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Daniel Drache asks ‘what should we make of these angry, defiant, self-organized publics?’ The result is a theoretical contribution that brings to the fore Habermas’ concept of interactive communication and Harold Innis’ bias of communication for understanding rising global public activism and the effects of their dissent in global politics. In particular, Drache interrogates the driving forces behind the unprecedented reach of the global citizen. In his view, new information technologies are providing the opportunity for non-hierarchical forms of organization and coordination through text-messaging, blogging and going on line. These virtual-communicational forms combined with grass root organizing strategies have opened opportunities for public participation and social change in both, local and global arenas. Furthermore, for Drache the nature of the public sphere as the forum in which collective needs and concerns are voiced has been transformed by the rising of virtual mediation. 

At the core his argument Drache understands the public domain as a space that is always being contested. Accordingly, in his account of contemporary global publics, there is an emphasis on the “u-turn” argument to explain that after decades of public deference the emergence of multiple experiences of micro activism seem to challenge the idea of the voiceless, docile and conformist mass-media consumer citizens of the neo-liberal era. This is not a new argument, but certainly the way in which Drache develops it is provocative. 

For example, Drache presents the World Trade Organization as a core institution of global governance that despite being ‘captured by bureaucratic interests and subordinated to the will of the powerful core member states’ (p. 35) also represents a battlefront for defiant publics where global commons such as culture and knowledge are being defended and in which networked activism exercises its relational power to influence particular outcomes. For Drache, it is precisely this sort of power what ‘provides the lens through which to understand the emergence of a reconstituted public domain beyond the state’ (p. 42) and opens the debate over citizenship beyond the territorialist frameworks of the nation state in an era in which the global citizen ‘can be found in coffee shops when she discusses the issues that matter to her with members of their community…at the mall, when she chooses to support certain businesses…online at election time and between elections blogging, chatting, questioning’ (p.62).

Drache also concentrates in explaining the modern compass of dissent which comprehends four points of departure and beacons of action: social inclusion, trust and human security, individual freedom, and building political community. These mark the ideological fluid nature of this compass allowing crossovers among skeptics, contrarians, radical utopians and practical utopians dissenters. Finally, Drache analyzes social diversity and new models of citizenship as driven forces behind the return of the public domain to state and global levels. For Drache the current era is that of ‘globally connected networks of communicative interactions’ in which publics have informational and organization tools to challenge the instrumental economic rationality of the market epitomize in the Washington Consensus. This represents an opportunity to hear again the voice of public reason. 

Another step in Drache’s argument is to analyze the relevance that nourishing the public domain holds in the present era of market fundamentalism. Following Habermas and the less acknowledged Canadian thinker Harold Innis’ ideas, Drache argues that such nourishing not only is central but actually possible given the fact that new forms of communication ‘unleashes the radical innovative potential of the public domain’ and because technology itself, like nineteen century printed media before, has created possibilities of public dissent (p.58). He goes further to argue that this public dissent has been able to influence the swinging position of voters towards ‘public-oriented parties’ in the last elections across the world. For Drache, the contemporary voter is hungry of alternatives due to her dissatisfaction with political elites and the costs of neo-liberalism. He talks of different possibilities and combinations – i.e. hybrids of left ideas with right pragmatism. 

Precisely, Drache’s analysis of global public dissent unfolds closely related to the representation crisis of political parties across the world providing an account of public deference as some sort global phenomenon. But, from this perspective how could one make sense of the intense social unrest and mobilizations by indigenous groups in Mexico, Bolivia or Ecuador, peasants in the Philippines and India, unions in Africa, women in South East Asia, and many others across the world, which were quite lively in the period that Drache identified as a set back to citizen involvement in politics due to neo-liberalism? The answer to this might lie in two aspects of Drache’s analysis. One the one hand, his analysis of global public dissent as closely related to a representation crisis of political parties is problematic because many cases of political dissent that unfolded independently of political parties are disregarded. These experiences have been addressed for example by Zibechi (2003) and many others. On the other hand, an answer might also lie in the use of Habermas’ unfinished project of modernity through his theory of communicative interaction as a desirable and possible future for all despite pre-existent unequal relations of power and domination (Maldonado Torres 2006). This use works as a constraint to Drache’s views on the iconographies of global public dissent and the extent to which virtual mediation might or not be questioning modernity and its instrumental economic rationality itself. 

Notwithstanding, Drache’s arguments on virtuality are quite provocative. He looks into the internet as means to create communities of fate that transcend territorialist cartography. Here, Drache re-emphasizes Innis’ account on nineteen century printed media as an opening tool for possibilities of public dissent to challenge the well-known McLuhan’s interpretation of technology as a means of passivity and conformism. In his view, internet, mass media, virtuality and technology in general is of course being used to alienate and dominate, but this is not the whole story (p.96) Interestingly, Drache goes even further and enquires about the dark side of this by arguing that ‘as the democratic public grows, the antisocial, xenophobic public grows alongside it’ p.111). 

This balanced perspective together with his view of the defiant global publics as ‘disorderly voices, opposing interests and virulent claims’ (p. 2) giving shape to a ‘new geography of power’ (p. 2) are the book’s two main contributions to the debate on the role of technological innovation in the increasing role of micro activists and social movements in public policy formation. In view of that, this is a very much welcome intellectual position especially in recent times in which numerous attempts to present neat, predictable, rational, always progressive and coherent accounts on the rise of defiant global publics worldwide have been so influential (e.g. the so-called Transnational Networks and political-opportunity structures literature). 

Certainly, Defiant Publics is a splendid reading for those interested on Global Social Movements and Communications Studies, but also for those looking an introduction to the concept of public sphere in contemporary social and political thinking.
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