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Abstract. In this paper we argue that political weblogs can be theoretically construed and 
empirically evaluated as public spheres, albeit with some technological and sociological 
limitations. Rethinking participation in a public sphere to include "emotional achievement" 
as a key aspect, we posit that political weblogs can function as public spheres for 
creating, structuring, and influencing political discourse. Interpretations from a virtual 
ethnographic field study of online participations in a political weblog community are 
presented as evidence for considering emotional achievement and online identity politics 
as important aspects of online public spheres such as political blogs. However, there is a 
danger of political blogs functioning as partisan spheres instead of as true public spheres 
that imbue the notion of critical rationality and the principle of equality of communicative 
action. Situating political blogs within the literature on virtual publics, we present “voter 
centered design” of electronic voting portals as a viable alternative to political blogs. 
Based on the findings of the virtual ethnographic study, we draw several implications for 
civic participation and democratic deliberation in the present Internet age. We discuss 
briefly how the emergence of technological intersubjectivity as a mode of human social 
relations, digital positivism as a mode of human epistemic relations with external reality 
are resulting not only in new discursive formations but also leading to a civic panopticon, 
or the civic surveillance of people and places of power.  
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1 Introduction 
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1.1 Weblogs 

.

1.2 Political Weblogs  
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1.3 Public Sphere 

Public Sphere 

in the 

Political Realm
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1.4 Emotional Achievement 

1.5 Online Identity Politics 
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2 Methodology 

2.1 The Principles of Virtual Ethnography (VE) (Hine, 2000) 

 Sustained interaction to "reduce the puzzlement": 

 Interactive media like the Internet should be understood both as a culture 
and as a cultural artifact:

 VE can be usefully thought of as a mobile than multisided: 

 Object of VE can usefully be shaped by concentrating on flow and 
connectivity rather than location and boundary as the organizing 
principle

 Boundaries must be discovered. They are not to be assumed a priori but 
explored through the course of VE. Online and Offline boundaries must be 
formulated and then VE could be stopped: 
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a posteriori

 
 VE is interstitial, in that it fits into the other activities of both 

ethnographer and subjects. Immersion in the setting is only intermittently 
achieved: 

. 
 VE is necessarily partial. VE accounts are based on strategic relevance 

rather than faithful representations of objective realities: 

 
 VE can use the ethnographer as informant and embrace the reflexive 

dimension. VE integrates all interactions with technology: 

 
 VE is ethnography in, of and through the virtual. All interactions are valid 

not just face-to-face: 
 

 VE is adaptive ethnography and yet not methodologically pure

2.2 Orienting Questions 

 
 
 

3 Results  

1. To what extent are political weblogs public spheres? 
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.  

needs to create an identity every time
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3.1 Emotional Achievement in Virtual Public Spheres 
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2. How does online identity politics play out in the participants' 
comments? 

John 
Ashcroft
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“No More Mr. Nice Guy!”

“such a challenge to dominant constructs is basic to the politics of 
the signifier  foilhatgrrl chicago dyke”, 

foilhatgrrl  

chicago dyke  

“numbby”, “Pass the Foil”, “jiggy wid it” , “SPIN 
BUSTER”, “Straw Man” and “Semiconscious”. 

 

“Morpheus” “Spinoza”. 
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3. How does online identity structure the discourse? Or conversely, 
how does discourse structure online identities? 

“Cary 
in Tn”, “NYMary”, “Brooklyn Rob”, “chris/tx”, “David in NY”, “Elaine in 
NY”  NMRed”  

“HAL9000” 

“mdhatter” 
“Morpheus”

4 Discussion 
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4.1 What new forms of political action are emerging? What old 
forms are evolving? 

5 An Alternative to Political Blogs: Voter-
Centered Design of Electronic Voting Portals 
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design
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5.1 How are civil society actors using the Internet for political 
communication? What democratic changes, if any, is this 
leading to? 

5.1.1 Digital Positivism 
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5.1.2 Civic Panopticon1 

5.2 Do e-participation developments affect civil society by 
providing new platforms for debate and engagement? 
How? 
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5.3 Will the Internet revitalize or erode offline associations and 
community life? How are online communities similar or 
different from offline ones? 
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5.4 When, where and why is internet activity in civil society 
having an impact on public policies? 
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5.5 How do trends at different levels (local, national, European 
and international) compare? Is civil society’s use of e-
participation a homogeneous trend or is it a politically 
localized phenomenon?  
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