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Abstract
This study illustrates how the emphasis structure of counterpublic discourses surfacing 
online can be predicted by that of the dominant publics that these counterpublics—
at the argumentative level—so resolutely oppose. Deploying a single common case 
study design, the article scrutinizes a counterpublic discourse that surfaced in the 
comment sections of Germany’s opinion-leading news websites in the week after the 
surprising electoral success of a new anti-Euro party, the Alternative für Deutschland 
(AfD). Quantitative content analysis identifies 75% of all comments posted (N = 2955) 
to all articles about the AfD (N = 19) as part of an anti-Euro counterpublic. While 
this counterpublic sharply opposed the editorial lines of Germany’s unanimously 
pro-common-currency media, it still aligned its efforts closely with this dominant 
public—albeit at a deeper level. As the findings demonstrate, the frequencies with 
which commenters adopted six emphasis frames were significantly predicted by the 
frequencies of these frames in mainstream news.
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Recent research has argued that blogs, social networking sites (SNS), and comment sec-
tions on news websites are communicative spaces highly conducive to the emergence of 
counterpublic discourses (Eckert and Chadha, 2013; Jackson and Foucault Welles, 2015, 
2016; Renninger, 2015; Toepfl and Piwoni, 2015). Previous studies have demonstrated 
how the architecture of SNS can support or hamper the surfacing of counterpublic talk 
(Freelon, 2015; Renninger, 2015), how counterpublic discourses cropping up in the com-
ment sections of news websites can differ depending on the political orientation of the 
media outlet (Toepfl and Piwoni, 2015), and how Twitter can be used as “a platform to 
generate and promote counterpublic narratives” (Jackson and Foucault Welles, 2015: 
932). Taken together, these studies have thus produced intriguing insights into the 
dynamics of counterpublic engagement online. Yet, this extant research typically either 
has not included a systematic empirical analysis of the dominant public (Eckert and 
Chadha, 2013; Renninger, 2015) or has followed a research logic that focuses exclu-
sively on how dominant publics respond to counterpublic activities (see, for instance, 
Jackson and Foucault Welles, 2015, 2016). By contrast, this study implements a research 
design that conceives of counterpublic discourses explicitly as surfacing in response to 
dominant publics. This change of perspective is important because, as we argue in this 
article, it is very likely that the shape of counterpublic discourses surfacing in a wide 
variety of communicative spaces online can be significantly predicted by the shape of the 
dominant publics to which these counterpublics respond.

The key assumption on which this research design is based is that the more salient a 
specific aspect of a sensitive issue is in the dominant public, the more frequently that 
aspect will also be touched upon (i.e. targeted with counter-arguments) by the counter-
public. In order to interrogate this assumption, we draw on De Vreese’s (2010) concep-
tualization of “emphasis frames” (p. 189). According to De Vreese (2010), emphasis 
frames “suggest that different aspects of an issue can be emphasized”; they are “alterna-
tive ways of defining issues” (p. 189). For example, when “thinking about oil drilling, 
citizens may be presented with [emphasis] frames of reference such as gas prices, unem-
ployment, environment, or US dependency on foreign energy sources” (De Vreese, 2010: 
189). Within one and the same emphasis frame, at a second level, different arguments 
both for and against a specific oil drilling policy can be put forward. We refer to these 
arguments, in this study, as second-level “argumentative frames.” Accordingly, we 
assume that both mainstream and counterpublic actors may adopt the same emphasis 
frames (at the first level), while differing diametrically with regard to the argumentative 
frames put forward within each emphasis frame (at the second level). The empirical 
analysis presented in this study specifically examines correlations at the first level of 
emphasis frames. Its key research question is the following: Can the relative frequencies 
of emphasis frames adopted in a counterpublic discourse be predicted by the frequencies 
of these frames in the dominant public that this discourse targets?

By raising this question, this study sets out to investigate potential structural common-
alities that mainstream publics and counterpublics may share—in sharp contrast to extant 
research, which has typically focused on discursive power struggles between dominant 
publics and counterpublics (see, for instance, Eckert and Chadha, 2013; Jackson and 
Foucault Welles, 2015, 2016). Notably, the causal mechanism presupposed behind the 
expected co-variations of frames is not that of a straightforward framing or agenda-setting 
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“effect” of mainstream mass media content on individuals posting user-generated content 
(De Vreese, 2010; Tewksbury and Scheufele, 2009). By contrast, adopting the analytical 
lens of counterpublic theory (Asen, 2000; Fraser, 1990; Warner, 2002), this study pre-
sumes an active audience that is critically aware of the fundamental structures of the 
dominant public and makes intentional decisions to target with greater frequency those 
emphasis frames that are also deployed with greater frequency in the dominant public. In 
order to interrogate this line of thinking, we have adopted a single “common case” (Yin, 
2014: 52) study design. We have selected for scrutiny a common case of a counterpublic 
discourse surfacing in a communicative space that invites user-generated content in the 
immediate vicinity of widely followed mainstream content. As we argue, online spaces 
configured in this way are particularly conducive for counterpublic collectives with regard 
to pursuing their outward-oriented goals of engaging with wider audiences (Asen, 2000; 
Fraser, 1990; Jackson and Foucault Welles, 2015; Warner, 2002).

Specifically, this study analyzes the case of a counterpublic discourse that surfaced in 
the first week after the surprising electoral success of a new anti-Euro party in the comment 
sections of Germany’s opinion-leading news websites. In the 2013 general elections, the 
new party, Alternative for Germany (Alternative für Deutschland, AfD) won a stunning 
4.7% of the vote. Only 6 months after its foundation, the party thus failed to clear the 5% 
hurdle for entering the German parliament by only a small margin. As we found in a pre-
decessor study (Toepfl and Piwoni, 2015), German mass media discourse about the new 
party was hegemonic during the first week after the election, in the sense that opinion-
leading news websites across the political spectrum unanimously framed the new party in 
ways that were strongly opposed by its supporters (for a description of the consensus struc-
ture of the dominant public, see the “Methods” section). By contrast, the overwhelming 
majority of approximately 75% of comments appearing on Germany’s opinion-leading 
news websites opposed the mass media’s editorial lines, containing some type of counter-
public element that supported the new anti-Euro party (Toepfl and Piwoni, 2015).

Building upon and going beyond Toepfl and Piwoni’ (2015) in-depth analysis of the 
pro-AfD counterpublic, this study juxtaposes two quantitative content analyses grounded 
in a parallel design, establishing the relative frequencies with which a number of empha-
sis frames were adopted in (1) the news coverage of the AfD on eight opinion-leading 
news websites in the first week following the elections (N = 19 articles) and (2) all com-
ments posted to these 19 articles (N = 2955). Specifically, the study identifies six empha-
sis frames that were widely adopted in both the dominant and the counterpublic discourse: 
the party’s European Union (EU) policies, its immigration policies, its label, electorate, 
leadership, and its manifesto. A correlation analysis finds that the relative frequency of a 
specific emphasis frame in the counterpublic comments that surfaced in a comment sec-
tion was significantly predicted by both (1) the frequency of this emphasis frame in the 
individual article above the comment section and (2) the frequency of this emphasis 
frame in the aggregated mass media coverage of the eight news websites over the course 
of the entire week. The key assumption formulated above is thus confirmed. Notably, 
however, the predictive power of the aggregate news coverage during the entire week, in 
comparison with that of the individual article to which the comments were posted, was 
found to be considerably stronger. Drawing on counterpublic theory, this result is inter-
preted as counterpublic commenters being very well aware of the emphasis structure of 
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the wider dominant discourse at the time of commenting. As a counterpublic collective, 
they were apparently targeting not so much the emphasis agenda of the specific article to 
which they posted their comments, but more the agenda of aggregate mass media cover-
age around the time of commenting.

In order to flesh out these arguments, the rest of the article is structured as follows. The 
next section briefly reviews extant research on counterpublics in the digital age. By drawing 
on this literature, a subsequent section specifies two hypotheses and two research questions 
to pose regarding the case scrutinized in this study. A further section details the methods of 
data collection and analysis. This is followed by a section that presents the results. The final 
section discusses the findings in relation to extant research on counterpublics engaging 
online and comment sections of news websites as a particular communicative space.

Counterpublics in digital media environments

In a seminal essay, Nancy Fraser (1990) defined counterpublics as “parallel discursive 
arenas where members of subordinated social groups invent and circulate counter-dis-
courses, which in turn permit them to formulate oppositional interpretations of their iden-
tities, interests, and needs” (p. 67). This classic definition has been taken as a point of 
departure by most of the recent empirical research in the discipline of communication on 
counterpublics engaging online (Eckert and Chadha, 2013; Jackson and Foucault Welles, 
2015, 2016; Renninger, 2015; Toepfl and Piwoni, 2015). Following Fraser’s (1990) theo-
retical account, counterpublics are typically conceived of as “subaltern” publics that 
“stand in a contestatory relationship to dominant publics” (Fraser, 1990: 70) or “main-
stream publics” (Jackson and Foucault Welles, 2016: 399; Renninger, 2015). Moreover, it 
is widely acknowledged that the “multiple public sphere” (Asen, 2000: 425) of modern 
societies is constituted by a plurality of counterpublics and dominant/mainstream publics 
(Fraser, 1990; Warner, 2002). Dominant publics are understood as being inevitably 
hegemonic, in the sense that political debates in these arenas are grounded, unavoidably, 
in consensual patterns that correspond with the views of a society’s dominant groups.

With regard to the goals of counterpublic collectives, two types are broadly distin-
guished in the theoretical literature (Asen, 2000; Fraser, 1990; Dahlberg, 2007, 2011; 
Warner, 2002):

1. Inward-oriented goals, most importantly, the invention, elaboration, and formula-
tion of alternative identities, interests, and needs, which can be expected to be 
typically pursued in safe, secluded communicative spaces.

2. Outward-oriented goals, most crucially, the breaking up and shifting of consen-
sus structures within dominant publics by engaging with wider audiences and 
targeting dominant publics with “counterpublicity” (Asen, 2000: 441). Activities 
directed toward these outward-oriented goals can be expected to be pursued in 
communicative spaces that are attended by mainstream audiences, but allow 
counterpublic-minded individuals to voice and agitate for their ideas.

As extant research indicates differently configured online communicative spaces are 
conducive to different degrees with regard to these two types of goals. Renninger 
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(2015), for instance, has argued that a collective of asexuals chose the particular SNS 
Tumblr “in order to engage in counterpublic communication unhindered by outsiders” 
(p. 1524), that is, primarily to pursue inward-oriented goals. By contrast, Jackson and 
Foucault Welles (2015) have observed a counterpublic discourse that apparently aimed 
primarily at outward-oriented objectives. Their study illustrates how counterpublic 
activists hijacked the New York City Police Department’s official Twitter hashtag 
#myNYPD in order “to organize, generate, and promote counterpublic narratives” (p. 
933). In a similar vein, Toepfl and Piwoni (2015) showed that comment sections of 
news websites, as they are currently configured in many Western democracies, are com-
municative spaces that provide counterpublic-minded individuals with excellent oppor-
tunities to pursue outward-oriented goals.

The latter is the case for at least two reasons. First, in contrast to user-generated con-
tent published in discussion forums, blogs, and social networks, comments on news web-
sites appear on mass media websites in the immediate vicinity of journalistic content. 
Counterpublic statements posted to the comment sections of news websites can thus be 
assumed to be highly visible to mainstream audiences. Second, in contrast to closely 
related previous formats such as letters to the editors, the journalists who supervise these 
spaces typically allow for a wider range of ideas and expressive forms to appear 
(McCluskey and Hmielowski, 2012). Consequently, even highly emotional and provoca-
tive counterpublic statements that fundamentally oppose the normative consensus of a 
society and its mainstream mass media are likely to appear in comment sections on news 
websites, as long as their content remains legal according to the media law and the con-
stitution of the respective country.

Developing hypotheses and research questions

If the key aim of counterpublic collectives engaging in comment sections of news websites 
is to shift the consensus structure of dominant publics, we can expect that counterpublic 
commenters will more frequently touch upon those aspects of an issue that also feature more 
prominently in dominant publics. In order to interrogate this assumption, in this study, we 
seek to test the predictive power of two slightly differently delimited dominant publics:

1. A dominant public at the article level, which we consider to be constituted by the 
content of the individual article to which comments were posted.

2. An aggregate level dominant public, which we consider to be represented by the 
entire coverage of the AfD in all articles published on Germany’s opinion-leading 
news websites about the new party during the week in which the comments were 
posted.

Accordingly, we specify the following two hypotheses: The relative frequency of an 
emphasis frame in counterpublic commenting at the bottom of a news article is signifi-
cantly predicted by the frequency of this emphasis frame

H1. … in the news article above the comment section (article level dominant 
public).
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H2. … in the aggregate coverage of the AfD on Germany’s opinion-leading news 
websites during the entire week (aggregate level dominant public).

In extant research on counterpublics, it is widely acknowledged that “multiple but 
unequal publics” (Fraser, 1990: 70) participate in the social life of modern societies (Asen, 
2000; Dahlberg, 2007, 2011). Yet, to our knowledge, no previous study has empirically 
investigated how counterpublics interact with two or more differently delimited dominant 
publics. Against this backdrop, we specify the following research question:

RQ1. Which of the two differently conceived dominant publics predicted the structure 
of the counterpublic discourse better, that of the individual news article or that of the 
aggregate news coverage?

Finally, we are also interested in the emerging collective of mainstream commenters, 
that is, in those comments that supported the dominant public and opposed the counter-
public. Extant literature on online counterpublics has acknowledged but, to our knowl-
edge, not explicitly empirically investigated such subordinate mainstream publics that 
seek to “contain counterdiscourses” (Asen, 2000: 442). We thus formulate a second 
research question:

RQ2. Were the frequencies with which emphasis frames were adopted in mainstream 
comments predicted, similarly, by the frequencies of these frames in the superordinate 
dominant publics of the individual news article (RQ2a) and the aggregate news cover-
age (RQ2b)?

Methods of data collection and analysis

In extant research, in order to delimit the boundaries of counterpublics for empirical 
analysis, scholars have often relied exclusively on persons, communicative spaces, or 
topics as “markers of counterpublic status” (Asen, 2000: 426). However, as Asen (2000) 
has criticized, these “three potential reductions portend unfortunate consequences for 
studies of a multiple public sphere” (p. 426) because public spheres always emerge as 
specific constellations of these three elements (see also, Toepfl and Piwoni, 2015). As 
Asen (2000) has argued, counterpublics are thus “most productively” identified with 
reference to discursive practices, that is, by using as a key criterion “the [discursive] 
recognition and articulation of exclusion” (p. 424). Following Asen’s (2000) advice, the 
starting point of this study was the cursory observation of a pro-AfD discourse surfacing 
in the comment sections of Germany’s opinion-leading news websites that powerfully 
articulated feelings of being excluded by the coverage of these news websites and by 
German society as such (discursive practices). Based on this observation, the study set 
out to identify three slightly differently delimited mainstream publics and one counter-
public. In the following, we detail the procedure that we adopted to precisely delimit 
these four public spheres and, subsequently, to juxtapose their emphasis structures. We 
have provided additional information in an online supplementary file, which includes a 
flow chart of the analytical procedure.

http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/suppl/10.1177/1461444817712085
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Selection of opinion-leading news websites, articles, and comments

The time frame considered in this study is the first week after the 2013 German general 
elections. We chose this period for two reasons. First, during this week, the pro-AfD 
counterpublic engaged particularly strongly in counterpublicity. Second, the period of 
one week facilitated the collection of sufficient empirical data for testing our hypotheses 
by standards of statistical significance. With regard to sampling opinion-leading news 
websites for analysis, we selected eight major outlets that covered the entire spectrum of 
mainstream political opinion in Germany. We selected these eight outlets partly on the 
basis of audience data (Arbeitsgemeinschaft Online Forschung, 2013) and partly on the 
basis of our cultural knowledge about the centrality of different outlets to the formation 
of political opinion in Germany (criterion of opinion-leadership; for details on the selec-
tion of news websites, consider online supplementary file). Using these criteria, we con-
sidered the following selection of news websites: bild.de, faz.net, welt.de, and focus.de 
(right-leaning); and sueddeutsche.de, spiegel.de, zeit.de, and taz.de (left-leaning). All 
eight websites are the online versions of highly influential German print-media titles. 
The selection also includes bild.de as the online version of Germany’s only tabloid of 
national importance (for more details on the selection process, see the online supplemen-
tary file). In terms of audience reach (Arbeitsgemeinschaft Online Forschung, 2013), the 
sample ranked as follows: bild.de (6.59 million unique users per average week in the 
third quarter of 2013), spiegel.de (5.19), focus.de (3.44), welt.de (3.12), sueddeutsche.de 
(2.65), zeit.de (1.97), faz.net (1.46), and taz.de (0.42). On these eight websites, we con-
ducted keyword searches for the party’s name (“AfD” and “Alternative für Deutschland”). 
By doing so, we identified in total 19 articles that devoted more than half of their content 
to the new party. To these 19 articles, 2955 comments were posted, with the number of 
comments per article ranging from 25 to 495 (M = 156, standard deviation [SD] = 128).

Measures: six emphasis frames

In order to scrutinize these 19 news articles and the comments posted beneath them, we 
adopted a coding procedure that was developed by Toepfl and Piwoni (2015) in order to 
investigate comment sections of news websites as counterpublic spaces (for details, see the 
flow chart provided in the online supplementary file). Following this procedure, we began 
with an in-depth reading of the 19 mainstream news articles as well as a number of approxi-
mately 300 randomly selected comments. This in-depth reading was aimed at identifying the 
most widely used emphasis frames within which the surprising electoral success of the new 
party was debated in dominant and counterpublic discourse. In a second step, we mapped, 
within each emphasis frame, the full spectrum of—by definition, diametrically opposed—
argumentative frames as they were put forward by the dominant public, as opposed to the 
counterpublic. As a result, we obtained the following six emphasis frames (at the first level), 
alongside the typical argumentative frames (at the second level), as they were put forward 
within each emphasis frame by mainstream as opposed to counterpublic writers:

1. Within the first emphasis frame, party label, both journalists and commenters 
frequently discussed the question of how to label the new party appropriately. In 

http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/suppl/10.1177/1461444817712085
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/suppl/10.1177/1461444817712085
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/suppl/10.1177/1461444817712085
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/suppl/10.1177/1461444817712085
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mainstream news coverage, the new party was consensually referred to as a “pro-
test,” “populist,” or “right-wing” party. These were thus key argumentative 
frames characterizing the consensus structure of the dominant public. By con-
trast, counterpublic commenters countered these dismissive labels and argued, 
for instance, that the AfD was a “democratic” party or a “legitimate addition to 
the party system.” The latter are examples of argumentative frames characteriz-
ing the consensus structure of the counterpublic.

2. EU policies were the second emphasis frame within which the emergence of the 
new party was widely debated in both mainstream and counterpublic discourse. 
At the second level of argumentative frames, mainstream journalists from across 
the political spectrum agreed that the AfD was hostile toward the EU and that it 
could only offer simplistic solutions to the Euro crisis. By contrast, counterpublic 
commenters claimed, for instance, that the AfD was a “pro-European” party 
whose policies directed at abolishing the Euro were well thought-out and, ulti-
mately, even pro-European.

In a similar manner, the remaining four emphasis frames party leadership, party elec-
torate, immigration policy, and party manifesto were widely deployed in both main-
stream and counterpublic discourse. Within these emphasis frames, too, counterpublic 
and mainstream actors put forward diametrically opposed argumentative frames. Having 
accomplished this preparatory qualitative analysis, we thus obtained—speaking in the 
terminology of counterpublic theory (Asen, 2000; Fraser, 1990; Warner, 2002)—a sketch 
of the consensus structure of a dominant public, as opposed to that of a counterpublic.

Based on these portrayals of the two consensus structures, we then developed a cod-
ing scheme and a codebook that facilitated a quantitative analysis of both the 19 news 
articles and the 2955 comments posted. With regard to comment sections, we used the 
comment as the smallest unit of data collection (N = 2955). With regard to news media 
coverage, we used the article paragraph (N = 236). We opted for these two units of data 
collection because they cut the discourse about the AfD in the two disparate communica-
tive spaces (comment sections and news articles) into coherent fragments of approxi-
mately the same length (for a similar strategy, consider Papadouka et al., 2016). Using 
these units of analysis proved to serve well to capture the relative dominance of the six 
emphasis frames in the 19 articles, as well as in the comment sections beneath.

The coding scheme identified a comment/article paragraph as part of a counterpublic 
discourse by drawing on three discursive practices widely discussed as characterizing 
counterpublics (Asen, 2000; Fraser, 1990; Toepfl and Piwoni, 2015; Warner, 2002). It 
considered a comment or article paragraph as part of a counterpublic if it

1. Argumentatively countered the mainstream consensus within one of the six 
emphasis frames identified above (argumentative countering; see the examples 
above), or

2. Strengthened the collective identity of the emerging counterpublic collective by 
making a statement of personal identification or by employing emotional state-
ments (strengthening identity, for example, “we will win an even bigger share of 
the vote in the next elections!”), or
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3. Explicitly pointed to firmly consolidated power relationships within the media, poli-
tics, or society as allegedly working against the counterpublic (deconstructing power 
relationships, for example, referring to German public television as “state TV”).

Drawing on these three criteria, the coding effort identified 2206 “counterpublic com-
ments” (74.7%), understood as comments that featured at least one of the three counterpub-
lic discursive elements. By contrast, only 749 (25.3%) comments were coded as 
“mainstream comments,” in the sense that they contained none of these elements. Among 
the counterpublic comments, no more than 79 (3.6%) were what we called “hybrid coun-
terpublic comments,” that is, they simultaneously featured both counterpublic and main-
stream elements. In this analysis, we consider these comments part of the counterpublic. 
We have identified none of the article paragraphs as transporting a counterpublic discursive 
element. By contrast, comment sections as a communicative space were clearly dominated 
by a vast majority of counterpublic comments: roughly three out of four comments chal-
lenged the dominant public and supported the new party—despite the fact that less than 5% 
of the German electorate had voted for the AfD only days before (for an in-depth discus-
sion of these contrasting figures, consider Toepfl and Piwoni, 2015). Importantly, the cod-
ing effort, with regard to each news article paragraph and comment, established the 
presence or absence (1/0) of each of the six emphasis frames. Each comment or article 
paragraph could thus transport between zero (none) and six (the full range of) emphasis 
frames. In the following analysis, the emphasis frame functions as the smallest unit of 
analysis. Table 1 provides an overview of the descriptive statistics of our data set.

To summarize, with regard to the research goals of this study, the key outcome of the 
coding effort was that it facilitated the precise delimitation of the following four public 
spheres, as well as the establishment of the relative frequencies of the six emphasis 
frames within each of them:

1. A counterpublic sphere delimited as all comments containing markers of counter-
public discursive practices posted by commmenters (persons) about the AfD (topic) 
in the comment sections of Germany’s opinion-leading news websites (space).

Table 1. Emphasis frames identified in news articles and comment sections: descriptive 
statistics.

Dominant public 
(N = 19 articles)

Counterpublic 
comments (N = 2206 
comments)

Mainstream 
comments (N = 749 
comments)

n (emphasis 
frames identified)

284 2102 598

Range (per article/
comment section)

6 to 32 12 to 424 4 to 106

M (per article/
comment section)

14.9 110.6 31.5

SD  6.5 106.3 26.0

SD: standard deviation.
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2. Two dominant publics delimited slightly differently in the mainstream news cov-
erage published about the AfD (topic) by journalists (persons) on Germany’s 
opinion-leading news websites (space). In this news coverage, no paragraphs 
featuring counterpublic discursive practices were identified.

3. A subordinate mainstream public that sought to discursively “contain” (Asen, 
2000: 442) the counterpublic, delimited as all comments containing only main-
stream discursive practices posted by AfD-critical users (persons) about the new 
party (topic) to these comment sections (space).

Coding process and reliability

After conducting several pilot reliability tests and refining the codebook each time, the 
two authors of this study, native-German speakers, carried out the coding. A random 
sample of approximately 30% (n = 90) of article paragraphs and 10% (n = 319) of com-
ments was coded by both coders. With regard to article paragraphs, a reliability test 
resulted in the following either largely or highly satisfactory percentages of agreement 
and values for Scott’s pi (cf. Neuendorf, 2002: 141–166): party label (93%, π = .85), 
party leadership (98%, π = .93), party electorate (94%, π = .87), immigration policy 
(100%, π = 1), EU policy (97%, π = .92) and party manifesto (99%, π = .85). With regard 
to comments, we obtained the following, likewise highly satisfactory results: party label 
(94%, π = .83), party leadership (96%, π = .81), party electorate (98%, π = .81), immigra-
tion policy (97%, π = .79), EU policy (95%, π = .87), party manifesto (99%, π = .81) and 
counterpublic comment (96%, π = .90).

Data analysis

In order to test our hypotheses and answer our research questions, we constructed a data 
set made up of 114 observations (19 articles × 6 emphasis frames). Each of the 114 rows 
in this data set thus consisted of the relative frequency with which an emphasis frame 
was adopted: (1) in an article, (2) among the counterpublic comments posted to this arti-
cle, (3) among the mainstream comments posted to this article, and (4) in the aggregate 
mass media coverage during the entire week. One row thus established that, for instance, 
with regard to the frame party label and Article 1, 12.5% of all frames coded in Article 1 
were party label frames (2 out of 16); 14.3% of all frames coded among counterpublic 
comments posted to this article were party label frames (3 out of 21); 9.2% of all frames 
coded among mainstream comments posted to Article 1 were party label frames (2 out 
of 48); and, finally, 27.5% of all frames coded in the mass media coverage during the 
entire week of our study were party label frames (78 out of 284). In order to analyze 
these data, we deployed correlation and multiple regression analyses. Even though our 
data set can be viewed, from a statistician’s perspective, as the population of all articles 
published and all comments posted in our specific case study, we report inferential sta-
tistics, that is, p-values and confidence intervals (CIs), at some points of our argument. 
We do so based on the assumption, frequently adopted in social science research, that 
such “apparent populations” represent only one “‘realization’ of some set of social pro-
cess that could have in principle produced a very large number of other realizations” 
(Berk et al., 1995: 423).
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Findings

H1: the emphasis structure of an article predicts counterpublic 
commenting beneath

H1 posited that the relative frequency of an emphasis frame in a news article could be 
deployed to predict the relative frequency of this frame in counterpublic commenting at 
the bottom of the article. In order to test H1, we computed, within the data set of 114 
observations described in the Methods section, Pearson’s r for the frequencies of empha-
sis frames adopted in (1) an individual article and (2) the counterpublic comments 
appearing at the bottom. We found a moderately strong correlation, r(112) = .619, 95% 
bootstrapped CIs, [.463, .749], p < .01 (unless otherwise noted, all CIs and p-values 
reported in the following are based on 1000 bootstrap samples). In other words, roughly 
38.4% of the variance of the frequencies with which counterpublic commenters adopted 
specific emphasis frames could be explained with the frequencies of these frames in the 
article above (i.e. with the emphasis structure of the dominant public at the article level). 
This finding supports H1.

H2: the emphasis structure of aggregate news coverage predicts 
counterpublic commenting

In H2, we similarly assumed that the frequency of an emphasis frame in the aggregate 
reporting of the eight news websites over the entire post-electoral week could be deployed 
to predict the frequency of this emphasis frame in counterpublic comments. In order to 
test H2, we again used our data set of 114 observations. This time, however, we calcu-
lated the correlation between (1) the frequency of an emphasis frame in the counterpublic 
comments at the bottom of each article and (2) the frequency of this frame in the aggre-
gate coverage of news websites. Pearson’s r indicated an even stronger correlation than 
for H1, with r(112) = .694, 95% bootstrapped CIs [.625, .761], p < .01. Accordingly, 
48.2% of the variance of the frequencies with which counterpublic comments adopted 
different emphasis frames could be explained with the frequencies of the respective 
frames in the aggregate news coverage (i.e. with the emphasis structure of the aggregate 
level dominant public). This finding supports H2.

RQ1: the predictive power of aggregate news coverage versus the 
individual article

RQ1 asked whether a frame’s frequency in an individual news article or in aggregate 
news coverage better predicted the structure of the emerging counterpublic. In order to 
answer this research question, we ran a multiple regression analysis on our data set of 
114 observations, entering two variables as predictors of the frequency of a frame in 
counterpublic commenting at the bottom of an article (outcome variable): (1) the fre-
quency of this frame in aggregate mass media coverage and (2) the frequency of this 
frame in the article above the comment section. We found this model to explain 54.9% 
(r2) of the variance of the frequencies with which different emphasis frames were adopted 
in counterpublic comments, F(2, 111) = 67.7, p < .001. The standardized beta values for 



2022 new media & society 20(5)

the two predictors were .504, p < .001 for comprehensive mass media coverage and .322, 
p < .001 for the individual article. We thus can conclude that the predictive power of the 
aggregate mass media discourse was stronger than that of the individual article, at the 
bottom of which the counterpublic emerged. Within the analytical framework of counter-
public theory, it can thus be argued that counterpublic commenters aligned their com-
menting efforts more with the emphasis structure of the aggregate level dominant public 
than with that of the article level dominant public.

RQ2: predicting the emphasis structure of mainstream commenting

In RQ2, we asked whether news websites’ coverage could be deployed to make similarly 
valid predictions about the emphasis frames adopted in mainstream comments. To answer 
this question, we ran a multiple regression analysis on our data set of 114 observations, 
entering two predictors for the frequency of a frame in mainstream comments (outcome 
variable): (1) the frequency of this frame in aggregate mass media coverage and (2) the 
frequency of this frame in the individual article above. We found this model to explain 
48.7% (r2) of the variance of frames in mainstream commenting, F(2, 111) = 52.7, p < .001. 
The standardized beta coefficients were .442, p < .001 for the frequencies of frames in 
mass media coverage and .339, p < .001 for the frequencies of frames in the individual 
article. We thus conclude that just like counterpublic commenters, mainstream comment-
ers also aligned their efforts more with the emphasis structure of the aggregate level domi-
nant public than with that of the article level dominant public.

Discussion

The empirical analysis presented in this study is the first to illustrate how the emphasis 
structure of dominant publics can be deployed to predict the emphasis structure of coun-
terpublic discourses surfacing online. In order to accomplish this goal, the study juxta-
posed two quantitative content analyses, grounded in parallel designs and comparing the 
relative frequencies of emphasis frames adopted in: (1) the coverage of a new anti-Euro 
party, the AfD, on Germany’s opinion-leading news websites in the first week following 
the 2013 elections (N = 19 articles); and (2) all counterpublic and mainstream comments 
posted at the bottom of these articles (N = 2955). As correlation analyses found, the rela-
tive frequencies of the six emphasis frames in counterpublic commenting at the bottom 
of the 19 articles were significantly predicted by the frequencies of these frames in both 
(1) the individual article above a comment section (the dominant public at the article 
level) and (2) the aggregate news coverage of all articles published by the news websites 
during the entire post-electoral week (the dominant public at the aggregate level). 
Drawing on counterpublic theory, these empirical findings were interpreted as counter-
public commenters aligning their efforts closely with the underlying emphasis structure 
of these two differently conceived dominant publics, which commenters—at the argu-
mentative level—so fiercely opposed.

At a more abstract level, this study has assumed that the pro-AfD counterpublic ana-
lyzed herein represented a “common case” (Yin, 2014: 52) of a counterpublic discourse 
surfacing in the comment sections of news websites. Going one step further, we have 
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even suggested that similar discursive patterns may be very likely to occur not only in the 
comment sections of news websites but also in other online spaces that invite user-gen-
erated content in the immediate vicinity of widely followed mainstream content. 
Communicative spaces configured in this specific way may be identified, for instance, in 
the context of mass media or institutional content posted to platforms like Facebook, 
Tumblr, YouTube, or Twitter (Jackson and Foucault Welles, 2015). From the perspective 
of counterpublic theory, such spaces appear to be, just like comment sections on news 
websites, ideally configured for emergent counterpublic collectives to pursue their out-
ward-oriented goals of engaging with wider audiences and making “counterpublicity” 
(Asen, 2000: 441). That said, we discuss in the following how this study contributes to 
primarily two strands of literature: the first investigating the dynamics of counterpublics 
engaging online, and the second dedicated to comment sections of news websites as a 
particular communicative space.

Counterpublic collectives engaging online: the predictive power of 
dominant publics

From the perspective of the literature on counterpublics engaging online (Cammaerts, 
2009; Eckert and Chadha, 2013; Jackson and Foucault Welles, 2015, 2016; Renninger, 
2015), the study presented in this article may be considered innovative in primarily four 
respects. First, as already pointed out in the introduction to the article, unlike previous 
research (see, for instance, Jackson and Foucault Welles, 2015, 2016), this study has 
analyzed an online counterpublic discourse explicitly as a response to two differently 
delimited dominant publics. Second, prior research on counterpublics has typically relied 
on qualitative methods to investigate the discursive practices in both mainstream and 
counterpublics (consider, for instance, Cammaerts, 2009; Jackson and Foucault Welles, 
2015, 2016; Renninger, 2015). By contrast, the study presented in this article proposes 
an analytical framework that facilitates quantitative content analysis, and juxtaposition, 
of discursive practices in mainstream publics and counterpublics. At the core of this 
analytical framework is the concept of the emphasis frame, within which diametrically 
opposed argumentative frames are put forward by mainstream and counterpublic speak-
ers (see also Toepfl and Piwoni, 2015).

Third, extant research on online counterpublics has typically focused on the discursive 
power struggle between dominant publics and counterpublics, while not seeking to iden-
tify structural commonalities that mainstream publics and counterpublics share (see, for 
instance, Eckert and Chadha, 2013; Jackson and Foucault Welles, 2015, 2016). In the 
terms of the analytical framework proposed in this study, previous research has concen-
trated on differences between mainstream and counterpublic discourses at the level of 
argumentative frames, while not attending to potential similarities at the deeper level of 
emphasis frames. In contrast, this study has interrogated the degree to which mainstream 
publics and counterpublics co-orient their discursive efforts. Fourth, this study illustrates 
how both counterpublics and mainstream publics can be neatly delimited for the purposes 
of empirical analysis as constellations of the three elements of persons, spaces, and topic 
(Asen, 2000; Toepfl and Piwoni, 2015) by focusing “critical attention […] on the discur-
sive qualities of counterpublics” (Asen, 2000: 437). Drawing on classic counterpublic 
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theory (Dahlberg, 2007, 2011; Fraser, 1990; Warner, 2002), this study suggests conceiv-
ing of counterpublic discursive practices as being characterized by one of these three 
elements: (1) argumentative countering, (2) strengthening identity, and (3) deconstructing 
power relationships (see also Toepfl and Piwoni, 2015). Implementing these four meth-
odological advancements, the analytical approach proposed in this study has served well 
to quantitatively scrutinize, and juxtapose, the discursive practices adopted in four differ-
ently delimited mainstream publics and counterpublics surfacing online.

Comment sections of news websites: counterpublic theory as an additional 
interpretive framework

Comment sections beneath journalistic articles are currently one of the most popular 
participatory features adopted by news websites across the globe (Hille and Bakker, 
2014; Springer et al., 2015; Tenenboim and Cohen, 2015; Weber, 2014). In order to 
explain differences in the content and intensity of commenting in these spaces, a growing 
body of research has scrutinized the psychological effects of distinct characteristics of 
the article, such as its news value (Weber, 2014) or its topic (Tenenboim and Cohen, 
2015). It has also analyzed the impact of the discourse architecture of the platform 
(Freelon, 2015; Hille and Bakker, 2014), that of the political orientation of the news 
website (Douai and Nofal, 2012; Toepfl and Piwoni, 2015), and that of the different types 
of “gratifications sought” by the users (Springer et al., 2015: 800). Moreover, a relatively 
limited number of studies has investigated the transfer of content elements—be they 
news frames, issues, or topics—from news coverage to comment sections, and vice 
versa, typically drawing on different variants of agenda-setting or intermedia agenda-
setting theory (Martin, 2014; Muñiz et al., 2015; Papadouka et al., 2016). To summarize, 
while research on comment sections of news websites has adopted a wide variety of 
theoretical perspectives, counterpublic theory has rarely been deployed to make sense of 
the content surfacing in this specifically configured communicative space (for an excep-
tion, consider Toepfl and Piwoni, 2015).

However, as the findings of this study illustrate, an analytical approach grounded in 
counterpublic theory can perform excellently in explaining discursive patterns observed 
in this communicative space. In this study, specifically, a counterpublic approach has 
allowed for the formulation of two hypotheses (H1 and H2), which have served well in 
predicting the emphasis structure of the discourse about the AfD cropping up in the com-
ment sections of Germany’s opinion-leading news websites. At a more abstract level, one 
might even argue that in cases where an “emergent collective” (Asen, 2000: 438) feels 
excluded by democratic mainstream media, a counterpublic interpretive framework 
might be better poised than other explanatory models, such as framing effects or agenda-
setting theories, with regard to predicting the content of comments cropping up beneath 
journalistic articles (McCombs, 2014; Tewksbury and Scheufele, 2009). In our study, for 
instance, we could also have interpreted the correlation between the frequencies of an 
emphasis frame in an individual article and in the comment sections beneath it (H1) as a 
straightforward framing or second-level agenda-setting effect of journalistic content on 
individual commenters (as did, for instance, Muñiz et al., 2015; Papadouka et al., 2016). 
We observed not only a significant degree of correlation between the potential cause and 
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its effect. In addition, the presumed cause (the frequency of an emphasis frame in a news 
article) also consistently preceded the presumed effect (the frequency of this emphasis 
frame in the comments posted at the bottom) in time (the condition of “time order,” 
McCombs, 2014: 15).

The assumption of such a short-term media effect of news content on commenters, 
however, is challenged by our subsequent finding that the frequencies of frames in com-
ment sections were even better predicted by their respective frequencies in the aggregate 
news websites’ coverage during the entire week (RQ1). The empirical evidence of this 
study is thus even more in line with a theoretical framework grounded in counterpublic 
thinking, according to which an active audience aligns its commenting efforts more with 
the emphasis structure of a wider aggregate dominant public than with that of a more 
narrowly conceived article level dominant public. In addition, models assuming a media 
effect of journalistic content on commenters typically conceive of commenters as indi-
viduals. By contrast, the approach of this study explicitly imagines commenters acting as 
collectives of critically aware citizens pushing for social change. As extant research has 
shown, discourses surfacing online on topics that touch upon the interests of emergent 
counterpublic collectives function frequently according to this second logic: They are 
penetrated by calls for collective action, criticism of unequal power relationships, and 
the collective pursuit of common discursive strategies and political aims (Jackson and 
Foucault Welles, 2015, 2016; Renninger, 2015; Toepfl and Piwoni, 2015). Within the 
pro-AfD counterpublic discourse scrutinized in this study, for instance, approximately 
64% of comments contained elements aimed at strengthening the identity of the emer-
gent counterpublic collective, and 38% transported elements that deconstructed domi-
nant power relationships as working against the counterpublic collective.

Pathways for future research: exploring how populist counterpublics 
engage online

This study has limitations, many of which, however, point toward fascinating avenues for 
future research. First of all, the study has been grounded in the analysis of a single case 
(Yin, 2014). In order to replicate and substantiate the findings presented in this article, 
future research needs to scrutinize more similar cases, that is, cases of counterpublic dis-
courses that surface online in the immediate vicinity of mainstream content. Future 
research of this type could extend data collection by exploring the predictive power of a 
wide range of differently delimited dominant publics. It could explore the dynamics of 
how the emphasis structures of mainstream publics and counterpublics shift over time, 
and it could conduct in-depth interviews with users in order to investigate why main-
stream and counterpublic commenters refrain from using some emphasis frames—and 
decide to deploy others. Second, previous research has typically focused on counterpublic 
collectives, as they can be broadly associated with left-leaning or progressive political 
goals (Dahlberg, 2011; Eckert and Chadha, 2013; Jackson and Foucault Welles, 2015, 
2016; Renninger, 2015; for an exception, consider Cammaerts, 2009). However, as Fraser 
(1990) has argued, not all “subaltern counterpublics are always necessarily virtuous”  
(p. 67). Given the recent rise of radical right-wing, populist, and nationalist political forces 
across the globe, it appears politically highly relevant to scrutinize the counter-discourses 
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that these collectives produce. In this regard, a first novel aspect that has not featured 
centrally in extant theorizing on counterpublics (Asen, 2000; Dahlberg, 2007, 2011; 
Fraser, 1990; Warner, 2002) may be the role of state-sponsored counterpublic discourses, 
as they are produced, for instance, by the collectives of commenters hired by Russia’s rul-
ing elites to publish counter-discourses in the comment sections of Western news media 
(Khazan, 2013). A second novel aspect may be the peculiar controversies around the 
nature of “truth” and “facts” that have emerged in the context of these movements, result-
ing in Oxford Dictionaries declaring “post-truth” the word of the year in 2016. Why, how, 
and with what consequences do such “anti-democratic and anti-egalitarian” (Fraser, 1990: 
67) counterpublics engage in different communicative spaces online? Generating aca-
demic knowledge that addresses these questions will be crucial in order to confront the 
complex challenges that these—not necessarily virtuous—counterpublics pose to Western 
democracies.
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