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VAIA DOUDAKI - NICO CARPENTIER - KIRILL FILIMONOV

Media’s Democratic Roles: A Framework
for Their Conditions of Possibility

Introduction

As a recent literature review (Doudaki - Filimonov, 2024) has shown,
the study of media’s! democratic roles - including the challenges and
threats media are facing when implementing these roles — takes a prom-
inent place in the field of communication and media studies. These
publications incorporate a wide variety of genres and types, ranging
from theory-based and normative treatises to purely empirical surveys
and reports. Also the theoretical, conceptual and methodological tools
for these explorations vary, although they are in many cases driven by
implicit or explicit normative assumptions and expectations about the
media’s roles in societies.

In this short text, we want to focus on one of the gaps that has been
identified through this literature review, which concerns the scarcity of
research that investigates what we call the conditions of possibility for
media’s democratic roles and more broadly for the democracy-media
nexus. The identification of this gap has led us to develop a framework
for the study of the conditions of possibility for democratic media, which
we will propose in this text. The development of this framework is guid-
ed by Carpentier and Wimmer’s (2025) broad theoretical model that
studies the connections of democracy and media through a discursive-
material approach. While focussed on Western (European) scholarship,
the dimensions and related issues presented in our framework may still
be of relevance to other parts of the world.

The exploration of media’s democratic roles through a conditions of
possibility prism is important, also because it allows, we believe, to pay at-
tention to both the rigidity and fluidity of social processes and the mul-
titude of intersecting internal and external forces that impact on these

! When discussing media, we are faced with an increasing complexity in the media field,
both concerning their meanings and their practices. This is why we use a broad concep-
tualisation of media as an assemblage of technological, organisational, and cultural di-
mensions that create and sustain public communication spaces (CARPENTIER - WIMMER,
2025, p. 48).
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processes. It further permits to engage in an encompassing approach to
the complex, dynamic and contingent relationships of media and de-
mocracy, with particular attention to their openness.

Conditions of possibility for democratic media

The term conditions of possibility finds its origins in the work of Ger-
man philosopher Immanuel Kant, who, reflecting on the conditions of
possibility of knowledge about natural phenomena, in his Critique of pure
reason (originally published in 1781), argued that knowledge about these
phenomena presupposes certain ‘a priori’ conditions (Kant, 1996). His
treatise is also relevant for the study of social phenomena, as it sets the
«foundations for knowledge beyond mere experience», by explicating
forms of knowledge and cognition grounded in certain ‘a priori’ prin-
ciples (Jovanovi¢, 2010, p. 571).

The term conditions of possibility has arguably seen diverse usages
and adaptations (see, e.g., Deleuze, 2015; Foucault, 1970/2005). What
has been consistent in these different approaches, from the origins and
Kantian meaning of the term to its later (re-)readings and adaptations,
is the avoidance of the establishment of direct causal linkages in the ap-
prehension of processes and (natural and social) phenomena, focusing
instead on less obvious patterns of relations.

Recently, Carpentier and Wimmer (2025) have brought this concept
into the field of communication and media studies, as part of a broad
theoretical model to study the democracy-media nexus from a discur-
sive-material standpoint. They argue that the conditions of possibility of
democracy are «not to be seen as “pure”, “original” or determining out-
sides, but as enabling assemblages, whose fluid existence remains nev-
ertheless necessary for the democratic assemblage to exist» (Carpenti-
er - Wimmer, 2025, p. 21). Zooming in on the democracy-media nexus,
the conditions of possibility for democratic media can be understood as
the enabling (discursive and material) processes located outside media
themselves, which are still conducive towards the existence and func-
tioning of media’s democratic roles.

Guided by Carpentier and Wimmer’s theoretical framework (2025),
our text addresses four main conditions of possibility pertaining to the
media’s democratic roles. These are communication technologies, eco-
nomic resources and stability, democratic media culture and the legiti-
macy of democratic regulation.
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a) Communication technologies

Availability of, and access to, resources is 2 main condition of possibility,
allowing or disallowing media’s democratic roles. A major part of these
resources concerns technological means and infrastructures.

The preoccupation with media’s technological aspects is not new,
but rather as old as the first debates on what media are. There is a rich
body of empirical research seeing media primarily as technologies and
evaluating the impact of these technologies on social organisation, pol-
itics, human behaviour, etc., and the degrees to which the technologi-
cal affordances facilitate or obstruct the media’s democratic roles (e.g.,
Margetts et al., 2016; Vaccari - Valeriani, 2021; Zubotf, 2019). This body
of research has sometimes been driven by technocentric, mediacen-
tric or techno-deterministic approaches, overemphasising the poten-
tial of technological artefacts as drivers of societal change (see Douda-
ki et al., 2023).

Avoiding both technology demonisation and techno-determinism,
a conditions of possibility approach allows to focus on the democratis-
ing affordances of technology (Norman, 1988), embedded in the social.
From a condition for possibility perspective, (media) technology can
«be understood as intersecting sets of enablers that have significant im-
pact on the possibilities of conception, production, bundling, distribu-
tion and reception of media’s signifying practices», nested in «the so-
cietal context with, for instance, its (dis)appreciations, required skills,
and knowledges and organizational assemblages in which it is articu-
lated» (Carpentier - Wimmer, 2025, p. 74). Thus, looking at technolo-
gy as a condition of possibility for democratic media, helps to pay atten-
tion to technology’s embeddedness in political, regulatory, cultural, eco-
nomic and organisational contexts and infrastructures, acknowledging
the complexity of how all these may activate or impede media’s demo-
cratic roles.

This focus further allows us to acknowledge that the identities of
technologies are discursively-materially constructed, which means that
their meanings are not fixed and unitary, and thus may change, no mat-
ter how dominant are. Hence, even though the commercial online plat-
forms (e.g. Facebook, X, YouTube, etc.) appear to dominate the on-
line space, there are still alternative efforts, as materialised, for instance,
by applying the principles and practices of digital commons, which
are driven by the logics of free Internet and open sharing (de Groot -
Bloemen, 2019; Frion, 2022). Another example where the democratis-
ing potential of technology is materialised is that of community media,
and their use of affordable, open access and DYI technology (Biringer -
Peissl - Seethaler, 2022; Carpentier et al., 2015).
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b) Economic resources and stability

In Europe, media operate within a capitalist economic setting, often be-
ing (profit-oriented) companies. Even in the case of ‘non-market’ me-
dia, these organisations also have to comply with this model, and gen-
erate financial resources. Media are in general «embedded in econom-
ic logics, with their production and distribution costs, management and
marketing efforts, and resource-generation requirements» (Carpentier
- Wimmer, 2025, p. 76). This also means that within the logics of capital-
ist domination, stable economies and well-functioning markets are im-
portant conditions of possibility for media to perform their democrat-
ic roles.

In practice, we see that this economic stability is sometimes disrupt-
ed, not only by economic crises, but also by the process of media concen-
tration, whose occurrence has been evidenced in most European coun-
tries (see, e.g., Bleyer-Simon et al., 2023; Doyle, 2002) and which creates
structural imbalances for media companies leading to market disfunc-
tion. These persisting tendencies of media concentration are seen as a
major threat to democracy, because few mega-corporations are in the
privileged position to not only set the market conditions to their ben-
efit, but also to «regulate access to the Internet and structure the com-
munication possibilities of users» (Carpentier - Wimmer, 2025, p. 76).
For these reasons, the involvement of the state (or supranational entities
such as the European Union) in restraining the monopolistic tenden-
cies in the media markets, through regulation and its application (Crau-
furd-Smith - Klimkiewicz - Ostling, 2021; Trappel - Meier, 2022), is seen
as enabling this condition of possibility for democratic media.

Economic resources as a condition of possibility for democratic me-
dia are also related to both media’s viability and independence. Eco-
nomic independence, in the case of ‘market’ media, is connected to ed-
itorial independence and independence in content creation, which in
the case of news media is of vital importance. Persisting economic pres-
sures for news media are related to enhanced precarity and vulnerability
of journalists’ working conditions and the abandonment of costly news
reporting (Ornebring, 2018; Waisbord, 2019), of e.g. investigative jour-
nalism or news correspondence, jeopardising the media’s watchdog role
and their overall independence.

Non-market media are also confronted with economic challenges, in
times when the logic of the (neo)liberal market puts pressure to the wel-
fare state model and raises questions about the need for state support of,
for instance, public service media (PSM) (see, e.g., Lowe - Berg, 2013;
Saurwein - Eberwein - Karmasin, 2019) and community media. Hence, ac-
tive involvement in protecting non-market media, through subsidies, (in)
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direct financial support and related protective legislation, recognising
their special role in serving democracy, also forms part of the ‘econom-
ic resources and stability’ condition of possibility for democratic media.

¢) Democratic media culture

A third condition of possibility for media to perform their democratic
roles is the presence of a democratic (media) culture, expressed through
the validation of a series of values. Given that media do not function in
a social vacuum, but are products of their environment, which they co-
construct, a strong or weak democratic socio-political culture feeds into
how media are organised and operate, and allows or disallows media to
contribute to the protection of the democratic values of freedom, equal-
ity, dignity and pluralism.

For Carpentier and Wimmer (2025, p. 77), «[w]hen a particular so-
ciety, or a considerable portion of this society, no longer accepts the
core democratic value-discourses, also in relation to the media field,
media cannot fulfil their democratic roles». This condition of possi-
bility is thus grounded on «broad societal support for the (key) value-
discourses of freedom, equality, dignity and pluralism, [...] also in re-
lation to the functioning of the diversity of media active in the media
landscape» (Carpentier - Wimmer, 2025, p. 78). It is also grounded on
the ‘propagation’ of these values, through public discourse and media
content, helping to legitimate and validate these values as societally rel-
evant and beneficial.

In societies where these core democratic values are respected, me-
dia are facilitated to fulfil their main democratic roles of informing
the citizens, controlling power holders, enabling societal debate and
democratic struggle, representing the pluriformity of the social and
the political, and facilitating public participation (see e.g. Carpentier
- Wimmer, 2025; Christians et al., 2009; Hanitzsch et al., 2019; Mella-
do, 2020). This in turn helps to shield societies against broader threats
to democracy, through the performance of these value-discourses. This
democratic function is served through the media’s production of fair,
respectful and inclusive representations of the diversity of opinions,
groups, positions, approaches and interests, in societies (Carpentier -
Wimmer, 2025, p. 78). It is also served through the opportunities that
media create for inclusive and pluralistic public discussions on issues
of shared societal concern and for enhanced citizen participation in
and through the media (Carpentier, 2011). Still, this is an area of strug-
gle, given the power imbalances between the different societal groups,
which lead to unequal opportunities in access to media and (self)rep-
resentation.
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d) Legitimacy of democratic regulation

The fourth condition of possibility relates to the legitimacy of the state as
regulator of the media field. It concerns the balance between, on the one
hand the need for (state) regulation of the media landscape, embedded
in the rule of law, and on the other hand the need for restraint by the state
as it regards its interventions in the media landscape (Carpentier - Wim-
mer, 2025, p. 79). The capacity of the state to show restraint is exemplified
by not intervening directly in media’s performance, but rather by regulat-
ing the ways that create the protective conditions for media’s independ-
ence, which in turn allows the media to perform their democratic roles
(also promoting and protecting self-regulation) (Miconi et al., 2024).

Given that enhanced media concentration is seen as a threat to plu-
ralism (Josifidis, 2014; Trappel - Meier, 2022), as we argued above, leg-
islation controlling concentration at the national and European level
forms part of this condition of possibility. This is coupled with regula-
tion and self-regulation promoting media ownership transparency and
transparency in journalistic practice (Bleyer-Simon et al., 2023; Crau-
furd-Smith - Klimkiewicz - Ostling, 2021).

A part of this discussion concerns the recognition of the special role
of PSM (Thomass et al., 2022) and community media (European Par-
liament, 2007), in performing the democratic roles of serving the pub-
lic, and of pluralism and diversity, through protective legislation and the
provision of (financial) support. This echoes the need for both (finan-
cial) support and absence of direct interference by the state, which will
guarantee the media’s independence. In times of continuing pressures
linked to state interference in PSM (see, e.g., Simunjak, 2016), and in-
creasing trends of state capture of private and public media in Europe
(Dragomir, 2018; Maragoudaki, 2024), the importance of restraint by
the state as a media regulator and embeddedness of regulation in the
rule of law becomes even more prominent.

Concluding veflections

This text presented a framework for the study of the conditions of possi-
bility for democratic media, tapping into a research area that has not at-
tracted much scholarly attention, identifying four main conditions of pos-
sibility: communication technologies, economic resources and stability,
democratic media culture and the legitimacy of democratic regulation.
While (empirical) research on media and democracy is abundant,
it often focuses on successes and failures of media’s democratic roles,
measuring to what degree media/journalists perform well or fail in given
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times, based on normative frameworks and expectations. These measure-
ments fail to somehow capture the nuances and the varying intensities in
media’s (democratic) performance, while analyses that focus on the el-
ement of struggle, studying intensities, inconsistencies and contingen-
cies, through a conditions of possibility prism - and not rigidly focussing
on successes or failures — might allow sketching more nuanced pictures.

A framework considering conditions of possibility might also help to
shed light on existing or underexplored cultures, infrastructures and so-
cietal networks that can be activated further in the service of democra-
cy. Overall, such prism might facilitate the comprehension of the diversi-
ty, nuances and multiplicity of communicative practices performing de-
mocracy, and the embeddedness of these initiatives in broader societal
networks and struggles.
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