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The digital public sphere is characterized by seemingly paradoxical tensions between 
centers and peripheries: While some actors leverage the affordances of digital platforms to 
garner attention and gain prominence in public discourse, others prefer to seek out a role 
of relative obscurity or even attempt to evade observation. These tensions challenge 
established public sphere theories that assume a uniform orientation and attraction toward 
a center. In this article, we argue that in the digital public sphere, four distinct modes of 
recognition emerge: attention, resonance, allegiance, and engagement. These modes 
induce persistent yet contingent center-periphery distinctions among actors, issues, and 
even entire arenas. Since modes of recognition can carry positive or negative valence, they 
can prompt a purposive orientation toward peripheries rather than centers. We discuss how 
digital platforms afford, manifest, and manipulate modes of recognition and how actors 
leverage positions of relative centrality or peripherality within and across digital arenas. 
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The advent of networked technologies and social media platforms came with new hopes for 

structural change that would enable those participating in the public sphere to engage with each other on a 
more equal footing (Correa & Jeong, 2010; Hirzalla & van Zoonen, 2010; Sasaki, 2017). Since digital media 
significantly reduce the costs of creating, disseminating, retrieving, and accessing content or messages 
(Jungherr, Rivero, & Gayo-Avello, 2020, p. 22), a digital public sphere may have unfolded as a network 
where boundaries dissolve, inequalities between elites and citizens disappear, and broader political 
participation of all online citizens is made possible. 

 
However, assumptions of openness and flexibility tempt us to overlook that the digital public sphere 

is neither uniformly “open” nor “flat”—that is, devoid of hierarchies and inequities. In this contribution, we 
will argue that digital networks do not imply the absence of centers. Instead, new centers continually emerge 

 
Patrick Donges: patrick.donges@uni-leipzig.de 
Christian Pieter Hoffmann: christian.hoffmann@uni-leipzig.de 
Christian Pentzold: christian.pentzold@uni-leipzig.de 
Date submitted: 2023-12-11 



4580  Donges, Hoffmann, and Pentzold International Journal of Communication 18(2024) 

 

alongside existing ones, and their rise or decline entail a concomitant reordering of peripheries. Studies of 
antagonistic and irreverent expression online (Philips & Milner, 2017) as well as analyses of polarized and 
largely disconnected networks of communication (Jones-Jang & Chung, 2024; Yarchi, Baden, & Kligler-
Vilenchik, 2021) have produced ample evidence for the incongruous formation of arenas where peripherality 
is not eschewed and centrality is not championed. They make us aware of the broad spectrum of more or 
less central and peripheral positions that are purposefully managed and maintained in the digital public 
sphere. Instead of uniformly seeking a position of centrality by boosting their publicity, actors employing 
digital media might follow a more diverse set of strategies to calibrate their public profiles. 

 
We propose the distinction of center and periphery as a persistent yet contingent order of the public 

sphere in the digital age. Take, for instance, Donald Trump, who styled himself on Twitter as a political 
misfit challenging the centers of power even while occupying the White House. Think of the flourishing 
newsletter service Substack that promises a decentralized journalistic ecosystem while exhibiting a familiar, 
highly concentrated power distribution among its authors. Or consider micro-influencers in niche domains 
who seek out and attract the attention of a small but enthusiastic audience. How can we make sense of 
such a topsy-turvy world in which elite actors pursue liminal positions, where alternative media bolster the 
powerful, or where influencers purposefully remain marginal to maintain a status of relative prominence? 

 
The persistence and contingency of centers and peripheries are not exclusively determined by 

factors such as political influence, economic strength, or cultural power but hinge on public communication 
itself. Specifically, centrality and peripherality in the digital public sphere accrue from four modes of 
recognition: (1) attention as the orientation toward an actor or issue, (2) resonance as an echo in complex 
constellations of connected audiences, (3) allegiance as ideological loyalty that can be mobilized for further 
action, as well as (4) engagement as the active response and enduring activity beyond an initial prompt. By 
distinguishing these four modes, we propose a framework for the analysis of centers and peripheries from 
a distinctly communicative perspective. Modes of recognition in our argumentation are not synonymous with 
esteem or respect (Honneth, 1995; Wells & Friedland, 2023). As we will discuss below, they can have both 
negative and positive valence (cf. Keuchenius, Törnberg, & Uitermark, 2021). We propose that modes of 
recognition structure the public sphere; they shape and animate center-periphery constellations of issues, 
actors, and arenas within the digital public sphere. Whereas the co-constitutive constellation of centers and 
peripheries remains a persistent feature of the digital public sphere, specific manifestations of the four 
modes of recognition vary and can become contested terrain. Center-periphery constellations are thus both 
a persistent and contingent characteristic of the digital public sphere. 

 
Center and Periphery in Public Sphere Theory 

 
In public sphere theory, the distinction between center and periphery is of fundamental importance. 

For Habermas (2006), the public sphere constitutes an “intermediary system of communication between 
formally organized and informal face-to-face deliberations” (p. 415). While the center rests on due 
procedures and institutions, the periphery contains “networks of wild flows of messages” (p. 415). Thereby, 
Habermas comes to see the structure of center and periphery as a sieve, “a cleansing mechanism that filters 
out the ‘muddy’ elements from a discursively structured legitimation process” (p. 416). 
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Conceptualizations of the public sphere as an intermediary system have been criticized by 
proponents of pluralist models that seek to open the public sphere up for marginalized groups and alternative 
counterpublics (Fraser, 1992; Jackson & Kreiss, 2023; Warner, 2002). But even critiques of Habermas’s 
conceptualization of centers and peripheries in the public sphere share some of its assumptions: the 
existence of a unified center, mostly constituted by political power, a general orientation toward this center, 
and an impetus to move toward the center through public communication. 

 
With the rise of the Internet and social media platforms, Benkler, Roberts, Faris, Solow-

Niedermann, and Etling (2015) diagnose the emergence of a “networked public sphere,” highlighting the 
“possibility of greater decentralization of the capacity to shape a public agenda and frame the debate” (p. 
612). In the same vein, Habermas (2022) acknowledges that platforms “radically alter the previously 
predominant pattern of communication in the public sphere by empowering all potential users in principle 
to become independent and equally entitled authors” (p. 159). Habermas (2022) calls it a “centrifugal 
expansion” (p. 158) that disintegrates the orientation toward the center of the polity and societal institutions 
and erodes the position of traditional media intermediaries. 

 
A Plurality of Networked Public Spheres? 

 
A potential resolution to this apparent disintegration of the public sphere lies in a deconstruction of 

the public sphere into multiple spheres. Treating the public sphere not as a unified entity but as a plurality 
of subspheres implies that there are different publics with alternative—at times corresponding, at times 
competing—validity claims and forms of communication (Kavada & Poell, 2021; Stewart & Hartmann, 2020). 
Some argue that the term public sphere should more accurately only be used in plural (Bruns, 2023) or 
criticize the lack of theoretical conceptions of the public in networked public spheres (Ojala & Ripatti-
Torniainen, 2023). 

 
Nevertheless, even the pluralization of a manifold of spheres commonly entails some sort of 

hierarchization, for example, along parameters of societal significance, stability, rationality, durability, 
professionality, or impact. Some subspheres, especially when carried by social elites, are thus deemed to 
be more consequential and central than others, whereas other subspheres—for instance, those centered 
around leisure and parochial pursuits—are devalued as less culturally significant, socially representative, or 
politically powerful (Ma & Zhang, 2022). 

 
Although a strategy of marginalization aims to reserve centrality for political institutions and legacy 

media, the Internet and digital media seem to have rendered the uniform hierarchical structuration of the 
public sphere increasingly untenable or even obsolete (Dahlgren, 2009). This has been captured by 
numerous conceptual iterations such as “personal, private,” or “networked” publics (Ojala & Ripatti-
Torniainen, 2023; Papacharissi, 2015; Schmidt, 2014; Waldherr, Stoltenberg, Maier, Keinert, & Pfetsch, 
2023). Some have proposed that digital media induce a fragmentation of the public sphere—as contentious 
concepts such as the “filter bubble” illustrate (for a critique, see Bruns, 2019; Stark, Stegmann, Magin, & 
Jürgens, 2020). 
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Arenas Within the Public Sphere 
 

Although we agree with the proposition to disentangle diverse subpublics in the analysis of the 
digital public sphere, we instead refer to the interconnected multitude of subspheres within the public sphere 
as arenas. Following Hilgartner and Bosk (1988), arenas are discursive spaces or “environments” (p. 56) of 
actors (in roles of audience and speakers), issues, and communicative acts “where social problem definitions 
evolve” (p. 55). Arenas cannot be identified separately from the competition for social problems unfolding 
within them. They only emerge on the basis of the issues and the actors who, in their communication, refer 
to these issues as well as to each other. Arenas can be institutionalized, such as in the form of parliament 
and its debates, but they may also emerge and develop from interpersonal face-to-face interactions. Arenas 
can unfold entirely on one media service or span multiple platforms and applications. Arenas settle, stabilize, 
and attain stability through institutionalization, or remain fleeting, flexible, and even ephemeral while being 
subject to swiftly evolving patterns of activity and technology. 

 
Although the arena metaphor suggests a single space or field of action that actors—speakers and 

audiences—enter and leave, actors are in fact present in multiple arenas simultaneously with varying 
degrees of attention and centrality (Moe, 2023). Moreover, arenas rarely form closed spaces; their 
boundaries are porous, they tend to be visible and accessible to outsiders (with exceptions), and in some 
instances they overlap—when an issue simultaneously captures the attention of distinct arenas, for 
example, or when multiple arenas attract engagement on the same media platform. Arenas can, therefore, 
not be delineated in the abstract but only based on the empirical reconstruction of constellations of 
interconnected issues and actors, which usually have a self-reflexive understanding of themselves as 
forming an arena. 

 
Hilgartner and Bosk’s (1988) arena concept indicates that arenas as discursive spaces are animated 

by (the competition for) attention. Although institutionalized rules, technological resources, and situational 
practices shape the specific instantiation of an arena and can lend it stability, arenas are populated by 
individuals seeking or paying attention. Attention, thus, is the sine qua non of any arena. Attention implies 
a relational dynamic between observers and the observed (Starr, 2021). It also suggests a dynamic 
calibration of an arena, as attention wanders, shifts, or is attracted. Building on this, we highlight two 
distinctive characteristics of the digital public sphere: First, in the digital realm, attention is no longer the 
sole animating force for the emergence and calibration of arenas. Rather, it is complemented by additional 
modes of recognition. Second, as these modes of recognition can carry both positive and negative valence, 
the resulting dynamic in the digital public sphere is no longer necessarily oriented toward centers alone but 
may also exhibit a purposive orientation toward peripheries. We focus our analysis on issues and actors in 
arenas, but do not discuss individual pieces of content. Indeed, the communicative dynamics we describe 
anchor in pieces of content, yet our focus rests on dynamics on the level of the public sphere, which 
implicates a discourse of communicative relations, references, and reverberations between multiple pieces 
of content. In the following, many of our examples revolve around actors. Yet, we propose that this 
conceptual framework equally lends itself to the analysis of issue dynamics, such as agenda setting, cutting, 
or surfing, and even entire arenas. 
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Modes of Recognition in the Digital Public Sphere 
 

We propose a distinction of four modes of recognition that animate the digital public sphere: 
attention, resonance, allegiance, and engagement. Each mode serves as a structuring and animating force 
within and across arenas, affecting the relative centrality or peripherality of actors and issues within arenas, 
and arenas within the digital public sphere (Figure 1). One of these modes, attention, is well established as 
a constitutive and structuring force in public sphere theory. However, compared with mass media, which 
inform many public sphere theories, digital services and technologies, such as social media, are 
characterized by participatory affordances (boyd, 2010; Treem & Leonardi, 2013). On social media, users 
can connect with each other, post content, and they can see, replicate, or add to each other’s content. Of 
course, research on the “participation divide” points out that not all users choose to use these affordances. 
Yet, digital platforms actively encourage their users to interact with one another and the content created 
and shared. User engagement—views, likes, comments, shares—is at the heart of their business models. 
These multiple dimensions of exchange and cohesion point us to modes of recognition that go beyond mere 
attention, encompassing resonance, allegiance, and engagement. 

 

 
Figure 1. Modes of recognition. 

 
Attention 

 
As noted, attention as a mode of recognition is well established in public sphere theory and 

underlies most empirical audience ratings of popularity and prominence (Bennett, Segerberg, & Yang, 2018; 
Buzzard, 2012). It is, Warner (2002) notes, “the principal sorting category by which members and 
nonmembers [of the public] are discriminated” (p. 419). In other words: those not paying attention, in 
effect, are not part of an arena, while those seeking attention attempt to move to the center of an arena. 
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With the digitalization of the public sphere, attention becomes a pledge and parameter of platforms 
that enable users and messages to gain visibility and that, at the same time, harvest the resultant data to 
filter, tailor, and curate content to direct attention toward or away from actors or issues. Discussions of 
“shadow banning” (Cotter, 2023; Savolainen, 2022) and the contentiousness of content moderation indicate 
awareness of the power of platforms to guide attention. Attention is also subject to the Matthew effect: It 
tends to accumulate so that prominent actors, issues, or arenas attract ever more attention (Friemel & 
Neuberger, 2023). However, attention can also wane when audiences lose interest, get distracted by other 
competing actors, issues, or arenas, or choose to ignore their previous object of attention (Ungar, 2008). It 
is, however, difficult to ward off attention. In cases of scandals or whenever a sensitive issue requires 
confidentiality, actors seek to avoid attention. 

 
Attention, thus, must not necessarily be associated with a positive value judgment (i.e., the more 

attention, the better). Ostracized minorities, for example, are the focus of intense attention by their 
detractors, and hence central to the respective arena. The mode merely captures that a communication has 
been perceived as such. For both individual as well as collective and corporate actors (like media), attention 
is scarce, volatile, and self-reinforcing (Wouters & Lefevere, 2023, p. 3). It is therefore often described in 
terms of an “attention economy” (Franck, 2019). Audiences pay attention to several arenas, actors, and 
issues at once, but never to all of them at the same time, and arenas, actors, and issues each only receive 
a share of the attention available at any given moment. Consequently, actors attempt to redirect attention 
by setting new issues, changing the perspective on an existing issue, or “surfing” on them (Wouters & 
Lefevere, 2023). 

 
Resonance 

 
The term resonance denotes an echo prompted by a communicative act that is characterized by 

affect and emotion (Lünenborg, 2019; Ural, 2023). As such, being resonant would mean to stand in a 
“dynamic relationship of mutual listening and responding” (Rosa, 2019, p. 20). Similarly, Habermas (1996) 
describes a resonant public as one that is observing and evaluating actors and issues in the public sphere. 
Resonance, thus, can be directed at actors and issues. Audiences can also resonate with entire arenas as 
they feel affected by those within the arena and their behavior. Resonance emerges in the complex interplay 
of connected audiences “where the reaction of one audience influences that of others,” as Malacarne (2021) 
suggests (p. 19). Digital media have made it easy to observe the resonance of others in response to an 
actor or their message. Resonance—above and beyond attention—imbues actors with a sort of authority, as 
audiences deem them sufficiently relevant to develop a stance toward them and to react to their 
communication (Baden & David, 2018; Peters, 1994/2008a). 

 
On digital platforms, resonance has become more easily quantifiable and comparable in terms of 

likes or reactions. The resulting data and algorithm-based rankings are not exact or error proof but have 
nevertheless become core devices for determining prominence in public arenas¾which helps explain the 
sustained investment in monitoring, governing, and harnessing user metrics (Baym, 2013; Fisher & 
Mehozay, 2019). Occasionally, actors even attempt to synthesize indicators of resonance, for example 
through automated applications such as bots and fake accounts (Barbour, Jensen, Call, & Sharma, 2023; 
Bimber & Gil de Zuñiga, 2020; Santini, Salles, Tucci, Ferreira, & Grael, 2020). 
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As in the case of attention, resonance does not imply a specific normative judgment; it does not 
necessarily have to be affirmative or contribute to consonant and harmonious social relations. Provocateurs 
can toy with taboos to generate resonance. Particularly in digital arenas, actors might seek the rejection or 
disruption of a discourse by attaining negative or critical resonance (Buckels, Trapnell, & Paulhuss, 2014; 
Keuchenius et al., 2021). Also, the affirmative reactions of some may become the point of contestation for 
other, secondary audiences (Malacarne, 2021). With increasing affective polarization and deepening 
ideological fault lines, the likelihood of exclusively positive resonance decreases, and spirals of affirmative 
echoes and critical counter-echoes become ever more likely (Brady et al., 2023; Lünenborg, 2019; Pfetsch, 
2018). Such a dynamic is further spurred by emotionalization, the public display and weaponization of 
sentiments, and what Papacharissi (2015) has described as “affective attunement” (p. 4) through which 
people “feel” their resonance with people or issues. 

 
Allegiance 

 
Allegiance implies loyalty that goes beyond immediate, measurable reactions. An audience’s 

allegiance with an actor describes a more durable connection, a residual willingness to observe and follow, 
a tendency to offer attention and resonance. Individuals can feel allegiance to actors, but also to issues—
think of activists deeply invested in following a cause—and to arenas, for example, those identifying with 
fellow members of a fan community. Even if silent, allegiance has consequences for the structuring of 
arenas, actors, and issues. Allegiance undergirds, for example, the evocation of “silent masses” that are not 
actively engaging in a discourse but provide the substance of support and the arsenal for prospective 
mobilization (Hochschild, 2016). Similarly, so-called “dog whistling” of political messaging implies suggestive 
appeals and coded terms or symbols that are employed to garner support among attentive audiences without 
provoking immediate reactions (Goodin & Saward, 2005). 

 
Allegiance as a mode of recognition is characteristic for the digital public sphere since social media 

affordances, for example, revolve around the expression of one’s identity or self-presentation (Karahanna, 
Xu, Xu, & Zhang, 2018). As Jenkins (2006) notes, the resulting cultural dynamics revolve around the 
manifestation of relationships, the emergence of communities, and a sense of belonging. In the digital public 
sphere, allegiance is often expressed by, for example, following relationships, manifestations of devotion 
(e.g., signs and symbols of fandom), membership in groups or message boards, or the adoption of codified 
terminology (Tucker & Jones, 2023). Social media platforms frequently enable users to display their 
allegiances in user profiles, for example, by signaling a fan status or aspect of identity through icons and 
self-descriptions. 

 
As with the other modes of recognition, allegiance can have positive as well as negative valences. 

Actors may be united as followers or fans, yet their association might also rest on a shared rejection of 
an actor, issue, or arena. That way, new collectives are constituted, which may have little more in common 
than a joint disaffirmation. Anti-fans and hater communities are exemplars of this sort of negative 
allegiance (Nagle, 2017). Allegiance taps into the actors’ self-conceptualizations and identities, for 
instance as a fan or as a critic. It is not merely a case of reacting to performative acts; allegiance implies 
a more stable relationship in which actors come to perceive of themselves as part of a larger collective. 
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Allegiance turns members of an audience and bystanders into supporters backing an arena, actor, or 
issue (Snow & Benford, 1988). 

 
Engagement 

 
Engagement constitutes an active response prompted by a communicative act. It is a visible 

reaction or activity associated with a higher unambiguity than allegiance and is more clearly interpretable 
for outsiders. Following Bimber, Flanagin, and Stohl (2005), who reframe collective action as “a set of 
communication processes involving the crossing of boundaries between private and public life” (p. 367), 
engagement turns a stance into observable action. Individuals can engage with issues (e.g., actively 
supporting a cause), actors, and arenas (for example, when moderating an online forum or policing the 
boundaries of a community). We choose the term engagement here rather than “participation,” as the latter 
is more narrowly related to political action (van Deth, 2014). 

 
In the digital public sphere, engagement has been emulated in a repertoire of activities (Gerlitz & 

Helmond, 2013). Digital platforms afford common practices of engagement, such as commenting, 
mentioning, recommending, and reposting, which also fuel their revenue model (Klinger & Svensson, 2014; 
Nielsen & Ganter, 2022). Online, engagement is dynamic, volatile, and difficult to perpetuate without 
constant activity and input. Because of its evanescent nature as well as its extensive metrification, 
engagement is prone to manipulation (Cotter, 2019). As van Dijck and Poell (2013) note: “What makes this 
element of social media logic different from mass media logic, though, is its ability to measure popularity at 
the same time and by the same means as it tries to influence or manipulate these rankings” (p. 7). The 
visibility and prominence of digital engagement metrics render such rankings a constant subject of gaming 
attempts (Grohmann et al., 2022). Platforms, in turn, deem these ventures illegitimate and attempt to 
suppress them (Petre, Duffy, & Hund, 2019). 

 
As concepts such as “dark participation” (Quandt & Klapproth, 2023) or “negative participation” 

(Lutz & Hoffmann, 2017) denote, engagement need not be constructive or associated with positive valence. 
First, members of an arena can be engaged by opposing an idea or actor (Keuchenius et al., 2021). Second, 
some forms of engagement are explicitly destructive, such as in the case of religious or political extremism, 
doxing, or hate speech. In fact, negative affect, such as outrage, can sustain intensive engagement 
(Crockett, 2017). 

 
The Emerging Order of Centers and Peripheries 

 
The four modes of recognition animate and structure the emerging digital public sphere. As such, 

they establish and form arenas where actors address common issues and each other and come to conceive 
of themselves as part of a salient discursive constellation. Given the limited size and capacity of audiences, 
all modes are subject to scarcity and thus result in a relational order of the public sphere that entails centers 
and peripheries (Peters, 1994/2008a): The position of an actor within an arena is predicated on the 
recognition they receive from others. The more—and more intensive—recognition actors are able to garner 
by capitalizing on a salient mode of recognition, the more they move toward the center of an arena. These 
dynamics are independent of the mode’s valence, which can be positive, negative, or a mix of both. Key to 
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the dynamics of centrality and peripherality are communicative relations, references, and reverberations, 
not their negative or positive tonality. 

 
As an extreme example, the allegiance offered by members of a cult to their charismatic leader 

renders the leader the undisputed center of this particular arena, while the leader’s circle of close confidants 
will also command heightened levels of resonance and engagement from fellow cult members. At the same 
time, an absence of recognition for the cult leader delineates the arena and distinguishes disciples from 
outsiders. Disapproval and criticism by outsiders, in turn, contribute to the centrality of that cult and its 
leader within other arenas. 

 
In our conceptualization, recognition is akin to a social currency, rendering some actors within an 

arena “richer” than others. Such distinctions are coupled to inequalities of power and prestige (Benson, 
2009; Moe, 2023), and even material inequities (Bourdieu, 1984). The four modes of recognition, thus, are 
subject to an accumulative dynamic. Yet they differ in their amenability to be attained and instrumentalized, 
with allegiance and engagement being more diffused and difficult to steer. In principle, modes do not 
presuppose each other, and there is no unidirectional flow of influence: an arena can attract the engagement 
of many without generating allegiance; an individual might feel allegiance to an issue without paying much 
attention to it in the moment. In practice, however, some modes of recognition are likely to occur in 
conjunction: Allegiance is difficult to attain without resonance, engagement usually requires attention, 
resonance can morph into engagement, and engagement can generate attention. 

 
As some actors struggle for recognition (or attempt to avoid it), the emerging relational order is 

often in conflict with previous center-periphery constellations or the modes they rest upon. If, for 
example, the actors of an arena chose to favor a mode of recognition at the expense of another (e.g., 
measures of attention are replaced by engagement metrics on a digital platform), those previously holding 
central positions may gain or lose centrality (Figure 2). In a highly formalized arena, such as that formed 
by a political party, a switch from engagement to mere attention, for example, is likely to result in the 
downfall of leading figures. Differentiating four modes of recognition thus helps us to better understand 
the complexity and dynamic of the multiple center-periphery-constellations characterizing the digital 
public sphere. 
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Figure 2. Recalibration of an arena due to a shift in mode of recognition. 
 
Center-periphery relations are not limited to the micro level of individual actors or issues. They 

are also found in the configuration of the digital public sphere as a constellation of distinct, occasionally 
colliding or even partly overlapping arenas (Figure 3). As an arena accrues more recognition—either by 
attracting more participants or by fostering popular modes of recognition—it tends to adopt a more central 
position within the public sphere (Freelon, McIlwain, & Clark, 2018). As Hilgartner and Bosk (1988) 
explain, an arena gaining centrality within the public sphere may be more successful in imposing its issues 
as general “social problems,” a hegemonic position that tends to be associated with access to material 
resources, too. For example, an arena focused on a popular sport, such as soccer or football, will be more 
central within the public sphere than an arena focused on a niche sport (e.g., snowkiting), as it is 
recognized more by other arenas. Among niche sports, in turn, those attracting the most enthusiastic 
fans will attain a more central position; their recognition is not a matter of attention but hinges on the 
fans’ intense engagement and resonance. 
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Figure 3. Center-periphery constellations of arenas within the public sphere. 
 

Persistence and Contingency of Centers and Peripheries 
 

We conceptualize the center-periphery distinction in the digital public sphere as both persistent and 
contingent. Center-periphery constellations are persistent because recognition is an inevitably scarce 
resource. In fact, similar to material resources the short supply of which engenders competition, or, 
alternatively, competition for power over the institutions regulating access to them (Bourdieu, 1984), 
attention, resonance, allegiance, and engagement are themselves contested resources (Hilgartner & Bosk, 
1988; Simon, 1971). 

 
On a cognitive level, Neisser (1976) argued that human perception implies the selection of only a 

few elements of an environment as central, which renders other elements peripheral by default. In social 



4590  Donges, Hoffmann, and Pentzold International Journal of Communication 18(2024) 

 

terms, Schroeder (2018) suggests that digital media intensify rather than ease the competition for 
recognition because of a rise in supply of potential distractions. The persistence of the center-periphery 
distinction implies that public discourse will always configure as constellations of central versus peripheral 
arenas comprised of central versus peripheral actors and issues, independent of the specific modes that 
distinguish centrality versus peripherality at any given time. This persistence is also independent of the 
intentions of individual actors or arenas at any given moment—issues, actors, and arenas will be embedded 
in center-periphery constellations whether or not they aspire to a specific position of centrality or 
peripherality. Positionality, particularly the position of an actor in an arena but also of an issue or an entire 
arena, is not always and not fully the result of strategic action. Usually, it is the transintentional mix of 
purposive decisions and social dynamics resulting from the activities of other actors and the existence and 
development of other issues and arenas. Yet, although centrality and peripherality may escape full control 
or may be beyond an actor’s purview, it is difficult not to know one’s position in the digital public sphere or 
be made aware of it through metrics and performance feedback. This kind of awareness can reflexively 
prompt and inform strategizing that hinges on some level of intentionality, even in cases where the preferred 
strategy is to do nothing. 

 
The contingency of the center-periphery distinction, in turn, is a consequence of shifting modes of 

recognition and the ever-evolving relation and formation of arenas; the changing composition of and 
positions among actors; as well as the ebb and flow of the issues their discourses revolve around. The digital 
public sphere, therefore, is a multidimensional space; while relationally connected, it may appear 
fragmented when discourses gravitate toward different modes of recognition, resulting, in some instances, 
in apparently contradictory center-periphery constellations (Kavada & Poell, 2021). This is the case, for 
example, when nano-influencers trade attention for seemingly more meaningful engagement and build a 
business by promising effective persuasion and marketing (Park, Lee, Xiong, Septianto, & Seo, 2021). 

 
The Paradox of Peripherality 

 
A phenomenon that previous public sphere theories, including notions of “counterpublics,” struggle 

to incorporate is that of deliberate peripherality as they assume speakers to default on attention 
maximization (Ferree, Gamson, Gerhards, & Rucht, 2002; Habermas, 1989, 1996). Of course, issues, actors, 
or arenas can happily find themselves in a position of relative peripherality merely because of a lack of 
attention or engagement—think of niche hobbies or highly specialized communities of practice. Yet, when 
assuming a general gravitational pull from the periphery toward the center, the purposive avoidance of large 
audiences, the strategic addressing of a minority, or the self-branding as outsiders must remain a paradox. 

 
A critical element of the framework proposed here is that all four modes of recognition can have 

either positive or negative valence. Actors may thus seek attention, resonance, allegiance, and engagement, 
but they may just as well shy away from all modes of recognition provided by critics, detractors, or enemies. 
It is important to note here that recognition is given by others, so actors cannot directly control the 
recognition they receive. They can merely attempt to influence the mode or the intensity of a mode of 
recognition they are subject to. In case audiences pay attention to, resonate, feel allegiance, or engage with 
an actor, they will gain centrality no matter if he or she wishes to do so or not. It should also be noted that 
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actors may wish to eschew recognition even if it is characterized by positive valence—for example, in case 
a Hollywood star wishes to spend a family vacation in private. 

 
Some actors or arenas strive for a peripheral position within the public sphere to avoid the negative 

valence of the recognition provided by others (Dahlgren, 2009), for instance for ventilating extremist views 
or nurturing fringe interests. They may even seek obfuscation, as in the case of dark Web forums. In turn, 
such positions then can afford increased levels of recognition within the peripheral arena. The intense 
engagement and allegiance attained in a small, peripheral arena may be preferable to the scarce attention 
available within a larger one. 

 
Furthermore, actors might choose to strive for negative recognition—attention, resonance, 

engagement, even allegiance—to gain centrality within an arena. In most cases, such a path ultimately may 
not end up in an arena’s center but rather in a contested niche within it. Trolls, for example, revel in the 
negative recognition they receive, while they may also garner positive recognition from others for their 
communicative harm and irreverence (Buckels et al., 2014). Entire subcultures seeking negative recognition 
form on platforms such as 4chan or KiwiFarms (Tuters & Hagen, 2020). Hater communities such as “incels” 
and the “red-pilled” find common purpose and identity in a negative allegiance to their object of dislike 
(Dessart, Veloutsou, & Morgan-Thomas, 2020). 

 
The instance of a hater community further illustrates a key aspect of the relational order 

characterizing the digital public sphere: an actor’s niche position in one arena can be associated with a 
central position in an adjacent or overlapping arena (Figure 4). Some negative attention and resonance 
accrued in a comparatively large arena can translate into positive recognition and centrality in another, 
smaller arena. In a case study of the Occupy Wall Street protests, Bennett et al. (2018), for example, found 
that “actors who are peripheral to core protest events but powerful or central in their own circles may play 
a particularly important role in networked framing processes” (p. 663). Similar dynamics mark populist 
political entrepreneurs who attach themselves to the negative recognition garnered in mainstream 
journalistic outlets, as it increases clout among their electoral or ideological base (Fawzi, 2019; Shayegh, 
Storey, Turner, & Barry, 2022). Studies of political Twitter/X in the United States illustrate how out-group 
animosity fuels reach and in-group recognition especially of those being attacked or criticized (Rathje, Van 
Bavel, & Van Der Linden, 2021). In effect, an actor’s centrality in one arena, fueled by the negative 
recognition garnered in another arena can, paradoxically, ultimately result in an even more central position 
in the latter. Such tipping points (Centola, Becker, Brackbill, & Baronchelli, 2018) are reached, for example, 
when a populist outsider ends up in elected office, or when a marginalized subculture becomes mainstream, 
or when an increasingly popular leisure activity is ultimately recognized as a sport. 
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Figure 4. Leveraging centrality versus peripherality across arenas. 
 

Dynamics of the Digital Public Sphere 
 

The dynamic relationship among arenas is a critical component of the digital public sphere. As 
noted, digitalization may challenge established institutions and thereby render an arena’s center-periphery 
constellation more malleable. The resulting increase in contestation, competition, change, and diversity of 
salient modes of recognition can be perceived as disquieting or threatening by those traditionally holding 
central positions (Jungherr & Schroeder, 2021). Digitalization also facilitates the emergence of new arenas, 
driven by specific situational practices and technological affordances that can quickly dissolve again, thus 
rendering the digital public sphere generally more turbulent. A point in case is the short-lived hype around 
the mobile game Pokémon Go (Niantic, 2016). 

 
Moreover, as indicated by research on networked publics, digitalization increases the potential for 

collisions between arenas that might result in an exchange of ideas and participants, or even for disparate 
arenas to merge. However, it may also lead to conflict between them (Kavada & Poell, 2021). 
Conceptualizing these changes as a “fragmentation” of the public sphere cannot account for the relational 
complexity of such intra-arena and inter-arena interactions. In fact, concepts such as the “filter bubble” 
have been characterized as a “myth” (Bruns, 2019; Stark et al., 2020) also because digital platforms tend 
to increase, rather than decrease, the connectivity and diversity of social interactions (Bail, 2021; Fletcher, 
Kalogeropoulos, & Nielsen, 2023). 
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In the digital public sphere, established arenas struggle to maintain a position of centrality. An 
increase in contestation, however, is far from achieving a utopian situation of “flattening” the public sphere. 
Established organizations and institutions still persist, such as corporations, political parties, or mass media, 
that induce inertia into the interplay and emergence of more central or more peripheral arenas (Yang, Choi, 
Abeliuk, & Saffer, 2021). Those focusing on the disruptive potential of counterpublics tend to overlook the 
resilience of established arenas and their ability to absorb emerging adjacent arenas, actors, and issues. 
This happens in various settings, for example, when political systems withstand the onslaught of populist 
challengers, when cartelistic record labels and publishing houses capitalize on independent artists, or when 
the content produced by traditional news organizations, such as the New York Times or the BBC, saturates 
the offerings of alternative media. 

 
Arenas in the digital public sphere are mediated. Some revolve around bespoke platforms, as in 

the case of alternative online media, topical forums, or mobile instant messenger groups (Schroeder, 2018). 
The reliance on a special, even detached media platform is more likely if an arena’s participants either seek 
a more peripheral position within the public sphere or if negative recognition pushes an arena toward the 
periphery. Often, however, various arenas unfold on shared platforms. Such platforms increase the 
likelihood of arenas colliding, overlapping, or interacting. The affordances of digital platforms that serve to 
manifest modes of recognition, such as likes, shares, comments, and more, also help to carry issues and 
actors across the boundaries of arenas. 

 
The digital public sphere simultaneously facilitates the pursuit of peripherality and impedes its 

maintenance. On the one hand, it is easy to establish niche communities online, to find like-minded pursuers 
of minority interests—even those that are regarded with scorn by most. Digital platforms afford the 
establishment of closed groups or networks safeguarded by encryption. Even illegal activities can be pursued 
online, for example on the “dark Web.” On the other hand, the reliance on shared platforms dominating the 
digital domain (van Dijck, Poell, & De Waal, 2018) increases the likelihood of “spillage” from peripheral to 
more central arenas. As noted above, shared platforms facilitate subjecting actors or issues from one arena 
to the recognition of another. As such, even consciously pursued positions of peripherality remain precarious 
in the digital public sphere. 

 
Note also that there are obstacles that might frustrate an actor’s push for centrality and result in 

resignation; ultimately, even the willful embrace of a status of peripherality. In that respect, Duffy and 
Meisner (2022) show how content creators on TikTok and Instagram are keenly aware of algorithmic 
(in)visibility and the limited ability to counteract boosts and bans. Through algorithmic amplification or 
repression, platforms play a major role in guiding recognition toward (or away from) an arena, issue, or 
actor. Because of the reliance on a few infrastructural platforms, their choices can have major repercussions 
for those bargaining on the mastery of digitally manifested modes of recognition. As a point in case, see the 
Kardashians’ outcry to “make Instagram Instagram again” as Meta sought to remodel its recommendation 
algorithm in response to the success of TikTok (Liang, 2022). 
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Conclusion 
 

We began our exploration of the persistent-yet-contingent role of center-periphery constellations 
in the digital public sphere by pointing out the apparent paradox of individual actors and entire communities 
deliberately seeking marginal positions, avoiding or even attacking established centers of power and 
prestige. The digital public sphere, we argue, consists of arenas that are multidimensional, dynamic center-
periphery constellations subject to persistent centrifugal and centripetal tensions. In essence, a framework 
of persistent-yet-contingent center-periphery constellations conceptualizes the digital public sphere as 
networked, not fragmented, dynamic, yet not chaotic, and as hierarchic rather than flat. It is on these terms 
that a prominent political actor like Donald Trump can leverage an adversarial stance toward political and 
journalistic institutions¾and the ensuing attention¾to garner allegiance among an arena of fans bonded by 
a shared sense of institutional mistrust and political disenchantment. Likewise, an established journalist may 
choose to give up a highly visible position within a mainstream media outlet to engage with a devoted 
community of Substack subscribers. 

 
The polycentric and polyperipheral structuration of the digital public sphere poses a challenge to 

classical conceptualizations (Fraser, 1992; Habermas, 1996; Peters, 1997/2008b). These classical 
conceptualizations understand the public sphere as primarily political. Normatively, the public sphere should 
serve the democratic process and improve political decision making. Normative theories of the public sphere 
are therefore linked to the idea of a (political) center that makes collectively binding decisions and to which 
messages are directed, be it deliberative, liberal-representative, or agonistic-confrontational. However, our 
argument here is different: Rather than locating the public sphere in the polity, we examine modes of 
recognition to approach the digital public sphere in communicative terms, not from democratic principles or 
with respect to normative implications. Thereby, polycentrism and polyperiphery are neither desirable nor 
problematic per se, but an adequate description of today’s digital public sphere. 

 
In this contribution, we cannot satisfactorily explore all elements of center-periphery constellations 

in the digital public sphere. Further work is necessary to conceptualize how, for example, agenda setting 
constitutes an attempt to attract the recognition of fellow actors within an arena directed towards a particular 
issue. Successful agenda setting tends to be associated with positional improvements within the relational 
configuration of an arena. Similarly, strategic communication as the purposeful interference of modes of 
recognition within and across arenas remains to be examined in that respect. The distinction of situational 
practices, institutional rules, and technological affordances, and their respective contribution in shaping 
center-periphery constellations, require further analysis, too. To that end, focusing on how public 
communication affects ever-changing yet inescapable center-periphery constellations through distinct 
modes of recognition can provide a rich ground for future interrogations of the digital public sphere. 
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