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For decades, research has been quite sceptical towards the role journalism plays in local
political life. This article shows that news organizations can take advantage of the web to play
a new role in local democratic arenas. Based on a statistical and lexicometric analysis of
online forums set up by a French regional newspaper (La Voix du Nord), this study shows
how the morphology of municipalities impacts the way online discussion unfolds. In
providing such online discussion arenas to citizens, the news organization plays the part of a
“veil” in small cities — playing down the effects of strong acquaintanceship among individuals
— and the part of a “catalyst” in medium-sized cities — promoting the rise of local opinion.



