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Given the massive changes in media technology and media production and their 
consequences for the public sphere, journalists worldwide have been confronted with 
a variety of ethical challenges over the last years (Ward, 2010). But nowadays it is 
not only news consumption via social media (Shearer& Gottfried, 2016), new 
information sources like citizens’ media, but also  hate speech (Thimm, 2017) or so-
called ‘fake news’  (Vargo, Guo, & Amazeen, 2017), that have come up as  prominent 
issues. Many publishing houses and media outlets have to deal with hate speech on 
their commentary spaces, and some journalists have even been personally subjected 
to online aggression. As a consequence, media organisations need to monitor their 
internet platforms. The means, by which they respond are, e.g., post-moderation, 
deleting or relegating posts flagged as hate speech. Some journalists applied more 
personal strategies: they engaged in ‘counter-speech’, others published their 
experiences in blogs or engaged in creative activities such as the “hate slam tour” by 
German journalists. Also, journalism organisations have come up with practical tools 
to be used in the newsroom. In a five-point test, for example, developed by the 
“Ethical Journalism Network”, the network suggests methods to help journalists to 
identify hate speech, to report (or not) with the required distance and to avoid any 
manipulation. For some journalists, however, some solutions pose ethical problems, 
particularly with respect to the freedom of speech. Others fear that publication 
procedures may amplify the voices of hate propagandists. 

Whereas an increasing amount of studies on both hate speech and fake news can be 
observed, there is a lack in research on the changes in journalism itself, as much less 
is talked about how journalists’ own professional identity is influenced by these  
developments. In order to understand better how those journalists, who are 
concerned with these ethical challenges, judge the development and to highlight their 
personal experiences, a survey with journalists in Germany was carried out. In total, 
303 professional journalists participated in an online questionnaire. Results underline 
that journalists put more time into research to secure their work against accuasations 
of fabricating ‘fake news’ (61%), and  a large majority finds itself in conflict with user 
comments. Interestingly, over 60% see a change in the role of the journalist in 
society. Many advocate for more personalized public activism on the part of 
journalists, such as appearance in talk shows and public talks. They do, however, 
draw a line between their public role and their ethics concerning the level of 
objectivity, as only 7% support the idea of a more personal and less fact based style 
of reporting. 

The results of the study will be discussed in light of the ongoing debate on ethical 
standards as a condition for a sustainable and trustworthy digital public sphere. 
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Critical discussions surrounding the consequences of increasingly mediatized 
societies have repeatedly pointed to the negative impact of the “fragmentation of the 
public sphere” (Castells, 2008). Fragmentation is regarded as dangerous for within-
society discourses and social peace, and hence forms a threat to sustainable publics. 
Such fragmented publics are seen as isolated places, which do not develop into an 
open and publicly accessible place for shared discourses, but into “disparate islands 
of communication”, which “threaten to undercut a shared public culture” (Dahlgren, 
2005, 152).  More recently, fragmented publics have been discussed as emergence of 
“mini-publics” (Thimm, 2015), which give room for radical groups, who have learned to 
use the options of creating their own ‘mini publics’ for agitation. 
To illustrate and deepen the understanding of “fragmented radical publics”, an analysis 
of radical groups and their activities online will be presented. Based on Tweets and 
Facebook posts collected on the topic of the so called “refugee crisis“ in Europe  it will 
be shown, how politically radical right wing groups like ‘Pegida’ in Germany, construct 
online mini-publics and form social support communities for political agitation. The data 
basis consists of 21.559 tweets and  7252 Facebook postings drawn from the Pegida 
Facebook profiles. It will be shown, how Pegida activists and their supporters use these 
social media to construct their own mini-publics, which turn into a continuous 
transmedial space, as the discourses are picked up by the traditional media. This 
analysis enables a more precise assessment on how digital mini-publics are used for 
civic engagement as well as for radicalisation. 
The analysis will demonstrate, how political influence can be orchestrated on social 
media and how  digital publicity is created by bypassing traditional ways of mass media 
gatekeeping and journalistic quality control. 
The theoretical aim of the paper is to show that fragmentation phenomena need to be 
embedded in a broader approach of re-framing the public sphere, in order to 
understand the relevant transition processes which come along with various 
mediatization processes. The analysis is further meant to contribute to the 
understanding of the digital public sphere (Breese, 2011) and the diminishing degree 
of trust in media information by large parts of the population in Europe and the US. 
This erosion of trust in the public sphere will be discussed in context of the 
sustainability of democracy in the digital societies of the future. 
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