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Abstract

This theoretical article takes a fresh look at the relationship between journalists and
politicians, based on the public critique they level at each other. It proposes that this
critique should be seen not simply as the expression of reproaches between rival
actors, but as a meaningful metadiscursive articulation. Public critique means, for
example, defining journalism, politics, democracy, or a particular context in which
the relationship between journalists and politicians takes place. Above all, public
critique is part of a process of legitimization that involves journalists and politicians,
who are increasingly mistrustful of institutions. Associated with the public arena,
public critique is also a tool for understanding new democratic dynamics driven by
noninstitutional actors (citizens’ movements or alternative media) that challenge the
legitimacy of journalists and politicians.
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The ambiguous relationship between journalists and politicians has been the topic of
much research. These studies have examined the tensions and reproaches (Bastin
2002; Dakhlia 2017; Legavre 1992) or the cooperation required by an interdependent
relationship necessary for democracy (Bolz et al. 2017; Hubé 2022; Perloff 2017;
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Sigal 1973). Critical perspectives have also asserted the connivance between these
actors (Bourdieu 1997; Herman and Chomsky 2002), which echo the growing mistrust
of journalists (Esquenazi 1999; Matheson 2004; Thorbjernsrud and Ustad Figenschou
2022) and politicians (Dogan 2005) throughout the Western world. However, most of
these studies tend to see critique as the expression of a conflict caused by competition
or interdependence. Few of them examine the role of critique not only within this
relationship but also, more generally, in the public sphere and in a context of mistrust
toward institutions (including journalism and politics). In addition, they often approach
critique as a confrontation of professional practices (information versus communica-
tion, transparency versus privacy, etc.) without considering that journalists and politi-
cians do not exercise “classic” professions. Indeed, they are part not only of democratic
institutions that are the subject of many representations and fantasies but also of mis-
trust that deprives them of their democratic role (Zuckerman 2021). These gaps in the
literature invite us to take a fresh look at both critique and the relationship between
journalists and politicians, by approaching them through the lens of legitimacy. This
article therefore aims to answer the following research question: to what extent does
the public critique that journalists and politicians direct at each other represent a pro-
cess of democratic legitimization in a context of mistrust of institutions?

As we shall see, the aim is to demonstrate that critique should not be seen solely as
an exchange of reproaches, but as a process of articulation (i.e., the linking of signifi-
ers) aimed at (re)gaining democratic legitimacy. This thesis is developed in four sec-
tions. The first defines public critique and proposes not to restrict it to a single moment
of conflict but to make it a metadiscursive practice. The second section shows how the
public critique is part of a process of legitimization that has become essential for jour-
nalists and politicians. Next, we return to the crisis of democratic legitimacy of jour-
nalists and politicians to understand the need to face up to growing mistrust of
institutions. The final section emphasizes the role of public critique as a structuring
element inside the relationship between journalists and politicians, whether it contains
elements of tension.

As noted, this article sets out to theorize the relationship between journalists and
politicians based on the notion of public critique. However, such an abstraction is only
made possible by a foundation of concrete discursive practices. The article is thus
based on an illustrative corpus taken from a doctoral thesis, which allows for such a
generalization. Based on several polemics that took place in France, Quebec and
French-speaking Belgium, and Switzerland, we analyze 944 media productions that
contain numerous journalistic and political discourses. These productions come from
five media channels: the press, radio, television, the web, and Twitter (now X).! Even
though this is a theoretical article, illustrations drawn from the corpus will support the
conceptual demonstration.

Public Critique

Critique is the main subject of this article, and it is therefore necessary to begin by
attempting to answer the following question: what does it mean to be critical?
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As the preceding lines suggest, this article proposes not to restrict critique to the
mere exposition of a reproach, but to conceive of it as a metadiscursive process
(Blommaert 2005; Tant 2021). Blommaert (2005: 253) points out that a metadiscourse
sets out how a “discourse should be interpreted, situated in relation to context, social
relations, and so on.” Critique therefore makes it possible to reorganize the discourses
surrounding a situation (Zienkowski 2018). For example, a journalist who criticizes a
politician who has (improperly) accepted an advantage is not simply pointing out a
fault, but is referring to “something else,” such as a context of mistrust toward politics,
a mistrust that the politician’s “fault” risks reviving. As journalists and politicians play
a democratic role, their critique is often linked to considerations of democracy. More
precisely, we argue that this critique “articulates” democracy.

Articulation is a concept associated with discourse theory and the poststructuralist
perspective of Laclau and Mouffe (1985). For them, articulation is the linking of dis-
cursive elements (or signifiers) in order to give them a particular meaning (Laclau and
Mouffe 1985). Let us take two examples that rely on democracy and journalism.
Articulated with direct participation, democracy does not have the same meaning as
when it undergoes a similar process with representation. Journalism, on the other
hand, can be associated with investigation, processing, and analysis, or the infallible
transmission of the truth. These different articulations will give a different meaning to
this institution. Articulations are very often used in public communications, especially
for concepts whose meaning is not easily fixed, such as freedom, politics, journalism,
and democracy. These so-called “empty signifiers” depend on contexts (social, cul-
tural, historical, ideological, etc.) that help to give them meaning. The articulations
also point to institutional ideals that are very interesting within the relationship
between journalists and politicians. For example, following revelations about obscure
political practices, a journalist might stress that politics should demonstrate greater
integrity and transparency. Politicians might also want journalism to be associated
with the raw transmission of facts, without journalistic treatment. Of course, these ide-
als are loaded with ideology and do not define journalism or politics. However, they
are part of the exchanges that take place between journalists and politicians. To illus-
trate, let’s take the case of a candidate for the presidency of the French Republic who
believes that journalists are “the most hated men and women in France®” (Le Monde,
Johannes 2022). He addressed journalists as follows: “Who doesn’t love you? The
people, my good friends. And they are right to be angry with you” (Le Monde, Johannés
2022). Based on this reproach, he explains the reasons for a growing distrust of jour-
nalists by saying that they are mostly left-wing and speak “politically correct” (Le
Monde, Johannes 2022). Over and above these criticisms, this candidate produces a
critique, in other words a metadiscourse on journalism (a metajournalistic discourse as
Ogbebor (2020) and Carlson (2015) would point out) that links its actors with a lack
of democracy (in the sense that journalists do not, in his view, meet the expectations of
citizens).

Then, it is possible to define the public critique that journalists and politicians
address to each other in the following way: critique proposes a metadiscourse (an
articulation) that gives a specific meaning to certain notions (politics, journalism, the
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relationship between journalists and politicians, democracy, etc.) from a certain per-
spective. Take a concrete example inspired by the corpus mentioned above: a member
of a government is accused by journalists of having used public money to organize
luxurious private dinners to which people from the cultural and the media sectors were
invited. The journalists’ allegations concerned excessive public spending, especially
considering the climate of distrust toward institutions which characterize the country
where the polemic takes place (France). The politician justified himself by explaining
that the position of minister required a certain amount of representation, and that it was
normal to spend public money to maintain a network with professionals in certain sec-
tors of activity. He also accused journalists of not doing their job by not telling the
truth and by attacking him personally, as can be seen in the following extract: “I
believe in the virtues of investigative journalism for democracy, for investigating a
topic. We take up a topic and then we cross-check, we question, we hold politicians
like me to account and that’s normal. But we’re going to stick to the facts.” (France 2
2019). This polemic generated numerous discussions not only in the press, on televi-
sion, and radio, but also on digital social networks. As well as reproaches and faults,
the public critique that is engendered articulates several elements, some of which have
been pinpointed above: politics, journalism, democracy, a context of mistrust of insti-
tutions, and so on. According to some journalists, politics is associated not only with
transparency and integrity but also with a context that is not favorable to institutional
actors. They also believe that the purpose of journalism is not to attack someone but to
tell the truth, in the audience (citizens) interest. In so doing, they are reaffirming their
democratic role. For his part, the minister links politics with the need to respect his
position, which requires him to spend money. He also believes that this position some-
times requires the use of splendor.

When journalists and politicians criticize each other, they “take advantage” of the
opportunity to uncover metadiscursive elements (articulations) that give meaning to
certain notions, particularly those which, in their view, can restore their legitimacy, as
explained in the next section.

Articulating Democracy to Regain Legitimacy

The first section showed that critique is not just a tissue of reproaches but a vehicle for
metadiscourse. In what follows, the aim is to demonstrate that these metadiscourses
articulate democracy to regain legitimacy and authority (at least in theory).

A great deal of scientific research has focused on legitimation and authority
(Amossy 2022; Charaudeau 2005; Krieg-Planque 2013; Monte and Oger 2015; Oger
2021; Rosanvallon 2008; van Leeuwen 2016). Among politicians, legitimation is a
common process that aims to reaffirm the legitimacy by mandate granted to politicians
(Charaudeau 2005). This “imperfect legitimacy™ (Rosanvallon 2008) requires con-
stant efforts to bring political practices in line with citizens’ expectations. As we can
see, in a context of mistrust of institutions, this process is even more important from a
democratic point of view. Politicians increasingly must justify their practices or risk
losing their legitimacy, for example, by demonstrating political transparency. On the
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journalistic side, the challenge is similar as alternative media tend to be in opposition
to the legacy media and to challenge their legitimacy (Tant 2021). Like politicians,
traditional journalists are forced to act to (re)build their legitimacy, for example,
through initiatives to get people involved in journalism or by giving a backstage access
to the way in which journalism is produced.

Another difficulty that threatens legitimacy is the fact that society now manifests
itself in the form of a vast array of minorities or minority groups (see Rosanvallon
2008). Taking account of these minorities is both an asset and a real challenge for public
actors, who are judged on their ability to take consideration of these plural expressions
(Amossy 2022). As such, a member of a Quebec party links the democratic legitimacy
of a politician with his or her ability to be part of a “community” and to “be close to its
citizens” (Le Journal de Montréal, Coté 2022). For Amossy (2022), the process of
legitimization can take several discursive forms: ostentatious demonstration, reminder,
consolidation, reinforcement, and so on. For its part, this article considers that by criti-
cizing each other publicly, journalists and politicians produce articulations that partici-
pate in this process, which is therefore not only a descriptive act but also includes a
construction part. Take, for example, journalists who claim to have respected the rules
of journalism by respecting the truth. They produce a combination of articulations that
relate simultaneously to journalism (they define journalism), democracy, and the demo-
cratic role of journalists (they play, their democratic role by telling the truth to the citi-
zens), and their legitimacy (truth-telling, as a democratic journalistic practice, must be
recognized and legitimized). The aim of this discourse is not simply to give a descrip-
tive account of a practice. The journalist articulates concepts to legitimize themselves
based on the democratic practices of their institution. In this sense, public critique is a
metadiscursive manifestation of the legitimization process.

To refine and establish this point of view, we need to look at the concept of author-
ity, which complements legitimacy and the legitimization process. Authority is the
embodiment of “legitimised power” based on trust (Angenot 2013: 8, quoted by
Amossy 2022: 7). More specifically, the relationship between authority and legitimacy
is as follows:

Authority is based on legitimacy but is in a way an extension of it; and legitimacy leads
to authority as the ability to be obeyed voluntarily, but is not confused with it. We know
from experience that a leader can be recognised as legitimate without being able to make
himself listened to and obeyed.> (Amossy 2022: 7)

Like legitimacy, authority fluctuates and is constantly under scrutiny by public
actors. Journalists and politicians are increasingly faced with citizens’ initiatives that
do not take them into account and displace the factors that create authority. This
dynamic robs journalists and politicians of some of their legitimacy and makes it more
difficult to assert authority. Yet authority—in other words, the ability to be listened to
and positively influence behavior—is necessary for democracy. But authority without
the trust of citizens does not serve democracy, because it is not/no longer recognized.
Purely relational (Amossy 2022), trust must constantly link those in authority with the
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citizens who recognize their legitimacy. In politics, such a capacity makes it possible
to appeal to the consenting obedience of citizens (Amossy 2022). For journalists, the
issue is just as important: if, according to Amossy (2022), the discourse of authority is
based on the discursive ethos of a leader, in other words their image, which testifies to
their ability to lead the governed to safety, the same ethos of a journalist testifies to
their ability to inform citizens correctly. For example, in the canton of Geneva, jour-
nalists believe that a lie by a councilor of state (“conseiller d’Etat”) and an overly
light-hearted response from that council “reduce confidence” in the entire institution,
which loses legitimacy (Le Courrier, Armanios 2018).

Gaining legitimacy and asserting authority are part of public discourses. These prac-
tices are even more important as institutional actors are under constant threat of losing
trust. Lack of transparency, being part of a media-political elite, being on a government’s
payroll, etc. All these “faults” can lead to a loss of trust, legitimacy, and authority.
Politicians and journalists are trying to curb this trend. In this sense, public critique, by
articulating ideas and practices, such as the democratic roles of journalists and politi-
cians, acts as a justification with the aim of preserving these two capacities of legitimacy
and authority. When journalists make their practices explicit, explaining that journalism
is “publishing the truth” (Mediapart, Arfi et al. 2019), they intend to demonstrate that
those practices are indeed legitimate because they correspond to their democratic role.
Through this metadiscourse, the journalist could regain legitimacy and authority.

Yet it is not so easy to determine what is legitimate and what can be considered as
authority these days. Of course, this difficult identification is not new, but it is combined
with a climate of mistrust that seems to be growing. For journalism, the idea of truth can
sometimes seem secondary, overhung by an appeal to emotions in a posttruth era. The
relationship between journalists and politicians is regularly confronted with this context,
which makes it tricky to invoke the truth in public discourses. In the case of Donald
Trump’s presidency, the meaning given to truth represented a real battle for public legiti-
macy, even though its importance could be called into question. It is also essential to note
that the dual issue of legitimacy and authority arises even more poignantly in certain
changing contexts (crises, technical changes, pivotal periods such as elections, among
others). These examples and remarks show that the legitimate practices and which con-
struct the figure of authority cannot be easily identified, even more so considering a
public sphere which no longer consists solely of journalists and politicians.

In an incessant process of legitimization, public critique is a practice that seems
useful to public actors. Journalists and politicians are demonstrating a public commit-
ment (made to citizens) to reaffirming their democratic role threatened by a crisis of
legitimacy. This point is discussed in the following section.

Public Critique in a Context of Crisis of Democratic
Legitimacy for Journalists and Politicians
Now that the process of public critique is clearer, we need to return to the crisis facing

journalists and politicians, which help explain why they need to provide a discourse of
legitimization. One might ask why politicians and journalists need to legitimize
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themselves, and therefore to produce public critique. Therefore, this section highlights
areal need to pursue a process of democratic legitimization while journalists and poli-
ticians see their democratic role increasingly being called into question by citizens and
noninstitutional initiatives.

Let us begin by stressing the importance of considering journalism and politics not
just as trades or professions but also as institutions, a choice that is not so common if
we look at research into journalism. Indeed, few professions are accompanied by so
many strong and stereotyped social representations (Grevisse 2016). Two authors help
us to measure the weight that falls on journalists and politicians as institutional actors:
Mauss (1969) and Douglas (1999). Mauss sees an institution as a set of instituted acts
or ideas with which individuals are confronted and which are imposed on them (Mauss
1969). The second considers that these are legitimized social groups (Douglas 1999).
To consider politics and journalism as institutions is therefore to recognize both the
rules to which the actors are subject and to take account of their necessary need for
legitimacy within society. It is undoubtedly this last point, more than any other, that
distinguishes the institutional approach from other ways of looking at journalism and
politics (through professional identities, for example). This approach makes it possible
to understand the positions of journalists and politicians who claim to act in the name
of a “democratic responsibility” that constrains them. In French-speaking Belgium,
for example, all traditional journalists have decided to exclude from public debate
political parties that are “liberticidal [. . . and] defend ideas that aim to destroy free-
doms as they are conceived by the European Convention on Human Rights” (LN24
2022). The discussion that follows focuses on the democratic roles of journalists and
politicians, who are responsible for these strong representations and are obliged to
respond to expectations, at the risk of losing their legitimacy.

The democratic role of journalists has been extensively studied (Curran 2011;
Derville 2017; Le Bohec 2000; McQuail 2006; Wolton 1991). For Rieffel (2001),
journalists are “civic actors within societies”™ and Touboul (2010) emphasizes the
importance of their social role. Champagne (1995: 219) explains that journalistic
activity is “recognised as a genuine institution of public utility necessary for the proper
functioning of democracy.” Politicians, for their part, represent citizens and act on
their behalf (Bourricaud 1961). As well as playing a unique democratic role, the asso-
ciation between journalists and politicians contributes to democracy. Cayrol (1997)
places the relationship between these types of actors at the heart of democratic life.
The establishment and maintenance of democracy have been made possible by the
joint and continuous work of journalists and politicians (see Wolton 1991). This is
what Hubé (2022) has shown in Germany: the process of pacification of exchanges
between journalists and politicians accompanied the democratization of the country.
Understanding the relationship between the actors must therefore take account of the
fact that they are not just any public actors but also democratic ones with a particular
role, assigned and recognized by the citizens (i.e., in principle and historically at least).

However, this democratic role is constantly being called into question, and journal-
ists and politicians are finding it increasingly difficult to be associated with it. Mistrust
is directed both at their respective practices and at the “political-journalistic couple.”
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Journalism is thus suffering from a disillusionment on the part of citizens (Matheson
2004), which has its roots in nonparticipation in journalism. As “representatives” of
citizens (Cornu 1997), journalists need to create a sense of identification. Otherwise,
their legitimacy is eroded (Esquenazi 1999). One way of responding to this crisis is to
get involved in journalism, which could lead to a greater sense of identification.
However, several studies have highlighted the complexity of such participation, and
we must remain cautious about its effectiveness in countering the loss of trust in jour-
nalism (see Ahva and Wiard 2018; Carpentier 2011; Wiard 2022). On the political
side, the mistrust lies in a crisis of representative democracy, as mentioned by
Papadopoulos (2013). For politicians, the difficulty is as follows: as interest groups
multiply and become increasingly singular (Touraine 1989), it becomes almost impos-
sible to represent them all. Faced with this situation, institutional initiatives for partici-
pation in politics have been launched. However, these initiatives are far from satisfying
the individuals and social groups they target. Dufrasne (2017) has shown that European
Citizens’ Initiatives are a source of disappointment, precisely because they emanate
from institutions in which citizens do not/no longer identify.

This last point underlines the fact that the crisis of confidence is general and insti-
tutional. This observation also concerns the association between journalists and politi-
cians, perceived as an emanation of the “elite.” Writers such as Bourdieu (1997) and
Herman and Chomsky (2002) have taken a critical look at this association, describing
the relationship between journalists and politicians, characterized by collusion and
propaganda, as a brake on democracy. Of course, critical perspectives on the media
and journalists have their limitations (normative, caricatured, situated in specific con-
texts, etc.) (see Lemieux 1999). Due to this, they bear witness to decades of question-
ing of the democratic role of these institutional actors. It is therefore appropriate to
situate the critique that journalists and politicians refer to each other in a context where
these two institutions are faced with a growing crisis of trust. This context is also con-
ducive to the development of so-called “alternative political initiatives” that often
develop in opposition to institutions, such as online political movements (Granjon
2021) and alternative media (Tant 2021). The dynamics of the relationship between
journalists and politicians, and the critique they level at each other, can only be under-
stood if this context is considered.

Public critique plays a role in this crucial process of legitimization because it
exposes politics, journalism, or any other element linked to democracy. The examples
presented in the first two sections highlight a real need to justify oneself, to gain legiti-
macy and authority. In this respect, as journalists and politicians try to assert their
democratic role, public critique participates in their relationship, as the following sec-
tion shows.

Public Critique as a Structuring Element in the
Relationship Between Journalists and Politicians

Thanks to some elements presented in the previous sections (critique as metadiscourse,
articulation as an attempt at legitimization, journalism and politics as institutions in
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search of legitimacy, etc.), it is possible to understand how public critique is rooted in
political and journalistic discourses. We now need to show that this process plays a
role in the relationship between journalists and politicians. The aim is to show that the
special relationship between journalists and politicians is partly guided by critique as
a potential means of (re)gaining legitimacy.

Let us start by looking at the relationship in terms of the way journalists and politi-
cians blame each other. These criticisms can be divided into two categories: those
relating to specific moments and those of a more general nature, concerning the role
of the actors in the public sphere. The specific criticisms arise from a breach of the
communication contract (Charaudeau 1994) between the actors. For example, journal-
ists, who have historically been the privileged channels for politicians, may be denied
the first opportunity to make an announcement (Bastin 2002). Dakhlia (2017) high-
lights the fact that politicians regularly use digital social networks such as Twitter to
communicate to the detriment of journalists. This phenomenon is more striking given
that journalists, who have a strong presence on this type of social network, constantly
monitor politicians (Dakhlia 2017) and play a major role in their visibility (Roginsky
2021). Among politicians, blaming journalists can stem from a failure to respect the
“off the record,” which is a more or less explicit request from a politician to a journal-
ist not to divulge a piece of information. This is a long-standing procedure that is
essential to a good relationship and association between journalists and politicians
(Legavre 1992). This is a contract between the actors, and breaking it leads to conflict.
Tensions may also lie in a more general vision of the public and democratic roles of
politicians and journalists. For example, Legavre (2011) explains that journalists and
politicians try to impose a “vision of history” (“vision de [’histoire”), based on mixed
interests. These different objectives are made visible by the watchdog function of jour-
nalists, whose democratic role enables them to demand accountability (Currant 1991).
Such a role inevitably generates tensions between the actors, one of whom (the politi-
cians) must constantly justify its choices and practices.

However, these criticisms are not enough to qualify the relationship between jour-
nalists and politicians, which is, almost by nature, interdependent. Journalists need
political sources to do their job (Saitta 2008) and politicians rely on journalists to com-
municate (Perloff 2017). As this point has been widely demonstrated and discussed in
the scientific literature, there is no need to dwell on it but to answer one question: with
the development of new technologies generating communicational changes that seem
to offer greater autonomy to public actors, is this relationship still as interdependent as
it used to be? In 2010, Small (2010) pointed out that the use of Twitter by Canadian
politicians, particularly party leaders, was limited to the official transmission of infor-
mation, and was therefore not part of the “Web 2.0 democracy” project. In other words,
Twitter is not a channel for direct communication with citizens. Mercier (2015) notes
that political communication on Twitter is highly polemical, in the sense of Kerbrat-
Orecchioni (1980: 10-11), that is, it conveys discourse imbued with “aggression,
vehemence, and insults™® Looking at the 2014 municipal campaign in France, the
author highlights this polemical character (Mercier 2015). As such, we must remain
cautious about the widespread use of this means of communication in politics. Indeed,
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the work of Small (2010) and Mercier (2015), as well as others, expose the many limi-
tations of this communication channel (difficulty of debating, lack of real added value,
risk of polemical slip-ups, etc.), and this is a brake on its widespread and exclusive use
by institutional political actors. Langer and Gruber (2021: 334) have also shown that
journalists continue to play an essential role in setting the political and public agendas
by amplifying “the salience of the issue and, once in ‘storm mode’.” Roginsky (2021),
for her part, highlighted the role that journalists continue to play in the public visibility
of politicians.

To sum up, the relationship between journalists and politicians is characterized by
an interdependence that has its moments of reproach and its moments of appeasement.
Legavre (2011) considers that they are partners—rivals (“associés-rivaux”): conflicts
that may exist between them do not mask a need for association; Charron (1994)
would rather speak of negotiation. When tension emerges between the actors and man-
ifests itself in public critique, it would therefore be wrong to focus solely on reproaches.

This article defends the idea that these studies should be enriched by public cri-
tique. In doing so, tensions and interdependence are addressed through the articula-
tions of democracy. When there is controversy, the focus is not just on the sources of
tension but also on what they say about democracy and the role of journalists and
politicians. In Quebec, for example, a journalist who was blocked by the prime min-
ister posted the following on Twitter: “Just discovered Premier @francoislegault has
blocked me on Twitter. Was it after I wrote my latest story on the lack of a compre-
hensive cancer plan during the #pandemic? Was it earlier I don’t know. Glad Health
@MinisterMcCann hasn’t. #FreedomOfThePress.” (Twitter, Derfel 2020). The pub-
lic critique goes beyond the simple fact of having been blocked: it refers to the way
journalism is done, press freedom, the watchdog role, and so on. This journalist is
expressing a critique that is not directed solely at the prime minister, but at the public,
the citizens who give legitimacy to their comments, their practices, and their demo-
cratic role.

Many examples highlight the desire to use relational tension to articulate aspects of
democracy and to justify some practices. The canton of Geneva offers a telling exam-
ple of the articulation of the democratic roles of actors (discussed earlier in this paper)
with a view to justifying practices. When a member of his party was accused of accept-
ing an advantage, the president of the party accused in turn journalists (and politicians)
of lashing out in the media. However, he is also voicing a public critique that goes
beyond this protest. Here is the most telling extract:

My opinion is that there is a need for calm on this issue. At the moment, everyone is
saying what’s on their minds. We need to lower the tension and avoid a media tribunal.
Everyone needs to stay in their place, in their function and in their role, be it the Grand
Council, the Council of State, the press and, of course, the courts.” (La Tribune de Genéve,
Budry 2018)

This discourse clearly shows that public critique of the relationship between jour-
nalists and politicians is not confined to reproach, but produces articulations linked to
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democracy: the need for serenity, respect for the roles (of the press, politicians or the
judiciary), and so on.

Let’s extend this example with the politician in question (the person accused of
accepting an advantage), who does not appreciate the media treatment he receives. He
publicly criticized this media treatment, while explaining that the procedure and
agenda of each institution are different and must be respected. In an interview, he
responded to accusations of slowness leveled at the government of which he is a mem-
ber: “We have been criticised for waiting to speak. But when it comes to the facts of
which I am accused [. . .] a government should be able to allow itself 6 days to reflect.”
(Léman bleu 2018). Another politician from a different political party agreed and pub-
licly criticized the way journalists were handling the controversy:

A government must take the time to mature its decisions. There are legal acts drafted
and, therefore, beyond the formal aspect, it was necessary to go beyond the emotion that,
in the end, this admission provoked, with regard to his colleagues and the population.?®
(RTS 2018)

The public critique produced in this passage exposes democratic mechanisms, in this
case the way in which a government functions. In doing so, the politicians justify taking
their time and therefore respond to accusations, not just to address further reproaches in
a logic of confrontation but also to articulate and justify a democratic role.

At the end of this article, it is worth emphasizing the plural nature of public critique.
Indeed, public critique can potentially generate legitimacy at any time, through differ-
ent and complementary processes. Legitimacy can be achieved by targeting a practice
deemed to be at fault and highlighting what a profession can contribute to democracy,
or by responding to a reproach that calls into question this participation in democracy.
These nuances show both the richness of public critique and its complexity. Above all,
it is important to be aware that public critique, like legitimacy, is contextual: the same
articulation of democracy can sometimes be a source of legitimacy in a specific place
and time, just as it can be a source of mistrust in other circumstances.

Conclusion

This article takes a fresh look at the relationship between journalists and politicians
through the critique they level at each other. The aim was to provide some answers to
the following research question: to what extent does the public critique that journalists
and politicians direct at each other represent a process of democratic legitimization in a
context of mistrust of institutions? Public critique is a concept that reflects the complex-
ity of the relationship between these actors. The article also invites to see the critique
voiced by public players as a process of democratic legitimization. In this sense,
critique is not just a reproach, but a participation in the public sphere as a place for
constructing democratic public debate. Yet this process is being challenged by a context
that is hardly favorable to institutional public actors. At a time when noninstitutional
citizens’ initiatives are developing, journalists and politicians have an interest in
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reacting, at the risk of seeing mistrust of them grow.’ In this respect, the article did not
take into account the reception of public critique and therefore the legitimization pro-
cess. Although this was not the objective set here, it is worth emphasizing the value of
developing research that examines the way in which citizens perceive this legitimiza-
tion mechanism. Indeed, given that only citizens can grant legitimacy, it would be use-
ful to gain a better understanding of how they distribute it, according to what issues and
in what ways.

From a scientific point of view, public critique offers a way to understand contem-
porary democratic dynamics. Without substituting the concept of public sphere, it pro-
vides a relevant perspective to look at the discourses (institutional or not) that shape
democracy. As it is not solely linked to “spaces,” whether connected, disconnected, or
even opposed, it allows us to take account of changes in participation in democracy,
well beyond the relationship between journalists and politicians.

Appendix. Corpus.

Territories Number of productions by type of media

France Paper and web: 222
Audiovisual: 161
Digital social networks: 39
Total : 422

French-speaking Switzerland Paper and web: 205
Audiovisual: 71
Digital social networks: 39
Total : 315

Quebec Paper and web: 58
Audiovisual: 14
Digital social networks: 26
Total : 98

French-speaking Belgium Paper and web: 71
Audiovisual: 10
Digital social networks: 28
Total : 109

Authors’ Note

As mentioned above, this article is based on doctoral research conducted in French. The main
aim was to introduce the English-speaking world to the notion of public critique as a tool for
understanding the relationship between journalists and politicians, as well as democratic
dynamics.
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Notes

1. A table at the end of this article shows the breakdown of productions by territory. For
access to all productions, see Tant (2023). For an in-depth look at the dimensions and
applications of public critique, see Tant (2024).

All excerpts from the corpus have been translated from French by the author.

Translation by the author.

Translation by the author.

Translation by the author.

Translation by the author.

Translation by the author.

Translation by the author.

It is essential to note that this division between what is institutional and what is not is
probably not so obvious. Especially as the development of movements encouraging the
development of a parallel public sphere will tend more to blur such a distinction.
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