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Special Issue Article

How Did ‘‘Private” Discourses Become Public
Issues?—Empathy, Reframing, and the
Expression of ‘“‘Subaltern Groups”

Guangfeng YUAN

Abstract

Social media has changed the traditional boundary between public and
private and affected people’s public life and discourse. In the era of social
media, once marginalized subaltern groups can enter the public space and
participate in shaping it through their own expression. They tend to express
themselves through literature, poetry, and cultural products, different from the
rational discourse conceived by Habermas. Based on the theoretical framework
of the “cultural public sphere” and the case studies of “Xu Lizhi” and “Fan
Yusu,” this study discusses how the expression of subaltern groups constructs
the cultural public sphere. I argue that “the cultural public sphere” has shaped
the self-understanding of subaltern groups and the public’s understanding of
these groups. The mechanisms of empathizing and reframing play an essential
role in the formation of the cultural public sphere; at the same time, they may
become a repulsive force that serves to prevent subaltern discourse from
entering the public sphere. The cultural public sphere related to subaltern
groups is fragmented, which is rooted in the fragmentation of the social
structure.

Guangfeng YUAN (Associate Professor). School of Journalism and Communication,
Nanjing University. Research interests: emotion and public life, history of political
discourse.
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