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In an era when traditional
political institutions have been
delegitimized by five-plus
decades of sustained
antigovernment rhetoric from
both left and right, and when a
steadily growing bloc of
Americans have fragile and
periodic associations and
loyalties to organized political
parties, the alternative,
“disruptive” processes of D&D
step in. Yet the uncomfortable
truth that seeps through Lee’s
narrative is that deliberation
and engagement is not policy. A
great meeting cannot sub for
policy implementation. Big
government may be over, but
what is in its place?
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Before I finished Lee’s book, my
impulse was to dismiss
engagement professionals as
phonies and their “dialogue and
deliberation” practices as a
sham.
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Lee's critique of the public
engagement industry is rich and
nuanced, and it is most
compelling when she explores
the deep contradictions
imbedded in the practice. For
example, efforts intended to
empower publics produce
"disempowering outcomes" and
a commitment to enlarging the
democratic imagination yields
approaches "more likely to
contain unrest than to challenge
inequalities."
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As an attempt to understand the
world of public engagement
practitioners, DIY Democracy is
very much an artifact of the late
Bush II and early Obama years
in which it was researched.
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Maybe deliberative democracy is
an overdue balm in a world of
140-character outrage—and
indeed, public engagement
practitioners’ listservs in
November 2016 discussed how
their work was “needed now
more than ever.”
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