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The opening sentence of Manuel Castells’ latest book Networks of Outrage and Hope: Social Movements in the
Internet Age. (Polity Press, 2012), sets the tone of the entire work:

“No one expected it. In a world darkened by economic distress, political cynicism, cultural emptiness and personal
hopelessness, it just happened. Suddenly dictatorship could be overthrown with the bare hands of the people, even if
their hands had been bloodied by the sacrifice of those fallen. Financial magicians went from being the objects of
public envy to the targets of universal contempt. Politicians became exposed as corrupt liars. Governments were
denounced. Media were suspected. Trust vanished…[….]” (Castells, 2012: 1).
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Castells’ latest book engages with one of the most surprising and fascinating political issue of our times: with the
sudden rise of mass uprising across the world, their political force, and momentum. Castells explores the variety and
cultural diversity of these uprisings in an ambitious project. He considers the movements from Iceland and Tunisia,
from the Egyptian Revolution to the Arab Spring, from the Indignadas movements in Spain to the Occupy movements
in the States. For those who have missed the actual unravelling of these events, and for those who do not have a
clear picture of what happened across the world in 2011, this is a timely and important book, as it provides a fresh
and well written account of the key events affecting the different movements, as well as some important information
on their cultural diversity and context specific struggles.

In mapping the activities and practices of the different movements, the book addresses two fundamentals: What
triggered the 2011 mass mobilisations across the world? How can we make sense of these new forms of political
participation and action?

According to Castells, the answer is simple: these movements began on the Internet social networks and spread by
contagion in a world of wireless communication, mobile media and the viral exchange of images and content. He
argues that the Internet has created a ‘space of autonomy’ for the exchange of information and the sharing of feelings
of collective outrage and hope. He strongly believes that Internet networks have become the material support of a
new type of political participation, a participation that is based on horizontal networks, on political autonomy,
leaderless organisation, and groundless solidarity.

His claims are powerful, his prose captivating and the examples he uses are fascinating. Yet the reader is left to
question whether the examples discussed really support his assumptions on the role of the Internet in the
mobilisation of political action and on the creation of new forms of political participation. If one considers closely the
movements discussed in the book, he/she would realise that the issues at stake are far more complex than Castells
wants us to believe. What emerges from his account is that Internet technologies played a role in the rapid
mobilsation of people and coordination of action. Yet his data and examples used also suggest that, as many social
movement scholars have pointed out, the relationship between social movements and new technologies is a matter
of constant negotiation and is defined by a complex dialectics between transformation and continuity, between the
technical and the social, and between old and new political repertoires of political action and media activism.

What is most surprising about Castells’ book is its inability to address this complexity. This is partly due to the fact
that within his book Castells refuses to engage with key theoretical debates on social movements and new media
technologies. In doing so he does not consider the contribution of those who have shown that in 2011 mobilisation
occurred thanks to face-to-face interaction as well as to the social media buzz (Juris, 2012), that far from being
‘horizontal’ and ‘leaderless’ these movements often have their leaders and reference points (Gerbaudo, 2012), and
that internet technologies are affecting political imagination and practices in contradictory and often problematic ways
(Barassi and Treré, 2012; Mattoni, 2012; Cammaerts et al., 2012).

Most worryingly, Castells seems to be committed to continue to promote a type of techno determinism that refuses to
engage with a more nuanced understanding of the Internet in everyday life. Castells’ techno-determinism is prevalent
at both theoretical and empirical levels. At the theoretical level, Castells argues that the Internet needs to be
understood as an autonomous space of communication beyond the control of governments and corporations
(2012:2), and he overlooks the works of those who have highlighted the bound connections between political control
and new technologies (Morozov, 2011: Curran et al, 2012) or the ones of those who emphasised the corporate
nature of much of today’s Web 2.0 platforms (Terranova, 2000; Andrejevic, 2007; Fuchs, 2008). For Castells the
Internet is an autonomous space of communication because it facilitates a new type of “mass communication of the
self” which is directly related to the development of social and political autonomy (2009:53-71; 2012:7).

In contrast to Castells, I believe that, as mentioned elsewhere (Fenton and Barassi, 2011) in order to understand the
political possibilities offered by Internet technologies we have to critically address the concept of participation,
individuation and autonomy. Theoretically Castells’ argument is based on the assumption that on the Internet,
individuals have a degree of communicative autonomy and that individual participation is the premise upon which all
other political acts are based. Yet, in understanding the complex relationship between internet technologies and new

E-International Relations ISSN 2053-8626 Page 2/4



Review - Networks of Outrage and Hope
Written by Veronica Barassi

forms of political participation, it is pivotal that we not only appreciate that communicative autonomy does not
necessarily translate into social and political autonomy, but that we also realise that the self-centred nature of social
media often challenges the collective creativity of movements and political organisations. In addition to that we need
to be aware of the fact that whilst it is true that web developments have accelerated the possibility to share
information, and mobilise action in fast and effective ways; the pace of information exchange reduces political
discussions and creates insurgent networks of action, which rely on weak networks and affinities, and not on shared
political projects (Barassi, 2009). These transformations are having a strong impact on the lived experience of
political activism with often negative consequences on processes of political transformation and social change.
Theoretically, therefore, Networks of Outrage and Hope: Social movements in the Internet Age, seems to be
grounded on a form of techno-determinism that overshadows rather than illuminates the social complexities involved
in the use of internet technologies for collective action.

This techno-determinism, as mentioned above, is not only present at the theoretical level, but also at the empirical
level. In fact, as Fuchs (2012) has argued, Castells’ book is based on the assumption that there is a linear connection
between political information on the Internet, the change in collective consciousness and the rise of political protests.
Yet the reader is left to question where the evidence of his claims is. In actual fact, throughout the book Castells
oversimplifies the emotional complexities of the movements studied and contends that within all the countries
discussed the Internet has enabled the sharing of two forms of feelings, outrage and hope, which have played a
pivotal role in triggering mass uprisings. Whilst it is undeniable that the movements of 2011 were triggered by a
strong emotional and subjective dimension, we must be aware of the fact that they had also a strong material
dimension. Furthermore, we must critically question Castells’ claim that the internet played a central role in the
spreading of emotional feelings of outrage and hope and this is especially true in countries such as Egypt where, in
December, 2011, only 26.4% of the population had access to the Internet (Fuchs, 2012:782). Therefore, at the
empirical level, Castells’ work is techno-deterministic, because it’s based on assumptions on the pervasiveness and
agency of internet technologies, which are not supported by an in depth understanding of activists’ everyday media
practices and beliefs.

Castells techno-determinism at both theoretical and methodological level reminds us that, at present, much work is
needed to ensure that we reach a thorough and nuanced understanding of the complex relationship between Internet
technologies and new forms of political participation. There is no doubt that these networked forms of communication
have often become the material support of new types of political imagination and association (Juris, 2008, 2012;
Barassi, 2009). Yet, to understand the way in which these new political imaginations are re-defining the terrain for
political action, it is important to explore the complex dialectics between transformation and continuity, rather than
emphasising disruption and novelty. It is only by looking at continuity that scholars can understand the complex and
imaginative negotiations that enable activists to re-imagine social change in order to adapt to the techno-historical
transformations of the last years.

—
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