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The Return of the Public in Global Governance

Many international relatnons scholars argue that private authority
and private actors are playing increasingly prominent roles in global
governance. This book focuses on the other side of the equation: the
transformation of the public dimension of governance in the era of
globalization. It analyzes that transformation, advancing two major
claims: first, that the public is beginning to play a more significant role
in global governance, and, second, that it takes a rather different form
than has traditionally been understood in international relations theory.
T'he authors suggest that unless we transcend conventional wisdom
about the public as a distinct sphere, separate from the private domain,
we cannot understand the dynamics and consequences of its apparent
return. Using examples drawn from international poliucal economy,
international security, and environmental governance, they argue that
“the public” should be conceptualized as a collection of culturally
specific social practices.
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defies description” (Washington Post 2010b). Indeed, even those who
stand squarely in the middle of it (and who thus have more information
and a deeper understanding of it than anyone else) claim that they do
not have a precise grasp of it. For example Robert Gates makes “a terrible
confession: I can’t get a number on how many contractors work for
the Office of the Secretary of Defense; not even as a whole” (Washington
Post 2010d). Where secrecy is a virtue, this may not seem strange.
Cheney sums it up when he explains that contracting has grown because
it facilitates “work in the shadows” (quoted in Chesterman 2011: 96).
The public/private divide, however, compounds the challenge: it makes
enmeshed actors and activities, purposes, and regulations slide out of
sight. This elusive character of the secret intelligence hybrid is one of
its sources of power.

Elusivelexpansive actors and activities

The WP Project’s attempt to pin down the actors is a case in point.
According to the WP, Top Secret America consists of forty-five govern-
mental organizations that can be broken down into 1,271 subunits and
1,931 companies (not divided into subunits) (Washington Post 2010¢).
This estimate, however, misrepresents the things it purports to capture.
One reason is that enmeshed activities can be classified as either public or
private or both, or they can simply slide out of the picture entirely
because the activity in question moved to the private when the public
was measured or vice versa. An additional reason for this elusiveness
is that the estimate excludes things located outside the divide (namely
the formally private or the foreign). Yet, these are often integral to
National Intelligence. In the formally private sector (private companies
hiring private intelligence agencies), operatives with a background in
the state intelligence services make up the bulk of the staffing of the
“private” agencies, which do assignments for the state agencies and share
their results with the state agencies (Donovan 2011, former employee
of Shell Corporate Affairs Security). The same is often the case with
foreign agencies. The combination of misrepresentation and exclusion
generated by a reliance on the public/private distinction explains why
observers and insiders share the impression that the beast they are trying
to capture cludes them. Observing these practices through the public/
private divide makes it impossible to capture who and what is part of
US Natuonal Intelligence.

The elusiveness produced by the public/private divide facilitates
an cxpansionary dynamic. By obscuring existing activities and actors,
it makes it easier to argue that more projects and activities are needed.
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