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Reconstruction or Deconstruction
A Dispute About the Fate of the Public Sphere in Cyberspace

Shen Jianlin (Wuhan University)
Qiu Yu (Xi’an Jiaotong University)

Abstract As a field of public discourse practice between the public power sphere and the private sphere,
the public sphere has become a powerful concept used to judge the openness, publicity and rationalization of
political power in contemporary political philosophy. With regard to the fate of the gradually fading public
sphere of the traditional media era, there has been a great debate between the theories of reconstruction and
deconstruction. The theory of reconstruction firmly believes that cyberspace brings the prospect of reconstruc-
tion to the public sphere based on such facts as the diversity of network information sources, the diversification
of discourse subjects, the weakening of political and commercial erosion and the feasibility of network super-
vision participation. The deconstruction theory considers that it is difficult for the Internet to become a space
for growth in the public sphere based on the disorder and irrationality of network discourse communication,
the distortion and excess of information, and the erosion of technological and social, economic and political
factors. Through the excavation of the epistemological roots of this academic controversy, this paper finds that
the differences between the macro-constituent elements and the micro-communication ecology in the perspec-
tive of research, the homogeneous treatment of heterogeneous Internet public opinion issues in the selection of
research cases, and the integrated interpretation of the reaction of power subjects is the essence of the dispute
between the reconstruction theory and the deconstruction theory. The debate between reconstruction and de-
construction reflects the duality of the public sphere in cyberspace: it not only has a certain activation function,
but also brings deconstructive characteristics. To solve the problem of deconstruction, we need to realize the
modern transformation of the public sphere by clarifying the attributes of online discourse communication and
promoting the legalization of “online” speech norms.

Key words cyberspace; public sphere; state governance
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