”All contestatory, rhetorical, affective, impas-
sionated elements of public discourse [...]”349. However, when her discussion is turned 
to defending the Habermasian deliberative theoretical model against Young’s critique 
of impartial reason, Benhabib argues on the contrary that ”greeting, storytelling, and 
rhetoric, although they may be aspects of informal communication in our everyday life, 
cannot become the public language of institutions and legislatures in a democ-
racy[...]”350. Benhabib, on the one hand, defends the deliberative model of the public 
sphere as inclusive to different forms of political expression, and thus also as more in-
clusive to a plurality of people. On the other hand, Benhabib applies the deliberative 
democratic concept in highlighting the ideals of impartial reason and to tone down the 
feminist critique of the exclusion of difference.  

All the three theorists apply the concept of the public sphere as a reconciling tool be-
tween the politics of difference and equality. Each of the theorists take a stand on the 
growing emphasis on the politics of difference in political theorizing and in society at 
large and use the concept of the public sphere to rework the link between the more 
traditional claims for economic equality among the working classes and the cultural 
and identity political claims of new social movements, among which is the second-wave 
feminist movement. This is done, I have argued, by focusing on the ideal of democratic 
inclusion and by viewing both the socioeconomic and group identity-related equality 
as the conditions for inclusion in the political public sphere. There are some disagree-
ments and differences between the theorists, but my analysis of Fraser’s and Young’s 
discussion shows that the concept of the public sphere works as a common ground in 
their otherwise heated discussion. At the same time, Benhabib’s reference to the “prob-
lem of difference” and her critique of Young’s theorizing of heterogeneous modes of 
public communication suggest that the concept of the public sphere is not only referred 
to as the site of inclusion but is also applied to refer to a proper mode of political com-
munication, and in a way to tone down the feminist critique that demanded a more 
pluralist account of political communication. I continue this argument concerning the 
uses of the concept of the public sphere as a justification basis for a politics of difference 
in the next subsection. 

Justifying “the Claims of Culture”  

In The Claims of Culture from 2002,351 Benhabib continues to rely on the discourse of 
the shift from the politics of distribution to the politics of recognition. Taking a stance 
on this shift, Benhabib argues that cultural claims should not be considered to be sec-
ondary to economic ones, nor should the political economy be understood as a fixed 
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ground that explains cultural struggles. Benhabib defends the political independence 
of cultural issues against some Leftist critiques that have, according to Benhabib, either 
explained cultural battles within a simplifying economic framework or explicitly 
claimed that cultural issues are irrelevant to politics. Benhabib defends feminist theo-
rizing against, among others, Brian Barry, who has claimed that Young’s and Fraser’s 
theoretical emphasis on cultural politics is “bad sociology,” and has insisted on the pri-
macy of the questions of socioeconomic equality over questions of cultural justice. Al-
lying herself with Young and Fraser, Benhabib suggests that feminist critical theorists 
have been successful in emphasizing the interrelation between the questions of culture 
and politics.352 Benhabib claims that the public sphere provides a democratic setting 
for intercultural disputes that are a quintessential part of the global political land-
scape.353 

Benhabib defends the deliberative democratic approach to “multicultural struggles,” 
and argues that all those affected by given policies, laws, and political decisions should 
be able to participate in a public dialogue concerning these decisions made in civil so-
ciety. According to Benhabib, ”deliberative democracy sees the free public sphere of 
civil society as the principal arena for the articulation, contestation, and resolution of 
normative discourses”354. Benhabib argues that the “claims of culture” should be con-
sidered to be claims against “Otherness,” claims to widen the scope of public discussion 
on justice, and claims to be included and accepted in the mutual “learning process” con-
ducted in the public debate.355 Benhabib’s contesting of the exclusions based on “oth-
erness” reminds one of her earlier critiques of excluding “concrete others” from the 
public sphere.356 In the preface of The Claims of Culture, Benhabib argues that while her 
earlier work defended a conception of universalism that would be “receptive to gender 
differences,” her focus is now in claiming the same about cultural differences. Benhabib 
argues, furthermore, that there is an “unavoidable connection between cultural diver-
sity and gender-related differences” and sees recognition as the “master concept” for 
reflecting on the politics of various social movements and group struggles, including 
the contemporary feminist movement and various other cultural political struggles.357 

Benhabib discusses the public sphere as an arena of political dialogue within civil soci-
ety in which people with distinct identities and group affiliations can participate, and 
within which they are also able to politicize the questions related to groups and their 
treatment in the majority culture and society. There is, however, also another way the 
concept of the public sphere is applied in Benhabib’s discussion. Throughout The 
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Claims of Culture, Benhabib discusses multicultural struggles as a possible problem for 
liberal democracy, and the public sphere is referred to as a kind of a buffer zone in 
which cultural disputes can be expressed and debated. As Benhabib writes in the chap-
ter “Deliberative Democracy and Cultural Dilemmas,” ”it is in the public sphere, situ-
ated within civil society, that multicultural struggles have their place, and that political 
and moral learning and value transformations occur”358. Benhabib implies here, I ar-
gue, that it is precisely the unofficial arenas within civil society – not the official political 
institutions – within which cultural political debates should occur. Furthermore, Ben-
habib argues that in the public sphere, cultural groups “learn to give a justification for 
their actions with good reasons in the public sphere,” and that preventing public dis-
cussion in the public sphere of civil society pushes religious movements underground, 
possibly leading to their radicalization.359 I argue, thus, that Benhabib applies the con-
cept of the public sphere both to refer to a buffer zone between legal institutions and 
political activities of cultural minorities, and as a secure setting for addressing “the 
claims of culture” on the other.  

Benhabib discusses the claims for and against the right to wear Muslim headscarves in 
Western societies as an example of a gender-related cultural struggle that has pro-
voked discussion in the public sphere. The analysis of what she names “the scarf affair” 
or “l’affaire foulard” has been published in slightly different versions in several of her 
books and as journal articles.360 The case as Benhabib describes it, began in France in 
1989 when three Muslim girls revolted against their school authorities and refused to 
take off their headscarves. This led to the expulsion of the girls, as they were violating 
the norm of “laïcité,” (secularity), i.e. the absence of religion in public institutions. Ac-
cording to Benhabib, the actions of the three Muslim girls started a public debate on 
the founding democratic principles of the French state and of French national identity. 
The case was officially put to rest in 1994 by the French Minister of Education who 
declared that out of respect for freedom of religion, “discreet” religious symbols were 
allowed in schools but that the Muslim veil was not counted as such. Benhabib ex-
presses her disappointment about the arguments which the decision was based on, and 
states that the process was a missed opportunity for a deliberative learning process. 
Benhabib writes:  

Had their voices been listened to and heard, it would have become clear that 
the meaning of wearing the scarf itself was changing from religious act to cul-
tural defiance and increasing politicization. Ironically, it was the very egalitar-
ian norms of the French public educational system that brought these girls out 
of the patriarchal structures of the home and into the French public sphere 
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and gave them the confidence and the ability to resignify the wearing of the 
scarf. (CC, 117, original emphasis) 

Benhabib argues that by refusing to take off their headscarves, which resulted in their 
expulsion, the three Muslim girls brought a matter considered private into the public 
sphere. The girls did not just claim their right to religious freedom, they also contested 
the boundaries of the public and the private by making a private religious practice a 
subject of public discussion and by reinterpreting the principles of French citizenship. 
Sadly, according to Benhabib, the arguments of the three girls were not listened to and 
their political claims were interpreted as influenced by Islamist movements claiming 
more foothold in French society.361   

Benhabib defends the right of the Muslim minority to voice their “claims of culture” in 
the democratic public sphere, and she criticizes the French state for failing to take up 
the opportunity of engaging in a genuine and mutually respectful multicultural dia-
logue. Benhabib’s book, and in particular her discussion on gender equality and multi-
culturalism, can be read as a contribution to thinking beyond the universalism vs. par-
ticularism antagonism which presents gender equality and multiculturalism as irrec-
oncilable opposites.362 Benhabib bridges this false antagonism by defending a demo-
cratic conception of cultural politics which emphasizes the democratic and discursive 
formation of cultural identities and the democratic agency of the members of the cul-
tural groups in resignifying their traditions. As I have argued, the concept of the public 
sphere is applied as a tool to defend Benhabib’s democratic theoretical perspective on 
“the claims of culture.” However, at the same time, I would argue that Benhabib defends 
the French liberal state as the basis for actualizing the ideal of an emancipatory public 
sphere and compares it to the patriarchal cultures in which women are confined to the 
domestic realm. It is also, according to Benhabib, the French state that gave the girls 
“the confidence and the ability” to politicize the use of the headscarf. In Benhabib’s 
analysis, then, the public sphere is applied to picture a site of multicultural negotiation 
of the norms of gender equality, which have their basis in the Western state.  

As I have discussed at the beginning of this section, Benhabib does not only engage with 
resolving antagonism between the universalist tradition and multiculturalism but also 
between the paradigms of distribution and recognition. As James Tully writes in his 
review article on (among other books) The Claims of Culture,363 ”rejecting the view that 
struggles over recognition are separate from and opposed to struggles over distribu-
tion, Benhabib then analyses the complex relationships between the two thorough 
cases and in dialogue with Nancy Fraser’s account. This leads to a consideration of the 
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extent to which collective identities are constructed by the institutions of democratic 
welfare states and her argument for a ‘model of public life in which narratives of self-
identification would be more determinant of one’s status in public life than would des-
ignators and indices imposed upon one by others’”364. I argue, however, that Benhabib 
does not pay much attention to the distributive paradigm of justice in her discussion 
on “the claims of culture.” She does defend the interrelatedness of the economic dimen-
sion and the cultural dimension of justice, but the focus of her analysis concerns multi-
cultural disputes and the political-economic perspective has a minor role in her discus-
sion365..  

Fraser, too, attends to the discussion on the Muslim minorities’ right to wear head-
scarves in public institutions. In Redistribution or Recognition. A Political-Philosophical 
Exchange366 from 2003 she offers “the scarf affair” debate as an example to highlight 
the “double requirement for the claims of cultural recognition.” By this she means that 
recognition claimants must show that the claims they make are in line with the norm 
of participatory parity both regarding the polity in general and regarding the minor-
ity’s internal relations. According to Fraser, ”those claiming for recognition for the fou-
lard must establish two points: they must show, first, that the ban on the scarf consti-
tutes an unjust majority communitarianism, which denies educational parity to Muslim 
girls; and second, that an alternative policy permitting the foulard would not exacer-
bate female subordination – in Muslim communities or society-at-large”367. Fraser ar-
gues that the claims for the right to wear the Muslim headscarf are indeed justified on 
both these grounds, although having said that, Fraser emphasizes that evaluating the 
justification basis of the recognition claims is in the hands of the democratic public, not 
of a theorist-expert, nor of the “misrecognized” individuals. In quite the same way as 
Benhabib, I argue, Fraser then defends the public sphere as the proper arena for the 
politicization of the use of the headscarf, and she sides with those who claim the right 
to wear the headscarf in public. Fraser also emphasizes the transformative dimension 
of the public debate on the foulard. The debate gives an opportunity for the hegemonic 
polity to contest, in this case, French national identity. An opportunity is also given to 
the Muslim minorities in the sense of “refashioning Islam for a liberal-pluralist and gen-
der-egalitarian regime.”368 

Fraser’s discussion on the Muslim headscarf is related to the general theme of Redistri-
bution or Recognition in which Fraser debates with Axel Honneth on the relationship 
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between the politics of recognition and the politics of redistribution in Critical Theory. 
Fraser claims that faced with the demands of various groups seeking to politicize cul-
ture for the sake of justice, especially after the events of 9/11, today’s democratic the-
orists cannot turn their back on these claims and reduce the discussion on justice to 
the question of distribution. At the same time, while the problems related to maldistri-
bution, poverty and growing global capitalism have not ceased to exist, indeed quite 
the opposite, Fraser argues that ”justice today requires both redistribution and recog-
nition”369. Fraser opposes a view, held according to her by several theorists of justice, 
that the distributive perspective and the recognition perspective exclude one another. 
Like Benhabib, Fraser mentions Brian Barry, as well as Richard Rorty and Todd Gitlin, 
as theorists who have claimed that “identity politics” is counterproductive to the claims 
of social justice. From the other side of the debate, Fraser refers to Iris Young, who 
according to Fraser highlights “cultural transformation” as a primary political objec-
tive. Considering that these perspectives hold to a false anti-thesis, Fraser argues that 
both redistribution and recognition are legitimate as distinct theoretical perspectives, 
but also as clusters of political claims raised by social movements in the public 
sphere.370  

While Fraser highlights the equal importance of both the politics of redistribution and 
recognition, I argue that she focuses on discussing the validity basis of the latter, 
whereas the former is put aside in this discussion. Furthermore, “public debate” figures 
in Fraser’s discussion as the means to resolve the validity of the claims of cultural 
recognition in particular. In the section called “Justifying claims for recognition,” Fraser 
writes:  

Clearly, not every claim for recognition is warranted, just as not every claim 
for redistribution is. In both cases, one needs an account of criteria and/or 
procedures for distinguishing warranted from unwarranted claims. Theorists 
of distributive justice have long sought to provide such accounts [...]. Theorists 
of recognition, in contrast, have been slower to face up to this question. (RR, 
37) 

Continuing the discussion on the validity basis of the cultural recognition claims in the 
section called “Decision theory or democratic deliberation?” Fraser argues that the 
claims should not conflict with the ideal of participatory parity and that: 

[T]he norm of participatory parity must be applied dialogically and discur-
sively, through democratic process of public debate. In such debates, partici-
pants argue about whether existing institutionalized patterns of cultural value 
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impede parity of participation and about whether proposed alternatives 
would foster it [...]. For the status model, then, participatory parity serves as 
an idiom of public contestation and deliberation about questions of justice. 
More strongly, it represents the principal idiom of public reason, the preferred 
language for conducting democratic political argumentation on issues of both 
redistribution and recognition. [...]. (RR, 43, original emphasis) 

Public debate and public reason appear in Fraser’s discussion as the justification basis 
for both recognition and redistribution claims, but Fraser’s analysis and examples fo-
cus on the validity basis of recognition claims. On the one hand, public debate is a dem-
ocratic means of evaluating and judging recognition claims, in comparison to some 
from-above statements and decisions. On the other hand, there are norms that guide 
the public evaluation of the claims, and the political argumentation should follow the 
norms of proper public reasoning. Moreover, the justification of cultural political 
claims, Fraser argues, should be evaluated from the perspective of girls’ and women’s 
rights. Referring to Orthodox Jewish practices of sex segregation in education and to 
the claims of the right to wear Muslim headscarves, Fraser argues that the public recog-
nition of these practices needs to be evaluated based on whether they do or do not 
violate the “participatory parity” of women within these communities.371  

Compared to Benhabib and Fraser, who discuss “the claims of culture” within a redis-
tribution-recognition framework, Young is a self-declared anti-dualist theorist con-
cerning the distinction, and she highlights the interconnectedness of “cultural” and 
“economic” justice. However, as I have brought up in my analysis of her earlier demo-
cratic theoretical discussion in Justice and the Politics of Difference, Young has also op-
erated with the cultural politics/class politics division in her theorizing while valoriz-
ing cultural politics as replacing the “distributive paradigm.” This said, there is a re-
newed emphasis on structural, socioeconomic, power relations as conditioning so-
called “identity politics” in her later texts. In her essay “Structural Injustice and the Pol-
itics of Difference”372 Young argues that the analyses of the claims of Muslim minorities 
in Western countries often exemplify the “tendency to obscure some issues of jus-
tice.”373 The discussion on “the politics of culture” often misses the structural aspects 
of the oppression of cultural minorities when they only focus on defending the minor-
ities’ freedom of expression and association. According to Young:  

Many Muslim people dwelling in major European cities, for example, are vic-
tims of racial injustice. They are excluded from many opportunities for achiev-
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ing status and income, they suffer stereotyping and objectification of their em-
bodied presence, they lack recognized political voice, and they often live in 
segregated less desirable neighborhoods. The claims of such Muslims that they 
should have the freedom to wear headscarves or make their prayer calls in the 
public squares in European cities where they live should not be divorced from 
this context of broad and entrenched structural privilege of majorities and so-
cial and economic disadvantage of minorities. Public debates seem to displace 
the structural problems into issues of culture […]. (“Structural Injustice,” 105) 

Young agrees with Benhabib and Fraser about the important role of the “non-official 
public sphere of contestation and action”374 as a site for solving multicultural political 
conflicts, which is often neglected in liberal political theorizing. However, one differ-
ence compared to Fraser’s and Benhabib’s analyses, is that Young highlights the aspect 
of structural injustice and the influence of the economic status of the Muslim minori-
ties, and she emphasizes that “the public square” as a site of cultural disputes is affected 
by the underlying economic and structural issues.  

According to Young, furthermore, one of the pitfalls of theorizing cultural politics is 
adopting a position of the Western “we” from whose point of view it is evaluated 
whether some particular (foreign) cultural practice should be tolerated or not. Young 
argues that this approach entails a background assumption that “we” represent the 
norm and possess the acceptable and good values and denies the political subjectivity 
of those who are categorized as “not us.” Furthermore, Young argues that gender issues 
have a central position in the normalizing discourse on multicultural political conflicts, 
and Muslim women are often in the focus of the debate. According to Young, ”In many 
theoretical writings on multiculturalism, gender issues serve as the tests to the limits 
of toleration. Can we tolerate rules of a national minority that refuse to recognize the 
women who marry outside as group members? Can we allow Muslim women to accede 
to the pressure or expectation that they wear the hijab?”375 Young argues that the self-
gratulatory “we” of liberal theoretical discourse claim to represent the culture of gen-
der equality while foreign minority cultures are seen as backward when it comes to the 
status of women in their communities. Concluding her analysis, Young argues that in 
the liberal theorizing of cultural politics ”gender has moved from being a difference to 
occupying the universal”376. 

I argue that both the criticisms that I have taken from Young’s analysis of the liberal 
theorizing of “cultural politics” can be directed at Fraser’s and Benhabib’s discussions 
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on the foulard, and at the same time, not quite. The concept of the public sphere ap-
pears as a central notion of their theoretical position. On the one hand, I argue, that 
Fraser and Benhabib apply the concept to distance themselves from the liberal ap-
proach that Young describes. Firstly, both Fraser and Benhabib highlight the role of the 
public sphere as an arena for solving multicultural disputes and argue that the justifi-
cation of the political claims for the right to wear a Muslim headscarf can only be re-
solved in a democratic public discussion. Secondly, both Benhabib and Fraser highlight 
the need to listen to the claimants, and not to discuss matters over their heads. The two 
theorists endorse the entering of Muslim women and girls into the public sphere as 
political subjects. Thirdly, Benhabib and Fraser defend the Muslim girls’ actions as 
claims for equality rather than as particular cultural or religious claims – this is also 
understood as a right to be represented in the public sphere on equal terms with other 
people. Fourthly, as I have discussed earlier, Benhabib’s defense of the claims for the 
right to wear a Muslim headscarf in public can be read as in line with her defense of the 
politics of women’s movement which has demanded equal access in the public sphere 
of political participation without gender discrimination.  

On the other hand, in their discussion on the foulard, both Fraser and Benhabib write 
about gender equality as a gained status quo in Western society which multicultural 
politics might jeopardize. Even though they think that the claims for the right to wear 
a headscarf are justified and indeed promote gender equality, they emphasize the re-
sponsibility of the claimants in convincing the general public that their claims chime 
with established Western values such as gender equality. And even if both theorists 
argue that the transformative role of the public debate on the foulard also concerns the 
hegemonic public, the two theorists write about the opportunity of the majority culture 
to contest national identity, not their conception of gender equality. Furthermore, de-
spite the fact that both Benhabib and Fraser argue that the claims of recognition and 
distribution are interconnected, their analyses focus on the recognition problematic in 
particular: the economic-political dimension of the claims of recognition are not em-
phasized in their analyses, and the concept of the public sphere is applied as a justifi-
catory basis for multicultural politics, while justifying redistribution claims is not on 
their agenda.  

The “Global Challenges” for Inclusion 

In the introduction to The Politics of Inclusion and Empowerment,377 John Andersen and 
Birte Siim argue that globalization calls for a reinterpreting of the politics of redistri-
bution and the politics of recognition in social and political theorizing. The authors 
write that their objective is to highlight the interconnectedness of the distribution and 
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recognition claims, and they argue that “the politics of inclusion” provides a link be-
tween the two.378 The politics of inclusion highlights the value of equal access in polit-
ical deliberation. According to Siim and Andersen, globalization reinforces some anti-
democratic tendencies, but on the other hand does provide new venues for political 
participation and change. Many feminist and democratic theorists have claimed that it 
is necessary to think about democracy beyond the framework of the nation-state. Siim 
and Andersen name both Young and Fraser as inspirational theorists of global democ-
racy who have rethought the democratic value of equal participation in the global con-
text.379 I would also argue that there is a clear emphasis on the “third” category of jus-
tice that could be called equal participation, representation, or democratic legitimacy, 
in Fraser’s, Young’s, and Benhabib’s democratic theoretical discussions on globaliza-
tion. Moreover, I would maintain that the concept of the public sphere has a central 
role in defending this third category of justice claims.  

According to my analysis, Young highlighted the global perspective in her discussion 
on democratic inclusion before Benhabib and Fraser. Already in the epilogue “Interna-
tional Justice” in Justice and the Politics of Difference380 from 1990, Young claims that in 
focusing only on distribution, the important issue of democratic representation is put 
aside. Claims of economic and cultural justice are empty if the decision-making pro-
cesses are not inclusive and representative of different societal and cultural groups. 
While arguing that economic injustices are a burning issue, especially in the global con-
text of exploitation, and while cultural oppression, tied to economic oppression, has 
even more severe manifestations in international contexts than in the US, Young claims 
that tackling these issues is currently depoliticized.381 According to Young, state aid to 
poor countries, for instance, is not enough to address deeper underlying problems. In 
Justice and the Politics of Difference Young asks: ”Is there, then, in international politics 
something like an international civil society that repoliticizes public life outside or at 
the margins of these official state activities?”382 In Inclusion and Democracy, written ten 
years later, Young answers this question in the affirmative. She argues that a global 
civil society has an important role to play in promoting democracy in global times and 
that ”Global democratic processes could not be very strong without such public 
spheres that in principle included all the world’s peoples”383. 
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Young continues to press the issue of a globally inclusive public sphere in Global Chal-
lenges: War, Self-Determination, and Responsibility for Justice.384 In a chapter called “De-
centering the Project of Global Democracy,”385 Young criticizes the way Habermas for-
mulates his vision of the “European public sphere” in a way that neglects the global 
perspective. According to Young, Habermas and Derrida argue in their public address 
in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung,386 that the demonstrations in February 2003 
against the US war in Iraq is a sign of a formation of a European public sphere that 
exceeds the boundaries of individual nations.387 While Young finds Habermas’s valori-
zation of the European public sphere important, and while she agrees on the im-
portance of democratic opposition to US actions, she asks whether Habermas is repeat-
ing a nationalist and imperialist approach with his use of the concept of the European 
public sphere, and with his sole focus on European civil society. Young writes:  

The worldwide coordination of these demonstrations thus may signal an 
emergence of a global public sphere, of which European publics are wings, but 
whose heart may lie in the Southern Hemisphere. (GC, 141, original emphasis) 

According to Young, by focusing on the European public sphere, Habermas seems to 
forget the rest of the world and how the demonstrations against US actions took place 
not only in Europe but also worldwide. The valorizing of the building of a European 
public sphere in terms of forming a new sense of collective identity entails problems, 
Young argues. For Young, the idea of a democratic public sphere should not be about 
forming a common political identity, because this necessarily requires the idea of sep-
aration of “us” and “them.” She highlights the specific effect of the exclusionary identity 
formation between Europe and the Global South. In these times when there is growing 
hostility toward immigrants in the European countries and nationalist movements are 
on the rise, Young argues, there is an urgent need for conceptualizing inclusive models 
of the public sphere that do not reinforce the old divisions between the North and the 
South but build alliances between people throughout the world.388  

Should the discussion on democratic representation in a global context reconcile the 
recognition vs. redistribution debate, as Siim and Anderson suggest, and should the 
concept of the public sphere, as I suggest, have a central role as a tool for such a recon-
ciliation, it seems that globalizing the “identity” of the public sphere does not yet prove 
adequate. Young’s critique of Habermas’s concept of a European public sphere focuses 
on the conception of the identity of the public but does not address the question of eco-
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nomic inequality that conditions the formation of transnational public spheres. How-
ever, I argue that reinterpreting the global identity of the public sphere is not the main 
focus of Young’s argumentation in Global Challenges. Rather, her focus is in reinterpret-
ing the idea of who is considered and recognized as an agent of social and political 
change. Young’s feminist critique in Global Challenges focuses on the West-centrist con-
ception of the feminist movement. In a chapter called “The Logic of Masculinist Protec-
tion: Reflections on the Current Security State” Young claims that Western feminists 
have taken a position as protectors and saviors of the women of Asia and Africa, at the 
same time completely ignoring their agency. Here, Young seems to highlight the objec-
tive of building a more pluralist account of the feminist movement that would consider 
the agency of women worldwide. 

A closer look at Young’s discussion also reveals that in the context of discussing the 
political objectives of a global public sphere, economic inequality arises as a central 
issue in her analysis. In her critical discussion on Western feminism, Young argues that 
”Even before the war [in Afghanistan], it seemed to me, and still seems to me that fem-
inist focus on women under the Taliban constructed these women as exoticized others 
and paradigmatic victims in need of salvation by Western feminists, and it conveniently 
deflected attention from perhaps more intractable and mundane problems of gender-
based violence, domination, and poverty in many parts of the world, including the en-
lightened West”389. Combating poverty, as well as the unruly power of global economic 
institutions, are highlighted as among the most important objectives of the global fem-
inist movement. The concept of a global public sphere in Young’s analysis in Global 
Challenges is applied to highlight the need to recognize the political agency of people 
from outside the West and the Global North, and her concept of global political respon-
sibility that is enacted in public communication390 figures as the basis of global political 
resistance against economic and political oppression, domination and marginalization. 

Benhabib, too, has consistently argued against nationalist and unitary conceptions of 
citizenship and polity, and she highlights the public sphere as a democratic site for ne-
gotiating political identities. In The Reluctant Modernism of Hannah Arendt, Benhabib 
argues that the ideal of a public sphere cannot be based on the fiction of the holistic 
identity of the body politic. Rather, argues Benhabib, it is written into the idea of the 
public sphere that there is an ongoing contestation of who is included and who is ex-
cluded from its scope.391 Benhabib highlights this intrinsic feature of the public sphere 
in her discussion on the political claims making of ethnic immigrant groups in The 
Claims of Culture and in The Rights of Others. Her examples of the political claims re-
garding the use of the Muslim headscarf in France and in Germany are highlighted as 
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part of the continuing negotiation of the identity of the democratic polity through pub-
lic claims making and publicly mediated discussion that is open to all.392 Furthermore, 
in Another Cosmopolitanism Benhabib argues that the conception of citizenry as a po-
litical collective cannot be based on a nationalist idea of a “community of faith” that has 
the authority to define who can be included and who should be excluded. Rather, again, 
Benhabib defends a democratic and open discussion and negotiation over the bounda-
ries of the polity as a “democratic peoplehood.”393 

Not only does Benhabib discuss the “we” of the body politic as an identity category of 
sorts, she also highlights the value of inclusive polity from the perspective of demo-
cratic legitimacy. I claim that the concept of the public sphere as the principle of dem-
ocratic legitimacy figures in Benhabib’s works as a tool to mediate between both the 
politics of difference and claims for economic welfare. As Benhabib argues in Democ-
racy and Difference and The Claims of Culture, the value of democratic legitimacy is the 
most important value beside the values of cultural recognition and economic wel-
fare.394 Democratic legitimacy, the idea that political decisions are based on the will of 
the people, relies on an idea that there is a sovereign power matching a sovereign peo-
ple. Citizenship, according to Benhabib, is first and foremost a status which designates 
a person’s position as a member of the “democratic sovereign” that should provide the 
legitimization basis for political decisions. In her essay “Crisis of the Republic,”395 Ben-
habib claims that the spreading of transnational political activities on the level of offi-
cial politics as well as of grass root activism demonstrates that the nation-state ”is not 
the privileged site of the political”396. Benhabib asks: Where is the global popular sov-
ereign or the global demos whose claims global political and economic powers should 
listen to? Her answer is that the site of the actualization of cosmopolitan citizenship is 
the “global public sphere.”397 Injustices reinforced by economic and political institu-
tions of power arise in Benhabib’s argumentation as important “global challenges” to 
tackle in global civil society by means of social movements, among which the feminist 
movement is included.  

In Scales of Justice398 Fraser, in turn, argues that theorizing on justice should expand 
from analyzing the politics of redistribution and recognition to the claims of political 
representation. Fraser argues that while the discussion on redistribution and recogni-
tion answers the question of what the goal of democratic politics is, the claim of politi-
cal representation centers around the question of who can participate in the processes 
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of political decision making in the first place.399 Representation, argues Fraser, desig-
nates the political dimension of justice beside the economic and the cultural dimen-
sions. The political, in turn, addresses the question of who are included in the scope of 
the political debates on justice. In my own analysis on Fraser’s theorizing, I have 
pointed out how Fraser applies the concept of the public sphere to highlight the inter-
connectedness of recognition and redistribution as conditions for “representation” in 
the public sphere, rather than as separate goals of justice. In my analysis, Fraser has 
consistently argued that one of the main goals of both the “cultural” and “economic” 
claims raised by social groups and movements in the public sphere, is to be able to 
participate in society on a par with others – which includes participation in political 
life.400 It seems to me that the global context brings out this aspect of Fraser’s theoriz-
ing and highlights the use of the concept of the public sphere in reconciling the redis-
tribution or recognition dilemma.  

In “Transnationalizing the Public Sphere”401 Fraser returns to her earlier critique of 
Habermas’s public sphere theory and claims that Habermas as well as Habermas’s crit-
ics, including Fraser herself, have focused too much on a national and Western frame-
work when discussing the public sphere.402 The role of the claims of representation 
becomes central to her critique of the concept of the public sphere. Fraser argues that 
in the context of a globalizing world, the question of who is and who should be included 
in the public debate goes beyond nation-state boundaries:  

We must ask: If political citizenship no longer suffices to demarcate the mem-
bers of the public, then how should the inclusiveness requirement be under-
stood? By what alternative criterion should we determine who counts as a bo-
nafide interlocutor in a post-Westphalian public sphere? (SJ, 94-95) 

Defending the “all-affected principle” of the Habermasian public sphere theory, Fraser 
suggests that we should think of political membership in the public sphere beyond na-
tional citizenship. Following the all-affected principle, all those who are affected by a 
given political decision should be able to participate in the forming of a public opinion 
on that matter. Consequently, a conception of various interlocked publics should be 
valorized in a Critical Theory of the public sphere: Depending on the level and effects 
of the political decisions, decision makers should listen to the global public sphere, the 
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national public sphere or to another relevant public. According to Fraser, political de-
cisions that have transnational effects can only be legitimate if they are based on the 
public opinion of the all-inclusive transnational public sphere.403 

The highlighting of the objective of political inclusion in Fraser’s theorizing of global 
democracy is also reflected in her accounts of the global feminist movement. Like 
Young, Fraser takes a critical stance toward the state of feminism in the United States 
and suggests that what is happening is ”a major shift in the geography of feminist en-
ergies”404.  According to Fraser, feminism is at an impasse in the post-9/11 United 
States, and feminists should seek new inspiration from abroad. In Scales of Justice, in 
the chapter “Mapping the Feminist Imagination,”405 Fraser writes:  

Today, accordingly, the cutting edge of gender struggle has shifted away from 
the United States, to transnational spaces, such as “Europe” and the World So-
cial Forum, where the room for maneuver appears greater. (SJ, 100) 

“Europe” and “the World Social Forum,” referred to here as transnational spaces, are 
used as examples of building of a transnational public sphere. In “Mapping the Feminist 
Imagination,” Fraser writes that her purpose is to “stimulate discussion as to how we 
might reinvent the project of feminism for a globalizing world.”406 According to Fraser, 
the transnational feminist movement represents a third wave of feminism: after the 
humanist feminist phase highlighting socioeconomic equality, and the cultural feminist 
phase which sought to politicize the personal, the third phase of feminism needs to 
respond to the injustices created by the expansion of global capitalism and the hegem-
ony of neo-liberalist politics and “reframe” its politics from the perspective of people 
worldwide. Many transnational feminists, Fraser argues, have started to question the 
national frame of justice claims and notes ”the force of transnational public opinion, 
which flows with supreme disregard for borders through global mass media and cyber-
technology ”407. 

What is common to all three theorists is that they apply the concept of a global or trans-
national public sphere in challenging and reinterpreting the narrative that they have 
relied on since the 1990s. The discourse of the shift from the politics of distribution to 
the politics of recognition has been revealed to be inadequate as a framework for dis-
cussing the limits of political inclusion in the global context, and the concept of the pub-
lic sphere is applied yet again to highlight the question of who “we” are and whose con-
ditions of participation are we discussing. I wish to emphasize the words yet again. 
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Despite their renewed interest in the question of political inclusion and participation 
in the global context, the question of who are included has been central to the three 
theorists’ discussions on the public sphere from the very beginning. The question of 
inclusion has always been a core element of their feminist critique of the concept of the 
public sphere, and the meaning of the public sphere as open and accessible to all, is 
highlighted in the theorists’ discussions. Yet it is also true that the discussion on inclu-
sion in the context of theorizing global democracy challenges the conception of an all-
inclusive public sphere and points to certain blind spots in earlier feminist accounts 
concerning conditions of democratic inclusion. The theorists’ highlighting of the inter-
related global problems of human rights violations, racism, poverty, and economic op-
pression suggests, furthermore, that applying the concept of the public sphere in re-
fashioning the claim of political inclusion does not mean replacing the questions of eco-
nomic or cultural justice. Rather, the discussion might lead to the radical reformulation 
of each of the “dimensions of justice,” namely the economic, the cultural, and the polit-
ical. 

 

4.3. Conclusion: Politics of the Ideal of the Inclusive Public Sphere 

[…] Jürgen Habermas’s “The Public Sphere: An Encyclopedia Article” began to 
circulate among feminist scholars, and its compact and yet capacious outline 
of the concept became a key text in a search for women in public. [...] The con-
cept of the public sphere was suffused with a spirit of openness that feminists 
found inviting. (The second sentence of the encyclopedia article read, “Access 
is guaranteed to all citizens.”) (Ryan, 1992, 261) 

Mary Ryan’s “diagnosis” of the feminist reception of Habermas’s first outline of the con-
cept of the public sphere in English in 1974 captures, I argue, the very core of the con-
cept as an ideal of democratic inclusion. The concept sets out a promise of a sphere of 
political participation that is open to all. In feminist discussion the fact that the ideal of 
inclusion is inherent in the concept of public sphere has been widely welcomed, as 
Ryan writes. But along with this ideal there is a downside, namely the inherent exclu-
sions of the political sphere, a problem that has concerned many feminist researchers. 
Ryan herself is a feminist historian whose interest in the concept of the public sphere 
primarily relates to 19th-century North American society. However, a more contempo-
rary historical perspective is offered in the introduction to her article “Gender and Pub-
lic Access: Women’s Politics in Nineteenth-Century America,” in which she writes 
about the context of the publication of Habermas’s “The Public Sphere. An Encyclope-
dia Article”408 amid the growing activities of the new social movements at the end of 
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the 1960s and the beginning of the 1970s. In this climate, Ryan argues, Habermas’s 
encyclopedia article provided the theoretical reference point for finding women in pub-
lic sphere from which women had been excluded both in theory and in practice.409  

About two decades after the “Encyclopedia Article,” Habermas’s Structural Transfor-
mation was published for English-speaking audiences, and started a “wave” of feminist 
analysis that critiqued the concept of the public sphere from the perspective of the po-
tentials and limits of the concept as an ideal of democratic inclusion. Joining this wave 
of feminist analysis, Young, Benhabib, and Fraser outlined their first democratic theo-
retical analyses with the focus on the concept of the public sphere. Social and political 
differences, I have argued in this chapter, is highlighted in Benhabib’s, Fraser’s, and 
Young’s democratic theoretical analyses of the historical and prevailing exclusions 
plaguing public and political life. In the three theorists’ texts written in the late 1980s 
to mid-1990s, gender difference and its exclusion is at the heart of their critique of 
dominant public sphere theories, but so are other group differences as well, such as 
race, sexuality, and class. Later, at the turn of the third millennium, my analysis shows, 
the discussion on the politics of difference is increasingly attuned to cultural differ-
ences on a global level. As many commentators have pointed out, Benhabib, Fraser and 
Young have each provided distinct critiques of the exclusionary elements of the public 
sphere theory as well as solutions to meet with the ideal of inclusion through opening 
the concept, as well as the political and social reality, for social, political and cultural 
diversity.  

I approach the discussion on democratic inclusion from a historically contextualized 
perspective.  If the reception of Habermas’s “Encyclopedia Article” in a climate in which 
new social movements were multiplying responded to the urge to “find women in pub-
lic,” as Ryan suggests, I argue that the discussion since the turn of the 1990s should be 
read in the context of the “post-socialist condition” after the end of the Cold War, during 
which discourse about the “shift from the politics of socioeconomic equality to cultural 
difference” figures in social and political theory discussions. The analysis of Benhabib’s, 
Young’s, and Frasers texts from the late 1980s to the 2010s brings out how the theo-
rists confront aspects of Left tradition faced with critique from various social move-
ments for lack of attention to cultural politics or “the politics of difference” and for 
hanging onto an ideal of political unity. At the same time, as Left-inspired feminist the-
orists, Benhabib, Fraser, and Young seek ways to hold on to the ideal of social equality 
and economic justice as part of the feminist democratic project.  

I argue that Young, Fraser, and Benhabib use the concept of the public sphere in nego-
tiating the claimed shift from the politics of equality to the politics of difference in po-
litical theory and claims making. For the three theorists, the democratic theoretical 
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ideal of an inclusive public sphere has an important role in arguing for the intertwining 
of economic and cultural axes of justice but also in highlighting the distinction between 
these two axes. In my analysis of Fraser’s “subaltern counterpublics,” Young’s “hetero-
geneous public,” and Benhabib’s “the female ‘public sphere,’” I have argued that each 
theorist develops alternative public-related vocabulary to challenge the ideological ex-
clusion of women and femininity, as well as other social group differences, from the 
political public sphere, while at the same time they reinterpret and renegotiate the 
ideal of social equality for the purposes of more pluralist accounts of democracy. Ne-
gotiating the leftist emphasis on social equality with the “politics of difference” is also 
present in the three theorists’ feminist discussions on multicultural struggles in West-
ern societies as well as in pondering on the prospects of global democracy. The concept 
of the public sphere is used as a tool to reconcile the claims for equality and for differ-
ence as conditions for democratic justice. I argue, however, that this reconciliation also 
entails conflictual elements and reveals political-theoretical differences between the 
theorists.  
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5. The Public and the Political: Negotiating the Boundaries 
for Feminist and Socialist Politics 

 

A worldwide political campaign and movement #MeToo directed against sexual har-
assment and assault expanded through social media channels in October 2017, when 
an actress and activist Alyssa Milano tweeted: ”Me too. Suggested by a friend: “If all the 
women who have been sexually harassed or assaulted wrote ‘Me too.’ as a status, we 
might give people a sense of the magnitude of the problem.” If you’ve been sexually 
harassed or assaulted write ‘me too’ as a reply to this tweet”410. The tweet received 
thousands of replies overnight, and during the next months the hashtag #MeToo was 
repeatedly cited to make visible the experiences of billions of women all over the world. 
As not only a global movement “somewhere out there,” the Me Too campaign repre-
sents one of the few times in Finland that the feminist slogan “the personal is political” 
was brought into hegemonic public discussion accompanied by a concrete political 
meaning. The campaign was not restricted to social media, for articles on the theme 
were published in Finnish newspapers, television debates were organized, victims of 
harassment were interviewed, and even the Finnish Parliament addressed the ques-
tion of sexual harassment. The phenomena around the Me Too movement, I argue, sig-
naled the formation of both a national and a global public sphere in which political 
claims were raised to expose the misuses of gendered power in the form of sexual har-
assment and to demand action to prevent it.  

The claim that the personal is political is probably the most apparent feminist critique 
of mainstream public sphere theory in the three theorists’ works – and it remains a 
very important one seen from the perspective of actual political and social life. The rel-
evance and urgency of the claim becomes clear, for example, when arguments are 
voiced in public debate against the “politicization” of certain issues to silence critique 
and contestation of the status quo. Besides analyzing the uses of the concept of the 
public sphere in broadening the scope of “the political,” I argue in this chapter that 
there are two other ways the discussion on the public sphere as the locus of the political 
is approached in the theorists’ works. Firstly, the concept of the public sphere is applied 
in a discussion in which the three theorists criticize the idealizing of the public sphere 
as a locus of political emancipation and defend the value of personal privacy. In this 
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context, the public sphere is viewed as an uncontrolled and exposing arena of power 
battles, and the private sphere of personal privacy figures as the getaway from the 
“public light.” Secondly, the concept of the public sphere is used to distinguish the po-
litical from the “apolitical.” Although Benhabib, Fraser, and Young defend the expand-
ing and constant reinterpreting of the scope of the political, the three theorists also 
argue that not everything is political and that the public sphere contains certain char-
acteristics that signify the distinguishable character of the political. 

I am not content with merely demonstrating these three separate uses of the concept 
of the public sphere, but instead I argue that the uses of the concept as a boundary 
setter for “the political” are intertwined with negotiating Left and feminist thought in 
the three theorists’ texts. On the one hand, the uses of the concept of the public sphere 
imply an objective to develop an inclusive theory in which questions central to femi-
nism and the Left are dealt with. My analysis shows how the theorists argue for the 
politicization of the personal but also for the politicization of the economic. And while 
the theorists defend the value of personal privacy they also criticize the ideal of eco-
nomic privacy that camouflages misuses of economic power. Finally, the theorists ap-
ply the concept of the public sphere not only as a normative ground for discussing the 
political character of the women’s and the feminist movements, but also the labor and 
working-class movements. This said, I also argue that the theorists’ arguments con-
cerning gender and class politics, whether it is the claims of expanding the political, 
taking a stance on the value of privacy, or defending the distinct character of “the po-
litical,” is not a straightforward and conflict-free enterprise. Instead, I point out some 
tensions between claims related to class politics and arguments concerning feminist 
politics which come to the fore in the way the theorists apply the concept of the public 
sphere. 

In the introduction of her edited book Feminism and Politics, Anne Phillips writes that 
when the claim “the personal is political” was taken up in socialist feminist discussion 
in the 1960s and 1970s, it was applied to criticize Marxist activism and theory for ne-
glecting issues that touched the lives of women in particular, and in order to take dis-
tance from preoccupations with questions related to capital and labor.411 Based on my 
analysis of Young’s, Fraser’s, and Benhabib’s socialist feminist discussions, mainly in 
the second half of the 1980s, the need to politicize the personal is not, however, seen 
as replacing economy-related questions in toto. All three theorists argue that so-called 
personal issues should be included as relevant subjects of public sphere debates, but 
they also argue that “economic issues” should be included as well. At the same time, 
however, there is a difference between the theorists’ socialist feminist-inspired anal-
yses of the household as a gendered site of power relations compared to their discus-
sions which go beyond the framework of discussing households. While the discussion 
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that focuses on the household, as I will demonstrate, expresses a more intertwined per-
spective on the politicizing of the personal and the economic as an objective of feminist 
politics, other parts of their analyses highlight a distinction between socialist politics 
arguing for the politicization of the economic and the feminist movement demanding 
the politicization of the personal.  

As I have argued, the uses of the concept of the public sphere as a tool to negotiate the 
boundaries of the political for both feminist and Left politics is not limited to defending 
the broadening of the scope of the political. In her introduction to Feminism, the Public 
and the Private412 Joan Landes writes that in the article “Sex, Lies, and the Public 
Sphere,” included in the volume, Fraser insists that publicity is ”always and unambigu-
ously an instrument of empowerment and emancipation”413. What Fraser actually says 
in the article is that ”it is not correct to view publicity as always and unambiguously an 
instrument of empowerment and emancipation”414. I wonder whether the lapsus in cit-
ing this sentence in Fraser’s article tells something about the common framework in 
which feminist theorists discuss the public sphere as an arena of political empower-
ment and emancipation. The value of personal privacy is highlighted in a selection of 
Benhabib’s, Young’s, and Fraser’s texts from the 1990s, including Fraser’s “Sex, Lies, 
and the Public Sphere,” and each of these theorists criticizes the idealization of the pub-
lic sphere as a locus of political emancipation at the expense of forgetting the condi-
tions for protecting one’s personal privacy. While all three theorists defend the value 
of personal privacy, it is essential to note that their stance toward the ideal of economic 
privacy is less sympathetic. The theorists argue, on the contrary, that the rhetoric of 
economic privacy is used to protect powerful economic actors from critique and from 
the demands of transparency. I will argue that the theorists’ analyses, in somewhat dif-
fering ways, point toward an integrated perspective on the critical, “uneconomized” 
value of privacy on the one hand, and an unidealized and repoliticized interpretation 
of the emancipatory public sphere on the other.  

Hannah Arendt’s work has a central role in both Young’s and Benhabib’s discussions 
where they discuss the value of privacy for feminist politics. The public sphere, which 
in this context is discussed in terms of involuntary exposure, is, however, reinterpreted 
in an overlapping argument in which the Arendtian conception of a distinct public and 
political life is valorized by both Benhabib and Young. Indeed, the concept of the public 
sphere is also applied in the three theorists’ works to highlight the intrinsic features of 
political life, which are then contrasted with apolitical activities. What makes the con-
cept of the public sphere the signifier of “the political”? In my view, it is the emphasis 
on publicity understood on the one hand as “common” rather than private, and on 

                                                           
412 Landes 1998 in Feminism, the Public and the Private, 1-20. 
413 Ibid., 12. 
414 Fraser 1992 “Sex, Lies, and the Public Sphere,” cited as “Sex, Lies” from here on, 610. 



 The Public and the Political: Negotiating the Boundaries for Feminist and Socialist Politics 

151 
 

other hand as “open” instead of inward-looking, that is central to Benhabib’s, Fraser’s, 
and Young’s discussions. My analysis shows that while it has been suggested that the 
Marxist theoretical tradition does not value the intrinsic value of “the political,” the 
three feminist theorists apply the concept of the public sphere precisely to highlight 
the public, and the political, character of the working-class movement. The three theo-
rists discuss both the workers’ movement and the feminist movement from the per-
spective of how the activities of these movements meet the “normative standards” of 
publicity. Interestingly, the critique of interest politics is highlighted in the context of 
discussing class politics while the critique of separatism and political enclaving is di-
rected at feminist politics.  

Applying the concept of the public sphere as a tool in negotiating the boundaries of the 
political cannot be separated as a distinct phase of argumentation when looking at the 
three theorists’ body of work. Rather, I would argue that this negotiation figures in the 
theorists’ texts from the 1980s until today. In this chapter, my analysis focuses on the 
three theorists’ works from the 1990’s in which Benhabib, Fraser, and Young develop 
many of the ideas from their earlier texts. I focus on the theorists’ highlighting of the 
broadening of the scope of the political public sphere (Ch. 5.1), on the claims defending 
the boundary between personal privacy and unwanted publicity (Ch. 5.2), and finally 
their appealing to the concept of the public sphere as a normative-political framework 
for distinguishing the political from the apolitical in social movements’ activities (Ch. 
5.3.). At first, I return to the theorists’ socialist feminist argumentation regarding the 
household which I have discussed in the chapter 2. But now, I seek to highlight the 
separating of the claims of the politicization of “the economic” from that of “the per-
sonal” in the three theorists’ argumentation that exeeds the topic of household. After 
making this argument I will move on analyzing my three theorists’ arguments in which 
the privacy threating elements are attached to the concept of the public sphere of civil 
society rather than just the state bureaucracies. Finally, I return to the discussion on 
the value of “the political” which I saw as an awakening element of the three theorists’ 
uses of the concept of public sphere as a tool of “stretching of socialist feminism” in 
their early works. Broadening the scope of my analysis beyond the three theorists’ 
early texts, I argue that the concept of public sphere is used as a marker of the “political” 
differently with regards to the feminist movement on the one hand and labor move-
ment on the other.   

 

 



The Public and the Political: Negotiating the Boundaries for Feminist and Socialist Politics 

152 
 

5.1. The Personal and the Economic are Political: Expanding the 
Public Sphere 

In her 2006 introduction to the article “The Personal is Political,” Carol Hanisch reflects 
on the reception of her 1970 essay, discusses the context in which the widely cited text 
was written, and defends its basic argument. The text was written to defend the role of 
consciousness-raising activities within the Women’s Liberation Movement (WLM), and 
to argue against those within the Left and within the women’s movement who claimed 
that women’s consciousness-raising was apolitical, personal therapy. To counter these 
arguments, Hanisch writes that one of the most important ideas behind consciousness-
raising was to criticize and reveal the falsity of the idea that every woman should face 
her “personal” issues alone, and instead make women aware of their common condi-
tion as a subordinated group and build joint action to ensure a better future for women. 
The word “political,” according to Hanisch, was meant in the essay in a broader sense 
than electoral politics, and instead referred to power relations. One important political 
objective of consciousness-raising groups was belittled too, argues Hanisch, namely the 
objective of bringing so-called personal issues, such as sex, appearance, and abortion, 
into the public arena of political debate.415  

While there are no comparable and as widely spread slogans in other progressive so-
cial movements as “the personal is political” in the second-wave feminist movement, it 
can easily be argued that all such progressive movements have struggled with and 
claimed for themselves the inclusion of certain previously excluded issues from the 
public sphere of political debate and action. This is the case for anti-racist, post-colo-
nial, and LGBT movements, as well as the socialist movement. Seen from this perspec-
tive, it is difficult to understand the Leftist critique of feminist consciousness-raising 
groups and of the politicizing of the personal which Hanisch refers to in her discussion. 
As early as 1848, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels presented a political interpretation of 
the capitalist economic order as an order of class oppression and called for a movement 
of resistance against it.416 Later on, the movements following in the Marxist tradition 
did not give up on the idea of political economy organized by class relations of power 
and have defended the claim that the economic is political. Besides this obvious parallel 
between the claims to politicize previously depoliticized issues in the working-class as 
well as in the feminist movement and theory, there is a broad socialist and Marxist 
feminist discussion which has sought to combine the politicization of the personal and 
the economic.417  

                                                           
415 Hanisch 2006, 1-3. 
416 Marx & Engels 1848. 
417 See, for example, Hartmann 1974; Federici 1975; Eisenstein 1978; Sargent (ed.) 1981; Nicholson 
1981. 



 The Public and the Political: Negotiating the Boundaries for Feminist and Socialist Politics 

153 
 

Previously, in the chapter 2, I have highlighted the socialist feminist background of 
Benhabib’s, Fraser’s, and Young’s uses of the concept of the public sphere in their early 
texts from the 1980s. In these texts’ the political economy of the household is dis-
cussed, as I have argued. In the current analysis I will return to the theorists’ arguments 
concerning the intertwining of the economic and the personal aspects of power rela-
tions in the household,  and I will take a closer look at the concept of the public sphere 
reffered to as a political locus of the feminist claims regarding the personal-economic 
issues. Broadening the analysis to texts written in the early and mid-1990s I argue that 
when it comes to the arguments that focus on the household, the three theorists use 
the concept of the public sphere to negotiate feminist claims to politicize the personal 
and socialist claims to politicize the economic by highlighting the interrelatedness of 
both claims.  

In the second part of the analysis, I claim that while the theorists focus on issues that 
are not necessarily related to household, their view on the politicization of the personal 
and the economic is broadened as well. The theorists rely on the concept of public 
sphere in defending the inclusion of issues related to sexuality and culture in public 
political debate, for example, and they argue for the necessity to approach the working 
life and economic living conditions as political, as opposed to private or technical, mat-
ters. At the same time however, I claim that the intertwining of the claims to politicize 
the personal and the claims to politicize the economic is not as clear as in their discus-
sions on the household related issues. Rather it seems that the politicizing of the per-
sonal is seen as the contribution of the feminist movement to broaden the scope of 
public discourse while the politicization of the economic is seen as a separate project 
prompted by the working-class movements. When looking at the three theorists’ texts 
written in the end of 1980s to mid-1990s, there is, I would like to suggest, a moment in 
Benhabib’s, and Fraser’s and Young’s works in which the socialist feminist claim to pay 
attention to the household in socialist analysis is accompanied by a broader interpre-
tation of “the personal” concerning issues related to gendered everyday life and cul-
ture. This does not however mean that the claim to include economic issues in the pub-
lic sphere debate would be forgotten, but rather, the claim to politicize the economic is 
seen as a class-political claim, separate from the feminist project. 

Politicizing the Household: The Interwining of the Personal and the Economic 

In The Reluctant Modernism of Hannah Arendt, Seyla Benhabib criticizes theoretical dis-
tinctions between the social, the political and the intimate, on which Arendt’s concep-
tion of the public sphere is built.418 In Benhabib’s examination, the social is discussed 
mainly in economic terms, and the “social question” in Arendt’s theory is interpreted 
particularly as a problem of poverty. While she agrees on the normative connection 
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between the public and the political in Arendt’s theory, Benhabib argues contra Arendt 
that questions concerning economy can very well be integrated into the public political 
debate. Indeed, Benhabib argues, the politicization of the economic is a condition for 
revealing and tackling unjust power relations related to economy.419 In her discussion 
on “Revolution and the ‘Social Question,’” Benhabib writes:  

Arendt […] insists on wanting to make a content- or issue-based distinction, 
suggesting that although issues that are “worthy of public debate” change 
throughout history, some issues permit “administrative” solutions and hence 
can be removed from the public-political arena. (RMHA, 156-157) 

Benhabib criticizes Arendt for holding on to the content-based distinction between so-
cial and political issues, and she thinks that Arendt is wrong to claim that there are 
certain issues that are relevant for public discussion, and some that are not. If the eco-
nomic is excluded from the public debate, Benhabib suggests, it becomes impossible to 
reveal and intervene in the unjust power relations conditioned by and included in 
economy. Benhabib argues that: 

There is no neutral and nonpolitical organization of the economic; all economy 
is political economy. Even household labor is permeated by gender-based 
power relations and the sexual division of labor in the family. (RMHA, 158) 

Not only does Benhabib criticize Arendt’s argument that the battle against poverty 
should be conceived as a “technocratic” rather than a “political” problem, she also high-
lights the gendered aspect of economy-related power relations within the household. 
Besides emphasizing the aspect of the household as a site of economic and gendered 
domination, Benhabib views women’s work as an illustrative example of the “bodily 
conditions and material concerns” which Arendt wants to exclude from the public 
realm. In a similar tone, Benhabib criticizes the neglect of issues concerning household 
economy in the public debate in the essay “Models of Public Space,”420 in which she 
argues that privatizing the household in the name of intimacy hinders one from ana-
lyzing the household and the gender relations within it from the perspective of justice. 
In the article Benhabib writes:  

[T]he idealizing lens of concepts like “intimacy” does not allow one to see that 
women’s work in the private sphere, like the care for the young and the run-
ning of the household, has been unremunerated. Consequently, the rules gov-
erning the sexual division of labor in the family have been placed beyond the 
scope of justice. As with any modern liberation movement, the contemporary 
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women’s movement is making what were hitherto considered “private” mat-
ters of good life into “public” issues of justice […]. (SS, 109) 

Here, too, Benhabib’s argumentation concentrates on labor and work within the house-
hold, and she defends bringing these issues under the scope of justice. The intertwining 
of economy and gender-related justice is highlighted in Benhabib’s discussion on the 
household and the sexual division of labor and she defends a “model of public space” 
which is inclusive of issues arising in the domestic realm and accepts them as relevant 
subjects of political discussion.  

Benhabib is not alone in her focus on the household while arguing for the politicization 
of “gender-economic” issues. Perhaps the most striking example of Fraser’s defense of 
the broadening of the scope of the political to include household economy, is presented 
in her article “What’s Critical about Critical Theory?” In the article, which is included in 
Unruly Practices,421 Fraser challenges Habermas’s sociological analysis of late-capital-
ist Western societies and claims that Habermas does not adequately attend to the ques-
tion of gendered power relations that underlie all spheres of human interaction. Im-
portantly, Fraser argues, what is forgotten in Habermas’s analysis, as in many others’, 
are the economic-political power relations in the domestic sphere. What role does the 
feminized domestic sphere have in reproducing the capitalist economy and what is re-
quired for Critical Theory to attend to the effects of the capitalist economy and culture 
on women who are the main sufferers of injustice in the domestic realm?422 As I have 
pointed out in chapter 2.1, there is a tendency in Fraser’s discussion in “What’s Critical 
about Critical Theory?” to refer to the public sphere as the sphere of economy outside 
the domestic realm. Thus, her claim to politicize the economic-personal sphere is not 
directly translated into a claim to broaden the scope of the political public sphere.  

This argument is more clearly expressed elsewhere. In “Struggle over Needs”423 in Un-
ruly Practices, Fraser criticizes the distinctions between the domestic, economic and 
the political and claims that naming an issue as domestic or economic is often a means 
to exclude the issue from public contestation. Firstly, Fraser argues that domestic and 
economic issues are often labeled as such depending on their institutional contexts: 
issues arising in the familial sphere are cast as domestic or personal, and issues arising 
in the economic sphere are cast as economic. In both cases, the issues arising in these 
institutional contexts are depoliticized and the public discussion and contestation of 
the issues is hindered. A further problem, according to Fraser, is that when issues do 
escape their institutional contexts and become politicized in discursive public spheres, 
they often continue to carry their “original” interpretations. For example, Fraser notes 
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that household-related issues, such as child care, are usually only discussed as “domes-
tic” issues and not as economic issues, and this has contributed to a limited level of 
contestation and reinterpretation of familial issues in the political public sphere.424 

The household has been in the focus of Young’s analysis, too. For instance, in her critical 
discussion on socialist feminism, Young has highlighted the intertwining of economic 
and gender-related oppression manifested by the sexual division of labor which has 
portrayed women as domestic labor and men as workers in the “public” sphere of paid 
work.425 In Justice and the Politics of Difference, Young has also criticized the lack of 
attention to gender in mainstream theorization of justice, including the Marxist tradi-
tion. In her critical discussion on the distributive paradigm, Young writes: 

[T]he Marxist analysis of the distributive paradigm provides a fruitful starting 
point, but it is both too narrow and too general. [...] Some feminists point out 
[…] that contemporary theories of justice presuppose family structure without 
asking how social relations involving sexuality, intimacy, childrearing, and 
household labor ought best to be organized. Like their forbears, contemporary 
liberal theorists of justice tend to presume that the units among which basic 
distributions take place are families, and that it is as family members, often 
heads of families, that individuals enter the public realm where justice oper-
ates. Thus they neglect issues of justice within families – for example, the issue 
of whether the traditional sexual division of labor […] is just. (JPD, 21) 

Young argues that an uncritical approach to justice leads to excluding important issues, 
such as the sexual division of labor, from the scope of political reflection. According to 
Young, both Marxist and liberal theory fails in properly attending to gendered social 
structures that condition the discussion on justice on a very basic level: the discussion 
focuses on the public realm and tacitly excludes the household from the scope of the 
analysis. What is important to note, too, is that Young highlights the inclusion of per-
sons, not only issues, in the public sphere. In the above quotation Young writes about 
the heads of families entering into the public realm of justice, suggesting that they leave 
women behind in the domestic sphere. This point is even more clear in Young’s article 
“Mothers, Citizenship, and Independence: A Critique of Pure Family Values,” in which 
Young argues that the economic independence of men has given them the opportunity 
to leave the domestic sphere and engage with other “independent” men as citizens in 
the political public sphere. At the same time, women have been viewed as dependent 
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nurturers, mothers of children, and wives of their husbands, occupying the ideologi-
cally constructed domestic sphere. In this scheme, women are portrayed as lesser citi-
zens than men.426     

I conclude that Young, Fraser and Benhabib all argue for the broadening of the scope 
of the public sphere of political debate and discussion by politicizing personal-eco-
nomic matters that have been hitherto neglected as important justice-related issues. 
The claim to politicize the personal is present in their texts as they highlight the im-
portance of considering the family and the intimate sphere as affected by politics, and 
as conditioning the interpretation of the meaning of “the political.” At the same time, 
their critique is intertwined with the claim to politicize the economic, and the personal 
sphere is analyzed in terms of gendered work and division of labor within the house-
hold. Here, the three theorists align with the socialist feminist claim that the household 
has been neglected or not properly attended to in Marxist critique. The public sphere 
figures in the three theorists’ argumentation as the institutional framework for the po-
liticizing of “familial-economic” issues. Thus, while several second-wave socialist fem-
inists have discussed the household and intimate life as the site of personal-economic 
power relations, Benhabib, Fraser, and Young specifically defend the inclusion of 
household-related issues in the public sphere. The three theorists’ interpretation of the 
claim to politicize the personal is not so much a claim to view the household or the 
personal as a sphere of politics,427 even though it most certainly is a sphere of power 
relations, rather the public sphere is presented as the proper locus of the political, but 
this should not exclude economic-personal issues from its scope. 

Feminists: “the Personal is Political,” Workers: “the Economic is Political”? 

In the three theorists’ discussion on the politicization of the household, I have argued, 
the politics of the economic and the personal are strongly intertwined. While the focus 
of the discussion is broadened from the domestic sphere, however, there is a tendency 
in the theorists’ argumentation to separate the feminist claim to politicize the personal, 
and the Leftist political claim to politicize the economic. In her introduction to Unruly 
Practices, Fraser highlights the importance of attending to the “struggles and wishes” 
of social movements and oppressed groups in social theorizing.428 The public spheres 
of civil society are referred to as important venues for these struggles, which often con-
cern the boundaries of “the political.” Fraser argues that terms such as “political”, “eco-
nomic” and “domestic” should be treated as ideological labels or cultural classifications 
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rather than as structures, spheres or things.429 According to Fraser, there are no previ-
ously decided limitations or definitions of what is and what is not political – rather, 
what is considered political, and in what way, is a result of continuous contestation, 
and have changed from time to time. Fraser writes:  

[I]nterestingly, this question about the limits of the political is precisely a po-
litical question. […] This issue was put on the critical-theoretical agenda by 
New Left, feminist, and gay and lesbian liberation movements fighting to legit-
imate heretofore marginalized struggles over things such as sexuality, medi-
cine, education, and housework. In this respect these movements have fol-
lowed in the tradition of the working class and socialist movements which 
fought to make “economic” issues “political.” (UP, 6) 

It is interesting how Fraser suggests that the politicization of the meaning of “the po-
litical” was initiated by earlier socialist movements that fought to politicize economic 
issues. Fraser portrays a picture of a smooth development of what I would call “politi-
cizing the boundaries of the political,” begun by traditional working-class movements, 
and carried on by new social movements such as the New Left and the second-wave 
feminist movement. She also suggests that the politicization of the economic is the orig-
inal and thus the grounding maneuver of the politicization of the political. Continuing 
with this line of argument, Fraser writes in the chapter called “Solidarity or Singular-
ity”430 that worker’s movements and Marxist theory have ”taught us that the economic 
is political. Likewise, women’s movements, as illuminated by feminist theory, have 
taught us that the domestic and the personal are political”431.  

In her later texts, Fraser continues to defend the politicization of the personal as well 
as the economic and to argue for a more inclusive and contestable conception of the 
public sphere as a marker of the political. In her article “Rethinking the Public Sphere,” 
Fraser emphasizes the rhetorical function of the terms “personal” and “economic,” and 
claims that privatizing domestic and economic issues, i.e. “familializing” or “economiz-
ing” them, hinders one from considering the issues from the perspective of justice in 
the public sphere. Fraser gives two examples of the ways in which relevant political 
questions are excluded from public debate: the privatization of domestic violence 
against women, which reinforces the subordination of women, and treating workplace 
democracy as a managerial question, which reinforces class subordination.432 The un-
derlying assumption in Fraser’s argumentation in this article seems to be that including 
“domestic” issues, such as domestic violence, in the public debate is an act of justice for 
women, while the inclusion of “economic” issues, such as workplace democracy, is 
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above all a class question. The question arises whether Fraser considers that defending 
the public sphere as a sphere that broadens the meaning and scope of “the political” 
has distinct consequences seen from the perspective of the “working classes” and 
“women.” Some aspects of her argumentation suggest just that: the personal and the 
economic are separated as two distinct clusters of privatized issues, and the politiciza-
tion of the personal is viewed as a maneuver that promotes gender justice, while the 
politicization of the economic is viewed as combating class oppression.  

In my discussion I have claimed that in Unruly Practices Fraser argues that the politici-
zation of the economic by working-class movements has provided a launch pad for 
other movements, such as the feminist movement, thereby extending the conception 
of the political and questioning the boundary between the personal and the political. 
Young, in contrast, highlights how second-wave feminist movements have challenged 
the older Marxist tradition rather than followed in its footsteps. Young suggests that 
feminist politics have brought seemingly neutral cultural norms into public debate. 
This way feminist politics has challenged traditional working-class politics that repre-
sents the “mass movements”433 of an earlier era. In Young’s discussion, the feminist 
movement opposed the “ideological function of the distributive paradigm” which had 
worked to exclude other than distributive issues from justice-related discussion.434 
Young applies the slogan “the personal is political” in this cultural political framework:  

Though it is much more than a cultural movement, contemporary feminism 
represents probably the most far-reaching movement of cultural politics. Its 
slogan “the personal is political” signaled that no aspect of everyday life would 
be exempt from reflection and potential criticism – language, jokes, styles of 
advertising, dating practices, dress, norms of childrearing, and countless other 
supposedly mundane and trivial elements of behavior and comportment. (JPD, 
87) 

Young discusses the feminist politics of “politicizing the personal” as distinct from the 
claims to politicize the economic. At the same time, she broadens the discussion on 
what the politicization of personal means. The above quotation demonstrates this 
broadening of perspective: Young does not discuss “the personal” as necessarily linked 
to the private sphere of the household, but refers instead to a broad range of “aspects 
of everyday life” currently excluded from public discussion. Young also argues that the 
discourse on economy-related justice should be broadened to include questions re-
lated to exploitation, marginalization and powerlessness, and she defends the role of 
“socialist and populist politics” in questioning the privatization of economic activities 
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and power and in bringing these issues into public debate.435 However, where feminist 
politics and its role in repoliticizing the public sphere is concerned, Young discusses it 
in terms of cultural politics and leaves economy-related issues outside her focus.  

Finally, Benhabib argues in several of her texts that the concept of the public sphere is 
often based on a limited idea of what constitutes the political. This problem, Benhabib 
argues, applies to liberal, Habermasian, and Arendtian versions of public sphere theory 
alike. Like the other two theorists in my examination, Benhabib also highlights the fem-
inist critique of the public/private distinction in order to broaden the scope of the con-
cept of the public sphere concerning the question of what is and what is not political. 
According to her, feminists have convincingly shown how the previously set boundary 
between private apolitical issues and public political issues hinders tackling serious 
injustices in people’s everyday lives. Women, Benhabib argues, have been particularly 
vulnerable, while their concerns and experiences have been deemed personal matters 
and hence ruled out of the sphere of public debate.436 While Benhabib does not refer to 
the feminist slogan “the personal is political” in virtually any of her texts, the content 
of her feminist argumentation nevertheless relies on the idea that “the personal” 
should indeed be accepted as a subject of political public reflection. Besides the issues 
related to household economy that I have examined in the first part of this subchapter, 
Benhabib refers to the personal matters of love, intimacy, sex and “the good life,” and 
criticizes their exclusion from the scope of moral-political reflection.  

Besides politicizing the personal, Benhabib argues that the politicization of the eco-
nomic is a necessary step toward a more inclusive conception of the public sphere. Her 
point about the importance of recognizing the political aspect of the economic is par-
ticularly salient in her critique of Hannah Arendt’s theory in The Reluctant Modernism 
of Hannah Arendt. Criticizing Arendt’s rigid division between “the social” and “the po-
litical,” Benhabib asks:”[I]f we assume that what distinguishes the social-cum-eco-
nomic from the political are content- or object-domain specific distinctions, are we not 
then obscuring power relations that underlie the economic domain?”437 Benhabib 
names the struggle over wages as well as questions related to housing as examples of 
political-economic issues that have, according to Benhabib, a legitimate place in the 
public sphere of political debate. Also, criticizing Arendt for explicitly excluding the 
question of poverty from the sphere of political debate, Benhabib argues that the con-
sequences that globalizing production modes have had on increasing economic depri-
vation around the world, should prove the political importance of discussing and tack-
ling poverty. Pace Arendt, who according to Benhabib sees the introduction of econ-
omy-related issues into the political debate as obscuring the public sphere as a space 
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of freedom (from necessity), Benhabib argues that economic questions are of great im-
portance in pursuing political equality and justice.438 

Like Young and Fraser, Benhabib too argues for the expansion of the scope of the public 
sphere as the sphere of “the political” not only by arguing that the personal is political 
but also that the economic too is political. However, it seems that in Benhabib’s argu-
mentation in which the politicization of the economic is discussed outside the domestic 
context, the claims to politicize the personal and the economic are separated. As in 
Young’s and Fraser’s argumentation, then, there is a tendency to attach these two 
claims to two distinct movements, namely the socialist movement and the feminist 
movement. Benhabib’s argument in Situating the Self crystalizes my point:  

The emancipation of workers made property relations into a public-political 
issue; the emancipation of women has meant that the family and the so-called 
private sphere become political issues […]. (SS, 94) 

It seems then, I argue, that when the focus of questioning the boundaries of the public-
political sphere is widened from that of criticizing the distinction between the private 
sphere of the household and the public sphere, Benhabib relies on the notion of “the 
personal is political” as the claim of feminist politics, while the politicization of the eco-
nomic is attached quintessentially to the working-class movement.  

Focusing on their texts from the late 1980s to the mid-1990s I have argued that Ben-
habib, Fraser, and Young apply the concept of the public sphere to broaden the scope 
of the political to conceive of economic as well as personal issues and thereby have 
reinterpreted the role of economy-related political claims in the context of feminist 
theory and practice. However, I have distinguished two different ways in which the 
relationship between the politicizing of the economic and the politicizing of the per-
sonal is negotiated in the three theorists’ argumentation. I argue that in their argumen-
tation that goes beyond commenting on the role of the domestic realm, there is a ten-
dency to view the politicization of the economy as separate from feminist politics. Here, 
the concept of the public sphere is defended as the site for broadening the scope of the 
political, but this broadening seems to mean different things for the feminist movement 
and the working-class movement.439 I have also pointed out some important differ-
ences between the theorists. Especially between Young and Fraser there is disagree-
ment about whether the claim to politicize the personal is a radically new and critical 
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response to the modern tradition, including the traditional working-class movement, 
or whether the second-wave feminist claim to politicize the personal is built on the 
legacy of working-class claims to politicize the economic. Especially in her later texts, 
Fraser has also emphasized the need to take distance from the “orbit of identity poli-
tics”440 and re-incorporate the question of class in feminist analysis and politics. 

 

5.2. Personal Privacy – a Necessary Counterpart for the Political 
Public Sphere? 

In the previous subchapter I discussed Benhabib’s, Fraser’s, and Young’s application of 
the concept of the public sphere in expanding the scope of the political, and I claimed 
that they all defend the inclusion of both personal and economic issues in public debate. 
In this subchapter I analyze the three theorists’ uses of the concept of the public sphere 
in the contexts in which they criticize the idealized interpretation of political publicity 
and defend the boundary between public life and privacy. Here, the emancipatory claim 
“the personal is political” is rethought from the perspective of the embodied people 
who have been “exposed” to political publicity: what happens when an issue is brought 
into the public sphere? What kind of demands does publicity place on individual agents 
and what is the value of their personal privacy? I pay attention to the distinct line of 
argumentation in the theorists’ texts from the 1990s in which the three theorists draw 
from liberal theory in highlighting the value of personal privacy against unwanted pub-
licity. However, although the theorists defend personal privacy, they are at the same 
time suspicious and critical of claims defending economic privacy. The concept of the 
public sphere is applied in their texts in reinterpreting liberal “privacy discourse” by 
separating the value of personal privacy from economic privacy. I also argue that the 
theorists’ analyses of the “uneconomized” value of privacy is seen not as an exclusion-
ary alternative but as a necessary counterpart to an unidealized interpretation of the 
public sphere as a locus for emancipatory politics. 

In her article “Feminism, Democracy, and the Right to Privacy,”441 Annabelle Lever 
writes about the ambivalent stance toward the liberal value of privacy among feminist 
scholars. This ambivalence stems from the feminist critique of the public/private dis-
tinction which argues that  the private sphere is embedded in patriarchal power rela-
tions. Describing the philosophical and theoretical consequences of the powerful fem-
inist claim that “the personal is political,” Lever writes: ”If the personal identities, aspi-
rations and relations of individuals are fundamentally shaped by political factors […] it 
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will be hard to determine what if anything, is personal rather than political”442. Accord-
ing to Lever, however, even if the logical consequence of exposing the patriarchal con-
struction of the familial sphere would be to argue for its abolition, more often than not 
feminist democratic theorists do not proceed with this argument. Rather, feminist the-
orists from Carol Pateman and Iris Marion Young to Susan Okin, have defended 
women’s legitimate interest in privacy. The challenge, argues Lever, is to defend the 
value of privacy without idealizing it, and to defend a democratic justification of various 
claims of privacy.443  

The feminist tradition is not the only one to have an ambivalent relation to the liberal 
value of privacy. Marxist theory and politics have in general also adopted a critical 
stance toward the ideal of privacy, or to be more precise, economic privacy and the 
right to private property. According to Christian Fuchs, the question of privacy cannot 
be overlooked, particularly in the context of the information society in which the issue 
seems to be constantly on the table. In his article “Towards an Alternative Concept of 
Privacy,”444 Fuchs argues, however, that a critical concept of privacy is needed that is 
aware of the political economy aspect of the concept and its deployment in politics. The 
ideological uses of the idea of economic privacy in liberal theorizing must be ques-
tioned from a socialist perspective, Fuchs argues. Both Marx and Engels, according to 
Fuchs, have highlighted the formation of the ideal of economic privacy along with cap-
italism, and both Arendt and Habermas have further analyzed the distinction between 
the private and the public in capitalist societies. Fuchs himself suggests that an alter-
native theory of privacy would be critical of the naturalizing ways of treating the cate-
gory and instead pays attention to the power relations that govern the uses of the con-
cept of privacy. Making an important observation, I argue, Fuchs points out that liberal 
theorizing on privacy often attacks the state as the prime threat to privacy, while totally 
bypassing the privacy invasions of companies. A critical concept of privacy, Fuchs sug-
gests, separates the value of privacy for people without power, such as consumers and 
workers, from the privacy interests of those who have power.445  

In Young’s, Benhabib’s, and Fraser’ discussion, I argue, the public sphere is discussed 
as potentially intrusive and consuming, and as something that personal privacy should 
be defended against. In the conditions of inequality, especially, the public sphere risks 
involuntary exposure to individuals or groups whose actions and lives are politicized 
in a manner that they themselves do not have control over. All three theorists claim 
that this side of the public sphere should be acknowledged in feminist theorizing. Here, 
I argue, the theorists draw from the liberal political tradition, which values individual 
privacy. However, at the same time I argue that while the three theorists defend the 
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value of individual or personal privacy, defending economic privacy is not on their 
agenda. I argue that contrary to the liberal tradition, the theorists are not suspicious of 
the political public sphere as a threat to economic privacy. On the contrary, they view 
the rhetoric of economic privacy as a hindrance when taking up important justice-re-
lated issues in the political public sphere, and when publicly checking economic power. 
While economic privacy is not defended in the theorists’ texts, I will, however, argue 
that in some of Benhabib’s and Young’s arguments, but not in Fraser’s, the economic is 
seen as a condition for a persons’ ability to enter, and exit, the public sphere on their 
own conditions. But how do the theorists negotiate between the feminist claim for per-
sonal privacy and the Left-inspired critique of economic privacy, and how is the con-
cept of the public sphere interpreted in the context of this negotiation? In answer, I will 
discuss each of the three theorists in turn.  

Benhabib: “The Glare of the Public Eye” 

Benhabib defends the value of privacy throughout her democratic theoretical discus-
sions. Her texts on the concept of the public sphere are often framed as responses to 
liberal theory, which I argue leads the discussion to subjects that are typical of liberal 
political analysis, privacy being one of them. Examples of such discussion are the arti-
cles “Models of Public Space,” “Toward a Deliberative Model of Democratic Legitimacy,” 
and parts of the book The Claims of Culture.446 In these texts, Benhabib defends a delib-
erative concept of the public sphere over a liberal one, claiming that the liberal concep-
tion of the public sphere is based on too limited a conception of the political and deems 
several justice-related issues to belong to the private sphere. Benhabib also argues that 
the liberal conception of the public sphere is restricted to legal institutions and deems 
civil society to be “background culture,” and thus depoliticizes the debates and discus-
sions arising outside of state institutions. Yet, I argue, when discussing the feminist cri-
tique of a deliberative concept of democracy and the concept of the public sphere, Ben-
habib ends up defending the very same aspects of liberal thought that she criticized in 
the first place. I argue that privacy is a key concept in such theoretical maneuvering: in 
the spirit of liberal theorizing, Benhabib claims that feminist claims to broaden the 
scope of the public sphere should not jeopardize each person’s right to privacy.447 

In chapter 3 I have argued that Benhabib applies the concept of the public sphere to 
refer to a buffer zone between the state and the personal sphere. Benhabib defends a 
conception of the public sphere that exceeds the sphere of “official” politics, but at the 
same time she distinguishes “opinion forming” from “policy-making” publics, and 
claims that the politicization of privacy-related issues in the public sphere of civil soci-
ety is not the same thing as implementing these issues in general legislation. However, 
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in The Reluctant Modernism of Hannah Arendt, I argue, Benhabib also defends the value 
of personal privacy and the intimate sphere against aspects of the public sphere, un-
derstood as a broader sphere of citizen engagement than the official political sphere: 

The binarity of the public and the private spheres must be reconstructed, and 
not merely rejected. From abortion rights to debates about pornography, from 
the struggles of gays and lesbian couples to be foster parents and to be recog-
nized as “domestic partnerships,” a renewed affirmation of the value of the 
private sphere is afoot. For, as Hannah Arendt has so well shown, without a 
robust private sphere, which fulfills our needs for intimacy, domesticity, and 
individuality, we would exist only in the glare of the light of the public that is 
all-consuming. (RMHA, 214-215) 

In a section called “Rethinking Privacy,” Benhabib calls for a renewed appreciation of 
the sphere of “home” and of personal privacy by feminist theory and politics. As she 
rightly points out, many of the issues that oppressed groups are faced with are related 
to the private sphere, and to inequality in the conditions for securing and pursuing 
one’s personal life. Benhabib discusses the public sphere in terms of “the glare of the 
public eye”448 that wears out a person, and she talks about the need to shield, shelter, 
protect and hide oneself from the public.449 In the previous chapter of The Reluctant 
Modernism of Hannah Arendt, Benhabib applies the metaphor of the eye in a positive 
way when describing how ”the public sphere is like the pupil in the eye of the body 
politic; when its vision is murky, cloudy, or hindered, the sense of direction of the polity 
is also impaired”450. In her discussion on the value of privacy, the public sphere is again 
equated with the eye, only in this context the eye does not signify an emancipatory path 
for the polity but instead exposes and wears out the individual. 

In the contexts in which Benhabib defends the importance of protecting privacy, she 
writes about privacy in terms of intimacy. As Benhabib points out, the concept of pri-
vacy can indeed refer to several distinct areas of human life and society: besides its 
connotation with the sphere of “home” and intimate relations it could also refer to re-
ligious conscience, as well as to economic privacy.451  Economic privacy, according to 
Benhabib, means ”first and foremost non-interference by the political state in the free 
flow of commodity relations, and in particular non-intervention in the free market of 
labor-power”452. Reading from her discussion it is clear that Benhabib’s interest in de-
fending the value of privacy focuses on the intimate sphere of home and individuals’ 
private life. Economic privacy, on the other hand, is not highlighted as a value to be 
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protected. Rather, Benhabib defends the political struggles that have questioned the 
exclusion of certain economy-related issues from public debate by appealing to “pri-
vacy”:  

Before the emergence of strong working-class movements and the eventual 
establishment of social-welfare type measures in European countries and 
North America, questions relating to the health of workers in the workplace, 
problems of accidents on the job, […] were frequently construed by employers 
as issues of “trade secrets” and “business privacy.” As a result of political strug-
gles the definition of these issues were transformed from trade secrets and 
private business practices to major issues of “public concern.” (SS, 100) 

Here, Benhabib argues that defending privacy in the context of the sphere of economy 
is a means to hinder public political discussion on matters that have had an influence 
on workers’ conditions. I argue, thus, that even though Benhabib is clearly allied with 
liberal political thinking through her concern for personal privacy and the threat that 
the public sphere might pose to it, she does not follow in the footsteps of a liberal em-
phasis on protecting the privacy of economic life. Benhabib’s critical view of “economic 
privacy,” I claim, tones down the negative interpretation of the privacy-intruding pub-
lic life. Considering the meaning of “privacy” as economic privacy critically, Benhabib 
highlights instead the necessity of democratic and open public discussion.  

Benhabib also distances herself from an ideological interpretation of personal privacy 
that does not attain to the unequal conditions for defending it. In The Reluctant Modern-
ism of Hannah Arendt, in her discussion of the concept of “home,” Benhabib argues that 
Arendt saw private property as the only means to “guarantee the darkness of what 
needs to be hidden against the light of publicity.”453 According to Benhabib, Arendt saw 
the importance of material conditions of “four walls” for a person’s ability to withdraw 
from the public sphere. At the same time, she notes the huge societal problem of home-
lessness that denies people the necessary conditions for protecting their personal pri-
vacy in the form of intimacy, domestic life and individuality. It seems then, I argue, that 
even though economic privacy is not on the political theoretical agenda in Benhabib’s 
discussion, she does emphasize the material conditions for a person’s private life.  

Young: From the Institutional to the Individual Conception of Privacy  

According to Young, Arendt is correct to point out that etymologically “the private” is 
related to deprivation, shame, and incompleteness, and that the idea of privacy as 
something that needs to be hidden from view implies the exclusion of “the private” 
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from the public life.454 Young herself wants to challenge the interpretation of “the pri-
vate” as something that has to be excluded from the public sphere. Drawing from liberal 
theory, Young emphasizes the voluntary basis of privacy as follows:  

Instead of defining the private as what the public excludes, I suggest, the pri-
vate should be defined, as in one strain of liberal theory, as that aspect of his 
or her life and activity that any person has a right to exclude others from. The 
private in this sense is not what public institutions exclude, but what the indi-
vidual chooses to withdraw from public view. (JPD, 119-120) 

Like Benhabib, Young gives a positive value to the private sphere defined in terms of 
personal privacy and individuality. This private sphere, according to Young, is not the 
negative other of the public sphere but stands instead as a space of voluntary with-
drawal from “the public view.” The main point Young wants to make here is that pri-
vacy should not be defined in terms of what should be excluded from the public sphere, 
but rather what a person decides to keep to themselves. According to Young, the femi-
nist critique of the public/private distinction does not deny the distinction itself. Ra-
ther, what feminist theorists have emphasized is that nobody or no subject should be 
forced into privacy or be deemed as unfitting for public discussion.455  

Young’s expression “the public view” is rather vague, and it is difficult to discern the 
concrete meaning of the expression. In the above quotation, for instance, Young refers 
to “public institutions,” but the general context of Young’s discussion suggests that she 
refers to the public sphere broadly as civic arenas of political engagement which are 
not reducible to state activities. In Justice and the Politics of Difference, Young not only 
encourages the possibility of withdrawing from public view but criticizes “keeping” 
various groups and their activities “out of public view” and she uses terms such as 
“fear” and “control” of difference as the motivators behind the ideological exclusions 
prompted by republican and bourgeois ideologies.456 In her later discussion in Inclu-
sion and Democracy, Young argues in turn that appearing in the pluralist and widely 
populated public sphere might be “frightening” and that one’s actions and expression 
are “exposed” to strangers and numbers of “witnesses.” This way of describing the pub-
lic sphere highlights the difference between the secure environments of personal pri-
vacy compared with the more demanding publicity.457 In Inclusion and Democracy, 
Young defends the spatial metaphor of the public sphere partly because it ”helps de-
scribe public discussion as a process which people enter and leave, but that it goes on 
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even when some leave”458. Young then continues to highlight the opportunity to leave, 
not only to enter, as an important feature of the public sphere.  

Despite highlighting the importance of personal privacy as counterbalancing the de-
manding “public view,” Young argues that the concrete threat to individual privacy 
comes from the public power of the state as well as corporate actors – and not from the 
public life itself. In fact, judging from her analysis in Global Challenges in which Young 
criticizes the US security state, the limitations of peoples’ personal privacy by increas-
ing surveillance, for instance, goes hand in hand with the limitations of people’s politi-
cal freedoms, such as their right to assembly in public spaces.459 In Justice and the Pol-
itics of Difference, in turn, Young argues that the state can also have a positive role in 
protecting people from attacks on their privacy at the hands of private corporate ac-
tors. Writing in 1990, Young claims that the value of privacy is a pressing issue in the 
USA – yet the distinction between the privacy rights of individuals and institutional 
actors is often incorrectly addressed. Young values individual privacy, but is highly crit-
ical of the ideal of institutional and collective privacy. As Young argues, ”the claim of 
any institution or collective to privacy, to the right to exclude others, can be justified 
only on grounds of enabling a justified range of individual privacy”460. In fact, Young 
argues that one of the most important aspects of the de-politicization of society is that 
important political decisions are made in privacy and in co-operation with private cor-
porate interests, and Young considers that privacy in the sense of private bargaining 
for the sake of private economic interests works against the idea of political public-
ity.461  

While Young valorizes an individual’s right to privacy, she urges approaching his ideal 
from a critical perspective. In Intersecting Voices, Young lists several reasons why fem-
inists should be wary of the idealization of the sphere of personal privacy. As several 
feminist debaters have argued, the idealization of home has served to reproduce gen-
der inequality and has denied women the opportunity to enter the public world. Young 
also points out that the private sphere of home has been used as an excuse to escape 
the confusions and uncertainties of the political public sphere by offering a false state 
of cohesion and sense of identity.462 According to Young, feminists should be wary of a 
nostalgic view of home and personal privacy which camouflages power relations 
among women, and should instead demand global inclusion and equality concerning 
the right to personal privacy. To have a “concrete localized experience of home,”463 
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Young argues, is after all a privilege, especially seen from a global perspective. Follow-
ing bell hook’s post-colonial feminist critique of the Western ideal of home,464 Young 
reminds us that millions of people in the world are homeless and that having a secure 
home is indeed an economic privilege.465 Like Benhabib, then, Young addresses the 
question of the economic conditions for personal privacy despite both being critical of 
the liberal ideal of economic privacy.  

Fraser: Privacy, Publicity, and the Conditions for Setting Boundaries 

In 1991 Anita Hill, a black female US attorney and academic, claimed to have been sex-
ually harassed by her former boss, Clarence Thomas, later nominated as a member of 
the US Supreme Court. The case, which gained huge media publicity at the time, is dis-
cussed in Fraser’s 1992 article “Sex, Lies, and the Public Sphere,”466 in which Fraser 
argues that the case offers a textbook example of the Habermasian public sphere in an 
actual societal context.467 In the course of this “media event,” the state’s decision was 
opened to evaluation by a democratic public. Fraser describes how many participated 
in debating and discussing the case, how the media was filled with debate programs on 
the issue, and how many women shared publicly their experiences of sexual harass-
ment. However, far from manifesting the fulfillment of the democratic ideal of the lib-
eral public sphere, Fraser argues that the Clarence Thomas case revealed the inade-
quacies and the ideological biases of the standard models of the public sphere. As Fra-
ser puts it in her article:  

It was not simply a battle for public opinion within an already constituted pub-
lic sphere. What was at stake was, on the contrary, the very meaning and 
boundaries of publicity. The way the struggle unfolded, moreover, depended 
at every point on who had the power to draw the line between the public and 
the private. (JI, 99-100) 

According to Fraser, Thomas was more successful in using the media to gain support 
and sympathy from the general public and could effectively appeal to his right to pri-
vacy, while Hill’s private life was intensely scrutinized to evaluate the credibility of her 
statement. Fraser argues that the case, which ended in Thomas’s favor, exemplifies 
how the public sphere does not provide equal opportunities for everyone to defend the 
boundary between their personal privacy and unwanted publicity. 
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According to Fraser, gender, race and class played a role in the configuration of the 
public dispute and the way it was resolved to Thomas’s benefit. Fraser argues that the 
Hill vs. Thomas case was the first time that feminists succeeded in incorporating the 
issue of sexual harassment in the US hegemonic public sphere. What, according to Fra-
ser, feminists did not realize was that greater attention should have been paid to the 
power relations that affected the handling of the issue in the public sphere. What is 
highlighted in Fraser’s critique is the inequality between groups of people in defending 
the boundary between their privacy and the public life. According to Fraser, Thomas 
and his supporters were more successful in appealing to Thomas’s right to personal 
privacy when his background and actions were examined. On the other hand, Hill’s per-
son was taken as a proof of her lack of credibility as a witness.468 Where, furthermore, 
Hill’s feminist supporters failed, argues Fraser, was in gaining black feminist support 
for her. It was Thomas who succeeded in appealing to the general public as a member 
of a racially oppressed group. According to Fraser, Thomas was presented as a victim 
of racism when he was accused of acting according to the stereotype of a hypersexual 
black man. Meanwhile, Hill became whitened in the public debate and was presented 
as a puppet of the white feminist movement. Again, Fraser highlights the issue of pri-
vacy while emphasizing the power relations that should have been taken up in the de-
bate. According to Fraser, what was missing from the public debate was the analysis of 
the historic vulnerability of black women to sexual harassment and their powerless-
ness in keeping men away from their personal sphere.469 

Like Benhabib and Young, Fraser highlights the important boundary between personal 
privacy and the public sphere. Fraser suggests that the feminist valorization of politi-
cizing the personal has hindered the recognition of the importance of a person’s ability 
to defend his or her privacy against unwanted publicity in conditions of oppression. In 
Fraser’s discussion, the public sphere is described in rather negative terms. The public 
sphere manifests itself as a sphere of loss of control and unwanted exposure, whereas 
privacy represents a place for voluntary withdrawal and is something that needs to be 
protected against the public life. In describing the public sphere, Fraser uses terms such 
as “unwanted” and “intrusive publicity,” and writes about “discursive abuse in the pub-
lic,” and about the “dangers of loss of privacy” that the public sphere exposes people 
to.470 I argue that Fraser’s discussion concerning the value of privacy and her critique 
of media publicity that intrudes into peoples’ privacy, is empathetically tied to ques-
tions of societal power relations. While both Young and Benhabib write about “the pub-
lic eye” in rather abstract terms, as if the wearing and exposing aspect of the public 
sphere would be its natural character, Fraser sees the privacy-intruding aspects of pub-
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licity as consequences of power relations that affect the public sphere debates. Fur-
thermore, while both Young and Benhabib see the importance of individual privacy in 
preparing for the demanding public life, Fraser implies that the public sphere should 
be developed in a more equal direction so that it would not be overly “demanding” of 
those with lesser power to defend themselves. 

While defending people’s equal right to privacy, Fraser adopts a highly critical stance 
toward the ideal of economic privacy. In her article “Rethinking the Public Sphere,” 
Fraser argues that the discourse of economic privacy in the sense of “pertaining to pri-
vate property in a market economy” is applied to “economize” important justice-re-
lated issues and to hinder public discussion on the issues.471 Unlike Young and Ben-
habib, Fraser does not discuss the economic as the condition for individual privacy, 
either. Fraser does analyze the Hill-Thomas case from a class perspective, but here she 
drops her basic argument about inequality in being able to defend one’s privacy against 
unwanted public exposure. Instead, Fraser concentrates on criticizing the lack of class 
solidarity behind Hill. Fraser argues convincingly that sexual harassment is signifi-
cantly a class question, since the victims are usually employees rather than bosses – a 
fact that according to Fraser should be enough to raise class consciousness about the 
issue of sexual harassment. Yet, while in the context of gender and race analysis Fraser 
emphasizes the lesser power of women and blacks to defend the boundary between 
the public and the private, she does not make this point in the context of her class anal-
ysis. Rather, her main point is that the class question is privatized in the Hill-Thomas 
debate, as in the US public and political discussion in general.472 

In her intriguing analysis from 1996, Jean Cohen argues that ”one of the most important 
examples of normative learning in the twentieth century is the recognition that per-
sonal privacy ought to be differentiated from private property, freedom of contract, 
[…], and protected in its own right”473. Defending the value of personal privacy, Cohen 
argues that feminist theorists are right in demanding that oppressed groups should be 
included in the political public sphere. But they also need to consider the necessary 
condition of personal space to secure the right to express their individuality in society 
in which differences tend to be repressed by the majority’s interpretation of political 
community and the “common good.” I have argued in this subchapter that in line with 
Cohen’s critique, Benhabib, Fraser, and Young reinterpret the value of privacy as a nec-
essary counterpart to political publicity. Applying the concept of the public sphere in 
the argumentation defending the boundary between personal privacy and political life, 
I argue that the three theorists negotiate the Leftist critique of economic privacy rights 

                                                           
471 Fraser 1990 “Rethinking,” 73. 
472 Fraser 1997 JI, 112-115. 
473 Cohen 1996, 193. 



The Public and the Political: Negotiating the Boundaries for Feminist and Socialist Politics 

172 
 

with the feminist discussion on the conditions for personal privacy. I argue that Ben-
habib, Fraser, and Young draw from liberal political theory in their emphasis on the 
value of personal privacy and in their call for feminist recognition of this value. Yet, I 
also argue that they all depart from liberal thought in that they repeatedly distance 
themselves from the discussion on property rights and economic privacy, and claim 
instead that the privatizing economy has been used to camouflage corporate power.  

 

5.3. The Political is Public 

Benhabib’s, Fraser’s, and Young’s feminist discussions on the public sphere as a marker 
of the political, focus more on criticizing the dominant understanding of the boundary 
between the political and the apolitical attached to the concept than defending the 
boundary. As I discussed in chapter 5.1, the theorists clearly claim that there are no 
previously decided “private matters” and “public matters,” and that the role of the pub-
lic sphere is to provide a site for negotiating and making “the political” rather than rep-
resenting some fixed frame for public issues. Furthermore, while all three theorists call 
for a strengthening of the public sphere in order to “bring back the political” in contem-
porary capitalist societies, their discussions focus on celebrating aspects of modern ur-
ban societies and in opening up the public sphere for even more diversity and contes-
tation, rather than ruling out what appears “apolitical.”474 In this subchapter, however, 
I argue that the three theorists also apply the concept of the public sphere in underlin-
ing what they see as characteristic and defendable in political action and distinguish 
political from apolitical activities and action. Fraser, Young, and Benhabib discuss the 
politics of social movements, the working-class movement and the feminist movement 
in particular, and use the concept of the public sphere to defend on the one hand their 
political nature, and to distinguish normatively on the other some aspects of these 
movements as less political.  

Hannah Arendt’s work seems to gain more relevance in the three theorists’ discussions 
in which the concept of the public sphere is applied in defending the distinguishable 
character of “the political.” Young and Benhabib in particular, draw from Arendt’s 
thought in their argumentation. In general, the public sphere as the site of the political 
is broadly discussed among feminist theorists that have been inspired by Arendt’s 
work. Theorists such as Mary Dietz, Bonnie Honig, and Linda Zerilli, among others, 
have defended the role of the Arendtian notion of the public sphere as a locus of “the 
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political” which cannot be reached in the analysis or politics that focuses on the domes-
tic realm.475 There is debate and exchange within feminist theorizing on the relation-
ship between Arendt’s and Marx’s thought. Some debaters, such as Dietz, have claimed 
that the intrinsic value of “the political” is neglected in the Marxist tradition;476 at the 
same time, other commentators such as Benhabib and Hanna Pitkin have criticized Ar-
endt’s limited view on the political dimension of the economic.477 There are also other 
feminist theorists such as Chantal Mouffe and Wendy Brown who work within or in 
dialogue with the Marxist tradition who have defended and focused on “the politi-
cal.”478 The discussion, then, cannot be simplified as a debate between Arendt-inspired 
feminist theorizing highlighting the value of “the political,” and Marxist theorizing pre-
occupied with the question of “the economic.”  

Whether one relies on Arendt’s thought or not, I argue, nevertheless, that the question 
of the intrinsic value of the political poses a challenge to both feminist and Marxist the-
orizing which is apparent in Benhabib’s, Young’s, and Fraser’s discussions. I argue, fur-
thermore, that the concept of the public sphere has a central role in answering this 
challenge in the three theorists’ texts. In a selection of Benhabib’s, Young’s, and Fraser’s 
works from the 1990s, the concept of the public sphere is applied to political move-
ments to bring out “the political” in their practices and objectives. According to my 
analysis in the first part of the subchapter, the discourse which highlights the “common 
good” as opposed to “private interests” is more clearly attached to the theorists’ dis-
cussion on class politics. Benhabib and Young use the concept of the public sphere in 
distancing themselves from the working class as a political collective that pursues self-
interest, while Fraser sees the risk of interest-oriented politics in the liberal, bourgeois 
“movement.” Where the feminist movement is concerned, which I discuss in the second 
part of my analysis, the theorists appeal especially to the value of the “public spirited-
ness” of political activity, which is contrasted with separatist politics. The three theo-
rists criticize the undervaluation of the political role of so-called “identity politics,” but 
they nevertheless encourage movements to orient their claims toward a wider public 
and engage in dialogue with others. To sum up, the theorists on the one hand use the 
concept of the public sphere in distinguishing the apolitical from the political features 
in socialist and feminist politics alike, but on the other hand their discussion also re-
veals distinct emphases about what the political and apolitical means in the context of 
both class and feminist politics.  
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Class Politics: From Private Interests to the Common Good? 

In her discussion in The Reluctant Modernism of Hannah Arendt on the distinction be-
tween the social and the political in Arendt’s thought, Benhabib argues that the distinc-
tion should be conceptualized in three distinct ways: as institutional spheres, as con-
tent issues, or as representing distinct attitudes. As I have discussed in the previous 
subchapters, the content-based distinction between “the political” and “the social” does 
not, according to Benhabib, hold. Benhabib also argues that the institutional distinction 
between the “social sphere” and the sphere of public political participation is indefen-
sible, since this distinction does not ”do justice to the sociological complexity and vari-
ety of modern institutions”479. The third way of conceptualizing the distinction be-
tween the social and the political, namely as representing a certain type of attitude is, 
Benhabib argues, the most defensible one. By the attitudinal distinction between the 
social and the political, Benhabib refers quintessentially to the distinction between act-
ing out of self-interest on the one hand, and out of common concern on the other. Ben-
habib defends this distinction in separating the social from the political and in arguing 
for the revitalization of the public sphere in “mass society.”480  

Much of Benhabib’s more specified discussion on the attitudinal distinction between 
the social and the political focuses on the labor movement. Benhabib argues that the 
economy-related issues that the labor movement have brought into the public sphere, 
and the struggle for a more equal distribution of economic resources should be con-
ceived as public and political activities. Benhabib defends Arendt’s distinction of the 
working class as ”an economic client and/or interest group, on the one hand, and the 
working class as a political actor, on the other”481. The public sphere figures in Ben-
habib’s discussion as the context for the working-class politics:  

Taking Rosa Luxemburg’s side in her dispute with Lenin, Arendt emphasized 
rather the transformative and politically educative aspects of the economic 
struggle: it was the process of struggle that transformed the animal laborans 
into a citizen of a potentially new public sphere. (RMHA, 143-144) 

For Benhabib, before anything, the “transformation into a citizen of a potentially new 
public sphere” means overcoming the limited and self-interested striving for economic 
wealth and claiming instead justice for the whole community. As Benhabib puts it, this 
“political attitude” is ”characterized by the willingness to give reasons in public, to en-
tertain others’ points of view and interests, even when they contradict one’s own, and 
by the attempt to transform the dictates of self-interest into a common public goal”482. 
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Here Benhabib refers to the public sphere as the institutional locus of the “transfor-
mation” of the working class from an “economic” to a “political” agent. I argue, moreo-
ver, that she applies the concept of the public sphere to distance herself from more 
Marxian discussions which suggest that the working class needs an elite to show it how 
to “grasp its revolutionary mission.”483 Siding with Arendt and Rosa Luxemburg,484 
Benhabib defends an unauthoritarian conception of the change of the “political con-
sciousness” of the working class, and suggests that this transformation is brought 
about along with the political struggles and participation in the public sphere.  

On the one hand, Benhabib applies the concept of the public sphere in emphasizing 
democratic expression and the formation and articulation of class consciousness, as an 
alternative to authoritarian and from-above definitions. On the other hand, I argue that 
Benhabib also applies the concept of the public sphere to highlight the “finer” stage of 
the working class as a collective political agent. The public sphere, as the site of political 
action, requires a change of “attitude” in the working classes and changing of their po-
litical identity from self-interested economic claimants, to claimants of common jus-
tice. The same normative dimension is translated into the content-based separation 
between the economic and the political which Benhabib otherwise claims to reject. At 
the end of The Reluctant Modernism of Hannah Arendt, Benhabib returns to the distinc-
tion between the economic and the political. According to Benhabib, Arendt reminds 
us of the difference between economic issues concerning the “just distribution of scarce 
resources” and political questions about forming the “institutions that will govern 
us.”485 The public sphere of the common good which seh in several other contexts de-
fends as an open-ended and democratic arena of boundary-negotiating, seems here to 
exclude issues like the distribution of scarce resources from its scope. 

While Benhabib defends the attitudinal distinction between the social and the political, 
in the case of Young, “the political” is distinguished as representing a specific type of 
activity. In Inclusion and Democracy Young discusses at length the role of civil society 
and the public sphere in democratic politics.486 According to her, the economy, the 
state, and civil society should not be conceptualized as distinct structural spheres, but 
should instead represent three types of activities. The state is an advocate of activities 
related to laws and formalities, economic activity is market-oriented, and the activities 
of civil society focus on “social values,” and each of these activities can appear in any 
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structural setting.487 Furthermore, Young argues, civil societal activities can be catego-
rized in three distinct types of activities: private, civic, and political. The private activi-
ties of civil society, according to Young, refer to closed clubs and associations such as 
religious societies that are inward-looking and particularistic. Civic activities are more 
public oriented in their focus on developing smaller communities, but these too should 
be distinguished from political activity. According to Young, political activity aims at 
politicizing social and economic life with the objective of finding alternative ways to 
organize society and promote justice.488 Importantly, Young argues, political activity 
”relies on a public sphere”489. 

Young criticizes both what she calls the aggregative model of democracy, and the ago-
nistic model of democracy. Both these models, Young argues, conceive politics as a bat-
tle between competing interests while forgetting the important aspect of distinguish-
ing between ”normatively legitimate outcomes from the will of the powerful […]”,490 
and both make ”no distinction between subjective preferences and more objective 
judgements of justice or rightness”491. With certain reservations, Young defends the 
deliberative model of democracy, which values ”the transformation of private, self-re-
garding desire into public appeals to justice”492. Perhaps even more importantly than 
representing the aspiration toward justice, publicity designates for Young the willing-
ness of different political actors to engage in dialogue, to persuade, to influence, to co-
operate and to form coalitions with each other.493 Defending a conception of one over-
arching public sphere that brings together distinct groups and agents, Young defends, 
I argue, a notion of “the political” as outward-looking, open, and contestable activity.494 
Based on my analysis, I would then claim that Young applies the concept of the public 
sphere in distinguishing political – justice-aspiring, democratic, and outward-looking 
social activities – from interest politics.  

The distinction between self-interested activities and the activities of “justice and 
rightness”495 is also present in Young’s earlier book, Justice and the Politics of Difference. 
In this book what she criticizes as “interest group pluralism” is presented as a feature 
of the distributive politics of which the workers’ movement has been a part.496 As I have 
discussed at more length in chapter 3.1, Young argues that the public life in late-mod-
ern Western societies has been depoliticized along with the economization of public 
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discourse and activities, and she argues that politics is viewed as a sphere of competing 
groups that are claiming recourses for themselves.497 According to Young, concentrat-
ing on distributing money to various interest groups hinders analyzing economic in-
justices and structures from other perspectives. For example, labor unions are inter-
ested in pay, hours and benefits, leaving aside questions of working conditions and 
production structures.498 A major problem with interest group pluralism, argues 
Young, is not that it is particularistic nor that it jeopardizes political unity, but that it 
provokes the privatization of political processes. Firstly, Young argues, political claims 
are made from the perspective of individual gain and competition, and secondly, many 
of the political decisions are made in private, preventing those who are affected from 
participating in the discussion.499 Interest group pluralism and the related processes 
”collapses normative claims to justice into selfish claims of desire” and miss ”the ele-
ment of public deliberation that is the hallmark of the political”500. 

Both Young and Benhabib link their discussion on self-interested attitudes and interest 
group pluralism to some traditional working-class politics, and they apply the concept 
of the public sphere in defending the labor movement that engages in political claims 
making which strives for justice for the whole polity, rather than for achieving group-
specific economic gain. Fraser, on the other hand, does not link labor movements to 
interest politics, even though she too defends the distinction between private interests 
and the common good, on which, according to her, the critical concept of the political 
public sphere is based. In “Rethinking the Public Sphere,” Fraser argues that: 

[H]abermas characterizes the bourgeois public sphere as an arena in which 
the topic of discussion is restricted to the “common good” and in which discus-
sion of “private interests” is ruled out. This is a view of the public sphere which 
we would today call civic-republican, as opposed to liberal-individualist. [...] In 
the process of their deliberations, participants are transformed from a collec-
tion of self-seeking, private individuals into a public-spirited collectivity, capa-
ble of acting together in the common interest. On this view, private interests 
have no proper place in the political public sphere. (“Rethinking”, 71-72) 

Unlike Benhabib and Young, Fraser does not discuss working-class politics or highlight 
the need of the working class to transform into a public-spirited collectivity. On the 
contrary, her analysis focuses on the liberal-individualist aspirations of the bourgeois 
that are cultivated into claims of common concern during the formation of bourgeois 
public sphere. Fraser, moreover, defends the Habermasian “civic republican” concept 
of the public sphere in highlighting the political value of going beyond self-interest. For 
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Fraser, the civic republican-spirited notion of the public sphere highlights the meaning 
of “the political” as an outcome, not a pre-given starting point, of public deliberation. 
This, at least, is what the civic republican ideal would look like. Unfortunately, argues 
Fraser, civic republican theorizing fails to appreciate the creative and ongoing process 
of political debate and relies on power-blind conceptions of what the “common good” 
means.501 

Feminist Politics: from Separatism to Publicist Orientation? 

While the values of “commonness” and the “common good” are highlighted in Ben-
habib’s, Fraser’s and Young’s arguments on class politics, the feminist movement is dis-
cussed in relation to the ideal of openness and an outward-looking attitude – in con-
trast to political separatism and enclaving. In Justice and the Politics of Difference, 
Young defends the separatist tendencies of gynocentric/cultural feminism that arise, 
according to Young, as a response to humanist feminism, which has focused on “mas-
culine” activities and issues and devalued “feminine” ones. According to Young, ”most 
elements of the contemporary women’s movements have been separatist to some de-
gree”502 in that they have fostered women-only-activism and have actively focused on 
issues and experiences that have not had a place in mainstream political life and 
thought. I argue that while Young defends the separatist tendencies of the second-wave 
feminist movement as a necessary phase of feminist regrouping, she nevertheless 
wants to incorporate the value of publicity in the “self-understanding” of the second-
wave feminist movement.  

The concept of a heterogeneous public appears as an important tool to defend the pub-
licist orientation of the women’s movement in Young’s analysis. According to Young, 
separatist women’s activities are ”offering some beginning models for the development 
of a heterogeneous public”503. Young argues that not only did the different feminist 
groupings address the question of their internal plurality, they also aimed at generating 
discussion in order to build coalitions and alliances with each other.504 In Justice and 
the Politics of Difference, Young distinguishes her own model of a heterogeneous public 
from interest group pluralism by appealing to the publicist orientation of a heteroge-
neous public:  

A heterogeneous public, however, is a public, where participants discuss to-
gether the issues before them and come to a decision according to principles 
of justice. Group presentation, I have argued, nurtures such publicity by calling 
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for claimants to justify their demands before others who explicitly stand in 
different social locations. (JPD, 190, emphasis original) 

Responding to a possible question of how a heterogeneous public differs from interest 
group pluralism, Young appeals to publicity as a principle that demands the partici-
pants of the social movements to engage in discussion with others and to defend their 
claims, rather than promoting their own agenda in privatized contexts. According to 
some critiques, such as Chantal Mouffe’s, Young’s version of pluralist democracy, which 
is based on a principle of publicity, is too attached to a conception of pre-given groups 
and identities and does not push the argument far enough to promote the creation of 
new identities in democratic politics.505  

In her more recent book, Inclusion and Democracy, Young discusses the claims of some 
critics of the politics of difference. Responding to these critics, Young makes a distinc-
tion between the politics of difference and identity politics, again, by relying on the 
concept of publicity. According to Young, groups and movements that are often accused 
of identity politics – that is, accused of focusing in their activities and argumentation 
on asserting a sense of a more or less united and enclosed collectivity – are in fact voic-
ing their claims in public in order to point out the connection between group-specific 
claims and broader structural issues of injustice that concern the political community 
as a whole.506 Further on in the same book, Young argues that societal groups or move-
ments, such as the feminist movement, that call for attention to their specific concerns 
are not separatist or inward-looking in their claims. Rather, while entering into the 
public realm they are willing to justify their claims as claims of justice related to inclu-
sion and equality. Making a connection between “the political” and “the public,” Young 
argues, furthermore, that ”such public expression implies that they acknowledge and 
affirm a political engagement with those they criticize, with whom they struggle”507. 

Like Young, Fraser defends the “separatist” second-wave movement while at the same 
time arguing for its publicist orientation. In Struggle over Needs, Fraser criticizes the 
way Habermas distinguishes new social movements based on their particularistic or 
alternatively universalistic orientation. Fraser claims that this distinction is not as ob-
vious as it may seem. Pace Habermas, who tends to see new social movements as iden-
tity-political movements whose aim is to secure their collective sense of self, Fraser 
claims that while the women’s movement indeed entails separatist tendencies, it also 
appeals to a universal conception of justice while struggling for an equal voice in the 
sphere of political deliberation and decision making. Like Young, Fraser claims that the 
separatist tendencies of the women’s movement have been necessary when the issues 
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that women have experienced have not yet achieved a legitimate position in the hege-
monic political debate. However, while Fraser defends the motivation behind political 
separatism, she also repeatedly appeals to the striving of the women’s movement to 
equal ”access to, and control over, discursive resources”,508 which she in turn sees as a 
necessary condition for women to participate in social and political life on a par with 
men.509 

Fraser makes even more apparent connection between the concept of the public 
sphere and the outward-looking feminist movement in the article “Rethinking the Pub-
lic Sphere.” Here, Fraser develops her concept of subaltern counterpublics, which I 
have discussed in more detail in chapter 4.1. As I have claimed, the concept of subaltern 
counterpublics is developed in the context in which Fraser argues that a pluralist 
model of the public sphere would better serve the ideals of political inclusion, accessi-
bility and equality than a singular model. What I wish to highlight in my current analy-
sis is that the concept of subaltern counterpublics also provides a means to re-concep-
tualize the political character of the feminist movement. I claim that Fraser, relying on 
the Habermasian conception of the public sphere, sets a normative standard for femi-
nist politics by appealing to the ideals of openness, and the outward directedness of 
the movement:  

I am emphasizing the contestatory function of subaltern counterpublics in 
stratified societies in part in order to complicate the issue of separatism. In my 
view, the concept of a counterpublic militates in the long run against separa-
tism because it assumes an orientation that is publicist. Insofar as these arenas 
are publics they are by definition not enclaves. (“Rethinking”, 67, emphasis 
original) 

Continuing her analysis of the publicist character of counterpublics, Fraser claims that 
two important aspects of political activism are combined in them: On the one hand they 
function as spaces for withdrawal, and on the other hand, in accordance with the notion 
of publics, they reach out to participate in wider public discussion and debate. Fraser 
claims that the Habermasian conception of the public sphere provides tools to look at 
social movements from the perspective of publicity, in as much their members see 
themselves as participants of “the-public-at-large”.510  

Some commentators such as Brooke Ackerly argue that Fraser’s concept of subaltern 
counterpublics is not meant to imply that counterpublics in themselves would be “pub-
lic” in an established sense of the word (here Ackerly refers to the aspect of openness 
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in particular). I claim, however, that Fraser uses the concept of the public sphere and 
terms such as “publicity” and “the public” to highlight not only the role that the move-
ments play in society at large but also to rethink their internal relations and activities. 
In describing the late 20th-century U.S. feminist movement, Fraser calls it a “public 
sphere” and refers to its various activities, such as journals, bookstores, film and video 
distribution, conferences, and festivals.511All these examples of the activities of the 
movement have, I would say, public elements, although at the same time they happen 
in the margins of society and do not necessarily reach “the-public-at-large” or the “of-
ficial public spheres.” Added to this, Fraser describes the feminist counterpublics in 
terms of “discursive arenas” and the development of their “own terms and lan-
guage,”512 and thus, I argue, relies on the idea of discursive interaction as an important 
nominator of a feminist counterpublic, which she also does in the context of writing 
about the bourgeois public sphere.513 It seems to me that with the concept of the coun-
terpublics (counterpublic spheres) Fraser participates in feminist discussion on the 
conditions and manifestations of “feminist political togetherness,”514 and highlights the 
aspects of publicity as central nominators of the feminist movement. 

Benhabib applies the concept of the public sphere in defending “the political” in the 
feminist movement from a slightly different angle than Fraser and Young, who high-
light the outward directedness of the movement. In a similar way as in her discussion 
on working-class politics, Benhabib highlights the ideal of commonness as the marker 
of the political in her discussion on the women’s movement, as well as other “identity-
political” movements. Instead of countering the ideal of commonness with that of self-
interest, however, Benhabib argues that the feminist movement’s preoccupation with 
“the personal” might lead to forgetting the quintessential character of politics as a com-
mon and shared enterprise. The same critique, argues Benhabib, also concerns other 
identity political movements and groups. On the final page of the appendix, “The Per-
sonal is not the Political,” in The Reluctant Modernism of Hannah Arendt, Benhabib 
writes:  

“The personal is not political”: that is the message of Arendt’s life and work. 
Politics is the space we create in common by virtue of what we can share with 
each other in the public sphere. The personal becomes the political when one’s 
identity as a Jew, as a woman, as a refugee, etc. – an identity one shares with 
others – is attacked by the larger society. But to translate an identity under 

                                                           
511 Ibid., 67. 
512 Ibid. 
513 Elsewhere, Jodi Dean (1997), for example, has developed an idea of feminist solidarity based on ele-
ments of Habermasian discourse ethics. 
514 See Anna Elomäki’s (2012) concept of “feminist political togetherness” and her comprehensive 
analysis of its various conceptualizations and interpretations in feminist political and democratic the-
ory. 



The Public and the Political: Negotiating the Boundaries for Feminist and Socialist Politics 

182 
 

attack into a political project, one needs to transcend the vicissitudes of indi-
vidual life and find what is common and what can be shared by all in the public 
sphere. (RMHA, 232-233) 

Benhabib applies the concept of the public sphere in highlighting shareable political 
goals in contrast to “the personal,” and claims that the idea of “politics as the space we 
create together” should be the basis for “identity political” claims making. Benhabib 
does not offer any concrete example of what translating the “vicissitudes of individual 
life” might mean in practice, but for Benhabib these issues are not political. 

Elsewhere, Benhabib applies the concept of the public sphere in distancing herself from 
separatist tendencies in identity political movements during globalization. In the intro-
duction to Democracy and Difference, Benhabib uses the concept of the public sphere 
to criticize the political separatism of some cultural political movements that should, 
according to Benhabib, follow in the footsteps of earlier identity political movements 
such as the second-wave feminist movement: ”Whereas the former kind of identity/dif-
ference politics focuses on the negotiation, contestation, and representation of differ-
ence within the public sphere of liberal democracies, the politics of ethnonationalisms 
seek to redefine constituents of the body politic, and aim at creating new politically 
sovereign bodies”515. Continuing the same line of thought in The Claims of Culture, Ben-
habib criticizes separatist cultural politics, claiming that it is often in contradiction with 
the principles of human rights: According to Benhabib, nationalist claims for sovereign 
states often entail a strong emphasis on making a distinction between “us” and “them,” 
which leads to intolerance about difference within a given community. Instead, Ben-
habib valorizes the politics of difference that follows the principles of publicity: open-
ness, contestability and processes of mutual learning and reason-giving. 516 

There are, I argue, two distinct ways that the concept of the public sphere as a marker 
of the political is applied in the three theorists’ discussion on feminist and other move-
ments that are associated with identity politics or the politics of difference. Firstly, 
there is a way of using the concept in defending the feminist movements against, among 
others, Left critics who have claimed that the movements disrupt justice and univer-
sally-oriented politics because of their inward-looking and self-centered activities and 
objectives. The ideal of democratic publicity, the three theorists argue, is central to the 
activities of these movements, which are willing to debate and defend their claims be-
fore a wider audience. Secondly, the three theorists apply the concept of the public 
sphere in distinguishing apolitical from political activities within identity political 
movements, or at least highlighting an improved version of their politics. The concept 
of the public sphere is applied to highlight outward-looking and public oriented, and in 
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the case of Benhabib generalizable, claims making, as opposed to a separatist and indi-
vidualist orientation within social movements and political groups.  

How does the concept of the public sphere as a marker of “the political” figure in nego-
tiating the Left and feminism? I argue that the negotiation does not translate simply as 
a feminist critique of the neglect of “the political” in Marxist theory. Rather, it seems to 
me, the concept of the public sphere as a marker of “the political” is used to both defend 
the political elements of the feminist movement against some critiques, and to highlight 
normatively the publicist and public-oriented features and potentials of the feminist 
movement. Regarding socialist politics, the concept is applied to reinterpret the con-
ception of class politics and theory by placing the question of “the political” at the cen-
ter of analysis. What distinguishes the three theorists’ arguments concerning the labor 
movement and feminist movement? For one thing, the apolitical character of the for-
mer is described in terms of seeking economic self-interest and the “remedy” to this is 
seen as adopting a more generalizable and common perspective to economic-political 
claims. In turn, the apolitical character of the feminist movement is described as in-
ward-looking activities and separatism and the remedy for this is seen as orienting to-
ward a wider public and learning to justify political claims before a wider audience. 
There are differences between the theorists, too. Fraser, for example, does not criticize 
the labor movement, but the bourgeoisie for their interest-politics, while Benhabib 
highlights the need for more generalizable claims from the identity political move-
ments, something which is not emphasized in the other two theorists’ discussions. 

 

5.4. Conclusion: The Concept of the Public Sphere and the Politics of 
“the Political” 

Since our feeling for reality depends utterly upon appearance and therefore 
upon the existence of a public realm into which things can appear out of the 
darkness of sheltered existence, even the twilight which illuminates our pri-
vate and intimate lives is ultimately derived from the much harsher light of the 
public realm. Yet there are a great many things which cannot withstand the 
implacable, bright light of the constant presence of others on the public scene; 
there, only what is considered to be relevant, worthy of being seen or heard, 
can be tolerated, so that the irrelevant becomes automatically a private matter. 
(Arendt 1958, The Human Condition, 51) 

This passage is from the chapter “The Public and the Private Realm” in Hannah Arendt’s 
1958 book, The Human Condition. In this chapter, Arendt discusses three distinct “ar-
eas” of society, the private, the social, and the political, and claims that the distinctive-
ness of each of these activities is lost in modern society. Starting from the Antiquity 
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there has been a clear division between the private sphere of the household and the 
public political sphere. However, through the streaming of private (economic) activi-
ties into the public realm, and through the “rise of the social” and mass society in which 
the political is subordinated to the managing of private issues and the state’s “house-
keeping,” both the public and the private realms are in a risk of disappearing. Arendt 
criticizes, among others, Marx, who according to her rightly predicted but also uncriti-
cally accepted the process of the de-politicization and of “the ‘withering away’ of the 
whole public realm.”517 Private matters are not discussed only in terms of economic 
interests in Arendt’s discussion. After the passage quoted above, Arendt refers to “love” 
as a private matter that is “killed, or rather extinguished, the moment it is displayed in 
public.”518 

I see some of Arendt’s ideas as inspirational frameworks for the three theorists’ nego-
tiations of the Marxist tradition and feminism. On the most general level, I argue that 
the theorists’ uses of the concept of the public sphere challenge a juxtaposition be-
tween the Arendtian valorization of the distinct value of “the political” in human life 
and Marx’s neutral, if not positive, attitude toward the future diminishing of the politi-
cal realm. Similarly, I argue that the concept of the public sphere is applied to resolve a 
conflict between feminist claims to politicize the personal and Arendtian skepticism 
toward including “private matters” in the public realm. In both these cases, the concept 
of the public sphere is applied in the three theorists’ discussions as the marker of “the 
political.” On a more specific level, I argue that the concept of the public sphere is ap-
plied, firstly (ch 5.1), to broaden the scope of the political by including both “personal” 
and “economic” issues as relevant subjects of political and public discussion; secondly 
(ch 5.2), to criticize an idealized view of emancipatory public life, and to highlight the 
distinct value of individual privacy, while at the same time questioning the value of 
economic privacy; and thirdly (ch 5.3) to highlight the political nature of both the 
women’s movement and class politics.  

According to my analysis, Young, Fraser, and Benhabib apply the concept of the public 
sphere in challenging the Left and feminist movements regarding their stance toward 
“the political” and its boundaries. However, this challenging also entails tensions and 
differences between the arguments concerning the feminist and identity politics on the 
one hand, and class politics on the other. Where the politicization of personal and eco-
nomic issues is concerned, the authors seem to highlight the linking of these two claims 
in feminist politics to the context of talking about the power relations within house-
holds. But when the discussion concerns broader issues, they seem to differentiate the 
feminist politics of politicizing the personal and the working-class politics of politiciz-
ing the economic. All the theorists, furthermore, call in the spirit of liberal theorizing 
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for an appreciation of the value of personal privacy in feminist theorizing and politics, 
but at the same time economic privacy is presented in a highly critical light by all of 
them. At the same time, the idealized picture of the politically emancipatory public 
sphere is questioned. Finally, the concept of the political public sphere is applied to 
steer class politics as well as feminist and identity politics in a more “political” direc-
tion, but at the same time “the political” and its opposite the “apolitical” or less-political 
are not defined in the same way regarding class and gender politics.  

There are also differences between the theorists. Fraser, for one thing, is the most ap-
preciative of working-class politics of the three. She highlights working class claims to 
politicize the economic as a groundwork for feminist claims to include personal issues 
in public debate, and she completely ignores “apolitical” interest politics as a possible 
feature of working-class politics. In contrast, Young claims that the feminist claim that 
“the personal is political” is a radically new way of thinking about politics that chal-
lenges the modern political tradition, including working-class politics. Also, both Young 
and Benhabib clearly rely more on Arendt’s theorizing than Fraser does when they dis-
cuss the public “activities” and “attitudes” that make the working class a political col-
lectivity. There are, moreover, differences between the theorists regarding their dis-
cussion of the value of privacy and their conceptualizing of the public sphere as its 
counterpart. While Benhabib and Young discuss the public sphere in rather abstract 
terms, Fraser’s discussion gives a more concrete example of how in contemporary so-
ciety publicity makes some people more vulnerable than others to the intrusion of me-
dia publicity into their private lives. At the same time, however, Benhabib and Young 
consider the economic conditions of personal privacy, which is not highlighted in Fra-
ser’s argumentation. 
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6. Conclusion 

 

In Abbas Kiarostami’s film Ten there is a scene in which a woman sits in a car beside 
the female driver and tells her about her break up with her boyfriend. During the con-
versation the driver asks her, “Are you modest? Why are you wearing your scarf so 
tight?” Then the woman carefully takes off her headscarf, showing her shaved head. 
She starts to cry and smile at the same time. While finding words to explain difficult, 
she explains that she shaved her head after the break up and felt happy when doing it, 
and that it was only now that she cried for the first time. I was impressed by the scene, 
which in a way highlighted the “public” revealing of an act of personal resistance and 
empowerment. At the time I watched the film, I had been preoccupied with the ques-
tion of political agency. Somehow, the scene made me to think about the link between 
the public and the political: Could an action be political if it was not revealed to a larger 
audience? Could the personal be political unless it was brought to public light? Obvi-
ously, as was pointed out to me, a car with two persons sitting in it is hardly a public 
space, but that scene in the movie remained as an inspirational starting point for my 
research on the concept of the public sphere and my examination of the role of the 
concept in feminist political thought. 

The link between the political and the public has intrigued me ever since, and has 
proved its relevance on many levels. On perhaps the most obvious level, feminist inter-
pretations of the concept of the public sphere are engaged with democratic theoretical 
discussions in which the public sphere is discussed quintessentially from the perspec-
tive of political inclusion. Young, Benhabib, and Fraser highlight the problems of exclu-
sion that plague the public sphere both in theory and practice, and argue that the ideal 
of political inclusion is yet to be fulfilled. The fifth chapter of the thesis captures per-
haps most explicitly the connection between “the political” and “the public sphere.” As 
I have shown in my analysis, the concept of the public sphere is used to argue for the 
broadening of the scope of “the political” by including issues and persons previously 
excluded from its scope. The concept is also used to mark a difference between “the 
political” and “the apolitical” or “less political,” pointing out and highlighting the fea-
tures of political activity that have their basis in the ideals of publicity. (Here we have 
the core idea that the scene in Kiarostami’s film inspired in me.)  
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Yet another important link between “the political” and the concept of the public sphere 
is the idea that the concept of the public sphere itself is a political tool of feminist anal-
ysis. The thesis brings out how the concept of the public sphere is used to defend cer-
tain positions in feminist political theoretical debate in which Benhabib, Fraser, and 
Young participate. I hope I have made an original contribution to feminist political the-
oretical discussion by applying a methodological approach that pays attention to his-
torical and politically charged uses of concepts. It is my contention that my study on 
the uses of the concept of the public sphere provides new knowledge about the role of 
the concept in Benhabib’s Fraser’s and Young’s works and is a contribution to the field 
of feminist political theorizing in general. With the study I wish to shed new light on 
various feminist debates since the 1980s through examining the debates from the per-
spective of the concept of the public sphere, and to highlight the background conditions 
of the concept that follow and affect its interpretations from the mid-1980s to the late 
2010s.  

The main argument of the thesis is that the concept of the public sphere in Benhabib’s, 
Young’s and Fraser’s works is used as a tool to negotiate aspects of the Left political 
tradition within feminist discussions in which the three theorists particiate since the 
1980s. My research reveals a certain silence about the role of the Left tradition in fem-
inist discussions on the concept of the public sphere. This silence, I argue, seems polit-
ical. Despite the fact that Habermas’s concept of the public sphere is developed in the 
neo-Marxist environment of the Frankfurt School of Critical Theory and that Haber-
mas’s role in Benhabib’s, Young’s and Fraser’s works is well recognized, and despite 
the socialist feminist background of all three theorists, the role of the Left legacy has 
not been addressed in the analyses of the three theorists’ discussions on the concept of 
the public sphere. This said, the thesis does not simply reveal the socialist feminist or 
Critical theoretical background of the three theorists’ discussions on the concept of the 
public sphere. More importantly, it brings out the persistency of the role of the concept 
of the public sphere in my three theorists’ bodies of work in interpreting the ways in 
which feminist politics both distances itself from, and seeks a productive alliance with, 
aspects of the Left tradition. 

I pursue my main argument through four distinct discussion themes that I have set out 
in my analysis. The first theme concerns the theory debate during the 1980s concern-
ing the challenges directed at Marxist theory by its Critical, postmodern and socialist 
feminist critics. I argue that the concept of the public sphere starts to emerge as a tool 
to negotiate between the distinct perspectives and arguments in this debate. The sec-
ond theme is the discussion on the state and the market and the civil society that 
emerges between them. During these discussions, which take place immediately before 
and almost twenty years after the end of the Cold War, I argue that the interpretation 
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of the concept of the public sphere as a sphere of political participation becomes estab-
lished in the three theorists’ works and is applied to reinterpret the political role of 
civil society and various social movements, as distinct from both the private market 
and the public state and other official institutions of political power. The third theme 
is the discussion on the ideal of democratic inclusion during and after the so-called shift 
from the politics of (social) equality to the politics of (cultural) difference in the early 
1990s until today. In this context, I argue, the concept of the public sphere is used as a 
tool to reconcile the ideals of socioeconomic equality and economic justice on the one 
hand, and the ideals of cultural justice and societal plurality on the other. The final 
theme discusses the meaning and limits of “the political” for socialist and feminist pol-
itics. Focusing on Benhabib’s, Fraser’s, and Young’s texts written in the 1990s, I argue 
that the concept of the public sphere as a marker for “the political” is applied to bring 
together and differentiate between socialist and feminist politics. 

I have argued that in the theorists’ early articles and reviews, the concept of the public 
sphere starts to emerge as a tool to build up critical alliances between the Left, femi-
nism and strands of postmodern theorizing in the so-called “post-Marxist” era. I distin-
guish two background discussions for the “emerging” concept of the public sphere in 
Benhabib’s, Young’s, and Fraser’s early writings. On the one hand, the uses of the con-
cept of the public sphere arise from the context of socialist feminist theorizing (and 
activism) in which the critique of the public-private distinction is central. On the other 
hand, the concept of the public sphere stems from (Habermasian) Critical Theory and 
emerges as a tool with which Critical, postmodern and feminist critics seek to negotiate 
with the Marxist tradition. In both contexts, the three theorists apply the concept of the 
public sphere as part of their feminist argumentation. They criticize the Marxist tradi-
tion for neglecting the domestic sphere and the power relations that are reinforced by 
the gendered distinction between the domestic and the public sphere. They also criti-
cize unitary conceptions of political collectivities and goals, and they develop more plu-
ralist theories which recognize gender differences as well as class and ethnicity. At the 
same time, the concept of the public sphere is applied to hold on to some aspects of the 
Left tradition. In line with the emancipatory Marxist tradition, the public sphere is 
treated as a goal for feminist politics. In addition, the concept of the public sphere is 
used to highlight the normative aspects of politics and theory. The concept is referred 
to as a site of democratic, open, and contestable discursive action, which is neverthe-
less built on an ideal of justifiable claims making with the aspiration of changing the 
world for the better. 

As my analysis shows, the concept of the public sphere has an important role in nego-
tiating the Left legacy in feminist theorizing in the context of reinterpreting the political 
role of civil society as a critical wedge between the state and the market. The concept 
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of the public sphere is on the one hand applied in a post-totalitarian spirit, to take dis-
tance to and oppose official political rule. On the other hand, the concept is used to 
emphasize the importance of democratically limiting the private market. The concept 
of the public sphere is used as part of the three theorists’ critical discussion on the U.S. 
welfare state capitalist society that was built during the Cold War. Here the concept of 
the public sphere arises as an important tool to highlight the political activities of social 
movements associated with the New Left, such as the second-wave feminist movement 
and the critical distance it took to state bureaucracies. The highlighting of the extra-
state character of feminist politics continues in the context in which the three theorists 
respond to the problems and prospects of post-Cold War Western democracies. Young, 
Fraser, and Benhabib defend the concept of the public sphere as manifesting voluntary 
arenas of political activities between the liberal state and the private market. In my 
analysis, I point out that the theorists’ examples concerning the role of the public 
sphere of civil society for feminist politics highlight a critical distance from legal regu-
lation. On a general level, however, the theorists oppose an uncritical valorization of 
civil society as the primary site of politics. In discussions concerning global democracy, 
I argue, the problem of a lack of democratically powerful institutions becomes an even 
more urgent issue for the theorists. But, at the same time, the concept of the global 
public sphere formed by women’s rights, anti-sweatshop campaigns, environmental 
activists, citizens and groups, is applied to highlight a critical arena for opposing un-
democratic political rule worldwide, as well as an unruly global economy.  

My thesis revisits Benhabib’s, Fraser’s, and Young’s feminist discussion on the lacking 
conditions for a genuinely inclusive concept of the public sphere. I argue that the uses 
of the concept of the public sphere are intertwined with negotiating the Left tradition 
in the framework of what Fraser refers to as “the post-socialist condition” after the Cold 
War. I argue that the three theorists use the concept of the public sphere in negotiating 
the claimed political and theoretical shift from the politics of social equality to the pol-
itics of difference since the end of the 1980s. In varying ways and with varied success, 
the concept of the public sphere is applied to reconcile between the claims of socioec-
onomic and cultural justice. In my analysis, I discuss three alternative concepts with 
which the theorists address “the politics of difference” in democratic theorizing. Fra-
ser’s concept of subaltern counterpublics, Young’s concept of a heterogeneous public, 
and Benhabib’s notion of the female ‘public sphere’ are all applied to defend the demo-
cratic role of cultural politics and movements associated with it, such as the feminist 
movement. I have discussed the theorists’ uses of their alternative terms in highlight-
ing the interrelated economic and cultural conditions for inclusive public life. This said, 
the alternative concepts are also applied to build a certain distinction between political 
claims for distributive and cultural justice. This distinction becomes an even more 
clearly defined discourse in the three theorists’ texts from the mid-1990s onward. Two 
of the theorists, Fraser and Benhabib, end up using the concept of the public sphere as 
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a justificatory standard for multicultural disputes that are considered to be separate 
from those struggles that claim socioeconomic justice. However, while the theorists’ 
discussions focus on the challenges of global democratic inclusion, the intertwining of 
cultural and economic justice is more explicitly recognized by all three theorists.  

It is my contention that Benhabib, Young, and Fraser negotiate the Left legacy in femi-
nist theorizing using the concept of the public sphere as a marker and boundary setter 
for “the political.” In the three theorists’ texts, the concept of the public sphere is ap-
plied in developing a theory that recognizes the interrelatedness of both socialist and 
feminist aspirations, but there is also a tendency in their discussions to separate the 
political projects of the working class and feminist movements from each other. I have 
discussed the ways in which Benhabib, Fraser, and Young defend not only the politiciz-
ing of the personal but also the politicizing of the economic, which means bringing eco-
nomic and personal issues into public debate. At times, I have argued, the broadening 
of the political public sphere by politicizing the economic and the personal are per-
ceived as a joint socialist-feminist objective, while sometimes the politicization of the 
economic is seen as an aspect of working-class politics, and the politicization of the 
personal as an aspect of feminist politics. The concept of the public sphere is not only 
applied to defend the broadening of the scope of the political, however, it is also used 
to demarcate the private from the public political sphere. Benhabib, Young, and Fraser 
all apply an unidealized concept of the public sphere plagued by unwanted or uncon-
trolled aspects of publicity, to defend personal privacy in feminist theorizing. At the 
same time, they ally themselves with the Left critique of the ideal of economic privacy 
in liberal thought. Finally, the concept of the public sphere as a marker of the political 
is used in distinguishing the political from the “apolitical” activities of both the working 
class and the feminist movement. I argue that the distinctive value of “publicity” is ap-
plied to oppose the interest-political aspects of class politics on the one hand, and the 
separatist aspects of feminist and other “identity-political” movements on the other.  

Throughout my analysis, I have highlighted important differences between Benhabib, 
Young, and Fraser in how they apply the concept of the public sphere in their argumen-
tation. Firstly, Benhabib is the most deliberative and least radical of the three theorists. 
Despite welcoming the politics of difference as a necessary outcome of the critique of 
the orthodox Marxist tradition, she is not prepared to make any radical alterations to 
the Habermasian, modern concept of the public sphere to assure the inclusion of dif-
ferent groups. Her uses of the concept of the public sphere also reflect a general trust 
in Western liberal democracies in which civil society within which the public sphere, 
the law, and even the market each have an important role. Secondly, Young is the most 
explicit about the interconnectedness of socioeconomic and cultural justice, but at the 
same time in some contexts her uses of the concept of the public sphere reflect an em-
phasis on cultural politics which is distinct from what she calls traditional working-
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class politics. Of the three theorists, Young is also clearly the most skeptical about state 
and other official institutions of political power, and she conceives the public sphere as 
a sphere of “changing society through society.” Thirdly, Fraser is the most sympathetic 
toward the Marxist tradition. Even though she allies herself with several of the cri-
tiques directed at the Marxist tradition from postmodernist, feminist and Critical The-
ory critics, her uses of the concept of the public sphere reflect the continuing appreci-
ation of economic justice as a central objective of feminist analysis and politics. 

The concept of the public sphere has broad shoulders. The study of its uses in three 
feminist theorists’ works have touched upon grand issues and debates that have and 
will occupy political and democratic theorists: political subjectivity, social interaction 
and communication, state and political institutions, democracy and social movements, 
the political, and so on. At the same time, the analysis of the uses of the concept of the 
public sphere also reveals its temporality, contextuality and contingency. The concept 
that Benhabib, Fraser, and Young apply in their works has a certain historical back-
ground and role in their argumentation and is related to specific theory debates and 
societal developments in Western societies. What, then, is the future of the concept of 
the public sphere? The globalization discourse that I have discussed in my study has 
revitalized the concept of the public sphere as a tool of democratic theorizing. The uses 
of the concept of the global public sphere reflect renewed interest in civil society, social 
movements and political activities as a counterpower to global capitalism, neoliberal 
political rule, cultural imperialism, human rights violations, racism, gender oppression, 
poverty and environmental destruction. The public sphere as a social phenomenon is 
not about to vanish either: the internet and social media, political communication, 
worldwide public demonstrations, etc. are important phenomena of contemporary so-
cieties. I believe, however, that those theorists who are interested in applying this con-
cept, should be more aware of its political-theoretical history, of which I have mapped 
only one small part. They should also pay attention to the concrete manifestations of 
publicity and the political climate today to escape the possible traps of uncritical gen-
eralizations.  
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