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Innovation of Dialect News Broadcasting in Chinese Local TV Stations:

Examining J. Habermas’'s concept of ‘Equivalent Political Public Spheres’
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Innovation of Dialect News Broadcasting in
Chinese Local TV Stations:

Examining J. Habermas’s concept of
‘Equivalent Political Public Spheres’

Rong ZHANG

This paper examines Jurgen Habermas's concept of ‘equivalent political public spheres’
using a case study of a Chinese local television station. Since 2004, it can be observed that
news broadcasting in local dialects has become quite popular, particularly in the economically
developed Yangtze River delta region. An important point worth noting is that, common people
(citizens) have begun to obtain the right of free speech and are able to discuss “nonpolitical”
social issues in their local dialects on television.

From the mid-1990s, the concepts of “civil society” and “the public sphere” have come into
popular usage within China. A Chinese scholar once wrote a letter to Habermas and asked how
to apply the concept of ‘the public sphere’ to Chinese society. Habermas's answer was as follows:
“I can imagine the difficulty in applying a European model directly to China. However, I believe
that further economic liberalization and further political democratization will eventually foster
and entail ‘equivalent’ political public spheres in China” (Habermas 1999).

The concept of ‘equivalent’ political public spheres can be seen as a great clue in the
application of the theory of the public sphere to Chinese society. Because the concept of the
"public sphere" is extracted from historical processes in Western Europe, it is more important to
observe the functional "equivalence" of the public sphere than discuss whether or not the public
sphere exists in China. Habermas also pointed out that, the “political” possibly exists in citizens’
everyday life (the civil society). Consequently, a lack of news broadcasting focusing on politics
and the bureaucracy does not necessarily mean that media ‘de-politicization’ is taking place. This
paper proposes that news broadcasting in local dialects allows citizens to participate in rational

public discussion, through which a process of ‘re-politicization’, equivalent to Habermas’s public

Graduate School of Interdisciplinary Information Studies, The University of Tokyo
Key Words : Dialect news broadcasting, Theory of the public spheres, Equivalent political public spheres,

De-politicization, Re-politicization.
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sphere, occurs.

Applying sociolinguistic and mass media functions theory, this paper will investigate
innovations in dialect news broadcasting, through the case study of a Hangzhou TV Station in
order to examine J. Habermas's concept of ‘equivalent political public spheres’ in local Chinese

areas.
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