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Abstract: Along with the steering crisis of the modern democratic state, 
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a large variety of citizens. Ordinary citizens might not find their voice 
in mainstream media and feel not represented. The aim of this article 
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the communicational identities created in this virtual space for those 
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The concept of public sphere is highly disputed with various critics underlining 
its limits (Eley 1992; Fraser 1990; 2013; Dahlgren 2009). This issue becomes even 
more intricate with the advent of new media and the crescent digitalization of our 
societies. In this context, the present article investigates if a public sphere could 
form on Facebook and if it enables free access for users and a variety of social 
actors. At the same time, does this online space engender debates and rational 
discussion? But in order to attest that a virtual public sphere could function 
on Facebook, then it would necessary to redefine the public sphere such that it 
included also a digital dimension. With the purpose of investigating this issue, it 
was selected Piaţa Universităţii Facebook Page because it represents the virtual 
translation of a very dynamic phenomenon with further echoes in Romanian 
society. 

This article is structured in five sections. In the first one, there are presented 
theories and empirical finding regarding the possibility that a public sphere 
emerges online. In the second part, it is supported the fact that identity as concept 
has a key role in understanding how marginalized publics mobilize and construct 
their most relevant stories. The later are important assets for the way a movement 
further develops and creates a position related to media and political actors.

In the third part of this article, it is presented the methodological frame 
demonstrating at the same time that dispositive analysis could be a constructive 
approach for understanding how identities are constructed and in which manner 
they become active in a virtual public sphere. 

The last sections of this study deals with the findings and their interpretation 
arguing that Piaţa Universităţii Facebook Page is presented by its participants 
in their virtual interactions as a democratic space where everyone could freely 
express its ideas and search for better solutions. At the same time the page could be 
understood, according to the discourses produces by its users, as an alternative for 
what represents the mainstream media. It promoted a critical approach regarding 
media and their autonomy in Romanian society. 

Towards a theory about a virtual public sphere

One of the key problems in investigating the public sphere is if it should be 
considered a single entity (Habermas 1991) or if, in fact, it is formed by a large 
diversity of publics (Eley 1992; Fraser 1990; 2013; Garnham 1992; Habermas 1992; 
2009). In 1996, after Habermas’s writings received criticism which sustained the 
idea of multiplicity, the author admitted the multi-layered complexity of the 
public sphere in contemporaneousness (Habermas 1996).

 Along with the digitalization of our social lives, Milioni (2009) found empirical 
evidence in support of the fact that Habermas’s main concept is useful for 
understanding and structuring virtual spaces. The necessary condition is that 
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there are acknowledged the multiplicity and variety of its no passive publics 
together with their performances and digital repertoires and the need for an open 
model of political communication.

The idea of a plurality of active publics in online is important because it offers 
the researcher the possibility to reconsider that another public sphere could be 
possible. It is clear that it will not represent a faithful copy of how this concept 
is traditionally understood, but the emergence of this discursive space could be 
supported by the need to develop an alternative discourse about the main issues 
of the society and the social representations engaged (values, ideas, metaphors, 
beliefs, and practices that are shared in a collective). 

A problem which derives from the transformation of the public sphere in 
contemporaneousness and its diversity of publics is the question of accession 
to it. In other words, the question becomes if it is opened to all the citizens or 
if there have always been from the beginning excluded publics, such as women 
or minority members (Fraser 1990; 2013; Jenkins & Thorburn 2004; Negt & Kluge 
1993). Researchers in the realm of gender studies (Fraser 1990) and cultural studies 
(Hermes 2006) had argued that access was denied to several publics. The question 
of accession becomes more complex with the increasingly use of the new media 
and its impact upon society at each level. In this context, this study is trying to 
investigate if a virtual public sphere could be attested as being functional, that is 
to say that various publics mediate their views and arguments and collaborate 
together to find better solutions while their opinions circulate further in 
mainstream media and become a pressure force. 

There are a large variety of trends in media that reconsider the question of 
accession and the fact that another public sphere forms online. In the new media 
ecology, systematic use of technology is reshaping politics, economy and the 
communicational practices and patterns (Bernal 2005; Dahlgren 2005). Researchers 
speak about an interactive space where the user is both the consumer and the 
author of the information (Gulbrandsen & Just 2011; Murthy 2011; Hanrahan 
2012). Kellner (2000) argues that media are intricately intertwined within the state 
and economy while oppositional broadcast media and new media technologies 
such as the Internet could operate as a medium for participatory democratic 
communication politics. In the same time, the work of journalist is challenged in 
multiple ways and their status within the society is questioned (Kahn & Kellner 
2004), ordinary citizens could become valuable source of information and they 
could better represent their needs and visions. The new journalism becomes 
influenced by citizens’ practices and by the information they hold (Kahn & Kellner 
2004). Considering all these trends, is the lack of inclusiveness partially solved 
because citizens have more access to information and more freedom or, as Yochai 
Benkler (2006) claims, it should be considered the objection of the information 
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excess that increases fragmentation, the polarization of the audience and a 
diminished sense of community. In the same time he argues that the access to data 
on cyberspace could be supervised by the state. Benkler is considering the illusion 
of freedom instead freedom itself. 

Returning to the question of the possibility that a public sphere could form 
online, a specific researching approach is made by Zizi Papacharissi. Papacharissi 
(2002) claims that the Internet could generate a public sphere, but it doesn’t reach 
this stage at present, highlighting its potential, but concluding that it is not the 
technologies themselves, but instead, the discourse surrounding them which 
determines the way citizens will make use of new media. Moreover, she suggests, 
on a similar note with other researchers (Gunkel & Gunkel 1997), that media are 
not good, not bad or neutral; the social actors are those who use them in a particular 
way. 

Papacharissi investigates the democratizing potential of online media and she 
witnesses the multitude of very fertile online spaces that could be describes as 
being part commercial and part private. She argues that “a new hybrid model 
of public space, where consumerist and civic rhetoric co-exist” could be noticed 
(Papacharissi 2002, p. 4). To observe the Internet and its capital in democratizing 
the society, maybe it should be reconsidered the public sphere as an important 
concept that could be applied online and academic discussions should rely more 
on empirical data about virtual communities, their communication practices and 
media they use. 

Such an approach is made by Victoria Bernal (2005) who investigates a website 
developed by Eritreans in Diaspora in showing that free access made possible by 
cyberspace enable various actors to reconstruct the terms of knowledge and, at 
the same time, the identity of being marginalized could be a source of creativity. 
In her research, she reappraises the public sphere as concept which operates 
online and she emphasizes its argumentative dimension with the aim to underline 
and to forward specific interpretations. In this respect, publics contribute to the 
configuration of a rational discourse in a nonviolent conflict, the case studied in 
her research.

In an online space, marginalized publics organize in a creative manner to reply 
to a major treat or a very important issue for the whole society. Through their 
discussions, people participate in a virtual public sphere where they express ideas 
and feelings which couldn’t be made public elsewhere (Carroll & Hackett 2006; 
Lesnikova 2011). This perspective emphasis the deliberative process which argues 
that in a debate social actors try to assert their identities, but the debate directs 
them to change their opinions. In the same time, the emotional factors that are part 
of community life are not excluded from this process. It is also emphasized the 
role of conflict in building links between different publics. Virtual environment 
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facilitates their curdling, even if its use involves both opportunities and risks 
(Bernal 2005; Castells 2007; Milioni 2009; Yang 2003). Online communication could 
interrupt the rhythm of a community and question the collective representations, 
but at the same time it will provide other meanings instead (Carroll & Hackett 
2006; Dahlgren 2005; Dayan 2009).

The main contribution of Victoria Bernal (2005, p. 11) is that the researcher 
explains and provides empirical evidence to the perspective that virtual spaces 
could function as a public sphere. In this respect, referring to a Diaspora cyberspace 
named Dehai which was investigated in her research, Victoria Bernal alleges: 
“Dehai, therefore, serves not simply as an outlet for the expression of identity 
and culture, or even simply as a vehicle for nationalism and nationalist activities, 
but, rather, as a public sphere in which identity, community, and citizenship are 
constructed collectively through processes of contestation and debate”. 

Other researchers such as Yang (2003), Fraser (2013) and Riegert & Ramsay 
(2013) use the concept of transnational public sphere in which Internet is the main 
medium to grant access to a broad audience and where another public opinion 
is formed through interactivity and deliberation by the communicative acts 
belonging to a large variety of public; they are not limited by the nexus with a 
certain nation. Various networks and forms of engagement suggest that online 
communication exhibit shades of counterpublicness and give rise to other type of 
discourse that is different from the one provided by mainstream media (Riegert & 
Ramsay, 2013). Thereby, there is a need for another definition of the public sphere, 
one that includes cyberspaces and admits a transnational dimension of the public. 
This dimension would be enabled by the Internet and its users. 

Regarding the question if Internet could have a democratic potential in a virtual 
public sphere, Dahlgren (2009) admits that it is more pragmatic and valuable 
to scrutinize particular “civic cultures”, rather than relying on the concept of 
an inclusive public sphere which couldn’t be applied online. Even if Habermas 
doubted, his speech on 9 of March 2006 when he received Bruno Kreisky Prize, 
that the use of the Internet could function in the benefit of democracy, because it 
rather contributes to the fragmentation of the public, it still persists the possibility 
that the issues, values and problems which divides the members of a society will 
eventually make them cooperate or even link them together (Cabin & Dortier 
2010; Bernal 2005). The explanation is based on the fact that each social evolution 
undergoes several stages and trends and it is not only one direction. But what 
link people together besides the fragmentation of publics and their interests is the 
identity they build. In the case of cyberspace, researchers often speak about a virtual 
community where this identity is created by members through the discourses 
they produce to support their cause and to explain who are they, their needs and 
what they aim to a broad public. In this case, communication, and especially the 
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disruptive forms of it, could be a means to obtain power in contemporary society 
and thus marginalized publics fight to put their problems on the public agenda 
and to promote a certain identity for themselves (Bernal 2005). 

The process of identity formation and deliberation

In the public sphere, people practice citizenship through participation in 
discussions (Bernal 2005). If Habermas considered the inclusiveness of the public 
sphere, historians and researchers in gender studies have questioned that social 
actors had ever had equal opportunities to participate. Fraser (1990; 2005) and 
Negt and Kluge (1993) support the idea that there have always been forms of 
exclusion and they will continue to manifest, arguing that no democratic model 
seeks to reach an egalitarian society, but one as democratic as possible where 
marginalized publics could also hear their voices. In the same time critics doubted 
the neutrality of Habermas’s theory, whether it was no biased by the way certain 
powerful social group projected their image of the world and their status within 
society (Brundidge 2010; Fraser 1990; Sahoo 2006). It is considered the ideological 
frame of the burgers’ discourse of power. Through values and ideas incorporated 
in their dialogs, powerful social groups perpetuate forms of exclusion (Russell 
2005; Squires 2012; 2007).

For researchers in media cultures who study the process of identity formation, 
public sphere is a favorable place for empowering symbolic fights between 
hegemonic and marginalized publics which feel excluded and are seen as groups 
formed by active citizens (Harlow & Harp 2012; Milioni 2009; Susen 2011). In this 
context, identity as a concept has a key role in understanding the way these publics, 
sometimes named subaltern counterpublics, construct narratives about themselves 
and for the most important problems of the moment and these discourses help 
them mobilize and instigate other to join them (Bernal 2005; Calhoun 1992; Fraser 
1990; 2005; Kahn & Kellner 2004; Milioni 2009; Negt & Kluge 1993). Further, these 
marginalized publics become reactive and get involved in collective actions 

Although most researchers in virtual public sphere and media activism link 
the configuration of counterpublics to identity formation, Squires (2002) proposes 
another approach in which she relinquishes the latter concept. In this respect, three 
types of marginalized publics are presented, which are enclave, counterpublic and 
satellite, and it is supported the idea that public sphere actually has a fluid nature. 
Publics are coexisting and aren’t suffering a continuous process of fragmentation, 
but instead they can move from one stage to another (Squires 2002; 2007). 

When studying identity formation in the public sphere, it is important to 
observe the process of deliberation because it emphasizes a variety of social and 
cultural backgrounds and it permits different points of view. Deliberation is 
essential in a democratic society because in a debate individuals try to assert their 
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status and opinions, but they appraise other arguments and reconsider their initial 
position towards problems. 

Critical approaches claim that the concepts that researchers aim to implement, 
such as deliberation, are not universal and suffer variations within diverse cultures 
and time frames, because social actors act in a historical time and a specific space 
(Kellner 2000; Mouffe 1999; Milioni 2009). The symmetric position of dialog has long 
been disputed because language itself includes subjective transpositions of reality, 
which are biased and are produced to serve the interest of a dominant group. 
Verbal communication is never innocent and philosophical in nature, but it reflects 
and contributes to the retention of certain social and political conditions (Kellner 
2000; Van Dijk 2006). Thereby, these analytical approaches suggest deliberative 
communication couldn’t remove power from the relations citizens form within 
society. At the same time rationalist bias can serve as a mechanism of exclusion of 
minority voices, because the social actors involved are constrained to follow forms 
of speech which are not familiar to them (Milioni 2009; Mouffe 2000). In this way, 
dominant publics legitimate their status. 

This is not the only recurrent critique to the process of deliberation as Habermas 
(2000; 2006) conceptualized it in his writings. Other variables that researchers 
claim that couldn’t be eliminated from citizen’s dialogues are the affective mode 
of communication, the poetic, the humorous, and the irony (Dahlgren 2009; 
McGuigan 2005). McGuigan (2005) aims to recover the notion of a literary public 
sphere from Habermas’s writings and to integrate it into a broader concept of 
public space. Thereby, public information and private interests are driven in 
a space of dispute and contention built by means of affective communication, 
aesthetic and emotional (Riegert & Ramsay 2003). But discussions about social 
problems are fuelled by a sense of solidarity and by the fact that they are bound to 
a particular community and citizens don’t live in isolation (Arendt 1958; Downey 
& Felton 2003). In these circumstances, the value of arguments based on reason is 
regarded as being overrated.

The online environment is already regarded as a public sphere in a broader 
definition of the concept and there is a growing scientific debate whether society 
is entering a new stage for democracy (Milioni 2009). In this research, it was used 
the dispositif analysis for exploring a virtual square named Piaţa Universităţii and 
there were investigated the communicational identities created by protesters. In 
the end, the study argued if an alternative public sphere could be attested. 

The methodological frame: about the dispositive

This paper studies a virtual space and its users, the content followed and 
produced and the most prominent communication practices observed within. Its 
goal is to argue if a virtual public sphere could be attested. In this case, its focus 
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is on Facebook because it had a significant role in the winter of 2012 during street 
protests as a medium for protesters to promote their own messages about public 
issues while they pursued to counter information broadcasted in the mainstream 
media (Rogozanu 2012). For achieving the goal of this research, two objectives are 
proposed:

1. To investigate identity formation on Facebook with the focus on 
Piaţa Universităţii Page, more specifically the manner users construct 
discourses about themselves and the image they project towards media 
and the political class;

2. To observe the terms of deliberation: the type of interaction prevailing on 
Facebook and the forms of debates that could be noticed. 

Therefore, there are two research questions:
1. Which is the image formed by users on Facebook regarding themselves, 

media and the political class?
2. To what extent could Piaţa Universităţii Page be considered a deliberative 

space?

In order to achieve the two major objectives proposed, it was used the dispositive 
analysis (Beciu 2011; Caborn 2007; Nel 1999; Springer & Clinton 2013). The reason 
for choosing this qualitative method is that it offers the researcher the possibility to 
investigate not only texts, but also material, technological, logistical and symbolic 
resources with a communicational value and the way they are strategically used 
to create an interactional space between participants. Moreover, these resources 
interrelate and produce a communicational identity for those involved. Compared 
to the discourse analyses, this method has a wider application and could be used 
to observe also the power relations generated within the dispositif and the status 
given to the participants (Caborn 2007). In contrast to the content analysis, the 
chosen method could be applied to examine the communicative effects of the 
elements which are composing the dispositif (text, image, video footage, etc.) and 
the identity the communicator creates in this way (Beciu 2009). In this study, the 
communicators are the protesters in a virtual place of contesting and dissent, 
namely Piaţa Universităţii Facebook Page. 

The dispositif concept belongs to Michel Foucault (1978) which developed it to 
analyze the multitude power relations created and functioning within the state 
to produce and perpetuate a strategy of control. In the English translation that is 
cited, this concept is substituted by other terms such as deployment or construct. 
Referring to the dispositif, Foucault (1978, p. 78) sustained that “these deployments 
of power and knowledge, of truth and pleasures, so unlike those of repression, 
are not necessarily secondary and derivative; and further, that repression is not 
in any case fundamental and overriding. […] we must investigate the conditions 
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of their emergence and operation, and try to discover how the related facts of 
interdiction or concealment are distributed with respect to them. In short, we must 
define the strategies of power that are immanent in this will to knowledge. As far 
as sexuality is concerned, we shall attempt to constitute the political economy of 
a will to knowledge.” In this short text, it can be noticed the strategic use of the 
dispositif with its purpose to generate power and control over information, but the 
present analysis will go further to scrutinize the process of identity formation as it 
has been previously mentioned. 

This is not the only research that considered the premise Facebook could be 
analyzed as a dispositif. The arguments sustaining this premise are that it generates 
a social space with its own communication rules and patterns and it offers users 
the opportunity to employ various resources (text, photos, movie clips) in order to 
create an interactional space and communicational identities for all the participants 
(Grigoraşi & Toader 2013; Toader, Grigoraşi & Frunză 2011).

This study examined Piaţa Universităţii Facebook Page during the early days of 
January 2012 until the end of February, the first two months of the street protests 
that occurred in Bucharest. This period of time was selected because it was the 
spring of a social phenomenon which had important influences in Romanian 
society, such as the resignation from office of the Prime Minister Emil Boc or the 
return of Raed Arafat to his post as Under-Secretary of State. 

It pursued five dimensions which help to reveal the process of identity 
formation and the form of deliberation generated within the dispositif:

• the thematic dimension of the information posted, in order to establish 
which are the most important issues for the network users, but it followed 
in particular the most significant narratives which encourage them to 
define themselves and to be motivated to active participate in identity 
construction; 

Related to the process of identity formation within cyberspace, 
Adrienne Russell (2005) attested its local and global dimensions which 
manifest themselves in the same time together with the ongoing attempt 
to co-produce important stories. She claims: “these new experimental 
identities elaborated online, across national borders and in relation to 
more than one issue, are difficult to co-opt. These are not media creations in 
the traditional sense, not under the direction of institutional story makers, 
but fluid identities co-created constantly by multiple authors. Network 
identities, like network causes such as anti-globalization, are diverse, 
evolving and decentralized.” (p. 561) 

• the typology of the users on the page, more specifically the types of 
followers that could be observed on Facebook; 
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• the visual scene, the way resources like imagines, videos or page’s sections 
are strategically combined in order to create a space of interaction and 
engender identities for the participants;

• the practices of interaction generated on Facebook for observing the 
terms under which the deliberation is constructed (this issue is important 
because it offers the researcher the possibility to argue if an alternative 
public sphere could be attested);

• the social space promoted – the discursive identity created through this 
dispositif for protesters, political class and media.

For each dimension, the researcher investigated their discursive effects toward 
the process of identity formation. The information was later disseminated for 
arguing if Piaţa Universităţii Facebook Page could be regarded as a deliberative 
space.

In addition to these dimensions, it was analyzed the whole page as dispositif for 
observing at this level the communicative identities generated within and their 
discursive effects. The analysis would be incomplete if there are not highlighted 
these effects for each dimension mentioned above in part but also it is relevant 
the way all communicative resources are correlated in order to generate a logic 
of presentation and interpretation for various problems and events (Beciu, 2011). 
Thereby, this methodological approach will highlight a certain strategy adopted by 
Facebook users with a view to promote their visions and penetrate the dominant 
ones which are perpetuated in mainstream media. 

Data presentation and interpretation 

In the following sections, the analysis will investigate the dimensions 
mentioned above and the results will be interpreted in order to observe the way 
identities are constructed on Facebook and the process of deliberation. At each 
dimension, examples will be given for better illustrating the kind of content posted 
on the social network and its discursive effects within the dispositif. 

The thematic orientation of the content and identity formation 

The information posted on Piaţa Universităţii Facebook Page could be sorted 
in six categories which were empirically constructed after all the uploaded content 
was thoroughly examined: 

1. Important posts related to protests
Large-scale protests against Boc Government 
January 13, 2012 
Protests against the New Health Act start at Târgu Mureş. It is the be-
ginning of a wave of nationwide anti-government protests. 
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In this manner after the events have happened, users built information with 
precise meaning on a specific time. They are constructing stories which speak 
about a complex phenomenon with further echoes. It is not an event without 
importance. There are created the premises that protests won’t stop until reaching 
their goals. 

2. Criticism of mainstream media discourse
My name is Romanian press and I got hooked on Roşia Montană Gold 
Corporation’s money! I please for your help! Share this message on 
televisions and newspapers’ Facebook walls! I hope that making them 
aware will aid me recover. (see Picture 1 below) 

While providing arguments that media 
is not autonomous by the political system, 
online protesters also tend to get media 
involved in a critical process which could 
lead in a democratic transformation. In 
this case, protesters are active citizens 
who reject manipulation and take actions 
that could bring beneficial changes. They 
are not constructed as passive agents. 

3. Criticism of the political class
We have lost our political class. That’s a joke. We have never had one. 

Online protesters present themselves as being apolitical. The change is not 
going to be brought by politicians but by the civic involvement of a large number 
of citizens. According to the viewpoints expressed by protesters, political class has 
lost its legitimacy. 

4. Portrait or voice of ordinary citizens which joined the protests
Hello! We have started a series of portraits belonging to trivial humans 
from the public square. We want to show you how wonderful are the 
people there! The first portrait is that of Marius Chivu, a literary critic. 
(message posted on the page by Bookaholic, a site dedicated to books 
and culture) 

For specific details, see Picture 2 below.
By offering protesters a special profile with plenty of details about their 

professional and personal life together with their involvement in events, it is 
created the opposite of an anonymous force, that is active citizens who know 
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their rights and also have the ability 
to give answers to the most important 
public problems. In Michel Foucault’s 
approach (1978), knowledge means power 
and I could suggest that this page could 
be use as a dispositif which generates 
the discursive effect that publicity in a 
virtual public square is equivalent to 
empowerment. At the same time, the 
negative protesters’ imagines shown in 
mainstream media are balanced by more 
positive ones. This content is providing 
more evidence related to identity issue; 
in other words who are the real protesters 
attending the street demurs. 

5. Remarkable imagines, which were further retrieved by journalists (see 
Picture 3 below) 

These imagines had a different life cycle 
in comparison with the written messages. 
It was broadcasted in mainstream media 
and commented in television programs. 
Imagines posted on the Facebook Page 
are a sign of the creativity of protesters 
and the colorful the whole events were. In 
terms of their discursive effect within the 
dispositif, pictures are showing a different 
kind of protest: peaceful, aesthetic and 
smart. Users declared they want to 
contribute to a positive revolution with 
constructive manifestations and it is 
important that people collaborate and find 
democratic solutions. 

Some imagines were including 
messages referring to international media 

outlets and text was written in English (see Picture 4 below). A local based protest 
develops its international dimension and, in consequence, protesters are trying to 
form links with foreign organization, international causes or distant communities. 
There is a crucial need for a further echo. As discursive effect, these messages 
are addressed to a broader public and communication has no frontier borders. 
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Protesters become powerful by the impact they could reach at a large scale. 
Political class suffers a roundabout pressure force coming from foreign political 
actors and they could lose support. 

Băse is a nickname given to the presi-
dent Traian Băsescu. In this context, it is 
used with a pejorative connotation. As 
discursive effect, texts sustain the message 
that Traian Băsescu has lost his legitimacy 
as president of Romania. 

6. Others: information related to the use of the page, humor, etc.
Piaţa Universităţii (University Square) has now a Facebook page
January 16, 2012 
The purpose of this page is to provide information to Romanians 
around the world regarding the protests occurring in the University 
Square, in the country and in Diaspora. 

Users are informed that there is a utility in posting information on the page 
and in some other cases humor becomes an interesting arm to fight with in order 
to consolidate resistance. There is a strategy for coordinating users to attend the 
virtual combats against the political class and media professionals that are not 
independent via politics. In this case, the virtual protesters build the identity of 
clever agents with a larger perspective about the way their actions will reach to 
the achievement of desirable effects. 

Online, the thematic construction can be built through visuals (imagines, 
protesters’ photos, symbols and page sections) and enunciation strategies. The 
verbal content posted on Piaţa Universităţii Facebook Page has various types of 
enunciation, such as:

a. Posts which demand argumentation (with the discursive effect of 
legitimating the street protests by promoting ordinary citizens’ various 
opinions and arguments) 

Do you want OTV TV station to close? Argue your answer!
b. Messages which aim to involve the public to Share information and give 

Likes (with the outcome of emphasizing the entire movement and to 
generate further visibility and support, it is underlined its dynamics and 
dynamism mean strength)

People from Cluj have understood our message! Here is a journalist 
from Cluj who chooses to adopt a nonviolent protest!
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Her name is Oana Moisil and deserves to be seen by the whole country!
Share + Like if you support people like her!

c. Acknowledgements (with the discursive effect of communicating that 
protesters have a positive attitude and develop a peaceful community 
through their actions)

We thank the guys from Jerry’s Pizza for the nice reward they have 
given to protesters today in the public square. 
Let’s send them a message of gratitude!

d. Newsletter style (it builds the image of a well-informed protester which 
is interested in creating connections with others like him who advocate 
for the same cause or for an alternative call related to it that could also aid 
him)

Paris, 19 of February 2012 (13 photos) 
Photo: Jay Saira

In the photos posted Romanian Diaspora protests in its turn and support the 
same causes promoted by the fellow countrymen.

If the way discourse is constructed is investigated, messages are requiring 
involvement from the online community and there is given extra information 
related to Diasporas or even foreign protesters which support some of Romanian 
causes. In the case analyzed, there are noticed various aims which people in 
the virtual public square would like to complete and not one single objective 
to achieve or two. Protest fragmentation and the multitude of demands could 
be interpreted as both deficiencies and advantages. They could represent an 
advantage for protesters because in this manner demonstrations reflect a general 
dissatisfaction of the population and not a particular one, belonging to a certain 
group of individuals (Bulai, 2012). The more diverse are the backgrounds of the 
people who joined collective actions, the more power they gain if their causes 
are interconnected. Within this context, online interaction is fundamental since it 
facilitates the process of negotiating meanings and constructing together online 
collective identities for the people protesting. 

Regarding the most significant narratives which encourage virtual protesters to 
define themselves, findings revealed that they are those demanding citizens to get 
involved, to express and argue their opinions and to participate in offline and online 
actions without violence. The following messages could be given as examples:

a) Share this image and make known this page if you agree that Romanians 
must show civic wisdom and protest peacefully.

 Today the political class has forgotten that politics means discussions, ne-
gotiations, questions, and dialog. (published by Vasile Ernu, writer) 
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b) Revolution which I dream has no political color because in 2012 Romania 
is not a dictatorship, but a badly managed country. Revolution which I 
dream is not organized by political parties. (published by the Facebook 
user Vlad Mixich and shared on PU page by its administrator/s)

Through these messages and attached pictures, it is built the identity of a well-
informed citizen that is interested in contributing to a better society and rejects 
waiting passively for the day Romanians would cease suffering from political 
acts. Those who promote the wind of change are not mobs but educated people 
living mostly in cities. In order to shape 
a more comprehensive image for them 
and to countervail negative information 
published in mainstream media, there 
could be observed on the Facebook page 
portraits and testimonials referring to 
individuals who participated in street 
protest (their look, their ideas, ambitions, 
dreams etc.). An example could be seen 
below in Picture 5:

The discursive effect generated within 
the dispositif by these portraits regarding 
the identity assigned to participants is 
the following: protesters are not acting in 
the name of any party; they want a more 
democratic society and a better future and in consequence they are getting actively 
involved in making their dream real. The pejorative adjective ciumpalac (person 
without manners/peasant) is strongly contrasting with their personalities. 

As concluding remark, multiple authors are creating content for the Facebook 
page and in this way network identity is created and recreated italicizing its 
dynamics. 

The typology of the users

This section introduces a new identity item. Understanding the diversity 
of social actors posting on Facebook is important also for further arguing if this 
space could be a deliberative one. Deliberation is attested where a variety of 
point of view is allowed and participants are granted the freedom of expression. 
The following data interpretation will provide support for the idea that the page 
examined grasps a diversity of social backgrounds which means that it is not only 
representing a specific social group. The cultural and social status of users is the 
one virtually assumed by them on Facebook. It could be different from the real 
one but it is for cybernauts as genuine as the existent status in offline. 
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According to this study’s findings, those who follow the messages posted 
on the page are extremely heterogeneous: unemployed people, housewives, 
youngsters (especially students), intellectuals, NGOs’ members, football team’s 
supporters, protesters all along the country, from Diasporas or foreigners. There 
are also ordinary Romanian citizens upholding the actions and not living in 
Bucharest. Users expressing disapproval could be noticed but their messages 
are not censored, and their texts are still published even if they disagree with 
the views of the majority. Among these followers are also media professionals 
which are influenced by virtual protesters to consider Facebook as a legitimate 
source of information regarding protests. In consequence, photos were retrieved 
in mainstream media and certain information was used in news. In this way, it 
could be notices in a certain extent the agenda setting function as news provided 
by protesters were published also in newspapers and broadcasted at television. 

A special category of users is made up of hipsters and newfangled hippies, 
the name given by journalists. They are educated young people with a profile 
of environmentalists because they are concerned about the environment and 
collect the garbage in the square at the end of the protest, but they often have 
negative portraits in the media. These protesters are sometimes presented as 
bored people and therefore they participated in street actions and fought against 
corporations, but they actually were working for them. One the Facebook page, 
this information is disseminated in a completely different way in order to create 
a more comprehensive image related to these citizens. As discursive effect, it is 
generated credibility for a category of people which was no presented in positive 
terms. The discourse created gives them the status of rather active citizens acting 
responsibly but having in the same time normal jobs like others and sometimes 
they are also working for multinational companies while not agreeing to their 
politics or tactics. 

Another possible discursive effect induced by the users’ typology is the idea 
of the diversity of identities that form a network on the page. Some of them are 
even retired people who post on Facebook in order to share their ideas and to 
communicate with others users. Their need for a peaceful revolution is the link that 
connects them. What seems to be an online revolt of NGOs’ members it is presented 
as having in fact a very fluid identity with not only one purpose to achieve. The 
dispositif creates connections and alliances within various social fields. I would 
suggest again that this diversity and its discursive effect could be regarded as a 
proof of the strength of the network. 

The visual scene and its discursive effect

The dispositive analysis also offers insights regarding the way the visual is 
used as communicative resource for generating Facebook users’ identities. In 
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this section, it will be discussed imagines’ contribution to the process of identity 
formation. The second objective of this paper was investigating the terms of 
deliberation. The visual scene could construct an asset for user-to-users interactions 
and provide some discursive effects related to the debating arena. All these issued 
will be discussed in the following lines. 

a. The Cover 

The findings provide evidence to the fact that Piaţa Universităţii Facebook Page 
was presented from the beginning as an alternative media, a channel where the 
user could find real information, as the Cover announced that he could follow live 
video without being exposed to the manipulation incorporated in television images (the 
terms used by protesters). Everyone could see the content posted on it if they press 
the Like button. Facebook Pages don’t have the default setting permitting users to 
access information only with the condition of become supporters. The Cover marks 
a web designer intervention and underlines a strategic dimension: you can’t be a 
simple visitor; you have to subscribe to this page if you want to know more. As 
discursive effect, users are sorted from the beginning in the category of those who 
care (the page’s followers) and those who don’t (the others). Simply by choosing 
to be a subscriber, the Facebook user receives the label of responsible and well-
informed citizens. It means that he is interested in what is happening in the square 
and he is not an ignorant. See more detail regarding the design of the page Cover 
in Picture 6 below:
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Once the cover is opened, the first message the user could read after one week 
of peaceful protest is the following: 

Congratulations Romanians! One week of protests in University Square 
has successfully finished!
Despite excessive manipulation, the televisions which lie like hell, the 
gendarmerie abusing of power and the violent groups (challenges), 
University Square protests continue (peaceful protests). We ask those 
who are pessimistic about the movement to leave us alone. The Charm 
the square has is so great; I met smart youngsters, earnest, with initia-
tive and willingness to promote change, with medium and long-term 
vision. They are true values   of Romanian society. (Signed by Ragalie 
Stelian)

This message set from the beginning the fight scene: who are the protesters 
(smart youngsters, earnest, with initiative and willingness to promote change), which 
are the obstacles for a real democratic society (excessive manipulation, the televisions 
which lie like hell) and an important attribute of the protest (peaceful). In other 
words, it is presented the inside vision. As discursive effect, it is transmitted the 
idea that protesters have a strategy, a form of organization; this is not a simple 
Facebook Page, people writing on it are committed to reach their objectives and 
win the fight. It is indirectly showed the strength of the dissatisfied citizens and 
their commitment. 

b. Pages sections and its resemblance and functionality

After pressing the Like button, Facebook users had access to the following 
page sections: live images, information uploaded by the protesters and simple 
users, various news, friends’ activity, photos and questions. The page functioned 
as an information platform. Each user could be a valuable source of gathering 
references. Interaction and interactivity were the most important functions the 
page had during January and February 2012 because due to them PU could be 
managed as a large information network. 

The visual scene with a lot of users providing content and creating links with 
others resembles a forum, but its affirmed purpose is to recreate a Greek agora. 
In a forum, there are accepted rules and a moderator while on PU Facebook 
Page individuals are even freer to express their ideas without being censored. As 
evidence, president Traian Băsescu’s supporters are leaving their messages and are 
inviting users to join their pages or causes without being banned by PU manager. 

As discursive effect, in the time frame selected the virtual space of 
communication analyzed had a high degree of freedom of speech. It is presented 
as a democratic site where users interact and as an alternative for the information 
published in the mainstream media. Citizens have access to it simply by becoming 
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supporters or page followers. In this context, PU Facebook Page is built as a 
communicative space where every user is granted free access and he could express 
his ideas without being censored. 

Type of deliberation on PU Facebook Page 

At this dimension, the analysis observed the types of interaction (how users 
relate to each other and the way they cooperate) on the page and forms of debated 
presented (the free access condition and the kind of platform of dialog that is 
created) with the aim to further argue if PU could be considered a deliberative 
space. It should be added that in a dispositif all the elements which compose it 
contribute to the process of identity construction for the participants in the 
communication process. 

Related to the types of interaction, results showed that in the time period 
analyzed there are numerous posts uploaded by protesters and the majority of 
them are requiring the opinions of other Facebook users. The latter are asked if 
they agree with them and are also required to motivate their answers. Other posts 
suggest cooperation between page’s followers and propose civic initiatives. For 
instance, Tibi Boia (a simple social network user) planned to undertake a list of 
claims and to find the principles of good governance of the country. He wanted to 
summarize the answers and recall them later to the protesters, so that they have 
a course of action and they all know what to do. These are the most widespread 
types of interaction promoted by Page’s administrator. On this line, Tibi Boia and 
others like him receive more visibility. As communicative effect, it is underlined 
the network, its functions and the extent it generates. 

Regarding the forms of debate a researcher could observe on PU Page, most 
of them are like the following: someone notifies the problem, he always asks the 
others to cooperate, and they start talking about the subject. Often the theme of 
discussion is announced from outside, by Facebook users, and it is not submitted 
on behalf of the administrator. The dispositive analysis reveals that PU Page is 
developed like a platform for dialogue between those interested in street protests 
all over the country, not only in the capital of Romania where it could be easier 
to find communications resources. Also, it has an international dimension as it 
connects simple citizens and NGO’s members all over the world due to multiple 
sources of information it uses: pages on Wikipedia related to the beginning of 
protests against Roşia Montană mining project, post-communist Romanian social 
movements, blogging, press articles, televised journals which report on events, 
etc. The access to PU is granted to a multitude of types of citizens, even to those 
that argue against or support the current president Traian Băsescu but the echoes 
of these people don’t get too far because protesters produce all the time content 
and arguments to support their causes. 
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The subjects of these debates are about: the Romanian televisions involvements 
in Politics, the political leaders’ lack of legitimacy, the political system in Romania, 
emblematic heroes of protests, the medical system and political statements. 
It could be added to the list proposals for the way protests should evolve and 
discussions related to ACTA (international treaty with the purpose of enacting 
counterfeit products, generic medicines and copyright contraventions online).

Through the dispositif named Piaţa Universităţii Facebook Page public 
discontent is created as an extensive social problem that is not affecting only 
Romania. Furthermore, it reaches somehow an issue that endangers the existence 
of Romanians at all levels. Protesters should aim changing everything if they want 
their actions to have a long term effect. In this way, it is outlined how deep the real 
problem is. This is also a means for mobilizing other people to take part. In order 
to be sure that their actions have an impact, protesters try to gain the attention of 
other users and then to convince them to come in the public square. 

The findings assert the PU is in a certain extent a deliberative space because 
users act like citizens, they are searching for the best solution for their problems 
and wish to hear what the other think and how they motivate their answers. Of 
course, there are also subjective views promoted as the causes they follow are very 
different and not all the page followers are inclined to be influenced by others’ view 
and arguments. As an example, the opinions shared by Hungarian community are 
not very much taken into account and don’t get reshaped by interaction with other 
types of users. 

At some central points, in the communicative space observed everything 
becomes interconnected as the issues protesters are interested in are very complex, 
with multiple implications. If there is a common enemy, then they point to the 
political class for its aim to make fortunes and to control media outlets. 

The social space promoted

At this dimension, there are examined the identities the dispositif promotes for 
the key actors: protesters, political class and media. At the same time, there are 
observed the discursive effects engaged in this process. In the end, the whole page 
is examined as a dispositif. 

The identity generated through the analyzed page for the protesters is the 
following: well-informed people, educated, proactive and who also have the 
knowledge to find better solutions for their common problems which become in 
this context public issues as the users act like citizens. Regarding the political class, 
it is promoted rather a negative image: it uses mainstream media to manipulate 
the population, it is preoccupied in getting rich and it is ignoring the real problems 
of Romanian society. In the same time, it is forgetting which the democratic values 
are and that is the reason it ceases being the representatives of citizens. Media is 
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a resource protesters could rely on, as there can be notices on the page several 
references to articles and television programs, but in the same time it is a means to 
manipulate people. The public should be cautious, critical and try to find reliable 
sources or should search for his path to uncover the true. Therefore, the dispositif 
promotes a critical vision related to politicians and media outlets. 

Journalists were influenced in a certain extent by information posted on the PU 
Facebook Page as they started following it and used the content. In the last years 
social networks have become more and more accessed by media professionals 
and topics which first appeared on Twitter or Facebook were retrieved in news 
or TV shows as entertainment or bizarre facts. Some of the posts published on 
PU were also hilarious, even if they could be even considered political content, 
and they had more chances to be published in the media. Another issue that 
stimulates the curiosity of journalists was who the protesters really are as they 
were named ciumpalac by the actual ruling party, an ambiguous expression 
even for Romanians. The portraits presented on PU offered further information 
regarding this matter. If it is considered the process of identity formation, PU was 
a useful dispositif for protesters that have a Facebook account to create their own 
story and to shape virtual narratives regarding them and for journalists to obtain 
more information. 

Piaţa Universităţii Facebook Page is functioning as a civic arena of democratic 
dialog where users become citizens and they deal the most important public 
issues of the moment. The page’s managers are offering visibility to all sorts 
of opinions and to individuals coming from various social backgrounds. It can 
be easily notified its socio-political purpose: to find alternatives to the way the 
country is managed and better measures for being implemented in society. All 
the contributors to this page are aware that the change must start with them 
because it is time wasted to wait for the governors to solve all their problems. 
As a consequence, there can be observed on the page many civic initiatives. PU 
is functioning as constructive space for civic cultures. As a dispositif, it generates 
know-how, power and network for those who engage in what they call a peaceful 
revolution. In comparison to the political class, the protesters gain more authority 
and legitimate their actions. In contrast, politicians are losing legitimacy. 

Regarding the possibility that a public sphere could be attested online, it should 
be added that media environment in Romania has specific features. Citizens rely 
less on the press due to several reasons among which it could be mentioned 
the political control over media and tabloidization. In these conditions, people 
switch more their attention to Internet and their own network of acquaintances. 
Results showed that PU Facebook Page was developing as a dispositif that promote 
civic participation and involvement with the aim to reach a multitude of users, 
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irrespective of their social backgrounds or even political views. It enabled free 
access to users and freedom to express their views. Considering this, it could attest 
that PU was constructed to function as a virtual public space. It was critical to 
mainstream media and political class and demanded argumentative opinions but 
in the background individuals articulated also subjective opinions. However, in 
the first period of its evolution, more precisely January and February 2012, PU had 
rather a more rational discourse due to the emphasis given to arguments. 

Investigating the network formed online, it could be notices that the conflict 
had an important role in building links between various publics and it was not 
a fragmentation factor. PU developed more as a virtual community. It was not a 
space of dispute between diverse groups of people with common values but rather 
a means for making useful alliances. PU offered more reasons and communicative 
resources for users to connect each other and work together. Unity and the 
amalgam of social identity were presented as strong points in their fight. 

Limits of this study 

PU is not the only page where the researcher finds data about protests. For 
a more comprehensive image relate to this phenomenon, it should be further 
investigated other pages such as Street Delivery, Centrul Filia, Occupy Romania, SOS 
Roşia Montană or Familia Regală a României (Royal Family of Romania). Therefore, 
the researcher could notice how a certain strategy of mediation reshapes or just 
influences media’s agenda. The contribution of a specific social group (feminists, 
monarchists, etc.) on the way protesters construct their virtual identities could 
be further taken into account. Thus, the process of identity formation would be 
broader analyzed and Facebook could play a valuable role in it. 

In this article, the agenda setting function was only peripherally approached 
despite the fact that it was mentioned several times. Other investigations should 
examine how the content uploaded on Facebook (text, imagines, videos) had a real 
impact upon mainstream media and which type of effects produced by the dispositif 
towards protesters, political class and journalists. In this case, the investigation 
will be completed at another level of understanding with further contribution to 
understanding how a virtual public sphere could function. 

Considering the methodology, the results obtained after applying the disposi-
tive analysis cannot be generalized and the researcher only formulates hypotheses 
about possible discursive effects generated within the page by its constitutive 
elements (page sections, Cover, types of interaction promoted, etc.). In this respect, 
the finding can become hypotheses for other scientific researches which would 
clarify the topic under investigation. This represents another limit of the current 
study about identity formation in a virtual space and deliberation. 
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Conclusions

The results of this study revealed that cyberspace could represent more than 
a space of conflict where researchers could notice a salient fragmentation and the 
lacking of a sense of community. Previous researches were divided into those 
which support the idea that online communication contributes to the division of 
society and the others which argue that cyberspace could function differently, 
especially when citizens have an interest in mobilizing and confronting a common 
problem. According to this analysis’ findings, Piaţa Universităţii Facebook 
Page was constructed to function as an open space where democratic debate is 
stimulated. Users are free to access it and to express their visions, without being 
censored by page’s administrators. The formers are encouraged to find solutions 
for various problems and to engage and develop civic initiatives. This finding is 
surprising if it is taken into account that Romanian citizens are not very much 
interested in involving in solving public problems and usually expects the 
politicians to act. 

Other researches should adopt different analysis methods and compare the 
findings in order to explain the process of identity formation and the agenda 
setting function. For example, it could be used frame analysis to see how the users 
disseminated protesters and the way they were portrayed in mainstream media. 

Other analytical approach could keep the same method and investigate 
the protests against Roşia Montană project. It would clarify the way SOS Roşia 
Montană and Roşia Montană in UNESCO World Heritage Facebook Pages function as 
a dispositif, the power relations created within along with the identities generated 
for protesters. Also, it will possibly be attested if these pages form or not an 
alternative public sphere and to what extent: are they critical, do they propose 
media activism actions, etc. The phenomenon could be further investigated to 
notice if activists use alternative media and the role identity formation within this 
process. The discourse activists create about themselves could be an important 
means of mobilization. 

More research on virtual spaces needs to be done before the conclusions of 
this study could be generalized but, in the light of these findings, Habermas’s 
public sphere could represent a useful concept for examining online networks 
and the way they use communicative resources to form identities. The present 
article’s results make a small contribution to the problems investigated but they 
support evidences that new media are not only fragmenting the society but could 
facilitate a sense of belonging and stimulate unity. There are important factors 
which encourage citizens to cooperate and trust each other. As more visibility the 
network gains, it becomes more powerful and it is more difficult for politicians to 
ignore it. 
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Notes

1. Habermas’s speech on 9 of March 2006 when he received Bruno Kreisky Prize for 
the progress made in the field of human rights is available at www.signandsight.
com/features/676.html.

2. For more detail about the negative portraits hipsters have in the media, see the 
following links: www.gandul.info/puterea-gandului/rosia-montana-lectii-de-la-
revolutia-hipsterilor-11289406 and www.evz.ro/detalii/stiri/genetica-protestelor-
din-piata-universitatii-1057777.html.
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