SOCIAL REPRESENTATIONS AND PUBLIC LIFE:

A STUDY ON THE SYMBOLIC CONSTRUCTION OF PUBLIC SPACES IN
BRAZIL

SANDRA JOVCHELOVITCH

Thesis submitted in partial fulfillment for the degree of

Doctor of Philosophy

Department of Social Psychology
London School of Economics and Political Science
University of London

January 1995



To

Jacob and Regina

(who taught me that other people matter)



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Acknowledgements

Abstract

Introduction

PART I - THEORY

1.0.

1.1.
1.2.
1.3.
2.0.
2.1.
2.2.
2.3.
2.4.

2.5.

3.0.

3.1.
3.1.1.

THE PROBLEM: SOCIAL REPRESENTATIONS OF THE PUBLIC
SPHERE IN BRAZIL

Current realities
The historical background

The relevance of social representations

ON THE RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN THE PUBLIC AND THE
PRIVATE REALMS

The Dialectical Nature of the Relationship between the Public and
the Private Realms

The Polis and the Public Sphere: The Greek-City State and
Democracy

The Emergence of the Liberal Public Sphere: From the Power of
the Lord to the Power of the Public

The Bourgeois Public Sphere

The Public Sphere: The Approach of Social Psychology

SOCIAL REPRESENTATIONS AND THE PUBLIC SPHERE

Social Representations in the Public Sphere
The Making of Symbolic Activity

10

16

16

27

32

36

36

39

45

48

53

59

61
62



3.1.2. Social Representations and Representational Activity: The Symbolic
Construction of Reality

3.1.3. Social Representations: The Creation of a Shared Symbolic
Reality

3.2.  Social Representations of the Public Sphere

3.2.1. The Public Sphere as an Object of Social Representations

PART II - METHOD

4.0. THE METHODOLOGICAL ISSUES: HOW TO APPROACH THE
OBJECT OF STUDY

4.1.  Epistemological Assumptions

4.2.  Methodological Procedures
4.2.1. Content Analysis of the Press
4.2.2. Narrative Interviews

4.2.3. Focus Groups

PART III - RESULTS

5.0. REPORTING THE PUBLIC SPHERE: SOCIAL REPRESENTATIONS IN
THE PRESS

5.1.  The Mass Media, Social Representations and the Public Sphere

5.2. Mapping the Press Content: Some comments on the procedures
adopted

5.3.  Looking at the Newspapers: In Search of Meaning for the Public
Sphere

5.3.1. The Streets

5.3.2. Politics

5.3.3. Representations of Public Life in the Newspapers: The Relationship
Between Street Life and Political Life

67

71

75

75

81
81
85
93

96
99

102

102

105

108

108
112

114



5.4.
5.5.

6.0.

6.1.

6.1.1.
6.1.2.
6.1.3.

6.2.

6.2.1.
6.2.2.
6.2.3.
6.2.4.
6.2.5.
6.2.6.

6.3.
6.3.1.
6.3.2.
6.3.3.
6.4,
6.4.1.

6.4.2.
6.4.3.

7.0.

7.1.

7.1.1
7.1.2

The Information Magazines: Analysis of Veja and Isto E
The Construction of Social Representations of Public Life in the
Press

GIVING VOICE TO THE PUBLIC SPHERE: SOCIAL
REPRESENTATIONS IN DIALOGUE

The Groups and How to Interpret Them: Research as an Interactive
Act

The Choice of Groups: Who? and Why?

The Advantages and Disadvantages of the Choice

How to Interpret the Groups: The Coding Frame and Its
Rationale

The Streets and Political Life: Representing the Space Out There

The Streets as Fear and Threat
About the Streets; Of the Streets
Living Together; Living Apart
Politics as Corruption ‘
Politics as Fate

Politics as Ourselves

"We Get What We Deserve": From the Space Out There to the
Space Within

The Streets and Politics: Public Life as National Identity
Mixture and Impurity: Corruption Flows in the National Blood
"We Love; We Hate": Ambivalence in the Representational Field

Voicing Different Perspectives: Social Positioning and Social
Representations

Each Group Has a Story: Structure of Argumentation By Group

Each Group Tells a Story: Salience of Themes By Group
Analysis of Correspondence Between Groups and Themes

STORIES OF PUBLIC LIFE: SOCIAL REPRESENTATIONS IN
NARRATIVE

Social Representations and Narrative

Narratives and the Forging of Social Representations

The Impeachment of the President as a Story of Public Life

5

117

121

124

124

124
125

126
129
129
133
135
139
141
143
145
145
148
150
152
152

162
164

172

172

172
178



7.1.3

7.2.

7.2.1
7.2.2
7.2.3
7.2.4
7.2.5
7.2.6
7.2.7
7.2.8
7.2.9

In Search of Story Tellers
The Narratives

Narrative 1
Narrative 2
Narrative 3
Narrative 4
Narrative S
Narrative 6
Narrative 7
Narrative 38
Narrative 9

7.2.10 Narrative 10
7.2.11 The Story of Not Teliing a Story or the Dog that Didn’t Bark

7.3

What Stories the Stories Tell Us: Social Representations of Public
Life

8.0 CONCLUSIONS

8.1.

8.2.

8.2.1

8.2.2

8.3.

The Workings of Social Representations in Public Life

The Workings of Social Representations of Public Life in Brazil
The Possible Knowledge of Public Life: The links between the
public and the personal

The Affects and the Practices in the Representational Field

Prospects for Future Research

BIBLIOGRAPHY

APPENDIX 1
APPENDIX 2
APPENDIX 3
APPENDIX 4
APPENDIX 5
APPENDIX 6

185

188

188
189
190
192
192
193
194
195
196
196
197

199

205

205

214

215

220

223

228

242
245
246
249
255
256



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The mémory of gratitude sometimes does not fit into the formalities of
academia. However, anyone who has written a thesis knows that it is against the
solitude of the journey that one fights the most. At various stages, I had other people
soothing my battle and to them I wish to express my thanks. In Brazil: I am grateful
to my colleagues at the Institute of Psychology / PUC-RS, who have supported me
from the very beginning, covering my absence and standing by my efforts to come
abroad, and to CAPES (Brazilian Agency for Post-Graduate Education), which
provided the financial support for this research. Particular thanks belong to Professors
Nara Bernardes, Juracy C. Marques and Maria Lucia Nunes, who strongly supported
my intentions and encouraged me to come to London. Professor Pedrinho A.
Guareschi has given me, along the years, more than I could possibly describe in
words. I am deeply grateful to him. I am also indebted to my commilitants in the
hard task of thinking of psychology as a science and as a profession in the context
of Brazilian society: Simone Paulon, Neuza Guareschi, Sandra Fagundes and Liane
Pessin. I am particularly grateful to Simone Paulon, who worked with me in the field
work and lent me her skill and continuous inspiration about the life of groups. My
family, in spite of the Atlantic, has been always with me. To my sister Marlova 1
owe, amongst other things, the odd phone call, in unexpected moments, evoking

memories of childhood; the girls out there, having a good time.

In London I found friendship, interest in this thesis and intellectual support.
The Department of Social Psychology at the LSE has been an encouraging and
friendly environment. To Professor Rob Farr, my supervisor, I owe the space in
which I have been heard and encouraged to speak with my own voice. I have
profited enormously from his vast knowledge of social psychology, and his patience
and warm support towards my inconsistencies, confusions and painful moments, have

guided this thesis to its completion. Gerard Duveen, George Gaskell, Hamid Rehman,



Laura Melo, Angela Stathopoulou and Jan Stockdale are part of the best that life in
London has given me and I am most grateful for their enduring intellectual support
and friendship. Special thanks go to my fellow PhD students who, either in seminars
or at the Beavers’ Bar, provided a terrain for good ideas and high spirits. At the
LSE ‘Social Representations Group’, Danielle Efraim, Marie-Claude Gervais, Héléne
Joffe, Nicola Morant and Diana Rose contributed to my understanding of the theory
and to the clarification of my ideas. Steve Bennett, Roy Cousins and Ron Connet
have helped me to overcome my resistance to new technologies and I am very
grateful for their continuous endurance of my cries for help. I wish to thank Vanessa
Cragoe for her help and kindness throughout the years I have been at the LSE. I also
want to thank Sebastian Aartz for his help with my ‘brasilianist’ English. Martin
Bauer has been, as usual, my first and most acute critic. He has generously given me
his time and knowledge throughout the process; but it was in his sharp observations
about my tropical overtones that I found the love and care that allowed me to write

this thesis.



ABSTRACT

In this thesis I relate the work of both Arendt and Habermas concerning the public
sphere to Moscovici’s theory of social representations. I propose a distinction between social
representations in and of the public sphere to show that (i) social representations are forms
of symbolic mediation firmly grounded in the public sphere, and (ii) public life plays a
constituent role in the development of representations and symbols. Drawing on Winnicott’s
concept of potential space, I show that the constitution of social representations and public
life rests neither upon the individual nor upon society, but upon those spaces of mediation
that link and separate them at the same time. The concept of public sphere is operationalised
along two dimensions: the space of the streets and the arena of politics. The research
comprises three empirical studies: (i) content analyses of the Brazilian press, (ii) focus groups
with street children, taxi drivers, policemen, professionals, students and manual workers, and
(iii) narrative interviews with Brazilian parliamentarians about the impeachment of the former
president. The roles of the media, of conversation and of narratives in the shaping of both
social representations and public life guide the analyses. The findings suggest that the blurred
character of the relationship between self and other in Brazil lies at the very heart of social
representations of public life. Threat and fear on the streets and corruption in political life
are anchored in older metaphors of corrupt blood and a contaminated, ill, social body. The
results suggest that the workings of social representations are inseparable both from the
historical features of the society in which they develop and from the processes whereby a
community struggles to maintain an identity, a sense of belonging and a location in the
world.



INTRODUCTION

This research has its origins in the reality of my own country. The difficult
state of affairs that characterises public spaces in Brazil - and its tragic consequences
for the life of Brazilian people - prompted me to write this thesis. One does not need
to write a thesis to observe the immediate reality of public life in Brazil. In its most
crude face, it reveals corruption, violence, nepotism, patronage and inequalities. In
its most subtle face, it reveals deep lacunae between constitutional rights and an
everyday life that, for the vast majority, is deprived of citizenship. These conditions,
to be sure, are part of a history that, for Latin American countries, is the result of
systematic colonization and exclusion. It would be difficult, and undesirable, to
ignore the violence that marks both the conquest of the Americas and the subsequent
development of the continent. These social structures and historical developments are
not abstractions; on the contrary, they impinge upon the lives of social actors with
a constitutive power. And yet, I do not think such a history is the ultimate
explanation, the only means of understanding our social situation. If it is true that it
is necessary to consider history and social structures, it is also true that both history
and social structures are constructed by social psycholdgical subjects, who know, act,

invest with affection, and render with meaning, the realities in which they live.

How then, in conditions of everyday life, do social subjects appropriate
public life and transform it into their reality? How do they explain it? How do they
. make this reality meaningful? And what is the meaning of this reality for them? In
other words, how do they construct social representations about public life and how
do these social representations themselves become a symbolic environment? These
questions are at the core of this thesis. They are not divorced from debates occurring
in Brazil at the beginning of 1991, when I set out to work towards my doctoral
degree. The ways in which corruption seemed to be permeating the most micro-levels

of social relations, the concern with ethics in both political life and everyday



practices, and the need to look more closely subjective structures increasingly
deprived of a sense of alterity were at the centre of a debate in Brazilian academic
and social life (Costa, 1988; Chani, 1992; da Matta, 1992, 1993; Birman, 1993). It
became clear through this debate that simple oppositions of the type ‘dominant versus
dominated’ could not give an adequate account of the complex interactions that are
producing in Brazil a culture of violence or, even worse, a way of life in which
violence is becoming banal. Of course, this does not mean that one can just overlook
the extremely predatory behaviour of the Brazilian élites and their international allies.
In this regard, let me make clear that the north-south divide is real enough as to the
costs it imposes on peripherical countries. As to the Brazilian élite, I have no respect
for them, in the same way they never have had any respect for Brazil and for its
people. This élite, who pretend to guide the country towards modernity and yet
sustain the highest concentration of land ownership in the world, who takes Europe
and North America as their declared models, but insist on perpetuating feudal
realities for the sake of sustaining their own privileges; this élite has yet to explain
itself, preferably before a tribunal. However, as I indicated before, symbolic
constructions of public life in Brazil cannot be understood only as an exercise of
dominant groups. Reproduction is not all there is in symbolic fields and the ways in
which people struggle, resist and manifest elements of agency must be taken into
account. In Brazil, I am convinced that the violence which marks public life has not
yet succeeded in erradicating those elements that link concrete everyday experiences

to a project of hope.

This research thus has a context. It stems from certain socio-psychological
practices that have been taking place in Brazil and, more generally, in Latin America
in recent years. These practices, which concern pressing and urgent realities, are part
of an attempt to develop a social psychology capable of explaining the social
psychological phenomena which our social structure produces. Although I am
referring to a social psychology that we have been developing in Brazil and in Latin
America, this is only to make explicit the site from which I am talking; there is no
intention at all in this effort to work for a regional social psychology, a sort of

Brazilian or Latin American social psychology. Quite the reverse, I would say that
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this social psychology is an attempt, on the part of Latin-American social
psychologists such as the late Igndcio Martin-Baré (1983) in El Salvador, Pedrinho
Guareschi (1992), Wanderley Codo(1985) and Silvia Lane (1985) in Brazil, Maritza
Montero (1978) in Venezuela, among many others, to redefine, drawing on European
sources, the modes of practice and the theoretical development of our discipline. The
context of this research therefore is not absolute; contextualization does not
necessarily mean particularism. The Brazilian case, which is at the centre of this
study, cannot be understood outside of a larger context, to which it also belongs. In
this sense, I started reflecting about public life in Brazil and found myself reflecting,
just as much, about the meaning of public life in general and its relation to social

psychology in particular.

To investigate contemporary conditions of public life means, for the social
psychologist, reflecting on various directions. First, it involves a reflection on ‘the
social’ as such. Our discipline has been ambiguous, to say the least, in its relation
to the social. Sometimes considered a variable, sometimes considered an external
influence, social psychologists have been at odds with the category that,
paradoxically, distinguishes them from other psychologists. The far-reaching
historical analyses of Rob Farr (1991a; 1991b) have been a reliable guide in
understanding why this is the case. Positivism on the one hand, and individualism on
the other, seem to be the joint themes that have, in the course of our history as a
discipline, shaped most of our theoretical efforts and codes of practice. Second,
reflecting on public spaces also leads to a reflection on the relationship between self
and other, reproduction and agency, individualism and community life. Whichever
form of public life is being considered, its analysis discloses a play upon such
fundamental themes. And thirdly, reflecting on public life involves confronting
certain pivotal social issues, which call for a critical social psychology, attentive to
the changing face of social, cultural, gender and global relations. This, in my opinion,
is crucial, and poses the issue of commitment. Scientific knowledge is never neutral,
and involves options of many kinds. In opting for a critical social psychology, I share
the concerns of the late Ignicio Martin-Bard, Pedrinho Guareschi, Silvia Lane and

Eclea Bosi, amongst other Latin American scholars, for whom the epistemological

12



and theoretical shifts taking place in social theory must be firmly grounded in human

narratives of freedom, emancipation and social justice.

This thesis is organised in three parts. The first part poses the theoretical
question that is adressed in the rest of the thesis. It contains three chapters, each
corresponding to a different element in the overall theoretical framework of the
study. In chapter one I define the research problem and I there I consider three
aspects of it: the current realities of Brazilian public life, the historical background
of these realities and the relevance of the theory of social representations to adressing
the question. I show that the present conditions of public life in Brazil, which are
mainly characterised by violence and poverty in the streets and by corruption in
political life, must be seen in relation to the history of Latin America. This history,
characterised by unity in diversity, explains many of the complexities of Brazilian
public life. In chapter two I discuss the relationship between the public and the
private spheres. These two domains, I argue, can only be understood in relation to
each other. I draw on the work of Arendt and Habermas to sketch the main elements
that characterise the public realm. On the basis of these elements, I propose the
public sphere as a space of inter-subjective reality, which brings to the fore the
dialectics between self and other. After having demonstrated the social psychological
dimension of the public sphere - the public sphere as a space of alterity, I go on to
discuss, in chapter three, the relationship between the public sphere and social
representations. This is done at two levels which, although related, are analysed
separately. The first concerns the logic of production of social representations. It
concerns, therefore, social representations in the public sphere. It is suggested that
the public sphere, as the place of the generalised other, is constitutive of social
representations, in that it provides the ground for their emergence and development.
The second level examines the problem of social representations of the public sphere.
Here I discuss the moment at which something like a "public” becomes conceivable
to social actors and hence becomes an object upon which social representations can

develop. These three chapters therefore follow a three step logic: (i) I start from the
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characterization of the particular case of Brazilian society in chapter one, (ii) I
theorise about the meaning of the public sphere as a social psychological
phenomenon in chapter two, and finally (iii) I discuss how social representations are

at once generated by - and yet contribute in generating - public life.

The second part of the thesis is concerned with a discussion of the methods
used in my empirical studies. In chapter four I make explicit the epistemological
foundations of my approach and I describe in detail the procedures of my empirical
work. Drawing on the work of Markovd on the Hegelian paradigm and the
assumptions developed by the critical theorists of the Frankfurt school, I discuss the
historical character of social psychological knowledge and the dialectical nature of
the relationships between both objectivity and subjectivity, and between universals
and particulars. In the discussion of the research procedures, I operationalise the
concept of the public sphere along two dimensions: the streets and the political
arena. The investigation is designed in terms of three empirical studies: (i) a content
analysis of the Brazilian press, (ii) focus groups with street children, taxi drivers,
policemen, professionals, students and manual workers, and (iii) narrative interviews,
where Brazilian parliamentarians tell the story of the impeachment of the former
president, Fernando Collor de Mello. This range of techniques assists both the
quantitative and the qualitative analysis of the representations. Each is presented and
discussed in its own right as a valid research technique. The issues of objectivity and
validity, as well as the relationship between qualitative and quantitative methods of

research, are then discussed.

The third part comprises the presentation and discussion of the results. The
differing roles of the media, of conversations, and of narratives in the shaping of
social representations are discussed drawing upon the findings. In chapters five to
seven I identify the representational fields emerging from my analyses of the media,
of the discussion groups and ofthe narratives of politicians. These different sources
produce a strikingly similar representational field. The blurred character of the
relationship between self and other in Brazil, and the quest for a national identity, lie

at the very core of the representations found in these different contexts. I discuss how
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this relates to the development of Brazilian social thought and to early scientific
theories, which linked the mixture of different ethnic ‘bloods’ to the problems of
Brazilian social life. Whilst social scientists, especially social psychologists, may long
since have abandoned searching for biological explanations of social phenomena this
is not true of their lay informants. I also show how these representations are
intertwined With defensive strategies drawn upon by the community to negate its
hybrid and, therefore, threatening identity. In the last chapter I consider the ways in
which this study may contribute to the theory of social representations as well as to

an assessment of the limits and possibilities of public life in Brazil.

As it will be evident, this thesis is an interpretative (ad)venture. A potentially
fatal illusion of those who work at interpreting social life is the illusion of providing
a final reading. In considering reality as a closed and determined set, the researcher
may wish to coincide with it and exhaust it with her analysis. However, to restore
the experience of others in its purity and to capture completely the spirit and the
Sense it hides is an impossible task. Interpretation is the outcome of an encounter
between the researcher, who is a subject, and the subject-object domain. Encounter,
dialogue, interpretation, representation; the research act does not escape these
conditions. Interpretation, therefore, is always re-presentation and as such is open to
con-frontation. This is why, I believe, any interpretative effort should always strive
towards rigour and systematisation. Their value is not, as some might believe, that
they would allow a positive knowledge. The value of rigour and systematisation is
to make research accountable, so to speak. In giving account of one’s decisions,
ones’s assumptions and procedures, we help to make research practices acts of
dialogue, open to further development and elaboration. In producing the space that
these pages open, I have discovered that to read and to investigate is to reflect and
to think upon the words of others, the writing of others, the experience of others. As
to the difficult task of constructing my own text, I should say that the images and
voices of another place have always been with me: the landscape, the people, the
many others that are on the other side of the sea, in Brasil. They helped me to
remember that, as Merleau-Ponty wrote, ‘the earth is the soil of our thought as it is

of our life’.
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1.0. THE PROBLEM: SOCIAL REPRESENTATIONS OF THE
PUBLIC SPHERE IN BRAZIL

1.1. Current Realities

The main purpose of this study is to look at social representations of the
public sphere in Brazil in order to explore the relationship between social
representations and public life. This is done in two different ways, which are
interdependent and inseparable. On the one hand, it is a project concerned with the
quality and the contradictory nature of public spaces in Brazil and how these spaces
are represented in the register of symbolic experiences. In this sense, it looks at
social representations of the public sphere in Brazil. On the other hand, it seeks to
unravel the role of social representations as constituent elements of public life, and
in this sense it looks at social representations in the public sphere. As I hope to
demonstrate, these two aspects of the problem are closely inter-related and they can
only be distinguished for the purposes of analysis. Thus this research considers both
social representations of the public sphere in Brazil and the processes whereby these
social representations are brought about. By looking at the particular case of
Brazilian society, I hope to show the crucial connection between social
representations - as a specific social psychological phenomenon and the public sphere

- as a specific social space.

In order to do so, the empirical focus of the study is on the ways Brazilians
represent the space "out there", construct a social knowledge about this space and in
doing so look back on their own identity. Now, the experience of everyday life
involves representing - in different manners - the world that is "out there" when the

“privacy of the home is left behind. When the door of this private home is closed

behind, one enters a space with both physical and concrete features as well as an



immense diversity of meanings and of symbolic signs. This space makes its own
demands upon people, requires them to understand its signs, calls for socially
established behaviours and so forth. Summing up, people need to draw on all the
signs they have encountered throughout their socialization and in doing so they will
be exercising both their individuality and their sociality (Mead, 1934). Which
representations emerge from this encounter which a community has with its own
sense of "we"? How do these representations come about, how do they reproduce or
change old meanings and practices? How do they shape the object they represent?
And how they can help us to understand realities that can and should, if correctly

identified, be transformed?

To investigate social representations of the public sphere in Brazil poses a
number of problems for the researcher. To come to grips with a social reality, which
defies explanation, and to explain its specific logic and momentum, is a most difficult
task both conceptually and empirically. However, if the structural problems of
Brazilian society defy the theoretical creativity of social scientists, they also reveal -

in their dramatic social effects - the impasse of sustaining a sense communis and a
public life. The dilemmas of public life in Brazil are not new. On the contrary, they
are as old as the history of Brazil and there is a long tradition of research, ranging
from anthropology to psychoanalysis, concerned with the configuration of Brazilian
public life and its structural problems (Faoro, 1975; Costa, 1988; da Matta, 1991,
1992, 1993; Chaui, 1992, 1993; amongst many others). Yet, to describe the situation

of Brazilian society today is no easy task.

Perhaps one could start by saying that, first and foremost, there is the quality
of public spaces in Third world societies, particularly in Latin America. Five hundred
years after its "discovery” the continent still struggles with many of the problems
which have marked its history, namely, famine, poverty, violence and corruption. In
Brazil, the signs of social unrest are very crude, and quite explicit. They are in front
of people’s eyes and there is little one can do to avoid observing them. I am talking
precisely about twenty-five million deprived children and, of these, between seven

and eight million who live in the streets; about 24.7 million illiterates and one of the
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highest rates of child mortality in the world - 87 per 1000 (Dimenstein, 1991). I am
talking about famine which is still the main cause of death; about the absence of
sanitary conditions for a large proportion of the population, about the instability of
the economy which, for the last ten years, has been characterized by an inflation rate
varying between 20% and 25% a month - and still, these are only a few of the
statistics describing our social conditions. Seventy-five per cent of Brazil’s 150
million people now live in urban areas. Over twenty cities have more than a million
inhabitants and Rio de Janeiro and Sdo Paulo are among the five largest cities in the
world. Brazil has the biggest concentration of land ownership in the world - as great
as the concentration of income. The richest ten per cent of the population earn half
of the national income (53.2%) and the poorest ten per cent receive less than one per

cent (.6%)."

In contrast: Brazil is a rich country. It is the fifth largest country in the world
and, industrially, it ranks 11th in the world league. Indeed, Brazil’s economy, in spite
of inflation, is strong. Its industrial sector is large and can be compared to developed
capitalist societies. The natural resources are plentiful, from the Amazon jungle to
the fields in the south: its land is arable and the mines in the southeast are a
permanent source of both precious stones and gold. This, maybe, is the first big
contradiction with which the country has to cope: the extreme, but highly
concentrated wealth and the extreme, but widely distributed, poverty. Inequality in

Brazil is not a political slogan - it can be found throughout the social fabric.

I start my reflections about the nature and meaning of the public sphere in
Brazil from a consideration of these realities. Recent research concerning the last
decade of our history - the decade of the transition from dictatorship to democracy -
has revealed a highly problematic landscape (Moises & Albuquerque, 1989). The
reversal of popular expectations about the resolution of economic and social problems
and increasing frustration with the institutions of state in general - that are marked

by corruption, inefficacy and bureaucracy - have led to something that I would call

'Sources: IBGE - Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatistica (the official Statistics Office), and
World Bank.
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disenchantment with the public sphere. Some of the symptoms of this
disenchantment appear very clearly in everyday life: the rupture of the social fabric
can be seen in criminality that, in the Brazilian case, has become a social pathology.
This can be seen in the traffic that has become a kind of battlefield for individuals
who seem to have no connection with each other at all. It can also be seen in the
virtual absence of the mutual trust that is needed to build up any project of life that

to some extent takes into consideration the public domain, i.e., the domain of others.

More quietly, less brutally than in the streets, but just as effectively, the arena
of politics has been one of the major sources of distrust and disenchantment with
public life. Corruption and impunity are old issues and their taken-for-grantedness
in every day life is symptomatic of their power as patterns of social behaviour, The
gap between public rhetoric and private enterprise is enormous. The distance between
words and deeds, a sort of autonomy of language, where anything can be said, where
the word becomes a vehicle for autonomous meanings, all unconnected with what
actually happens, permeates the chain of social relationships. And when explanations
for this gap are discussed in public, they are expressed in terms of private reasons.

What sounds like magic realism, becomes, in fact, reality.

Thus, for instance, if the national congress in Brasilia is discussing the
minimal national wage, or the new economic policy, what is salient to the public is
the crisis in the president’s man’iagé. In 1991, for more than ten days the headlines
of the major Brazilian newspapers highlighted what, in effect, became a "soap opera”
about the president’s relationship with his wife. And the personal problems of the
president were presented as an explanation for the absence of any policy capable of
coping with the profound, structural, and very public problems the whole country was
going through. In the same period, ministers were involved in public discussions
concerning the love affairs of their cabinet colleagues. The media gave ample
coverage to the private notes being exchanged in those meetings and, for more than
two months, the whole country witnessed the development of a love affair between
the Finance minister and the Minister of Justice. Here, we find yet another feature,

this time not a gap between words and deeds, but a curious inversion: in Brazil what
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should be private becomes public and what is public becomes private. That private
affairs could be transformed into matters of public concern constituted another insight
on the part of a government which, not only understood that Brazilian society is
submerged in the private, but which also used such marketing strategies for the
whole period it held office. But that public matters should become a vehicle for
private interests is an expression of the social, economic and symbolic misery of a
society incapable of reflecting upon itself in its own domain, that is, in the public

domain.

The problems discussed above, arising from a specific historical, social and
economic formation, affect human experience in all its domains and go far beyond
the realm of economic exchanges. It is here that one needs to consider the symbolic
effects of such a situation. For the gap between what is said and what is done -
something that in Freudian terms would be equated to the absence of the reality
principle, the distance between the policies that regulate everyday life and everyday
life experience, the disenchantment with the public sphere as a whole, generate a
vicious circle, where to think about and to reflect upon a common life space occurs
under the éign of an "impossible". Deprived of the possibility of believing in a
common and social project, the outcome has been alienation and fatalism for Latin
Americans. Igndcio Martin-Baré (1983) described what he called the "fatalist
syndrome" in Latin America. Its major consequence is to bring to a halt the notion
of historical time in the actions of social agents. In it, every object and every human
being just goes on - no big changes are expected, except those to be found in the
normal, taken-for-granted, course of life. Things are as they are, as they were
yesterday and as they will be tomorrow. Only the present counts. Yet not the
plenitude of present experience that the Latin poet was looking for, but the one that
is given by the impoverishment of the possibilities of life. Hence, without either
historical memory or a project for life, there is nothing but the fatal acceptance of
destiny. In other words, this fatalism becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. What kind
of éocial subject emerges from such circumstances ? As Piera Aulagnier (1975; 1979)
has pointed out, the task of the psyche’s functioning is to represent what exists and

to learn how to represent the I, as an entity that is built up and that maintains itself
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in a delicate struggle of dependency and independency with the existing reality. That
is why every human I, in order fo be, needs to exercise the function of anticipating
itself, of being capable of reflecting its own temporality, without which it drops its
search for an identity and its relation to time. Therefore, the I has to think and to
anticipate a future space-time which is open to the consideration of alternative
possibilities. It is unnecessary to say that this process does not happen from "within"
but in "relation to" something that, in the case of the human species, is both the
world as a construct of human activity and the others who comprise the fundamental
support upon which the uniqueness of each human I unfolds. From the very
beginning alterity is present in the psychic scene, shaping the essence and the nature
of its constitution as a psychological entity, or expressing it more accurately, as a
socio-psychological entity. Therefore, under circumstances such as those described
above, both societal links and selthood acquire a problematic configuration. The issue
becomes even more serious because these problems are not only externally generated
-although the north/south divide is real enough. However, they are also generated

from within, in the very interstices of local relationships and practices.

The considerations outlined above may sound too pessimistic if images of an
"other" Brazil are to come into the picture. Carnival, music, popular culture in the
streets, solidarity in the favelas, resistance, mestizage, art, humour and literature
comprise the other face of Brazilian society. The richness of Brazilian culture, and
of Latin America as a whole, is well-documented and whoever knows Brazil can give
testimony to the intensity of these cultural forms of life. In fact, there has been a
complex interplay between these elements of Brazilian cultural life and the
configuration of political life, something that I shall discuss later in more detail. As
a mode of introduction, it suffices to say that the institutional void between family
and state in Brazil - typical of societies with problems in consolidating democratic
forms of government - has one of its origins in the pervasiveness of emotion and
family ties across the social fabric (de Aragdo, 1991). Brazilian anthropologists and
sociologists alike have been at pains to make sense of the dilemmas of a culture
founded both in collectivism, solidarity and emotion and in authoritarianism,

corruption and viclence (da Matta, 1991; Ortiz, 1986; Chaui, 1993). It is exactly
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these disjunctions which present the most challenging paradox in the constitution of
Brazilian public life. Not only because they blur the frontiers between public and
private life, but also because they produce a specific space of contradictions that defy

the very relationship between representations and reality.

In a fundamental essay for Latin American cultural history, Misplaced Ideas,
the Brazilian critic Roberto Schwarz (1992) explores the roots and consequences of
the dislocations between a system of representations of society - which functions as
a frame of reference for everyone - and the reality itself. This essay is decisive to the
problem I am addressing. In it, Schwarz shows the effects of the contradictions which
took place in nineteenth century Brazil, a country whose actual social relationships
were based on slavery and yet, who incorporated as its own the liberal ideas coming
from Europe. In Brazil there were the slave trade, the latifundia and clientelism, that
is, the very antitheses of the bourgeois principles of universalism before the law, of
the dignity of labour, of the separation between the public and the private, of civil
liberties and so on. Strange as it may be, this clear contradiction did not impede
Brazilian social thought (mainly intellectuals and élites) from adopting as its main
point of reference the liberal principles of the European bourgeoisie. When faced
with these liberal ideas, "Brazil, the outpost of slavery, was ashamed - for these were
taken to be the ideas of the time - and resentful, for they served no purpose. But they
were also adopted with pride, in an ornamental vein, as a proof of modernity and
distinction. To know Brazil was to know these displacements, experienced and
practised by everyone as a sort of fate, for which, however, there was no proper
name, since the improper use of names was part of its nature” (Schwarz, 1992, p.28).
And Schwarz goes on to say, "the test of reality or coherence did not seem to be
decisive, notwithstanding its continuous presence as a requirement, recalled or
forgotten according to circumstances. Thus, one could methodically call dependency
independence, capriciousness utility, exceptions universality, kinship merit, privilege
equality, and so on" (p.24). Such displacements are illuminating not only for the
issue of the relationship between representations and reality in Brazil, but also for an
understanding of the very conditions that blur the private and the public spheres.

Somehow, Brazil developed an ideological frame of reference and a system of
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representations that had nothing to do with the reality of the country. Now this is
exactly at the heart of problems such as the ones discussed above. The power of
ideas over facts, the autonomy of discourse, the almost absurd co-existence of a
social reality screaming for attention and an interpretation that negates it: these, as
I shall discuss in the next section, are elements that can be traced back to the very

inception of Latin American societies.

The debate about a public sphere is not, of course, restricted to Brazilian
society. The issue of distinguishing between the public and the private spheres goes
back to the meanings of these two realms in Ancient Greece. In our contemporary
societies the distinction becomes blurred and is the result of the transformations in
both public and private life that occurred with the emergence and establishment of
the bourgeois era. In this sense, the question of what is public and what is private
evokes, essentially, the nature of a relationship. The one can be understood only in

relation to the other.

Actually, the debate about a public sphere lies at the very heart of the
discussion concerning the limits of democracy and of citizenship in contemporary
societies. When, in the 20s, Walter Lippmann (1927) wrote The Phantom Public he
was already pointing out that there is "nothing particularly new in the disenchantment
which the private citizen expresses by not voting at all”. The solution he offered then
was the delegation of the functions of the public to a group of competent experts,
since there is simply not enough time in the day for a citizen to perform all the tasks
expected of him. Lippman’s recommendations were unequivocally elitist and are far
from being on the agenda of a critical theory of public life. But, odd as they may be,
his remarks seem amazingly to the point. Today, perhaps more than ever, the res
publica has been called into question. Taking Habermas’(1989b) work as a starting
point, social scientists of different disciplines have queried both the denotation and
the connotation of the public sphere. In what sense does it epitomise the principles
of freedom, equality and solidarity that, since the 18th century, have been the
cornerstones of western rationality? Habermas’ work is centred on the emergence,

development and transformation of the bourgeois public sphere in Europe and
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remains the most complete account to date of this new category of capitalist society.
In it, Habermas defines the public sphere as a space where citizens meet and talk to
each other in a fashion that guarantees access to all. It is a sphere where the principle
of accountability is developed, which leads to a transformation in the nature of
power as such. Power, indeed, can be exercised, but it must be exercised in an
accountable and visible fashion. Habermas is concerned to demonstrate and to
discuss how the critical functions of the public sphere are weakened through its
structural transformation. Consumerism, the mass media, the expansion of the state
in advanced industrial societies, are some of the elements which conspire to debilitate
the contemporary public sphere, provoking what Habermas calls a "re-feudalization
of the public sphere". Although his critique is sharp, Habermas, in describing how
the public realm unfolds and declines in modern societies, is concerned with
demonstrating how it evokes a concomitant commitment - as a space that can be
recovered; as a project that can still sustain the rationalisation of power through

public discussion.

Hannah Arendt (1958) has been another important contributor to the debate
surrounding the notion of the public realm. She takes the Greek experience of the
polis as her starting point for establishing the meaning of the public realm and its
relation to the private domain. Her book The Human Condition is, beyond doubt, a
tribute to the public realm, which she describes as the space where people can enact
in speech and in deed the plurality and uniqueness that characterise the human
condition. The public realm is the space that belongs to all, and is common to all.
Because it demands the abstraction of purely private interests, the public sphere is
conducive to the production of permanence and history, insofar as it allows the life-
span of each person to be transcended. It is perhaps in Arendt’s oeuvre that one can
see most clearly the importance of the public sphere as a normative concept. By
grounding the public sphere in the human condition of plurality, she calls our
attention to the need for recognising the multiplicity of social logics that characterise
human existence. At a time when post-modern critiques emphasize the supremacy of
differences for their own sake and conceive of public life as sheer fragmentation, her

account seems more necessary than ever. For plurality, the quintessential feature of
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public life, does not lead to indifferentiation and indifference. To be different for
humans is not the same as being apart from each other; on the contrary, it is the very
commonality of the public realm which allows difference to appear. For how can one
recognise it if not in relation to alterity? And yet, difference is not sovereign as some
post-modernists would have it. Criteria must exist to decide what is legitimate or not
(nazism was a very good story, and so were Latin American dictatorships). This is
achieved through dialogue and joint action, activities which are part and parcel of the
public realm. In this process, different perspectives constantly meet, compete,
negotiate, re-define themselves, are accepted or discarded. That is why the
acknowledgement of different perspectives and attempts to negotiate them in public
always comprises an unfinished business and history is an open-ended process. In the
current debate about the public sphere, such notions are often considered out of
place, for they cannot, their opponents would say, account for the slippery and
fragmented features of contemporary societies. Of course contemporary societies
produce fragmentation and dispersion; one just needs to look around. But to reduce
the interpretation and assessment of contemporary societies to their conditions of
actualization deprives social thinking of any critical endeavour. The normative
notions which emerged from the process of assessing the past and foreseeing the
future are not in vain; they constitute a project. And a project involves the capacity
to anticipate an open reality in such a way that it privileges one outcome over many
possible others. Rather than being wiped out by the fractures and disjunctions which
can be found at the core of our contemporary societies, the notion of a public sphere

remains a project to be achieved.

Two major questions arise from this conceptualization. The first one is the
question of identifying whether this is a study about public life, or about social
representations of public life; the second is whether this is a study about Brazil and
therefore limited to a particular society, or whether it produces a type of knowledge
that could be generalised to any society. The second brings about another, and yet
related, problem: is it possible to use this theoretical framework to explain the
specificity of Brazilian society? In regard to the first question, [ hope the study itself

will demonstrate the vital relationship between social representations and public life.
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Social representations are forms of social knowledge always constructed in relation
to a social object, which they also shape. In this sense, this study addresses the

problem of how social representations and public life relate to each other.

The second question is a more complex one. There is no doubt that different
societies produce different phenomena and paying attention to cultural divefsity is
crucial in the social sciences. However, the acknowledgement of different experiences
does not lead to the isolationism of purely local understandings. These differences
can meet, be recognised for what they are, allow for comparison and for the
emergence of elements that sometimes remain unnoticed within a purely local
context. Moreover, theoretical frameworks and projects cannot be regarded as
national, especially in the realms of culture and social sciences, where boundaries are
established on the basis of intense exchanges. As Said pointed out with great
propriety, "a confused and limiting notion of priority allows that only the original
proponents of an idea can understand and use it. But the history of all cultures is the
history of cultural borrowings.(my emphasis) Cultures are not impermeable, just as
Western science borrowed from Arabs, they had borrowed from India and Greece.
Culture is never just a matter of ownership, of borrowing and lending with absolute
debtors and creditors, but rather of appropriations, common experiences, and
interdependencies of all kinds among different cultures. This is a universal norm.
Who has yet determined how much the domination of others contributed to the
enormous wealth of the English and French states?" (Said, 1993, p.161-162). Very
little remains to be said after his words. Actually, it is perhaps not accidental that
Said’s concerns seem to apply so well to discussions that are also taking place in
Latin America and no doubt, in Africa, in the Arab world and in the Indian sub-
continent. We know only too well the extent to which cultural borrowings construct
local realities. These voices, coming from the developing world, recognise the
borrowings and do not deny them. This, may I say, has been rather a European
tendency, one that, nevertheless, did not impede Europe from taking advantage of the
vast universe of cultural difference and wealth it met in the age of the Empire. This
study, therefore, draws on European traditions of thought and research, which can

illuminate Brazilian reality, for Brazilian reality has never been, nor is, encapsulated
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in itself. To understand how a particular community constructs social representations

about its public life can also contribute to an understanding of different experiences.

Finally, let me say that, in Brazil, we are still concerned with the problems
of equality and injustice, wealth and poverty, democracy and authoritarianism, and
the necessary demarcation between the public and the private. I hope I have made
clear above, when discussing the current realities of Brazilian societies, why these
questions remain unanswered and are far from being trivial - they have a concrete
impact on the conditions of life of a multitude of people. As such they are not alien
to social psychology. Thus the need to investigate how they are transformed into
everyday knowledge, how they acquire meaning in the representations of social actors
and how, from these processes, there emerges a symbolic environment that shapes

the very object it refers to and the very experience of those who once constructed it.
1.2. The historical background

The history of Latin America, and of Brazil within the continent, can offer
important elements to an understanding of the relationship between the public and
the private realms. Although public life is currently highly problematic, the origins
of the problem are to be found in a more distant past. To be rigorous this would
require a review of some 500 years of history that comprise colonization and
exclusion. It would be necessary to go back to the gaze of the colonizer, and the
warrants such a gaze has imposed. It would be necessary to go back to the
possibilities of resistance that vary from one Latin-American country to another.
Although such a task is beyond the scope of this piece of research, some components

of this history are necessary to fully appreciate the problem under investigation.

Unity in extreme diversity has been the cultural hallmark of Latin America.
The societies of the continent are marked by both cultural continuity and political
discontinuity. As Fuentes (1988) points out, Latin America is Indian, Black and
Mediterranean. Researchers on Latin America consider acculturation, mestizaje, and

transculturation, basic concepts in any outline of Latin American history and culture.
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The first, acculturation, refers to the destruction of native cultures by European ones.
Mestizaje (racial mixture) alludes to a blend of cultures, where none is eliminated,
and transculturation indicates a concern with the mutual transformations of cultures,
in particular the European by the native. European culture spread to the Americas in -
the wake of the contradictions that characterized the end of the 14th century. On the
one hand, it was characterised by the Spanish crown’s determination to rid Iberia of
its Arab and Jewish influences and to impose medieval structures on the native
Indian civilisation. On the other hand, the Europeans who emigrated, Fuentes says,
were men of their time, and therefore, were carrying within themselves the seeds of

the Renaissance and the hopes of creating a New World.

Many of today’s issues in Latin America have their origins in colonial times.
The emphasis on dogma and hierarchy which characterised the culture of Iberian
Catholicism are still evident today. The weight of patrimonial confusion between
private and public rights, and forms of corruption by heads of important families
including nepotism, impulsivity, and irrationality are as old as the rituals of magic
and dance performed by the Indians and which came with the African slaves. In an
article concerning the structures of Latin thought, Eco (1989) notes that, in its drive
to find laws, give direction and express intentions, Latin thought created instead a
universe of discourse (Eco, 1989, p.48). In fact, discourse (meaning here language,
ideas and imagination) has become an autonomous realm within Latin cultures. In
this sense, Eco says "Latin culture runs the risk of giving to the universe more
significance than the universe in itself contains; the non-Latin cultures, in their turn,
run the risk of not seeing significance where there is one, or where it could be
recognised, in order to respect at any cost the alleged primordial origin of empirical

data” (p.34; my translation).

It was the magic universe of the indigenous peoples, with their respect for the
sacred and for the mysterious that the Latins met for the first time. Todorov (1992)
has shown that, at the heart of this encounter and its subsequent development, was
the question of the relationship between Self and Other. First, because no other

encounter is so extreme or so exemplary: "the discovery of America, or the
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Americans, is certainly the most astonishing encounter of our history. We do not
have the same sense of radical difference in the "discovery" of other continents and
other peoples: Europeans have never been altogether ignorant of the existence of
Africa, India or China" (Todorov, 1992, p.4). Second, because the path from
discovering, taking possession and destroying, which marked the conquest of the
Americas, allows us to see a paradigmatic case of relation to alterity. How can one
explain the military superiority of the Aztecs, their knowledge of the terrain, their
supremacy in numbers and yet their defeat? According to Todorov, what explains it
is the capacity to meet and understand the other in her otherness. The Spaniards
could perceive what the Indians could not: their different vision of the world, their
different relationship to that world and to other people provoked the Indians to see
the Spaniards as part of their mythological universe. The Spaniards, by contrast, saw
the Indians as a remote, different, distant Other. Understanding otherness therefore
is not a sign of tolerance in Latin America; the genocide of the sixteenth century, the
largest in human history, shows that understanding otherness is not the same as co-

existing with otherness and appreciating difference: it can be also dangerous.

The populations coming from Africa in the following centuries comprise
another important tradition in the culture of Latin America. The African people
brought their enslaved labour and produced much of the wealth for both colony and
metropolis. In order to survive, however, they introduced their music and their dance.
More than just a form of artistic expression, this music and this dance comprised an
important source of resistance. As Rowe & Schelling (1991) point out, "first, in
African cultures music did not exist as an autonomous practice separate from the
religious life of the community, which also expressed itself through dance, myth,
ritual and sacred objects. Second, dance and music were interwoven in the sense that
musical form developed as a function of dance, and dance itself was a visual
correlate of musical form; (...) Thus the body caught in the motion of dance also
became one of the means by which resistance to reduction of the body to a

productive machine was expressed" (p.123).

These historic encounters can perhaps explain the profound faith in the power
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of ideas over facts in Latin America. It can explain why art and cultural expression
have been the main site of resistance and change throughout the continent. It can
explain the deep sense of "'otherness' in Latin America that, since those times, is
both a characteristic of cultural expression and a sign of danger. If, for the
Europeans, the Indians were the "radical other”, the same was true of the Europeans
for the Indians. Yet, such an encounter may also explain the strength of personalism,
the victory of the paternalistic caudillo and the weakness of civil society, because

kinship, historically, has been the essential form of sociality in Latin America.

The emotions of the family pervade the public space and find expression in
the popular culture, such as melodrama, and in politics, through populism. The
telenovela has been one of the major export products from Latin America, and in
particular from Brazil, and it reveals to a significant extent the importance of the
private realm throughout the continent. In the telenovela there is a "democratic”
world of the emotions, where everyone is capable of feeling with the same intensity.
Social conflicts dissolve in the wake of personal conflicts between the "good" and
the "bad". The emphasis is on the recognition of kinship as social being and the
‘social contract’ is of no importance at all. Martin-Barbero (1987) asks: "Is there not
a secret connection between melodrama and the history of this subcontinent?
Certainly melodrama’s non-recognition of the ‘social contract’ speaks loudly of the
weight which that other primordial sociality of kinship, neighbourhood solidarity and
friendship holds for those who recognise themselves in melodrama. Must there not
be some sense in raising the question of how far the success of melodrama in these
countries speaks of the failure of political institutions which have given no

recognition to the weight of that other sociality?" (p.244).

Concerning his question, I would say that political institutions have failed
precisely because they have recognised the weight of this ‘other sociality’.
Patrimonialism and populism are without doubt the upshot of such a sociality in the
realm of politics and public life. Patrimonialism refers to an "extensive network of
reciprocal patron-client relationships between actors of highly disparate power and

status. It has provided a framework for vertical personal dependence by offering
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concrete channels, commonly in the form of ceremonial kinship, through which
working-class men and women have "private” access to those above them" (Stein,
1987, p.126). The origins of patrimonialism are to be found in the semi-feudal
colonial systems of Spain and Portugal. These were permanently reinforced by both
official and folk Catholicism. Patrimonialism has been an institutional framework for
politics with a strong emphasis on hierarchy and organicism, bringing together the
ruleré and the ruled; "to the powerful it has taught charity; to the powerless

dependence on the charitable" (p.126).

Populism is the institution that in twentieth-century Latin America epitomises
a manifold of elements put together for the express purpose of social control (Laclau,
1977; Stein, 1987; Cueva, 1987). Populism constituted a political response to the
changes imposed by the transition from rural, agriculturally centred export societies
of the 19th century, to the urbanised and mass societies of the 20th century. The pith
of its politics was the integration of the new masses into national politics without
disrupting the existing system. Populism builds upon emotions and personalism and
its main traits involve: (i) the emergence of a leader who appeals to the emotions of
the majority of the citizenry; (ii) the refusal to assume any notion of social conflict
and (iii) the defence of the right of a corporative state to rule the national family
hierarchically. It is therefore, in equating the notions of people, family and nation,
that populists deny the existence of conflicts between social classes. Since everyone
belongs to the same national family, any problem or competition between groups
must find a solution in fraternal and filial terms. According to Stein (1987, p.130)
"the relationship between the leader and his mass followers has been the key to
understanding populist political dynamics in Latin America. The most striking feature
of that relationship has been its personalism." Indeed, the most striking feature of
populist movements is that they find their political power in the presence of a strong
leader with whom people can identify above all in emotional terms. These caudillos
(Vargas in Brazil, Peron in Argentina, Velasco in Ecuador, for instance), transform
various individual traits into a personal political style. Large sectors of the population
thus identify with the leader as one individual to another, without any institutional

mediation. The leader was compared to a generous father figure who would give
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himself to the people usually knowing beforehand their demands because he was
intimately connected with them. As such, he could steer the political affairs of his

less sophisticated children.

The imperatives of history therefore are strong elements in understanding the
texture of the present. They contribute to the formation of a social imaginary that
undeﬂies the symbolic constructions of the present. Taking this into account, I will
discuss in the following section the specific approach of social psychology to these

issues, and more particularly, that of the theory of social representations.
1.3. The relevance of social representations

I have suggested that the Brazilian public sphere is today the outcome of
historical and social conditions that have shaped people’s lives throughout the Latin
American continent. But to what extent do social actors appropriate such a history,
construct a meaning out of it, redefine it, or eventually transform it altogether? This
question leads to the last point in the constitution of my research problem. The
weight of the contradictions to which I have referred produces, of course, a certain
kind of social link and a certain kind of relationship that one has to develop with this
reality in order to continue everyday life. That is to say, people have to 1'e-15resent
this reality, give it a shape and a content, either to fit within it or to call it into
question. In other words, there is a social psychological dimension to be taken into
account in the making of history and in the construction of social reality. This
dimension involves the symbolic knowledge that is produced in everyday life, when

social agents engage in the communicative practices of the public sphere.

Social psychology has not been oblivious to these issues. Richard Sennet’s
book "The Fall of the Public Man" (1977) is a good example of the way in which
the relation between the private and the public has been discussed within the
discipline. Goffman (1971) has also dedicated himself to the study of behaviour
occurring in public spaces. But it is Philippe Ariés and George Duby, in their

authoritative collection, "History of Private Life" (Duby & Ariés, 1990; 1991), who
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have shown in depth how historical events and social demands have transformed the
psychological features of the family and of childhood that, nowadays, are the
privileged sites of the private domain. The boundaries between private and public
have always changed according to the vicissitudes of different historical eras, and can
be regarded as a paradigm of how history and society are to be found at the very
core of human subjectivity. We can see this clearly when Ariés (1973) describes the
family of the fourteenth century. The exchange of affection and of social greetings
were realized outside the family, in a much warmer and more extense environment
that comprised neighbours, friends and servants, amongst others. The boundaries of
the family were blurred in this milien - which is something that will assume a
completely different form in an industrial society, for instance. Mead’s (1934; 1977)
account of the constitution and development of the self is also an important source
for approaching the problem of the relation between the public and the private
realms. Although he does not discuss the problem as such, his conceptions of the self
provide a fertile ground for understanding how the balance and interaction of the two

realms are decisive to social psychological phenomena.

However, the theory of social representations is where I locate the crucial
elements for approaching the object of my investigation. On the one hand, and this
is fundamental to the present research, because social representations are in
themselves symbolic phenomena produced in the public arena. As Moscovici (1984)
has stated and I intend to show in this study, social representations are rooted in the
meetings, in the cafés, in the streets, in the media, in the clubs, in the queues and so
forth. That is the public space in which they incubate, become crystallised and are
transmitted to others. It is when people meet "out there" to talk and to make sense
of their everyday lives that social representations are forged. As a phenomenon, they
can express, in their internal structure, permanence and diversity, both history and
current realities. They contain in themselves both resistance to change and the seeds
of change. The resistance to change is expressed by the weight of history and of
tradition, which impinges upon the processes of anchoring and objectification. The
seeds of change are also to be found in the essential medium of social

representations, namely conversation. Talk is the outcome of an ongoing process of
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dialogue, conflict, and of confrontation between new and old ideas "on the make".
In this sense, social representations are mobile, versatile and ever-changing. They
assume a chameleon-like character and generate the possibility of change. On the
other hand, because social representations are always a representation of an object,
that is they stand for something, they re-present something (Jodelet, 1984b). In this
sense, they actively construct or, better still, they actively re-construct reality, in a
kind of autonomous and creative way. They have an imaginative and signifying
character that expresses, ultimately, the labour of the human psyche towards the
world. Therefore, they express the space par excellence of the human subject,
struggling to make sense, to interpret, to construct the world in which he/she finds
himself/herself. Beyond the given structures of social life, they offer the possibility
of novelty, of autonomy, of what still does not yet exist, but could exist. They are,

in this sense, a relationship with absence, and a means to evoke the possible.

At this stage I should like to stress that I am not denying the power of social
structures - how could I, after having just described the Brazilian case? Nor am I
according autonomy to the symbolic order. This would be a false dichotomy in terms
of the theory of social representations. The relationship between the material and the
symbolic is one of the problems at the very heart of the conceptual framework of the
theory. Objective processes are the counterpart of subjective ones. The latter build
upon, but always go beyond, the material conditions of human life. The processes of
objectification and anchoring show clearly that constructing social representations
involves historical and social structures as major elements. If there is an underlying
conception about the human condition in the theory, it certainly rests on an
understanding of the human being as a subject, capable of agency and - at the same
time - acting within social and historical constraints. Taking this into account, I
believe that social representations theory can embrace the phenomena with which I
am concerned, can give them a meaning and a mode of explanation. At the same
time, I hope to demonstrate how the present study can feed-back and contribute to
the development of the theory, to the substantiation of its presuppositions and an

enlargement of its frontiers.
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In this chapter I have discussed the main elements that constitute the problem
of this research. I have done so in order i) to spell out the conditions under which
the research problem comes into being, and ii) to give an account of the historicity
of the research problem itself, that is the ways in which it has been transformed and
defined by historical conditions. To summarize briefly, the relationship between the
public and the private spheres has been shaped by the historical trajectory of the
Latin American continent. This path is the outcome of diverse elements comprising
the European tradition, the native indigenous populations of the Americas and the
peoples of Africa who were shipped to the Americas as slaves. The interaction
between these various cultures has shaped, on the one hand, the development of a
particularly intense and rich cultural experience. On the other hand, however, the
supremacy of emotionality, personalism and privacy over public affairs have
weakened the public life of Latin American societies. Populism is the expression of
this trend in the sphere of politics. Associated with these historical aspects are the
present conditions of public life in Brazil, which is eroded by misery, poverty and
violence in the streets and by corruption and crime in political life. To explore the
social representations of public life, therefore, is an attempt to bring to light the
mechanisms that maintain, in the register of symbolic experiences, social structures
which should and could - if adequately challengéd - be open to yet further

transformations.
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2.,0. ON THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE PUBLIC AND
PRIVATE REALMS

2.1.  On the Dialectical Nature of the Relationship between the Public
and the Private Realms

Today we live in a world in which words such as "public", "publicity",
"publicize", "publish”, and "public opinion” circulate and play a fundamental and
ever-increasing role. They are major categories in the assessment, diséussion and
reproduction of social affairs, and the proliferation of opinion polls is just one of the
many factors which epitomizes their role in our societies. Despite their growing
importance, social psychologists have done little to clarify the notion of the public
sphere or to produce novel theories that would enable us to re-think practices of
opinion polling, just to cite one example'. Traditionally, social psychology has been
concerned with the private subject or, even more, with the private individual. Such
a concern has shaped a whole program of research in which attitudes, feelings,
cognitive processes and so forth were considered essentially personal. Even those
phenomena regarded as produced in social spaces were understood in terms of
individual reasoning. Yet, I would contend that the meaning of the public sphere and
the form it assumes has concrete implications in the shaping of social-psychological
phenomena. Public life is not an external structure influencing private lives, but is
a constituent element of those very lives. The failure to recognize this close
relationship is due, to some extent, to the difficulties our discipline has had in
recognizing itself and its place in the field of the social sciences. Besides, the
constraints a positivistic tradition of research has imposed on it are still very
powerful. The social and the political domains have, most of the time, been
considered as "variables" in the development of social psychology’s theoretical and

methodological corpus, and the possibility of a true dialogue with neighbouring

! For a critique of the way in which social psychology has "liquidated" the concept of public
opinion see Jiirgen Habermas, "The Structural Transformations of the Public Sphere: an inquiry into
a category of bourgeois society", trans. T. Burger (Oxford: Polity Press, 1989b, ch.7).



disciplines, e.g. sociology, history and political science, has been lost in the wake of
efforts to make social psychology an experimental discipline. The acknowledgement
of social psychology’s limited history, however, should not prevent us from
attempting to construct different possibilities both now and in its future development.
Part of the task confronting social psychologists today is to examine this legacy and
to seek to determine which elements can and should be retained, and in which ways

these elements can be reconstructed to reflect the transforming character of our

modern societies.

One of my central aims in this chapter is to give an account of the historical
development of the public sphere, and to identify the different meanings it assumed
in each of the various social configurations in which it occurred. This method of
exposition, I believe, is necessary to the delimitation of my research problem. If, as
I have advocated above, other social sciences are to become constitutive of social
psychological knowledge, this process requires a genuine and global interface
between different perspectives. Moreover, the notion of a public realm can only be
understood in relation to its contrast, namely, the private realm. It is, therefore,
within a relationship that a specific public domain takes form. To understand this
relationship it is necessary to break down its mode of constitution and to unfold the

very precise historical character of the concept.

Public and private lives are not given in nature from the beginning of time.
- They constitute a historical reality which different societies have developed in
different ways. The subtle boundaries which separate them are the same boundaries
that define them and to reflect upon public and private spaces means first and

foremost to reflect upon the history of a relationship.

This is the case today and this has been the case in the past. Although the two
spaces have assumed different meanings at different times, they have always been
defined in rélation to one another. So if, on the one hand, there has been an
enormous variation in terms of issues and ways of life concerning what is public and

what it is private, on the other hand, there has been no society in history in which
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the meaning of public life was not constituted by the private sphere and where the
meaning of privacy was not defined by public life. Duby & Ariés (1990) have shown
how the delimitation of a space as private, something which only arises in a fully
modern form within Anglo-Saxon bourgeois society, can be isolated in more remote
societies, such as medieval Europe or the Greek city-state. This is possible because
different historical realities have always distinguished between what is to be hidden
from and what is to be open to others, what is to be particular and what is to be
common, what is to be open and distributed to all and what is to be kept secret,
reserved and therefore withdrawn from all. These aspects comprise the fundamental
meaning of the public and the private realms. They indicate that there are things that
need to be hidden and others things (res publica) that need to be presented publicly

if they are to exist at all.

The relationship between the public and the private realms, therefore, is
dialectical in nature. Their relationship is "ordo ad aliquid”, that is, the intrinsic
ordering of something towards some other thing; that which in order to be, needs the
other thing, otherwise it is not (Guareschi, 1992). Hence the public sphere as a
totality and as a reality presupposes, to be understood, the private sphere. It is in the
dialectics between what is common and what is particular, what is open and what is
hidden, what is distributed and what is withdrawn that the two spaces are constituted

as distinctive social domains.

The boundaries between the public and private realms, as well as their
content, have changed enormously throughout history. Their meaning, nevertheless,
has remained much the same. Let me illustrate this distinction. Questions of gender
will serve as an example in this regard. Changes in the domestic sphere were made
possible through the struggles that brought the gender issue into the realm of the
public sphere. In becoming constitutive of public debate they re-shape what,
historically, has been excluded from the public realm. More than that, they re-shape
modes of being, generate new patterns of subjectivity, of relationships, of what it is
to be a women and what it is to be a man. So the link between women and privacy

and between men and publicity is neither natural nor essentially and immutably true.
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However, what determines whether an object is to become public or remain private
is not the object itself, but the specific way in which it circulates in society and the
place where social agents, in a given socio-historical setting, decide to locate it. The
meaning of privacy - to hide, to withhold from the public - is the same; but the
boundaries and content have changed, for what was before hidden - women, sexuality

or relationships - now appear as part of the public domain.

In the following sections I shall discuss the meaning of the public sphere in
different historical settings. My account, necessarily, will be selective and will
neglect many dimensions worthy of discussion. But my aim is to identify the main
contours, the most salient lines of development in a history which, by no means, has
come to an end. Therefore, instead of giving an exhaustive account of the notion of

the public sphere, I will single out the sources of the debate.

There are basically two historical moments that are considered to be
paradigmatic for the notion of a public sphere (Habermas, 1989b). These two
moments correspond to the fully developed Greek city-state and to the
transformations which occurred in Europe from the 17th century to the first half of
the 19th century. I shall begin by discussing the origins of the notion in the fully
developed Greek city-state. Then I shall examine the conditions which render
possible the emergence of the liberal model of the public sphere and discuss that in
its own right. It is not my intention, however, to write a historical text. In using
historical sources I attempt to grasp variations in the meanings and consequences of

the public sphere and its counterpart, the private domain.
2.2. The Polis and the Public Sphere: The Greek-City State and Democracy

Although the notions of public with which we deal today were shaped in the
process of the emergence, transformation and eventual disintegration of the so-called
bourgeois public sphere, notions concerning what is public and what is not - that is
to say, what is private - can be found in a more distant past which goes back to

Ancient Greece.
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Indeed it is the experience of the Greek polis which is the origin of the sharp
- yet intricate - boundary between the public and the private realms and, as Habermas
points out (1989b, p.4), "since the Renaissance the model of the Hellenic public
sphere, as handed down to us in the form of Greek self-interpretation, has shared.

with everything else considered classical a peculiar normative power."

It is my opinion that this peculiar normative power to which Habermas refers
derives its strength from the peculiarity of the Greek experience itself and I shall
consider it a key moment in the complex history of the concept. My account is based
on the work of Hannah Arendt (1958). In her book "The Human Condition" she
traces back the meanings and structural configurations of the public sphere in Greece,
highlighting the extent to which its original understanding has been lost. In a way it
is an assessment of all Western philosophers, who preferred to speak of Man as a

universal rather than of human plurality (Schiirmann, 1989).

It is in the light of her work that I would like to outline some of the elements
which characterise the public sphere. According to Arendt, the fact that people share
a common space and are bound to each other through social companionship is not
what distinguishes them from other animals. This cannot be considered a fundamental
human condition. To live with other people is not enough; rather it is a necessity
imposed upon us by the biological cycle of life which includes everything we share
with other species - to eat, to sleep, to reproduce, etc. To live among people in a
human fashion presupposes the capability of escaping from the realm of mere
necessity to a quite different domain - the domain of action or politics in which
people realise their capacities for speech and action. Of all the activities deemed
necessary to the continuation of human life, only action (praxis) and speech (lexis)
were regarded as political and would form what Aristotle called the bios politikos,
i.e., that sort of life distinctively human which would ban from its frontiers

everything simply necessary or serviceable.

The condition for both speech and action is human plurality, "the fact that

men, not Man, live on the earth and inhabit the world"(Arendt, 1958, p.7). It is
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because people are different - and yet the same - that action and speech become
necessary: if we were all identical there would be no need to communicate and to act
upon an unvarying sameness; if we had nothing in common at all the very process
of speech would lose its basis and action would not justify itself. Hence, what mak_es.
people’s lives unique and distinct is not the bounds of a common life imposed by
necessity and given by its natural allocation on the earth; but, on the contrary, it is
the free will of action and of speech exercised in the realm of political life that

constitutes the genuine human experience.

Here, it is worthwhile to make a detour back to the origin of the words we
use. Arendt shows how the unique relationship between action and being together
seems to be the reason for translating Aristotle’s zoon politikon into the Latin animal
socialis which is the regular translation since Thomas Aquinas (homo est naturaliter
politicus, id est, socialis, that is, "man is by nature political, that is, social"). Yet,
there is no equivalent to the word ‘social’ in Greek language or thought; its origin
is Roman and although the word societas had initially a political meaning (it
indicated an alliance between people for a specific purpose, which is very limited
compared with the Greek understanding of political),”"...more than any elaborated
theory, this unconscious substitution of the social for the political betrays the extent

to which the original understanding of politics has been lost" (Arendt, 1958, p.23).

The political life and the life of the household which have existed as
independent - although related - entities since the rise of the Greek city-state
coincides with the contrast between a public and private sphere of life. What
characterized the sphere of the household, or the private sphere, was that in it people
lived together according to their needs and the guiding drive was life itself; it
fostered the cycles of birth and death and, in its shadows, everything related merely
to the biological needs of life was kept secret from the view of one’s fellow people.
The sphere of the polis, or the public realm, on the other hand, was the realm of
freedom and the relationship between the public and the private spheres of life rested
on the fact that the taming of the necessities of life within the household was a pre-

condition of the freedom in the polis. The mere liberation from the realm of
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necessity, however, should not be confused with freedom because freedom demands
its own proper space - the public space of word and action which comprised the
political life. This space was considered fundamental because there are in the world

many important issues which require a choice that cannot be based on certainty.

Public life exists to tackle those matters of collective interest which are
neither susceptible to being mastered by the rigour of intellectual cognition nor
subjected to the despotism of a path that contains only one truth. Hence the
importance of the "we" of common action, which happens between people and from
which arises power understood as a resource generated by the ability of the members
of a political community to agree on a common path of action. This is the basis of
the statement "potestas in populo”, that is, power comes from below, not from above.
Without the public debate of a group, mediated by speech and action, there is no
power and that is why, in ancient thought, power is unconnected with violence or
despotism. The use of force and the solitude of an isolated leader ruling from above
can never engender power. This is so not only in the polis but throughout the whole
of occidental antiquity. Absolute, uncontested, rule and a political or public realm

were mutually exclusive.

It is indeed in the experience of plurality and in the diversity of different
perspectives - which, nevertheless, can lead to a consensus among the public - that
the meaning of the public sphere is to be found. According to Arendt (1958), the
term public indicates two interrelated, but not identical, phenomena: it signifies first,
that what is public can be seen and heard by all and has the largest possible
publicity; second, it means the world itself, to the extent that it is common to all
people and is distinguished from each person’s own private place within the world.
However, the world should not be understood as the earth or nature in its pure state;
quite the reverse, the world is the outcome of the fabrication of human hands - i.e.,
it relates to the human artifact and to the affairs that go on among those who inhabit
its space. What characterizes essentially the living together of people in the world is
that there is a world of things between those who share it in common. Like any in-

between, this world of things both relates and separates people at one and the same
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time. Hence the public realm as the common world sets up the sharp lines that both

relate and separate people, that bring them together and yet prevent them from falling

over each other.

At the same time public life provides the necessary conditions for history and
permanence in the sense that its public nature allows the survival of whatever is to
be saved from the natural destruction of time. The public space does not exist for one
generation alone and is not limited to the living. Although it is the space people enter
when they are born and leave behind when they die, it transcends the life cycle of
mere mortals. Its immortality comprises its capacity to produce, maintain and
eventually to transform a history preserved in artifacts and in the narratives of
people’s actions. If people were to be isolated within their own private space in the
world, neither history nor political life would be possible at all. It is the meeting
arena of public life which provides the conditions not only for discovering the
common concerns of the present but also for identifying what the present owes to the

past and what hopes it has for the future.

Furthermore, the public realm is the space which provides a basis for
dialogue, since its reality is plural, that is, it depends on the presence of a multitude
of different perspectives. For, notwithstanding the fact that the world is the common
ground of all, everyone who is present has a different position within it and these
positions can never coincide. The only possibility of a coincidence of perspectives
depends upon the outcome of a process of speech and action which contains both the

similarities and differences between people - that is, dialogue.

It is against this backcloth that the term private in its original privative sense
finds its meaning. It was only in contrast to the significance of public life that the
ancients attributed a sense to the word private. To live a completely private life
would mean above all else to be deprived: to be deprived of the reality that comes
from being seen and heard by others; to be deprived of a relationship that is defined
by being related to, yet separated from, the others through the mediation of a

common and shared world; to be deprived of a sense of permanence which comes
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with the possibility of going beyond life itself. As Arendt (1958, p.58) points out,
"the privation of privacy lies in the absence of others". This was the sense in which

women and slaves were deprived in the Greek polis.

Although the private realm derived most of its meaning from the public realm
and was considered secondary in Greek thought and in the experience of the polis,
the true sense of privacy was to be found in the relationship that shaped the
boundaries between privacy and publicity. What ultimately warrants the importance
and necessity of the existence of a private realm is the fact that to be able to
participate in the life of the polis and to develop the conditions for a human existence
implies the existence of a place where people can be on their own which is
recognised it as their unique space within the world. The preservation of boundaries
was one of the most important elements constituting the reality of the city-state and,
despite the fact that the rise of the public realm occurred at the expense of the private
realm of the family and the household, the old sanctity of the home was never
entirely lost. It is worthy of note that it was not respect for private property as we
understand it today that prevented the polis from violating the private lives of its
citizens and made it hold sacred the boundaries surrounding each property. Rather,
it was the fact that to be a human being and to participate in the affairs of the world
demands a proper location within it which each person can consider his own.” The
law in its original sense was connected with these border lines between the public
and the private; it was a space considered a sort of no man’s land laying between the
private and the public, fostering and protecting both realms and, at the same time,
maintaining them quite distant from each other. If we consider the contemporary
phenomenon of homelessness, Arendt’s notion of privacy acquires an enormous

force.

At this point in my exposition I think the normative power of the Greek

2 Arendt (1958, p.30) observes that even Plato whose political strategy would propose the end of
private property and an increasing of the public realm to the point of destroying private life as a
whole, still speaks with great respect and reverence of Zeus Herkeios who was the god of the border
lines and calls the heroi - the boundaries between one state and another - divine, without seeing any
contradiction,
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experience and the legacy of its traditions becomes clear. Indeed, I would contend
that this normative power is not only due to the content of that tradition but also to
the fact that the major categories it offers us can still be found embedded within the
whole corpus of philosophical thought that has devéloped in its wake. Above all its
strength rests on the importance of reflecting, with them, on the contemporary forms
of our daily lives and the extent to which we can claim their original meaning to
make sense of our current experience. Notions such as plurality, action, speech,
diversity, dialogue and consensus upon matters of general interest are more than ever
present in the agenda of the social sciences and, from my point of view, are
fundamental issues for social psychology. They all originated in the public space and
at the same time continue to hold a basic relevance for psychological life; such
categories are in themselves the synthesis of the dialectics between the social and the

psychological.

2.3. The Emergence of the Liberal Public Sphere: From the Power of the
Lord to the Power of a Public

The bourgeois public sphere is itself the outcome of a process that provoked
a new relationship between the private and the public domains. Above all, the
bourgeois public sphere was constituted as a radical claim to change the nature of the
relations between the state and society. In the wake of this process there came about
the novelties related to the transformed subjectivity of bourgeois people and the
transformed texture of the experiences taking place in the social space. Public,
publicity, publish, publicize and so forth are expressions which still, today, bear the
constitutive elements of that era; such notions engender a new form and a new
meaning to common life. Intimacy, interior, passions and love, as essentially private
matters, are the counterpart of the affairs occurring in public; such new realities also
acquired a new meaning for the uncertain societies that were being formed at that

time.

To understand the public sphere in its fully developed bourgeois form it is

necessary to go back to its origins and to study how it came about. Again, my
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attempt to do that will be selective and I shall rely basically on Jiirgen
Habermas’account of the main elements that marked that process. His book The
structural transformation of the public sphere: An inquiry into a category of
bourgeois society(Habermas, 1989b) is still the centre of a debate on the concept vof
the public sphere. As such, it provides the source of my discussion and remains the
most complete description and analysis to date of the emergence and disintegration

of the bourgeois public sphere.’

The distinction between publicus and privatus which existed in the tradition
of Roman law borrowed from the Greeks had no common usage in European
societies during the Middles Ages. Habermas (1989b, p.5) points out that the
"precarious attempt to apply it to the legal conditions of the feudal system of
domination based on fiefs and manorial authority (Grundherrschaff) unintentionally
provides evidence that the opposition between the public and private spheres on the
ancient (or the modern) model did not exist.” What we will find in such societies is
a situation in which all relations of domination were to be centred in the lord’s
household - all that existed, including the organization of the social labour, was
organized and had its cornerstone around the house of the lord. Regarding
institutional criteria, there is no evidence that even feudal societies of the High
Middle Ages possessed a public sphere as a unique realm distinct from the private
sphere. Although the period would consider public symbols of sovereignty (such as
the prince’s seal and any other attributes of lordship), this publicity was not part of
the social realm, but something which would present itself through the person of the
lord. Medieval public representation was immediately linked to the concrete existence
of the lord: in presenting himself he presented the power. There was no notion of a
public power; the power to rule was connected to personal attributes stemming from
the ownership of land and aristocratic lineage. At this time words like excellence,
highness or majesty sought to characterize the uniqueness of those beings who,
through their personal existence, were capable of public representation. Needless to

say, the church was part of the feudal authority and as such it also held the power

3 See C. Calhoun (ed) Habermas and the Public Sphere ( Cambridge, Massachusetts, The MIT
Press, 1992) for an account of the debates surrounding Habermas’s concept of the public sphere.
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to represent.

This type of publicity gradually disappeared during the long process of
polarization that antedated the bourgeois struggle to assert itself against the feudal
order. Religious freedom became the first area of private autonomy with the changes
the Reformation brought into effect; the bond with divine authority was from then
on a private matter. The state budget was separated from the private expenses of the
lord’s household and the bureaucracy, the military and, to some extent, the legal

institutions gained independence from the privatized sphere of the prince’s court.

By the end of the eighteenth century the feudal authorities (church, princes
and nobility) had broken apart into private elements on the one hand and public
elements on the other. The power of the nobility passed instead to the organs of
public authority, parliament and the legal institutions and those social groups that had
developed and which were concerned with trades and professions came into being
as a sphere of bourgeois society which stood apart from the state as a genuine area
of private autonomy. Public, then, would refer to the state. The state had developed
as an entity having an objective existence over against the person of the ruler. The
public was the "public authority". This new public sphere which surfaced with
national and territorial states corresponded to the need to respond to the
transformations that were occurring at the very base of society, namely, the
permanence of the relationships springing from the exchange of commodities and
information. This is the time of the development of the printing press and the

emergence and consolidation of capitalism.

Public then, would no longer refer to the representative court of the prince
bestowed with authority, but to an institution regulated according to competence, to
an apparatus endowed with a monopoly on the legal exercise of authority. In contrast,
private designated anything excluded from the sphere of the state apparatus; it is not
until after the middle of the sixteenth century that the word privat appeared in
Germany assuming the same meaning, as in the English private and the French privé,

not holding public office or official position. Out of this private realm, with no
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connections at all to the state apparatus, developed the sphere of "civil society”. As
a legitimate domain of private autonomy, civil society began to shape the opposition

between the state and society and led eventually to a quite clear distinction between

the two.

From the personification of publicity in the being of the lord to the
endowment of the state apparatus with the idea of a public power, the notions of
public and private are shown, above all else, to be historical categories that define -

and at the same time are defined by - the transformations occurring in the social
organization of labour and in claims to political power. My attempt here was to
demonstrate that the conditions that allowed the fully developed model of the liberal
bourgeois public sphere - namely, the distinction between state and society and the
advent of a "civil society" of private people standing against public power - are the
product of transformations concerning the substantive mode in which different
societies established the distribution of power and set up conditions conducive to the
development of collective efforts. In the following section I shall be concerned with
the description of the particular features of the bourgeois public sphere in its fully
developed form, the debate around the logic of its production and the extent to which

it remains a paradigmatic experience to the institution of democratic societies.

2.4. The Bourgeois Public Sphere

The bourgeois public sphere is constituted of privatised individuals who
assemble together to form a public, or to discuss matters of public concern. Here,
privatised individuals assume the sense given by Habermas (1989a; 1989b), who
considers them as such because they are the actors in a privatised sphere of
commodity exchange and social labour. The elements that brought into being this
new public which is engaged in critical political discussion evolved in the wake of
the development of early modern capitalism. The economic independence provided
by private owners of commodities (be it members of the labour force or those who

control the means of production) meeting each other freely in the market place, the
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discussion flowering in coffee houses, salons and public houses®, the emergence of
an independent press, and the critical reflection fostered by letters and novels - these

were the main factors that contributed to the constitution of the public sphere.

The new public sphere brings about a novel conception of political
participation and of the relationship between state and society. It indicates an arena
whére citizens seek political participation throﬁgh the medium of rational talk. As I
described before, the bourgeois public sphere acquired its fully developed form in
early modern Europe, when the bourgeois, as a new social class, started to assert its
power over against absolutist states. The aim of that new "public" was to mediate the
relationship between state and society, by making the state accountable to society via
publicity. Accountability is thus one of the substantial novelties generated by the
liberal model of the public space. It meant, at first, the requirement that information
concerning the actions of the state should be subjected to scrutiny by the force of
public opinton. It also meant that the general interest of society was to be transmitted
to agents of the state via institutional channels such as legally guaranteed free speech,

a free press and freedom of assembly.

In this context, the development and transformation of the media became a
key element in the consolidation of the public sphere. The rise of literacy and of
journalism to give an account of the intense debates occurring within literary circles
soon gave way to a fully developed press. The press, according to Habermas (1989b,
p-181) is the "public sphere’s preeminent institution and its institutional
transformations correspond to a shift in the function of the public sphere as a special

realm”.

The public sphere, therefore, comprised institutional mechanisms aiming at
a rationalisation of political life by rendering the state accountable to its citizens. At

the same time, it implied a dialogue among citizens which incorporated a number of

* The spread of salons in France, table societies in Germany and coffee houses in England was
overwhelming at the turn of the 18th century. By the first decade of the 18th century London already
had 3000 coffee houses, each with a stable group of habitués.
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ideal features such as: i) debate in the public space must be open and accessible to
all; i1) the issues at stake must be of common concern; mere private interests were
not admissible; iii) inequalities of status were to be disregarded; and iv) the
participants were to decide as peers. The results of such a public debate, then, would
be public opinion considered as a consensus reached through free debate about
common life. The use of reason as the guide for public debate was thus another
substantial novelty in the liberal model of the 'public sphere; through it, society as a

whole would create a knowledge of itself.

These two aspects of accountability and of the use of reason to negotiate
issues of common concern constitute the pith of the new principles that the bourgeois
public put in opposition to the ancient regime. Their claims against the public
authority were not against the concentration of power, but against how power was
exercised. The new principle was that the exercise of power should be controlled and
scrutinised by the public and the proceedings of the state should be made public. As
a new ascending class, strange as it may appear, the bourgeois were not seeking to
rule. Their claim was a claim for power, "something which was not just the claim
of changing one basis of legitimation for another but was intended to change the

nature of domination as such" (Habermas, 1989b, p.56).

The liberal model of the public sphere in bourgeois society lies at the centre
of the debate concerning issues such as democracy, citizenship, political participation
and so forth. Habermas’s account remains the main source of this debate. Yet, there
are a number of important criticisms of his conceptions, most of which related to his
alleged idealisation of the public sphere (Landes, 1988; Fraser, 1990; Ryan, 1990;
Thompson, 1990; Eley, 1992). These critiques contend basically that the bourgeois
public sphere never came to actualize its presuppositions and its utopian potential
was never fully realised. According to these authors, the evidence for such a
contention is manifold. First, although the public sphere was constituted by the
principles of accessibility and publicity, its actual constitution rested upon a number
of important exclusions. Landes (1988) argues that the most important exclusion was

gender. Eley (1992) goes further and claims that, connected with the gender question,
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there were other important exclusions rooted in the processes of class formation.
Clubs, salons and coffee houses were anything but accessible to all, they say. These
places actually formed the training ground for groups of bourgeois men who were
preparing themselves to govern. More than that, this network of public discussion and
elaboration of a culture of literacy was merely a means of distinguishing bourgeois
man, on the one hand, from the aristocracy whom they intended to displace and, on

the other hand, from the popular strata whom they intended to dominate.

Fraser (1990) extends further her critique of Habermas’s conceptions.
According to her, the problem is not only his idealisation of the public sphere.
Habermas, she says, "fails to examine other, non-liberal, non-bourgeois, competing
public spheres” (1990, p.60-1), and that is precisely why he idealises the liberal
public sphere. Fraser demonstrates that there was a multiplicity of public arenas
competing with the bourgeois public sphere and that these various publics have

always been in conflict with one another.

There is no doubt that the various critiques described above can cast light on
a number of important issues concerning the logic of production of the public sphere
in bourgeois society. Habermas has responded to these critiques, recognising that the
"growing feminist literature has sensitized our awareness to the patriarchal character
of the public sphere itself..."(1992b, p.427). However, neither Habermas nor
expressive feminist theorists would be willing to deny the importance of the public
sphere as a guiding concept in democracy. Fraser (1990) points out its importance
as an arena for both dialogue and political participation which is not purely guided
by the logic of market exchange. And Benhabib (1993) goes further, stating that
feminists have lacked a critical model of public and private spaces and, therefore,
rather than just criticizing Habermas’s theory, it would be more appropriate for them
to form an alliance with it. I think there are two points which are worthy of further
attention in the logic of the critiques outlined above. The first concerns the alleged
gap between the ideal principles of the public sphere and their actualisation. This is
the same gap that has always existed between ideals, projects for change and their

realisation. It is a simple historical fact to acknowledge that, for any fundamental
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transformation to occur, there must be an idea, or a principle, or a project for its
realisation. The critiques that assert that the public sphere was never in practice what
it was intended to be in principle overlook the importance of those principles as
historical facts. As Holub (1991, p.3) points out "what attracted Habermas to the
notion of a public sphere then and now is its potential [the stress is mine] as a
foundation for a critique of society based on democratic principles". The fact that the
principle of accessibility to all has never actually been implemented and is still 2
long way from being achieved is not a reason to deny the model of the public sphere.
Besides, the public sphere is discussed today both as a concept to guide the project
of radical democracy and as a historical phenomenon, open to evaluation and
critique. It seems that in the critique developed around Habermas’s work there is,
quite often, a misunderstanding between these two levels; thus, the concept is
criticised on the basis of claims that the public sphere never existed and its
potentiality for guiding that which could and should exist, runs the risk of being lost.
As Mouffe (1992) says "instead of proclaiming the ideological and illusory character
of so-called ‘formal bourgeois democracy’, why not take its declared principles
literally and force liberal democratic societies to be accountable for their professed

ideals?" (p.2).

The second aspect relates to the idea of competing public spheres as opposed
to the notion of a public sphere. The main argument in favour of competing public
spheres is based on their potential for expressing plurality and diversity. Moreover,
they offer a proper space for social groups that are excluded from the dominant
public sphere and, therefore, can exercise political action in a public sphere of their
own. It seems to me that there are many dangers at stake in such a conception. First
of all, it institutionalises what is, in reality, the outcome of historical inequalities.
Second, and even more seriously, it retreats from the idea of a common space for
dialogue and rational debate, where people, in spite of their private interests, can
assemble together and reach a form of consensus. The mere idea of competing public
spheres denies the very principle of a public sphere, namely, a space of common
concern. And again, if the argument is just that such a place does not exist, I would

say that for things to exist they must be constructed by the actions and ideas of
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humans, for history is nothing but the construction of that which did not previously
exist. Besides, I would contend that to keep groups marginalised in a ‘competing’
public sphere of their own is a dangerous way of keeping those groups apart from

the main arena of decision-making.

The public sphere, thus, is discussed today both as a guiding concept in the
political project of establishing a radical democracy and as a historical phenomenon,
open to evaluation and critique. It remains as a paradigmatic idea for thinking about
democracy and the possibility of a common space for dialogue. It is indeed an idea
that contains all the problems derived from inequalities in the distribution of power
and the deep fractures in western societies. But it can be, nevertheless, as a historical

fact, a yardstick for the collective production of memory and understanding.
2.5. The Public Sphere: The approach of social psychology

The foregoing discussion has stressed the public sphere in relation to its
historical development. In this section I shall focus on a related theme, namely, the
connection between public life and socio-psychological phenomena. This connection

represents, in my view, a key aspect in the constitution of a substantive social

psychology.

The public sphere as such, in its fully developed bourgeois form, brings about
the following novelties: accountability, accessibility, publicity, and the use of reason
in the negotiation of consensus, which otherwise would not be possible, given the
plurality and diversity of the public realm. As I said before, the fact that these
novelties were never completely realised in practice does not suffice to deny them
altogether as historical facts. On the contrary, they must remain as ideal paradigms

reminding us of what is still to be achieved.

It is in the light of these constitutive aspects of the public realm that I would
suggest its correspondence with the notion of otherness - as an inter-subjective space.

The public sphere as a space that exists because of human plurality, as a space that
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is sustained because of human diversity, as a space that introduces the notion of
accountability and finds its expression in dialogue, brings to the fore the necessary
mediations between the one and the other. The notion of a generalised other,
developed by Mead (1977) is indicative of these mediations. Mead’s view of the
generalised other is that "any thing - any object or set of objects, whether animate
or inanimate, human or animal, or merely physical - toward which he [the human
individual] acts, or to which he responds, socially, is an element in what for him is
the generalised other; by taking the attitudes of which he becomes conscious of
himself as an object or individual, and thus develops a self or personality."(1977,
p-218). It is the generalised other which gives to the individual his unity of self, and
there is no possibility of a full development of the self without the internalisation of
the attitudes of others. The importance of a community follows from that. It evinces
a sense of "we" in the constitution of the individual self, which attests once and for

all that private lives do not emerge from within but from without, that is, in public.

Freud has opened up a fertile soil for thinking about the individual subject in
these terms. In his study on the ego and the group he states: "in the individual’s
mental life someone else is invariably involved, as a model, as an object, as a helper,
as an opponent, and so from the very first individual psychology, in this extended but
entirely justifiable sense of the words, is at the same time social psychology as
well"(1921/1985, p.95). In the psychoanalytic tradition, it was perhaps Lacan, who
took up the notion of the Other as constitutive in the whole development of the
subject. He contends that the unconscious, the paradigmatic notion of psychoanalytic
theory, is "the discourse of the Other" (Lacan, 1987, p.193). Lacan develops the
notion of ‘Autre’ or ‘grand Autre’ (in English the ‘capitalised Other’) when exploring
the idea of ‘otherness’ developed from the Freudian concept of ‘object’. In his view,
the capitalised Other, being "the locus of the deployment of speech”, is structured as

language and therefore as a social contract (1987, p.264).

The dialectics between the public and the private realms in the social domain
thus includes the dialectics between the I and the Other, and highlights the necessity
of taking into account a theory of the self in assessing the quality of both public and
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private lives. For who am I but the self the others present to me? The mirror as an
object of self-confrontation reminds us of the myth of Narcissus and remains a sign
of how deceitful the juxtaposition of images that are only controlled by one’s own
eyes can be. The actual possibility of confrontation, therefore, is given by another
mirror in everyday life - the face of an Other, the eyes of an Other, the gesture of
an Other. The fact that humans can interrogate themselves and that they are capable
of playing with different territories and sites to reflect their own identities just shows
that, beyond any type of isolationism and individualism, the true possibility of

individuality lies in the presence of others.

In a different - yet related - vein, Billig (1989) has developed an important
contribution to the constitutive character that public life bears upon psychological
processes. On discussing the Ancient theorists of rhetoric, he proposes that the ability
to argue, and to contradict, is fundamental to the processes of human thinking.
Billig’s work allows us to see how argumentation plays a role in the constitution of
the psychological mind. Such a conception discloses the public nature of dialogue
and the various mechanisms of conversation which are incorporated in the processes
of thinking. Argumentation is in itself a social practice. It presupposes the presence
of different perspectives and the will to reach a form of consensus. In this sense, it
is based both in differences and in commonalities. People indeed can argue and
contradict each other and they do differ, most of the time, upon fundamental issues.
But in the very act of arguing and contradicting each other, they are enacting what
they have in common. That is what makes dialogue necessary and worthy. I think
it is not accidental that Billig goes back to the tradition of the Greek polis in order
to reconstruct the very elements of argumentation and contradiction. The Greek polis
has been, and still is, a major paradigm to the idea of a public sphere. Plurality, the
very basis of dialogue and argumentation, is at the heart of the public sphere and it

is the sine qua non condition to its existence.

But if public life, as a generalised other, is a constituent element in the
geneses and development of individual lives, it can also cast light on those specific

social-psychological phenomena that are firmly rooted in public life, as are, for
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instance, social representations. It is important to note that I am not saying that
individuals do not have social representations in their individual psyches. They do,
and they are actually the holders and producers of social representations. But in order
to produce, to bear and to transmit them, isolated individuals are not enough. Their
must meet in a public fashion and engage in a communicative interaction with one
another. Harré (1981) draws on the public and private spheres to think about
cognitive processes that involve essentially socially distributed effects and conditions.
Although, he says, "lingering Cartesianism is everywhere, suggesting that if anything
is cognitive it must be individual and private"(1981, p.212), there are important
cognitive processes that are not inner and private, but happen when displayed in
public. As he argues "what sort of statements are being made in concrete social
activities, such as strikes, riots, parties, working breakfasts, overtaking on the inner
lane and so on? Starting with this as a rough guide: modern strikes can hardly be
seriously taken to be economically motivated. They are best understood as claims to
recognition and dignity, as displays of worth; riots too may be something like that:
look at me, and take me sériously. In that interpretation a riot is not pushed from
within by alleged psychological states but drawn from without by the presence of an
audience and the opportunity for staging a display of character" (Harré, 1981, p.213).
Apart from the statement that modern industrial action can hardly be conceived of
as economically motivated (let us bear in mind the reality of underdeveloped
societies where strikes are still today primarily orientated towards achieving
ecoﬁonljc goals), Harré’s analysis illuminates the subjective aspects of public action,
in which private individuals assemble to perform rituals of cognition and recognition,
of claims, demands and social roles. It is hard to imagine how those processes could
take place if not in a public arena, where the presence of Others guarantees the basic
condition for them to occur. More than that, it is through the actions of social actors,
performing acts called upon by the demands of a generalised other, that the public
sphere appears as the space where a community as a whole can develop and sustain

a knowledge of itself.

The importance of the public sphere, however, not only relates to the quality

of public life in itself. It goes further than that. The way in which a community
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represents its public life shapes both the way the generalised other is internalised by
each of its members and, therefore, also the particular subjects that emerge in that
process. As Mead (1977) has shown, in the full development of the self, its
constitution is given not only by the immediate circle of its relationships to othefs,
but by the "organisation of the social attitudes of the generalised other or the social
group as a whole to which he belongs" (p.222). The representations about the public
sphere, as the representations of a generalised other are, therefore, constitutive of
individual lives, insofar as they constitute the self. Individualism, as a phenomenon
that epitomises the totally privatised individual, can exemplify just such a process.
Individualism is a basic failure to consider and represent the generalised other. In
other words, individualistic behaviour does not take into account the common life of
all. In this sense, individualism does not deny only the common life, or the public

life. It also denies the fully developed self.

Sennet (1977) has drawn attention to the imbalance that exists today between
public and private life. In his study he demonstrates how such an imbalance has
become a problem and why it matters. According to him, that vital part of one’s life
lying outside the walls of the family home has been lost ‘and one’s fellow person in
the public street has become a stranger, a threat. Silence has taken over from talk,
and observation has replaced participation as the only way in which to experience
public life. As a result, private life becomes out of focus, as increasingly narcissistic
forms of intimacy set in. Even more, Sennet argues, the public world is usurped by
a private psychic supremacy which leads to a deterioration of both individual and

society.

Although Sennet has been criticised for overlooking the importance of self-
reflection as one of the marks of the reflection of modernity (Giddens, 1991), I
would agree with his fundamental point, namely, the risks of an all-encompassing
privatised intimacy invading and impoverishing public life. The relationship between
the public and the private realms and the clear demarcation of the boundaries
between the two is, from my point of view, a key element in the demarcation of

realms of being. We do not experience life at once, and to learn how to demarcate
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and preserve spaces of sociability and intimacy is necessary to maintain differences
and nuances, which are the basis for finding similarities. The necessity of defending
the existence of the two separated realms, the public and the private and at the same
time, the recognition of their essential connectibn is a crucial matter in modefn
societies. It is not only crucial in sustaining the possibility of democracy and
citizenship - where political subjects in speech and action participate in that sphere
of life that is common to all, and therefore cannot rely on private interests and
intimacy. It is, furthermore, crucial to the constitution of a private life that bears in
itself the full consequences of the fact that people live together and there is no

human life without the presence of other human beings.
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3.0. SOCIAL REPRESENTATIONS AND THE PUBLIC SPHERE

Envisaging public life - of which we know very well there is all too little -
requires an almost childlike feeling of omnipotence.

~ Alexander Kluge

The study of social representations has received a great deal of attention in
the field of social psychology over the last four decades. The concept made its
entrance in the field through the work of Serge Moscovici on representations of
psychoanalysis in France (Moscovici, 1961/1976). In the Anglo-Saxon tradition of
social psychology, in spite of the suspiciousness with which social représentations
was initially received, thevconcept has been discussed and incorporated as a useful
tool in the understanding and analysis of social psychological phenomena. It is not
my intention here to review the progress of the concept and of its constituent
elements, for there is a considerable amount of work already available in the English
language (see Farr & Moscovici, 1984; Farr, 1987; Jodelet, 1991). The various
confrontations which have occurred between the concept of social representations and
other concepts within social psychology are also beyond the scope of my analyses
here. Research in social representations has developed sufficiently to produce a field
of discussion in its own right. There are bplenty of issues concerning the concept and
the theory that need to be clarified and developed. These include issues at the level
of both theory and methods and the relationship between the two, and it is within

such a perspective that I locate my own effort here.

In this chapter I discuss the relationship between social representations and
the public sphere. This relationship is a complex one and must be unpacked carefully.
I do this at two levels which, although related, must be analysed in their own right.
The first concerns the logic of production of social representations. It concerns,
therefore, social representations in the public sphere. I argue that the public sphere,

as the place of the generalised Other, is constitutive of social representations, in that



it provides the ground for their emergence. The second level examines the problem
of social representations of the public sphere, that is, how the public sphere itself
becomes an object for the development of social rel;;resentations. Modernity has
brought about different ways of relating to spaces which are common to all and to
spaces which belong only to a few. Any sharp distinction between inner and outer,
or between public and private, has become problematic ever since the discovery of
the individual. Farr (1991c), for instance, points out how the very notion of the
individual becomes a collective representation at a particular point in history. What
seems to be an ideology - individualism - is already the outcome of collective ways
of representing reality. In other words, modes of being are themselves the outcome
of representations which quite sharply shape the substance of everyday life in terms
of practices, talk, patterns of cultural transmission and so forth. The arguments I
present in this chapter to relate social representations - as a specific social
psychological phenomenon - and social representations - as a specific social space -
are rooted in the processes through which the human subject develops a self, creates
symbols and opens up to the diversity of a world of others. Drawing on the concept
of potential space (Winnicott, 1967), I propose a cross-level analogy between the
development of symbols in the individual subject and fhe development of social

representations in public life.

These two aspects of the problem - social representations in the public sphere
and social representations of the public sphere - give"it a very specific configuration.
If, as I argue, social representations are bound to a public sphere and if, at the same
time, in the process of their construction, they are creating an objectified knowledge
of the public sphere, then to look at their content and form is of crucial importance
to any intellectual perspective concerned with the possibilities of common life, which
goes beyond privatised interests without losing sight of the individual. Many social
psychologists have manifested such a concern (Moscovici, 1963; Farr, 1981;
Markova, 1982; Billig, 1991; Jodelet, 1991). They all reveal, to a greater or lesser
extent, an attempt to develop and to give theoretical breadth to the dialectical
relationship between the individual and his/her society. It is this same underlying

presupposition that guides my effort here.
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3.1 Social Representations in the Public Sphere

In chapter two I have attempted to map the concept of the public sphere with
the notion of other in psychology. In this chapter I want to establish the links
between otherness - as inter-subjectivity - and the public sphere in the constitution
of social representations. I intend to do so by discussing (i) the place of the other in
the constitution of symbolic activity; (ii) the extent to which social representations
build upon the representational activity of the human subject; and, finally, (iii) the
extent to which social representations go beyond, and therefore are distinct from, the
individual work of symbolic representation. I hope it will soon be clear that these
three phases of my discussion are an analytical device. The emergence of the
ontological human subject, with a proper sense of self, is bound to the emergence of
symbolic activity, which, in its turn, depends upon a social reality. The concept of
potential space, as proposed by Winnicott (1974) can shed light on these intricate
dialectics and I shall use it to guide my theoretical endeavour in this issue. Piaget
(1964/1968) is another important source in the discussion I am proposing here. His
account of the genesis of representations and their relationship with symbols runs in
parallel with the process of "de-centring " which the humém subject must undergo in
order to construct him/herself. I believe that such a line of argumentation has

important implications:

() It debunks the idea of the individual as a private enterprise. The
individual, in him/herself, is the outcome of a process of socialisation.
Thus, my argument profits heavily from what Mead (1934) has
shown, namely, individuation and socialisation are different elements
of one and the same process in the ontogenesis of human experience.
The private individual is, rather, a historical form; it emerges in
specific societies and tends to prevail in those societies where public

life becomes highly privatised (Rose, 1981). When psychologists
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individualise the human subject to the extreme point of
individualism', they are acting out the pressures of a historical reality.
It is faintly ironic that a stance that attempts to deny social reality is
in itself shaped by social reality. Just like any other social actor, the

psychologist cannot escape it.

(b) It maintains a perspective on the individual subject as someone
capable of agency and of creative action upon the world. The claim
that the individual subject constitutes a domain of understanding and
analysis in his/her own right does not necessarily entail an
individualistic approach. On the contrary, much research concerning
the génesis of the ontological subject includes the social reality

necessary to account for that genesis.

3.1.1. The making of symbolic activity

The making of social representations in the public sphere is discussed here
by reference to a line of research that unfolds the origins of symbolic activity in the
human being. Symbolic activity is deeply rooted in the process of the development
of the self or, rather, it emerges as an outcome of the fully developed self.
Winnicott’s model of self development and Piaget’s research on the structures that
underlie the cognitive development of the child can illustrate the complex inter-
connections between the infant and the environment, as well as the main elements

that make these connections meaningful. In the following pages I shall draw

! See Allport, G.W. (1985) The historical background of modern social psychology. In G. Lindzey
& E. Aronson (eds) A Handbook of social psychology (vol.1, 3rd ed., pp. 1-46) Cambridge, MA:
Addison-Wesley. Allport strongly defends the non-exisience of social psychological phenomena which
would go beyond the individual as the centre of analysis. See also Brock, A. (1992) Was Wundt a
’Nazi’ 7:Volkerpsychologye, Racism and Anti-Semitism. Theory & Psychology. Vol. 2, (2), pp.205-223,
for a very interesting discussion of Allport’s essay and his extreme animosity towards all forms of
collective psychology including Durkheim’s theory of collective representations.
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extensively on their work?, for both Piaget and Winnicott considered that it is not
until the human being has integrated his/her thoughts and feelings about
himself/herself into a global perspective which expands beyond personal interest to

the whole of humankind, that she/he will become an individual.

According to Winnicott, the journey from absolute dependence to a relative
independence is what characterises the path of development of the human being. The
fact that human beings are born in a state of absolute helplessness makes the care of
other people the first psychological reality with which the infant has "to cope". The
infant is totally dependent upon the caretaker and, therefore, it is in the vicissitudes
of this relationship that his/her life has to start. It is not only the dramatic situation
of the neonate that marks this beginning, even though this situation turns out to be
a symbol of all vulnerability. It is also the fact that the survival of the neonate
depends entirely on external care which, in its turn, is related to the fortuitous fact
of the infant being loved. The baby depends upon being held by others to be fed, to
be kept comfortable and to be kept clean. The infant has no means of knowing about
the details of care and there is no distinction between what is "me" and what is "not-
me". S/he does register, however, the experience of satisfaction that derives from the
external care of her/his needs. Such a state is described as primary narcissism and
it is characterised by a lack of integration where it is not possible to talk about a self
at all. Aspects of the infant are felt as aspects of the environment and vice versa.
However, it is important to note that the extreme dependency of the infant does not
condemn her/him to a state of total alienation from others. It is indeed through a
delicate dialectics, in which the infant is helpless and dependent on maternal care,
that the source of her/his power is to be found. Because the infant is helpless the
caretaker holds and handles the baby in total devotion; and so the baby gains control

over his significant others.

2 The processes described here are discussed by Winnicott mainly in The Maturational Processes
and the Facilitating Environment (London: Hogarth Press, 1965), and Playing and Reality
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1974) and by Piaget in Six Psychological Studies (London: London
University Press, 1968) and The Psychology of the Child (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul Ltd,
1969).
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The path along which the journey from dependence to relative independence
progresses is based upon what Winnicott has called holding and handling, activities
permeating the relationship between infant and caretaker. The function of the
caretaker is to provide a reliable holding for the immature and weak existence of the
infant. Progressively, the caretaker starts handling the baby, which involves the
introduction of both absence and failure. These are the first limits of an outside
reality to the sensory-psychic experience of the infant. The caretaker is not always
there; she/he has an independent existence outside of and beyond her/his relationship
with the infant. From the experience of holding, there arises a sense of trust in the
environment that the caretaker represents, and from the experience of handling the
first elements of ego-relatedness, or communication‘in the full sense of the word.
This journey leads to three major achievements, namely, integration, personalisation
and the beginnings of object-relating. These achievements are not necessarily

consecutive; on the contrary, they are inter-dependent and often overlap.

Winnicott’s account of the transition from absolute dependence to a state of
relative independence coincides in many ways with Freud’s description of the
transition from the pleasure principle to the reality principle (Freud, 1920). But
Winnicott developed this transition further, for he regarded the reality principle as
"an insult”. According to him, "the Reality Principle is the fact of the existence of
the world whether the baby creates it or not, it is an arch-enemy of spontaneity,
creativity and the sense of the real"(Winnicott, 1961, p.236). Since growing however,
involves an acceptance of a world that is "not-me" and of a relationship to it, how
does the infant cope with the "insult" of the reality principle? The answer Winnicott
offers is the substance of illusions or what he has called the potential space. For him,
the potential space is an intermediate state between the infant’s incapacity and his
progressive capacity to acknowledge and to come to terms with reality. The illusion
experienced by the infant is that of omnipotence, which the holding and handling of
his needs in a condition of ego-relatedness permits; omnipotence that, as Winnicott
observes, is real for him but an illusion from the point of view of the observer. It is
in this space that reality and fantasy meet and become one, by means of the brief

experience of omnipotence guaranteed by the caring environment: in it the infant has
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the illusion of creating that which is already there to be found.

The notion of potential space is, perhaps, Winnicott’s most original
contribution. The concept was developed from direct observation of the rclationship~
between children, their care-takers and the first object they adopt as their own special
possession. This first object - the transitional object - has a particular importance to
the child. The transitional object is the first "not-me" possession and it plays a crucial
theoretical role in regard to the conception of illusion developed by Winnicott. It is
related to what Laplanche (1987, p.94) would call the acquisition of the "first-me"
possession. This is the first step on the road to acquiring a sense of self. A further
step in the development of the potential space between the individual self and the
environment is the play of young children. Playing is a direct development from the
transitional phenomena just described. It involves trust in the environment and the
capacity to be "alone" in the presence of others. At the same time, playing consists
of "playing with reality"; it retains the experience of omnipotence and thus creates
a reality for the child. Winnicott considered playing to be the basis of cultural
experience and of creativity in adult life. Communication, in a similar vein, occurs
in the overlaps between potential spaces which transcend the fundamental boundary
between the "me" and the "not-me". Indeed, if for Winnicott the very essence of
growth is the construction of a boundary where the self and the inner reality begin
to be one in relation to a shared reality of others, the potential space transcends this
boundary. In the potential space people are neither in the world of fantasy, nor in the
world of shared reality, but in the paradoxical third place that belongs to both these

places at once.

In an illuminating paper about the concept of sign in the works of Vygotsky,
Winnicott and Bakhtin, Leiman (1992) demonstrates how Winnicott’s notion of
transitional phenomena is crucial to an explanation of the quite complex "interplay
between the subjective and objective aspects of the intersubjective space”. Western
philosophy has so insistently imposed its tradition of focusing either on the subjective
or on the objective, that the space of interplay between the two is often ignored.

However, it is exactly in that space that "we can better understand the roots of
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symbolic activity. The main element in Winnicott’s understanding of the ‘third area
of living’, which he approaches by the concepts of transitional phenomena and
potential space, is the emergence of a symbol in the meeting point of union and

-

separateness” (1992, p.215).

The potential space, therefore, is the space of symbols. Symbols, the complex
matter of the meaning of meaning, presuppose a capacity to evoke presence in spite
of absence, since the fundamental aspect of symbols is that they stand for something
else. In that sense, they create the object represented, constructing a new reality to
a reality that is already there. They fuse the subject and the object, because they are
the expression of the relationship between the subject and the object. Through
symbols, different things can stand for each other and can converge into similarity;
they allow for infinite variability and, yet, they are referential. Thus, it is of the
essence of the symbolic activity - the activity of the potential space - to acknowledge
a shared reality - the reality of others. Yet, it is a creative acknowledgement and
leads to involvement with others and with the object-world. The reference to the
world of others is what guarantees the creative nature of symbolic activity, so one’s
experience can build upon the experience of others continually creating the
experience of a shared reality. That is why Winnicott says that it is out of difference,
in every sense of the word, that the human self grows, for "when one speaks of a
man, one speaks of him along with the summation of his cultural experiences. The

whole forms the unit" (Winnicott, 1967, p.99).

As Davis & Wallbridge (1981) point out, Winnicott’s views are very close
to those of Piaget regarding the formation of symbols and the symbolic play of the
young child. Although the focus of their concern was quite distinct for, whereas the
former was looking at emotional development, the latter was looking at intellectual
development, they would both agree that the affective and intellectual dimensions are

inseparable in the development of the child’s sense of reality.

Piaget’s work is complex and highly relevant to social psychology. I am

aware of the critiques which have surrounded his oeuvre, specially in the Anglo-
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Saxon world (Duveen, 1994). Here I draw on Piaget because I believe his notion of
decentring is essential in understanding the ontogenesis of cognitive development and
symbolic activity. This conception pervades all of his Work, and constitutes, in his
own account, one of the most important facets of the development of cogniti\;e
structures in the child. Piaget compares the process of decentring, which the child
undergoes, to a "miniature Copernican Revolution". As he says, "at the starting point
of this development the neonate grasps everything to himself - or in more precise
terms, to his own body - whereas at the termination of this period, i.e., when
language and thought begin, he is for all practical purposes but one element or entity
among others in a universe that he has gradually constructed himself, and which
hereafter he will experience as external to himself" (Piaget, 1964/1968, p.9). The
emergence of a "self" as such, in opposition to an external world, is closely
connected to (or even more, is a pre-condition of) the mental transformations that
permit the representation of things and, therefore, the development of symbolic
thought and language. On the plane of knowledge the activity of the subject requires
a permanent decentring. It is this de-centring that "makes the subject enter upon, not
so much an already available and therefore external universality, as an uninterrupted

process of coordinating and setting in reciprocal relations"(Piaget, 1968/1971, p.139).

3.1.2. Social Representations and Representational Activity: The
Symbolic Construction of Reality

The relationship between the concept of social representations and
representational activity per se is ambiguous. This is because the study of individual
representations arouses the ghost of cognitivism and its basically individualistic
perspective. The weight of classical cognitive theories - where a representation is a
mere reflection of the outside world in the mind, or a mark of the mind which is
reproduced in that world - cannot be lightly dismissed. There is, however, another
ghost which continues to haunt the study of individual representations: that of Freud
and of the whole literature inspired by the psychoanalytic theory of symbols. The

theory of social representations undeniably draws on a theory of symbolic activity.
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Social representations are regarded, according to Moscovici, as forms of social
knowledge which imply two faces, as interconnected as the two sides of a sheet of
paper: the figurative, or image-making, side and the symbolic side (Moscovici, 1981).
It is, therefore, the latter ghost which needs to be made "real", if the complexit_iés
of the relationship between the unconscious, the representation and symbolic activity

are to be acknowledged within the theory of social representations.

The research on social representations has considered to a great extent what
a representation is. Jodelet (1984b) fashions the concept of social representations and
their development into a theory by taking into account what a representation is.
Drawing extensively on Piaget, she argues that the act of representing overcomes the
rigid divide between the external and internal universes. A representation involves
an active element of construction and re-construction; the subject is the author of
these mental constructions which he/she can transform as they develop. From her
analysis of the act of representing, she identifies five characteristics which are
important in the construction of a social representation. These characteristics are the
referential aspect of a representation, that is, the fact that it is always the reference
of someone to something; its imaginative and constructive character, which renders
it autonomous and creative, and finally its social nature, the fact that the "categories
which structure and express the representation are borrowed from a common culture
and these categories are those of language" (Jodelet, 1984b, p.365). It is clear from
Jodelet’s account just how crucial the act of representing is to the very construction
of a social representation. It should also be clear how her account can be combined

with Winnicott’s notion of symbolic activity and potential space.

Kaés (1984), in an explicit attempt to conceptualise a representation from a
psychoanalytic perspective, develops the hypothesis that a representation is a work,
a work of recall of that which is absent, and a work of liaison. According to him, "la
représentation est un travail: travail de I’absence (appel a re-présenter) et un travail
de liaison (réduction de 1’écart par la pensée)' (Ka€s, 1984, p.373). The
representation, therefore, operates in a field of absence calling for a re-presentation

of that which is absent. In doing this, it produces a liaison between the absent and
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the present. Moreover, Kaés argues, the processes which are at stake in the working
of a representation are those which psychoanalysis has discovered regarding dreams,
mental life and the nature of the unconscious: condensation and displacement. They
both relate to a capacity for playing with meaning.‘ Indeed, the unconscious and its~
processes, Freud remarks, "is not simply more careless, more irrational, more
forgetful and more incomplete than waking thought; it is completely different from
it qualitatively and for that reason not immediately comparable with it. It does not
think, calculate or judge in any way at all; it restricts itself to giving things a new
form" (Freud, 1900, p.507). It is precisely this capacity to give things a new form -
through the active playing of the psyche - which constitutes a representation. In
Freud’s view the primary material of the psyche cannot express itself, except through
a representatioh, which is a delegation of the drives into different objects. The
psyche’s representational activity, thus, involves a mediation between the subject and
the object-world. The latter re-appears, in the form of representations, re-created by
the subject, who in his/her turn, is also re-created by his/her very relationship with
the object-world. It is possible to ask here, what is the substance of these
representations, besides delegating the affective load of the drives into something of
a different form? The substance, or content, of which representations are made, are

symbols.

Piaget (1969) has examined the problem of the unconscious symbol in his
studies on the development of the symbol and the mental image. In his view, it is
just pointless to consider an unconscious domain for affects and a conscious domain
for thought and intellectual life, since "the unconscious is everywhere, and there is
an intellectual as well as an affective unconscious" (p.172). Further, he argues, the
trade-offs between the unconscious and the conscious are incessant in every psychic
process, so even the most elementary symbols are at the same time conscious and
unconscious. It is particularly interesting for the purposes of the present discussion,
to single out the relationships Piaget establishes between the symbolic play and the
dreams of children. In the ludic activity of the child there are striking similarities,
both in terms of symbolic structure as well as in terms of content, with the processes

at stake in oneiric activity. It is not at all surprising to find out that the processes
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underlying both are condensation and displacement, for both are characterised by the
use of symbolic representation. Even the most basic symbols are the outcome of
blending images, of contrasts, of identifications that condense, as it were, the variety
of objects, affects and significant others at the dispbsal of the child. It follows thatq
there must be a displacement of meanings among those various objects ("object" here
stands for both things and people), giving to one the reference of the other, evoking
in one the presence of the other, mixing in one the image and the sound of the other
and so forth. It becomes clear that condensation and displacement are inseparable

parts of symbolic activity.

To review. Representational activity is a work of the psyche. This work
happens through the unconscious processes which Freud has described as
condensation and displacement. Considering the foregoing section, where symbolic
activity is presented in line with Winnicott’s notion of potential space, we can
conclude that symbols develop upon the basis of, and are embedded in,
representational activity. Thé human subject constructs, in his/her dealings with the
world, a new world of meaning. On the one hand, it is through his/her activity and
relations to others that representations emerge, allowing for the mediation between
the subject and the world that he/she both discovers and constructs. On the other
hand, the representations permit the existence of symbols - these pieces of social
reality mobilised by the activity of the subject to make sense and re-shape the
environment within which he/she finds himself/herself. Needless to say, both from
a developmental perspective and from a conceptual perspective, there is no possibility
of symbolic formation outside of a web of already constituted signifieds. It is upon
and within this web that the subject’s work of re-creating what is already there takes
place. The psychic subject, therefore, is neither abstracted from social reality nor
condemned to be a mere reflex of the social reality. His/her job is to work out the
permanent tension within a world that, although preceding him/her, is open to his/her

efforts to be a subject.

These analogous processes, I want to contend, are necessary in understanding

the full implications of social representations as phenomena mediating between the
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individual and society. They highlight the psychological foundations of social
representations theory and explain some of the intricate trade-offs between psychic
investments and social reality. The interplay between the unconscious dimensions of
representations and the structuring of social représentations as such, allows us Atc;
understand the variety of phenomena at work in the symbolic construction of reality.
The analysis of the conceptual field of a social representation confronts us, at one
and the same time, with the subjective nature of social reality and the objective
nature of subjective reality. There is no dichotomy between the subject and the object
except the acknowledgement of boundaries that need to be mediated, and indeed are,
through the activity of humans. Such mediations bridge fundamental dimensions of
psychic and social activity: presence and absence, self and otherness, symbols and,

of course, language.

In the next section I want to discuss what constitutes the specificity of a
social representation in relation to representational activity. I shall do this in order
to ground my main argument, namely, that social representations as phenomena are
bound to a public sphere. I have attempted to show that social representations,
because they are symbolic, build upon representational activity and symbols.
However, they cannot be simply equated with representational activity, since they are

brought about and shaped by social practices and social relationships.
3.1.3. Social Representations: The Creation of a Shared Symbolic Reality

In the foregoing I have attempted to show that the conditions of possibility
of representational activity lie in the space of interplay between subject and other.
In discussing the genesis of representations and symbols I have concentrated upon
the individual subject in order to show precisely how social reality - represented by
others - institutes the individual subject. Now, one could ask: If any representation
is social, what constitutes the specificity of social representations? As tempting as it
may be, they cannot simply be reduced to representational activity because social
representations exceed the individual work of the psyche and emerge as a

phenomenon bound to the social fabric.
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In fact, this discussion involves a subtle distinction. When talking about social
representations there must be a shift in the level of analysis. The analysis is not
centred any more in the ontological subject but in the phenomena produced by th?
particular constructions of social reality. Thus, if is not a matter of moving away
from the individual because he/she necessarily entails an individualistic perspective
(I hope that, at this point, it has become clear which conception concerning the
nature and the genesis of the individual subject this study holds). Rather, the central
issue is to acknowledge that in looking at social psychological phenomena - and at
social repreéentations in particular - we must be looking at the social as a whole.
And just as the social is more than an aggregation of individuals, social

representations are more than an aggregation of individual representations.

As T said before, this is not a new question in social psychology. From
Allport to the Gestalt psychologists, there has been a debate about the relationship
between units and the whole. In this regard, I would contend that our discipline can
largely profit from Piaget’s view on structuralism®. As he points out, "in psychology,
structuralism has long combatted the atomistic tendency to reduce wholes to their
prior elements" (Piaget, 1968/1971, p.4). Against such an atomistic tendency, Piaget
argues that the notion of structure involves the key ideas of wholeness,
transformation and self-regulation. The first two are essential in recognizing the
overwhelming contrast between structure and aggregates, because the laws governing
the constitution of a structure cannot be reduced to the addition of its single
elements. On the contrary, they grant encompassing properties to the whole which
are distinct from the properties of its elements. This position, of course, brings about
the problem of the formation of wholeness, or how it is generated. Since we are not
talking about mere aggregation, how can the genesis of wholeness be explained? The
answer to this question is particularly illuminating of Piaget’s views, for he offers the

notion of transformation as the one that at once constitutes a structure and accounts

* Here I would like to make it clear that, as Piaget himself points out, there are several
"structuralisms", which have acquired various and different meanings: "Nevertheless, upon examining
and comparing the various meanings it has acquired in the sciences and, unfortunately, at cocktail
parties, a synthesis seems feasible..." (1968/1971, p.3). It is this synthesis on which I am drawing in
order to construct my argument.
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for the genesis of its character as a whole: "The problem of formation of wholeness
can be narrowed down once we take the second characteristic of structures, namely,

their being systems of transformations rather than static forms, seriously" (1968/1971,
p.9-10).

I look at social representations in the light of Piaget’s view. Their structure
can only be understood in relation to how they are formed and transformed. The
processes which form and transform them are embedded in the communicative and
social practices of the public sphere: dialogue, talk, rituals, patterns of work and
production, art, in short, social mediation. As such, analyses of social representations
must concentrate on those processes of social communication and living that not only
generate them, but also confer on them their peculiar structure. These processes are
all mediations, for there is no experience of social life that can be considered
immediate. To communicate is to mediate between a world of infinitely different
perspectives; to work is to mediate between human needs and the raw material of
nature; to develop rites, myths and symbols is to mediate between the alterity of an
often mysterious world and the world of the human mind: they all reveal, to a
greaten or lesser extent, the quest of humans to make sense and to give meaning to

their existence in the world.

Thus, it is social mediation in all its many public forms that generates social
representations. Bearing in mind the close link between genesis, development and
structure, I would argue that social representations are social in their genesis and in
their being; they would be of no use in a world of people who lived apart from each
other; rather they would not exist. Social representations are forged by social actors
to cope with the diversity and mobility of a world that, although belonging to each
of us, transcends all of us. They are a "potential space" of common fabrication,
where each person goes beyond the realm of his/ her individuality to enter another -
yet fundamentally related - realm: the realm of public life. In this sense, social
representations not only emerge through social mediation, but themselves constitute
that mediation. At the same time, the imaginative and signifying character of social

representations express, ultimately, psychic labour towards the world. Therefore, they
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express par excellence the space of the subject in his/her relationship to otherness,

struggling to make sense of, to interpret and to construct the world in which she/he

finds himself.

Objectification and anchoring are the specific forms of social mediation of
social representations, which elevate to a "material” level the symbolic production of
a community. They account for the thing-like character of social representations.
They can be best understood if compared with the processes discussed above, namely
condensation and displacement. To objectify is to condense different meanings -
often threatening, unnamable meanings - into a familiar reality. In doing so, social
subjects anchor the unknown into an institutionalised reality, and therefore displace
the established geography of significance which society most of the time struggles
to maintain. They are at once processes which maintain and challenge, which repeat
and overcome, which are shaped by, and yet also shape, the social life of a

community.

In the light of the foregoing sections I would suggest that social
representations are in the public sphere. Public life, with its specific institutions,
rituals, and meanings is the very locus in which social representations develop and
acquire a concrete existence. It is in such a space that they incubate, crystallise and
are transmitted to others. When that happens social representations themselves
become constitutive of public life. Social representations and public life are therefore
in a dialectic relationship to one another. If this can be said at a social psychological
level, it also holds true at the historical level. Social representations and the public
sphere bear a relationship that is also constituted historically. The cafes, salons, and
literary clubs are important locations for both phenomena, and dialogue is considered
to be the essential medium for their formation and transformation. The mass media,
finally, appears to be one of the major contemporary mediators of both social
representations and the public sphere. And lastly, but not least, they are related at a
conceptual level. They are both concepts which relate to phenomena that emerged in
the bourgeois era, they overlap in the importance they confer to "the coming together

of people”, and they contain in themselves a conception which shifts the relationship
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between the subject and his other, from a self-centred or other-centred perspective,

to a dialectical one.
3.2. Social Representations of the Public Sphere
3.2.1. The Public Sphere as an Object of Social Representations

In this section I discuss the relationship between the public sphere as a
specific historical phenomenon and the making of social representations. How did
“"the public", as a distinct space of sociability, historically become an object to be

socially represented and what form does it assume today?

The emergence of a public sphere as an object to be socially represented is
linked to the transformations which occurred in the relationship between the public
and private domains in Western societies and the birth of individualism. As I have
attempted to argue previously, the notions of public available today cannot be taken
for granted, for they are the product of profound changes in Western societies. The
moment at which something like "a public" or "the public" becomes conceivable to
social actors is a crucial one, and involves a number of important transformations in

the very lives of the social actors who are there to realise such conception.

The dimensions which I discuss here are interconnected and all play a part
in the process of constituting "the public" as a social object. Besides the rise of
individualism, I shall consider changes in the public space itself and in the mass
media. Their close relatedness is almost obvious and we can find a number of
illustrative studies which demonstrate how these elements are at once dependent upon
one another, and together they conjure up a totally different scenario in the social life

of modernity (Moscovici, 1985; Duby & Ariés, 1991).

The rise of individualism cannot be understood outside of a network of
relations that displace traditional ways of regarding the subject and his/her

subjectivity. As Moscovici states, "if asked to name the most important invention of
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modern times, I should have no hesitation in saying that it was the individual. From
the first appearance of the homo sapiens to the Renaissance, man’s horizon was
always ‘we’ or ‘us’" (Moscovici, 1985, p.13). Nevertheless, we know all too Well
that the ‘we’ has become an ‘T’, the family has beﬁ:ome the nest of this new ‘I’ and
the ‘we’ after that, was ser apart, outside the realm of subjectivity. The privacy of
the bourgeois family was so born and, with this new privacy, there arises the "public”
as a separated, even opposed, realm. Ariés (1973), in his study of the social history
of the faﬁﬁly, points out his surprise at the rarity of scenes depicting interiors or
family life until the XVI century. The central character in these images was the
crowd - but not, as he remarks, the anonymous crowds of contemporary cities. The
crowd of those images was rather an assembly of neighbours, children, and matronas,
not strangers to one another at all. For a long time, until the seventeenth century -
the period in which the iconography of the family became extremely rich - the
essential images were representations of external space and public life. The strong
feeling towards family life extended in such a way that, by the end of the eighteenth
century, it had already destroyed that old type of external sociability in all social
strata. The history of our ways of life, according to Aries, can be reduced, in part,

to this long effort of humans to be apart from each other.

Thus, it is the progressive growth of a space of intimacy indoors, with its
institutional boundaries given by the patriarchal family, that engenders in the first
place the public as another dimension. The public was outside; it was a different
space, with its own rules and meaning. The crossing of boundaries from the domestic
house to the public space meant also crossing boundaries of different ways of being.
Habermas (1992b) emphasises the importance of the family in shaping the new
psychological experiences and the concern with the purely subjective; "no doubt
existed about the patriarchal character of the conjugal family that constituted both the
core of bourgeois society’s private sphere and the source of the novel psychological

experiences of a subjectivity concerned with itself" (p.427).

The triumph of family life was, undoubtedly, not only consolidated by

circumstances coming purely from this intimate sphere. It is rather the dynamics of
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historical, social and psychological change which account for the new tensions
between the public and the private realms. This manifold tension allocates the place
of subjectivity inside and the place of politics, trade and literacy outside. Although
the public sphere in the Habermasian sense belongs to a private sphere of sociefy
(private in the sense that it is privatised individuals - private individuals before the
state - who assemble to form a public), it is within this private realm that constitutes
a public, that a new tension emerges, namely, between a space of intimacy and

subjectivity inside and a space of discussion, debate and citizenship outside.

The new importance granted to intimacy within the family circle paves the
way for consolidating individualism as it is known in modern societies. However, it
is not only the sharp divide between the inner and the outer, or the bourgeois
dialectic of inwardness and publicness, that conspire to make of individualism the
expression par excellence of the new subjectivity. The very transformations which
occurred in the public space itself are to a great extent constitutive of individualism

and conflate to mould the forms in which the public is to be represented.

The enormous distance between the public life that emerges in the eighteenth
century and the reality of contemporary urban cities is the most evident trace of these
transformations. Changes in urban structure, in means of communication and
transport, have transformed in depth the very constitution of public spaces. It is,
perhaps, in the literature and poetry produced in the nineteenth century that we can
detect the impact of such transformations. The slow walk and the figure of the
flaneur contrast with the speed and anonymity that were to became the most visible
signs of the contemporary city. The flaneur, that individual who used to walk slowly
in the streets, making the cafés his dining room and the newsstand his library, has
been overtaken by the metropolitan passenger, whose condition is that of permanent

movement: he has to go far, and the farther he goes, the quicker it has to be.

It is no accident to find in Baudelaire, the great poet of modernity, and in
Edgar Allan Poe, the maudit short-story teller of the English language, the same

concern with the modern city and the potential for isolation within the crowd.
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Baudelaire (1991) wrote in The Crowds, "there is an art to enjoying the
crowd...Multitude and solitude: equal and interchangeable terms for the poet...He who
finds it easy to espouse the crowd knows feverish pleasures which will be eternally
denied to the selfish man, who is tightly sealed as a strong box, or the lazy man, whc;
is as self-contained as a mollusc" (p.44). And Poe (1993), in The Man of the Crowd,
writes in a similar vein, "I had never before been in a similar situation, and the
tumultuous sea of human heads filled me, therefore, with a delicious novelty of
emotion. T gave up, at length, all care of things within the hotel, and became
absorbed in contemplation of the scene without." (p.386). Such fragments catch the
spirit of an era, where the multitude of passers-by still could provide ground for
singularity to emerge, as happens in a Poe short-story, for instance. They portray a
life outdoors that conveys with precision the period in which "the public" becomes
one of the references of everyday life. And it is Baudelaire (1964) again who
captures the transition between the crowds that he loved so much and the anonymous
crowd in his poem "The Passer-By", where he tells us about his eyes meeting the
eyes of a woman passing-by in the opposite direction. The encounter of their eyes
happens in a very brief moment and he feels ecstasy; what he sees is hims